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Protected by the Hunter

	ZEC’K

	Siobhan’s scent calls to me to claim her, but I tell her the same lie I tell everyone else: I’m not interested in a mate. I focus on her delicious creations instead, even though she’s the one I truly crave.

	I try to stay away, but I cannot. Everything draws me to her, and when I learn of her quest to find her sister, my mouth offers to help before my brain can stop it. 

	I’m a failed hunter, not worthy of a mate, and every moment alone with the tempting female tests my control. She thinks of me as her protector, but if she knew the thoughts I have about her, she’d run the other way.

	 

	SIOBHAN

	Everyone is happily settling down in our fortress in Franklin. But I can’t rest yet; I have to get to my sister. It was my last promise to her before communications went dark. Problem is, she lives across the country, and there are miles of bug-filled America between us. 

	When Zec’k, the sexy hunter who delivers and trades for supplies with our little colony, offers to help, I jump at the opportunity. It’s supposed to be an easy trip, but everything that could go wrong does. And now, I’m not sure I’ll survive this mission without falling for my Xarc’n guide.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 1: Siobhan 

	The trio of flying alien insects swooped in on the hunter’s half-cloaked shuttle preparing to land in front of our building. Something was wrong with the craft. It struggled to remain cloaked as it blinked  in and out of existence.

	I chewed my bottom lip and clenched my fingers around the top of the chair. The man next to me strained his neck for a better look.

	Blaster fire from a parked Xarc’n shuttle—manned by one of our own human crack shots—flashed from a nearby roof, hitting one of the giant, flying scorpion-like monstrosities. The dead flyer tumbled to the ground, its guts spilling out to stain the freshly fallen snow. Two more shots took down the rest, and they too fell out of the air and into our front yard.

	One of the critters was still alive. It shook itself off and shrieked, looking around for its next target. It focused on the crowd of people watching from the windows. On us. It threw off the tatters of its wings, releasing the useless body parts. Without them, it reminded me even more of a scorpion, but it was huge, the size of a car. And that was minus the tail. With a shriek, it charged.

	I gasped and backed away from the window, as did everyone else watching. We’d reinforced all the windows with layers of acrylic and polycarbonate—it was the first thing we’d done when we claimed this building as our own—and many of the larger windows on the first floor were barred. Unfortunately, the flyer had a powerful and deadly spike at the end of its tail that could crack concrete.

	After just a few steps, the beast stopped and turned, distracted by something behind it.

	A wall of purple muscle wielding two massive, glowing blades stood behind the monster. I sucked in a breath at the sight of Zec’k. Compared to the other Xarc’n warriors, he was leaner but still ripped with muscles. It made sense, since he spent much of his time traveling rather than fighting. 

	I held my breath as Zec’k shouted at the beast, to get its attention.

	The shots had given him the opportunity to land, and instead of running for the safety of the building, our Xarc’n delivery detail decided to fight the flyer, instead. 

	While I’d watched other hunters fight before, this was the first time I’d seen Zec’k in battle. Hell, it was the first time I’d seen him hold a weapon, or in armor. Usually, he just wore his loincloth, as all Xarc’n hunters did when not in battle. 

	And damn! Zec’k with his armor on was hot!

	Despite his post delivering supplies and food to the hunters around the continent, Zec’k had kept in incredible shape. It must help to be genetically modified to retain lean muscle mass. 

	His physique wasn’t the only remarkable thing about him. His horns were pretty damn impressive, too, curved and heavy, emerging from behind his temples like a ram’s. I used to think the horns were terrifying, but after sharing the compound with the hunters over the last few months, I’d gotten used to them. Now, the horns almost looked majestic. 

	Like the others of his kind, he had sharp claws that gleamed in the sun—the ones on his hands retractable—and fangs and teeth meant for fighting. Everything about these hunters screamed predator; it was what they were made for.

	Zec’k swung his weapon in a practiced arc, beheading a few of the alien bugs in one fell swoop. His hair, braided to stay out of his way, whipped around to frame his face perfectly.

	“Wow! The delivery guy is smoking hot. Why haven’t I noticed before?” a female tittered behind me. 

	I wanted to turn and see who’d said that, but my eyes were riveted on the warrior’s form outside the window. She was correct that he was smoking hot, but she was going to be awfully disappointed if she thought to net herself a hunter beau.

	Zec’k had made it plenty clear he wasn’t looking for a mate. I should know; I’d had a crush on him since he’d first been introduced to our little colony, though I’d never admitted it. 

	During our Christmas celebrations, I’d watched as Zara asked him for a dance. He’d promptly turned her down. If he’d turned down someone as gorgeous and sweet as Zara, then he really wasn’t interested. 

	The flyer lunged, and I held my breath, but Zec’k danced easily out of its way. As the giant bug passed him, the hunter lashed out with his blades, taking off all the legs on one side of the creature’s body. It toppled over, hissing and screaming. 

	Desperate, the flyer thrashed its tail, the deadly spike arcing protectively around its body. Despite the danger, Zec’k lunged in, his blades moving expertly to disarm the dangerous tail. Then with a final slash, he put the creature out of its misery.

	I dared to breathe again. 

	He looked up at the window, and his mesmerizing yellow eyes sparked as our gazes met, which had me holding my breath again. After a long moment, he grinned, waved, and turned to face the first centicreep the flyers had called to the location.

	Behind the centicreep, a large group of scuttlers and spitters followed. They pushed against the gate and fences, unable to crawl over the barrier as easily as the mutant centipede-like monster had. 

	I stared at the scene; a lone hunter, his blades drawn against a tide of swarming bugs. The gates might hold the scourge for now, but they would break through. Zec’k wouldn’t fight alone, however. From our building, armored warriors—humans, all of them—poured forth, weapons and fire at the ready. Our little rag-tag army of bug exterminators extraordinaire had arrived. 

	From the roofs of nearby buildings, Xarc’n hunters stood guard, ready to add their expertise to our fire power, but only if we needed it. This was our battle. We needed live experience fighting these monsters before next summer arrived, and with it, the swarms. This small group of alien bugs was the perfect practice run. 

	A second centicreep arrived on scene, crawling with its many legs over the pile of its comrades at the fences. It eyed our window, and someone gasped as all of us watching the fight bounced back a few feet, putting more space between ourselves and the glass. 

	Despite the polycarbonate sheets and bars, the centicreep could still break the glass on the outside and weaken our protection. This particular type of bug used the dagger-like spikes at the side of its body like a pick, whipping it against glass to break them.  Centicreeps had mutated right here on Earth and had all the attributes needed to scale high rises and break into buildings. Like the flyers, they hunted with sight. 

	I ran for the curtains. All scourge, no matter the type, were mainly motivated by food, and they considered humans food. I took one last look at Zec’k as he lost himself in the fight.

	He had a huge grin on his face, and I wondered if he missed the life of a regular hunter. I’d heard through the grapevine that the reason he’d moved to supply production and procurement was a debilitating injury he’d sustained a decade ago. Even now, the scars marred his skin—stripes of lighter purple across his entire body, reminding me of the markings of a tiger.

	If the scars were from scuttler’s claws, I didn’t know how he’d survived. The bugs’ claws were tipped with a neurotoxin, and just a small cut could render a human’s limb paralyzed. And yet, Zec’k was out there now.

	I turned to look for the one who’d commented on his hotness, but everyone else was already heading back to their work. I could do that, too. Or I could go greet Zec’k in the foyer when the battle was over. 

	No. I didn’t want to come off as too clingy. I headed back to the kitchen instead. 

	This building wasn’t the Marriott, but it was the best place I’d lived in since the bugs had landed. The second floor of our large building was carved out into small rooms and offices. We used those for bedrooms, and we had recently even opened up a daycare for those who needed to drop off their babies for the day.

	The ground level had once boasted several large businesses, including a garage, a gym, a furniture showroom, and an electronic supply store. Just off from the common foyer was a decent-sized cafeteria which we used for the original intended purpose. 

	Instead of using the original kitchen adjacent to the cafeteria, we’d repurposed the nearby garage, with its superior ventilation, for food preparation. While we had some solar panels on the roof, letting us work into the evenings—very important during these winter months when the sun shirked its duties early—we still did most of our cooking with whatever fuel we could get our hands on. 

	We’d even built a large brick oven in the garage so I could do my baking more efficiently. It had been a bitch to maintain the temperatures on those tiny metal contraptions I’d been using before. Especially since we’d needed several going at the same time to feed everyone, or else I’d be baking all day. One giant brick oven was much better. The other survivors had been hesitant at first, but once they’d tasted my creations, they’d all changed their tune.

	Before the bugs, I’d prided myself as an entrepreneur who’d managed to turn my baking hobby into a successful business. After the bugs, it was my baking skills, not my business mind, that made me valuable to the group. 

	It had bothered me at first. I’d gone from businesswoman to just cooking in the kitchen, but I knew the group needed me. Good food meant good morale, and if we didn’t have that, then we had nothing. 

	Things were different now. It didn’t matter if you’d been a fortune 500 CEO before the bugs; it meant nothing if you didn’t have other skills to contribute. It was about survival, and in that way, the bugs had leveled the playing field. They had also taken out most of the players. 

	Once at the workbench, I picked up where I’d left off, filling pockets of dough with a thickened stew for the foragers to take with them tomorrow. As I worked, my mind went back to the purple warrior fighting outside.

	Zec’k might not be looking for a female, or a relationship, but he was always looking for food. The Xarc’n male followed his tastebuds everywhere, including right to my kitchen every time he visited. 

	They did say that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. I wondered if the saying held true for Xarc’n warriors. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: Zec’k 

	I picked Siobhan’s heart-shaped face out of the row of humans at the window almost immediately. Our eyes met, and my traitorous chest threatened to rumble, forcing me to remind myself that not only was I still fighting the scourge, I was also not looking for a mate.

	At least, that was what I’d told every group I visited that had spare human females. There were human females who now actively sought Xarc’n partners, but I was not the right hunter for them. Who would want to be saddled with a failed warrior? I would never force such a burden on anyone.

	My plan had worked, until I met Siobhan one day in this building’s makeshift kitchen. I’d gone in for the food, my usual driving factor for prolonged visits with groups containing many humans. The moment I’d seen those green eyes framed with dark wispy lashes, I knew my lies had met their match. My chest had threatened to broadcast my feelings to the entire planet.

	The humans called it purring, and while some hunters hated the term, it described the sound accurately. The noise didn’t mean we’d found our mates, however, as some humans erringly believed. It only meant the female was compatible. There had been rare reports of hunters’ chests rumbling for multiple females, but once a mating bond formed, a Xarc’n male only rumbled for her.

	A centicreep, the special mutation of scourge only found on Earth, climbed over the settlement’s fences, giving me reason to tear my eyes away from the mesmerizing gaze in the window. I was glad for the distraction. I would’ve been unable to tear my gaze from Siobhan’s otherwise.

	From the front of the building came my reinforcements. Human warriors, both male and female, poured out from the double doors. I recognized the one named Kat who wore red leather from head to toe and moved almost as quickly as a hunter. Some held Xarc’n-made blasters, and others wielded Earth melee weapons enhanced with our plasma edges. 

	I’d been seeing more and more combination weapons used recently as hunters and humans joined forces against our common foe.

	When the flyers had first attacked my shuttle—the cloak had malfunctioned again—I’d been hesitant to land and bring the scourge to the settlement’s door. Roger, the leader of the human survivors, had convinced me otherwise. 

	His group of survivors had moved in next door to the hunters because they believed in joining the fight. During the swarms, hunters funneled and lured the masses of scourge to their location in order to kill them and prevent the monstrosities from spreading. The human warriors had been training to help with this effort next warm season. 

	“We need on-the-ground training,” Roger had said, his face lighting up on my screen at the mention of a fight. 

	Roger had fought against the swarms with hunters last summer and had been injured near the end of the season. He seemed eager to get back out there and fight, but his injury still prevented him from doing so. With the rate he was healing, accelerated by the regular use of our Xarc’n medical devices, he’d be ready to fight again soon. His impatience came through in his voice.

	I knew how he felt, except it had taken me years to heal. I’d spent much of my life barely able to care for myself. I didn’t understand why my fellow hunters had spent the time and resources to heal me. With the extent of my injuries, it would have been more effective to grow and train another hunter. 

	We were all clones. They could have taken the genetic material of the Original I’d been cloned from and made a replacement. Considering I’d never gone back to hunting and had instead spent the next decade working in supply production, a job usually reserved for those too old to fight, their resources had been wasted on me.

	“In fact, can you fly around a bit and get a few more flyers on your tail?” Roger asked. “I want live target practice for the team manning the ship-mounted blasters on the roof. And gather a few centicreeps too if you can. We need to practice killing those motherfuckers. If we can’t handle a few flyers and centicreeps, how are we going to face a swarm next year?”

	“We will stand at the ready in case your warriors need help,” Kaj’k had offered the human leader through our shared communication line. “This is what we do with our warriors in training, but I doubt your teams will need it. They have been training hard with us, and some actively hunt the bugs as we do.” The other hunter addressed me. “Gather more scourge and land the ship in front of their building. Fighting them here is different than luring a few to hunt out there. Roger is right; they need the practice.”

	They’d ended the communication, and I’d circled around Franklin once more, my slow delivery shuttle catching the attention of two additional flyers. They’d swooped in with their alarm cries, notifying all the scourge on the ground.

	Scourge activity was so quiet on the surface of the planet during the cooler months that it was tempting to believe the nests were dying. But to send warriors into the nests now would be suicide. They were as strong as ever in their underground lairs.

	The nests were extensive, reaching much farther than the small nest opening suggested. Earth had learned this the hard way, as had our creators, the original—now extinct—Xarc’n race. Leaders from both worlds had carpeted the nests with bombs and sent explosives into the nests. It had achieved nothing. 

