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Stolen by the Hunter

	MEGHAN

	I’m a big fat scaredy-cat.

	The scary alien hunter has his eyes on me. He’s got sharp fangs, massive claws, huge horns, and walks around in nothing more than a loincloth! Totally terrifying! So why is my body betraying me and reacting in ways it shouldn’t?

	With troublemakers inside the gates and deadly space bugs roaming outside, I soon realize Mal’k is the last person I should fear. Because in this crazy bugpocalypse, a hyper-protective Xarc’n warrior is the very thing I need.

	MAL’K

	I know she’s mine the moment I lay eyes on her.

	Too bad Meghan’s terrified of me. My human is frightened of everything and cries out in fear, even in her dreams. I long to chase away her demons and wake with her in my arms.

	When she leaves the hunters’ compound to live with a group of humans, I follow along, offering to help them forage. She may whimper at the sight of me now, but I’ll never give up until she whimpers under me. 

	While this is a complete romance with an HEA, it is best read as part of a series. 

	 


Chapter 1: Meghan

	Melissa and I held our breaths as the sound of gun fire rang out. 

	She held her large, ready-to-burst baby belly as we hurried into the hallway. “I can’t believe those assholes followed us to our new home. Do you think they’ll get through?”

	I didn’t envy her predicament. Being pregnant during the bugpocalypse must be terrifying. Especially with armed men knocking on our door and demanding we surrender our food, weapons, and women. 

	Other survivors crowded in the hall. We’d all been instructed to move away from any windows the moment we heard gunfire. At this rate, we’d never get anything done.

	A man, still holding the sheet of plexiglass he’d been fitting over a window, sent Melissa a reassuring look. “Nah, they’re low on ammo. And now that we’ve moved close to the hunters, help is always just a call away. Not to mention, we’re inside, and they’re outside. All this gunfire is going to call the bugs onto them. They’re fucking themselves.”

	I shuddered at the mention of our many-legged invaders.

	The past year-and-a-half had been one catastrophe after another. First, the giant space bugs had fallen from the skies. Earth hadn't known about them in the beginning. It only took a few of the extra-terrestrials touching down on our planet for them to start a nest. The terrifying creatures headed out once the nest was large enough, aiming for the largest city centers where the pickings were the best.

	Their prey? Us. And our livestock. Everything made of flesh and bone.

	A few months after the bugs had started swarming, the Xarc’n warriors arrived in their ships, offering help. These alien soldiers had been genetically modified by the same ancient race that had created the space bugs that now ravaged Earth. They’d been created specifically to fight the scourge, the warriors’ name for the living plague.

	Earth's governments had banded together to reject their offer, and now here we were in the bugpocalypse. Thanks a lot.

	A few armed guards ran down the hallway toward the side of the building facing the gates. I was glad the Xarc’n hunters living in the area had fences and gates already in place to funnel the summer swarms. It gave us the upper hand. 

	“Those idiots aren’t going to get through,” the man continued. “This place is much more defensible than the school.”

	We’d just moved here from a run-down, flooded-out elementary school. I wasn’t sure if it was the truth or if he was just saying it to calm us down, but I appreciated his words. On the outside I might look calm, but inside I was freaking out.

	“I like the smaller offices more than the larger classrooms too,” Melissa said nervously, as if trying to distract herself from the fire fight at our front door. 

	I looked into the carpeted office we’d just walked out of. “Me too.” This building was much nicer than many of the dumps I’d lived in over the past year and a half.

	This large, two-story building had been carved out into a bunch of small offices on the top floor and larger businesses on the bottom. There was a common foyer and a decent-sized cafeteria for those who’d once worked in the building.

	More gunfire sounded and I ducked and covered my head out of instinct. We quieted, listening with bated breath. There was some shouting and a few more armed guards ran to the front. Somewhere in the building, a baby, our group’s sole newborn, cried. But no more shots were fired. After a long minute, we relaxed. 

	Roger, our reluctant de facto leader, stepped into the hallway. “It’s all good. They tried to sneak around the side, but we saw them first. Everyone back to work.”

	Melissa and I headed back inside the lawyer's office come storage room. Roger followed us, his usually gelled-up mohawk flopped down across one side of his head. His serious face lit up when Melissa sent him a smile.

	“You ladies doing okay?”

	“Just pissed that we’re getting pinned down by these assholes,” she said. “We just got here, and we can’t even move around freely to make this place a home.” 

	“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “They wouldn’t have known you guys were here if it weren’t for me.” That had been weighing on my mind since those thugs arrived. My life with the raiders had been miserable, and when I’d finally run from them, they’d found me living with these survivors back at the school. Guilt was a crappy feeling.

	“That’s bullshit,” Roger said. “They already knew we were there. We recognized a few of them; they used to run with us. They must have joined the raiders after.” 

	These people had done a big house cleaning earlier this year. They’d once called themselves New Franklin and made up a much larger group. Large enough to be considered a settlement. Too bad the previous leaders had been corrupt pricks. 

	I was glad they’d gotten all that sorted out before I showed up. 

	When I was living with the other group, a few new guys had joined us around the same time they had their fiasco here.

	“They came looking for supplies,” Roger continued. “You just happened to be here as well. I’m glad you’re with us now and not stuck with those jackasses.”

	“Man, it must suck to travel all the way across Franklin to get away from them, only to have to deal with them again.” Melissa shook her head. 

	“Yeah. It’s kinda shitty. But I’m glad I’m here.”

	Roger left us to our work. He limped from an injury he’d sustained the last time he fought the swarms with the Xarc’n hunters. He firmly believed that if we’d fought with the alien warriors from the get-go, Earth wouldn't be the wasteland it was now.

	The longer I survived in this bugpocalypse, the more I agreed with him, even though I was personally terrified of the alien warriors. 

	I didn’t miss the wistful gaze Melissa had on him as he walked away.

	I raised my eyebrows. “Do I feel love in the air?”

	“What?” Melissa’s face turned red. “No. No. It’s not like that.”

	“Sure. Whatever you say.”

	She changed the subject. “We’re lucky that Xarc’n hunter of yours was there to help us with the big move. Moving in the dead of night was probably our best option.”

	The bugs were most active during the day, and the flying ones mostly came out around noon when the sun was highest in the sky. Traveling in the dark, we’d only run into a few confused scuttlers. Mal’k, the Xarc’n hunter in question, had taken care of those easily.

	 I’d watched from inside the crammed truck—we wanted to save fuel and make only one trip—as he danced in the beams of the headlights, slashing the bugs to pieces with his dual blades. I had to admit it was impressive. 

	We would have struggled to fight those monsters in the dark, but these Xarc’n hunters were genetically modified living weapons. Those bugs had been a walk in the park for the warrior.

	I shuddered, thinking of the hulking aliens who were our allies. I knew they were the good guys here, but I still couldn’t stop my heart from pounding out of my chest in fear at the sight of one of them. “Mal’k isn’t my hunter.”

	I peeled open the lid of the bin in front of me, hoping to distract her from this topic with work. “Powdered mashed potatoes and instant noodles,” I announced, as she entered the info along with the expiry date into our state-of-the-art inventory system: a pen and a notebook.

	“I thought Mal’k was helping us because of you.”

	Damn it, she wasn’t going to leave the topic alone. 

	“It’s complicated.” It wasn’t. Mal’k was obsessed with me, and I was terrified of him. It was that simple.

	Melissa shrugged. “I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. He’s going to continue to help us get in and out of the raiders’ blockade, and I’m grateful.”

	If the hunters and the humans living at the compound on the other side of this industrial and business park were willing to help us, I wasn’t going to complain either. They were good people. I just wasn’t sure they considered me a friend, especially after the way I’d reacted to some of the Xarc’n warriors there. 

	My fear of the hunters was irrational, and I knew it. Most of the ones I’d met were good people, willing to jump into the line of fire to save us. They did so every day, hunting and killing the deadly alien bugs that ravaged our planet. Despite knowing this, any time one of them got too close, I’d freeze up. Or I ran. 

	Mal’k, especially, had issues understanding personal space. When I’d stayed at their compound for a few days before coming here, he’d gotten really close several times and sniffed me. I’d panicked every time as if he was attacking me, though he never meant any harm. 

	The ladies at the compound had thought it was cute. I hadn’t. I hated how my heart sped up every time he leaned in. And when he’d smiled at me with his sharp, pointy teeth, I nearly fainted.

	It hadn’t helped that he’d offered to sleep next to me to keep my nightmares away. I was sure he meant well, but it was just a tad bit creepy. The other women had assured me it was a cultural misunderstanding. 

	Instead of one of the mated hunters and his mate coming to help us, Mal’k had shown up instead. Lucky for me, it had been easy to avoid being alone with him at the school, with the lack of privacy and everyone busy getting ready for the move.

	“So he’s staying with us?” I asked as I repacked the bin full of inventoried items, leaving the packages close to expiring in their own pile. I’d thought he was going to go back to the compound now that we were at our new home.

	“That’s what I heard. I wonder if they’d send the other unmated hunter too? We have a few ladies here that have been looking to hook up with a hunter ever since Connie found hers.”

	Connie was one of the human mates at the compound. She’d lived with this group when the leadership was still corrupt.

	Maybe if I stayed in this room and spent the rest of the day doing inventory, Mal’k wouldn’t find me. 

	“They can have Mal’k. As I said, he’s not mine. There’s nothing between us.” I tried to look as normal as possible.

	“Bullshit! I see the way he looks at you. And you stare at him every time he’s in the same room. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. It’s okay to have a crush on him, you know. Just ignore the naysayers.”

	I stared at him because I was terrified, but I was too embarrassed to admit it.

	“I’ll tell the other girls to keep their paws off your purple warrior.”

	“No, no, that’s not it at all,” I sputtered.

	“Sure. Whatever you say.” Melissa winked at me as she threw my words back in my face.

	“Meghan?” a low voice rumbled from the doorway.

	I froze. I didn’t need to look to know who that was. 

	Melissa pushed herself up to standing with a grunt; even the adjustable office chairs were difficult for her to get in and out of in her condition. “Hey, Mal’k.”

	Mal’k gave her a slightly awkward nod before turning to me, and a soft rumbling started in his chest. “Meghan,” he practically purred my name.

	Oh no! It was starting again. I’d heard that the purring sound happened when a warrior found a woman he was interested in. Why me?

	I was the worst possible candidate. I was chicken-shit and scared of everything, including Xarc’n hunters. It was one of the reasons why I’d stayed with the group of raiders for so long; I’d been too terrified to leave. 

	Even now, I stood frozen solid from how scary and imposing the alien warrior was.

	Mal’k wore nothing but a leather loincloth, belt, and harness, his chest and abs on full display. He had a menacing-looking pair of swords strapped to his back, and I wasn’t sure if I was more scared of his sharp fangs and teeth or the ram-like horns curling from his temple. 

	Unlike the other hunters I’d seen who wore their dark, wiry hair tied back, his shorter hair hung down to frame his face. It didn’t make him look any less intimidating.

	He reminded me of a minotaur from Greek legends, except from outer space and purple.

	He took one step toward me, and my heart threatened to pound out of my chest. My palms got instantly sweaty. I tried to say “hi” so as to get the greeting over with so I could run, but nothing came out when I opened my mouth. I stood there staring at him with my mouth hanging like an idiot.

	Melissa followed the giant purple warrior’s gaze to me, then grinned “Ooh, I was right.” She leaned in close and whispered into my ear, “Do I feel love in the air?”

	Crap. She was misreading my freezing from fear of the massively muscled murder machine as nervousness around a crush. 

	“I’ll let you two catch up. I was just heading out for a bathroom break. My bladder’s the size of a peanut.” She winked at me and then waddled out of the room, leaving me alone with the huge, horned, alien warrior.

	 


Chapter 2: Mal’k 

	I couldn’t look away from the delectable Earth female in front of me. Meghan was utter perfection as she stood frozen in the room, a delicious scent wafting from her. Meghan always smelled like prey around the hunters. It confused me; she made me hungry, but not for food.

	I’d never reacted this way to anything else in this or any of the other worlds I’d fought the scourge in. I wondered how she would smell without the sweet layer of fear. There was something more complex and addictive underneath it, something I wanted to get to know well.

	I didn’t want her to be fearful of me, but I understood she reacted this way to all hunters, even though she knew by now that we were not here to take over their planet. 

	Her eyes darted around the room, looking for another exit, but I stood between her and the only door.

	When the other mates had suggested one of us should help this human group with their raider problem, I’d volunteered myself immediately. I needed to see Meghan again, even though I knew she wasn’t interested in me as a mate. I wanted to be close to her. Being with the survivors also meant I’d be near if she got into any trouble. 

	Meghan had once lived with the very human males who now prevented this group of human survivors from leaving their home to forage. They wanted her back; her name had come up in their demands. I needed to be close to keep her safe. They would never get her back.

	So I’d left the compound to help the survivors at the school prepare for their move. Meghan had avoided spending any time alone with me, and everyone had been so busy, I hadn’t had much time to do anything about it. Now that the move was over, I was done waiting. Meghan was mine. It was time to rid her of her fear of hunters. 

	Meghan finally tore her eyes from my face, freeing me from their mesmerizing hold. 

	She dropped her gaze to my feet, gasped, then looked away.

	What had frightened her? I only saw my feet. I’d made sure to clean my claws of any remnants of the scourge before coming here. Maybe humans were not used to bare feet. Most I knew wore covers over them all the time. They claimed it was so they could run at a moment’s notice should the scourge or enemies breach their camp.

	I couldn’t imagine having my feet covered all the time. I needed the feel of soil under my claws. 

	 I leaned in, tempted by her scent. Just as she’d done the last time I saw her, she stood there, letting me scent her, my nose inches from her red hair. I took it as a good sign. At least she wasn’t pushing me away or running.

	A look of panic crossed Meghan’s face. Her hand moved, and I noticed a package of food still in it. 

	“I will not harm you,” I promised. “Let me help.” I took the package from her hand and lined it up in the bin she was packing. 

	“I know,” she said after a long silence. She finally moved, robotically picking up another sealed package of food. 

	“I’m staying to help,” I told her. “The armed males followed you and are preventing people from leaving to forage again. I’ll stay to help foragers outside of the barricade with my shuttle.”

	If it were up to me, I’d attack the blockade and get rid of the troublemakers for good, but the general agreement was to avoid all-out war. The human leader, Roger, worried about unneeded casualties.. The way I looked at it, the raiders couldn’t cause more casualties if they were dead. Removing them from the equation was the most effective and logical solution. 

	Hunters in the area had been dealing with this group of thugs for a while. They hated the Xarc’n warriors and often ambushed lone hunters. Our hunter compound had been instrumental in bringing trouble to these survivors when the raiders had kidnapped two of our females.

	We’d freed our two females and helped two more escape the raider’s encampment. Meghan was one of them. She’d lived at our compound a few days before joining the group here. These humans were our allies. 

	They hadn’t always been our allies, and even now, I got the occasional disgusted look from some of them when I walked by.

	That was Earth’s governments’ fault. They’d spread horrible rumors about the hunters when all we wanted to do was help. No governments existed now, but their lies still prevailed. I hated them for what they’d done.

	Some hunters didn’t care how the humans felt about them; they were here only to kill the scourge, and they focused on their singular purpose. But I cared. I hated that my female was terrified of me when I’d never harm her. Earth’s governments’ lies did that.

	I picked up the last package of—I checked the label—mashed potatoes. 

	“That one’s expiring,” Meghan said in a small voice. She took it from me, her hand shaking, and put it with a smaller pile of food. 

	It was awkward between us, but I didn’t want to be anywhere else. The more time I spent with her, the faster she’d get over the fear of me. I envied the hunters at the compound who’d found their mates. I wanted the same for myself. 

	It didn’t help that I wasn’t quick at picking up social cues like Koriv’n was; he sometimes acted more human than Xarc’n. I never knew what to say. Like now, all I could do was enjoy her presence wordlessly.

	I lifted the bin and replaced it on the wire shelf. 

	A commotion in the hallway jolted us both out of our awkward interaction. A shrill cry I’d never heard before came from down the hall. I leaned out the door, curious to see what had made that sound.

	Roger stood halfway down the corridor, shifting his weight side to side with a bundle in his arms. The strange cries came from the bundle.

	With me distracted, Meghan squeezed through the door, rubbing lightly against me; her touch was electric. Without looking back, she ran down the hall, away from Roger and the crying bundle. 

	Krux! She ran again. 

	I started after her, but the movement caught Roger’s eyes. I was supposed to report to him right as I got in.

	“Mal’k!” he yelled over the shrill sound. “You’re here! Come over. I’ll give you your assignments for the day.”

	I looked back at the way Meghan had run and sighed. She was already gone. I’d find her later. I headed toward Roger and the fabric-covered crying lump. 

	Roger ducked into the nearest room and placed the writhing mass onto a large, flat cushion on the table; a nearby couch was missing its seat. I stared at the tiny human as another loud sound exploded out of its mouth. 

	I’d never seen a human offspring before. They were small and completely vulnerable, lacking any form of innate armor to protect them from predators or the elements. It didn’t even have hair on its head like the humans around me. 

	Curious, I went over to it and picked it up, holding it awkwardly in my arms. It smelled like milk and sweetness. After just a few seconds, the baby quieted.

	A female with a thick mop of dark hair tied in a ponytail hurried in. She did a double-take when she saw me with the infant. 

	“Huh. I never thought I’d see the day. You need to support the neck.” She moved the position of my arms. “There. I’m Krystee, by the way. I’m a midwife. I never thought my services would be in such high demand in the bugpocalypse.”

	She left a binder of notes on the table in front of Roger. “I’ll come back after you’re done with the foraging teams.” She sent the now-quiet infant and me a big smile before disappearing out the door. 

	I’d known one of the human females had given birth back at the school before the move, but I’d never seen her around. She’d hidden in one of the separate portables. 

	“I thought the female decided not to live near to us hunters.” I hadn’t been surprised when a group of survivors chose to stay at the school instead of coming to this better location near our compound. Not many humans trusted us.

	Roger’s face fell. “Ah, it’s a long story. I’ll give you the short version. Kylie stayed at the school. We found the kid all bundled up and tucked into our supplies when we got here, with a note telling us to do whatever we wanted with him.”

	I looked down at the infant in my arms. Its mother had abandoned him. Sadness for the baby filled my chest, tinted with anger for the female who had given up on him. 

	“Maybe it’s better this way,” Roger said. “We’ll raise him as a village. He’ll be loved and have a big family. He has a better chance with us anyway.”

	He took out a pad of paper with a list of items they needed to look for and places they believed they’d find the goods. I couldn’t read the words, but my communicator translated for me if I recorded an image. Putting the small human back down on the cushion, I unclipped my communicator from my belt.

	The baby immediately cried out in protest. 

	Krux! 

	For something so small, it had strong lungs. Despite being inside a protected building, my first thought was that it would call the scourge onto itself. I quickly handed the unit over to Roger and picked the baby back up. It stopped crying. 

	“There you go.” He put my communicator on the table in front of me after taking an image of the list. “Three teams today, at three locations. We’re looking for medical supplies. Specifically, antibiotics.”

	A loud gasp had us both turning. A female with brown hair pulled into a knot at the back of her head and an upturned nose stood in the hallway. She glared at me as if I was a scuttler about to tear her to pieces. I was used to this treatment by humans. Most of them thought of hunters as the enemy. She pulled Roger out into the hall.

	“What the hell is he still doing here?” She whispered the words, but my keen hearing caught every syllable. “Don’t you know they steal and rape women?”

	Roger sighed. “That’s a crock of bull. Do you know who steals and rapes women? The raiders at our door. Mal’k is here to help us get around the raider’s blockade. If you have a better solution, Tiff, I’d love to hear it. Or maybe you want to take it up with the raiders yourself?”

	There was a silence, then Roger stepped out of the classroom, an apologetic look on his face. “The first team should be up on the roof and ready to go soon.” 

	“I’ll be there.”  

	What I really wanted to do was find Meghan and spend time with her until she no longer feared me. I didn’t care what this random female thought about me, but I needed to convince Meghan that I was not the monster she thought I was. Her opinion was the only one that mattered. But that would have to wait. I was here to help the survivors, and I had a job to do. The faster I did it, the faster I’d get back to her.

	I walked out into the hallway just in time to see the door to the storage room close. Had Meghan looped back around to sneak back inside? I peered into the narrow slit of a window at the side of the door, and a pair of startled green eyes stared right back. 

	I grinned victoriously. I still had a few minutes with my female, but when I reached for the handle, it was locked. 

	“Bye,” Megan mouthed in the window. She wiggled her fingers at me and then disappeared into the room.

	Krux!

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Meghan 

	I held the crying baby to my chest. It was a tragic situation, but I had no tears. They’d all been cried out over the last year, and I had none left. The little boy searched for a nipple, looking for sustenance.

	It was my turn with the baby, but I had no idea what I was doing. 

	“You okay there?” Melissa asked, poking her head in the door. It was only unlocked because I knew Mal’k was out shuttling the foragers. “I heard you’ve been hiding in here.”

	I’d been hiding out in the two storage rooms with the door locked for the past two days, only daring to come out or open the door for fresh air when I knew Mal’k was out. I couldn’t believe I’d had the nerve to wave at him through the window after locking him out. It had been kind of thrilling like I was taunting a beast. I never did things like that. 

	I had a good excuse for being in here most of the day: I was still recording and organizing all our inventory. We needed to be prepared for winter. It was getting chillier by the day.

	Winter was good and bad. The bugs didn’t swarm in the cold, but they certainly didn’t hibernate either. I wished they did. The nest still sent out packs to look for food all through the winter, but the small groups scattered around the city were better than the thousands that spewed from the underground nests during the summer. 

	Winter also meant the cold and snow, however, making foraging difficult. The snow slowed the bugs down, but it slowed foragers down even more, making them easy pickings for the ravenous bugs.

	“I’m fine,” I said. “I was just trying to get everything done. I’m sorry about the nightmares last night.” 

	It must have been difficult sharing a room with me with all the bad dreams I got. Especially since I usually got stuck in them, unable to wake. I woke up everyone else instead with my unintelligible mumbling and screaming.

	“Don’t be sorry. We all get nightmares.”

	The baby fussed in my arms. 

	“How are we supposed to take care of him?” I asked. “We can’t even feed him properly.”

	I tilted my chin to the mess of diluted evaporated milk and washcloth I’d used to feed him. That was how we’d been getting any food into the poor kid, but most of it ended up on his face.

	Despite all the babies about to be born here, there wasn’t a bottle or container of formula in sight. Everyone had naively expected to rely on natural methods. 

	“We’ll do it as a village.” Melissa picked up the inventory notebook from the table and frowned at the lack of progress—with the baby along, I’d barely gotten anything done today. “We’ll all help. He’s still one of ours. We’ll raise him as a team.” 

	I soaked the tip of the washcloth into the mixture again and held it to the baby’s lips. “We need to find some formula, or some other source of milk replacement, at least until one of you starts lactating. And bottles. We need bottles.” 

	“Yeah, that will help.” Melissa wrapped her arms around her body. “I hope one of us knows what to do.”

	My eyes fell on her belly. “You must be nervous.”

	“Yeah, but I’m more angry than anything. This wasn’t my choice; I didn’t make my foraging quota. I lied to myself for months, telling myself I was doing good for the settlement by helping create and raise the next generation.” She rolled her eyes. “Richard had everyone convinced the number of bugs we saw during the winter meant we’d beat the bugs. We didn’t know a hunter had been killing the packs before they reached us. And we didn’t know they only swarmed during the summer.”

	“Some of the men I was with thought the same thing. But the leader was sure the bugs would be back.” I had to give the raiders that; they had an astute leader, even if he was the biggest douchebag I’d ever met. 

	“Maybe I’ll die in childbirth instead and won’t have to face another summer swarm. That’s a thing now, you know.”

	“Don’t say that, Mel.” Roger leaned against the wall with arms crossed over his leather jacket. “Krystee is setting up an area for water births, and if we run into any trouble, the Xarc’n hunters have medical devices to help. You’ll all make it.”

	Melissa stepped toward Roger, and he put an arm around her shoulders. They hid their relationship less and less every day. Most of us had figured it out already anyway. 

	“The hunters offered us access to their pharmacopeia, but I prefer to be ready with our own as well.” He looked down at Melissa’s rounded belly with admiring eyes.

	If I hadn’t known the baby wasn’t his, I would’ve thought he was the father. 

	“Isn’t penicillin just bread mold? Can’t we make it ourselves?” Melissa asked. “That’ll be one less thing to look for.”

	“It’s not that easy. Now that we have access to our internet again through the Xarc’n hunters’ networks, I had some people look into it. It’ll be hard to make enough to save lives.”

	The Xarc’n hunters had preserved our internet on their networks, and Roger’s phone, which had been altered with alien tech, had full access. All those countless hours wasted on social media or arguing with idiots online could have been used to compile more human knowledge. Instead, we’d wasted it on the next trending video or the latest political controversy. Those seemed so silly now.

	Roger took the pen and notebook I had been using for the inventory and opened it to a new page. He wrote something at the top and turned it toward me. It read Baby Supplies. 

	“I've got an extra job for you. Go around and poll everyone who’s had a kid, and make a list of all the supplies we need. We’ve got some scared would-be mothers right now, and I don’t know the first thing about taking care of children. At least this way, we’ll be ready.” His hair fell forward, and he pushed it off his face. 

	Melissa reached for the infant in my arms, and I gave him up. “I’ll take my turn with him, now. Did anyone decide on the name yet?”

	I shook my head. They’d been the first people to come to me after I took the child.

	“I'll come back at the end of the day for the list, and we’ll send a few teams out tomorrow to find what we need.” Roger showed a moment of softness when he looked at Melissa. “Man, I hope I’m doing the right thing. We’ve got raiders at our door, babies on the way, and some in our group are angry about living so close to the hunters. I’ve no idea how to make everyone happy.”

	“That’s cuz you can’t, Rog.”

	While I had an irrational fear of the hunters because they were big and dangerous, some people flat-out hated them. A handful of survivors had refused to come with us to the new location, deciding instead to stick it out at the school; we’d left them some supplies. The baby’s mother had been one of them. 

	Lucky for that group, the raiders had followed us and left them alone. The raiders probably thought the school was empty.

	Not everyone who had made the trip agreed with working and living so closely with the hunters either. They’d come anyway, complaining the whole way here.

	I stared at my notebook and pen. In another life, I’d been a kindergarten teacher; I’d dealt with small children, not babies. I had no clue what they needed. Roger had the right idea; we needed to pull together everybody’s knowledge. Notebook in hand, I headed out into the building.

	Mal’k should still be out with the foragers, so I had time. It was good to get out for a change of scenery. Maybe I’d even grab a snack from the kitchen.

	By the time I’d talked to everyone I could find on the two floors, I had a decent-sized list of essentials, good-to-have, and bonus items. I also scored myself a snack of expired peanut butter on hard, stale crackers. But I wasn’t complaining; food was food. 

	I learned that some of the expectant mothers had been foragers who didn't meet the settlement’s crooked, ever-changing quotas back when it was under different management, and they were eager to get back out into the thick of it.

	Me, being a total scaredy-cat, tried to understand but couldn't. Why would anyone want to be out there with the bugs if they didn’t have to?

	Those strong female leads in movies that were super brave and super smart? That wasn’t me. No matter how I wanted it to be me, it wasn’t. I wasn’t some crazy scientist or doctor with an astronomical IQ, either. Just an average person, a plain Jane, I was making it through life the best I could. I had a normal level of intelligence at best and was a bit of a coward. 

	It had always bothered me how movies and books portrayed strong women as these unattainable characters. What about normal girls like me, with normal jobs and normal lives?

	I climbed the stairs up to the roof; I didn't want to miss anyone, and I knew many people went up there for fresh air. It was the perfect time to enjoy the last of the autumn breeze before the chill of winter truly set in. 

	I’d just poll everyone on the roof and be done before Mal’k got back. Easy peasy.

	 I arrived on the roof just in time to see a group of humans appear out of thin air. It took me a moment to realize they’d walked out of the cloaked radius surrounding Mal’k’s shuttle. 

	Crap! He was back already.

	I considered running, but he didn’t step out with the rest of the foragers. Maybe he intended to stay on his ship. It did look like it was about to rain any time now.

	The foragers looked exhausted from their trip, but their bags were full, so that was good. Despite their tiredness and the gray clouds overhead threatening us with rain, they stopped to answer my questions and give some suggestions on what we needed.

	Satisfied with my full list of baby needs, I turned to head back down to the storage room to finish my inventory. I’d wanted to do it earlier today, but every time I’d put down the baby, he cried. 

	As I turned back toward the stairs, I bumped right into a wide purple chest. I looked up, up, up into bright yellow eyes. 

