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Rescued by the Hunter

	KORIV’N

	My mate’s scent calls to me. 

	I hunt it, each step taking me closer to the one thing I came to Earth to find.

	These silly humans think they’ve captured me. What a joke. They’ve captured nothing! I’m here for my female, and nothing can stop me. I will find her, and I will claim her. She is mine!

	When my mate runs right into me and begs for me to take her away, I can hardly believe my ears. Today must be my lucky day!

	 

	NIKKI

	I need to get out of here.

	With certain doom pounding at the door, I do the unthinkable, I beg the massively muscled mauve warrior towering over me to take me with him. To my surprise, the hunter gathers me into his arms, growls, “MINE!” and jumps out of a second-floor window!

	I hope I’m not making a horrible mistake.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 1: Koriv’n 

	I twisted my hands and pulled sharply, breaking the useless plastic ties the human males thought could hold me. They thought they’d caught me snooping around, but the truth was I’d gotten caught on purpose. They’d fallen for it and brought me right into their lair. 

	She was here in this building—the female I’d been searching for since the day I’d set foot on this planet. She was mine, and I wasn’t leaving without her.

	Nikki. Her name was Nikki. At least, that was what the redhead who’d escaped this group of males and was now returning with my team to our compound had called her. Nikki. At first, I’d thought the scent came from the redhead, but it hadn’t. My Nikki was the one who’d been recaptured, and I planned on freeing her myself.

	My eyes adjusted to the dim light of the room; the special mirror-like cells in my retina reflected light, giving me exceptional night vision. I couldn’t see in complete darkness, but the starlight shining in from the window was enough for me to see the required details.

	I’d waited for most of the humans to fall asleep, my ears picking up the soft sounds of snoring from the first floor. Only a few guards were awake, patrolling the place. They were easy to avoid. It was night, and that was the best time to use my ability to move around unnoticed. 

	I found my belt and harness a few rooms down the hall, in a room they used for storage. My translator, however, was nowhere to be seen. It was a tiny device clipped onto my belt and looked almost decorative; I’d hoped they wouldn’t notice it. I’d even turned it off while attempting to get captured on purpose so the humans wouldn’t be aware of it. 

	One of them must have recognized the device and kept it. This might make it harder to communicate with Nikki when I found her, but that was a chasm I’d cross when I got there. I had a few English words in my arsenal, having picked them up after living with humans in our compound through the entire summer. 

	Hopefully, my Nikki wasn’t afraid of Xarc’n hunters. Her friend had been terrified of us until Evie, Tarv’k’s mate, had stepped in to calm her. But even if my female screamed at the sight of me, alerting the entire building, I knew I could get her out of here. I was fast; we’d be out of the building and safely away before they could even pick up their weapons.

	After a few days with me, she’d understand I meant her no harm, unlike the males here. The male who had caught her when she ran had slapped her hard enough to bruise. It angered me that these humans would lay hands on a female, especially one so small and harmless. I needed to get to her soon, before they caused her any more harm.

	I’d taken a good look around the building when I was brought in. Before society on Earth collapsed, this had been a small, two-story shopping complex with offices on the second floor. They’d built a fire in the central foyer, and most of the activity was focused around it, especially in the evenings.

	They kept the females downstairs, around the fire, where they were easily watched. They had a row of mattresses on the ground with little privacy. I had to find my Nikki and get out.

	A commotion outside the storage room had my ears perking up. Several sets of footsteps were heading this way.

	The door to the room opened suddenly, and I froze, glad I’d hidden out of sight around the corner. A small figure ran in and slammed the door closed behind it, plunging the room back into darkness. 

	Her scent hit me immediately, almost knocking me to my knees with its perfection. It was her.

	I stood there mesmerized for a moment watching her. She had her dark shoulder-length hair tied up at the back, many of the strands too short to fit into the spiky ponytail. Thick dark lashes framed her dark brown eyes as she looked wildly around the darkened room.

	She was taller than the other human females at the compound but still tiny compared to me. Her height accentuated her slenderness; she was almost too thin, as if she’d not been eating enough. A bruise was slowly blossoming on her cheek.

	 What caught my attention most were her eyes, which shone with intelligence in the starlight streaming in from the window. If she hadn’t turned away, I would have been lost in them forever.

	She hadn’t seen me yet. The room was dark for human eyes, and she was busy. She felt around in the dark, found a folding chair, and shoved it under the door handle. Then she stepped to the window, still not noticing me as I was tucked around the corner.

	“Shit, this window doesn’t fucking open!” She slapped her hand angrily on the glass of the window and made a furious, growling noise that gave me shivers.

	“Nikki?” The low hum of my voice sounded strange in the room. I had a translator embedded in my ear, and I understood all her words, but I worried she wouldn’t even recognize her name on my lips. Some of the humans at the compound had told me that the Xarc’n language sounded like nothing more than grunting and growling to them. When we tried to speak English, it was only slightly better.

	She gasped and whipped around, holding out something small and covered in red—a knife.

	“Oh fuck,” she whispered. “You’re not supposed to be in here.” She backed away from me, bumping into a desk. “Please, don’t hurt me. I’m not your enemy.” She looked at the knife in her hand and dropped the arm. “I didn’t mean to point that at you.”

	Her voice shook when she spoke, and a sudden look of “oh shit” showed in her eyes, but she didn’t scream. She seemed surprised I was here but not terrified as her friend had been at the sight of a Xarc’n warrior. She scented of fear, but she’d come in with it, and the sight of me hadn’t spiked the sweet smell. That was a good sign.

	She looked at the door, then out the window, then back at the door, and finally at me. She chewed her lip as if trying to decide what to do. Then, without looking me in the eyes, she held both hands up as if in surrender, knife still in her hand.

	I remembered some of Earth’s media had spread the rumor that looking Xarc’n hunters in the eyes would provoke an attack. It wasn’t true. We were not mindless animals. 

	I frowned and took the knife from her, not wanting her to get hurt. She surrendered it easily. The knife had already seen some action recently. The blood wasn’t hers. She must have attacked one of the males with it. 

	The door handle jiggled, and loud pounding came from the door. 

	“We know you’re in there. Get out here, Nikki! You’re in big trouble.”

	The scent of fear filled the room as she checked the window again. “I gotta get outta here,” she mumbled.

	That was why I was here, to help her escape. I wanted to explain to her that I would help, and she needed to trust me. I could get her out of here, away from her pursuers, away from this life. I could offer her more, something better. I wanted to tell her she was safe now with me and that I would care for her from now on. 

	But without the translators, all that came out of my mouth was, “Nikki. Safe.”

	She looked at me and frowned. “I don’t think we’ll be safe here for long.”

	Krux! She didn’t understand. But try as I might, I couldn’t pull any more English words out from my uncooperative brain. Where the fuck were they when I needed them?

	I swore I had more English words than this. Even though we gave all the humans living at our compound in-ear translators, I’d still been learning some English in hopes of communicating better when I finally found my female. I’d practiced the pronunciation, stringing together the words I wanted to say. Even while getting myself caught on purpose, I’d practiced in my head the words to tell her she was safe with me, and I was here to rescue her.

	 But now that my female was right here in front of me, in the flesh—her fear tainting the air and the males pounding at the door—all I could pull up was “safe.” Nothing more. How pathetic.

	“I’m sorry I’m going to get you caught again. You were just escaping, too.”

	She worried that her actions would get me caught again? She worried for nothing. Her actions had made my mission easier. My female had come to me. I no longer needed to search the building for her, following my nose to the source of her alluring scent. There was no need to hide anymore from the enemy. 

	“Get out here, bitch. You’re going to get it.” The male pounded on the door again. “I can’t believe you’ve betrayed and embarrassed me like this. Get. Out. Here.” The male punctuated each of the last words with a bang on the door. 

	“Go to hell, Jason.” She picked up a random object from the desk and threw it at the door. The glass vase landed with a crash and broke. 

	I was tempted to swoop her up, break the window, and run off with her, similar to how Cov’k, one of the other Xarc’n hunters at the compound, had done to catch his mate, Cynthia. The females at the compound had called it a romantic kidnapping, but Cov’k and Cynthia had already known each other and had even shared sex before that moment.

	Nikki didn’t know me, except as the idiot hunter that had gotten himself caught. She didn’t even know it was on purpose. She was clearly panicked and frightened by the angry human males; I didn’t want to add more to her fear. 

	A crash came from the door, and the chair she’d shoved under the handle shifted. 

	I might not have a choice in my actions. I would never let those males hurt her. I’d rather her be angry at me for taking her now and work on her forgiveness after. I’d have years to do that. 

	“Nikki, safe,” I repeated, gesturing to myself, all the other words still nowhere to be found.

	I took a step toward her. “Safe.”

	She stood her ground, her brown eyes staring into mine. She’d finally risked looking me in the eyes, and I tried to look as pleasant and tame as I could. It was difficult, considering my entire species was created for the sole purpose of killing another formidable predator. Did she understand I meant her no harm?

	Before she could change her mind and back away, I pulled her toward me and enveloped her in my arms. She was perfect there. “Mine,” I growled, feeling a certain sense of victory that she didn’t pull away.

	 I was getting out of here, and she was coming with me.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Nikki 

	I gawked at the giant mauve-colored alien in the room, jaw dropping in awe. Up close, he was even bigger than I’d thought he was, and the dim starlight lit up the bulges of his bare pecs and shoulders, accentuating them. His horns were huge too, and looked like well-used weapons up close. I resisted the temptation to run out the door I’d come in.

	They’d caught the Xarc’n hunter sneaking around the building a little while after Jason had dragged me back in after my badly thought-out escape with Meghan. 

	I’d gotten caught, and so had this hunter. Had he been here to help free the two new females the guys had brought back earlier today, and gotten stuck himself? I’d overheard that the new women had been living with a group that welcomed and fought alongside the alien hunters.

	He wasn’t supposed to be in this room. But then again, neither was I. I hadn’t even seen him in the dark until he’d called me by name. How the hell did he know my name? Maybe he’d heard Jason screaming at me downstairs. The whole damn block had probably heard him. 

	Big Horns had gotten himself free of the zip ties. I’d watched as the guys used almost half a dozen of the heavy-duty plastic ties to secure his arms and legs. It hadn’t been enough. He was free and was now looking for his stuff in the storage room. 

	Damn it! I was going to get him caught again. I almost felt bad for him. What horrible luck!

	“Nikki,” he said again, my name sounding like not much more than a growl. 

	He gestured to himself, and I couldn’t help but notice he was barely dressed. Aside from his loincloth and a few straps of leather, he was basically naked. Most of the Xarc’n hunters I’d seen on the news before the media had gone silent had been dressed similarly.

	“Safe.” 

	That was unmistakably English. Was he safe? He hadn’t attacked me yet, and I didn’t believe a lot of the bullshit they spread about the Xarc’n hunters. 

	The hunters had arrived on Earth just weeks after the big alien bugs showed up. At the time, most of us didn’t even believe the bugs existed, having seen them only on the news and in online videos. Jason had thought the whole thing was a hoax, a big government plan to frighten and control the masses. 

	It had only taken a few more weeks for the giant space bugs to reach Franklin, and any doubts of their existence were blown to shreds. 

	The Xarc’n hunters had shown up, offering help, but Earth’s governments rejected them, claiming the purple alien warriors had sent the bugs on purpose. Big mistake if you asked me. We wouldn’t be here living in a bug-ravaged wasteland if we’d taken their olive branch.

	The starlight from the window glinted off the alien’s yellow eyes, and I couldn’t look away. They were the eyes of a predator, but I saw kindness there. Was he offering me a similar olive branch now? I wasn’t going to reject this one. Not with Jason pounding at the door and the leader of the group pissed off as all get out.

	“Safe,” he repeated. 

	He stepped toward me, but I didn’t feel the need to run. If he claimed he was safe, then I was going to take my chances with him. Staying in this hellhole was not an option.

	He reached for me, and I found myself surrounded by mauve-y purple muscles. Strangely, my first thought was that he smelled good, a mix of man and the great outdoors. It reminded me of stepping outside after a rainstorm in the heat of summer. I hoped he didn’t notice me smelling him. That would be awkward.

	My next thought was that I felt positively tiny in his arms—no small feat since I was a tall woman. I wasn’t a giantess or anything, but I was just tall enough for people to feel the need to tell me I was tall. Like, seriously: I knew. Life reminded me every time I tried to get into the backseat of a car.

	The Xarc’n hunter growled again. Did that sound like, “Mine”? 

	A crash from the door had me looking back at the portal. The chair I’d wedged under the handle strained with the pressure as they rammed it from the other side.

	I knew who was behind that door: Jason. And Nick. Jason used to be my husband, but I barely recognized him now. The man I’d married was long gone; his decency lost forever to the new world we lived in. Running with this group of thugs had never been my choice, but he’d insisted on joining them, dazzled by their firepower. 

	I’d gone along with it, despite the vulgar way they treated their women. It had gotten worse and worse over the winter. I’d kept my mouth shut in front of the group, but Jason and I had fought about it behind closed doors. 

	Sometime during the winter, after a particularly bad screaming match, he changed. He’d always been a bit of a manipulative ass, but things were different after that. It started with a trade for armor so he’d stay safe when they went for supply runs. Worried about his safety, I’d given in and gave his asshole friend, Nick, a hand job. Then it was for extra food, or vitamins, or something else. 

	Eventually, I’d lost track of the reasons and realized I was no longer his wife, and he was no longer my husband. I was a commodity he traded to get more for himself. The hard-core hate started then, but I was already stuck and unable to leave the group. 

	Until today. Today, they’d brought back the two new women. Like with all the women they brought in, they’d taken their shoes and kept them upstairs to be quarantined, in case they had the alien disease these men claimed was from being with the Xarc’n warriors—I didn’t believe in that bullshit.

	The two women, not yet beaten down by months of living with these degenerates, had bolted despite the lack of shoes and the threat of oversized alien bugs roaming outside. I’d been cooking dinner with Meghan at the time. All the men were distracted, and no one was looking at us, so we’d decided to run for it too. In hindsight, it was a stupid idea. It wasn’t even planned, just a spur-of-the-moment thing. I knew of a colony called New Franklin and had planned to find it. 

	We’d had a big swarm of bugs recently, and the days after a swarm were usually quiet. If the two of us were to have a chance at making it to the other colony, it would be now.

	Meghan had gotten away, and I’d gotten caught.

	The leader had demanded that Jason make an example out of me, so the other women would be afraid to run as Meghan and I had. 

	So now, I ran from my own husband. A husband I hated. A husband I’d lost a long time ago. I’d rather die fighting, just to show him how much I hated him. I didn’t want to endure another winter stuck with this group.

	Having never physically fought me before—we used to scream at each other all the time—Jason had been caught off guard when I nicked him across the face with a knife I’d kept after prepping the food today. 

	I hoped the cut got infected. Without medical attention, infections could mean death. Good. I want him to die a million times and a million ways.

	I made a snap judgment right there and then. Screw this place. And screw Jason. I knew how much he and this group hated these hunters, and guess what; I was jumping ship. Right freaking now! How much worse could it be?

	I looked up at the massive alien warrior currently shielding me with his body. “Take me with you. Please.” I hoped he understood more English than he spoke.

	He sent me a wide, toothy grin, his sharp fangs glinting in the wan light. “Mine.” 

	I heard the word clearly this time. 

	There’d been rumors that the Xarc’n warriors needed Earth women, as they didn’t have women of their own. No one had ever seen a female hunter. I’d heard of numerous abduction stories, though never from the source. All women were warned not to take food from the warriors. We were told they offered gifts of food to starving women, and taking it meant you agreed to go with them to be some sort of sex slave. 

	There was also that famous case where the lady showed up on her social media days after her family reported her missing. She’d been happy and completely over the moon in love with her new purple beau. Some, including her religious mother, had been convinced the alien had brainwashed her.

	 

	My lot wasn’t much better here, and, last I checked, they were running out of condoms. There was no way I’d be getting pregnant during the bugpocalypse with the child of either rat bastard degenerate. 

	So I asked the hunter to take me with him. I was willing to take my chances.

	“Open up, you bitch!” Another crash came from the door, and the chair clanged to the floor. “You’re going to get it now.” Then Jason, rat bastard degenerate number one, stepped in with his lantern, the light showing the slash on his face. He looked pissed.

	Yup, I was more than willing to take my chances with the horned and fanged alien. There was no way I was staying here with Selfish and Crazy.

	Tall, Mauve, and Muscular pushed me behind his body as if protecting me and stood to his full height. A low menacing growl came from his throat.

	“Holy fuck!” Jason backed away, his eyes round.

	“Help!” Nick screamed from behind him. “The monster is loose!” Rat bastard degenerate number two looked like he was about to shit himself.

	Help never had the time to arrive. The alien scooped me up into his arms and charged at the window. The glass shattered as I closed my eyes and braced for impact, but I felt nothing. The hunter had shielded me with his body, taking most of the damage. 

	Holy crap! He’d just jumped out of a closed second-floor window. I held onto him tightly. 

	Time seemed to slow as we sailed through the air. I looked down at the ground below, marveling at the shards of glass pinging off the concrete. They reflected the stars, and everything felt almost surreal, as if it were all a dream. The alien had leaped with enough force that we left the majority of the glass behind, and when he landed, reality filtered back, and time resumed. 

	He ran with me in his arms, my weight barely slowing him down. The pavement of the parking lot whizzed by. Then it was replaced by grass, grass, and more grass. I lifted my head to look back, but the building we’d been in was already disappearing into the distance. He was running fast. 

	Once inside some residential streets, he moved purposefully, taking turns here and there. He knew where he was going. 

	He didn’t stop until we were in front of a home. This one still had its front windows intact, a rare thing since most houses have been broken into already. He used the front door, and it opened readily. That explained the lack of broken windows.

	The inside of the home was just as ransacked as all the others. No homes in the area had been left unlooted; that was how everyone fed themselves since the collapse. 

	Once inside, he locked the door, scooped me up into his arms again, and headed up the stairs, taking them three at a time. He deposited me next to the bed, looking over me with a concerned face as if searching for injuries. 

	“Nikki, hurt?”

	Aside from the bruise starting on my cheekbone from when Jason had decked me when he caught me, I felt fine. “I don’t think so. You protected me from the glass.” 

	He turned me around and checked one more time. Then, finally satisfied, he put his hand on his chest. “Koriv’n.”

	Then he held out his hand. Shocked at the very human-like gesture, I took it, expecting him to shake it. But instead, he took my hand to his mouth, and with his eyes never leaving mine, he kissed it like some chivalrous knight.

	And me? Completely caught off guard, I tittered like a schoolgirl. 

	 


Chapter 3: Koriv’n 

	Jumping out of a second-floor window with the female in my arms hadn’t been the plan. I hadn’t even found my translator yet, though I did have my belt and harness. I’d taken precautions and left most of my gear hidden in this house. 

	My communication device could be used as a translator, but it was bulky, had to be left on to do the job, and stopped translating when I was in a call. I also had a handheld medical unit. That would come in handy now to heal the minor cuts and abrasions I’d sustained when jumping through the window. 

	I had to admit the escape plan hadn’t been thought through at all. I hadn’t expected the very female I’d gone in looking for to stumble into me in the dark. I also hadn’t expected her to practically beg me to take her along. 

	I pulled the box with my belongings out from under the bed as Nikki watched with curious eyes. The first step was to download the translation program into my communicator from our networks. 

	As the program installed, I checked over my body for scrapes and cuts. I healed fast—all Xarc’n hunters did, having been created to fight and therefore sustain injuries—but I never refused some external help when it was available. I held the medical unit over the first cut, and when I pulled it away, it was no more than an angry red line.

	“Wow! That’s crazy.” Nikki stepped so close to me I felt the warmth of her body through the narrow gap of air between us. “Do it again.” She pointed to the next laceration. She got up close, trying to peek between the unit and my skin. 

	These were small cuts, and even without the machine, I’d be able to heal them in a few hours. The device just hurried the process along. It couldn’t heal more significant cuts as quickly. 

	She watched as the next cut closed up. 

	“That’s amazing! Do you want me to help you get the next one?” She pointed to a cut on my back. 

	I picked up my communication device and turned on the translation. “Yes. Just press this button.” The device translated for me, and Nikki’s eyes widened.

	“A translator! How convenient.” 

	She went around my body, healing all the tiny cuts I’d gotten from the broken glass. 

	Her hands touched my skin here and there, her fingers smoothing over just-healed skin. I knew she was marveling at the medical unit’s handiwork and not at me, but I enjoyed the attention anyway. I enjoyed it a little too much. I tried to ignore the effect her touch had on my body and calm myself with a big breath, but it only made matters worse as her addictive scent filled my lungs.

	“You know some people claim you warriors don’t have a language, that you just growl. I knew they were wrong.” She finished healing the last laceration. “All done.”

	“You missed one more.”

	“Where?” She walked around me, looking for what she’d missed. 

	I took the device from her. “Here.” I gestured to the bruise on her face. 

	“Oh.” Her hand came up to finger the blossoming red and purple. 

	I cradled her face in my palm and held the unit to her cheek. When she closed her eyes and leaned into my hand, a soft rumbling started in my chest. I’d heard this sound before from the mated males at the compound, and I’d done my research into it. It only happened when in the presence of a compatible female. It was meant to calm and relax the female, but it also was a way to express happiness and desire. 

	Her eyes popped open. “You’re purring.”

	“I do not purr.” Small felines in this world, things they called kittens, purred.

	“Okay.” She didn’t look like she believed me.

	I pulled the medical unit away, and her bruises were mostly faded. They would fade the rest of the way on their own.

	As she went to the mirror to check her face, I pulled out my weapon—a single curved sword—and armor from their hiding place under the bed. Some of the hunters preferred to use twin swords, but one was enough for me. Many of the hunters from my contingent chose it as their primary weapon.

	“I will find shoes for you so you can travel. Stay in this room.”

	I scoured the house, looking for as many different pairs of shoes as I could, hoping to find something comfortable in her size. The males at the building had taken all the females’ shoes so they couldn’t leave. Humans had tender feet and needed to protect them from the ground. 

	My feet were tough. I’d felt a shard of glass beneath my feet as I landed, but it had done no damage. It wasn’t enough to cut through my tough leather-like sole.

	Humans were physically weaker and less ruggedly built than Xarc’n hunters, but they were survivors and were strong in other ways. They were intelligent and used everything around them to their advantage. There were many humans living with the hunter group I was a part of, and they amazed me every day with their ingenuity. I had great respect for them. They made great enemies but also great allies.

	I wasn’t even supposed to be on Earth. I’d been part of a group destined to fight on another planet, but after learning that Earth females could trigger the mating bond, we’d changed course and headed straight here. There’d been two hunters who were against the idea, and they’d sounded the alarm to the rest of the hunter ships.

	Never in hunter history had a unit questioned their objective and gone against the scourge annihilation program dictated by our makers. When a planet with a scourge infestation was detected, the program assigned the next available ship or ships to that world, regardless of whether the planet was worth saving or not. Hunters onboard were not given a choice. 

	My contingent had made a choice. We overrode the ship’s system and headed for Earth. Once on Earth, my unit had disbanded and left our mothership floating above the planet for retrieval by other hunters.

	Some hunters had not approved and suggested we be rounded up and sent to our designated planet. I was lucky and found a group here on Earth willing to hide me. They shared their resources with me and even altered my ship and communicator so I could continue to use the Xarc’n networks without detection. Many of them had found their mates here and understood my need to find mine. 

	Unlike most of the other hunters on this planet, warriors from my contingent had activated our fertility before our arrival on Earth. That meant I’d be able to create offspring the moment my mate triggered the mating bond.

	All hunters were created with our fertility deactivated. Without females, there was no need for it, and it was just one more function that would waste our energy. With the technology on the space-bound ships that orbited the planet serving as network hubs, hunters could turn it on when they found a mate. 

	But after we’d gone against the programming, we worried the next time we were on a mothership might be to take us away from our future here on Earth. So we’d taken the ability to have offspring into our own hands.

	I’d spent my first winter here learning about human courtship. I’d wanted to make the best first impression. All the hunters who’d found their mates reported that the physical portion of the mating came instinctively; humans were similar enough to our original race, pre-genetic modification. Communication had been the largest hurdle. 

	Naturally, when I finally met my female, the only words I had access to were “safe” and “mine.” She didn’t seem to mind.

	I needed to thank those nasty human males for being the way they were; it helped my Nikki make the right decision. She would never be subjected to bad treatment now that I had her.

	Returning to the room with all the footwear I could find, I dumped the selection on the floor. She tried them on systematically and settled on a comfortable-looking pair.

	“These are men’s shoes and a bit too big, but they’ll have to do. This is what I get for having big feet. Let’s see if I can find some socks. A couple layers of thick socks will help.” She headed to the set of drawers and dug around. She came out with multiple pairs of the closed tubes they put on their feet and a warm sweater. 

	I pulled a nutrition bar out of my pack as she pulled the socks on. I broke it in half and passed it to her. 

	Nikki looked at it distrustfully and sniffed. “It smells good,” she said, sounding surprised. “Like fruity beef jerky.”

	“It is made from Earth bovine creatures.” I ate the rest of my half in one bite.

	The grazing ruminants the humans kept as livestock were tasty, and hunters now raised them on islands safely away from the scourge. The scourge had found the animals to their liking as well. 

	On every planet where we fought the scourge on, Xarc’n warriors tried to raise animals native to the habitat. Earth livestock were very palatable, and the hunters sent here had several large islands producing food on Earth. The islands were easy to clear and keep free of the scourge, and they’d converted them into production hubs. They also kept any of the islands’ wildlife that survived the scourge attack protected.

	Those in charge of production sent supplies and resources out to the hunters monthly. Since I wasn’t supposed to be here, I didn’t get a share. I’d survived at first the same way the humans did, by foraging and hunting. Now, the hunters at the compound shared their monthly supplies with me, and I was grateful.

	Nikki took a tentative nibble and frowned. Her teeth barely made a dent in the bar. 

	Tarv’k’s mate, Evie, used our bars often in her cooking, adding them to soups and stews. The cooking and softening in liquid made the bars easier to eat for humans, with their dull teeth. I hadn’t even thought of that.

	I took the piece of nutrition bar back and unsheathed one of my claws. Nikki gasped, and her eyes opened wide at the dangerous appendage. She must not have known about the retractable claws on our hands. I cut the food into small pieces for her.

	“Thank you.” She kept her eyes on my hands, even though I’d retracted my claw.

	“Eat. We need to get moving again. The scourge come out during the day, so we will travel by night.”

	The scourge had just finished swarming for the warm season, but that didn’t mean they weren’t still a threat to my Nikki. The ones that stayed back to serve the queen would be out tomorrow to look for food. I wanted to avoid being out during the heat of the midday sun when the flyers would be the most active. 

	I pulled up the video feed from the two drones Rajiv’k had lent us for this mission. He’d used the same light-sensitive cameras from our shuttle to create the drones, and the images they sent back were clear and detailed even in the dark. They showed a few men searching around the building we’d escaped from with flashlights.

	Nikki leaned in to look at the screen, the scent of her teasing my nostrils. It was hard to resist the urge to sniff at her. From what I knew of human culture, that was rude.

	“They’re looking for us.” She rubbed at her arms absentmindedly.

	 “We are safe.” I pulled her close and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, smiling when she didn’t push me away. “They can’t search every home in the area. The surveillance devices will warn us if they get too close. We rest here and head out after they give up. There will still be plenty of night left to travel.”

	“You had cameras above the building the whole time?”

	“I had to find a safe way in.” 

	“Didn’t you get caught trying to retrieve the two women they brought in?”

	“No, they were already safe and on their way home with their mates. I was there for you.” I squeezed her shoulders. 

	“For me?”

	“Yes. You are mine, and I’m taking you home.”

	 


Chapter 4: Nikki 

	I chewed on a softening chunk of nutrition bar as Koriv’n described his compound to me, his brawny arm wrapped protectively over my shoulders. I hadn’t missed his declaration that I was his but decided to let it slide for now. I’d learned in the past year to keep my mouth shut if it meant my survival. 

	The compound seemed almost too good to be true. There were both hunters and humans living there, and if I hadn’t already heard talk about such a place from two of the men living with the group—the two who had gone after the missing women and hadn’t come back—I’d have had difficulty believing it. Many humans hated the hunters and blamed them for the bugs’ arrival on Earth. 

	He spoke of a rooftop garden with fresh vegetables and how they were planning to build a greenhouse too. I had to suspend disbelief when he talked about the volunteers they had from a nearby human settlement to help fight the summer swarms. 

	The only larger human settlement in the area was New Franklin, the place I’d voted to join when all this broke out. Last I heard, New Franklin wasn’t exactly pro-hunter, either. However, unlike my previous group, they didn’t actively go after lone hunters. Instead, they stayed out of their way, avoiding conflict. At least, that was the report we’d gotten on them. Had things changed over the summer?