	Xarc had ended up a dead planet, unable to support any life at all, and Earth was set to follow suit with the leaders’ plans to use nuclear weapons on their own lost cities. We’d barely managed to deactivate the warheads before they detonated. 

	Earth was too valuable to lose. It hadn’t taken us long to realize Earth females were compatible. Some hunters had even deserted their original missions on other planets to come here. Most hunters welcomed their presence; every able fighter was a boon.

	I glanced over at the window, but the curtains blocked the view, and Siobhan was gone. A centicreep milled aimlessly around the barred opening as if looking for something it had lost. 

	A group of human warriors approached, waving and screaming to catch the creature’s attention. As the scourge focused on its new targets, a blaster shot came from the side, taking off a good portion of the beast’s dangerous body. Another shot removed enough body sections, each with a pair of sharp toxin-tipped blades, for the others to crush the head—the only way to decommission these creatures for good. 

	“Bingo!” yelled the female who had taken the shot. 

	I’d planned to stay and fight, but as I watched the battle around me, I concluded that they didn’t need my help. They’d been training hard, were well organized, and it showed. Roger had done an excellent job with these survivors. 

	I headed for my shuttle instead to clean the ichor of the scourge off my body. The scourge, and the fungus it harbored, stank, and I’d be glad if I never had to encounter it again. Putting aside my weapon, I stripped off the armor and threw the pieces into my shipboard decontaminator unit. Then I stepped in myself, still wearing my loincloth—it needed a cleaning more than what lay underneath—and punched the button to start the process. 

	Closing my eyes, I let the unit do its job as it had done thousands of times before, the scent of ozone filling my nostrils and the familiar tingle prickling my skin. My brain wandered to the human female with soft green eyes, pale skin, and dark hair. 

	I grunted, disappointed at myself and at the fact that my brain had gone back to the female. It always did. I used my interest in tasting Earth foods to spend time with her. She was creative at the cooking fires, and it gave me a reason to be near her while still claiming I wasn’t looking for a mate. 

	Suppressing the telltale rumble was a challenging feat, but I’d managed so far during all my visits. A single hint of the sound and everyone within earshot would know my secret.

	It was lonely traveling across the continent over and over to drop off my supplies. I spoke with many warriors and was usually the first to hear of big news, but the interactions were brief. I spent most of my time alone in my shuttle. A mate would solve the loneliness, but who would want a wounded warrior?

	The decontaminator buzzed, and I stepped out, leaving my armor inside. I’d pick it up later. I had more pressing matters now. 

	Toggling off the screen that separated the tiny living quarters of my shuttle from the large cargo area, I went to prepare the crate of supplies for this group of survivors. 

	We had expanded our food production to help feed the humans working and living alongside our warriors. The survivors still foraged, and many groups grew and raised their own food, but extra nutrition bars always helped. 

	This trip was special though. I wasn’t only distributing food and basic supplies. 

	I unstrapped a sealed plastic box from the shelf. It looked so unassuming, but I knew what it held: a biological weapon, the culmination of Xarc’n and human minds coming together in our fight to rid this planet of the scourge. 

	Hope. This weapon was hope, and I was distributing it to all the warriors, Xarc’n and human, on the ground.

	A few months ago, we’d noticed groups of scourge affected by some sort of pathogen. Xarc’n warriors had caught some specimens, and human scientists isolated the bacterium responsible. Not all scourge were susceptible to the microbe, but many were. 

	Inside this container was a row of cartridges, each containing dormant bacterium that would spring to life once inside the scourge’s nests. It was now up to each group to get these cartridges inside its respective nest and into the scourge’s food supply. 

	The scourge preferred their meat fresh, and the toxins they introduced into their prey's body kept the flesh preserved. Some unlucky victims stayed alive, existing for days, paralyzed in the horror of the scourge’s larder. 

	The piles of flesh weren’t just food; they provided warmth. It would be in this warm and ideal environment where the dormant bacteria would spring to life, eating through the cartridges to take over the scourge’s hive.

	It wouldn’t win us the war, but it could give us much-needed leverage.

	A knock came from the cargo door of my shuttle, letting me know the human warriors had conquered their “bugs.” It was time to get all the supplies distributed. 

	I hurried to open the cargo bay door. The faster this was done, the sooner I could visit Siobhan in the kitchen and taste her most recent creation.

	 


Chapter 3: Siobhan 

	I slid the first batch of stew-filled pocket pies into the oven. Some of the survivors called the hand pies “leftover pockets,” kind of like pizza pockets but with yesterday’s leftovers. They were a hit among the foragers. Wrapped in tin foil, they survived a beating in their packs and were a perfectly convenient handful of nutrition and calories; two things our foragers out in the world needed. 

	I used to forage once but was pulled off foraging rotation when less scrupulous leaders ran our group. Any woman not bringing in enough was put on baby-making duty; they’d claimed it was our job to help repopulate the world. Hence the number of screaming, tiny people in our settlement.

	Our previous leaders had run the place like a brothel, taking bribes and pawning off the women. Many had been too busy risking their lives foraging for goods and guarding our gates to realize the atrocities happening within the walls. It had taken one of our own running away and returning with her Xarc’n hunter to rescue her friend to expose the truth.

	Disgusted by what had been occurring inside their own home, Roger and his group had stood up against the old leaders and cast them out for the bugs, along with anyone else in on the abuse. That had all gone down late this past spring, right before the swarms.

	It seemed so long ago. And life before the bugs? That was a distant memory.

	“Oh boy, it’s hot in here,” Janice said, wiping her brow. “We need to put in more fans if we’re going to use these ovens in the summer.”

	Janice had been my next-door neighbor before the world went to shit. I was glad to have her here now. She’d been the reason I didn’t get pregnant during my stint as a baby maker. Her being a little older, they’d had her recording the inventory. A group of foragers had swiped everything they could find in a small pharmacy, including some birth control pills. She’d snuck those to me for months.

	“We can always roll up the garage doors in the evenings when the bugs are less active in between the swarms.” I picked up Janice’s ladle and stirred the pot of everything stew on the heavy-duty commercial-sized burner we’d set on the cement blocks. 

	We used the biggest-sized pot our foragers had the luck to find for things like stews and soups; the edge of the pot went to my hips. We jokingly referred to it as the cauldron and the four of us in the kitchen as witches. Though we hadn’t agreed who was north, south, east, or west. 

	The hand pies were portable food for on-the-go eating, but this stew was for tonight. Our fighters had taken out the scourge easily and were now cleaning up the mess. They’d be ravenous when they got back in. 

	The bugs, or the scourge, as the Xarc’n hunters called them, were not the only enemies we had to worry about. The scourge had an ally: a deadly fungus that needed to be destroyed even after the bugs were dead. Fire was the best weapon against our microscopic foes. The scorch marks would last until washed away by the spring storms.

	The door opened, and Zara and Aanya came in holding a bin of food between them.

	“Meghan sent these down to make room for more supplies.” Aanya lifted the bin onto the table. 

	“These are almost expiring.” I rifled through packages of dried goods, trying to figure out how to best use our new bounty. “Oops, this one expired a while ago.” I opened the foil pack of tuna and was greeted with the smell of rancid oil. “Well, it’s the chickens’ lucky day!” I emptied the package into the slop bin.

	Last winter, we’d have ignored the expiration dates. Food was food, especially during the bugpocalypse. We had chickens to feed now. Chickens that gave us delicious eggs. They weren’t enough to make breakfast for all three dozen of us living in this building, but they were enough for me to bake with.

	The four of us stood around the table with our new bin of goodies as we made a meal plan for the next two days using what we had. 

	“Zec’k seemed disappointed you didn’t go pick up the supplies yourself, Siobhan,” Aanya said with a waggle of her brows. “He kept looking behind us to see if you’d show up.”

	“He’s just looking for a snack,” I said. “He says he is not interested in females or in a mate.” I turned to Zara, urging her to back me up.

	“He told me the same thing,” Zara agreed. “I asked him to dance during our Christmas shindig, and he almost tripped over himself to get away.” Then she turned on me, the little witch. “But maybe if you’d asked, he would have been tripping to say yes. He did give you a scorching look at the window earlier.” 

	I rolled my eyes. “He didn’t even see me. He waved at everyone.”

	“Sure,” Aanya sing-songed. “Maybe he just doesn’t know he wants a mate.”

	Aanya had been teasing me about Zec’k since it became obvious that his second stop after supplies was the kitchen. They assumed it was for me, but I knew the truth; Zec’k just really loved his food. 

	It would’ve been nice if he was interested, but he’d made it clear that he wasn’t, and I didn’t want to get my hopes up. Hope was a precious thing in times like these. 

	“Let’s get these dried beans soaking so we can use them tomorrow morning,” Janice said, changing the topic.

	“We’ll go grab a few more buckets of snow from the roof,” Zara said, ever eager to help. I wished I had her enthusiasm for everything.

	We’d had a good supply of clean water collected from the rains during the warmer months, but that was running low, and we now designated parts of the roof as no-walk zones where we collected snow for meltwater.

	The men and women at the hunters’ building had no such luck. Their hunters landed their shuttles on the roof, and the constant foot traffic dirtied their snow. With the river frozen, their hunters brought in snow from the nearby field instead. 

	 When we’d first moved in, we’d thought of their building as the “hunters’ compound” and our building as “the survivors’ camp,” but that distinction had all but disappeared. We were all part of the compound now. We just lived in different buildings. 

	Aanya and Zara left with the buckets, giggling to themselves, while I went back to filling my leftover pockets. The first batch would be done soon, and I needed to have the second batch ready. I hated wasting fuel. 

	We’d learned to make a lot of food so there were tons of leftovers for these handheld pockets. They were very popular, and we had to prevent eager hands from sneaking them out during the night. Convenience food always had a place, even in a bugpocalypse. Especially in a bugpocalypse. 

	I felt his presence before he spoke and was already mid-turn by the time I heard my name uttered in that strange alien accent.

	“Siobhan.” 

	To the human ear, the Xarc’n language consisted of a bunch of growling and grunting, and when they spoke English, they added this signature accent to our words. Zec’k practically growled my name, and a tingle of frisson shot up my spine from the sexy sound.

	I swallowed hard as I turned the rest of the way to meet him, a flat sheet of raw dough still in one hand and a spoon of cooked filling in the other. 

	“Smells good.” It came out just as a rumble, but the translator clipped to his belt came to the rescue.

	Zec’k looked at me as he said it, but I knew he meant the food. A part of me secretly wished the words were directed at me. We all knew Xarc’n hunters searched for their mates through scent. 

	Zec’k leaned in, our eyes still connected, and slowly licked the dripping glob of cold stew from the spoon before it plopped onto the ground. I swallowed hard at the suggestive nature of the action. The side of his heavy horn brushed lightly against my cheek, and I could have sworn I heard the slightest of rumbles as I held my breath, but when I started breathing again, there was only silence. 

	This close, I got a whiff of his spicy, masculine scent. To my knowledge, Xarc’n hunters didn’t wear cologne, but if I could have bottled this and labeled it Sex on a Stick, I would. 

	“Hey! Remember to wash that spoon before you continue filling the pockets,” Janice lectured, breaking the tense silence between us.

	“Oops.” I tossed the spoon into the wash bucket and picked another one up from the metal utensil jar on the counter. We’d concluded that all the drawers in this place were too filthy and grease-stained for cooking utensils. We’d laid down a plastic tablecloth for the work surfaces, but the drawers still stank.

	“What do you make?” Zec’k asked, his rich voice rising and falling with a soft lilt. “I wish to taste your latest creation.”

	I dug around for my words that had scattered at the sight of his broad shoulders and perfect abs. “Food.” That was the only word that came out.

	Wow, good job, Siobhan. 

	Zec’k looked at the small pockets of food lined up on the baking sheet and frowned. “I can confirm this is food.”

	Finally finding my words, I said, “The other survivors call them leftover pockets, but they are hand pies with a savory filling. Hand pies are like mini travel versions of the big thing. The other survivors have been demanding more pies ever since butter became a thing again.”

	Great. Now I was rambling. 

	Zec’k grunted in what I now understood was approval. When we’d first started working with the aliens, all their grunts and head tilts had sounded and looked the same. Now we understood their nonverbal communications much better. 

	Grunts for approval were shorter and had a downward inflection compared to grunts for disappointment. And a sharp, single jerk of their chin was like our nods, while a tilt of their horns to the side usually meant they were looking for more information. 

	“This is good. I, too, enjoyed your pie. I would like to eat your pie all the time.”

	Over at the table, Aanya chortled, and Zara made a choking sound. When had they returned? I hadn’t even noticed. 

	My cheeks heated up, not embarrassed for myself, but out of awkwardness for Zec’k. The poor guy had no idea what he was saying. He really just liked pies. Not much happened in our little corner of this bug-infested globe unless you counted raider and bugs attacks, and I wouldn't doubt the entire settlement would be talking about this tomorrow.

	Zec’k sniffed again and oriented on the batch of bubbling stew in Janice’s giant pot. “That smells good too. What is in that?”

	“Uh huh! No taste tests. This is dinner,” Janice tsked. She knelt to turn off the burner. “You’re big and strong” —an understatement— “help me get this pot over to the cafeteria. Don’t burn yourself, and no snacking on the way.”

	Zec’k picked up the pot from the two handles on the side, holding the steaming vessel away from his body with no problem. It usually took two strong people, one holding each side with gloved hands, to carry the huge pot of food to the cafeteria. 

	There were almost three dozen survivors and hunters living in this building, and we had to make a lot of food every day. We used to have people come into the kitchen and serve themselves, but that had been utter chaos, so now we brought the food out, and they could help themselves.

	The stew wouldn’t be enough, though. I transferred the stack of warmed flatbreads onto a serving platter and followed Janice and Zec’k out of the kitchen, trying not to trip because of the distracting wall of muscle in front of me. 

	 


Chapter 4: Zec’k 

	I waved to Roger and Melissa, his mate, as they stepped into the cafeteria. I found the human gestures came more easily to me now as more and more of the hunter groups adopted them.