	Gulp.

	“Hello, little female.” Mal’k grinned, and I shrank back at the row of sharp teeth lining his smile.

	A chilly gust of wind blew across the roof as the first fat drops of rain fell on my forehead. I looked around the rooftop, but there was no one left. I took a step back, and Mal’k frowned. 

	“I will not harm you.” 

	He’d said those words to me so many times, and I knew they were true, but it didn’t stop my heart from pounding so hard against my chest that I swore I heard it. The only thing louder was the thunder that rumbled in the air. Or maybe the purring from the alien’s chest.

	The sky opened up, and sheets of rain poured down from the heavens, taking me from dry to soaked in an instant.

	Thick, brawny arms wrapped around me, and I found myself pressed against a heavily muscled, vibrating torso. I inhaled sharply. A few long strides later, he released me. I squeaked, suddenly off-balance, but instead of hitting the roof, I landed on something soft. 

	Sleek gray ceilings greeted me, and I hastily pushed myself up. 

	Holy crap! I wasn’t just inside his shuttle; I was on his bed!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 4: Mal’k 

	My female was in my shuttle and on my bed. Her delicious scent mingled with her fear and filled the small space, threatening to knock me to my knees. 

	Back at the hunters’ compound, I’d waited for Meghan to get over her fear of the hunters for days. It ended with her leaving to live with this group of survivors instead.

	I’d volunteered to help the humans to be closer to her, but after our short meeting the first day I’d arrived at their old location, she’d made sure she was always surrounded by other survivors. It was an easy thing to do since they often did chores in groups, and even the sleeping rooms were shared.

	 I’d watched her quietly instead, trying to look as unthreatening as possible.

	I’d been a patient male, but it had gotten me nowhere. My female still feared me. 

	It was time to try another option. If giving her space only reinforced the reaction, it was time for some immersion therapy. I’d looked up the Earth psychological technique while we were apart. I hoped it would help her overcome her fears and anxiety. 

	Earth’s leading sources hadn't painted us with a fair brush when we’d first arrived on the planet. They’d called us monsters, claiming we’d unleashed the scourge on the planet as a way to subdue the citizens for a hostile takeover. They claimed the creatures they called the bugs—the very things hunters had been created to fight and destroy—were our soldiers.

	That was a lot of brainwashing to overcome, but I refused to give in. Meghan would realize soon that I meant her no harm. She was mine, and I wished to protect her and give her a good life. 

	Her hair was wet, drenched by the downpour, and it dripped onto my sleeping nook. She shook from the cool air that blew down from the vents above. That would not do. I sat down in the sleeping nook next to her, pulled her shaking form into my body, and tapped the warm air setting on the panel at the end of the bed with my foot. 

	She stayed still at first as she often did when she was frightened. Then after a few seconds, she sprang up from my sleeping mat and scrambled like prey to the other side of the shuttle, eyes wide and breathing hard.

	I approached, trying to look as harmless as possible. I knew the features that caused her fear. It was the sharp teeth, the horns, and the claws. It was impossible to hide these features, but I smiled with my lips closed to hide the teeth.

	“Come with me to the sleeping nook. The warm air will dry us.  You are dripping wet.”

	I corralled her into my arms, picked her up, and returned to the sleeping mat. This time, I kept my arms around her so she could not run. I had no clue what to say to her. 

	Some hunters were good with words; I wasn’t. So I just let the rumbling in my chest do the talking. The sound was supposed to mean many things, and it only happened in the presence of a mating compatible female. 

	No Xarc’n hunter had felt this rumbling until we’d found Earth. Of all the planets we, and the hunters before us, had traveled to, Earth was the only place we found compatible females.  

	When soft and droning as it was now, the vibration was meant to calm. It let her know she was safe. It was also a sign of contentment. When the sound was loud and urgent, it communicated sexual desire and excitement.

	As the air dried us from above, she calmed, her heartbeat returning to normal.

	Her back was still wet. I lay down and pulled her to lie on top of my chest, her back to the vents. She made a squeaking noise.

	“I’m on top of you!” she exclaimed with wide eyes.

	“You are light, and I don’t mind. Your back is still wet. It is drying now.”

	 She struggled slightly, rubbing the fronts of our bodies together. I reacted immediately, the soft purr turning urgent and insistent. 

	“Stop. Do not move,” I growled. I held her body still the best I could but could not stop my rising cock from pressing against her legs. 

	“Oh,” she gasped and froze again.

	I struggled to calm myself as we laid there waiting for her soaked shirt to dry.

	“I am not the monster Earth’s leaders said I am. I will not hurt you.” According to them, hunters stole Earth females to use as sex slaves. Meghan would be no slave to me. We’d belong to each other. 

	She was silent for a long time. Then she replied, “I know.” She took a few long, even breaths. “I never thought you were. I’m just a scaredy-cat. I’m scared of everything.”

	She pushed off me, and this time I let her. Her face was red, the color showing through her thin, pale skin. “If it stopped raining, I should probably go.”

	I was glad she spoke to me now without stuttering from fear. The new plan was working. 

	She started toward the door of my shuttle, but I triggered the walls to show the external video feed from the control panel inside the sleeping nook instead. The walls turned transparent—it wasn’t actually transparent, the panels simply displayed the three hundred- and sixty-degrees video feed from the cameras outside—and she paused mid-step, her jaw dropping. 

	Rain still battered the shuttle. I turned on the sound and the drone of many raindrops hitting the hull echoed in the room. 

	She gasped, looking around the shuttle in wonder. “Wow!”

	“It is a heavy storm. That’s why the final group of foragers and I came back early.” As if punctuating my point, a flash of lightning blinked through the vessel, and a loud crack of thunder shook the walls. 

	Meghan flinched at the sound, and the scent of her fear spiked again. She really was terrified of everything, even a thunderstorm. She shuddered as if she could feel the wind and rain, so I turned the feed off, and we were once again surrounded by the sleek grey walls of my shuttle.

	“The storm will last a while. You can stay here with me until it ends.”

	“I can’t do that!” she protested. “We can’t do that!”

	“You will stay here with me,” I repeated. “There is a warm bed, and the shuttle is comfortable. You will stay with me.”

	Meghan glared back at me in disbelief. “So what, you’re stealing me?” She crossed her arms over her chest and jutted out her chin. 

	When Kaj’k and Jorg’k—two mated hunters at the compound—had first met their mates, their females had been scared of them too.  Both had gotten over their fear quickly once they were forced to spend time with the hunters. In both cases, the fear had transformed into anger or outrage before it faded completely, as it was doing now with Meghan.

	Alice had hidden in Kaj’k’s shuttle to escape cannibals and flyers. Connie and Jorg’k had been stricken with the mate bond the moment they touched, forcing them to be stuck together for days. 

	Even Cov’k, the first warrior at the compound to find his mate, had crashed through a wall to retrieve his mate, Cynthia, from the group of humans she lived with. They’d met and spent time together prior to the incident, but it had taken drastic measures for her to realize her place was with him.

	Anger was an improvement; it was progress. I’d rather Meghan be angry with me than shaking in terror.

	“If that’s what you wish to call it, consider yourself stolen. You’re mine now, and I care for what is mine in every way possible.”

	My communicator buzzed. It was a message from Roger asking if I’d seen Meghan. I replied to the text as Meghan watched from the other end of the shuttle with a questioning look. I replied, saying she was with me and not to worry. He sent another message asking about a list, and it was only then that I noticed the notebook and pen in Meghan’s hand. 

	The pages had dried with her clothes, but some of the words had smudged from the rain. It was still legible.

	“Roger’s asking for the list.” I held out my hand to her.

	“What? He knows I’m here?” she asked with a hint of disbelief in her voice.

	“I just told him now. He says he’s glad you’re safe.” I showed her the message with the English translation under it. 

	She grumbled something about getting stolen and no one caring, then threw her notebook at me. I caught it with a chuckle. If I could get her to continue fighting me, she’d be too distracted to be afraid. 

	I plopped down onto the pilot’s chair as I read the list. 

	“These are baby products. They are for The Loud One.”

	Meghan frowned at me. “That’s an interesting way to put it. You could call him that, I guess. But they are also for all the babies that will be coming soon.” 

	“We can pick these up together. There is no need to send another team.” I tossed the notebook back to her and texted Roger the solution.

	“Wait! What do you mean we can go pick them up together? I can’t go with you!”

	“There is much waiting while the teams forage. We can use that time to search for these items.”

	“Screw this. I’m not cut out for foraging. I’m getting out of here.” She stomped to the door and pressed the lock release. It was the only option as there were no handles on our doors.  

	Nothing happened. My shuttle hadn’t been programmed to react to her.

	“Of course it’s locked.” She pouted as she smacked my door with her palm.

	 I resisted the urge to taste her pouty bottom lip; I’d never had a human-style kiss before. “You will stay here tonight. Tomorrow, we will look for the items for The Loud One.”

	I pulled the map of Franklin up onto my screen. It had the locations the teams wished to visit tomorrow already marked on it.  Releasing the magnetic lock on the chair, I rolled over to her, pulled her sideways into my lap, and rolled back to the navigation screen.

	“Hey! Let me go!” she squeaked.

	Good, she was still outraged rather than scared. I had to keep her that way.

	“There’s only one seat in the shuttle unless you want to take this to the sleeping nook. We can do this in there too.” I toggled the map to show on the ceiling of my sleeping nook.

	“That’s not what I—”

	“Too late.” I chuckled and launched us into the sleeping nook with a flying leap, my female firmly in my arms.

	She screamed at the sudden feeling of weightlessness and threw her arms around my neck. She landed sprawled on top of me, and I rolled, depositing her neatly on the inside, against the wall, snug and protected.

	Something I’d never scented before from her teased at my nose: arousal. It was faint, and if I didn’t have genetically enhanced senses, I would’ve missed it completely. She snatched her arms away from my neck and avoided my gaze, her cheeks tinted red.

	I gestured to the map on the ceiling. “Show me where you think we’ll find what you need.”

	She narrowed her eyes at me, and I smirked back. If I’d known she was so adorable when annoyed, I’d have done this sooner.

	A loud beeping sounded in my shuttle.

	“Krux!”  A perimeter alert. 

	When I'd arrived in the area, I’d set a perimeter surveillance to watch for incoming scourge. I pulled up the surveillance feed. 

	There were two groups of scourge heading straight to our location from different directions. Strange. Why would the scourge be attacking simultaneously from different sides? They were not known to coordinate attacks.

	We’d have no problem taking care of these scourge; it was how they were attacking that bothered me. It didn't make any sense. 

	I called Roger. His face showed on the screen after just two rings.

	“What's up?”

	“We’ve got a problem. Scourge incoming at four and eight o'clock. Get everyone back inside.”

	Today, the storm already ensured no one was outdoors. Usually, early evening was when the humans got much of their outdoor work done since there was still light, and the scourge were few, having already returned to the nest.

	“Fuck! From both directions? I’ll sound the alarm.”

	 


Chapter 5: Meghan 

	I couldn't tear my eyes away as Mal’k morphed from an annoying alien with no sense of personal space to a serious warrior in the blink of an eye. I also couldn't get over how human he sounded despite the translator in my ear. 

	He had a translator he used around other humans, but I’d gotten an in-ear device when I’d first been rescued. All the humans living with the hunters had.

	Scourge incoming at four and eight o'clock? That was as human a phrase as I could imagine, even though he’d said it in his own language. He must have picked it up while working with us. It made him less scary, more human. 

	“I can't be sure, but from what I could tell, it's a group of centicreeps, scuttlers, and spitters. No flyers.” He walked away from the screen but kept talking. “Flyers usually scout ahead, and this group is coming all at once. Keep the line open. I’ll give you information as I find it.”

	He pressed on a wall panel, and it opened up to show a wardrobe. So that was where all the storage was, hidden behind the sleek gray walls. From the inside, the shuttle looked more like a barebones living area than a futuristic ship. It made sense, considering these hunters spent most of their lives living in one. It was their portable home. 

	This wasn’t just any wardrobe; this was a closet of weapons and armor. He suited up, strapping pieces of molded leather armor to his harness. He tucked a sleek-looking alien blaster into his belt. Then came his swords.

	I gawked at the gleaming twin swords; they reminded me I was in the presence of a lethal warrior. But I knew the blinking red dots on the screen were even more dangerous to me. I feared hunters, but I feared what they hunted more.

	A notice popped up on the screen.

	“Roger, you still there?” 

	“Lay it on me,” came the reply.

	“I'm getting a reading from the front gates. It's showing a luring signal, the same frequency we use to bring the scourge to our location when we hunt. What do you see there?”

	“The raider vans at the front are gone. And there’s a big hole in the gate! Fuck!” Roger swore. “Who the fuck was on watch? And why didn’t they say anything?” 

	An angry noise came from the speaker as if Roger had punched something. “The guys at the compound told me two assholes that had lived with these raiders used a lure to attack the compound.”

	Mal’k made a face. “They never told me about that.” 

	I’d heard the story from Evie since one of those assholes had been her uncle. It had been Shawn and Benson’s good-bye present to the compound when they’d left to join the raiders. 

	Fully suited up, Mal’k was ready to fight. He pressed something on the screen, and suddenly the walls of the vessel displayed the outside world again. Another button made the area around the shuttle glow, letting me see despite my horrible night vision.

	“I'll head out to the front to find the beacon.” A few more red dots appeared on the screen. “We've got another group coming in.” 

	“How many total?”

	“Less than two dozen. This should be no problem. We’ll handle them.”

	On the other line, Roger shouted out orders to the survivors. “Get everyone who can’t fight inside and away from the windows. I want those who have hunted with us before fully armored and on the roof ready to fight.” The call ended.

	Mal’k put the external display back on the shuttle’s walls. The rain was still falling, but it was no longer a downpour. He looked to the sky as if expecting something to fly down at us. Nothing happened.

	My first experience with the flying bugs had been watching a little boy be snatched out of his mother’s arms and carried away. I wasn’t sure if they were strong enough to pick me up, and I never, ever, wanted to get close enough to find out.

	Mal’k turned to me and grinned, this time showing his sharp teeth. I shuddered.  He’d been hiding them in our interactions. With all his armor and weapons on, he was every bit the alien conqueror that struck fear in my heart. But Mal’k wasn’t here for world domination. 

	I pushed back the irrational fear bubbling up from my stomach. There were bugs coming, and those were even more terrifying. The bugs would dismantle you and carry the pieces back to their nest without a second thought. Mal’k was heading out to fight them. He was a protector.

	Every last person still alive on Earth today knew what a scuttler was. The size of a large rottweiler, these alien bugs had huge blades as forearms that were edged with a neural toxin that paralyzed its prey—think praying mantises with ant-like hindquarters on steroids. They were the scourges’ demolition crew. 

	They made a horrible sound that haunted me in my dreams. The sound of many little legs crawling toward you, ready to rip you to shreds. 

	Just the thought of that sound was enough to send chills down my spine. I rubbed away the goosebumps on my arms.

	“Stay here.” Mal’k held my gaze. “We’re not done yet.”

	He pulled me up into his arms, buried his face into my neck, and inhaled, growling. It didn’t feel like a simple inhalation; it felt like something much more intimate. It all happened so fast I couldn’t even protest. By the time I recovered, he was heading out of the shuttle with a rope in hand. 

	He tied the rope to the ship and tossed it down the side of the building. Then, he leaped off the edge of the roof at a dead run. 

	I gasped, not expecting him to charge off the edge like that.

	The next few minutes were the longest I’d ever experienced. The red dots on the screen were close, too close. It looked as if the bugs were already on top of us. I watched the edge of the roof eagerly, waiting for Mal’k to appear, climbing his rope.

	After much too long, he hauled himself up over the edge, the rain sluicing off him and showing off every muscle. I only had a fraction of a second to admire the scene because a centicreep crested over the edge of the roof at his heel. 

	I muffled a scream with my palm. I’d heard about the new mutation that had started popping up this summer but had never actually seen one in the flesh. I’d always chosen to hide indoors in enclosed rooms during the swarms. In this shuttle, with its seemingly transparent walls, it was as if I was on the roof unprotected with the monster.

	Unlike the scuttlers and spitters, which were bad climbers, the centicreeps scaled buildings easily. By fighting on the rooftops, the hunters could take care of the more dangerous centicreeps before dealing with the masses of scuttlers waiting below.

	The beast was aptly named. It reminded me very much of a centipede, except this thing was the length of a small bus. It was the largest bug I’d ever seen. Each segment had sharp, curved knifelike protrusions, and it moved in a way that made me want to puke. It was fast too. Droplets pinged off its hard carapace as it charged at the shuttle.

	I screamed and ran to the far side of the shuttle, trying to put as much space between myself and the terrifying creature as possible. It couldn’t see me, but my brain refused to be rational. It kept screaming at the top of its lungs that I was going to die.

	But it wasn’t after me; it was after Mal’k. 

	The creature thrashed wildly, each of the many blades poking out of its side becoming a deadly weapon, eager to slash its enemy into pieces. Mal’k danced out of the way, drawing his twin blades from their scabbards.

	Behind him stood two of the men that I’d met while at the hunters’ compound, Curtis and Terrance. Curtis was a middle-aged former milk farmer with a slight drawl, his blonde hair turning gray at the temples. He was still in tip-top shape despite the gray, probably from years of hard work and labor. 

	Terrance was a black man in his prime, lean and muscular with a fighter’s physique. He’d been an HVAC technician in another life. His usually kind eyes held nothing but malice for the centicreep. Both held Xarc’n-made blasters at the ready.

	I’d spent time with these two men during the few days I stayed at the hunters’ compound. They’d played video games—one of the Xarc’n hunters had retrofitted a console to work with their systems—and joked around with each other like friends on game night.

	Fighting together against the scourge had taken two men from completely different backgrounds and made them fast friends. That easy-going air was gone now; these two looked, for all the world, like seasoned warriors.

	From what I understood, these two had fought alongside the hunters for most of the summer, weeks before Mal’k had joined the group. Mal’k had fought at another nest before. That nest was now cleared and gone, proving that victory was possible. 

	I’d heard the story of how the warriors had gone into the nest after reducing the scourge to a manageable number. They’d destroyed all the remaining scourge, including the queen and her eggs. Then, they’d burned the entire thing down, starting from the deepest tunnels and working their way to the surface.

	Our military had tried to burn down the nests as well, but they’d done so by shooting flames and propellant into the openings. When the fire burned out, the bugs protected underground in their extensive tunnels—sometimes as large as entire cities—re-emerged. The fire had not traveled into the depths of the nest; instead, it had burned at the surface where the flames had the most access to oxygen.

	The hunters at the compound had explained that the nests needed to be burned from the inside out. The caves and tunnels in the maze-like nest were not always connected with flammable materials. Hunters then went through the nest and lit each and every labyrinthine section on fire separately, being careful not to trap their comrades behind burning corridors. Destroying a nest was difficult and hazardous but possible. 

	Mal’k drew the centicreep’s attention, always keeping just beyond its reach. As he evaded each thrashing attack with a fleetness seemingly impossible for someone his size, Terrance and Curtis shot the creature from either side. Each shot broke off pieces of the terrifying monster’s body until it was just a head with a few segments. 

	Mal’k went for the kill with his twin blades, the edges glowing brightly with plasma energy. He made short work of the beast, but the fight wasn’t over. Two more centicreeps scaled the building’s walls. 

	This was why those inside the building had to stay away from the windows. If the centicreeps got distracted, they would try to break through a window instead.

	All the large windows had been reinforced with acrylic, and the lower floor windows were barred. That had been the first thing we’d done when we got here, at least to the units we could get into. There were still a few locked units we couldn't access.

	While the centicreeps were excellent climbers, the scuttlers and spitters were not. Even now, despite the rain, smoke rose from the area just beyond the walls as the survivors in the building tossed out incendiaries to set the nasty bugs on fire as they struggled at the walls. It was harder to set them alight in the rain, but not impossible. Once the fire got through the thick carapace to the fat stores underneath, it burned bright.

	Mal’k dodged another thrashing attack, only to run headlong into the second centicreep. The bug whipped its long tail around, slashing at the hunter. A glowing sword removed the last few body segments, and Mal’k narrowly avoided the toxin-tipped protrusions. 

	The centicreep, not even acknowledging it had lost many of its legs and a large chunk of its body, brought itself around again. This time when it attacked, Mal’k leaped over the arching length and onto the roof of the shuttle. 

	I got a never-been-seen-before angle of the claws on his feet, not to mention right up his loincloth. Those legs were the most well-muscled legs I’d ever seen.

	The monster bug charged the shuttle, and I let out an inadvertent scream. It couldn't get me in here, but I couldn't help it. I ran from common house centipedes; this was my freaking nightmare. 

	The centicreep’s hard, knifelike spikes pinged against the ship as it thrashed around outside. While it was completely focused on the purple hunter, Terrance and Curtis whittled it down with multiple blaster shots. Then, when it was at a more manageable size, Mal’k delivered the final blow just as before.

	It was only now that I noticed the other two humans struggling with the final centipede on steroids on the other side of the roof. They were the two quiet brothers who had also fought with the hunters. I didn't know them well, and I doubted anyone did. They were excellent fighters but were quiet and kept to themselves. 

	The centicreep had one of the brothers trapped against the corner of the roof. One more step back, and he’d fall to his death. I doubted he had the ability to leap off the roof like some crazy giant cat as Mal’k had earlier. 

	His brother shouted and shot at the monster, but the horrid thing paid him no mind, having cornered its prey.

	Mal’k moved faster than my brain could process; one moment, he was on top of the shuttle, and the next, he’d slid in between the killer bug and its prey.  He slashed at the monster, the glowing edges of his swords weaving through the air in a choreographed dance. But this centicreep still had most of its length, and therefore, most of its weapons. The creature thrashed wildly, becoming a hurricane of toxin-edged blades.

	Mal’k took damage despite the leather armor strapped to his body. A few gashes opened up on his belly between his armor.

	The man lying on the roof aimed his blaster. One surefire way to kill these beasts was to hit them in the eye or the joint at the head. But the creatures were fast, and it was nearly impossible to aim accurately enough when it was performing a death-thrash. The man shot.

	He missed the head, but the shot landed on one of the lower body joints, taking off a sizable portion of the centicreep's body. The tail end, still in motion from the wild movement, flung itself off the roof. Mal’k lopped off the creature’s head with a swing of his sword. The body twitched a few times despite being separated from the head.

	Mal’k retrieved a weapon from the side of his ship. It looked like a missile launcher, except it had a fuel tank. It was most like an alien equivalent of a flame thrower. He leaped off the roof again to finish what the survivors inside the building had started. 

	Our warriors, Xarc’n and human, were victorious. But there were no celebrations; it was just another ordinary day. This was life now. This was the world we lived in—a world for brave souls and quick thinkers. 

	I didn’t belong. The only reason I was still alive was because some assholes kept me alive to use my body—the same asshole who’d set the luring beacon today. 

	The warriors stood in the rain as the storm washed them clean. As the four humans left to dry up inside, Mal’k limped toward the shuttle, streaks of blood from his injuries staining his body.

	 


Chapter 6: Mal’k 

	Megan's curious gaze was hot on my skin as I washed off after the fight. Hunters relied on the decontaminator unit to stay clean since it saved water—our shuttle had limited storage for water—but it did its job the best if all the bug guts were washed off. Today, the rain had done most of the work cleaning me up, but I headed to the sink out of habit.

	I cringed at my less-than-stellar performance out there today. The humans on the roof had worked with the hunters at the compound all summer; they were well-trained and worked as a team. I, on the other hand, had only joined that hunter group recently. I’d fought with the humans only once before. Today, I'd almost cost one of the males his life.

	Working with the humans gave us an edge against the scourge. They bolstered our numbers and were brave and cunning, but we had to change and adapt our fighting style. Human were not as ruggedly built. 

	It was the hunters' job to keep a centicreep’s attention on us so the humans could remove enough of the scourge’s sinuous body for us to get in close for the final blow. I’d witnessed the other hunters do this. Even with two or three centicreeps on the roof at a time, the hunters positioned themselves strategically so they were the primary focus. 

	Not only were we quicker than our human counterparts, but our bodies could also break down and neutralize the toxins on the centicreep and scuttlers’ blades. The humans could not. A large enough dose still took us down, but the amount of toxin I’d gotten from the few slashes that got between my armor would only bother me for a few days before my body cleared it out completely.

	The decontaminator unit buzzed, signaling that it was done with the weapons and armor inside. With my equipment safely stored away, I stripped out of my loincloth, hung it on the bar in the stall, and stepped into the unit after it.

	From my sleeping nook, Meghan gasped and averted her gaze from the sight of my naked body. Humans were strange when it came to nudity. I should offer her the chance to get clean, even though she smelled clean and good enough to eat.

	“Do you wish to join me? There is room for two.” The stall was designed for one fully grown Xarc’n warrior, but hunters had shared cycles with their mates. It was, however, a very intimate affair. 

	Her eyes went wide, and she shook her head, which I understood was the human gesture for no. Too bad. 

	When I stepped out of the unit, clean and refreshed, Meghan’s eyes were on my body again, even though I hadn’t dressed. But instead of admiring my form, she frowned.

	“You’re injured.” 

	I followed her gaze to my abdomen, where the centicreep’s blades had gotten through the edges of the armor. The cuts were deeper than I’d thought, and I’d gotten a strong enough dose of the toxin to have lost all feeling there. 

	“Where’s your medical device? You hunters always have one on your shuttles. We need to get those healed.” She took the few steps to me and leaned in to check the wounds, a concerned look on her face. 

	Her fingers brushed my skin, but instead of the heated tingles I expected, I felt nothing. That was to be expected after the paralyzing neural toxin.

	“The women at the compound said you guys healed ridiculously fast,” she continued. “They said they practically watched the wounds close up.”

	She was right. The wounds should be knitting together by now. I hadn’t even realized my body had yet to start the process. 

	“Roger has my device. The human warriors will need it after the fight.” I’d seen several shallow cuts on the males. I’d given him the device after seeing all the survivors living with existing injuries. They had a list of people to treat. “I’ll get him to send it up once they are done healing the fighters.”

	I took a step over to the screen, and Meghan sharply inhaled as she realized she was mere inches from me and I was still naked. I refused to allow the fear she had of hunters to set in again. We’d come too far; just a moment ago, she’d had her fingers on my skin. I circled her waist with an arm and pulled her neatly into my lap as I sat on the pilot’s seat.

	Pulling up the comm system, I dialed for Roger, and a picture of his face showed on the screen, his hair standing straight up in a style the humans called a mohawk. He’d worn that style into battle when fighting with the hunters. I’d only seen him fight once. My first battle against a swarm with that group had been the same battle he’d gotten injured. 

	He still walked with a limp, yet all the humans marveled at how fast he was healing. I could never imagine not having the ability to heal quickly. 

	Meghan fussed on my lap, trying to stand up. “Your injuries! I can’t sit on you. And you’re naked!”

	“My lap is uninjured. Stay,” I said, right before Roger picked up, voice only.

	“Good job out there,” he said over a familiar crying. Someone had put down the infant. “Got some bad news though; the man I had watching the gate is gone. We suspect he knew and left, perhaps to join the enemy, before the bugs arrived.” The crying stopped.

	Meghan stopped moving, leaning slightly forward to avoid touching my wounds. 

	“He was one of the men who’d been against working with the hunters,” Roger finished. 

	I grunted. Many humans still didn’t trust us. Some still blamed us for the invasion, even though we fought the scourge on the planet daily, a few of us losing our lives in the process. It bothered me more than I let on. If the male watching the gate was so against working with us, he should have stayed back at the school with the other group.

	Sitting sideways awkwardly in my lap, Meghan watched with furrowed brow as I tried my best to hide the anger that bubbled up whenever I thought about the unjust way we were treated. I failed horribly.

	Hunters were supposed to be stoic. We weren't supposed to let these things affect us or our ability to hunt. It was crucial we stay logical and not let emotions rule us. It was considered a flaw to feel too much and react too strongly. My reaction was a secret I tried to keep to myself. 

	A soothing hand landed on my forearm, and I calmed.

	“It is best we find out now,” I said as evenly as I could. “Many humans do not like us.” To say they did not like us was an understatement; many abhorred us.

	“It’s their loss,” Roger said sincerely. ”You hunters are the real deal. But you didn’t call for this. What do you need?”

	“My injuries are not healing as expected. Can you send up the medical device?” 

	“I can do one better. I’ll send it up with two plates of food. It’s not Evie-quality food, but it’s filling. It’ll be up in a bit.” Roger hung up.

	I missed Evie’s food, and by Meghan’s reaction at the mention of it, so did she. 