	That reminded me of Meghan. Koriv’n had said the other two women were heading home, but he hadn’t mentioned Meghan. “There was another lady that escaped the building. A redhead. Did you see her?”

	“Yes. She told me your name.”

	Meghan was terrified of the hunters. She was one of the women who’d believed in all the bullshit about them. I imagined the exchange and couldn’t stop the giggle that came from my mouth. “She’s terrified of Xarc’n hunters. She must have freaked out.”

	 “She did, but there were three humans there and only two hunters, only one without me. She left with the rest of the group.” Koriv’n climbed onto the bed, leaned back on the pillows, and patted the bed beside him. “You will see her again at the compound.”

	I hesitated but decided he was still “safe.” 

	The big Xarc’n hunter hadn’t asked me for anything yet, though I suspected I’d need to do “favors” for things like food. Many groups operated like that. That was life now for women who were no good at foraging and fighting the bugs, decades of progress erased because of alien freaks with exoskeletons. We had to trade what we had. Too bad Jason had traded what I had for his own gain. 

	Still, I’d been lucky to have known one of the men. Other women in the group hadn’t been so lucky. But they did what they must to survive; there was no shame or guilt in it. They lived, they survived, and that was all that mattered. 

	I wished to live too. Just because the world had gone to the bugs didn’t mean I’d given up. There was still hope. If that meant offering this alien something in return for his care, then so be it.

	I looked over at my mauve savior, who lounged casually on the bed, all his muscles out on display. I wouldn’t mind doing favors for him. Nope, not at all, and not just because he’d crashed out of a window, shielding me from the sharp edges, to free me. Koriv’n looked hella good for an alien. He was super fit, and even his muscles had muscles. 

	When he smiled, his fangs made little indents on his full, shapely lower lips, and I wondered if he was any good with his mouth. Those fangs were all kinds of sexy, as was the growly way he talked. 

	Stop it, Nikki! I couldn’t believe I was lusting after a Xarc’n hunter. Maybe it was because he’d been there at the right place and the right time to rescue me. I squeezed my legs together, trying not to think about the muscles on his muscles, and climbed onto the bed next to him.

	I wondered what Nikki from a year ago would think of this: getting all cozy on a bed with a seven-foot tall Xarc’n warrior.

	He leaned over and sniffed, then groaned loudly. 

	“What? Do I smell?” I lifted my arm and did the pit test. “I do stink a bit, don’t I? Living the way we do, I’d gotten used to it. Sorry.” Heat rose to my face. Here I was, thinking naughty thoughts about the buff sexy hunter, the very clean-smelling hunter, and I stunk. “If we get to the river, I can clean up. Or find some baby wipes.”

	“You smell fine.” The words came out strained, and the purring from earlier started up again, but this time a little more urgent. He adjusted the way he was lying, but not before I noticed the huge erection tenting his loincloth.

	Hadn’t I heard somewhere that the Xarc’n warriors had an amazing sense of smell and could scent emotions like fear and arousal? Oh no. Heat rose to my cheeks. Koriv’n had noticed my body’s reaction to him after all. 

	That wasn’t a bad thing though, right? He’d rescued me and given me food and safety; maybe it was time I gave some back. That was how things ran, right?

	I swallowed hard and pushed back any shyness threatening to freeze my actions. There was no time for that in the bugpocalypse. 

	“Do you want me to do anything for you?”

	Koriv’n looked back at me, not understanding my question.

	“I can help you with that.” I reached for him before I could second-guess myself, and his hardness throbbed against the leather of his loincloth, pushing against my hands. 

	It felt different than a human cock. Not a shaft with a head at the end, but rather a series of bumps, as if he had multiple heads lined up in a row, each one flaring out and larger than the last. Even hidden behind the leather, and probably still half-hard, he was substantial.

	I gave him a tentative squeeze, and he hissed. He closed his eyes as I fumbled with the fastening on his loincloth. The purring went from mildly urgent to demanding, vibrating the entire bed.

	“Thank you for rescuing me. I owe you one.”

	A large hand settled on mine, stopping me mid-fumble. 

	“No!” 

	The word came out an angry snarl, and I pulled my hands back, cringing. 

	“No,” he repeated, softer. “Do not trade sexual favors for my food and care. I don’t want you like this.”

	He stood abruptly and stomped out of the room, leaving me confused and embarrassed on the bed. 

	Suddenly I felt a bit stupid for assuming he wanted my favors. He’d been here originally to free the other two females, not for me. Maybe they already had enough females at their compound. Maybe “mine” meant something else completely in his language, and I’d gotten the wrong idea. Heat rose to my face. 

	Feeling antsy and needing an outlet for my embarrassment and frustration, I got up and explored the room. To get to the dresser, I stepped carefully over the deadly-looking scimitar-like sword and pieces of leather armor Koriv’n had laid out on the rug. The lady of the house wasn’t my size, but I still found a few changes of clothes and a backpack to bring on my trip. I even found an old pack of makeup wipes, half a bottle of cheap perfume, a nail clipper with a small file, and some hair ties. 

	Even though I hadn’t foraged with the men in the group, I still knew the basics about staying alive during the bugpocalyspe. Unlike those who thought the bugs were made up to frighten and control the masses, I’d researched everything I could on the internet when it all began. I’d stayed up late on forums, reading every report I could, trying to figure out what was real and what was fake. 

	I’d been a zombie movie enthusiast, and my morbid fascination with the space bugs taking over New York had been an extension of that. I just hadn’t expected it to become my life. Somewhere in the back of my head, I’d always thought we’d dumped enough taxes into our military to get the situation under control. Or maybe the government would wise up and accept the hunters’ help. So much for that. 

	I knew the dog-sized bugs with the mantis claws hunted by scent. Survivors at ground zero had live-streamed videos of themselves sneaking past the killer creatures after dousing themselves with body spray. This bottle of perfume would come in handy. 

	We all knew the scythe-like claws were tipped with a neurotoxin that rendered the entire arm useless even if the victim was merely nicked. That had been on the news. It was smarter for someone like me to hide rather than fight. 

	The makeup wipes would come in handy too. I decided to use one now to wipe down my pits and lady bits. Koriv’n might not have actually been repulsed by my scent, but I was glad to feel a bit fresher. It was bad when I could smell myself.

	Trying to keep clean in a group of men who didn’t value hygiene was a nightmare. During the end of last summer, there’d been an explosion of lice among the group. I’d shaved my hair off, and Jason had screamed at me for it until he’d caught the lice and had to do the same anyway. It was now just long enough to put in a half-assed ponytail. 

	I sure hoped the group Koriv’n was taking me to put hygiene higher on their list of to-dos. I didn’t expect them to smell like roses without running water, but I didn’t think I could handle looking at any more lice-ridden beards without gagging. 

	The two females who had shown up had been clean. They were dressed well too, in clothes that weren’t tattered like mine. They didn’t even have any bruises, except for the new ones showing from our men handling them.

	Koriv’n himself had smelled clean and fresh. I closed my eyes and remembered the yummy masculine scent that had surrounded me when he’d carried me in his arms. He smelled good enough to—

	Suddenly, I was overwhelmed with embarrassment again. I’d thrown myself on the poor guy without even asking if it was what he’d wanted. My first interaction with someone new in months, and I’d blundered horribly. How was I supposed to face him again? 

	Would he think I was sleazy? Did Xarc’n hunters even have that concept? For all I knew, he could already have someone back home at his compound.

	I flopped on the bed and hid my head under the pillow, wishing I could disappear.

	 


Chapter 5: Koriv’n 

	I snuck back up the stairs to find Nikki asleep and snoring softly on the bed, the pillow partially covering her face. She’d packed a little bag of belongings and had set it at the foot of the bed. 

	I’d spent the last hour pacing the bottom floor of the house, trying to calm myself. I hadn’t missed the look of hurt on her face when I’d pushed her away. She’d misunderstood. I wanted her touch. I craved it, but I didn’t want her to touch me only because she thought she had to. I didn’t want our intimacy to be in exchange for anything other than each other’s company.

	Nikki’s friend, Meghan, had asked what she needed to do in exchange for food at our compound, and Gerald, the human member of our team who’d come on this recue mission with me, had been angry. It had taken me a few moments to realize what she’d meant, but I got the meaning loud and clear. The females had needed to give sexual favors in exchange for food and lodging. It angered me. 

	I’d been confused when Nikki asked if she could help me. Even when she’d reached for the erection in my loincloth, I hadn’t caught her meaning. But when I analyzed her words, the purpose became clear. Nikki thought she needed to trade for my protection.

	It wasn’t until after I’d already stomped down the stairs that I realized Nikki had wanted to touch me. I’d reacted so quickly that I hadn’t thought it through. She’d been aroused; the scent had been the reason for my body’s reaction to begin with. 

	She hadn’t touched me with disgust, and it wasn’t until I’d pushed her away that her face had turned sour. My actions had hurt her somehow.

	I needed to explain to her that I wanted her, but only if she wanted me back. I didn’t want it to be an exchange for services. I wanted to woo her and make her fall in love. I wanted to hold onto her and feel the mating bond overcome me. I looked for a mate, and I didn’t want her to think of me as anything less.

	I sat down on the bed, and the movement roused her from her nap. She stirred and yawned.

	“Time to go already?” She reached her arms over her head, stretching.

	“Yes.” I held out my flask to her. It was filled with a refreshing vitamin drink.

	She sniffed it and took a sip. “Thank you.”

	I slid the window to the room open as wide as possible, popping out the screen the humans used to stop the small scourge-like insects native to their world from entering their homes. Then, using my communicator, I recalled the drones Rajiv’k had lent us for the mission.

	Before I could change my mind, I turned back to Nikki and held out the chocolate bar I’d found hidden behind some books on a shelf. I knew human males were supposed to bring flowers and chocolate on a date, but the leaves were changing color and flowers were nowhere to be found. 

	“This was the only chocolate I could find. I know it isn’t great quality. And the flowers will have to wait until spring.” My communicator translated from my belt. 

	Her brow furrowed in confusion.

	“I didn’t mean to push you away. I enjoyed your hands on me. But there is no need to trade for food and protection; I will protect you regardless.”

	Her face turned red, and she didn’t move, not even to take the chocolate. Was she rejecting my gift? I knew it was not the best quality; according to the females at the compound, candy bars weren’t real chocolate, but it was all I had right now. 

	When she still didn’t take the candy bar, I placed it on the bed.

	“I will find a better gift for my female.”

	I had better chocolate back on my shuttle—several quality boxes. I’d picked them up when I first got to Earth and had been saving them for when I found the right female. 

	I moved away, but her hand landed on my arm, stopping me in my tracks. 

	 “Wait! I’m not rejecting it. I’m—” She crossed her arms over herself. “I’m just embarrassed. I just assumed things worked the same everywhere and threw myself at you. I didn’t even stop to think if maybe you already had someone back home.”

	I drew her into my arms. “Do not be embarrassed. I do not have another female. I enjoy your touch. A lot.” I growled at the thought of her hands on me again. “I will not push you away if you touch me in the future.”

	Nikki looked up at me with big round eyes, and I couldn’t look away. The rumbling started in my chest again, and I wondered if now was a good time for the human mating ritual called a kiss. I’d watched the mated couples kiss but had never done it myself. 

	The two miniature surveillance devices chose that very moment to buzz into the room. Nikki gasped and ducked her head, reacting to the sound, and the cloying scent of her fear filled the room.

	“It’s only our drones,” I assured her.

	“Sorry. It’s the buzzing. My brain went ‘wasp,’ but I should have known better; it’s nighttime. Duh! Wasps don’t fly at night. I know they’re tiny compared to the space bugs, but I never got over my fear of them. Flying bugs are the worst, especially the ones with stingers.”

	I knew of the scourge-like insects of Earth the humans called wasps. They were not particularly dangerous, but they were a nuisance, especially when there was food around. Evie, Tarv’k’s mate, was terrified of bugs of all sizes, regardless of whether they were hazardous or not. 

	“I will protect you from wasps,” I vowed solemnly. They were much easier to take care of than the scourge. 

	“Promise?” Nikki looked up at me with an almost silly grin on her face, and I felt something tug at my chest.

	She was much more relaxed now, the awkwardness of before gone. 

	“Promise. And also from every ‘space bug.’” I used the human words I’d picked up from working with the humans at the compound. “Especially the flying ones.”

	She grinned, tiptoed, and kissed me lightly on my jaw, the only place she could reach. She moved away before I could react, picking up the bag she’d packed earlier for herself. 

	“I’m ready to head out if you are. What’s the plan?”

	I brought up the map of Franklin on the screen of my communicator. 

	“Hey! I recognize that map!”

	“We kept most of your human internet. There’s much information on there, some useful, some completely useless. We had no time to weed through it, so we kept it all and connected it to our systems.”

	I marked where we were on the map and where the compound waited. 

	“That’s on the other side of town,” she said with a frown. “And isn’t this a no-go zone?” She pointed to the center of town where the nest was. It was directly in our path.

	“We’ll go around. The nest is done swarming for the season, but it is still active. It’s dangerous to get too close, especially since we are on foot.” I traced a path north around the west side of the map. 

	She pointed to a spot on the map right next to the path I’d drawn. “Is it too much trouble to stop here for a bit?” She zoomed in on a house. It looked like any other on the map, but it must have importance to her. “Please?”

	It was on our way home, and we needed a place to stay while the flyers were most active. If we left now, we should get there by mid-morning, even with her shorter legs. 

	“If we hurry, we can make it there before the flyers search for food.”

	Nikki shuddered at the mention of the flyers. “Is that what you call those big flying scorpions? What do you call the other ones? The ones with the mantis-like claws?”

	“We call those scuttlers.” I strapped on the rest of my armor and my weapon and got ready to leave. 

	I tried not to preen as Nikki watched me with interest. Hunters looked even more formidable with our armor and weapons, and evidence of her approval tinged the air again.

	Noticing my eyes on her, she looked away, a blush rising to her face. “Scuttlers, right, because of the sounds their feet make. And the ones that spit acid?” 

	“Spitters.” I watched her face for the reaction.

	She rolled her eyes. “Of course. Those are the most pragmatic names I’ve ever heard.” Again, her eyes landed on my shoulders, and I stood a little taller as her tongue darted out to wet her lips.

	She liked what she saw. If she offered to touch me again, I’d know it was because she wanted to.

	“Descriptive names are best. The humans at our compound have named the new variant centricreeps.”

	I led her through the house and did one last check for useful items. Like the humans living in this changed landscape, I’d gotten used to foraging. The other hunters had supplies delivered, but until I’d joined this hunter group, I’d relied on what I could find and hunt. 

	“Centicreeps.” She made a face as she picked up a metal water bottle and tucked it into her new pack. “Yup, that’s them, alright. Giant human-eating centipedes. Yuck! How come we never saw them last year?” 

	I explained to her how the scourge used genetics from each of the planets they infested to evolve new variants that were better suited to the planet’s terrain. The first habitats the scourge took over were the largest cities, drawn there by the abundance of human life. They evolved the centicreeps which were at home in the high rises.

	The scourge also produced different base soldiers depending on the terrain. Here, we had to deal with spitters, but in the mountains to the west, hunters had to contend with lungers, scourge with pneumatic leaping legs. And by the coast and on island chains, they produced swimmers to access prey in the water.

	“Oh my god! Coffee!” Nikki held up a half-empty jar of brown powder triumphantly. “It’s instant, but I don’t care.” She stuffed the find into her bag like it was treasure.

	I knew of coffee. The humans at the compound enjoyed the beverage, and some had expressed concern about the stimulating substance running out. There were hunter-human groups in other parts of the planet that had access to more of the beans. We planned to set up a trade in the future.

	She doused herself with a strongly scented spray at the door. Survivors used sprays like this to avoid detection by the scuttlers. It didn’t work if the scuttlers saw them, but it prevented the scourge from detecting them through scent. 

	I preferred the natural scent of my female but understood the need to cover it. Even though I was sure I could handle any scourge her delicious scent attracted. 

	She hesitated at the door, and I realized she had no night vision.

	I held out my hand, and she took it, holding it firmly. I puffed out my chest, knowing my female trusted me enough to walk out into a world full of dangers essentially blind, with just my guidance. 

	“I will be your eyes.” 

	I wanted to be her everything, but I left that unsaid. Tucking her close to my body, I started toward our destination.

	 


Chapter 6: Nikki

	It was so dark I couldn’t see my own hand in front of my face. Up until the moment Franklin lost connection to the grid last summer, I’d never experienced the true darkness of a moonless night before. I’d always had the light pollution of the city to fall back on. Even with the stars above me, it was too dark to make out any details. 

	I latched onto Koriv’n as if he were my lifeline, and for all intents and purposes, he was. There was no way I could make my way across the town on my own. I couldn’t see in the dark, and in the light of day, I’d be bug chow in an instant. 

	I was tripping over everything, including my own two feet. It didn’t help that my shoes were two sizes too big. I felt like a klutz. Forget the giant alien bugs; I was liable to wipe out from bad footwear. 

	I kept the complaint to myself. No one liked bellyachers in the world after bugs. They were the ones that got left behind first.

	When Koriv’n had shown me the map, I’d been surprised to see the familiar-looking website on the screen. It was almost surreal, and I had to pinch myself to check if I was dreaming.

	Life as I’d known it had ended. I’d been cooking over a dung fire and using a chamber pot for almost a year. But there on the screen was the map, looking the same as it ever was. The familiar logo glowed at the top left-hand corner, ready to show me the way to the nearest coffee shop as if nothing had changed. 

	For a moment, it felt like the past year was all a joke, and someone was going to yell “surprise,” and everything would go back to the way it was. But nothing happened, and a purple Xarc’n warrior with horns and fangs had still sat in front of me on a strange bed, showing me the way to his compound.

	 Despite having advanced technology and the ability to travel through space, the alien hunters had kept our internet and maps. I guessed it made sense. Why reinvent the wheel?

	The path he outlined on the screen passed right by my old house, and I couldn’t help but ask if we could stop by there. Shoes that fit would be a great thing to have. Bad shoes could quite literally kill you during the bugpocalypse. 

	If there was anything I’d learned about surviving a bug attack, it was that I didn’t have to be the fastest runner. I just couldn’t be the slowest. Tripping once could mean the end of my life.

	Plus, there was some unfinished business I wanted to take care of.

	I fumbled with the ring on my finger; the one I’d worn for so many years. It was too tight, and I couldn’t get it off. I wanted it off now. I was ready for the next chapter of my life, and I wanted to get rid of the old. 

	Jason and I would never have a ’till-death-do-us-part unless I murdered him in his sleep. Which, believe you me, I’d come close to doing several times. I was free of him now, and I wanted to be free of this ring too. I would have to wait until I had some soap and water.

	Koriv’n stopped abruptly, and I walked right into him. Then I heard it, the sound of many scurrying feet. I stiffened, and panic started in the pit of my stomach. I knew that sound. Everyone knew that sound. What had Koriv’n called these bugs? Scuttlers. There were scuttlers scuttling here somewhere, and I was blind and helpless.

	Koriv’n released my hand, and for a moment, I was alone. I reached for him in a panic, feeling around in the dark. I held onto his forearm tightly, silently begging him not to leave me. An arm wrapped around me and rubbed my back, letting me know everything was alright. I felt his breath on the side of my head, and I tilted my face up to his.

	I ended up brushing my lips across his cheek. He rubbed his face against mine in the dark, his skin like warm, pliant leather. It calmed me. There were killer bugs here, but I had a bug killer, a hunter who slayed these bugs for a living. 

	“Calm. You are safe,” he whispered into my ear. “I need to fight them so we may pass. Something must have confused them on their way back to the nest.”

	According to the stories circulating social media before the internet went down, the hunters were state-of-the-art weapons genetically engineered by some super-advanced ancient race to fight the bugs. The huge, curved blade on Koriv’n’s back looked deadly enough, and he was every bit the predator. But to fight the bugs at night in the dark? Wasn’t that super risky? Maybe they had insane night vision as well.

	The sound of Koriv’n opening a car door next to us broke the silence. I almost expected the lights to the car to turn on, but nothing happened. The battery was probably long dead. 

	The scratching of little feet changed, sounding like they were coming toward us and fast.

	“Stay inside the vehicle. Even with the decoy scent, they are attracted to you.” Koriv’n shoved me inside the car and slammed the door shut behind me. 

	I was sure the bugs could break the windows to get into the car if they wanted, but they’d have to deal with a hunter first. 

	My own heartbeat was loud in the car as I felt around in the dark to get my bearings. The vehicle was empty. 

	I was glad I didn’t fall onto the skeletal remains of whoever had owned the vehicle. The car smelled stale but not of old decay. Most likely, the owners had run from the car, leaving the doors unlocked. Trying to get out of the town by car had been an exercise in futility. Franklin’s roads were now either completely barren or jammed with abandoned cars. 

	I’d been driving when the bugs arrived. A flyer had crashed into a car in front of us, causing a pile-up. The entire street had been blocked. A few people had tried to charge through, especially those with SUVs, but most people ended up stuck. Realizing we’d be stuck in the car as the bugs filed in, Jason and I got out and ran for it. 

	Others had run for it as well, but not everyone made it. A woman with a baby had been picked off right behind me. I’d been lucky. That was when I’d learned that being slow was a death sentence.

	Light flashed outside the window, a curved neon white-blue glow. It moved quickly in large arcs, and I realized it was the edge of Koriv’n’s sword. I’d seen the energy weapons in videos before, but it was much more impressive in real life, even in the dark. The plasma glow was just enough for me to make out his body as he danced between the attacking bugs.

	He was fast, faster than I could possibly keep track of. I squinted and made out the outline of the front of his body as he fought the terrible things, slashing his way through the half-dozen monsters. Occasionally a beady bug eye, a set of chittering mandibles, or a deadly toxin-edged claw showed in the artificial plasma radiance. 

	It was the first time I’d ever seen one of these warriors in action, and I was suddenly extremely grateful Koriv’n was on my side. These guys were no joke. 

	We’d learned last year that normal firearm rounds did not penetrate a bug’s tough exoskeleton. Their carapace was made of tough stuff. Only armor-piercing ammunition did the job unless the shooter was an ace shot and managed to hit the ugly buggers in the eyes or the head. 

	Shooting at a gun range was nothing like shooting at a live target, especially when the target was trying to disembowel you or bite off your head. I doubted one got a second shot if they missed. 

	Koriv’n, with his melee weapon, slashed through our buggy foes like butter. He made it look like child’s play. The blade passed in front of his face, lighting up his foreign but strangely handsome features. Wait, was he…smiling? 

	I couldn’t tell for sure in the dark, but I swore he looked like he was having fun. Maybe killing these bugs was fun for the Xarc’n hunters, like some sort of morbid live-action video game. Maybe hunting was like an alien game of airsoft or paintball.

	The half-dozen wayward bugs dispatched, he returned to the vehicle, his sword still aglow. Yep, he was most definitely smiling. 

	He helped me out of the driver’s seat before wiping his blade on the fabric seat of the car. The edge stopped glowing, and I was once again plunged into darkness. 

	I hated not being able to see. I’d known a lady once at the start of the crisis who was stuck without her glasses. She’d been wearing contacts when the bugs came, and by the next day, she was practically blind. 

	People with bad vision were never represented in zombie or other post-apocalyptic movies; I now understood why. Many never made it. Surviving was partially skill and a whole lot of luck. Any impairment messed up your odds big time.

	Man, I shouldn’t even be alive right now. I remembered watching, in another life, my zombie movies and screaming at the screen at the characters' stupidity. But when all this bug shit started, I’d realized I was no better than the dumbest character I’d yelled at. 

	The only thing I had on my side was that I was fast. I used to do track and field back in high school, and it had paid off. That was rule number one in a zombie apocalypse: cardio. I didn’t have much, but I had that.

	As much as I hated the group of men I’d just left, they were probably the only reason I was still alive, and only because I was something useful for them. It could’ve been a lot worse. I could be dead.

	“Ready to go?” he asked, the words coming out as growls. 

	His communicator screen lit up as it translated, giving me just enough light to step over the dead bugs. The last thing I needed now was to slip and faceplant on bug guts. Koriv’n had looked relatively clean in the glow of his sword. How he managed to send so many buggy souls to meet their maker without getting splattered was a mystery of its own.

	“Yeah. Let’s get out of here.” I latched onto Koriv’n’s arm again. He still smelled clean—not covered in bug juice at all—and we continued our journey toward my house. 

	I was eager to get there. First, because I needed shoes that fit. Good cardio wouldn’t do me any favors if my shoes tripped me up. Second, I had a weapon there. The gun and ammo belonged to rat bastard degenerate number one, but I’d hidden the key to the cabinet from him when we’d gone back to the house during the winter.

	 I’d made the decision after realizing they were using their firepower not for protection but to steal food and supplies from other survivors. That group didn’t need any more firepower. 

	I also wanted to see the place one last time and say goodbye to the life I once knew. That was the past. It was time to forge my own future.

	 


Chapter 7: Koriv’n 

	I twisted my face up in disgust at the sight of the downy strands of fungus extending out from the building. I hadn’t expected the scourge to attempt to build a new nest so close to the one they’d just left. The swarms usually traveled farther, finding a place with enough food before settling down to create a new queen.

	The reason for choosing this site was apparent however, even in the first wan rays of the early morning sun. The scourge were persistent and opportunistic, but we never said they were smart. They’d found food here—an entire group of fungally challenged humans. 

	I’d pulled us into a safe building the second I noticed the newly forming nest in our path. I had a strong urge to clear the forming nest now, but that was the engineered weapon part of me speaking. I was more than that now. I would come back to wipe this new nest out when I didn’t have Nikki in tow. Her safety was my priority. We would have to take a longer route and go around. 

	I recorded a few videos and images of the forming nest and sent them to the other hunters at the compound. Then I marked the location on the map.

	“Why are they just standing there? Why don’t they run? And why don’t the bugs eat or kill them?”

	Nikki’s eyes were round with horror as she stared out the window at the humans standing calmly in a neat group in the center of the spreading fungus. Some of the humans were missing limbs, the scourge having already devoured their fill. One was only a torso and a head on the ground. He was still alive; the toxins from the scuttlers’ claws sealed up the wounds almost immediately to keep the victim from bleeding out. It also had a preservative effect. The scourge liked to keep their meat fresh. 

	“I think I’m going to be sick.” She hugged herself, rocking back and forth. 

	Krux! I should have prevented her from seeing this. Alice, Kaj’k’s mate, used to wake up from nightmares from the things she’d seen. For hunters created to fight these monsters, sights like these were expected, but even we had bad dreams from them from time to time.

	I pulled her away from the window, sat on the bed, and pulled her down into my lap.

	“Tell me!” she demanded. “Why are they acting like that? They are all going to die, but they just stand there. Some of them could still run.”

	“They are already dead. Their minds are gone from the fungus. The fungus controls them now. They believe the white of the mycelium is safety, and it’s too late to save them.”

	“Oh, god.”  Nikki made a retching sound.

	She pulled up her shirt to cover her nose and mouth, even though the scourges’ stench didn’t reach us, and blew into it repeatedly. She closed her eyes tightly for a few seconds, holding her breath. When she finally released her top and opened her eyes, she looked a little less green.

	I rubbed her back in calming circles, wishing I could take away all her fears. “This upsets you. We should not talk—”

	“No, I need to know. This is my world now, and I need to know.”

	I pressed my lips together. She was right. It was best she knew about the new world she lived in. Still, I hated the horror and disgust plain on her face. I pulled her to my chest, which started to rumble. Not the insistent vibration when I thought of her naked on my bed, but one meant to calm. She hadn’t pushed me away yet, and I appreciated that she let me comfort her.

	“That’s the same disease, isn’t it? The one that makes people go mad and opens sores on their bodies. The idiots in that group thought people got it from touching women that had been intimate with a hunter.”

	I grumbled, having heard it before. “The fungus work symbiotically with the scourge. They make the scourge the top of every food chain. Any animals that consume the scourge become infected.”

	“That means…” Her face paled as the meaning filtered through.

	“Yes, the males that were infected ate the scourge or food contaminated with scourge innards. You’re lucky the rest of the group did not become infected. Once the fungus crosses species successfully, it spreads to others of the same kind.”

	“Our leader kicked them out the moment he saw symptoms. I think he’s seen others infected before. I think that’s the best decision he ever made. He’s an asshole, but without him, I think most of that group would be dead from idiocy, infighting, and cannibalism. He’s the big ass who keeps all the little asses in line.” She turned her head back to the window. “So the fungus immobilizes those that prey on the scourge. And then what?”

	“The sores ooze a strongly scented liquid that calls the scourge to them. The fungus also takes over the brain, telling those infected that the scourge and the mycelium network of the nest is safety.” 

	“Lemme guess, they need to get back into the scourge to finish their life cycle. We’ve got parasites like that on Earth.”

	I grunted an affirmative. “The scourge and their nest provide optimal fruiting conditions so the fungus can fruit and disperse their spores.”

	Nikki looked toward the window again. “Those poor suckers. That explains their behavior.”