	The last time I was here, they’d had their arms and ears full with a crying offspring. Janice usually had a baby on her hip as well, though she was past childbearing age. This settlement had many new lives. Today, all the small humans were missing. 

	“Where are all the small humans?” I asked.

	“We finally got the crèche set up. Thank god!” Melissa exclaimed. “Don’t get me wrong. I love Junior to death, but I also like to eat in peace.”

	The two filled their bowls and returned to our long table. Mal’k, the sole hunter who lived in this building, sat across from me with his mate, Meghan. Mo and Kat, a pair of foragers, sat next to them. I’d claimed the seat next to Siobhan, and Janice was beside her. The newcomers sat down with their bowls on my other side.

	This was a common scene in some of the groups and settlements I supplied, especially the ones with humans. They had a habit of inviting me for a meal, and I never refused. I’d do anything not to eat plain Xarc’n food bars.

	“Your warriors did well on the battlefield today. They have come a long way.” I recognized a good leader when I saw one. Xarc’n hunters did not have official leaders, but some were more prone to make decisions while others followed. And some, such as myself, should’ve never been given the opportunity to lead. 

	Roger shot back a wide grin. “They’ve been working hard, and I can’t wait to get back out there to join them. I hate sitting by the sidelines. I’m almost back to my old strength in the leg, but my reaction times are still awfully slow.”

	“New nerves take a while to calibrate.”  

	I enjoyed getting to know these human warriors and felt particularly connected to Roger. I derived a certain satisfaction from watching him heal and recover.

	“You were pretty impressive out there yourself,” he said. “You’ve been training, and you’ve filled out a lot since we first met.” 

	The recent changes in my lifestyle hadn’t gone unnoticed. This male was keen and deserved his place as leader. 

	After my injury, I’d let myself get unhealthily thin. I hadn’t needed the muscles to fight the scourge in the production facilities, and I’d had no appetite. It was saddening to be the lone young hunter living among those too old to fight.

	The bland food bars didn't help. Just the thought of choking down another high-protein recovery bar, the only thing I’d had for years, made me want to bash my horns against a rock.

	It wasn't until I had a taste of human food that my appetite returned and my weight recovered. Not only did I start putting on weight again, but I also started having more energy; I wasn't happy just sitting in my shuttle, so I spent my spare time hunting. 

	I’d started with easy hunts at first, unsure about my abilities. Over the next few months, my strength improved, and my agility returned.

	Genetic engineering could only do so much, however, and warned by the images of overweight humans on the network called the internet, I reluctantly started supplementing with the protein-rich recovery bars again. Earth-style food, at least the type they made in the settlements, didn't have enough protein to maintain our muscles, especially if we were often fighting. I needed to keep myself nutritionally balanced. Mixed in between earth meals, the bars weren't even that bad.

	“Earth food helped me put on some more muscle,” I replied, giving credit where it was due. “That, and more training. I hunt between deliveries now.”

	“Glad to hear it.” The male had a wistful look.

	“You will be out hunting soon.” I stopped myself from inviting him to hunt with me, reminding myself that I only hunted alone now.

	It wasn’t that I was a loner; I enjoyed getting to know the people I served. 

	Before, in the summers, I’d simply picked a safe roof or building to conduct the drop-offs, and every group would send a representative to pick up their packages. In the winters, I’d announced my location the day before, and all the lone hunters in the area—hunters historically only gathered in groups to fight the summer swarms—would pick up their supplies individually. 

	That still happened with the groups that didn't have many humans involved. But in some places, such as here in Franklin, I was encouraged to stay for a meal. 

	They knew I would never say no to food, especially the human-Xarc’n fusion served now. It meant I spent much more time on the road and less at the production facilities, but I didn't mind that. If anything, I preferred it, and the others working at the production facilities didn't object. 

	In fact, they encouraged me to join a hunter group and fight again. They didn’t know I didn’t trust myself to fight with others. 

	I wasn’t the only one on the delivery routes who’d changed their schedule. It was a common occurrence with many hunters in my position, even the older ones. When I’d first started delivering supplies on Earth, I was one of only four hunters making rounds on the continent the people of this planet called North America. Now there were eight of us. 

	My job had evolved over the last year to include connecting the communities and not just delivering goods. Xarc’n hunters had never worked so closely with another race before, which changed everything. Unlike Xarc’n warriors, who had relied on bland-tasting but nutritious food bars our whole lives, humans were used to flavor and variety. 

	Because of this, our production had changed as well. Our Xarc’n food bars consisted only of dried and powdered protein mixed with the rendered fat of animals and combined with dried fruits and vegetables in small amounts, for vitamins, all glued together with gelatin made from the skins and hooves. We also supplemented with a vitamin drink. It was all efficient and nutritious but extremely bland.

	It was no surprise that many of us supplemented our diet with flavorful Earth foods, even though they did not have enough protein to maintain our muscle mass. Humans, in turn, added our nutrition bars into their cooking, somehow turning the flavorless lumps into something amazing. 

	I scooped out a piece of Xarc’n food bar, covered in a saucy stew, with the human-style utensil. I resisted the urge to lift the bowl to my lips and pour the entire thing into my mouth as I’d done the first time, because I’d learned it wasn’t considered polite. I didn’t understand the reason for eating so slowly and ineffectively with a spoon but did so out of courtesy.

	A soft moan left my lips at the flavor explosion in my mouth. I couldn’t believe this had started out as a food bar. I hated the stuff and would eat Earth food, even the expired packages I found, every day of my life if I could, but I knew it would not be healthy. So, once a day, I forced myself to eat one of the highest-protein-level bars available; the ones meant for recovering from injuries.

	“This is pretty good,” Kat agreed. “This is why Janice and Siobhan are in the kitchen and not me. I burn everything I make.”

	“We need you on foraging duty. You’re one of our best,” Siobhan said from next to me. “My hauls were never even close to yours when I went out.”

	“You foraged?” I hadn’t known Siobhan used to leave the camp to face the scourge. 

	 “Yep,” she said with a chuckle, more relaxed now than she had been back in the kitchen. “But I wasn’t any good at it.”

	Despite our help in supplying them, humans continued to forage in their scourge-ruined landscape, adding variety to their meals. They were a proud people, and relying on our food production facilities wasn’t something they could be satisfied with. They also took food production into their own hands

	I’d traded a few baby birds—they called them chickens—in exchange for some delicious pre-made food for the road with a mated female a few doors down from this building. They now had eggs from those chickens and had shared more baby birds with the people living here. I’d seen the pen with the young birds on my way to the kitchen.

	Different groups also grew a variety of plant foods, and certain places only grew specific produce unique to their climate. That was another new part of my job: setting up trades between groups living across the continent.

	Which reminded me of the good news I had. “A team in the mountain range you call the Rockies has already tested the bacteria. They got the scourge to bring back a lot of it in chunks of fresh meat. Once inside the warmth of the nest, the bacteria grew. Many of the scourge weakened.”

	Siobhan made a motion, and for a moment, I thought she was going to tell me not to talk about bugs and bacteria during a meal, as she’d done in the past. But instead, she looked interested.

	“Where in the mountains?” 

	“Didn’t you say your sister lived in the Rockies?” Roger asked. “Or was that the west coast? I remember you used to want to make the trek across the country to find her.”

	“Yes. She lives alone in a cabin in the mountains,” Siobhan agreed. “And I still want to find her. But it’s not like I can book a plane ticket and rent a car to drive up to her. And I’ve made a life here with you guys.”

	“I can take you.” The words tumbled out before I had time to consider them. “There are a few more groups awaiting their deliveries to the east of here, but I can pick you up on my way back, and we can find her cabin.”

	The production facilities were scattered on islands in the ocean to the west. And usually, after picking up my deliveries, I moved east across the country, stopping off at the groups that needed replenishing. 

	“You mean it?” Siobhan’s eyes were wide with hope. 

	“Affirmative.” Again, the word bypassed my brain.

	“Wouldn’t that mess up your schedule?”

	“We have more hunters making deliveries now, and we are taking more responsibility for the communities we serve. This means planning more time to liaison between groups. It will not impact my deliveries.”

	“Then yes! Please help me find my sister. Thank you!” Siobhan gripped my forearm with both her hands and I inhaled sharply at my awareness of her touch. The smile on her face was full and genuine, and I wanted to see it every day.

	My chest started to rumble. 

	Krux!

	“My stomach,” I lied awkwardly, hoping they believed me. “I am hungry, and eating with a spoon is slow.” I shoveled several more spoonfuls of the stew into my mouth, barely tasting it. 

	I was not a good liar, but I’d managed to stifle the rumble early, and it was somewhat believable.

	The conversation around me continued, moving onto other topics, but I didn’t hear any of it. All I could pay attention to was Siobhan smiling at me like I was her hero, as I used every ounce of control I had to keep the rumbling at bay.

	I was in trouble. If I couldn't even calm the rumbling now when she smiled, how could I survive our trip alone in my shuttle?

	 


Chapter 5: Siobhan 

	Dear Morgan,

	I’ve finally found a way to get to you! Zec’k, the hunter I told you about, the one who loves to eat, is going to bring me to you after he’s done with his deliveries. I’m so excited!

	I can’t wait to see you, and I can’t wait to show you around our compound. You’ll love it here.

	Siobhan

	I closed the notebook and clipped the pen back onto the front cover. Zec’k was due to be back at our building this morning, and my whole body was giddy with excitement.

	I’d packed what I needed for the trip and was ready to leave the moment Zec’k got in; I didn’t want to waste a single minute. Not that I had much to pack. All I had in my bag were a change of clothes, a water bottle, a strong-smelling perfume spray to confuse the scourge that hunted by scent, a small knife, a lighter, and my journal. I was ready. 

	When the bugpocalypse broke out, the only thing I’d regretted was not being with my sister. She was the only family I had left—we’d lost our parents a few years before the bugs, to a car accident—but she lived in another state. After losing our parents, staying in our childhood home had been hard on her, and I hadn't been surprised when she’d left it all behind to live in the great outdoors. 

	Finding her again was the only thing that had kept me going through it all. I was almost afraid to know what had happened to her. As long as I didn't know, she could still be alive; she could still be living in her cabin. But I couldn’t live in ignorant bliss forever. I needed to know.

	When the bugs descended on our planet, I’d thought it was a hoax at first. By the time she’d convinced me to join her in the mountains, it was too late. Most transportation was no longer reliable, and my beat-up old lemon had bitten the dust. 

	Then one day, everything went dark. No internet. No phones. No tv. Nothing. Not even snail mail.

	Still, the inability to deliver the letter hadn’t stopped me from writing her. I wrote to her like clockwork every time something happened in my life. It was my way of journaling through the bugpocalypse. I kept telling myself that, one day, she’d have the opportunity to read it. Now that day would come sooner than later. 

	A knock had me turning to see Janice at my door.

	“You ready for your trip?”

	“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

	She sat next to me, her hand on my shoulder. “You know she might not be there.”

	“Yeah. But I have to do this. What if she’s waiting for me and I never went, because I was too afraid of what I’d find? I'd never forgive myself. She’s family. And I promised to get to her; it was the last thing I said.”

	“You’re family now to us too.” It wasn’t Janice who spoke; Roger leaned against the doorjamb, holding a Tupperware container in one hand. 

	“If there’s anything I’ve learned over the last two years, it’s that the family you choose is just as important. We are family here, and we’re going to miss you.”

	“Yeah,” Janice agreed. “We’re going to miss you.”

	A lump caught in my throat, and I held my breath. I’d promised myself this wouldn’t turn into a tear-fest; I couldn’t handle tears pre-bug, and I wasn’t any better with them post-bug.

	“Bah! You guys are acting like I’m leaving forever. You can’t get rid of me that easily.” I gave Janice a playful shove with my shoulder. “I’m bringing Morgan back here the moment I find her. We have such a good thing going, and I want to share it.”

	I’d been trying to find a way to my sister ever since the world turned to chaos, and I’d never kept it a secret. Trapped with me, they’d listened to all my ill-conceived plans to get to Morgan last winter. They’d all been horrible ideas; that was why I was still here.

	Some well-meaning folks had even asked why I thought Morgan was still alive, and they had a point. But I’d known Morgan all my life, and if I made it, then for sure she did as well. If I had to put money on which one of us would survive the bugpocalypse, I would have put my life savings on her, not me.

	I’d thought of asking one of the hunters to help me, but each and every one  of them played a crucial role in keeping the bug population down in Franklin. If anything, they were understaffed, which was why they’d accepted help from us to begin with and trained our men to fight with them. My personal quest to find the only family I had seemed so silly and trivial in the face of reality.

	Besides, many of them were mated, which I’d learned was like being married, and permanently bonded to another woman. I couldn’t ask them to help me. 

	I hadn’t thought to ask Zec’k. One, because he had an important job. And two, because I tended to get all flustered around him—something Aanya had picked up and homed in on with her teasing.

	“I’m glad you found a way to her that isn’t pure suicide,” Roger said. He was probably thinking of all those other ideas I’d had. “How long is the trip going to take? Those delivery shuttles are sloths compared to the fighter crafts.”

	“It should only be a few hours there, but the way back will be slower, since Zec’k needs to pick up new deliveries and stop off at other groups. It won’t be long before I’m back.” I turned to Janice. “I’m making a pit stop back at the old place. I have Morgan’s address and a pair of her keys at home. You want me to pick up anything?”

	She looked as if she was going to say no, but paused. “There’s a photo of me, my husband, and our kids on the mantle. We were at Disney World, and it was one of my happiest memories. Can you grab that photo for me?”

	“I’ll get it.”

	“There’s also a collection of heirloom seeds in a plastic box on the pantry shelf. Bring those too. We’ll use them for the garden this spring.” She grinned. “And this means you’ll come back because you owe me a photo and a bunch of seeds. “

	I laughed and gave her a hug.

