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Cherished by the Hunter

	EVIE

	Prince Charming comes in purple!

	I’ve been looking for my Prince Charming my entire life. When ravenous, human-eating bugs descend from the skies, I think my dream is doomed—until a musclebound Xarc’n hunter rescues me from certain death. Tarv’k is strong and brave, and the purring in his chest turns my knees to jelly.

	Too bad he’s pretending not to be interested. I might be small and soft-spoken, but I’m also stubborn; I get what I want. He won’t know what hit him!

	 

	TARV’K

	Evie is everything I ever wanted, but I don’t deserve her. She is the ray of sunshine that keeps our compound going. She deserves a younger hunter, one with fewer failures in his past. But despite my best intentions, I cannot let her go. If I cannot claim her, then I vow to be her ultimate protector.

	When Evie’s past returns to haunt her, I am determined to keep her safe. No one messes with my female! We may not have a mating bond yet, but she is still MINE!

	 

	Evie and Tarv’k’s story is a complete romance with a HEA, but should be read as part of a series.
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Chapter 1: Evie

	 

	I watched in horror as Natalie struggled and limped toward Rajiv’k with the lifesaving buckets of water in her hands. Her Xarc’n hunter mate had just been sprayed with spitter acid, and it didn’t look good. Her bad leg, an old bug toxin injury, slowed her down, and I considered running out to help her despite my intense and debilitating fear of bugs.

	An ugly wolf-sized alien bug—one of the ones with the blade-like front claws tipped with toxin—oriented on Natalie and scurried toward her. The thing’s many legs made that horrible skittering sound as it crossed the pavement. 

	Ugh! I hated that sound. It was a thing of nightmares. 

	“Behind you!” I screamed, hoping Natalie would turn in time to evade the bug’s attack. 

	She turned to look, but there wasn’t much she could do. She held a heavy bucket of water in each hand, and she refused to release them. Her mate’s survival depended on that water. If they didn’t dilute the acid right away, it would eat right through him, digesting and turning his flesh to sludge.

	I grabbed the heavy stool by the doorway and, without thinking it all the way through, raised it over my head as I ran toward the ugly creature. I screamed at the top of my lungs as I often did in the presence of these giant space bugs. I had a horrible phobia of creepy crawlies and wasn’t the fighting type, not even with normal-size Earth bugs. 

	This time was different. I had to save my friend.

	I brought the stool down on the head of the grotesque thing, glad that it faced away from me, toward Natalie, so its scythe-like front claws were nowhere near me. The shiny exoskeleton caved in where my stool hit, right next to a multifaceted beady bug eye. 

	I didn’t stop there. I raised the stool over my head again, even though it was heavy and my arms shook. Again, I bashed the ugly creature over the head, creating a matching dent on the other side. 

	The creature crumpled to the ground, its many legs still twitching. Rajiv’k stumbled toward his mate, closing the gap between them. He dunked his arm directly into one of the buckets as Natalie poured water on the wound on his belly. The arm splashed by bug juice looked as if it had no skin left. 

	Jeepers creepers! I turned away, glad I hadn’t eaten yet. If I had, my breakfast would’ve been all over the ground. 

	The surge of mind-numbing, phobia-canceling adrenaline over, I hurried back toward the doors. Before I could reach safety, another scuttler—the Xarc’n name for the bug I’d just killed—lunged in front of me. I let out another shrill scream as it turned on me and chittered hungrily.

	I kept the stool between us, pushing and poking at it ineffectively. I was too afraid to lift the only thing between me and the bug over my head again to use as a bludgeoning tool. What if the creature lunged the moment I lifted my arms? I’d be a sitting duck.

	I couldn’t believe it was my own uncle who’d planned this attack on the compound. No, wait, I could. I totally could. Shawn was a grade-A buttcrack, and the type who would plan exactly such a dastardly deed. However, my uncle was a coward, so this was probably his idea, but carried out by his shadow, Benson. 

	Benson had had his eyes on me, thinking I was some innocent prize for him. I might’ve looked sweet and innocent, but I wasn’t. I’d snuck out of the dorms in my all-girl school to meet a boy once. It was a disaster, all braces and awkwardness. I hadn’t been eager for more, and I’d decided after that catastrophe to wait for my Prince Charming. 

	I was no idiot either, and only sweet on the outside. I wouldn’t touch Benson with a ten-foot pole, and I made sure to let him know I thought he was a dick, in the nicest way possible.

	Finally pissed off with my controlling uncle, who had only kept me around before the bugs arrived to steal my inheritance anyway, I’d told both of them off last night. The two cowardly traitors had turned on one of the Xarc’n hunter’s baiting lures in the wee hours of the morning while we slept. They’d also released the two centicreeps—giant alien bugs that reminded us humans of overgrown house centipedes, but much deadlier—we’d been researching, and ran off. 

	My uncle and Benson had even left the doors to the main building wide open for us; how nice of them. This morning, we woke to utter chaos as the scourge from all around streamed into our compound. 

	Now, the alien bug was in front of me, and I was going to die torn to shreds. Thanks a lot, Shawn. It was a wonder I dealt with him for so long without imploding.

	As the scuttler leaped for me, a blur of purple appeared before my face. It happened so fast my brain failed to process it, but one moment, I faced death’s mantis claw, and the next, my attacker was batted aside by a heavy staff. The staff's wielder twirled his weapon and decapitated the bug with the bladed end, the edge of the blade glowing a bright white-blue from the sizzling energy.

	Then my savior dispatched the final scuttler, his body flowing through the movements like water. He was the perfect combination of raw power and honed grace. My rescuer had managed to hastily strap on his chest armor, but his entire back was bare save for the straps of the harness he wore. The muscles on his back rippled and danced as he moved. 

	 With the last scourge gone, he finally turned to give me a glimpse of my rescuer. I looked up into the fierce Xarc’n warrior’s face. 

	Tarv’k! My hero! My Prince Charming!

	He’d strode in like a purple prince and slain the many-legged dragon. He’d saved my life.

	Tarv’k was one of the two unmated Xarc’n hunters left in the compound. He was a little older than the others, but it barely showed. If I squinted, I noticed a few silver hairs around the base of his horns, but he was just as virile as any of the others. And he’d just saved my life!

	If I had to be honest, these Xarc’n hunters had been saving our lives since the bugs first set foot on our planet. If it wasn’t for all of Earth’s governments’ combined lies and the stupid humans who hated the hunters for being alien, things wouldn’t have gotten so bad. 

	I was lucky to be part of this compound now. The hunter group who called this place home were some of the best people I’d ever had the privilege to know. The humans who had joined them were just as amazing. I’d become fast friends with the mates, and the men were like brothers to me.

	Tarv’k returned his weapon to his back, the sharp edge no longer glowing, and strode over to me with a worried look on his face. He knelt, and then to my surprise, pulled me right into his arms to sit on his knee. 

	“Are you hurt, little female?” He looked me over, checking for injuries, his hands running over my arms and body.

	Unable to form words yet after that narrow escape, I just shook my head and stared into his welcoming yellow eyes. The warmth of his hands felt electric against my skin, and I didn’t want him to stop. I didn’t know what gave me the guts to do it, but I lifted my arms and wrapped them around his neck. He stiffened for a second before returning my hug. 

	 A soft but insistent rumbling started in his chest. I’d heard this sound coming from the mated Xarc’n hunters when they were with their mates. It was calming, and I felt as if I could relax in it forever. The carcasses of the bugs around us faded away when I was in his arms. 

	In that very moment, I decided I didn’t care if he was the oldest warrior in the compound. I didn’t care that I was the youngest woman. And I sure as heck didn’t care about people like my crappy uncle who thought our races shouldn’t mix. 

	Tarv’k was the warrior for me.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Evie 

	Four months later…

	I aimed the ship-mounted blaster at the disgusting flying monster bearing down on the fighters on our roof and fired the shot.

	“Take that, you mother trucker!” Yeah, despite having survived for a whole year in the bugpocalypse, I still hadn’t picked up much colorful language. It was a phenomenon considering some of our members swore like truck drivers. 

	 The blast hit the flyer in the wing, punching a hole in the membrane. It was enough to bring the creature down, but not enough to put it out of fighting condition. That was not acceptable. 

	My job was to shoot down the flyers and take them out of the equation as the men and Xarc’n hunters focused on taking out the centicreeps that shimmied their way up onto the roof. Tarv’k was out there, and I needed to do the best darn job I could to keep him safe.

	I aimed at the flyer, which was now struggling to stay airborne with only one good wing. This time my shot hit it square in the chest, blasting a giant hole right through the center. It fell out of the sky and into one of the areas between the buildings. 

	I stuck my tongue out at it. Take that!

	I was getting pretty good at this, and I didn’t even scream when the flyers swooped down toward the roof. I’d better be improving; I’d been shooting these nasty buggers from inside Tarv’k’s ship all summer long. I’d even graduated to having the walls show a lifesized video feed of the outside world all around me. 

	I couldn’t have done that at the start of the summer; it’d been too scary. I’d screamed every time a flyer showed up on the tiny screen. Lifesized ones above my head would’ve had me rocking back and forth like a baby.

	I still screamed at the centicreeps when they got too close to the shuttle, despite knowing I was safely enclosed inside. Those things were terrifying. Just imagine a giant human-eating centipede with poisonous daggers all along its body. Yup. Terrifying.

	I couldn't even face Earth-sized centipedes without hysterics before all this happened. I still couldn’t; that was the strangest thing. Normal-sized Earth-grown creepy crawlies still terrified me, and I had to prep myself just as much to squash a spider as I did to shoot a flyer.

	If anything, the presence of the oversized alien bugs made my phobia of normal bugs worse. The human brain wasn’t always logical; my brain was the perfect example.

	It was September, and the last swarm before the temperature dropped and the scourge stopped swarming. We were currently fighting the first wave of the fourth swarm of the season. All signs pointed to the fact that this was probably the last swarm of the year.

	I couldn’t believe I’d lived an entire year in this chaos already. I doubted I even remembered what normal life felt like. 

	Normal? Who the heck was I kidding? This was the new normal. 

	I looked out through the seemingly transparent walls of the shuttle at Tarv’k as he fought the centicreeps. The most dangerous parts of these long sinuous scourge were the many dagger-like protrusions along the length of their bodies. The bugs thrashed about, slicing their enemies into pieces. This was why our menfolk had developed an effective way to deal with the menace.

	The Xarc’n hunters drew a bug’s attention. Being both faster and tougher, they had higher chances of dodging its attacks and absorbing the blows with less damage. With the centicreep’s attention focused on the hunters, the humans shot at the back of the creature from either side, breaking off pieces of the bug’s long body. Once separated from the head, the sections fell to the ground, useless. 

	The head and front legs of the centricreeps still thrashed toward the hunters, not needing any of their hind parts to survive. With the most dangerous portions lopped off by blaster fire, the hunters could safely get close enough to deliver a killing blow. 

	The process had been foolproof all summer, but today was different. Today, Tarv’k was working with new men from the nearby settlement who’d volunteered to help us fight. These guys didn’t have the experience the men from our compound had. I could tell by the tiny pieces of the bugs they shot off. Usually, by the time a creature got to Tarv’k, it was reduced to just a head and a few stubby segments. 

	Today the centicreeps were getting to him with almost half their body length intact. Not to mention, the humans were shooting their blasters awfully close to the hunter, trying to get a few more shots in. It made me nervous. What if Tarv’k got hit with friendly fire? 

	The hunters had chosen to station the newer humans with Tarv’k, Koriv’n, and Jorg’k for good reasons. Jorg’k was the best fighter, Koriv’n the fleetest of foot, and Tarv’k was the most experienced. Even now, his experience fighting the bugs and adapting to new situations showed through in his actions. 

	The bug lunged at him, just barely missing his belly.

	Holy shish kebabs! That was too close.

	Instead of trying to deliver the final blow on the wriggling, writhing mass of poisonous blades, he shoved it back with the blunt end of his two-handed staff. The weapon had great reach, giving the two blaster-toting humans on either side time for one more shot each. One of the shots took off almost half of what was left. The centicreep was much more manageable now. 

	Tarv’k hopped back and let the creature come to him. Then, with a quick twirl of his staff, he cleaved the creature’s head in half straight down the middle. Without stopping, he flung the carcass, still attached to his weapon, off the side of the building. 

	He turned to the shuttle and grinned as if he knew I watched. I couldn’t help but grin back even though I know he couldn’t see me.

	A screech took my attention back to the sky as another pair of flyers came into view. On it went, as it did for every swarm. I shot at the flyers and watched the men dispatch of the centicreeps. And when more flyers came, I shot at them, too. Despite how exciting each individual encounter was, it became tedious and boring as the day wore on, just like last time and the time before that.

	As the sun crossed the sky, the flyers and the centicreeps slowed, and our fighters on the roof finally had time to deal with the spitters and scuttlers gathering on the ground below. Neither the spitters nor the scuttlers were very good climbers. They just piled on top of each other as they swarmed, trying to get onto the roof.

	A few well-thrown Molotov cocktails and a good spray from one of the Xarc’n hunter’s fire cannon were all it took to get the fire going. Once they started burning, the fire raged on until there was nothing left to consume. In that way, the fire was very much like the scourge themselves. 

	 For me, the secret highlight of every swarm was when Tarv’k walked back into the shuttle after he’d set the last scourge on fire. He’d walk into the shuttle, strip off all his armor and clothes, throw them into the decontaminator and step into the transparent unit buck naked.

	Yep. That was the highlight of every swarm. The little secret that kept me going. 

	Tarv’k was pure eye candy, and I didn’t even have the decency not to stare. It wasn’t like the Xarc’n hunters cared about their nakedness; they barely wore anything to begin with. When they weren’t fighting the bugs, they lounged around the compound in nothing more than loincloths.

	Tarv’k knew I admired his body. I admired a lot about him. 

	I was the only woman in the compound not partnered up with anyone, and it was awfully lonely. Even Lena and Stacy, the two women Connie, Jorg’k, and Jack had brought back from a nearby human settlement, were paired up. Stacy with Jack, and Lena with Gerald.

	It was frustrating, especially since I knew who I wanted: Tarv’k. 

	 Since the day Tarv’k had rescued me from the scuttlers, I’d made every effort to spend time with him. I’d chosen to shoot the flyers from his shuttle instead of from Koriv’n’s. Down in the common area, I’d sit next to him on the couches. We sat next to each other so often everyone else in the compound knew to leave me a spot next to him.

	Everybody treated us as if we were already a couple, and understandably so. Whenever Tarv’k was in the compound, he spent time with me. He even helped me get the evening meal ready. The only problem was, everything between us was platonic.

	No. That wasn’t true. It wasn’t only platonic—not for me, and most definitely not for him. We weren’t “just friends.” His body reacted to me very obviously, and I meant very obviously, but he refused to act on it. He’d been a complete gentleman, and I was sick and tired of it; sick and tired of waiting. 

	We were stuck in some sort of limbo where I was his, but not. He showed me the goods, but it was see-see-no-touch. He walked me to my room and stared longingly at me but did not step inside. Nor did he invite me to his shuttle. This limbo was going to end today because I had a plan. 

	Usually, Tarv’k would come in and get cleaned up. Then, the human men would come in to use shipboard decontaminators after a quick rinse with the water from the cisterns on the roof. Then, when they were all cleaned, I would use the decontaminator last; not because I was dirty from fighting the bugs, but because it felt good to be clean. Simple pleasures meant a lot during the bugpocalypse.

	Today would be different. I’d worn a simple pull-on dress today: easy-on, easy-off. When he took his clothes off to use the decontaminator, I planned to slip in with him, naked. It would be the most forward thing I’d ever done in my life. It had taken a lot of pep talking to convince myself to do it, but I was sick of waiting for Tarv’k to make the first move. 

	He cared for me, I knew. I could tell by the way he talked to me and saved me a spot next to him on the couch. I could tell by the way he watched me when I cooked the evening meals for the compound and was always right there to help when I needed to lift a heavy pot. He hovered just in sight when I helped Natalie tend the plants on the roof. He just refused to do anything about it.

	It confused me.

	The door to the shuttle opened, and Tarv’k stepped in, looking tired and worn from fighting but still as rugged and powerful as always. He was dripping wet from rinsing off the bug guts with water outside; they usually just threw buckets of water at each other like a water fight. He acknowledged me with a nod and headed for the decontaminator.

	His weapon came off first; he leaned the staff against the wall. I’d never seen him clean the weapon, but it was always pristine. Then he took the harness off, and with it all the pieces of armor. As always, he faced away from me, giving me the chance to approach. As he stepped into the decontaminator, I made my move. Before I could chicken out, I ripped the dress off and slipped in right behind him. 

	He realized I was there right away and turned his body, but I’d already closed the door behind us and hit the button to start the cycle. I found myself face to face with his wide, muscular chest. 

	“Evie!” Then he did a double-take. “You’re naked.”

	I looked up at his shocked face. “I figured we could share a decontamination cycle. I didn’t want to wait until after all the other men were done. You don’t mind, right?”

	“No, I don’t mind.” The words came out strained.

	So far, so good. While Tarv’k avoided certain situations with me, he’d never told me no. Too bad this was all I’d planned. I had no idea what to do next. Okay, so it was kind of a half-baked plan. I didn’t have the great, detailed ideas that Natalie often had; she was a one-woman idea factory.

	 Lucky for us, Tarv’k’s body knew exactly what to do because something hard and insistent sprung up and pressed against my belly. 

	Gulp!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Tarv’k 

	I knew Evie watched. She always did, smelling so sweetly of arousal at the sight of my body. Coming back into the shuttle and putting on my little show for her was the most exciting part of every swarm. Forget the pride of slaying the deadly beasts, and forget the gratitude of the humans for saving the world; Evie’s eyes on my body were all the prize I needed. 

	It was difficult not to let my primal urges take over. Evie had made clear her interest in me, but I wasn’t the right hunter for her. I was the oldest hunter at the compound and past my prime. I still had many years left in me, but I was no longer as virile as I once was.

	Many of the hunters on Earth had only been to one or two other planets. Meanwhile, I’d experienced failure many times all over the galaxy. 

	The contingent I’d been part of had a horrible record. We’d failed to eradicate the scourge on every planet they sent us to, except for one. Even on that planet, we’d failed. We’d destroyed the scourge, but not before the planet became uninhabitable. The planet had intelligent life with an interesting culture; they’d gone extinct after we left.

	I was a hunter with a long and imperfect past. 

	In contrast, Evie, beautiful Evie, was the epitome of youth and innocence; she had her whole life ahead of her. She deserved a younger hunter—one with fewer failures. But even just the thought of her with anyone else made me see red with rage.

	I’d come close to losing my control around her once. After the first swarm this year, the compound had celebrated with some Earth-made alcohol. She’d sat next to me that day, the first day she’d done so when down in the common area with the rest of the group. I’d underestimated the potency of the Earth drink and let her fill my cup several times. I’d almost taken her back to my shuttle that evening. 

	It would have been a grave mistake. I knew that if I ever had Evie in my sleeping nook, I’d never let her go. I didn’t want her to regret choosing a flawed old hunter like me. I doubted I would give her a choice to leave. Once she was mine, she would be mine forever.

	I’d been more careful around her after that. We still sat with each other when down in the common area, and the other members of the compound even left the spot on the couch next to me open for her. I still walked her to her room every evening, but I’d made sure there were human males present so I wouldn’t be tempted to carry her back to my shuttle. 

	After every swarm fight on the roof, it was safe to be alone with her in my shuttle as I used the decontaminator because I knew the other males were outside waiting their turn.  

	She caught me by surprise today. As I stepped into the decontaminator, I heard movement behind me. I turned just in time to see her pulling off her dress. She held the garment in her hand and squeezed into the unit and closed the door. She even reached up to hit the button to start the decontamination cycle. 

	The little minx had planned this.

	“I figured we could share a cleaning cycle. I didn’t want to wait until after all the other men were done.” She looked up at me with big blue eyes and smiled shyly. “You don’t mind, right?”

	I swallowed hard. “No, I don’t mind.” How could I say no when she looked at me like that? I steeled myself, but my body still reacted to her closeness. My shaft filled with blood and rose to press against her belly. She made a surprised O with her mouth but did not move away. She looked down at my rising cock and gasped. 

	I knew we were different than human males when erect. I’d been careful not to let her see, keeping my back to her when my loincloth was off. Would she be disgusted?

	Instead of disgust, the tiny cleansing chamber filled with the scent of her lust. The heady fragrance bulldozed over me, and my chest started rumbling loudly. It vibrated the entire stall. I reached for her hips and pulled her against my body, trapping my cock between us.

	I wanted, I needed her. I imagined lifting her up, settling her on my cock, and thrusting into her warmth. But the decontaminator stall was too small. I growled and closed my eyes. 

	As the cleansing cycle continued, my sanity and discipline returned. 

	Warmth radiated from her, and I was fully aware of her nearness all the way through the cycle. It took forever and ended too quickly. When the unit finally beeped, signaling the end of the cleansing, I was both disappointed and relieved not to have her continuing to tease me. 

	She turned and bent in the crowded unit to pick up my loincloth and my armor, giving me an up-close view of her perfect bottom. My hand, as if it had a mind of its own, shot out and gripped the soft flesh there. She inhaled and stood. She paused a moment before pushing back against my hand.

	“You should touch me more. I like it.” The words were soft and sweet and barely audible. Evie was usually soft-spoken and shy, but she’d lost much of her shyness around me after spending so much time in my shuttle. 

	“I was beginning to think you weren’t interested.” There was a bit of artifice in those words; she knew I was interested, and she knew how hard it was for me to hold back. But hold back, I must. 

	“There are better hunters for you, little female. You deserve a hunter in his prime.” I wanted her to understand why she mustn’t waste her energy on me. This had been another close call, and even now, I didn’t trust myself not to carry her to my sleeping nook this instant. I reminded myself of the males outside the shuttle waiting for a turn to get clean. 

	Her shoulders sagged, and the light in her eyes dimmed. I wanted to punch myself for being the cause of it. I knew it must have been hard for her to be so forward, but I wanted the best for her. She was the youngest female at the compound, and I was the oldest hunter. I might not be able to give her what she wanted: a mate.

	A fire returned to her eyes, this one angry instead of lustful, and I instantly knew that I’d fucked up. She tossed my clothes at me, the leather of my loincloth slapping my chest with a thud. Ouch! She’d thrown that with some force. Then, she opened the door and walked out of the decontaminator. I missed her closeness immediately. 

	It only took her a second to throw her dress over her head. She turned to me, her face filled with anger and frustration I hadn’t seen since the day she told her uncle off. “You know what, Tarv’k?” She stressed my name in such a way that I doubted she wanted an answer. “I think you’re right. I’m going to find myself another hunter—one that actually wants me.” 

	The words hit me like a speeding shuttle. They carved a hole in my chest, leaving it hollow. 

	She stomped out of my shuttle in a huff, leaving the door wide open. One of the males stepped in, saw my naked ass, and turned back around, closing the door behind him.

	Krux! What had I done?

	That had been the plan all along, hadn’t it? To convince Evie to find a younger, more suitable hunter?  But I hadn’t wanted her to do it out of anger, to spite me.

	I might have lived a long time, but I was new to dealing with females. Before Earth, there had been no females capable of mating with Xarc’n warriors. We’d been a dying breed. The original Xarc’n race was long dead. The Xarc’n hunters had been created to continue fighting the scourge—a biological weapon gone rogue—after the original’s fall. 

	They’d never created any female warriors, and all hunters now were clones created from the genetic material of the original ten thousand they’d produced. There were many more than ten thousand of us now. As the scourge multiplied and filled the galaxy, so did we. However, without new genetic material, we’d never grow and evolve. We were dead ends.

	In theory, there were many possible hunters for Evie. I imagined her doing the same thing she just did to me with another hunter, and fury filled my chest. Another hunter would not have stopped. Another hunter would’ve carried her to his sleeping nook and claimed her. 

	I scrubbed a hand over my face. What had I expected when I pushed her away? She was only doing what I’d told her to do. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much with time. Maybe she wouldn’t find another hunter. There was only one other unmated hunter at the compound, and I doubted Koriv’n was interested in Evie. He’d already encouraged me to take up with her. 

	Much of the compound already assumed we were a couple, even though I’d resisted the pairing. Now, I had to head down to the common area for our post-swarm meeting and celebration and face the crowd. And Evie.

	 I tied on my loincloth, the same one Evie had thrown angrily at me, and left the shuttle. I kept the door unlocked for the human males to use the decontaminator. The males I’d been working with today were new to the compound, and I set my shuttle to lock everything but the decontaminator unit. Then I headed downstairs to face her wrath.

	Evie showed a sweet, soft-spoken front, but, like the sweet-smelling wild rose bushes in the area, she had a thorny side. I’d seen her temper when she dealt with her traitorous uncle and his friend. I’d foolishly triggered her defenses.

	I braced for the worst when I entered the common area, but I didn’t get her wrath. What I got was worse; I got silence. She looked right through me as if I didn’t exist. That was worse. 

	 


Chapter 4: Evie

	Another hunter? I grumbled as I worked, getting the food ready for our hungry fighters. I’d finally worked up the courage to make the first move, and he told me to find another hunter? How dare he! I’d reacted without thinking and thrown his response back in his face, even though I had no interest in other hunters.

	I made a louder racket than usual as I started on the pasta dish I had planned. After every wave, we all gathered in the main building and sat around on the couches to celebrate and plan our next move. Just because the bugs were dead didn’t mean our jobs were over. Work was never finished in the bugpocalypse.

