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Captured by the Hunter

	TILLY

	No one ever told me the bugpocalypse would be so lonely. 

	I was ready when the man-eating space bugs descended from the skies. I have everything I need in my fortress: food, water, and my dog, Waffles, but I'm bored out of my gourd and lonely AF. So when a Xarc’n warrior breaks into my home, I decide to “detain” my purple intruder. 

	Note to self: tranquilizer darts and zip ties do not hold big, burly hunters. At all. Now I have more muscley warrior than I know what to do with pressing me up against the counter and claiming I’m his. 

	 

	RAYK’N

	Captured by a little hunter.

	Checking up on a kid and his dog is not my idea of fun; I’d rather be out shooting down flyers or hunting for my mate. But Tilly is not a male or a child. Her enticing scent calls to me, and I follow it to her home. 

	When I approach, she shoots me with a tranquilizer. Imagine my surprise when I wake with my wrists tied and her straddling my body. If my mate wants to play, all she has to do is ask.

	 

	This story can be read as a stand-alone or as a part of a series. HEA guaranteed!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1: Tilly

	Waffles pressed her side against my leg, her body shaking from fear as the deadly bugs scratched outside the door.

	“It’s okay, Waffles,” I whispered, bending down to pick her up. I had a habit of talking to my dog; so sue me. It was lonely during the bugpocalypse. “I sprayed the bottom door crack with some body spray. They can’t smell us now.”

	 Luckily for us, the door was made of metal, and I doubted the bugs outside could take it down, especially with our scents masked by the spray. This had happened once before, and I’d gotten out exactly this way. We just had to wait for nightfall. 

	 I’d not expected the series of events that had us hiding in this store’s backroom, waiting for the bugs to lose interest. 

	It had been a strange buzzing overhead that led the bugs straight to me. I’d scanned the air but hadn’t seen anything. Then, as quickly as the buzzing had started, it stopped, leaving me with a pile of man-eating alien bugs to deal with. 

	All this mess because of some books. Yup! That was right. I came out for books. Heavy, non-edible, but very entertaining books.

	I had all the food and fuel I needed back at home and a great water filtration system to boot. I wasn't after necessities this foraging trip; I was after some distraction from the monotonous daily grind.

	 Before the bugs came to Earth, I’d considered myself a baby prepper, not one of the lucky ones with a basement of food, land to live off of, and an underground bunker, but I tried my best with what I had. I lived in the city, with no real space to call my own. Still, I’d collected buckets upon buckets of food, multiple ways to generate electricity, a fail-safe system to collect and filter water, and as much know-how as possible. 

	Imagine my glee when the apocalypse happened. Okay, maybe not quite glee. It was a combination of “oh shit” and “oh yes.” All my co-workers who’d laughed at me could suck it because I’d been correct and prepared. Fortunately, no one knew where I lived, so they couldn’t come knocking when the shit hit the fan.

	I’d just never expected it to be so lonely. I knew I was supposed to have other prepper friends and form a community so I could trade and all that, but I’d never gotten quite that far in the prepping journey. I had a few prepper friends online, but no one I knew in real life.

	It was just me and Waffles. 

	Outside, one of the bugs dragged its bladed front claw across the door, making a horrible screeching racket. I covered my ears. It sounded like the biggest damn nail across a chalkboard.

	Waffles whined softly in my arms, and I put her down. She stayed pressed up against my ankle.

	I dug into my waist pack—I hated the term fanny pack—where I kept my quick-access tools and brought out a mini LED light. I also brought out a treat for Waffles, hoping to get her to stop whining. She whined quietly, but total silence was better if I wanted the bugs to leave.

	With the light, I rummaged in my pack for the scented body spray. Once, this deodorant had, according to the advertisements, helped teenage boys attract girls. Now, it was considered the first line of defense against the bugs. 

	Of course, the spray did nothing if the bugs had a line of sight to you. But if they couldn’t see you—say, because you were behind a closed metal door—and they couldn’t smell you, because all they could smell were the lost dreams of high school boys, they eventually lost interest.

	I held the nozzle to the crack at the bottom of the door and sprayed, hoping most of it would end up outside. Then I returned the canister to my bag.

	My bag was weighed down by dozens of books: romance novels to be specific. I was bored out of my gourd living alone in my mini fortress. At this point, book boyfriends were worth facing the bugs for. I needed to stay sane somehow.

	I wasn’t completely alone. I had Waffles. The first time she’d barked at a bug, I almost died of fear for our safety. It ended with us running for our lives, the very alien monster she’d antagonized hot at our heels. We’d managed to duck into a building on time and lose our tail. 

	Since then, she hadn’t barked much, a surprising thing since she used to be quite yappy. I was glad she’d learned quickly; it was probably the only reason why she was still alive. She was also highly food motivated, so that helped. I’d taught her to stick by my leg and stay quiet whenever we were out.

	I’d made waffles the morning after she’d first come home with me, and she’d stolen one and devoured the whole thing before I could stop her. I’d said the word waffles so many times that day she’d start responding to it, and she’d been Waffles ever since.

	She was a smaller dog, a Pomeranian and Maltese mix—not exactly the type of dog you’d imagine living in the bugpocalypse. She wasn’t particularly brave, either, but she always knew when the bugs were near and led me in the right direction. And she was smart enough, or maybe I was lucky enough, to find hiding spots we could both fit into.

	I was glad Waffles wasn’t brave. I didn’t want her becoming bug chow trying to protect me. 

	A commotion outside the door had me perking up. The bugs were no longer scratching right outside. Curious, I cracked the door open and peeked out the gap.

	My jaw dropped at the scene. It was him: the purple Xarc’n hunter who’d shortened my last attempted book raid. A few days ago, I’d tried to make this very trip for more Fabio-covered literature. Instead, I’d had to make a detour and cancel my plans after I realized he was stalking me just out of sight.

	It had taken me three sleeps to work up the courage to venture out again, and only because I was pretty damn sure he hadn’t followed me back to my hideout.

	He stood in a leather loincloth, swinging his curved sword at my buggy tormenters, the blade’s edge glowing white-hot with plasma energy. 

	Shortly after the bugs had arrived, the warrior race had appeared, offering to help us fight the alien menace. As expected by most, Earth’s governments—suspicious the Xarc’n warriors had sent the bugs—turned the offer down.

	The alien dancing a lethal waltz outside the door was a mass of purply-mauve muscles, with broad shoulders, a powerful back, and thick, strong legs. A set of heavy, curved horns sprouted from his head just above his temples, reminding me of ram’s horns. They looked dangerous. Unlike some of his kind, who wore armor on their chest and shoulders, he was completely topless.

	He was also a total beefcake; I couldn’t help but admire his perfectly-built body. His bulky frame didn’t slow him down as he moved with a lethal grace that seemed impossible for someone his size. I bit my lip as I watched the play of muscles rippling on his chest and abs while he fought the bugs. He smiled as if he was having the time of his life. 

	Purple Pecs turned his head, and for a moment our eyes met. He grinned at me, displaying sharp teeth and a set of impressive fangs, as he dodged the next attack. His warm golden eyes sparkled with mischief as he turned swiftly and slashed in two the bug that had attacked him, beaming the whole time. 

	Most of the bugs he fought were the type with the poison-tipped blades on their front legs. They made a horrible scratching noise with their feet, announcing their presence long before anyone saw them. Back when the internet still existed, I’d read that the Xarc’n hunters called them scuttlers because of the noise.

	It seemed Purple Pecs could take on an endless supply of scuttlers with his scimitar-like blade. I’d once watched, from afar, a hunter who’d used a giant axe, and there had been plenty of photos on the Internet of hunters with twin swords. This was the first time I’d seen one using a single curved blade.

	A flying bug dove at him from the air. Those had been the scariest ones until the giant centipedes appeared out of nowhere this summer. The flying bugs reminded me of scorpions on steroids but with wings. They even had long, maneuverable tails with spikes on the ends like a scorpion’s stinger.

	According to the Internet, the spike wasn't tipped with toxin like the scuttlers' blades. Instead, they came down hard and fast, spearing into their victims like a stake through the heart. Or, in most cases, a stake through anything and everything. 

	I forced myself to stop watching the formidable display of athletic power. The hunter was hot as sin, but I’d already spent too long watching his little performance. I had to get out of here before he finished with the bugs and turned his attention to me. I’d worked hard to build my post-apocalyptic fortress, and I wasn’t going to leave it behind to be some alien warrior’s pet, no matter how hot and muscular he was.

	Though, I was so lonely it almost sounded like a good deal. At this rate, I might die alone as a spinster. A hot purple alien warrior that smashed bugs to smithereens was looking pretty damn good right about now. But no, I couldn’t.

	I caught myself staring again as he dispatched another pair of deadly bugs. I swore he knew I was watching and gave an extra flourish to all his movements. The show-off!

	Gah! I had to get a hold of myself.

	Waffles was too frightened of the bugs outside to leave the room, so I picked her up and snuck out, keeping myself as inconspicuous as possible. I couldn’t head home straight away; that would only lead Purple Pecs to my hideout.

	I took the long way around to my building, making sure to take a few quick detours, just in case he followed me. I even ducked into the building that used to hold the farmer’s market and left through another exit. That should keep him busy.

	As I entered the old factory loft area, it started to snow. It wasn’t the first snow of the year, but the last snowflakes had melted the moment they touched the ground. The snow would stick this time. The air was cold and crisp, and it smelled of winter. 

	I ducked under the awning of what used to be a café across the street from my loft. I held my breath, listening and looking for signs I’d been followed, but saw and heard none. 

	I was alone. I couldn’t help being just a tiny bit disappointed as I ran across the cobblestone street to the converted lofts where I still lived. A lonely part of me almost wished the big purple hunter had followed me home.

	Sigh. Oh well; I still had a bag full of romance novels on my back. Fabio wasn’t as perfectly physiqued as my musclebound purple savior, and I doubted he could take on an entire platoon of bugs as Purple Pec just did, but he’d have to keep me company tonight.

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Rayk’n

	I sliced the last two scuttlers in half impatiently with my blade, eager to follow the small female with the enticing scent.

	She’d run, just as she had a few days ago when I first arrived in the area. I’d followed her to her home that day but left after I was certain she was safe. 

	I’d returned to the hunters’ compound, unsure what to do. When they’d told me about the strange dog and his kid, I’d accepted the information without question. I’d expected a young male. A child. That was not what I got. 

	This was no child. She was a grown female, though she hid behind layers of semi-fitted clothing—not tight enough to show her curves, but not loose enough to get in her way as she moved swiftly between the buildings. The short hair hadn’t helped. Many of the females I’d met on this planet kept their hair long enough to tie back off their face. They’d explained that it kept the hair out of the way when working or foraging.

	At first glance, I’d thought she was a small male, as well. It wasn’t until I’d gotten close that her delicious scent had tickled my nose, waking up a strange sensation in my chest. 

	The next day, and every day since, I’d been inexplicably drawn back to the area, eager to catch sight of her again. Or perhaps I’d be treated to a whiff of her delicate aroma. She'd hidden in her building until today.

	I watched her all morning as she foraged, and I was utterly confused by the things she stuffed into her bag. Books. Pieces of printed paper bound together. I understood that humans sometimes used books to convey knowledge, but mostly they were used for entertainment purposes. This was the first time I'd seen a human forage for such things.

	Maybe she needed fuel for her cooking or to keep warm. It was the cold season now, and humans couldn't maintain their body temperature the way Xarc’n hunters did. 

	I headed toward my shuttle, which stood cloaked on the street. I didn’t need to follow her winding retreat to her home—I already knew where she stayed—but I was curious which way she planned to lead me today. That first day, she’d led me around in circles, trying to confuse me. 

	Despite being able to survive out in the cold, I was still grateful for the climate control in our shuttles. Originally, our shuttles had only come with the most basic temperature regulation: enough for the electrical components to continue working, but not for our comfort. Hunters had lived and slept in the heat and the cold. 

	Our creators hadn’t believed we needed such luxuries to do our job; to them, we only existed as weapons to exterminate their previous experiment gone awry. The old Xarc’n race and their military had created the scourge, through genetic manipulation, as a weapon. Those creatures had no loyalty; they only lived to consume and multiply. When the creators lost control of their biological asset, they’d created us, the hunters, to continue the fight as the old Xarc’n race died out.

	Given just the bare minimum required to complete our mission—eliminate the scourge—Xarc’n warriors of old had learned to survive with very little.

	A few bright hunters with a knack for altering the limited technology we were given had changed that, making our shuttles comfortable places to live out our existence. They’d added soft mats, to cushion our bones in our sleeping nooks, and climate control, so we didn't freeze or bake. We might have been developed solely as weapons, but we’d proven to be more.

	Now, with the discovery of this promising planet and its females with whom we were compatible, we had a chance to become a real species—a species with genetic exchange and evolution, a species with a future. We could finally grow and become more than what our creators had made us to be.

	I lifted my shuttle into the air, all the while scanning the area for her small form. She wore shades of grey and brown that faded into the urban landscape, a wise choice for hiding from the sharp eyes of the aerial scourge we called flyers. 

	A movement caught my eyes. There she was!

	I grinned as she wove through the urban landscape, making several large, confusing loops. She ducked into a large building and didn’t come out for a long time. She believed I followed her by foot and tried hard to throw me off, but I knew where she stayed. This was not her destination. After a long while, she darted out of the building from another exit.

	I followed as she headed into a part of town with worn cobblestone and brick-paved streets and large buildings. This was an older section of town, where the architecture was different than the surrounding area, giving the district a certain charm. 

	I was new to fighting the scourge in Franklin. Prior to joining the current group of hunters, I’d cleared out a nest the scourge had built under a smaller village. That village didn’t have any neighborhoods like this. 

	I landed my shuttle in the middle of a cobblestone street and surveyed the large brick and metalwork building where my female stayed. 

	The words on the side of the building read “Buckles and Fastening Co.” This building had once been a factory, but the humans had repurposed it. A large sign at the front of the building now read “Olde Factory Lofts.”

	 Along the ground level, the former factory had been split up into shops. There were the remnants of a clothing store, a convenience store, and a “bagel” shop—I had no idea what a bagel was. A metal A-frame sign still sat in front of the bagel shop touting the best coffee in town. Coffee I knew about; the humans I lived with swore by the energizing substance. Next to the sign were several small metal tables with matching metal chairs; several of them tipped over.

	I wished I could have seen this place bustling with activity, before the scourge destroyed it. By the time I’d arrived on Earth, things were already in chaos. I was lucky enough to have experienced the last few days as the humans tried to hang on to their old way of life.

	Shortly after my contingent landed, a few of us had saved a human from a pack of scourge. The male had invited us into his restaurant for a warm meal, with thanks for saving him and his family. It was the last meal before he shut the business down for good. He’d said it was an honor to serve us, thanked us for our help on behalf of Earth, and wished us luck. 

	I’d gone back a few days later, but he and his family were gone, the place overrun with the scourge. 

	After finding out where my female lived, I’d watched from afar. Today I planned on making full contact. I’d expected her to stay and watch the fight earlier, admire my display of strength, and thank me for saving her. Things hadn’t gone as planned, but I wouldn’t give up so easily. 

	I’d leave with my female in my arms, or not at all.

	Ducking into some of the ground-floor stores, I quietly explored the area. It quickly became apparent these buildings were completely looted. There wasn’t a single useful thing in the stores on the ground level. The racks in the stores had been turned over, and some of the glass at the store fronts had been smashed. 

	I reached the opening in the side of the building she’d ducked into. Rubble piled up in the entrance, hiding the stairs leading to the second floor. I stepped over the rubble and headed up the steps. The narrow stairway ended in a locked metal door. Her scent was strong here. 

	Leaving the entryway, I stepped back to survey the building again and frowned. Everything was so consistently destroyed, it was suspicious. This was done on purpose to make the place unwelcoming. If I were a human forager, I wouldn’t even bother going into this building; a building this thoroughly looted on the lower floors would have nothing left inside as well. 

	My female had done this. She was intelligent. I knew she lived alone. I’d watched this building for the past few days and had seen no other movement except for hers in the upper floor windows. And now that I’d explored by foot, I scented no others. It was just her and her canine companion. 

	Making my way around to the other side of the building, I noticed several refuse piles. One was still relatively fresh. I looked up; the mound was directly below a balcony on the top floor.  A few yards over, under another balcony, was another pile. This one had already started decomposing before the cold had set in for the year. 

	I found two other entrances to the building similar to the first, but they too were locked, the heavy metal doors a good deterrent for scourge and humans alike. Unless I had the keys, the only way in was through one of the second- or third-floor units. I could land on the roof and drop down into one of the balconies, or I could climb. 

	I wanted to learn more about how this little female worked, and that meant going through this building as she had. I returned to the entrance with the stairs and located the nearest unit with a balcony. Each floor to this building was tall—similar to the industrial buildings where the hunters and the allied humans lived—but I could reach that balcony easily. What would have deterred human explorers wouldn’t stop me.

	Unsheathing the claws on my hands, I took a running leap at the wall, propelling myself up the brick side. Digging my talons into the wall, I scrambled the rest of the way up and gripped the metal railing on the second-floor balcony. 

	I was eager to finally speak to my little human and find out her name. I couldn’t wait to hold her in my arms. 

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Tilly 

	I first noticed my purple-pecced Fabio when I went to the balcony to retrieve the solar cells to recharge my phone. I left several solar collectors on a south-facing balcony every morning to recharge during the day so I could keep my tech running and have some sort of personal light in the evenings. It got dark early now that winter was here again.

	That wasn’t the only set of solar panels I had; several more at the edge of the balcony fed into a battery for things that needed more power than my phone. They were small panels, not those big ones you see on top of buildings, but more than enough for my needs. I didn’t end up using that set often, though. I’d gotten used to living with what I had. 

	This would be my second winter post-bug-induced collapse and my second winter alone. 

	Strategically weaving through the city hadn’t fooled the Xarc’n hunter at all. He’d found me right away. I’d only come in a moment ago, and barely had time to refill Waffles’ food and water bowls and spread my new haul of shirtless cover models onto the coffee table. 

	I peeked through the blinds again, catching another flash of naked purple flesh.

	Shit!

	He knew I was here. Unlike the bugs that sometimes followed me back to my hideout, I doubted he’d lose interest after a few days. Most humans saw what remained of the first floor and left this building alone, especially since I’d made it super strenuous, and possibly painful, to get into the top floor of the building and very easy just to give up.

	I considered following him as he checked around the building but didn’t want to give away my exact location. There were three entrances to the old factory-turned-lofts, and they were all locked and had metal doors. Unless he had climbing gear, I doubted he could get up to one of the balconies; these units had super high ceilings. It was one of the selling points when I’d first bought the loft. 

	I still lived in the same home I had when the bugs arrived. This was my loft, my home. Except the rest of the building was mine now, too. I’d drilled through all the locks to get access to every single unit on the top floor, though I tended to stay in my unit the most. I did, however, use every single balcony.

	I used the balcony on the other side of the building mostly for waste disposal. I’d redirected all the down spouts on the building into barrels on the closest balconies. Water from the roof wasn’t super clean, especially with all the bird poop up there. That was one thing the bugpocalypse hadn’t gotten rid of: the birds chirping up a storm at 5 AM in the morning. 

	The dirty water wasn’t anything my filtration and purification system couldn’t fix. Water for consumption went through a third process: boiling. I hadn’t gotten sick yet from drinking it, and I’d been using this system for over a year and a half.

	I did use the water directly from the downspout to water the container garden I had on some of the balconies and the indoor plants I had a few feet in from the windows. It was winter now though, and there was nothing to water. I was limited on what I could grow because I didn’t want the greenery to be visible from the outside and give away my location. 

	I wanted this place to look thoroughly empty and devoid of life.

	I also used water collected directly into bins on the balcony for washing and drinking, though they didn’t bring in as much as the downspouts. Once the snow accumulated for the winter, it would be even easier to find clean water. Melting snow was a much quicker process. 

	I peered out the blinds again, searching for my purple Fabio, but the streets were quiet, and he was nowhere in sight. 

	Plugging my phone into the full solar charger, I kept vigilant for any alerts from my warning systems: trip wires connected to cans that made a huge racket as they banged up against the metal vents running through the building. Nothing came. Just silence. 

	Maybe Purple Pecs had lost interest in me after all. Bummer. Of course, that was the best outcome, but I was bored out of my freaking mind. I imagined him entangled in one of my traps and grinned.

	I never went through the second-floor units anymore; I didn’t trust myself not to step into one of my own creations. I’d laid down so many booby traps I didn’t even remember where some of them were. I really should’ve made a map.

	Last winter, one crazy idiot had attacked Waffles and I while we were out looking for more propane. I hadn’t been running out; I just enjoyed knowing I had more than I’d ever need. The psycho had planned on eating Waffles for lunch and doing worse to me. He’d followed us back to the building and, knowing we were inside, had gotten a ladder and climbed in through one of the second-floor balconies.

	He’d gotten stuck almost immediately in one of the traps. At the time, I had more lethal traps set up—think swinging axes and bear traps. It hadn’t killed him, and I’d had to finish the job to shut him up so he didn’t call every bug in the area to us. 

	That was the moment I’d realized nothing would ever be the same again; we could never go back to the world we’d had before. I’d been forced to kill a man to save myself. From the time the shit hit the fan until that very moment, I’d treated the bugpocalypse like some game I’d been prepping for. I’d focused on the gear, the stash, and the bugs, and shut out what had happened to humanity outside my walls, choosing to live in my little fortress. 

	Someone famous once said all it took was nine missed meals for civilization to collapse. He’d been right. We’d been nine missed meals away from Lord of the Flies-level savagery and anarchy.

	Maybe I’d been in denial, and my brain had done it to protect myself. Reality’s cold dead eyes had stared back at me that day, a product of my own hands. His body was still there as a deterrent to anyone trying the same thing.

	I’d gone through and carefully removed some of the more dangerous traps, leaving the ones meant to detain or slow down anyone stupid enough to come through, just in case the next person exploring my home wasn’t a complete asshole. 

	I’d also added a bunch of less deadly but very annoying traps and new alarms—that was when I should have made a map. The last guy deserved a bear trap to his leg, but the next one might not. I wanted to be able to decide what to do with the intruder. 

	Dead seemed too final, and it had taken a while to get over the fact that I’d killed a man. But one look at Waffles and I knew I’d done the right thing. She did not look tasty. 

	The narrow hallway that led to the stairs down to the west second-floor entry was the only safe strip on that floor. Anyone coming in through the balconies would need to go through what I lovingly called The Gauntlet. I’d even blocked off the rest of the level so Waffles couldn’t accidentally run in and trigger everything. 

	I wondered how my traps would do against a Xarc’n warrior. I’d only designed them with humans in mind, but the warning trip wires were everywhere, and the loud racket would warn me no matter who triggered them.

	I listened hard. Still nothing. 

	Waffles stretched before jumping off the couch and heading toward the door. I’d left it ajar to give her full run of the top floor. The door to the stairwell was closed, and it wasn’t like she could go anywhere. 

	Aside from that one incident barking at the scuttlers, Waffles had never gone toward danger, so I trusted her not to do so now. Besides, I heard no loud warnings echoing through the vents, and I hadn’t caught another glimpse of purple since. Maybe I was worried about nothing. Perhaps Purple Pecs had seen the condition of the stores downstairs and left.

	I took stock of the romance novels from today’s haul. I could file these away now on the shelf, or I could start reading right away and shelve them tomorrow. I was a stickler for keeping a strict inventory, but I’ve had a long, eventful day; I’d index them tomorrow.

	I picked up the nearest book, flipped to the first page, and started reading, not even bothering to read the back cover.

	Waffles, back from her exploration, flopped down on the rug, wagging her tail happily. There was food in her mouth, and she chewed on whatever it was noisily. I frowned. I hadn’t given her a treat. 

	Putting the open book face-down, I walked around the coffee table. What had she gotten into now? I thought I’d moved all the food out of her reach.

	“What do you have?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her. “Drop it.” 

	She whined for a moment but dropped the piece of food.

	I picked up the half-chewed rectangle, my hands shaking.

	“Where the hell did you get this?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. It was a piece of a Xarc’n nutrition bar.

	I’d seen those before. They were highly valued by those on the prepper forums, who had referred to them as alien pemmican. Getting their hands on this nutrient-dense and nearly indestructible food safely, however, was almost impossible. It was often believed accepting a bar was the same as accepting the Xarc’n warrior’s protection and, consequently, his ownership.

	We’d all heard the stories of the alien warriors leaving gifts of food and supplies for women they had their eyes on. Taking the offering was akin to saying “yes” to being kidnapped and disappearing forever into one of their invisible shuttles. 

	I didn’t believe the hunters meant us any harm; if anything, I was more worried about the other humans still alive. I listened to the nightly radio show—the only radio show left in the area—called Stay Alive. The man who ran it lived with a group of survivors who had teamed up with several hunters.

	 I couldn’t listen every night since the broadcast was weak and coming from the other side of town. When it was stormy, I lost the signal completely, but I did the best I could to tune in often. It was a gold mine of information specific to our bug-induced collapse. Of all the ways we’d imagined it would happen on the prepper forums, alien space bugs hadn’t been one of them.

	I felt his presence before I saw him. A combination of panic and excitement tickled my belly as I slowly looked up at his massive frame. A freakin’ Xarc’n warrior was standing in the middle of my living room! 

	My jaw dropped at his sheer size. I’d known these warriors were big—at least seven feet tall by the reports I’d read on the internet before it got shut down—and I’d watched him fight the bugs today. But nothing had prepared me for how much of my home he took up.

	Realizing I was distracted, Waffles picked her prize back up and started gnawing on it again.

	Then the alien warrior standing in the middle of my loft purred.


Chapter 4: Rayk’n 

	I couldn’t stop the blatant rumbling as it resonated from my chest. It was the same vibration that started whenever I watched or scented this little female. I’d heard this sound often at the hunters’ compound; the mated warriors made it regularly in the presence of their mates. 

	No hunter’s chest had rumbled until we’d found Earth. We’d dug into the archives to understand what was happening to us. The noise signified the presence of a mating-compatible female and was used to communicate many things, from happiness to lust. It was also used to calm our mates. 

	The old Xarc’n race had made no female hunters, and they themselves were long extinct. The discovery of a compatible species so far from Xarc had changed everything. We were not doomed to be future-less weapons forever, clone from clone until the genetics degraded through clonal decay. Currently, we were still all created using genetic materials from the Originals, but that was running low. 

	These humans that made our chests rumble were our future.

	Some of the human females at the compound called it “purring,” much to the chagrin of their mates. Warriors did not purr. Small kittens on Earth purred. We were large hunters, not small kittens. 

	I’d almost tripped several wires on the way through the hall; my female had the place well-protected. As my eyes settled on the shelves upon shelves of food in her home, all perfectly lined up and categorized, I realized this little human didn’t need my help. At all. She was comfortable here, the place was well-defended, and there was enough food here to feed her and her dog for a very long time. 

	My heart sank. No amount of food bars would tempt her from this fortress. I had to find another way to convince her to come with me. If I could not lure her to my shuttle with the promise of food and shelter, what else did I have? 

	“Ever heard of knocking?” she asked, her voice full of false bravado. She took the half-chewed food bar from her animal companion and tossed it at me. “We do not accept your offer.”

	I caught it mid-air. It was slimy from saliva. I tossed it back at the couch closer to the canine and wiped my hand on the leather of my loincloth. The dog snatched it up and jumped off the couch to avoid having it taken away again.