	Before Zec’k had left for the final delivery, we’d hashed out the details. We’d head over to my place and pick up the address and the keys before flying to the Rockies to find Morgan. I’d convince her to come with me, then Zec’k would bring us with him to pick up the next round of supplies, and we would make our way slowly back here, making pit stops at all the other hunter-human groups he served.

	More faces showed up at my door behind Roger. Aanya, Zara, Mo, and Kat all came to say goodbye.

	Aanya threw her arms around me. “I’m going to miss you so much. It’s going to be different without you around.”

	“Be careful out there. Don’t get eaten by the bugs.” Zara added her arms to the hug, turning it into a group affair.

	Why was everyone acting like I was leaving for good?

	“Be careful when picking up your stuff from your old place,” Kat warned, not adding herself to the group hug. “Tiff and Aiden’s group settled near there after they left, and that area is their foraging grounds.”

	Janice made a moue of disgust. Tiff and Aiden had caused us a lot of trouble, splitting our group up and taking a good half of our supplies with them when they’d left. I’d always wondered how anyone could have taken their side. They were as trustworthy as used car salesmen. 

	No, that wasn’t being fair to used car salesmen. I was sure plenty were more trustworthy than those shady pricks.

	“I will check before I land,” said a low, guttural voice. “Siobhan is safe with me. I promise to return her unharmed.” 

	This time, I heard Zec’k’s growls and grunts as words inside my head before the external device kicked in. We’d managed to scrounge up an extra in-ear translator. 

	The bodies parted to show Zec’k in the hallway.

	“I’m holding you to that, hunter.” Roger handed me the Tupperware. “For the road. I grabbed a bunch before the foragers took them all. Stay safe and contact us when you can.”

	“Thank you. And I will.”

	“Good luck with Mr. I’m-Not-Looking-for-a-Mate,” Zara whispered into my ear. “Maybe you’ll have better luck than me.”

	“Yeah, go get him,” Aanya added.

	I was sure Zec’k heard every word; hunters had ridiculously acute senses. 

	“Alright, girls. You have to let Siobhan go now so she can finish packing,” Janice said, pulling the two off me. “Remember, you owe me a photo and seeds. Don’t get eaten out there.” Her voice cracked a bit at the end.

	Damn these people! This wasn’t supposed to get so emotional.

	I felt cared for and loved, and more than ever, I realized this was my family now. I’d return to them with my sister in tow. She needed family too. It was the difference between life and death in this new world. 

	They all said goodbye and left, leaving just Zec’k dwarfing my doorway.

	“Are you ready to go?” 

	“Yes. Let me change into my boots.” 

	I’d been safe inside the compound all season, and I hadn’t used my boots at all.

	Safety. If you’d asked me last year if I’d ever find that again, I would have laughed in your face. Now, I was leaving this fortress we’d built to find Morgan. I wasn’t leaving safety, per se; I had Zec’k, and a hunter’s protection was plenty safe. They were the bugs’ boogeymen. If the scourge could tell cautionary stories to their larvae, it would be about the big scary purple hunters. 

	I glanced over to the door. Zec’k still watched me, an unreadable look on his face. Something looked different about him, and I couldn’t quite place it. He looked clean, and the scratches he’d gotten from fighting the scourge the last time he was here had already faded to nothing. Or maybe they were camouflaged by all the other scars. 

	I tilted my chin, trying to figure out what was different about him. Then I had it: his hair. His hair was loose and carefully arranged down his back as if he’d just untangled it before coming. Usually, he had braids, with a few pieces loose and framing his face. And he had all his armor on instead of just wearing his loincloth as he often did when he visited. He looked good like this too. More formal and proper.

	“Y-you look good,” I stammered awkwardly, suddenly very aware that we were alone. This time, I didn’t have any food to hide behind. I didn’t have any pies to fill or stews to eat. It was just him and me. 

	“So do you.” It came out barely more than a growl, the low and sexy sound sending shivers up my spine. His yellow eyes almost glowed with how intensely he looked at me.

	He leaned toward me, the air between us charged with anticipation. My heart pounded in my chest, and I wiped my hands on the side of my thighs. 

	Soft, barely audible vibrations started in his chest, the same purring I'd heard Mal’k make for his mate, Meghan. 

	Holy crap! It was actually going to happen. He leaned forward and down toward—

	Crack!

	“Krux!” he growled, reaching up to his head.

	“Are you okay?”

	He looked at the door frame accusingly. “I did not break it.”

	At over seven feet tall, hunters had to duck to get through some of our doors, and the ceiling on the second floor was much lower and the doorways tighter than on the first.

	“I'm not worried about the door. I'm worried about you.” 

	I pulled a chair over since he didn't seem to want to bend down to me. I climbed on to take a look at his horns. I was sure they could handle a lot more than a little bump, but the frame was metal, and that crack had sounded loud.

	“I’m not sure what to look for, but I don’t see a bruise. Your horns must have protected you.” I felt around his skull and the base of his horns for any signs of a bump.

	The purring, which had been mild before, exploded in an earthquake-caliber rumble, and thick arms wrapped around my waist.

	Oh! I snatched my hands away, remembering what I’d heard about hunters’ horns: they were some sort of erogenous zone. And I’d just fondled them.

	 


Chapter 6: Zec’k 

	It took the sounds of approaching footsteps and male voices laughing for me to rein in my lust. I lifted Siobhan off the chair and placed her carefully on the floor.

	She looked confused for a second before she noticed the voices as well.

	“I’ll go change into my boots.” She recovered quickly. “I usually wear sneakers at the compound, but with all the snow still outside, they won’t do.” She continued talking, as if desperate to fill the awkward silence. “Last winter, I was still on foraging duty, and I put these to good use. But this year, I haven’t even worn them at all. I’ve spent the entire winter safe in the compound. I can’t believe I’m choosing to leave the safety of our little fortress now.”

	I grunted. “You will still be safe. You will enter the security of my shuttle, and I will be your protector.”

	She grinned at me, and the awkwardness between us dissolved. “Thanks, Zec’k. This means a lot to me.” She stood, her backpack in hand. “Alright, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

	“I will take this.” I reached for her pack and swung it over my shoulder; it was half-full and barely weighed anything at all. “My shuttle is out front. Come, little female.” I’d avoided their roof once they’d told me they were melting the snow there as drinking water. 

	“You know, I’m kind of excited,” she said as she followed me out to the front of the building. “I’ve been stuck inside all winter, and to be honest, I was going a little stir crazy.”

	“What is this stir crazy?” Siobhan seemed sane of mind to me.

	“It means being distraught or irrational because of being confined for a long time. Don’t hunters get that way?”

	I thought of my time healing on the mothership. “Yes. But we do not have a word for it.”

	It was a bright, crisp morning, and I squinted as my eyes adjusted to the sun. My shuttle sat in front of us, uncloaked. Craig, the human mechanic at the last group I’d visited, had tinkered with the cloak. It now worked part of the time, though he had warned it was not a permanent fix, and it also required the shuttle to be running to work. The cloak only worked if the shuttle had an excess charge.

	He'd called his work a hack job and mentioned something about rerouting residual power over to the cloak, but I hadn't understood a word of it. Like many hunters, I had no idea how my shuttle, weapons, or other devices worked. 

	There were a few of us around who had the curiosity and mental aptitude for these things, and they had been the ones to add extra amenities to our shuttles, making our lives more comfortable. I was not one of them. Knowing how to use the technology available was good enough for me. 

	I kept my eyes on Siobhan’s face as she stepped into my shuttle. Was she disappointed at the cramped space? Unlike regular fighter shuttles, delivery vessels had barely usable living areas, prioritizing cargo space. We didn’t have an entire wardrobe of weapons and armor, just a cramped cupboard that barely fit my swords and equipment. 

	Not that it mattered. Despite telling myself I’d put my armor away, the pieces usually ended up staying inside the decontaminator anyway. If I weren’t wearing my entire set now, because I was told human females found the look impressive, they’d be right there on the decontaminator’s floor.

	Siobhan had noticed the effort I’d gone to look good for her today. I didn’t know why I’d done it, especially since I claimed I wasn’t interested in a mate.

	I wondered if this would be enough room for her, even if just for the duration of our quest to locate her sister. She was used to living in a large building and having room to move around. Also, hunters were expected to eat premade nutrition bars, and none of our shuttles had kitchens or places to prepare food. 

	I knew many hunters had modified the only counter they had for such purposes, but delivery shuttles had no such counter surface to modify. We only had the essentials, and it seemed suddenly inadequate.

	“This is going to be a silly question,” Siobhan said as she looked around, “but how do you pilot the shuttle if you can't see outside? There are no windows, and I don't see a screen either.”

	“Delivery shuttles have navigational screens inserted into the wall to save space,” I explained.

	That was another item that was missing from my vessel. Instead of an advanced navigational system that responded to the pilot like a second body, able to dance through the air between attacking flyers, delivery shuttles only had the basic version. We were not expected to fight or even dodge the flyers in the air. We didn't even have shipboard blasters. Our job was simply to get supplies to the fighters who needed them.

	Without the maneuverability to outfly the aerial scourge, our shuttles needed to be heavily armored. This armor slowed us down even more. A regular hunter’s shuttle could get across the continent in just one of earth's hours. In my shuttle, it would take several.

	That meant I would be spending hours with Siobhan in close proximity. 

	I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or embarrassed about smashing my horns into the door earlier. It had stopped me from swooping in, collecting her into my arms, and rubbing my face against her affectionately, something I’d been craving to do. It would have been difficult to maintain the lie that I was not looking for a mate if I had done that. 

	Her touching my horns hadn't helped. I’d had to remind myself that she was only looking for injuries because I'd made a fool of myself bumping into that doorframe.

	I deactivated the privacy screen hiding my sleeping nook—that was one luxury they hadn't removed from our shuttles—and placed her pack at the corner of the sleeping mat.

	“Hey cool! I didn't even know there was a bed here.” She sat down on the edge. “I thought it was just a wall. It sure had me fooled.”

	“I do not have many comforts, not even blankets or pillows. Delivery vessels are not well-equipped for convenience. I apologize.”

	This was how our shuttles came, as per the design of the blueprints given to us by our makers, plus the addition of better climate control. Others had since added more physical comforts, but I hadn't thought I deserved such luxuries. 

	Now, as Siobhan took in my meager living situation, I regretted not having invested my time in procuring extras for my shuttle.

	 “Hey! Don’t worry about it. You just offering to bring me is enough. I'm not looking for first-class accommodations.” She looked around the sleeping nook. “Do I need to strap in for take-off? Or at least find something to hold onto?”

	“That will not be necessary. Delivery vessels move slowly and it should be a calm ride. They are much better armored, but it comes at the price of speed and agility, even when there is no cargo.”

	I sat down in the pilot’s chair, and my shuttle roared to life, recognizing me. The screen on the wall flickered on. 

	“Wait!” she exclaimed. She got up out of my sleeping nook and approached me. “Let me do this before I chicken out.” She blew out a breath. “Thank you for offering to take me. Most people just roll their eyes when I mention looking for my sister. I mean, I don’t even know if she’s still alive, and I know I risk finding out something I might not like. But I have to find out. Thank you for making this possible. I owe you big time.”

	She leaned in and pressed her lips against the side of my forehead, a mere inch from the base of my horns. The heat of her lips seared into my skin, and I choked on the words in my throat. This was a chaste kiss, a thank you, but that didn’t stop my body from reacting. My chest rumbled, the sound filling the room and vibrating the air around us.

	This time, she didn’t pull back as she had in the room.

	I was frozen like a statue, my eyes glued to hers, and the only thing moving was the reverberation of my chest. 

	Her eyes twinkled in a mix of delight and wonder as the corners of her mouth curled up. The whole shuttle lit up with her smile. 

	“You’re purring again. You do like me.” Her eyes softened, and she grinned.

	I couldn’t reply. I was too busy trying not to grab her and hold her tight to my body. 

	I didn’t have much experience around females, and the need to touch her and be around her puzzled me. 

	Xarc’n military had only created male hunters, and we were meant solely to be weapons, nothing more. They’d even turned off our fertility, worried we’d accidentally interbreed with the general population. They hadn’t needed to, as the main Xarc’n race had died out soon after our creation. 

	We had carried on with our mission: to eliminate the scourge from the universe. We’d used the technology our creators had given us to create more fighters as the Originals died of injuries and old age. We used their blueprints to build more shuttles and weapons, and some hunters had even modified those designs to make our lives more comfortable. But we’d never figured out how to build females. 

	It wouldn’t have worked in the long run anyway. With only ten thousand Originals and many of their genes repeated to optimize for fighting, we didn’t have the variety for a viable gene pool. These human females were our future.

	Was Siobhan my future? I shoved the preposterous thought away. She deserved someone better. 

	She leaned in again and gave me another peck on the forehead. Then she turned, putting much-needed space between us, and climbed back onto my sleeping nook. The image of her sitting at the edge of my bed, smiling at me, with her legs dangling inches from the ground, would be burned into my brain forever.

	The worst part was that she acted as if she couldn’t see the scars. As if my failures were not plain on my body, marking me forever as unworthy.

	I forced myself back to my navigation console, and with my chest sounding of endless thunder, I lifted us into the air.

	 

	 


Chapter 7: Siobhan 

	I gawked at the big flashing red light on Zec’k’s screen. Big flashing red lights meant bad news.

	“What's happening?” I gripped the sleeping mat, holding on tight just in case we had to do any evasive maneuvers.

	“The cloak doesn’t have enough power to continue running. Craig did warn me about this.” He pressed a few buttons on the video game-like controller—that had amused me when I first saw it—and the flashing stopped. “The cloak will work again after we stop to charge the shuttle, but only for a short time. It was the best he could do, and I appreciate the work.” 

	Zec’k must have noticed my look of concern because he added, “I've been flying with a malfunctioning cloak for a while. I know all the tricks to avoid the flyers. You will be safe.”