	I usually waited for Tarv’k to help me lift the heavy pot filled with water from the spout they’d connected to one of the cisterns on the roof. This wasn’t a normal-sized pot for cooking at home; this pot was huge. Today was different. 

	I was too angry to wait for Tarv’k. Instead, I took out multiple smaller pots and dug out three extra gas stoves from the storage. This was probably the faster option anyway. Four smaller pots would come to a boil much faster than one giant one.

	See, I didn’t need him. For anything. 

	Just like I’d guessed, the pots came to a boil much quicker. I added an entire bag of pasta to each of the pots. Then I took out the half dozen or so cans of chicken and matching numbers of Xarc’n nutrition bars and started cutting them up into bite-sized chunks. 

	I’d learned to make a lot more food than I thought necessary. No matter how much I made, it always got eaten, and today we had volunteers from the nearby settlement to feed as well. 

	The human settlement hadn’t been friendly at first, and Connie had originally escaped it to avoid being forced to be a breeder. But they’d gotten rid of the corrupted leaders since then and were allied with us here at the compound now. Knowing that we had help and that we were not alone in this fight was a great feeling. 

	“Hey, Evie.” Natalie held out a giant basket of green beans topped with a bunch of green onions. “Here’s the harvest from this morning.”

	Every morning before a known swarm, we pushed all the potted plants together on the roof and covered them with tarps weighed down with bricks and rocks. Bug guts-splattered crops were not edible. The taller plants like the tomatoes and beans were hard to cover, though. 

	During the last swarm, a flyer had knocked over an entire row of tomatoes and then promptly died on top of them. The tomatoes had just turned red, too. It was a horrible waste. So now we harvested what we could before the bugs arrived. 

	The alien bugs harbored a fungus that was deadly when eaten. That was why burning the bugs was so effective; it also destroyed the fungus. For the rest of the roof, a quick torch of the areas covered in bug juice was enough to kill the fungus, but that wouldn’t work for the crops. Next year, we’d need a better system.

	Natalie squinted at me; not much escaped her notice. “Are you okay? You look pissed.”

	I sucked at hiding my emotions. Way back when, when Rajiv’k had kicked Natalie out of his shuttle because he was being stupid, Natalie had confessed to me her boy troubles. 

	“I am.” I looked back at her and said with the straightest face I could. “I got boy troubles.” It felt strange referring to the big and brawny hunters as, “boys.”

	I took the basket of produce from her. All summer, we’d been inundated with green beans from her rooftop garden. It was great that they were so productive, but we were all getting sick of green beans. 

	“That bad, huh.”  

	“Yup,” I said, popping the p.

	I was pissed. Being rejected sucked, especially since I’d hemmed and hawed about whether to do it or not for days. I was also embarrassed and had snapped back at him defensively.

	I was about to tell Natalie what had happened, but Tarv’k showed up at the stairs leading down to the compound’s common area, and she made a lip zipping motion. She knew exactly who I was talking about.

	“I already washed the beans, so we could just throw the rest into the pasta.” She picked up the knife and roughly chopped the green onions. 

	“Thanks.” We never bothered with trimming the ends of the beans; we just left the fibrous part on the vine. It didn’t seem necessary during the apocalypse, and no one had complained so far.

	It was hard not to look at Tarv’k, but I did my best, focusing my attention on everyone else instead. I was glad to see everyone was present, which meant we’d survived another fight with no casualties. There were a few injuries, and Noah, our resident medic, went around patching everyone up the best he could. The Xarc’n handheld medical units did a great job at minor injuries.

	Natalie looked at my four stoves set up as the pasta reached its optimum doneness. “Neat trick. This is much faster and easier to drain too. Moving that huge pot full of boiling water always did scare me.”

	It scared me too. In fact, I couldn't even lift the large pot with cold water in it, forget trying to do it with boiling water. That was why Tarv’k usually did it for me.

	She helped me drain each of the pots, collecting the pasta water into several buckets. We saved our gray water for watering the plants on the roof. 

	The other members of the compound were starting to mill around now as they always did when the food got close to being done. We were all hungry and eager to eat. Even Tooth, Connie and Jorg’k’s pet squirrel, was chittering from the couch. 

	I’d taught him not to come near the stoves when I was cooking by banging loudly on the pots and pans when he came close. But he knew there was food to be had, and Tooth was never one to give up on food. He was a pro at begging for scraps, and it was beginning to show around his fluffy waistline. 

	I stirred the giant pot of pasta and sauce as Natalie portioned out the chopped-up nutrition bars, chicken, and veggies and dumped them in. We always added the high protein Xarc’n-made nutrition bars for more sustenance. They were similar to pemmican and were dense with animal fats and proteins. The cooking food smelled good, and the men from New Franklin kept looking this way. They must be hungry.

	I recognized one of the men who’d fought on the roof with Tarv’k today, the one I’d almost bulldozed over when I’d stomped out of the shuttle. He was easy to recognize since he wore a mohawk, completely gelled and sprayed, into battle. Miraculously, the mohawk had survived hours of fighting in the hot sun, though one of the spikes was drooping slightly. He eyed the pot hungrily.

	The volunteers had arrived early this morning and had just enough time to get acquainted with everyone and the area before the first of the scourge were spotted on the horizon. They’d been fighting ever since, and it showed on their faces.

	Spooning a generous portion into a bowl, I gestured Mr. Mohawk, who couldn’t stop making eyes at the food, to come over. I handed him a bowl as a line formed behind him.

	“Thank you. This smells amazing. I’m Roger.”

	“I’m Evie. Welcome to the compound,” I said as Natalie handed him a fork.

	Tarv’k was the last in line, and I dreaded having to interact with him, but Natalie came to my rescue. She filled two bowls and handed them to me. “Can you bring these two bowls over there for us?” She gestured to an empty couch. “I’ll meet you over there.” Then she turned to serve the last two in line: her mate Rajiv’k and Tarv’k.

	The hunters often ate some of what they referred to as Earth food and then supplemented it with more of their nutrition bars. They required large amounts of calories and protein to maintain their bodies.

	Glad to have a way out, I hurried over to the couch, not even sparing Tarv’k a glance. Natalie joined me soon after. 

	“I told Rajiv’k I wanted to eat with you today.”

	“Did you use the girl talk excuse?” It was what the mates told their hunters whenever they needed time alone together without their Xarc’n warriors hanging off them.

	“Sure did. Don’t look now, but he’s sitting with Tarv’k.”

	“Thanks for the save. I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to serve him civilly. He might have ended up with pasta all over his chest.”

	“Oh, it’s bad this time, isn’t it?”

	“I finally made a move, and he rejected me,” I explained behind my bite of food so that Tarv’k couldn’t read my lips. I doubted his translator would pick it up from this distance, but I knew the hunters had picked up some English.

	Natalie gawked. “No way.”

	“Way. I’ll explain later in private.”

	The couches were arranged in a semi-circle facing a blank white wall, and we usually planned what to do as a team after every swarm. There were usually a few days between each wave, and there was plenty to do during those few days. We had to clean up the dead bugs and burnt carcasses from between the buildings. We had to forage for more supplies. We also had to rebuild any fortifications for the compound.

	As we ate, Tooth ran around the place, begging for scraps. We’d all been told many times not to feed him. Even the new humans had been warned thoroughly by Connie who had put the squirrel on a strict diet. Obese animals were cute, but they weren’t healthy. We all wanted Tooth to live as long as possible.

	“Holy crap! Look at the size of those balls!”

	I’d known one of the men from the settlement would comment on the size of the little rodent’s gonads. Sometimes it was hard to believe the future of the world rested in the hands of these men. 

	Kaj’k projected a map onto the white wall with a location circled on it; at the side of the map was a photo of a Xarc’n hunter. “We received news of a fallen hunter right as the swarm started. He is lost to the swarm, but his ship could be useful for the compound. It is available to any hunter group that reaches it first. We are one of the closer groups.” He zoomed in on the hunter’s face. “I do not know of this warrior. He is older, before our time.” 

	Tarv’k cleared his throat, and I struggled not to look at him. “I have worked with him before, though he is much older than even me. I didn’t know he was still hunting. I thought he’d joined one of the food production facilities. I will go look for his ship after I’m done here.”

	“Reports say it might not be in good condition, but we can salvage the parts. You should head out soon while there is still light out.”

	“I will go after we clean up the compound,” Tarv’k said solemnly. 

	“Is there any hope this hunter is still alive?” Alice asked. Alice was Natalie’s cousin and Kaj’k’s mate. Unlike Natalie, who always had too many ideas, Alice had too much heart.

	“No, he left his ship to fight the scourge on the ground. He managed to send out a call for help just before his area was buried under the swarm. They scanned the area for life after and found nothing.”

	“Who’s they?” asked one of the men from the settlement. 

	After living with the hunters for months, I’d forgotten that some humans didn’t have much information on them, even though they’d offered it to the Earth freely.

	“We have ships orbiting geosynchronously above each major continent. They act as communication hubs and coordinate food and resource distribution. They are usually manned by warriors too injured or infirm to hunt.”

	“So that’s how you communicate. The government was so sure you stole our satellites.”

	“Bah! The government said a lot of things,” said Natalie from next to me.

	We got to work assigning tasks to the different members of the group.

	“Where are we staying at night?” asked one of the new volunteers as he passed a very happy Tooth a piece of pasta.

	“Hey, you! Don’t feed the squirrel!” Connie exclaimed, one hand on her hip and the other pointing to the hand-drawn sign she’d made of an obese cartoon version of a squirrel. “He’s on a diet. No human food!”

	“Oops, sorry. Won’t do it again.”

	The man next to him repeated his question.

	The half-dozen temporary members’d had to start fighting the swarm so soon after arriving that they had yet to unpack anything except for weapons and armor.

	“One of the rooms is being used for storage, but we can move things out and look for some mats. We didn’t find out you were coming until yesterday and hadn’t had time to prep.” Jack scratched his head. He was the one who had convinced the other men to join us. He had a daily radio broadcast called Stay Alive that gave tips on how to survive in today’s messed up world.

	“Evie is in the first room, Stacy and I are in the room next to her, and Lena and Gerald are in the one next to us. The next room is storage; it used to be a staff lounge. Noah and Calvin are in the last room. We can move the storage, and you can use the staff lounge.” He frowned. “That’s a lot of men stuck in one room.”

	“I’m taking up an entire room all to myself,” I piped up. “I don’t mind sharing. I can put the privacy screen back up from when you and Noah used to share the place with me.” I didn’t want to be hogging all the space just because they thought a girl needed privacy.

	Tarv’k growled ever so lightly. I didn’t think anyone else heard him, but I did. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5: Tarv’k

	I couldn’t stop the small growl that left my throat. All I knew was I didn’t want Evie to share a room with strange males. The idea angered me, and I barely kept myself from stomping over and laying claim to her right now in front of everyone.

	Luckily my growl went unnoticed except by Rajiv’k, who sat next to me. 

	“Evie could share Tarv’k’s shuttle while our volunteers are here.”

	I turned to Rajiv’k, who had made the suggestion, and sent him a silent thank you.

	“Yes, Evie could share the shuttle with me.”

	Evie turned to me, an angry look on her face. She had not forgiven me for what I did earlier, and, if I were her, I would be angry too. I’d been sending mixed messages. I knew she would be better off with a younger hunter, but I was too selfish to let it happen. Somewhere along the way, despite successfully resisting coupling with her, I’d started thinking of her as mine. 

	Evie looked about to protest, but before she could say anything, Kaj’k spoke. “That’s a good solution.”

	“That’s a great idea,” Jack agreed. “It will open up the rooms for our new fighters.” He had been pushing me to take up with Evie, and he almost looked gleeful that I’d agreed. From what I understood, Jack thought of Evie like a sister and had decided I would make a good protector for her.

	Come to think of it, the entire compound had been pushing us together. It almost felt like I’d walked into a trap, but I didn’t care anymore. I just didn’t want Evie sharing a room with strange males, even if they were here to help.

	The room erupted in chatter as the males discussed who would sleep where. 

	“That’ll be great!”

	“Thanks, Evie! We owe you one.”

	“We’re only here for the next week or so. We promise to clean up after so you can have your room back.”

	“Yeah! We’ll keep it pristine.”

	Evie smiled awkwardly at the humans thanking her. She was not the type to make a scene publicly, but I might get an earful when we got back to my shuttle.

	I saw Natalie whisper something into her ear. Despite my great hearing, I didn’t manage to catch it over the chatter. Whatever she said seemed to calm Evie. Covering her mouth so I couldn’t even lip-read her words, Evie whispered something back. They continued exchanging words, none of which I heard. I grunted in frustration.

	Evie seemed satisfied by the end of it, and the two exchanged a crafty look. 

	“Rajiv’k, your mate is up to something.” I was thankful he’d made the initial suggestion, but the look the two females had just exchanged worried me.

	“She always is. But do not worry. Evie will be in your shuttle tonight and not sleeping with strangers.”

	“It’s settled then,” Kaj’k said with finality. “Evie can move into Tarv’k’s shuttle, and we will move the storage down to the bottom level.” He turned to Evie. “Our shuttles are climate controlled, and you will be more comfortable there.”

	I hadn’t thought of her comfort at all. I was thinking of her asleep in the room and at the mercy of a bunch of males, particularly the one who’d looked at her like she was some angel who’d just saved him from starving. The logical part of my brain told me he was simply hungry and Evie was serving the food, but my logic often disappeared when I was around Evie.

	 It was baffling. I was supposed to be the older, wiser, more experienced of the hunters, but around Evie, I felt like a youngster barely out of training, readying himself for his first swarm. It was another reason I’d resisted her.

	I hated to admit it, but I didn’t know what I wanted. I knew I wanted Evie, but I also wanted what was best for her. That was not me. I’d thought I was selfless enough to give her up, but today had proved that I was not. Maybe I’d been going about everything the wrong way.

	If I couldn’t let her go, then it was my job to be her protector. I watched as she paid attention to everyone in the room except for me. First, I had to get her to forgive me and give me another chance. 

	Food finished, we all lined up to wash and return our bowls and cutlery. There would be no celebrations today like we’d had that first fight; there was too much to do. Not only did we have to prepare for the largest and final waves of the swarm, but the cold season was just around the corner. Winter in this part of the planet was deadly if taken lightly, especially for the thin-skinned humans who froze easily. 

	“The scourge should be finished burning by now,” Rajiv’k said. “We will clear out the bodies.”

	I looked over to Evie, but she and Natalie were already heading up to the roof to check on the container garden. She didn’t once look back at me. 

	“You did something to anger her.” Rajiv’k was not usually one to socialize, but he had opened up a lot since finding his Natalie. “Evie is usually smiles and sweetness. Today she is all glares, and my mate insists on spending ‘girl time’ with her.” He did not look happy to be separated from Natalie.

	“I told her she was better off with a younger hunter.” I saw no reason to hide my mistake.

	Rajiv’k snorted. “You are a bad liar. You will not survive one night with her in another hunter’s sleeping nook.”

	I snarled. 

	Rajiv’k bellowed a laugh as he took the stairs two at a time up to the roof. “I once made a similar mistake with my Natalie. You’ve been given another chance. Do not waste it. I have found purpose in my mate.” He turned to me. “You and I are not so different. I wish the same happiness for you.”

	Rajiv’k looked so sure that Evie would be my mate, and many in the compound had expressed the same. But how would they know? What if the bond refused to form because I was not the right one for her? What if the bond refused to form because I was too old?

	When we’d first found out that humans could trigger our mating bonds, I’d looked into the ancient records for information on the subject. For our makers, the mating bond usually formed between young couples. Instances of couples forming bonds late in life were few and far between. 

	The original Xarc’n race were not hunters, though, and hunters lived much longer than our makers. We’d been genetically altered, so the information I’d found might not apply to us. Just a few years ago, we’d believed hunters were incapable of forming mating bonds. 

	As I crossed the roof to my shuttle, my eyes darted over to Evie and Natalie as they carefully peeled the soiled tarps off the plants. Not once did she look my way. She didn’t even seem to be affected by her decision to give up on me. 

	I grunted to myself as I lifted my shuttle off the roof and flew it over to where we stored the snow plow attachment. The attachments had proved to be very effective at clearing the areas between the buildings of the burning and burnt scourge bodies. It had been Natalie’s idea; many improvements at the compound once started as a germ of an idea in her head.

	I wondered what notion she’d planted in Evie’s head today and whether it would bode well for me.

	Clearing the masses of burned bugs was a mindless task, and Rajiv’k and I talked through our shuttles’ communications while we worked. I’d never broached the topic with any other hunter, but maybe it was time. Rajiv’k was one to ask many questions and find many answers; perhaps he would solve this one for me.

	“I did some research about mating bonds when we first found out about the humans. There were few original Xarc’n who formed mating bonds at my age. What if it’s too late for me?”

	“I never thought of that,” Rajiv’k admitted. “Many of the original Xarc’n had died of old age by the time they were your age. We are not the original Xarc’n race. The hunter that we lost to the scourge today, how many more years did he have on you?”

	He had a point. “Many. I have never known him to be young.”

	“Yet he fought until today.” Rajiv’k sighed, a sound I’d never heard from him before. We’d all picked up human mannerisms since living with them. “You may be the luckiest one of us, Tarv’k. You may not have to choose between living without your mate when old age takes her or dying early with her.”

	That had crossed my mind as well. Humans were more similar to our makers than they were to hunters in lifespan. 

	“It would all be worth it. I would rather live one human lifetime with Natalie than a long one alone. She has changed me.”

	She had. Rajiv’k used to hide in his shuttle, refusing to meet face to face. I’d found out it was because he’d hidden a crippling injury for years and had relied on brain power rather than fighting skills to kill our common enemy. He’d seen himself as less because of his injury. He hadn’t appreciated his own talent for innovation.

	But I had, and his words now meant a lot to me. If he thought it was possible, then maybe it was.

	“I know Evie wants a mate.” I’d known for a while. I’d heard her talk to the other mated females. What if I could not be that for her?

	“The mate bond wasn’t present for a long time between Natalie and me. She didn’t care and still considered me her mate. Humans don’t form mate bonds. Talk to Evie; tell her your concerns.”

	It was true humans did not form mating bonds, and many new mates had been surprised to learn it even existed. Evie was human. Humans fell in love. Even if no bonds formed, I would still have her love, and she would have mine.

	Just as I’d still have the memories of my past failures. “You’re lucky to have only been on one other planet. Many lost worlds haunt my past.”

	Rajiv’k grunted in disapproval. “Your contingent was sent to many planets with no hope. I see why you support change; they wasted your efforts. This planet is different.”

	It was. They’d sent my contingent here after Earth’s government rejected the hunter’s help. It was supposed to be a failure as well. But as I looked around at the compound and the people I lived with, I realized that conclusion had been made too early.

	“Thank you.” I was glad to have his opinion.

	“Don’t thank me,” Rajiv’k grumbled. “I just want my mate back during mealtimes. It’s preferable to sitting with you.” 

	I guffawed. Natalie hadn’t changed Rajiv’k completely.

	He was right, though. Earth had much hope yet, and so did I. It was time I made my Evie fall in love. 

	First, I had to earn her forgiveness.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Evie 

	I’d been sheltered my whole life, but that didn’t mean I was a pushover. It also didn’t mean I had no experience dealing with difficult men. Or, in this case, a difficult hunter. He’d rejected me after I’d made the first move, and it hurt. Then he’d had the audacity to get upset and possessive when I offered to share my room. 

	Nu-uh! There was no way I was going to forgive him so easily. I was going to make him work for me. Gosh darn it, I was worth it!

	While he was out cleaning up the bug guts on the ground, I’d managed to convince some of the menfolk to help me carry my twin-sized mattress up to the roof. Natalie had told me she’d slept in Kaj’k’s shuttle on a mat on the floor, and there was just enough room in there for a twin-sized mattress. If Tarv’k thought he would have me in his sleeping nook tonight, he was in for a big surprise.

	Natalie had also told me the sleeping nook had a shield that could offer me some privacy if I wanted. However, that would require me actually being on his bed.

	The plan wasn’t to keep my distance from him forever, just long enough to make sure I knew his intentions. If I forgave him, you’d better believe I would never accept his wishy-washy I-want-you-but-I-don’t thing ever again.

	Why would I throw myself at a man, alien or not, who suggested I find someone else? Even if it was for my own good? Especially if it was for my own good! Did he not think I could make decisions for myself?

	 I would never have accepted it with a human; I had more pride than that. So I wouldn’t do it with Tarv’k, either. He’d get me when he was ready to commit and not a single moment sooner.

	He landed his shuttle on the roof and stepped out, looking questioningly at the mattress Natalie and I held upright. 

	“Go get him, tiger. Make him work for it.” Natale whispered her last words of encouragement before heading off with her mate, leaving me alone with a mattress, a pillow, a blanket, and a confused hunter.

	He frowned at the mattress. “There is no need for that.”

	“You want me in your shuttle,” I reminded. “Since we are not technically together, I can’t stay in your sleeping nook.” 

	I kept the words civil, even though I wanted to lie and tell him I wouldn't be staying in his sleeping nook because I was looking for another hunter. As much as it would feel great to throw his words back in his face, it wouldn’t solve anything.

	He looked like he’d swallowed a fly. I continued, ignoring his frown.

	“I’ll stay in your shuttle, but I’ll sleep on my mattress. Unless you want me to stay in the building after all.”

	“No. No, stay with me. I’ll bring it in.” 

	Tarv’k picked up the mattress with one hand and carried it effortlessly through his shuttle door. Just as Natalie had said, the mattress fit right in the center, leaving enough room all around for us to navigate. I smoothed out the sheets and dumped my blanket and pillow in the middle.  

	“Do you have all your things?”

	“Yup!” I removed my backpack and tossed it down on the mattress as well.

	Tarv’k closed the door and sat down on the pilot’s seat at the desk, and the shuttle rumbled to life. “You’re coming along to find the fallen hunter’s shuttle. Then, Rajiv’k told me you had a few things to pick up for the compound.”

	“I do.” I’d polled all the humans on their favorite spices. Even stores that had been looted of all other foods still had packets of spices left. Foragers were often after calories and not flavor. 

	He lifted the shuttle off the roof, and I wobbled—standing on the soft mattress—then fell on my butt. I’d been inside the shuttle while it was parked and stationary, but I’d never been in one while moving before.

	Tarv’k turned, picked me up, stepped back to his seat, and sat down with me in his lap.

	“Hey! Quit manhandling me.” I pushed up off his lap to my feet. I wasn’t going to let him pretend his rejection of me earlier today didn’t happen.

	“I do not wish for you to get hurt while I do this.” He pressed a few buttons, and the shuttle took off, knocking me back down onto his lap. He wrapped a strong arm around me like a warm seat belt.

	He totally did that on purpose. 

	“The skies are often clear of flyers after swarms. I have programmed the shuttle to travel to the destination on the map on its own.” He pulled up an easily recognizable internet map of the area. “Show me where we need to go after to find the items you need.”

	His words were strictly business, but his body told another story. A hard bar thickened behind my back, and his chest emitted the telltale purring that signaled his interest. A shiver of anticipation tickled down my spine. But, just as every time before when we sat together, nothing happened.

	Good. I was supposed to be still pissed off at him. It was hard to stay angry though; something about that purring sound always calmed me, even now when I knew I shouldn’t be giving in so easily. Luckily, there was nothing wrong with being nonconfrontational now while we worked, as long as I held my ground about sleeping separately later. 

	I looked at the map. I was lucky I’d dug myself out of my funk after my father’s death to explore the town just a little before the bugs arrived. Otherwise, I wouldn’t know where to go. I’d moved to Franklin to live with Shawn after Daddy passed away, and I’d spent the first years not even leaving the house. 

	I’d taken a year off to mourn, but that year turned into two when I realized I didn’t have access to my college fund. Shawn had been all dismissive about it, claiming I didn’t need college, just a good husband. Benson had started coming around more then. How convenient.

	It had taken me an entire year of saving the little bits of allowance Shawn gave me to approach a lawyer. I’d promised Daddy I’d finish college. That money was mine, and I’d been determined to get it back. Then the bugs had arrived. 

	I pointed to several medium-sized grocers that might still have some nonperishables left. We were lucky this was after the swarm. We’d be able to get much closer to the nest with the numbers of bugs depleted. That wasn’t possible before, especially without the hunter’s help.

	“Do you think we can get to these stores here? They look close enough to the nest that we might find what we need, but not too close to be safe.”

	 Here I was, talking like I’d done this before, but let’s be honest, this was my first rodeo. I’d never gone on a single foraging trip since all this happened. I’d been too terrified of the bugs to leave the compound since I’d gotten here. And before, I’d lived with Shawn, Benson, and the rest of the guys at another location. I’d hid indoors most of the time there, too, feeling pretty much useless.

	Ever since coming to the compound, my self-worth had increased by leaps and bounds. I’d found out that other humans in the groups had let Shawn, Benson, and I stay around not because of Benson’s foraging or Shawn’s religious ministering—he wasn’t even a priest, he was just full of crap—but because they didn’t want me out of a home.

	“We can get to these locations easily. The nest should be calm after a swarm. These are good choices. They are to the north, between the compound and the fallen vessel. They are also far from the armed human group to the south.”