	Evie was Tarv’k’s mate, and she made everything taste delicious. It was a feat considering she cobbled the meals together with whatever they’d foraged combined with Xarc’n-made nutrition bars. Many of the hunters there had developed a taste for her food. 

	All our lives, we’d eaten nothing but bland bars, created with only nutrition in mind. The bars were different on each planet since we raised as much native livestock as we could, but bland was bland, no matter what color the sky was above our heads. 

	Earth-style meals weren’t as nutritionally dense, so we supplemented them with the higher-protein bars we used when recovering from injuries. We also offered nutrition bars to the humans to use in their cooking. It was a good trade.

	“It bothers you, doesn’t it?” Meghan asked timidly. “That some people hate you even though you’re only trying to help.”

	“I don’t like it,” I said noncommittally. I didn’t want to talk about it.

	“You know, that’s not why I’m scared of you. I don’t believe in those lies they told us, not anymore. I mean, I used to. But I see now that you’re here to fight, with us and for us.” She stared down at her hands. “I just get scared when I see the sharp teeth, horns, and claws. My heart starts speeding up, I panic, and all I can do is freeze or run. But I know you’re not the bad guy.”

	She was not exaggerating about her heart speeding up in my presence. Knowing she didn’t think of me like that gave me courage. I gripped her lightly by the chin and tilted her face to meet my gaze. Wide green eyes met mine, and a rumble filled the shuttle.  

	“My teeth and claws are dangerous to my enemies, but never to you. I will only ever use them to protect you.” I held my hand out in front of her and slowly extended my claws. 

	She instinctively angled her body away. 

	“The claws on our hands are retractable. They are sharp but are harmless if I do not wield them as weapons. Touch.”  Maybe if she touched them, she wouldn’t be so fearful.

	I only used them in battle if I didn’t have access to my other weapons, which was rare. I still kept them honed, but the edges and tips needed pressure to cut through anything.

	She hesitated, her hands still glued together in her lap. “Can we start with something a little less scary?” She looked at me, considering. “Like, maybe your horns? They’re scary, but they aren’t sharp.”

	My horns? Did she know our horns were erogenous zones when touched with a light hand? Heavy impacts, meanwhile, couldn’t be felt as anything more than pressure. It was similar to the human phenomena called tickling. Suddenly, I wished I had pulled on my loincloth, which now still hung inside the decontaminator. 

	“You should start with my claws,” I insisted. “The top curve is not sharp at all.”

	She frowned and sent my claws a distrustful look. “They’re really scary. But your horns aren’t. They’re not sharp.”

	I swallowed hard. “You can touch them,” I agreed.

	She reached out slowly and brushed the curl of my right horn with the barest of touches. I gritted my teeth, willing myself not to react. Getting bolder, she smoothed her fingers over the rough ridges of the curve and down to the smooth, blunted tip, and curiosity blossomed on her face.

	“Can you feel my hands?”

	“Yes,” I growled. 

	She snatched her hands away at the sound, but I reached for them and replaced them on my horns. I closed my eyes and leaned into her palms.

	“This feels good,” she said, a statement rather than a question. 

	She continued her exploration, and the vibrations in my chest grew so strong I doubted I could speak. Our eyes met, and the wariness she had of me faded, replaced by interest. Soft fingers moved to the base of my horns to scratch at my scalp. Unable to stop myself, I growled again. She didn’t pull away this time; instead, she shifted her weight on my lap, and the faint scent of arousal I’d sensed before returned, this time stronger. 

	As if with a mind of their own, my arms snaked around her body to pull her closer. A hand slipped up to tangle in her fiery red hair, and I pressed our lips together as I’d seen some of the mated couples do. I licked, nibbled, and played with her lips before delving into her mouth. The moment it took for her to melt from stiff and awkward to a puddle in my arms felt like an eternity, but I was not disappointed.

	Her lust broke through, perfuming the very air I breathed. I reacted, and she gasped into my mouth as my hardness pressed against the side of her thighs.

	 


Chapter 7: Meghan 

	My body was on fire, and I couldn’t believe the things I was doing with the big purple warrior. Even more terrifying, I wanted more. What was happening to me? 

	I shifted my weight, accidentally brushing up against the erect cock pressed against my leg. He growled into my mouth.

	I’d already heard about our anatomical differences from the ladies at the hunter compound. One of them had said it reminded her of a sex toy with graduated heads. I felt it now, hot and heavy against the side of my thigh. He pressed against my leg in three places, each one the widest part of a head-like section along his length. 

	A rush of hot need bulldozed through me, knocking back any barriers I’d put in place to protect myself over the past year. 

	Heat dampened my core, and I wiggled in his lap, hoping to hide it. These warriors had remarkable senses of smell, and I doubted I could hide anything from him. 

	He was an alien, an alien I was supposed to fear. Mal’k was just as deadly as he had been before; he was the same predator he ever was. While I couldn’t summon the same fright of him anymore, I knew this had to stop, no matter how my traitorous body reacted.

	 I pushed off his lap in a panic, not trusting my body any more than the alien warrior it reacted to. I ran to the other side of the shuttle, putting as much space between us as possible.

	Mal’k stood, taking a step toward me. He was so big and imposing, and the sight was both terrifying and arousing. I shook my head, confused by the need to run toward and away from him at once.

	A knock sounded at the shuttle’s door.

	Saved! Thank goodness!

	He frowned but stepped toward the door. That’s when I realized he was still naked, and I got an eyeful of his half-hard cock before I snapped my eyes shut. Each of the three sections bulged menacingly. If that was half hard, how terrifying it must be when he was fully erect?

	The idea sent another tickle of interest through me, and I berated my dirty mind for betraying me yet again. What the hell had gotten into me?

	“Wait! You can’t open the door naked.”

	He looked down his body. “Right,” he grumbled. “Humans are offended by nudity. I do not understand why. It is a natural state.” He tied on his loincloth and opened the door.

	Melissa greeted us with two stacked plates of food covered in tin foil; she placed them on the lone desk. I wouldn’t be eating here; I planned on leaving with her when she left.  

	“Great job out there, Mal’k!” Melissa held out a hand for a high five.

	Mal’k looked at her hand oddly, then he fisted his hand and placed it against Melissa’s palm. Did he just fist bump a high five? I pressed my lips together to avoid laughing. 

	“Roger said you got hurt from the fight.”

	Mal’k showed her the gashes on his abdomen, and she cringed. 

	“That looks bad. That’s enough bug toxin to paralyze one of us.” She dug into her deep track pant pockets, produced the medical device, and handed it to him.

	Mal’k grunted. “Hunters are resistant to the toxin.”

	“A good thing too.” She glanced around the shuttle. “Huh, this is not what I expected the inside of the shuttle to look like. Well, enjoy your evening. Call if you need anything else.”

	“Wait, I’m going with you.” I took the opportunity to squeeze through the door and onto the roof. The rain was light, though for a moment I wished it was still pouring; I needed an icy cold shower Asap. 

	What the hell happened in that shuttle? What was wrong with my body? 

	I hurried across the roof toward the stairwell, ignoring the chill. If I didn’t already know winter was coming soon from the red, yellow, and orange on the trees, this would have been an undeniable warning. 

	“Hey! Slow down.” Melissa waddled behind me. “You okay, Meghan?” 

	 I slowed so she could catch up, taking a few much-needed deep breaths. “I’m fine.”

	I lied. I was not fine. My body had completely betrayed me, turning me into a wanton harlot the moment we touched. It was not okay. 

	“Don’t lie to me. Something happened.”

	I sighed. “Okay. I’ll tell you, but let’s get somewhere more private. Damn it. I wish I had some wine. I need to chug the whole damn bottle.”

	“No wine, but I’ve got something we could share.”

	 Melissa led me through the building to what used to be a doctor’s office. This multi-use building was much bigger than I’d first thought. She ducked into one of the examination rooms, and I followed her in.

	She opened one of the drawers, dug all the way to the bottom, and produced a tin of chocolate-covered cookies, the fancy kind with real chocolate and not just “chocolatey coating.”

	My mouth watered. I hadn’t had quality chocolate or cookies in a very long time. 

	“I haven’t told anyone about this find, so it’s all ours.” She opened the tin and held it out to me. “Now talk. What happened? Did you two get into a fight or something?”

	“No fight.” I sighed and helped Melissa up onto the exam table and then climbed up next to her. 

	Then I proceeded to tell her everything from the very beginning when I’d escaped the raiders. I told her about my irrational fear of the hunters, even though I knew they were good people. The hunters at the compound had proven it time and time again, but for some silly reason, my heart still pounded out of my chest every time I saw one. 

	I told her about how Mal’k had leaned in to sniff me when we first met and how I’d frozen like a deer in headlights. I’d run like a coward after, trying to put as much distance between us as possible. 

	Sharing a room with me, she already knew about the dreams I got. But she hadn’t known that Mal’k had come into the room that first morning at the hunters’ compound to wake me from my nightmare and offer to share my bed. She knew now. 

	“Out of context, that does sound kind of creepy.” Melissa covered her smile. “It’s kind of funny, but I shouldn’t laugh. I think he was trying hard to be nice. I know most of these hunters have been working with humans all summer, but I think Mal’k hasn’t had a lot of experience dealing with people.”

	“You’re probably right,” I agreed, thinking of how he fist bumped her high five. “He joined them much later. He used to fight the scourge at another nest.”

	“I’ve met Koriv’n, and he’s easy going and relaxed around us. Mal’k isn’t. He’s wary around people, though I don’t blame him with how they’ve been treated. I’m sure he just wanted to keep the nightmares away. It’s kind of sweet. Just horrible delivery.”

	“The worst! I woke up with him hovering over me like some stalker. I screamed and freaked out; everyone within earshot came running.” My face heated up just thinking about it. “Knowing what I know now, I kind of feel bad for him.”

	I explained what happened in the shuttle and how my body had completely betrayed me, reacting with lust. I buried my face in my hands. 

	“Ugh! I’m so confused.” I stuffed the whole cookie into my mouth and chewed angrily. “I don’t know what to feel anymore.” 

	“I had no idea. Now I feel bad about throwing you at him the other day.”

	I waved the sentiment away. “You didn’t know.” 

	“I thought the two of you were just really slow to get together, kind of like me and Rog. If it makes you feel any better, your body's reaction is completely normal. Take a look at him. He's like a bodybuilder on steroids. And he's super brave too, running out to fight those terrifying bugs to protect the camp.” She smiled at me encouragingly. “Your reaction to him was totally reasonable. Isn’t your friend Nikki tying the knot with her hunter? Roger said these guys are closet romantics.”

	“That’s Nikki for you. She’s brave. I wouldn’t have had the courage to run from the raiders if it hadn’t been for her.”

	“So, what are you going to do now?”

	“I don’t know. I need some time to figure things out. Going from terrified to wanting to jump his bones is confusing as hell.”

	“I know all about being confused. I’ll let you in on a secret. Back in the pre-bug days, Roger would’ve been the last person I chose.” Melissa reached for another cookie, and I followed her lead. “I was the good girl, never got into trouble, perfect grades growing up. I was dating some trust-fund-baby I met at Daddy’s golf club.”

	I gave Melissa a once over. “You? A goody-two-shoes?”

	“Oh yeah. I’ve been called that often growing up. Teacher’s Pet was a perennial nickname as well. I was prim and proper. Roger is the complete opposite. He’s rough around the edges, has a potty mouth, has a mohawk, and wore leather before it became a necessity. He’s the last person I’d have been caught dead with. People like him were considered a menace to society.”

	“He still wears that mohawk like his life depends on it,” I said. When I’d first seen it, it was a shock. Who still did their hair during the bugpocalypse?

	Melissa laughed. “I’m glad I gave him a chance. Looks can be deceiving. He’s a good man. He cares about people, thinks about the future, and has all the right traits that make him a good leader, even if he doesn’t want to lead.”

	“They say those who don’t want to lead are the best leaders.”

	A knock came from the door, and Roger poked his head in as if called. “I knew I’d find you here, Mel.” Then he saw me. “I thought you were staying with Mal’k.”

	“Change of plans,” Melissa said. “You’ll need to send someone else for the baby supplies. Meghan’s with me tomorrow. I need her to finish the inventory.”

	I sent her a grateful look.

	“I’ll send Katerina. She and Mo get along best with Mal’k.” Roger fidgeted with the zipper pull of his jacket. “I wanted to call a meeting tomorrow around noon. The people need to know what the fuck happened out there.” 

	“I’ll go get the word out about the meeting.” Melissa sighed exaggeratedly. “I wish we had a PA system; it beats telling everyone unit by unit. This building is huge. I have to take Kyle back anyway.” 

	“Kyle?” I asked.

	“We decided to name the baby Kyle after his mother. I’ll see you tomorrow in the storage rooms first thing in the morning.”

	Roger helped her off the exam table, and the two left to run their errands, leaving me alone with my confusion.

	I couldn’t help but wonder about this Katerina who was going to take my place foraging with Mal’k. Roger had said she got along well with him. How well? He hadn’t paid any attention to the other women at the compound, but they were all taken. 

	Why did I even care? I couldn’t be jealous; that was preposterous. He wasn’t mine. And I didn’t want to forage with him anyway. Why should it matter to me who foraged with him? 

	I had to get a hold of myself. I tried to think of Mal’k as a scary alien with claws and horns, but instead, the memory of us pressed together tongues entwined sent me reeling with need again. 

	I laughed, the sound bitter in the small room. 

	Oh man, I was screwed. 

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Mal’k 

	I entered the unit to find Roger punching at a padded bag hanging from a hook on a sturdy metal rack in the semi-darkness. The sun had already set—it set much earlier this time of year—and the only thing illuminating the room was a row of weak solar-powered lamps, the kind I saw stabbed into the edges of the overgrown lawns of nearby homes. They’d been placed outside to charge through the day.

	The human leader had messaged me to meet him in the unit labeled “Power Zone Fitness” to hang out. I didn’t understand this idea of hanging out. It wasn’t time for foraging, and there were no scourge here to fight. 

	The other hunters sometimes spent an hour in the evenings playing the Earth video games together on that strange box Rajiv’k had refurbished. It was a new concept to me to spend time with other hunters for enjoyment. 

	There was a lot of strange equipment here, much of which reminded me of training as a young warrior on the mothership before I was given my first assignment on a scourge-infested planet. This must be a warrior training room of some kind. 

	Hanging out was a novel addition to hunter culture, but training together wasn’t. I could handle this. 

	Roger turned to me, even though I moved silently. He had keen senses and quick reactions; these traits had made him a good fighter until his injury. 

	“Mal’k, you’re here.” He wiped the sweat off his brow. “I thought I should show you around this place in case you wanted to come in to train during your off-hours. We’re friends, and I don’t mind working off some steam if you ever need it. Just give me a call.”

	A friend. The idea was new to me. A hunter’s life was often a solitary one. Before Earth, hunters had worked together only when needed to take down larger numbers of scourge. It had been a shock when I’d first arrived at the hunters’ compound to find hunters and humans caring for each other and enjoying each other’s company. 

	It wasn’t that Xarc’n warriors didn’t form friendships. Many did. Kaj’k, Cov’k, and Rajiv’k for example, had worked together teaming up to fight every swarm since the last planet they were on. They must consider each other friends. They’d been the first to form the compound and decided to stay together long-term with their mates and the other humans who had joined them.

	It wasn’t just about destroying our common enemy; the hunters and humans at the compound had fun together. They called each other family.

	I just hadn’t formed any friendships during my time. At my last planet, I’d teamed up with different hunters every warm season to fight the swarm, depending on who needed extra personnel. I remembered all the hunters I’d worked with but kept in touch with none of them. It didn’t seem necessary when my entire goal in life was just to eliminate the scourge threat. 

	Life on Earth was different.

	I followed Roger awkwardly around the training room as he showed me how each piece of the equipment worked. 

	“It’s not the most well-equipped gym, but it gets the job done. And it helps get rid of any nervous energy.” He rubbed both palms over the shaved sides of his head. “I needed that after the attack today.”

	We headed back to the equipment he’d called a punching bag, and Roger raised it to my level. 

	I looked at the hanging bag warily. “I ran the number found on the beacon through the system. It belonged to a hunter much farther to the south who had been reported missing a year ago. Warriors found his ship abandoned.” I shot a fist out tentatively to land on the padded bag, worried it would break. It didn’t. 

	“Damn, I’m sorry to hear.” Roger sat down at a machine to help improve the strength in his injured leg. 

	I gave the punching bag a few more swift jabs; the solid thud of my fist against the surface was extremely satisfying. “It was before we had reports of the paramilitary group you call the raiders ambushing and attacking lone hunters.”

	“Fuck those guys.” He sighed. “There are too many, even within our own group of survivors, who do not deserve your help.”

	“They are especially angered when hunters mate to a human female.” Rajiv’k and his mate had once been ambushed on a roof by these raiders for this very reason.  

	“It’s not like they would have gotten the girls anyway. They’re not just assholes. They lack any intelligence to speak of. These idiots believe that the fungal disease some of their people got from eating the scourge—” He made a disgusted face, and so did I; the scourge smelled of rot and decay. “—was from touching women who had slept with Xarc’n hunters. Meghan told me the story.”

	I perked up at the mention of my favorite human’s name. Roger, perceptive as ever, noticed right away.

	“How are things going between you two? I thought she was going to stay with you today, but Mel said otherwise.”

	Roger knew about my obsession with Meghan. He’d come running, or limping, to her rescue that morning when she’d woken up to find me there. He’d looked at me with disgust until I’d explained about her nightmares. Then he’d laughed, shook his head, and patted me on the back. 

	“She ran again.”

	“She looked more confused than scared when I saw her with Mel after. Hang in there, bud. She’ll come around. Mel is finally coming around for me. I’ve been working on her since last winter.” Roger paused his movements and lowered his voice. “Want to know a secret? The asshole that knocked her up? He didn’t leave with Mama Sal, Richard, and the rest of the abusers. I left his body for the bugs the next plaza over.” 

	“Good!” As much as I hated feeding the scourge, it never sat well with me that those who took advantage of the weak were offered another chance.

	He blew out a breath. “We should have done that with the rest of them. Those who survived joined the raiders and ended up back at our front door.”

	“You weren’t the leader at the time.”

	“No, I wasn’t. But even if I had been, I couldn’t have done it. It would have been a massacre. Most wouldn’t have agreed.”

	“I would have. I suggested removing the raiders from your front gate with deadly force.”

	Roger chuckled. “You did, and I agree it would have been easier. But not everyone here is so pragmatic. Mel appreciates what I did for her, and that’s what matters to me. She’s coming over to stay with me tonight now that we have more privacy.” He adjusted the machine’s settings and pushed against the weighted board with his leg again. “Be patient with Meghan. She’ll come around.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I nodded to the night guard on duty as I patrolled the halls of the large building. He was one of the humans who trusted the hunters, and despite the human’s bad night vision, it made me feel better that he was watching the grounds. 

	It was quiet for once. Usually, groups of humans meant endless noise and hubbub. Most of the survivors were asleep now, though some still chit-chatted quietly with each other about the day. 

	As a hunter, I didn’t need much sleep, especially since I’d spent all day shuttling humans around. I was used to much more strenuous days of hunting down and destroying the scourge. 

	Roger’s comment about Melissa staying with him tonight—it confused me why the couple hid their relationship, but then, I never claimed to understand human interactions—played over and over in my head. He’d told me that on purpose. Meghan was alone tonight. 

	My need to be around my female and make sure she was safe had me patrolling the building, checking every nook and corner for possible danger. I would have preferred if she stayed in my shuttle with me. 

	It had been Meghan’s nightmares that led me to her. 

	The terrified nighttime mumbling, peppered with the occasional muffled scream, was a common occurrence with my Meghan. I’d known from the few days she’d spent at the compound that she often suffered from nightmares. 

	I’d heard from outside her door, on her first day at the hunters’ compound after being rescued from the raiders. She’d been sleeping in; we’d wanted to give her time to rest. 

	The panicked noises had me worried, and I’d gone to check on her to make sure she was alright. I’d soon realized she was stuck in a dream, unable to wake. I’d woken her, and the moment she opened her eyes and saw me hovering over her, she’d let out a bloodcurdling scream. 

	I hadn’t meant to scare her. I’d been worried. Kaj’k had explained to me that his mate, Alice, used to have bad dreams when sleeping alone. I’d suggested she sleep next to me to ward off the nightmares. She’d called me a creep after that.

	In hindsight, that might not have been socially acceptable. Unlike some other hunters, I hadn’t spent months researching Earth culture and living with humans. 

	I’d made a horrible first impression. 

	Xarc’n warriors were not immune to bad dreams. We saw much violence in our lifetimes and lost many of our numbers to the scourge. Horrific events haunted us as they did the humans, though it was different for every hunter. 

	Sometimes it was so bad the hunter could no longer hunt. They retired to supply production. 

	I was lucky; dreams did not bother me. I wished to extend my luck to my female.

	Now, just the sight of her, alone and exposed on the couch, woke a need in me that demanded I claim her. I wanted her under me and screaming with pleasure. Now. I gritted my teeth and pushed down the feral thought. The last thing I needed was for her to run from me again; I couldn’t take it. 

	I snuck close to the couch where she slept fitfully, careful not to wake her. It wasn’t difficult; she was hard to wake when she dreamed. 

	I hated that she was stuck in the nightmare. I wanted to drive away whatever demons haunted her in her dreams. If I could protect her from the imaginary, I would. Sitting down at the edge of the couch, I carefully moved her until she was cradled in my arms. 

	She clutched desperately to me as a low wail left her lips. Her eye lids fluttered but remained closed. I held her tight, rocking her lightly. Her body knew I represented safety, even if her mind didn’t grasp it yet.

	I inhaled her scent. Even in her sleep, the fear seeped through. A low-vibrating rumble started in my chest; my body instinctively knew what to do to calm her. 

	Slowly, she relaxed. I loved that she clung to me in her sleep as if only I could save her from the monsters in her head. If only she felt the same when she was awake.

	She mumbled something incoherent, but when I checked, she still slept. I enjoyed holding her in my arms. I didn’t want her to wake up, see me, and freak out as she did before.

	I smoothed a palm over her hair, pushing the sweaty strand off her forehead. The wan moonlight coming through the gap in the curtain was enough for me to see the light tan markings that covered her face. 

	These markings were unique to my female, and I loved them. Some of the other humans also had similar markings, especially after a warm season out in the sun. But none of them were as pronounced and numerous as the ones that decorated Meghan’s cheeks.

	I stayed with her until her breathing calmed, and she slept soundly, free of bad dreams. I wanted to stay and hold her in my arms all night. I wanted to wake up next to her in the morning. But that would have to wait.

	I slid my hands under hers to carefully release her hold around my waist. Then I settled her back onto the couch. Tucking a cushion under her neck, I lifted the blanket to cover her body.

	Missing the closeness of my body, she searched desperately in her sleep for something to hold onto. I knelt on the floor in front of her, and gave her my arm. She calmed, curling up around it and nuzzling my bicep with her nose. 

	I pressed my lips to her forehead and my nose to her hair. The red strands practically glowed like treasure in the moonlight.

	The scent of distress had faded, replaced by her natural aroma. I inhaled it deeply into my lungs, trying to memorize it. Why did she smell so good? It was like the freshest, cleanest of air, and every breath was paradise. She smelled as if she was mine. 

	Maybe I’d stay a little longer. As long as I was gone when she woke, she wouldn’t be upset. Resting my horns against the arm of the couch, I closed my eyes and let the sound of her breathing guide me to sleep.

	 


Chapter 9: Meghan 

	I woke up thinking about Mal’k and imagining what would have happened if I’d stayed on his shuttle. 

	I’d had another nightmare last night, but instead of endlessly running from the scourge and the raiders, only to trip and be consumed by both as it usually played out, I’d tripped in my dream and fallen into Mal’k’s arms instead. He’d chased away all the horrible things. 

	The rest of the night had been filled with dreams of his sensitive horns and rumbling chest. I woke up later than usual, flustered and frustrated.

	Melissa, who shared the room with me, had already left. She was a morning person and woke up naturally at the crack of dawn. 

	I stretched and got up from the loveseat that served as my bed. This place was once a waiting room for some high-falutin’ CEO type. There was a loveseat along one wall and a full-size couch against another. We’d moved some filing cabinets out from the office to serve as dressers, not that I had enough clothing to need one. Everything I owned fit into my bag. 

	I got ready, picked up my notebook and pen, and headed down to the storage rooms. 

	Instead of being greeted by smiles and waves as I walked down the hall, all I saw were frowns on everyone’s faces. 

	The cause of their frowns became apparent the moment I stepped into the storage room hallway. Curtis and Terrance stood in front of the first storage doors, guns at their side. Why were they armed inside the building? 

	They moved over to let me in, and the first sight of the storage room was like ice in my stomach. Melissa sat in the middle of the room, angrily stuffing things into a bin. Kyle lay sleeping on repurposed couch cushions on the table. Around her, the room was in chaos. The place looked ransacked. Bins had been pulled out and the contents scattered all over the floor. 

	Melissa looked up at me, devastated. 

	“What happened here?” 

	“Someone came in and took the most sought-after resources: medicines and canned meats. They left everything else. We spent days organizing and cataloging this place.” She threw her hand in the air, exasperated.

	I went to sit with her. “How much did they take?” I surveyed the room. The entire bin of foil-packed tuna was gone; the spot on the shelf was empty. The plastic bin next to it was gone as well. I didn’t remember what had been in there. 

	“A lot. All the lighter pouches of tuna and chicken. They left the heavier cans. They didn’t get to all the medicines, just some painkillers.”

	I looked around the room. They’d pulled out all the bins looking for the prime supplies. 

	“They must have done it early this morning. No one realized until the kitchens came looking for more tomato sauce half an hour ago.” 

	The building had a proper kitchen and a cafeteria for the workers who’d once worked here, but until the snow blanketed the ground, most of the cooking would be done in a unit once used as a mechanic shop, since the garage had lots of ventilation. It prevented the building from filling up with smoke. We did our cooking with whatever we could get our hands on: propane, butane, coal, anything. 

	Melissa wrung her hands together. “Our guards watched the doors and the grounds. They weren’t expecting looters from inside.”

	Kyle fussed at the rising tone of Melissa’s voice, and I picked him up to calm him. “You found a small dropper.” 

	“Yeah, it was in the medical supplies, in the same room I found the cookies. The dropper makes feeding a lot easier until we get our hands on bottles.” She looked around the room again. 

	“We’ll find who did it.” I set down Kyle and helped her gather some packages from the floor.

	“One of our own did this,” Melissa said angrily. “Roger has people trying to locate the goods. Nobody saw them remove them unless the guards were in on it, which is completely possible. We’ve looked everywhere for the supplies.” 

	“Holy crap! What happened here?” asked a blonde lady with a bouncy ponytail and a slight Slavic accent. Behind her was a man with tan skin and dark hair who looked of Middle Eastern descent. 

	Melissa explained what had happened again. 

	“Maybe we can help look for the culprits after we return from our foraging trip.” The blonde turned toward me. “I don’t think we’ve met. I spend a lot of time outside the camp foraging. I’m Katerina.” She stuck out her hand for a shake.

	The man next to her did the same. “And I’m Mo. Not Mohammud, that’s my father.”

	This was Katerina? She was gorgeous and clearly very capable if she went out into the bug-filled landscape to forage often. The pang of silly, unfounded jealously returned, and I forced it back down.

	“You were supposed to head out with Mal’k today.” She looked at the mess around us. “No wonder Roger’s sending us instead. You have your job cut out for you. I don’t envy you. I’d much rather forage out there than deal with this.”

	“You rather be out with the bugs?”

	Katerina shrugged. “I hate being cooped up.” She smiled a real, genuine smile. “I’ll get you your supplies. You can count on me.”

	“You’re heading out now? Don’t you usually forage in the afternoons?”

	“Mal’k has a wedding to attend after lunch.” Mo rolled his eyes. “A wedding. During the bugpocalypse. How come he gets invited to a wedding, and I don’t?”

	“Maybe if you weren’t so annoying, you’d get invited more often.” Katerina laughed. 

	Kat and Mo left to find Roger, and I got to work cleaning up the mess with Melissa. 

	“That’s Nikki and Koriv’n’s wedding, isn’t it?” Melissa asked. “Are you going as well?”

	“Yup, I haven’t figured out how I’m getting there yet.” Technically they were only four buildings over, I’d counted, but they were giant warehouse-style buildings, and I was too scared to hoof it with the flyers still in the skies. Maybe if Roger and the other guys took the walk with me, I wouldn’t be scared shitless. 

	“Say congratulations for me. Roger asked me to be his date, but I don’t really know the couple, so I declined.”

	“They’re really sweet. Everyone there is. They’d love it if you came.”