	I knew what she meant by not accepting my offer. Humans believed that accepting food from Xarc’n hunters meant agreeing to being some sort of sex slave. The rumor wasn’t true; we didn’t even have the concept of slavery. But I wasn’t above using it to my advantage. 

	“Your canine companion has eaten parts of it. The offer stands,” I bluffed. The translator at my belt repeated the words in English. 

	I’d heard enough English at the compound to know that my translator was leaving out words, making me sound like a troglodyte. Hunters had met some species in our travels whose dialects were no more than simple nouns, verbs, and gestures. I hoped she didn’t think our language was so primitive.

	I had an older translator model, and I hadn’t needed to find an upgraded one since all the humans at the compound had in-ear devices. I regretted it now. 

	She took a package of food from her shelf and tossed it at me. “Here’s a trade. It’s worth more than your food bar.”

	“That’s not how the offer works, female,” I protested.

	She narrowed her eyes at me, the look so sharp I had an urge to dodge out of the way. 

	“I’m not interested in going with you, and I know you hunters don’t need our food. So why are you here?” Her voice shook ever so slightly as if this confident exterior was all bluster. 

	She did an excellent job of hiding her nervousness; if I didn’t have superior, engineered senses, I’d never have known. My female was not just intelligent and well prepared, she was brave too.

	“I’m here for you, female.” I took a step toward her, inhaling the wonderful scent.

	“Don’t come any closer. I’ll sic my dog on you.”

	 The canine in question wagged her tail; I’d already won her over with a nutrition bar. I’d met other domesticated canines before, and some were easily befriended with food. If only human females were similar. I knelt, and the little creature came over so I gave it a scratch behind the ears.

	“What the hell, Waffles! You’re choosing him?” The female threw her arms up exaggeratedly. “Seriously? After all these years?”

	“I come in peace.” I’d heard that this was the proper way to greet and calm humans who were wary of hunters. 

	At first, she didn’t react. Then her lips pressed into a thin line right before she burst out laughing. It must have worked. 

	“You come in peace? Did they teach you to say that in your mission brief?” She slapped her thighs and laughed again.

	I grunted, not understanding her words. I did perceive that she was laughing at my expense. “What’s so funny, female?” 

	She was suddenly serious again. “Stop calling me female. I have a name. “

	“You have not provided it.” I had not either. “I am Rayk’n.”

	“Rayk’n,” she said with no hint of a growl. 

	It was the way humans usually pronounced my name. I used to correct them but stopped when I realized their mouths found the growl difficult. I’d gotten used to the softer pronunciation.

	“Rayk’n,” she repeated. “I’m Tilly. And that,” she added, pointing to the animal at my feet, “is Waffles.”

	“Tilly.” Her name felt good on my tongue.

	I picked up Waffles. Humans had strange names for their animal companions. One of the hunters at the compound had befriended a squirrel and named him Tooth for his front teeth. That made sense to me. Waffles did not. I thought it was a type of food. The not-food wagged her tail happily, and I stepped forward, closing the gap between Tilly and me. 

	Tilly’s eyes went wide, and a sudden flush of trepidation filled the spacious room. She backed up until she hit a side table. Despite the name exchange and the fact that her dog had accepted me as a friend, the little female was still wary of me.

	“I was sent to make sure you are okay. A hunter and some human foragers saw you in the area. The human females at the compound insisted one of us come to check up on you.”

	She seemed to relax slightly. “I saw them the day before I saw you. Did you just say human females at the compound, as in more than one?”

	“Affirmative. Many of the hunters are mated. They believe you are a child and want to make sure you are doing okay. They said if you refuse to come along, I should tell you we live with Jack.” Many of the human survivors in the area knew of Jack and his show. Jack already had his own mate and was no longer looking, so I wasn’t worried about telling Tilly about him.

	“Jack? As in radio Jack? He did say his group lived with some hunters.” She uncrossed her arms and stepped aside as I approached. “You can tell them thank you for checking up on me, but I won't be joining them. I enjoy living alone.”

	I placed Waffles on the ground and flopped down onto the couch. I wasn’t planning on leaving her here by herself. 

	“You can’t just sit on my couch like…like you own it!” she said in outrage.

	I grinned and patted the seat next to me. “We share.”

	When she didn’t move, I pulled her onto the couch and my lap.

	“What the fuck!” she shrieked.

	Adrenaline spiked in the air but calmed when she realized I didn’t plan on doing anything but hold her. Through our entire meeting so far, she hadn’t scented of fear. Apprehension and nervousness, yes, but not fear. She must know I wasn’t here to do her harm.

	 

	I knew the human phrase but pretended not to understand. “This is not fucking, but if you wish for that, I can oblige.” I grinned at her. 

	“Argh! You barbarian!” She struggled lightly. 

	Tilly was small, but she was stronger than this. I didn’t get the feeling that she was truly distressed. This was a show, a social dance of some sort that confused me. After a few seconds, she gave up and flopped dramatically down on my chest.

	Waffles hopped up onto the couch and settled down next to us as if it was just a regular day. I liked her. She trusted me, and I hoped that trust would extend to her human companion soon.

	“Just because you’re with Jack doesn’t mean I’m coming along. In fact, if you were alone, I might have asked you to stay for dinner, but since you live with a group of humans, that’s no longer on the itinerary. You are no longer a good candidate to scratch my itch.” She pouted. “It would have been nice to spend some time with someone I knew wasn’t here for my stash. It’s lonely living here all by myself.”

	Her words confused me. Why did living with humans make me a bad candidate? A candidate for what? And what itch? She did not act as if her skin was irritated. 

	“Scratch your itch?”

	“Never mind.” She pushed off my chest to sit at the far end of the couch.

	I picked up one of the books littering the low table in front of us. There was a human male on the front. These were human warriors of old. I puffed out my chest. I was stronger than the warriors on the cover. If she was lonely, I could offer her companionship and comfort. 

	Alternate meanings for her words percolated through my head. Humans were strange and sometimes talked in riddles. Perhaps loneliness was the itch she talked about; she did mention inviting me to eat. 

	I knew about dates. A human male interested in a female would offer to take her on a date. Not the dried fruit, but to spend time together. 

	I was about to offer her just that when I saw the tranquilizer gun. I’d been shot with one before and hadn’t enjoyed it.

	I stared down at my chest as the world went blurry. Tranquilizers worked on hunters, but our metabolism worked fast to clear it from our systems. What would take a human out for hours would only knock me out for minutes. Unless she planned on slitting my throat the moment I was out, I would recover quickly.

	“I’m sorry,” she mouthed as the lights dimmed.

	“Goodnight, beautiful,” I murmured as darkness overcame me.

	 


Chapter 5: Tilly 

	There was a Xarc’n warrior passed out on my couch. I hadn’t thought past tranquilizing him, and now I had no idea what to do. This wasn’t a scenario I’d practiced and prepped for. 

	I hadn’t wanted to dart him at first, but he mentioned the other humans and I’d kind of panicked. Not the freaking out type of panic, but an I-need-to-do-something-anything-to-protect-myself kind, if that made any sense. A hunter looking for me was most likely lonely and wanted company. Since I was lonely myself and Rayk’n was super sexy, I didn’t mind if he got fresh. But if humans were involved, they might be interested in my stash.

	Nobody touched my stash! My fortress and hoard of goodies were, quite literally, my life. Without them, I’d be in big trouble. 

	First thing first, I had to secure him so he wouldn’t be a threat when he woke. His weapons had to go. Lucky for me, he’d fallen crumpled to the side, exposing the scimitar-like blade in its sheath. Bingo.

	I pulled out the dart and placed it carefully in the drawer in the side table; the last thing I needed was to get stabbed with that myself. Then, I shoved him over a bit more to unclip the weapon from his harness. 

	Damn! This thing was much heavier than I’d thought it would be. I tucked it under the couch and out of sight. Next came his blaster. I’d noticed it on his belt earlier. It was on the other side, so I pushed and shoved until I could reach it. 

	I couldn’t help but admire the hard muscles under my hands as I worked. I found myself right in front of his washboard abs as I pulled the blaster from the harness. It also went under the couch.

	With him disarmed, the next step was to secure him. 

	I went to my shelving unit and rifled through the hardware basket for the extra-strength zip ties. I loved zip ties; they were a baby prepper’s dream. Most of this place was held together with zip ties and duct tape, and I was damned proud of it.

	I got his wrists zip-tied together, using half a dozen of the extra-strength ones, just in case. These hunters were super strong. Then I got to work on his ankles. I didn’t have anything to tie him to except for the couch, and I doubted that would be much use. He’d just take the couch with him and expose the weapons underneath. At least his hands were secure.

	I stepped back to look at my handiwork.

	What the hell was I supposed to do with him now?

	I couldn’t keep him here, and he definitely couldn’t go back to his group. What if he told the humans he lived with about this place? They’d come for my supplies. 

	Jack sounded like a decent guy on the radio, but I didn’t know him. What if his group was only doing well because they were looters and raiders? Of course, he wouldn’t mention it on his show. 

	I had trust issues. Even before the bugs, I’d tended to be suspicious of people. It was a million times worse now. The last guy I met had tried to eat my dog. The seemingly nice couple I’d met before him had been after my food.

	Nope. There was no way I could let Rayk’n free now that he knew about this place. But I couldn’t get rid of him either. I didn’t feel an ounce of malice from him, and I already felt seriously guilty for knocking him out.

	Maybe I’d keep him here tied up and use him as a sex slave. I laughed out loud at the ludicrous idea, and Waffles looked at me questioningly. 

	“Nah, Waffles. I won’t do that. I can’t even if I wanted to. I don’t think those ties are going to hold him for long. Do you have any ideas?” 

	Waffles huffed and walked away. 

	“Fine. Blame me. You’re the one who took the food.”

	I turned back to my intruder-cum-prisoner. 

	He was slumped over on the couch at an odd angle. That couldn’t possibly be comfortable. After tranquilizing him, the least I could do was make sure he didn’t wake with a crick in his neck.

	I could probably get him lying with his calves and feet on the side table; he was much too tall to fit on my tiny couch. He was so damn heavy it was like moving a Mack truck. I heaved and shoved and only managed to get him on his back by putting my entire body weight on him. Not only was I sweaty and panting from the exertion, but I also ended up straddling his hips in the most erotic position. 

	His body reacted to my movements despite the rest of him being limp and completely passed out. His cock grew hard, pressing against my clit, and I froze in place as my body filled with heat and my mind filled with sexy, dirty thoughts.

	I couldn’t help but notice his cock felt differently shaped from a human’s. It was like I straddled a giant sex toy with three graduated heads instead of one head and a smooth shaft. I tried to imagine how it looked and how it would feel inside me.

	I chided myself for lusting after a guy after I’d just knocked him out. This was totally creepy of me and not my best moment. Argh! I was super lonely and suddenly had all this sexy purpleness laid out in front of me. 

	His chest rumbled to life in that sexy-sounding purr again, the vibrations making the part where we touched even more apparent. Unable to stop myself, I leaned in to press my ears against his chest. Something about that sound made me want to surround myself in it. 

	Mmm. He smelled really good, too: masculine with the hint of something green and herbal. I inhaled again. Parsley? Not quite.

	“This not how I imagine waking.” 

	I gasped, lifting my head. The growling didn’t make sense at first, but the device at his belt translated a moment later. The electronic voice was choppy and strange-sounding, and the speech was stilted, but I’d had no problem understanding him so far. 

	Golden eyes met mine, fully awake.

	What the fuck? He should still be out, but he wasn’t. He didn’t even look one bit drowsy.

	I scrambled to get off him, but he bucked his hips, and I landed face first back on his wide, muscular chest.

	Hmm. This wasn’t so bad. He did make a great mattress, though a little firmer than I usually liked. Besides, I had him all tied up. He could probably break through the zip ties eventually, but not with me on top of him. 

	“What is plan now you captured your prey, little female hunter?” 

	At least he didn’t seem angry at me. By the tone of his voice, he probably thought I was merely playing with him. The rock-hard lump under my body alluded to the type of games he had his mind on. The way my body reacted to his, I couldn’t even look him in the eyes and tell him I wasn’t interested because I totally was.

	“I think I’ll just leave you here with my collection of man chests.” I picked up a romance novel from my coffee table and showed him the front cover. “Yes. I think your chest is the most impressive.” Feeling brave, I brushed a palm over his pecs, and the purring got louder. “And look; you’re the only purple one of the bunch. You’re a collectible.” I waggled my brows at him.

	He bucked again, and this time I landed higher up his body, with my face close to his. He growled next to my ear, and a tingle of anticipation shot through my body. 

	He buried his face in the side of my neck, nibbling and kissing. The feel of his sharp teeth, gentle on my skin, sent tingles to my scalp. I shivered and inhaled sharply. Closing my eyes, I sought out his lips with mine.

	He explored my lips tentatively before sweeping in with a possessive tongue. I sighed at the feeling of connectedness and arousal. 

	My hips moved as if controlled by my lust alone, rolling in rough circles against the hard, bumpy bar under my body. A low, throaty growl came from him as he moved against me. His hands, which were trapped under my body, moved, twisting to get free of their binding.

	A small voice cried out in the back of my head, telling me to stop. A small kiss was one thing; dry humping him on the couch was too much. We’d just met, and I wasn’t the type to jump into bed with a stranger, even if the stranger was as irresistible as Rayk’n. I pushed away reluctantly, ending our kiss.

	The warm glow of his eyes almost made me go back for a second serving, but I had to stay strong. I didn’t trust what would happen if I stayed on top of him much longer; my libido was out of control. To avoid him bucking his hips and me landing sprawled over him again, I grabbed his horns to push myself up. 

	He growled, and his hips jerked, the movement rubbing up against my crotch. Oh, he liked that, did he? I filed it away for future reference. Though why I thought I’d need it was another question altogether. I had to get away now before I did something I’d regret in the morning.

	Instead of pushing up and off, I rolled to the side, right off the couch and my purple hunk. I walked around the coffee table to the kitchen. I was getting hungry, not just for him but also for food. 

	A series of loud popping sounds had me looking up from the cupboard just in time to dodge a flying broken zip tie. He stood from the couch, stretching out his arms and legs. The look he sent me was needy and wild. In a matter of moments, he had me pinned against the counter.

	Strong hands lifted me up to sit on the countertop and pulled my hips close to his. He pressed the erection straining against the front of his loincloth against the V of my legs. I looked up at the feral-looking warrior as he grinned down at me, his sharp fangs on display. 

	Gulp! Maybe I shouldn’t have teased him with a kiss after all. I’d bitten off more than I could chew. But instead of fear, lust blossomed in my belly.

	“Who captured who now?” he asked, the low growl full of carnal promises.

	Damn! This wasn’t fair. He was hot as hell!

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Rayk’n 

	The scent of Tilly’s arousal was so strong it nearly knocked me off my feet. 

	Her eyes were round and dark—so welcoming and full of need. I didn’t understand why she resisted her desires, especially when I was more than willing to fulfill them.

	I rolled my hips, pressing us together again, and was nearly bowled over by another flush of lust. The pink of her cheeks deepened as I gripped her round buttocks and lifted her off the counter. 

	“Wrap around me,” I demanded, but her shaky arms had already circled my neck. 

	I carried her back to the couch where she’d held me prisoner earlier. I could have broken free then, but Tilly had felt safer with my hands bound; braver. I’d wanted to see how far she took it. I sat down on the soft surface with her straddling me.

	Soft eyes stared back at me as I shoved her top up to explore her body with my hands. She was so soft and pliable. And perfect. 

	Her hands brushed up my chest and past my neck to my scalp. She scratched at the bases of my horns, and I closed my eyes at the intense need that overcame me. I pressed my horns into her palms, my eyes closed. 

	Waffles took that moment to jump up on the couch to beg for attention. 

	“I think someone’s jealous,” Tilly giggled. She used the distraction to push off my lap. 

	But I wasn’t going to let this small distraction stop our explorations; we weren’t done. I didn’t see a sleeping platform anywhere in this space, but there was a lofted area with a set of narrow stairs. The sleeping mat must be there. 

	The stairs and the lofted area were built recently, and unlike the brick and metal construction of the rest of the building, they were made of wood. The stairs especially looked shoddily built, almost like an afterthought, but they should hold our weight as I got her up there.

	I picked her up and tossed her over my shoulder before heading toward the stairs.

	“Hey! Let me go. I’m not a sack of potatoes. You can’t just toss me over your shoulder like that.” She kicked her feet, but it wasn’t with any force, and the enticing scent of lust still poured from her.

	I smacked her ass through the soft fabric of her leg coverings. “We are not finished. You want me, and I can smell your desire. Be good, and I will give you what you need.”

	As I made my way up the stairs, I realized just how inadequately they were built. Oblivious to our plight, Tilly struggled again, kicking her feet to be let down. The board I stood on creaked loudly, and she froze mid-kick. I grabbed for the railing with the arm not holding her in place and vaulted up the rest of the stairs just as the step I’d been standing on broke. 

	I was correct; the sleeping platform was up here. I lowered her onto the soft surface. 

	“Argh! I can’t believe you just broke my stairs!” Tilly fumed as she righted herself. “You’re replacing them and the railing too.” 

	Railing? I stared awkwardly at the railing still in my hand. I’d ripped it right out of the floor. Putting it on the ground, I shrugged. 

	“I’ll fix it later,” I promised, glad to have a reason to return. I wanted to fix everything for my Tilly, though it didn’t seem like she had much that needed fixing. For someone living on a scourge-filled planet, her life was very well organized. “But now, I have a female to please.”

	“But I don’t—”

	I held a finger to her lips. “Do not lie. I scent your lust, and I can also smell lies.”

	She narrowed her eyes at me for a moment, her brain working behind the innocent-looking face. Then she smirked, grabbed my finger—the one on her lip—and pulled it into her mouth.

	It was the sexiest thing I’d ever witnessed. I dug my fingers into my thighs to stop myself from claiming her that very instant. It didn’t work. 

	In a second, I had her on the bed, peeling the layers of clothing away to get to the delicacy inside. The new flashes of skin were tantalizing. I wanted to taste every piece of her, so I did, licking and kissing every exposed inch. 

	“Hey, not fair!” Tilly reached for the fastening of my loincloth. “I can’t be the only one getting naked.”

	After unclipping the translator and placing it on the bedside table, I leaned back, giving her temporary control. She enjoyed having that, even though we both knew I was much stronger and could overpower her in a heartbeat. One of her hands explored my body as the other worked on my garment.

	I leaned into her touch, wanting to memorize the feel of her hands on my skin. 

	When she finally got the loincloth off and onto the floor, she gasped at the sight of me. For a moment I worried she didn’t like what she saw. Xarc’n warriors were different from her males. Did she find me repulsive?

	“It is shaped like that!” She reached for me, her eyes glowing with interest.

	 She took my cock in her hand and brushed her fingers over the contours, paying special attention to the firm ridge at each bulging section. There was no repulsion, just curiosity and lust. She gasped when I swelled even larger in her palm. 

	I held still for as long as I could, letting her explore our differences.

	I twitched every time her soft skin tickled at a swollen ridge. I groaned as she explored my length. I’d held myself in hand and pumped my cock before, but it was nothing like the feeling of Tilly’s hands. Worried I’d spill my seed, I pulled away and continued stripping her. 

	“It’s my time to explore you.” I pulled her bottoms off, and she was naked in front of me.

	Letting instincts take over and tell me what to do, I touched and fondled her, caressing every curve and kissing every part I could reach. She was soft and enticing all over, and I wanted to worship at the shrine of her body. Her nipples pebbled from the cool air in the loft, and I wrapped my lips around one to warm it.

	Tilly arched eagerly, as if offering her entire body to me. The fine hairs on her arms raised in goosebumps at the chill of the air, but she would be warm very soon when I covered her. For now, I pulled the blanket at the bottom of the sleeping mat over her upper body as I explored lower. 

	The delicious scent of her drifted up from the V of her legs, and I pushed her down onto the bed so I could get closer. I wanted to experience it from the source. I rubbed my nose into her crotch, and she gasped.

	Yes, it was better from the source. I traced the seam of her pussy with my tongue, and at the very top, her body tightened, and she inhaled sharply. I’d heard of a spot on a human female’s body that was easily accessible and very sensitive to touch. This must be it.

	I licked it again, and her hands came to my horns, squeezing firmly.

	“Yes! More!” Tilly demanded fervently.

	 I groaned. Each touch of her hands had my cock bobbing ardently against her sleeping platform. I loved how unafraid she was of me. How could I ever resist her demands?

	I licked and nibbled on her hungrily, enjoying every ecstatic moan from her lips. My fingers teased at the seam of her cunt, sliding along the slit. I pressed a finger into her slick warmth. She welcomed me in hungrily, so I added another.

	The pulling on my horns turned urgent.

	“Please,” she begged. “I need you. Don’t make me wait.”

	“Never!” I growled.

	I crawled up over her body, and she pulled at me, ever eager to help. I looked into her lust-glazed eyes, wondering how I’d gotten so lucky. She wrapped her legs around my hips, pulling and tugging as if she couldn’t even wait for me to line us up.

	Bucking her hips, she pressed her heels onto my buttocks. I slid in just a bit, parting her folds.

	“Yes!”

	“Slow, little female.” She was tiny, and I was not. I’d never forgive myself if I hurt her. 

	“Fuck slow!” She bucked her hips again. 

	“Krux!” I cursed through gritted teeth; this female was killing me. 

	 Deciding to take control, I held her down and pushed in. She moaned, and the sound echoed in her loft. I pulled out slightly and drove back in, this time not stopping until she had engulfed one of my three sections. Her muscles stretched over the first thick ridge and tightened to wrap around the dip. I pulled out again, and her channel gripped me, forcing me to fight to move. 

	Tilly wasn’t pulling at me urgently anymore. Instead, her body shook, and her hands clenched at the muscles on my arm. She panted, her eyes squeezed shut. 

	I inhaled, seeking for signs of distress but scenting none. I rocked in a repetitive motion, and each time our bodies came together, I sank a little deeper into her pussy.

	“Oh my god,” she moaned. “Don’t stop.”

	I obliged, continuing until I was fully seated in her body. Braced on one arm, I reached down between us to rub at the bundle of nerves atop her mound. Tilly’s body tensed, and she cried out sharply as new wetness drenched my cock.

	I gritted my teeth as she pulsed around me. 

	Taking in a deep breath and filling my lungs with her addictive aroma, I started to thrust into her. She rewarded me with a keening cry, and the look on her face was that of pure bliss.

	In this moment, Tilly became my entire universe. There was nothing but her. 

	 


Chapter 7: Tilly 

	When Rayk’n first started stripping me of my clothes, I was nervous, which was why I insisted on taking some of the control and stripping him as well. But any hesitation I’d had disappeared when he let me explore his body. He reacted to my touch as if it was a thing to be savored. 

	When he resumed his exploration of my body, it was as if he was starving, and I was the only thing that could save him. He caressed and kissed every part of me so thoroughly, by the time he reached his prize, I was burning with need. 

	I cried out when he started pounding into me. Each head-shaped section of Rayk’n’s cock was magical; every flaring ridge felt amazing as if designed for my body. I closed my eyes, my fingers clutching at his biceps.

	When I opened my eyes again, Rayk’n watched me with a wondering look on his face, as if he’d found something he hadn’t known he needed. I knew how he felt. He must have been lonely, too. 

	I reached up to thread my fingers through his wiry hair. The texture was different from what I was used to, and I tugged on the strands around his horns experimentally. He growled and stilled for a second before repositioning himself to continue fucking me, the pace faster this time. 

	The pleasure inside built, and I found myself poised at the precipice, the world around us fading away until it was only us on the bed. He drove in hard a few more times, and I tumbled over the edge, falling into a valley of rapture.

	Above me, Rayk’n roared as he came, his body shaking violently from the ardor. Then he collapsed on top of me, and, even though he was heavy, I didn’t mind. I wanted to be completely wrapped up in him. 

	He rolled off after a long, intimate moment, and my body complained at the sudden cold air that brushed my skin. But he got up only to ask what he could use to clean us. After I directed him to the drawer with the towels, he came back to bed to clean and hold me.

	I sighed as I cuddled into the live furnace on my bed. My loft got cold in the winter, but Rayk’n’s body generated enough heat for the both of us, especially when I was pressed up against his side and using his bicep as a pillow.

	I didn’t want to get up from this little piece of paradise, but my stomach growled loudly, complaining that I hadn’t filled it yet aside from the tiny breakfast I’d had of crackers and jam. 

	“You are hungry. Evie makes meatloaf tonight. We will head back to compound.”

	The happy haze I was in faded. We should head back to the compound? Did he think now that we’d done the horizontal tango, I’d just follow him back like some pet? 

	“Just because we’ve done it doesn’t mean I’m going to follow you home like some lost puppy.” I sat up in the bed, and the chill of the room almost had me diving back into his arms.

	“You not safe alone. Safer at compound. You stay in my shuttle. I will care for you.” The words coming from the translator were extra choppy, as if affected by the almost desperate tone of his voice.

	He’d care for me? I didn’t fucking think so. I could care for myself, thank you very much. This was supposed to be just sex. I had needs. He took care of them, and I did the same for him. Quid pro quo, right? That was all this was. I wasn’t ready for a relationship, and I definitely wasn’t ready to move in after a single wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am.

	Just look at the place I’d built for myself. I had food; I had water; I had everything I needed. Well, except for intelligent companionship. Waffles was great, but she never talked back. Still, I didn’t need anyone to “take care” of me. 

	“Okay, let’s clear up some stuff. I like you. What we just did was great. More than great, it was amazing. But I’m not leaving my home.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “This place is mine. I worked hard to make it livable, and I’ve got a good system going. My entire life is here, and I’m not leaving.” 

	He frowned and pushed up to sitting as well. “We will not leave your things. We take them. We may need more trips with shuttle, but—”

	“No fucking way!” I exploded. “Nobody’s taking anything!” I leaped off the bed, suddenly feeling more naked than I already was, and I was completely nude.

	I’d fucked up big time. I’d been thinking with my lonely heart and body when I should have been protecting my stash. Without my carefully collected gear and supplies, I was as good as dead in this new dog-eat-dog world. This place, my fortress and everything in it, was literally my life, and Rayk’n was talking of taking it all to some group of strangers like it was nothing?

	I grabbed the nearest set of clothes and threw them on. The feeling of cold dread had me pulling on an extra thick hoodie as well, as if the hoodie could somehow protect my perfectly laid out life from intrusion. 

	It was already too late; I’d let a big purple warrior in, and I doubted I had it in myself to make him leave. I wasn’t even sure I wanted him to go.

	Rayk’n frowned at me from my bed. I wasn’t good at deciphering facial expressions, even on humans, but the confusion on his alien features was clear as day. He really didn’t understand why I was upset, and I didn’t want to explain to him that I didn’t trust the people he lived with. 

	What was I supposed to do now? I couldn’t stop him from heading back to his camp and telling everyone about the supplies I had here. Maybe we could make a deal. 

	“How about this, Rayk’n? Let’s make a deal. You don’t tell anyone about what I have here, the setup and the stash, and we can continue seeing each other. You enjoyed what happened, and I know I did. Want that again? You keep your mouth shut, and you can come to visit me. I’ll even show you a safe path through the booby traps.” This was the best option I could think of on the fly. Hopefully, he’d agree. 

	Disappointment showed on his face. “You will not come with me?”

	Oh, I came with him all right, and it had gotten me all confused. I wanted to keep seeing him but didn’t want to risk others finding my location and everything I’d hidden.