	I couldn’t help but feel a sense of accomplishment that he approved of my selection. Natalie and I had chosen them specifically for those reasons, and I was glad our attention to detail was not overlooked. 

	He highlighted a location on the screen. “This is the last recorded location of the vessel.” 

	It was a ways out from the north edge of town, out in the boonies.  

	“I’m not familiar with that area. I lived on the south side of town where those mean men live now.”

	“Then it will be an adventure.” He drew me back against his chest; it was so comfortable on his lap, I chose not to push him away. There were better battles to pick, like where I planned on sleeping tonight. 

	“An adventure! I like that. I haven’t gone out to explore the world since last summer.” I shifted in his lap so I could see his face. “Thank you for taking me out.”

	I had been resistant when Rajiv’k had suggested I stay in Tarv’k’s shuttle because I’d been so angry at him at the time, but now that we were out of the compound, I was glad. I’d been going stir crazy in there. Sure, the compound was better than the first hideout I’d stayed at. But my whole life consisted of the inside of the main compound building and the several rooftops we’d spread the container garden out on. I could walk the entire thing in five minutes. 

	I’d been getting so bored that I’d started moving the couches and the other furniture around just for a different look. At my size, every piece of furniture moved was a struggle, but I still did it. Then, like clockwork, after every swarm, the couches got pushed back in the same old semicircle formation so everyone could see whatever was projected on the wall. I’d given up mid-summer. 

	I pressed the button on the screen that projected the external video feed onto the walls of the shuttle, making the walls appear transparent. The late afternoon sky appeared above me, and the town of Franklin passed by beneath my feet. I gasped. The ride was so smooth I’d completely forgotten that we were in the air.

	We weren’t going fast like a jet, but just fast enough to stay airborne. Having no experience in such matters, I wasn’t good at estimating speed, but it seemed similar to driving fast down an open freeway. Except we were in the air.

	“Franklin looks so different from up here.” And smaller. So much smaller. 

	I could see the city center where the nest was. The tall buildings were covered in the fuzzy white growth of mycelium from the fungus that lived side by side with the scourge, the same fungus we tried so hard to keep off our crops. It was deadly to consume. 

	I could also see the end of town, where buildings turn into large swaths of farmland interspersed with wooded areas. 

	“Franklin is so small from up here.” I rubbed away the goosebumps that suddenly spread on my arms. I looked back at the compound. My entire life fit into a tiny grey box of a building.

	I’d never thought of walking from one end of Franklin to the other, but from up here, it almost seemed possible. An overwhelming feeling of being a tiny little insignificant speck in the giant universe suddenly hit me. Earth was just one more unfortunate planet the scourge had landed on. This planet had lost the lottery.

	Tarv’k had been to several of them. He’d gone out to space and traveled to other solar systems. 

	“What’s it like in space? What’s it like on other planets?”

	“Beautiful sometimes. Violent sometimes. But lonely.”

	That had been one of the recurring topics I’d discussed with all the mated females at the compound. These hunters were a lonely bunch.  They had each other, but until recently, they only got together to fight the summer swarms. They spent much of the year on the various planets they’ve been on alone, hunting out the scourge, living out of their shuttles.  It had always been that way. 

	I was glad things were changing for them now that they’d found Earth. They deserved so much more.

	“What's that?” I pointed to a hunk of grey metal on the ground that looked like a shuttle. The ground around it was charred. The shuttle had left a long skid mark as it landed; the dirt on either side of the shuttle churned up as if the shuttle had come to a halt from the sheer force of the landing alone. 

	“The shuttle is exactly where they lost the signal. That landing must have damaged the ship enough to knock some systems offline.”

	Kaj’k had mentioned the warrior had called for help right before the swarm arrived in the area. The warrior had survived the crash. 

	As we got closer to the shuttle, the claw marks all along the side became apparent. The char marks on the ground weren’t char marks at all, but the remains of dozens upon dozens of burnt scourge bodies. One unfortunate flyer had been cremated with its claws still dug into the side of the shuttle, telling the tale of how the shuttle had crashed. A pack of flyers had swarmed it in the air.

	I suddenly appreciated why the hunters were hesitant to fly their shuttles during high noon, even with their ability to cloak. 

	Tarv’k guided his ship down to the grisly scene. And when he told me to stay in the shuttle, I didn’t protest. 

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Tarv’k 

	According to the records on the shuttle, the cloaking system had been malfunctioning for a few Earth months now. This accident could have been easily avoided with the proper upkeep of the shuttle. I wondered why this hunter had not done so.

	The shuttle was not in flying condition, with the front end crumpled up and unrecognizable, but all the components still functioned individually. I took photos and sent them to the other hunters at the compound, and we decided to tow it back and part it out. 

	The decontaminator unit would be useful in the building, and many of the external solar panels and cameras were salvageable. Every little scrap would be put to use. Raj’v’k was quite excited to have an entire spare shuttle to play with. I was certain he would come up with some useful things for the compound.

	I hitched the damaged craft magnetically to my shuttle. When I got back inside, I found Evie looking expectantly at me. 

	“We are towing it back? Does that mean we can fix it? Having an extra shuttle would be useful.”

	“No, it won’t fly anymore, but we can put every part to use.”

	She hid her disappointment, but her face was expressive, and I saw right through it. 

	“It also means we will have one more turret for the next swarm. We can gut the shuttle but keep the blaster mounted for use.”

	She grinned and nodded. “That would be useful.”

	I pulled her back onto my lap, and she did not protest. Her initial anger had passed, but things felt different between us. Somehow I didn’t trust her being all complacent after her explosive words at me earlier.  Looking at the mattress on the floor of my shuttle, I knew I still had one giant hurdle to cross. 

	We headed toward one of the three locations she’d indicated. It was the one closest to the nest, and the store most likely to have what she searched for. Humans had not been able to make it this far into the city since the nest was established last spring.

	Despite the swarm earlier, there were still a few scuttlers milling aimlessly around the entrance. Not all scourge followed the swarm order from the queen, especially if they’d left the nest before to look for food. If they were here, it meant there must have been a food source nearby at one point to lure them in.

	It didn’t take us long to find it.

	“Oh em gee!” Evie gasped and turned away. 

	Humans had come to this store for the same purpose we had after the swarm. They had not survived. They must have come recently because their vehicle was still running, burning through their precious fuel; the door left open. Signs of a recent skirmish littered the ground next to the vehicle.

	This must have been a group that had hoarded fuel after the collapse. From the looks of the cans of fuel loaded into the back of the car, they’d visited a nearby gas station, using the reduced numbers of scourge after the swarm to their advantage. 

	It was a pity we’d lost more to the scourge. This group looked well prepared and willing to take calculated risks. If they’d been Xarc’n friendly, they would’ve made decent allies. 

	“They had the same idea as we did. Those poor people.” 

	“There may be survivors. We will keep a lookout. They may not be friendly.” 

	They might’ve also been new additions to the compound. I’d learned to view every human as a potential ally, but I also knew there were those who thought hunters were the enemy and the females who took up with us even worse.  Evie’s safety was my first priority.

	“Right.”

	“Stay in the shuttle. I will take care of these scuttlers and secure the store before we go in.”

	“Umm.” She chewed her lip nervously and looked to the abandoned vehicle. “Are you sure it’s a good idea? What if more bugs come?”

	My Evie was nervous now that she’d been reminded of what the scourge could do.

	“I was created to fight the scourge. To them, I am what you humans call the boogeyman.” I grinned at her. “If the scourge had words, they would warn their larvae of the hunters. You will not be in danger.”

	 Her eyes crinkled in amusement. “How did you know about the boogeyman?”

	“Jack and Noah referred to us as the bug’s boogeymen. I asked them to explain, and I enjoyed the idea. I like to imagine the experienced scourge speaking in hushed tones about us to their young.” 

	I knew the scourge were too primitive to have such concepts, but the idea was entertaining. I wanted them to quake in fear of their hunters.

	“I like it too.” She looked calmer. “Okay, go do your thing, boogeyman. I’ll join you when it’s safe.”

	The few straggling scuttlers were easy kills. Knowing Evie watched me from inside the shuttle, I made a show of it. Then, I approached the human’s vehicle, turned it off, and looked for signs of survivors. There were none.

	I moved the tanks of fuel into my shuttle before checking the store for more scourge. I made a round through the building, quickly checking all the aisles. Since much of the food items had already been picked clean, I found none of the horrid creatures inside.

	As I’d surmised, the scourge had taken all the edible meat products they could detect, including the packages of dried jerky. Fresh organic products had long broken down over two hot summers.

	Unlike the stores farther away from the nest, this location still had some packaged goods left, though they were mostly vegetable or grain-based, not very useful for hunters. We required animal fats and proteins. Luckily, we did not rely heavily on foraged goods.

	Early on in their attack of Earth, the scourge had ignored the packaged and canned meats. As the hunters killed the scouts they sent out to forage for food and denied them of new prey from outside of the area, they’d gotten more desperate.

	While it meant there would be fewer forageable items in the area for human survivors, it was also a good sign. It meant we’d done our job well, and the nest would run out of food sooner rather than later.

	Evie pushed her cart excitedly up and down the aisles, looking around at the half-looted-out store as if it were a wonderland. Every common item fascinated her. The view was so mundane: I saw these scenes every day in my life, but she’d been cooped up in the compound all winter. Had anyone taken her out at all?

	I knew the answer. She must have been bored out of her mind.  Safe, but bored.

	That was no way to live. 

	There was a bounce in her step as she chattered happily to me. “I know most grocery stores have already been looted clean, but what I’m looking for should still be there. At the start of the bugpocalypse—”

	I frowned as my embedded translator struggled with the strange word. I’d heard the humans at the compound use the word before and knew its meaning, but my translator did not.

	“We all looked for calorie-dense and storable foods—things like rice and pasta, canned goods, candy bars, and peanut butter. But we left all the spices and dried herbs. They weren’t crucial at the time.” She stopped and swiped a bunch of small cartons into the cart. “Gelatin! My nana used to use it to add texture to broths.”

	My translator told me it was the same high-collagen product made from boiling connective tissues, bones, and skins of animals. Hunters used the gelatinous results in our nutrition bars. We rarely let anything go to waste. 

	Considering the way humans had been farming out their lands—stripping the nutritious topsoil through agriculture—it was promising to see they too used all parts of the animal. If there was one thing the hunters had learned through our collective travels, it was that many civilizations fell the same way. 

	They farmed their lands, growing vegetable and grain crops continuously without replenishing what they removed by pasturing animals on the land as well. Similarly, they raised their animals separately from their crops, their by-products wasted, condensed until toxic, and washed into the ocean. 

	It was impossible to maintain a system without both animals and plants working in synergy. No amount of chemicals could replace animal by-products and the myriad of bacteria, fungi, and microorganisms living in them. 

	Many of the civilizations in our records were well on their way to extinction even before the scourge arrived. I’d looked into our ancient texts, and the original Xarc’n race had faced very similar issues. 

	Evie paused and turned to me. “Now that we have the hunters helping us, calories and protein are not as hard to come by.” She looked up at me. “Thank you, by the way, for helping us. I really appreciate it.”

	“I am glad you are accepting our help. The Xarc’n have worked alone for too long. You are much better at taking down the flyers now.”

	Evie beamed at me, a grin so wide it went ear to ear. “Thanks! I know my aim sucked at first, but I’m glad I’m getting better. I’m glad I’m useful now.”

	“You were always useful.”

	Evie had come to the compound with the human group. While most of the males in the group had wanted to come work with the hunters, two of them—Evie’s uncle and his friend—had not. They’d secretly hated the Xarc’n hunters. The two males were gone now. Evie had been worried she wouldn’t be able to pull her weight, but her fears were unfounded. Everyone at the compound, hunters and humans alike, cared for her and would never ask her to leave.

	“I’m not much of a cook. Before all this, all I’ve ever made was toast, eggs, and mac and cheese from a box. When I was little, I used to watch my nana cook. Bits and pieces come back from time to time. I like cooking for the compound. It makes me feel like I’m part of a team.” Then her face turned red. “I must be talking your ear off.”

	“I enjoy your voice.” 

	Evie hadn’t spoken much when she first got to the compound. I enjoyed this talkative Evie more. Her voice soothed and calmed me.

	“We’re here!”

	We stopped next to a display full of little jars and packages. 

	“I knew it! There’s still tons left.” She grabbed the many tiny packages and threw them all dramatically into the cart. “The green onions and basil from the rooftop garden helped so much with making our food taste flavorful, and I got the idea to go for a spices and dried herbs run. I asked Natalie which one we couldn’t grow here or didn’t have seeds for. I also asked all the humans what flavors they missed the most.” She made a face. “Can you believe Jack said MSG? Too bad I can’t find any here. We’d have to hit up an ethnic grocer.”

	I loved how animated Evie got as she talked about her interactions with the others in the compound. Her eagerness to be a part of something bigger was genuine and contagious.

	“One of the places I highlighted earlier should be one,” she said, still smiling as she went through the selection of different flavoring compounds on display. Xarc’n hunters never had that at our disposal.

	The smile on her face lit up the entire aisle, and I knew from that moment on that I would do anything to see her smile like this every day. I knew I’d have to deal later with her anger at my earlier misstep, but right now, I reveled in every happy moment. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Evie 

	I looked up at the bottles labeled MSG at the top of the shelf.

	Bingo! Jack was going to owe me favors. Big favors!

	I tip-toed and reached but realized I wasn’t even remotely close to touching the bottle.

	Oh, fudge!

	Before I could ask Tarv’k to help me, I felt his giant hands on my hips, and my feet left the ground. I squeaked, surprised by suddenly being lifted into the air. I was now face-to-face with the top shelf. I grabbed what I needed and tossed them down to the cart below. 

	I noticed a case of instant ramen that had been missed by the initial looters up here. 

	“Can you move over that way?” I pointed to the case of Nissin, and Tarv’k complied. Soon, we had that in the cart too.

	“Thanks for the hand. You can let me down now. I must be getting heavy.” He’d had me up here for least a minute at this point as I wrestled with the large cardboard case of salty, noodly goodness.

	Instead of letting me down, he tossed me lightly up with a twist and caught me again facing him. I squeaked. Then, realizing he had me securely and I wasn’t going to fall, I laughed nervously.

	“You are not heavy at all.”

	He tossed me into the air again, this time even higher. I shrieked at the feeling of weightlessness as my line of sight rose up past the top of the shelf. When he caught me again, I latched onto him tightly. I grabbed onto the first things I could get my hands on, his horns, as my legs wrapped tightly around his waist.

	Tarv’k froze and growled, his eyes suddenly full of need. He slid me against his body, and the hard bar of his arousal pressed against the V of my legs. I gasped at the zing of electric pleasure that zapped between us.

	It was only then I realized my hands were on his horns. I’d learned from the mated women that a Xarc’n warrior’s horns were an erogenous zone when touched with light pressure. 

	Oops. 

	I snatched my hands away, my face heating up. I pushed at Tarv’k’s shoulder, and he released me. My body slid down the length of him, brushing up against his erection from my hips to my chest. He groaned as if in pain. 

	Oops again.

	We made our way awkwardly back to his shuttle, the light mood of before suddenly gone. We’d ignored the problem between us long enough.

	Instead of going back to the compound, Tarv’k stopped by the river to fill up the water tanks on his ship. While the compound collected water from precipitation in our cisterns, the hunters still filled up at the river often. Their ships disinfected the water before filtering it thoroughly; a precaution needed when living in the same areas as the scourge.

	 The sun was setting, and I sat on a rock to watch it. That was one thing that hadn’t changed after the bugs came. The sun still rose every morning, bathing the sky with light. Every evening the sun set and gave us a beautiful show of colors. 

	I felt the warmth of his body behind mine moments before he spoke. I wanted more than anything to lean back against him and have his arms around me, but I also didn’t want him to think I’d forgiven him so easily. He did reject me, after all. He couldn’t just pretend it hadn’t happened.

	I wanted Tarv’k to understand that he couldn’t send me mixed messages and change his mind without consequences. I was sick of men, males, telling me what they thought I needed. At the same time, I didn’t want to be a—I searched for a non-offensive word—harpy, either. It was a tricky balance to strike, especially for someone who’d never been in a real relationship before. 

	I didn’t know how to act, didn’t know what to do. No one had ever told me how to behave in situations like this, and it was certainly not taught in school. Why wasn’t relationship and communication skills a class subject? It should’ve been, just like how to do your taxes and all the other valuable skills they never taught in school.

	For most of the later afternoon and early evening, we’d both pretended nothing was wrong. We’d looked for the shuttle and picked up my lists of herbs, spices and seasoning, and even some extra packets of seeds, and through it all, we’d never once mentioned his earlier words and my angry reaction.

	Our impasse was always in the background, tinting everything with a bit of confusion, and it would continue to color our interactions until one of us brought it up. I didn’t know how to, and I doubted he did either. Sure he was older, but none of the hunters had learned to deal with females and relationships before.

	Shooting flyers out of the sky felt so much more achievable now than a simple conversation. I wondered what Evie from last year would think.

	So, we’d just pretended nothing was wrong. It had worked as long as we had tasks to focus our energy on. Now, with nothing really to do but head back to the compound and face the first awkward night of me in his shuttle, things started to feel uncomfortable again.

	Tarv’k’s large hand landed on my shoulder. “We should head back before it gets dark.”

	I turned, and our eyes met, the warm glow of his yellow irises holding mine hostage. We stood there, feet apart, frozen as the sun continued its downward drift toward the horizon. He leaned in close, and for a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me. Instead, he inhaled deeply, and his chest started rumbling again.

	“Why do you do that?” My curiosity overrode any fear of social awkwardness.

	“Because you smell good. You smell like mine.”

	I frowned. Then, deciding it was time to address the elephant in the room, I asked, “If I am yours, then why did you tell me to find another hunter?” 

	Tarv’k snarled as if just the idea alone angered him.

	“Don’t growl at me!” I exclaimed defensively. “It was your stupid idea.” 

	An uncomfortable look crossed his face. “You are right. The idea was not a smart one. I regretted it the moment it left my mouth. I’m sorry. I do not want you with another hunter.”

	I hadn’t expected him to apologize right away, and it knocked the wind right out of my sails. How was I supposed to stay angry with him now?

	“Rajiv’k suggested I tell you my concerns.” He paused as if trying to select the right words. “I will be frank. I am not sure I could form a mating bond at my age. I’ve heard you speaking with the other females, and I know you long for a mate. To keep you for myself when I have doubts I could give you what you want is selfish.”

	I hadn’t known Tarv’k had overheard. The way the other hunters treated their mates was enviable. Each pair was madly in love with each other; it was straight out of a fairytale. Of course, I’d want something like that. Of course, I’d want a mate.

	Would the lack of the actual mating bond be enough for me not to be happy with Tarv’k? I doubted it. Especially if he treated me the same way the other hunters treated their mates. 

	The communicator strapped to his belt buzzed, and instead of checking it he turned it off. I appreciated that he thought of our conversation as more important. 

	“Would you treat me differently if you couldn’t form a mate bond with me? Would you be lured away by other women? Or think of me as less?”

	Tarv’k looked appalled, and it would have been almost humorous if he wasn’t so serious.

	“Never! If you were mine, Evie, you would be mine forever. Would you mind not having a bond?”

	“You don’t know that for sure though, right? You just think you might not be able to form a bond.” Now it was my turn to answer vaguely. I wasn’t sure if the lack of a bond would change things for me in the long run. I wanted to say no, but I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t want to say something I might regret later. 

	Of all the reasons I’d suspected, not being able to form a bond with me hadn't been one of them. I didn’t know how I felt about it yet.

	“Many of the records we have of the original Xarc’n race showed they formed their bonds in their prime. Some couples bonded later in life, but it was rare.”

	“You don’t look past your prime.”

	Tarv’k had some silver hairs at the base of his temples, but aside from that, he looked similar to the other hunters at the compound. He was just as strong and quick; something he proved every time he fought on the roof.

	“Don’t hunters live much longer than the original Xarc’n race? You might not be too old at all. You don’t look much different than the other hunters at the compound, except for the silver at your temples. And well, I kind of like it. It looks distinguished. And besides, humans can’t form mating bonds at all. Do you want me less because of that?”

	“Never!” 

	I decided honesty was the best policy, as these hunters reacted best to that, and I wasn’t good at lying anyway. “About what you overheard, I want a mate because I want what the mated females have: a hunter doting on them, loving them, and putting them above everything else. The bond is part of it, and I’m sure it helps. I would welcome one, but it is not the bond itself I am looking for.

	“I’m not sure how I’ll feel if you can’t form a bond with me after many years. I’m not sure if it’ll affect us one day, but I do know that your mixed messages are affecting us now. I’m not going to stick around forever while you wait to see if you want to give us a try or not. We don’t know for sure if you’ll form a bond with me, but I do know you never will if I’m with another hunter.”

	He snarled again. Tarv’k didn’t like the idea of me with anyone else. I didn’t know why he’d ever thought he’d be okay with me finding another hunter. He was showing all the signs the other males had shown before forming a mating bond, and it was enough for me for now, as long as he was on board—no more second-guessing.

	Frozen’s “Let It Go” started playing from the side pocket of my bag. 

	Oops. I should’ve had my cell on vibrate while foraging. At the start of the infestation, when cell phones were still common, there’d been stories abound about people meeting a buggy end because of a badly timed phone call. Luckily, there were no bugs in earshot.

	I dug the device out of the zippered compartment. It showed a photo of Kaj’k’s stern-looking face. Getting all the hunters to take pictures for their communicators had been a struggle. Selfies were not a thing in their culture; they took images for reconnaissance and research only. Except for Koriv’n; he’d already had several selfies, almost like those found on dating sites, ready for us to choose from.

	Since they’d previously tried to call Tarv’k, I figured it was important and took the call. I was glad we had our little talk. We didn’t have a conclusion or a solution yet, but I understood his actions better now. I hoped he understood my needs as well.

	“Hello, Kaj’k. What’s up?”

	Already used to the saying, Kaj’k did not proceed to describe what he saw above his head. That had been a thing earlier in the summer.

	“Tarv’k is not answering.” 

	“I am here.” Tarv’k held out his hand, and I passed him my phone. It looked humorously small in his palm.

	I heard Kaj’k voice through the speaker. 

	“Head back to the compound now. We have received a request for help from another hunter group.” 

	 


Chapter 9: Tarv’k 

	Kaj’k replayed the request for help from a nearby hunter group as we ate our evening meal. It was the positive kind of help, the kind that proved the hunters were effective at eliminating the scourge menace. The wave this morning had been small for this hunter group, small enough to suspect the food in the nest had run dry.

	They were ready to go in and clear out the nest. As a smaller group of only four, they needed help from surrounding hunters. With the added human support, our group had the personnel to spare.

	“Explain to me how this works again,” Jack asked of the hunters, more for the newer humans’ benefit than his own. He already knew how the Xarc’n warriors operated. 

	“Their nest was built under a smaller town, barely a village,” I said. “The nest had a smaller stockpile of food so could sustain itself for a shorter period, so long as the hunters prevent the flyers and scuttlers from bringing back more prey to line their larder.”

	“So basically what you guys did all fall, winter, and spring.” It was Noah this time. Noah and Jack worked hard to get the other humans to understand the work we hunters did. Jack was an exceptional ambassador for the Xarc’n hunters; he’d even started sharing our hard work through his radio broadcasts. 

	The only reason the human settlement had been safe last winter was that Jorg’k had taken care of any scourge heading that way. 

	“When the swarms from the nest get so small they can hardly be considered a swarm, it signals that the nest's food supply is running low,” I continued my explanation. “Right after such a swarm is the perfect time to go in and destroy the nest. Most of the scourge would have already gone out with the rush, and there would be few left to defend the queen.”

	“I’ve always wondered why the army didn’t just bomb the nests,” said Roger, one of our volunteers from the settlement. His name was the only one I’d remembered since he wore his hair in a spikey style the humans called a mohawk.

	“They did,” said Natalie, rolling her eyes. “How did you think downtown New York got destroyed?”

	“They told us a Xarc’n shuttle crashed into a building and blew the whole place up.” Roger furrowed his brow. “I guess that doesn’t make a lot of sense, does it? That’s like saying a car crash destroyed a whole city block.”

	“They bombed it, along with all the people trapped in the buildings trying to wait out the bugs. It was useless. They killed everyone above ground and a few bugs too, but most of the nest survived the blast underground.”

	Evie, who sat beside me again in her usual seat, spoke up. “Not completely useless. The bombing didn’t kill the bugs, but I considered it a mercy to everyone trapped in the buildings. None of them would have made it out, and I heard some people already turned cannibal.” She shuddered.

	There’d been a cannibal group in Kaj’k’s and Cov’k’s area. They’d made the mistake of eating the scourge as well, despite their awful stench. They’d all died of the scourges’ fungus over the summer. 

	“Fucking cannibals. I saw a video of a vlogger—” Roger stopped mid-sentence, his face contorted in disgust. “Actually, let’s not bring that up.”  

	“We need to go underground to clean out the nests manually,” Kaj’k said. “Our makers used raw power: repeated nuclear blasts that opened up the ground, exposing the nests. It destroyed not just the nests but their entire planet. Your governments had such plans, too. We prevented the missiles from launching.”

	All the volunteers from the settlement blanched visibly.

	“They were going to go scorched-Earth. Wow!” Roger looked shocked. 

	“Scorched-Earth?” I asked, my translator having trouble with the term.

	“It means destroying everything useful to the enemy, including the land itself.”