	“Maybe after I get to know them more as neighbors. Roger talks about how everyone at the hunter compound all works together. Why can’t we have that here?” Melissa shoved another packed bin of dried rice and beans in my direction.

	I found the matching lid, put it on, and lifted it up onto the shelf. “They only have a handful of people—only about two dozen, even with the six men that joined them from here. There are many people here with many different views. Clearly, not all of them aligned.”

	“I always thought we had safety in numbers. We used to have so many more people. We thought we’d already gotten rid of the crappy ones.”

	I snorted. “There were a ton of crappy people before the bugs arrived. I don’t think that has changed one bit.” 

	“Which reminds me, you should go grab your bag. We are asking everyone to keep their personal belongings with them until this blows over.”

	I didn’t have much in my possession, just some ratty clothes, but I did like my backpack. It had been a gift from my aging grandmother. She’d been so sure I was still in school, even though I’d graduated over a decade ago, and I hadn’t had the heart to correct her. It had been my last gift from her before she passed. 

	“Go. This mess isn’t going anywhere.”

	I ran back up the stairs and headed down the hall to our room. My light green canvas backpack was on the arm of the loveseat, exactly where I’d left it. I tossed it over my shoulder and headed back out the door. 

	On my way back, a lady and two men blocked my way. I remembered the lady coming down from the kitchens the first day to pick up supplies. She still wore her hair in the same tight knot at the nape of her neck. The women looked me up and down then spoke.

	“You are Meghan,” she stated. “You should come with us.”

	I frowned. “Sorry, what was your name again?”

	“I’m Tiffany.” She motioned me over with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. 

	I backed away. “I have to go, Tiffany. Melissa expects me downstairs. I need to help clean up the mess in the storage room.”

	“No, you don’t. Someone else will do that. They’re giving you another assignment.”

	As if I believed her. I looked for a way out, but the two men stood between me and the stairs. 

	“I have to go,” I repeated.

	Tiffany’s face pulled up into a snarl. “Don’t be lazy. If you want to live with us, you have to do the work. And right now, your work is with me.”

	Who the fuck did this woman think she was? The two men stood behind her menacingly, and I resisted the urge to cower. A few days ago, I would’ve, but today, I stood my ground. 

	“Last time I checked, my job was cleaning up the storage with Melissa. Now, get out of my way.” I surprised myself with how assertive I sounded. I usually came off as meek. But not today. If I could kiss a Xarc’n hunter, I could tell this bitch off.

	“Fuck doing this the nice way, Tiff! This is going to take forever.” The big burly guy with his hair cropped short, to the left of Tiffany, strode forward. He reminded me of a grade-school bully. He grabbed my arm. 

	“Hey! Let me go.” I pulled my arm back, but he held on tightly.

	“We’re just trying to help you get home,” he said. 

	Home? This was the closest to a home I’d had since all this shit started. 

	“Let me go!” A familiar panic welled up in my chest, and I freaked out. I bulldozed through the trio, wrenching my arm away from his grip. Heart pounding, I swung my bag wildly to keep them away. Then I took off down the hall in a dead run.

	“You idiot!” Tiffany yelled at the man as I reached the stairwell.

	I charged down the stairs, taking them two at a time, and didn’t stop until I was safely back inside the storage room. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10: Mal’k 

	Meghan didn’t show up for our foraging trip, though I hadn’t expected her to. Not after the way she’d run out yesterday. Katerina and Mo showed up instead. I’d shuttled them before, and they were good people. I’d never detected any animosity from them as I did with some of the other foragers. 

	The foraging trip went off without a hitch, and we brought back everything on the list and more. Baby supplies were not usually in high demand for foragers. 

	“The formula isn’t even expired yet. We hit the jackpot.” Kat and Mo exchanged high fives.

	High fives, fist bumps, handshakes, waves, hugs…humans had so many greetings and customs. It was confusing, and I never knew which movement to offer which person. Hunters just gave each other slight nods. It was so much easier that way.

	It didn’t help that some of the humans here didn’t want to interact with hunters at all. They shrank back from me in disgust. 

	“We should probably tell Roger about the kid we saw today with the dog,” Mo said. “If he’s really living alone, I feel bad leaving him to fend for himself.”

	The dog had taken all of us by surprise. Not many of those were left, especially in the cities. It had run directly to the kid. He’d taken one look at us and fled, disappearing into a building. 

	Instead of giving chase, we’d marked the location on the map. 

	“Roger is busy with many things,” I said. “I’ll send someone from the hunters’ compound to check on him.”

	The storage room was locked when we arrived. It was often locked when Meghan was inside organizing and packing the supplies, but when Kat opened it with her key, Meghan wasn’t there. 

	My shoulders sagged; I’d been excited to see her. 

	The room smelled of my female, Melissa, and The Loud One, the sweet and milky smell of the baby mixing in with Meghan’s tantalizing one. There was a hint of cloying fear in the room too, but it was faint. 

	Half the room was a mess with things spilling out of the bins and scattered all over the floor. The other half looked normal. 

	“They did good cleaning this up. You should have seen it this morning.” Kat made a face as if remembering the mess. 

	“What happened?” I hadn’t heard anything about this from Roger. 

	Mo answered instead. “Someone stole a bunch of supplies and left this place trashed. Someone in-house.” He looked angry.

	“When did it happen?” I hadn’t heard anything last night when I’d been with Meghan. 

	“They think it was early this morning at first light.”

	I’d already gone back to my shuttle before the sun rose. 

	A group of people walked by the door, heading toward the cafeteria.

	“Let’s lock this place back up and head down to the meeting before they start without us,” said Mo. 

	My eyes searched the cafeteria-turned-meeting room for Meghan the moment I walked in. She was at the back, close to the doors, with The Loud One in her arms. 

	She turned her head, and our eyes met. Instead of the terrified look I was used to receiving from her, today she was merely wary. She noticed Kat and Mo, and the room lit up with her smile. I had to command my chest not to start its rumbling. This was not the place or the time. 

	She waved, and the two foragers waved back.

	Kat went up to the front to sit behind Roger with the other appointed leaders. She was in charge of organizing the foraging teams and finding new locations to explore. 

	I sat down a few seats away from Meghan. I felt her eyes on me the whole time. 

	Despite the large swath of air between us, I felt her closeness. I wanted to pull her into my body and hold her tight, but I doubted she would react well, especially with so many humans around. I fisted my hands at my side.

	“Why the fuck is he here?” someone in the room asked before being shushed. It was clear he referred to me. 

	“Because we asked him to be,” Roger growled, sounding almost like a Xarc’n warrior. He looked angry, and I didn’t blame him; especially with the storage room getting looted. He also had his mohawk up, which usually signified that he was ready for combat. The style was unique and gave him an intimidating look. 

	Roger had warned me in a message that things might not remain civil today. He had, along with the team he’d picked out to help him lead, decided to draw out the troublemakers sooner rather than later by letting everyone know about the lure we’d found. 

	“As some of you may know, Sam disappeared right before the attack. He’d been the one assigned to watch the raiders. The raiders also left before the scourge came. In their place, we found this.” Roger held up the lure. “This is a Xarc’n hunting lure.”

	The lady who had expressed distrust of the hunters gasped loudly. “So they did it! It must be the hunters. The aliens are trying to feed us to the bugs.” 

	I didn’t miss Roger’s eye roll. Behind him, Terrance did the same, and Curtis shook his head in disbelief. Some people in the audience made snorting noises. Even Meghan blew out an exasperated breath. 

	That was when I noticed the finger-shaped bruises on my female’s arm. Someone had hurt her. Hot anger bubbled inside me. Someone was going to pay for that.

	 “No, Tiff,” Roger said with as much patience as he could muster. “We found the lure where the raiders’ vans had been. All the beacons are numbered, and this one did not belong to any of our Xarc’n allies. It had to be the raiders.”

	The room exploded into conversations, with some agreeing with Roger that it must have been the raiders and others siding with Tiff and blaming the hunters. I clenched my fists at my side to keep my composure.

	“We should never have come here,” one of the males sitting near Tiff stated loudly. “We’re too close to the aliens. We’re at their mercy!” 

	 “We didn’t make the decision to come here lightly,” Roger replied when the chaos calmed enough for him to speak. “It is the best location for our group, especially with the babies coming. It’s in the same industrial complex as the hunter group, and they can easily extend their perimeter alarm to include us. It’s at the edge of town and next to some ideal farmland. We can—"

	“Can what?” Tiff asked, her voice rising. “Plant a garden like we did this year, and lose most of the crops? Are you kidding me? Yeah sure, let's waste everyone’s time again, just like we did this year!”

	“The humans living at the hunters’ compound had a successful garden,” said Curtis. “We may call it the hunters’ compound, but let’s not forget there are more humans living there than Xarc’n hunters. When I went to help fight the swarms, we had fresh vegetables from the garden every day. It wasn’t much, but it’s worth it.”

	A few in the audience nodded. They were eager to taste something fresh and not pre-packaged. I understood how they felt. A lifetime of nutrition bars had been bearable until I tasted variety. Now, I could never go back. 

	“And in the future, we could consider owning livestock again,” Curtis said enthusiastically. "The location is right next to some prime pasture for—"

	“You and your fucking cows!” the man sitting next to Tiff exclaimed. “Livestock? That’s going to call the bugs straight to us, just like it did today. We’ll be a bug buffet!”

	The humans started up again, each talking over the other. 

	“He’s right. We’ll be in danger!”

	“The bugs will come.”

	“We shouldn’t trust the hunters.”

	“They brought the bugs. It’s all their fault.”

	I gritted my teeth and turned my head away from the ones making the accusations. Meghan sent me a sympathetic look. She understood now how much it bothered me. 

	In her arms, The Loud One fussed and protested at all the noise. She stood, ready to walk out of the room as not to add a crying baby into the existing turmoil, but Kyle stopped fussing the moment she stood. She remained standing, shifting her weight back and forth.

	It took another few minutes for everyone to quiet down enough for Roger to speak, though the group who had been the most vocal never stopped whispering among themselves. 

	“We expected some of you to be upset with the decision. I wanted us all to stay together, but I can see that we are not in agreement here. I never asked for this job, but you wanted me to lead, so I did. I’ve brought in others that I trust to advise me.” He gestured to the those sitting behind him. “This is what we decided as a team.” 

	Roger turned to the ones who had questioned the hunters. “I have seen firsthand that these Xarc’n warriors are good people. We need to work together and put our prejudice behind us.”

	“At what price? You really going to trust these purple aliens?” Tiff snapped back.

	At the front of the room, Kat spoke, her accent even more apparent in her frustration. “Who cares if they are purple? I don’t care if they are polka dot. Let’s not forget they funneled most of this past summer’s swarm to their location so they could fight them. If they hadn’t done that, we would have all been dead.” She looked around the room. “We only got the leftover of the swarm. We still struggled.”

	“And they plan on funneling the swarm to them again next year. That’s right next door! We’ll all die!” The woman ended on such a shrill note it hurt my ears. 

	Another round of hysteria ensued.

	“Well, none of this wouldn’t have happened if they kept their pet bugs on a better leash.” Tiff looked smug as if she’d won the argument.

	Unable to contain my annoyance, I growled. I was done with these insults. 

	 A few people gasped, turning to me.

	“What are you going to do?” asked the larger male sitting next to Tiff. “Attack us? Come on, show us the monster you really are. I bet you're just pretending to be nice to get into our women’s pants.” He stood from his chair and took a step toward me. “Unless you’re chicken. Bok-bok.”

	I stepped away from the wall and stood to my full height as the rage swirled in my chest. These idiots wouldn’t know what hit them.

	“Mister Big Guy wants to fight? Perfect, we’re itching to fight too.” The male took another step, and a posse of his followers stood behind him, ready to back him up. 

	I wasn’t stupid enough to think this would be a one-on-one fight. I was ready to take on every last one of these cretins and paint the walls with their innards. 

	Meghan watched me with worried eyes as if preparing to launch herself at me to stop a fight despite the familiar saccharine fear that seeped from her pores. She held the baby closer to her breast as Kyle cried out in protest at the sound of angry voices. 

	“Enough!” boomed Roger at the front. He squinted at me. “No one’s fighting anyone.” Then to the group of males. “Sit your asses down before Mal’k wipes the floor with them. I’d rather be making this place a real home than to be digging your graves.”

	I gritted my teeth and forced myself to calm. I wanted to remove the male’s head from his shoulders. That would be satisfying. Instead, I walked over to Meghan and took Kyle from her arms, and I rocked him lightly until he calmed. There were too many innocents here. It wasn’t worth a fight, even though I knew I’d win, even against the whole lot of them.

	Meghan sat back down on the last seat in the row. 

	“So they protect us, but what do they get out of the deal?” asked a male who wasn’t a part of that group. 

	“I bet Roger promised them our women,” said a female with yellow hair who sat behind Tiff. 

	A few of the females gasped, but Kat laughed loudly, snorting. “What are you, stupid? Don’t tell me you still believe Earth’s governments’ lies.”

	“How do you know they’re lies? Maybe the aliens are lying. Ever thought of that?”

	“Have you guys forgotten that the people at the compound are our allies?” Kat said, throwing her hands up into the air.

	Terrance stepped forward. “It was the humans living there that suggested we move closer. Remember Connie? And Lena and Stacey? They all live there now. And despite the shit they experienced here with Richard and Mama Sal, they still want us as allies. I, for one, am grateful. Jack’s there too, and I know a lot of you listen to his show.”

	“I’d rather go with the raiders,” said one of the males. “At least I see some faces I recognize there. They used to be ours too, you know. And they were good foragers.”

	“If you guys are so eager to suck up to a bunch of purple aliens and their lackeys, you go on ahead. I’m not coming along.” Tiff crossed her arms over her chest and stuck her nose in the air; those around her did the same.

	“I think that’s a great idea, Tiff,” Terrance agreed. “We should probably split up. That would keep the most people happy.” 

	“You’re right,” Roger said solemnly. “That, of course, is the best solution. The ones who wish to stay with us here can, and those who wish to find another place can as well. We will even share the information we found on the other two locations.”

	The room exploded into pure pandemonium again.

	 

	 


Chapter 11: Meghan 

	Sneaky, sneaky! Roger and Terrance had managed to get the group of troublemakers to suggest separating as if it had been their idea all along. I couldn’t imagine the endless difficulties these idiots would cause us if they continued living here. 

	I wasn’t surprised to see that the woman who’d approached me earlier and her goons were part of the problem. 

	It got loud in the room, with everyone talking over each other. I glanced over at Kyle, but he slept soundly in Mal’k’s arms. The big purple alien was adorable holding the child, but I knew by his stiff body language that he was still furious with the things they’d said about hunters. I didn’t blame him.

	When he’d first shown up at the meeting and sat down next to me, I’d been nervous. We hadn’t been so close since that kiss in the shuttle.

	The tough guy challenging him had been the man who’d grabbed me earlier. I’d have encouraged Mal’k to lay one on him if we hadn’t been surrounded by volatile people. The last thing we needed was more uproar and anarchy. I’d finally found a group of mostly decent people, and I wasn’t going to let some idiots fuck it up.

	I sent Mal’k an experimental smile, hoping it would calm him at least a little.

	Living in the bugpocalypse, I’d learned just how fast things could go south. It wasn’t always the bugs either. Many times it was the people. There were truly horrible people out there, like the raiders, but even ordinary folks did awful things when they were desperate and angry. 

	Before the raiders picked me up, I’d been part of a smaller group for a couple of weeks. We were doing fine until one of the men accused another of diddling his wife when he was out foraging. The argument got heated. I didn’t remember who had stabbed who first, but it ended with three dead bodies and the bugs coming in for the spoils, drawn by the conflict and the smell of freshly spilled blood. 

	The muscles straining on Mal’k’s neck seemed less pronounced. Good. He was calming. If he’d taken up the idiot for a fight, we might have ended up with a massacre. Those hateful morons would attack with intent to kill, and Mal’k would have to defend himself in kind. As I said, things could go south in the blink of an eye. 

	“What about the food and supplies? We helped foraged for a lot of that.”

	“Of course,” Roger replied. “We won’t leave you high and dry. I was going to suggest we split it according to the number of people in each group. Except, as you all know, we had a good amount of our protein stolen just today. Does anyone know anything about that? Weren’t you on guard at the time, Aiden?”

	“What—what are you suggesting?” the large man sputtered. “That I let someone in to steal the food? That’s outrageous!”

	“I’m not suggesting anything like that.” Roger spread his hands. “I highly doubt you let anyone in. I questioned a few people, and they saw Tiff and Jessy carrying a bin out of the storage room.”

	“It was food for lunch. You know, the lunch waiting for you and everyone else?” said the woman, who must be Jessy. She tossed her wavy blonde hair over her shoulder. 

	Roger sent her an acerbic smile. “Well then, Jessy, I’m sure the bins themselves will show up again unless we’re eating them too.”

	“I can’t believe you are questioning us like we are thieves,” Jessy pouted as if Roger hadn’t questioned almost everyone in the room earlier throughout the day. “It’s not like we’re the ones allying with the enemies.”

	That was the bone of contention all along. These people really didn’t like the hunters.

	The muscles on Mal’k’s thigh tightened, and his jaws twitched. I almost wished I was close enough to put a hand on him to keep him calm. 

	“Those aliens said so themselves; the old Xarc’n race made those bugs. How convenient!”

	They were talking as if they’d forgotten they had a Xarc’n hunter right there listening. He ground his jaws together so hard I felt it in my own teeth. Mal’k looked as if he was about to lose it on the idiot.

	“Oh, give me a break!” exclaimed an older woman I didn’t recognize. “If you know that much, then you know they all died for it. Their entire civilization paid the price for a few overzealous military scientists. These hunters are not the old Xarc’n race. They were created by the old race to kill off the bugs. They’re here to help.” She pointed at Mal’k. “Look at him.”

	I froze as dozens of pairs of eyes turned on the Xarc’n warrior in question. Thank goodness I was a few seats away. I hated being the center of attention.

	“That’s not some murdering machine,” the lady continued. “He spent the morning foraging for baby goods, and he’s even taking his turn with Kyle. If I were young, I’d be all over that.”

	I had to admit, the image was an odd but very sexy one that threatened to turn my insides into jelly and make my ovaries explode. He didn’t have his swords, but the protective leather plates were still strapped to his harness. It was the perfect blend of fierce and protective, deadly but sweet. 

	“Janice, you were all over everything when you were young,” tittered a woman next to Janice. 

	Janice pretended affront, but it was obvious the two were fast friends. 

	“We’ll figure out how to split the supplies fairly,” Roger said, bringing the discussion back to the group of separatists. “Me and my team of advisors—” He waved his hand at Terrance, Curtis, Mel, and Katerina; I hadn’t known Katerina was part of the group. “—all agreed on this location. It is defensible, well-situated, and close to our allies.”

	“Close? We are practically sleeping with them,” Tiff snorted. 

	“Close to our allies,” he repeated. “And those of us who want to help fight the swarms next year will be right here. Don’t you guys want to see a Franklin devoid of these horrible creatures?”

	Terrance stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Another group of hunters, the one Mal’k used to belong to, have already taken down a nearby nest. If we work together, we can clear Franklin as well. It’s not just Franklin either. This is the future of Earth. 

	“Aren’t you sick of living like this? Picking off what’s left of yesterday’s world? I am! I want a future. For that, we need to take back our planet. Working together, we can do that.”

	A few in the audience nodded quietly. Others agreed with chimes of “Yes,” and some clapped. 

	 “We’ll be working closely with the hunters,” Roger said when the audience calmed. “If this upsets you in any way, consider joining these wonderful people here.” He waved his hand at the group who had complained, stressing the word wonderful. “I have the notes for the other two locations we checked out. We’ll split the supplies fairly, according to how many people join each side.

	“I hate seeing our group being split up even more, but I understand the necessity. We’ll meet again here tomorrow before dinner.” He looked out at the audience. This might be one of the last times he addressed them as a single group. “Please have your decision by then.”

	This was a rehearsed speech. It had been the plan all along, but instead of kicking out the troublemakers, Roger had waited for them to suggest it themselves. It still left the missing supplies unsolved, though I’d bet everything I owned that Tiff and her goons had something to do with it. 

	As people got up to leave, talking excitedly about the new and unexpected developments, Kyle started fussing again. I leaned in to take a sniff, risking getting close to the massive hunter. Still clean. He must be hungry then.

	I still didn’t know what the heck I was doing with the baby. I was glad this was a shared job. I tried to think of it as a practice round for if I ever have a kid, though it wasn’t in my plans during a bugpocalypse.

	“Let me take him from you,” said a familiar woman’s voice. “You two have worked enough all day. And I heard you have a wedding to go to. How romantic!”

	I turned to see Janice taking Kyle from Mal’k, who was reluctant to let the baby go. 

	“There is formula and bottles in the storage room,” he said awkwardly. 

	“That’s great! I’ll head over now and make him a bottle.” 

	An angry growl had us both turning to Mal’k, who had his eyes on my arm. 

	“Who did this?” He took my arm and lifted it. 

	Angry red marks from Tiff’s thug were starting to bruise. I had completely forgotten about my arm with how busy I’d been cleaning up the ransacked storage rooms. 

	“Who did this?” he repeated through clenched teeth.

	I checked to see if Tiff and her group were still around; they weren’t. Good, I didn’t want Mal’k to start a fight right here in the cafeteria. We’d just narrowly avoided that fate. The last thing we needed during these times of change and upheaval was all-out civil war, especially if I was going to be the cause of it. 

	“You looked over to where those troublemakers sat. It was them. Which one?” Mal’k looked ready to hunt the whole group down and leave them as smears on the pavement. 

	“It’s not worth the trouble,” said Janice. “They’ll be gone soon enough. And good riddance too.”

	The threatening sounds coming from Mal’k’s throat didn’t stop. It was night and day from the calming purring I was used to from him. 

	“Meghan,” Roger said, approaching with Melissa next to him. “Mel said you had an incident with our separatist friends.”

	Crap! So much for not saying anything.

	He narrowed his eyes at Mal’k, then followed his line of sight to my bruised arm. “You know what, I’ll just take Mel’s account of what happened. I’ll see you two over at the compound for Nikki’s wedding.”

	“I’ll take Kyle tonight,” said Janice with a grin at the baby. “It’s been a while since I had one of these little buggers. They all grow up so fast and leave.” 

	“Thank you. I’m exhausted. It’s been a long day, and it’s only noon.” I suddenly felt extremely tired. 

	“Before you go, can I see what you’ve recorded so far from our inventory? We’ll need it when we split our supplies.”

	I dug into my bag for my notebook.

	Instead of taking the book, Roger took photos of the pages I‘d recorded. Then he shooed us off, saying, “See you at the wedding.”

	Mal’k took me by the hand and led me away, moving through the hallways so quickly I might as well be running. Once in the stairwell, he lifted me into his arms and took the stairs three at a time. He didn’t slow until he was on the roof. 

	“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

	“I’m stealing you again, Little Red.” He grinned, and the tips of his fangs dimpled his lower lip. “Kat and Mo have told me some humans go to weddings with dates. I am your date.”

	“Little Red?” I asked. 

	His shuttle, which stayed cloaked most of the time, suddenly appeared in front of us like magic, the door sliding open. He ushered me in, stepped in behind me, and the door slid closed, trapping us together again. 

	“Because you are little, and your hair is red.”

	With that logic, I should be calling him Big Purple, because, well, he was purple and big. I tried not to think of all the places he was big and failed. 

	As if to taunt me, my body reacted to his closeness, immediately roaring to life.

	 

	 


Chapter 12: Mal’k 

	Unlike my lukewarm and, at times, cold reception at the survivors’ building, the humans at the hunters’ compound all greeted me with open arms. They were equally happy to see Meghan, even though she’d only lived here with them for a few days. 

	The first thing that hit me was the tantalizing aroma of Evie’s cooking. While the food at the survivor camp had focused on calories and nutrients, understandable considering all the mouths they had to feed, Evie enjoyed playing with herbs and spices. She worked hard to recreate old Earth-style dishes, even though she was missing many of the original ingredients. 

	Calvin stood at the front of the room behind a makeshift altar; Koriv’n stood in front of him waiting for his female. His nervousness was palpable. There was a hush as Nikki showed up wearing a simple white dress.

	I couldn't pay attention to any of the ceremony, not with Meghan sitting right next to me. Back on the shuttle on the way here, her arousal had filled the air every time I got close. After healing her bruises with my medical device, I'd pulled her into my lap, and she'd sat there as I made the short leap across the buildings to the compound.

	Calvin said a few more words I didn't catch, and Jorg’k walked in with a very annoyed-looking Tooth in his hands. Jorg’k and Connie’s pet squirrel was dressed in a strange outfit and had a small box strapped to his back. The poor rodent looked ready to take revenge. 

	Calvin tried to hide a guffaw, and Nikki giggled. Next to me, Meghan said, “Aww,” as did many of the other mates. 

	Calvin relieved the poor creature of the burden and continued the ceremony, having the couple exchange rings. This had been Koriv’n’s idea. He’d researched many of Earth’s mating customs and had insisted they do it the right way. Nikki would have been happy with or without it. Was this something my Meghan would want in the future?

	The couple kissed, and the crowd erupted into applause. Meghan cheered, happy for her friend, but all I could think of was our last kiss before she’d run out of my shuttle yesterday. I was eager to share more kisses with my female. The human custom was enjoyable and reminded me of what I wished to do to the rest of her body.

	Meghan joined the line of people congratulating the couple, and I stood awkwardly behind her, wishing I’d researched the proper customs before coming. 

	“I’m so happy for you!” Meghan squealed, giving Nikki a hug.

	“Thank you for coming, both of you! I’m glad you two are on speaking terms now. I thought the two of you would never get together. It’s about time you found happiness, Meghan.”

	Meghan looked ready to protest but, after a quick look at me, said nothing. 

	Koriv’n nodded solemnly to me. Koriv’n and his contingent had abandoned their original mission on another planet to come to Earth to find mates. He deserved his Nikki.

	Rajiv’k brought out his liquor collection. When things on Earth first started to go awry, he’d spent the time piling all the booze into his shuttle while the rest of us attempted to convince the local leaders to let us help. In hindsight, he had the right idea. Our talks with the leaders had led to nothing but frustration; he got to keep all the liquor. 

	He saved it mostly for celebrations.

	He and his mate, Natalie, poured drinks and Tarv’k handed them around. The older Xarc’n hunter approached us with two glasses. Meghan took the glass eagerly, and Tarv’k looked shocked that Meghan didn’t flinch when he got close. She used to flinch at all hunters.

	Seeing all the hunters touching their mates, I pulled Meghan close and draped an arm around her shoulders. She stood next to me stiffly but didn’t complain. 

	As Tarv’k handed the next pair of glasses to the couple of the day, Nikki refused. Then Koriv’n was kneeling on the ground with his ear pressed to Nikki’s belly.

	“Oh my!” Meghan gasped. “She’s pregnant.”

	Koriv’n was one of the only hunters who’d had his fertility turned on. He’d done so back on the mothership, right before he came down to Earth. Worried that the next time he was on a space-bound vessel, it would be to bring him back to his original mission, he’d gotten the procedure done along with the rest of his contingent. The rest of us would need to go through the same process when we were ready to start a family.

	Meghan milled around catching up with her friends, but all I wanted was to bring her back to my shuttle and be alone with her. She’d scented of arousal all the way here, and it had been torture.

	We got several more approving looks at our closeness, and Meghan relaxed in my arms. 

	“Meghan, Mal’k, how are our new neighbors doing?” Jack asked. 

	Jack was a minor celebrity among the survivors. He broadcasted a nightly radio show called Stay Alive that many of the survivors listened to religiously. He’d been doing it since last winter before his group of survivors joined the hunters. 

	While only ten to fifteen minutes in length, each broadcast offered tips and tricks on how to survive in the new scourge-filled world. From spraying perfume to confuse the scuttlers’ sense of smell, to how to siphon out the last drop of gas from an abandoned car, to how to sew up a wound using everyday household items, his show was a goldmine of information.

	“Let them eat first!” Evie approached with two bowls of food, and I eagerly took mine, inhaling the spicy aroma. 

	“My rendition of red beans and rice. It’s not wedding fare, but whatever. It’s supposed to have smoked ham bones, cubed ham, and andouille sausage, but I had to substitute with Xarc’n style nutrition bars and canned Vienna sausage.” She handed Meghan the other bowl. “We had dehydrated peppers and onions from this summer’s harvest but had to use powdered celery for the flavor. We had all the spices needed for this dish, so it still tastes right.”

	“Thanks, Evie. It smells amazing.”

	Evie and I both watched avidly as Meghan took the first bite. Meghan chewed with a look of utter bliss on her face, then took another look at the piece of meat on her spoon.