	I took out one of the drones, opened the window, and sent it into the air. I needed to see the area of effect so I could mark a new, safer path for us. It would take longer to get to the house Nikki had selected, but we could still get there before the flyers started their daily search for food if we moved fast. 

	“Why are the scourge stopping here? And why is the fungus spreading?” Nikki asked, taking another ill-advised peek out the window. “I saw videos of New York, and the blocks around the nest entrance were like this.” 

	“These scourge must have been a part of the most recent swarm. They found a source of food and decided to start a new nest. It’s pointless to start a new nest so close to the old one and with such a small supply of food, but they are not known for their intelligence. The only scourge capable of thought is a queen, and they are creating a new queen now.”

	“Is that what the big white lump is? A cocoon of some sort?”

	My Nikki had good intuition. It helped that this planet had creatures similar to the scourge. Humans already had a baseline of how they worked. “When she bursts out of her chrysalis, she’ll see the lack of food and reject this site and search for a new location. 

	“We’ll need to loop around the forming nest.”

	It was safest to leave a wide berth around the mycelium network. While the chances of the fungus hopping species without ingestion of large amounts of the fungus were low, it was still unhealthy to breathe it in.

	Hunters were engineered to be able to recover from inhalation damage, but even so, we wore respirators when taking down nests. Our bodies were strong, but biology could only do so much, even when bolstered with genetic engineering.

	Nikki was human and had no such genetic boon to aid her. We would need to make a large detour to keep her safe. 

	I could call for one of the hunters to bring us back by air. I’d originally wanted to travel with Nikki across town by foot, so she’d grow attached to me. But this nest changed things. 

	“I could call the compound and have one of the other hunters retrieve us with their shuttle. I prefer not to ask for help, but if you prefer, I can. It will be more comfortable for you.”

	She fidgeted nervously with the hem of her shirt. “And you said there are humans at your compound?”

	“Yes.” 

	She frowned. “I haven’t had the best experience with people since the world went to shit. Let’s just say I have trust issues. I don’t even know why I’m trusting you. I guess because no Xarc’n hunter has fucked me over yet.”

	“The humans working with us are good people.” I knew they were.

	We’d been working with some of the males all winter to keep the numbers of scourge down. They’d moved into the compound with us during late spring to prepare for the summer swarms.

	“The only two males we had in our group who weren’t trustworthy were the two named Shawn and Benson.”

	Nikki perked up, recognizing the names. 

	“They went to join the group you just left, but not before screwing us over.” I used the term I’d heard Jack and Noah use when referring to their deceit. “The rest of the permanent human members of the compound are good people.”

	I couldn’t vouch for all volunteers from the group who previously called themselves New Franklin, but two of them had fought with me through the last swarm, and they were good males. I knew they’d done some house cleaning at the beginning of the hot season and had taken care of the corrupt hiding in their ranks. 

	“I’m sure they are, but I’m not ready to meet new people if I can help it.” She made a wry face and snorted. “The only reason I’m still alive is because I belonged to a group that forced people out of their food and supplies. It was ‘eat the food and deal with the guilt’ or starve and die. They aren’t even the worst of the lot. There are cannibals out there.”

	“There was a known cannibal group in the area. Two of the females in our group had run-ins with them.” They’d targeted hunters as well, but I let that slide.

	“I bet they were the same ones that broke off from the group we just escaped. It was one line some of the men there were willing to cross. The leader confiscated all their weapons while they slept and pushed them out, saying that if he saw them in the area again, he would shoot them on sight.” 

	Nikki was probably correct. The group had been on the south edge of Franklin, but not as far south as the building we’d just left and a little bit to the east, in Kaj’k’s old territory.

	“They are gone now. They got desperate enough to eat the scourge.”

	She laughed; it came out bitter and aloof. “You want to know the truth?” She didn’t give me time to reply. “The only reason I trust you is because everyone knows the Xarc’n hunters get their food delivered to them somehow. You guys eat your nutrition bars. I’m not your dinner. We’re told Xarc’n hunters want women for sex. That, I’m willing to trade.” 

	I made to protest, but she put a hand onto my forearm. 

	“I know. You don’t want it to be a trade. It won’t be. You’re a good guy. I think this is the first time I’ve had my hackles down in months.” She peered up at me through her lashes. “Thank you. I just want to travel with you a while, knowing I’m safe.”

	I felt that unfamiliar tugging in my chest again.

	“Then we will go by foot, and I will keep you safe.” 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8: Nikki 

	I got lucky when we checked the garage of the house we’d ducked into and found me a bike. It was a bike for teenage girl, with pink tassels and a basket. With the sun coming up, I was able to ride instead of walk. 

	I felt too tall and gangly, all elbows and knees, on the tiny bicycle, and I probably looked even sillier. 

	Koriv’n had no trouble keeping up with me on foot, and we made good time, even after making a huge loop around the future nest. I was happy to be as far away from that creepy place as possible. Seeing all those humans mill around, waiting to become bug chow, was so abhorrent it made me physically ill. 

	Even if those people had done horrible things to survive, they didn’t deserve a death like that. Koriv’n had assured me he’d return with one of the other hunters to put them out of their misery and wipe the area clean. Not a thread of the mycelium would be left after the cleansing fire.

	We didn’t bump into any more of the bugs the rest of the way through town. It was almost a pleasant experience—almost. That was if I ignored the grim post-apocalyptic landscape. 

	The queasiness started as we approached my old neighborhood. I hadn’t been back here since winter, when Jason came back for his gun and ammo. I knew better than to believe the house would be the same as I’d left it. We’d taken everything we could, except for the very thing he’d come back for. That gun was going nowhere; I’d hidden the key to the safe in the soil of a dead potted plant. 

	I’d been angry at him at the time and silently sabotaging him was the only act of rebellion I could afford. Also, if I ever tried to make it on my own, like right now, I’d know where I’d find a weapon.

	I rolled to a stop in front of the overgrown yard, and Koriv’n stopped beside me. He must have felt the apprehension rolling off my body because he took my hand and gave it a squeeze. I appreciated knowing I wasn’t alone. I had an ally now. 

	The front window was broken from the last time I was here. We’d lost the key and had broken into our own house.

	I stepped over the glass and checked the front door. It was unlocked, just as I'd left it. As I'd surmised, the inside was thoroughly looted, but I knew the gun would still be there. The cabinet was bolted to the closet wall, and I doubted anyone would go through the trouble of unbolting a heavy metal cabinet and dragging it with them without knowing if there was anything useful inside.

	Even knowing what was inside, Jason had decided it wasn’t worth the hassle.

	Foragers were not known to dump out potted plants to look for keys.

	Koriv’n checked the house to ensure we were safe, locked the door, and pushed my old china cabinet in front of the broken window. He paused to stare at a framed picture of Jason and me in Mexico from a trip a few years ago. 

	I wasn’t good at reading his alien features yet, but even I could tell he was not happy at what he saw. Whatever. He could be upset all he wanted. I was a woman with a past; I had a life before all this shit started. I wasn’t that woman anymore, but I couldn’t erase what was.

	I understood now that the hunters were looking for women for more than just sexual purposes; they were looking for company. They were lonely. In my head, I still felt like I had to trade something for his food and care; it was just how things were in this new world. So I traded my companionship. But that didn’t mean I didn’t have a past, a past I intended to erase as much as I could now.

	I headed up the stairs, a woman on a mission. The first order of operations was footwear. These loose men’s runners were rubbing blisters into my heels. I envied women with the average size sevens and eights; it was easier for them to forage for shoes during the end of the world. 

	Before the leader had implemented the no shoes for women rule after one of the women ran, I’d worn men’s shoes. I’d learned quickly that a men’s size eight and a half was a women’s size ten.

	Luckily, no one had foraged my two pairs of runners or my snow boots. I’d kept them at the back of my closet behind my sandals and pumps. That was the flip side of having a less common size. My shoes were still mine.

	I wiggled my feet, glad to have something that fit. I stuffed the second pair of runners into my bag. Then, realizing there was no room for my winter boots, I tied them together with an extra pair of shoelaces and strapped them to the outside of the bag.

	Most of my wardrobe had been pulled out and scattered on the ground by the last forager in the house. I picked out what I wanted to keep and stuffed them into my bag, including a good handful of socks and underwear. 

	The way Koriv’n spoke of the compound he was taking me to, it seemed I might be able to keep a few personal items. He’d mentioned the other hunters having shuttles, but I didn’t know if he had his own. 

	My alien protector watched with interest as I dumped the pot of bone-dry potting mix out onto the carpet and dug around for the key. Then he followed me to the gun cabinet bolted to the home office closet wall. 

	I didn’t know why I told him the story, but it felt good to let it out. “Jason and I were away from the home when the bugs hit. It took us a long time before we got back. It was after he’d already committed himself to that horrible group. He promised them the gun and ammo and anything else useful we found. 

	“When I got here, the first thing I did was hide the key to the cabinet in the dead plant. He never found it. We ended up taking the ammo not in the cabinet and everything edible in the house back with us. He told the leader the gun was already gone. He was happy enough with the extra ammo.”

	I wasn’t a great shot, but I planned on learning. Koriv’n had a blaster on his belt, though he never used it. Maybe he could teach me how to shoot. A gun was different, but aiming was aiming, right? I was not cut out for the bugpocalypse.

	I packed the gun and all the ammo in the cabinet into my now-full bag. I almost went for my gym bag but decided a backpack was easier to carry with its centered weight. Also, I couldn’t imagine squeezing through tight spots or running from a bug with a bulky gym bag. 

	One last thing to do. I stomped back to the bedroom, stepped up on the bed, and pulled down our wedding photo. Till death did us part? Well, he was dead to me.

	“Will a fire in the fireplace be safe?” I asked as I went down the stairs with the large photo frame in hand. I didn’t want it to attract attention to us.

	“The flyers are coming out now. Even if humans see the smoke, they will have to get through the flyers. And the scourge have not yet associated smoke with food.”

	I started the fire, and once it was large enough, I stuffed the wedding photo into the flames. Then I went to the sink, found a patch of dried-up detergent, and tried to use it to take off my ring. But without water, the detergent wasn’t slippery enough. 

	I struggled with the ring, pulling and twisting. I belonged to no one, and especially not him. I pulled harder on the ring, but it only left my knuckle red and raw. I growled in frustration, and tears squeezed out of my eyes. I wanted this damn thing off my finger.

	“Stop. I will help.” Koriv’n gently took my hands in his.

	He unclipped the flask from his belt. It had been filled with plain water from a rare, unopened water bottle we’d found next to my bike. He wet the patch of dried lemon-scented dish soap, then carefully rubbed it around the ring. With a tenderness I found surprising from such a strong warrior, he eased the ring off before rinsing my hands off with the water.

	He held the ring in his palm and turned it over, staring at it intensely for a moment before handing it to me. 

	“Thank you.” 

	I walked over to the fire, and before I could change my mind, I tossed the ring in. That thing had once represented my future, but now it only reminded me of the most painful parts of my past. I grabbed a handful of junk mail still on the side table and fed the flames. Then I stood and watched as the frame of the photo broke down in the fire. 

	The overwhelming urge to scream at the top of my lungs took over. I grabbed the closest cushion from the couch—the one with the disgusting mustard-colored floral pattern cover Jason’s mom had gifted us when we first moved in together—and screamed into it as loud as I could. 

	Koriv’n probably thought I was losing it, and maybe I was. I’d been on the edge of a nervous breakdown for months and months. The entire world I knew was gone, and the only person from my old life had morphed into something so detestable I wanted to feed him to the first bug I saw.

	I didn’t know when the screaming turned into crying, but by the time my sobbing stopped, Koriv’n had carried me up into the guest room and was rocking me like a baby in his arms. 

	“I’m sorry you had to witness that.” Now that it was over, I was embarrassed. I wanted Koriv’n to think I was strong and not a liability. Liabilities weren’t kept around for long during the bugpocalypse. 

	I wiped the tears from my eyes, vowing that those were the last tears I’d ever shed for that asshat. I’d said goodbye to the past, and it felt good. Liberating.

	I didn’t know where Koriv’n was taking me, but I vowed to make the most of it. It was a new start, and my mauve warrior had proven to be an honest-to-goodness “good guy.” Maybe the humans there really were decent people. That was enough to keep me going.

	Koriv’n lowered me into the bed and draped the guest blanket around me. 

	“Rest. We need to move again once the flyers clear the sky.” A large mauve hand ruffled my hair affectionately. 

	Suddenly, I could barely keep my eyes open. It felt as if I’d been up for days. The feeling reminded me of the early days of the bug infestation when I was constantly on the run. But back then, I’d never felt safe enough to close my eyes and rest. I had to stay vigilant. 

	It wasn’t just the bugs, though they were usually the final cause of death for those who never made it. It was everyone and everything. Anyone I’d met was liable to stab me in the back and throw me to the bugs to buy themselves a few more seconds to get away. No one and nothing was safe.

	Koriv’n was safe. I closed my eyes with him sitting beside me, and before I knew it, I slept.

	 


Chapter 9: Koriv’n 

	I went around the house, looking for every single image of my Nikki with that male and throwing them into the fire. I recognized the face in those photos. The male who had hurt her had acted as her mate once. It angered me that someone who was supposed to protect her had taken advantage of her instead. No wonder she had no trust for humans. 

	I knew what that ring represented; I’d come across it in my research and had collected many like it for when I finally met my mate. I was glad my Nikki had thrown it into the fire. She had no more love for that male.

	Would Nikki ever be willing to love a male again after her betrayal? Humans did not form a mating bond as we did. It was both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because it meant Nikki could love again. A curse because there would be no permanent bond on her end. Instead, when a Xarc’n mated with a human female, we relied on their love for us in return. I would have to work twice as hard to convince her.

	I went through the house looking for useful items, and found several boxes of packaged drinks wrapped in plastic that had been missed by the last foragers. She would probably enjoy this when she woke.

	I recognized the fruit on the box: apples. The compound had been out picking apples at the orchard yesterday. My team had split off to cover a residential street with a pear tree and some berries when we’d run into the armed men who ended up kidnapping Lena and Evie.

	Was that just yesterday? It felt as if I’d known Nikki for much longer. Maybe it was because I’d been searching for her for months.

	I sat on the couch facing the broken window. With only a cabinet pushed in front, it wasn’t secure. I wanted to rest but needed to make sure I was ready at the first sign of trouble. The flyers were patrolling the air now, alerting their scuttler companions on the ground of any movement. 

	I closed my eyes but kept my ears trained for any strange noises.

	Only about one Earth hour had passed before I heard it: the sound of an Earth vehicle approaching. What type of idiot would drive around in a noisy vehicle during the height of the day? Even with our cloaking technology, hunters avoided flying our shuttles during high noon.

	There’d been reports of flyers guessing the location of a shuttle or bumping into one accidentally and attaching themselves onto the hull. The rest would pile on, bringing down the vessel. 

	This was less of an issue when we drove our shuttles along the ground, but even then, the flyers would call in scuttlers to our location. Nothing a hunter couldn’t handle if the groups were small; we’d just get out of the shuttle and hunt them down. But a human driver would struggle if their vehicle were overrun.

	I hurried up the stairs to find Nikki already awake and looking out the window. 

	“Shit! He’s here. I recognize that van. It’s armored, but he’s crazy to be driving it now. He must be too pissed to use his few remaining brain cells.” 

	I threw her a package of the apple juice, and she drank it down fast, mumbling something about wishing she had time to make coffee as she ran down the stairs. Her bag waited for her on the table, and her shoes were already on since she’d fallen asleep with them. When we first started living with the humans at the compound, they’d rarely removed their shoes, claiming they needed to be always prepared and ready to run.

	“I shouldn’t have fallen asleep. Damn it! I shouldn’t have come at all. I’ve put us in danger, and for what? Some catharsis and a gun? I should have known he’d check here first.” She looked at the fire. “Shit. He’ll know we were here.” 

	“We’ll make a distraction. Make the fire bigger. A burning house will confuse them, keep them off our trail.” 

	We rekindled the dying flames with more of the papers on the counter. They burned readily, and the fire grew fast. Then I took the fluffy throw from the couch and threw it into the fire; it landed half in half out of the fireplace. We piled the rest of the cushions on top.

	The van stopped in front of the house, the sound of the idling engine calling in every flyer in the area. I started to push more furniture in front of the broken window to make it harder to enter, but Nikki stopped me. 

	“He has the key. He picked up the spare as a momento after we broke in last time. He’ll just come through the door.”

	Just as the cushion caught flame, we heard the jiggling of the doorknob. 

	I led Nikki through the back sliding door, closing the curtains and door behind us, so it wasn’t clear at first glance we’d gone out the back.

	There were more flyers than I expected overhead, their keen eyes and ears focused on the vehicle. Lucky for us, there were several mature trees, and we stayed under their small noon shadows until we reached the chain-link fence. I helped Nikki over, and she ducked into a small utility shed a few yards away.

	Damn those human males for driving such a loud vehicle. Now that the van was no longer moving, the flyers would be looking for movement elsewhere. Sure, they might attack the vehicle a few times, but when they realized there was nothing edible inside—the two males had already run into the house—they’d cast their keen eyes around for prey. The only other food source in the area was Nikki.

	I needed to get her out of here before the scuttlers arrived. This little shed was not safe. It hid her from the flyers but would do nothing to protect her from scuttlers and spitters. Also, it was most likely the next place the human males would check after realizing we’d left through the back.

	Nikki blamed herself for coming here, but I understood the need. She’d needed to see the home one last time, and the weapon would be useful when I wasn’t there to protect her. Though I doubted I would ever leave her undefended if I could help it.

	The back door to Nikki’s old house opened, and two males stumbled out, choking and coughing. A sheet of smoke billowed out with them. It seemed they’d found our little present. The flyers overhead homed in on them. Their coughing was a loud beacon in the abandoned neighborhood. 

	The flyers screeched, alerting their peers on the ground of prey. They swooped low, getting close to the house. The males were stuck, unable to head back into the house because of the smoke and flames.

	With the flyers distracted, we took the opportunity to run across the yard, then ducked into some overgrown bushes on the other side.

	A scream had me looking back just in time to watch the male named Jason bash his companion hard in the knees with a bat. He shoved the screaming male out into the backyard. The flyers zeroed in and dove down on him immediately. 

	As the flyers converged on the screaming male on the ground, Jason ran around the side of the house along the wall, making his way back to the van. Despite the screeching of the flyers as they attacked, I heard the vehicle on the other side of the house start up moments later. The flyers, their attention already focused on tearing up their victim, ignored the van. 

	I looked over at Nikki, but she didn’t look surprised at his actions.

	This male had no honor. None of the humans at our compound would sacrifice another member to survive. They were brave and stood with the hunters on the roof to fight the swarm. No wonder Nikki had such hatred for him and no trust for other humans. This was the type of people she’d been living with.

	The fact that this despicable male was of the same species as the honorable individuals at our compound confused me. 

	Nikki would learn to trust again; I’d make sure of it. The humans and hunters at our compound would teach her, just as they’d taught me how it was to be part of a team. 

	Hunters usually hunted alone during the cooler months, only joining up to tackle large summer swarms or to destroy a nest. On the whole, a hunter’s life was a lonely one. But with so many mated hunters and mated human males—they’d started referring to their females in Xarc’n terms—we’d decided to stay together past the swarming season. 

	I couldn’t wait to show Nikki a better life. But first, I had to get her to safety.

	She pointed to a raised porch across the street, one we could duck under. The way to it was awfully bare of trees, however, and we needed to run now to get there before the flyers finished their snack and saw us. I also needed to get Nikki safely inside a home before the scuttlers arrived.

	We ran across the street toward the porch. The scuttlers showed up at the end of the street just as we got across. That porch wasn’t much use now; it wouldn’t protect Nikki while I fought. 

	Nikki ran toward the closest door, rattling the doorknob. When it didn’t budge, she didn’t hesitate. She jumped off the porch and ran for the next house. This house had a broken window; it would offer little protection. She moved fast, going from house to house until she finally found an unlocked door. She ducked inside and waited for me to enter.

	I shook my head; a gesture I’d picked up from the humans I worked with. “I’ll take care of this group.”

	The scuttlers were still scurrying down the street toward us. We had time. I pulled her out to the front step of the house and stood two steps below her so we were closer in height. I held her in my arms and leaned forward to brush my cheek against hers, careful not to hurt her with my horns. 

	I tilted my face and caught her lips in mine as I’d seen the mated warriors do with their females. She didn’t pull away. Instead, she kissed me back, a good thing too, because I didn’t know what I was doing. I moved my lips against hers, copying her motions. Our first kiss was cut short by the sounds of dozens of scurrying legs. 

	“Be careful,” she said, squeezing my shoulders. Then she ducked back into the house.

	Wanting to stay close to Nikki, I took my sword from my back as I waited for the scuttlers to come to me.

	 


Chapter 10: Nikki 

	I didn’t lock the door. The last I’d checked, the bugs couldn’t turn doorknobs, but they could break down the door with time—those claws were not for show—and Koriv’n might need to duck in if things got dicey out there.

	I also wasn’t stupid enough to relax once I was inside the home. Everyone had heard stories of people boarding up a place thinking it was safe only to find out they’d unwittingly trapped themselves with feeding scuttlers or dangerous strangers.

	I checked the ground floor first. It was empty. I made sure the back entrance was closed but unlocked in case I needed to make a quick getaway. I took a chair and leaned it on the door to the basement. I doubted there was anything down there, but you could never be too sure. They’d need to knock over the chair to get out, giving me tons of notice. 

	Then, grabbing a cleaver from the kitchen, I snuck up the stairs. The second floor was empty too, but it didn’t stop my heart from pounding out of my chest as I checked each room and closet.

	I checked the bathroom for useful items and found some antiseptic spray. I stuffed it into my already too full backpack. It was hard not to want to take everything useful with me, but I knew carrying too much would also slow me down. There were always difficult choices to be made. 

	I headed back downstairs. When the chaos had first started, I’d learned quickly not to stay on the second floor, where you can become trapped. It was easier to run from dangerous people when there was an exit nearby. 

	One time, I was separated from Jason and stuck hiding in a kid’s closet all night, because some scary armed men decided to use the house I was staying in as a rest stop. They’d opened the closet door, too, but hadn’t looked further when they saw it was useless children’s clothes. I’d been lucky they’d stayed downstairs and left the next morning. 

	Even with the ex-military group, we’d stayed on the ground floor. They’d used the second floor as storage and for shooting and burning down the bugs when they swarmed. I knew other groups used the roof since the bugs had difficulty climbing up until this summer. But our group had been more focused on human attacks, probably because they were the type to attack other people. 

	The only reason I’d been okay napping on the second floor of my house was because I’d known Koriv’n stood watch. 

	I took the gun out of my bag. It was stored unloaded, so I dug out some rounds to load the magazine. I popped the magazine back into the pistol, then just to be prepared, I loaded the two spare magazines and put them into the outer pocket of my bag. 

	What some zombie movies got wrong was that a Glock didn’t have a manual safety; there was no safety to turn off. Instead, they had a trigger safety that required the trigger to be pulled in a certain way for the gun to fire. 

	I stared at the holster, realizing it needed a belt. I could run upstairs to look for one, but the simple curtain ties caught my attention. Tearing one off the wall, I threaded the holster through and tied the weapon to my hips. My pants didn’t have belt loops, but it would do for now. 

	The loud crash of breaking glass rang through the home, triggering the familiar rush of adrenaline. I peeked around the wall to the front dining room window to see a scuttler on its back, struggling to get up. It was missing a few legs, and one of its bladed claws was broken in half, but it was still dangerous. It didn’t need all its legs to move, and a broken claw was still deadly.

	The gun wasn’t for the bugs. I knew I’d need to hit it in the head, preferably in one of the eyes, to stop it. That wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t have enough practice for that.

	I made it to the back door just as the scuttler got to its feet. It noticed me immediately, sensing prey through its chemical receptors. The hair at the back of my neck stood at attention, and tingles shot down my spine.

	Shit! I hadn’t resprayed the perfume recently. 

	I struggled with the sliding door to the backyard and stepped right into the second screen door I’d forgotten about. I needed to calm down before I made a deadly mistake. Finally out the door, I slid it shut as the scuttler charged through the living room toward me. The door slammed shut on its already broke claw, the appendage stopping the door from sliding shut completely.

	I could stay here and try to keep the door between us, hoping I had the upper hand. It was easier for me to keep the door closed than for it to push it open with a broken claw. However, I wasn’t particularly strong. I might not be able to hold for long, and if other scuttlers found me, I’d be screwed. I was lucky the skies were devoid of flyers; they’d followed the noisy van away.

	The second option was to book it across the yard and over the next fence, hoping the scuttler’s missing limbs would slow it down. It was a crappy climber to begin with, but short fences like these usually didn’t stop them. This option relied on me finding another unlocked door as soon as possible.

	The last option was to shoot the scuttler. With its claw stuck in the door, it couldn’t move much, and I doubted I would miss the head if I shot through the gap. I didn’t have a silencer, though, and the shot would call every creepy crawly in the area to me. Nope. That wasn’t an option. 

	With just the glass door in between us, I got an up-close look at the horrible monster, and I had to look away. Just looking at it made me feel like I was going to die. I’d only gotten this close to those walking nightmares a few times and never for this long.

	I had to get out of here. Holding this door closed was draining my energy, and anytime now, a flyer would spot me and call out an alarm. Then I’d be toast.

	I scanned the area, looking for my best option. If I let go of the door, I had to move, pronto. I could try to climb the chain-link fence, or I could try to fiddle with the latch at the gate to get back to the front of the house. Koriv’n was at the front of the building, but so were the rest of the scuttlers. 

	Deciding to head toward Koriv’n and his glowing blade of bug destruction, I made my choice. I took a big breath before releasing the door and sprinted across the patio toward the side of the house. I knocked over as many of the chairs on the patio as I could so the ugly mofo had to crawl over or around them. 

	I fumbled with the latch, the adrenaline making my hands shake. The fight or flight response made me a good runner, but it was horrible for dextrous tasks. I heard the dreaded thing salivating at my heels. I got the latch opened, ran through the gate, and slammed it behind me. These latches automatically locked when the gate closed completely; I was hoping the bug would need to climb over it.

	I continued running, scanning for Koriv’n. At first, all I saw were piles of bug carcasses, some with legs still twitching from fried nerves. Damn! That was a lot of bugs.

	Then the welcome sight of mauve skin greeted me. I started toward him, until I saw what he fought: one of those new bugs he’d called a centicreep. The thing was huge. And long. And holy hell, it was fast too!

	Oh, fuckity fuck! 

	I was glad I’d chosen not to shoot the scuttler. I’d be as good as dead if I had that thing after me.

	I should’ve run for the back fence instead. Out here, I was only a distraction for Koriv’n. I didn’t want to be the reason the centicreep got the upper hand. So I ran.

	I was out of practice. At the start of the bugpocalypse, I’d considered myself one of the better runners. But after a winter of playing crack house with the ex-military group, I’d lost a lot of my endurance. 

	I ran to the next house over, praying the door was unlocked and the window wasn’t broken. It wasn’t. The scuttler was slower than usual, having lost some of its legs and dragging a claw on the ground, giving me extra time. I hopped over the porch railing, not taking the time to go back down the stairs. That was when I saw the axe leaning against the side of the house.

	The scuttler was closing in. I could try the next house, but if that door was locked or if it had a smashed window, making it useless for hiding in, I was screwed. I picked up the axe and hefted it in my hands. The thing was substantial, heavier than I’d thought it would be. Maybe I was just weaker after a year of malnutrition eating away at my muscles. But heavy was good. Heavy meant I could kill this thing with one good hit; that was, if I could even swing it.

	The bug rounded the corner and ran toward me, the broken claw now completely missing. It had left it one driveway back. With the bug in front of me and adrenaline coursing through my veins, I swung the axe with no problem. 

	Knowing I didn’t have the reach to hit it on the head without getting too close to the remaining claw, I swung for the claw. It flew off, hitting the side of the house. Then I swung again, smashing the axe into the monster’s head. The blade sunk in, and the exoskeleton caved around it. 

	I didn’t stop there. I raised the weapon and brought it down again, this time hitting it in the joint where one of its now broken claws joined the body. I hit it again and again until my arms could no longer lift the heavy axe. 

	It wasn’t the smartest thing, to waste my energy, but I wasn’t exactly thinking here. I was in survival mode, and the brain didn’t always factor in during emergencies. Remember those zombie movies? Yeah, I understood why not everyone acted intelligently while faced with a crisis. 

	It was easy to call someone “too stupid to live” from the comfort of my couch or bed, but brains didn’t always work at full capacity during a life or death situation. 

	I dragged the axe behind me, not willing to let it go. 

	A sound had me turning around, but it was just Koriv’n, covered in gore and favoring one leg. No bugs followed us.

	“We did it.” I latched onto his arm, still refusing to release my weapon.

	Together, we limped to the next house.