	This human term described too well our maker’s failed strategy.

	“I think your way is much better,” Roger continued. “At least we’re still alive.”

	Many nodded in agreement.

	The other hunter group had asked for two hunters to help from this group, and in exchange, when the nest was cleared, they would send two of theirs to join us permanently. They planned on attacking early in the morning. If their projections were correct, the task would be done before the next wave spewed forth from the other nests. Our hunters would return on time to fight the swarm with two new hunters to help.

	“I am unmated,” Koriv’n said immediately. “I can go. We should not split up mates. Besides, this group already knows I’m here; they hid a hunter from my contingent as well.”

	He looked to me and then at Evie.

	Koriv’n wasn’t supposed to be on Earth. His entire contingent had been slated for another planet. After hearing about the hunters on Earth forming mating bonds with human females, their entire unit had voted as a group to change course and head to Earth instead. It had been the first time any hunter ship had gone against initial objectives.

	Once on Earth, they’d given up control of their ship, and all warriors on board had scattered across the globe. Some hunters had not approved and suggested they be rounded up and sent to their original planet. Many others respected them for challenging the programming our creators had given us. We were more than just weapons; we deserved the right to choose.

	We hid Koriv’n, sharing our supplies and food rations. Rajiv’k had even silenced Koriv’n’s shuttle so that he was untraceable but still could connect and use the system. He’d been an irreplaceable part of our team since. 

	“I will go,” I offered. 

	I didn’t want to leave Evie, but I was the only other unmated warrior. 

	This situation with Evie confused me. I’d thought I wanted what was best for her; she should go to a strong young hunter. But despite my best intention, I was drawn back to her again and again. I understood now that I could never let her go, not even if it was the right thing to do. After today, I wasn’t even sure what the right thing was anymore.

	I hadn’t told Evie about my failures, the many planets I’d lost. After Rajiv’k’s comment, I had given it much thought, and I agreed that my contingent had been sent to doomed planets; their downfall had not been our fault. It was time I let them go and focused on my future. So I’d only brought up the mating issue with Evie.

	Our brief talk by the river had opened my eyes. Evie was looking for a male, not necessarily a mate bond. She’d been honest by saying that she didn’t know if the lack of a bond would affect us in the future. She’d also noted, just as Rajiv’k had, that my worries could be unfounded. I was not one of the original Xarc’n race; I was a genetically modified hunter. 

	Yet, I still worried. What if I connected my life with hers, but another hunter formed a mating bond instead? That would destroy me. It would ruin all of us because I wouldn’t trust my own actions should that happen.

	My brain didn’t work right around Evie. Maybe a day or two away would help clear it. Knowing Evie would be safe at the compound and staying on my shuttle made it possible to leave her for a few days. I still hated leaving her, even for just a day.

	I turned to Koriv’n. “Sweeping out nests does not require a ship. I will travel with you and leave my ship behind for Evie.”

	The other hunters looked relieved not to have to leave their mates. 

	“We can leave tonight, but I want to have time to get Evie settled first.”

	The rest of the evening was spent discussing Natalie’s plan for putting in a greenhouse for next year. I remembered the look on Evie’s face when a flyer had crashed into the garden, destroying the protective tarp along with dozens of ripening fruit. A greenhouse would be helpful.

	I knew Evie and Natalie both collected our food scraps religiously to compost. They cared about the health of their soil, even while growing in containers. 

	“What about chickens?” Evie asked beside me. “I wouldn’t know where to get them, but eggs would be nice.”

	“We raise them on our food production facilities. On each planet, we try to raise animals native to the habitat. Sometimes it’s not possible, but Earth livestock are very palatable.”

	“I’m sure the bugs think so too,” one of the males grumbled. “They ate all my cattle.”

	The scourge had indeed enjoyed the tasty ruminants the human had raised in bulk. It had helped spike their numbers last year. Hunters too, had developed a taste for the four-legged creatures, and we used them in our nutrition bars.

	We had several large islands producing food for us on Earth. The islands had been easy to clear of the scourge, and we’d converted them into production hubs. Some of the islands’ wildlife had also survived the invasion and were kept in reservation areas, carefully monitored and protected from future scourge attacks. 

	“We could request some live hatchings from the production facilities in our next shipment of supplies,” I suggested. 

	The hunter making deliveries to this area came once a month. With many of the hunters settling in groups throughout the summer to fight the swarm, he didn’t need to seek out each hunter individually. He would be more amenable to special requests. 

	“Really?” Evie’s eyes sparked with excitement. “I would love chickens! They could take care of the bugs. I was dreading dealing with that in the future greenhouse. The little bugs, not the big ones.”

	“Man, I wish we had giant, fungus-proof chickens so they would take care of the giant bugs,” Jack said.

	“So you want velociraptors?” Natalie asked. “You know chickens are their descendants, right? I’m not sure we’d be any better with a velociraptor problem.”

	Evie dissolved into giggles next to me. I was glad to have her sitting by my side again, even if things weren’t completely ironed out between us.

	“What is a velociraptor?” I asked. I imagined a giant bird similar to those of old Xarc’n legends. In the ancient tall-tales, those birds had raided villages, carrying off females and young. The Xarc’n legends had spoken of brave warriors climbing the cliffs to slay the beasts.

	“Let me show you.” Alice, Kaj’ks mate, grabbed his communicator. After a short search on the human internet we’d salvaged and saved onto our networks, she projected a reptilian-looking bipedal creature on the wall. 

	“It reminds me of creatures I saw on the first planet I was sent to,” I mused. “They had a primitive civilization and communicated through a series of clicks and screeches.”

	“Are you saying there are velociraptor people out there?” Roger asked, amused.

	The evening continued on with talk of dinosaur people and colossal chickens, and I excused myself to get ready for the trip. Evie walked with me back to the shuttle, looking nervous.

	“I will show you how to work everything in the shuttle. You can always contact me if you have questions.” 

	Evie had my contact, and I had hers. I often brought up her image on my communicator just to look at it. I’d never had an urge to do that for anyone else. 

	I narrowed my eyes at the worried look plastered to her face.

	“You will be safe here. You have the entire compound to protect you.”

	“I’m not worried about me. Are you really going to go into one of those nests? I saw the video feed from Rajiv’k’s surveillance bots. The entry to the nest is covered in white fungal growth, and there were so many bugs outside.”

	Evie was worried about me. Warmth blossomed in my chest.

	“I have cleaned out many nests. The one you saw was of Franklin. It is still very active and much larger. When we tackle that nest, we will ask for help from other hunters. This one is much smaller.”

	“You hunters are so brave.”

	I stood a little taller at the compliment. “I regret I will not be in the shuttle your first night on board.”

	“I’ll survive. You be safe out there.”

	Then I did something I’d never done before, something I’d seen the other hunters do with their mates. I kissed her. To my surprise, she didn’t move away. Instead, she melted in my arms and kissed me back, hesitantly at first but then with more vigor. I drew her close against my body as my chest rumbled to life and my cock hardened.

	I explored her mouth thoroughly, enjoying the delicate press of her plump lips on my own. I swept my tongue into her mouth, and my little Evie moaned a sound of passionate need. Her hands clutched at my shoulders as if she needed me as close as possible. When I pulled away, she panted softly.

	This human custom was quite enjoyable, but I could not stay to enjoy it any longer. If I stayed, I would not leave until she was thoroughly mine. 

	I turned from her stiffly and stomped out of the shuttle. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10: Evie 

	 

	Tooth bruxed his teeth at me as I worked.

	“I don’t know what to think about his bond not forming either, Tooth.” I handed him a dried piece of carrot from the package I was emptying into a plastic container. 

	He took it, stuffed it into his cheeks, and immediately begged for more. 

	“I’m not supposed to be feeding you.” I looked around for Connie before handing him another piece of dried vegetable. Vegetables were healthy, right?

	The giant alien bugs weren’t the only type we had to deal with. I’d found some ants in the food storeroom this morning, mostly in the extra packages piled on the ground that hadn’t been properly stored in plastic bins.

	I’d let out a scream, a loud one that had echoed in the high ceilings of the compound, and Roger had come running, along with the man who’d griped about the alien bugs getting his cattle. They’d looked around the storeroom for my enemy and had laughed when they realized I was screaming over tiny Earth bugs. They’d helped me clear out the ants and we’d moved the affected package out of the storeroom. 

	Then, deciding the storeroom needed organizing, I’d gotten to work separating everything into tubs by type and expiration date. Most things were close to expiring, and I was pretty sure we’d be using them way past the best before. Still, I wanted to make sure we wasted as little as possible.

	I’d come across several bags of dried goods in thin plastic bags from the bulk food store and decided they were safer in Tupperware and jars. A trip to the storeroom to figure out what I wanted to make today had turned into a huge project, and now I had bags, bins, and jars of food all over the common area of the compound. 

	Tooth tried to steal another piece, and I shooed him away. 

	“There he is,” Connie said as she came downstairs. “Of course, he’s where the food is.” Then she did a double-take at the mess I’d made all over the couches. “I heard the men talking about bugs in the storage. Is it that bad?”

	“Oh, no. They took care of the ants and even wiped up the trail with some cleaner so they won’t be tempted to return. I noticed a lot of our food is nearing its expiration date, not that it matters now. But I’m trying to organize by type and date so we can eat the ones that are expiring first before they actually go bad.”

	Tooth took that moment to take out the carrot he’d hidden in his cheek pouch and eat it on the couch. Connie stared at the piece of dried carrot in his hands and the matching jar of carrots in mine. 

	Oh fiddlesticks! Busted.

	She narrowed her eyes at me.

	“It’s just a carrot. They’re healthy.”

	“Fine,” she huffed. “But no corn.”

	“Agreed, no corn.” I silently begged Tooth not to take out the piece of corn I’d given him earlier. He glared back at me, nibbling away at the carrot.

	“Can I help?” Connie’s eyes scanned the mess.

	“Yes, please.” I pointed to the nearest couch; it was piled high with tubs and bags. “I put all the whole grains on that couch. I haven’t organized them by date yet. I kind of bit off more than I could chew. At this rate, I’m not sure how I’m going to get the afternoon meal done on time.” 

	“I’m trying to get used to the fact that the hunters go out in the late morning and noon when the alien bugs are the most active,” Connie said as she got to work on the grains. “At the settlement, we all went out to forage in the afternoon when the flyers flew back to the nest. But these guys want to confront the bugs head-on.” 

	“Tooth totally surprised me when he showed up begging for food. I thought you and Jorg’k went out today, and you usually take him along.”

	“Jorg’k went with Kaj’k to check on the nest. I didn’t want to see the nest ever again.” She made a face.

	“Eeew!” I shuddered at the thought of the nest. Seeing it on a video feed was bad enough. I wouldn’t want to see it live. “Ya, good choice to stay here.”

	 “I’m actually here to recruit for Cynthia’s apple-picking expedition. They plan to go right after the last wave of this swarm. They’re mapping out all the ripening apple trees right now. We plan on snatching them up and preserving as much as we can.”

	“That sounds like fun. I haven’t been apple picking since I was a kid.” My nana had had an apple tree in the backyard, and I remembered helping her pick them every fall. “Fresh fruit is always a welcome addition.”

	“It’ll be fun. We’re going to share our haul with the human settlement. I managed to get every one of our volunteers to agree to help out. They heard the word apple and agreed right away.”

	“I’m glad we have allies now. Thanks for finding us, Connie.” Her finding our little group through Jorg’k had been beneficial for both our compound and her old settlement. 

	She laughed. “We’ve got to thank Jorg’k and the mating bond for that. I wasn’t even going to come here at all, but then Jorg’k got all stuck on me, and well, here I am.”

	That reminded me of Tarv’k and his fear that he wouldn’t be able to form a bond with me because of his age. Being stuck on someone, physically and literally, was the first sign of a budding mating bond.

	“This mating bond thing, how different is it from falling in love? Do you think these hunters can fall in love without one?”

	Connie knit her brows together. “I don’t know. I never asked, but I would think so. Weren’t Natalie and Rajiv’k together for a while before the bond manifested? Did he show signs of being in love?”

	I thought back to the day on the roof Rajiv’k had carried Natalie off in an attempt to get her to spend time with him and forgive him. He sure looked like a warrior in love, but they hadn’t been mates yet at that time. The two had formed a bond in the end.

	“You’re thinking about Tarv’k.” It wasn’t even a question. “The whole compound sees you two are perfect together. Tarv’k is the only one blind to it. Hang in there, hun. He’ll come around.” 

	“He told me he’s not sure if he can form a mate bond because he’s older.”

	“He’s not that old. Is he?” 

	That had been my own reaction as well.

	“Hunters are very long-lived, but I haven’t actually asked. Even if he gave me a number, I’m not sure how it would translate to earth years anyway.”

	“Do you care how old he is?”

	“No.” I didn’t. Tarv’k was strong and brave. He also showed that he cared about my happiness, even though it had caused him to reject my advances. That was more important to me than a number.

	“So this is about the bond itself.”

	I nodded. It hadn’t even been on my radar until he’d mentioned it. Because it was important enough for him to worry about, I worried about it now too.

	“The mating bond is tricky. Sometimes it hits early, like with Jorg’k and me. Other times it takes a while, like with Natalie and Rajiv’k. But I’ve talked to all the mated women, and the bond usually happens after the hunter admits mentally that the woman is his mate, and there are no doubts left. Maybe just doubting he can form a bond is preventing a bond from forming.” Connie stood back from the couch to study her handiwork.

	“Anything expired in that pile? The expired stuff goes there.” I pointed to the taller of the two coffee tables. “I’m going to use them first.”

	Connie moved a few bags of rice and oats over to the expired pile. That pile was growing as the day went by. 

	 “I recently found out Jorg’k has lived for almost sixty Earth years, and he’s considered a young hunter. What he lacks in experience, he makes up for in fighting skill. Tarv’k looks older, but not by much. A bit of graying at the temples, but he keeps himself in tip-top shape, and I doubt he’s too old to form a bond.”

	If Jorg’k had lived for sixty Earth years, how old was Tarv’k? Did I even care? From what I’d learned about the hunters, they were long-lived, and even if he was older, we would still live our life together. 

	Natalie told me Rajiv’k had doubted he deserved a mate since he had been injured before and was different from other hunters. He wasn’t able to form a bond until he put all that aside. Maybe it was the same way with Tarv’k. 

	While we hadn’t agreed on a solution yet, I was glad we had the chance to talk it through. Tarv’k had come clean and explained why he'd thought I was better off with another hunter. It wasn't because he didn’t want me; he did. He’d also demonstrated quite clearly through his actions that it would most likely never happen. No hunter would even dare come close to me with his growling and snarling.

	Connie’s face turned crafty. “We could always give him a push. I’m sure if you showed any amount of interest in one of the men, Tarv’k would claim you in an instant.”

	Considering his change in demeanor at my agreeing that he was right and I should find a younger hunter, Connie was probably correct, but I couldn’t do that to him. I didn’t want to play games like that, especially since he’d finally confessed his real reason for his actions. I scrunched my face up at the thought.

	Connie laughed, “Okay, so that might end in violence. Let’s not do that to any of the guys here. I’m not even sure you need to do anything. When the other hunters arrive, and there are more options for the lone single lady at the compound, I’m sure Tarv’k’s possessiveness of you will resurface. We all saw his reaction to you suggesting sharing your room. Don’t fret. You’ve got this hunter hook, line, and sinker.”

	“You think so?”

	“Absolutely. He’s totally your mate. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

	I thought of our kiss last night, and heat rose to my cheeks. I’d been shocked he’d initiated it after so many months of ignoring our chemistry. I’d also been surprised at how expertly he’d turned my brain to mush with a single kiss. I’d been lucky he needed to leave right away. Otherwise, I doubted I’d have kept my word to myself about sleeping separately on my mattress.

	He’d even called later to say goodnight. It’d been so sweet. 

	I smiled triumphantly. “You’re right, Connie. Absolutely!”

	 

	 


Chapter 11: Tarv’k 

	I whirled around with my staff, slicing through all the scourge in my area of attack. The other hunters knew to give me a wide berth. With my longer reach, I was more effective at clearing out the larger chambers, the ones that housed the growing larvae. While I did so, the other hunters went down the narrow corridors.

	The hunters in charge of this nest had been correct. The nest was almost out of food; the queen’s larder was nearly empty. The numbers of scuttlers and spitters acting as guards were few as well. This nest had given its all during the last swarm.

	We’d sent Rajiv’k’s surveillance drones to map out the next maze-like corridors and do a rough headcount of the existing enemies. It would be an easy nest, one we could finish in a single day. That meant I would return to Evie sooner. 

	Even with our built-in resistance to the scourge’s fungus, we all wore respirators to avoid breathing in the spores. The mycelium and spores were thick in the nest, and it was dangerous to breathe in the air. Even our eyes had to be protected.

	Hunters had exceptional night vision, but we needed some light. In the complete darkness underground, there was none at all. We brought in bright lamps to help, but the twists and turns of the corridors often blocked the light from penetrating the deepest parts of the nest. For the most part, we had to rely on the lamps on our belts.

	We left the queen for last. She sat in her chamber surrounded by her unhatched eggs. Young queens were mobile; they needed to be to find a new place to nest. But once they settled down and started pumping out eggs, they lost their ability to move. They relied on their army to feed and defend them. The queens often grew huge from the extra nutrients the scuttlers brought in; the larger the queen, the more eggs she could lay.

	This one was no different. She was huge, but without her army, she was defenseless. 

	We planned on torching the entire nest at the end, but to be thorough, we sliced each of the incubating eggs in half. The queen’s shrieks echoed through the chamber as we made our way across to her. 

	I thought of Jack and Noah calling us the scourge’s boogeymen. From the eyes of that queen, they were correct. We’d come to kill all her offspring and destroy her home while she could do nothing but watch and scream in horror. They were only doing what they’d been programmed to do. Live, eat, spread, and repeat. 

	In the process, they’d destroyed so many planets and civilizations. Their programming was not sustainable. If we did not stop them, they would destroy everything until there was nothing of value left: no Earth, no humans, no Evie.

	  One of the hunters who’d worked on this nest delivered the final blow.

	The least enjoyable part was next: the burning of the nest. Killing the scourge was a tedious task, but at least it gave me a challenge at times and kept me on my toes. The burning part, on the other hand, had no redeeming qualities. It was here we swapped the darkness for the ominous glow of flames. 

	We separated and started in the deepest of the chambers, sending streams of flames into whatever would burn: scourge bodies, mycelium webs, left over piles of dead, preserved food, anything. As we did, we backed out of the long, burning corridors meeting in the central chamber. 

	This was where a map of the nest was so crucial. Some nests were large and maze-like.  A mistake in planning could easily leave a hunter trapped behind long corridors of flames, sealing his fate. The fire also robbed us of our oxygen. We had to work fast, moving our way toward the entrance as the flames threatened to do what the scourge could not: kill the hunters.

	We did a headcount as we emerged from our individual tunnels into the main chamber. It took some time for the last hunter to make his way out of his tight corridor, but everyone was present. This was our last round; all the side branches of the nest were set ablaze, and we were ready to finish up and head out to the sunlight. 

	I squinted at the bright afternoon sun, a welcome change to the gloomy depths. One more task left, and we were done. We separated into pairs to remove the webs of mycelium from the ground around the nest opening. Fire, though dangerous, was our most useful ally. 

	“I heard many of the hunters in your team had found human mates. Is that true?” Mal’k, my partner, asked. 

	“They have.” I thought of all the happy couples at the compound and then of my Evie. Mal’k was exactly the type of young, vibrant hunter I’d claimed was good for Evie, but the thought of her with him filled me with rage. Why had I ever thought I could handle it? How silly of me. Evie was right; the idea was stupid.

	“Are there any more unmated females at your compound?” Mal’k looked so eager, and it would almost be comical if I didn’t understand how he felt. 

	All the females were taken, except for Evie. Technically, she was unmated, but she was mine. 

	 “We don’t have any available females left, but we are allied with a human settlement, “ I replied as we finished our territory and met up with Koriv’n and his partner, Rayk’n. Like Koriv’n, Rayk’n had been on the hunter vessel that had elected to come to Earth instead of its appointed destination. 

	The original planet had been devoid of intelligent life, and many hunters agreed that Earth, with the humans that were so similar to ourselves, was a priority. Most hunters on Earth welcomed them to the planet. It was mostly other hunters who complained of the unprecedented actions of the hunters on the vessel.

	I’d long believed that chasing the scourge around the entire galaxy was a futile endeavor. It spread us thin, forcing us to focus on planets that were already doomed, or were not worth saving. Instead, we should have been prioritizing the planets with intelligent life and civilizations. 

	In an ideal universe, Xarc’n warriors would eradicate the scourge from the galaxy completely, but that had proven to be impossible. They simply reproduced too fast; their live ships were sent in too many directions. It wasn’t that I’d given up, but rather, I believed in saving what we could. 

	Like Earth. We needed to save Earth; it was our only chance at a future. Not all hunters felt the same way, but those hunters could spend an eternity chasing the scourge if they wanted. Me? I’d be here protecting our tomorrow.

	“I’ll take the chance,” Mal’k said. “If your compound has many human females already, others will be more willing to join. I wish to find a mate.”

	“So the rumors are true. The hunters at your compound have been lucky,” Rayk’n said. This hunter also had a hopeful look in his eyes. 

	“I have yet to find a mate,” Koriv’n said. “But I am hopeful.” 

	“I will come as well and take my chances. Mal’k is right. The chances of finding a mate will be higher there.” Rayk’n checked the map again before tucking his communicator away. “I think we are done. Let’s get back to your group.”

	These hunters would give anything for a chance to find a female who cared for them. They’d do anything for just a chance of finding a mate. Yet, I’d had perfect little Evie at my side, and I’d squandered her efforts.

	Shame and regret filled me. I should have been spending every moment I could with her instead of pushing her away.

	Evie was mine. I was stupid to think she could be for anyone else. When I got back to the compound, I would claim her thoroughly.

	“Do you have a female?” Rayk’n asked me.

	“He does!” Koriv’n answered for me. “He got lucky despite his old age.” He grinned at me. 

	I knew he was teasing about the age thing. I was concerned about not being able to form a mating bond because of my age compared to our makers, but compared to other hunters, I still had many years. He was right about one thing, though. I was lucky; I had a female. I had Evie. 

	“I do, and she’s the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen.” I grinned back at Koriv’n. “Some females prefer experience over fumbling youth,” I countered. 

	He laughed and headbutted me lightly with his horns. This playful camaraderie was a nice change to the grim, solemn nods usually exchanged between hunters. It was a thing younger hunters did during training that disappeared as the years of hunting took their toll.

	We headed back to our own shuttles to clean up. 

	The other hunter group that had sent help was the one that often dealt with the human gang to the south. They, too, had human males working with them, and one of their hunters was happily mated, but they only had one lone female on their team.

	We gave them a hand packing everything up. Their setup being much smaller than ours, it didn’t take long. By late afternoon, we were on our way back to the compound. 

	I couldn’t wait to see my Evie and tell her she was mine. Mate bond or not, she was my mate.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 12: Evie 

	I inhaled the mouth-watering aroma as I opened the lid. Within moments, Natalie and Connie both turned their heads from the plants they were tending and sniffed loudly. I’d decided to cook the evening meal al fresco today since it was a gorgeous day, still warm but with just a hint of a fall breeze. 

	I’d taken to the internet—glad the hunters had saved it—with my list of expired foods and found a recipe for dirty rice that used some of the expired rice, flour, canned meats, and vegetables. As always, I had to make a whole lot of substitutions—such as canned sausage and nutrition bars instead of ground sausage and beef, and canned liver pate instead of chicken livers—but this time, I actually had all the spices and seasoning to make the dish taste right.

	The extra seasonings were definitely paying off. Natalie skipped over to me, her injury barely noticeable now.

	“That smells amazing, Evie!”

	I grinned. “I’m glad we decided to pick up herbs and spices. I was getting sick of eating bland food.” 

	“I think I can pull together a salad with some of the crops we have. It’s getting cooler again, and the salad greens won’t be as bitter.”

	We’d all learned the hard way what the heat did to certain greens. They’d been unpalatable for most of the summer.

	Koriv’n’s shuttle flew into the compound and landed one roof over. Two more shuttles followed him, one landing next to Koriv’n and the other landing on the far side of this roof. Tarv’k was back. 

	The shuttle on our roof opened, and a new hunter stepped out. After a quick look around the roof, he sniffed the air. He oriented on me and my giant pot of food and made a beeline toward us. 

	“I am Mal’k. Your food smells delicious. What is your name?”  

	The no-nonsense way he spoke amused me. It reminded me of how the Xarc’n hunters and humans were still new to living and working alongside each other. 

	“I’m Evie.” I stuck out my hand for a handshake but realized after a moment that he did not understand what I wanted. He gave me an awkward sideways low-five instead. That worked too. Maybe he’d only worked with human males in the past. 

	“Before your society fell, I developed a taste of Earth-style foods. May I taste some?”

	I hadn’t included Tarv’k, Koriv’n, and the two new hunters in my headcount. I’d only estimated about twenty servings. There’d been four warriors, four permanent human men, six temporaries, and seven women—four of them mates, two of them shacked up, and me—for a total of twenty-one. Now there were four more. I was sure if I added a few extra cans of meat, it would be enough, with Natalie’s salad.

	“Of course, Mal’k. Some of the men are bringing up the cutlery and bowls. We usually have extras.”