	He looked so defeated that the next words came out before I had the time to think; they completely bypassed my brain. “Stay for dinner.”

	“You invite me for a meal.” He perked up immediately; it was some kind of adorable to see a big and mighty warrior get excited about a meal. “It is date!”

	“I mean, we kind of skipped all the bases and went straight for a home run.”

	 He looked confused at my reference, but I brushed it off. I’d explain another time.

	“Evie makes meatloaf today. I like meatloaf.” He reached for the translator on the bedside table and sprang off the mattress to join me as I navigated my now-broken stairs. “But I stay and eat.”

	Who was this Evie lady? And why was she making him meatloaf today? Did my purple Fabio visit other women? A fit of irrational jealousy tickled at my chest. 

	Stop it, Tilly! Where the hell was this coming from? Evie was probably just one of the other hunter’s mates back at the compound he spoke of. 

	Instead of the kitchen, I headed to the bin where I kept my special-occasion MREs. I dug out the turkey dinner. It was almost the holidays, and I might as well enjoy the special meal while I had good company. 

	I brought three packages labeled Festive Turkey Dinner to the table where Rayk’n perched on a chair made for someone my size. If I wanted him to visit, I’d need to find more substantial seating arrangements.

	It wasn’t freshly-made meatloaf, and I hoped Rayk’n wouldn’t be disappointed. 

	I picked up the phone I’d left on the coffee table and marked three packages of the turkey dinner MRE as eaten on my phone. I’d inventoried everything on there, and since I had access to solar panels, I’d never moved to pen and paper. 

	 I had a few mobile games on there as well, but I was so bored with them. They’d been the only thing I had all last winter. 

	I also used my phone to keep track of the date. According to the calendar, it was mid-December. It would be my second holiday season post-bug-landing. Maybe I’d get to spend it with someone this year. I looked over at Rayk’n, who watched my phone with interest.

	“What your comm code?”

	My comm code? Oh, my phone number! What a strange thing to ask during the apocalypse. There hadn’t been cellular service since last summer. I guess since his alien communicator still worked, he assumed mine did as well. I frowned. “There’s no service. You won’t be able to reach me.”

	“I forgot. Your device not modified for use on networks. I ask Rajiv’k how to do for you.”

	Rayk’n lived with a lot of people—humans and hunters. I wondered what he thought of the meal packs in my hand. They were the fancy ones with a one-time-use heating element, so I didn’t need to break out the mini camp stove.

	“It’s not real home cooking. I hope you don’t mind packaged food.” I was suddenly very aware there was a homecooked meal back home that he was forgoing to share an MRE with me. 

	“I ate only food bars until Earth. Earth food, even pre-packaged, more flavorful than food bars.”

	“Huh.” I smiled as I activated the flameless ration heaters and stuffed them into the compartments to heat our food. “Back when the internet was still a thing, I knew people who praised Xarc’n food bars highly and would do anything to get their hands on them. Dense nutrition and extremely long shelf life are important for survival.”

	These ready-to-eat meals also had packets with chocolates, instant coffee, powdered creamer, and sugar. I separated these out.

	“Earth foods not as nutritious, that is true. Hunters supplement high protein bars when consuming human-style food.”

	I got the jug of filtered and purified water from the counter and started the water boiling in the disposable foil cups that came with the meal. Rayk’n watched me curiously. 

	“This different from food other humans eat.” 

	“These are MREs. Meals: Ready-to-Eat,” I explained. “They were originally used by the military. I didn’t hoard too many of them, just a few bins. They don’t last as long as the vacuum-sealed and freeze-dried food.” I gestured to the rows of food storage tubs I had lining my walls. I had more in the other living units; I only kept what I thought I would use in one year in this one.

	“You well prepared.”

	I grinned, my heart warming at the compliment. “Thank you!” 

	As the meals heated up, Waffles showed up to beg for food as she often did.

	“You just ate.” I pointed to her food bowl. “And Rayk’n gave you a whole nutrition bar earlier! You’re done for the day.”

	She looked up at me as if I was starving her. “No.” I had to be firm.

	“Connie not allow us to feed squirrel either, but Tooth is,” He made a gesture with his hands as if squeezing something round. “—rotund.”

	Did I hear him right? A squirrel? And did he just call it fat?

	“You guys have a pet squirrel?”

	“Tooth is a companion.” He took a bite of his gravy-drenched formed turkey breast. “This is flavorful.”

	“This MRE is pretty good. Sometimes the ‘meat’ is more like cardboard than food.”

	Rayk’n finished his portion quickly, leaving only the squares of foiled-wrapped chocolate, and I was glad we’d heated up three packs. Someone his size must need a lot of food to keep all those muscles in tip-top shape, especially after all the energy he’d expended earlier. 

	A buzzing came from the loft. 

	“My communicator,” he explained as he lunged over the broken step to get up to the lofted area. He returned with his loincloth, harness, and belt back on. 

	I’d gotten so comfortable with him I’d forgotten he was naked.

	“I must return to compound. They have mission for me.”

	Damn it. I knew he had to leave soon, but we hadn’t even had dessert yet. Or perhaps we’d had that first. 

	As if he heard my internal dialogue, he held me by the chin and tilted my face until our eyes met. “I will return.”

	Was I really that obvious? I hoped I wasn’t coming off as some desperate, clingy girl. It was just so nice to have company again, even if we had to talk using a translator that only provided half the words. My brain filled in the rest, though, so I guess it did its job.

	He picked up said translator, clipped it to his belt, then looked around for his weapons. 

	“They’re under the couch.” I picked up the foil-wrapped squares of chocolate from his meal pack; he’d said they were too sweet for hunters. “You have to promise me you won’t tell anyone. I’d never forgive you if you did.” I didn’t know if guilting him would work, but I wasn’t above doing it.

	Rayk’n turned to me, his weapons strapped to his body, looking every bit the alien warrior he was. “I keep your secret, and I return.” He nodded to the romance novels on my table. “I not leave you only stories of warriors.”

	Closing the few feet between us, he pulled me into his arms, lifted me off my feet, and buried his face into the crook of my neck. He inhaled deeply, purring the whole time. Then before I could show him the trap-less corridor, he opened my balcony door and jumped over the railing, leaving me speechless. 

	One moment he was here, and the next, he was gone. If it weren’t for the packaging from the extra MREs and my sore body from what we’d done earlier, I’d have wondered if he was ever here at all, or if I was finally losing it and imagining a hunter to keep me company.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Rayk’n 

	“Earth to Rayk’n. Earth to Rayk’n.” Nikki’s voice came through my shuttle’s speaker.

	 Nikki was Koriv’n’s mate. Koriv’n was the only other hunter at the compound that had been part of my contingent. He’d come to Earth prepared to impress a female, having researched human culture and their mating practices.

	“Can you hear me? Come in, Rayk’n.”

	It was difficult to focus on my mission while Tilly was back in her fortress lying on her bed without me. My mind kept going back to her soft brown eyes and mischievous grin. They were so much more interesting than corralling sick scourge. 

	“I didn’t hear your question.” I knew she’d asked me something, but I hadn’t heard a single word.

	“I asked if you found out anything about the kid and his dog.” 

	“Tilly is a grown female, and so is her dog. She’s just small.” Just talking about her made my chest want to start vibrating.

	Nikki perked up immediately. “Oh! Now that's interesting! Where is she now? Is she in your shuttle? Is that why you're off in lala land?”

	“No. She is not here.” I’d promised Tilly I wouldn't say anything about her home or her stash, so I kept my answer simple. “She refused to come with me.” I changed the topic. “Did the other team finish setting up the building to hold the scourge yet?”

	“I’m just waiting on their signal,” Koriv’n replied. 

	We were capturing scourge in the dark because these scourge were lost and confused. In all the time we’d hunted these nightmares, we’d never seen sick scourge before. One of our hunters, Mal’k, had taken footage of a lethargic group he’d seen nearby and shared it on our network. Soon, we had numerous hunters around the continent reporting similar cases. 

	This new discovery could prove useful in our fight against the abominations, but first, we needed to catch an affected specimen and find out what ailed them. Hunters were not meant to do research; we were created for the sole purpose of the hunt. 

	Luckily, some warriors had an unquenchable thirst for knowledge and had taught themselves as much as they could through the archives. With our human counterparts and the mass amount of research we’d saved from the system they called their internet, we had a shot at finding new solutions. 

	Some humans were updating our diagnostic devices with data from Earth even now to diagnose our sick specimens. Like Xarc’n warriors, most humans had no idea how the machines and instruments they used worked or how to decipher the scientific jargon in their papers. But together, as a group, their knowledge was vast. 

	We reached the location the affected scourge were last spotted. 

	“There,” I said, pinpointing the location of our target on the map. “They are moving strangely. As if affected by their own fungus.”

	“They look like zombie bugs,” was Nikki’s reaction. “That’s so fucking creepy.”

	The scourge lived symbiotically with a fungus that turned every animal that dared to prey on the disgusting creatures into mindless husks. As the fungus grew and took over the hapless creature’s brain, it opened sores on the body that gave off a horrible stench to call the scourge in, turning prey into predator and predator into prey.

	In all our centuries of hunting the scourge across the galaxy, we’d never seen the scourge affected negatively by the fungus. This ailment must be from something else. Something similar.

	We set our shuttles to follow at a distance until the hunters making the holding pen gave us the signal to start funneling the scourge to their location. Usually, when a new variant evolved, we lured them into our traps with our vessels. They always gave chase. These ones did not.

	We’d considered bringing the cage to them, but they were on uneven terrain. In the end, the consensus was to lasso them with lengths of chain and pull them to the building where we planned to contain them. 

	With the pathogen causing the strange behavior unidentified, the humans who worked with us insisted we stay far away from our targets. They planned to retrieve the samples they needed from afar as well and wear protective clothing and equipment when working with them. They would clean up afterward in Xarc’n decontamination units and use our medical devices to fight any possible infections. 

	Given just a bare minimum to do our jobs by our long-dead creators, we’d learned to use whatever we found on the planets we fought on. On Earth, we’d found humans. 

	Humans weren’t the only intelligent life we’d come across in our centuries of hunting. Some species had intricate cultures; others had promising technology. But humans were the first to have the technology we believed would one day rival that of the original Xarc’n race, if given a chance to flourish. They were also the only breeding-compatible species we’d found. 

	“So, while we wait, tell me more about this female you met.” Nikki turned on the camera, and her face showed up in the corner of my screen. She sat on Koriv’n’s lap, and the other hunter’s chest showed behind her head. “I tend to fall asleep easily on shuttle rides unless someone talks to me.”

	I wondered when I’d get to fly my ship with Tilly on my lap. How would it feel?

	“Her name is Tilly.” That bit of info didn’t give away much.

	“Is she doing okay? Do you need one of us women to come along? I know some women are terrified of hunters. She really shouldn't be by herself. We've got food and shelter and space for one more.”

	“She is not terrified of hunters. She is wary of other humans.”

	“So like how I was at first. I was fine with Koriv’n but wasn’t sure about meeting the group at the compound.” Nikki frowned. “She wasn’t hurt, was she?”

	“No.” She’d hurt the human who’d tried to harm her and her canine companion instead. I left that part out.

	“Once I met the group, I knew they were good people. I’m sure she’ll come around.”

	Tilly had mentioned her life was lonely, and I wanted to share these people with her. I hadn't lived with them for long, having joined them only after destroying the nest at the village, but all the females living there were safe and happy. 

	Tilly didn't trust them yet, and I respected that. In time she’d learn to trust again. If she wouldn’t join the group, then at least she’d join with me. I could continue to work with the compound while staying with her. 

	“She agreed to see me again. I will make sure she is safe.”

	“Ooh! You’re going to see her again.” Nikki waggled her brows. “I see. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

	I had an inkling of what she meant by getting lucky. I’d heard the human males at the allied survivor camp use the saying. I’d already gotten lucky. And that was despite my outdated translator.

	“Do we have another translation device? Or a set of in-ear ones?” I asked Koriv’n.

	“I believe we used them all for the human survivors. Many of them work with us daily, and we gave them the extras. We’ll put in a request with Zec’k the next time he drops off supplies.” He paused, then asked, “Did you not find an upgrade for the old ones our contingent were given?” 

	“No.”

	“Oh boy! I’ve heard one of those in action.” Nikki laughed. “Alice kept the old translator Kaj’k had when they first met as a souvenir. They make you sound like cavemen! Me, Tarzan! You, Jane! Missing verbs everywhere.”

	“We will put in a request,” Koriv’n repeated. “But I heard the special alloy used for making the translators is running low and needs to be mined and shipped in from another planet.”

	I guessed Tilly and I would have to work with the subpar device for a little longer. 

	We finished our mission, and a video feed of the strange-acting scourge milling aimlessly inside the makeshift containment pen showed on the screen. Despite seeing scourge my entire life, the images still made me grimace.

	Other hunter groups were doing the same with any sick scourge they found. We planned to compare the results, then figure out how to use the new information.

	Our job done, I turned off the video feed.

	“Maybe I’ll get to meet this Tilly of yours soon,” Nikki said as we flew back to the compound.

	“Yes. You will.” 

	Tilly might not know me well enough now, but one day I’d gain her trust fully. Then my friends would be her friends, and she’d never be lonely again.

	 


Chapter 9: Tilly

	I woke up to the smell of coffee. 

	Crap! I was going to be late for work. If the coffee was already made, it must mean my alarm clock didn’t go off. I groaned and stretched as I stared at the ceiling of my loft. I didn’t look forward to another day with co-workers that thought I was a little crazy for buying biscuit mix in bulk. 

	Wait just a stinkin’ moment! Work? I hadn’t been to that hellhole for over a year and a half!

	I bolted straight up in my bed, looking around confused. I sniffed. That was most definitely coffee. I hadn’t set the coffee maker since last winter, when I’d realized the smell might draw in foragers and give away my location. Was the dreaded thing on the fritz?

	No way. It wasn’t even plugged into the battery. I’d replaced it with the heater once things had gotten cold. 

	Something else tickled my nose. Something was burning.

	My gut response was to freak out, but I forced myself to calm. I got up as quietly as I could and tip-toed to the edge of the lofted area to peer over the railing. I wasn’t very sneaky, apparently, because Rayk’n saw me right away. 

	There was a flat rock on my living room floor, and he’d started a small fire on it. 

	What. 

	The. 

	Fuck. 

	I scratched my head. Maybe I really had lost it and was imagining things after all. Just in case I hadn’t and was truly witnessing this scene, I squared my shoulders and put my hands on my hips. “What the hell are you doing? And what happened to knocking? Again.”

	Rayk’n had said he’d return, but I had no idea he meant early the following morning. And I definitely hadn’t expected him to start a campfire in my loft. He did have coffee though. I decided to go down and steal a sip of his coffee before I made any judgment calls. At least he’d pushed aside my rug before laying down the flat stone.

	I grabbed my robe—it was wool and cost me an arm and a leg, but it was very warm—and picked my way down the broken stairs. Waffles met me at the bottom, wagging her tail. She seemed perfectly okay with Rayk’n’s break-and-enter. She hadn’t even warned me he’d come in, not even when he added arson to his list of crimes. 

	That was when I saw the mug, my mug, on the counter filled with coffee. I snatched it up and took a sip. This wasn’t my coffee, and it wasn’t the instant powder from the MRE either. Was this his coffee? I hadn’t known hunters drank caffeinated beverages.

	I looked up to see him grinning at me, a pan in hand. 

	“Um, thank you for the coffee. But why is there a fire in my living room.” I squinted at the cast iron skillet. “And is that my pan?” That was my pan.

	Then I noticed there wasn’t another cup of coffee. Had I drunk his?

	“You made food yesterday. My turn today.” He reached into a bag on the floor and took out a carefully wrapped package. 

	My eyes went wide as he unwrapped it. Eggs! Chicken eggs. How had he gotten chicken eggs? I was pretty sure chickens had gone the way of the dodo. 

	“Evie said sorry, no toast. But no know what toast.” He made a face at the translator as if it wasn’t quite what he’d wanted to say.

	As I’d expected, the choppiness was the result of a crappy device; it wasn’t how he spoke. But it was better than nothing, and I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

	Evie, that was the lady who’d made meatloaf yesterday. I frowned, unsure how much Evie knew of me.

	“I did not tell them your home is here,” Rayk’n said as he balanced the pan on a set of rocks, holding it in the fire. “They worry you are hungry, and say to bring you food. I did not refuse, or they will know you have all.”

	That made sense. If I refused something as good as fresh eggs, then I really must “have all.” 

	Today, it was easier to understand him, probably because my brain had learned to fill in the missing words. The sentences were still short and choppy though.

	“I haven’t had eggs, fresh eggs, in a long time. Thank you.” I looked to see if there was an escape for the smoke and saw that he’d left the balcony door open a crack. “I don’t have toast either, but I have canned bread. I bought a few cases for fun, just so I wouldn’t get bored. I’ll go grab it. It’s in the next unit over.”

	I hurried into the hallway, expecting Waffles to follow behind as she usually did, but she stayed with her new purple friend. 

	The people Rayk’n lived with not only had fresh food, but they were willing to offer it to a stranger. Maybe Jack really did know what he was talking about, and they’d started rebuilding. That was too good to be true. 

	Having that much was like getting a big target painted on you. The raiders would attack for sure and other smaller groups too. I had a lot, but only for Waffles and me. Compared to what a large group of people would need to survive, this was nothing. 

	I scanned the shelf for the canned bread. I’d ordered the cases from the online site on a whim. Canned bread took up a lot of space and offered very little nutrition. But as I looked at the photo of a loaf of bread on the tin—I was positive that was not how the bread actually looked inside—I licked my lips. 

	Mmm. Bread.

	The familiar smell of fried eggs added to my mental image of breakfast, and my stomach growled. I hadn’t smelled cooking eggs in so long.

	“You are hungry. Come. Eat.” He slid the sunny-side-up eggs onto a plate. 

	He’d helped himself to my kitchen using my pan, my spatula, and my plates. I wondered why he hadn’t used my mini camp stove. His choice to start a fire in my living room still had me baffled. At least he’d brought in a large flat stone to start it on. How the hell had he gotten that thing up to the third floor and in through my balcony? These were tall stories, mind you. And he’d done it without waking me up.

	“I overcooked this. Yellow part solid. I am new to cooking eggs.”

	“I’m not complaining. I haven’t had eggs in ages. I’m surprised hunters cook at all.”

	“Usually, hunters eat food bars. But when we landed on Earth, I was cut off from Xarc’n supplies. I hunt meat, and cook over fire. Hunters all know how survive in wild. I am not new to cooking.” He poked at the now solid yoke. “New to eggs. Females at compound enjoy yellow part soft.”

	I did too, but I said, “This is perfect. Thank you.” I picked up my plate, took it to the breakfast nook set into my counter, and hopped onto the tall stool.

	“I'm surprised to hear you were cut off from the Xarc’n supplies. I was under the impression that the hunters’ supply chain was foolproof, and you guys were always well-fed.”

	He fidgeted as his eyes darted to the side. “You are correct. My contingent is different.” He didn't seem to want to say more, so I let it go.

	Waffles came begging for food. I was surprised she knew instinctively not to touch the heated stone. It must be evolutionary from the tens of thousands of years of living with humans. I wasn’t going to question a good thing.

	I slid off the stool to fill her bowl and change her water, but Waffles wasn’t interested in her dry food. She wanted the eggs.

	“Have extra one for canine.” Rayk’n held up an uncracked egg.

	“You can break it over her food. She’ll be your best friend forever.” People argued over whether raw eggs were safe to feed to dogs, but the last time I checked, Waffles handled it just fine. Besides, this was the bugpocalypse, and seriously, she’d eaten much worse. I thought of all the things she’d thrown up as a puppy. 

	Pen caps. She’d swallowed pen caps. She loved them. Argh! Why did I have to remember that? I shuddered at the memory of the vet bills. 

	Waffles devoured the egg-soaked food as if I hadn’t fed her in days.

	My first bite of the egg was heavenly. My eyes rolled up, and I moaned. “Mmm. So good.”

	And just like that, the purring started. The look on his face was primal and full of hunger, and not for the eggs on his plate. 

	Oops. I crossed my legs, ordering my body not to react. We were great in bed, and I was more than eager to get back into it, especially after he’d brought me coffee and made me breakfast—I forgave him for starting a fire in my home—but we should probably get to know each other better outside the bedroom. 

	I tore my gaze away from his warm golden eyes. I’d thought they looked so alien just yesterday, but already I felt a sense of calm looking into them. My glance landed on my broken stairs. 

	“I still need you to fix this, you know,” I said, gesturing at the broken step. “I loved the breakfast, but I need my stairs.”

	“I will.” He motioned to a piece of two-by-four in the corner next to a toolbox. There was also a stack of metal pipes. “Can’t fix railing, but I build you new.”

	I imagined him as a handyman with a belt around his hips and tools in hand. And of course, still topless because I’d never seen any of these Xarc’n warriors wear anything but armor on top, not even in the winter. 

	I cleared my throat and tried to push the image out of my mind before he sensed where my head had gone. I had to keep things PG-13 if I wanted to get to know him out of the sheets.

	“So tell me about these people you live with. And most importantly, how the heck did they get fresh chicken eggs?”

	He talked animatedly about the compound. The group had started with six hunters; they’d congregated in the late spring in preparation to fight the summer swarm. Hunters often spent most of a planet’s annual cycle hunting the scourge down on their own but teamed up to take down the heavy swarms in the warm season. 

	A small group of humans, Jack among them, had joined them at the outset.

	One by one, the hunters had found mates. One of these mates had belonged to a large settlement of survivors who called themselves New Franklin. 

	I'd heard about New Franklin but had never considered joining. Many brains meant many chances for conflict. I'd been right to be wary; the leaders had taken advantage of the weaker women in the group under the guise of “rebuilding humanity.”

	The group of survivors had cleaned up the internal mess just in time to send a team of fighters to help the hunters with the summer swarms. One of these fighters eventually became the voluntold leader of the survivor group. Just recently, they’d moved in close to be a part of the compound. 

	“So, where do the chicken eggs come in?” I finished the last bite, sad that there was no more. 

	“Zec’k is Xarc’n warrior delivering supplies. He brought chicks to exchange for human foods. He enjoys Earth flavor.”

	“Your compound seems like a bustling place. I didn’t even know that existed. The only people I’ve had run-ins with were loners or pairs trying to get by. I haven’t had the best experience with people.”

	“I saw.”

	He didn't need to explain; I knew exactly what he saw. The man's dying face still haunted my dreams. 

	“I did what I had to do. He was gonna eat my Waffles.” I knew I sounded defensive.

	“You did good. You are a fighter. You are prepared. Members of the compound will like you.”

	He said I’d done good. He seemed to appreciate that I was prepared and willing to fight for what I had. I relaxed.

	His eggs finished, he took out a nutrition bar and threw that down the hatch as well. He did it in several bites. It had taken Waffles a lot of chewing to get that bar down. I was glad Rayk’n’s sharp teeth hadn’t gotten in our way during sex. 

	We moved to the couch to enjoy the heat of the dying fire. I had no idea how he was going to get that out of here without getting soot everywhere, but I’d worry about that later. 

	The people he lived with seemed like a very well-organized bunch. I wondered how it was to be part of a group, how it was to know someone had your back, and how it was to not be alone.

	Maybe now that I had Rayk’n, I’d finally know. 

	 

	 


Chapter 10: Rayk’n  

	Tilly stepped into my shuttle, wide-eyed and curious. This was my portable home and had been since I’d left the space-bound ship I was created on. I’d never stayed anywhere else permanently until I met the hunters at the compound. This had always been home to me.

	I’d seen her dwelling and had been thoroughly impressed at what she’d managed to create for herself, especially in a world destroyed by our scourge nemesis. I was nervous at what she thought of mine. There were no mountains of food or shelves of supplies. 

	Up until very recently, I'd had to share supplies with other hunters as I wasn't supposed to even be on this planet. But Zec’k knew of my presence and had brought extra supplies for Koriv’n and me.

	Living alone, my first cold season on Earth had been difficult. Without Xarc’n food bars and supplies to stock my shuttle, I’d needed to live off the land. Too bad the scourge had already decimated the environment, leaving few animals that were good to hunt. I hadn’t wanted to reduce populations that were already struggling. I’d been lucky my ship had not needed any repairs.

	By spring, I’d found a group of hunters who hadn’t cared about what my original orders had been. To them, every able fighter was a boon, and they’d appreciated my help. Stationed just outside a smaller village, we’d taken down the less substantial nest just a few Earth months ago, destroying the queen in the process and burning what was left of the disgusting place from the inside out.

	Then we’d parted ways, and I’d joined the group here in Franklin. The idea of living with others for the long term was new to me. I’d lived alone in my shuttle my whole life, but I was ready for a change, especially if it provided a stronghold to keep my future mate safe.

	Mate. I swallowed hard as Tilly took in my home. I hadn’t experienced the start of a mate bond with her yet, but I knew she was mine. She had to be. I wanted no other.

	“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to my decontaminator unit. 

	I explained to her what it was, then proceeded to give her a tour of the small shuttle. There wasn’t much. My sleeping nook ran along one of the walls, and next to that was a counter with cupboards where I stored my nutrition bars. The decontaminator was in the corner next to the waste facilities. And finally, there was my navigation console. 

	“That’s the navigation console and pilot’s chair?” She looked almost appalled. “It looks like a desk with a curved alien computer screen and a fancy oversized gaming chair.”

	“This is my shuttle’s computer,” I agreed, confused at her reaction. “How else would I pilot?”

	She picked up my controller. “Lemme guess. This thing that reminds me of a video game controller is what you use to fly the ship.”

	“Yes, the screen is also touch-sensitive and takes some verbal commands.” I had seen the video game controllers she spoke of; they did look similar but were cheap imitations made from Earth plastics instead of indestructible alloys.

	“This looks nothing like I expected of an alien shuttle.” She laughed. “I guess it was pretty naive of me to expect a big unbreakable windshield and a dashboard with lots of blinking lights.” She looked to the sleeping nook. “It even has a bed.” She giggled again, the sound filling my chest with happiness. “Of course, it does! Where else would you sleep?”

	“My sleeping nook is very comfortable.” I was eager to have her in it. 

	“Is that your way of trying to get me into your bed? All you have to do is ask.”

	I growled and pulled her into my body.

	“Hey! I thought you said you wanted to take me hunting. You’re not doing a bait and switch, are you?”

	I grunted. “I know how to use bait to hunt, but I don’t know this technique you speak off.” I sat down in my pilot’s seat. 

	She guffawed, though I didn’t know what was so funny. “Hunt first. Sexy stuff later. I’m already sore from earlier.”

	“You are?” I asked, worried. I hadn’t thought that would be a problem. 

	After I’d fixed her stairs, she’d thanked me by pushing me down on her bed, my tools still in my hands. I’d had her screaming with pleasure so loud I worried we’d alerted the scourge.

	“Do you need healing?” 

	“I think I’ve had enough sexual healing for a little while at least.”

	She wasn’t answering honestly, and I worried I’d hurt her. She was tiny, and I was a big hunter. 

	Undoing the magnetic lock, I rolled my chair over to the opposite wall to retrieve my medical unit.

	“Oh cool, that’s where all the storage is. It’s built into the walls.”

	“Lie down. I will heal you.”

	 “Oh, you’re serious! No. No. It’s not that bad. I’m just a little sore and need some time to rest.” She took the medical device from me and put it back into the drawer. “I’ll be ready again in no time.” She rubbed my forearm affectionately.