	 


Chapter 11: Koriv’n 

	Nikki knelt on the rug in front of the couch and held the medical unit over the cut at the back of my leg. 

	I’d never fought one of those centicreeps and a pile of scuttlers before. The general tactic for dealing with the long scourge mutants was to isolate them on a roof and shoot off as many of the dangerous body sections as possible from afar before going in for the final kill. The general tactic for scuttlers was to stick with the blade.

	Not being able to switch to my blaster because I was too busy slashing with my sword had proven to be a challenge. Also, centicreeps were fast. Luckily for me, I was one of the fastest hunters in the area.

	Unlike the basic scourge units, which had five body segments and a head, the centicreeps had many articulations, each one with a pair of legs. Each section also had a sharp blade, pointing backward, on either side of the carapace. This new scourge variant moved in a disturbing way, even to me, someone who’d faced the scourge my whole life. 

	It was fast and slinked along the ground, able to scale vertical walls and wind through rubble. The scourge created unique mutations for every planet, and this one was one of the most challenging I’d seen, though I’d only been on one other planet previously. 

	One of the blades along the side of its body had nicked me in the calf during one of the beast’s thrashing attacks. The blades along the side of its body were tipped with the same toxins as the scuttlers’ claws. While the compound had preservative qualities, its main job was to immobilize the scourges’ victims. 

	If the wound was large enough, the paralyzing agent rendered the limb useless. Some victims lost feeling and control in the limb completely, while others suffered from shooting pains. The scourge enjoyed their meat fresh, and the toxin also kept the prey alive and preserved, trapped in living horror as they were carried back to the nest and kept until devoured.

	As a Xarc’n hunter, I was engineered to handle small amounts of the toxin. Our bodies broke down the chemicals and flushed them from our systems. We were resistant to it but not immune. Large injuries still took us out of commission.

	The cut on my calf wasn’t deep, and I hadn’t gotten a large enough dose of the toxin to worry. I’d flushed it thoroughly with the remainder of the water in my flask and her bottle the moment we’d found a safe spot to hide. We’d also cleaned up the best we could with the towels in the house. With the medical unit’s help, I should be ready to travel again in a few hours. 

	Nikki needed to rest. She’d barely slept at her house before the vehicle had arrived, bringing the scourge with it. 

	“I shouldn’t have insisted we go by foot or stop at my old house.”

	She was blaming herself again.

	“You couldn’t have guessed the male would be stupid enough to drive in a loud vehicle while the flyers were out. Don’t blame yourself.” I reached down to squeeze her knee. “I wanted to go by foot as well so we could spend more time together before you meet everyone else.” 

	I debated whether to tell her the next part and decided there were no reasons not to. “When we get back to the compound, I want you to choose to stay with me instead of leaving with the volunteer human males when they return to New Franklin.”

	Her body language changed, stiffening. “Did—did you just say New Franklin?”

	I peered at her from my prone position on the couch, trying to read her face. “They used to call it that. They don’t anymore; not after they lost almost half their numbers this spring. I don’t know what they call it now.”

	“I see.” She was quiet for a while after that. Then after a long silence, she said, “That was where I wanted to go last summer and where I was planning on running off to if I got free. The plan was to only travel during dawn and dusk when there was still enough light to see, but the bugs were not out.” She laughed bitterly. “Now I realize how dumb that was. I couldn’t survive out here.”

	“You took down that scuttler on your own,” I reminded her. “You were vicious, like one of your Earth lions.”

	I’d watched in horror as the scuttler had crashed into the window, breaking it, but the centicreep had just shown up on the scene, and leading it to Nikki would be worse. My only choice was to take down the centicreep first, then rescue my female. But my female hadn’t needed rescuing. By the time I got to her, the scuttler was dead.

	“And what do you know about lions?”

	I told her about the prides of lions hunters had saved on the African continent, and that there should enough of them for a viable gene pool.

	“I’m about as dangerous as a cub.”

	I frowned. “I thought baby cats are called kittens.” 

	“English is weird like that.”

	“Cub doesn’t sound right. You are the most dangerous kitten.”

	She laughed and made a snarling sound.

	The medical device buzzed and turned off. 

	“Okay, I think that means you’re done.” She hooked the device back onto the side of my belt, then smacked my butt.

	“Hey!” I slapped her ass lightly in return as she stood. 

	I sat and had her in my lap in an instant.

	“You sure move fast for someone who just had bug toxin in you.” She put her cheek to mine as I did to her before I’d left to fight the scourge. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 

	Nikki pushed a stray piece of hair off my face, brushing the base of my horns. 

	I closed my eyes and sighed. Our horns were sensitive, and it felt nice to have her fingers on them. 

	“Can I touch them?” she asked.

	“Yes!” I exclaimed, sounding much too eager.

	She giggled. “I’m guessing it feels good to have them touched?” She rubbed them tentatively, and I groaned. “I’ll take that as a yes. If they are this sensitive, then how do you use them?”

	“I don’t feel much with hard, blunt force, just a vibration.” I struggled to find a way to explain it. “Some humans are ticklish when touched lightly but do not react to a normal touch.” Ticklishness was an idea that hunters had a hard time wrapping our minds around. It didn’t seem a useful trait to have evolved when more nuanced pressure sensors would have done a better job.

	“I see.” She explored my horns as if fascinated by them.

	I loved having her hands on me as much as I loved having her on my lap. I wanted to have her close to me always. She smelled good, the scent heady and addictive. As she explored, my body reacted. My cock hardened in my loincloth and pressed against her thigh. 

	I leaned into her hands, my chest rumbling louder than ever. The scent of her arousal hit my nose, and I dug my fingers into the floral fabric of the couch to stop myself from grabbing her and—

	Rip! The couch ripped from my claws as they extended from their retracted position. I released the couch and retracted my claws. I wrapped my arms around her instead, pulling her close. 

	I nuzzled at her nose with mine, and she tilted her head, her lips aiming for mine—and hissed. She pulled away, cradling her neck gingerly.

	“You are hurt.” I’d noticed her moving stiffly since our encounter with the bugs outside, but I hadn’t scented any blood on her, so I hadn’t mentioned it.

	“I think I pulled a muscle in my neck.” She rubbed at the back of her neck on the right side. “I kind of lost my shit on the bug and just kept smashing it. It’s just starting to stiffen up now.”

	I stood, picking her up in my arms, and headed up the stairs. “We will get the medical device on it, and after a rest, you should be good again.”

	The armrest of the couch was high and would make a bad support for her neck. A mattress and pillows were best.

	“Shouldn’t we stay on the ground floor in case we have to run?”

	I frowned. “No. This home is more secure. All the windows are intact. And if we are on the second floor, the scourge are less likely to sense our movements. I doubt the human male who once acted as your mate knows we are here. You are safe.”

	I sat her down on the cleanest bed, one with pictures of human-made vehicles on the cover.

	“My mate? Oh, you mean my ex.” She scowled, and even that expression was adorable on her. “He’s nothing to me now and hasn’t been for a long time.”

	“Good. You have me now.” I took the healing device from my belt and set it for muscular injuries on humans. “I will convince you I am a better choice.”

	Nikki laughed. “You just took down a whole pack of bugs and a giant man-eating centipede, and you’ve been nothing but nice to me. Of course you are a better choice. I’m not sure I’m ready for anything serious, but I’m sticking with you for now.”

	“Do you regret choosing to travel with me on foot?” I tilted her head and held the device in place. 

	“No way! Sure, that encounter was scary, but we’re still alive, aren’t we? And you know, it felt good to know I could kill one of those things. And besides, they brought those bugs on us. We would’ve been fine otherwise.”

	“So you don’t mind traveling on foot the rest of the way?” 

	She might say I was a better choice, but she’d spent the last year with males who made me look like the planet’s best prize. What if she changed her mind when she met the human males at the compound? She’d mentioned that New Franklin had been her initial choice. She might be tempted to leave with the volunteer human warriors. 

	“Is that your way of asking for a date? I think I can handle that.”

	“I do not have flowers or chocolate.”

	She pulled her bag up onto the bed and rummaged around in it, pulling out the candy bar I’d given her last night. “I’m happy with this.” She opened it and took a bite. “This is exactly what I need after bashing a bug with an axe.”

	She held the sweet treat out to me, but I declined. “Too sweet for hunters.”

	“The flowers can wait. Let’s go the rest of the way by foot. We made it this far already. And we can spend more time together before I meet everyone else.”

	She used my own reason back on me. I grinned. She might not be ready for anything serious, but I’d take what I could get.

	“We might want to find me another bike so we can travel faster.” She yawned. “Oh man, I’m exhausted.” She lay down, adjusting the pillows to keep her neck supported.

	I held the device on her and gave her a head rub with my other hand. 

	“That’s nice,” she hummed, closing her eyes. 

	The medical device healed wounds fast but tired the user out. After using it, hunters rested or slept if we could.

	I was disappointed we didn’t get to explore each other more, but she’d stopped smelling of arousal, and she was tired. We’d have more opportunities, especially since she’d decided to travel the rest of the way with me on foot. 

	I doubted we’d run into more trouble. The van had sped off in the opposite direction, and even if it did return, I’d protect her. That male would never hold my Nikki in his arms again. She was mine now. 

	The medical device buzzed, and Nikki woke in a panic, gasping. 

	“It’s okay,” I assured her. “Rest. I’m right here.”

	She took my hand and held it in hers before closing her eyes again.

	I unclipped my communicator from my belt and dialed Tarv’k to update him of our situation. He’d planned on looking for us if I did not contact him today. He and his mate, Evie, would be interested in knowing I got Nikki out successfully. The females at the compound would be excited to meet her. 

	Nikki didn’t know it yet, but she’d be happy there. 

	 


Chapter 12: Nikki 

	I knew it was silly to want to travel by foot even after what had already happened. If a character in a zombie movie had made that decision, I would have yelled at the screen. But I trusted Koriv’n to protect me, and we both wanted to spend time alone before adding other people to the mix. Things always got complicated with more chefs in the kitchen, and I wanted to enjoy things as they were now—just the two of us. 

	I hadn’t missed his reaction to me touching his horns. Who knew horns were erogenous zones? I blamed my stupid neck for ruining everything. I was going in for the kiss when it seized up. By the time my neck calmed down from the medical device, the moment was long over. I was also suddenly too tired to keep my eyes open.

	Koriv’n had explained later that it was a common side effect of the healing device. I’d woken up with him curled around me on the bed. He’d been tired and needed the rest, too. 

	I’d lain there watching him as he slept. His features looked so much younger in repose, though I couldn’t really tell age on these Xarc’n hunters. 

	Koriv’n worried I’d leave with one of the men from New Franklin, or what was left of the settlement, but his fears were unfounded. Unless he did something horrendous now, I doubted I’d leave him.

	I wasn’t sure I’d be ready for anything serious for a long time, but I didn’t mind starting something fun with Koriv’n. Dating I could handle. It wasn’t like we were getting hitched or anything.

	Koriv’n had been sure the rest of our travels to the compound would be eventless, and he was correct. I hadn’t needed to use the axe again. Not even once. 

	We found a bigger, more comfortable bike for me to ride, and I had to decide between the bike and the axe since riding with it was difficult. I had no effective way to strap it onto my body without it also getting in my way. I chose the bike and left the axe leaning next to a tree, but not before I thanked it for saving my life. Maybe it would save another life in the future.

	 Traveling through the later part of the afternoon, we made it to the compound right around sunset. I couldn’t believe we’d made it all the way across Franklin before sundown, even with all the detours and distractions. I had the bike to thank.

	We reached an industrial area blocked off with tall fences and a gate. Koriv’n passed his communicator over the lock at the gate, and it opened. He stepped through, leading me by the hand. I hesitated.

	“You’ll like it here. I promise. And if you don’t, you can hide out in my shuttle and pretend it’s just us."

	That would be nice, just him and me in his shuttle, but I knew I needed to make an effort to get to know these people. This was their compound, after all. We’d have time alone together later.

	He unlocked the door to one of the buildings with no windows on the first floor. A soft light shone from the second-floor windows. The inside was lit with artificial light instead of a campfire; with the other group, we’d used dung fires, which was why everything smelled so bad. I blinked a few times, taking everything in.

	The first thing that hit me was the smell of food. Real food. With meat, and veggies, and spices and—my stomach growled. I’d made a lot of the meals for the ex-military group, but I hadn’t had much to work with, so most meals were rice, beans, and powdered mash potatoes. We’d found tubs and tubs of that stuff from some prepper’s stash over the winter, and we were all sick of it.

	The place looked so clean and…normal, aside from the strange-looking stairs. The stairs had been knocked out halfway down, the bottom half replaced by a five-step rolling ladder. Whatever worked, I guessed.

	The first floor was a big open space with a myriad of rugs lining the concrete floor. Several mismatched couches formed a semi-circle facing the back wall, and on the back wall was…a screen? This place didn’t scream post-apocalyptic like the place I’d just come from. And it didn’t stink.

	“Nikki?” Meghan’s voice came from one of the couches. Her face popped up over the top, followed by several men’s faces. “You made it!”

	She hopped over the back of the couch, hurried toward me, and gave me a hug. Then she shrank back when she realized how close she was to Koriv’n. She still had fear of the hunters. 

	“Meghan! Can we believe we both got out in the end? You’ve met Koriv’n, right? He said you told him my name.” I tried to ignore the questioning faces staring at us from the couch. I wasn’t ready for that yet.

	Meghan had other ideas. She took my hand, the one that wasn’t attached to Koriv’n’s with a death grip, and pulled me toward the couches. 

	“You’ve got to meet the guys from New Franklin,” she said eagerly. “Well, old New Franklin. Do you remember how we used to whisper about finding them? They’re going to take us back when they leave here!”

	Koriv’n’s hand tightened around mine, and I squeezed it, hoping he understood that I didn’t intend to leave him high and dry. He was safe, and we had a good thing going. 

	I smiled awkwardly back at Meghan as she excitedly pulled us in front of the couches, not sure how to tell her I wouldn’t be leaving with her. I’d been the one who’d been so adamant on New Franklin to begin with.

	A bunch of men, women, and hunters stared back at me, and I instinctively stepped closer to Koriv’n, as if using him as a shield to protect me from all the new faces. 

	“Koriv’n, my man, you rescued the fair damsel,” said a middle-aged but still robust man. “Good on you!”

	“This is Curtis,” Koriv’n said, gesturing to the man. “He fought next to me on the roof during the swarms.”

	“Yep,” Curtis said, drawing out the word. “I’m here to avenge my Bessie. Those buggers took her.”

	“I’m Nikki. And I’m sorry about your Bessie.”

	A few of the men cleared their throats, and one laughed. 

	“Bessie was his best dairy cow,” a black man with a shaved head explained. “I’m Terrance. I fought beside Koriv’n on the roof as well.” He stuck out his hand. 

	I shook it, sensing no malice from any of the people in the room. 

	Then Terrance turned to Koriv’n, and the two bumped fists like two friends greeting each other on a Saturday afternoon. Everything felt surreal. I had a feeling I was going to meet a lot of people in a very short amount of time. Oh boy.

	“This here with the injured leg is Roger,” Meghan said with a little too much pep in her voice. 

	Roger wore a full-on Mohawk. Now I knew who’d hoarded the entire hair gel supply in Franklin after the collapse. 

	“Yo.” He nodded to me but didn’t get up to shake my hand. I understood. He probably didn’t have much use of that leg, especially if it got the bug toxin in it.

	“And next to him is Lenny.”

	Lenny looked like he should be rushing off to his exams. He wore glasses, messing up my theory about people with poor eyesight not making it.

	“How do you fight with glasses on?” I blurted out awkwardly. Then, feeling like I had to explain, I told him about my theory about how people with vision impairment would rarely make it during a zombie apocalypse.

	Lenny took his glasses and dropped them purposefully to the floor. I gasped. But Lenny just picked them up nonchalantly and put them back on his face. “These things are nearly indestructible, and I have two extra pairs. When I fight, I strap them on my face with a retainer strap.”

	“Wow! The more you know. Maybe bad eyesight isn’t a death sentence during a zombie apocalypse after all.”

	“I loved Zombie movies back in the day too!” said a man with a mop of messy brown hair and a voice that sounded older than he looked. The voice sounded familiar like I’d heard it on tv or something, but I couldn’t place it.

	By now, I was already starting to forget the first person I’d been introduced to. The panic must have shown on my face as Meghan continued around the couches throwing names at me, because a small blonde stood and cleared her throat. 

	“Meghan, maybe let Nikki sit down and have a meal first before bombarding her with names.”

	“Oh right, sorry. I got so excited.” 

	Meghan and the blonde picked up two bowls from a long table set up with gas stoves and filled them with food as Koriv’n found a spot on the couch next to two men and sat down, pulling me into his lap. They both gave him fist bumps. I was glad for the ability to hide next to him for a while. I was getting a bit overwhelmed by all the new people.

	The blonde handed me a bowl of stew. “I saw you back at the building when they took me in. I’m so glad you got out. I’m Evie, but if you don’t remember my name tomorrow, I don’t blame you. This is a lot of new faces.” She went to sit next to a Xarc’n hunter with slightly graying temples. 

	That left Meghan to hand her bowl to Koriv’n. She did so gingerly, as if she thought he would attack her. She frowned at my position on Koriv’n’s lap. Then, as she walked back to her couch, she turned back and said, “Thank you for going back for her.”

	Koriv’n grunted, nodded his head just once.

	As I ate, I listened to the group chit-chat and make plans for the next day. The food was delicious, super flavorful compared to the bland crap I’d been cooking. I recognized chunks of the nutrition bars in the stew and what looked like fresh vegetables. Hadn’t Koriv’n mentioned a rooftop garden?

	Everyone seemed so normal, despite Xarc’n hunters and humans mingling and working together.

	The hunter next to Evie pulled out a wire cage covered in a sheet, and Evie told everyone about the baby chicks they’d brought back from their supply run. Baby chicks! They were planning on raising chickens! The whole group at the compound had been working on erecting a proper greenhouse today, and they intended to keep them in there eventually.

	Meanwhile, my old group’s plan for the foreseeable future had been to continue strongarming other groups of their supplies. I was glad this group had so many hunters. Those degenerates had gone after lone hunters before, but they’d think twice about messing with a group this big, especially with their dwindling ammo.

	Something fuzzy caught my eye, and for a moment I thought I was hallucinating. Was that a squirrel on one of the hunter’s shoulders? I rubbed my eyes. Yup, the squirrel was still there. 

	A lady with a mass of dark, curly hair and a tan complexion sitting next to the hunter waved her fingers and grinned at me across the room. She pointed to the poster I hadn’t noticed on the wall, of an overweight hand-drawn cartoon squirrel with the words “DO NOT FEED THE SQUIRREL!” in big, bold, all-capital letters. As the rest of the group assigned tasks for the next day, she picked up the squirrel and turned him sideways, showing his belly.

	Oh yeah, he was a chonker. I could tell it was a boy because I could see his nuts from here. 

	The woman eyed Koriv’n, pointing to her eyes, then at him, then back to her eyes, as if saying she was watching him. Koriv’n tried to hide a sheepish grin, and I suppressed a giggle. So he was one of the culprits responsible for the overfed rodent. 

	Distracted by the chubby squirrel, I didn’t realize the conversation had turned to us, and I suddenly found dozens of pairs of eyes on me. Overwhelmed by the attention, I pressed back against Koriv’n to hide in his familiar presence. 

	 


Chapter 13: Koriv’n 

	I recounted our travels with Nikki in my lap. She wasn’t comfortable with all the new people, and I felt it in her body language. She was safe here though; she’d learn that soon.

	They were not happy to learn of my lost translator and that they may be using it to listen in on our conversations. 

	“So they have our modified cell phones and your translator?” Lena asked, snuggled up next to Gerald. 

	“They won’t be able to charge them without a shuttle. We’ll warn the hunter groups in the area to move over to another frequency so they can’t listen on our calls.” Rajiv’k didn’t look too concerned. He was the one who’d converted the Earth-made devices to work on our networks and to charge in proximity to a hunter’s vessel. “They won’t be able to use the cell phones once the devices run out of battery.” He looked at me. “Your translator would work for a long time still, though.” 

	In my lap, Nikki stiffened and exchanged a look with Meghan. 

	“What is wrong?” I asked. “You can tell us. It is safe to talk.”

	She exchanged more looks with her friend then cleared her throat. “They don’t have a full shuttle, but they have part of one. They wouldn’t let any of the women close to it, but I saw it."

	"One of them said it was the computer and all the important parts, minus the shell,” Meghan added. “But I’m not sure if he was just talking out of his ass.”

	Kaj’k turned to my Nikki. “Do you remember what it looked like?”

	She shook her head. “I just saw a hunk of strange metal. I wouldn’t even have known what it was if they hadn’t been talking about it.”

	“That changes things. I will warn the other hunters in a coded message.” Kaj’k looked back at me. “You might have forgotten about it, but your communicator is still translating all our words in English.”

	I looked down at the device on my belt. I had forgotten about it. 

	“I have an in-ear translator on my shuttle for Nikki.” We didn’t have many left since we’d used so many for the volunteer fighters, but I’d kept silent about the one I kept in my shuttle for my future mate.

	“Good. You can give that to her before heading out to the new nest you found. We should clear it out tonight while every scourge is inside. Bring another hunter with you for backup.”

	Kaj’k was right. We needed to take care of the forming nest before the queen emerged from her chrysalis. Once out, she might decide the area was not rich enough with resources and move to a new location. The scourge were also easier to fight without a queen present. They fought harder to protect a fully-formed queen than one in progress. 

	“I’ll come,” Rayk’n offered. 

	Rayk’n was another hunter from my contingent. He’d spent most of the warm season with another hunter group. Their nest was created under a small village, and the scourge had used up all available food stores to mount this year’s swarms. After Tarv’k and I had helped them clear out their nest, Rayk’n and Mal’k joined our compound permanently. The other hunters from their team joined another nearby group.

	The conversation moved over to ways to help the survivors at the human settlement to shore up for the winter. They planned an exchange system to share survival skills and man, or in our case, hunter power. They needed to learn how to effectively fight the scourge while keeping everyone alive and well-fed, and we needed to learn how to leverage our technology.

	While hunters had a lot of technology at our disposal, the blueprints and the ability to create devices were from our makers, the original Xarc’n race. They’d given us what we needed to do our job, hunt down the scourge, but nothing more. 

	Some hunters like Rajiv’k had an insatiable curiosity and managed to recombine our technologies to make new devices and weapons. Still, on the whole, hunters didn’t know the first thing about the devices and weapons we used, beyond how to use them. If a device stopped working, we simply returned it to the space-bound motherships we used as hubs around each planet, and the retired hunters there recycled the materials and made a new one, using the same blueprints we’d been given centuries ago.

	This was not an option for me. I belonged to no hub. If my devices failed, I had to rely on the goodwill of other hunters, and even that was more than I’d expected. I shouldn’t even be on this planet. One look at the female in my arms, and I knew I’d made the right choice.

	I noticed Nikki had stopped eating. “Are you full?” I asked in a low whisper just for her.

	She nodded, and I took her leftovers and downed them in one large mouthful. The food the humans ate didn’t have enough protein to maintain our muscle mass, but the hunters at the compound had developed a taste for it. We’d ordered nutrition bars with extra protein, the kind we used when healing from injuries, to use as supplemental nourishment. 

	I leaned over and placed both bowls on the low table before pulling her to lean onto my chest. I tried to suppress the rumbling, but it started up anyway. She put her hand on my chest as if she could hide the sound with her palm and looked around, abashed. 

	Meghan frowned at us, but everyone else either pretended not to notice or sent us approving looks. Across the room, Jorg’k sat with Connie in his arms and Tooth on his shoulder, his chest humming softly. Realizing I wasn’t the only one making the affectionate noise, Nikki relaxed, resting her head on my softly rumbling chest.

	We all spent an hour or so in the common area after the evening meal every day. It was a chance for everyone to talk about the day and plan for the future. This was the first time I had a female in my arms, the first time I had a future I wanted to plan for. 

	Nikki listened keenly as everyone talked. The evening meal was an intense time to introduce her to the compound, especially since she’d been wary about meeting new people. However, it was also the best time to show her how our compound worked. We were a team. 

	When she joined with me, and she would, she’d be a part of this team. My body had yet to show the first sign of a mating bond, the inability to release her after touching, and I’d tried to trigger it by touching her every opportunity I had. 

	But I wasn’t worried. We’d had an action-packed trip since we’d met. There’d been no time to relax; we’d been either traveling or exhausted. Now that she was here, it was only a matter of time. The mating bond would come.

	Once upon a time, I’d thought I wanted a mate, any mate. I’d been so disappointed none of the Earth females I’d met so far felt right. They were nice people, pretty and kind, but they weren’t right. I realized now that just any female wouldn’t do. I’d been waiting for Nikki the whole time. 

	Nikki was worth the wait. She was brave and strong. Despite being betrayed, she still had enough optimism to trust me, but not so much as to be foolish. She was wary of others but still gave them a chance, just as she was doing now. She preferred to run when it came to danger—and smartly so—but she fought back like a fierce lion when cornered. She was everything I didn’t know I was looking for. 

	Before long, couples started to excuse themselves to get their evening chores done, lining up to wash and return their bowls. I had a future nest to clean out. As people got up to go, Nikki looked to me for what was happening.

	“We’ll install the translator for you and then head back to the nest in my shuttle. You can relax in it while we clear the place out.”

	Evie approached us. “She doesn’t need to wait in the shuttle while you hunt. She can stay with us. We’ll have some girl talk, and she’ll get a feel of how we work here. We’re night and day from where she and Meghan came from.”

	“I can help clean if you need,” Nikki offered, looking at the growing pile of dishes. 

	If Nikki was comfortable on her own, it was probably best for Rayk’n and I to clear out the nest. Nikki had been grossed out by it earlier. I didn’t want her to see it again if it upset her.

	Cynthia, Cov’k’s mate, chimed in from the side. “Go, Koriv’n. We’ll take care of Nikki; we promise. We don’t bite—well, most of us anyway.”

	“I’ll be fine.” Nikki looked calm, and I didn’t scent any stress. “Please go put those people out of their misery. Nobody deserves that, even if they’re assholes.”

	It wasn’t just her I was worried about. I didn’t want to leave her side either, but I knew I had to leave her to fend for herself at the compound eventually. It would only be a few hours. 

	“I’ll be back soon. Rayk’n and I can clear that place out in minutes now that I am properly armed.” I gave her hand a squeeze. “We’ll do the translator later tonight.”

	“Sounds good. I’ll see you soon.” She licked her lips and leaned in. For a moment, I thought she was going to kiss me, but she hesitated. 

	I didn’t. I pulled her up to her tip toes and covered her mouth with mine. The kiss was short and sweet and just enough to convince me to return to the compound as fast as I could. Those scourge were going to go up in flames in record time.

	I followed Rayk’n up to the roof where my shuttle was parked, leaving my female with Evie and Cynthia.

	“I’m glad one of us found a female,” Rayk’n said as he pulled up the photos I’d sent of the future nest. “I heard Meghan tell the fighters from the human settlement there were more females where they came from, but many were afraid of hunters.”

	“There are. They may be frightened of hunters, but only because their information on us is incorrect.”

	Rayk’n made a bitter sounding noise. “Nothing they said about us on Earth’s official media was correct. And still, look at this place. There are humans willing to work with us. And a group willing to take in two hunters who’d deserted our post. We got lucky.”

	“Yes, we did,” I agreed. “But most hunters on Earth are glad we are here. They need our help. The planet we were supposed to go to was too far gone. There was nothing left to save.”

	“It was. I’m glad we’re here.”

	I thought of my Nikki. “Me too,” I agreed. “Let’s go kick some ‘bug asses!’”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 14: Nikki 

	Cynthia handed me another stack of bowls, and I placed them on the neatly organized shelf. Someone had gone through a lot of effort to make this place visually appealing and highly functional. Someone short, because everything was on the bottom shelves. I took note and avoided putting anything on the top level, just in case. 

	Evie had left Cynthia and I to finish cleaning up. She’d gone with her mate, Tarv’k, in search of a way to house the new chicks. The wire cages were much too small for long-term use, the chicks barely had room to move around, and the greenhouse where she planned on keeping them wasn’t finished yet. Even there, they needed an enclosure.

	I was still in awe that everyone had washed and dried their bowl before leaving. Back with the other group, everyone had their own dishes and cutlery they’d kept in their bag. If we’d had enough clean water to wash communal bowls, the men would’ve just piled it all in the bin used as a sink and left the cleaning for the women.

	Cynthia showed me a giant harvest of apples that needed processing. “You don’t happen to know how to can things do you? Or make apple sauce?” 

	“Nope. My nana used to make apple sauce, but all I did back then was help her cut apples.” Now I wished I’d paid better attention. It hadn’t seemed like a useful skill at the time. 

	“I guess YouTube it is.”