	I smiled at him, and he flashed me his fangs. It was cute, but it wasn’t Tarv’k.

	That was when I noticed Tarv’k stomping toward us, a thunderous look on his face. Connie might get proven right sooner rather than later. Wanting to prevent a possible violent encounter, I focused all my attention on him and sent him the most dazzling smile I could, hoping he would turn his attention to me instead of the hunter at my side. 

	One look at Tarv’k’s approaching form and Mal’k backed off, getting the hint. 

	Tarv’k’s face softened almost immediately. That was a good sign. I waved him over just as Natalie came by with a large bowl of salad. Roger and his friend came up with a bin full of dishes and cutlery just in time. 

	Tarv’k put his arm around me possessively the second he was close enough. Connie was right; all he needed was the presence of more competition to realize he had something important to lose. I wasn’t going to question it, but I made a note to myself that he wasn’t off the hook yet. Until he was willing to fully commit, I was staying on my mattress. 

	Last night however, I’d taken over his sleeping nook. I had to see the starry night illusion the mates were talking about on my own. It was beautiful, and I couldn’t wait to be in there again.

	Everyone helped bring up extra seats so we could dine up on the roof. Everyone but Tarv’k. He stayed glued to my side.

	 He sat next to me as we ate, the side of our legs touching and filling me with awareness. A calming purr rumbled softly from his chest the whole time. I enjoyed his touch, even if it was leg to leg. It felt as if I’d been denied his touch for my entire life and now all I wanted to do was soak it up.

	We got to know our two new additions: Mal’k and Rayk’n. The men had lots of questions for them about cleaning up the nests, and they in turn, asked us about the nest at the center of Franklin. 

	They were eager to meet everyone, but they also looked exhausted and hungry. They must’ve had a long day. They’d cleared out the nest much sooner than they’d thought, but it was still tedious work, and it showed on their faces. Kaj’k and his mate Alice volunteered to give them a quick tour of the compound and get them set up. 

	I stood to help bring the dishes back downstairs, but as I approached, Natalie eyed Tarv’k’s close contact with me and winked. “You two get some rest. We’ll take care of it.” She waved us away.

	Tarv’k steered me eagerly toward his shuttle, his arm around my waist. The moment we got inside the shuttle, the touch changed even though he did nothing different. It was just because we were alone now. Alone. And very, very close.

	He pulled me against his body and leaned in close to sniff at me. The soft rumbling became strong and insistent. He groaned, “Evie.”

	The way he said my name turned my knees to jelly.

	“My Evie.” His hands were all over me, touching, exploring, setting my skin on fire,

	I pushed back lightly, unsure about this new, needy version of Tarv’k.

	“I had some time to think, Evie. I realized I’d been a fool not to welcome you into my sleeping nook and into my life. I no longer care if we never form a bond. You are mine, Evie. I know it; I feel it. Bond or not.”

	I wasn’t sure what to believe. It almost seemed too good to be true.

	“And what about when you get sick of me? Or when the other hunters leave. You’re not doing this just to keep them away, are you?”

	“Never! I know I haven’t given you many reasons to trust me, but I promise from now on I will spend my life convincing you that you are my mate, even without a mating bond.”

	Tarv’k pulled me close and buried his face in the crook of my neck. He took a deep breath. “I don’t need a mating bond to fall in love with you. That is what humans do, is it not? Fall in love?”

	“Yes.” If he was truly ready to give us a try, then I was on board.

	He nuzzled at my neck again and nipped at my jaw. I shivered at the feel of his fangs brushing against my throat. I closed my eyes and relaxed into Tarv’k’s arms.

	“I have researched about human marriages. If I cannot form a bond, we will have an Earth-styled ceremony. Either way, you will be mine.” He kissed the shell of my ear. “Now, how about a kiss, mouth to mouth, the way humans do.”

	I tilted my face up to his, searching for the warmth of his golden eyes. Then his lips were on mine, hard and demanding, and I closed my eyes. His large hands palmed my bottom, pulling me toward him as he explored my mouth with his tongue. I clung to him, not trusting my knees to hold my weight.

	“Wrap your legs around me, little Evie.”

	I did, and Tarv’k lifted me up and carried me over the mattress on the floor and to the sleeping nook.

	“I’ve already sent a message to the human males that your mattress is no longer needed in my shuttle.” He grinned mischievously. “You will sleep in my sleeping nook from now on.”

	“Oh really? And what if I still want to sleep on my own mattress?”

	“You’ll be so satisfied and tired from being pleasured you’ll pass out every night without complaints,” Tarv’k growled into my ear, and I squeezed my knees together at the tingling between my legs. “I’m going to fuck you until you scream my name.”

	Holy moly, it was getting hot in here! 

	I hadn’t expected this change in behavior from Tarv’k, and it caught me completely unaware. I also hadn’t expected the filthy words coming from his mouth. The dirty talk made my cheeks unbearably hot. I crossed my legs at the tingling starting in my core.

	“Do you want me to fuck you, little Evie? Or should I taste you first?” 

	 For a split second, I thought I’d bitten off more than I could chew, but one look at him—strong, capable, and completely focused on me—and I pushed the silly thought away. I’d craved this musclebound warrior for months; now was not the time to back out. 

	“Which one, Evie? Tell me.”

	“Yes,” was all I managed on a shaky breath.

	 


Chapter 13: Tarv’k 

	I laid my little female onto the soft mat of my sleeping nook. Evie looked perfect in it. I inhaled deeply and confirmed my suspicions; she’d slept in my sleeping nook last night instead of on the mattress on the floor. The little alcove already smelled like her. Now it was time to make it smell like us.

	She still wore a light, airy sundress. Unlike the other females at the compound who preferred shorts and t-shirts in the warmer months, my Evie preferred soft, feminine styles. I, too, enjoyed seeing her in them very much. Except for now—right now, she wore too much. I pulled her up to kneeling and carefully peeled the soft fabric off her body. 

	She giggled and covered her front with her arms as if I hadn’t seen her completely naked in the decontaminator already. 

	Her breasts were small but perfect, and she didn’t wear the tight contraptions over them, as the other females did. I reached out to fondle her pebbled nipple, and she leaned into my hands with a hum.

	She did wear a small scrap of fabric between her legs. I smoothed a hand down her body, caressing her curves until I reached the thin, light pink garment. Tucking a finger under the waistband, I pulled it down to her knees.

	I trailed my fingers down to the blonde curls between her thighs. She moaned when I found her little nub and rubbed in small circles. The air became thick with her arousal.

	It was too much. I pushed my Evie down onto her back, pulled her underwear the rest of the way off, and tossed it in the corner. Then I hooked my hands behind her knees and pulled them up over my shoulders. She looked at me shyly, and her knees tried to snap shut unsuccessfully against the sides of my horns. Her hands shot down to cover herself.

	“It’s embarrassing,” she said shyly, her cheeks flushing pink. “I’d never had anyone’s face so close to, you know.” 

	“Do not be embarrassed, little one. Your body is perfect.” I picked up her hands and put them on the mattress. “Keep your hands there,” I ordered. “Do not move them until I’m done with you. I’m going to lick you until you come all over my face.”

	She squeaked, and she tilted her head to hide the redness blooming on her cheeks. In contrast to her actions, the scent of lust exploded from her. 

	I reached up to pinch lightly at her nipple, trying to distract her from her embarrassment. She closed her eyes and dropped her head back.

	My Evie was beautiful, and I wanted a taste. I leaned forward and covered her clit with my mouth. Again, she tried to close her legs instinctively, squeezing my horns. I encircled her clit with my tongue, and Evie rewarded me with another soft moan. 

	Tracing the seam of her pussy with a finger, I coated the tip with her wetness before thrusting into her warmth. She gasped and writhed on the bed. After a few thrusts, I added a second finger. 

	I was suddenly extremely glad our makers had given us retractable claws. 

	At first, Evie tried to muffle her sounds by keeping her mouth closed. But soon pleasure overcame shyness, and she punctuated every movement with a small cry. It was the most beautiful sound in the galaxy, and I vowed to hear it often.

	When I increased the pressure with my tongue, Evie gripped the bed with her little hands. She screamed, and her channel convulsed around my fingers.

	I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to have her, and I had to have her now.

	I released her legs, and her knees dropped to the side. Her eyes were still closed, and her face flushed from her release. When her eyes fluttered open, she gasped.

	Xarc’n hunters were shaped differently from human males. It was only obvious when erect, and I was fully erect now. She’d seen me once in the decontaminator, but my shaft had been pressed to her belly then. Now, I stood proud and unobstructed.

	Instead of the uniform shaft of her species, I had three sections, each one flaring out before dipping back in to start the next. 

	I searched Evie’s face for signs of fear but found only fascination. She pushed herself up and reached for me. I gritted my teeth and let her explore. It was sweet torture. I wanted nothing more than to push her down and fuck her now. 

	When she added her second hand to the exploration, it was more than I could take.

	“Enough,” I growled. 

	I pushed her back down on the soft mat, linked my arms under her knees, and lifted her hips. She wrapped her legs around me until I felt her heels at my back. Lining up the tip of my cock with the slit of her pussy, I held her in place and pushed in. Her warmth enveloped me, and I growled with the effort not to just thrust in hard in one motion. She was small, and I didn’t want to hurt her.

	I kept my eyes on her face, watching her for signs of pain or distress. She looked back at me, her beautiful blue eyes behind half-closed lids. Fully seated in her depths, I pulled out again and thrust back in, still watching her face. She moaned and closed her eyes. 

	“Do you want me to fuck you?”

	She nodded and rocked her hips. 

	“I can’t hear you, my sweet. Do you want me to fuck you?”

	“Yes.”

	That single word, so small and timid, was my undoing. Unable to hold back anymore, I pulled out and thrust back in her again and again.

	“Yes!”

	Krux! The sound of her pleasure threatened to ends things too fast for me, and I clenched my jaw, trying to hold out. I pressed down on her clit with my thumb, and her channel tightened around me, but it was enough of a reprieve, and I was able to continue moving again.

	I drove into her, a little harder this time. Again and again, I pushed into her body as she writhed under me. My Evie was perfection. 

	I rubbed her clit again, and this time, she rewarded me with a cry, the sound thin and breathy. Her tight channel clenched and unclenched around me, and the sensation was too intense. I exploded into her with a loud roar as the universe imploded around us.

	I rolled us, careful not to crush her with my weight, until she lay in the hollow at the front of my body. She fit there perfectly as if she was meant to be there all along. She was covered in my scent inside and out, and there was a rightness about that. Calm contentment settled in my chest, one I’d never experienced in all my years. 

	“Wow.” She smiled lazily up at me. 

	“Does that mean they can come to remove the mattress? If you are not convinced, give me a second, and we can go again.” I smirked at her, already knowing her answer. 

	“Who needs a mattress when we’ve got the stars.” She reached over to the control panel and triggered the night sky display. 

	I pulled her close and looked up at the display. I’d gotten used to it, having had the display option in my shuttle my whole life. It was one of the first luxuries early Xarc’n hunters with a propensity for the new and novel, something not purposefully engineered in us, had added to the shuttles. Since then, the creative among us, though few and far between, had made many improvements to our lifestyle. We were no longer just weapons living in sterility. 

	I imagined Evie living in a hunter shuttle of old, with no softness, minimal climate control, no extras. That was no place for a mate. Krux, it was no place for anyone! Our makers had only given us the bare minimum needed for survival and relied on our robust bodies for the rest. Our creators had not intended for us to change, to evolve, but we had.

	Finding Earth at the time we did was serendipitous. We were ready for more than the bleak and desolate life we were given. We were ready for happiness. 

	I held my happiness in my arms as she counted the stars on the ceiling. 

	“Where was this night sky taken? At first, it looks like I’m staring up at space from Earth, but I couldn't find any of the constellations, even though the sky is perfectly clear.” 

	My translator struggled with the word constellation, but I deducted it meant a pattern of stars.  “It was taken from one of the first planets the Xarc’n warriors had followed the scourge to. We do not have a name for it, only a number designation. It was long before my time and on another arm of the galaxy.”

	“It’s so pretty and familiar. I can’t believe it’s so far away. Do you miss any of the planets you’ve been on?”

	Did I? I’d made both friends and enemies among the reptilian bipeds that I’d spoken of, the ones the human had called “velociraptor people.” What I’d failed to tell the humans was that they were all gone now, their culture lost forever because their ecosystem never bounced back after we’d rid the world of the scourge. They had all died the same way the original Xarc’n race had. At the time, hunters had only hunted. Things were different now, and we actively helped the planets recover if it was possible. 

	“Yes. There are planets I will never see again, people that are gone forever.” Something I vowed would never happen to Earth as long as I lived. 

	She bit her lip. “That’s sad. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

	“My past doesn’t matter anymore. The moment we got the news that we could form mating bonds with humans, I knew that my future is here, even if I don’t form one myself. Earth is our hope.” I cupped her tiny face with my oversized hands and lost myself in eyes the color of this world’s ocean. “My future, Evie, is here with you.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 14: Evie 

	I couldn’t believe we were finally fighting the last wave of swarming scourge for the season. The surveillance drones that patrolled over the nest showed no more new scourge lining up at the front of the nest opening. 

	I’d been surprised at the sheer number of bugs we’d already killed this summer. Some of the bugs had escaped the funnel and gotten loose, so we hadn’t even seen the entire swarm. The fact that one single queen had produced this many eggs was a terrifying thought. The astronomical number boggled my brain.

	Of course, in a perfect world the ultimate goal was to catch every single scourge in the funnel and kill them all before they could start new nests elsewhere, but that was rarely successful. There were just too many.

	“What about the ones that got away?” I’d asked Tarv’k the other night as we ate one of my Frankenstein creations—it was hard to follow a recipe with only a quarter of the ingredients, so I’d become the queen of substitution.

	“They will form new nests, but do not worry, we hunt them out during the cold season and destroy them before they can get established. The original nests were built in areas with the best resources. The scourge that got away will be attracted to settlements with human or hunter activity, but we will have our eyes open. There are no benefits for the scourge to form a nest in a location without a steady food source. Even if we don’t find them, they will find us.”

	“That’s reassuring, in a very creepy way."

	Everyone in the compound had reluctantly agreed.

	“What happens when the scourge finds a place to nest?” Jack asked Tarv’k. “I don’t see any queens during the swarm.”

	“The swarm selects a scuttler and turns it into a queen, the same way large nests create queens to control their live ships. Then the queen surveys the area, looking for the best location to nest.”

	“You might have to explain the live ship concept to our newbies here,” Natalie had suggested. She’d turned to Roger and the other volunteers. “It involves massive farts.”

	The hunters had then explained to the group how the nest chose a scuttler to become a live ship, feeding it until it grew huge, about the size of a small building. Once its stomach lining stopped producing acid and hardened into a large chamber, the scourge then fed it algae or an oxygen-producing equivalent from whichever planet they were on. The algae lined the stomach chamber. At this point, they also fed it naturally occurring gases, and this mutated scuttler stored them in its gas chamber for later use.

	Natalie had giggled, and her cousin Alice giggled with her.

	“An army of scuttlers, spitters, and one single queen files into the stomach. Then flyers lift the live ship to the edge of the atmosphere, where it releases some of its built-up gas and propels itself at high speeds into space.”

	“They fart themselves into space!” 

	Natalie was a pile of mirth by then, and I’d laughed along because her laugh was so contagious. 

	Remembering her rolling on the couch, unable to breathe because of a fart joke, made me smile. Some of the others had cracked up, too. I couldn’t believe how lucky I’d been to have found this group. They were good people, and I was lucky to have them.

	Just as I was glad to have found Tarv’k. He was outside the shuttle at the moment, putting the final, fiery touches on our swarm. The worst of it was over, and it was time to finally celebrate. 

	The door to the shuttle opened, and I expected Tarv’k to saunter in for his post-fight decontamination. Instead, he walked in supporting Roger with one arm. I still didn’t know everyone’s name, even though they’d been with us for a good week now, but I remembered Roger and Lenny. They were the two that fought with Tarv’k on our roof. 

	Lenny looked very bookish and preppy as if he belonged in college rather than in the bugpocalypse. Roger, in contrast, always had a mohawk. He must have been hoarding all the post-apocalyptic hair products, because his hair was rarely down. I also remembered him making sexy eyes at my pasta his first day at the compound.

	His hair still looked great, but one of his pant legs was covered in blood.

	Clucking bells! That was a lot of blood. 

	I got out of my chair, toggled off the mag-lock, and rolled the pilot’s chair over so he could sit. There was a lot of blood on those pants, but luckily it looked as if the bleeding had slowed, since he wasn’t leaving a trail. 

	“We need to get those pants off and see the damage,” said Jack from the door. Lenny stood beside him, looking grim. 

	“I’m not sure I can do that. I can’t feel my leg at all.” Roger looked awfully calm for someone who’d lost so much blood and couldn't feel his leg.

	Without a word, Tarv’k raised a finger and extended a single sharp claw. 

	Well, possum on a gum bush, I’d completely forgotten hunters had retractable claws—a good thing they were retractable, too, considering how good he was with his hands.

	Tarv’k cut away the pants, and Jack leaned into the shuttle to gather up the soiled fabric. The moment I saw how bad the injury was, I averted my gaze. I’d once considering mentoring under Noah, a former first responder and the non-official doctor for the compound, but I had no stomach for blood. I was no Florence Nightingale. Instead of being useful, I tried not to dry heave. 

	“I’ll call Noah,” I said as Tarv’k helped the man clean out and disinfect his wounds. 

	Noah used to fight on the same roof as we did but had moved over to fight on another roof, once the two new warriors from the cleared-out nest had arrived. All the roofs were connected by makeshift bridges, and Noah’s familiar face poked in through the door  just a few minutes later. 

	“Let’s get you down into the building and comfortable. Lucky for us, the bug’s toxins actually help with coagulation, and you haven’t lost too much blood. And Tarv’k gave it a good cleanse and spray to neutralize the toxins.”

	“I can’t feel my leg.” This time there was growing panic in Roger’s voice.

	All the humans knew the bug toxins caused permanent loss of use of a limb. Those had been the majority of injuries sustained by the first soldiers Earth’s governments had thrown at the bugs.

	“It’ll take time, but we have a way to save the leg. You’ve met Calvin. He’s had an injury as bad as yours, and Natalie and Jack had smaller ones.”

	Jack held up a hand and wiggled his fingers, showing how they all still worked. 

	“Really?” Roger didn’t look convinced. 

	“It’s worth a try,” said Noah, as he and Jack helped the injured man out of the shuttle.

	I flopped down onto the bed and sighed in relief. I hated when a member of the compound got hurt, even if they were a temporary member. That injury was not a laughing matter. Calvin had been injured the day my uncle had betrayed us. I remembered him fighting the bugs one-handed with the other arm dangling uselessly at his side. The human men at this compound were all worthy of the title warrior—no wonder the Xarc’n hunters had started referring to the humans by that title as well.

	My reaction to injuries and gore, combined with my debilitating fear of anything with more than four limbs, meant that I was the least likely survivor. If it wasn’t for all the brave men and women who had taken me in, I’d have been long dead.

	Something red and angry on the back of Tarv’k’s arm caught my attention. “What's that on the back of your arm? Turn around.” 

	Amused at the sudden attention, Tarv’k turned for me, lifting his elbow slightly to the side. And there, on his tricep, was a long but shallow cut running across from where his armor ended to the side of his arm.

	“You’re hurt!” I gasped.

	“Am I? I don’t feel it.” He walked toward the only mirror-like display next to the facilities and turned his neck to look. He made a face. “I am. It’s not small, either.” Moving his arm up and down experimentally, he said, “I can still move my arm. It must be shallow.”

	“Do we need to clean it?” 

	“It will clean in the decontamination cycle. We can spray it to neutralize the toxins.” 

	He picked up the compressed air spray bottle he’d used on Roger. It had been hiding in one of the many drawers in the walls of the shuttle. When I first explored his craft, I’d been surprised at the amount of storage it hid. I still didn’t know where everything was, but then again, I’d only been on this shuttle for a larger half of a week.

	“Let me do it for you.”

	“Press around the wound before you spray,” he directed. “I want to see how much sensation I’ve lost.”

	I did, being careful to touch around the actual cut.

	He sighed. 

	“It is the scourge toxin?”

	“Yes. But it is shallow, so I’ve only lost sensitivity in periphery nerves. My body will heal easily from this.”

	I gave the area a thorough spray, making sure the healing liquid covered every single part of the injury. Even as I watched, the wound began to look better, as if it was healing before my eyes.

	“Thank you, my sweet.”

	He turned, took the spray from me, and put it on the table. Then, as he turned back to me, I launched myself at him, bear-hugging him the best I could. The idea of him being hurt seriously terrified me. What if the cut had gone deeper? What if it had been spitter acid like it had been with Rajiv’k? I remembered Natalie’s mate’s arm and shoulder after his injury. I’d only accidentally caught a glimpse, and I’d been sure I’d seen bone.

	 The purring started in his chest the moment my arms wrapped around him. One glance at the worried look on my face shut it up.

	“What is wrong?”

	“I hate the idea of you getting injured, but I know you have to fight.”

	“I am built for this, designed for this. Hunters can recover from many injuries that would devastate a human.” That was the truth, but it didn’t make me feel any better.

	“How many hunters retire and end up working in food production or coordinating hunter groups from space?”

	He remained quiet for a long time, and the feeling of dread grew in my chest. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 15: Tarv’k 

	My Evie wouldn’t be happy with my answer, but I couldn’t lie to her. So I answered vaguely instead, hoping she’d be content with my reply. “Our food manufacturing and delivery systems do not need many hunters to operate. A few dozen warriors making deliveries can cover a planet this size.”

	Evie narrowed her eyes at me, not at all satisfied with my vague answer. “How many?” she asked again.

	I exhaled. “Not many. Most end their lives fighting the scourge.”

	“Like the hunter who owned the shuttle we scavenged.” Her lip started to wobble, and wetness gathered in her eyes, threatening to spill over.

	I held her to my chest and let the soft rumbling soothe her as I explained our ways to her, ways that were changing every day. “Yes. Many died as he did. They continued fighting years after they should. They refused to stop, but it was a choice. Hunters considered it a noble death. Things will change now that we have found Earth. 

	“Most preferred to keep fighting even though they were injured or old because they had nothing else to live for. I don’t believe those with mates and offspring to care for would do the same.

	“Hunters like Rajiv’k prove that he could still fight for years with horrible injuries and even find a way to heal wounds we once thought to be permanent. Things are changing among the hunters. Now that we have found Earth, I’m sure more will live to old age.”

	 She sniffed. “I hope so. I talked to Connie, and Jorg’k told her that Xarc’n hunters are very long-lived.”

	“We are. You do not need to worry about losing me. I still have many active years left; long enough to spend a lifetime with you. Now that I have you, I will never put myself at excessive risk.”

	She lifted her chin, finally looking satisfied with my response. 

	“Thank you! I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you. I just found you.”

	“You couldn’t get rid of me that easily, Evie. You’re stuck with me for a long time.” 

	She grinned, and my entire shuttle lit up. “I’m holding you to that!”

	I’d be happy to oblige her. I wanted to spend as many decades as I could with my Evie. The past few days had been a paradise I’d never thought possible. 

	This new feeling was both a blessing and a curse. I’d pushed for change for the hunters, but I’d been complacent and accepted my own less than fulfilling existence. I’d suspected but hadn’t known for sure what I’d been missing out on. Now that I’d experienced more, I could never go back.

	I lifted her by the hips so that we were level, and she flung her arms around my neck. Burying my face in her neck, I inhaled deeply, breathing her in. We stayed like this for a long time before we realized I was still splattered with the innards of the scourge I’d killed. In the process, I’d transferred some of the ichor to her body.

	“We should clean up.”

	She looked down at the smear of scuttler juice on her chest and cringed. She whipped the dress off faster than I thought her little human arms were capable of and threw the offending garment into the decontaminator unit.

	“Yuck! I hate bugs.”

	I rumbled a laugh. Her reactions to the scourge still entertained me every time. She’d gotten much better though. She used to scream so loudly at the sight of every flyer as she shot at them that we all heard it from outside the shuttle, despite the walls being mostly soundproof. 

	I quickly shed my armor and clothes, throwing them down into the decontaminator’s floor. She wrapped around me, and I carried her into the unit. 

	This time, there was no need to hurry out of the shuttle once we were clean. The humans had their own decontaminator units in the building, one from the shuttle we’d salvaged and another from a spare shuttle Mal’k and Rayk’n had brought along with them. 

	I stood behind her in the stall, barely able to keep my hands off her. I wanted to hold her against my body, but the cleanse wouldn’t be effective if we were pressed together as I wanted. The short cycle felt like an eternity, and when it finally signaled the end, I turned her, picked her up, and cuddled her to my body. 

	She laughed and threw her arms around me.

	“I’m so glad I finally found my Prince Charming.”

	I frowned at her. Prince? “I do not have royal blood. None of the hunters do.”

	She laughed before pulling herself up to kiss me on the cheek. “I don’t mean an actual prince. It’s a saying, a character. Prince Charming is the one that comes and rescues the princess, or the girl.”

	“So you did not choose me because you thought I was royalty?” She would have been disappointed; the genetic materials for the hunters were all taken from commoners and altered by combining with genes from the strongest beasts on the planet. 