	I pulled her into my lap and sniffed, looking for signs of distress. She adjusted herself on my lap. She was sore and in discomfort. I’d need to be more careful with my female. 

	“I remember people reporting that hunters preferred not to fly during midday.”

	“Most hunters choose not to fly when the flyers are out in force.” I slid my seat back to the navigation screen and triggered the magnetic lock back on. “There have been many reports of flyers bringing down shuttles by piling onto them. Despite our stealth technology, some flyers can detect the change in air currents around our shuttles.”

	“Wait! And you’re bringing me up there now? At noon?”

	“Trust me. We will not be in danger. I do this often; it is my preferred way to hunt.”

	Sitting in my lap, she had to tilt and lean to look me in the eyes. “Are you sure?”

	“Affirmative. I am an exceptional pilot. Hunters created with the genetics of the different originals have differing skills. Mine is piloting. My skills behind the console are unparalleled except by others cloned from the same material.”

	She still didn’t look confident. 

	“Hunters are not all the same. Some, like Jorg’k, are fighters, masters at melee combat. Others blend into alien society easily as they pick up and adapt to social cues. Koriv’n almost sounds human if you have an in-ear translator.” I needed to get my Tilly one of those. “And Rajiv’k enjoys working on his devices and technology. I have no clue how our devices work, but I can fly a shuttle like no other. I promise you will not come to harm.”

	“Alright, fine. But if I die, it’s your fault.”

	I chuckled. “You will not die. I’ll never allow it. We have not spent enough time together.” I doubted forever would be enough time with her.

	I released her waist, almost disappointed that I could do so. I wanted the mate bond now. She was it; I knew it. 

	As I turned the external display on, she gasped. 

	“That’s why there isn’t a windshield. You can see everything.”

	The external cameras projected the outside world onto our walls. This was one reason why our shuttles had all storage hidden away. We needed an unobstructed view of the world around us, especially for hunters like me who loved to fly. I wasn’t satisfied with a display on a small screen.

	I closed my eyes briefly as I lifted us into the air. It was part of my ritual before a hunt, as were the long, calming breaths. This time, the air was filled with the scent of my female. It was perfection. This was going to be a great hunt.

	It didn’t take long to find the first set of flyers. 

	I turned off my shuttle’s cloak and threw myself into the task, weaving through the air with a single determined purpose. Every flyer I saw must die. At the end, I'd be the only thing in the sky.

	I danced through the air, the shuttle an extension of my body. The flyers followed my shuttle, calling out their shrill cries. Below us, scuttlers and spitters congregated, staring up into the air. It wasn't them I was after; my targets were the growing collection of aerial enemies at my back.

	I whipped my shuttle around to face the flyers. Following the shuttle, they had flown into perfect position for me to take them out one after another. I shot down the first one before swerving to the side.

	Tilly was nervous at first. She stiffened at the first sight of the flyers, but as I dodged each and every attack and shot down scourge after scourge, she relaxed. Soon, she was cheering me on and clapping at every downed flyer.

	“That was amazing!” she exclaimed when we were the only ones left in the air. 

	Just in time too, since the charge on my shuttle and blaster was running low. That was usually the limiting factor for my hunts. Flying a shuttle like this took a lot of energy and drained the battery quickly. For this reason, I had to keep an eye on the power reserve. When it got low, I needed to re-cloak and retreat. It took another sunny day to complete another charge, sometimes two on planets like Earth with less sunlight.

	I headed back to her part of town. 

	“You weren’t boasting when you said you were an exceptional pilot,” she said as I landed in front of her building. “That was impressive!”

	I grunted and sat a little taller at the compliment. 

	I undid the clasp of the harness that held us safely to the pilot’s seat, expecting her to get up. Instead, she whipped around, bringing her leg up to straddle my body. Her arms slid around my neck, her face flushed with the exhilaration of the hunt.

	“Can that device really heal a sore pussy from too much sex?” she asked. She rolled her hips, and I noticed the ardent scent of arousal. My display had turned her on. 

	I grinned, feeling like the universe's best hunter. “Affirmative.” 

	I slid my hand up to grip a handful of hair, pulling it back to expose her neck. I nuzzled it possessively.

	“Well, then,” she said when I released her. Deft hands combed through my hair and squeezed the base of my horns. “Please give me a private and very thorough tour of your sleeping cubbie.” It was a sleeping nook, but I didn’t correct her. “I don’t want to leave it until we’ve got something to heal.” 

	I growled and stood, taking her with me to the sleeping nook. Whatever my female wanted, she’d get.

	 


Chapter 11: Tilly 

	“I know, Waffles. I want to see him too. But we can’t expect him to visit every day. He's got hunter shit to do.” I wasn’t sure if I was saying it for Waffles’ benefit or mine.

	Rayk’n had suggested staying here with me last night but sleeping over screamed of commitment, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for anything permanent. I also wasn’t sure I’d want him to ever leave afterward. I was falling fast for my purple-pecced warrior, and it left me confused. Change was scary, especially one I hadn’t prepared for.

	Falling for a Xarc’n hunter wasn’t a part of my shit-hit-the-fan plan.

	Book in hand, I reread the last paragraph, trying to get into the story, but my brain refused to cooperate. I wasn’t interested in the bare-chested pirate on the cover. I wanted Rayk’n. 

	Stop it, Tilly! Don’t get clingy. It’s not attractive.

	When he’d left last night, he’d said he'd come back soon, but how soon was soon? Tomorrow? Next week? Next month? Had he gotten enough of me already?

	Argh! I hated how unsure I felt. That wasn’t me! I never got all flustered over anything, especially not a man—not even a hunky alien warrior.

	No, he’d be back. Before Rayk’n left last night, he’d given me a small device with a single button. It looked cobbled together using Earth technology, at least on the outside.

	“No spare modified communicators, but take this. Press button down ten counts. I come. Where you are, I come,” he’d said, tucking the object into my palm.

	He wouldn't have given that to me if he was bored with me already. He’d basically given me a reversed old-school pager and told me to page him. He’d called it a contact button.

	I tossed my book down onto the coffee table and blew out a breath. I’d already filed the rest of the novels away on the shelf earlier this morning. 

	It had snowed again last night, and the first thing I did this morning was gather up the cleanest snow from all the balconies on the top floor to melt in a tub. Then I’d checked the battery and made sure all the solar panels were uncovered. 

	I’d finished all my chores, and there was nothing left to do. I could re-shelve everything and double-check my inventory, but I’d done that last week. This was my life most days. That was why I’d risked leaving my home for the romance novels, but every time I left, I risked someone following me back.

	I tried the book again, but the words on the page blurred, and I rubbed my eyes. I just couldn’t get into the story. I was too embroiled in my own steamy romance with an out-of-this-world warrior.

	It was Waffles who alerted me to an intruder on the grounds. I peeked through the blinds, and at first I saw no movement. Then, all of a sudden, purple flashed in the middle of the street for a fraction of a second before disappearing again. 

	It happened so fast I couldn’t tell if it was Rayk’n or not. All I saw was a mass of purple muscles; then it was gone. It had to be him. No one else knew I was here. 

	I squinted at the area, and eventually saw it despite the cloak: a shuttle. Of course, the light smattering of snowflakes drifting down from the sky helped. They formed a hazy outline around the vessel. Now that I knew what to look for, it was almost obvious. The cloak was clearly created to fool the bugs, but not human eyes—at least not for long. 

	The Xarc’n hunter reappeared.

	I frowned. That wasn't Rayk’n; he was the wrong shade of purple. Rayk’n was a slightly muted mauvy purple, while this hunter was a darker blueish color.

	Beside me, Waffles released a low growl. She didn't like him, and she hadn’t even sniffed him yet.

	The stranger looked up, and I quickly released the thin horizontal blinds I’d been peeking through.

	Shit! I think he saw me.

	Rayk’n wouldn’t have told anyone my whereabouts, would he? He’d better not have broken his promise already. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. 

	Something about this didn’t feel right. I’d read on the forums that Xarc’n hunters were possessive of the Earth females they took in. He wouldn’t give my location away to another hunter and have him come visit me instead. 

	I ran over to my drawers and dug around for my pepper spray and taser. I had a large collection of non-lethal weapons meant to repel attacks; I just hadn’t had much use for them so far. I’d used the pepper spray once to temporarily blind and distract the couple who’d been after my food; then I’d booked it. They’d never found my hideout. 

	I had no pockets to hide my weapons. Many of my winter clothes had pockets, but I’d worn none of them today and instead wore a fluffy sweater with thick fleece tights. I tucked both weapons into the couch cushions, hidden but easily accessible.

	 Now I knew the tranquilizer darts didn’t do too much to a hunter; they only knocked them out for a few minutes. The dart I’d pulled out of Rayk’n had been shallowly embedded; perhaps it simply didn’t deliver the juice through their thick, leathery skin effectively. Besides, I only had a few darts left, and I wanted to save them for when I really needed them. 

	I clipped Waffles into her harness in case I needed to grab her and run. Her harness had a handle, making it easier to carry her out of danger in an emergency. 

	A clinking noise coming from my balcony had me freezing. I had the curtain to the balcony open since most people wouldn’t be able to see in from the ground if I stayed away from the edge. The large grappling hook the hunter had thrown over the edge clanged as it caught against the railing. 

	Time to put on my brave face. Waffles growled, and I picked her up before she could lunge at the hulking figure climbing onto my balcony. She usually wasn’t brave or aggressive, but she clearly did not like this hunter. Maybe she had a one-Xarc’n friend limit. 

	I didn’t want to start our encounter badly, just in case he was friendly. I sat down on the couch, my weapons within reach.

	“Excuse me?” I asked loudly as the hunter stepped into my living room. “What’s with Xarc’n hunters and not knocking?”

	He didn’t reply. Instead, he sniffed the air and scowled. It wasn’t a good look on him.

	“He was here.” The words were only an angry snarl; the translator had to repeat them in English. He turned to me. “I’m looking for a hunter. He was here. I smell him in this room, and I had visuals of him in the area from yesterday.”

	His translator didn’t chop up his words or drop verbs as Rayk’n’s device had. He didn’t mention Rayk’n by name. Strange. Wouldn’t he just send Rayk’n a comm if he was looking for him? Why did he have to come sneaking into my home? 

	At his mention of having visuals on Rayk’n, I remembered the strange buzzing sound that had been the reason for me getting trapped in that storeroom the other day.

	In my arms, Waffles snarled. I didn’t exactly get a warm fuzzy feeling from this guy, either. Whatever he wanted Rayk’n for, it probably wasn’t to hang out and chit chat. 

	“He’s gone,” I said. “He’s not coming back.” 

	The stern-looking warrior stalked toward me. I instinctively reached for the pepper spray stuck between the couch cushions, but I didn't pull it out yet. I held it firmly in my hand.

	Before he could get too close, Waffles growled at him, posturing as if she were a much bigger dog. This was such odd behavior. She’d practically become Rayk’n’s friend at first sight. The nutrition bar had helped, but she’d sought him out in the hallways without snarling or growling once. 

	The hunter paused and inhaled intently. “You smell of him and sex. You are his female.”

	Damn these hunters and their acute sense of smell. I thought fast. “No, I’m not. And he's not going to be back. It doesn't matter what we did because I told him to get lost just like I'm going to tell you to get lost right now.”

	He didn’t seem to have heard my words, and if he did, he ignored them. “Maybe he's still here.”

	He stalked toward the door to the hallways, intent on checking the other units. 

	“Go ahead and check. It's a big building. How the fuck am I supposed to know where he is?” I hoped he spent some extra time on the second floor with my special creations.

	I’d never heard of the hunters working against each other, but then, I didn’t know much about them. I trusted this hunter as much as I trusted an alligator with my Waffles. With Rayk’n, it had been easy to guess his motivations. He’d been focused on me, his eyes following me with interest. This hunter was different. 

	A cacophonous clanging ran through the metal ducts. He’d triggered one of my alarms. Moments later, a loud roar echoed through the building. He’d run into a trap too. I wondered which one it was. 

	There were only annoying traps left: ones meant to slow down and impede anyone getting up to the third floor. They caused minor injuries at the worst. I didn’t want to hurt anyone that might just be out foraging. 

	One of them poured a bucket of grease on the unsuspecting victim. If he stepped onto the piece of foamboard, he’d quickly realize that the floor underneath was broken, and he’d have one leg sticking out the ceiling of the restaurant on the first floor. That one was the most dangerous as a smaller person could fall right through. My favorite was the one that set off a heavy net, tangling the victim. If the victim struggled enough in the netting, they’d set off the glitter bomb next to it.

	The suspicious hunter didn’t come back covered in glitter as I’d hoped, but he didn’t look happy either. In fact, he looked downright furious. He dripped two-year-old, rancid grease onto my floor. 

	Yuck! I was going to have to clean that shit up.

	“See, he’s not here. I told him to take a hike, and now I’m telling you to do the same. Get out of my house!” I let my voice rise for the last few words.

	“He will come back for you. These flawed hunters have only care for a mate. You will come with me.” 

	I reached surreptitiously into the couch cushions, feeling around for a weapon. This time, my hand landed on the taser first. I wrapped my fingers around it.

	“Listen, buddy. The other hunter asked me to go with him too. I'm still here. What makes you think you're any different?” It came out a lot calmer than I felt. My voice didn’t even shake. I was terrified. He’d called Rayk’n a flawed hunter. 

	“You do not have a choice.” He prowled toward me, malicious intent in his cold yellow eyes.

	I didn’t hesitate; I tased him.

	His body locked up, every muscle tensing. The cords of his neck showed under his clenched jaw, but it only lasted for a few seconds at most. With a grunt, he reached for the taser darts with shaking hands and pulled them out of his skin. He growled, and the hairs at the back of my neck stood on end. 

	I kept my hand on Waffles’ harness. She looked like she was ready to attack the alien, and this hunter would not spare my dog. 

	Fuck! These guys recovered fast. I reached for the mace.

	“I said get out!” I yelled, fear making me louder and more courageous than I felt.

	He moved faster than I’d anticipated and had his hand around my forearm before I could even react. I jerked my arms away, panicked, but he didn’t let go. His grip was like a vice. 

	I closed my eyes and held my breath before I sprayed him right in the face with my pepper spray in my free hand. He released me, and I danced away.

	He wheezed and coughed, rubbing his eyes. I was glad it worked on the hunters; I’d been worried it wouldn’t. It worked for the bugs too, in a pinch, though it didn’t do much good against an entire swarm. 

	 Holding my breath, I grabbed Waffles and ran for the hallway. Even the residual capsaicin in the air irritated my eyes. Waffles huffed. 

	 But the hunter didn’t follow. He coughed all the way to the balcony. I paused; there was no point in running if he was finally leaving. All my supplies and weapons were here. I could always spray him again. 

	Instead of running out the door, I headed to the shelf and reached for the tranquilizer gun. If he came after me again, I’d tranq him and then run; it would give me a few minutes’ head start. But for now, it looked like he was leaving.

	“Krux!” he roared as he finally got a breath in. He picked up some snow and wiped it over his eyes. That wouldn’t work. Water never worked; it was oil-based. He started down the rope, still coughing, his eyes swollen and tearing. “The deserter will come for you. And when he does—” Cough, cough. “—I will catch him.”

	I finally relaxed as I watched him disappear into the center of the street, hidden behind his shuttle’s cloak.

	 


Chapter 12: Rayk’n

	I held the sheet of acrylic up against the window as a pair of humans, Kat and Mo, screwed it into place. They, along with Mal’k, had been the first to spot my Tilly and Waffles in that part of town. 

	I hated being stuck inside, especially when I was supposed to be well on my way to see my female. Early this morning, we’d received news of a hunter in the area that Koriv’n and I needed to avoid. So the two of us had been sent to help our human allies create a scourge-proof walkway from their building to our compound. 

	Technically, we were neighbors with the allied survivors. They were only several buildings over, but the buildings were large industrial complexes. With winter coming, they’d wanted to build a weather and scourge-proof connection between the two buildings. 

	Koriv’n was happy to help; his mate was close friends with one of the survivors. I was less keen on the job. Not when Tilly was all by herself. 

	When the hunters on our ship had decided to bypass the planet we’d been sent to, in order to come to Earth instead, not all the hunters had agreed. Most had, lured in by the promise of mates and a real future, but two of the hunters had staunchly opposed going against protocol. 

	When they forcibly tried to take over the ship and take us to the doomed planet, we'd had to immobilize them. The incident had left two others in a medical unit. It had been the first instance ever of hunters harming others purposely and not by friendly fire. Both the problematic hunters had been cloned from genetic material taken from the same Original warrior.

	Xarc’n military had only engineered ten thousand prototypical hunters, but as the scourge multiplied, spreading across the galaxy, so did we. There were many of us now. We’d used the blueprints given to us to create more motherships, shuttles, weapons, and most importantly hunters, as we chased our marks from star system to star system. 

	 All hunters in existence were direct clones from biological material taken from those Originals. This explained why certain warriors such as Rajiv’k had an innate propensity for tinkering and creating new devices, while others lived to lose themselves in the fight. The tendencies had been present in the Originals, and we’d come out nearly identical to our genetic donors.

	Once our decision to come to Earth had been made known to the other ships, it became clear that all hunters created from genetic material taken from warrior 00592 viewed our move as an unredeemable transgression. Those hunters followed the rules strictly and resisted any changes.

	While most of the hunters working on Earth had welcomed extra hands in defeating the scourge, the three hunters descended from 00592 already on the planet, along with the two from our ship, swore to hunt us down and return us to our proper destination. In their eyes, we were defective as we were no longer following planned protocols. 

	What they failed to see was that they, too, had lost their way. Instead of hunting the scourge, they now hunted other warriors.

	For the first few months on the planet, my contingent had been cut off from all Xarc’n supplies. Afraid we’d be forced to leave Earth if found, we’d chosen to live in secret. 

	Lucky for Koriv’n and I, and our contingent, many warriors were on our side. To most other hunters, attacking another warrior with deadly force was much worse than forgoing a dying planet to save one with intelligent and compatible life. But having never experienced such complications, we hadn’t known what to do with them. The consensus was just to hide the hunters in my contingent and avoid altercations. 

	Hunters with enough knowledge of how our systems and ships worked altered our shuttles to be undetectable by the networks without losing the ability to connect to them. It was as if we were ghosts. They offered no such services for the warriors who hunted us. This meant we knew where their shuttles were whenever they were operational.

	Tarku’n’s shuttle had been spotted early this morning in the surrounding areas. While Tarku’n couldn't see Koriv’n’s or my shuttle on his map, their signatures could still be identified by scan once close enough. Our shuttles had to be running for the scans to work. That meant Koriv’n and I were grounded for the time being.

	I could go to Tilly by foot, but I’d need to cover myself to avoid detection. Some hunters in our contingent had a lighter skin tone than the rest. Koriv’n and I had been described by the females at the compound as mauve. The human males present had rolled their eyes, claiming they didn’t know what mauve was, and we were just lighter purple.

	Tarku’n and the other 00592 clones had a blue cast. 

	“I heard that kid we found the other day with the dog was actually a woman, but you couldn’t get her to return with you to the compound.” Mo added another screw.

	“Affirmative. I am looking for a spare pair of in-ear translators so we can communicate better.”

	“You have one of the glitchy devices,” Mo stated. “The first time they had one of you on television, the translator went on the fritz. It started the whole caveman rumor. I think we have a spare pair somewhere in storage. I’ll get it for you after we’re done here.”

	I grunted in thanks.

	“Do they really live alone?” Kat asked of Tilly and Waffles.

	“They do.”

	“That must be hard,” Kat said. “What was she foraging for? Maybe we could convince her to join us. If she’s made it on her own for so long, she’ll make a good addition to our teams.”

	“Books,” I answered.

	“Books? Why?” they both asked in unison.

	“She was bored.”

	“Oh.” Kat wrinkled her nose. “Well, yeah. I guess I would be too if I had to live by myself for so long.”

	I thought of the books she’d brought home: the ones with the males on the covers. All the human males I’d met usually wore coverings on their chests, especially now in the cold season. During the summer, some of the human males had walked around the compound with no coverings, as warriors did.

	“The books with the human warriors on the front,” I asked. “What are they about?”

	Kat frowned and scratched her head.

	“They stand on the covers like this,”—I mimicked the poses I’d seen—“with their long hair down.” 

	Xarc’n warriors who grew their hair long usually tied it back, though not all of us could grow our hair. Mine never got longer than it was now. It often fell forward into my eyes when I fought, and some days I wished it were long enough to tie back out of the way. 

	Kat guffawed, and Mo held back a laugh. 

	“I think you’re referring to romance novels,” Kat replied through her laughter. The way she spoke sounded different than the other humans. “So she was foraging for romance novels? She must be lonely. You should totally get in on that.”

	I didn’t understand her words. 

	“Romance novels?”

	“Yeah, they are stories of love between two people. The ones with the half-naked guys on the front are usually steamy.” Then to clarify what she meant, she said, “You know, with hot, sexy bits.” She grinned at me. “You should totally go rescue her from her solitude. It’ll be a perfect romance.”

	We moved to the next window, and I picked up the piece of pre-cut acrylic under it.

	Koriv’n, who had been working with his mate and another human, walked over with a frown on his face, his eyes glued to the screen of his comm. He shoved his communicator in my face. 

	What I saw had me growling. 

	Krux!

	“What's wrong?” Mo asked. He leaned in to look at the map on the screen. “That’s close to where we found the female and the dog. What’s that red dot heading toward the Olde Factory Lofts?”

	“That dot represents Tarku’n’s shuttle,” Koriv’n answered for me. 

	“Isn’t that the guy after you two?” Mo’s eyes widened. “Oh shit. The female lives at the Olde Factory Lofts, doesn’t she?”

	“That place is completely looted out. There was a guy who used to live with us who tried to climb through a second-floor window and almost got his finger sliced right off from a sharp piece of glass that fell on it,” Kat said. 

	That must have been one of Tilly's more dangerous traps. When I'd gone through the second floor, there'd been a decomposing body left there to scare away any intruders. I saw many of the tripwires and followed them to the traps. None were deadly, but most would have been annoying if I hadn't been careful.

	“They climbed up and looked through some of the second-story balconies and windows. Every room looked looted through. She must have moved in afterward.”

	Not wanting to give away Tilly's secret, I said nothing.

	“What would he be looking for there? Unless…” Mo turned to me.

	I growled again. Tarku’n must have received reports of my whereabouts. 

	The little red dot on the screen stopped in between the factory buildings approximately where I'd landed yesterday; it didn't move. He was definitely after me. I mentally went through the past few days to see where I could have given myself away but found nothing.

	I put down the large piece of acrylic I was holding.

	“Wait, you can't go out there now.”

	“I led him straight to Tilly. I have to protect her.”

	“Maybe when he finds out you're not there anymore, he'll just leave.”

	“She has a contact button. He’ll know I’ll come for her, and he’ll hold her hostage.”

	“That hunter wouldn't know what it is even if he saw it. It looks Earth-made,” Mo said. “I thought it was a pager when Mal’k first handed one to us.”

	“He’s right,” Koriv’n said. “The 00592s haven’t hurt any humans while hunting for us, yet. Do not give your location away. The hunters here will back us if he attacks, but let's avoid a battle if we can. There are too many mates living here, and my Nikki is with offspring.”

	“We have your backs too,” Mo agreed. 

	“Can’t you send one of your drones over to watch the area?” Kat asked. “Or will he notice them?”

	The drones were not part of the hunter’s arsenal. Rajiv’k had created them using salvaged Xarc’n shuttles and human technology. “They should not show in his scans or his map.”

	“Mal’k has one. Let me go find him; he should still be here.” Kat ran off to find us a surveillance device. 

	When the drone finally arrived at Tilly’s location, the feed it sent back had me seeing red. Tarku’n was climbing up to Tilly's window, directly up to the third floor to her unit.

	“Krux!” I roared.

	“Hey, now.” Mo held out a hand. “Stay calm. Maybe she'll just tell him to leave, and when he sees you’re not there, he’ll go.”

	Or maybe Tilly would stun him as she had me, and he'd wake up with her on top of him. Except Tarku’n would hurt her. 00592 hunters were not interested in human females. They did not understand our drive for a mate. 

	“You're going after her.” Koriv’n’s words were not a question.

	“Affirmative.” I turned to him. “I will not bring our enemy back to the base. Do not worry, my friend. I will not endanger your mate or your offspring.”

	“I’ll get the translator now,” said Mo. “I’ll meet you at your shuttle.”

	I stomped toward my shuttle, trying not to growl at everyone I passed. If Tarku’n left a single mark on Tilly’s body, he would suffer a slow, painful death. 

	 


Chapter 13: Tilly 

	The asshole was still there. I knew. I saw the outline of his ship against the falling snow.

	He’d called Rayk’n a deserter. What the hell did he mean? Rayk’n was on Earth to fight the bugs. That was his mission. The last time I’d checked, he was fighting bugs and taking names. He was no deserter.

	A claim like that was serious. I needed to warn Rayk’n. He'd also called him a flawed hunter. Rayk’n wasn't flawed. He was a brave and extremely talented hunter, and boy, could he fly that shuttle!

	The purple asshole planned on waiting until my hunter came back for a visit. That wasn't going to happen because I planned to warn Rayk’n as soon as I could. I wished I had one of those altered phones he’d mentioned. 

	I doubted the crazed hunter searching for him had access to Rayk’n’s communications or that of the group he worked with. If he did, he wouldn't be here. He’d know where his target was.

	I couldn’t call Rayk’n, but I had the contact button. He did say I could use it anywhere, and he’d find me. But I couldn't use it here; it would lead him straight to the warrior hunting him. I needed to get out, and I needed to do it without the bully in the shuttle noticing.

	If I just left now, he’d follow. I needed to distract him.

	I checked the time on my cell phone. It was almost noon. I grabbed my bugout bag from the shelf as I formulated a plan.

	Over the course of the bugpocalypse, the items in my bugout bag had changed. In the beginning, it had all the usual essentials for normal emergencies: first aid kit, filled bottle of water with a mini filtration system, ration bars, lighter, LED light, multi-tool, a USB with all my essential documents, cordage, a tarp, a foil emergency blanket, an N95 mask, extra wool socks and warm clothes, chargers for all my devices, etc. 

	Since then, I’d removed the USB key and chargers and added extra smelly colognes, camouflage sheets to hide from the flyers, and mace. Mace was even more effective on the bugs than pepper spray. Early on in the invasion, I'd watched a video of a woman spraying a bug and getting away. Mace, pepper spray, and bear spray had flown off the shelves. Lucky for me, I already had some on hand. It was great to be prepared.

	Leaving the safety of my home around noon was dangerous, but it had to be done. With the snow on the ground, it would be easier to avoid the flyers' notice. I had two sheets that I used when I needed to go outside during flyer times, which to be honest, had been never. Yesterday had been the first time I’d ever left my fortress during midday, and I’d done so only because Rayk’n was by my side.

	 One of the sheets was white on one side and grey on the other. Wrapped up in it and moving strategically, it reduced my visibility from the air when there was snow on the ground. The second sheet was green camouflage. It wasn't as effective as white and gray on snow, but I could use it in a pinch in a field.

	Waffles knew something was up. She observed me, tilting her head from side to side as if asking what the hell I was planning. 