	He leaned back, looking calm, as if flying in a shuttle with no cloak and with dangerous scourge around him was a regular thing. With the controller in hand and the way he relaxed in his chair, it almost looked as if he was simply playing a flight simulator. 

	I barely felt the shuttle when it was in motion. Zec’k had said his shuttle moved slowly compared to the other hunters’ vessels, but if it weren’t for the display on the screen and the very slight movement when we lifted off, I’d have thought we were stationary the whole time. 

	“But we've only just started flying.”

	It had been ten minutes at most, and we’d gotten just to the other side of Franklin. I’d caught a glimpse of the edge of the nest zone on the screen, the white mycelium of the scourge’s fungus creeping out like deadly tendrils. Disgusting.

	“It had not charged properly. Our shuttles rely on star light; humans call it solar power.” He scanned the almost identical-looking residential neighborhoods on the screen. “Craig made the fix yesterday, and there's no sun at night. We’ll let it charge while stopped at your house."

	“We're very close.” I pointed to my neighborhood. It was strange seeing it from up here, and I wouldn’t have recognized it, if it weren't for the park at the end of the street. “It's right there, next to the park.”

	Zec’k pointed his shuttle toward my old home. 

	“You want me to believe this huge thing runs on solar power?” I asked.

	We had solar panels on the roof, but they were barely enough to keep the lights on through the night; forget lifting a heavy shuttle off the ground and carrying it across the continent.

	“Xarc’n power sources amplify the energy. I do not know how it works, but some human scientists are studying it. They want to replicate it.”

	“Well, yeah! Of course they do! That’s the secret to eternal energy right there if they figure it out. I'm guessing a lot of hunters just use the equipment you’re given and don't really know how it works. Kind of like me and a cell phone; I have no clue how that thing works, but I can use one.”

	He grunted an affirmative. “We did not need to know. We were created only to fight the scourge.”

	I frowned, hating the implication that these selfless hunters who risked their lives every day to save our planet had been considered only weapons, property of some long-dead military.

	The shuttle beeped again as a red dot showed up on the edge of the screen on the wall. Zec’k pulled up the feed on the screen and zoomed in. 

	Flyers. A pair of them. I held my breath, trying to calm the panic in my chest.

	“Do not worry. They are far away.” 

	Zec’k didn't seem concerned one bit, so I relaxed, and we got to my place without catching the attention of a single flyer.

	“Do you often fly with your cloak malfunctioning?” 

	“It’s been giving me trouble since I arrived on Earth, but we prioritize fighter shuttles when we make repairs.”

	“I’m sorry, but that’s silly. You’re just as important as the fighting hunters. Without you, who’d keep the hunters fed and supplied?”

	He paused for a moment then said, “Someone else can easily take my place.”

	I made a face, hating how he brushed himself off as replaceable as if he was worth less than other hunters. He was just as important. Without those providing sustenance and supplies, the fighters could not operate. 

	We had learned that the hard way about our compound as well. It wasn't just the foragers bringing back the goods that were important. It took all sorts to keep the place running. 

	“You don’t give yourself enough credit, Zec’k.”

	All he did was grunt noncommittally.

	Zec’k landed his shuttle in the small park at the end of the street; it was the only strip of land without a stopped car or some sort of barrier preventing his landing. Not a single bug showed its face as we walked down the street to my old house. It was almost too easy.  

	I stared awkwardly at my front door. This used to be home, and I almost dreaded seeing it again. I never thought I’d be back.

	Zec’k entered first, his blades at the ready. Few bugs hung out inside abandoned homes, there wasn’t much for them there, but the bugs were none too bright and sometimes got trapped inside. 

	The place was empty. Now that I saw it again, I couldn't bring myself to refer to it as my home anymore. After a quick search of the place, he ushered me inside. 

	My last few days in this place had been filled with horror as I’d watched the bugs in the street. Seeing the alien creatures in videos and photos online in some far-away big city felt almost like a movie. I could ignore it if I wanted and chalk it up as fake news. Even when they’d started reporting it on mainstream media, it didn’t feel quite real.

	Seeing bands of scuttlers scurrying down my neighborhood carrying still-moving pieces of my neighbors back to their nest made everything real. Horribly real.

	Some people ran immediately, but I hadn’t; I’d holed up instead. Where would I have gone? I hadn’t been ready to face the bugs. In the end, it was the realization that I would die alone in my house that drove me out to find other people. 

	Before the internet had gone dark, there’d been news that a band of survivors had made a safe house in the large district high school. Rumor was, they took in women and children, no questions asked.

	Janice had lived alone next door after her husband passed, and she and I had made our plans through opened second-floor windows, then together, we’d made the terrifying trek to the safe house. We’d done it at night, in the dark, when the bugs were quietest. All we had to light our way was one craptastic flashlight that barely made a beam in front of us. 

	We must have had horseshoes or rabbit’s feet stuck up our asses because, somehow, we both made it. 

	New Franklin was gone now, but many of its people—the good ones, anyway—still lived with us at the compound.

	Seeing this place again was surreal, and I frowned at the familiar yet foreign environment. That was my couch, and those were my cushions, but they didn’t belong to me anymore. They were the same, but not. Or maybe it was me who’d changed. 

	I stepped into my kitchen. The place was completely ransacked, with opened and emptied packages all over the floor. The note with Morgan’s address was still on the fridge door, held on by a magnet that looked like the rear end of a cat. I tore the paper off the fridge and stuffed it into the zippered side-compartment of my bag. 

	I held the cat’s-ass magnet, not sure if it was worth keeping. It had been a part of a pair. I had the black cat butt, and Morgan had the calico butt. She had a calico named Reese’s Pieces, and I was supposed to get a black cat once my bakery business slowed down, but it never happened. I stuffed the magnet into my bag. It was small and didn’t take up that much space.

	I dug around in the junk drawer, which was only half looted, for the keys to Morgan’s place. She’d insisted I keep it even though she lived so far away. 

	Since I was here already, I might as well grab some new-again clothes. That was one thing foragers usually left behind; each survivor could only wear one pair of boots and one winter coat at a time.

	I headed up the stairs with Zec’k at my heels.

	There, I made a beeline for my dresser. Socks. I hadn’t appreciated nice socks most of my life. I stuffed a few into my bag, along with a handful of underwear. I hadn’t seen these things for so long, it was as if I was shopping in my own home and everything was new to me again. 

	“You owned all this?” Zec’k’s eyes were wide as he took in my bedroom. 

	He picked up the perfume from my nightstand and sprayed it. It was aimed the wrong way and sprayed sideways in front of his face. He coughed and choked, waving his hand to dissipate the smell.

	“Strong,” he huffed. 

	“Hand it over. It’ll come in handy to hide my scent from scuttlers.” I took the bottle from him. “Technically, it was my parent’s place. But yeah, when they passed, it came to me.” I looked around at my belongings. I’d lived for almost two years without them, and like the couch and cushions, they didn’t feel like mine anymore.

	“Hunters do not have much.”

	“Do you want more?” I got the feeling that his shuttle was more barren than most, and hunters didn’t have much to begin with.

	He tilted his head in contemplation, one horn dropping heavily to the side. He glanced over at me for a moment, then looked away. “Perhaps. But I’m not sure what I want. I’ve never had anything of my own before. Except for my shuttle, and that’s not really mine; it’s there to supply other hunters. It’s not the same as—” He stopped. “I don’t think of it as mine.”

	As I made sense of his words, I took my tattered coat off and reached into the back of my closet for my down parka and my puffy earmuffs. It was strange to be in my old clothes again. I didn’t feel like the same woman who’d owned these pretty things. Siobhan from two years ago would hardly recognize me now. 

	“Maybe it’s time to make that shuttle truly yours. That thing doesn’t deliver supplies on its own. What’s the first thing you’d want to add to your shuttle?”

	He tilted his head again in that adorable way of his, his eyes darting up to my face then away again. Zec’k was really thinking hard about this, and I was glad I’d given him something to mull over. 

	The communicator at his belt chimed, and his face turned serious as he checked the screen.

	“Something tripped the proximity alarm on my shuttle. Stay here and do not leave.”

	“Wait,” I  called. “I need to head next door to pick something up.”

	“We go now.”

	I followed him—his posture suddenly all serious business—down the stairs, through the living room, and out the front. Zec’k looked to the sky, alert for any aerial bugs, but the sky was clear. 

	Janice’s front door had been left unlocked, just like mine. We’d decided to keep them open when we first left our homes that fateful day, just in case we needed to run back inside.

	Zec’k opened the door and went through the first floor quickly. Again, the home appeared empty. 

	“Stay and wait. Do not leave this building. I will return.”

	“Okay,” I agreed. 

	Then he was gone, off to find out what had triggered his ship’s alarm. 

	Janice’s place was just as ransacked as mine, but I found the things she wanted. No one wanted to take a photo, and the seed packages were well hidden away behind useless items.

	A sound coming down the stairs had me whipping around. 

	“Well, well, well. Who do we have here?” asked a familiar voice. 

	I turned and found myself staring up into Aiden’s mean mug as he plodded down the stairs. Behind him, Jake leered, his grin salacious. 

	“Looks like we’ve foraged a Siobhan.”

	Oh fuck!

	 


Chapter 8: Siobhan 

	I backed away from the men, scanning the room for a way out. The stair landing was between me and the front door, and they’d get there before I got out.

	“We thought it was you,” Jake gloated. “We’d been wanting to get our hands on one of those Xarc’n delivery ships since forever.”

	“Yeah,” Aiden agreed. “I couldn’t believe our luck when one flew by, blinking like a strobe light, and landed uncloaked right there. Then you ran out, straight to the houses we were foraging in. Getting that purple freak out of our hair was even easier. Those hunters sure care a lot about their shuttles.” 

	Jake held a walkie-talkie to his face. “We have her. We’ll meet you back at the hideout.”

	“What do you guys want?” I demanded, feigning confidence.

	“You, of course. And that shuttle.” Aiden turned to Jake. “Check upstairs for a white sheet. She’d catch the attention of the flyers dressed like that.” He gestured to my teal parka with the faux-fur ruff.

	“Who said I’m coming with you?” I blustered, though I had no idea how I could stop them from taking me. I could scream and fight, but Aiden was huge, and if they really wanted me, he could just knock me out and carry me off. I’d much rather stay conscious and able to run.

	“I don’t think you have a choice.” He pulled a gun from his jacket and pointed it at me.

	When Aiden’s group had fractioned off from ours, there had been very little ammo left at all, for everyone. But according to Meghan, who they’d kidnapped to use as a trade, they’d been bumping uglies with the raiders. We were sure they’d used many of the women who had been stupid enough to take their side as trades. 

	Jake returned with a white sheet and draped it over me. “Let’s get her out of here while the alien is still putzing around with his ship. Tiff will figure out a plan when we get back.”

	Then they ushered me out the back door. I was climbing over the low chain-link backyard fence at gun point when a cacophony of sirens exploded from Zec’k’s location.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“You think I'm his mate?” I asked incredulously. I laughed. “You’re all going to be sorely disappointed if you think he's attached to me in any way. I’m trying to get to my sister, and he’s going the same way. That’s all.” 

	Aiden rolled his eyes. “As if I’ll believe that. Those freaks love getting their dicks wet with our women. Is that how you’re paying for the ride to your sister? That’s probably all you’re good for.”

	I ignored him and took in my environment instead. Their hideout was sparsely furnished and lined with bins of supplies. They had armed guards posted at the door, and there were outward-facing spikes around the doors. They had clearly prioritized guns and defense over comfort, probably because they had so few people protecting their home and stash.

	Where was everyone? I recognized the faces I saw, but there were only a handful of people in the building. I looked around for more I recognized, but many of the women who had followed this group were nowhere to be seen. They weren’t the type to go foraging, either. 

	“I bet he’s already starting bonding to you,” Aiden crowed. “I should ask him if the pussy’s any good.” 

	He and Jake roared with laughter.

	“Stop it, you two,” said a feminine voice. 

	I’d recognize that annoying tone anywhere: Tiff. Aiden was the muscle, but Tiff was the brain behind this distasteful bunch. She’d been the one who’d made Mal’k, Meghan’s mate, appear dangerous and out of control. It fooled those who’d been wary of working and living with the hunters, and they’d chosen to leave with Tiff.

	We’d had a deal to split the supplies fairly by how many people stayed or left. Tiff and Aiden had done it just to net the spoils; they hadn’t cared about the people. She’d used their xenophobia to override their better judgment.

	“Where’s everyone else?” I asked, looking around.

	“Out foraging.” Tiff shrugged. “There are no free meals here. If they don’t bring back anything, then we trade them to the raiders. Fair is fair.”

	That didn’t seem very fair to me. Especially since everyone had different skills. There had been pregnant women who’d chosen to leave with this group; how would they forage in their condition?

	Surprised she’d even answered, I asked, “What about you? You’re just sitting here enjoying life while you send pregnant women out there?” Heat rose to my face as anger filled me.

	“I’m securing our next big shipment of supplies right now, and you’re going to help me get it. This must be the same traveling freak I’d heard about. The striped one. Rumor is that he isn’t interested in women.” Tiff sent me a look of disdain. “I wouldn’t fuck her if she was the last woman on Earth.” She turned to Jake. “Maybe he’s gay? We should send you out there and see if you can distract him with your lily-white ass.”

	“Hey! That’s not funny!” Jake grimaced. 

	“I’m not being funny. I want that shuttle and everything in it.” She rubbed her palms together, greed practically oozing from her pores. 

	“There’s not much for you on the ship.” I turned to Tiff, knowing she was the only one with any real power here. “Zec’k just dropped off every last shipment, and there's nothing left in the shuttle. He's heading west for his next pick up. That’s why I’ve asked him to help find my sister.”

	I hadn’t actually gotten a look into his cargo bay, but I believed it enough to not come across as lying. 