	“Not at all!” She laughed again. “I don’t care what is in your blood. Prince Charming is a…” She paused, searching for the right word. “Actually, let’s have the internet explain it before I mess it up.”

	Still naked, I sat in the pilot’s seat and pulled up the remnants of the Earth’s internet on the screen. She searched for the term, and I read the description. I understood now. It could mean a hero that comes to the female’s rescue or a female’s ideal male. My chest felt tight at the idea that Evie thought of me as this charming prince. 

	“I will always come to your rescue,” I vowed. 

	She shifted to sit sideways in my lap and rested her head on my shoulder. “Thank you. I’ve always wanted to feel like a princess.”

	“Princess. That is the female of prince?”

	“Yup!”

	“Then you can be my princess.”

	She giggled, the sound like light bells in the shuttle. “That’s so sweet it’s almost tacky. I love it. I’ll be your princess if you’ll be my Prince Charming. It’s a done deal! And I didn’t even have to kiss a frog.”

	Seeing the confused look on my face again, she explained the bit about the frog. I knew what a frog was and wouldn’t want to be turned into one. Most amphibians on Earth were extinct now. They’d been particularly weak against the scourge’s fungus, having absorbed the spore through their permeable skin. 

	“Oh no!” She covered her mouth as she noted the time on the screen. “I need to go start the meal. Everyone must be hungry after fighting all day.” She pushed off my lap, dug into her bag, and pulled on another sundress. She seemed to have an endless supply of them.

	How did that small bag of hers fit so many changes of clothing? It was a phenomenon all the hunters at the compound had noticed. These human females managed to fit everything in their packs. It was some kind of female magic. 

	She tossed me my loincloth. I’d been hoping to spend more time with her, preferably naked, before joining the rest of the compound, but I understood she considered feeding the compound her job. Evie took that job seriously, and all the members, Xarc’n and human alike, appreciated her creations. 

	I reminded myself that after the meal, she would be back in my shuttle, and she would be all mine. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 16: Evie 

	I sat on Tarv’k’s shoulder like a little girl and reached for the largest apple on the branch. I loved Honeycrisps, and they were the ones currently ready for picking. They were sweet and juicy, and I’d already stuffed myself full the first hour I was here. I also loved that the trees were dwarf trees, and with me on Tarv’k’s shoulder, almost all the fruits were within reach.

	I had to hold on to his horns to keep my balance, and every time I gave them a squeeze, his chest purred a little louder. I stuffed my prize into the cotton shopping bag slung over my shoulder. 

	Everyone was chipping in to get this small orchard harvested. Many hands made light work, and we were already working on the last row, even though it was still mid-afternoon. We had so many fruits we’d run out of plastic containers hours ago, and Kaj’k and Cov’k had ferried some back to the compound to free up baskets. 

	The only negative things about apple picking were the wasps that flew around underfoot. I’d screamed at the first one I almost stepped on when it flew up into my face. Most of them were drunk off the fermented rotting fruits on the ground though, and didn’t bother us. They still terrified me, and Tarv’k had cleared a wasp-less path for me by chucking all the rotting fruit in a pile far away. 

	Then he’d lifted me onto his shoulders, since most of the wasps were drunkenly circling a few inches off the ground, looking for the alcoholic treat. No wasps bothered me up near the treetops.

	Like me, Tooth had stuffed himself the first hour here and was sitting in a tree acting as watch out. At least that was the story I’d made up in my head. He was probably in an apple-induced stupor. Connie had tried to stop him from overeating, but he’d just scurried up the tree where she couldn’t reach him. He probably regretted it now; he didn’t look like he could move, even if he wanted to.

	To cover more ground, we’d formed several teams, and Cynthia had blocked out portions of the orchard for each group. Once we were done with the orchard, each team had a list of individual trees that had ripening fruit scattered around Franklin in backyards and parks. We even had several pear trees and blueberry and raspberry bushes on our list. 

	It was a pity we’d already missed the cherries by a few weeks. Cherry pie would have been amazing right about now. I loved cherry pie. We made a note to send out teams for harvesting cherries and plums next year in between the swarms. 

	I thought of all the amazing desserts I could make with all this fresh fruit. I’d gotten numerous requests for apple pies and crumbles. I’d never made any before, but I was ready to try. I’d looked up many recipes and even practiced making pie dough by making several chicken pot pies over the last few days. It was amazing what I’d learned to do with a few cans and the produce from our garden. 

	Cynthia, Natalie, and I had also looked up how to make jams and preserves. We wanted this harvest to last all year. Rajiv’k had rigged up several large freezers to work off Xarc’n solar-powered cells, but we didn’t want to put all our eggs in one basket, so we’d agreed on several different methods.

	I reached for the last rosy apple on the branch. “I think I got all the ripe ones. You can let me down now.”

	Tarv’k knelt, and I carefully got off, mindful not to step on any inebriated wasps. Then I leaned in and gave his temple a kiss, right below one of his horns. He turned his head and nuzzled my cheek. 

	“Alright, love birds, apples in the bin!” Cynthia exclaimed, pulling a giant plastic bin on a wagon.

	I rolled my apples into the bin from my shopping bag. This was our last row in the orchard, and our team was ready to head out to find the trees and bushes scattered around Franklin. Tarv’k and I were grouped with Lena and her man, Gerald, Noah, and Koriv’n. We’d been given the area that used to be Tarv’k’s territory. 

	He knew it inside out after a whole winter fighting the scourge in it and took us to the first neighborhood. There were two pear trees and a bunch of blueberry bushes in the area.

	It seemed overkill for our whole team of six to descend on each solitary berry bush, so for each neighborhood, we decided to scatter in pairs and collect the fruits separately. The hunters had first scoured the neighborhood to make sure any stray bugs were taken care of. 

	“Stay in the area and within sight of this tree,” Tarv’k said. He didn’t like the idea of Lena and I pairing up to tackle the smaller blueberry bushes while he and Gerald picked pears, but the pear trees were not dwarf-sized, and Lena and I barely reached the first branch. The men and hunters were taller and had more reach than us ladies.

	“We’ll only be at those two bushes there. You’ll be able to see me the whole time. If anything feels off, I’ll come running. I promise.”

	Lena and I headed over to the bushes with our bags in hand. I couldn't wait to get my first taste of blueberries in over a year. I’d thought I’d stuffed myself full to the brim with apples earlier, but I was wrong. I still had room for blueberries.

	“Oh wow!” Lena exclaimed, stuffing the first handful into her mouth. “These are so good.”

	I couldn’t reply with my mouth full, so I just nodded. Then we got to work filling our bags. In hindsight, baskets would have been better for berries, since they were more delicate than apples. I kept thinking I was squishing them, but we worked with what we had. 

	I happily hummed a Disney tune as we harvested the dark blue orbs of yumminess. How could I not? Today had been so full of happiness and laughter. I’d woken up in Tarv’k arms inside our cozy sleeping nook, the display showing an artificial sunrise. Then I’d thrown together a quick breakfast of oats and canned fruits for our human residents. The Xarc’n hunters were not fans of oatmeal, they often didn’t eat anything unless it had some sort of meat in it, and I hadn’t found a way to include meat in oatmeal just yet.

	Then we’d headed out as a group, locking the compound up tight. The hunters had placed alarms and tripwires along all the ground routes to our compound. We even had a pair of surveillance bots circling our home to alert us if anyone got too close.

	The weather was also perfect for our fruit-picking expedition. It had rained early in the morning, and by the time we’d headed out, the sun had already dried the ground.

	I looked over at Tarv’k to see how the pear picking was going. We were only a few yards over, and I saw Tarv’k jumping high to get the riper pears at the top. As heavily built as these Xarc’n hunters were, they sure could jump.

	I grabbed another handful of the round berries and tossed them into my bag. Blueberry bushes didn’t have thorns, and picking the fruits was easy as pie. Unlike the apple orchard, which had been abuzz with wasps, nothing bothered us here.

	I moved to the next bush in the yard, glad that Cynthia had marked the exact location of every tree and bush on the map. I was doubly glad our phones could be adapted to run on the Xarc’n networks and power cells. I’d missed technology so much. I hadn’t realized how much I’d depended on my phone in my past pre-bug life. 

	As I reached for more of the berries, I heard a voice that made my skin crawl. It came from behind the tall hedge blocking us from the road. I couldn’t make out what it said, but I’d recognize that whiny voice anywhere. Shawn. That had to be my uncle. Someone shushed him, and I heard no more. 

	I froze and exchanged a look with Lena. To her, the voice was that of a strange male—she hadn’t been at the compound when Shawn was living with us—but that was enough. Any stranger had the potential to spell trouble during the bugpocalypse, and having survived this long, Lena knew it.

	 I gripped her arm, suddenly glad to have her with me, and motioned to the pear tree where our men were. We headed toward them, keeping ourselves behind the dense hedge. The pear tree was in the yard at the end of the street. We’d have to loop around the front of the house to get to them since climbing fences didn’t seem like a good idea. 

	I tried to get Tarv’k’s attention quietly, but he wasn’t looking this way. He seemed to be focused on something else instead. It soon became clear what he was focused on. Shawn didn’t come alone.

	Oh, bugger.

	“Lena,” I whispered. “That voice you heard was my uncle. “

	She’d heard all about his traitorous deeds from others in the compound.

	“Shit! I think he found others like himself,” she whispered back.

	He had, but this group had what he lacked: firepower and guts. The men confronting Tarv’k and Gerald were armed to the teeth. This must be part of the paramilitary group I kept hearing about. What crappy luck to have bumped into the likes of them. 

	What a clusterfluff!

	Koriv’n and Noah, the other two in our team, joined them, and by everybody’s body language, things were tense. I wished I could hear what was happening. Gerald stood behind the two larger Xarc’n warriors, his eyes intent on his phone. 

	Lena took out her phone and showed me the message on the screen from Gerald. We’d been smart enough to put our phones on vibrate before leaving the shuttles.

	Stay put, don’t show yourselves. 

	We exchanged a glance and nodded to each other. That was good advice. If the group didn’t know we were here, we could still call for help. In fact, that was exactly what we did, sending out a mass message to every member of the compound. 

	Then Lena and I hid behind the hedge, just out of sight, and watched the exchange. 

	Suddenly, Lena gasped beside me. I turned to ask her what was wrong but was stopped by a grubby hand across my mouth. 

	“I knew it was you I saw sneaking around here.” Shawn stood behind Lena, with his hand over her mouth. “I wasn’t sure at first, but once we saw that ugly purple freak, I knew. I thought I was pretty smart to have our friends distract those monsters you work with and the human traitors.”

	“How did you guys like our parting present?” Benson asked, his mouth just next to my ear. 

	I shuddered. He was a creep and had wanted to get down my pants since all this started. He was much too close for comfort. 

	“I couldn’t believe you guys survived that. Maybe there just weren’t enough bugs in the area to do the job. No matter. We don’t need that group anymore. We have a better one.” 

	I bit the hand over my mouth as hard as could and heard Benson swearing behind me. Then I let out a scream, but it was drowned out as the sorry excuses for human lives opened fired on our men.

	The last thing I saw as they carried me away was Tarv’k going down hard in a spray of bullets.

	“NO!”

	 


Chapter 17: Evie 

	I glared at Benson as he tied my hands in front of my body with zip ties. He was just as disgusting and slimy as I remembered him, maybe even more so since he had a group of equally nasty men backing him up.

	“You don’t think those monsters will come after us?” asked an armed man with a greasy, unkempt beard. I swore I thought I saw the disgusting thing move. It was probably filled with lice. Ugh! Gross!

	“Nah, we didn’t take one of their sluts. We watched them for a while, and these girls only interacted with each other and Gerald.”  My waste of space of an uncle swore. “I couldn’t believe that rat bastard Gerald took their side. When I get my hands on him, I’m going to gut him slowly.”

	I wanted to punch my douchenozzle of an uncle, and if my hands weren’t tied together, I probably would have. Even with them zip-tied, I considered swinging both arms at him. Lena looked right about ready to do the same. I nudged her lightly with my elbow. It was smarter to let them believe what they wanted. I didn’t want Lena to give her relationship away if they thought there would be no retaliation.

	I wanted to give our rescuers the element of surprise because I knew the compound would come for us. They would never leave us behind. Even if they didn’t, Tarv’k would. Then I recalled him falling to the ground as the men opened fire. Tarv’k! 

	My stomach sunk at the thought that he could be dead. No! He couldn’t be dead. These hunters were tough. 

	But what if? What if one of the bullets had hit an organ? He hadn’t been wearing his armor, and the men had opened fire into our group. I felt sick. The world swirled around me, and I felt like throwing up. Lena noticed me swaying and leaned on me to keep me from falling.

	Benson put an arm out to calm my uncle, who was still going on about how the other men had betrayed them and sided with the hunters. He turned red like a lobster. “That group probably only kept these two around because of the human traitors on their team. We know those guys; they won’t have the guts to come after them. Not with all the weapons we have.” 

	The man, and the others around him, looked satisfied with the answer. He returned to the front of the group, taking his nasty wriggling beard with him. They started moving down the street, with bags of supplies over their shoulders. They must have been on a supply run in the neighborhood. 

	“I always knew you had a reason for rejecting me.” Benson pulled the plastic tighter, and the edges cut into my wrists. Then, he looked at Lena, who was being treated similarly by my dastardly uncle. “You prefer a girlfriend. I heard that’s what happens when you grow up in an all-girls school. You get all confused. But don’t worry Evelyn, I’ll fix you.”

	Ugh, I hated when he used my full name. The idiots thought Lena and I were a couple. I exchanged a look of disbelief with Lena, but we both kept quiet. 

	“Hurry the fuck up. I want to get out of here,” a man at the front complained. 

	Shawn and Benson pushed us to join the group, which was moving faster than my tiny legs could carry me. 

	“I knew there was something wrong with you, Evie.” Shawn sneered. “A lesbian!” he spat the words.

	It was just like him to believe there was something wrong with two people loving each other. He was such a bigoted son of a biscuit eater; I wanted to grab him and shake some sense into him. There was nothing wrong with love between people of any makeup. Nothing!

	 Shawn was even worse when it came to women taking up with Xarc’n hunters. I bet if he knew the truth, that I was with Tarv’k, he would blow a flipping gasket.

	 “What would your father think? But I guess it’s a good thing both of you like girls. Scissoring with this chick here is better than fucking one of those monsters. Do you know what these gentlemen do with women who fuck those alien freaks?”

	“We kill ‘em,” the one of the beard growing its own civilization said, sneering. “They ain’t worth shit to us after they pollute their wombs with those abominations. Some of us are desperate enough to fuck ‘em a few times first, but then we kill ‘em.”

	Yup, we were going to keep our mouths shut about my relationship with Tarv’k. 

	Benson shoved me again, and I nearly tripped as I tried to keep up with the group.

	“Damn bitches are too slow,” said the same voice that had complained earlier.

	“Well, then it’s great that we have transport, ain’t it?” Benson retorted. 

	We arrived in front of two gutted-out minibuses, and the men piled in. They shoved Lena and me in roughly, and we ended up squished between Benson and Shawn. The whole vehicle stank, but none of the men acted as though they smelled it, not even Shawn and Benson. They must have gotten used to the rancid odor.

	Maybe that was how I would’ve smelled if our group hadn’t teamed up with the hunters. It had been winter when I’d been holed up in the hideout with Jack, Noah, Calvin, Gerald, Benson, and my uncle. We hadn’t had a whole summer's worth of sweat and stink layered on our bodies. 

	I looked out the window, trying to memorize the route we took, just in case we somehow got free on our own. We still had our phones in our pockets, but I didn’t know if they would search us once we got to where we were going. 

	My phone had been programmed to recognize the signature of the translator device in my ear. It required both close proximity to the translator and my fingerprint to access. 

	The hunters had insisted on the extra level of security in case the unit ended up in the wrong hands. It had access to the hunter’s network, including locations of all the hunter groups in the area. It would be bad news if the wrong people had access to it, and this nasty group here was definitely the worst of the bunch.

	Even if they forced me to unlock it, it would lock again the moment it was out of arm’s reach. It also only had a single charge on it. Without a hunter’s shuttle to recharge it, it would be useless soon.

	We drove into a part of town I was more familiar with. Shawn had lived at the southern edge of town. After Daddy died, I’d moved in with him. I’d been only seventeen at the time, and Shawn had been my legal guardian and had been administering the assets Daddy had left for me until I came of age.

	“Cover their heads,” Shawn said suddenly. He turned to us. “Don’t think I don’t see those brains of yours working. You’re trying to memorize the route back. That won’t be happening.”

	Hells, bells, and buckets! I was hoping they wouldn't notice. 

	I spent the rest of the ride with an old gym bag tossed over my head. At least it filtered out the awful stench in the bus. I’d never thought I’d rather breathe inside an old gym bag. 

	Their hideout must still have been somewhere recognizable, because the bus stopped maybe about ten minutes after they pulled the nylon bag over my head. However, my estimation of time was probably way off. I could be completely wrong. No matter, we couldn’t have gone too far. 

	They loaded us off the bus, and I managed to glance around for a second before we were shoved through a door. The place was lit by a few large windows and a smelly fire at the center. What the heck were they burning? Poop? Yup that had to be poop. 

	“Look what we brought back, boys. Fresh meat!” Disgusting Beard exclaimed. 

	More scary-looking men crowded around us, and one reached for me. I screeched and slapped his hand away.

	“You little—” 

	“You know the rules,” a loud, authoritative voice bellowed. “No one fucks anything until they pass quarantine. Do you want to die like Earl and Floyd? Going mad, all covered in sores?”

	Going mad, all covered in sores? They sounded like victims of the scourge’s fungus. I studied the men around me, looking for obvious signs of the disease. One guy had a bunch of scabs on his face, and another had a runaway case of adult acne, but no sores like the ones we’d seen in photos. 

	That was good news. This group was not infected, and we weren't going to die a horrible death.

	I also noticed several beat-up-looking women scattered around the place, including one cooking a pot of something over the dung fire.

	“Nah, these two won’t have it. They like each other,” the bearded one said. “We could fuck these two right away. They don’t have no Xarc disease.” 

	“There’s no way I’m risking you going mad on us and killing us in our sleep or spreading the disease because you can’t keep your dick in your pants, Elmo.” 

	The guy with the disgusting beard was named Elmo. I almost laughed. Elmo! Next to me, Lena snorted as she tried to hold it in. 

	“You’re first, bitch!” Elmo reached for her.

	The leader marched up to Elmo and backhanded him. “Anyone I find fucking any cunt before the mandatory five-day quarantine will have their dick removed. You hear?” He glared around the room and was met with a bunch of agreement. “We don’t know if those monsters can pass on the disease in other ways. Close contact, maybe. What if they don’t have to fuck ‘em?”

	These idiots thought the fungal disease came from the Xarc’n and passed on through sex? What idiots! Their ignorance would give us reprieve, at the very least.

	They stuffed us into one of the offices on the second floor without removing our zip ties. The man in charge of us had us both remove our shoes and socks. 

	“Don’t even try to run off. You wouldn’t get far without shoes. You’ll get eaten by the bugs before you’ll even make a block. You never know when they’re going to swarm again. They’ve been swarming often lately.” He patted both of us down and took our phones. “What the fuck? How did you get these to keep working?”

	“We use them like walkie-talkies,” I lied. “It only works in a small area. We have a small generator to charge it.” 

	The guy shrugged and pocketed both our devices. So much for giving the compound a call. Sigh. 

	Still, I knew they would be looking for us. Even if Tarv’k was injured, Jack and Noah would insist on coming. They’d always treated me like the sister they never had. And Gerald would come after Lena. 

	Tarv’k. He was okay, wasn’t he? I’d just found him. I couldn’t lose him now. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t stop the image of him falling to the ground in front of a spray of bullets from replaying over and over in my head. 

	“Now behave, so we don’t have to teach you a lesson.” The man with our phones closed the door, and we were plunged into darkness.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 18: Tarv’k 

	It wasn’t the spray of bullets that took me down. It was the pears, the kruxing pears. A few of the bullets had hit their mark, but they hadn’t slowed me down one bit. I’d barely felt them. Instead, I’d hit the ground when I tripped over the basket of pears I’d dropped while diving for cover. I’d been laid low by fruit.

	It was not my best moment, but I’d survived. Lucky for me, no one noticed my misstep, as they were all dodging for cover at the time.

	To our confusion, instead of continuing their attack, the group of humans had retreated as we sought cover. We’d been confused about their actions until we realized Lena and Evie were both gone. We’d found evidence of a struggle where they’d been picking blueberries. The fabric bag Evie had been using to carry her harvest was left on the ground next to the hedge where their scent was the strongest.

	By the time we realized they’d been taken, the group was out of sight. It had been a distraction to get at our females. 

	Krux! I punched an angry fist into the ground, sinking a good-sized hole in the dirt. 

	I’d failed to protect her. We’d heard the group approach, but they’d come straight to us without hesitation, and I’d decided to face the humans and keep their attention on me so they wouldn’t find our females. I’d thought she would be safer hidden away a few yards over. It had been a mistake; I should have secured my mate instead.

	I scented the area. Two familiar scents mingled alongside that of my mate. It took me a moment to realize who they reminded me of: Shawn and Benson, the two who’d betrayed the compound at the start of the warm season. Evie had called Shawn her uncle. Was he here to reclaim her?

	I snarled angrily at the thought. It would never happen. Evie was mine and mine alone. Mine forever.

	“Is everyone else okay?” Jack asked as his team arrived on the scene.

	I was so engrossed in my investigation of the crime scene I barely heard the question. There was blood on the ground. I knelt to sniff it. It did not belong to my Evie. It must be one of the male’s. Good. This would make it easier for me to track them down. I followed the coppery tang down the street. Gerald, knowing that his female was with mine, followed beside me. 

	“Hey, Tarv’k. Come back! They said you were hit,” Jack yelled. “Gerald? Fuck!”

	We ignored him and followed the trail. The two kidnappers were making their way toward the other group. The two groups had most likely already met up. I imagined my sweet Evie surrounded by strange armed males and growled.

	 Firm hands on my shoulder spun me around, and I was face to face with Cov’k and Koriv’n.

	“You have sustained injuries, warrior. You must remove the metal ammunition so you do not heal over them.” Cov’k moved to block my way as I tried to pursue my mate’s kidnappers again.

	“They have my female.” I knew Cov’k made a good point, but I couldn’t see past the red haze that colored my vision. I needed to get to Evie, and I needed to do it now.

	“I will follow them,” Koriv’n offered. “I am the stealthiest of all the hunters at the compound. I will follow them back to their hideout and scout the area. Return to your shuttle and heal. I will send everyone the information I find so we can plan a retrieval.”

	“They have my female,” I repeated. Beside me, Gerald looked equally angry. “Our females.”

	“We will get them back,” Cov’k assured us. “We are hunters. We do not charge into a possible trap. We scout, we plan, we hunt.”

	The idea that this could possibly be a trap meant to lure a few of us unprepared into battle hadn’t even occurred to me; I’d been too focused on recovering my Evie. Cov’k had a point; they could be doing just that. Shawn and Benson had proven themselves to be dishonorable males, and the group they had joined had an even worse record.

	The hunter group to the south had been dealing with them since the weather started warming up, and they had nothing positive to say about them. The idea that my Evie was with those males frightened and angered me. 

	I’d never felt fear like this before. I’d faced down hordes of scourge and walked on the knife’s edge of death, but I’d never been frightened as much as now.  My Evie was in the hands of monsters. 

	The fear was tempered with anger. I was enraged at Shawn for taking her and at myself for letting it happen. With Evie missing, it felt as though a chunk of me  had gone missing with her, the better portion.

	“I will go with you. These bullets are small. I will dig them out later.” I couldn’t stay here while Koriv’n tracked her down. No, I had to go with him.

	Cov’k barred my way, as did Kaj’k, who had arrived on the scene just now.

	“Heal yourself first. You are not thinking straight. Heal and calm, and then you can join Koriv’n in the search. We will all help retrieve your females if needed. Our enemies are well-armed, and at the moment, you are not. Your weapon is inside your shuttle.”

	Finally, a hint of logic returned to my head. They were correct. It was not a good plan to dive in unarmed, and we needed my shuttle. What if we found Evie and she was hurt? I’d be unable to help her. 

	I wasn’t usually so reckless, but when it came to Evie, logic fled me. As a hunter, I’d never needed to deal with emotions except for simple ones like excitement before a fight. In the past few days, I’d had to deal with a whole range. I wasn’t prepared for it.

	"You do not need to return to the compound. Heal here in your ship. I will send you my location, and you can join me after.”

	Cov’k turned to Koriv’n. “Do not let him do anything rash. If you need help, call. We will be there. These females are important to the whole compound. We will recover them.”

	“Wait a minute. I’m not going to sit back and do nothing,” Gerald said. “That’s my woman out there.”

	Koriv’n spoke first. “You come with me and be my lookout. I’m going to try to get right up next to their building. I need someone to watch my back.”

	I returned to my ship, and the scent of my Evie hit me like a speeding shuttle the moment I stepped inside. She’d only lived here for several days, but it felt as if she’d always been here. 

	The whole place smelled like her, especially the sleeping nook. We’d moved her old mattress back into the second-floor room for the human men to use, and she’d stayed in my sleeping nook since the day I returned from clearing the nest.

	Her backpack sat next to our bed. She’d left the shuttle with only her phone—a phone that had no tracking, unlike the other mates’ at the compound. It was not something I’d installed for her yet. I’d promised to clear out several of the drawers inset into the shuttle for her possessions, but the swarm had kept us too busy. Today had been the first day of relative relaxation since the swarms began in early summer. 