	Right. They had access to the internet. I had access to the internet. There were so many things I wanted to look up. 

	“What do we do with the dirty water?” I asked. Nothing went to waste in the bugpocalypse, and this group was well-run and probably wasted nothing either.

	“We use it to water the plants. That’s why we try to use as little detergent as possible.”

	I hadn’t even needed any since I washed my bowl right away. It was a good system.

	“Koriv’n told me about the rooftop garden. I can’t wait to see it.”

	“Glad to finally meet another zombie movie aficionado,” said the voice that had sounded familiar before. “I’m surprised how few of us made it out alive.” 

	I turned to see who spoke. A couple stood in front of me. The man with tousled brown hair stuck out his hand. 

	I took it. “I’m Nikki. Dumb question, but do I know you? Your voice sounds familiar, but I can’t place it.”

	“This is Jack from Stay Alive!” Meghan squealed excitedly behind the couple.

	Behind her stood Terrance, the man who’d fought alongside Koriv’n during the swarms.

	The Jack from Stay Alive? I remembered listening to that show through fall and winter. It was the only semblance of schedule I had. Any survivor in the broadcast area with access to a radio listened to Jack’s survival show. There wasn’t much else on the air unless you wanted to listen to two tone-deaf idiots belt out show tunes in their bunker. 

	My mental image of Jack was off by a good mile. If I’d had to guess, I would’ve pinned Terrance, with his no-nonsense shaved head, swarthy complexion, and rugged charm, as Jack. The real Jack looked barely out of college, with his mop of brown hair left to grow out a bit. A few strands fell forward to frame his face, giving him a boyish look, but his green eyes looked like he’d seen some shit. Hadn’t we all?

	  “Wow! That’s so cool. They don’t let us listen to you anymore because the leader says you’ve been ‘turned by the hunters,’ whatever that crap means, but I used to listen to you every day. I was never allowed out to forage, but I was hoping if I did, I’d learned enough from you not to die on my first trip.” I turned to the waif-like woman hanging off Jack’s arm.

	She introduced herself as Stacey. 

	“Are you guys part of the compound or from New Franklin?” I looked at the couple as well as Terrance, who stood behind them.

	“I was from New Franklin,” Stacey said. “But I’m staying here with Jack now.” 

	“We don’t call it New Franklin anymore. Not after we lost so many early this year, it doesn’t seem right,” said Terrance. 

	He hooked his hand under one side of the giant bin of gray water, Jack took the other side, and they lifted the heavy container and headed toward the strange stairs. Cynthia tossed me a plastic watering can, and we followed the two men up the stairs.

	“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said to Terrance as we headed up to the roof. “The swarms caught us by surprise too. We’d thought those were over last year. We didn’t know they swarmed every year.” I squeezed ahead to open the door to the roof for them.

	“Neither did we. We were ready to start rebuilding. We set up camp in the big high school, the one with the large shiny windows. We had no idea the hunters had been clearing the bugs out for us all winter. When those centicreeps showed up, with their ability to climb walls and crack windows, it was over.”

	I shuddered at the mention of the centicreeps. I couldn’t believe Koriv’n had taken one down all by himself. 

	 “I wanted to travel across town to get to New Franklin when I first heard about it. It seemed a better idea than staying with a bunch of thugs. But my ex-husband won the argument.”

	“Maybe it’s best you found us now instead. Our old leaders were corrupt. Mama Sal and Richard basically sold the women off to some of the less scrupulous men in the name of rebuilding civilization. They’re gone now. We kicked them and anyone in on the arrangement to the curb.”

	“And good riddance!” exclaimed Stacey.

	So even New Franklin hadn’t been fully safe. I wasn’t surprised. Even now, this compound seemed too good to be true, and I knew what they said about things like that. I couldn’t sense any malice from the people in the compound, but I was waiting for something bad to happen. Pre-bug Nikki would have rolled her eyes at my suspicious nature, even after all those zombie films. 

	Terrance continued the story. “After that first attack, a few of us insisted on moving into the smaller elementary school across the street. It has barred windows and is more defensible. Not everyone agreed, and those who stayed in the old location were lost to the next swarm.”

	“Oh, shit. That’s horrible. I see why you’d not want to continue using the name. What do you call yourself now?”

	He shrugged. “Survivors.”

	I nodded. They were survivors; we all were. “I like it.”

	Meghan spoke up. “I’m joining them when they go back. They have a few expecting women, which means they’ll have to deal with babies and kids. I love kids. I was a kindergarten teacher in the before time. Come with me.”

	I hesitated. I’d chosen the big mauve alien because staying with that group of human monsters was a nightmare. At the time, it had seemed like the lesser of two evils. I’d hoped the alien would treat me better, and he had.

	Things were different now. Now I wanted to stay with Koriv’n; I wanted to see how things could be between us. Koriv’n was looking for companionship, and so was I. Despite being surrounded by people for the past year, I had never felt so alone. I wasn’t ready for a long-term commitment or anything, but I was ready to not feel lonely anymore.

	“I’m not sure yet. I just got here. I still need to meet everybody.”

	“We’re actually looking to move closer to the compound. No offense, but that group you came from are jerks. If they attack, we prefer to have backup close by. We have weapons, but no one’s trained to fight.”

	“None taken. They’re total assholes. I’ll let you in on a secret, only a few of the guys there are ex-military. The rest are just thugs. Plus, they’re running out of ammo.”

	I looked around the roof. The whole place was lit by light from two sleek alien shuttles with dark gray hulls. When we’d gotten into the compound, the sun was already setting, but no light came from the roof. I’d never seen a hunter’s shuttle before. Rumor was that the shuttles were usually cloaked. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t decide if the hulls were metallic or matte. It was an unusual texture I didn’t have a word for. 

	When I finally peeled my eyes off the strange-looking crafts, I noticed the metal tower surrounded by an array of solar panels. This must be how Jack managed the broadcasts. That explained why the signal was weak during cloudy days or storms, especially since we’d been all the way across town.

	Scattered around the roof were giant bins filled with potting mix and plants. Some of the crops had clearly given their all already, but others were still producing. 

	They also had several large cisterns with collected rainwater. Hoses were connected to the cisterns leading across the roof and down into the building. That was close enough to running water for me.

	The two men put the tub of water down, and we got to work filling our watering cans. Watering the plants on a roof lit by alien shuttles was a strange experience, yet it felt so domestic, so normal. This place kept bringing up that word in my head, which was weird because there was nothing normal about living with a bunch of alien warriors. There was nothing normal about the bugpocalypse.

	I went back to the bin to fill my watering can again and shuddered when a strange feeling passed through me. I rubbed the goosebumps from my arm, peering around, but saw nothing. 

	“Did anyone else feel that?” I asked Cynthia as she returned.

	“It’s probably a shuttle coming in for a landing. It’s cloaked, so you won’t see it. Some people have the ability to detect them better than others. Natalie could see them cloaked. I get a bit of an inkling when it’s right in front of me.”

	Moments later, Evie and Tarv’k crossed the bridge from another roof onto ours. I hadn’t even noticed bridges connected multiple roofs until now.

	Tarv’k carried a large water trough on one shoulder and a small bale of hay on another. 

	Evie waved us over. “Let’s go set up the chicks. The plants can wait until tomorrow morning.”

	“Did someone say chicks?” The mixed-race lady with the squirrel was suddenly there as if summoned. Where had she come from? “I want to see them!” 

	Squirrel lady introduced herself as Connie, and we headed down into the building. There was an entire second floor I’d yet to explore. I’d need to ask about the bizarre stairs one day. 

	Evie frowned when she saw my bag and bicycle next to one of the couches. 

	Wow. I hadn’t left my bag out unprotected in a long time. I was getting soft. If the people at the compound meant any harm, my stuff would be gone. I made a note to be more careful. These people seemed nice, but I didn’t know if I could trust them yet.

	“Are you staying in the main area? These chicks are a bit noisy. We’ll need to cover them so you can sleep.”

	“No, it’s okay. I think I’m staying with Koriv’n on his shuttle.”

	The ladies all perked up at once, and I realized I’d said something important. I was under the impression that many of the females stayed on the shuttles with a hunter. Was I wrong?

	The only person who seemed disturbed by my declaration was Meghan, but she was a special case. Everyone else looked ecstatic, like I’d told them something super amazing. Weird.

	“Duh! Of course you are,” Evie said, smacking her forehead lightly with her palm. “It’s probably the best place to sleep anyway. Climate control’s the bomb, and you’ve got to get him to show you the stars!”

	The stars? “Okay.” I responded awkwardly, unsure if “the stars” was some euphemism for sex.

	“Did you two experience the mating bond yet?” she asked. 

	Every eye looked expectantly at me.

	I stared back, confused. “What’s that?’

	They explained the mating bond and how once it was triggered, the hunter got stuck on you like glue. Physically, they could let go eventually, but emotionally, they were bonded for life. It seemed awfully permanent, and I was glad to say we hadn’t experienced it yet. I wasn’t ready for that; Koriv’n and I had just met. Besides, I had a horrible track record with men. It was best we kept things casual.

	Evie whipped off the sheet covering the cage, and everyone’s attention turned to the feather nuggets inside.

	“Oooh! They’re so cute!” Connie squeaked. 

	“Does anyone know how to raise them? Or are we YouTubing this too?”

	I sent Cynthia an apologetic look. “Nana also had chickens. And no. I didn’t pay attention to that either.”

	To think, Nana would have been right at home with this group. She had all the skills needed to keep everyone fed. 

	“It’s okay. That’s what the internet is for!” 

	I couldn’t help but grin.

	 


Chapter 15: Nikki 

	I was sleeping on the couch, the straps of my bag entangled strategically around my wrists, when Koriv’n woke me. 

	He spoke, the words coming out in a series of growls, reminding me of how different he was. It had only been a day, but I’d already gotten used to him.

	I stretched, yawning. “Your communicator isn’t translating.”

	“I forgot about that,” he said, after turning the translator back on. “Let’s get you that in-ear device.”

	He pulled me up from the couch, and I leaned in to kiss him on the chin, again, because I couldn’t reach anything else. “I’m glad you’re back, and you’re safe. You’re so brave to fight those horrible things.” 

	I was glad those poor souls had been put out of their misery.

	I picked up my bag in one hand and placed the other in the crook of his elbow. It was strange how comfortable I was with him now. Touching him felt good. I wondered if he had some pheromone or something that affected and calmed me. “Let’s go. I can’t wait to see your shuttle.”

	When we got to the bridge on the roof, I balked. This thing looked like it was cobbled together using random items. It didn’t even have railings. I didn’t trust it. It was also dark. The two shuttles were no longer lighting the roof, and I couldn’t see more than a few steps ahead of me.

	“It’s safe,” Koriv’n said, urging me ahead. “We use it every day, and it’s meant to survive flyers crashing into it.”

	I held onto his arm like my life depended on it and took my first step onto the death bridge. It didn’t go crashing down. “First the stairs, now this. I guess I can’t expect anything to be up to code during the apocalypse.” 

	“Tarv’k built this bridge. It doesn’t look aesthetically pleasing, but I trust his work. It will hold.”

	I only relaxed after I made it across. “I don’t see your shuttle.”

	“It’s still cloaked. It’s dark, so you might not be able to perceive it, but the air around it looks slightly different.”

	I didn’t see it. But he was right; it was dark. “I’ll take your word for it.”

	Koriv’n reached out, and suddenly the sleek gray hull of a shuttle was in front of us, emitting a slight glow of light. 

	I gasped and took a step back instinctively. “I would’ve walked right into that!”

	“I would never let you.” He opened the door and stepped in, pulling me along.

	The interior of his shuttle looked nothing like a ship or vehicle. It looked more like the inside of a home. There was no cockpit, no futuristic dash with lights and buttons. I already knew it had no windows by looking at the outside, but how did he pilot this thing?

	There was something that looked like a tiny kitchenette with a small counter and what I assumed was a sink. Along one wall was a desk boasting a large screen with a Xarc’n-sized chair in front of it. Instead of a keyboard, something that looked an awful lot like a video game controller sat in front of it. It reminded me of a gaming station, and I smiled to myself imagining Koriv’n playing video games. 

	There was a large sleeping platform inset into the wall. Koriv’n went to the panel next to the bed, tapped it, and the entire wall panel opened up to show a closet. “I cleaned out a corner for your things.” He pointed to an empty shelf. 

	As I stuffed my bag inside, he opened another panel. This one held a gallery of weapons all neatly displayed like some museum collection. He took his curved blade, cleaned it with a soft piece of leather, and placed it back into its compartment. Then, he did the same for his blaster.

	He threw the leather cloth into a small drawer, also set into the wall; he pressed a button, starting some sort of cleaning cycle. That reminded me. The ladies mentioned a decontaminator unit, like a waterless shower, on their ships. A shower would be nice right about now. 

	I scanned the shuttle and found an empty closet-like stall that was partially see-through in one corner. It was tall and narrow and fitted my mental description of a waterless shower quite well. It was next to an enclosed area that must be the facilities.

	“Is that area for natural functions?”

	“Yes. Our makers had strict social norms about bad smells, so they designed our shuttles accordingly.”

	I was glad about that. However, they clearly had no social norms about nakedness because the shower-like stall was out in the open. I pointed to it. “Is that the decontaminator?”

	“Yes. We should get clean together.”

	The ladies had explained that the decontaminator worked through thin fabrics but not through thick layers. I’d been dirty for much too long, and I wanted to get as clean as humanly possible. I started removing my clothes. 

	That familiar purring started up in Koriv’n’s chest. I couldn’t help the excitement of knowing he reacted to me. I turned back and sent him a grin. “The last one naked is a rotten egg!”

	Free of my clothes, I turned just in time to see Koriv’n throw his loincloth on top of my garments. I found myself face to face with his perfectly muscular chest. My eyes drifted down past washboard abs and—oh, wow. My mouth went dry. 

	Just as I’d felt before, he was different from our men. His cock had three sections, each one widening and forming a ridge before dipping back in to start the next. Each flare got wider as it neared the base. 

	I imagined it sliding into me, each broad head forcing me open and rubbing against my insides. A blossoming heat shot down between my legs, wetting my need. 

	When I touched him that first time, I’d been turned on and curious about him, but part of me had done it because I thought I needed to give him something in return. This time, things felt different. It felt real. 

	I thought of the ladies telling me about the mating bond. That wouldn’t happen after having sex just once, right? Sex wasn’t the thing that triggered it. Connie had just met Jorg’k when their bond started. They hadn’t even kissed. And Evie was living with Tarv’k for a while before it happened. 

	The purring from Koriv’n’s chest increased as he took a step toward me, looking almost feral. If I ever forgot these hunters were predators, this was a poignant reminder. I felt like prey. A primal fear as old as life itself took over, telling me to run. I took a step back, confused at the feelings of fear and lust mingling in my body. How could I be simultaneously terrified and turned on?

	Koriv’n prowled toward me, grinning, his sharp fangs on display. The entire shuttle rumbled with his purring. Every step he took saw me backing up involuntarily until I found myself trapped in the decontaminator. My heart pounded so furiously it echoed in my ears. I swallowed hard.

	Then he was pressed up against me, his cock hard against my belly. I looked up into his yellow eyes as the cleaning cycle started. 

	“Close your eyes, little kitten. You’ll feel a slight tingle as it cleans.” His communicator translated from our pile of clothes. 

	A slight tingling? My body was on fire! Every inch of skin prickled with excitement. I knew we had to stay slightly apart for the decontaminator to do its job, and I was glad for the reprieve. One touch from him now, and I might just die from how intense everything felt. 

	Instead of calming, every second in the decontaminator only made things worse. His masculine scent surrounded me, driving my need higher. Koriv’n must have felt the same because the purring in his chest was so strong it rattled the entire unit.

	When the stall finally beeped, signaling the end of the cleansing cycle, the scent of ozone faded, and Koriv’n lifted me up in his arms. I wrapped my legs around his waist and gripped onto his horns, eager to get as close as I could. 

	I nipped at his lips with my teeth, and he captured my mouth with his. I moaned, and he swallowed the sound as I ground my pelvis against him. I’d never needed someone so much before.

	I shuddered with anticipation as Koriv’n pressed me back against the wall and reached down between my legs, running a finger along the seam of my pussy. I held onto him as he explored my folds, his fingertips becoming slick with my juices. Two thick digits found my opening and pressed in. I hissed and rocked against his hand. 

	He growled something I couldn’t understand, but no translation came. I didn’t care. That growl was hot as fuck, and I needed more of him now. 

	“Yes! More. Please!”

	Pulling his fingers from me, he licked them clean deliberately, groaning in the sexiest way possible. His other hand still supported my ass. Then he lifted me again and guided the head of his shaft to my pussy and pushed in. A cry escaped my lips as the first thick head breached my body.

	Koriv’n froze, growling. The communicator was no longer working, but I understood. 

	“No! Don’t stop,” I begged. I rocked my hips, trying to slide farther down his cock.

	He snarled and thrust in, and I cried out again as I slid past the first large flare and tightened around the dip. Before I could get used to the fullness, he moved again, each time thrusting deeper. 

	I felt so full I struggled to think; I struggled to breathe. I was stretched until it almost hurt. I wasn’t sure I could handle it, but it was also the most amazing thing I’d ever felt. Every movement made me whimper and cry, but I never wanted him to stop. 

	Koriv’n snarled something in my ear, but I only recognized my name. I didn’t care. We didn’t need words right now. We had everything we needed in each other. Reaching up, I scratched my nails along his horns, and he rewarded me with a groan.

	He fucked me, pressed up against the wall. Firm fingers dug into my ass cheeks and moved me up and down his cock. Each hard ridge rubbed against something inside me that sent shocks of electricity through my body. Every nerve was lit up like a million fireworks had gone off at once. 

	I screamed, the sound so shrill and primal I didn’t recognize it as my own. My world exploded, and I was bathed in ecstasy, unable to do anything but feel. My body shook, and I sobbed into his shoulder. 

	Still connected, he moved us out of the tiny stall, and I found myself on the bed, his body caging mine.

	That was when I realized he wasn’t done. I didn’t know if I could handle any more, but lost in rapture, I couldn’t move or even protest, not that I would. I could do nothing but cling onto him as he turned every bone in my body to jelly.

	 


Chapter 16: Koriv’n 

	I snarled and thrust into my female. Nikki’s wet cunt gripped me so hard I had to fight for every movement. I gritted my teeth as her channel pulsed around me again. 

	She opened her mouth, but this time, no sound came out. She froze in a silent scream as her body shook from the force of her orgasm. It was too much, and I could hold back no more. With one last thrust, I emptied my seed into her pulsing channel with a roar. 

	I held myself above her body, panting, careful not to put my entire body weight on her. Her eyes were half-closed, and she hummed when I nuzzled her cheek. She opened her eyes, and I was lost in them again. I wanted to memorize them forever so I could see them every time I closed my eyes. 

	Completely exhausted, I rolled to lie down next to her, pulling her into my arms and pillowing her head with my bicep. She snuggled in and sighed. 

	“That was amazing,” she said dreamily.

	It was. It was everything I’d hoped for. I tested my hands to see if they were stuck on her, but they had no problem letting go. I wrapped my arms around her, counted to ten, begging my body to trigger the mating bond. Then I tried one more time. Again, I had no problem releasing her.

	She furrowed her brows at me. “What are you doing?”

	“I’m trying to initiate the mating bond.”

	She grimaced and pointed to her ear. “I still can’t hear you.” 

	I went to the drawers and retrieved the translator. Then I grabbed a steaming cloth from the facilities. I cleaned the inside of her ear thoroughly; then, as it dried, I wiped us both clean. Peeling the backing from the tiny device, I stuck it into her ear. The device was minuscule and lightweight, and she shouldn’t feel it.

	“Thanks. Now, what’s with the weird opening and closing of your arms?”

	“I was trying to initiate the mating bond. I had my fertility turned on back on the space-bound ship. When we trigger the bond”—I said “when” because I knew Nikki was mine—“we can start a family.”

	Her body stiffened, and she rolled away until she was pressed up against the back wall of my sleeping nook. A look of utter panic showed on her face. She covered her body with her arms as if to protect herself from me, though I’d never harm her. 

	“Whoa! Back up. Mate? Family? No, no, no.” She shook her head violently. “This—” She gestured to the bed and us. “This is all I can give you. I can’t be your mate. And I definitely can’t have a baby. We’re in a bugpocalypse.” Her voice rose as she spoke. “I don’t even know you that well. We just met!”

	I pressed my lips in a thin line, not liking any of the words she said.

	“I can’t even take care of myself. I have no clue where my next meal is going to come from. How the hell am I supposed to take care of a kid? I didn’t even know we could—” She blanched. “Oh no! What if—”

	The thought of having an offspring with me scared her. Many of the mates were hesitant, too. They were afraid of having a child during these uncertain times. I understood, but it still hurt.

	“I will care for you, and I will care for our offspring. You are mine, and I know you are my mate, even if my body doesn’t yet.”

	She shook her head again. “No. I’m not. I can’t be your mate. I just met you yesterday!”

	I snarled angrily, hurt at her rejection of me, and she gasped, pressing her back against the wall. The scent of her fear filled the tiny sleeping nook, and I regretted my outburst immediately. I didn’t want her to be frightened of me.

	“I’m sorry. I won’t hurt you. I promise.” 

	Krux! I was messing this up. I put my face in my hands.

	She took a few deep breaths. I dared to look into her eyes again; she looked calmer.

	“You do not want me.” The words sounded hollow as they fell from my mouth. Nikki was willing to follow me home. She was willing to stay with me in my shuttle. She was even willing to share sex with me. But I was not good enough to be her mate. 

	The change in tone was enough to get Nikki to stop and peer back at me, this time with a hint of sympathy.

	“No, I mean. Yes. I—” She scrubbed a palm over her face. “Okay. Let’s back up a moment. I’m sorry I freaked out. I didn’t know I could get pregnant. It wasn’t even on my mind.”

	“You can’t. Not yet. We need to trigger the mating bond first.”

	“That’s when you can’t let go of me, right?”

	“That’s the initial sign of a forming bond.” A bond she didn’t want.

	As if reading my mind—maybe I’d said it out loud, I couldn’t tell anymore, all I could focus on was that I found my mate and she didn’t want me—she replied, “It’s not that I don’t want a bond with you. I like you a lot. More than I should after knowing you for only one day. I don’t go around sleeping with men I just met.”

	I growled at the thought, but she continued.

	“But I’m not ready. Not yet. I just officially ended something. It should’ve ended months ago, but still, I’m not ready for a long-term commitment.” She put her hand on my forearm. “I enjoy your company. We get along well, and the sex is mind-blowing. Can’t we keep it as it is? Let’s date and see where it goes before we dive into the deep end.”

	I covered her hand with mine, glad she didn’t suggest we avoid each other from now on to prevent a mate bond from starting. She wanted to stay here with me. I wanted more, but I could be happy with this. 

	“I’m sorry I freaked out.” She looked sincere. 

	“No. I understand. I have researched human courting rituals. Humans date. We will date first.” I ignored the fact that the bond would happen whenever it wanted, regardless of our agreement.

	“So we’re good?” she asked, her brows still furrowed.

	I hauled her back into my arms and nuzzled the side of her face with mine. She embraced me and blew out a long breath.

	“Thank you for understanding. I’m not saying no. I’m just saying let’s take our time.”

	I could do that. I had the rest of my life to spend with her. I’d spent months looking for my mate, researching all about human relationships. I knew humans took time getting to know each other—dating, before making commitments. Now that I’d finally found her, I was so eager that I’d ditched all my research. 

	We hadn’t even gone on a proper date yet. Sure, she’d joked about the trip here as a date, but that didn’t really count. Not to me. 

	I remembered the gifts I’d collected and left her lounging in the sleeping nook to find them. Quality chocolates had been easy to find in the beginning, as were stuffed animals. I picked a stuffed spotted cat from the small collection. I didn’t have any lions, but the cat would do.

	I held it out to her, and she took it, her face full of surprise.

	“I have collected many gifts. I’d been waiting to give them to the right female. If you prefer another animal, you can choose any or all if you like.” I showed her two more stuffed animals. One was a bear, though it looked nothing like a real bear. The other was a green animal I’d never seen on Earth before. 

	“A dinosaur!” She reached for the strange-looking green one. She held the cat and the “dinosaur” side by side. “This is tough, but I think I’ll keep the cat.” She held up the fluffy kitten. “This is adorable! I love it.” 

	“A kitten for my kitten. But you can choose both or any of them.” I didn’t expect her to take them all; I’d collected many, not knowing what my future mate would like. I knew that Kaj’k and Alice had a large collection of stuffed animals on their shuttle.

	Nikki grinned and leaned over to look into the cabinet where I’d kept the soft toys. “I’ll keep Fluffasaurus Rex and Purrito. I heard there might be a baby boom in New Frank—er, the survivor settlement. The rest might come in handy there.” 

	Those were strange names, but I’d come to expect that from humans. Naming them was good. It meant she planned on being here with them, and with me, for the foreseeable future. 

	“We’ll give the rest to the settlement.” I made a mental note to keep a few for my future offspring.

	“The ladies said something about showing me the stars. I thought it was a euphemism for sex at first, but now I’m not so sure.”

	I leaned over to the sleeping nook’s control panel and turned on the privacy screen, choosing the night sky display. The moving images were taken from the first planet we’d fought the scourge on after we left Xarc. It was from long before my time, but I appreciated this first modification to the basic shuttle design made by hunters past. Even then, they’d realized we needed more than just the basics.

	“Wow!” Nikki gazed up at the star-dotted ceiling, a look of awe on her face. “It’s like we are sleeping outside under the stars, but it’s the perfect temperature, and we don’t need to deal with bugs. The little annoying ones, I mean. Like mosquitoes.” 

	“There are other settings. Do you want to see?”

	“Yes.”

	The night sky was replaced by a field of dark blue and purple grasses waving in an unfelt breeze. Small white and yellow flowers dotted the landscape, and above us, the twin moons of Xarc made every little flower glimmer like fallen stars. 

	Nikki inhaled sharply. “This is beautiful. Like a fairytale.”

	I didn’t tell her that this breathtaking place no longer existed. Xarc was long gone, destroyed by our makers in an attempt to kill the scourge. Hundreds of thousands of species, lost forever, surviving only as programs in our shuttles. 

	I’d fight to my death to prevent this fate from befalling the surviving species of Earth, and so would many other hunters. 

	Nikki stood Fluffasaurus Rex next to her head as if it stood guard over her. “What else you got on there?”

	I changed the display again, and we found ourselves on a beach, the waves lapping softly onto the shore. There were no moons in the sky in this scene, but the stars twinkled above, dimly illuminating the calming backdrop.

	She yawned before tucking Purrito under her arm. I rubbed her back as she cuddled into my side. With the sounds of the ocean as our lullaby, and a Fluffasaur as our guard, we drifted off to sleep together.

	 

	


Chapter 17: Koriv’n

	I held the solar panel in place as Rajiv’k bolted it to the frame on the roof. Rajiv’k and Natalie were the creative brains of the group. They were the tinkerers, and often their projects ended up improving life for everyone involved. This time however, it was Calvin who’d started the project.

	With everyone helping out, we’d finished the greenhouse. The greenhouse, strategically placed on the south side of the building, would protect the crops and extend the growing season. With just a bit of power to heat the place during the worst of the cold season and cool it during the heat, Rajiv’k believed we could grow year-round.

	We’d installed doors to allow access to the greenhouse from inside the building, and the new addition was also the perfect place to house our chickens. They were no longer the tiny peeping yellow hatchlings they once were. They grew fast and had already started growing in their feathers.

	With the roof free, Calvin had suggested solar panels to power the building. This compound was initially supposed to be a temporary situation, just for the summer, but bit by bit, it had become a home, a permanent home. And the members were a family.

	I’d never had a family before—all hunters were clones of the original specimens—but I was excited to finally belong somewhere. Before this, I’d fought the scourge because I was supposed to. Now, I had a real, concrete reason to fight. I fought for the compound and the people in it, and I fought for Nikki.

	With our compound growing and improving, it required more protection. We needed to increase security. The idea of the allied human settlement moving closer wasn’t a bad one, and I knew they were looking for a better location nearby. 

	The volunteer fighters left the compound a few days ago, and Meghan had gone along with them. Nikki had promised to visit. They weren’t far, and the location was sheltered within Jorg’k’s old territory. Through the last cold season, we’d each had an area to patrol. I’d been through the region several times, as it bordered on mine. 

	I studied the solar panel. Now that I thought of it, I remembered seeing similar things on top of a large flat roof.

	“Where did Calvin find these panels?” I asked. 

	“They were from his old home. He’d just had them installed before the scourge came.” Rajiv’k stepped back to look at his handiwork.

	“I think I saw many of these at the edge of my territory. The entire roof of a large building is covered with them. I should go retrieve them.”

	“We also need the batteries to store the power.”