	“Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

	Waffles was already white with a black nose and eyes, so she disappeared into the snow. Unlike larger dogs, she lost heat more easily, but it wasn't extremely cold today, so she wouldn't need a sweater. Her harness was enough.

	I threw my white packable down jacket on, as well as a pair of white and grey sweatpants over my tights. Then I tucked my short hair into a gray beanie. White and gray got dirty easily, but I didn't go out often, and when I did, they offered great camouflage against the snow-filled streets.

	Then came the part Waffles hated the most: the spray down. The moment she saw me reach into the bag for the spray, she ran under the couch. She hated smelling like a teenage boy with too much deodorant on. It probably bothered her nose, but it had to be done. If the scourge caught a whiff of us, we’d be dead meat.

	I pulled her from the couch and sprayed her down as she whined. Then I did myself. These weren’t a few light spritzes; I doused us in it. That was the only way it worked. It needed to be strong enough to hide our scent.

	Now to engineer a distraction so we could get the hell out of Dodge.

	I hadn't actually used this method before, but I'd gone through the plan many times in my head. It made sense, and it should work.

	I pulled out the large duffel bag from the bottom of the lowest rack on my shelf and laid out the contents on my floor. There were half a dozen small bean bags with colorful metallic streamers sewn onto them. The flyers hunted with sight, and these were the perfect bait to get them to go where I wanted. 

	While I hadn't tested this plan out in its entirety, I did know the streamers worked. I’d launched these off my balcony around noon, and flyers had swooped in to check out the streamers in the wind. They usually left after realizing the fabric and foil strands were not edible.

	Next were the personal alarm keychains. Originally created to protect women walking alone at night, these devices made a ridiculously loud noise once the pin, also attached to the keychain to prevent loss, was pulled from the device. They kept ringing until someone replaced the pin. Unlike the streamers, I hadn’t tested these out yet, but I was sure they’d cause enough of a commotion to get the flyers to turn their heads to check.

	These bugs were terrifying, but they were predictable and none too bright. They were easy to fool and control if one was prepared. Excitement bubbled in my gut; I was eager to put my theory to the test. Throughout the lonely days, I’d thought of so many ways to defend myself but hadn’t had a chance to use them. Today was the day.

	I hated that the hunter had parked his shuttle so close to my home. But if he was half the warrior he claimed to be, he'd have no problem taking care of the new friends I was about to invite to his one-man party. The scourge should be long gone by the time I returned. I hoped.

	Unplugging my phone from the solar charger, I marked out my route. I might not have connectivity, but I could still use the app like an old-fashioned map. I didn’t plan on traveling far with the flyers still in the skies, only to my next safe spot: a small library I’d stocked up with some bottled water and food for an emergency. This route should keep me out of the direct line of sight of the flyers for most of my travels. I’d be exposed to cross the streets twice, but I should be fine.

	The library might still be too close to call Rayk’n, but not if the other hunter was too distracted fighting his new friends. I’d decide if I needed to go farther once I got there.

	“Alright, Waffles. Here goes nothing.”

	I carried everything I needed over to the balcony. There were a few flyers in the air already, and I saw more in the distance. 

	Picking up the lacrosse stick, I fitted the first bean bag into the pocket, making sure the streamers were neatly folded under the beanbag and against the netting. Then I put another beanbag-streamer combo on top. I sandwiched a personal alarm in between the two bean bags, hooking the keychain to a streamer on the first one. Then I wrapped a streamer around the head of the pin. When the two bean bags flew apart, it should pull out the pin and start the party.

	I took a step back, aimed, and launched it near where I’d seen the hunter disappear. The bean bags flew across the air, the streamers flying behind it. The annoying siren-like alarm started midair. The closest flyer turned immediately at the sound. It made a shrill cry as it oriented on the streamers. 

	Yes! It was working!

	I launched several more sets of lures in the same way, aiming for what I thought was the shuttle—each set of noisy, shiny bait catching the flyers’ attention. One of the streamered bean bags never made it to the ground. It floated in the middle of the air, the metallic strands blowing in the wind. I’d landed it right on top of the asshole’s shuttle. Score!

	The closest flyer swooped in, attacking the streamers. It crashed into the cloaked shuttle.

	Holy hell, my plan actually worked!

	I ducked back into my home as another flyer swooped down with a shrill war cry. Any scourge in the area should be coming soon to join the fray. Waffles and I needed to get out of here ASAP. 

	I took the exit on the other side of the building. It was closer to the library and would keep the factory between us and the battle. I ran to the other side of the street and ducked under the overhang. There were no signs of scuttlers yet, and all the flyers in the area were distracted, so I moved as quickly as possible with the grey and white sheet wrapped loosely around me to hide my shape. 

	 Waffles followed behind on her lightweight extendible leash. The leash had a quick release in case she needed to get away and hide quickly, and with her harness on, I could always just unclip it, pick her up and run in an emergency. 

	Today, we had one objective: get to the library safely. 

	I didn’t run into any scourge until the last leg of our trip. The library was in sight when Waffles plastered herself against my leg, shaking. I was just about to dash across the street. I paused, listening intently. Moments later, I heard it: scuttlers.

	I knelt and picked Waffles up, thanking her silently for alerting me before I ran into the street. 

	I poked my head out to look around the corner. A group of scuttlers flanked by a pair of spitters headed down the pavement toward us. I ducked back behind the wall. They hadn't seen me; they were too focused on reaching the flyers’ location where they were promised prey.

	The flyers were still focused on the area, which meant my purple asshole friend had taken the bait and left his shuttle to fight. If he had just stayed inside the shuttle, the flyers would have lost interest quickly.

	I found a small alcove with a door that read “Psychic Readings: Get Real Answers Now” in big fancy letters. I huddled in a ball with Waffles in my arms, tucking myself as far into the alcove as possible, and waited for the scourge to pass.

	I wondered if the psychic ever saw the bugs coming. Even if I’d had the chance to go back and warn myself of the bugpocalypse, I doubted I would’ve believed myself. I’d most likely have thought I’d finally drunk the Kool-Aid and gone full conspiracy theory. Most people thought preppers were only one small step away anyway. 

	The bugs seemed pretty damn real to me now, especially as they scurried away from my hiding spot.

	When Waffles finally relaxed, so did I. 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 14: Rayk’n 

	I watched from my screen as the first set of sparkling streamers flew from Tilly's balcony and landed near Tarku’n’s shuttle. More streamers flew out, landing around the vessel, and with them came loud, ear-piercing sirens. All the scourge in the area stopped and turned toward the noise and visual display.

	My Tilly was calling the scourge down onto the 00592 hunter with her improvised lures. I marveled at her impromptu plan. My chest tightened at the thought of her, and I rubbed it absently. 

	I'd fumed every moment the other hunter was inside her home, and when he’d exited without Tilly, I wasn't sure if I was glad or worried. What had happened in there? Not more than ten Earth minutes later, the streamers started flying out of her balcony.

	Now, I knew my Tilly was safe, but she must have felt threatened by this hunter to have used this tactic. 

	This was great news for me. As long as the hunter was distracted, he wouldn't be able to scan for my ship. It also kept the flyers off my back. With any luck, I'd be able to land, find Tilly, get her into my shuttle, and lift off before Tarku’n finished his fight. 

	I wouldn't have noticed the two small figures running out the other side of the building if it hadn't been for the drone refocusing on the movement.

	Tilly! And Waffles!

	What were they doing out of their fortress?

	She seemed to know exactly where she was going, ducking under awnings and weaving through the buildings. I set the drone to keep an eye on the other hunter, then followed Tilly with my shuttle. 

	She waited in hiding as a group of scourge crossed her position, while I held my breath. The scourge didn’t notice her, and she continued on her way. After several blocks, she ducked into a smaller red brick building. I waited for her to come out and go back on the move, but she didn’t.

	Checking once more for scourge in the area—they were all fighting the other hunter—I landed my shuttle outside the building, keeping it cloaked.

	The sign out front read “Factory District Library.” The building was full of books and smelled stale. My Tilly enjoyed her books a lot. 

	I followed her trail to the back of the building and found her in the backroom. 

	“Get back!” she warned, pointing a can of something at my face. I could smell the potent product inside the canister.

	She dropped the weapon the second she recognized me.

	“Rayk’n!” She ran out to me and hugged me tightly. “I was just about to use the button to call you. How did you know I was here? You need to be careful! There's someone looking for you, and I don't think he's up to any good. He’s an asshole.” All the words rushed out of her in one long breath.

	“We had surveillance on the 00592 hunter. We knew he was in the area, so I did not leave the compound earlier, but I came as soon as I saw him enter your home. My visits put you in danger.” I held her away from my body, looking for signs of injury. “Has he harmed you?”

	“Oh, I'm fine.” Her brown eyes darted to the side. “I'm not sure about him, though. I got him with a taser and pepper spray, then I sicced the scourge on him. Man, you Xarc’n warriors are built tough. That taser did almost nothing.”

	My chest swelled with pride. My Tilly was a fighter!

	“And I only warranted a tranquilizer dart?” I grinned at her. 

	“I think I gave you a lot more than just a dart.” She waggled her brows. “Or have you forgotten already?” 

	“Forget you? Never. I’d sooner forget the stars.”

	On the thinly carpeted floor that smelled of old dust, Waffles whined. She wore a strange contraption. Hunter harnesses were designed to strap our armor and utilities to our bodies. The canine’s harness had a handle. I picked her up by it and placed her on the table. “I won’t forget you either, Waffles.” I turned to Tilly. “We need to leave for the compound before Tarku’n finishes his involuntary hunt. You will stay there with me. It is unsafe at your home now.”

	Tilly hesitated. “I wanted to find and warn you, but you were already pre-warned. The lofts are my home. Everything I have is there. I need to defend it.”

	“Your home is safer if you and I are not there. We are protecting it by leaving it.”

	“You’re probably right. But I’m not sure about meeting your compound yet. They sound like good people. But—”

	I understood. My female was wary of humans, much like Koriv’n’s Nikki had been. “We will not go back to the compound then. I cannot return there anyway if Tarku’n follows me. There is another warrior there who does not want to be found. His mate is with offspring, and we must keep them safe.”

	“Offspring?” Her eyes grew round.

	I swallowed hard, not knowing how to explain the situation to her. Nikki had reacted badly when she’d first found out, and I worried the same would happen with Tilly. She deserved to know though.

	“Hunters are created with our fertility turned off; it has always been so. It is a simple chip that first prevented the Originals from procreating. The scientists who created us worried we might taint the Xarc’n race should we mix with their females. The Xarc’n race never lived long enough for that to happen, but still, every hunter since had been made with the chip embedded. It was the base blueprint.” I glanced at her to see her reaction.

	Her lips were turned down, but she listened avidly, so I continued. 

	“The chip allowed us to keep our testosterone high and reach our best fighting form but did not allow our bodies to produce gametes.” 

	“Okay, but how does that lead to a human woman carrying a Xarc’n baby? I heard rumors but thought they were just that.”

	“Humans are the only species we have found that is mating compatible.” I looked her in the eyes. “You are the only ones who can continue the Xarc’n lines.” I braced myself for her reaction to my next words. “Some hunters have their fertility turned on before coming to Earth. I am one of them.”

	“Whoa! Back up! You and I could—" She shook her head. “And you didn’t think to tell me first? What if I’m already pregnant. Oh god!”

	Her eyes went wide, and she patted her body in a panic as if she could feel with her hands whether she was with offspring or not.

	The hurt that ran through me at Tilly’s reaction was confusing. Was she so appalled at creating life with me? Did she not want a future with me in it? 

	Some of the hunters at the compound planned on visiting one of the two motherships that orbited the planet to have their chips removed. Their mates wanted offspring, and they planned on conceiving in the spring. 

	Alice, Evie, and Connie were Kaj’k, Tarv’k, and Jorg’k’s mates however, and Tilly wasn’t my mate. Not yet. We’d yet to trigger the mate bond. Would she be upset if she were my mate and we created life together?

	“You are not with offspring. Only mates can conceive. You are not my mate.” Did that come out with a hint of anger?

	“Oh.” She looked pensive. “You’ve mentioned mated hunters and women, and I assumed they just paired up. What exactly is a mate?”

	 I explained the mating bond to her and how a Xarc’n male could not release his mate at the onset of a bond, no matter how hard he tried. We only produced gametes after this incident. Once a Xarc’n male bonded to a female, that female was his life. I couldn’t explain to her how it felt as I’d never experienced it, but every mated male I knew was happier than they had ever been.

	“So you’re saying it’s literally till death do you part?”

	I’d heard those words before when Koriv’n joined with his Nikki in a human-style ceremony. Despite the words used in their official ritual, many human couples did not stay together, though I understood why. They did not have the mating bond. They relied on love, and love waned without hard work. Hunters would work extra hard to maintain their human mate’s love.

	“Mates are forever.” It was upsetting that she didn’t want to create life with me, but even so, I wanted Tilly to be my mate. I wanted a future with her. 

	“I see. And I’m not your mate.” I wasn’t sure that was disappointment in her voice or if a hopeful part of me had imagined it. 

	“Not yet. Some bonds are slow to form.”

	She nodded. 

	“We should not waste any more time. Tarku’n should be done now, and we must leave before he returns to his ship.”

	I lifted her from her chair and tossed her over my shoulder. 

	“Eeeek!” she squeaked most fetchingly. “What are you doing? I can walk!”

	“You captured me once on your couch. Now it is my turn. I am capturing you, Tilly.” I palmed her round ass, giving it a squeeze. I turned my head and gave it a light bite through her pants. She yelped softly, and the room filled with her lust.

	She might not want an offspring with me, but she couldn’t resist the act of creating one. I planned on using it to my advantage.

	Picking Waffles up by the harness with my free hand, I headed back to my shuttle with my female over my shoulder.

	 

	 


Chapter 15: Tilly 

	I had thought things like being tossed over a shoulder and carried away like a stolen bride only happened in romance novels. Unless I’d been magically transported into one, I was wrong, because it was happening, like right now.

	I hadn’t missed the look on Rayk’n’s face when I’d reacted to possibly being pregnant. Hunters clearly never had to hide their emotions, because he wore it on his face like a badge. 

	I’d heard about the possibility and had read some debates on the forums back at the start of the collapse, but it hadn’t crossed my mind when I’d spent time with my hunter. I’d thought they were just rumors; we were different species after all. 

	Now that I thought about it, Xarc’n warriors did share many similarities with us. I mean, they were humanoid. With those horns and the way they were built, they could be the minotaur of Greek legends. They didn’t have six arms, or multifaceted eyes, or an exoskeleton. Their cocks were different and quite impressive, but still very, very—what was the word he used—compatible. 

	It wasn’t that I didn’t want a baby with him; it was that I didn’t want a baby, period. Not yet anyway. The last time I checked, we were still in the middle of a bugpocalypse. I guessed Rayk’n had only ever known life with the bugs, so that was normal for him, but it wasn’t normal for me.

	The way he’d told me I wasn’t pregnant had stung, but I couldn’t have my cake and eat it too. I was either safe from conception or I was his mate. I couldn’t be both. I doubted condoms worked well on Xarc’n shaped cocks, even if we could get our hands on extra-large ones.  

	Rayk’n dropped me into the middle of his sleeping nook. It smelled of him, and I wondered how it would be to fall asleep surrounded by his scent and wake up in his arms in the morning. 

	Again, I marveled at the sparse interior of his shuttle. I now understood everything had to be safely shut away when he maneuvered the ship in aerial acrobatics to hunt the scourge.

	Was that a glass Tupperware container on his desk? Had one of the human women at the compound packed him a lunch? Surely there were single women in that group of survivors. What was this green-eyed monster doing in my head? Rayk’n wasn’t mine yet. We were just two lonely people on a bug-filled planet who needed each other’s company. 

	He sat down at the helm, and the screen reacted to his presence immediately, lighting up to show a video feed of the area around the factory lofts. Bug carcasses littered the street, but the hunter was nowhere to be seen. He’d reentered his shuttle already. A red shuttle-shaped icon marked the location of the enemy vessel. 

	So that was what the shuttles looked like when uncloaked; I’d never seen one before. I’d only ever seen artist renditions of what they thought the crafts were like. The actual design was highly contested.

	“Krux! We are too late. I cannot start the shuttle now. His scanner is operational.”

	“Scanner?” I asked, moving to stand next to him. 

	“My shuttle does not show on maps, but still gives off a signature. He will detect it with scans in close proximity.”

	“I guess we're stuck here until he leaves.” I reached for Waffles, undid her harness, and stuffed the harness into my pack. I placed the pack next to the sleeping area. If we were going to be stuck here for a while, at least we could be comfortable. 

	“I hate leaving my home, knowing that hateful hunter could return to it.” My instincts demanded that I protect my stash. 

	“Your safety is my priority, little one.” He turned his seat to face me, pulled me into his arms, and wheeled us to the sleeping nook. “Your home, your supplies, we can replace. You, I cannot.”

	My heart warmed at his words. 

	“I show you something.” He ushered us onto his bed and fiddled with the control panel on the side.

	A sort of screen closed us into the private alcove and blinked to life. Suddenly we were on his sleeping mat on a beach. The soft sound of the water filled the small chamber. The only thing missing was the smell of the ocean.

	“Wow!” 

	This wasn’t Earth. Giant rocky spikes speared out of the water in the distance, and the sky was a strange pinkish shade. 

	“Is this your planet?”

	“This was Xarc. It is gone now. I have never been.” He paused. “I have no planet.” 

	Not knowing how to reply to that, I just leaned into him and enjoyed the scene. He pulled me close, and we watched the waves lap against the alien shore. It was calming and I sighed, enjoying the rare moment of peace. These were rare since the bugs came.

	“Tell me why you and Koriv’n are hiding from the other hunter. He called you a deserter.”

	Rayk’n growled, not the sexy type of growl, but an angry one. Once he calmed, he explained the story behind his contingent and how a few of the hunters were strongly against their decision to come to Earth. 

	“Was that why you had to hunt for food when you first got here?”

	“Affirmative. We were not official on planet, so not part of delivery. Some hunters did not deactivate tracker on shuttle. They abandoned their shuttles to avoid detection.”

	“Man, that sucks.” I reached for his hand and threaded my fingers through his. “So that other hunter got his panties all in a bunch because you didn’t follow some computer-generated order. And the ones who programmed the computer are all dead anyway. I never knew hunters had their own sticklers for rules. I, for one, am glad you came here to fight instead. Are there many hunters who want to send you back?”

	They would have to get through my arsenal of mace, tasers, and tranquilizer guns first. I should start collecting more powerful weapons. Rayk’n was here to fight the bugs, and Earth needed every hunter we could get.

	“No, few on Earth, but others off planet also. Hunters do not fight. This is the first time. We do not know how to react.”

	“There’s a first for everything. Some internal conflict is inevitable in any group of free-thinking individuals. I guess, welcome to being real people and not just weapons.” I smiled up at him. I didn’t think of him as just a weapon; he was so much more than that.

	I couldn’t decipher the look on his face now, but I understood the purring that started in his chest. It wasn’t the needy rumble that told of sexual attraction; this purr was softer, like that of a happy cat. He liked the idea of being more than the sum of his parts.

	Of course, my belly took that moment to complain that I hadn’t eaten all day; it cut in, rudely interrupted the calming purr. I’d never known my stomach could be so loud.

	“You are hungry.” He triggered the scene to turn off, and we were left staring at the blank gray wall of the sleeping nook.

	He opened the screen, stood, picking me up with him, and shifted over to the pilot’s chair with me in his lap. A quick push later, I found myself in front of four hand pies sitting in a Tupperware container. 

	That looked like real pie crust, not the just add water kind. I picked up a pie and sniffed it. It smelled like butter and not that hydrogenated crap they put in the boxed mixes to prevent it from going rancid. I took a bite.

	“Mmm! These are so good!” How was this even possible? Who was milking a cow and churning butter to make piecrust for meat-filled pastries? And what was this strange meat substance that picked up the flavor so well?

	I looked more carefully. “Are those pieces of Xarc’n nutrition bars?” There were also pieces of reconstituted vegetables. I recognized those because they were the only kinds of vegetables I’d had in a long time. This mix had different things in it than the one I had at home.

	“Affirmative. Supply depots still send bulk of food as bars. They started milk production. Allied humans request.” He made a face. “Milk strange. But humans make tasty and nutritious solid from milk.”

	“I taste the butter. I can’t believe it is butter!”

	“Butter.” He pronounced the single word in English. “Is solid milk block?”

	I giggled. “I guess you can call it that.” He wasn’t wrong; butter was technically a block of milk fat and solids. I ate the rest of the pastry. 

	“Humans agitate liquid until it becomes solid. It confuses me. But milk block makes nutrition bars palatable when combined. Humans are creative with nourishment.” Rayk’n picked up a pastry—it looked ridiculously small in his hand—put the whole thing in his mouth, and chewed. 

	Waffles, who had been waiting patiently by our feet since Rayk’n opened the container, watched with sad eyes as the entire pastry disappeared. Rayk’n looked at me. 

	“You can feed her a small bite. She’ll continue to be your best friend.” As if Waffles hadn’t already decided Rayk’n was the best thing since sliced bread.

	We polished off the rest of the food. As Rayk’n tucked the glass container into one of the hidden storage drawers on his ship, the red shuttle icon on the screen—which had sat exactly where it was when we returned to the shuttle—finally moved. I silently prayed it would move away from us; it didn’t. It made a beeline for us, as if the hunter behind the wheel knew precisely where we were. 

	“Umm, Rayk’n.” I reached out to get his attention, my eyes still glued to the screen. “We have a problem.” 

	 

	 


Chapter 16: Rayk’n 

	A small hand patted me on the butt as I put away the glass container. I’d learned to secure the containers when possible after leaving one out during the hunt; it had hit me in the face as I made a loop to chase a flyer.

	I grinned at the intimate gesture until I heard her words.

	“We have a problem.”

	I followed her eyes to the screen. Tarku’n’s shuttle headed in a straight line, directly toward us. Had the 00592 hunter found a way to detect our shuttle after all? Or was this a lucky guess? 

	“If he can see my shuttle, then there’s no point in staying still. We need to leave now.” I got into my seat.

	“Wait!” Tilly held out a palm. “Don’t expose us yet. The other hunter mentioned something about surveillance footage. You have a camera in the sky, so maybe he has something similar, and it recorded me running to this building. He must have been reviewing the footage until now.”

	Her reasoning was sound. There was no reason to believe Tarku’n could detect my inoperative shuttle. If he was simply following Tilly and had no confirmation of my whereabouts, moving would give us away unnecessarily.

	“Could he have seen you leave your shuttle and enter the building?”

	“Negative. The area of effect for my shuttle’s cloak extends to the overhang of the building.” Of that I was sure.

	I ordered the drone to survey the area, looking for aerial movement. I didn't see anything, but that didn’t mean Tarku’n did not have surveillance. 

	“The good news is that I’m pretty sure he doesn’t know you’re here yet. But the bad news is that he will very soon. We have to move,” Tilly said, pointing at the screen. 

	Tarku’n’s shuttle had stopped right above us. He planned to land exactly where I had. He didn't know I was here. He’d simply seen Tilly run into the building and planned on landing in front, just as I had.

	Krux! I had no choice. I had to move, or he’d land right on my shuttle. He might not have his scanner running though. It was worth the risk. 

	I turned on my shuttle and darted forward just as his landed where we had been.

	Tilly yelped as she lost balance from the quick movement and tumbled onto the floor of my shuttle.

	“Apologies.” 

	“I’m fine.”

	I turned off my shuttle, leaving just the screen on as before. He shouldn't be able to detect us now.

	I helped my female up, pulled her into my lap, and fastened the seat harness over the both of us as I’d done during the hunt. “He may not have his scanner running. We will watch his actions.” I locked my seat in place just in case I needed to do some impromptu advance level flying in the near future.

	Tilly held her breath as she watched the screen. Tarku’n did not leave his shuttle. Instead, his shuttle moved toward us.

	“Fuck!” 

	“Krux!” 

	He’d detected the movement. We were invisible to him now, but he only needed to move toward the last place we were to find us.

	“We need to move.” It was the only warning I gave her before turning on the wall’s external display and taking off.

	Tilly sucked in a breath at suddenly seeing the ground flying by below us. And the chase was on.

	Thinking to outfly him by weaving through tall buildings, I headed toward the center of town. We also headed toward the nest. The flyers were still out on their daily hunt, and I planned on using them to my advantage. I was a good pilot and could outfly even a dozen flyers without my shuttle’s cloak.

	As I flew over the nest, Tilly made a disgusted sound. This must be the first time she’d seen one up close. 

	While the nest was underground and hidden, the area around the entrance was unmistakable. Entire city blocks around the opening were coated with the fluffy white mycelium of the scourge’s symbiotic fungus; the tendrils of white death extended up into the buildings. One of the tall structures that had once graced the skyline of this human settlement had already crumbled to the ground, the supports eaten inside out by the invading microorganism. 

	Tilly covered her nose with her hands as if she could smell the rot and decay outside. Having gone inside multiple nests to burn them down, the stench still haunted me.

	Groups of scourge entered and exited the nest, leaving with nothing and returning with whatever edibles they found. Flyers circled overhead. Though most were out foraging at this time, some stayed back to protect their home. They noticed our shuttles right away despite our cloaking.

	I wove through the buildings with Tarku’n in hot pursuit and a growing collection of flyers dive-bombing us. One flyer narrowly missed my shuttle, and Tilly let out a small, frightened cry.

	Behind us, Tarku’n was less fortunate. A flyer latched onto his shuttle, and he veered wildly in an attempt to fling it off. He flew dangerously close to a building to knock off his unwanted passenger. 

	Franklin was too small of a city to lose my pursuer. There weren’t enough tall buildings to slow him down. The only way to be free of him was to get far enough away as to be out of range of his scanner, find a good hiding place, and turn off my shuttle until he gave up and left. That wouldn’t happen here; he’d catch up with me before I could get far enough.

	I turned my shuttle to the East and gunned the throttle. 

	Tilly yelped as she was pressed against my chest by the sudden acceleration. Tarku’n followed behind, neither gaining nor lagging. Our shuttles had the same capabilities and identical top speeds. I could not lose him this way either.

	“Holy crap! This thing is fast!” Now that I flew at full tilt, acceleration no longer held her prisoner. She looked down at the land whizzing by beneath us as I continued east.

	“Tarku’n’s shuttle is just as fast. I need to slow him down.” I scanned the radar for flyers and found a large group to my right. I turned my craft in a large arc to reach them. 

	At the sight of the first flyer, Tilly seemed more excited than scared. “That’s a great idea. The flyers will slow him down. There are so many here, and he can’t knock them off his ship on the side of a building.”

	I slowed so that Tarku’n was just behind me, then aimed straight for a flyer. I veered at the last moment, and the flyer—claws extended and ready to latch onto my ship—caught the front of Tarku’n’s shuttle instead.

	“Yes!” Tilly clapped her hands together.

	Tarku’n next action shocked me. Instead of trying to free himself of the flyer, he shot at my ship.

	“What the Krux!” I dodged the first few shots, but more came. 

	“I thought he said he's here to capture you, not kill you. I think his plan has changed.”

	I headed east again, going at top speed to get out of range of his ship’s blaster.

	“Can’t you just shoot back? You’re a great pilot. You can get him.” Tilly squeezed my forearm. 

	“Shoot at another hunter? It’s not done.” I couldn’t do that; it was against everything I knew. 

	“I think you can throw away the rule book, Rayk’n. He’s shooting at you, right freakin’ now!” 