	I picked up the lightweight summer dress Evie had tossed over the back of the pilot’s chair. She’d worn this dress earlier this morning but had changed into shorts and a tank top. She hadn’t wanted to “flash” anybody while picking apples on my shoulders. 

	I held the fabric to my nose and inhaled. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine her right here in the shuttle with me. The thought of living in this shuttle for the rest of my life without my female was unbearable. I wondered how I’d survived so long without her.

	I had to get her back. I had to. There was no mating bond yet, but Evie was my mate. There would be no other for as long as I lived.

	I took stock of my wounds. Four bullets had found their mark, and the strong leather strap of my harness had blocked the fifth. Now that I noted them, they pulsed and hurt. 

	My flesh had already started to heal over the bullets, a downside of our enhanced healing abilities. Eventually, my body would reject the foreign objects, pushing them out of my flesh, but they would itch incessantly until then. It was preferable to dig them out now.

	Tools in hand, I got to work.

	The faster I got this done, the faster I could go rescue my mate and teach those males a lesson.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 19: Evie 

	There were no windows in the room, but I didn’t need any. I’d gotten a good look at the place as we came in. I recognized exactly where we were. It was a shopping plaza with offices on the second floor. My lawyer, the one I’d hired to investigate Shawn and my missing inheritance, was just across the hallway. Her office had a balcony that, if I remembered correctly, had an attached fire escape.

	I quietly whispered what I knew to Lena. 

	“I never thought I’d have the chance to do this, but now I’m glad I watched that video on how to get out of zip ties,” she whispered back.

	Lena moved, and the sound of her zip tie breaking echoed in the room. I hoped no one outside heard that. It sounded awfully loud to my ears.

	“The idiots tightened them super tight too,” Lena continued, her voice just barely audible. “It makes it easier to escape. I could do this with duct tape too.”

	She taught me the trick, and it was much easier than I’d first thought. All I had to do was raise my arms up high over my head and then bring my arms down into my belly with force while squeezing my shoulder blades together. I had one false start but managed to free myself on the second try.

	I felt like a super-spy. It was a much-needed morale boost after the shitty hour we’d just had.

	We explored the room, but in the dark, we couldn’t find anything useful. This had most likely been an office before the bugs arrived, and the only thing I could possibly use as a weapon was the heavy vase I found on a side table. I doubted it would help us much. I wasn’t a physical fighter of any kind, and neither was Lena, but we’d fight if we had to.

	I put my ear to the door and heard people talking, but they sounded farther away. It was still late afternoon when we got in, and everyone was still active. We’d have better luck escaping when it got darker, and at this time of year, the sun set around six p.m. That should be any time now.

	I couldn’t recall if there were windows lighting the hallway outside; the guy bringing us to our room had used a lantern. We might be able to make it across the hall to offices on the outside of the building if it was dark. All we had to do now was wait it out and hope the door to my former lawyer’s office wasn’t locked. 

	Hearing footsteps right outside our door, Lena and I quickly sat down crossed-legged against the wall. I put my hands in front of my body, pretending they were still tied. As the door opened, I noticed the zip tie on the ground in front of us. 

	Luckily, Lena had noticed it as well. She stuck her foot out to cover it from view just in time. The door opened, and someone held a lantern up in the room, the light blinding us. The hallway outside looked just a titch brighter than it was inside our room, but not by much. 

	With the light in our eyes, I couldn’t see who it was, but I recognized the voice. It was the same man who’d put us in here. 

	“Look at you two getting cozy. I don’t know why they insist on me checking on you two. It’s not like you have anywhere to go.”

	Someone mumbled something to him, and he turned to answer.

	“Yeah, they’re still there. We took their fucking shoes, man. Where the fuck do you think they’ll go?” Then he turned back to us. “I’ll bring your dinners in an hour or so, after we all eat. Bitches eat last.”

	I prayed he didn’t look too closely at our wrists. He did not. He closed the door again, and I noted that I didn’t hear a lock click. That must have been why they had to take our shoes. They were hoping the lack of shoes, darkness, and the possibility of running into bugs outside would be enough to deter us.

	The dumb butt might have done a bad job at checking up on us, but it did answer one of my questions. The hallway outside was dark. If no one was out in the hallway, the darkness would make the dash across to my former lawyer's office much easier. 

	I put my ear to the door and listened. Nothing. I cracked the door open and peeked outside. There were voices and light coming from the end of the hall, but our hallway was dark and empty. 

	This was as good a time as any. Our captors probably wouldn’t be back to check on us for a while. 

	With Lena at my heels, I snuck over to my lawyer’s office. The door was locked tight. 

	We tried the next door, and it opened up into an office lit by the setting sun. It was later in the day than I’d guessed. We closed the door behind us, careful not to make a sound. We checked the first meeting room and found a balcony, but stepping out, I was disappointed to see that this balcony did not have a fire escape. However, it was right next to one that did. 

	All we had to do was hop over and make our way down. I was suddenly glad I didn’t have a fear of heights. Even though we were only on the second story, crawling over nothing but air to get to the other balcony was nerve-wracking. I was about as good a climber as I was a fighter, so I took it slow. 

	As my bare foot touched down on the cold concrete of the other balcony, I breathed a sigh of relief. I waited for Lena to make her way across. 

	We both froze—me on the balcony and Lena draped over the edge—when the sound of whistling came from below. The tune was disjointed, and I couldn’t make out the melody, but I could tell it was coming from just below us—a guard.

	Ugh! Fudgsicles! I felt so stupid; I should have known there would be guards patrolling. We each held our breath, and I held onto Lena, in case she got tired as the guard walked by below us. Lucky for us, he never looked up. 

	Once he rounded the corner, I helped Lena over the railing, and we hurried the heck out of Dodge.

	Tiptoeing down the metal fire escape was a little better, but not by much. Every step sounded like I’d stepped on a gong. It probably wasn’t nearly as loud as I perceived, but I felt clumsy and awkward and not up to sneaking around barefoot.

	 My brain kept asking me when my last tetanus shot was, but I couldn’t remember. Being barefoot sucked donkey balls. I eyed the parking lot we had to cross to get away, hoping there wasn’t any broken glass there. So far, our escape had been too easy, and I didn’t trust it.

	As we made our way across the overgrown lawn next to the building toward the parking lot, we heard a voice coming from the building. It drifted out from the crack in the balcony door, adding urgency to our plans.

	“What the fuck, man! They’re gone!”

	“What do you mean they are gone?” I recognized Benson’s bellow. He didn’t sound too happy, and I didn’t want to meet him angry.

	We ran the rest of the way through the grass and across the parking lot pavement. 

	“Which way?” Lena whispered breathlessly.

	I knew this area, sort of. I knew we were facing the wrong way to get back to the compound; we’d need to loop around. 

	“We need to circle back that way, but we need to get away first. Over there.” I pointed to the shortcut into a residential neighborhood, at the other end of the parking lot.

	The leader’s voice was loud from inside the building. “You and Shawn find them. You were the two who insisted we take them in even though they've come into contact with those aliens. These two better pass quarantine. You promised us fresh lays.”

	I didn’t hear Benson’s reply, having run most of the way across the parking lot. But I heard the leader’s shouted reply.

	“You two can handle two little girls on your own! Find them!”

	Crap. They were coming. At least they were coming alone.

	I was glad the sun was already setting. We had just enough light to see where we were going, but any details in the distance were lost to darkness unless I really concentrated. That meant it would be difficult for Benson and Shawn to see us, as well.

	It also meant I had difficulty finding the entrance to the neighborhood.

	Where in tarnation was that shortcut? 

	I scanned the row of fenced-in backyards until I found the entrance I was looking for. Wanting to save my breath for running, I pointed to the narrow alleyway between two yards. 

	“Got it.”

	Streams of bright light streaked around the parking lot.

	Please don’t shine on us. Please don’t shine on us, I pleaded.

	Of course, just as we reached the alleyway into the neighborhood, it shone right on us. The light passed right by us, and for a split second of elation, I thought they didn’t see us. Then, moments later, the light focused on us and didn’t leave. 

	“Oh fudge!” They’d spotted us. 

	We ducked into the opening and into the neighborhood. Even though they’d seen us running in, it still felt safer here with all the fences and bushes blocking their line of sight and their flashlights. Out in the parking lot, we were sitting ducks. We weren’t in the clear yet though; Benson and Shawn knew we were here, and they could be armed. 

	“Let’s stick close to the houses,” suggested Lena. “They spotted us, but they were far away. We have a head start. It’s not over yet.” 

	I appreciated that Lena was staying positive, because the moment the light focused on us, I’d already started thinking of the worst-case scenario. One of us had to be the gung ho one. I needed her to keep me thinking positive thoughts.

	The center of the street didn’t look like the best place to hide. “We’ll get far enough away and then cross the street before looping back toward the compound.”

	I didn’t know the exact route to get back to the compound, but I knew where we were, and I knew the general direction to get us back to the compound. We’d just have to aim for it and adjust as we went. 

	Right now, I missed my phone and the map on it. I missed the compound and the bustle of people coming and going. I missed the shuttle and the sleeping nook. And most of all, I missed Tarv’k. Was he even alive? They’d shot him, and as everyone else dove for cover, he’d collapsed on the ground.

	Hang on, Tarv’k. I’m coming home!

	We made it to the first turn. After a quick look around to make sure we were in the clear, we rushed across the narrow residential street. I didn’t see Benson and Shawn with their flashlights anywhere. 

	Maybe they went the other way. Maybe we’d make it after all.

	We had no warning before they tackled us to the ground. One moment I was running toward the shadow of the next house, and the next, I was face-first on a lawn with Benson’s weight on my body.

	“Hello, sweetheart. We meet again."

	 


Chapter 20: Tarv’k 

	Koriv’n was so focused on the humans in the hideout I almost snuck up on him. Almost. He whirled around as I tip-toed toward the two, Gerald turning just a moment after. None of us had the ability to go silent like Koriv’n did; it was a trick that needed a lot of practice at our size.

	“I managed to get right up next to the building,” he said, as he showed me a quickly drawn layout on his communicator. “We believe they have our females in one of the internal rooms on the second floor. I’ve climbed to the windows on the second floor and do not see them in any of the rooms. They are not on the first floor from what I could see.”

	We watched from far enough away not to be detected but close enough to see into the barred windows. There were many males inside and a few barely-dressed females.

	“If you didn’t see our females, why are you smiling?” I asked.

	“Because there are several other females on the ground level, and some do no look like they want to be there. We have hunters looking for females.”

	We did, and Koriv’n was one of them.

	That didn’t change the fact that our females were not in an easily accessible area of the building. That made a silent rescue less likely. If they’d been in one of the second-floor accessible rooms, one of us could go in and retrieve them easily while the other two provided some sort of distraction.

	Then Koriv’n’s face clouded over. “They are mistreating the females. One of them was covered in bruises, and another was cowering away from the men. We need to get them out.”

	“One mission at a time,” Gerald said. “We need to get our women safely back to our compound first. Then we can think about rescuing the rest. Not to mention, some of the females might not want to be rescued by Xarc’n hunters.” 

	Gerald was right, of course. 

	“Earth’s government had done a thorough slam job on you guys,” he continued. “Some of those women might scream at the sight of a hunter or even fight back. I’m not saying we should leave them, but we need to plan it through.”

	Koriv’n looked disappointed but agreed. 

	“While Koriv’n was exploring their hideout,” Gerald said, “I’ve been in touch with the hunter group in the area, so they know we’re here. They’ve been dealing with this group all summer and gave us estimates of what weapons and ammunition they have. They believe this group is running low on ammunition and is a lot less trigger happy than they used to be.

	The other hunters are willing to provide aid if we need it. They are closer and would get here sooner than our team. They’ve been meaning to do something about the nuisance anyway.”

	I considered the new information.

	“Even if they suspect this group is low on ammunition, and it’s a fair assumption after the swarms, it may be a better idea if we make a planned attack with both groups of hunters for the other females. But for our females, let's try to find a way to do this quickly and quietly. Get in, get our females and get out.” I didn’t want to put Evie in any more danger than necessary.

	We pulled up the footage from the aerial surveillance bots Rajiv’k had lent us.

	Two guards patrolled the building from the outside, not enough if they didn’t want us getting in. There were several points of entry to the building on the ground level alone and many more if we counted the balconies. 

	The few windows on the ground floor had been barred up, a measure they’d taken against the scourge. The bars were of all different sizes and set at slightly off angles; they were not original to the building but had been welded into place after. There were scorch marks against the side of the building and all around the parking lot, signs they’d been fighting the scourge with incendiaries. 

	This hideout had been fortified against the scourge but not against other humans and hunters. They’d clearly relied on their firepower rather than wit to deter others from attacking. Or perhaps an attack wasn’t even something they’d considered. It would be easy to get inside the building unseen, even with my less than ideal sneaking abilities.

	“If the two of you created a distraction on the far side of the building,” Koriv’n suggested, “I could sneak in and get our females out. There’s no need to take on the majority of the armed group, whether they have ammunition or not.”

	“Maybe wait until it gets a little darker,” Gerald suggested. “Humans don’t have the great night vision you hunters have. I am less worried about them harming our women now that I know they think the fungal disease is sexually transmitted by females who have slept with Xarc’n hunters.”

	“What?” I  couldn’t believe my ears.

	“You heard that right.” Koriv’n patted me on the back. “I overheard them talking. They think the sores from the scourge’s fungus are from contact with us. They have a strict quarantine period for females they bring back.”

	“That’s a good thing for our females.” 

	Knowing the dirty males weren’t touching my Evie right now calmed me. 

	“We just need to think of a distraction large enough to get many of the men to go check it out without putting the two of you in a bad position. I could take care of a few guards quietly; I need the majority of their focus to—”  

	Our surveillance bot rounded the corner and sent back footage of our females on a balcony. Lena was frozen mid-climb as a guard on the ground walked under them. 

	“Would you look at that!” Gerald grinned. “They aren’t even waiting for us. They’re rescuing themselves right now.” He held out a hand in a fist. “I’m so proud of them.” Then his look of pride turned into one of concern. “God, I hope she doesn’t fall. I just realized Lena is perched on the side of the balcony and not safely inside.”

	I squinted at the screen, confirming that Evie was safe inside the balcony railings. I also noticed her pale legs and feet against the darker concrete. They didn’t have shoes.

	The two stayed frozen until the guard turned the corner, then Evie helped Lena over the railing, and they started down the set of metal stairs. Too bad they were heading away from us, on the opposite side of the building. 

	They ran across the parking lot and toward a narrow alleyway between yards that led into a suburban neighborhood. They also ran out of sight of our camera. As we gave the bots a new set of instructions to follow them, two male figures ran out of the building, looking frazzled. They shone strong flashlights around, looking for the females. 

	I recognized those faces. Many humans looked the same to me until I got to know them, not because I didn’t like them but simply because I had trouble telling them apart. However, I’d gotten to know these two: Benson and Shawn. Those traitors!

	The group had sent the two out to retrieve the runaways. They started off toward our females.

	Krux! We needed to get there now before the two caught up with them. 

	We piled into my shuttle and made a loop around, aiming for an area just beyond the females. It was perfectly timed. I stopped my vehicle just as Evie and Lena crept into view at the end of the street. They stayed close to the houses as they traveled, ducking behind bushes and flattening against tree trunks. They took no notice of my shuttle, which still had its cloak activated.

	No matter, they’d see us once we stepped out of the cloak’s area of effect. I was so eager to hold my female that I didn’t bother to strap on my weapon. Evie was in sight, and she would soon be in my arms. I couldn’t wait.

	I stepped out of my shuttle and blanched at the sight that greeted me. Evie and Lena were no longer alone. Benson had caught up to the females and was pulling my Evie by the hair. Lena was sprawled on the ground with Shawn on top of her.

	Benson shook Evie roughly, holding her by her blonde waves, and my world turned a furious shade of red. No one treated my female like that. I roared and barreled down the street toward my mate.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 21: Evie 

	Benson slapped me hard, and stars dotted my vision in white flaring pinpoints. Then he pulled me to my feet by my hair. I hissed, and my hands shot up to hold onto my head, trying to take the pressure off my scalp.

	“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” 

	“Go to hell!” I yelled, forgetting to use my nice words. Benson deserved all the swearing I knew. If there was ever a time to use my saved up cursing, it was now.

	“That’s where you’re going. I’m going to make sure you’re tied to the bed once we get back. You’ll be on your back for the rest of your life.”

	“Fuck you!” That felt good to say. I stuck my middle finger out at him for extra effect.

	He shook me by my hair and my scalp burned from how hard he pulled.

	A thunderous roar split the air, and Benson looked frantically in the direction it had come from.

	Tarv’k! I’d never heard him roar, but I knew it was him. It had to be. He was okay!

	“What the fuck was that?” Shawn asked. He looked around, squinting, still straddling Lena.

	Shawn had made a critical mistake because the moment he looked away, Lena bit down on his fingers. He shrieked in agony as Lena freed herself. 

	Instead of running, Lena lunged for Benson, trying to free me. Benson released me just long enough to push her away. He reached for me again, but before he could, I ducked out of the way.

	Then Tarv’k was between us, looking as feral as an angry bear.

	“Don’t touch my mate!” he bellowed. He lunged for Benson, picked him up by the neck, and shook him like he’d shaken me just moments ago. “Evie is mine. Mine!” Tarv’k shook him again one more time for emphasis.

	Then he threw him against the trunk of the nearest tree. Benson landed with a loud thud and slid to the ground.

	A few feet away, Gerald and Shawn wrestled. A well-landed punch knocked Gerald back, and Shawn jumped back up to his feet.

	“You traitor,” Shawn spat. “You were supposed to be on our side. Instead, you took the side of the devil. Of those demons.”

	“You’re fucking crazy.” Gerald lunged, grappling his opponent. “The only demon here is you.”

	I wasn’t surprised when steel flashed in the first beam of the early evening moon as it rose. A knife! It was just like Shawn to use a weapon in a fistfight. 

	Gerald, who knew of Shawn’s cowardice, wasn’t surprised, either. He dodged neatly to the side as Shawn attacked with a yell. Shawn continued attacking like a madman, waving his knife in the air. After several dodges, Gerald grabbed the arm holding the knife, twisted the hand back, and directed the knife in one fluid motion back toward Shawn’s belly.

	Shawn froze with his mouth hanging open, but nothing came out except a wet gurgle. 

	“I didn’t want to do this, Shawn. We were friends once, but you’ve left me no choice.” Gerald released him, and Shawn slumped to the ground. “May God have mercy on your soul.”

	Lena ran to her man and tackled him with a bear hug. 

	I turned to Tarv’k and took a step toward him, but to our surprise, Benson got back to his feet and leaped for me. He wrapped his arm around my neck and brought out a gun. I heard a click, and the cold metal of the barrel pressed against my head.

	“Move, and she dies,” he said from behind gritted teeth. “I’ll kill her if you take a single step toward us. I’ll do it. She’s garbage now that you’ve touched her. If you want your mate,” he spat the word as if it was the most disgusting thing ever, “alive, then you’ll let me go. I’ll release her when I’m in sight of my building and not a moment sooner.”

	The tension was thick enough to cut with a knife, and I swore I heard my heart pounding out of my chest. Benson was crazy. If he thought he’d lost and couldn’t get away, he’d kill me in an instant, just for revenge. Even if Tarv’k let him get safely back to the building and the gang, Benson was liable to kill me anyway out of spite.

	Tarv’k moved so fast it didn’t seem possible. He knocked Benson away from me, and the gun discharged into the air before clattering to the ground. Tarv’k headbutted Benson with his horns, and the sound of Benson’s skull cracking could be heard even through the echoing of the gun. He tossed Benson to the ground. 

	Tarv’k looked feral, scary, but I didn’t care. He’d rescued me again, just like in the fairytales. I ran and launched myself at him.

	“You’re alive! I saw them shoot you, and you went down. I was so worried. I thought the worst.”

	Tarv’k lifted me off the ground, and I wrapped my legs around his hips. 

	“A few bullets would never keep me from my mate.” 

	Mate? I’d heard him say it earlier but thought I imagined it. Before my brain could dwell on it, he covered my lips with his and kissed me hard. In his arms again, I felt silly I’d ever thought, even for just a fraction of a moment, that things could have ended badly. I should’ve known Tarv’k would come to save the day. 

	Someone cleared their throat, and we pulled away reluctantly from our kiss. Koriv’n stood off to the side, arms crossed over his chest. “It was convenient for you two to do the hardest part for us. We were just debating how to make a distraction so I could sneak in to break you out.”

	“I’ve been to this building before, you know, before all the bugs came. I knew there was a way down. We were really lucky.”

	Tarv’k growled suddenly, and I turned to see him staring at my face. He reached a finger to touch my face tenderly. 

	“He harmed you. I did not come in time.”

	Now that he mentioned it, my face did hurt. I reached up to touch, but Tarv’k stopped me.

	“Do not touch. You are bleeding. I will clean it for you back on the shuttle.”

	It must have been from when Benson tackled me to the ground. I’d been lucky, and the overgrown lawn had cushioned much of my fall, but there must have been a small rock or something. It could have been much worse if I’d been on the pavement. 

	I counted every little blessing. Many things could have turned out a lot worse. They could have separated Lena and I in the building. We could have been caught sneaking out across the hall or on our way down to the ground. They could have decided they didn’t need us to have functioning legs and just shot at us. Not to mention, Tarv’k, Gerald, and Koriv’n had gotten to us just in the nick of time. 

	We checked the surveillance feed one more time before recalling the flying bots, just to see if anyone else had followed us. We’d overheard the leader telling Benson and Shawn to retrieve us on their own, but it was good to be sure.

	At first, all looked quiet and calm around the building. Then, we saw movement at the back. Two small figures moved across the screen, both of them aiming for the same shortcut into the houses as we had. 

	They moved in short bursts, looking back at the building occasionally. 

	“Two more females. They are trying to escape.” Koriv’n ground his teeth together, his eyes glued to the screen.

	I mentally cheered the two little figures on, but before they could make it across the building’s parking lot, a pair of men caught up with them. They wrestled and fought, and one with red hair managed to kick her assailant and get away. She ran for the houses. 

	The other was not so lucky. The man backhanded her so hard across the face I felt it through the screen.

	Koriv’n growled. “That’s no way to treat a female. They dare call us monsters!”

	The man dragged her back into the building while the other man limped behind them, holding his crotch. My heart sank for this unknown female. She almost got away. 

	We moved to intercept her luckier friend. The woman almost didn’t even see us. She was so busy looking back the way she’d come she wasn’t paying attention to where she was going. When she finally noticed our little group, she stopped and gaped at our motley crew. 

	For the first time, I imagined looking at us through a stranger’s eyes. We were an odd-looking group: two women, a man, and two Xarc’n hunters. I’d gotten used to living with the hunters, but it was clear the redhead in front of me was terrified of them. 

	She shrank back, looking as though she was going to bolt.

	“Don’t go!” I exclaimed, my voice sounding too loud in the quietness. “They won’t hurt you, I promise.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 22 : Tarv’k 

	The female was terrified of us. Her fear poured off her in sheets, the smell so overly saccharine it bothered my nose. She was also much thinner than was healthy and was covered in bruises. 

	I held my hands up to show we did not have weapons. “We are friendly. There are others like you back at our compound.”

	She looked even more terrified after I spoke.

	“She doesn’t have a translator yet,” Evie said. “Your words just sounded like a bunch of growling. A bunch of scary growling.”

	I’d been living with the humans in the compound for so long that I’d gotten used to being understood. 

	“My name is Evie, and this is Lena and her man Gerald.” Then Evie wrapped her little hand around my forearm. “And this is Tarv’k, my man.”

	I was not a man, I was a Xarc’n hunter, but I didn’t correct her.

	“And that over there is Koriv’n. The hunters won't hurt you. They are nothing like the monsters they were portrayed as in the news. Every one I’ve met has been friendly.”

	“Fr-friendly? But what about the disease?”

	Lena scoffed. “Don’t tell me you believed that bullshit! There are plenty of women mated to hunters, and none of them have that stupid-ass disease. We know what causes those sores. It’s not a mystery. It’s a fungal infection from contact with the scourge. Not just any contact either; those men ate the fucking things.”

	“Or food with bug guts on it,” Evie added. 

	“These guys are friendly, more than friendly.” Lena jerked her thumb at me as she spoke. “What's your name, sweetie?”

	“Meghan. I guess they haven’t attacked me yet, and when you two came in, you guys didn’t look bruised up.” She relaxed just a little bit.

	Koriv’n approached, sniffing, and she took a step back as a rush of fear tainted the air again. He stepped away, giving her space, looking disappointed. 

	“Come with us back to our home. We’ll get you cleaned up and fed.” Evie released my hand to approached the new female. I let her go reluctantly.

	Meghan shook her head. “What do I have to do for food?”

	Gerald growled, sounding very much like one of us. He’d been around the hunters long enough to pick up our behavior.

	“Nothing! For fuck’s sake.” He looked as if he wanted to wake Shawn back up from the dead and beat on him again.

	The female backed away from Gerald and his outburst. Evie took her hand and patted it. 

	“He’s right. That’s not how our group works. You’ll need to find a way to contribute eventually, but we don’t trade like that here.”

	The female didn’t look like she believed my Evie. 