	“Are you still going to use that stupid excuse?” Jake sneered. “Who’s stupid enough to leave a safe place to find anyone anymore? Everyone’s dead. I don’t believe it.”

	“I do.”

	I looked over to the blonde walking into the room. Jessa was just as bad as Tiff, only without the brains and a lot more mean girls vibe.

	“I believe her, and you would too if you had to listen to her talk about her sister all winter. I know all about the stupid letters she writes to her as if she wasn’t already bug chow.” Jessa walked right up to me, voice taunting. “You know Morgan’s dead, right? She probably died last winter. Some hungry scuttler found her in her shitty little cabin, cut her up into tiny pieces, and ate her.”

	“Fuck you!” I couldn’t stop the anger that bubbled up.

	Jessa shoved me hard, and I sprawled onto the ground. My backpack landed next to me, and she snatched it up.

	“I bet those letters are right here.” She opened my bag and pulled out my notebook. 

	I reached for it, but she shouldered me out of the way. Angry, I lunged at her, ready to punch her in the face, but Aiden pulled me back, laughing.

	“Dear Morgan,” Jess read in a nasally, high-pitched tone meant to impersonate me. “I’ve finally found a way to get to you! Zec’k, the hunter I told you about, the one who loves to eat, is going to bring me to you after he’s done with his deliveries. I’m so excited!” She cackled. “See! This bitch really is that stupid!”

	She walked over to the fire burning in the middle of the concrete floor and threw my notebook into the flames.

	“No!”

	My notebook! My entire life since the bugs came was documented in there. I'd even scrounged around for paper to add more space to write. The flames licked up and over the leather cover as the pages within smoked and burned.

	“You bitch!” I smacked the heel of my hand hard over my head, catching Aiden on the nose.

	“Fuck!” he yelled as he reached up to his face to stop the nosebleed.

	Freed from the prison of his arms, I ran at Jessa and punched her in the face. Forget slapping—I decked her hard. And I didn’t stop. I got in a few good punches before Jake pulled me off her.

	“Enough!” Tiff roared.

	Two men I recognized as guys who used to forage for us stood behind her, guns in hand.

	“Stop it with the games and sit the fuck down. All of you. We don’t have time for this bullshit.” She turned to me. “I don’t care if you’re his mate or not. We’re going to try to trade you for the shuttle anyway.”

	“He’s not going to trade the shuttle for me. I’m just some woman he’s transporting. He might not even look for me once he finds me missing.”

	Zec’k was a good guy, and I wanted to believe that he’d come for me, even if just because he’d promised to keep me safe. But I doubted he’d trade the shuttle or its contents for little old me. I wasn’t worth it. 

	“You better hope this alien freak likes you enough to want you back, because if he doesn’t, you’re going to the raiders. Now sit!” She pointed to the ground.

	I did, eyeing the two men with the guns.

	“Now what’s this freak’s communication code?”

	“What?” I asked, honestly confused.

	“His code. The code to his communicator.” Tiff rolled her eyes as if talking to an idiot.

	“I-I don’t have it.”

	“Bullshit!”

	“He never gave it to me. We weren’t supposed to be separated. It wasn’t in the plan. I don’t even have a phone to contact him.”

	“Jessa, check her bag.”

	Jessa dumped the contents of my bag onto the floor and rifled through my clothing. She picked up a pair of underwear. “Eww. Granny panties!” She waved them in the air. “She doesn’t have a phone.”

	“Shit!” Tiff paced as Jessa threw my bag on top of the pile that was now on the ground.

	“Clean it up,” she said with a sneer, the side of her face reddening and her eyes swelling up from my fist. “It’s your shit.”

	I rubbed my sore knuckles and went to collect my things.

	 

	 


Chapter 9: Zec’k 

	I turned on the external display and leaned back into my chair. The scourge milled around my vessel, testing the thick hull with useless slashes of their blades. My shuttle was heavily armored, and the claws barely made a mark. Even spitter acid would take an exceptionally long time to start wearing away at the hull, though with enough acid and time, that stuff would eat through anything. 

	I was parked just around the corner from the hostile humans’ hideout, my vessel and the scourge that followed it hidden from their guard’s view by a large building. I was ready to cause some chaos and rescue Siobhan. 

	I’d reached my shuttle just as the homemade lures sounded off, calling my location to every scourge in the area. By the time I’d turned off every one of those annoying sirens—there’d been four in total—a few flyers had already noticed me. They’d called their comrades on the ground. 

	I'd taken care of the scourge easily, but by the time I returned to the home, Siobhan was gone.

	Whoever had planted those lures had her. The home reeked with the scent of human males. I hadn’t noticed the first time with the perfume still blocking my chemical receptors. 

	I’d growled and punched the wall, and the weak material had crumbled, leaving a fist-sized hole. I’d been warned of these people but had bumbled right into their trap. Mal’k had told me about the problems this group of troublemakers had caused for Siobhan’s people. They’d used him to drive the group apart.

	Finding Siobhan had been easy. The humans’ hideout was close by, just as Mo had warned back at the compound. 

	I adjusted the thick leather plate protecting my chest. It felt strange to be wearing my armor so often recently. I’d spent so long not needing it or my weapons. I didn’t quite fill out my armor, as it had been created for me before the injury when I was much bigger and stronger, but it would have to do. 

	There weren’t many defending the place, but the guards were well-armed, and I doubted the other humans inside were defenseless either. Getting inside wasn’t the issue, but removing Siobhan safely without getting shot at was another matter. 

	I’d recover from a few holes made by Earth bullets, but Siobhan could not, which was why I had a small army of scourge following my shuttle. I needed to give the guards something else to shoot at.

	I’d used the very sirens they’d planted by my craft to attract more of the repulsive creatures. The day was a warm one for the cold season, and many scourge were out of their nest. It wasn’t long until I had more than enough to do the job. 

	This many scourge wouldn’t just distract the guards; they would wipe the hideout and everyone in it from existence—a fitting consequence for taking my Siobhan.

	As I turned back toward the hostiles’ hideout with the scourge following behind, I mulled over Siobhan’s words. Maybe it was time to start thinking of this shuttle as my own. She was right. It didn’t fly itself. 

	With some work and upgrades, it wouldn’t be that bad. 

	I’d never fully claimed this shuttle because in my head, my shuttle—the real one, the one I’d had since leaving the mothership for the first time—had been lost long ago. That shuttle had been a fighter ship—a fast one, with exceptional maneuverability. That was my shuttle. The wreck hadn’t been salvageable. 

	Neither had the other shuttle involved. 

	A pang of grief hit me as if it had happened yesterday, but I pushed the familiar face out of my mind, refusing to think of him now.

	Now was not the time to be distracted by ghosts of the past. I needed to focus. I had a female to rescue. The past could haunt me later; there was plenty of time for that in the dark of night.

	The scourge outside my shuttle roused from their mindless shuffling around my vessel as if distracted by something else, and a gap opened up by my shuttle’s door. I ducked outside and ran. Once I’d put some space between the horde and myself, I turned on one of the sirens. The scourge turned en masse, forgetting whatever had caught their attention before, and oriented on me immediately.

	I ran toward the building, the small army of destruction following close behind. Our makers had once used the scourge as weapons, and it wasn't beyond me to do the same now. Unlike the old Xarc’n military, however, I didn’t harbor any delusions of controlling the scourge. These creatures had no loyalties. 

	“Fuck!” the guard at the front screamed, waving his arm at the flyers in the sky. “Bugs!” Then he noticed the scuttlers coming around the corner and started shooting wildly at the horde of multilegged terrors.

	Perfect! I threw the siren toward the front door, not needing it anymore. The guards and their gunfire would do the rest. The scourge knew food when they saw and heard it. Nothing would distract them from the occupants of the building now.

	I doubted the humans even noticed me in their panic. Even if they had, there wasn’t time to stop me; the horde was already at their doorstep. They shouted warnings to the people inside of flyers and spitters, and emptied rounds of ammunition into the oncoming wave. 

	This hideout was ready to fend off small, roaming bands of scourge, but numbers like this caught them by surprise. It was all thanks to the flyer that had latched onto my shuttle, screaming and screeching for back up as I drove my armored vessel through the streets, collecting all the scourge I could find. 

	With the front door occupied, I snuck off to the barricaded wooden door at the side of the building. I slashed at the portal, weakening it, before slamming my body weight against the door. It took several tries, but I crashed through and found myself in a storage room. 

	 My eyes adjusted to the dimly lit interior as I made my way through the building, my mind on one thing only: find Siobhan. The hallway led out to the main room, which was now a chaotic mess. 

	A large human male held Siobhan in front of himself like a shield as he waved a fiery stick at a pair of scuttlers, his gun abandoned on the ground. A rage I’d never experienced before filled me to see his hands on her.

	With a roar, I charged at the male, punching him in the face until he released Siobhan. He swung wildly at me, realizing I, not the scuttlers, was his biggest and most immediate threat. I held him up by the throat.

	“Never. Touch. Siobhan. Again.” I punctuated each word with a violent shake, which made his head nod and bounce on his shoulders.

	The male soiled himself, the stench of urine adding to the horrid smell of the scourge. Ugh. 

	I headbutted him, the crack reverberated through my horns and skull, before shoving his limp body into the claws of the closest scuttler, the one about to slash at Siobhan. The scuttler focused on its new snack, forgetting about its previous target.

	I pulled Siobhan into my arms, my body shielding her from witnessing the man’s ultimate demise. The stench of her terror filled my nostrils, and I longed to wash off the awful smell. 

	“Zec’k!” She clung onto me, and I let her. 

	“You are unharmed?” I ran my hands over her body, needing to convince myself that she was safe and whole.

	“Just a few bruises. You came just in time.” She gasped as a scuttler approached, and I pushed it back with a kick, slashing at it with the claws on my feet. 

	Around us, the humans fought the scourge, setting the creatures on fire when their bullets did nothing. Cursing and shouting mingled with the wordless screams and cries of the scourge as they burned. But even as the smoke of dying scourge filled the air, making it difficult to breathe, more filed through the door. 

	The fire had become its own entity, uncontrollable as it jumped from the scourge to the fabric covering the storage bins lining the wall. Flames licked at scourge and human alike, not caring who or what they claimed. Fuel was fuel.

	Siobhan coughed as the smoke thickened the air, obscuring our vision.

	“Hold onto me,” I ordered. “I will lead us out. We must move quickly before the scourge and the fire overrun this location.”

	With one hand wielding a single blade and the other holding Siobhan’s hand, I led her through the chaos toward the storage room where I’d come in. The front door with its piles of scourge was not an option.

	A movement caught my eye as a row of spitters stood on their tails, blocking out the sun streaming in from the windows. 

	Krux! 

	Adrenaline pumped through my veins, and I let the primal chemical take over my body. I needed to move fast. We had about two seconds before this entire room was bathed in acid. 

	While flyers and Earth’s centicreep mutations looked the most dangerous, it was the spitters that took most warriors to their graves. One blunder would see the best fighter melted to goo. Spitter acid usually took out just as many scuttlers, though it took the compound long to melt through the thick carapace. 

	I rammed through the next humans in our way and dove for the hallway, taking Siobhan with me. Spitter acid sprayed across the area as we ducked into the storage room. I slammed the door closed behind us, preventing the acid covered scuttler on our tail from getting in.

	Siobhan stood panting, her eyes wide from shock. A patch of spittle sizzled as it burned a hole in her scarf, the one she’d picked up at her home. I pulled it off before it could burn through and touch her skin and tossed the garment in the corner. 

	I checked her bag before handing it back to her. She took it from me mutely, her eyes still locked on the melting scrap of fabric. Her heart beat so loudly, I heard it thumping in her chest. 

	“You are safe now. Come. We will return to my shuttle.” Swooping her up into my arms, I carried her out into the mid-morning sun.

	 


Chapter 10: Siobhan 

	My hands shook as I grabbed the back of Zec’k’s chair for stability.

	The walls of the shuttle now displayed a life-sized feed of the world around us, and as Zec’k hovered the craft over the building, every slash of claw and spit of acid played out under my feet like ants swarming a picnic. 

	I’d heard of this feature. All the internal walls of the hunters’ shuttles were screens, and  warriors had the choice to view the 360-degree live recordings in life-sized action around them. Zec’k’s shuttle was missing some of the amenities, but not this one.

	A pair of flyers flew around the building, attracted to the sounds of shouting and gunshots. They completely ignored our shuttle and instead flew through the smoke billowing out of the building. 

	“Please, turn it off.” They were the first words I’d managed to force out of my mouth.

	With the display off, I was finally able to tear my eyes away from the massacre on the ground.

	Zec’k stood by a glass stall in the corner of the shuttle, pulling off his armor and chucking the pieces into the open unit. 

	“That will keep them busy while we get away, but it’s almost mid-day and would be too dangerous to fly soon. It is warm for a winter day, and the scourge are particularly active.”

	Even hunters with normal shuttles and full cloaking preferred to land their shuttles and travel by land around noon. If we had to stop to stay safe, then so be it.

	“We just need to get far enough away from that.” I nodded to the shuttle’s floor and the destruction under it. “I don’t think anyone’s going to survive.”

	“Did you want them to?”

	I hadn’t seen anyone I cared about in there, just assholes who’d caused my people endless trouble. They’d sent most people out to forage anyway. Those people were better off without Tiff and friends. 

	“No.” The word came easier than I’d imagined. 

	It was several more minutes before the adrenaline left my body, and I was able to move without feeling like I’d leave my breakfast of powdered skim milk and stale cereal on the shuttle floor. 

	I’d frozen out there, and if it hadn’t been for Zec’k, I’d have died in the acid bath. I’d gotten soft after living in relative safety in the compound. If I’d frozen during any of my foraging trips, I’d never have made it back alive.

	“Any of the scourge innards land on you?” he asked as he turned me around, checking for signs of the bugs.