	I dodged the shot as my brain warred with what I knew. Hunters did not fight each other, but she was right; this warrior was hunting me down with lethal force. His plan wasn’t to bring me back to my original mission planet; he wanted me dead.

	Tarku’n was not sparing any charge to his ship’s weapons, because three more shots flew toward us. I managed to dodge the first two, but a flyer dove for me just as I maneuvered my vessel away from the third. The flyer latched onto my hull moments before the shot clipped the back of my shuttle. 

	With one of my thrusters damaged and a flyer weighing down the other side, I quickly lost control. We were going down, but I could still try for a softer landing. I pulled the nose up, trying to lose as little height as possible as I struggled to aim my nonresponsive craft toward the mountain range in the distance. With Tilly and Waffles in here, I needed to land gently. 

	Another shot had my shuttle spinning. A fluffy blur flew across my screen. Waffles! I reached out, snatching her midflight, and placed her in Tilly’s lap. The next thing that blocked my vision was less fluffy; it was Tilly's pack. I grabbed it before it hit me and threw it to the floor of the shuttle. I stepped on the strap to keep it down as we spun and tumbled wildly.

	With my cargo finally under control, I righted my shuttle, using the limited remaining maneuverability I had. I turned it to face my opponent, adjusting the best I could for the lost thruster. We were still going down, but Tarku’n had hit my shuttle twice, and it was time for retaliation. I aimed and fired, again and again. 

	Several flyers latched onto his shuttle as he evaded my attacks. As he lost control of his vessel, he shot one last time. With my shuttle already damaged, I couldn’t evade it. It hit us straight on, and the impact knocked the air from my lungs.

	 I tried desperately to correct my shuttle, but nothing happened. We hurtled toward the low mountain range ahead, uncontrolled. As we crashed into the forest at the base of the formation, all I could do was curl my body around my female to protect her and hope the trees and snow softened our landing. 

	 

	 


Chapter 17: Tilly 

	I blinked, unsure if I was really alive. A wet tongue licked my face.

	Waffles? 

	My faithful companion whined in my arms as I forced myself fully awake. Every part of my body ached, and not in a good I-had-too-much sex-with-my-purple-warrior way. I moaned as the last few minutes rushed back into my head 

	“Rayk’n.” My voice sounded strange in the silence. “Rayk’n? Can you hear me?”

	He didn’t reply. I lifted up off his body with some effort, but the harness kept me down. The way we’d landed, I was lying on top of him, Waffles on top of me. What if he was injured? Or worse?

	“Rayk’n? Wake up.” This time my voice held an edge of panic. 

	Behind me, Rayk’n groaned. Thank goodness he was alive. I had to believe he wasn’t seriously injured. These hunters were tough as nails, right?  

	“We have to get out of here. The other ship went down too. He’s going to come for us. For you.”

	I looked around the shuttle. The lights were still on, but they flickered as if struggling to continue illuminating the shuttle. The walls were a sleek gray again, all except for one panel that sparked and blinked. The navigation screen was dark. Aside from the sound of the panel sparking, the shuttle was quiet.

	The last thing I remembered seeing was the other ship in the distance tumbling down into the forest along with us. If we survived the crash, chances are, so did the other hunter. A cold wash of dread drenched my being. We had to get out of here before he found us. 

	I struggled with the harness for a few seconds before Rayk’n helped me detach the clip with a practiced flick of his fingers. 

	Behind my ass, his communicator buzzed. I slid off his lap, putting my weight experimentally on my feet. Everything seemed to be unbroken, just achy. I put Waffles down; she seemed fine too. 

	Rayk’n answered the call but left the communicator on the desk as he went to one of his walls and opened it up to show a wardrobe of weapons and armor. 

	An angry-sounding voice came through the speakers, but it only growled, and the device on Rayk’n’s belt did not translate it. I’d gotten so used to speaking through his translator that I’d forgotten we couldn’t even communicate without it.

	“Led 00592 hunter shuttle through city, then east,” Rayk’n replied, the translator picking up his words. “Failed to get far enough past scanners. Both vessels down, base of Catskill range to east.”

	The Catskills? Wow! We’d flown all the way to the Appalachians in a very short time. These shuttles were no joke.

	After more words that sounded more like grunts and growls, Rayk’n replied, “Shot him down,” with a somber look on his face.

	He continued to strap on his armor and weapons. And I took that as a hint to check through and put on my pack. 

	The voice on the other end reacted badly to his last words. 

	“What is he saying?” I asked. 

	“Is that the female you found?” a woman's voice said over the communicator in English. “Hi, this is Nikki. Is that you, Tilly? Rayk’n wouldn’t tell us anything about you. He was super hush hush.”

	“Ah, hi, Nikki,” I said awkwardly. I hadn't expected to talk to anyone. 

	“Has Rayk’n given you the in-ear translator yet?”

	 I frowned. “No, we’ve been using the little device on his belt.” I looked to Rayk’n, who rummaged through a drawer.

	He held up a small pouch. “I will now.”

	He had a set of in-ear translators all along? But then, we had understood each other well enough with just the small device.

	As Rayk’n inserted the tiny, rice-sized translator, Nikki explained that Koriv’n was shocked Rayk’n had shot down the other shuttle. “Hunters don't fight each other. It's unheard of.”

	“Well, that's a crock of bull!” I exclaimed. “That deranged hunter shot at us first. He got two shots in before Rayk’n even considered shooting back. I don't think he was trying to capture us. If I understood the pictogram on the screen properly, he took out one of our thrusters. He was trying to kill us.”

	“He did,” Rayk’n replied. “I wasn’t quick enough to dodge the third shot.” 

	I did a double-take as the translator in my ear worked as he spoke; I heard it in his voice in my ear in real-time. There was only a slight delay—probably so minute my brain would get used to it readily—and it wasn’t choppy at all. It translated the tone of voice properly too, instead of repeating in a flat monotone as the other device had.

	Hey, cool! What a difference!

	Rayk’n sounded disappointed. Did he blame himself for getting hit?

	“You dodged a bunch of times before that flyer blocked you. You are an amazing pilot. All the fault lies with that asshole.”

	“In that case, I’ll say you guys did the right thing,” Nikki said. 

	“Send your shuttle’s log over. The records should prove you were not the first to fire.” Koriv’n sounded less outraged now. “And you have a breeding-compatible female in your shuttle. That should count as protecting a life.” 

	Rayk’n picked up his communicator and clipped it to his belt. He looked ready to take on an army. I’d never actually seen him in full gear. The armor added bulk, and the weapons looked menacing. It was all kinds of hot.

	“We must leave my shuttle. We can't stay here. He knows approximately where we landed, and he'll be coming for us soon. I underestimated the lengths this hunter will go to for his form of justice.”

	“We all did.” The hunter on the other line sounded grim. Hunters fighting each other must be a very grave thing in their culture. “I'm heading to you now for a pickup. Keep your communicator on and try to get as far from the enemy as possible to avoid another altercation. I'll get a fix on your communicator signal now.”

	“Rayk’n,” Nikki’s voice cut in. “Please stay safe and protect Tilly. You better bring her back so I can meet her.”

	And with those parting words, they hung up.

	As I clipped Waffles’ harness and leash back on, a scratching sound started outside the shuttle. A chill crawled up my spine, and Waffles crowded near me the way she often did when there were bugs around.

	“The scourge in the area must have been attracted to the crash.”

	I shuddered as more scratching joined the first. They were trying to get into the shuttle.

	“Stay inside. I will hunt those unfortunate enough to test the hull of my shuttle.”

	As he slid open the door, the shuttle's lights flickered off, plunging me into darkness. The only light came from the open door, and the scourge—the bugs—were outside waiting. Sounds of the fight echoed in the lifeless vessel, and I crept to the door to peek outside. 

	He danced several yards away, slashing and hacking at every scuttler that dared approach. 

	Just in case, I took out my mace and clipped it to the sling I’d worn across my chest. See, it wasn’t a fanny pack; I wore it across my front. The mace would do me no good in my backpack, so it had to be easy-access. Mace was supposed to be stronger than simple pepper spray, and I sure hoped it worked better on the bugs too.

	I still felt too naked. The mace temporarily stopped the bugs, giving me a few extra moments, but it didn’t kill them. I need another weapon. I headed over to the closet where Rayk’n kept all his armor and weapons. Maybe there was something smaller I could use in there.

	 Everything in the closet was huge. Hunter-sized. I tried to pick up one of the swords but couldn’t even move it. There was a smaller weapon that reminded me of a cross between an axe and an icepick. I picked it up. It was heavier than it looked, but it would do. I headed back to guard the door. The last thing I needed was for a scuttler to get into the shuttle.

	We were lucky there were no flyers, spitters, or centicreeps. I shuddered at the thought of the giant centipede-like ones that had started showing up this summer; I’d always worried they would break the glass to my loft and get in. That was why during the swarms, I always had every blind and curtain drawn. A few had crawled all over my window and balcony during the last swarm, and I damned near shat myself watching their shadows.

	One of the scuttlers broke off from the group and turned toward Waffles and me. It had sensed us, or maybe it had a better sense of smell. It scurried toward us, and Waffles ran into the sleeping nook, pulling on the leash and trying to hide. Again, I thanked the universe that my cutie was a coward. It was much better than her jumping in front of the monster to try and save me. 

	I pulled the canister from my sling and aimed, spraying the mace all over the bug’s face. It stopped and twitched in place, reacting to the noxious substance. After tossing the canister, I picked up the icepick-axe combo. I couldn’t hesitate; that would be my death. Holding my breath, I ran at the creature and swung the weapon at its head with a loud yell, pick side down. There was a deafening crunch, and then the spike slid into the creature's skull.

	Then I did it again, and again, and again, the tip of the pick and edge of the opposing axe blade glowing a white-blue for me as they did for the hunters. 

	 I inhaled sharply, and the residual chemicals in the air burned my lungs. My eyes teared as I coughed. I backed away from the dead bug. I’d killed it. It was the first time I’d killed one of them hand to hand. I’d taken them out with fire before, but this was different. 

	I looked up just as Rayk’n delivered the finishing blow to his last opponent. My arms, suddenly very tired, dropped to my sides as I released the weapon. The working end of the weapon had already been on the ground; the handle joined it with a thud.

	Rayk’n rushed to my side. “Are you hurt, little one?”

	I shook my head and collapsed into his arms. Sensing that the worst of the danger was over, Waffles poked her head out the door. 

	Summoning my strength, I called her over and sprayed us down again with the mini spritzer of cologne in my bag. I picked up the icepick-axe and cleaned it in the snow as I’d seen Rayk’n do with his blade. 

	It was heavy, but it would come in handy if I could devise an effective way to carry it. “Can I keep this weapon?” 

	He looked at me solemnly. “It is yours.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 18: Rayk’n

	Tilly picked a path through the forest with Waffles on a leash and me following behind. While Waffles moved excitedly through the trees, Tilly dragged her feet. She hadn’t complained at the less-than-stellar way I’d landed—or rather, crashed—the shuttle into the forest, but I knew her body was tired and sore from the impact. 

	I hadn’t told her the multifunction tool she’d used wasn’t meant to be a weapon. She’d used it well, driving the spike into the scourge’s carapace. In her hands, it was anything she made it. Bravery and desperation made anything a weapon.

	I’d fashioned a harness for her using some old armor and a belt to carry the tool around safely, leaving her hands free. She carried it proudly like a warrior, and my heart grew light and happy at the sight of her in the modified Xarc’n-issued items.

	 She’d taken out a device with three flat, black surfaces—I recognized them as solar energy collectors—and clipped it to the back of her pack, panel side up. Then she’d taken out her communicator, connected it to the panels, and pulled up a map of the area. It wasn’t very detailed, but it was enough.

	“I couldn’t see very well while being jostled around in the shuttle, but I think we landed somewhere here.” She pointed to the base of some hills. “I didn’t download any detailed maps of this area. I never thought I'd be here. Too bad location doesn't work without Internet.”

	The maps on my device would’ve been more precise, but I sensed that she was excited to use her gear, so I let her. My female was more ready for this unexpected excursion than I’d expected.

	“We should be here.” I pointed to the map. “We’ll head toward this river. Running water will obscure our scent, especially yours.”

	“Are you saying I'm stinky?”

	“No, you smell delicious. Even under that horrible scented spray. Good enough to eat.” I growled at her, and her cheeks flushed. 

	“Oh, stop it,” she chuckled. 

	Strong-smelling sprays were useful for hiding from the scourge, but all hunters recognized the unnatural perfumes as belonging to humans. And no matter how strong the fragrance, I always smelled Tilly’s scent underneath. It wasn’t as obvious with the other females, but with Tilly, I could recognize her even if she poured the whole bottle of cologne on herself.

	It wasn’t just her scent trail I worried about. Tilly’s boots left the cutest footprints in the snow, and Waffles’ paws were even tinier. Next to them, my giant feet made gaping craters in the snow. We’d left a strong trail from the shuttle for our enemy to follow, which was why I pointed us to the nearest stream. It would mask both scent and prints. And if we were lucky, Tarku’n might not detect where we left the stream to continue our trek.

	We traveled in silence, heading toward the river and away from where the other hunter’s ship had fallen. I set the surveillance drone to follow us. It was so small and discreet I barely noticed it unless I knew where to look. 

	Many of the trees here were bare of leaves, so we didn’t have good cover from detection if our enemy had aerial surveillance of his own. But it was something we couldn’t control; we could only hope he didn’t. If he did, it would be me who gave us away, with my skin bright against the freshly fallen snow. Both Tilly and Waffles camouflaged well in the scenery of white, gray, and brown. 

	Thickly forested, this area was mostly untouched by those living on Earth. The scents here were different from the cities and towns where the scourge chose to create their nests. It smelled of vitality and renewal that often disappeared from places where we fought our nemesis.

	There were signs of life everywhere I looked—a paw print here, some scat there—proof that this planet could, and would, bounce back if we did our jobs well. My contingent had done the right thing. Earth needed us. The animals living here in these woods needed us. My Tilly and Waffles needed us.

	After more walking, with Waffles running ahead exploring the forest like a brand-new playground—I'd only had to redirect her once—we came to the river. Waffles started drinking from it before I could even test the water for contaminants. Fortunately, the water was fast flowing, and the test came out clean.

	Tilly took out a strange roll of plastic from her bag. She undid a clip, and it unrolled into a soft-sided water bottle. She filled her bottle before taking a long, thirst-quenching drink, then clipped the bottle to her bag.

	“This water's freezing. I mean, I'm not surprised. It's winter, and there’s snow on the ground. But damn! You want me to walk in that? My boots aren’t waterproof. I'll get frostbite.” 

	Her boots, while good for the snow, weren’t meant for complete submersion into water. Her feet would get wet, cold, and frostbitten quickly. I hadn’t thought of this when suggesting we walk in the river, which was too fast-flowing to freeze at this temperature. 

	“We do not feel the cold the way you do.” I could walk in this water indefinitely. It would be uncomfortable, but I’d be unharmed. “I will carry you.”

	“And I’ll carry Waffles.” She unclipped the leash from Waffles’ harness and stuffed it into her bag. 

	Then, moving her bag to the front of her body, she gathered Waffles into her arms. I did the same to her, carrying her sideways in front of me. I picked a direction and headed down the stream. 

	It really didn’t matter which way I went; both ways took us farther away from Tarku’n. And Koriv’n would find us regardless, locating us through the private beacon of my communicator. 

	“Do you really not feel the cold?” she asked after I’d been carrying her for a while.

	“I feel it, but it does not bother me. Our bodies can withstand extreme temperatures for much longer than humans.”

	“Okay. Let me know if I get too heavy.” 

	“You're not heavy, and I enjoy holding you. I can carry you all day.” Not only was she light, but she also didn’t slow me down either. I was able to take large steps through the water, putting more distance between us and our pursuer than if she'd been on foot.

	“I should check the drone footage and see where our pursuer is heading. Can you grab my communicator from my belt?”

	“Sure thing.” She reached down to search for the device and brushed up against a lot more than just my belt and communicator. 

	My chest rumbled to life at the accidental intimate touch.

	“Sorry.” She blushed a coral red. “You definitely don't need that distraction right now.” She located my communicator and unhooked it from my belt. “Tell me how to work this thing. I'll be your hands.”

	I walked her verbally through how to bring up the screen with the drone footage. Our tail had followed us to the river but then decided to go the opposite way. He must not have had video surveillance as we did.

	“Your trick worked! He’s going the other way.” She beamed up at me, and my heart fluttered at the smile on her face. 

	“We will continue farther, just to be sure, then we can find a place to rest and wait for Koriv’n to arrive.”

	I lifted her onto the riverbank. This area was completely made of rock and faced the sun. There was no snow here to show our footprints. I’d leave wet tracks, but hopefully, by the time he came back this way—realizing he’d chosen incorrectly the first time—they’d be dry. 

	We followed the snowless path for as long as we could before making our first set of footprints. It wasn’t visible from the river, and Tarku’n shouldn’t see it unless he came out at the right spot to check.

	This area of the forest had a few more evergreen trees, with some growing large enough for us to hide under.

	“Do you think we’re far enough now to rest?” Tilly pointed to an evergreen with a large lower bough that hung over to the ground, protecting the area beneath it from both the elements and unwanted eyes. “That place looks good.”

	Another animal had once used this as a burrow, as evidenced by the well-trampled needles underfoot and the old dung in the corner.

	“This old burrow should do.” 

	It wouldn’t be useful against the scuttlers, but that was the least of our concerns right now. I hadn’t noticed too many signs of recent scourge activity in the area. Besides, I could take care of a band of scuttlers. Another hunter set on my destruction was something else altogether.

	I didn’t know how to react. Every part of my programming told me it was wrong to fight another hunter. It was anathema. Hunters needed always to work together, as we had since we’d first been created. Left without our creators, we’d relied on each other. 

	Tarku’n had no problem fighting his programming to right the wrong he perceived. He was a threat. Not just to me and the other hunters from my contingent, but to my Tilly as well. 

	I too had fought my programming before and won, though it was easier to do as a group. Hunters did not question the destination the programming of our ship chose for us. Once scourge were detected on a planet, the program sent whichever ships were available to the location. The program had only one goal: eradicate the scourge. It saw hunters only as resources: live weapons. 

	I, and everyone in my contingent, had fought our programming to come to Earth. My prize now sat cross-legged in front of me. It had all been worth it, and if I was forced to, I’d go against my programming again.

	If Tarku’n dared harm a hair on my Tilly’s head, I’d have no problem putting him in a grave, hunter or not. Now that I’d found her, she was my number one mission.

	 


Chapter 19: Tilly  

	I cuddled Waffles into my body, trying to stay warm. Waffles wasn’t a big dog, and I didn’t want her to lose too much heat. We’d dressed for a short stint out in the city; I hadn't expected to be trekking through the mountains. I should have put a sweater on her. At least our feet were dry. 

	Rayk’n had called this place a burrow, and he was right; I saw the evidence now. Some animal had once used this place as a home, though it had been some time since it lived here. It was well-protected underneath the bough of the large conifer, and as the wind picked up outside, all we got was a slight draft. I inhaled the scent of pine needles and fresh snow. People had once paid good money for candles that claimed to smell like this.

	It would have been kind of romantic if we didn’t have someone after us, bent on seeing Rayk’n dead for coming to Earth. Rayk’n might struggle mentally to attack one of his own, but the other hunter had no such qualms.  

	Rayk’n’s loyalty was admirable, but I sure hoped it wouldn’t bite him in the ass in the end. I had no loyalty to anyone, and I’d brought some non-lethal weapons with me: more mace and another charged taser. In my opinion, that hunter had tried to kill me by shooting down the shuttle, so I was more than willing to attack if I saw him again. 

	I looked at the icepick-axe now attached to my pack. I had no qualms about using it against that crazed hunter if he tried to lay hands on me, my dog, or Rayk’n. I pulled up my sleeve to check the spot where he’d gripped my arm. A large hand-print-shaped bruise was starting there. 

	Rayk’n growled. “He hurt you,” he said through gritted teeth.

	Oops. I forgot he was watching.

	“It’ll heal.” I shrugged it off. I didn’t want him worried about this little thing; we had bigger fish to fry.

	“Come here.” He pulled Waffles and me into the circle of his arms. 

	It was much warmer here, and I wondered why I hadn’t cuddled into him for heat earlier. 

	He unhooked the portable medical device from his belt, pushed up my sleeve, and held it over the growing bruise while it ran. It gave off a gentle warmth, but other than that I felt nothing else. 

	“Thank you.” I leaned into him and closed my eyes, suddenly very tired.

	I fought to keep my eyes open. I couldn’t sleep now with the enemy still after us.

	“You’re sleepy because of the healing process. The device aids the procedure, but your body still has to work.”

	“Oh.” I yawned. “That makes sense.” 

	“Rest. I will warm you.”

	I yawned again, powerless to stop the spell of sleep. A short nap wouldn’t hurt.

	I woke to Rayk’n swearing and my arm completely healed. 

	“Krux!”  

	“What’s wrong?” I’d heard that word enough to know something bad had happened. 

	“We just lost communication to our drone. Rajiv’k will not be happy. Maybe I’ll get Natalie to tell him instead.”

	“And Natalie is his mate?” I lifted my head from the pillow of his deltoids.

	“Affirmative.”

	“And is she pregnant too?”

	“Negative. She wants to wait.” He looked as if he wanted to say something else but didn’t. 

	When I’d first found out we could have babies together, my immediate thought was that he’d tried to trap me by possibly getting me pregnant. But that had just been me being dramatic and suspicious. I tended to be suspicious of many things. 

	Rayk’n simply hadn’t thought of it because I was not his mate. Neither had I. I mean, I thought it was a silly rumor. 

	I was relieved to know I couldn’t get pregnant yet but also kind of disappointed. It wasn’t that I wanted a kid; I hadn’t thought of it, to be honest. But we had such a strong connection, I thought for sure we had something special. I barely knew Rayk’n, but I wanted to spend all my time with him. I felt safe in his arms and never wanted to leave. 

	The thought that I wasn’t good enough to be his mate hurt. Was there another woman out there who was better for him? Would his body go into the mating bond the moment they touched? I wanted to growl the way he did when angry; I settled for a disgruntled grumble instead.

	“You are uncomfortable.” He shifted, pulling me up into his lap and off the pine needles. 

	Not wanting to tell him the real reason for my reaction, I said nothing, letting him believe my response was from discomfort. 

	His communicator buzzed again. My first thought was that it must be his friend coming for the pick up, but it wasn’t. We were treated to an up-close and personal image of a bird of prey’s beak. 

	“I think a hawk has got your drone, but at least we have connection again. I didn’t know there were still hawks around. I thought the scourge ate all their prey.”

	“Some pockets of wildlife still live, much like the humans. Humans and their food animals were hit the hardest. You and your livestock were the easiest prey and the most abundant.” He tilted his communicator for a better look as the bird pecked at the camera a few more times before the feed cut out. “That’s not to say the wildlife aren’t affected. They are.”

	This summer, I was often woken up by birds much too early in the morning. I’d noted that the loudest of birds were still numerous in the city. They were fleet of wing and hard to catch. They were also too small to be effective prey for the bugs, though I’d seen one eat a bird before. 

	Most importantly, the birds’ food source, smaller Earth insects, was still abundant. Many animals hadn’t been eaten to extinction; instead, they’d starved when the scourge decimated their food sources.

	Outside our comfy little burrow, the wind picked up, and in a matter of minutes it went from lightly falling snow to howling winds and a blizzard. A cold draft blew in through the branches, and I shivered, huddling back against Rayk’n for warmth and comfort. 

	“We should be safe here. The other hunter was heading away from us when the drone was still in the air, and the storm should cover any tracks we left. Koriv’n should reach us soon.”

	Soon I’d need to meet his friend and possibly his friend’s mate. I wasn’t sure I was ready to meet real people. I wanted to spend a lot more time alone with him first. So I decided to make every moment count. 

	I might not be his mate, but we were amazing together, and I wanted him to never forget me for as long as he lived, even if he met his mate one day. I wanted this unknown future woman to never live up to the memory of me. 

	Was it selfish? Sure. But I didn’t care. 

	I checked to make sure Waffles was too comfortable and tired to bother us. The day had been long and exhausting, especially for a small dog like her. She’d already been tired from the trek out to the library. The crash and the trip through the forest had done the rest of the job. She’d made a little nest in the pine needles and was sound asleep.

	I moved to straddle Rayk’n’s hips and slid my hands around his neck. “I think we should make our wait as entertaining as possible. I’ve never done it in the woods and under a tree before.” I scratched my nails down his scalp, and his eyes flashed with need as his body stiffened. 

	“You must muffle your sound, or you’ll give us away.”

	I shifted my hands to the base of his horns, and his eyes closed, a look of pure bliss on his face. I loved the power I had over him. “It’s your roar that I’m worried about. Or maybe you’ll purr so loud, you’ll alert everyone in the forest.”

	His cock hardened under my body, and I bucked against it, but the double layer of pants made contact difficult. Frustrated, I stood and pushed both layers down and tossed them on top of my bag. Rayk’n unfastened the front of his loincloth, just as eager to touch me. 

	I licked my lips, admiring his magically-shaped cock, and with just my panties between us, I straddled him again. The purring went from needy to insistent. 

	Mmm. Much better. I rolled my hips, and the thick ridge of one of the sections pressed against my clit. Oh yeah. Much, much better.

	Strong hands caressed my body, sliding under the layers of my tops to cup my curves. Rayk’n pressed his nose against the side of my face, rubbing against it both tenderly and passionately. I returned the gesture, feeling the buttery-soft leather of his cheek against mine. 

	This felt meaningful, significant—much more than just a prelude to sex. There was a connection here, something I couldn’t describe, and I never wanted it to end.

	His hands moved down to my hip to guide it in small, perfectly placed circles. Each movement hitting just the right place. Then he kissed me, mouth to mouth. No, he didn’t just kiss me; he devoured me, consumed me.

	Overwhelming need coursed through my body, and I clung onto Rayk’n as if I was drowning in a sea of lust and he was my only lifesaver. I ground against the hard bar of his arousal and moaned into his mouth. I needed him now.

	“Please,” I begged.

	I lifted up off his lap and tried to slide down his cock, but I was still wearing my underwear. 

	“Argh!” I complained in frustration. 

	“So demanding.” Rayk’n was ready with a solution. Hooking his fingers into the thin elastic waistband, he pulled, and the fabric tore with a loud ripping sound. He tossed the soaked scrap of fabric aside. “I like it.”

	This time, when I lifted up, nothing barred my way. I hissed into his chest, trying my best to muffle my voice as he thrust up into me, each section filling me more than the last. My whole body shook from the intensity of each movement. 

	It was just him and me here in these woods. No one else. In our little universe, there were no bugs, no enemies, no worries. Just us. And as he brought me to a crescendo of pleasure, I wished it would always be just us. There under the bough of an overgrown conifer, I had a life-changing epiphany.

	I loved Rayk’n! I wanted to be his mate. And if anybody tried to get in my way, God help them, because I would mow them down.


Chapter 20: Tilly 

	The sound of footsteps interrupted our post-coital cuddling session. Damn his friend for coming right now; I wanted to cuddle just a little longer. I wondered if he’d brought his mate. I hadn’t met many humans since last winter, and the ones I’d had the unfortunate opportunity to cross paths with hadn’t had the best intentions. I thought I might be ready to meet new people now though, especially if Rayk’n trusted them.

	I wanted to make him a permanent fixture in my life, and that would include the people around him—hunters and humans alike. It was time to stop hiding.