	“Wow! How did you make the nutrition bars taste like sausage? Because I’m pretty sure those are chunks of Xarc’n food bars.”

	Evie grinned and pointed excitedly over at Natalie, who sat on Rajiv’k’s lap. “Natalie and I figured out we could smoke the food bars for natural smoke flavor. I got the idea from a recipe for smoked meatloaf, and Natalie made it a reality. We have a makeshift smoker on the roof now that we can use to help preserve meats. They take on a marinade pretty well too.”

	Our food bars were made of meat, dried and ground up into a powder and mixed with powdered fruits and vegetables, then bound together with gelatin rendered from the animal’s hooves. I didn’t know what meatloaf was, but our food bars met the criteria in my head for one. It was, technically, a loaf of meat. 

	They let us finish our meal before the questions started in earnest. 

	“How’s everyone doing over there?” asked Connie. She’d lived with the survivors when they’d called themselves New Franklin, before Jorg’k, her mate, brought her to the compound. Tooth, free of his outfit, sat on Connie’s shoulder, staring intently at the piece of food on her spoon. 

	Lena and Stacey both leaned forward at the edge of their seat, eager to hear the response. They, too, had lived with the survivors. They stayed here now with their human mates, Jack and Gerald. The human males at the compound had adopted our word for a life partner.

	Roger, who had walked over with Terrance and Curtis by foot, huffed out a breath.

	“No good, eh?” Lena deflated. “We were hoping now that the corrupt leaders and assholes are mostly gone, we might be able to live closer to them and maintain better relations.”

	“There are plenty of assholes left there,” said Sam. The tall blonde female was an exchange from the survivor group, much like I was an exchange from here. “I bet I could even name the bitch causing issues, but I won’t.”

	“Many there do not like hunters,” I said bluntly. I managed not to growl at the thought, but my face spoke volumes on how I felt about that.

	“What’s new?” asked Koriv’n from his spot next to Nikki. “Most humans still do not trust us. So we work with and help those who do.”

	Roger explained what had happened today. Having kept in touch, they’d known about the attack with the scourge lure, but they hadn’t known about the thieves or the mess at the meeting. 

	As they talked, Meghan cuddled closer, and I gathered her into my arms. With all the mated couples, she must feel more comfortable to relax and let me protect her.

	“That’s actually the best result you could have hoped for,” said Alice from Kaj’k’s side. “I don’t want any troublemakers living next door.” The couple had been one of the earliest to set up camp here in this building, along with Cynthia and Cov’k. “Though, I know a lot of us had doubts about the hunters in the beginning. I know I did. I hope we’ll convince the ones on the fence that working together is humanity’s best bet.”

	“For sure,” Natalie agreed. “It was hard toughing it out on our own.”

	That reminded me of the dog and kid I’d seen while foraging with Kat and Mo. “I saw a young human while foraging today. He ran off when he saw us. There are no known human groups near the area. He had a dog with him.” 

	I liked dogs; most of them were friendly to Xarc’n warriors. I’d met many in the early days of the infestation. They reminded me of the wolves that still hung onto their survival by the barest of threads in the northernmost portion of this continent. The packs there had learned to avoid the scourge, and since the warm season was short there, the scourge was slower to do their damage.

	“A dog?” asked Alice.

	Meghan turned to me, surprised. “That must be one smart dog if it’s still alive in Franklin.”

	“Maybe the kid’s not really alone,” Natalie suggested. “Because of my injury, I couldn’t forage at all. Alice went out alone. Maybe he has people he’s taking care of?”

	Natalie’s limp was barely noticeable now, but when Kaj’k and Rajiv’k had found the pair of cousins, Natalie had suffered from a scuttler injury. Because it had happened months before they met, it took longer for our technology to heal the damage. Roger had been lucky; we got one of our machines on his wounds immediately. Left to heal on its own, Roger would have lost the leg.

	“We should go check up on him,” Meghan said. “You know, to make sure he’s doing okay.”

	“We can spare a team,” Roger started.

	“No. You have enough going on already. We’ll send someone,” Kaj’k said. 

	All eyes turned to Rayk’n. 

	Rayk’n didn’t look too keen to go looking for a four-legged creature and its human. A kid wasn’t what he was looking for. 

	He’d much rather be out there searching for his mate. He was the last unmated warrior in the compound. 

	At first, I’d thought this hunter group just had good luck with females, but I realized after I joined them it was because they continuously threw their unmated hunters at human females in need—for example, my beautiful Meghan and me. I’d volunteered to help the survivors to be close to her, but it had been the mated females who’d insisted one of the hunters go help to begin with.

	The reports came in from all over the planet of hunter groups experiencing the same good fortune. Some groups were still sadly devoid of mates. It seemed humans enjoyed company, and when one was a part of a group, more would often join. 

	“Maybe the kid isn’t alone, and there are females there,” Rayk’n said hopefully. “Where was the dog last seen? I'll head out tomorrow in the afternoon.” 

	I sent him the location where the group had been foraging for baby supplies.

	The group updated us on everything that was happening with the compound, from the greenhouse, which let them grow cool weather crops year-round, and the chicks that had now made a home there, to the state of the scourge nest at the center of the town of Franklin.

	Soon, the chatter died down, and the mated pairs disappeared two by two. Meghan yawned and excused herself. We headed back up to my shuttle. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 13: Meghan

	I was nervous getting back into the shuttle with Mal’k. Sitting on the couches with all our friends, it had been easy to relax into his thick, muscular arms and pretend we were a happy couple, just like the rest of them. 

	He was still a Xarc’n hunter, but try as I might, I couldn’t bring forth any of the terrified feelings I used to have of them. 

	He sat on the pilot’s seat and pulled me into his lap. But instead of taking the short hop back to the survivors’ building, he continued flying.

	“Where are we going?”

	“The river. I need to refill my water reserves.”

	I was secretly glad. I needed a break from everything that was happening with the group. I wasn’t eager to go back where I might be judged for spending time with Mal’k, even if it was by people I didn’t care about.

	“Also, I thought you might like to get out for a while. I was told humans get crazy if they are stuck in one place for too long.”

	I hadn’t been outside except for our trip to the new location, and that had been in the dark and absolutely terrifying. Maybe an excursion to the river wouldn’t be so bad. The sun was setting already, and scourge activity should be low. 

	Holding my breath, I carefully stepped out of the shuttle. No scourge ran at me, and I didn’t die. That was a good thing, right? I resisted the urge to burrow back against Mal’k. 

	There was a sound, and I jumped, but it was just the wind blowing through the few leaves that were still left on the trees. Despite not seeing anything dangerous, my brain decided to panic at every sound and movement, and suddenly, I regretted coming out of the shuttle.

	I felt super naked. Scuttlers, the scourge's most abundant and basic form, hunted by scent. Most foragers doused themselves down with strongly scented sprays when they went out. I hadn’t done this; I still smelled like prey.

	Awkwardly, I leaned on a large boulder as Mal’k started filling his water tank. With the scourge in the area, it was risky for humans to drink the river’s water, but the hunters’ shuttles had a way to decontaminate and filter it, making it potable. Most survivors collected rainwater as we had back at the school.

	We’d set up a rain collection system the first day we arrived at the new building, but until it rained enough, we were living on the water we’d brought with us during the move. 

	“Come with me,” Mal’k said after finishing his task.

	He took me by the hand and walked me down the river to a set of steppingstones. The stones led to a large flat rock at the center of the river. It was angled to face the sunset.

	He sat down on the rock crossed legged and pulled me into his lap sideways. We stayed there watching the sunset with his chest purring softly. I leaned my head against his shoulder and hummed happily. 

	I breathed in the fresh cool air, glad that I’d put on a thick hoody today despite going to a wedding—black-tie events were a thing of the past. It was chilly, but I was warm in Mal’k’s lap. 

	I hadn’t felt so calm in a very long time. It was like being wrapped up in a live, purring, heated blanket. 

	“This is beautiful. Thank you.” 

	 I hadn’t seen anything beautiful like this in a long time. I’d spent most of the past year hiding indoors, even staying away from the windows, just in case. I’d forgotten the beauty in the world. 

	“Yes,” Mal’k agreed. “Beautiful.” But his eyes weren’t on the sunset. They were fixed on me. 

	Purring from his chest filled the air, and the atmosphere around us changed, filling with lust and expectation. Mal’k inhaled, his breath jagged and shaky as if he could barely hold himself back. 

	He rearranged me so I straddled his lap, my crotch pressed against the firmness of his arousal. Strong hands gripped my hips and rolled me against his erection. Heat infused my body; it felt as if something had lit a fire in my soul and every touch made it burn ever brighter.

	I wrapped my arms around his neck and lost myself in the warm yellow eyes that had once seemed so foreign. They spoke of safety and hope now. 

	“I’ve decided I like you,” I whispered. “I’m glad you stole me away.” 

	A low and gravelly noise erupted from Mal’k’s throat as he tangled his hand into my hair. It sounded like “mine,” but it could very well have been just a growl. His fingers tightened in my hair, and the erotic tug sent wanton need and arousal bulldozing through me. 

	Feeling braver than I had in my entire life, I did something bold and rash. I pulled his face to mine and kissed him. 

	“Mine,” he growled into my mouth again. This time the word was clear. The vibrations shot straight down to my crotch, and I rocked against him, eager for more. The hand gripping my hip ground me in tight circles against him, each movement rubbing against my sensitive clit through my clothes. 

	Then we heard it coming from the other side of the river where the shuttle was parked—the sounds of hundreds of little feet hitting the ground, the leaves crunching loudly under them. I froze as a frisson of dread tingled my spine. Scuttlers. 

	My hunter pulled one of his swords from his back as he pressed me to his side with the other arm. 

	I watched the trees, expecting them to betray me to the killer bugs. Sure enough, a flash of exoskeleton ran across the gap between two trees in the distance before disappearing again. 

	My heart sped up, my breathing got shallow, and I broke out in a cold sweat. My knees wobbled as I tried to keep myself standing. I wanted to curl in a ball and hide.

	I wished I were one of those women back with the survivor groups who chose to forage, the ones who volunteered to burn down the scourge from the windows—someone like Katerina.

	I wished I was brave. But I wasn’t. 

	Several more scuttlers moved in the trees behind the shuttle. 

	“Run,” Mal’k demanded. “Run! Get to the shuttle now.”

	I ran as fast as I could but still found myself lifted up and pressed against his body as he carried me across the river to the shuttle. He traversed the steppingstones much faster than I could ever hope to move.

	Just as we got to the shuttle, the first of the scuttlers burst out from the tree line, chittering at us. Mal’k slashed the first scuttler in half, but not before I got an up-close and personal view of its blades. My Xarc’n warrior tilted his body to keep me away from the next pair of scourge as they narrowed in on us. They both lunged, and Mal’k danced away despite still holding me to his body.

	Then I saw it: the spitter. Unlike the common scuttlers, which had a pair of claws at the front, followed by eight pairs of noisy legs, spitters had no legs. They moved silently along the ground by undulating their segments. The most dangerous part, and the reason for their name? They spat digestive juices at their enemy. It was the scourge’s only ranged attack.

	This one stopped at the edge of the forest and lifted itself as high as it could. It bobbed its head as if judging distance. Then, it froze.

	“Krux!” Mal’k dodged the attack, carrying me along.

	Acidic spittle splashed against the rock behind us. The ground where the caustic substance hit bubbled and hissed. We’d evaded the attack just in time.

	The two scuttlers weren’t so lucky, but despite being hit with the biological weapon, the two slowly dissolving bugs continued fighting. They were not immune to the spitter’s acid, but their carapaces were thick, and the acid hadn’t eaten through yet. I couldn’t imagine the number of friendly fire casualties the spitters caused.

	The spitter slithered closer, avoiding the patches of its own spittle. Instead of going for the scuttlers, Mal’k rushed the spitter. I screamed, carried along toward the terrifying creature. It was right in front of me, and I gagged at the horrible stench I’d come to associate with the scourge. I’d been told the stench came from the fungus living in its body, the same fungus that destroyed men’s brains and turned them into food for the scourge. 

	As Mal’k slashed the thing to pieces, the spitter didn’t even try to defend itself. I supposed the spitting was its only form of attack, and it had a cool-down period, leaving the spitter relatively helpless in between.

	Loud chittering sounded from behind us as more scuttlers rushed out from the trees. 

	One of the original scuttlers, still dripping acid, hissed at us and lunged, its claws reaching for me. I screamed again and found myself thrown to the side; I landed against the hull of Mal’k shuttle. I hadn’t even realized it was right here, cloaked. I clung to the ship as Mal’k drew his other sword.

	With both arms free, and his body unencumbered by mine, Mal’k did what hunters did best. He hunted the remaining scourge until not a single limb twitched.

	Hot damn! Mal’k was super sexy when he was in his element. He was built to fight the scourge, and the way he moved, I doubted anything could stop him. I bit my lip as lust rolled over me. There was just something about a capable man. Or, in this case, alien.

	Since the bugs had arrived on Earth, my libido had taken a nosedive. Understandable, considering the assholes I’d lived with. I’d considered hand jobs a way to keep myself from being thrown out to the bugs. It was transactional and nothing more. 

	I’d protected myself mentally and emotionally by turning myself off. I’d survived, but that wasn’t the way I wanted to live for the rest of my life. Besides, this brave, protective Xarc’n warrior deserved more than that from me. With him, it wouldn’t be an emotionless transaction. 

	I’d been as parched as a desert, for good reasons, for a year and a half, but the past few days around Mal’k, I’d roared to life. I was done resisting it. I wanted to reclaim my sexuality. Needed to. My happiness depended on it. 

	When we’d first met, the fact that he was built like the ultimate predator had scared me away. Now, it was the biggest turn on ever. He was a predator alright, and he was all mine. 

	When he was the last one standing, I ran to him and threw my arms and legs around him, eager to feel the safety of his arms around me again. This new world was terrifying, and I was glad to have a hunter to protect me. 

	 


Chapter 14: Mal’k 

	I stepped into the decontaminator carrying Meghan with me. It had been a challenge to get all our clothes off without letting her go, but I’d managed it. She acted as if I’d defeated an entire nest when all I’d fought were a few stragglers. She covered my face with kisses, not once releasing me from her arms. If my Meghan wanted to hold onto me, I wasn’t going to complain.

	I wasn’t good with social interactions, but with Meghan, everything felt natural, as if she was meant to be latched on to me all along. I let my body guide me on what to do. 

	She buried her face into the crook of my neck, and her arms were wrapped around my neck, her legs around my hips. I loved the position and how close it brought us. I never wanted her to let go. If I could have her attached to me forever, I would. 

	However, the decontaminator needed access to our skin to clean it. I had splatters of the scourge on my body, and it needed to come off. It wasn’t just the scourge themselves that were dangerous. The fungus that lived symbiotically with the dreaded creatures could also kill. 

	As a hunter, I had a natural resistance to the fungus, my body having been genetically boosted to withstand most infections. Still, all warriors cleaned thoroughly after every contact. Besides, Meghan was human. She was susceptible, and her safety came first. 

	I started the clean cycle.

	“You’ll need to let go so there is space between us,” I said as the smell of ozone filled my nostrils. It distracted me from the much more delicious scent in our tiny booth.

	“Aww, okay.”

	Reluctantly, she released her arms and slid down my body, rubbing electrically down my front. I growled, and she tilted her head to meet my gaze. None of the mated females at the compound had such beautiful green eyes. In fact, all of my Meghan’s coloring was rare. I’d seen brown hair with a reddish tint, but no other females had fiery red hair like hers. 

	I also loved the splattering of tan spots on her face that concentrated on the nose and cheeks. I wanted to kiss each and every one of them again. So I did. I leaned down and lightly pressed my lips to the cute little spots. 

	Her giggling filled the stall. “What are you doing?”

	“Kissing your markings.”

	“My markings?” She wrinkled her nose.

	“These.” I touched the tip of my finger to her face lightly, then touched my lips to the same spot in the lightest of kisses. “And these.” I did it again. “I like your spots.” 

	“Oh, you mean my freckles.”

	Freckles. “Yes, your freckles. You kissed my face earlier. It is my turn.”

	She laughed again. Any fear of me she had was gone. I grinned, showing all my teeth, and she didn’t even wince. 

	“I’d heard of guys who liked breasts, legs, or butts. But this is the first time I’ve heard of a freckle man.”

	I ran my hands over her body, feeling each of the body parts she mentioned. I kept my touches light and brief so the unit could do its job. Her arousal filled the chamber. She shuddered, reacting both to my touch and the slight tingle of the decontamination cycle. Locked in the small space, it was as if I no longer owned my body; it reacted only to her. 

	I liked every part of her body she’d mentioned, every single part. I wanted to spend the rest of my life worshipping all of her. 

	I cupped a breast, and she closed her eyes, leaning into my palm. Her tongue darted out to wet her bottom lip, and the air around us thickened with desire.

	The decontaminator beeped, and I lifted her back into my arms. She wrapped her legs around me, and where we pressed together threatened to ignite in flames. I had never wanted anything more than the female in my arms. It felt as if I would die if I didn’t claim her now. 

	Meghan was mine.

	I lowered her down into my sleeping nook, dipped my head, and drew her nipple between my lips. She moaned wantonly and kneaded at the muscles on my shoulders. The scent of her arousal drifted up from between her legs as her nipple pebbled against my tongue. 

	I trailed kisses and nibbles down her body and replaced my mouth on her breast with a possessive palm. I wanted to touch every part of her body at once. Too eager to wait for my mouth to get there, my other hand trailed up her leg and thumbed through her folds. She arched, and her breath turned ragged as she jerked her hips from my touch.

	“Yes!” she hissed. Her eyes were closed when her hands landed on the curves of my horns, gripping them tightly as her hips ground involuntarily against my hand. 

	My cock bobbed and pushed painfully against the sleeping mat, and I gritted my teeth. Soon. She would be mine soon. First, I had to prepare her. I wanted her so needy for me that she’d beg for my cock, not that she would ever need to beg for anything. 

	Any reservation she had of me was gone; I growled victoriously. Her eyes popped open, and she grinned.

	“I love that sound. It’s so sexy. Do it again, Big Purple.”

	I raised a brow. “Big Purple?”

	She giggled. “If you can call me Little Red, I can call you Big Purple. You are big and purple.”

	I growled again. “You are mine, Little Red. All mine.”

	I pushed a thick digit into her slippery channel and covered the rest of her pussy with my mouth. When I growled again, vibrating against her, she cried out and writhed on the mattress. 

	Encouraged by her reactions, I pulled my finger from her depths and thrust in again, this time with two digits. I licked from my fingers up her mound, and she jerked when I reached a little nub. I roared silently in triumph at finding her spot of pleasure; I’d heard about this phenomenon through the hunters’ networks. I focused on it with my tongue, licking her in long strokes as I pumped into her. 

	She writhed and moaned, and I loved every moment of it. This was what I’d been waiting for. A low, keening moan escaped her lips, and her body shook and shivered. I growled again, and her channel fluttered wildly in response. Wetness drenched my fingers and mouth as she tossed her head from side to side on my mattress. She tasted divine.

	It was more than I could handle. I couldn’t wait anymore. I’d been fighting the voice in my head telling me to claim her for far too long.

	I had to have her now.

	Crawling over her still trembling body, I caged her with my own. My female was finally under me, where she belonged. 

	Instead of the effect I wanted, she stiffened, and a nervous energy tinted the arousal in the air. I froze, confused. 

	Was this too much? I knew I had to go slow with my female. If this was all she could give me, then it would be all I’d take, even if it killed me to stop now. 

	At first, she looked bewildered as if she wasn’t fully with me here, but as her eyes focused and met mine, the apprehension faded. Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. 

	“It’s okay,” she said. “I want this. I want you.”

	I inhaled deeply. The undercurrent of arousal was still strong despite the newer scent of nervousness. Meghan did not lie to me; she still wanted me and didn’t continue because she thought she had to. 

	 “I’m just a little nervous. But I know you won’t hurt me.”

	Never! “I’ll never hurt you. You are safe with me.” I flipped us over so that she was on top, straddling me. 

	Her hair formed a flaming halo around her shoulders. She looked like a goddess out of a myth. I didn’t believe in the old gods and goddesses of the extinct Xarc’n race, but if some magic deity were to appear to me, I imagined she’d look like this. “You have control here,” I said in a gravelly tone. “I’m all yours.”

	 


Chapter 15: Meghan 

	My mouth went dry at the sight of the impressive purple cock in front of me. Mal’k was incredibly hard and thick, and each of the three head-like sections bulged wider than the next. I licked my lips, both nervous and excited. 

	If he wasn’t careful, Mal’k could seriously hurt me with that, but I was wet and needy from his mouth and hand, and I wanted him more than anything I’d ever wanted. This gorgeous alien cock was a challenge, but it was one I wanted to take on.

	He pulled me down over his body and captured my lips with his, reminding me of what his talented tongue had just done to my pussy. I writhed against the hard cock trapped between our bodies, and he snarled into my mouth. 

	He’d flipped us over to give me more control, but I knew that was an illusion. Behind his barely restrained movements, there was a feral beast that struggled to be freed. It both frightened me and turned me on. 

	Heavy hands palmed my ass, and fingertips dug into my flesh as he explored and claimed every inch of my mouth. I was glad their claws were retractable. 

	I was panting with need when he finally released my mouth. Feeling brave, I reached back and gripped his cock, caressing the bulges and dips of the sections with my fingers. With one hand on his firmly muscled chest to hold myself up, I guided him to the seam of my pussy.

	Pressing down to take the first wedge-shaped head, I groaned as my body resisted the thick, broad head. 

	The purring from Mal’k’s chest was so loud, it vibrated the entire sleeping nook. His eyes were closed, and he had his head back, mouth slightly open, fangs on display. He breathed hard as if controlling his need for me was the hardest thing he’d ever done. 

	I’d never felt so powerful before, and the feeling gave me courage. I sank farther down his cock, my pussy stretching around the first thick ridge before tightening at the dip. I gasped at how full I felt. It was almost painful but felt so good. 

	I lifted slightly and then pressed down again, moaning as the next thick section opened me wider. 

	A snarl escaped his lips, and his hips jerked involuntarily. I fell forward onto his chest. This position worked too. I pushed back again and again until I had as much of him inside me as I could fit. I panted against his chest. 

	Strong hands gripped my hips and moved me, guiding me up and down his cock. Pleasure exploded in my body as each thick ridge rubbed against a spot inside that took away my ability to think. Nothing existed except the incredible sensations he wrought from my body. 

	I rocked my hips in time with his movements as my climax built. Digging my fingers into his shoulders, I screamed into his chest as the first wave of bliss overwhelmed me, turning me into a sobbing mess. 

	Mal’k snarled and rolled us over, pinning me under him. He drove into me hard and fast. A vicious noise filled the air, and he seemed to grow even larger inside me. He came with a roar, the sound echoing in the shuttle. 

	Another tsunami crashed into me, and my scream joined his roar. My whole body shook violently, and I wondered if I could ever stand again now that all my bones had melted.

	He rolled us one more time so I was on top then wrapped his arms around me possessively. Feeling more satisfied and cared for than I’d ever been in my life, I collapsed on his chest and sighed. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I stared into the mirror at the stranger in front of me. This wasn’t the same scared woman who had run from the raiders. This was someone else. 

	Terrified of intimacy, that other Meghan had never wanted to touch a man again. She was used up. She was a coward. She was unwanted. That Meghan had thought herself irreparably broken. 

	The lady in the mirror? Me? I was none of those things. 

	The woman in the mirror glowed with life. Her lips were swollen from kisses. And she was brave! Brave enough to take on a hunter.

	Mal’k and I had done things I’d thought I’d never do again with anyone. Through it all, he didn’t once remind me of my bad experiences. He didn’t do or demand any of the things the raiders had. They never kissed me. They never touched my body like it was a treasure. And they definitely never went down on me. 

	Mal’k claimed I was everything he ever wanted, and I believed him. 

	I exited the facilities and returned to the sleeping nook where Mal’k relaxed. 

	“I’ve always wanted to wake up in the morning next to you. Stay with me tonight on my shuttle.”

	It was an easy decision. I nodded, smiling. I didn’t want to leave. I felt safer here than I had in a very, very long time. 

	I wiggled back into his arms and sighed. This must be what Nikki felt with Koriv’n during their trip on foot from the raiders’ camp to the hunters’ compound. Traversing the bug-filled city by foot while being chased by assholes with guns seemed an impossible task, but with a hunter at my side, it might just be doable.

	He reached over to the control panel at the side of the sleeping nook. A screen appeared across the front of the inset alcove. For a moment, everything was dark and peaceful, then the stars appeared, dotting the ceiling.

	“Wow, pretty,” I murmured in awe. 

	It was like sleeping under the stars but in the perfect comfort of a climate-controlled shuttle in crisp, clean sheets, with no bugs biting at us, big or little.

	“I’ve wanted to share this with you since the first day we met,” Mal’k rumbled into my ear. “It was worth the wait.”

	He pressed another button, and the walls and screen of the nook rustled to life with a scene of an alien meadow. The dark blue and purple grasses blew in an unfelt breeze. Tiny white and yellow flowers dotted the landscape, reflecting the light of the stars with an ethereal sparkle. 

	“This is Xarc. Or was. I’ve never been there. I was cloned from genetic material from the original set of hunters and grew up on a ship. I’ve always wanted to visit Xarc, but it was destroyed centuries ago. I’m glad we found Earth. It is just as beautiful. Maybe even more so.”

	“What happened to your planet?” Earth’s government had withheld much of what they knew about the Xarc’n hunters, and I’d never searched for the truth. I wanted to know it now. I wanted to learn all about the warrior holding me in his arms. 

	“The Xarc’n military destroyed it in the process of trying to contain their runaway biological weapons. They destroyed the land completely, hoping the scourge would die out. It didn’t work. The scourge survived the vacuum of space and followed the Xarc’n race to all corners of the galaxy. This,” he said, looking around at the fairytale-like scene surrounding us, “died with the planet.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“I’m just glad we found Earth and prevented your leaders from doing the same.”

	The military had started razing cities as a last resort. The first to go had been New York City. They gave the residents days to evacuate, but they were trapped by the bugs. The first waves of bugs in the major city had been thick as molasses. Unlike how it was now, the bugs then had hunted day and night, triggered by the sheer amount of food. Few had made it out of the city before the bombs fell.

	When the smoke cleared, New York had been reduced to rubble. I remembered watching the news feed in horror as the bugs crawled out of the smoke and wreckage barely affected. Most of the giant nest was underground, and whatever bugs the bombs killed above ground were replaced in days. 

	“You are sad.” Mal’k rotated me in his arms and tilted my face to look into my eyes. 

	“I’m thinking of all the people we’ve lost.”

	Thick arms pulled me into his chest, and I breathed in his masculine scent. 

	“Earth is my home now. I will not let what happened to Xarc happen to Earth. I will not let the scourge win. You will be safe, and you will be free. I’ll make sure of it.”

	I sighed and closed my eyes. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe in a world free from the scourge.

	“I did not like humans at first,” Mal’k admitted. “I didn’t understand why hunters should work with those who blamed us for the invasion.”

	“Not all of us do.” I splayed my fingers over his washboard abs, feeling the tantalizing ripple of his muscles. “It’s always the few who are the loudest.” 

	Roger spoke of ridding Franklin of the scourge in our near future. Some survivors believed it and stood by him. Working with the hunters, it was a possibility. Too bad not everyone followed this dream.

	It was so nice here it sucked to be reminded of what was happening at the survivors’ building. It made me nervous. I’d seen how bad things could get when people got angry. “I’m nervous about what’s happening at the survivors’ building,” I admitted. “I don’t want anything to harm the people I care about.” I might be new to the group, but I’d already found fast friends within their ranks. 

	“All this is happening because they hate the hunters. All we’ve ever done was try to help.” The soft purring turned into an angry snarl. “If they want a fight, I will give them a fight next time. They can not cause more problems with their heads removed from their bodies.” The tips of his claws peeked out as if unsheathing automatically at the thought of violence. “They cause trouble again, and I will paint the ground with their entrails.”

	“No, please don’t.” I gripped his bicep. “Just let them go peacefully. I hate conflict. It’s been nothing but violence and conflict since these bugs got here. I just want some peace. Please.”

	I understood why he was upset. I did. I would be too. 

	Tiff, Aiden, and their posse probably didn’t deserve the benefit of the doubt, but the idea of more fighting and violence made me sick. I’d lost so much to this bugpocalypse already. I’d finally found people I cared about, and I didn’t want anything to jeopardize what we were building, a real future. 

	“Most of the survivors appreciate you. I appreciate you. They are good people, and good people are so hard to find. I lost my first group because of infighting. I don’t want that to happen again.” Maybe if I told him, he’d understand why I was against violence, even if they were in the wrong.