	I had not even thought of that. I marveled that I’d lived in my shuttle my entire life with a power source that recharged in the sun but didn’t have the faintest clue how it worked. The hunters had naively relied on the technology supplied by our makers for far too long. 

	We had access to the ancient archives of the Xarc’n race, so their technology was not lost, but few understood how to make sense of the information. I could have the formula for immortality and invincibility in front of me and not know how to read it. We were created to fight, not to build and innovate, but times were changing. 

	Some hunters, like Rajiv’k, taught themselves as they experimented with their projects. The humans from the settlement had also offered their knowledge. 

	Like the hunters, most of the humans didn’t understand how the technology they used worked either, but a few did. Some only had limited knowledge of the things they’d studied or used previously; others were only experts in their chosen field. As a group however, the combined knowledge and understanding were vast. This was the value of teamwork. 

	“I better take Calvin along with me. He’ll know what to look for.” I didn’t want to waste time bringing back the wrong things. 

	“Good idea. Take another hunter as well. You’ll want two shuttles to bring back the panels.”

	It was also best to travel in pairs now that the armed human group was riled up. We were on the lookout for retaliation.

	The door to the roof opened, and Natalie and Nikki walked through. The two had spent most of the afternoon carrying the planters full of soil down to the greenhouse. Nikki was tall compared to Natalie, and watching them had been humorous. I’d asked if they needed help, but they’d shooed me away. 

	I approached them as they headed toward the next soil-filled bin. “I’m heading out to find more solar panels. I saw some at the edge of my territory. Come with me.”

	Nikki looked to the remaining pots and bins. 

	“Natalie and I will move those,” Rajiv’k said. “We need those panels. And you need to get out of the compound before you stir the crazy.”

	Nikki giggled, then tried to hide her reaction. 

	“It’s go stir crazy,” Natalie whispered loud enough for everyone to hear.

	Nikki grinned. “Stir crazy sounds better than cabin fever. I was having cabin fever with my old group. Meghan and I were desperate enough to run out into the town on our own with no shoes, no weapons, and no water.” Then her face turned serious. “This place with all the upgrades you’re putting in is exactly the type of place those assholes would attack. Even with all the hunters with blasters, they might risk it. We need to be careful.”

	Rajiv’k and I exchanged a glance. I hadn’t told her yet, but the hunters nearest to the paramilitary group had been dealing with harassment lately. The humans made it clear they were looking for the missing females, as well as for supplies. Since Shawn and Benson had been the only ones who knew our location, and they were dead, the group had targeted the closest group instead. 

	“What?” Nikki narrowed her eyes at me.

	“I’ll explain on our way to the solar panels.” I knew she had to know eventually. I didn’t want her to worry, but she had the right to know.

	Rayk’n crossed the bridge over to where we were carrying several large sacks of soil on his shoulder. He walked over to the south side of the building, found an empty place next to the greenhouse, and tossed the bags down. They landed with a loud thud and what sounded like a bag breaking, the contents spilling out.

	Natalie put her hands on her hips and glared at him.

	“It’s faster this way,” Rayk’n said defensively. 

	“Line the bags of soil up on the roof next to your shuttle,” Rajiv’k said. “I’ll bring them down. Koriv’n needs another hunter to help bring back more solar panels.”

	“Where are they?” 

	“I’ll send you the location,” I said. “We need to find Calvin first, so we know what we are bringing back.” 

	“I saw him checking the perimeter on my flight in; I’ll go find him and meet you there.” He looked glad to be off soil duty.

	 Anybody with nothing to do was put on soil duty. They’d torn out the concrete on the ground when building the greenhouse. The original plan was to lay down as much soil as they could. The new plan was something Natalie had called raised beds. The plan was to fill the bottoms of the beds with logs and leaves and native soil before topping them off with the rich bagged soil. Soil duty was never-ending as it seemed they always needed more.

	I crossed the bridge to my shuttle. Nikki still stiffened up every time she crossed the bridge, though adding railings had helped her and all the other humans’ trust of the structure. 

	She kicked off her shoes the moment we were in the shuttle, a good sign she was comfortable here and treated it as home. Our home. She no longer felt the need to keep her shoes on at all times, even when sleeping, so she could run at a moment’s notice. 

	I sat down in my seat and tugged Nikki into my lap. That was her place in the shuttle when we flew. I’d need to add an extra seat with a safety belt for Nikki for when I went hunting for flyers. 

	 Unlike Earth vehicles with the driver or pilot in front of a windshield, I piloted my shuttle from my desk, my screen showing the video feed from outside. I also had the ability to turn my walls into a full-sized three-hundred-and-sixty-degree display of the outside world, which was my preferred way to fly.

	This was one reason hunters aimed to keep our shuttles tidy. With all our cabinets and drawers set into the wall, every surface became part of the display. Even my sleeping nook’s privacy screen showed what was outside. Objects left out obstructed our view. 

	Nikki cuddled back against my chest as I sent Rayk’n the approximate area where I’d seen the panels. We’d see them from the air once we were close enough. 

	“You need to explain that look between you and Rajiv’k before I fall asleep. I’ve given up trying to stay awake when the shuttle is moving. It’s impossible. It’s like one of those automatic rocking cradles.”

	I chuckled. We’d only been out on my shuttle twice, and both times, Nikki had fallen asleep against my chest a few short minutes after we were airborne.

	I told her about the reports we’d been getting from the hunter group to the south, the one on the other side of the gang she’d lived with. The cowards weren’t attacking the place outright but picking on lone hunters in the area. 

	 As I’d expected, she blamed herself for the troubles, and I reminded her that she wasn’t the one doing the attacking. The fault lay clearly with the gang. They’d done the same to Rajiv’k and Natalie once, trapping them on a roof away from his shuttle.

	I assured her the hunter group had been dealing with the armed troublemakers since they’d banded together at the start of the warm season and were well aware of their tactics. They’d built their stronghold with both human intruders and the scourge in mind. 

	They’d even considered attacking the humans to push them out of their territory but worried for innocent lives lost. They knew the group had members that only stayed because there was nowhere to go. Those like my Nikki.

	Now we knew the males kept them there forcefully. 

	Like our compound, the hunter group planned on staying together through the winter, even though they only had one female mate in their group. The humans were known to attack lone hunters, and they now hunted in pairs or trios, scouting the place thoroughly by air before landing their shuttles to hunt.

	“They’ve been dealing with those males since long before you left. They’ll be fine. And we’re setting up better defenses at the compound in case they come here next. You’ll be safe.”

	Nikki yawned, the slight motion of the shuttle combined with the soft rumble of my chest affecting her. “I always feel safe when you are around.”

	She leaned back on my chest and closed her eyes, and I tucked my chin to kiss the top of her head. I held my female in my arms as we flew to our destination. 

	 

	


Chapter 18: Nikki 

	The shuttle landing woke me. I’d not once managed a single shuttle ride without drifting off. I was like one of those babies that needed car rides to fall asleep. The shuttle was the magical cure to insomnia. That said a lot during the bugpocalypse. It felt like I hadn’t had a restful sleep since the bugs arrived early last year. In the past year, if I could’ve slept literally with one eye open like dolphins did, I would’ve.

	I felt safe in Koriv’n’s shuttle. Every night since returning to the compound, we’d slept in his sleeping nook, limbs all entangled after the best sex I’d ever had. Every morning, I’d wake in his arms well-rested and ready to start another day. During the days, I’d helped out with the never-ending list of chores. 

	This group focused on the future, continually working to create a better one, while my old group concentrated on amassing existing finite resources, leftovers from “the before time” as Meghan called it, using any means necessary. This one worked to create new and renewable resources. It was a lot of work though, and it kept everyone busy. 

	If we weren’t running for cover every time a flyer showed up, which happened every day during the late mornings, signaling our time to head indoors and make lunch, I’d have forgotten we were in a bugpocalypse. When I’d first seen the compound, I’d been overcome by how utterly, and strangely normal everything felt. Now I was part of this new normal. Every so often, I reminded myself that things that seemed too good to be true often were, but so far, I couldn’t find the catch. 

	I gave Koriv’n a kiss and scratched the base of his horns playfully before getting off his lap for a stretch. The walls of the shuttle showed a life-sized feed of the outside. We were on a large roof covered in solar panels, all of them tilted to face south. There were enough panels here to cover several roofs at the compound.

	“Come back here.” Koriv’n pulled me back into his lap, straddling him. “We have until Rayk’n shows up with Calvin. How about you put those hands back on me?”

	I giggled. We both knew what that usually led to. Maybe Koriv’n wanted a quickie. We’d been so busy during the day that we hadn’t had time for those.

	“Do you mean like this?” I slid one hand over his chest. I loved how he felt; his skin was thick and resilient but buttery like the softest leather. It was the best of both worlds. 

	I wove the fingers of my other hand through his dark, wiry hair and scratched behind his horns, right at the base. The tips of his horns weren’t nearly as sensitive as the base, and I knew what he liked best. Just as expected, he started purring. I didn’t call it purring to his face anymore, but the sound always reminded me of a big cat purring—the biggest damn cat ever. 

	He called me his kitten, but he was the one with the canines and the claws. 

	Koriv’n growled low, adding to the effect. That growl was sexy as sin too.

	He grabbed me by the hair firmly but gently and tilted my head to face him as his lips crashed onto mine. I’d discovered I was the only woman he’d ever kissed; he was a fast learner. He was good at it too, devouring my mouth like he owned it. There was nowhere to hide from his exploration, and by the end of the kiss, I was gasping for more.

	I ground my hips against the bump growing in his loincloth as I leaned back away from him. He kept one arm behind my back to stop me from falling as he trailed kisses down my neck and across my chest. He pushed up my t-shirt and continued kissing down my body.

	The rumble of an approaching shuttle interrupted us. He kissed his way back up my body and ended with a soft kiss on my lips.

	“Rayk’n sure got here in a hurry,” I said, a bit disappointed. But I knew we’d have all the time to explore each other again tonight. We needed to get these solar panels home. 

	Home. I already thought of the compound as home. I’d lived with the other group all winter, spring, and summer, and not once did I refer to that dump as home.

	We reviewed the footage taken from the shuttle as we flew in, to check for humans or scourge trouble. There were no signs of danger of the two-legged variety in the area, but there were about a dozen scourge in the area: a mix of scuttlers and spitters, and a single ghastly centicreep. If we kept quiet as we worked and no flyers showed up, they would pass us by.

	Just to be safe, I rummaged through my bag for the perfume. 

	Koriv’n wrinkled his nose and pointed to the door. “Not in here.” Then Koriv’n gave me another long, lingering kiss before I headed out onto the roof to spray myself down. Koriv’n joined me moments later, holding an Earth-style toolbox and looking like a sexy, post-apocalyptic alien handyman.

	Calvin was already on the roof, checking the panels. Though I’d been introduced to him briefly, I hadn’t had the chance to get to know him yet. He came off as reserved and quiet. He had a sad look about him, even when he smiled. 

	All of us had lost important people—heck, most people still alive had lost every last person from their old life—but we compartmentalized it so we could survive in the aftermath. Calvin seemed to be doing the opposite; he lived solely to keep the memory of someone alive. I suspected he never got over the loss of his wife and thought of her every day. He still wore his wedding band, and he played with it often, twisting it on his finger.  Thinking about it broke my heart. 

	He walked up and down the neat rows, mumbling something to himself. We followed him as he went around the corner to check all four external walls of the mechanical room. When he got to a series of boxes mounted on the wall, he grinned. 

	“We don’t even need to leave the roof. The inverters are right here. This was a commercial operation, and they put everything right here, out of the way. We don’t need the system to tie it to a grid that doesn’t exist anymore.” He pointed to some large boxes mounted next to the mechanical room door. “And those are the batteries.” His fingers followed the wires leading into the door. “And I bet the charge controllers are in there.”

	“I’m glad one of us knows what all that is.” I’d spent my life using technology. I’d been umbilically attached to my cell phone in the before times, but it wasn’t until the world collapsed that I realized I had no idea how anything worked. 

	Calvin shook his head. “If I hadn’t been a cheapass and learned to install a system like this for my house just before the bugs arrived, I would’ve never known either. I’m glad I did it myself.”

	“Our lives have become a series of emergency DIYs,” I mused, thinking of how the women at the compound had to figure out on the fly how to can and preserve foods safely and raise chickens for eggs. Failure meant going hungry. “I’m just glad we have access to the internet again.”

	I used to roll my eyes at the amount of garbage posted every day on the web. Now, I’m glad for everyone who’d shared their expertise on all subject matters. Of course, we couldn’t always use the information as-is. 

	For example, we’d managed to find some commercial feed for the chicks, but the supply was limited. We’d have to figure out another solution in the future. When we got the greenhouse and mini orchard underway—they planned to move a few dwarf fruit trees to the patch of grass next to the greenhouse—the chickens could feed on any bugs bothering the crops and do double duty: egg-machine/exterminator.

	Rayk’n shot out the lock to the mechanical room with his blaster, and Calvin peeked inside. 

	“Yup, there they are. Alrighty, let’s get started. We need to get the panels off the racking. Let’s work on this row here.” He pointed to the row closest to the shuttles. Then he handed me a socket wrench. “Try a nut, and if it’s tight, head to the next one. Do whatever you can. It’ll save us time. If you need another size, the set is right here by the shuttles.”

	We got to work unbolting the panels. Most of the nuts were too tight for me to budge, but I got a few loose. Despite the autumn wind, I was a sweaty mess by the time I finished my first pass down the row. 

	I started a few panels in, as Koriv’n and Rayk’n worked on the first one. Then they followed behind me, removing any nuts that I couldn’t budge, which were most of them. Even with the hunter’s unfair genetically engineered strength advantage, there were still a few panels stuck on the rack by the end. 

	While we worked, Calvin removed and gathered all the other components. When he returned, he passed me a bin to collect all the loose nuts and bolts. We’d need those to reattach them to the racks back at the compound. 

	I wiped the sweat off my brow, and Koriv’n snuck in behind me to kiss the top of my sweaty head. Then he did that thing where he sniffed at me then growled like he wanted a piece. 

	“Ugh!” I pushed him away playfully. “I’m so sweaty. How could you like it?” 

	I knew the answer already. The ladies at the compound had explained it to me. When a Xarc’n hunter found a compatible female, she smelled amazing to him, even when super sweaty. Especially when super sweaty. They were surprised Koriv’n had yet to form a mating bond with me. 

	Now, every time he hugged me, I expected him not to let go, but it hadn’t happened yet. I found the idea of forever bewildering. A strong Xarc’n hunter, such as Koriv’n, who treated me like the best thing since sliced bread, was ideal during the bugpocalypse, but being stuck forever and starting a family during this madness terrified me. Which was silly, because Koriv’n was everything I could ask for. 

	Koriv’n’s communicator buzzed from his belt. “It’s Rajiv’k.” He took the call. Rajiv’k and Kaj’k’s faces filled the screen.

	“We’re borrowing a handful of experts from the human settlement to try to decipher some of the ancient’s archives,” Rajiv’k said. “You are the closest group. Do you have room on the shuttles to bring them back? We know one of them; they called Lenny a computer-whiz.”

	Koriv’n looked at the growing pile of panels, racks, and equipment. “As it is, I’m not sure how we are going to bring all this back in one trip.” 

	“Can we strap the load to the outside of the shuttle and tow it along in the air?” Calvin asked. “How did Tarv’k bring back the broken shuttle?”

	“Shuttles can magnetically hitch together and fly as a unit. It won’t work here.”

	“What about traveling by ground and pulling them along? We’ll need to find a route that avoids the blocked streets. The armed gang had marked all the jams they knew on a map.” I was glad that my opinion was taken seriously here. They would have told me to shut up and go back to the kitchen, back with the other group. 

	“We can send a drone up to scout ahead,” Koriv’n agreed. “We’ll pick up your experts.” He hung up.

	I couldn’t help but notice the excited look on Rayk’n’s face. A whole settlement full of human women; of course he was excited. I wasn’t sure if they’d told him many of them were pregnant. I guessed if they were compatible, it wouldn’t matter. He deserved his happiness too.

	I was also excited to visit the survivors’ settlement. I hadn’t seen Meghan since she’d left, and I wanted to know how she was doing. 

	We all got back to work, eager to finish up so we could start the next leg of our mission.

	


Chapter 19: Koriv’n 

	We arrived at the small but well-defended elementary school the survivors had moved into over the summer, just as they were serving the evening meal. It didn’t smell anywhere as good as the food Evie made, so I politely declined. This group was worried about having enough for the winter anyway. They shouldn’t need to feed us as well.

	With everyone gathered in the large gymnasium for the meal, many curious eyes were on us as we walked in. The experts we were here to retrieve were still packing their things.

	Calvin sat down with some of the males to talk and share news, and Meghan pulled Nikki away the first chance she got, so I searched the place for Terrance and Curtis, my roof team during the summer swarms. I found them playing cards with two other males in a corner. 

	That was one game they’d taught us while they were at the compound. Terrance had even left his deck of cards with us so we could play. 

	“Koriv’n, my man.” Terrance gestured me over. “Come join us.”

	I did, turning on the translation program on my communication device. I really should get a replacement for the translator I’d lost; they did a much better job than a communicator, which stopped translating if I got a call. Rayk’n left to wander the place and find what he’d come to find.

	Rayk’n surreptitiously scented every female he went near. Several of the females cowered at the sight of the hunter, but some were curious and came right up to get a closer look. Sadly, Rayk’n didn’t react to any of the females he got close enough to.

	Terrance introduced me to the other two males, and I held out my hand for a handshake, the human way. The first man looked surprised at my action, but the second one took it with a grin. I’d learned as many human quirks as I could when I arrived, hoping it would help me find a mate. Now it helped me make friends. 

	“This place doesn’t look bad. Why look for another home?” I asked.

	Unlike the large high school they’d lived in over the winter that had big, now mostly broken windows thanks to the centicreeps’ ability to crack glass, this place had metal bars over most windows, and the survivors had installed acrylic sheets over the glass just in case. There was also a high chain-linked fence all along the perimeter of the school.

	“The ventilation is horrible, and the basement floods after every storm. If the bugs don’t get us, the mold will.”

	I scowled. Hunters had a strong respect for any type of fungus, simple molds included. It was only natural, knowing how the scourge and their fungus worked symbiotically to make the scourge the top of every food chain, no matter which planet they were on. 

	“In that case, I’ll keep an eye out for you.” I’d learned to care for these males over the course of the summer. 

	I looked around, finally noticing the number of swollen bellies on the females, which must be the source of the sweet smell in the air: offspring incubating in the womb. “These females should not be in here if there’s a risk of dangerous molds.” 

	“We have them sleeping on the top floor, as far from the basement as possible. There are a few small windows up there, not big enough for the scourge to get through. We keep them open for ventilation. It was brutal in here over the summer.”

	“I say we move to the buildings close to the hunter’s compound, in the same industrial complex,” Curtis said with his usual drawl. “They’re next to a large field, perfect for pasturing cattle. And it’s close to the river.”

	“You still going on about them cows?” Terrance rolled his eyes. “I don’t think we can find cows anymore, and even if we do, they’ll be bug-chow.” 

	“They’re raisin’ chickens over at the compound. I can raise a few cows. We’ll need to keep them indoors and only let them out to pasture in the early mornings and late afternoon. And a big wall around the pasture wouldn’t hurt. Those centicreeps don’t usually attack unless the flyers spot us first.”

	Curtis was right about that. The flyers were the scourges’ eyes. I doubted the centicreeps were good at finding prey on their own; they’d spent so much evolutionarily on their weaponry and mobility they must have sacrificed other senses. Nothing was perfect. Even hunters, who were engineered to be the ultimate fighters, had our flaws.

	Rayk’n joined us, a look of disappointment on his face.

	“None of the females smell right?”

	“None,” he grumped. 

	“Be patient. You will find her.”

	 “I wish I could just sniff out the right women like you guys do.” Terrance leaned back in his chair. “We have to take the risk and test it out first, and half the time, you end up with crazy. Or at least I did. My ex was nuts.” He turned to Rayk’n. “Listen to that nose of yours and don’t settle. I’ve seen the couples at the compound. The nose knows.”

	“Yep,” Curtis agreed.

	The other two males looked confused but said nothing.

	I looked over at Nikki, who sat talking with a few females. Yes, the nose knew. My body still hadn’t initiated the mating bond, but I knew she was mine. Everything else was present, the need to be around her all the time, the feeling like I was addicted to her scent. She wasn’t ready for a “long-term commitment,” but I was ready for forever.

	A commotion from the hall raised my hackles. A pair of males ran in, panting. Too out of breath to speak, they gestured wildly to the windows on the other side of the hall from the gymnasium, and everyone rushed over to take a peek. Chaos ensued as everybody started talking at the same time.

	“Oh god! We’re under attack.” 

	“They’ve got guns.”

	“Fuck them. We’ve got guns too.”

	“What if they’re cannibals?”

	Nikki fought her way across the chaos to me.

	A few of the calmer guards herded everyone back to the windowless gymnasium. “Anyone not ready to fight, stay in here and stay away from that door.” He pointed to the door at the corner that led out to the schoolyard; it had several stacks of chairs piled in front of it. “The rest of you, get armed and ready.”

	Rayk’n and I offered our assistance. We had our melee weapons and blasters, though our shuttles were stuck outside with the approaching attackers.

	“I have a feeling I know who’s attacking,” Nikki said, anger tinting her voice.

	“We’ll help chase them off. Stay here with the—”

	“Fuck that! I’m standing with everyone else. I’m sick and tired of these thugs. Strength in numbers, right?”

	I looked around and saw someone distributing weapons, guns, even to the injured. Everyone fought here, and I could not deny my Nikki the right to stand with these survivors; they were her people. I unstrapped the piece of leather protecting my chest and wrapped it around her body, tying it in place.

	“But what about you?”

	“I’m tough.” I took her hand and ran it over my chest, just as she’d done to me earlier today. “See, I’m already armored. I’ll be fine.”

	Meghan started to hand Nikki a rifle. “There’s no ammo, but they don’t know that. We’re planning to intimidate them with sheer numbers.”

	Nikki refused the weapon and unswung her bag from her back, removed her gun, and belted the harness to her hip. “I have this. I went home to pick it up. It used to be Jason’s. It’s mine now and loaded.” She nodded curtly, her jaw set. “Let’s go help these people protect their home.”

	My heart swelled with pride. She was not one to hide and cower; my female was a fighter. My fighter. I pulled her into my embrace and held her to my body, rubbing the side of my face against hers.

	“We’re lucky you were here to pick Sam and the boys up. We need every loaded weapon on our side,” Terrance said. “Head to the roof. We can pick them off better up there. We’ve got teams at all the entrances and shooters at the small second-floor windows.”

	We hurried up to the roof and found many of the survivors, even the pregnant females, lined up with their weapons. A few humans had stayed back in the gymnasium with the young, but most were here to fight for their home. I had great respect for these survivors. I knew many of the weapons were unloaded, but the attackers on the ground did not. To them, it was a rooftop lined with armed fighters. They had intimidation in numbers.

	“Krux!” Rayk’n swore next to me. “They are getting too close to the shuttles.”

	We’d parked our shuttles inside the schoolyard fence in a corner. Some of the attackers were straying too close for comfort. Our shuttles were cloaked, but that didn’t stop them from being discovered by touch or being damaged by friendly fire.

	“Don’t fire in that corner,” Roger said to our defenders on the roof. Even with his injured leg, he’d made his way up here. “Our allied hunters’ shuttles are there.”

	The information made its way down the line, with each fighter passing it on to the next. 

	I aimed my blaster at the ground in front of the attackers and fired a warning shot. The males scampered back, away from the corner.

	“Hey! It’s the asshole monster that took my wife!” the male who’d once called my female his yelled loud enough for us to hear. “This is where they went.”

	I growled an inadvertent warning, fuming that he still called Nikki his wife. She was mine now, just as much as I was hers. 

	“You’re not my husband. You’re an asshole!” Nikki yelled back.

	“You know these guys?” someone asked. 

	“They’re not worth the air they’re breathing. They only know how to steal,” Nikki replied.

	“And they kept us ladies locked down by taking our shoes and withholding food if we didn’t do what they wanted,” Meghan added. 

	That got the females on the roof going. This group had dealt with corrupt leaders who did something similar but framed it with the false pretense of rebuilding humanity.

	“Oh, hell no!” said a pregnant female. “I say we just waste them while they’re in range. People like that don’t deserve to live.”

	“I’m not partial to digging graves, Mel. And feeding the bugs is not an option.” Roger raised his voice and shouted to the attackers, “You heard the woman. She ain’t his. She’s ours now, and we won’t give her up. You weren’t here for her anyway.” 

	A movement to the side caught my attention. A smaller group was trying to sneak to the back. 

	Roger had noticed too. “That group there,” he whispered to a male who held his gun with practiced ease.

	The male shot at the small group, hitting one of the attackers in the leg. He screamed, and his team pulled him back behind a tree. 

	“Next time it won’t be a leg.” 

	“They can’t have that much ammo,” Nikki whispered. “They wasted a shit ton shooting at the bugs.”

	“Idiots,” said the male who’d made the shot, shaking his head.

	“I’m willing to use some of our ammo to drive them off. And if we hit any of them, good riddance.” Roger turned to the shooter. “Go downstairs and tell the guys at the windows to shoot after we do. One or two shots max. Space them out. Don’t waste bullets. We’ll try to drive them off. If they are low on ammo, we want them to think we still have plenty.”

	The leader of the attacking group spoke. “Give us what we want, or things will get bloody. We want food, ammo, and women to replace those we lost.”

	“How about you get the fuck off our lawn, or we’ll open fire? If you take one step closer, you’re dead meat!” Roger yelled back. “You have ten seconds to get out of my face. One. Two—”

	Roger continued his countdown as everyone on the roof prepared to shoot. Instead of retreating, the gang continued into the yard. 

	“Fuck counting to ten. Open fire.”

	 

	 


Chapter 20: Nikki 

	I aimed at Nick the best I could and fired. I doubted I was even close, but he ducked and dove for cover. I’d thought Nick was dead, eaten by the flyers that day in my backyard, but Jason must have wasted someone else, because that bastard was still alive.

	I aimed again, this time at Jason since he was closer, and missed again. 

	Damn it! I really needed to learn to shoot better. I was out of practice, and it showed.

	I ducked behind the sandbags the survivors had piled along the edge of the roof, as the attackers fired back.

	Another round of gunfire sounded from the windows below us as the asshats retreated. They did not shoot back this time. Probably because many were low on ammo, and we were hard to hit from their angle. The survivors had piled concrete blocks and sandbags at the edges of the roof to protect themselves. This place was ready for an attack.

	I peeked over the sandbag and saw a few men on the ground. A few more limped away, holding their arm, leg, or stomach.  

	From what I’d overheard from them when I’d been there, not many people fought back. They often targeted much smaller groups, shot a few rounds as intimidation, and forced them to give up the goods. 

	“I think they’re running,” said the pregnant lady who’d spoken before. 

	I grinned at her, and she shot me a thumbs up. She was so brave to go through a pregnancy during the bugpocalypse, especially since the father didn’t seem to be around at all. He was probably one of the men this group had pushed out earlier this summer. 

	I was glad they’d gotten rid of the users and abusers in the group. I’d just met these folks, and they seemed like good people. I’d been meeting plenty of those lately. It must be to make up for being trapped with assholes for so long. Maybe karma was real, after all.

	Koriv’n pulled me into his arms, and I tilted my head up and back to kiss what ever I could reach, which was his chin. “It felt good to tell them off,” I said. “I’m never going back.”

	“I’d never let them take you. You’re stuck with me now.”

	I took his hands off my body, and they released me easily. Nope, no bond. “Not yet.” 

	I stole a secret glance at the woman’s rounded belly. She had a support system here; these people cared. Maybe it wasn’t so bad.

	Koriv’n wrapped his arms back around me, and again, I wondered if we’d find ourselves actually stuck together due to the mate bond this time.

	We stood there and watched people exchange high fives around us. It felt good to help the survivors fight off those assholes. 

	“Don’t celebrate yet,” Roger warned. “We’ll need to watch our backs for a while. These guys don’t seem like the type to give up so soon.”

	“They ambush hunters often. Do not forage alone; that makes you a target,” Koriv’n said from behind me. “Most ambushes happen in the afternoons, just before sunset. It is best to forage in the early mornings.”

	I looked at the sky and at the setting sun. Huh, would you look at that?

	“We’ll be careful.” Roger looked over the sandbags and sighed at the two bodies still on the ground. “I hate cleaning up."

	“We’ll do it, boss.”

	Roger scowled. “I’m not your boss. I’m not cut out to be a leader.”

	“You totally led us through the attack. I’d say you’re the leader already.” 

	Roger had the look of utter horror on his face as he limped toward the stairs. “Damn it! I went to the hunter’s compound to fight the scourge so they’d stop volunteering me for the role.”

	“I think you’ve been voluntold.” I put out an arm to help him down the stairs. 