	“If you’re good at cooking, you can help me out. I try to feed the group the best I can, but I could use a hand.” 

	“I can do that,” Meghan said, finally relaxing. 

	“Good, now can we get out of here, in case they send more men out to look for you ladies?” Gerald guided the females toward my shuttle.

	“Don’t pull our drones yet,” Koriv’n said, just as I was about to do exactly that. “Go back to the compound with your females. I will stay and watch this group.”

	I frowned at him. I knew he wanted to rescue the remaining females, but he was a lone hunter. “What is your plan? If you wish to do a rescue mission for the females in the building, we can ask for help from the hunter group in the area.”

	“A scent on Meghan calls to me, but it is not her.” Koriv’n turned to Evie. “Ask her the name of the female who tried to escape with her.”

	Evie did.

	“Her name’s Nikki. I didn’t want to leave her behind.” Meghan fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. “I thought she was right behind me, but when I looked, Jason had her. I was too scared to go back.”

	“You did the right thing. There was nothing you could’ve done except get yourself caught again.” Evie hugged her. 

	My Evie was so full of kindness and love, and I was lucky to have her. 

	“I will retrieve the one named Nikki. Does she have a fear of hunters, like you?” Koriv’n spoke to the female directly, and Evie translated. 

	“I don’t know. They don’t like us talking, so I haven’t spoken much to her.”

	“Then I must hurry.”

	Koriv’n walked back to the shuttle with us to borrow my translation device. 

	“Should we stay and help?” Gerald asked.

	“There is no need for you to stay. I will sneak in and out easier on my own.”

	“How long do you need? You are without your shuttle.”

	“I will contact you if I need a pickup.”

	“If you are not back at the compound or do not contact us by tomorrow nightfall, we’ll come to get you.” Koriv’n often left his communicator silent on his missions, so I knew contacting him might not be possible. 

	He shrugged, as if saying there would be no need. Then we parted ways, Koriv’n to rescue his female and me with my Evie and everyone else. We piled into my shuttle and headed home. 

	The other mates ran out to greet us on the roof, glad to see Evie and Lena were safe.

	“We were so worried about you.” Natalie gave Evie a hug. As she pulled away, she gasped. “Your face!”

	“Is it that bad?” Evie reached up but remembered not to touch the cut with her hands at the last moment. 

	“Where’s Tarv’k? He needs to get the medical unit on you ASAP.” Natalie looked up and spotted me. 

	She also spotted Meghan. The little female stood in my way in the middle of the shuttle’s doorway, as if worried about stepping out into a new place. I grunted next to her, and she sprang away so quickly you’d have thought I’d just threatened to eat her.

	All the females turned as one to look at the new arrival, then they converged on the poor female like scavengers on carrion. 

	“A new member!”

	“What’s your name?”

	“Come, let’s get you cleaned up.”

	“What’s your story?”

	Seeing her new charge was well cared for by the others at the compound, Evie skipped over to me. We left the other females to get our new member settled; they’d do fine without Evie. I swooped my mate up into my arms, carried her back to my shuttle, and closed the door behind us.

	She still smelled of the strange males, a fact I’d overlooked until now. Now that she was alone with me, the scent was obvious, and I hated it. I needed to get it off her. I doubted I could relax again until she smelled thoroughly of me inside and out. 

	She laughed. “You sure are eager.” She studied my face. “But you look angry, not turned on. What’s wrong? I’m safe now.”

	“You smell of other males and the lingering scent of fear. It angers me. I need to remove their scent.”

	“A quick clean in the decontaminator will do that, right?”

	“Yes, it will. Then I will put my scent back on you.” The special combination of light and ozone process we used in the units was created specifically for use in neutralizing microorganisms such as the scourge’s fungus, but it was also efficient at removing offensive odors.

	 The units remove the harmful UVA and UVB light from the spectrum so it was safe to use daily on bare skin without deleterious effects. Some of the humans had been worried about that when we first suggested they use the decontaminator. I would never have let Evie use it if I’d thought it would harm her skin.

	She stripped quickly and stepped into the unit. She was correct about the process taking much too long. I waited impatiently for the cycle to end, regretting that I hadn’t stepped into the unit with her. I’d already cleaned after taking the bullets out, and eliminating Benson had been too easy. I hadn’t even broken a sweat.

	I growled at her through the glass as she turned her body, giving me a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view. She bit her lip and grinned back at me, the tease. She knew I wanted her.

	When the unit finally let her out, I picked her up, my chest rumbling to life as it often did in her presence. She giggled and wrapped her arms around my neck. 

	I looked into the beautiful blue of her eyes, just as mesmerized by the light I saw in them as the first time I’d seen her. “I love you, Evie.”

	“I love you too.” She nuzzled me back and hissed as she put her hand up to the wound that was now disinfected but still quite raw.

	Krux! I’d been so focused on satisfying my instinctual urges, the ones that demanded my mate smelled of me and only me, that I hadn’t properly cared for her. 

	“I am not an attentive mate. I’m sorry. I should care for you better.” I entered the facilities with her still in my arms and took out the portable medical unit. 

	She frowned at me. “I have no idea why you would say that. You just rescued me from certain doom. You are my hero, Tarv’k. My Prince Charming.”

	I noticed she didn’t correct me for calling her my mate. 

	“I should have been focused on your wounds and not on my needs.” I sat down on the bed and held the unit to the side of her face, where the skin was abraded from hitting the ground. “Close your eyes.”

	She did. “Thank you for treating me. I didn’t even remember it while you touched me. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

	“A good mate would never have let you be captured in the first place. I chose to face the larger group instead of coming to you. I tried to keep their attention on me instead.”

	“You and Gerald thought we were safe. Lena got a message telling us to stay put, and it was the most logical thing to do. You couldn’t have known the group was a decoy. You are a good mate, Tarv’k. My mate. I love you.”

	Her mate. Rajiv’k had been right; the bond itself wasn’t required for the feeling to be fully-fledged and present. We were mates.

	I pulled her to sit on my lap as the unit worked. At first, I thought her little touches and bumps against my crotch were accidents, but when they continued to happen even after I’d shifted my weight, I realized she did it on purpose. The soft touches turned me on, and I hardened a little more each time we touched.

	“Evie,” I growled.

	“I thought we could continue putting your scent back onto me while I heal,” she said coyly, her eyes still closed. She brushed against my cock again. “I think your loincloth is in the way.”

	I got rid of the offending garment, not once removing the medical unit from the side of her face.

	Her hand reached for my cock immediately. I gripped my sleeping mat with my free hand. I wanted to grip her with it, but I didn’t think the medical unit would have the chance to finish its work if I touched her. A smile touched her lips, and she hummed as she played with my length. 

	The stars have mercy on me. This female would be the end of me. I gritted my teeth as she explored. Her little hands couldn’t even completely encircle my girth at the widest flares, but that didn’t stop her from trying. Each time her fingers passed over a ridge, my cock bobbed and jerked in her hands. 

	She didn’t stop smiling the whole time. 

	I mentally urged the medical unit to work faster.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 23: Evie 

	Poor Tarv’k could barely keep his hands off me. If the mattress hadn’t been made of some indestructible alien fibers, he’d probably have torn it to shreds by how hard he gripped it. I’d never been wanted this badly by anyone before in my life, and the feeling was glorious. When the medical unit finished its cycle, I’d have a very aroused and barely under control Xarc’n warrior to deal with, and I couldn’t wait. 

	He blamed himself for not taking care of my wounds the first thing back in the shuttle, but I’d been equally ready to ignore the pain on my cheekbone to spend time with him. When I was around him,  the world was perfect, and something as silly and insignificant as a cut on my face was easily forgotten.

	 I wanted something to take my mind off the rollercoaster of a day I’d had. I wanted to lose myself in the throes of passion and disappear into a world where only he and I existed.

	I hadn’t missed that Tarv’k had been calling me his mate since my rescue. I didn’t mind. If he felt that way about me, who cared about a silly bond? Who cared if it was official or not? I sure didn’t.

	I moved my hand slowly down his shaft again, giving each thick head-like section a small squeeze. He growled in complaint that he could not act on his need while still holding the medical unit against my head. 

	By the time the device signaled the end of its cycle with a soft beep, Tarv’k was tense and barely in control. And me? I was more than ready for him. By teasing him, I’d inadvertently teased myself. He tossed the unit on top of my clothes, and before I could even say hey, he was all over me.

	He crawled over my body, trapping me in the steel cage of his muscles. I loved feeling so small and protected. I licked my lips in anticipation as he ran his hand through my hair, fanning it out across the pillow. 

	“So beautiful. And all mine.”

	Then he trailed a finger across my collar bone and followed it with his mouth, leaving a million little kisses. My hands reached for his horns, and he growled against my throat. I shuddered at the primal sound; his growls never failed to turn me into a quivering puddle. 

	His hardness pressed against my thigh, leaving a thin line of precum. Keeping one hand on his horns, I reached for his length with the other. 

	He stopped me. “Not yet. I want to taste you. I want to eat you up until you’re screaming for me. Tell me you want it.”

	“Yes. Yes, please!” I couldn’t imagine saying no to that. The first time, I’d been embarrassed, but Tarv’k had shown me there was nothing to be embarrassed about.

	He pushed my legs apart as he trailed little bites and nibbles along my skin, starting at my throat and moving down my body. He inched lower and lower, each nibble teasing closer to my center. I couldn’t stop the whimper of need that escaped my lips. My breathing hitched as I anticipated his next move.

	He leaned in, surrounded my pink bud with his lips, and tugged. I hissed at how sensitive I was. He brushed his tongue over my folds and my hips bucked on their own accord. His large hand held me in place as he circled my clit with his tongue. Then his hands joined in. 

	He thrust his tongue into my channel as he continued moving his thumb in rhythmic circles. At my low moan, he increased his pressure. I felt as if my world was about to explode, and only he had the ability to trigger it. Threading my fingers through the hair at the base of his horns, I clutched him to me. 

	My climax hit fast and hard, and I let out a scream. My whole body tingled with pleasure, and I could hardly even breathe. 

	“I love watching my female come apart,” he growled. 

	My heart pounded in my ears as I lay limp on the bed, panting from my release. Tarv’k crawled back up to enclose me in the hardness of his body. He braced himself on one forearm and ran the other hand over my skin. I closed my eyes to enjoy the rough palm that caressed me. His cock pressed against my belly, hard and needy.

	“You are mine, my sweet. Mine.” Tarv’k nudged my knees wider and lined us up. 

	He filled me slowly, stretching me. I rocked my hips, urging him faster. Instead, he held me down and continued just as slowly, pushing in one head-like section after another until he was buried to the hilt. 

	“I’m going to fuck you until you milk my cock. You want that, don’t you, Evie?”

	The words he said were so dirty, but I loved the way they made me feel. “Please.”

	“That’s not enough, Evie. I want you to ask me to fuck you.” He grinned down at me, showing some serious fangs.

	I hesitated. Hearing the filthy words from his mouth was a turn-on, but I wasn’t sure I could say them myself.

	“I will not move until you tell me to fuck you.”

	I whimpered. I wanted him to move, needed him to move. I tried to buck my hips, but he had me pinned to the mattress. His grin never wavered.

	“Please,” I begged.

	“Say it, Evie. Say, ‘Please fuck me, Tarv’k.’”

	“Please—” but the dirty word caught in my throat. I didn’t think my face could get any hotter, but it did. 

	He rubbed my clit with his finger lightly but did not move. 

	“Say it, little Evie, and I’ll give you what you want. Don’t you want to come around my cock?”

	“Yes.”

	He thrust once, twice, and then stopped again. “Then say it!” he roared. 

	“Please fuck me, Tarv’k!” The words come out eagerly as if tired of being cooped up.

	He pushed in hard and deep, then set a punishing pace, thrusting inside me. The dips and flares of his manhood hit all the right places, and I screamed as stars exploded in my vision. 

	Tendrils of ecstasy teased at my body as he continued pounding into me with abandon. I threw my head back, my mouth opened in a silent cry as he pumped into me. Electric pleasure shot through me, tingling into the tips on my fingers and toes.

	All there was in the entire universe was us. Locked together with him, I clenched and pulsed around his length as he bathed my insides with his hot seed. We shook with the force of our orgasms, completely unaware of the world around us. 

	He collapsed on top of me for a moment, his weight making it hard to breathe, before rolling us so that he was on the bottom. I rested my cheek against his chest, listening to the music it made.

	“You are mine, little Evie.”

	“Mmm,” I agreed, closing my eyes.

	We lay there for a long time until my breathing was normal and the heat of his body was almost too much to bear. It was warm in the shuttle, and our body heat had raised the temperature even more.

	“You can let go now.” I tried to wiggle out from under the heat of his arms. 

	“No, I cannot.” He held me a little tighter instead.

	“It’s too hot.”

	He pressed some buttons on the control panel of the sleeping nook, and cool air streamed down over our bodies. “That will have to do because I cannot let go.”

	Something about the way he said that made me pause. “You cannot—” It couldn’t be, could it?

	I pushed away suddenly without warning, and tried to get to the other side of the shuttle, but his arms were stuck around me as if glued in place. I searched his face, and he looked back with the biggest, goofiest grin I’d ever seen.

	“The bond?” I was almost afraid to ask.

	He didn’t stop grinning. “You can keep trying to get away, but it won’t work, little mate.”

	It was the mating bond!

	“You mean—” I was afraid to ask. Could I have mistaken his meaning? “What changed?”

	“I decided you were mine and mine alone. When you were gone, I imagined a life without you, and it was not a life worth living. I love you, Evie, more than life itself. I would give up entire lifetimes just to spend an extra day with you.”

	My lip wobbled, and happy tears threatened to spill. I swallowed hard as emotion made my voice shake. “I love you, too, Tarv’k.” I buried my face into his warm chest. “My Prince Charming.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 24: Tarv’k 

	I hoisted the clear polycarbonate material up over my head and slotted one end into place. Natalie and Rajiv’k had spent the morning bringing back pieces of a pre-fabricated greenhouse. They’d found a promising blueprint on the human internet, but instead of building from scratch, they’d decided to repurpose and reuse. It would save time and effort so Rajiv’k could spend more of his talents finding ways to improve the build.

	  Earlier, while Rajiv’k and Kaj’k were transporting the pieces back, I’d worked with Mal’k and Rayk’n to remove the concrete from the ground. 

	Rajiv’k had left again with his mate to haul back the first load of rich black soil to cover the ground we’d cleared. We’d continue to add to the topsoil throughout the fall and winter whenever we found any. The plan was to grow directly in the ground and replenish nutrients every year. 

	The rest of us worked to put the pieces into place as per the diagram he’d given us. Before long, the structure came into view, and excitement was clear on many faces. With the many hands helping, the large greenhouse would be built within the day on the south side of the building.

	“We need to do this for the settlement too,” Roger said, looking over our handiwork with a look of satisfaction. “We lost much of our crops this year to the scourge. They trampled through most of it, and what they didn’t destroy, we were too afraid to eat.”

	“Technically, the crops should be safe to consume after several days of strong sunlight and a thorough washing, but I’d still be wary about eating it,” I said. “Extended exposure to sunlight destroys the fungus except in places where the mycelium is quickly replaced, such as at the entrances of the nests, where the fungus grows faster than it is destroyed.”

	“That’s good to know, but I’m not taking the risk. I’ve seen what ingesting the fungus does to a person. Nope, nope, nope.”

	My communicator buzzed on my belt, and I answered. It was Koriv’n, and his toothy grin greeted me on the screen.

	“I’m guessing you were successful.”

	“Yes, I was. The female named Nikki is with me now. We’re on our way back to the compound but stopped to rest inside a home. The female is fine. She has many bruises and is too thin, but nothing some time at the compound won’t improve.”

	“You two are traveling by foot? Do you need a shuttle?” It was a long way to walk from the other side of town, especially with a female in tow. Humans had short legs and did not move nearly as fast as a Xarc’n hunter could. 

	“There is no need unless you need me at the compound.” Koriv’n glanced over, most likely at his female. “There are human males living with us there. I know they are good males, but she doesn’t. She is wary of them.”

	“But not wary of you?” Usually, it was the other way around. New females unused to Xarc’n warriors were fearful of us. 

	“Hunters have not hurt her.” Koriv’n tried to hide the anger behind his words but failed. “She was fearful of me when we met but decided I was the better option to staying where she was. Nikki will need to meet the rest of the compound soon, but I wanted time for her to trust me first.”

	After the last swarm of the summer was the safest time to travel by foot. Koriv’n would have no trouble keeping the female safe. I understood his need to keep her to himself for a few days. Sometimes I wanted to hide Evie in my shuttle all day and night, but then I reminded myself the others relied on her to have a warm meal in their bellies. 

	Warm meals were a new phenomenon for Xarc’n warriors. All my life, I’d eaten nutrition bars. Bars made on different planets tasted different simply due to the different food sources, but the bars were sustenance and nothing more. Now that I’d experienced variety and freshly cooked meals, I could never go back to plain food bars every day for the rest of my existence. 

	The meals Evie made did not have enough protein to maintain our muscles, but that was easily counteracted. All the hunters supplemented with the highest protein bars usually reserved for when we were healing from injuries.

	The handful of retired hunters working food production and distribution had even asked if the new scourge variant was particularly difficult to fight. They’d received many requests from different hunter groups for higher protein bars. After I‘d explained our situation, they’d confided that many of the groups making the requests had mated females on site. 

	Krux! I’d forgotten about picking up the monthly delivery today. Usually, the hunter making the delivery picked a location, and all the hunters in the area visited him throughout the day. Since teaming up at the compound, I’d done the pick-ups. I checked the time. Good, he’d still be there if I left now.

	I found Evie showing Meghan around the storeroom. I hadn’t been in the storeroom for a while, and I gaped at the perfectly organized pantry. Evie had been busy. 

	When she’d been new to the compound, she’d lamented not being able to forage and fight like the rest of the humans, but she had a more important job. She kept things running smoothly behind the scenes. It wasn’t as exciting as bringing back a successful haul, but it was just as important.

	“Hey, Tarv’k.” She perked up the second she saw me. “How’s the greenhouse coming along?”

	“It’s nearly done. I’m heading out to pick up supplies.”

	Her eyes went wide. “Crud! I completely forgot about that. What time is it? We need to go,” she fretted.

	“We’ll make it on time.”

	She quickly packed a handful of small meat-filled pastries into a container. I’d mentioned that Zec’k, the hunter making deliveries, was curious about Earth-styled foods, and Evie had made a few extra pies last night to bring along. It would be a good incentive for Zec’k to continue fulfilling our special orders—special orders like live chicks. 

	The avian hatchlings were due to arrive today, and Evie was so excited she nearly dragged me to my ship. She spent the entire ride to the meeting spot fidgeting on my lap. Her excitement was contagious, and by the time we arrived on the designated rooftop above a large warehouse, I was grinning like a fool. I loved when my Evie was happy. 

	“Tarv’k, I was getting worried about you.”  Zec’k did a double-take when he saw Evie. “Who is this?”

	I made introductions, and Evie handed him the container of savory pies.

	“These are incredible,” Zec’k said around a mouth full of food. “I understand why hunters are requesting higher protein bars to supplement. It would be hard to say no to this.”

	Evie’s cheek turned a shade of pink. “Thanks. It’s not real Earth-style cuisine, since I use pieces of Xarc’n nutrition bars in all my cooking, but I use Earth spices and herbs.”

	I’ve got something for you too.” Zec’k gestured to the last and only pile of supplies left on the roof. On the top were two wire cages covered by a piece of fabric.

	Evie lifted the fabric, peeked under, and squeaked. “They’re here! Natalie is going to freak out when she gets back to the compound.”

	Zec’k told us about another hunter group with many mates who also had a greenhouse set up. “If many hunter groups adopt this way of living, we may need to change the way our production and distribution works.”

	“We can’t grow things like grains in our garden, except for maybe corn,” Evie said. “Well, we can, but not in the amounts we need. I bet tropical fruits are hard too, even with a greenhouse.”

	“Hunters do not have many grains in our diet; mostly, it is used as filler and a binder for our bars.” He picked up another hand pie from the container and took a bite. “While grains are not nutritionally dense, I appreciate what can be done with them. We will think of a way to add grain production in a sustainable way to our operations.”

	We loaded the supplies into my shuttle and were soon on our way home. 

	“Thanks, Tarv’k.” Evie tiptoed, even though I was already sitting down, and kissed me at the base of my horns. 

	“What was that for?”

	“For bringing me along.” She tip-toed again and kissed the other side.

	“And that one, what’s that one for?”

	“For everything. For everything you’ve given me. Hope. Love. A future.”

	I pulled her into my lap, held her close, and kissed her on the top of her head. “That’s for everything too. I’m glad you convinced me to give us a chance. I didn’t know it at the time, but you are all I ever need.”

	Evie raised her brow at me. “It’s cute you thought you even had a choice. I might be small, but I know how to get what I want, and I wanted you.”

	It was the truth. I’d been a fool to resist her. I knew now that I belonged to her as much as she belonged to me. There was nothing in the universe that could take me away from my mate. 

	After so many decades chasing the scourge from planet to planet, I’d finally settled down. Earth was unlike any other planet I’d been sent to, and it was the best thing that had ever happened to me. It was my first taste of success, of freedom, of a future. My future was right here, in my arms.

	“I’m yours, Evie. Yours from now until the end of time.”

	I held my mate close to my rumbling chest and knew I’d found home. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Epilogue: Evie 

	I inhaled the aroma of bubbling apple sauce as I looked around the almost empty rooftop. The men sent over from the settlement had just left yesterday, and the place was quieter without them around. They were needed back home now that the swarming was done for the year.

	Now that they knew a Franklin freed from bugs was only a few years away, they’d made plans to continue hunting down any scourge coming out from the nest during the winter to find food. They intended to help the hunters starve out the nest. The idea of one day going in to clear out the horror at the center of the city was all they needed to keep trekking.

	Meghan had left with them, choosing to stay in a human settlement instead. She’d learned that the hunters were good guys but still flinched whenever one got too close. That didn't stop Mal’k from following her around the last few days like a lost puppy. The poor hunter was devastated that Meghan had chosen to leave. He’d even contemplated volunteering at the settlement through the winter months. 

	A movement at the corner of my table caught my attention. 

	“Don’t even think about it, Tooth.” I pulled the large bowl of apples I’d been processing closer to my body and glared at the crafty little bugger.

	Across the table, Natalie laughed and shooed him away. “This is probably torture for him. So much food everywhere, but none of it his to eat.”

	“I’ll put him back in the shuttle,” said Connie.

	Not wanting to go back, Tooth evaded her grasp, stole a big piece of apple, and bounded off.

	“Why you little—” Connie chased him across the roof, making me giggle with their antics. 

	It had taken us several trips to harvest all the fruits on the map, mostly because the apples ripened in succession. All the berries from that first harvest had disappeared into mouths and bellies within the first few days. Subsequent harvests yielded just enough for some jams and preserves. 

	I’d had to guard the stash from eager hands with my life. Each time I looked away, the pile got smaller until I’d threatened to send Tarv’k after the next person I found with berry-stained fingers.

	We’d scheduled several days to process all the fruits we’d picked. It was our first time canning anything, and we all worried about doing it wrong. We didn’t want to accidentally poison the whole compound during the winter, but the canning had to be done. 

	We’d split the apple harvest into thirds and only planned to can one portion. We’d dry another and keep the final portion in a cool, dry—and bug-free—place and see how long they lasted.

	This was home. Earth was home. Even though the bugs were still here, it felt like it belonged to us again, even if it was just for the cold season. 

	Next year, we would be ready for the swarms again, and we would beat them, just like this year. I hoped. I looked around at the people who I considered my family. They gave me hope. They made me feel safe, especially a certain purple hunter. 

	I picked up another apple and started peeling it as I watched Tarv’k and some of the other hunters work out a better plan for the next year’s swarm. I thought we did a great job this year, but the hunters were constantly looking for better ways to fight the scourge.

	As a group, they were learning how to have fun, from living with us humans. Last night, they’d sat on the couches and played Mario Kart with Noah and Jack. Rajiv’k had gotten a console to run on Xarc’n power, and they’d taken turns. At first, the hunters had been confused as to why they should race comical-looking vehicles around a track going nowhere, but their natural competitiveness soon took over, and they were all into it.

	After so many years of working tirelessly to fight the scourge, they deserved to have some entertainment. It warmed my heart to see them have fun for fun’s sake. The hunters never had that before.

	As if sensing my thoughts on him, Tarv’k looked up, and our eyes met. He excused himself and made his way across the roof to our table.

	“Hello, my sweet.” He didn’t even give me time to wipe my hands, just took my peeler, stabbed it into the bowl of peeled apples, and scooped me up into his arms. 

	“Hey! I was using that,” I complained in mock outrage.

	“You can use it again later. Those apples will still be here when we’re done.” He carried me toward his shuttle. “Right now, I’ve decided you and I are going to take a short break in our sleeping nook.”

	Oh. Oh! He was right; the apples could wait.

	My prince needed me, and I was happy to oblige. I finally had my fairytale ending, and I intended to enjoy every last moment.

	“I can never get enough of my mate,” he said as I landed on the mattress. 

	“Is all of me not enough?” I teased.

	“All of you is perfect. You’re all I’ll ever need!”

	THE END

	Want to know what happens to Koriv’n? Pick up Rescued by the Hunter: Xarc’n Warriors Book 5 now!

	 

	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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