	I pushed Waffles, who had pulled my sweatpants into her pine-needle nest, off my pants, shook them out, and pulled them on hastily. 

	“Stay here,” Rayk’n whispered, his face cold and somber. “I did not hear a shuttle land.”

	Shit! I hadn’t even thought it could be the other hunter.

	He clipped his sword’s scabbard to his side and patted the blaster on his belt before walking crouched to the edge of the overhanging boughs. His feet barely made a sound on the pine needles underfoot. He was big and powerful without sacrificing stealth. 

	I held my breath at how tense the air suddenly felt. Looking around, I scanned our temporary resting spot for my gear and weapons. 

	The two hunters did not waste any time exchanging words. Battle staff in hand, Tarku’n lunged for Rayk’n the moment he left the protection of the branches. I swallowed a scream as my hunter danced away from the blow that would’ve cleaved a less agile or perceptive target in two.

	Waffles was fully awake now and snarling at the fight. She made to lunge out into the fray.

	“Oh no, you don’t. Not your weight class.” I picked her up by the handle, her legs running nowhere fast in midair.

	Both hunters moved ridiculously fast, the glowing edges of their blades creating deadly patterns in the air. The other hunter’s staff had a longer reach, and I gasped every time Rayk’n leaped away, the plasma edge missing him by mere inches.

	The snow came down hard around them, obscuring my view at times. The howling wind was punctuated by the occasional clash of metal against metal. 

	Getting up close to the other hunter, Rayk’n distracted him with his sword as he reached for the staff and, with a quick, practiced maneuver, tore it from the other Hunter's hand. He tossed the staff up into a tree, where it got stuck in the branches.

	Tarku’n stood awkwardly for a moment, shock apparent on his face at losing his weapon.

	“We might not fight each other,” Rayk’n rumbled, “but I train with other hunters often. Give up now and leave me in peace.”

	“Never!” the 00592 hunter bellowed, rage clear in his eyes. “You are flawed, and I must remove the aberrations from our ranks.”

	“You are wrong. The other planet was not worth saving. We must learn to think for ourselves and be more than simple weapons.”

	“Lies! You let the promise of Earth cunts taint your mind.” He unsheathed the claws on his hand and pointed at me. “I shall remove the temptation that pollutes your purpose.”

	“Touch her and die!” Rayk’n thundered, ready to fight again.

	But Rayk’n had honor; he wouldn’t fight with a weapon if his opponent didn’t have one. He tossed his sword aside and unsheathed the claws on his own hands. They looked sharp and deadly, and I was suddenly very glad he had the ability to retract them. He bared his teeth in a snarl as he charged at his foe.

	They fought like wild animals, rolling on the ground, biting with their teeth, and kicking and striking with their claws. Red splattered the white snow, and I fretted, not knowing who bled. 

	A sudden loud crack split the air, echoing through the forest as their horns met in a clashing headbutt. They rolled up against a trunk of a tree, Rayk’n on top. He headbutted his opponent again, the sharp-sounding impact reminding me of the crack of thunder right overhead. Under his body, Tarku’n went limp.

	 I breathed a sigh of relief. My hunter had won!

	Rayk’n stood unsteadily. The impact had thrown him for a loop as well, and I rushed to his side to steady him. 

	“We must leave now,” he said. “This will buy us time, but Tarku’n will wake soon.”

	My hunter still had qualms about killing another hunter. Knocking him out was the next best solution. Once he was steady on his feet, I rushed into the bough of the tree to strap on my pack and my axe-like weapon.

	“Let’s get out of here.” I turned to Waffles. “Come on, Waffles.” I didn’t have time to put on her leash, but I doubted it would be a problem. She was on edge, and she’d follow closely.

	We headed back down toward the stream. Just as the water’s edge came into view, a loud yell from behind us had us turning. 

	I looked back just in time to see the other hunter smash a boulder against Rayk’n’s head. It hit him in the horns as he was mid-turn, and the rock shattered. Rayk’n dropped to his knees in slow motion. 

	No! I went down with him, my fall cushioned by the thick leaf litter and snow of the forest floor. 

	Rayk’n was out cold. The boulder had come down on his horns and not his head, so I prayed he still lived. These horns were built for use, and I hoped that meant they’d protected him from the impact. 

	I scrambled up from the snow to see Tarku’n poised over Rayk’n with a fragment of the broken rock in his hands. He lifted his arms, and I reacted, pulling the mace from my waist pack. He’d gotten a taste of pepper spray before, and mace was supposed to be worse. 

	“Fuck off!” I screamed in his face. “Don’t touch him!”

	No one was going to hurt my hunter! I got as close as I could to his face and sprayed the mace right into his eyes. He dropped the rock, and it landed in the snow with a thud, inches from Rayk’n’s face.

	“Krux! You bitch!” he roared, which just set him off in another coughing fit.

	I held my breath as I reached for the icepick-axe combo, pulling it from the harness Rayk’n had fashioned for me. Having no reluctance of my own about attacking this hunter, especially after what had happened, I swung the weapon toward his head, pick side first.

	My weapon never made contact, as my opponent grabbed it by the shaft and whipped it out of my hand. It clattered to the ground on the large flat rock by the stream. I gasped, shocked by how quickly he moved, and inhaled the air-bound chemical residue. I coughed and wheezed as I felt myself being lifted up into the air.

	Waffles, while usually not a very brave dog, came running to my rescue. She latched on to the rogue hunter’s leg, growling and snarling. He flung her aside with a swift kick. She landed with a whimper on the soft forest floor. Not giving up so easily, she popped back up, an angry ball of fur, and lunged at my assailant again.

	Not wanting Waffles to get injured, I distracted the hunter the best I could, kicking and screaming, clawing and biting at everything in reach. I caught a strand of hair that had fallen out of the tie, yanked on it as hard as I could, and felt a chunk rip from his scalp. 

	He roared again.

	I didn't care at this point how cheap my fighting style was; he was seven feet tall and huge, and I was just over a hundred pounds. As far as I was concerned, anything was fair game on my end. 

	By now, he'd noticed Waffles biting at his ankles again. He shook his leg, and she went flying, landing in a snowbank. 

	“Waffles!” 

	I prayed she wouldn't try to attack again. I really didn't know what I would do if she got hurt. Before Rayk’n had walked into my life, Waffles was all I had, and I loved her.

	“Don’t kick my dog, you bully!” I’d gotten most of the mace cleared from my system. “And there's nothing wrong with Rayk’n. You are the flawed one. You are the aberration. Rayk’n still hunts the scourge while you hunt other hunters.” I aimed, kicking my boots at his neck and chin, but my attacker's arms were long and my legs too short.

	My words must have made a mark because he adjusted his hands to hold me by my neck, cutting off my air so I could no longer continue berating him. My feet dangled uselessly in the air. I kicked wildly, trying to get away, but it was like fighting against a mountain. Nothing happened. 

	“I am not flawed!” he growled.

	Yup! I hit a nerve, alright. He didn’t like that one bit.

	He squeezed harder, and I struggled to breathe as the edges of my vision blurred.

	 

	 


Chapter 21: Rayk’n 

	Rage overcame me at the sight of my female dangling by her neck. I'd tried to spare his life by knocking him out, but that was no longer an option. Tarku’n should have taken his loss gracefully and stayed down. His decision would be his undoing. 

	I batted ineffectively at the stars in my vision, but they didn't leave. The world was slightly tilted and kept rotating, but that wouldn't stop me. 

	Tilly's canine companion crawled out from a ditch of snow and shook herself off. Then she launched herself at the 00592 hunter as if she were a wolf instead of a small dog. I’d seen those hunt in packs in the north. They had learned to stay far away from the scourge.

	I scooped Waffles up before she got herself injured. I put her behind me, then roared a warning before I attacked.

	Tarku’n had to release my female to protect himself from me as I leaped at him, claws extended. The aim was to cut his throat and end it quickly, but he dodged in time. 

	He pulled the blaster from his belt. A blaster? That was low and dishonorable. But I already knew he had no plans to drag me back to the other planet. I hadn't wanted to believe it at first, but the moment he slashed at me with his staff, I'd known. That had been a killing blow.

	Truthfully, I should have known when he shot at my shuttle, but the idea had been so reprehensible that I’d refused to believe it at the time. 

	I dodged the first shot but found myself backed up against a rock face of a small cliff.

	“This is your end. Leave this galaxy so we may produce another hunter in your stead. One without defects.” He sounded insane. There was something horribly wrong with the 00592 hunters. They were the truly defective ones.

	Behind him, Tilly crept in close, holding a small device in her hand. I recognized it as a taser. I’d been shot with one once by a human male wearing a uniform. It hadn't kept me down for long, but it had distracted me, and it hadn't been a pleasant experience. Tilly pulled the trigger mere milliseconds before Tarku’n did.

	As his shot went high, I dove out of the way. The discharge hit the rock wall behind my back. The echo of the shot rang through the forest, and then there was silence. Then, the first barely audible creak coming from behind me filled my soul with dread. 

	As Tarku’n struggled, still shaking, to pull the dart out of his back, I ran for my female. Picking her up, I kept running, putting distance between us and the compromised rock wall and the destruction about to unfold.

	Waffles, seeing me run, ran with me. Good girl. 

	The enemy hunter, too focused on me, stood and aimed his blaster again, unaware of the danger he was in until a deafening crack sounded above him. But by then it was too late. Weakened by the blaster shot, a sheet of the rock wall sheared off, tumbling down, breaking into many large, jagged pieces.

	Within seconds, Tarku’n was buried under the avalanche. I was disappointed I couldn’t kill him myself. I wanted to squeeze the life out of him for daring to touch my female. 

	The loud rumbling didn’t settle for what seemed like an eternity. When the vibrations under my feet finally stopped, I leaned up against a tree with Tilly in my arms, breathing hard.

	Soft footsteps had me whipping around, ready to defend my female again. Had the other 00592 hunters found us, following Tarku’n’s shuttle? I would not hesitate to take them all down if I had to, to keep my Tilly safe. 

	Koriv’n stood a few yards away, returning his weapon to his back. “I thought you needed help. I was wrong.”

	 Koriv’n had watched everything. He had watched me kill another hunter. “I did what I had to.” I would not apologize for protecting my female. It was my right, and I'd do it again in a heartbeat.

	I had no idea how the other warrior would react. 

	“My shuttle arrived when he first knocked you out with the rock. Everything since then was recorded. He attacked your female and pulled his blaster on you. You defended yourself. No sane Xarc’n warrior would fault you.”

	Nikki walked out of the cloaked radius holding up her phone. “Yup! Every last detail was recorded, including his crazy speech and the fact that he shot the wall that caused the avalanche. You’re off the hook. And besides, we have the log from your shuttle proving he shot at your ship first. He's clearly crazy.”

	It surprised me Koriv’n would let his pregnant mate out of the craft, even if just to film. But then, human females did whatever they wanted, and I doubted he could keep her in his shuttle if she insisted on coming out to help.

	I relaxed, and Tilly struggled to be let down from my arms. But my arms wouldn't budge. They stayed wrapped around her as if they’d been fused in place. Giving up, she waved to the other Earth female from my embrace.

	“Hi. You must be Nikki. Thank you for filming everything. And yes, that guy was totally nuts. I didn't know hunters came in shades of crazy.” She reached out a hand in what I recognized as a gesture for a handshake, and Nikki stepped in to take it. But instead of simply shaking it, she took Tilly’s hand and pulled her in for a hug. Unable to let go, I went in with her.

	Waffles, wanting to be part of the interaction, approached, wagging her tail.

	“And you must be the dog everyone’s talking about.” Nikki knelt to give Waffles a scratch behind the ear. 

	“Her name’s Waffles,” Tilly offered. 

	“Waffles! You’re so cute,” Nikki cooed. She turned to Tilly. “When Mal’k said he saw a dog, I imagined a much larger breed, maybe a German shepherd or a Golden.” She turned back to Waffles. “You are going to get so much attention from the girls. They’re going to love you!”

	“You can let go of me now. Your friends are here.” Tilly turned in my arms to face me and wiggled to be let down.

	My eyes never left hers as realization tickled at my awareness. Just to be sure, I tried to release her again but was balked by some higher power. My hands were glued together.

	She tilted her head to the side and pursed her lips. “What's that look for?"

	Nikki caught on before I could formulate the words. “Oh. My. God. It's the mating bond!” She clapped her hands together excitedly. “Congratulations!”

	I’d expected Tilly to be upset, especially after our conversation about offspring, but what I saw on her face was—well, I didn’t exactly know what I saw on her face. Confusion? Disbelief? Relief? She stared back at me with wide eyes but said nothing.

	Waffles whined and pressed her body up against Nikki’s legs, and Nikki picked her up.

	“There are scourge incoming,” Koriv’n warned. “They must be drawn to the vibrations.” He headed toward his shuttle. “We leave now before they arrive. Mal’k is retrieving your shuttle as we speak. We will send another hunter to salvage Tarku’n’s vessel later.”

	I carried my new mate to Koriv’n’s shuttle. He’d landed it close, but I’d been so focused on the fight that I hadn’t heard him at all. 

	Tilly had been hesitant to go to the compound earlier, but she didn’t react when Koriv’n set our course. Just like she hadn’t reacted visibly to finding out we were mates. Not knowing how she felt was killing me, but I gave her time to process the new situation.

	She didn’t say much during the entire trip back to the compound, letting Nikki talk about the people and setup of the place instead. I didn’t scent any panic coming from her. That was a good sign, but I still couldn’t stop my brain from believing the worst. 

	“There’s the compound,” Nikki said, pointing to the familiar roof. 

	“Is that a greenhouse?” Tilly asked, the first words from her lips since we’d gotten into the shuttle. 

	“Yeah! I was shocked when I saw it too. You’ll love this place, I promise. I can’t believe you’ve been alone for so long.”

	“I wasn’t completely alone; I had Waffles.” 

	And now, until forever, she’d have me. My mate would never be alone again.

	 


Chapter 22: Tilly 

	I sat wedged against Rayk’n on the couch as more people came to greet me. It was overwhelming, and I was more than happy to use the mating bond as an excuse not to shake everyone’s hands or take every hug. Having been alone for such a long time, I was completely out of my element. I wasn’t getting any bad vibes off anyone, and I wasn’t panicking or anything, but I was uncomfortable and didn’t know how to react.

	I’d first met those who’d stayed at the compound during the day, as some of the hunters were still out slaughtering the bugs, and one couple was with the human survivor group that had once called themselves New Franklin. I was glad I didn’t meet everyone all at once. That would have been too much. Even this was bordering on too much. 

	I’d been feeling overwhelmed since meeting Koriv’n and Nikki. Now, with every new person I met congratulating us on the mating bond, it didn’t help. I was glad to be his mate, but I didn’t know these people, and it was strange to be introduced as, “Tilly, Rayk’n’s mate,” especially since I hadn’t had time to come to terms with it yet. Everything had happened so fast.

	Luckily for me, Rayk’n was relaxed enough now just to hold me with only one arm. It would have been even more awkward if I’d had to meet everyone while carried sideways in his arms as I had been on the ride here.

	Waffles yelped and hid behind Rayk’n as a blur of fur flew down the strange-looking stairs, chittering and chuffing angrily at her. I gawked at the oversized rodent. That was the fattest damned squirrel I’d ever seen.

	Back before the bugs, I used to have to stop Waffles from going after the neighborhood squirrels, but then they had all run from her. This one ran at her, and she clearly did not know how to react. 

	“Tooth! Get back here!” a lady with tan skin and a crown of curly brown hair bellowed. She sent me an apologetic look. “Hi, I’m Connie. And that’s Tooth. He’s a bit overprotective of this place. He’s not good with sharing.”

	“He’s huge,” I said awkwardly. 

	Connie rubbed her brow. “Yeah, he’s already on a diet. He’s usually very nice, I swear.” She reached out and snatched the noisy rodent from the ground. “Tooth, stop it!”

	With the immediate threat gone, Waffles got brave again and barked back at the squirrel in the woman’s arms, which started another round of chittering and barking from the rodent.

	“Waffles, don’t you start too.” I picked her up with the harness’s handle and sat her on my lap. I didn’t get any weird looks for having her on the couch, so I left her there.

	I frowned at the strange-looking stairs again, and Connie must have caught my gawking. The stairs started halfway up the level and continued to the top. The bottom part of the stairs was replaced with a rolling step platform.

	“I was told it was supposed to keep the scourge from getting to the second floor if they got in,” Connie explained as she made her way to join the rest of us on the couches. “The centicreeps made that obsolete.”

	More people came in, but I’d already forgotten most of the names I’d just learned. Many of the human women were paired up with a hunter and they sat together on the couches as Rayk’n and I did. There were human couples, too, including Jack and Stacey. I remembered their names, because who could forget Jack. 

	He looked nothing like I’d imagined him from the sound of his voice. While his face showed the hardship he’d experienced since the bugs arrived, it was layered over a babyface. He looked barely out of college. His voice, with the richness of a radio announcer, sounded much older.

	I had to hold back from talking shop with him. I didn't want to give too much away; these people didn't know what I had yet. I did know however, what they had. I’d gotten a quick tour of the compound earlier, and these people were not hurting for resources. The suspicious part of my brain still told me to be careful, though. 

	Jack’s girlfriend, Stacey, who was introduced to me as his mate—she didn’t seem to mind—was a mousey-looking girl with dirty blonde hair, plain-looking until she smiled. Her genuine smile made her beautiful. 

	“I heard they saw you out foraging with your dog,” she said, holding out her hand for a handshake. “That’s brave. I’m too terrified of the bugs to even keep my eyes open long enough to shoot back at them from a shuttle.”

	The blonde lady named Evie, I remembered her as well because she’d made the delicious hand pies I’d eaten in the shuttle, looked with interest at Waffles. Since it was much easier to talk about Waffles than about me or my home and my stash, I grinned and invited her over to pet my baby. 

	Waffles loved the attention. Soon she was going to every person in the room looking for more. 

	Everyone lined up to serve themselves the food that had been bubbling in the trio of large pots on portable stoves. I couldn’t figure out what it was—a creative blend of whatever was expiring, I assumed—but it was very tasty. Unlike the long-term storage items I had at home, which centered on calories and a long shelf life, this food centered on nutrition and flavor. There was heavy use of herbs and spices, and flavors I didn't know I missed until now.

	I found out quickly how Tooth got so, umm, pudgy. I wouldn't need to feed Waffles later, considering how many handouts she got, especially from the hunters. They probably thought that, as a predator, she needed just as much food as they did. 

	That was when I noticed the sign on the wall with a hand-drawn cartoon squirrel and the warning not to feed him. If we ended up visiting often, I'd need to get Connie to add a cartoon Waffles to the poster.

	As the evening progressed, I relaxed. The members of the compound talked about their day: things they'd seen, updates on projects, and plans for the future. Despite not having a clear leader, this place gave me the feeling of a very well-oiled machine.

	I got a great feeling from everyone too. From what I could see, these were good people, people I could ally with, trade with. They were the missing piece to my little prepper kingdom.

	The peace was disturbed when every hunter's communicator rang at the same time, the sound urgent and irritating. Rayk’n read the notice on his screen and stiffened. The entire room seemed to freeze.

	“Krux!” One of the hunters, I didn't remember his name, swore. He turned to Rayk’n and me. “The 00592 hunters sent an urgent planetwide message claiming you murdered Tarku’n.”

	Outrage filled my chest and exploded out. “That's a bunch of bullshit,” I cried indignantly. “He was trying to kill us. Rayk’n was only defending himself and me. In the end, that asshole died because he shot the rock wall, caused an avalanche, and was too stupid to get out of the way.”

	“And I got it all on film,” Nikki added, backing me up. “I’m glad I took that video. Let’s broadcast it to every hunter group on the planet. It’ll prove our Rayk’n is innocent.”

	“There is also footage of Tarku’n shooting at Rayk’n’s shuttle,” Koriv’n said. “I hadn't sent it to anyone since it will give away our location and possibly endanger the rest of this group should the 00592 hunters decide to come for us.”

	“Sending out the recordings now would still endanger the compound,” Rayk’n said. “There has been enough violence between hunters. I do not wish to be the cause of more.” Rayk’n addressed the hunter who had spoken first. “Kaj’k, you and Tarv’k invited me into this group. I do not wish to bring it trouble.”

	“There were dozens of warriors on your ship, and they live now among the other hunters,” Kaj’k replied. “Most of us appreciate your help.” 

	The other hunters grunted in what I now recognized as agreement. The simple sound was used for both concurrence and thanks.

	“No other warriors would be illogical enough to hunt you after the videos are made public,” Kaj’k continued. “The only ones who will come are the 00592 hunters. We will fight them if needed. You are one of us. We will send out the recordings.”

	“I’ll send out a warning to the humans in the area on my radio show. They need to know about these wayward hunters. If they attacked a woman, then they're dangerous to all of us.” Jack whipped out a notebook and made some notes. 

	“He kicked my dog,” I added.

	“Noted.” He excused himself and headed up the stairs.

	Suddenly feeling very tired, I took out my phone to check the time. It was almost 8:00 PM, the time Jack’s show usually aired. It felt much later, probably because I'd had such a long and eventful day.

	“Oooh! What's your number?” Nikki asked.

	“I can't receive calls yet,” I said.

	“Hand it here,” said a lady with large brown eyes and dark hair. “Rajiv’k will add a chip so you can connect to their network. It will even charge in the presence of a hunter’s shuttle.”

	I hesitated, not sure I was willing to give up my phone to someone I’d just met.

	“You'll get access to the internet again.” She waggled her brows as if she knew that would be a great temptation. “There aren't many people on there, just others around the world who live with the hunters and had the modification done to their phones. Someone created a forum recently for everyone to hang out in, and we get to swap ideas on how to rebuild.”

	That was a very tempting thing indeed. 

	“How long will it take? I can't stay for too long. I need to get back home.” 

	The woman frowned at me. “You aren't staying here at the compound with Rayk’n? Most mates stay in their hunter’s shuttle at night.” She looked disappointed that I wasn't staying.

	“My shuttle is not operational,” Rayk’n said. “Not even the lights are working.” 

	“I have to get home.” My home was the culmination of years of research and saving up to buy and hoard all the gadgets I needed should the collapse happen during my lifetime, which it did. It was supposed to get me through the worst of the worst. It was supposed to be my safe haven, and it had been ever since the bugs had arrived.

	I decided to be as honest as I could be without giving everything away. “I’m still living in the same place I did before the bugs came. It’s my home. I’m not sure I could leave it.” I left out the part about my stash, my paranoia still demanding it stayed a secret.

	These people probably weren’t interested in my puny little stash anyway. They had everything they needed. The room we currently sat in was lit overhead by electricity, and there were even fairy lights hung up for decorations. The only things they were missing were flush toilets and proper plumbing. They even had a greenhouse that provided fresh produce year-round and chickens that laid eggs. Yup, they certainly weren’t struggling.

	Living in my little fortress, I’d had no idea these people existed. I didn’t know people had started rebuilding. Until Rayk’n dropped by for a visit that day, I’d thought it was still all doom and gloom. But then, I bet it was still that way for the majority of people living in our world, especially those living alone hidden away in their bunkers.

	These people were doing great, however. Nikki was even pregnant and ready to start a family. That wasn’t possible without a good community. They were welcoming to new people, too, and not in a we’re-gonna-pretend-to-be-nice-so-we-can-eat-you-later sort of way. These people were the real deal.

	I thought of the last part of being prepared that I’d never gotten around to: a team of trustworthy people to work with, trade with, and live with. I trusted Rayk’n; I trusted him with my life. But it would take more for me to warm up to anyone else, even to Jack, who looked much more unassuming than I’d expected. I’d always been slow to trust. 

	The hunter behind the female—he must be Rajiv’k—spoke. “It will not take long to install the chip. I have a spare one here.” He gestured to a pile of electronic equipment on one of the low coffee tables before holding out his hand for my phone. Deciding it was safe and worth the upgrade, I handed over my precious device. I felt naked without it.

	Kaj’k spoke again, this time addressing me instead of Rayk’n with what I considered a look of concern on his alien features. “The 00592 hunters know where you are now. Tarku’n was at your location last before the chase. It’s not safe for you there.”

	Rayk’n replied before I could formulate a response. “She is my mate. I will protect her.”

	Warmth filled my chest at hearing him refer to me as his mate. I turned to look at him, and our eyes met. I grinned, and a tension I hadn’t known he was holding melted away visibly, and the soft purring started in his chest.

	Now that I thought about it, this was probably my first true reaction to our new status. I’d thanked everyone who’d congratulated us, but none of my words had been directed at Rayk’n. I hadn’t meant to be mean. I simply didn’t know how to react, especially after the mess we’d gone through today.

	“If you insist on leaving, I can take you both to your home,” Kaj’k offered. He turned to Rayk’n. “We will get your shuttle repaired using the parts from Tarku’n’s vessel.”

	“Thank you.”

	“You can come and visit! We’d love to see you again,” said the lady sitting next to Kaj’k.

	She looked similar to the lady mated to the hunter who held my phone, but taller. Man, I wished I wasn’t so bad with names. I needed a cheat sheet to remember all these new people. Maybe once we were alone, I’d ask Rayk’n.

	“We’re putting together a big potluck tomorrow evening with the allied human survivors for the coming holidays,” she continued. “Join us for that, at least. You don’t even have to bring anything, just yourself. There’ll be plenty to go around.”

	A holiday event? My mind immediately jumped to what I could bring to the potluck. I had some instant cookie dough that technically only needed water, but I’d tried it with reconstituted skim milk, and it was quite passable, delicious even. “That sounds great,” I said, grinning ear to ear.

	 

	 


Chapter 23: Rayk’n 

	My mate was happy. She liked the idea of spending the upcoming human holiday celebrations here at the compound. 

	Holidays were a new concept for hunters. The only special day we’d acknowledged was the day Xarc was proclaimed uninhabitable. It was not a holiday. We did not have days where we took off from our work. Nor did we have days for celebration.

	I was more than happy to adopt the human traditions as my own, especially if it gave my Tilly such contentment. But the thing that filled my heart most with bliss was her smile when I’d called her my mate. She accepted me, wanted me, and smiled for me.

	Rajiv’k, who sat cross-legged on the floor at one of the low tables working on Tilly’s phone, got up and handed her the altered device. 

	“It is done. It will now charge in proximity to any Xarc’n vessel, but you can continue charging it the way you do currently. It is connected to our network, and we have saved what humans called the internet on it.”

	“Thank you,” she said before exchanging her number with the females at the compound.

	When we first arrived, she’d been guarded and unsure. Her words had been carefully selected, and her body tense. I was glad she was relaxed now and had made some friends.

	“I should go,” she said. “I’m exhausted. Running for my life takes a lot out of me.” She looked around the room. “Where’s Waffles?”

	We found Waffles and Tooth napping together in a basket of extra blankets. There was a half-eaten Xarc’n food bar and a handful of nuts and shells stuck to the fleece throw folded on top. 

	“I guess they’re friends now,” Connie said, shrugging. “Waffles must have shared some of her food with Tooth.”

	“Most likely Waffles couldn’t eat anymore.” Tilly shook her head. “She doesn’t share food unless she’s already stuffed. At least they aren’t fighting. Who gave them an entire nutrition bar?”

	Connie turned directly to Koriv’n, who was one of the main culprits for overfeeding Tooth. Koriv’n avoided their chastising gazes.