	Mal’k grunted. “If it upsets my mate, I will not detach their heads from their bodies.”

	“Thank you.”

	I brushed my hair out of my face and nestled back next to Mal’k, using his bicep like a pillow, but moments later, an unruly strand of hair fell back over my face. 

	“Let me grab a hair tie from my bag.” I pushed myself up, but Mal’k held me back, an adorable pout on his face. I laughed. “You can let me go; I won’t run off this time. I promise. I’ll stay here tonight.” I tried to get up again.

	The pout on his face morphed into a look of awe. “The mating bond! It has started. I knew it was you. I’ve been waiting for this day since you showed up at the hunters’ compound.”

	“I’m your—” I froze.

	I’d heard all about the mating bond through Nikki and the other mated women at the compound. When a Xarc’n warrior found his mate, it triggered his mating bond, making him incapable of releasing his mate. Sometimes they were stuck together for mere minutes, other times for days. 

	It was rumored that consummating the bond helped move it past the “stuck” phase faster, but no one could prove it. Some couples separated before sharing sex, while others were stuck together for days, even with a copious amount of hanky-panky. 

	A mating was like a marriage, but forever.

	Forever.

	I pushed away from his chest to look him in the eyes. “Seriously? The mating bond?” I tested his theory, struggling to get away from him, but his arms held us together like bands of steel.

	He growled. “Stop wiggling unless you want me to fuck you again. You need to rest.”

	That sounded like a perfect way to get my mind off things I couldn’t control. I’d never felt so brave before, never felt so bold. This powerful, deadly warrior was all mine. He was completely under my control, and it was the most empowering and sexy feeling. 

	Galvanized from my newfound power, I sent him a sultry smile and wiggled against him a little more, making sure to rub up against his exquisitely shaped cock. Reaching up, I gave his sensitive horns a squeeze, and he rewarded me with a growl that made my pussy instantly wet and ready. 

	Damn he was hot! 

	“Screw rest. We’re stuck together. Let’s give this mate bond everything it wants.” Now that my sexuality had woken from its slumber, I was greedy to make up for lost time.

	My virile purple warrior was more than happy to oblige.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 16: Mal’k 

	I leaned back into my chair as Roger and Curtis reviewed the footage from the surveillance drone. I’d set the device to patrol the grounds the moment Meghan and I had returned this morning after waking up no longer stuck together. It was small enough not to attract the flyers’ attention; most flyers didn’t attack anything inedible except for hunters’ shuttles anyway. 

	Even with our shuttles cloaked, the flyers were a menace. They’d learned to detect our shuttles through changes in air currents around our ships. They attacked by ramming the shuttles and latching on; enough flyers piling on took a shuttle down. This was why hunters avoided flying when flyers were most active. 

	I had more than one reason to set up the drone. First, I wanted to help the survivors find their food thieves. Second, I wanted to be able to keep an eye on the settlement while I was away. Meghan was there. I’d suggested she stay with me on the shuttle this morning, but she’s insisted that she had a job to do. 

	“The storage room isn’t going to clean itself,” she’d said, adamant on helping the group. “I know there are some idiots in this group, but most of them are good people. That’s hard to find nowadays. I want to help and do my part any way I can.”

	If there was anything I’d learned about human females while living with the mated hunters, it was that they did whatever they wanted. So I’d had to be happy with monitoring the building from the air. I still hadn’t figured out who’d given her those bruises, and she’d remained tight-lipped about it, claiming she didn’t want any more trouble. 

	Now that I knew her first group had disintegrated because of infighting, I understood why she was against my particular form of justice. Roger had tried to explain this concept to me that day at the gym. 

	The footage showed several of the troublemakers duck beneath the shade of a large tree next to the side of the building, several feet away from one of the exits. There was a metal storage shed against the building wall. 

	If I’d been at the building, I’d have gone to investigate myself. I was on a roof halfway across town after dropping off my last team. With the survivor group on the cusp of breaking up, none of the squads would bring back any foraged goods today. Instead, the team’s jobs were simply to locate forageable goods and get them ready for future transport. Kat had only sent those she trusted today. 

	This left all the would-be separatists back at the settlement. This was, again, done on purpose. I hated knowing they were all there in the same building as my Meghan. Terrance had suggested they pretend to be too busy setting up their new home to watch what the separatists did; maybe one of them would fuck up and give up the location of the stolen goods. Terrance might have been onto something. 

	Unable to sate my curiosity on what the suspicious humans had hidden in that storage shed, I did the next best thing and contacted Roger with my findings instead.

	On my screen, Roger frowned. “I thought we found the keys to that shed and locked it the first day we got in. It had shovels and sand for dealing with snow and some other groundskeeping tools in there.”

	“Shit!” Curtis smacked himself on the head, the microphone picking up the loud thwack. “I sent Aiden to lock it. I should have checked after. This is my fault.” Curtis paced back and forth in the background as he spoke. “That’s why none of the guards on the roof noticed anything. They stayed close to the building and under the trees. It would have been too noticeable if they took the bins to the gate.”

	After checking that our suspects were no longer in the area, Roger and Curtis quietly went to check it out, bringing me along on the call. 

	“They wedged something in the door to prevent it from automatically locking when it closes.” Curtis pulled a card from the door. “That means I probably still have the only key.”

	“Motherfuckers.” Roger turned the phone and lifted a tarp, showing me the blue plastic bins under several bags of sand. “There they are.”

	We’d found the food.

	“What are you going to do?” I asked. 

	The two males exchanged a look. 

	“Nothing,” said Curtis, as he closed the door with a click, locking the bins inside. He tossed the card that had been preventing the door from locking onto the ground in front of the door. 

	Roger grinned at the older male. “Yes. Nothing. We’ll do nothing. Unless they give themselves away as the thieves, they shouldn’t be able to access the food without a key. We’ll keep watch on the area, in case they have another way in.”

	“What food?” asked Curtis. “I just saw some sand. Now let’s get out of here before any one of them sees us and figure out their gig is up.” He toed the card on the ground. To a casual observer, it would look as if the card had fallen out on its own when the door closed. 

	They hung up, and I followed their images on the live surveillance feed until they were safely back in the building. I flew the drone over to the other side of the building. There wasn’t anyone in the area, so I lowered to the ground floor and hovered it over the window of the storage room. 

	The first room I checked was empty but clean and organized. When Meghan and Melissa had been working on that room earlier, it had been a mess. I moved the drone one window over.

	Meghan lifted the last of the supplies onto the shelf as Melissa stuffed extra packaging and garbage into a spare bin. Janice, the older female who had defended me at the meeting, sat on the side with Kyle strapped to her front in a cloth contraption. She checked off something in a notebook with every bin Meghan put back. 

	They’d gotten a lot done in the few hours I’d been gone. With this room cleaned and organized too, the three sat for a while to take sips from their water bottles. Then they left the room, and I was left staring at nothing. Disappointed, I sent the drone back to its patrol path. 

	The rest of my day passed by slowly. I tracked down a few wandering groups of scourge in the areas where the teams were foraging and took them down before they could become a nuisance. They were basic groups of scuttlers and spitters. It was too dangerous to use the beacon while the humans were in the area, and the small bands of scourge were hardly a challenge.

	As I approached the next group of scuttlers, I did a double-take. These scourge did not look well. They were lethargic, even though at first glance, they looked healthy. 

	Instead of attacking, I observed them from my ship. They acted like creatures that had consumed the scourge and suffered from the scourge’s fungus, except all scourge were hosts to the fungus, and I’d never seen them act this way. I’d been fighting the scourge my entire life. This was strange. I took some videos and close shots of them and sent the data to all the hunter groups in the area. 

	I didn’t have a way to take and store a sample, and I wasn’t about to bring any of them into my shuttle, scourge or fungal organism. Perhaps it was best I let these scourge live. They might bring whatever ailed them back to their nest. I’d never heard of sick scourge before, but there was a first time for everything. We learned more about the scourge on every planet, even though we’d been fighting them for centuries. 

	I let the group of suffering scourge move on by. I’d say today was their lucky day, but it wasn’t. Whatever plagued them looked terminal. 

	The signal to pick up one of the teams flashed on my screen—time to head back. With any luck, all the teams would finish soon, and I’d be back with Meghan. I couldn’t wait to spend more time with my mate.

	 


Chapter 17: Mal’k 

	“Bye, Mal’k. I’ll see you downstairs at the meeting.” Mo waved as he stepped out of my shuttle. 

	As eager as I was to see Meghan, multiple messages blinked for my attention. I’d been receiving messages from all over the continent since I’d sent out the images I’d taken of the sick scourge. 

	I looked through the bulk of them; most were simple shocked responses asking if I had any more information, which I didn’t. Others sent back similar images of scourge in their area, all of them recent sightings within the last two days. Many of the hunters had not sent out an alert, thinking it was a one-time anomaly. 

	Despite all the messages, no one had a clue on what was causing this, mostly because no one had researched it yet. That would be our next step. This new development could be nothing, or it could be a new tool for our arsenal in the seemingly never-ending fight against our enemy.

	With that taken care of, I got ready to head down into the building.

	Halfway from my shuttle to the door to the stairs, the big male who had made a fuss at the meeting stepped in to block my way. Three males stood behind him. I recognized one as Jake, one of the foragers who’d refused to get into my shuttle. Roger had taken him off foraging duty. 

	“Look what we have here,” the male said, hitting his fist into his palm. “A big alien bully.” He looked me up and down. “You don’t look so bad when it’s four on one. There’s no one here to stop the fight now.”

	As much as I wanted to shut his mouth for good, I ignored him and took another step to the stairs. Meghan hadn’t wanted me to start any trouble, so I wouldn’t. 

	“What? Too chicken to fight?”

	These fools had no idea who they were messing with. Sure, the leader was one of the tallest human males I’d met, and there were four of them, but I wasn’t worried about my safety. 

	“Aiden.” Jake pulled the bigger male over and whispered something into his ear.

	I heard Meghan’s name in the whispered words, and I clenched my jaw, angry that they even spoke her name. 

	“Ohho!” Aiden exclaimed. “I knew you monsters were after our women. The redhead, huh? That’s why you were sucking up and holding the baby. I fancy her, myself. Maybe I’ll give her a try before we hand her over to the raiders.”

	A growl erupted from my chest, and I whipped around to face the male.

	“She didn’t look too interested in him last I checked,” Jake said. “She was leaning so far away from him it was comical. Then she ran.”

	I hadn’t known the cretin had witnessed one of the interactions I’d had with Meghan. This was how much she distracted me. 

	“Maybe she’ll thank us for getting rid of him.” Aiden reached for a blade he had in his pocket; the three males behind him did the same. “Maybe this time, she wouldn’t fight me so hard.”

	This time? Red filled my vision as I realized this was the dimwitted fool who’d bruised Meghan’s arm. He clearly did not value his own life.

	I was ready when he lunged for me with his knife. I swatted his hand aside, his pathetic weapon clanging to the ground. I grabbed him by the throat and shoved him back. He landed sprawled on the roof.

	Before I could reach him, two of the smaller males leaped at me, brandishing their knives. I re-directed one of the blades into the male’s thigh. He screamed, toppled over, and didn’t stop screaming. That was bound to draw every scourge in the area to us, but I had no time to take care of it now; the other male had slashed his knife across my chest. 

	Not expecting to be ambushed on the roof, I was not wearing my armor. I ignored the wound; it was no worse than the injuries I got from fighting scuttlers. 

	I grabbed his arms and twisted until he dropped his weapon. He punched, landing a solid punch on the side of my face. He was weak and I barely felt it. I returned the favor, smashing my fist into his face. Then I tossed him at Aiden, who was now getting up. They went down together in a tangle of limbs. 

	I’d save Aiden for last. I needed to take care of Jake, who stabbed at me repeatedly with his knife, missing every time. Disarming him the same way I did the last male, I lifted Jake up by the neck and held him over the edge of the roof. 

	Suddenly many hands were on me, pulling me back and removing the screaming human from my grasp. I was about to attack back when I recognized Terrance and Curtis. 

	“Oh no! You’re injured!” A distraught-looking female crouched by the male with the injured leg. “I knew these hunters were bad news.” The female pointed at me and looked accusingly at Roger, who stood with a stern look on his face. “This—this monster just walked out of his shuttle and charged at us unprovoked. We were just talking, getting some fresh air on the roof. We weren’t bothering no one. I ran down to scream for help immediately.”

	I looked around the roof, which had been empty when the quartet first approached. It was now filled with people. This lying female had screamed for help, and the entire building had come running. 

	That wasn’t how it had happened, but in my rage I couldn’t speak. If I tried, I was sure all I could do was growl, which would make me look even more intimidating. 

	“I don’t give a flying fuck who started it,” said Roger. “We’re only sharing this building for one more day, damn it. Can’t you put aside your differences for just twenty-four hours? Then we’ll be out of each other’s hair. Okay?” He shook his head, then looked at the group of spectators behind him. “What are you all doing here? There’s nothing to see. Get off the roof and go back to work.” 

	As the humans started back down the stairs, I saw her. Meghan’s eyes were round with horror as she took in the scene, the three males crumpled on the roof, one bleeding from his leg, and Jake shaking from narrowly avoiding being tossed down the side of the building. 

	Her head shook slowly as if not wanting to believe what she saw. 

	I took a step towards her, but she bolted, disappearing into the throng of people trying to leave the roof. 

	I started after her, but Curtis and Terrance held me back. Roger held out a hand and told me to stop. Behind him, Kat stood with her arms crossed. When the roof was finally clear of all the other survivors, including the separatists who had caused the problem, they finally released me.

	“Mal’k, why don’t you head back to the compound for the rest of the day until you calm down a bit?” Roger suggested.

	It was worded like a question, but I knew it was an order. I didn’t have to take it; I was my own warrior. 

	“It might be best if you weren’t there for the meeting,” he continued. “Now, before you get angry and hulk-smash your way through me, I know you didn’t start it. Jessy somehow collected every single person she could onto the roof. That was on purpose. I don’t believe a word she said. I know you wouldn’t go off unhinged like that for no reason. But the other survivors? They don’t know that.”

	“Ya, man,” Terrance agreed. “We know it wasn’t you, but they saw what they saw. People believe what they want. We need to tread carefully.”

	“Meghan. I need to—”

	“We’ll talk to her,” Roger said. “I noticed the look she gave you. We’ll clear it up with her. I promise.”

	“I’ll talk to her personally. I’ll make her understand,” Kat said. “You’ve been shuttling me around every day since you arrived. I know you, Mal’k. And I know those assholes, too. I see the knives scattered around the roof.” She nodded to one of the knives she spoke of. “They came ready to party. You defended yourself. I’ll let her know that.”

	“Come on.” Terrance turned me towards my shuttle. “If you want, I’ll go with you to the compound. We could even take out a few scourge on the way to work off the anger.” He glanced at my chest. “You might want to get that cut closed up first.”

	Terrance had lived with Xarc’n hunters long enough to know hunters dealt with their anger and frustration by hunting. I appreciated the gesture, but with Meghan still at the compound, I’d rather Terrance be here standing guard. 

	“No. Just keep these people safe.”

	I walked stiffly to my shuttle and closed the door, shutting myself away from the survivors and the world they had built for themselves—a world in which my mate now hid…from me. 

	 

	 


Chapter 18: Meghan 

	I wrapped my arms over my stomach and pushed back the urge to be sick all over the roof. Aiden and two other men were crumpled on the rooftop, one of them bleeding from a knife in his leg. Mal’k stood holding Jake over the edge, threatening to throw him over. 

	I knew Jake. He’d given me a tour of the old school when I first started living with these survivors. He was nice and made me feel more relaxed in a place full of new people.

	Jessy had gone running through the halls screaming bloody murder. We followed her to the roof to see this.

	“I knew these hunters were bad news. This—this monster just walked out of his shuttle and charged at us unprovoked.” 

	The rest of her words sounded like gibberish to me as I took in the scene. Next to me, a woman whimpered. Another made a retching noise. My eyes couldn’t look away from the blood on the roof. 

	Mal’k had done this? I knew he hated the way these people talked about the hunters, but I never thought he’d just lose it. We’d talked about this. He’d told me just last night that he wouldn’t cause trouble.

	At this very moment, covered in blood, he did look like the monster they painted him as. Our eyes met, and he took a step toward me. 

	I knew Jessy had probably lied about him attacking for no reason, but my body wouldn’t listen. Just like it had too many times before when I’d seen a Xarc’n hunter, I panicked. I panicked hard.

	Despite knowing Mal’k would never hurt me, my brain refused to calm. Why was I like this? And why couldn’t I make it stop? The familiar rush of adrenaline tingled through my fingers and toes.

	This time, I didn’t freeze. I ran. 

	I ran until I was lost in the crowd of people, and I didn’t stop until I was in the storage room. Why I came here, I didn’t know. Maybe it was because I’d spent so much time here that it felt safe despite it having been looted just yesterday. 

	I stood in front of the whiteboard, staring at the tallies I’d made while doing the inventory before Roger had given me a notebook. I felt numb as if I wasn’t sure this was my body. 

	The man, no, the alien I’d been slowly but surely falling in love with had almost killed someone, punching his face in so hard, I’d barely recognized the face as human. I wasn’t even sure if the man would live. Mal’k had stabbed another and had been holding one more over the edge of the roof. I knew he was a fighter, but I hadn’t been prepared to witness the violence on anything but the bugs.

	Jessy had claimed he’d started it, but I didn’t believe her. I was sure they’d started it, but what could they have said to garner such a reaction? He’d been ready to fight them yesterday at the meeting too. And last night, he’d said he wanted to remove their heads from their bodies. 

	Was Mal’k always a hair-trigger away from seriously maiming everyone that had something bad to say about the hunters? My gut was waving red flags so hard I felt like throwing up. 

	“You okay?” 

	I whipped around, eyes wide. I hadn’t heard anyone come in. Kat stood just a few feet from me. 

	Wow. She sure could move silently when she wanted to. I guess that was what made her such a good forager. 

	“I’m fine,” I lied. I wasn’t fine. My head was in shambles, and I was confused as all get-out. 

	“I can’t believe those idiots attacked Mal’k on the roof. And Jessy had the audacity to lie about it; everyone could see the knives on the roof. Actually wait, I take that back. Jessy is a bitch, and I can totally see it.”

	“Knives?” I’d seen the blood on the ground and had just blanked out; I hadn’t noticed any knives.

	“Yeah, three on the ground, and the other, well, I’m sure he deserved it. Mal’k had a big slash across his chest too. I bet they attacked him first four on one. Mal’k is a great fighter. They wouldn't have gotten the jump on him otherwise.”

	I felt a pang of guilt. I hadn’t even realized the blood was from him. I’d thought the blood was all from the men he’d fought. 

	Mal’k’s body had chosen me as his mate, but maybe it had chosen wrong. I should be the one standing up for his actions instead of Kat. But instead, I couldn’t get over the image of Jake dangling over the edge of the roof.

	“He was going to throw Jake off the roof.”

	“If you spent enough time with him, you’d probably want to too.” Kat made a motion as if wringing a neck. 

	“He was nice to me when I first got here.”

	“Yeah, because you’re new. The rest of us already know he’s a snake. But yeah, Mal’k might have gone a teeny, tiny,” she allowed, pinching her thumb and forefinger together, “bit overboard. Roger sent Mal’k to the compound to cool off a bit. Too bad he couldn’t send our little troublemakers away as well.”

	Mal’k had gone back to the compound? 

	“What if this starts something bigger, and everything falls apart?” I thought of my first group and how one fight had led to everyone being homeless and half the group being eaten by the bugs. I told her about what had happened to me before. “I’m scared,” I admitted in a shaky voice.

	“That won’t happen here,” she assured me. “We won’t let it. They’re going to leave tomorrow, and that’s the end of it.”

	Katerina was so sure of herself, and it calmed me a bit. If she wasn’t scared of things going to shit, maybe I was worried for nothing. 

	Melissa poked her head in. “Meeting time! I’ll see you there.” Then she continued down the hall, poking her head into every office to gather everyone for the meeting.

	Once in the cafeteria, I sat down next to Janice—who I’d heard wouldn’t give up Kyle to the next person in line—and Kat continued up to the front to sit behind Roger. Terrance waved, and I waved back. Like Kat, he didn’t seem too worried considering what just happened. 

	People from all over the building started filing in. A group of women, two of them pregnant, sat down at a table behind us and started talking. 

	“I always knew the hunters were bad news.” I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t stop myself from hearing their conversation.

	I trained my eyes on baby Kyle even though I wanted to turn around to see who spoke.

	 “Yeah,” her friend replied. “I don’t want to live next to a bunch of ticking time bombs. I was on the fence.”

	“Me too. My gut told me the hunters were no good, but Roger’s never led us astray. Even before we made him the leader, he always knew what to do next and had our survival at heart. But after what I witnessed today, I’m not sure.”

	“What are you going to do?” asked a third voice.

	“I think I’ll join Tiff and Aiden. Tiff’s a bit of a bitch, but it’s better than waking up one day and realizing another hunter flipped his lid.”

	“Me too. At least they’re human. I know how humans work. We don’t know anything about these hunters.”

	Next to me, Janice shook her head, looking as if she was biting her tongue. She was mid-turn when Roger cleared his throat and called for silence. 

	“Since you already know our stance on staying at this location, it’s only fair I give Tiff the chance to share her plans so you can make an informed decision.” He guided everyone’s attention to Tiff, who had climbed onto a table to do her speech.

	“We’ve decided where we’re moving to. One of the locations we’ve already scouted is perfect. It isn’t too far from the river, and the bugs don’t naturally go that way because of a ridge.

	“Instead of funneling the bugs to us during next year’s swarm, like the aliens want to do”—Tiff glared at Roger—“we plan to block them from getting to us. We’ll hide until the swarms are done and come out when it’s safe.”

	A murmur of agreement ran through the crowd, and Tiff grinned, knowing she’d touched on something vital.

	“We survived this long by avoiding the bugs. Why be heroes and try to fight them? The swarms never end. These aliens want us to help fight the problem they caused. That’s bullshit!”

	Another round of agreements went through the crowd. I understood now why Roger had asked Mal’k to leave during this meeting, but I sure hoped Roger had known what he was doing when he gave Tiff the spotlight. 

	“We have to stay safe! And that’s what we offer those who join us. Safety!” Tiff finished triumphantly.

	I had no idea how she planned to do that, but the crowd didn’t seem to care. They cheered. 

	Tiff wasn’t done; she held her hand up for silence and continued, “Safety not just from the bugs, but the aliens too. Look what that monster did to our people!” She gestured to the men who had been at the fight. 

	The male who had been punched hard was missing.

	“We were just chit-chatting on the roof, minding our own business!” Jessy cried out. “He attacked for no reason and stabbed poor Johnny in the leg with a knife.”

	“Oh, shut the fuck up, you lying bag of shit!” Kat exploded from the front of the room. “There were four knives at the scene, one for each of the humans. What was ‘poor little Johnny’ doing with the knife before he got stabbed? Because I don’t see how his knife could have magically ended up in Mal’k’s hands if you all were just chit-chatting minding your own business like you say.”

	“Well, Johnny didn’t stab himself! These aliens are unstable.” Jessy stood and put her hands on her hips. “We all suspected it before. This was just proof. He attacked for no reason and hurt our people.”

	To my surprise, quite a few people in the audience agreed, even those who had been nice to Mal’k in passing. The problem ran deeper than I’d thought. 

	Katerina turned to the audience as Roger tried to calm her down. “You guys believe in this shit? Yeah? Then go with them.” As her voice rose, her accent grew stronger as if she couldn’t hold it back from how angry she was. “I don’t need to be babysitting stupid people all winter. Go with them. I don’t want you!” 

	Katerina stormed off out of the cafeteria, leaving Melissa and Roger looking shocked at the front. Terrance looked as if he’d expected it, and Curtis just shrugged. Mo followed her out of the room, trying to calm her. 

	The room descended into a mess of voices. Finally, the hubbub died down, and Roger called for everyone to make their decisions. The room split into two, with almost half of the survivors deciding to go with Tiff and her group.

	I looked around, shocked at the results. It dawned on me right then that everything on the roof had been orchestrated. The guys had lured Mal’k into a fight, attacking first, while Jessy gathered everyone to watch it. By the time we’d gotten up to the roof, we only saw the aftermath. It was enough for them to sway the people who were on the fence to their side. 

	The more people they had, the more of the supplies they’d get. 

	“Once we get all the supplies sorted—split by the number of survivors on each side, of course,” Tiff said, looking smug, “we’ll start packing up tonight. Then we’ll ferry people over to the new location in the morning.”

	Roger, having regained his composure, slammed a poster board down on the table. “Here’s a list of everything we have at our disposal: weapons, ammo, food, medicine and first aid supplies, cooking equipment, tools, vehicles, fuel for heat and cooking, and fuel for our transport. Since the stolen goods have not been returned, they will not be a part of the final split. “

	Tiff looked suspiciously happy about that. She looked at every new convert to her group as dollar signs or whatever the post-bug equivalent was. I didn’t hate many people, but I hated her. Jessy had a similar look on her face. I hated her too. I had a bad feeling in my stomach for those who joined them, but it was their choice. 

	The meeting ended, and people filed over to the garage we used as a kitchen, their personal bowls in hand for the last meal that would be served together. Tomorrow, everything would change, and this group of people who had stayed together since the bugs landed would split into two.

	I got up to look for Kat, and I found her and Mo in the gym. The two faced a punching bag in the corner.

	“I kind of lost it, didn’t I? They just get me so worked up. Argh! Tiff is such a bitch!” She gave the punching bag a swift jab.

	“We know,” said Mo. He turned to me. “How many people did they sway with their little stunt?”

	“Almost half the group went off with them.”

	“Aw shit.”

	Terrance walked into the gym, and Katerina shot him a guilty look.

	“Tell Roger I’m sorry for losing it,” she said. “I probably scared off the last few people on the fence.”

	“Nah, if they left because of your outburst, then they were going to go anyway. It’s best this way. We shouldn’t keep anyone who has any reservations at all about working with the hunters. It’ll come back and bite us in the ass later.” A bright smile crossed Terrance’s face. “You just said what the rest of us were thinking.”

	“I’m glad you guys don’t blame me.”

	“No way,” Mo said. “Tiff and her little posse planned this. It’s on them and the people who fall for their crap. That group only cares about their own little clique. Those who follow them better watch their backs.”

	“Should we warn them?” I asked. Tiff had mentioned trading with the raiders when she’d cornered me that day; those people could be in danger.

	Mo shook his head. “Don’t waste your time. It’ll land on deaf ears. We’ve got our own work to do. We’ve got to make this place a home.” He gestured at the fitness equipment around us. “I’ve always wanted a home gym.”

	Terrance turned to me. “We don’t blame Mal’k either. He did what he had to.”

	I thought of our last interaction. I’d panicked and overreacted, letting fight or flight take over. He'd left believing I was upset with him, but I understood now he'd been used as a pawn in Tiff’s little game. I needed to apologize. I was wrong for doubting him. 

	Tomorrow. I’d do that tomorrow first thing in the morning when he returned. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 19: Meghan

	I cursed the morning sun that streamed through the gap in the curtains to assault my eyeballs. It was the crack of dawn, but there was no way I was getting any more sleep this morning. I’d tossed and turned most of the night, trying not to think about Mal’k and failing. I felt as if I’d fallen asleep for only a second before the sun was up. I might as well get up and make myself useful. 

	I went behind the partitioned-off area to do my business. Chamber pots were a thing again. I missed the facilities on Mal’k’s shuttle. I’d only spent one night in there, and already I was getting soft.

	We’d all lived for a year and a half now without flush toilets and running water. Our collected rainwater was too precious for something like flushing a toilet.

	I thought of Tiff’s speech and how she planned on keeping the scourge away from them and hiding to stay safe during the next swarm instead of fighting. In her world, we’d never see progress again. They could build all they wanted; all it would take was one swarm to head their way to destroy it all.

	Hiding wasn’t living. I didn’t want a life like that—not anymore. I wanted to see a world with flush toilets, plumbing, electricity, and all the modern amenities again. 

	If Tiff and her little clique were happy living on leftovers of the old world, they were welcome to do so. I wanted a better future. 

	Speaking of the devil, I stepped into the stairwell to see Tiff, Aiden, and Jake waiting for me inside. That familiar sense of unease filled my chest again. I turned back to see Jessy blocking the door. 

	“I don’t see what’s so special about her,” Jessy said with a scowl. “The monster’s interested in her, and the raiders want her. I don’t get it. She’s not even that pretty.”

	“She looks good to me,” said Aiden. 

	“Me too,” Jake agreed. 

	Their leers made my skin crawl.