	“No, I don’t think so.” I sniffed my clothes. “I’m covered in smoke though.”

	“We’ll decontaminate when we get to a safe spot then.” He closed the glass door, his armor and weapon still inside, and pressed a button. 

	A low hum sounded as lights passed over the items in the stall. That must be one of the decontamination units I’d heard about.

	With a grumble, Zec’k plopped down onto the pilot’s chair, pulling up a map of the area. “We’ll stay here.” He marked a location on the map over a nearby small town. “This building was used by Mal’k and Rayk’n’s old group to fight their nest.”

	They’d cleared out that nest this past summer and joined the hunters at Franklin. I’d heard all about it; all survivors in the area had. The idea that a nest could be wiped out permanently gave us all hope.

	“We’ll get there in time, even in this slow craft.” He set the ship on an automated course before putting his hands behind his head and leaning back, the position making him look even bigger in his seat.

	I gasped. “Your chest! You’re injured.”

	Zec’k eyed the cut marking his pec nonchalantly. “It’ll heal. It’ll be just another scar in a few days.”

	“Where’s your healing device?”

	“I do not need it.”

	I narrowed my eyes at the cut that had already stopped bleeding. Scuttler toxin contained coagulants and wounds often didn’t bleed much. It wasn’t the blood I worried about; it was the toxin.

	I was pretty sure the other hunters healed all their injuries, even small ones, especially if they had the scourge’s toxin in them. 

	“Where’s the healing device?” I repeated.

	“I don’t feel anything.”

	“Yeah.” I put my hands on my hips. “Because of the toxin’s paralyzing agent!”

	I slammed my palm into a wall panel as I’d seen him do earlier, and the panel opened up to show a neatly arranged cupboard of plastic food containers, including the one Roger had given me earlier. Nope. Not this one.

	Another panel opened up to two drawers filled with Earth-made protein and energy bars. Not this one, either. I tried a third panel. There was a small stack of Xarc’n nutrition bars and vitamin mix, the kind hunters put into their water, and next to that more Earth food. 

	I frowned. “You’ve got a lot of Earth food in here.”

	He grunted. “I do not enjoy our food bars.”

	I moved to the next panel.

	“Stop. The medical device is in the alcove.” He pointed to a small closet-like space next to the decontaminator. “Humans call it the bathroom.”

	I stepped into the alcove and found the medical unit under the sink. Despite having the technology to zap away tiny invisible microbes, water was still the best way to rinse away blood and dirt. Aside from the alien design of the faucet, the Xarc’n sink looked not much different than ours. 

	“There’s no door.”

	“Delivery vessels do not need doors to their sanitary alcoves.”

	Oh boy. I’d need to use the bathroom eventually, because I sure as hell couldn’t hold it for the entire trip. I’d cross that bridge when I got there. 

	“This is not necessary,” Zec’k protested, pushing himself up from his seat.

	I wasn’t having any of it. I pushed him back down and straddled his lap so he couldn’t get away, then turned the device on. I’d used one on our foragers back home when they’d returned injured. 

	His instant and intense chest rumble shocked us both. I jerked my head up, our eyes catching like Velcro. 

	“Siobhan.”

	The way he said my name had me biting my lip and wishing I could squeeze my thighs together. 

	He sniffed and groaned. I tore my eyes away and stared at the healing wound.

	I searched for something to say to interrupt our awkward silence. 

	“They wanted to trade me for your shuttle. They thought I was your mate. I told Tiff we weren’t and that you’d never trade anything for me.”

	Zec’k frowned, the look strange on his alien face. “As long as you are with me, I will care for you. I will protect you.”

	That made the corners of my mouth lift. 

	“You really shouldn’t be saying things like that if you aren’t looking for a mate. You’re going to make every girl within earshot swoon. You’ll have every Zara in every colony asking you for a dance.” 

	“I do not want Zara.”

	He grimaced, but his chest continued to vibrate loudly as the cut healed before my eyes. I reached out to touch his chest, feeling the reverberation through my fingers. This meant I was a compatible female. Not his mate though, because he wasn’t looking for one—just compatible. 

	Just because he wasn’t looking for a mate didn’t mean we couldn’t be intimate. I was lonely, and I bet he was too.

	The medical unit beeped, and I turned it off, placing it on the narrow shelf-like ledge in front of his chair. 

	“Thank you for coming to my rescue. I owe you big time. Get me the ingredients, and I’ll make you anything you want.” I knew how much he enjoyed Earth-styled food, and I couldn't think of anything more suitable.

	I leaned in and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek for good measure. 

	Instead of freezing as he’d done the last time I gave him a thank-you kiss, he snaked his thick arms around me, pulling me into his body. A large hand gripped my ass and squeezed. Warm yellow eyes met mine, half-lidded and drunk with desire. 

	Wanton need tingled my fingers and toes, combining with the delayed thrill of surviving the burning, bug-filled building. I felt like doing something daring, something to make me feel alive. I covered his mouth with mine.

	Zec’k sat there—unmoving at first, as if he had no idea what to do—his hands warm and firm on my body. I showed him, moving my lips against his. He returned the favor, and I moaned into his mouth. His teeth were sharp and his fangs bulky, but he didn’t once nick me as he explored my mouth with his. 

	I gasped when something hard and impressive rose, trapped between our bodies. The vibration teased me where we touched. He snuck his hand under my sweatshirt, exploring my skin. I arched, pressing myself against him. 

	The shape of his erection was intriguing. I ground my hips, enjoying the feel of him against me. He guided me with his hands, moving us together repeatedly. Each bump of his cock hit my clit at just the right pressure, and I closed my eyes as my pleasure grew.

	“Yes!” I hissed into the quiet shuttle.

	The palm that was still on my ass moved me to rub against him with a fierce rhythm and the other hand left my breasts to grip at the hair at the nape of my neck. He pulled my head back, forcing me to arch. The position pressed us together where it counted. 

	I was so close; all it took was a sexy growl from him to push me over. My channel fluttered around nothing as a rush of wetness had me gasping for breath. It was incredible, but it only made me want him more. I needed him in me now.

	With a tortured snarl, he pulled away. He picked me off his lap, stood robotically, and placed me on the bed.

	“We can not.” His voice was strained. “There are better hunters out there. Ones worth your attention.”

	I shook my head, trying to make sense of what had happened. We’d just dry humped like a pair of teenagers, and now he was telling me to find another hunter? What the hell? My stomach tightened, and I jerked back.

	“What the hell do you mean by that?” The words didn’t hide my feelings of betrayal. 

	“I do not deserve a mate.” He turned his head to avoid my gaze.

	“What is this? Some sort of ‘it’s not you it’s me’ bullshit?” I wasn’t good with rejection. Never had been.

	“I have many scars.” 

	It was his tone that made me pause. 

	“I see your scars. So what? All the warriors have scars from fighting the scourge.” 

	His were extra noticeable. They were hard to miss up close; they were a part of him, giving him an exotic tiger stripe feel, but I never thought of them negatively.

	“Not like these. These scars mean I was useless for a long time. A drain on our supplies. I do not know why they worked to keep me alive.”

	I wasn’t sure if the last bit was meant for me, or himself, but I answered anyway. “I’ll tell you why. Because you are worth it! Because you needed to keep living and find Earth so you can help us fight.” 

	His face darkened. “I am not a fighter. I do deliveries.”

	“Bullshit!” I pushed off his bed and paced the small cabin. “You just rescued me. You’re my hero. I watched you slice a freakin’ bug in half! If that isn’t fighting, then what is?”

	“I have started fighting more lately, but I am not a worthy hunter.”

	“Why? Because you got hurt and had to work hard to recover?” I didn’t know why this line of thinking pissed me off so much.

	“I did not work hard. I sat there and ate nutrition bars as other hunters fought the scourge and provided for me.”

	“You were injured!” My hand motions would’ve made an Italian grandmother proud. “You recovered, and now you brave the continent to bring other warriors their supplies.”

	“I am not a war—”

	“Oh, stuff it!” I held my hand up in front of his face, and he smartly stopped mid-sentence. “You are a warrior to me, and I’ll keep calling you that whether you like it or not. If you don’t like it, you shouldn’t have rescued me.”

	That shut him up.

	Good.

	Then, before he could protest, I kissed him again.

	 


Chapter 11: Zec’k 

	The fluffy, pink-tinted clouds of Xarc floated overhead as I tried in vain to ignore the distracting female in my shuttle. Even inside my sleeping nook with the privacy screen up and displaying my favorite scene from the dead planet, I felt her presence. No recording, no matter how real-seeming, could mask her scent of lust, which had completely filled the living space of my shuttle and refused to dissipate.

	I had no idea what had transpired between us, but I couldn’t get it out of my head. I knew in no certain terms that if I’d let it continue, I’d have found myself attached to her permanently with a mate bond.

	The mouth-to-mouth part had been a kiss; I knew that much. I’d witnessed it from many mated couples, and it had been part of my cultural research. But what of the other part? The part where she rubbed up against me, imitating a sexual joining? I had not expected that.

	I also hadn’t expected my body to react the way it did, instincts taking over completely until she reached her pleasure. It had taken all my willpower to stop where we had. I’d wanted to join with her for real.

	But the physical touch wasn’t the part that stood out the most in my head. Rather, it was her passionate defense of me afterward that I’d never forget. She’d been outraged that I’d considered myself unworthy. 

	She’d called me her hero and insisted I was a warrior. And she'd said it with such conviction, I wanted nothing more than to believe her. 

	Now, Siobhan sat in my pilot's chair, nibbling on one of the leftover pockets from the plastic container. She’d announced it was “lunchtime” the moment we’d landed. Lunchtime was a strange concept, as were all the other specified times for eating. Hunters ate when our bodies needed food. 

	She’d handed me one of the pockets, and I’d stuffed the entire thing in my mouth, chewing and enjoying the flavors. 

	She’d gawked at me. “Wow! You must be hungry.” Then she’d continued eating her portion in small, inefficient bites. 

	As she ate, she commandeered my ship's computer as she entertained herself on the survivors’ forums. 

	We’d dumped the entire human internet on our system when their networks failed. There had been so much information there, both useful and completely inane, that we hadn’t had the time to weed through it.

	We’d since used the vast encyclopedia of knowledge collected there to learn about the planet, giving us an advantage in our fight. It had proved to be an invaluable reference. However, someone would need to remove all the pointless and impractical segments before we stored the information permanently in the archives. 

	The humans living with hunter groups around the world had started something they called a forum to communicate between themselves. I understood it was similar to the hunters’ message system where we left useful news and images for other hunters. 

	I closed my eyes as the audio recording of wind blowing through the grass played in the sleeping nook. Xarc seemed so peaceful in scenes like this, and I mourned that I would never see it. I’d seen more of Earth, superficially but live, in my travels than I had of Xarc recordings. 

	I was always moving, however, and I’d never actually taken the time to enjoy the beauty this planet had to offer. We should record all the biomes and notable places on Earth now, before they were gone. 

	I grumbled, stopping myself mid-thought. Earth would survive. We should still record everything—though the scourge’s arrival had already changed much of it—but not because it would be gone. We’d fight to make sure Earth survived; it was our last hope for a future. 

	“I can’t believe there’s no way for you hunters to cook or prepare food of any kind in your shuttle.” She slapped her hand on the small ledge, the only flat surface in the living area aside from the bed. “Not without Earth modifications.”

	I could have told her that. Was that what she’d been looking up?

	I triggered off the display and privacy screen and pushed myself up to sit. “We are meant to survive on preformulated bars and vitamin supplements. Some warriors hunt the animals on each planet for variety, but only species that are not facing extinction from the scourge.” 

	That meant as the fight progressed on each planet, the menu got smaller and smaller, until we were once again regulated to food bars. 

	“How do you produce these bars anyway? If you don’t mind me asking.” She turned in her seat to face me. “And I don’t mean making the actual bars but growing the food and raising the animals for them.”

	It was not my area of expertise, but I knew enough. “When we arrive on a planet, the first thing we do is find and clear an area most effectively protected from the scourge. Often these are islands. We find a protein source that is simple to raise. If the planet is already inhabited by intelligent life, we use their most common livestock.” I wrinkled my nose, remembering some of the unappetizing creatures we’d used on other planets. 

	Siobhan laughed. “What’s with the face?”

	“Your bovines are palatable. Some animals are not. On the last planet, the most viable livestock made all the bars stink. I do not know what smelled worse, the scourge or the food. I was glad we ruled the planet lost quickly.”

	Siobhan made a gagging sound. “Eww. Eating something that smelled as bad as the scourge wouldn’t give the fighters much impetus to keep going.”  

	“I suspect that was why it was ruled as lost so quickly.”

	“Okay, so you’ve got islands full of cows. How do you feed the cows?”

	“Your bovines are easy to keep; they feed themselves on the grasses and other vegetation that are indigestible to us. We use part of the land to grow the plant products we use as roughage, though it is not strictly required by hunters. We have added the avian creatures you use for eggs. They are useful to reduce the native invertebrate population.”

	“Wait.” She held her hand up; she gestured often when talking. “Are you saying I couldn’t afford grass-fed beef before, and I’m eating it now in the bugpocalypse? How are you able to feed everyone by pasture-raising cows the old-fashioned way?”

	I frowned. “The bovines on the island were already raised similarly, as they are in many parts of your world. Also, there is only a fraction of the population left on this planet.”

	She sobered. “Right. We’re not feeding billions anymore.” 

	“You wish to cook on the shuttle.” I said, distracting her from the losses her planet had suffered. Focusing on what was lost could take over one’s thoughts. I knew this very well.

	“I noticed there wasn’t any kitchen in here, so I looked it up on the forum. Some hunters have hot plates—portable induction stoves—modified to use the shuttle’s energy.” Her brows furrowed. “But your shuttle barely has enough energy to keep the cloak on.” 