	“Why do human groups have leaders?” Rayk’n asked. “Hunter groups do not. We make decisions together.”

	“That’s what I’m saying,” Roger agreed. “I don’t want to be a leader. I’m not built for that stress.”

	“The ones who make good leaders never want the role, and the ones who want to lead are the worst for the job,” Meghan said. 

	“Maybe your first task as the boss is to assign more leaders to run various parts of the community,” Koriv’n said. “I’m sure Curtis would like to be in charge of the cows.”

	Everyone laughed.

	“I heard my name. What’s so funny?” 

	“Roger says you’re in charge of the cows from now on,” I replied.

	“Oh yeah! I like cows.” He paused. “Wait? What? We’re getting cows?”

	“I don’t know, Curtis. You’re in charge of that now,” Roger replied.

	Lenny greeted us on the second floor. “I might as well move to the compound at this point. This is Sam. She’s the one who puts the machines together; I’m the one that tells them what to do.”

	I’d expected Sam to be a guy, but instead, a leggy blonde, almost as tall as me, greeted us. Yay! I wouldn’t be the only tall woman at the compound anymore.

	I shook her hand and was pleased to see Koriv’n only shook it and didn’t kiss it as he had mine. Rayk’n, however, did the full nine yards. He took her hand kissed it with a little bow.

	“That was…unexpected,” Sam said awkwardly.

	“I was practicing for when I meet my mate. Did I do it right?” Rayk’n asked.

	Before she could reply, Roger spoke. “I got some bad news. One of our scientists is no longer willing to leave, after the attack. He wants to stay and protect everyone. He’s on the phone with Rajiv’k now to talk about sending him archive articles to decipher instead. So that just leaves Neil.” He introduced the man behind him.

	Neil was a quiet man, and I never quite caught what his specialty was. 

	With the attack on the settlement repelled and our experts in tow, we headed out to our shuttles. When the door opened, Lenny balked at the solar panels piled high inside. Sam and Neil just gawked at the shuttles as the cloaking effect faded.

	“Solar panels,” Neil finally said after pulling his jaw back up from the ground. “Power would be nice. And running water.”

	“Then you’re in for a treat,” Lenny said. “But we can’t fit in the shuttles with these in here.”

	“We’ll need to tow them behind us on land. No flying for us today,” Calvin explained.

	“Tow them? On what?”

	Rayk’n answered the question by rolling out a collapsible trailer from a compartment at the back of the shuttle, one I had no idea existed. After some man and hunter power, with Sam and Neil gawking again at how much the hunters could move in a hurry, we waved goodbye to Roger, Terrance, and Curtis and left for home. Neil and Calvin got in Rayk’n’s shuttle, and Lenny, Sam, and I piled into Koriv’n’s. 

	I couldn’t help but smile at the wonder on Sam’s face as Koriv’n triggered the life-sized video display on the walls. 

	“Wow! That’s so cool. And you can do this while flying?” Sam looked around her as she sat crossed-legged on the floor.

	“You ever controlled one of our shuttles?” Koriv’n asked Lenny, holding up his controller. “This is to accelerate, this is to slow down, and this here is for directions.” He handed the shocked man the controller. “Don’t press anything else, and you won’t blow us up.”

	“Hey! This thing’s like a video game controller. No wonder you guys got good at video games so fast.”

	“Did you just say video games?” Poor Sam had barely gotten over the display, now she was learning we had video games. “No wonder Lenny’s so eager to go back.”

	Koriv’n gave Lenny the pilot’s seat and came to sit next to me on the bed. The hunters’ shuttles were small, meant to house only one hunter. Other than the pilot’s seat, it was the sleeping nook or the floor. 

	I’d shoved Purrito, Fluffasaurus Rex, and our mussed-up blanket into the corner the moment I’d gotten into the shuttle. Sam never even noticed the sex-messed sheet; she was too in awe of the shuttle. And now Lenny was too distracted with driving. 

	Using a drone in the air to locate and avoid blocked streets, we started back toward home. Trouble found us not long after we left the survivor community. The drones picked up four vans closing in around us. 

	“Krux!” 

	With Lenny still driving with the external display, Koriv’n contacted Rayk’n through the shipboard communicator. Rayk’n’s face showed up on the screen, Calvin looking stern behind him.

	“Are those our assholes again?”

	It was dark now, but the drones sent back excellent footage. It showed one van, its headlights gleaming, speeding ahead to cut in through the next street.

	“Krux! They are trying to force us to turn here”—Koriv’n highlighted the intersection on the map—“toward the blocked road. We’ll need to go faster to clear the intersection before they get there.”

	“Done.”

	Rayk’n floored his shuttle in front of us, and Lenny followed suit.

	“Just like a video game,” Lenny repeated to himself.

	I held onto Koriv’n as the shuttle lurched forward. The intersection approached, and I watched as a van sped down the street, coming toward us at a right angle. We cleared the intersection and sped away. They passed inches behind our trailer.

	Fuck! That was close. 

	“This shuttle needs more seats and seat belts,” Calvin grumbled through the communication system.

	Immediately, another van on the screen further ahead turned onto a street. If we kept at our speed, we would crash into them at the next intersection. With our cargo, the shuttles couldn’t travel much faster.

	“Nikki, do they have ways to communicate with each other? That van knew exactly what happened and where to turn.”

	“They used to have walkie-talkies, but they ran out of batteries or they couldn’t charge them.” Then I remembered the shuttle hull they’d brought back. “Could they have used the Xarc’n shuttle to charge them? Or switch out the batteries with Xarc’n ones?”

	That was what Rajiv’k had done with the cell phones and tablets he’d found for the compound. 

	“They confiscated Lena and Evie’s phones!” That must be it, I realized.

	“And my translator,” Koriv’n added.

	“What’s the plan?” Lenny asked. “If we slow, they’ll force us to turn into the blocked street, and we’ll have to face them.” 

	“We can go faster, but at higher speeds we won’t be able to swerve in case of emergency with our load behind us,” Koriv’n said. “The road looks clear ahead besides that car parked on the shoulder. Stay on the other side of the road, and we should be fine.”

	Rayk’n answered with an extremely human phrase that surprised me and reminded me of how these hunters had integrated with our culture: “Let’s floor it.”

	Koriv’n leaned over to trigger the only safety harness on the ship, the one on the pilot’s chair.

	“Thanks, man. Hang on tight.” Then Lenny put the pedal to the metal.

	I held onto the mattress and Koriv’n to stop from flying back. Sam scampered over and held onto my legs, the only thing she could find to latch onto in the shuttle that wasn’t Lenny’s chair. Calvin was right; these shuttles needed more seats and seatbelts. 

	Rayk’n zoomed ahead of us, approaching the intersection. He got through with time to spare. I held my breath as we reached the junction; the enemy’s van hurtled down the cross street toward us at breakneck speed. The headlights were blinding as the vehicle bore down on us. We passed ahead of them, mere milliseconds ahead. I was about to breathe a sigh of relief when the impact lifted me off the bed. 

	Suddenly weightless, I squeezed my eyes shut as I flew across the shuttle. 

	 

	 


Chapter 21: Nikki 

	A giant arm snatched me out of the air before my head could smash into the opposite wall. Koriv’n wrapped his body around me like a shield as we landed with a heavy thud on the other side of the shuttle. I groaned. That was a heavy landing, even for a Xarc’n hunter, and he’d protected me from the worst of it.

	A heavy weight settled on top of me, and I gasped for air. I pushed at Koriv’n, but he didn’t move. 

	“Koriv’n?”

	Silence. 

	“Koriv’n! Talk to me. Say something!”

	Nothing.

	“Wake up! Please wake up.”

	Oh god! He was completely out. That loud thud must have been his head hitting the shuttle wall. A billion horrible thoughts flew through my head. What if he never woke up? What if he woke up and but didn’t remember me? What if—

	Sam scrambled frantically next to me, trying to crawl out from under the warrior’s heavy body. Koriv’n had protected her as well, and now we were both trapped under his weight. 

	Koriv’n was my hero once again, but this time my hero was out cold. The horrible what-ifs started again in my head, and I screamed silently in my brain to drown them out. Koriv’n was alright. He had to be.

	“Sam, stop struggling for a moment.”

	She stilled, and I listened for a heartbeat. I’d fallen asleep so many times on Koriv’n’s chest, I could recognize it in my sleep. 

	Thud-thud. Thud-thud.

	“I hear a heartbeat. He’s still alive!”

	He’s alive! He’s alive! I allowed myself a little happy dance in my head but knew not to celebrate yet. He was still passed out, and we were still stuck under him.

	“I think he hit his head. Can you breathe okay?” I asked Sam.

	“At first, I thought I couldn’t. But I was panicking then. I can breathe now.”

	“Okay. We can’t move him suddenly in case he hurt his neck.”

	On the pilot chair Lenny moaned. 

	“Lenny?” I couldn’t see him from where I was; all I saw was purple and leather. “Lenny? Are you okay? We’re trapped under Koriv’n. I think he hit his head.” 

	He moaned again. “I’m…I’m alive. A bit bruised from the safety harness but alive.” 

	“Is everyone okay?” Rayk’n voice came from the speakers. They must have stopped on the street ahead of us.

	“Everyone’s alive, but Koriv’n is out cold, and Sam and I are stuck under him.” The reality of the situation seeped through to my brain. “Oh god! Is he going to be alright? I hear a heartbeat, but I think he hit his head on the wall. I’m afraid to push him off me in case we hurt him more.” 

	“Lenny.” This time it was Calvin who spoke. “A second vehicle is closing in, and I see movement in the van that rammed you. You have to hurry. We can’t fight them with one of our hunters down. Are you able to roll Koriv’n off the ladies? Support his neck and head with a pillow as you roll him to keep his head and neck straight.”

	Lenny picked up a pillow from the sleeping nook, and I took it from him, holding it against the back of Koriv’n’s head. 

	“I’ll try to keep his neck and head from moving,” I said, hoping there wasn’t any injury to his spine. I heard a sob and realized it came from me. I’d just found him, and we’d barely had time together. He had to be okay. 

	“Here,” Sam offered. “I’ll hold the pillow. You hold his head straight. We got this.”

	“I’m going to roll him to your left, okay, ladies? Ready? One. Two. Three.”

	I rolled along with Koriv’n’s body as Lenny heaved and grunted. These hunters were pure bone and muscle, and it took the three of us pulling, pushing, and shoving to get him onto his back. I did my best to keep his neck straight the whole time.

	I balked at the deep horn-shaped dent he’d left on the shuttle’s wall. The panel was grey and inactive, no longer showing the outside world. 

	 Lenny whistled. “Damn! Those horns are really something. Let’s hope they protected him from the impact.” 

	“Our horns protect our heads and are meant to absorb a massive amount of force,” Rayk’n said from the speakers. “If he hit horn first, he should be fine.”

	He’s going to be fine. He’s going to be fine, I repeated to myself. I had to stay calm. We had to get back to the compound safely. We weren’t out of danger yet. 

	I looked around the shuttle to the world outside. The van had rammed into the trailer with all the panels. Some of the cargo had flown across the road from the impact, but most of the load was still on the trailer and attached to the shuttle. 

	A van with a crumpled front sat sideways on the road behind us, blocking our way out. I knew there was a large traffic jam ahead, frozen forever in place during the chaos that had ensued when the bugs found our town. I saw movement from inside the enemy vehicle.

	“I think our asshats are coming to. What are we going to do?” 

	Before anyone replied, we all heard the drone of another van arriving.

	“You need to ditch the load and fly out of there. Forget the panels. We’ll go back for more later.”

	“Don’t these shuttles have large blasters on them? Can’t we just shoot them?” I hated the idea of letting them get away with the loot. 

	“They are front-mounted,” Calvin explained. “Rajiv’k moved them to shoot into the sky when we fought the swarm, but he moved them back. We can’t turn this thing around without dropping the rest of the panels. I’d hate to lose both loads. We need to play it safe.”

	Our shuttle was facing the wrong way as well—such advanced technology, but lacking in functionality.

	Calvin was right; we needed to focus on getting away. It was already dark, and none of us were in the condition to fight. We were outnumbered. It would be two blasters and my Glock against who knew how many guns that still had ammo. Also, if the enemy got between the two shuttles, we were just as liable to shoot each other in the dark.

	“Fly out of here? I can’t fly this thing!” Lenny sounded a little panicked; I didn’t blame him.

	“You can. It’s not hard,” said Rayk’n. “I’ll teach you while the females go out and detach the trailer. Put the cloak on. There’s an area of effect, and it should hide the females while they work.”

	The other vehicle came to a stop next to the totaled van.

	“Let me borrow your blaster while you teach Lenny. I’ll slow our new friends down.” Calvin took Rayk’n’s blaster, and a moment later, he stepped out of the shuttle and shot at the guys getting out of the van. They all dove behind the vehicle for cover. 

	I went to the screen and toggled on the cloaking as I’d seen Koriv’n do before. “Did it work?”

	“Yes. Stay close to the ship, and they won’t see you. Go!”

	I checked to make sure my gun was still holstered at my hip. Then, Sam and I poked our heads out of the shuttle, and when no reaction came, we ran along the side to the back of the shuttle. 

	“How the fuck do we undo this thing?” 

	It was dark, but the shuttle emitted a slight glow, lighting the area. 

	Koriv’n had pulled the flatbed trailer out from the back of his shuttle, the entire thing unfolding like an accordion. As far as I knew, it was a part of the shuttle. Sam saw it before I did. 

	“There,” she said. “A latch on each side.” 

	She went to the closest one and yanked on it. It didn’t budge an inch. I added my strength, pulling on the latch as hard as I could, and after a lot of grunting and groaning, it moved. We climbed over the trailer connection to the other side and started on the next one.

	Blaster fire sounded from the other shuttle. The men had tried to make a run for us; they ducked for cover at the sound of blaster fire and shot back at Calvin. At least they tried to, shooting in the general direction since Calvin was hidden in the cloak of the shuttle.

	A third van came into view, on the other side where Calvin couldn’t see or reach. They opened the door, and the internal lights of the vehicle lit up. Four guys got out; Jason and Nick among them. They headed toward us, their headlights illuminating their way. 

	The four backlit figures approached. They couldn’t see the shuttle, but they saw the trailer and the panels. If they got too close, they’d see Sam and I too. I pulled out my gun, aimed it into the group, and shot. Nick screamed and fell; the rest dove for cover. 

	“Where the fuck did that come from?” Jason’s familiar voice asked. “They must be cloaked.”

	“I can’t lift this latch. Fuck!” Sam swore, frustrated. 

	I tucked the gun back into my holster to help her. With both of us pulling, the latch moved.

	“We got it. Let’s—” 

	I never finished my sentence because Jason tackled me to the ground. My scream was cut short as the wind was knocked out of me when I landed. I kicked and shoved as his hands tightened around my throat.

	“You little traitor! This is all your fault.”

	I struggled to get to my gun, but he was over my body and saw what I reached for. He wrestled the Glock out of my hands. 

	“I’m going to blow your brains out, bitch.”

	 But before he could point the gun at me, he was ripped off my body and thrown hard against the pile of solar panels. The gun clattered to the ground, and I scrambled for it. 

	Koriv’n roared and advanced on Jason, who crawled out from the mess, shaking himself off. Jason pulled a knife. In response, sharp claws sprang from my hunter’s hands. Koriv’n launched himself at my tormentor, and the two went down together. 

	Jason was no match for an angry hunter protecting his female, and Koriv’n tore him to shreds. I doubted his own mother would recognize what was left of him. I tore my eyes away from the bloody scene.

	“Get back in the cloaked area!” Sam cried, pulling me back to the shuttle. 

	Gunshots rang loudly in the night, and Koriv’n stumbled, falling against the shuttle, two bullet wounds in his side.

	“No!”

	I pulled at him desperately, trying to get him back into the craft. Lenny showed up, and with his help, we managed to help Koriv’n inside. He collapsed against the same wall he’d headbutted earlier, unable to make it to the bed.

	“Hang onto your hats!” was the only warning we got before the shuttle rumbled to life, and Lenny took the shuttle into the air. Calvin ducked back into the other shuttle, and they took off down the clear road, following the original path. The men didn’t come after us. 

	We were safe, but Koriv’n was injured, first with a head wound that knocked him out and now with two holes in his side. Plus, we’d lost half the panels because of those assholes. I fumed silently. We’d worked so hard for those. All they ever did was take from me.

	Koriv’n moaned, taking my attention off the lost panels and back to him. 

	“Koriv’n?”

	His eyelids fluttered open. “Nikki.” He tried to push himself up but immediately grimaced and grabbed his head. 

	“Slow down, hero. You hit your head pretty hard, and you’ve got two bullet wounds.”

	“Are you okay, my mate?” he groaned. 

	“I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about. Don’t try to talk. We’re going to get you home.” 

	I didn’t correct him about the mate thing. He was alive, and that was all that mattered. I’d been wasting time, being hesitant on this mating thing. It took him getting injured for me to realize there was no one else I wanted to spend the rest of my life with and start a family with.

	He reached for my face, and I leaned my cheek into his palm.

	“You saved me, saved us. Thank you. I always knew your thick skull would come in handy.” I leaned over to kiss his forehead gingerly. “I’ll go grab the medical unit.”

	“Use it on his head first,” Rayk’n said over the network. “We need to remove the bullets before we heal any gunshot wounds.”

	I wasn’t sure how effective the medical unit was on head injuries, but I’d watched it work miracles over the past few weeks. I held it over his forehead as I finger-combed through his mussed-up hair.

	The feeling of being watched had me looking up at Sam, who observed us with a look of fascination. 

	“You two are really cute together. How did you meet?”

	I thought of that first day in the storage room and my surprise at finding him there. “Koriv’n rescued me from the same gang who just attacked us. Safe.” I grinned, remembering. “He told me he was safe.”

	“And?”

	“He was.” 

	Koriv’n was more than safe. Over the past few weeks, he’d come to mean much more to me than safety. He showed me there was still good in people, and he showed me a life worth fighting for. He was love and hope and life. And most important of all, he was my hero.

	 


Chapter 22: Koriv’n 

	I woke up with Nikki passed out on my chest. Rajiv’k and Calvin were replacing the broken panel on my shuttle wall with one from the out-of-commission shuttle. I shook Nikki lightly, but she didn’t respond.

	“Hey, look, sleeping beauty’s awake,” Calvin said, handing me a flask filled with the fortified vitamin drink hunters used to stay healthy and heal from wounds. He looked to Nikki. “We had to give her something to calm her down. She was freaking out after you passed out again, and Noah couldn’t get close enough to remove the bullets.”

	I rested a hand on her back and felt it rise and fall with her steady breathing.

	Calvin gestured to the boxes on the floor. “I hope you don’t mind, but we took your things out of the drawers in the panel before we started work. Don’t worry; she passed out and didn’t see the rings. You weren’t planning on leaving it to chance, were you? You’ve got enough rings here to propose to the whole cheerleading squad.”

	When I’d done my research on human mating rituals, I’d read about how the male would get on his knees and propose to his mate of choice with a ring. I hadn’t met Nikki at the time, so I’d collected at least one ring in every size I could find. In the common sizes, I’d collected as many as I could. I’d also collected a variety of weddings bands, though I’d never found one large enough to fit on my finger. 

	“I only wish to propose to Nikki.” I didn’t want a whole cheerleading team, whatever that was.

	I took a swig of the fruit-scented liquid. It was refreshing, and I hadn’t realized I was extremely thirsty. Healing from an injury often drained a hunter. I downed the rest of the flask in a hurry.

	“Good on you. When are you going to pop the question?”

	“I was waiting for the mating bond to form. But if it doesn’t, I plan to ask soon.”

	Rajiv’k picked up the tray full of little ring boxes and velvet pouches and placed them into my new drawer. “Do you mind sparing one for Natalie? I never expected a mate.”

	“I only need one of the fancy ones for Nikki and a pair of the plain ones for the both of us for the ceremony. We might have to join two smaller rings to fit hunter fingers. You can choose from the rest.”

	“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you hunters are hopeless romantics. I’d never have guessed, watching you guys fight.” Calvin shook his head but shot me a look of approval.

	The two left, and I was alone with my Nikki. She still slept, so I tucked Purrito under her arm and closed my eyes to rest some more, not wanting to wake her. 

	The next time I opened my eyes, big brown ones gazed back at me. 

	“You’re awake. Thank goodness you’re okay. How’s the head?” Nikki asked.

	“Better. The medical device and sleep helped.”

	She checked my side and found my bullet wounds already closed. “They weren’t kidding about you healing fast.”

	“Hunters heal exceptionally fast. I woke earlier when they were fixing the ship, but you were still sleeping.”

	She wrinkled her nose. “You should have woken me.”

	“And interrupt the snoring? No way.”

	“I don’t snore!”

	She did, and it was the cutest thing. I shifted my weight, but she made no move to get off me. 

	“And the next time I see Cynthia, I’m going to give her a piece of my mind. That drink was spiked. She tricked me.”

	“Noah needed to get the bullets out.”

	“He could have done it with me next to you.” She pouted.

	“We should probably get up and get some food in us.” I moved again, but she did not let go of me. “Are you going to stay latched onto me forever?” 

	“Yup! I’m never letting go. I’m not waiting for that slow-ass mating bond of yours. I’m doing it myself.”

	I looked at her, a little confused and afraid to assume. 

	She beamed back. “You’re stuck with me now, mate.”

	Happiness filled me, and I threw my arms around her. Nikki was finally ready to be my mate! If I’d known all it took was getting injured, I would’ve hit my head and gotten shot sooner.

	“You can latch onto me forever. I’ll do everything for you. I’ll even feed you.” 

	I got up, adjusting and supporting her body so she clung onto me easily. I uncovered the tray of food Evie had left for us earlier and mixed an extra glass of vitamin drink for her, all with one arm wrapped tightly around her waist. Then I sat down with her in my lap and, still stuck together, we ate.

	It was fun figuring out ways to do everything without releasing her, and by the time we finished our meal and cleaned up, it felt as if I really couldn’t let her go. 

	We lay in our sleeping nook, fed, clean, and naked, since taking clothes off was much easier to do attached than putting them back on. I hit the button for the privacy screen, and it enclosed us in a world of twinkling stars. 

	Nikki pressed her hips back against the front of my body and wiggled experimentally. I growled a warning. 

	“I’ve had plenty of rest, and the medical unit has done its job well. If you’re not careful, you’ll end up with more of me than you bargained for.”

	But she didn’t stop. “Who says I’m not doing this on purpose? If you’re well enough to want sex, that’s amazing. Come get it.”

	“You’ve had a hard day, and I should let you rest.”

	“Fuck rest!” She turned in my arms to face me. “I thought I was going to lose you today. I was so scared. I want you now, Koriv’n. I want you on me. In me. All over me. Show me you are here. Show me you are real.”

	She pushed herself up and gave me a little shove. Amused, I rolled onto my back and watched her as she straddled my hips. I grinned up at her, appreciating the shape of her body. I palmed her breasts, rolling a nipple between my fingers. She hissed and ground against me as I rose to attention.

	I pulled her down to my mouth and covered her nipple with my lips. I tugged on the little bud and swirled my tongue around it. I released it and moved on to her other breast, giving each pebbled nipple fair attention. She moaned and reached down to line us up. 

	“Not yet.” I pulled her higher to straddle my face. 

	I licked my lips, eager to taste her. Covering her lower lips with mine, I explored her folds with my tongue. She moaned and gasped above me, her legs shaking on either side of my head. I plunged my tongue into her depths and circled her little nub, the one that made her react, with my thumb. Her knees tightened around my horns as her pleasure grew.

	It felt powerful to know I had this effect on her, that I had the ability to make her focus on nothing else but us and where we touched. It didn’t matter what happened outside of our shuttle. Here, there was only love, and happiness, and pleasure.

	I rubbed her clit in small circles, and her channel tightened and pulsed around my tongue. Her whole body shook as she cried out her release. 

	I moved her down my body again, lining the tip of my cock up with her slit and pushing her hips down onto mine. Another cry escaped her lips, the sound aimed at the stars dotting my shuttle, and I held her there, letting her get used to my size. She stayed there, shaking and panting, the slim column of her throat on display with her face tilted to the ceiling.

	“Ride me, Kitten. Now.” I gave her ass a light tap, urging her to move. The sound echoed in the sleeping nook. “Yes!” I hissed as she rocked her hips.

	My fingers dug into her rounded bottom as I gripped her hips tightly and set a punishing rhythm. Just because she was on top didn’t mean I wasn’t in control.

	Her hair had escaped the tie that held it and was a mess around her shoulders. She rode me hard and frantic, her body wild and the look of pleasure on her face completely unrestrained. She was magnificent, and I couldn’t look away. I wanted to memorize her forever like this.

	“So beautiful. You’re mine, Nikki. Mine.”

	Unable to stay upright, she fell forward over my body, catching herself with her palms on my chest.

	“Wrap around me.” 

	She did, and I rolled us so I was on top. She looked up at me through half-closed lids and licked her lips. I caught her tongue and suckled, and her hands shot up to my horns, gripping them firmly. 

	I started moving again, slowly at first, pulling out and pushing back in deliberately, enjoying the feel of every swollen section of my cock sliding into her depth. I loved the way her pussy wrapped around each head-like portion, closing in, hugging me tightly before opening again for the next. 

	Nikki had other ideas. 

	“Faster!”

	She rocked her hips hard, urging me to fuck her harder. I resisted at first, keeping my movements slow and deliberate. She pounded on my shoulder impatiently, needily. 

	“Please,” she begged.

	I tilted my hips and thrust in hard. She rewarded me with a breathy scream. I thrust again and again, driving into her welcoming body. Pleasure surrounded me, surrounded us until there was nothing left but the two of us in the world. The only sounds I heard were her cries; the only scent I smelled was her lust. She was everything that had ever existed, and she was everything that ever would be.

	“I love you, Kitten. I love you.”

	With her pinned under me, I drove into her hard. All she could reply with were sobs as her channel squeezed and pulsed around me. Unable to hold back anymore, I exploded, filling her with my seed. She milked every drop from me until it felt like I had nothing left. She’d drained me of everything. 

	I collapsed on the bed, rolling her so she lay on top of my body, my arms wrapped tightly around her. She took a big breath and sighed, a happy sound filled with satisfaction. She lifted her head up to look me in the eyes, and I peered back, wondering how I’d ever lived without her. 

	She kissed my face and kept kissing, leaving dozens of little kisses all over my cheek and chin. 

	I chuckled. “Stop! I’m not going to have a face left.”

	She replied by doing the same to the other side. “Yup, it’s totally gone. No face at all.” She laughed and tried to roll away.

	My arms didn’t release her. They couldn’t. I focused on my hands, willing them to leave her body, but they held on as if glued.

	“No way!” Nikki exclaimed, catching on to our plight. She laughed. “I can’t believe it’s happening now.” She wrapped her arms around me, holding me just as tightly as I held her.

	“Believe it.” I was suddenly afraid she hadn’t meant what she’d said earlier, that her change in position regarding us being mated was temporary. “Are you happy with this?”

	“Yes!” Then she was sobbing against my chest, but I wasn’t worried now. She wasn’t sad. She had a smile plastered on her face, and she held onto me like she could never let go.

	I’d finally found my mate.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 23:  Nikki 

	“I heard those rat bastards are locking you into your own home by attacking anyone that tries to leave.”

	I leaned back on the couch as I talked with Meghan over video chat. I finally had my own phone, and she’d borrowed Roger’s to catch up.

	“They’re trying to starve us out. Which is silly because if we starve in here, there won’t be anything left for them, either.” 

	“Seriously, I’m surprised they’re so persistent. If so many of them are there, then who’s guarding their building?”

	“The hell if I know. Maybe they have nothing left there.”

	I made a note to ask the hunters to check the place out. “They’re sending Mal’k over to help you guys forage. He can airlift groups to different areas and bring them back when they’re done.”

	Meghan paled on the screen. “Did you say Mal’k?”

	“Yeah, what’s wrong? I know you’re scared of the hunters, but haven’t they shown they are good guys yet? You’re okay with Koriv’n.”

	“Yeah, but Koriv’n isn’t weird.” She looked around awkwardly and put her face close to the phone, covered her mouth, and whispered, “Mal’k sniffs me. Like, a lot. He followed me around the compound the second day I was there, sniffing me. It was creepy.”

	“But he didn’t do anything, did he?”

	“Isn’t sniffing enough?” she asked.

	“I think he likes you. You know these hunters pick their mates with their noses.”

	“Shh! Don’t even say that!” she squeaked. 

	I laughed. “He’s safe, Meghan. Give him a chance.”

	“I know they’re good guys, and it’s great that you and the ladies at the compound found happiness with these hunters. But it’s not for me. I see one, and my first instinct is to freeze, or run, or both. Mentally, I know he’s safe, but my body doesn’t. I can’t stop it. The first time I saw Tarv’k and Koriv’n, I almost shat myself.”