	“Ugh. Everything with two legs and a pair of breasts looks good to the two of you.” Jessy pulled a handgun from behind her. “We can do this the easy way or the hard way. But you, my little ginger friend, are going to step into that storage bin nice and easy now.”

	Aiden pulled off the top of the giant, heavy-duty storage bin. It was empty. 

	“In you go,” Tiff said. “And don’t you even think about screaming once you’re inside, or we’ll shoot through the bin. This gun has a silencer, and no one would hear. The raiders said they wanted you. They never specified alive. Your little crush over there can fuck your corpse for all I care.”

	I searched for another option, but there was none. Jessy blocked the way back with a gun, and Aiden blocked the way forward, a big bruise purpling the side of his face. Suddenly, I wished Mal’k had gotten a few more punches in. 

	Seeing no other way out, I stepped into the bin with my hands held up.

	“Come on, make yourself small. You’re tiny.” Aiden shoved me down into the bin and snapped the lid in place. 

	This thing was like a coffin, and my heart raced as claustrophobia took hold. I hadn’t known I was terrified of tight spaces until now. What wasn’t I scared of?

	Mal’k. I wasn’t scared of Mal’k anymore. I thought of him and tried to calm myself as they lifted the bin and started walking. I wanted to scream, but I knew Tiff wasn’t kidding about shooting me. She was crazy. 

	How had the survivors lived with these cuckoos among them for so long? 

	As they walked, I imagined them taking me through the building, trying to map out the twists and turns. A door opened with a squeak, and we were outside. The brightness of the morning sun shone through the plastic bin. 

	I heard Jake’s voice. He was carrying the back end of the bin. 

	“We have more women now, thanks to that stunt we pulled with the purple freak. Don’t forget it was my idea. I knew he had some stupid crush on the red head. You should have seen his face, Tiff. I can’t believe he still made us make the first move.”

	Had they used me to try to get Mal’k to react? I fumed.

	“Don’t celebrate yet, Jake,” Tiff grumbled. “You got lucky they came before he threw you off the roof, but Mikey might not make it. He can barely breathe through that broken nose. And he lost a few teeth.”

	They paused, and a voice I didn’t recognize spoke. “Tiff, we have a problem.” 

	“What now?” 

	They lowered the bin to the ground, and someone sat on it, depressing the top and making it feel even more cramped in there. I started to hyperventilate but eventually managed to calm myself enough to close my eyes and focus on the conversation outside.

	“It’s the shed. We can’t open the storage shed.”

	“What the hell do you mean, you can’t open it?” Tiff asked. “We wedged the card in.”

	“The card is on the ground by the door. It fell out.” The voice went shrill as if panicked. 

	“That’s impossible. I tested it after. Unless one of you went in to sneak some food.”

	They were talking about the missing supplies. Roger’s instinct had been correct; they’d stolen the food. I didn’t know which shed they were talking about. The complex was massive, with some businesses we couldn’t even get into yet without the keys, and I hadn’t explored the outside of the building well. 

	“Fuck, half of those bins were bargaining chips with the raiders.” Aiden kicked the side of the bin, making me yelp.

	“The raider mentioned the red head by name,” said Jake. He was the one sitting on the lid. “I’m sure we’ll be able to trade for a lot of ammo with her. Maybe one of them has a thing for gingers.”

	“Oh, is she in there?”

	“Yeah,” said Jake. “It sucks about the supplies, though. Do we know who has a set of the keys?”

	“I think Curtis has them.”

	“That redneck? I can’t believe Roger gave him the responsibility. He talks about his favorite milk cow like a wife.”

	“That old man probably hasn’t touched a woman in years. I’ll go see if I can distract him enough to get the keys,” Jessy said. “Here, Tiff, you keep the gun. I wouldn’t need that to seduce an old man.”

	They picked up the bin again and walked a few more steps. The bin was lifted higher before it landed none too gently on a hard surface, and the lid opened. I was inside one of the vans. Two other women were already sitting inside. On one side was a stack of supplies. 

	“What the hell?” asked one of the women. “What is she doing here?” 

	I didn’t remember her name though I’d talked to her before. No one answered her questions.

	Tiff threw a roll of duct tape at Aiden. “Secure her.”

	Aiden taped my wrists together with more tape than necessary then shoved me into one of the seats. Then he sat down next to me, getting much too handsy for comfort. The blonde woman already in the van, the one who had asked the questions, glared at me angrily. 

	If it was Aiden she wanted, she could have him. But I didn’t say anything.

	Jake got into the driver's seat and revved the engine. The gates were open today in preparation for the separatists’ big move, and no one checked the van as we drove away. My only thought as I watched the building I’d called home for the past little while disappear down the street was that I’d never see Mal’k again.

	 


Chapter 20: Mal’k 

	“If you want, we can send another hunter to help out instead, at least until the tension dies down. Maybe Koriv’n and I could go. I’ll talk to Meghan for you.” Nikki aimed the Xarc’n made blaster at the target and fired a shot. It went wide.

	Koriv’n adjusted her stance and urged her to try again. Many of the hunters at the compound encouraged their females to learn to shoot to protect themselves. During the swarms, the females were also in charge of the shuttles’ guns, which were remounted to point skyward; their job was to take down the flyers as the hunters and human males fought the centicreeps on the roof. Everyone helped out during the swarms.

	It was tempting to just hide here and ignore the mess I’d been a part of back with the survivors. The results of the meeting had come in, and it was clear I’d been used to sway many of the survivors’ views. I was angry at myself for being so stupid. 

	I couldn’t hide. I had to face the mess I’d made. Meghan’s look of disgust at what she’d seen on the roof had kept me up all night. Katerina had said she’d talk to her, but I hadn’t gotten much information about Meghan when Roger called with the results last night.

	“No. I’ll go. I have to face them.” It was the right thing to do.

	Nikki shot again, this time getting much closer to the bullseyes. She handed the blaster back to Koriv’n and turned to me. “You talk like it was your fault. It wasn’t. Don’t blame yourself.” 

	“I was not supposed to cause any trouble with the humans.”

	Meghan had opened up, explaining what had happened with her first group. She’d been afraid infighting would destroy this group as well. A peaceful solution was important to her, and I’d agreed not to fight them. 

	Nikki scowled. “They came at you with weapons, four-on-one. You didn’t cause shit. They did. You were defending yourself.”

	That had been Katerina’s reaction as well. Perhaps now that she’d talked to Meghan, my mate would feel the same way. Meghan’s opinion was the most important.

	As if Nikki heard my thoughts, she said, “Meghan will understand. She reacted to her gut instinct, and that’s natural. I’d be taken aback too if I saw Koriv’n beating the crap out of four guys we were still supposed to be allied with, even if they were jerks. But Meghan’s logical at heart; she’ll put two and two together and come around.”

	Her words gave me hope. I was eager to get back to the survivors. 

	“I have something that might help your case.” Nikki headed over to Koriv’n’s shuttle, and I followed, waiting for her outside the ship. She returned holding a small golden box with a bow on it. “Chocolate never hurts.”

	I took the box. I’d tried some of these Earth-made confections but found most of them too sweet for my tastes. The darkest-colored ones were okay. 

	“A bottle of wine helps too, but for that, you’ll need to talk to Rajiv’k.” Her mouth dropped into a little O. “That reminds me, Alice and Natalie were thinking about adding a small vineyard to our things to do next year. If any of the survivors have experience, we’d love to have them on our team.”

	“I’ll mention it.”

	I entered my shuttle, little gold box in hand, and headed over to the survivors’ camp to find my mate. 

	The first place I checked was the carpeted office she shared with Melissa. Melissa greeted me at the door, holding a giant canvas bag, the type we’d used to pick apples a few weeks ago. 

	“Hey, Mal’k. Come on in.” She dumped everything in the canvas bag onto the couch. “I can’t believe I’ve accumulated so many clothes while living here. When the bugs first arrived, I lived out of a backpack.” She took an armful of clothes and shoved them into a metal filing cabinet. “Office furniture is still furniture.” She turned to me. “Are you looking for Meghan?”

	“Yes.”

	“She got up early this morning. I thought she’d gone to see you. She was upset with how the two of you left things. She tossed and turned all night.” She held up an oversized top with a big hole in it. “I kept it as a souvenir from my first encounter with a bug. I couldn’t believe I got out alive. I don’t think I’ll keep it anymore. I’ll just keep the memories, not that I could ever get rid of the memory of almost dying, even if I wanted to.” She tossed the garment over to a small pile on the floor. 

	“Have you checked with Kat? Roger has her in charge of getting into all the businesses we still couldn’t get into. Did you know she could pick locks? I think she’s on the west side of the building.”

	I thanked her and headed down the hallway. I found Kat outside of the building in front of a small window. 

	“Hey, Mal’k.” She grinned right before smashing the window with a crowbar. 

	She carefully removed as much of the glass as possible with leather gloves. She was also dressed head to toe in protective leather clothing. Then she pulled out a roll of duct tape and proceeded to cover the sharp edges around the window frame. 

	“What are you doing?” I asked.

	“I can’t figure out the locks for this business. I’ll just crawl inside and open it from the inside out. Roger said to get into them through any means necessary, so here I am.” Then without a second thought, she dove through the window, something I’d seen her do before while foraging.

	“Have you seen Meghan?” I asked through the broken window.

	“Not today, but I talked to her yesterday. I’m sure she’s not upset about the fight anymore. It was pretty clear those assholes started it to get the sympathy vote. Maybe she’s with Janice. It’s supposed to be her day with Kyle, but Janice wouldn’t let the kid out of her sight.” She fumbled around with something. “Got it. It’s unlocked! If I see Meghan, I’ll let her know you’re here.”

	I walked around the side of the building until I reached the metal shed I’d seen on the drone footage. Two males were trying to pry the door open. I stepped back around the corner before they saw me, then returned to the broken window.

	“Kat? You still there?” I whispered.

	“Yup. What’s up?” she whispered back. “And why are we whispering?”

	I told her about the two males. 

	“Stay here and keep an eye on them. Film them with your communicator if you can. I’ll pull a ‘Jessy’ and get as many people as I can out there.”

	I snuck back to the corner and watched the males struggle with the locked shed. Unless they hacked the door open with axes, it didn’t look as if they would get through. Bashing through the metal would cause a loud racket, alerting everyone in the area. 

	Kat exited from the door a few yards away from the shed, with a group of people behind her. I searched the faces in the crowd, but Meghan wasn’t among them. 

	“What the fuck are you guys doing?” Roger asked.

	Behind Roger, Tiff and Jessy stood with concerned looks on their faces. No one spoke.

	“What’s so important in the storage shed that you’re trying to pry it open?” someone in the crowd asked. “Last time I saw, there were only shovels and sand in there.”

	“Shovel and sand,” repeated one of the males in front of the shed, who still held a metal pipe in his hand, wedged into the door. 

	“Forget the sand,” Tiff said awkwardly, pulling the male away from the shed. 

	“But you said—”

	“Shut the fuck up. Let’s just get out of here,” Tiff whispered. She raised her voice. “If you’re coming with us, start packing your stuff. We’re moving everyone once the flyers clear out. Come on now, everyone in.” Tiff started to usher the group back inside. 

	As if called, the first flyers showed up in the sky. Many of the survivors hurried back into the building, except for a few curious ones, including the man who had asked about the shed. 

	“What’s in the shed? Those guys really wanted to get in there. And Tiff was acting awfully suspicious.”

	“When is she not suspicious?” asked his friend.

	Curtis opened the door and lifted the tarp, showing the large blue bins of supplies underneath.

	“Hey! That’s our food!”

	“They stole it!” 

	“They’re not going to keep it,” said Roger. “There’s no way I’m giving up that food now. They didn’t play fair, so we don’t have to either.” 

	The others nodded in agreement as they headed back inside.

	“Mal’k,” Roger’s familiar voice shouted as he noticed me behind the corner. “There you are.”

	“Have you seen Meghan?” I blurted out.

	He frowned, holding the door for me. “I thought she was with you.”

	I didn’t need to answer. 

	“Fuck!” Roger ran a hand through his hair which wasn’t gelled up today. “I’ve been looking for her all morning. I thought maybe you came early, and you two were patching things up.” 

	Something didn’t feel right. I stormed down to the end of the hall and checked each unit for my female. The sense of unease grew with each empty room. This entire building held her scent, but none of the trails were particularly fresh. 

	I couldn’t stop the low growl that started in my throat. I turned and stomped toward the other end of the building, where the other group was packing up for their trip. Roger and Curtis followed behind me.

	I knew who had her. It had to be them. They’d mentioned giving her to the raiders right before they’d attacked me yesterday. Whoever had stolen my mate would find themselves dead very soon. I was the only one who could steal her because she’d already stolen my heart. 

	I found Tiff and her crew hurrying their people back into the building; more flyers had shown up. There would be no shuttling of people and goods for a few hours now. 

	“Where is she?” I demanded, the growl in my voice coming through loudly. I bared my teeth, and several of the survivors shrank back. 

	“She’d not with us.” Tiff spread her arms to indicate the people around her. She hadn’t needed to ask who I referred to. She already knew. 

	Aiden stepped forward, and the scent of Meghan was strong on him. I growled. “If you don’t trust us, you can go to our new location and check. She won’t be there.”

	I reached for him, ready to wring his neck, but Curtis and Roger pulled me back. I could fling them off, but I chose not to; I didn’t want to hurt my friends. Also, killing Aiden now wouldn’t get me any closer to my mate. 

	“You smell like my mate,” I hissed. 

	He’d been close to her, very close, close enough to have her scent all over him.

	“Mate?” Aiden turned to his people and laughed. “Jake’s right, this guy’s delusional. As if she’d ever choose a monster like you. She came to say goodbye this morning. I couldn’t stop her from rubbing all over me.”

	That had Curtis and Roger holding me back again, but I ignored them this time. My fist shot out, aiming for his head. He blocked, knocking my punch out of the way. He hissed and grabbed his forearm where my fist landed. He wouldn’t be using that arm for a while. 

	“Stop! Mal’k! We’ll find her.” Roger pulled me back, then faced Tiff and Aiden. “We’ll find her, and if she says you have anything to do with her disappearing, I won’t stop Mal’k next time. In fact, I’ll help him finish you off.”

	“Good luck! You’ll need it.” Tiff said cheerily.

	They didn’t let go of me until Tiff and Aiden were no longer in my sight. The moment they did, I ran up the stairs to the roof. The flyers were out now, which meant they couldn’t move her. Everyone was stuck indoors. Everyone except for hunters. It was dangerous to fly at noon, but not impossible. 

	Nothing would stop me from getting my mate back.

	 

	 


Chapter 21: Meghan 

	“I still don’t understand why she’s here with us. She doesn’t want to be here.” The blonde looked over at me again and wrinkled her nose. 

	I ignored her and, with my teeth, continued peeling off the layers of duct tape securing my wrists to the metal railing. The separatists had dumped the three of us off in a warehouse along with several bins of food and a handful of other supplies. Then they’d taped me to the railing with enough duct tape to hold an elephant and assured the other two women they would be back with more survivors and supplies. 

	Somehow, the other two women didn’t find it suspicious they didn’t drop off all the supplies in the van. I did. The two thought this was the new location, but I knew better. This was a neutral zone for trading with the raiders.

	“I heard the raiders want her. She used to live with them, and one of the men wants her back,” replied the brunette. 

	“Sure, but why is she here with us? The raiders want her, so give her to them. No need to bring her to our new home.”

	Were these women dense? It was just the three of us and a bunch of food here; we were all trades. Maybe I should say something. 

	“You know I can hear you, right? And you’re probably correct that I’m a trade. I heard Tiff say it herself.” I pulled at my wrists again, but the tape was just as stuck as it was before. “And guess what, so are the two of you.”

	“That’s bullshit. Aiden would never trade me!” The blonde looked genuinely offended at the idea. “I’ve been good to him since all this crap started.”

	The brunette cackled. “Just because you suck his dick every few days doesn’t mean he cares about you. If he did, he’d have made it official by now.” She ignored the scathing look the blonde sent her way. “But you’re right; there’s no way our friends would trade us.” 

	I gestured exaggeratedly around the room with my head, my hands still held captive by the tape. “They left three young women, one blonde, one brunette, one redhead, a few bins of food, and a few tanks of propane sitting in a drafty, abandoned building. Doesn’t that seem suspicious to you?”

	“You’re just flapping your mouth,” said the blonde. “Our people are on their way back with the next bunch of survivors and supplies.”

	I realized these two were too blind to see the forest for the trees. It was sad they trusted these friends of theirs so much. My heart ached for them. 

	“Listen, you have to believe me. You might think of these people as your friends, but I’m a hundred percent sure everything in this room is meant for the raiders. I heard them say something about trading for ammo and gas. We have to get out of here, all of us.” 

	“Shut up!” The blonde looked genuinely upset. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I was going to stay with Roger, but Aiden told me he loved me and begged me to come. There’s no fucking way I’m a trade.”

	Poor girl. But I knew I couldn’t save her. As Mo had said, it would only land on deaf ears. 

	I had to figure out how to get out on my own. I bent my head again to peel at the edge of the duct tape with my teeth. It was slow going. I’d never get out on time. The raiders would probably be on the way the moment the skies cleared of the worst of the flyers.

	“Argh!” The edge of that duct tape wasn’t lifting up without help from nimble fingers. I looked to the two women again who had started rummaging in the storage bins out of boredom. 

	“Fine, let’s say you’re right, and you're not a trade. Then I'm not a trade either. They wouldn’t bring me to the new location if I was. If they did, I’d just tell the raiders where you were, and they’d never leave you guys alone. I don't want to be here. I'll just be another mouth to feed. Why don’t you help me get away? It’s more food for you.”

	“Maybe Aiden likes her, and you’re getting replaced,” the brunette giggled to the blonde. “He did sit next to her instead of you on the ride here.”

	“Fuck off! They’re going to trade her. We aren’t trades. She is.” The blonde crossed her arms in front of her chest and set her jaw.

	“Aiden did get pretty handsy with me,” I quipped. He had, and I’d felt sick to my stomach with every touch.

	"Maybe,” the brunette said, holding up a finger as if she suddenly had a bright idea, “she’s here to round out the genetics. Like you know, for the future when we start rebuilding? She’s the only ginger in the group.”

	“Hey, I think you’re right!” I agreed enthusiastically, even though she was dead wrong. “You don’t want more competition for food”—I looked directly at the blonde—“and men. I can be very sweet to Aiden if I want to be. Why do you think the raiders want me back so bad?”

	A mix of worry and jealousy flashed in her eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.”

	“Try me. If I stick around, I’m going for your man.”

	The blonde stood, her fists clenched to the side, and for a moment, I thought she was going bitch slap me. 

	“Or you can help me get away now, and you’ll never talk to me again. Think about it.”

	She hesitated, and as she mulled over her choices, her gaze softened. 

	“You aren’t going to free her, are you? What if they’re really trading her for ammo? They’ll be so pissed.”

	“Not if they don’t know I did it.” The blonde turned to her friend. “We’ll tell them we were in the other room and didn’t see her get away. It is kind of drafty and chilly in here. We’ll say we looked for a warmer place. They’ll believe us.”

	“And what makes you think I’m going to lie for you?”

	“Because if you don’t, I’m going to tell Jessy you slept with her husband and you’re the reason why he wanted a divorce. I can’t believe she never figured that shit out.” She rolled her eyes. “You’ll be the first one traded out to raiders. Or maybe she’ll just stab you in your sleep. She never got over that.”

	The brunette’s face went pale. “Fuck, that’s not fair! It was supposed to be a one-time thing. He wasn’t supposed to leave her. I wasn’t going to keep a cheater.”

	I decided I wouldn't feel bad if this homewrecker got traded for some ammo because she wouldn’t listen to me. I had no love for Jessy either, but anyone who slept with a friend’s husband was as good as bug chow to me.

	“You can say I got loose and threatened you with one of those metal bars over there when you tried to get me to stay. Tell them I was acting crazy. They’ll believe you. I’ll be out of your hair, and you’ll have one less temptation for your men and one less belly eating your food.”

	“I’m helping her.” Blondie approached me and started working on the layers of duct tape around my wrists and the shelf. “You better get the fuck out of here when I’m done.”

	Yes. It worked! Now all I had to do when she freed me was brave the bugs outside. Oh boy.

	“You betcha,” I agreed. “You’ll never see me again.”

	“We’ll go with the first option and say we were upstairs and had no idea she got free,” said the homewrecker as she wandered up the metal stairs to check out the rooms up top. 

	I yelped as Blondie none to carefully ripped off the final layer of tape, taking all the hairs on my wrists along with it. I guess I deserved that for threatening to go after her man, even though her man was a piece of garbage that I wouldn’t touch if he were the last thing on Earth.

	“Thanks.” I rubbed my wrists and looked around for a weapon, my eyes landing on the metal bar I’d mentioned earlier. I looked back at the blonde. “Good luck with Aiden.” She’d need it, but I didn’t say that part.

	“Umm, thanks,” Blondie said awkwardly as she tossed the ball of sticky tape to the ground. “Don’t be here when we come back down.” Then she started up the stairs to the loft above.

	I hurried to the metal bar and hefted it in my hands. It was heavy but not too heavy for me to carry along. I wasn’t so silly as to think it would protect me against a scourge, but it would come in handy to get away from a human. 

	I grabbed two packs of foiled-packed tuna and stuffed it into the pocket of my sweatpants. I’d given up on wearing jeans with tiny pockets a long time ago; pockets were important in the bugpocalypse. There was no water, but I’d survive on the liquid in the tuna if I had to.

	Cracking the door open, I poked my head out. It was noon, and the sun was high in the sky. It was prime bug time. This was the worst time of the day to leave the safety of a building, but I had no choice. I had to leave now. Noon was probably the reason why no one was here watching us; they were all hiding. They probably planned the trade with the raiders for the afternoon.

	My heart beat erratically as I traveled along the building, sticking as close to the wall as possible. My whole body shook from fright, and all I wanted to do was curl up into a ball and cry, but I forced myself to keep moving. I couldn’t let fear take over now. It was life or death.

	There wasn’t any other cover here. There were no flyers directly above me, so I ran across the road as quickly as I could to get to the next building. 

	I needed to get to somewhere secure, and I needed to do it while staying close to the buildings or under shade to avoid being seen from above. The safe spot had to be far enough away that Tiff’s goons wouldn’t check there right away if they found me missing. 

	I didn’t recognize this part of Franklin, but I’d paid attention when they drove us in. Just past these buildings was a plaza with a looted-out grocery store. The plaza would be a place to hide from the bugs, but unfortunately, it was too obvious. It would be the first place they checked. 

	Beyond that was a residential area. Most houses had been broken into, and the windows were not secure. The scuttlers’ front claws were bulky, and sometimes when the window was narrow, they couldn't get in. But that was a considerable risk to take.

	Wooden doors weren’t strong enough to stop the scourge for long; neither were glass windows. Some people’d had luck waiting it out inside a secure room for the scuttlers and spitters to head home when night fell, but that also had drawbacks. Sometimes, the scourge, too tempted by the tasty morsel behind the door, wouldn’t leave for days.

	There’d been plenty of stories of people locking themselves into a second-story room, only to have scuttlers follow them into the house via their scent. Trapped on the upper floor with the scuttlers breaking down the wooden door with their front claws, the only option had been to jump. A rolled ankle was a death sentence.

	Shadows on the ground had me looking up: flyers. I froze, but none of them had seen me. Phew! 

	I needed to get somewhere with more cover. Sticking next to a building helped, but it was like hiding in plain sight. I headed into the residential area, where there were trees and structures I could hide under, such as porches and sheds.

	This neighborhood looked just like the one I’d lived in before all this happened. The labyrinthine streets twisted and turned, forming loops and cul de sacs, with shortcuts between the roads. It was the epitome of suburban design in this area of the country, the type of neighborhood you needed a car to get around in. It was easy to get lost if you didn’t know which way to go; all the streets looked similar. 

	When I first heard the shuffling and scuttling of the scourge, it was so faint I thought I’d imagined it. But as I ducked from tree to tree, porch to porch, looking for a secure place to hide, the sound got louder and louder, sending shivers down my spine. I had scuttlers on my tail, and they were getting closer by the minute.

	Looking to the sky, I waited for the flyers in the area to circle away, then I ran to the next house, hoping by some miracle the window would be intact and the door unlocked. 

	As I neared, it became clear this house was not a good candidate. A shrill cry sounded above as a flyer caught sight of me and called out my location. I prayed it wouldn’t swoop down to carry me away.

	Fuck! 

	I sprinted down the street and under the next large tree. It couldn’t dive for me here, but that didn’t stop the scuttlers from finding me now that they knew where I was. The first scuttler, which had been following my trail, turned onto the street

	Panic welled up and threatened to make me freeze, as it often did, but freezing was death. I needed to run. I looked to the end of the street and spotted the usual convenience store and dry cleaner combo that serviced these neighborhoods. I ran for it, pumping my legs as hard as I could, hoping the backroom to the store had a metal door. 

	Behind me, the drone of many little feet on the ground grew louder. 

	 


Chapter 22: Mal’k 

	I flew the surveillance device right up to the window, looking for my mate. Meghan was nowhere to be seen. There were only a few humans at the rival group’s new location, but they had rows of supplies stacked high along a wall. A female who had been unpacking one of the bins pointed at my camera, and Jake turned, frowning at my drone. 

	I didn’t care if he knew I was here. Maybe he’d panic and lead me to Meghan’s location, but Jake didn’t move. 

	I fought the urge to go in, pick him up, and finish what I’d started. But that would take valuable time. Time I needed to find my mate.

	I checked every window with the drone but found nothing. 

	She wasn’t here. Aiden had invited us to look, most likely because they’d dropped her off at another location. I wouldn’t find her here.

	I grumbled and rubbed my chest. The longer my mate remained missing, the tighter my chest felt. I needed to know that she was safe. 

	I recalled the drone to hover above my shuttle under a large tree just outside the newly forming camp. I’d traveled here on the ground with my shuttle cloaked; it was much safer than flying at this time of the day.

	However, traveling by ground, I hadn’t seen much. I set the drone to patrol the area in a small circle. If Meghan wasn’t here, they must have taken her to another building, one that was secure enough to avoid scourge attacks and close enough for them to get to by foot later. They wouldn’t want to lose their upper hand with the raiders. 

	I surveyed the feed, noting every detail. I needed to find Meghan while the humans were all still pinned down by the flyers. From the air, I located several buildings in the area that could be used to hold humans and supplies safely. I sent the drone closer for a better look.

	It was the scuttlers that tipped me off to her location. I hadn’t heard the flyer’s call, but they had. All the scuttlers in the area paused for a second before reorienting on their new objective. Following their movement, I pinpointed an area in the center they all headed toward; it was directly under a pair of circling flyers. 

	Making my decision, I lifted my shuttle into the air and aimed it directly at the flyers, the ship’s weapon at the ready. I had the upper hand. The flyers hadn’t noticed me with their attention on whatever was on the ground. I couldn’t see if it was my Meghan or not yet, but I knew.

	I fired the first shot as I got into range, hitting the nearest flyer in the head. It went down. I doubted it would get back up; that shot had been a solid one. The blasters on our ships were much more powerful than our handheld version. The other flyer screeched and looped away, scanning the skies for whatever had attacked its comrade. It focused on a spot next to me and charged. 

	This flyer wasn’t as skilled at detecting our shuttles as some others were. I readied the ship's blaster as it zoomed by me, missing by several yards, then shot it as it veered around to charge again, piercing through a wing. It screeched as it tumbled down to the ground, flailing its wings and limbs wildly about. That flyer would not be flying again. 

	Another flying scourge was heading my way, but it was far off, so I ignored it. I scanned the winding residential streets below me instead. A small figure darted out from the overhang of a house. 

	Meghan! 

	Behind her, the first scuttlers, already following her scent trail, turned onto the street. They scurried toward her, keen on the delicious meal ahead. 

	Meghan ducked into a small building at the end of the street that looked different from the nearly identically built homes in the area. The scuttlers following behind her were blocked by the closed door, so they spread out along the front of the building. 

	They’d break through the glass doors and windows soon. Although they might not be able to one-shot the windows like a centicreep could, eventually, glass doors and windows succumbed to the scuttlers’ claws and persistence. 

	I landed my shuttle a few houses down the street and strapped on my gear as quickly as possible. My mate needed rescuing, and I wouldn’t make her wait. I left the cloaking radius of my shuttle with my twin swords glowing, yelling loudly to get the scuttlers’ attention. Focused on Meghan’s tantalizing scent, most of them ignored me. 

	I quickly dispatched the few scuttlers that lunged at me. Two of them lost their heads with a few nimble slashes of my blades. The last one was sliced in half down the center. This was going to be easy. With them distracted, instead of fighting a dozen scuttlers at once, I could take them out a few at a time. 