	“I should clean that up,” Connie said as she lifted a full and sleepy Tooth from the blanket. “We’re lucky it’s winter, or the ants would be all over that.”

	We said goodbye and left for Tilly’s home in the factory district. 

	My mate had an odd look on her face as we stepped into her home. Out of habit, Tilly added a scoop of dry food into Waffles’ bowl and refilled her water, but the canine was so full she waddled over to the couch, stepped up onto the stool put there for her to get up onto the cushion, and curled up to take a nap. 

	Tilly went through the top floor of her building, checking each balcony, collecting fresh snow to melt for water, and wiping off the solar panels so they could continue to gather energy. Then she made sure all the blinds and curtains were closed so no one could see in, before turning on the solar-powered lanterns. 

	She did all this out of habit; this was a routine she did every day. Today, she did it while dragging her feet and with me attached to her. She was tired; I could tell by the way she carried herself. When all her chores were finally done, she collapsed on the couch next to Waffles, me beside her. The couch was a little small for all three of us.

	“I'm so tired. I don't think I can even make it up the stairs to my bed,” she lamented.

	“I will carry you.” I scooped her up into my arms and took the narrow stairs up to her sleeping quarters. 

	She started pulling off her clothes the moment I got to the top step, throwing the garments in the corner. I helped her strip down to just the strip of fabric over her crotch before pushing the blankets out of the way and laying her down on the mattress. I unfastened my loincloth and tossed it on top of her clothes before squeezing in behind her. It was chilly in the room, but my body heat would be enough to keep her warm.

	“Ahh,” she sighed. “It's so nice to finally relax. What a day! Being chased by a crazed hunter was definitely not something I’d prepped for. But I think I did alright, all things considered.”

	“You did well.”

	She turned around in the bed to face me. “I guess since we’re mates now, you'll be sleeping over tonight. I don't mind, you know. I love your company. But I feel bad if you have to leave your compound to be with me.”

	“I will stay with you. You are my mate, and I could not leave you if I tried.” 

	Her smile made it hard to breathe. Reaching up to put her arms around my neck, she covered my mouth in a human-style kiss. It started off light and sweet; I felt her happiness through her lips. But it didn't stay that way. It never did with Tilly, not since that first day on her couch. She was always so demanding, and I loved it. I loved her.

	My body reacted to her as it always did, my cock hardening and my chest rumbling. I wanted more than just to hold her and kiss her. I wanted to claim my mate; I wanted to be a part of her. But I hadn't forgotten her shocked reaction at the ability to produce offspring with me.

	“Stop, Tilly,” I snarled, pulling away from her sweet mouth. “Unless you want me to fuck you right now. You are my mate now, and there are consequences, and I want you to be happy even if I must deny myself.”

	She turned to me, a serious look on her face. “Mates are forever, right?”

	“Affirmative. You are mine forever.”

	 She cupped my cheeks in her hands, forcing our eyes to meet. “Back in the woods, when we were running, I realized I wanted everything with you. I don’t want fear or the unknown to stop me from achieving that.” The tip of her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “I love you, Rayk’n. I trust you’ll always care for me and any kid we bring into this world.”

	She loved me. Humans did not form mate bonds, but they did love. This feeling in my chest that threatened to both crush me and give me ultimate joy must be love.

	“I have not loved anything before,” I said, “but I believe I love you. It hurts to think of a life without you, and I wish to spend every waking moment together. Is that love?” 

	Her eyes turned glassy from unshed tears, but she grinned at me. These must be the happy tears I’d been given advance warning about by the other mated hunters.

	“Did I ever tell you you're adorable?” Her voice shook, but she still smiled.

	“I am not adorable. Baby animals are adorable,” I grumbled. “Tooth and Waffles are adorable. You are adorable. I am a powerful hunter.”

	She giggled. “A powerful hunter, and totally adorable.”

	Before I could protest, she gave my horns a squeeze, and I forgot why I was even upset. If she thought I was adorable, then so be it. I would be the most kruxing adorable Xarc’n warrior I could be.

	“I put my life on hold because of the bugpocalypse. I might as well have been asleep the whole time. You woke me up and showed me a world I never knew was waiting out there. For that, I’m grateful. As for consequences?” She wrapped her legs around my hips, pulling us together. “I’m ready. I’m all yours!”

	Now it was my turn to grin. I slid my hands, which had been secured around her waist, down to her round buttocks, giving both cheeks a firm squeeze. I rolled us so I was on top and caging her body. 

	“You are mine, little one. All mine.”

	The rush of wetness between her legs told me she enjoyed when I took control, even though she loved taking it back just as much. I reached down to fondle her folds, my fingers sliding in her juices. She reached for me eagerly, moving her soft little hands over my pecs and shoulders and leaning in to kiss and bite lightly at my skin with her dull teeth. 

	I pushed two fingers deep into her, and she gasped, arching her back on the mattress. She lifted her hips to meet every thrust of my fingers as I prepared her. 

	“Yes!”

	“What does my mate want?” I whispered hoarsely into her ear. 

	“Everything.” The words were nothing more than a sigh.

	I palmed her breasts and played with her sensitive nipples with my free hand. She moaned as she writhed on the bed. My cock jerked and bobbed at the sound. I wanted to feel her cunt wrapped around my cock now. 

	I thrust into her a few more times with my fingers, gathering her juices to spread on the tip of my cock. 

	“Tell me you want my cock.” I loved when she was demanding. I wanted to fulfill every demand she had of me from now until the end of time. 

	“Yes! I love your cock. It feels so good. Please give it to me. Fuck me now!”

	I lined us up and pushed in, feeling her soft, wet cunt wrap around the first flared head of my cock. I grunted and drove in harder. She stretched around me, swallowing me, and I gritted my teeth at how good it felt. The last thick head was always a struggle. I pulled out a bit before pumping back in. 

	She moaned under my body, her fingers clutching at whatever she could find. 

	I leaned in to explore her mouth with my tongue, mimicking what we did with our bodies. She kissed me back with just as much passion, her hands sliding up first to cup my face and then into my hair and to the base of my horns. 

	I pulled out again and pushed back in, still only partway in. She wrapped her legs around my hips and pressed down with her heels on my back, bucking her hips to get as much of me as possible.

	“More,” she demanded. “I need more.”

	“Demanding little mate.” I loved every moment of it and never wanted her to change.

	With a low growl, I thrust hard, burying myself deep in her pussy. She stretched tightly around the widest flare and squeezed hard at the base. I held still at how intense it felt. She squeezed me like a fist, and I could barely move.

	After giving her a few seconds to get used to me, I drove hard into her body, thrusting with a punishing rhythm. Tilly screamed, the sound sharp and clear in the loft. She tossed her head side to side on the pillow, her eyes half-closed in pleasure.

	Tilly moved her hips in time with mine, bringing our bodies together over and over. Wanting this to last, I closed my eyes as I fucked her. I needed to feel her come all over my cock before I reached my own bliss.

	I tilted my hips, looking for a better angle. She hissed when I hit something inside her channel. I pulled out slowly, and she twitched with every flared head that moved over the spot. I grinned, then drove in hard, again and again. She opened her mouth as if to scream, but nothing came out. Her fingers dug into my arms, and her body shook as her pussy pulsed around my cock. 

	I grunted as she milked me, unable to stop the orgasm from taking over. I pushed in one last time, loving the feel of her quivering cunt. Then I gave in as bliss consumed me. 

	Reaching down between our bodies, I strummed at the tiny nub at the top of her mound, wanting to extend her pleasure. She whimpered and trembled as waves of pleasure claimed her body. 

	“I love you, little mate,” I rumbled softly as I rolled off her body. 

	I held her close as our bodies cooled and calmed from our amorous connection. Before long, Tilly’s breathing slowed, and she slept soundly in my arms. It had been a long and tiring day, and she needed the rest. I was happy to finally sleep with her. I wanted nothing more than to wake with her in my embrace in the morning. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 24: Tilly 

	I stood at my bedroom’s railing, looking down at the place I'd called home for the past few years. This fortress had kept me alive through the bugpocalypse. It was everything I'd known. I’d fallen asleep, woken up, and spent almost every waking moment here. 

	Today, it felt cold and clinical, even though it was technically my home. Every part of the loft was created for survival. The walls were piled high with food, fuel, and other supplies. There were metal shelves, #10 buckets, and semi-clear plastic bins, filled with sealed Mylar bags, everywhere. 

	For some reason, it looked staged, as if it were part of a post-apocalyptic scene from a movie. It was too quiet, too utilitarian, too lonely. It felt as if the life I'd lived yesterday with Rayk’n in his shuttle and at the compound was real, and all this was fake, like some temporary halfway point I’d stayed in for too long. It felt as if all this was just a means to keep me alive until I could find reality again.

	I’d woken up next to Rayk’n this morning, and it was the best feeling in the world. Sometime during the night, the mating bond had released us, but I'd curled up next to him for heat, and he didn't seem to mind at all. If anything, he seemed reluctant to move from our comfy position.

	He’d left to do a security run around the area, and with him gone, my home felt strange, as if something had changed and could never go back to the way it was.

	Waffles jumped and pawed at my leg, impatient to get the morning routine started. It was the same morning routine we’d done every day. We walked to the opposite side of the building and did our business there, dumping the waste off the balcony. Then we cleaned up with some freshly fallen snow and returned to my unit.

	Prepping and eating breakfast alone didn't appeal, so I filled Waffles’ food and water bowls before flopping down onto the couch. I didn't understand this peculiar feeling as I looked around my fortress. Something just didn’t feel right.

	Remembering the invitation to this evening's potluck, I got up off my ass to look for the instant cookie dough mix and my solar oven. It was a bright day today and my solar oven would have no trouble getting up to temperature even though it was winter. I grabbed an expiring pack of chocolate chips as well. That would be a great dessert to bring.

	I dug through my bins, looking for a main course to make for the event. Then realizing I didn't know how many people would be present, I picked up my phone and sent Evie a message. She cooked often and should know how much to make.

	When my phone rang with her call, I almost didn't believe it. My phone was ringing. My phone hadn't rung in ages. And suddenly, it felt like real life again.

	If I’d thought there were a lot of people yesterday at the compound, then I was going to be in for a shock. Even more people lived with the survivor group; she gave me an estimated number of around thirty. Then I remembered this group used to be New Franklin. Knowing this, the number was surprisingly low.

	She explained that half of the survivors had left recently to make it on their own. “If you ask me,” she said, “I’d say we got the better half.”

	I knew what assholes people could be and understood exactly what she meant.

	There were also the hunters and humans who lived at the compound. I counted them mentally, trying to match each woman’s face with her hunter: twenty-two if I counted myself and Rayk’n.

	“I also invited Zec’k. He's the hunter who delivers supplies to the area. He was the one who brought us the chicks.” 

	Evie stressed that I didn't have to bring so much food or any at all if I was in a bad place, and I assured her that I had some to spare. There would be more than enough already. 

	“Kaj’k will come to pick you guys up. He said Rayk’n’s shuttle will take a little while longer to fix. See you soon!”

	Chatting with someone on the phone had felt strange but right. 

	After hanging up, I went back to my bins and checked off every package of food and fuel that I took out as used. Although I was using up some of my energy stores and spare food, I felt it was worth it. Who knew I'd be so excited about the holiday get-together, but I was. I wouldn't need to spend this holiday season alone!

	Rayk’n returned to find me happily humming to myself as I melted a bunch of snow on the stoves to reconstitute a whole lot of dehydrated veggies and meat. I had the windows cracked and several butane stoves going at the same time. Now that he was here and I had a task to focus on, the strange, artificially simulated, clinical feeling of my home faded into the background.

	 

	 

	 

	I arranged the large pots of chicken, veggies, and rice soup on the banquet table. Even with most of the food still covered, the smells of all the dishes on the table wafted up, making my stomach growl. All around me, people milled about with their personal bowls in hand, impatiently waiting for the signal to dig into the feast. Rayk’n stood next to me, holding the tray of cookies we still needed to find a home for. 

	The big feast was held in the large cafeteria in the survivors’ building just a few doors down from the hunters’ compound. They’d decorated the place almost garishly with streamers and baubles and colorful lights strung up all over the place. It looked like a truck full of holiday décor had exploded in the room. Considering they’d probably used whatever decorations they found on their forage, it wasn’t horrible.

	Like the hunters’ compound, this place had electricity, too. However, the hallways had been dark and lit with lanterns. They probably directed all the power to this room to keep everything running.

	Rajiv’k, the hunter who’d modified my phone, even brought booze. He and his mate, Natalie, had set up a little bar between the two buffet tables. I’d had Rayk’n feeding me names of everyone I saw.

	“You must be Tilly!” 

	I turned to see a blonde woman with a bouncy ponytail, in a leather jacket and tight-fitting, worn-in leather pants. She looked almost familiar even though I was sure I’d never met her before. 

	“I’m Katerina.” She stuck her hand out. “I thought you were a boy when I first saw you during my forage.”

	I remembered her now. She’d whistled to Waffles that day, and Waffles had run right back to me, giving my location away. 

	She knelt to pet my dog. “Hello, cutie! I’m glad you’re safe.” 

	“Her name’s Waffles.”

	“Waffles! You’re such a good girl, aren’t you? Mimimi!” She cooed something in another language, Russian if I had to guess, and Waffles soaked up the attention.

	Behind her stood a man with Middle Eastern features and a bright smile. He’d been there too, along with a hunter.

	“I’m Mo.” He gestured for a hunter and a woman to come over and introduced them as Mal’k and Meghan. “You’re going to meet a lot of people today, so if you forget my name, it’s okay. I’m horrible with names, so I get it.”

	Mo took the platter of cookies from Rayk’n and took it over to the dessert table, stealing a cookie for himself. 

	“These are fresh-baked,” Mo mumbled around a mouthful of cookie when he returned. 

	“I have a solar oven,” I explained, glad I’d gone through the trouble; he looked like he was in heaven. 

	 A man with a mohawk—yes, a mohawk, fully gelled up, too—walked in with a pretty woman on his arm. The room quieted, and everyone looked expectantly at the couple. No, not at the couple, but at the baby in the woman’s arms. 

	I’d seen another baby here earlier, but it had started crying, and the woman who held it had left the cafeteria. This was another baby, much smaller. 

	Then, as a group, everyone in the cafeteria started toward the couple, congratulating them in excited tones. 

	“That’s Roger and Melissa. Roger’s kind of like our leader, but he hates being called that,” Katerina explained. “Melissa had her baby a few days ago, but they’ve been holed up in one of the offices upstairs since. Only Krystee, our nurse, has seen the baby.”

	“But there's no rush to go see him now. Melissa will take him around to see everyone,” Mo assured me.

	Most people were too busy ooh-ing and ahh-ing over the baby to see Connie step into the room with her hunter by her side, Tooth on his shoulder. Another hunter I'd never met before walked in with them. 

	This must be Zec’k. He looked mildly different than the other hunters, and it took me a moment to realize he had stripes. They weren’t very noticeable, but slightly lighter purple lines crisscrossed his skin. 

	Waffles and Tooth went at each other immediately, barking and squeaking. This got everyone's attention, and they all turned to watch as the two flew at each other. For a moment, it was pure pandemonium, and a few onlookers gasped, thinking they were going to rip each other to shreds. 

	They stopped just shy of each other, and with about six inches between them, they barked and snarled and growled. Then, as if they hadn’t just sounded like they were going to go at each other’s throats, the two took off toward the buffet table together like old friends.

	“Cover the food!” Connie yelled, racing toward the buffet to cover the one dish that was left open. She snatched Tooth up and passed him to her hunter. “We’ve never had so much accessible food at one time. How are we going to keep him off the table?”

	But it wasn’t the squirrel they had to worry about. The hunter I didn’t recognize followed her to the table and started uncovering each dish, one by one, sniffing each one and licking his lips. 

	Up close, I saw the stripes for what they really were. Scars. This hunter had faint scars all over his body. I did remember hearing that hunters too injured to fight switched over to food production and deliveries. That must have been some injury.

	“Alrighty, folks. Let’s chow down,” Roger said. 

	And with those magic words, the congregation descended on the food. 

	 

	 


Chapter 25: Rayk’n 

	I snuck Waffles and Tooth a bite of my food each when Tilly and Connie weren’t looking, and the two ran off to hide and devour their prizes. 

	“I saw that,” Tilly said, but she didn’t look too upset. “I didn’t feed her much earlier, so I guess it's fine, as long as it doesn't become a habit. Tooth though; he's fat.”

	“Aww, it’s the holidays,” said a female at the end of our long table. “Tooth can go back on that diet tomorrow. Connie's doing a great job. He's already lost some chub since the last time I saw him.”

	The female had painted colors on her face. My Tilly had used something she called “lip stick” and “eye liner” on her face today, claiming she’d never thought she’d have the chance to wear such things again. The other female had a lot more of the cosmetics on and in brighter colors too. 

	“You mean to say he was even bigger?” Tilly asked, wide-eyed.

	“Yup. My name’s Siobhan. And this is Janice and Kyle.” She gestured to the middle-aged female and the infant.

	“I’m Tilly, and this is Waffles.” She frowned when she got to me. “I guess I don’t need to introduce Rayk’n.”

	“No need for that,” Janice said, smiling. “Some of the single ladies are a bit miffed that our last bachelor hunter is off the market. Well, not quite our last bachelor.” She elbowed Siobhan as Zec’k approached our table, his plates piled high with Earth food.

	I shifted over to give him more room. He pulled over a chair with his foot—these metal and plastic chairs were ridiculously small for our frames, but we made do—plopped down on it, and put his two plates on the table. 

	“I didn’t have a bowl to try the liquid food.” 

	“You mean the soup?” Siobhan giggled. “Here, you can use mine. I haven’t used it yet.” She put her bowl next to one of his plates.

	“I don’t think we’ve met yet,” Tilly said. 

	“Oh, this is Zec’k,” Siobhan said, introducing the warrior. “He helps supply the hunters around the continent. We trade with him for special food products.”

	“Hi, I’m Tilly.”

	“I know,” he said. “All hunters know. We watched the video of you protecting your mate and of Tarku’n attacking you.” He frowned at how distasteful he found it, then turned to me. “The 00592 hunters have doubled down on their stance, even as the hunters around Earth and nearby planets frown on their actions. You have my support. You protected your mate.”

	I grunted in thanks. “Have you received news on the sick scourge?” 

	Zec’k was in contact with many hunter groups and was the first to find out most useful information.

	“They have found the organism responsible for the illness. It is a bacterium that attacks not the scourge but the fungus they rely on. Unfortunately, it is of limited use. Not all scourge are affected, and some strains of the scourge’s fungus have a natural immunity to the bacterium.” He looked thoughtful. “Still, it could be a useful weapon to lower scourge numbers before swarms when the nests are the most crowded.”

	“Yuck!” Siobhan made a face at her food. “I don’t know how you guys can talk about bacteria, fungus, and bugs while eating.”

	“I apologize, little female,” Zec’k said as he started on his second plate. 

	A group of humans started singing a song about reindeer with red noses, and the other humans all joined in. After that, they sang another song about quiet evenings. The rest of the night was filled with more singing.

	As the festivities continued, I noticed Tilly getting very quiet. 

	She looked as if she had tears in her eyes again, but I wasn’t sure if these were happy tears. We had the table to ourselves now that Janice had left to change the baby, and Siobhan had joined the line of singers. Zec’k had followed her to the other side of the room; the hunter claimed he wasn’t looking for a mate, but there was undeniable interest there.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong,” she replied. “It’s just that I figured out why things at home felt so strange this morning. I created that space with everything in it to keep me alive during the collapse. It did its job, and it did its job well.” She looked at me, unshed tears in her eyes. “Here I am. I’m alive. I made it.”

	“I’m glad you’re here.” If she hadn’t been proactive in preparing for the worst that could happen, I might never have met her. The idea of life without my mate was a miserable one.

	“Me too. And I’m glad you found me. If you hadn’t been persistent, I’d still be alone. That fortress did well, but I think its time to shine is over. Look at all this.” She motioned at the people in the cafeteria, singing, and dancing. “It’s time to move on, time to rebuild. That’s why it didn’t feel right in there today. Because I know it’s not time to hide anymore. Hiding has done well for me so far, but I think I’m done being alone.” 

	She chewed on her bottom lip, and I had an urge to kiss it and pull it into my mouth, so I did. She tasted like the alcohol-spiked coffee she was drinking. I liked it. I usually didn’t drink coffee since it gave hunters too much energy, but this version wasn’t bad. She didn’t add much sugar to it, and that helped. 

	“Do you think,” she asked when I ended the kiss, “there’s space in one of the other buildings to move my things into? I’ve got a lot of stuff and I don’t want to take over the main compound. I was thinking about the offer to join them, and well—” She took another sip from her mug. “—I think it’s time for me to be a part of a group. It’s a huge step, but if they are good enough for you to live with, then they’re good enough for me and any children we have in the future.”

	My chest started the familiar rumbling. I enjoyed the idea of us living here with our future offspring. 

	“Even Waffles has a friend here. Poor girl was so bored all the time.” She looked around for her canine companion, but Waffles had disappeared with Tooth.

	“The building I usually park my shuttle on will make an acceptable home. It’s next to the main compound building. We may need to make some modifications, but everyone will help. They’ll be happy you are staying.”

	“I think I’ll like that.” She snuggled in a little closer as the makeshift choir broke out into another song. “I’m glad I captured you on my couch that day.”

	I grumbled, looking around to make sure no one heard that. I was the hunter; I should be the one doing all the capturing. “I wanted to get caught. And if I recall, I captured you right back.”

	She laughed. “Yes. That you did. How can I ever forget? I love you, Rayk’n.”

	“I love you too, little one.” 

	And there, with my mate in my arms and surrounded by song, I could finally say my future looked bright. 

	 

	 


Epilogue: Tilly 

	Three and a half years later…

	“Get back here, Ryan!” I yelled as I chased my son down the hall. 

	He was a fast one, even though he was only two. He had cute little horns—just like his dad’s—and claws on his feet. Lucky for me, he had human-looking hands, and I didn’t need to worry about him tearing things up with his claws. He had his daddy’s light purple skin and always sported a mischievous look. Needless to say, I had my hands full all the time. 

	“Not so fast,” Nikki said, blocking his way. 

	Her daughter, Cara, hung on to Nikki’s leg, not as rambunctious as my little warrior. Her being a little older and a girl helped. A lot.

	“But Daddy’s on the roof! And he check’did the nest today!” He continued excitedly up the stairs to the rooftop.

	We were all excited. It had been years of fighting, but today we would find out if the citizens of Franklin would have their city back for good. All summer, the waves coming from the nest had been getting smaller and smaller. Then, the hunters had decided to check if it was finally safe enough to go in and burn the wretched thing down.

	Rayk’n had described the process of burning out the nest to us in gruesome detail. While I’d been sick with worry since, Ryan had been fascinated. My son had been obsessed with being a hunter like his father, since the moment he learned his first words. The day he learned to walk, he also picked up his first weapon and almost gave me a flippin’ heart attack.

	Rayk’n had been so proud. He started teaching him to fight before he could even run. I swore; one day those two were going to be the death of me.

	Rayk’n walked out of the cloaked radius around his shuttle, and my heart did a little happy dance.

	“Daddy!” Ryan ran to his father, and I followed behind. 

	Rayk’n picked up his son in one arm and wrapped the other around me. He smelled nice and clean like he’d just gotten out of the decontaminator. 

	“I’m so glad you are back and safe.” I sniffed into his chest, all of the day’s worry finally lifting.

	“I will always come back for you, little one.”

	We walked across the bridge that linked the two roofs together and headed down to the main compound area, bumping into Alice, Kaj’k, and their little boy. Ryan and Kyle butted horns as little Xarc’n boys often did. 

	Rayk’n gave Ryan affectionate little headbutts too, but the one time Ryan did the same to me, he’d nearly knocked me out and gave me a huge bump. Imagine being laid low by a two-year-old. We quickly taught him to never headbutt anyone without horns.

	As we reached the bottom of the Frankenstairs—the nickname everyone had given our strange-looking stairway—Waffles bounded toward us in greeting. She’d decided to stay behind to finish her cat nap in the blanket basket, which now belonged to her and Tooth, instead of coming up to greet our returning heroes. 

	Rayk’n flopped down onto the couch, clearly tired from his long day of fighting bugs. He pulled me into his lap and Ryan into the spot next to him. I leaned against him and watched as everyone filed into the room.

	All my friends. My family. 

	“So, what’s the verdict?” I asked the question on everyone’s mind as Evie passed bowls of yummy goodness around. “I mean, can you go in and clear out the Franklin nest?” I handed a small bowl to Ryan, who had started feeding himself early. All the Xarc’n kids had.

	“We were lucky. This nest was not too large, and many of the scourge in it were susceptible to the bacteria.” Rayk’n nuzzled the top of my head. “We’ll wait for the last swarm of the season; it will reduce the numbers we’ll have to face in the tight corridors. Then we’ll go in and clear it out.”

	Excited exclamations went through the compound; we were all eager to see a Franklin without the bugs. I couldn’t believe that would be a reality before winter came.

	Then, remembering that Rayk’n had joined this group after destroying another nest, I frowned. “Does that mean we’ll have to move to another nest to help after?” I looked around at the place I called home. “They won’t split this team up, will they?”

	The idea of leaving my home and my friends made my stomach roil. Usually, after a nest was wiped out, they left a hunter or two behind to make sure a nest didn't get reestablished in the area. The rest split up to join neighboring groups that needed their help.

	“No. We will stay here.”

	“We will stay,” Koriv’n, who sat on the next loveseat over with Nikki and his little girl, agreed. “Hunters have discussed this. Once the nest here is gone, we will fly out to fight the scourge in neighboring areas each day. Our shuttles are fast. We’ll continue our fight, but this is our home now.”

	Nikki gave him a loud kiss on the horns, and Cara clambered up for a smooch of her own. 

	“I can’t believe Franklin will be free soon,” I said, picking Waffles up from the floor. “Do you think Earth will be free one day?”

	“Yes. I feel it,” Rayk’n said with certainty. “We will keep fighting until it is. We have been getting updates from Zec’k.”

	I grinned at the mention of the scarred hunter. It had taken him so long to realize he was worthy of a mate, but Siobhan had worn him down eventually. They visited often but spent most of their time on the move. 

	“Some groups are finding success as we have, but some still struggle where the scourge are stronger. Unmated hunters will go there to help.” He tilted my chin so our eyes met. “Earth, our home, will be free.”

	I believed him. There were hunter groups all over the world just like this one. And together with their allied human counterparts and mates, they would rid Earth of these nasty critters once and for all. 

	Finished with his meal, both the Earth food and the quarter piece of Xarc’n food bar he ate with every dinner, Ryan joined Kyle to listen to tales of battle from Uncle Jorg’k. 

	I sighed and tried to cuddle back against my mate, but Rayk’n lifted me up off the couch instead.

	“Hey, where are we going?” I asked, wrapping my arms around him again. 

	“I'm capturing you, little one,” he growled into my ear. “And I plan to ravish you in my shuttle while Jorg’k has Ryan distracted.”

	I grinned. That sounded like a perfect plan.

	“Ravish away, warrior. I’m all yours!”

	THE END

	 

	The adventure isn’t over yet! Watch out for Protected by the Hunter, where Zec’k and Siobhan travel across the continent to find her sister. With the new terrain comes a new set of bugs to fight and new hunters to fight them. Of course, Zec’k isn’t looking for a mate; he’s just helping his friend out. But we all know how that’ll turn out.
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