	I giggled. “That bad?” I couldn’t imagine ever being that terrified of the hunters. Koriv’n was a big teddy bear. Ferocious and deadly, but only to anything that sought to harm me.

	“Are you done with my phone yet?” Roger asked in the background. 

	“Yeah, we’re good,” Meghan replied. “They’re sending us a few dozen jars of applesauce and jams.”

	“In that case, you can use that phone any time you like. Phone time for applesauce is a good trade.”

	“I’ve got chocolate too,” I added. “The good stuff.” 

	Koriv’n had unleashed a large collection of the quality stuff on me. I’d already gone through a whole box on my own. As much as I loved chocolate and wanted to hoard it all for myself, it felt better to share.

	“Don’t let the pregnant ladies find out,” said Roger. “They’ll hunt you down. No joke.”

	Meghan laughed and turned her attention back on me. “I’m glad you’re happy there. I guess having a hunter here is better than getting cornered and tied down by those rat bastards. Even if the hunter sniffs me. You take care over there and send a few eggs over when those chickens are old enough!”

	“Of course!”

	We said our goodbyes and I went in search of my mate. 

	What I found instead was Alice and Natalie blocking my way to the roof.

	“Hey, Nikki,” Natalie said. “Have you seen Tooth? Connie’s looking for him.”

	That was strange. The chubby rodent was typically easy to find, just open a package of anything edible, and he came running if he was in the vicinity. “Maybe he got into the storeroom.” 

	Oh boy! What a mess that would be. Luckily, Evie had put most of the long-term storage foods into plastic bins and glass containers. However, we still had a few loose bags of chips and ramen.

	We went to check the storage room but found nothing—no torn open packages of junk food, but also no Tooth. I picked up a package of peanuts to help us hunt down our AWOL rodent, then proceeded to check every nook and cranny of the compound, starting from the bottom floor and working our way up to the rooms. 

	Nothing. Tooth was nowhere to be seen. 

	“Maybe he’s on the roof.” I headed up the stairs to the roof, only to find Alice in front of me again, blocking my way.

	“We should check the storage room again,” she said awkwardly. 

	I narrowed my eyes at her. 

	Then the door to the roof opened, and Connie stepped in, Tooth on her shoulder. 

	“Oh! You found him.”

	“What?” She looked confused for a moment, staring at the peanuts in my hand. “Oh, um. Yeah. I found him. Sneaky little bastard. Haha. Hey, want to go downstairs?” She stood next to Alice, the two blocking my way up to the roof.

	Alright, something was up. I was pretty sure now that Tooth hadn’t been missing at all. Something was happening on the roof, and everyone was in cahoots to stop me from getting up there. 

	Their eyes went to somewhere behind me down the stairs and I turned just in time to see Jack pretending he wasn’t signaling wildly at the three of them. 

	“You know, it’s a beautiful fall day, uh, evening. The roof is great. You should go check it out and get some fresh air.” Connie sidestepped me and headed down the stairs as if she hadn’t just stopped me from heading up to the roof like ten seconds ago.

	I looked at the door, confused. When I turned back to the two cousins, they too had disappeared. 

	What the fuck was going on?

	Only one way to find out. I opened the door and stepped out onto the roof, right into a wide, mauve chest.

	“Nikki! I was just about to find you.” Koriv’n gathered me into his arms and turned.

	I gasped. The roof was almost unrecognizable. Fairy lights were strung up, radiating from the top of Jack’s radio tower like a romantic tent of sparkling wonder over the roof. A table with a checkered tablecloth, a candle, and a bottle of wine waited for us. They’d strewn fake flowers all around the area, except for on the long carpet that served as a runway to our table.

	“Surprise! Do you like it?” He grinned widely at me, and I resisted the urge to kiss the fang indents on his lower lip. “I wanted something special so we could go on a real date.”

	So this was why Alice and Natalie sent me on a wild goose chase looking for a Tooth that wasn’t missing.

	“Like it? I love it! Thank you.” I took another look around the romantic setting, glad the flyers had all gone home for the evening. I noticed music softly playing but couldn’t figure out the source. It probably came from a cloaked shuttle. He’d gone through a lot of trouble for this. 

	Koriv’n led me to the table, which had the two chairs pushed together. I’d learned that these hunters preferred to sit right next to their mates and didn’t understand why we would sit across from them.

	Before I could sit, Koriv’n got down on one knee, fumbling with something in the pouch on his belt. He produced a little box and opened it to display a ring with a big sparkling diamond in the middle. 

	“Nikki, will you marry me?”

	I froze for a moment, shocked that my alien warrior was proposing to me. We were already mates, which, for all intents and purposes, meant we were already together forever. But this—this was going the extra mile.

	While down on a knee, Koriv’n was close to my height. He looked back at me expectantly.

	Oops, I hadn’t replied yet.

	“Yes!” I threw my arms around his neck. “Yes! A million times, yes!”

	Koriv’n blew out a breath as if he’d been holding it as he waited for my response. He stood, lifting me up off my feet, and spun me around, almost knocking over the closest chair. I wrapped my legs around him, and he buried his face into my neck, nuzzling me.

	Applause filled the air, even though I saw no one around us. 

	Then, one by one, the members of the compound stepped out from behind the shuttles’ cloaks. The door to the roof opened, and Alice, Natalie, Jack, and Connie filed out, clapping and smiling. We were bombarded with congratulations. 

	“’Scuse me, coming through.” Evie appeared out of mid-air, shimmering as she stepped out of a shuttle’s cloaked area of effect. She put two plates of food down on the table. “Dinner for two! Congratulations, love birds. Bon appetit.” Then she turned to the rest of the compound. “Alrighty, everyone downstairs!”

	Evie and Tarv’k gathered everyone together and ushered them down into the building.

	“I can’t believe you had everyone in on it. I didn’t start getting suspicious until Alice started acting strange and physically blocking me from getting up the stairs.” I thought of Meghan’s timely phone call. “Was Meghan in on it too?”

	“Yes. I talked to Roger and got her to call you while we were setting this up.” Koriv’n smirked, clearly proud at his accomplishment.

	He sat down and pulled me between his legs. I perched on one thigh as he opened the ring box again. “I had to guess your size, but if this doesn’t fit, I have many more you can try on.” He dug into his pouch again, brought out a small velvet drawstring pouch, and emptied the contents on the table. 

	“Wow, you have a whole collection of engagement rings. And I thought your assortment of stuffed toys and chocolate was impressive.”

	“I started collecting them when I got to Earth. I have more in the shuttle, but these ones are close to your size.” He took my hand and went through, trying each ring. When the first three didn’t fit over my knuckles, he started to look nervous.

	“Koriv’n.” I stopped him from trying the next ring. “I’m sure something will fit. And honestly, I don’t care if you propose with an onion ring. The answer is yes.”

	I meant every word, but it was clear Koriv’n was adamant about getting a ring on my finger. He’d collected all these engagement rings, looking forward to this day. This was important to him. So I lined them up, picked up the last one he’d tried, and found one that was slightly bigger. I handed it to him. 

	“Here, try this one,” I said, giving him my hand.

	He slid the sparkly rose gold creation onto my finger, grinning with delight when it slid over the knuckle. I couldn’t help but smile back at how happy he looked. The ring was beautiful, but his reaction was the best gift of all.

	“It’s perfect. Thank you.” 

	I embraced him, and he caught my lips in a human-styled kiss. His strong fingers dug into my hair, holding me like he never wanted to let go. As it always did, his chest roared to life, purring like the world’s biggest cat. Pressed against his skin, my nipples beaded up, and I moaned into his mouth. 

	I pulled away reluctantly. “Shouldn’t we eat first?” I panted.

	“Forget the food. I’m hungry for my mate.” He put the plates onto the chairs, saving them for later, blew out the candle, and laid me down on the table.

	“I love you, Kitten,” he whispered. “I traveled across the galaxy to find you, and I’m never letting you go. Ever.”

	He leaned over me, and I planted a hundred little kisses wherever I could reach. 

	“You never have to. You’re my hero, and I’m latching on forever. I love you, too.” 

	I did. I was glad I’d taken the chance with him that day. It changed my life for the better. It changed my life forever. Whatever the future brought, I was ready to face it with my hero by my side.

	 

	 


Epilogue: Koriv’n 

	I stood in front of the makeshift altar, waiting for my mate to arrive. I’d thought I wouldn’t be nervous. Nikki was, after all, already my mate; the bond had spoken. 

	Krux, was I wrong!

	I rubbed the back of my neck for the hundredth time this minute.

	“Breathe, Koriv’n. You’ll survive this.” Calvin nodded to me solemnly from behind the altar. “I promise.”

	Everyone I ever cared about was here, even Roger, Curtis, and Terrance, who’d come over from their new home. It was winter now, and the group had just moved into the other part of the same industrial complex, the side farther out from the nest. They were close enough now to come by foot. 

	Meghan sat awkwardly on the side with Mal’k next to her. She hadn’t given in to his advances yet but had stopped trying to push him away. 

	I’d never been the center of attention before, not like this. I discovered too late that I had what the humans called stage fright. I hadn’t even known what stage fright was until today. I had no problem professing my eternal love for Nikki when we were alone, but with so many eyes on me, I was suddenly a jittery mess.

	It didn’t help that I hadn’t seen Nikki since this morning when the other mates whisked her away to prepare for the ceremony. Seeing and touching her would have helped calm me.

	I knew what to expect—I’d read about it in my research—but that didn’t stop my jaw dropping when I saw her. She was stunning, and for a moment I forgot how to breathe.

	I’d seen the white dress hanging around the compound before, but it had just been a dress then. I hadn’t understood why she had to wear the restrictive gown; it didn’t protect her like armor, and the layers would get in her way. But it was tradition. 

	Seeing her in it, I understood the appeal. It was her but exaggerated. She was taller than the other mates, but in the dress, she was regal, magnificent. It took her natural beauty and magnified it. Still, I wanted to peel it off her as soon as I could.

	It was going to be a lot of work to get us both naked in my sleeping nook. I saw how many buttons were on that dress, and I myself had every piece of armor on. I was in full gear since, according to the humans, it was the equivalent of our formalwear. 

	Nikki walked down the aisle, each step bringing her closer to me and our future together. When she was finally in front of me, I breathed again. 

	With Nikki and I holding hands, Calvin spoke, going through the ceremonial words, but I couldn’t pay attention to much of it. I was lost in Nikki’s eyes instead. With her here, I calmed. As long as she was by my side, I was alright.

	Calvin cleared his throat and said the words I was supposed to repeat again. Right. I’d forgotten about that. Aware of our audience again, I tripped over and mangled most of it, but we got through to the end of our vows. 

	Jorg’k walked in with a very annoyed-looking Tooth in his hands. The poor squirrel was dressed in a cute outfit with a small box strapped to his back. They’d gotten Tooth to be the ring bearer. Whose horrible idea was that?

	Calvin tried to hide a guffaw, and Nikki giggled while I gawked at the rodent. The rest of the crowd went “aww.” But Tooth—Tooth was not impressed. Jorg’k would need to sleep with one eye open tonight. I hoped he and Connie had a big collection of nuts to beg for forgiveness.

	The ring box looked like it had seen better days, with one corner chewed right off and nibbles on every edge, but Calvin picked it up, freeing the little creature of the burden. After we exchanged rings came the part I most looked forward to.

	“You may now kiss the bride.”

	That I could do without messing up, no matter how nervous I was. I lifted Nikki off the floor; it was easier than hunching over to reach her lips. She squeaked and threw her arms around me, her eyes twinkling with delight. I captured her sweet mouth with mine. 

	Through my research, I knew it was supposed to be a short kiss—an outward symbol of our union. But I couldn’t help but devour her mouth with the passion I felt every time we touched. She clung to me as if weak in the knees. No matter, I’d stand for her and be her pillar for the rest of my life.

	The crowd broke into applause, reminding me that we were not alone. When our lips finally parted, Nikki’s cheeks were pink and flushed.

	“I love you, my hero,” she whispered.

	“I love you too, Kitten.” I held her to my chest until she struggled to be let back down onto the floor.

	“Congratulations, you two,” Calvin said with a smile. “Welcome to the first day of the rest of your lives.”

	I didn’t correct him. The first day of the rest of my life was the day Nikki had shut herself into a storage room with me. My entire life had changed since then. 

	We kept the rest of the celebration casual, meeting with our guests as they congratulated us on our union. I knew this too was customary, but all I wanted to do was go back to the shuttle and spend time alone with my mate. 

	Rajiv’k brought out his liquor collection. If we ever wondered who’d cleared out all the liquor stores in the area, we wondered no longer. While the rest of us had tried to convince the local leaders to let us help them, Rajiv’k was piling all the booze into his shuttle. 

	He poured drinks and handed them around. Tarv’k handed me a drink, and I took it. When he held one out to Nikki, she politely declined.

	“I’m not supposed to drink anymore. It’s not good for the baby.”

	It took a moment for the words to sink in. 

	“Baby?” I searched her face, but all she did was smile back at me with a big goofy grin. 

	“I was wondering when you’d catch on. That’s why Noah and Natalie have been calling it a shotgun wedding. They and Rajiv’k are the only ones who know. I went to Noah first since he’s the human doctor, but he borrowed Rajiv’k’s equipment for the exam.”

	Suddenly we were the only two in the room. I tried to speak, but my mouth moved, and no words came out. Forget words; who needed them anyway? All I needed was right here in front of me: my mate and my offspring—my family.

	I knelt on a knee to put myself closer to her belly. My baby was in there. I gazed at her still-flat belly in wonder.

	“I think he’s in shock,” said Natalie, sounding extremely far away. “Did you just break the news?”

	“Yeah, I did.” Nikki turned back to me, a look of concern on her face. “That’s a good shock, right?”

	“Yes,” I managed, wrapping my arms around her and putting my face to her belly. I inhaled deeply. She’d smelled different lately, sweeter and more like me, if that was possible. I hadn’t realized why. I’d thought it was because we spent every day and night together. 

	Now that I knew, it made sense. She smelled more like me because she carried a piece of me inside her. 

	My whole life, I’d been nothing but a weapon. I was more now. I was a mate, a husband, and soon, I’d be a father. Nikki’s hands landed on my horns. I looked up into her eyes, and I saw my entire future there.

	A sudden sharp, repetitive clinking sound had me turning my head. Terrance grinned back at us, clinking his glass with his fork. More people joined him, and soon we were serenaded with dozens of clinking glasses. 

	Nikki pulled me back up to my feet. “They want another kiss.”

	I grinned. That, I could provide, even now when I was too shocked to do anything else. 

	I drew my mate into my arms and kissed her. Surrounded by the applause of all the people we cared about, I had no regrets, no doubts. I’d come to Earth to find my destiny, and I’d found her. My mate was right here in my arms, and I was ready for whatever the future held.

	THE END

	Want to read all about how Cynthia and Cov’k got together?

	CLICK TO GET YOUR FREE COPY OF PURSUED BY THE HUNTER!
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	Looking for more from Lynnea Lee? Check out this excerpt from A Deal for Zeylum

	It was a rookie mistake. Someone with his experience should have known better, but here he was, about to be thrown into the cargo hold of an enemy ship. Taking a slow breath, Zeylum took stock of his surroundings. Two oversized holding cells took up most of the room, and both were filled with slaves bound for the market. Humans. They were far from home. It seemed the Galactic Dominion had their fingers in all corners of the galaxy, the greedy bastards.

	The Dominion guard shoved him roughly into the opened pen. Zeylum saw her as he fell. She was small even for a human, with dark, wavy hair to her mid-back and a heart-shaped face. She sat with her knees tucked into her chest, so small and vulnerable. His stomach sank when he realized he was going to land directly on top of her.

	Shit! I’m going to crush her!  

	With his hands manacled and legs hobbled, all he could do was twist sharply to the side. She scrambled away just in time to avoid the bulk of his weight. He grunted as he landed with a hard thud, on his shoulder.

	Zeylum wasn’t the only one who noticed the pretty female. Her quick movement caught the guard’s attention. The female’s eyes narrowed, and she backed away as if trying to melt into the metalwork of the ship. The guard licked his blubbery lips, his gaze slowly turning lecherous.

	“We deserve a little reward for our work today, don’t you think?” He winked at his buddy, and the other officer cracked a lustful grin.

	The officer reached for the female, grabbed her by the hair, and dragged her out of the cage. Quiet and unassuming until that moment, she sprang into action, kicking and biting. Despite her short ineffective claws, she scratched viciously at her assailants.

	Zeylum raised his eyebrows as the little human, who was barely tall enough to reach his chest, lashed out against two fully grown Tallean males. What a hellion! If this was typical of humans, the Galactic Dominion would have their hands full trying to control their new slaves. The sweet, cloying scent of her panic radiated from her. 

	“Get your fucking hands off me!” she bellowed as her knee made firm contact with the officer’s crotch.

	“You little bitch!” he yelled. He drew his hand back and landed an open-palmed slap across her cheek.  Her head jerked to the side violently, her hair whipping across her face as she stifled a gasp. Zeylum felt the slap like a punch in his gut.

	“Torf!” The low voice rumbled through the chaos. “If you damage the merchandise, it’s coming off your pay. I told you to lock up our guest, not give him a show.”

	The brute’s face turned redder despite already being flushed with anger. “Sir! She—she was causing trouble.” He threw the female back into the cage. “I was just teaching her some manners. Some of these humans are incorrigible! No sense of their place as slaves.”

	The newcomer dismissed the lower-ranking officer’s babble with a wave of his hand.

	“Ah, if it isn’t Captain Zeylum of the Defiant, the monster behind the infamous pirate vessel terrorizing the frontier. You’ve got quite a bounty on your head.”

	Zeylum knew. He also knew that the imposing figure preening in front of him was Captain Ulrek of the Stellar Fortune, the poster child of the Dominion’s fleet. He’d known Ulrek was planetside when he made the error of dropping into town for a quick supply run on his own. The port was one of the only places on this side of the galaxy to deal in misappropriated medical supplies. More specifically, they sold chemicals needed to run the state-of-the-art med beds required to keep his crew in tip-top shape—a necessity, considering their propensity for taking dangerous missions.

	It was supposed to have been a quick in and out, but an old lover had ratted him out. Selene had been only interested in him for his infamy. She’d been known to be heartless. Despite agreeing to a purely physical temporary liaison, she’d nonetheless felt jilted when he returned to his ship without her. That was two galactic years ago. She sure knew how to hold a grudge!

	 “Imagine that! The great Zeylum of the Defiant, reduced to begging for scraps with the slaves.” Ulrek eyed him, his sense of triumph oozing from his pores.

	“How is Selene?” Zeylum taunted, unable to hold back. The word in the port was that Selene had taken up with the Dominion captain. He couldn’t resist taunting the captain, even if he had to stoop low to do it. 

	A low growled sounded, and the last thing Zeylum saw was the side of Ulrek’s boot before blackness overcame him.

	 

	 

	 

	Ashe was surprised to see the alien slowly come to. He’d taken a pretty nasty blow to his head, and Ashe was impressed he still lived. In fact, if the captain’s boot had been angled just a bit off, he would have had his face clawed open by those scary talons these aliens had sticking out the fronts of their boots.

	 He blinked a few times, and their gazes met. She stifled a gasp at the intense emerald green of his eyes. Every Tallean Ashe had met so far, which weren’t too many, had various shades of green eyes, but his were the most intense by far. A deep green ringed the outside of his irises, fading in a jagged pattern to a bright, vibrant emerald near his pupils. When the light hit his eyes at certain angles, a glare reflected off, reminiscent of nocturnal predators. His eyes were framed with thick, inky black lashes. The same blue-black hair was pulled back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. A few wisps of hair fell loose to frame his tanned face.

	 His mouth was lined with thin but shapely lips. She knew his canines were elongated, like all his species. It wasn’t noticeable unless they grinned or bared their teeth. Like the others of his kind, a crease of skin ran parallel his jawline across his cheek. This cheek crease and the presence of the light-reflecting membrane in his eyes were the most obvious facial indicators that he was not human. Unlike the guard who’d attacked her, the prisoner’s skin forming the creases lay flat against his face rather than sagging with excess fat. It highlighted his high cheekbones and his chiseled jawline, which was completely free of facial hair—a ruggedly handsome specimen by any standards, despite not being human.

	Even crumpled against the wall, he looked tall to Ashe. He was at least a few inches taller than the guard who had grabbed her, and she’d barely reached the guard’s armpit. He wore a black tank top that showcased his broad, well-built shoulders and thick biceps. His hands barely showed at his side due to the short chain that manacled his wrists behind his back, but from what she did see they were large and rough with faded scars, showing a life of hard work.

	The most alien parts on his body were his feet. They were massive and beast-like. Instead of toes, each foot was tipped with four sharp claws. He wore the alien equivalent of heavy-duty combat boots; they opened at the front to show his claws. The soles were super thick so his curved talons were raised above the ground when he stood. Like on his wrists, metal cuffs wrapped around his ankles over his boots, the chain in between just long enough for him to hobble.

	How he’d managed to direct his momentum to avoid barreling into her while manacled and hobbled was beyond her, but she was grateful he had. The guy was massive, and Ashe doubted she would survive being crushed under his weight.

	The dinner bell pierced the din of the cargo hold, interrupting her visual exploration of the new alien prisoner. The first time they’d handed out food, Ashe had gone for the food first and hadn’t managed to grab any of the packaged water. She’d spent the time until the next meal parched, her tongue dry and rough as sandpaper. She’d learned her lesson well.

	Pushing through the throng of people, she grabbed several packages of water and a portion of something that looked like flat, hard bread. Being smaller than the men, she usually failed to nab any of the meat portions. Taking a quick look over at mister buff alien, she stuffed another ration of food into her shirt and headed toward him.

	Ashe hesitated a moment, unsure about helping a criminal with a bounty on his head. When he’d first been shoved into the cage with them, a few of the men in the hold had wanted to waste him, if only because he was the same alien race as their captors. But the captain had made it plenty clear that if his special prisoner met his end by human hands, all the human males in the hold would find themselves castrated, regardless of who’d made the kill. The men lost interest rather quickly.

	Ashe bit her bottom lip as she contemplated what she was about to do. The alien was intimidating, but so was a life as a slave, and that was all that awaited her at the end of this journey. She looked around at her fellow unlucky earthlings. There were only a few types in the hold. Many of the men were big, tough-looking men wearing prison uniforms. Some were not so big or tough but wore orange all the same. Their Tallean captors had raided a penitentiary and rounded up the men most suited for hard labor.  

	While the women came in all different skin tones and sizes, they were all attractive. She didn’t kid herself what the young women in the hold would be forced to do. The guard’s interest in her body was proof enough.

	At first, Ashe had been terrified. But the time for tears and hysterics had passed days ago. She’d read once that the flight or fight response only lasted so long before fizzling out into oblivion. She understood that now. She felt strangely calm. She just wanted out.

	Ashe wanted off this boat—er, ship—and her gut instinct told her this alien was her ticket out. He was in the cage with them and was, therefore, in the same boat, at least for now. It felt awkward for her to approach him, but she had nothing to lose. She cleared her throat, hoping that his translator was up to date with Earth’s languages.

	“How’s your head?” Her voice sounded out of place, and a few fellow prisoners stared strangely at her. She ignored them. 

	He looked up at her, holding her gaze with his emerald stare. He eyed her appraisingly, perhaps because she was the first in the holding cell to approach him.

	“Probably not much worse than your cheek.”

	Ashe put her fingers to the bruise on her left cheek where the guard had hit her. She looked and smelled a mess. There were no showers in the holding pen. There was, however, a partitioned area for natural functions and limited running water. She’d used her t-shirt to sponge off the crucial areas. Her hair was a hopelessly tangled mess, and she was pretty sure there were bags under her eyes. And now she was black and blue too.

	“Are you hungry? I didn’t manage to get the good stuff. Tastes like shit, but fills you up. And water’s pretty crucial too. You don’t want to drink what comes out of the tap.” She held a piece of food up to him, arms extended as far as possible to keep her body at a distance, ready to bound away if he pounced on her.

	“Why don’t you come a little closer? I don’t bite.” There was a twinkle in his eye, and a corner of his mouth lifted in a teasing smirk.

	“I don’t think so, buddy!” 

	He was massive and strong and a criminal to boot. She wanted his help blowing this joint, but she wanted to get a feel for him first. If he decided to take advantage of her, she’d be screwed. Ashe doubted any of the men in the hold would jump to her rescue. In fact, the less morally inclined men in the next cage over had assaulted some of the women on the first day. None of the other men had helped the victims. 

	Ashe had kept herself safe by staying quiet and drawing little attention to herself. It had worked until the big alien was practically thrown on top of her.

	“I guess if I’m going to be hand-fed by an exotic beauty like you, I might as well enjoy myself, regardless of how far away you intend to stand.” He leaned casually back against the bars.

	Ashe rolled her eyes as she ripped the corner off the bagged water and took a sip for herself. Setting her water to rest upright against her crossed leg, she held the drink to his mouth and gave it a soft squeeze to get the liquid to his lips. Next, she held the stale bread-like substance to his mouth.

	“So, does the exotic beauty have a name?”

	Ashe scoffed at his continued referral to herself as an exotic beauty but answered his question anyway. “Ashley. But you can call me Ashe.” Her full name always reminded her of her ex-fiancé. Mike always insisted on calling her “Ashley baby,” and it was all fine and dandy until he walked out on her with her best friend five days before the wedding. “And I’m going to venture that you are Zeylum.”

	He tilted his chin down slightly, which Ashe recognized as the alien equivalent of a nod. “My friends call me Zey, and you can too. You seem the type I would get on a nickname basis with.” 

	The man was a shameless flirt, and in such a grim situation to boot. She knew better than to be interested, but her body did what it wanted. Ashe tried to ignore the innuendo but couldn’t stop a small tingle from starting in her belly. She changed the topic.

	“The captain’s after you for a bounty, right? What they got you pinned for?”

	“This and that. I’m a part of a mercenary crew, and we get paid to take on dangerous missions. Recently, it’s been mostly smuggling goods. My crew specializes in getting things where they need to go. People, weapons, medicine, you name it.”

	Well, that’s got to be better than rape and mass murder, Ashe decided.

	“The captain called your ship a pirate vessel.”

	He shrugged noncommittally. “Brings in a good profit.”

	“So, your crew, they going to come after you?” She might as well dig for info while he was feeling conversational.

	He shrugged again. Wanting to keep him talking, she tried again.

	“Any idea where we’re heading and how long before we get there?”

	“We’re at the edge of Dominion space. I believe your planet is just outside their newly acquired territory, and they are on their way to supply the freshly instated government-friendly monarchs with slaves and workers.”

	He paused as if debating whether to continue. “I’m going to be honest. The outer edge of Dominion space is a wild zone, mostly lawless. Most living here are rough males with blood on their hands. Criminals. Even those working for the Dominion. In fact, they are probably the worst of the lot. Females are few and far between.” He paused to study her face, and Ashe felt heat rise to her cheeks. “A pretty little thing like you…” He trailed off.

	“Yeah, I figured as much already. If the officers aboard this ship are any indication, either I’ll become some toy for a rich sadistic asshole, or I’ll be dumped in a whorehouse somewhere. Assholes are assholes the universe over.”

	She paused to pour some water in his mouth and thought back to the news reports she’d watched on Earth. The group of humans on this ship weren’t the first taken. Until recently, the aliens had only targeted prisons and brothels. Like everyone else, she had been so sure it wouldn’t happen to her. But here she was.

	“The Dominion considers the males replaceable, dispensable. They are meant for the mines and manual labor, and they prefer them strong. But the females need to be healthy, fit, and pretty to bring in good profits.”

	 To avoid thinking of her possible future in too much detail, she turned her focus back to the alien. “What will happen to you?”

	“Ulrek will bring me back to the inner territories to claim his prize. A well-known smuggler such as myself won’t get a trial.”

	“Shit, that sucks.” Ashe got to the meat of the discussion. “Do you think there’s a way out of here?”

	“Who knows? Ulrek is as corrupt as they come and will probably make a few stops while in the outer territories, to line his pockets. Every delay is an opportunity.” His eyes lit as he spoke, and Ashe couldn’t help but be reminded of how attractive she found him.

	The lights in the cargo hold dimmed, signaling the start of the simulated night cycle. Ashe quickly fed him the rest of the stale bread and water. She felt the programmed drop in temperature and rubbed her arms as she settled down for another rough night. The alien ship was kept slightly too cool for human bodies at night, and she usually woke up shivering on the hard metal floor of the cage.

	“You can curl up next to me if you are cold, gorgeous. I promise I’ll keep my hands to myself. Not that I have much choice in the matter.” He rattled the chain of his manacles. All this technology for space travel, but they still used good old-fashioned metal cuffs, she mused.

	“Yeah, no thanks,” she quipped but gave him a wink. Now, what had possessed her to do that? But the image of the large alien pressed up against her, warming her, was already seeded in her mind, and her body reacted to the idea against her better judgment. She sighed to herself. It was going to be a long night.
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