	Soon, I had the front of the building cleared. It was almost too easy; I liked a challenge.

	I wiped my blades off on the grass and returned them to their sheaths on my back. I checked the sky for flyers, but the one that had been attracted to the dog fight had lost interest and veered away.

	There were more scourge groups heading this way, however, and I needed to get Meghan to safety quickly. I tried the door, but she’d locked it from the inside. I peered into the store but couldn’t see her; she must be in the back room. Circling to the back of the building, I found a small window. I looked in and found Meghan curled up in the corner of the room. 

	I tapped on the window, and she looked up, panic in her wide eyes. Relief flooded her face at her first sight of me.

	“Come out!” I pointed to the front of the building. 

	She met me a few moments later at the front, throwing her arms around me as she’d done when I’d fought the group of spitters and scuttlers at the river. 

	“Mal’k.”

	The sound of my name on her tongue was everything I needed. The suffocating weight of possibly never seeing her again lifted, and I finally breathed freely. Gathering her into my arms, I lifted her off the ground. Her legs wrapped around my hips as she cuddled into me. 

	“You came for me.”

	“I’ll always come for you. You are my mate.” I put her back onto her feet to give her a once over, making sure she wasn’t injured.

	“Even if I’m not a good mate?” She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt and chewed her lip. “I’m sorry how I reacted to you yesterday. I should have supported you. All the mated women at the compound would have backed their hunters no matter what.”

	The other hunters would not have been so easily lured into a fight. “You reacted to what you saw. I should not have fallen for their ruse. I promised you I would not fight them because it upset you. I did not keep my promise.”

	“You’re passionate, and you care. That’s all. It’s a good thing.” She tilted her head, trying to hide a smile. “Also, you never promised you wouldn’t fight them. You promised you wouldn’t separate their heads from their bodies. The last time I checked, their heads were still intact. You have not broken any promise to me.”

	I bent and pressed my face into the crook of her neck, inhaling deeply, wishing to breathe her into my lungs. “I hated that you were upset with me.”

	“Only because I’m a coward. I panicked and ran before I found out the truth.”

	In the last few days, my mate had called herself a coward several times. I disagreed with her assessment. 

	“What were you doing out here alone?” I asked.

	“I got one of the other women to release me. I needed to get as far from the building as possible before the flyers thinned out. I didn’t want to be there when the raiders or Tiff’s goons got back.”

	I knew that group had something to do with her disappearance.

	“So you ran, staying under the trees.”

	“I tried.”

	“That was very brave. You are no coward. If you hadn’t run, I would never have found you inside the building.”

	Her mouth dropped open in a little O. “I never thought of it that way.”

	An ear-piercing screech interrupted us. I whipped around to face a grounded flyer. I’d put a hole in its wing in the air, but it was still in fighting condition. It eyed Meghan, and I pushed her behind me. 

	“Get back into the building.” I pulled my trusted blades from my back. “Go!”

	Meghan ran into the shop. She didn’t continue to the back room, however. She stayed in the store, watching me through the window with a worried look.

	She didn’t need to worry; this was my job, and I was excellent at it. Wielding my pair of energy blades, I approached without hesitation. It was distracted by Meghan’s form in the window, and I took that opportunity to strike first. I swung my dual swords at the creature, taking off the tip of its wing. 

	It squealed in anguish before shaking itself off and releasing both wings from its body. They couldn’t grow back lost wings, but shedding broken ones gave them more mobility to fight on land. They weren’t useful to it anymore and would only hinder its movement. It shrieked so loud it rattled the windows of the store. Meghan flinched, a look of pure terror on her face.

	My Meghan was afraid of many things, but I swore I would protect her from everything that sought to harm her for the rest of our lives. She’d never be in danger again. Not as long as I lived. 

	I’d heard humans call the flyers flying scorpions. Having seen this Earth insect in images, I saw the resemblance. Instead of a stinger, this varmint had a spike at the end of its hypermobile tail that it used to stab at its opponent.

	The creature swished its tail from side to side, a movement they did to help gauge distance before they attacked. The tail came down quick as lightning, but I was ready, having read its body language. I’d been fighting and killing others just like this one my entire life. The spike drove into the overgrown grass in front of the store, lodging itself deep into the dirt. It struggled to free itself.

	I grinned. 

	This was how we hunters killed these overgrown critters. The very thing they were so feared for, the force of their strike, was often their downfall, spearing into the ground and trapping them for our killing blow. 

	Seeing my chance, I swung with my first blade, taking off its head. Often, this was not enough to render the beast inoperative. The body still moved without the head for a while, wildly whipping its tail back and forth. With the second sword, I took its tail off as well.

	Now, it was safe for my mate to come out. 

	I beamed victoriously at Meghan, and she left the confines of the store, launching herself at me again. This time she left dozens of little kisses all over my face. 

	“I am dirty,” I said. In the process of defeating the flyer, I had gotten scourge ichor all over myself and my leather armor. 

	“I don’t care!” she cried. “Your face is clean.”

	True. Nothing had landed on my face, and that was where she kissed. 

	I carried her over to the shuttle, entered, and shrugged off my weapons. Then, I took her straight into the decontaminator to clean us up. Just like the last time I’d fought the scourge to save her, she clung to me tightly. If this was her reaction to me fighting the scourge, something I came to Earth to do anyway, then I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life hunting with her by my side. 

	As the unit hummed to life, I hastily unfastened my armor, harness, and loincloth, letting the leather pieces drop to the floor. Then came her clothes; I pulled her thick sweater over her head in one swift motion as she struggled in the small stall to step out of her pants. The moment the cleanse finished, I had her around my body and halfway to the sleeping nook. 

	“I thought I’d lost you.” I kissed her face as she did mine, careful not to nick her with my fangs, as the sleeping nook enclosed us in a cocoon of stars. “I’m never going anywhere without you again.”

	She giggled. “What are you going to do? Steal me every time?”

	“Yes, my mate. If I have to, each and every day.”

	She reached up and cupped my face in her hands, pushing me lightly away to look into my eyes. Sparkling green stole my breath away. “I’m already yours, Mal’k. I never want to be anywhere without you either. I love you.”

	Love. Humans did not form mating bonds; instead, they developed feelings of love. All hunters knew that a declaration of love was a giant step forward. An ultimate feeling of contentment, like I’d finally found a purpose in life that wasn’t mindlessly killing the scourge, filled my being. She loved me. 

	“I love you too, Little Red.” I did. The strange feeling had confused me for days, but I recognized it for what it was now. “When you were gone, my chest ached every second, thinking I’d never see you again.”

	“Don’t you worry about that. I’ll be stuck to my Big Purple like glue from now on.” She ruffled my hair, giving the base of my horns a little scratch. 

	My chest rumbled to life with sudden need, and I moved to cover her body. Now that she was safe, I aimed to claim her in every way possible. Lucky for us, we were grounded until the flyers thinned out. It was plenty of time, but even forever would never be enough.

	 


Chapter 23: Meghan 

	“Wait.” I said, pushing him off my body to sit up against the wall of the sleeping nook. “I want to explore you.”

	In the dim light, Mal’k’s eyes practically glowed as he leaned back cockily and pulled me in between his bent knees.

	“My mate can do anything she wants.” He cupped my face with his hands. “I will try to hold still, but I can not promise anything. I want you so much.”

	His thick alien cock jutted out at me, but I ignored it for now. I’d get there soon. I started my exploration over his impossibly broad shoulders instead. The muscles were hard as steel but covered with skin like buttery soft leather. I brushed my fingers over a dusky nipple, and it pebbled under my touch. 

	I moved down his body over washboard abs, each ripple of flesh hot and firm. When I leaned forward to trail the tip of my tongue across a bulging muscle, he tasted good: a little salty, musky, but clean with a hint of the outdoors. 

	His breath caught in his chest as I continued down, following a path to his groin. I took my time tracing each line and muscle with my fingertips. He clenched his jaw as the purring escalated, sounding more urgent with each passing moment. Finally, I reached for the thick and alien-shaped cock; it bobbed and twitched in my palm.

	He groaned, and his fingers tightened on the mattress. Our eyes met, and the adoration there had my breath hitching in my chest. His reaction to me made me feel like the most beautiful woman on the planet. And it wasn’t purely physical either. He wanted me exactly the way I was. I was enough. He’d even called me brave.

	It was like an aphrodisiac.

	I explored his length, trying to wrap my fingers around the widest parts and giving each thick, graduated section a squeeze. A drop of shiny precum welled up at the tip, and I licked at it, savoring the masculine taste of him. 

	Curious, I opened wide and tried to take as much as I could into my mouth. I couldn’t take all of him, but I tried, suckling on the first head-like section before tightening my lips around the dip. I stroked and pumped the rest of him with my hands. 

	Mal’k dug his fingers into the mattress, and his whole body stiffened. He hissed, and I found myself on my back again.

	“I cannot wait. You drive me mad.”

	I gasped when he pushed me higher on the bed and strong hands pulled my knees apart. He licked his lips and growled before burying his face in my lap. He nuzzled between my legs, the purring from his chest like a heat-seeking vibrator. Every lash of his tongue took me higher until I was panting with need.

	I rolled my hips against his face and closed my eyes. Two thick fingers breached my opening, and I whimpered, suddenly understanding how he felt. I too, couldn’t wait, and I wanted him now.

	Pulling at his horns, I urged him up over my body. Before, this position had frightened me. I’d hated the feeling of not being in control, but things were different now. I knew I was safe with Mal’k, no matter what position. 

	I needed him. I needed him now. 

	“Please, Mal’k.” I writhed against him.  

	He lifted his head to watch me with glowing yellow eyes, full of passion. “You are everything I ever wanted, Little Red. I’m going to fuck you until you come all over my cock, and then I’ll fuck you some more.”

	I shuddered at his words, wanting him to make them a reality. He might not always know what to say, but he had the right words when it counted.

	 I opened my mouth, but nothing came out as he dragged his length down the seam of my pussy, each thick ridge bumping perfectly against my clit. With us lined up, he pushed in slowly, and I moaned as pleasure filled me. Each thick portion stretched me until I felt as if I would burst from how full I was.

	Mal’k covered my mouth with his, swallowing my moan. He tongue-fucked my mouth as he drove into my pussy with his swollen cock. Every sensation swamped my senses until I could no longer think, could no longer breathe. I clung to him, digging little half-moons into his shoulders with my nails. 

	He adjusted his position, and each thrust pressed us together, rubbing my clit against his body in the most delicious way. I bucked under him, my body moving involuntarily. 

	“Perfect. So perfect, my Little Red.” He kissed my cheek. 

	It felt amazing, but he was so gentle with me I couldn’t help but wonder if he was holding back, worried about being too rough with me. I didn’t want him to hold back anymore.

	 I wanted all of him. I wanted him to lose the carefully crafted control he’d had to build around me. I didn’t need him to be gentle Mal’k; I wanted Mal’k the predator. Mal’k the beast. 

	I scratched my nails down his arms and bucked against him. “Yes, more,” I demanded. “I need you. All of you.”

	Mal’k moved again, his wonderful cock rubbing against all the right places, and my eyes rolled up at how incredible it felt. But he was still holding a part of himself back, and I wanted all of him. I wasn’t some delicate flower that needed to be coddled. Not anymore.

	I pulled his head close and whispered, “Fuck me harder,” into his ear. I scratched the side of his face with my teeth and dragged my nails at the base of his horns. “Is that all you can give me? I want all of you. Stop holding back.”

	Mal’k snarled. “You want more?”

	“Yes!” I snapped at the side of his face with my teeth. 

	He dodged my teeth and grinned, looking almost feral. “You want me to fuck you hard?”

	I bit my lip and nodded.

	“I can’t hear you.”

	“Yes,” I hissed.

	He hovered over me, his mesmerizing yellow eyes holding mine hostage. “Then tell me you are mine,” he rumbled.

	“I’m yours.” 

	“And this?” He grabbed my breast roughly. “Who does this belong to?”

	 Ooh! This was freaking hot. I loved this possessive side of Mal’k. “Yours.”

	He palmed my ass, giving it a hard squeeze. “And this?”

	“Yours.” It came out barely a whimper.

	He licked his lips, his tongue passing over his fangs. “And these cute little freckles?”

	I giggled. “Yours.”

	“Good.” He leaned in and growled into my ear. “I’m all yours too.”

	He reached up to caress my collar bone, applying just enough pressure so I was pressed against the mattress. His hand tightened lightly but possessively. The feeling was erotic and drove my lust even higher.

	Holding me down, he set a bruising rhythm. I cried out again and again with each movement until my voice was hoarse and tears streamed down my face. I screamed when my climax hit, and my whole body shook. 

	My muscles clamped down around his cock, and he had to fight to continue moving in me.

	After letting me calm, he pulled out and flipped me over. Kneeling behind me with knees spread wide, he pulled my hips into the air. My whole body had turned to pudding, and I let him pose me any way he wanted. 

	Grasping me by the hips, he lined us up and pressed in until just the tip of the first section parted me. I wiggled my hips in anticipation. A large hand landed a loud smack on my ass, the sound echoing in the shuttle. Despite the loud sound, the slight sting was erotic, making me impatient to have him filling me again. I wiggled my ass.

	“Don’t move,” he growled. He gripped my hips, holding me still. 

	I whimpered, wanting more. Now.

	“Please,” I begged.

	Fingers threaded into my hair and pulled my head back lightly as he squeezed my ass. It felt primal and perfect. 

	He pushed in, inch by inch, as I trembled under him. The position made him feel impossibly huge, and for a moment, I worried I wouldn’t be able to take him. I was so wet, my juices dripped down my leg, and just when I thought I couldn’t take anymore, the last thick section of him sank in, filling me completely. 

	He gave me a moment to catch my breath and get used to his size, then he drew away and thrust back in. I wailed into the mattress at the feeling of pleasure that bordered on pain. He pounded me hard, and I screamed, the sound muffled again by the mattress. 

	Reaching around my body, Mal’k strummed my clit as he continued driving a relentless rhythm. I keened, arching my back, as another orgasm tore through me unexpectedly. 

	He thrust wildly a few more times, his hips jerking as if out of control. Rounding protectively over me, he burrowed his face into the crook of my neck and snarled loudly as he came, jets of his hot seed bathing my insides. 

	We stayed there for a long moment with him poised over me and me panting face-down under him. Then he moved, rolling us to our sides, his bicep pillowing my head as we spooned. I snuggled back into him, despite how warm it was. A light breeze blew down from the ceiling of the sleeping nook to cool us.

	“I almost forgot,” he said from behind me. “I’ve got a present for you. I hope you like chocolate.”

	I loved chocolate!

	 

	 


Chapter 24: Meghan 

	I stretched and yawned as Mal’k pushed up to sitting. He’d spent the last couple of hours making me deliriously happy, and I was nothing more than a puddle on the bed. He reached his arms over his head to stretch, and I admired his form as every muscle pulled tight.

	The flyers should have thinned out by now. We should be heading back, but I almost wished we could stay in our little cocoon just a bit longer. 

	“I’ll send a message to Roger.” Mal’k moved to the console. “He’ll want to know you are safe. Everyone is worried about you.”

	“Hmm,” I agreed. It was the only sound I could make. I was exhausted but in a very, very good way. I wasn’t just physically satisfied; I drifted so high up on cloud nine I wasn’t sure I’d ever come back down.

	I was very lucky to have found not only Mal’k, but also a group of people who truly cared about me. 

	I thought of the two women still in the nearby warehouse. They might not have been very smart, but they didn’t deserve their fate. People they called friends had sold them out. I considered going back to help but reminded myself that this was their choice. Just as Mo had cautioned, my warnings had landed on deaf ears. They didn’t want my help. 

	“Can you show the external feed on the walls?” I asked as he lifted the shuttle into the air.

	“There are still flyers in the air, and they frightened you before.”

	I got up from the bed and plopped myself into his lap; we were both still buck naked. “There. I won’t be scared if you’re protecting me. I want to see the area.”

	The constant calming purr, which hadn’t stopped since it started, intensified. My words made him happy. It was easier to read the purrs now; they sounded different depending on his mood. 

	With me tucked safely in his arms, he put on the external displays. I scanned the town of Franklin laid out below us. I recognized the neighborhood convenience store with the newly dead bug carcasses scattered around it. Following the way back where I came, I found a small warehouse with a sketchy-looking roof. That wasn’t something Mal’k could land his shuttle on.

	I looked around the sky. There were still a few flyers in the air, but nowhere near as many as there had been when I was running. 

	“I wonder where the main group went.”

	“Over there.” Mal’k pointed to a set of buildings a few blocks down. “I checked there for you before.”

	The main building was close to where I’d been dropped off, within walking distance. If I’d gone the other way, I might have accidentally found it myself. My instinct to get as far away as possible before they returned had been correct. The second the flyers thinned, they would have sent someone over to keep tabs on us.

	A pair of flyers swooped in close to the shuttle, and I gasped. Despite knowing that these monsters were alien, I couldn’t help but think of the flyers as scorpions with wings. 

	“I thought they couldn’t see us?” 

	The horrible things hovered around as if they could detect us despite the shuttle’s cloak. 

	“They're not supposed to. But some learned to follow and attack anomalies in the air. They feel the change in air currents around a shuttle.” Mal’k gave me a squeeze. “There are only two of them. Do not worry. This will be a cake piece.”

	I smiled. He was trying to use more human sayings, and it was cute, even if he got them wrong.

	 Mal’k pulled the pilot’s harness down, trapping me against his body as if we were one. One of the flyers dove for us just as the clasp clicked into place. 

	The shuttle jerked to the side as Mal’k evaded the creature. He accelerated quickly, and I fought to keep my eyes open at the sudden Gs on my body. Then, once there was enough distance between the ship and the flyer, he took a sharp turn, rotating the shuttle so it faced back while still traveling forward. 

	Aiming the ship’s cannon at the flyer, Mal’k shot twice. Both shots hit their mark, and the first flyer tumbled out of the sky. The other flyer rammed into the shuttle, and we spun out. I whimpered as the world rolled chaotically around us.

	After more aerial acrobatics, Mal’k finally had the flyer in the crosshairs; he took it down with a single shot and righted the shuttle.

	I released the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. I kept forgetting Mal’k had dealt with these creatures his entire life. A pair of flyers was a walk in the park for him.

	We headed back to the survivors’ building to see a van filled with people heading away. Instead of landing on the building roof, we landed on the yard in front of the main doors. After throwing on our clothes, we headed out. Our friends greeted us in the foyer.

	“Meghan!” Melissa waddled over to give me a hug, holding me for longer than necessary. “You’re safe! I was so worried about you.”

	I looked around the foyer as survivors started arriving one by one. Janice waved. She had little Kyle strapped to her front. Today was supposed to be my day with the little tyke. More faces I recognized smiled back at me. Some of the foragers gave Mal’k fist bumps. I guessed he still preferred them over handshakes. 

	“Hey! The hero’s back, and he’s got our girl!” Mo exclaimed, Katerina following behind him. “I’m glad you’re okay. Just so you know, Roger gave us the go-ahead to beat the crap out of those idiots if it was them. Tell me it was them; my fists are itchy. And we need to get Katerina a target before she starts attacking randomly.”

	Katerina narrowed her eyes at him and punched him in the arm. 

	“Ow!” Mo rubbed his arm. “See what I mean?” He dodged the next jab expertly.

	“It was them,” I agreed as the two of them came for hugs and more fist bumps.

	“Hate to break it to you, Mo.” Roger walked in holding a plastic bin. “But the last of them just drove off. I’d never seen so many people packed in one vehicle. They took too many trips earlier and are running out of gas, so they’re hoping to make it in one go. It was a freakin’ clown car.”

	“Aww damn it,” Mo said. “I was hoping to teach those idiots a lesson. They deserve it for what they’ve done. No matter, I’m sure we’ll bump into them in the future. It’s a small world, and resources are scarce.”

	“We’ll get them, don’t you worry.” Katerina gave me a final rib-crushing hug. “I’m glad you’re home.” 

	Home. She welcomed me home. It really did feel like coming home. I hadn’t had one in a very long time. I inhaled a ragged breath, suddenly feeling all choked up. 

	Mal’k growled. “What is wrong?”

	“I’m—I’m just—” I wiped at the tears with the back of my hand. “Thank you for giving me a home. You guys really care.” I’d never thought I’d find that again.

	“Of course we do. You’re one of us. We’re all family here.” Janice approached with little Kyle, who gurgled at me.

	All around the foyer, heads nodded in agreement. 

	“You’re one of us now,” Roger said with a wide grin. “And we care for our own.”

	“So, Mal’k.” Mo punched my purple alien’s arm jovially. “Since you’re shacking up with Meghan, does that mean you’re here to stay too?”

	Mal’k stiffened behind me. “You wish for me to stay, even after the fight?”

	“Don’t worry about that. It was on them.” Roger made a motion as if brushing something off. “And whoever chose to leave, it was their choice. We can’t save stupid. Everyone else that stayed knows you weren’t the one causing shit.”

	“Especially since we found out they’d been stealing our food.” 

	I turned to the man who’d spoken. I remembered asking him about baby supplies.

	“You found the food?” I asked. 

	“Yup!” the man agreed enthusiastically, pointing to the bin on the floor in front of Roger. “Kat found them being super suspicious outside and called everyone to check it out. They ran off before we opened the shed and found the missing bins, so I guess we’re keeping them.” 

	“All this talk about food, let’s get everyone together for dinner before it gets cold. We’ve been sharing recipes with Evie and Natalie over at the compound.” Janice ushered us over to the cafeteria, which was only several doors down from the garage-turned-kitchen. 

	The soft rumble that I’d come to associate with a hunter’s shuttle filled the air. 

	“It sounds like my surprise is here.” Roger smiled mischievously. “I’m glad you’re back in time for this.”

	“Surprise?” I asked.

	“Yup! I didn’t say anything since those idiots were still around, but I’ve been speaking with the hunters about setting up a few solar panels on our roof.”

	Everyone within earshot gasped. 

	“Don’t thank me, though,” Roger brushed off the few people who started thanking him. “Thank Sam and Lenny. They’ve been helping the hunters reprogram some of their computers and systems. We’re getting the panels as a trade for their services.

	“I didn’t want those scheming assholes to claim any of them when we split the goods, so I asked Calvin and Koriv’n to install them after they left. That must be them now.”

	Koriv’n. Did that mean Nikki was here too?

	I didn’t have to wait long for the answer. I rounded the corner, and Nikki launched herself at me. 

	“You’re safe!” she exclaimed. 

	I was. I was safe at last. For the longest time, I’d thought I’d never find security and asylum in this perilous new world. I was wrong. All I needed were the right people and the right hunter. 

	Nikki hooked her arm around Koriv’n’s elbow, and the two followed the rest of the group to the cafeteria. 

	I turned to Mal’k with a huge smile, and he grinned back. 

	“Are you happy here?” I asked him. I didn’t want him to stay with this group only because of me. 

	“The hunter compound is next door; it makes no difference whether I’m here or there, as long as I’m with you. I’m happy anywhere you are, my mate.”

	I nearly crashed into Nikki as she whipped around.

	“I heard that! You called her your mate.” Nikki’s eyes were wide. “I knew it would happen sooner rather than later. Connie owes me a bottle of conditioner. Congrats!”

	I stifled a giggle at her enthusiasm. “Thank you.”

	Seeing my friend so relaxed and happy with her mate gave me hope. I leaned into Mal’k with a contented sigh.

	Mal’k draped an arm around my shoulders as we walked to the cafeteria, following our new family. It almost felt as if everything was going to be alright. Here, in the safety of my strong warrior’s arms, I believed it. And for once, since the bugs landed, I felt brave.

	 


Epilogue: Mal’k 

	Meghan waved at Evie and Tarv’k as they approached. I had my eyes on the hunter engrossed in conversation with them. Zec’k was a hunter around Tarv’k’s age who delivered food and supplies to warriors around the continent. 

	Those who were critically injured, or had retired from hunting, often worked in food production. They still faced the scourge daily. Despite their being on islands, the flyers still attacked our food production facilities. The occasional swimmer—a scourge type we didn’t need to face in this area of the continent—also made it over to the islands at times. But they rarely dealt with full swarms.

	While Zec’k wasn't of an age to retire, he’d sustained massive injuries while fighting on another planet. It had taken years to heal, and he’d never gone back to hunting after. 

	In the past, Zec’k had parked his delivery shuttle—a ship modified for more capacity—in a sheltered area or on a sturdy roof, and all the hunters in the area visited throughout the day to pick up their supplies. When we teamed up to fight the larger swarms together during the warm season, each hunter group sent a representative instead. Tarv’k had done the pick-ups for this group.

	With so many Xarc’n warriors deciding to stay together on a more permanent basis for their human mates and allies, we planned to continue this method of distribution indefinitely. It was easier for the hunters making deliveries, which was why I was surprised when Zec’k requested to visit the compound, including the survivors’ building, in person.

	It soon became apparent the reason he was here. As we walked through the halls, giving him a tour of the building, he kept gravitating towards the makeshift kitchen, following his nose to the aroma of cooking food. He also watched every female with interest, though he claimed he wasn’t looking for a mate. 

	Evie often made extra pies and portable meals to send with Tarv’k whenever he picked up food from Zec’k. Like the rest of us, the delivery hunter had developed a taste for Earth flavors.

	Today the scent drafting from the kitchen was particularly tantalizing. 

	“Ohh! This smells amazing, Janice!” Meghan hurried over to the row of ovens converted to use stored solar energy. “What are you ladies making?”

	“We’re having a chicken and rice casserole today. We don’t have cheese, and it's canned chicken, but I managed a creamy sauce that’s delicious. Thank goodness we powdered and canned everything.” Then she noticed Zec’k as he crept closer and closer to the ovens. “Hey! You can’t open those doors yet. They aren’t done.”

	Zec’k tucked his hands behind his back as if he hadn’t been about to do just that.

	We introduced Zec’k to everyone working in the kitchen. 

	“If you let me know what type of foods production should work on, I can relay the information and hopefully get the items to you. You mentioned cheese. We cannot offer that, but we can offer the raw ingredients to make it.”

	This got everyone’s attention. 

	“We’ll get a list for you by dinner time.”

	Zec’k grinned victoriously at being invited to dinner. 

	I ushered a reluctant Zec’k out of the kitchen. 

	“Where’s Rayk’n?” he asked of Tarv’k and me. “I hope he’s not avoiding me. I already know he and Koriv’n are here. Some warriors don’t understand why they abandoned their original mission, but I do. Earth is worth fighting for. The planet they were assigned to wasn’t.”

	“He’s not avoiding you. He’s got a new mission of his own.” Tarv’k face remained neutrally stoic.

	Evie and Meghan, however, exchanged a glance and tittered.

	“We sent him to check up on a kid and his dog,” Meghan explained. “Turns out it wasn’t a kid, and it wasn’t a him.”

	Evie shrugged. “Oops.”

	The females were always match-making. No wonder every hunter who crossed their paths found his mate. I wasn’t complaining. One look at Meghan, and I knew where I belonged. 

	We took the stairs to the roof and walked to the edge to survey the whole compound. 

	“That must be the greenhouse you mentioned.” Zec’k pointed to the clear polycarbonate structure. 

	“I’ll take you over to the main compound and show you how the greenhouse is coming along. The chicks you brought us are already grown and producing eggs.” Tarv’k turned to Meghan and I. “We’ll take it from here.”

	Meghan and Evie hugged goodbye as the females often did, even though we lived within walking distance, and they headed off to the main building.

	“Zec’k had a one-track mind for food,” Meghan said when they were out of earshot.

	“I don’t blame him. We ate nothing but food bars for most of our lives. They store well, are easy to transport, and are formulated to keep us strong to continue our hunt, but they are monotonous.” I turned to face my mate. “There’s only one thing I’ll never get bored with for as long as I live.”

	“And what’s that?” she asked, trapping my gaze in the pools of her green eyes. 

	A tiny snowflake drifted down from the skies and landed on her red hair.

	“You,” I growled. “I can have you every day for the rest of my life, and it won’t be enough.” I swooped her up into my arms and stepped toward my shuttle.

	She squealed as her feet left the roof, and she flung her arms around me. 

	“You’re my personal tasty treat, and I want a taste right now.” I palmed her ass, giving her bouncy bottom a squeeze. “I love you, Little Red.”

	Her arousal perfumed the air as I stepped into our shuttle and lowered her onto our bed. She looked perfect there. I must be the luckiest hunter in the entire universe.

	“I love you too, Big Purple.” She pushed herself up and reached over to give the base of my horns a flirtatious rub, making my chest explode with a needy rumble. “Now hurry and have me already!”

	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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