	“It would be nice to be able to make some Earth dishes here inside my own shuttle. I collected a lot of Earth foods but had little luck in making them palatable.” The instant foods were not nearly as nutritionally dense, but at least they added flavor.

	“I can show you. You are going out of your way to help me, and the least I can do is show you how to make the basics.”

	“What do you need?” I asked. “What do you need to make your Earth food? I will find and set it up. We can use Earth fuel for now.” I looked around my cramped quarters. “And use the space in the cargo bay.” 

	 Her eyes sparkled and she grinned widely. “I’ll make a list of what we need. We’ll start easy. You hunters need extra protein, so I’ll make up some recipes that will work.”

	She reached for her bag, opened it, and then her excitement died. “Oh. Right. Bitchy Mc Bitchface threw my notebook into the fire.”  She waved a small stick in the air. “I still have my pen.”

	I went into the cargo area and returned with a piece of cardboard I’d been using to stop the crates from rattling. I handed it to her, and she started a list of things we needed. 

	My excitement grew with the list. Excitement. When was the last time I’d been excited about anything? The rumbling started in my chest again. This time, the vibrations were soft and light, something different than before. There was no urgency in it, just contentment.

	An alarm from my shuttle’s communicator broke our magical moment. A marker flashed on the map with an incoming transmission marked as urgent. Taking back my chair, I accepted the communication, and an image of a hunter, bloodied and bruised, showed on the screen.

	“I request immediate emergency evacuation from this location. There are many scourge around the building but,” the hunter, one I was not familiar with, wheezed, “the building is secure.” He took a labored breath. “I have contacted my team, but you are closest. I’m unsure I can wait. I need a medical unit now. I have sent you my information.”

	Harb’k and his team managed a nest west of this location, and he was at the edge of their territory. 

	“I will be there soon. Stay alive.” 

	The flyers were no longer spread over the skies as they had been just an hour ago, and with the charge we’d collected in the midday sun, my cloak should function until I got to his location.  

	According to the information his shuttle had recorded before he’d abandoned it, Harb’k was in bad shape already after the crash. The video of him had shown even more injuries. He was injured possibly worse than I had been all those years ago, and I feared I might be talking to a dead hunter. 

	I lifted my shuttle into the air and cursed silently at how slowly it flew. The hunter lay dying, and all I could do was crawl to him. I let out a frustrated snarl and pushed the engine to its max. Nothing happened; we continued as slow as ever. 

	 

	 


Chapter 12: Siobhan 

	Zec’k handed me the acid-neutralizing spray and medical device along with a warm, moist towel fresh from its own decontaminating unit before suiting up to clear a path to the injured hunter. The original plan had been for him to go out to the hunter alone, until we saw the number of scourge surrounding the front of the building.

	The day had warmed up, being exceptionally mild, even for the last weeks of winter. More scourge were out than usual.

	“Krux!” Zec’k pounded his fist on the ledge, the first time I’d seen him physically show frustration. “It will take time for me to clear them out. He won’t make it.”

	I’d surmised the wounded hunter was in bad condition, but Zec’k’s face told of just how severe the injuries were. 

	Zec’k could run in to treat the hunter first, but that would leave the scourge surrounding the door, making it impossible for him to get the injured warrior back to the ship. The other hunter wasn’t mobile, and Zec’k would have to move him carefully to avoid more injury.

	After a quick brainstorm, we’d agreed on a new plan. He hated my plan immediately—he didn’t want me out of the shuttle on my own—but conceded in the end that it was the best option if we wanted to save a life.

	“Wait inside until I clear you a path. When I give you the signal, run to the door immediately. There’ll be more scourge coming around the building. Don’t hesitate.”

	I nodded even though the idea of running out into the open while the scourge were still attacking scared the living crap out of me. What if I froze again, as I had in the burning building? 

	No! I couldn’t. A hunter’s life depended on me this time. I couldn’t freeze.

	The scourge between us and the building turned and headed toward our shuttle the moment we landed, and I was pretty sure Zec’k squished a few of the nasty bugs under his ship as well. Most of them were on an adjacent side of the building, and they’d rush over once they realized we were here. 

	My heart pounded in my chest as Zec’k stepped out of the shuttle. Every scourge turned on him. 

	Oh shit!

	Zec’k moved fast, shooting a large net over the squirming mass. Apparently, other hunters had this net launcher mounted atop their vessels, stacked over the energy turret, but his shuttle lacked both blaster and net launcher. He’d repurposed one from a wrecked shuttle and made himself a manual one.

	It worked well, stopping a good half of the scourge in their tracks. The pile of spitters and scuttlers struggled under the heavy-duty net, trying unsuccessfully to break free. 

	With that batch distracted, Zec’k turned to the ones scurrying toward him. The aim was to clear a temporary path from the shuttle to the door and get me inside. I’d treat the injured hunter as Zec’k took care of the rest of the scourge. There didn’t seem to be any of the fast-moving centicreeps here, just a whole lot of scuttlers and spitters, and they couldn’t climb worth diddly.

	“A whole lot” didn’t do it justice; there were a shit-ton of scuttlers. Even inside the shuttle, the sound of their feet scurrying across the ground gave me chills. That sound was often the last thing someone heard before they were cut to shreds. I blocked it out before I chickened out on this mission; the hunter inside the building needed our help.

	Zec’k made mince meat out of the first round of scuttlers, slashing them to pieces with his swords. How could he doubt his fighting abilities? He might have been injured once, but he’d recovered and was an impressive fighter now. 

	There were bugs coming around the building, but the way was clear, if only temporarily. He yelled something and waved at me, then turned to send a jet of flames at the net and the dozen or so scourge trapped inside. 

	Taking a deep breath, I pressed my palm on the door panel—Zec’k had programmed his ship to respond to me earlier—and the door slid open. There were more scourge scurrying this way, but if I ran now, I’d make it to the entrance. 

	I sprinted toward the building, the medical supplies in my arms, as Zec’k continued to send a steady stream of fire into the net. The bugs screamed and writhed as the net glowed a sizzling red. The heat was almost unbearable, even from a distance. 

	 “Krux!” Zec’k dropped the cannon and drew his blades again.

	A centicreep! We hadn’t seen one from the air. Where had it been hiding?

	It slithered toward me. It had legs, many of them, and its movement was eerily, sickeningly fluid. Oh god! I couldn’t outrun a centicreep!

	“The door!” Zec’k roared. “Get to the door.” He lunged for the bug, putting himself between us. 

	I pumped my legs as hard as I could and pushed myself until my lungs threatened to burst. I flung open the metal door and ran inside, pulling it shut behind me. Something slammed into the frame, and I gasped, backing away, glad that it opened outward. The door had narrow, set-in windows, and the bug attacked it, though it did no damage. Even if it broke the window, it wouldn’t be able to fit through.

	Crouching over, I panted, one hand on my knee. I was safe for now.

	Fuck! That was a close one.

	I surveyed the inside of the rural community center. A sign pointing to the right read Meeting Rooms. The ice rink was to the left. And right in front of me were the shower rooms leading to the pool. I had no idea which way to go first.

	“Hello?” My voice echoed in the empty hallway. “I’m with Zec’k. I’m here to help. Where are you?” I sure hoped the warrior was still conscious enough to reply. 

	A moment later, a groan came from a room to my right. The meeting rooms it was. I hurried toward the voice. 

	“Oh god!” Bile rose to my throat at the sight of the hunter, and I covered my mouth in an attempt to not lose my lunch.

	Spitter acid had landed on his armor, and most of it had been burned away. The acid now ate at his flesh. White showed on the part of his hand where the acid had eaten through to the bone. 

	He had countless scuttler wounds crisscrossing his body, and blood was everywhere, though the scuttler wounds were no longer bleeding due to the coagulants. That compound also paralyzed, and the hunter could no longer move from his position. He was draped on the floor against the wall at an uncomfortable angle.

	Oh god! Oh god! Panic filled me. What do I do?

	His eyes were glassy and blinked in and out of focus. “You are beautiful. I must be dead,” he murmured so softly I wouldn’t have heard it, if it wasn’t for the translator picking up the words. 

	That knocked me out of my daze. “No! You are alive, and you’re going to live.” I surveyed the equipment in my trembling hands. “Okay, I can do this.” 

	I had no idea what to do first. I’d treated simple wounds but never spitter acid before. And nothing remotely this grisly. I knew the medical device came last, but should I clean the area first or use the neutralizing spray?

	I reached for him with the towel, and he grunted before I could reach him. “The spray.”

	“Okay.” Thank goodness he was still conscious. 

	I sprayed him down with the canister, making sure to cover all the wounds. He groaned and shifted. 

	Shit! There was acid on his back as well. 

	I reached out an arm to help him turn.

	“No. It’ll burn you.” With a groan he rolled himself over, using his left arm; the rest of him was limp, paralyzed from the toxins. The effort was too much, and he passed out.

	What I saw on his back had me gasping and forcing back the urge to puke again. Would he even survive? Hunters were remarkably resilient and bounced back from injuries that would kill a human, but this? I wrung my hands, sure we’d gotten to him too late.

	Steeling myself, I sprayed him down thoroughly until there was nothing left in the canister. 

	The acid no longer actively dissolved his flesh, but the liquid dripping off him, washing away the blood, made the severity of his injuries even more evident.

	I let the spray work its magic, and when all the fizzing and bubbling stopped, I wiped him down with the towel as carefully as I could, glad he’d passed out. I didn't want to cause him even more pain. 

	There were so many wounds on him I didn’t know where to start the healing, so I just held the device over the nearest patch of ripped-up purple flesh. Then all I had was the light hum of the medical device and his labored breathing to accompany me as I waited for Zec’k.

	After several more minutes when my purple striped warrior still hadn’t made his grand entrance, I began to worry. 

	 

	 


Chapter 13: Zec’k 

	I rolled, dodging the flyer’s divebomb. Enraged at missing its prey, the creature shrieked, the sound traveling across the nearby fields.

	Krux! That would bring even more scourge to the skirmish. There were already too many for me to handle. Maybe if I’d been at my prime, I'd be able to take all this down on the ground. But not now, not after so many years of inactivity. 

	I wasn’t just out of practice. I’d rushed into this without preparation; there hadn’t been enough time. 

	The plan had been to keep the path clear until Siobhan made it inside. Then, with Siobhan treating the hunter, I’d clear out the scourge in the area so we could move him safely back to my shuttle once he was stable enough, and bring him home. 

	It had been Siobhan’s plan, and I’d hated it at first as it meant she’d need to leave the safety of the shuttle. But Harb’k was dying, and I admitted it was the most logical option. 

	The plan would have worked perfectly too, if it wasn't for the fact that the nearest scourge kept being replaced by more and more. Soon I had more of the disgusting things vying to end me than I could handle, and a good many of them stood between me and the door. 

	Of all the days we’d chosen to start our mission, it had to be the warmest, sunniest one in months. It was still freezing, but near the end of the cold season, the scourge often came out with just the slightest rise of temperature. Maybe the scourge experienced stir craziness too.

	Memories of a day long gone, when I’d been similarly outnumbered, flashed in my head. They threatened to fill me with panic, and when fighting the scourge, panic was a death sentence. It would be the ultimate failure.

	No. I couldn’t fail now. Not with Siobhan waiting for me to return. Not with Harb’k barely hanging on. They relied on me.

	I took deep breaths with every slash of my swords, keeping myself calm as I assessed the situation. There was more to fighting than just physical prowess. I had to use everything on the battlefield to my advantage.

	I ran, evading claws and hungry mandibles, weaving through the vile creatures. I lured the scourge away from the recreational center, doubling back toward a building I’d noticed from the air earlier. 

	The plain concrete structure had multiple units, and one had its garage-style door rolled up. I checked to make sure there was an alternate exit and spotted a window high on the side of the wall, just big enough for me to fit through. 

	Finally, some much needed good luck. Luck was a concept our creators had known, but we as hunters had relearned it from humans. 

	I headed for the unit.

	Stacks of crates filled the place, forming high rows. Massive shelves lined the walls, each one loaded with boxes of merchandise. The contents must be something useless to survivors, as they were untouched aside from a few opened boxes at the front. 

	The scuttlers followed me inside, unaware they were walking into a trap. Behind them, the spitters followed as the lone flyer circled overhead. I surveyed the window high up on the side of the wall, reachable by climbing a stack of crates and boxes, and started my ascent. Some of the better climbers clambered over their own in their attempt to reach me. 

	The spitters, being slower, were too far behind to touch me with their acid. There were too many layers of scuttlers, crates, and shelves between us, and I was beyond the range of their attack. 

	I broke through the window with my knife, the plasma edge making smooth cuts into the glass. Stepping one foot on the ledge, I shoved hard with the other, and the stack of crates I was climbing toppled over, tumbling to the ground with a loud crash. The scuttlers attempting to climb it fell, somersaulting over their comrades. The shelf collapsed on top of the whole writhing mess.

	I leaped out the window and landed on the concrete below.

	I hurried back to the front and pulled on the chain to close the door. The creaking sound alerted the scourge still clamoring for the window; they turned in unison toward the noise. The door closed slowly at first, but as the weight of the door stacked over itself, it slammed down the last few feet, catching and breaking off a few jagged limbs. 

	None of the scourge made it out, not even the flyer, which had swooped in and gotten caught up on a shelving unit. It was the only one able to reach the window and was too large to fit through. 

	I pounded on the door, trying to get the creatures inside as riled up as possible. I wanted them to test the door. I needed to know it would hold. The last thing I needed was for the scourge to break free and find us at the recreational center. Some parts of the building had large glass windows and Harb’k had been lucky they hadn’t tried to break in.

	Now, with the delicious scent of Siobhan at the front of the building, they would try harder. 

	The scourge screamed and bellowed and rammed themselves at the door, but the door held. It was good enough, though eventually, they’d break free of their temporary prison. I’d return to finish the job later.

	I hated being separated from Siobhan. My brain was loud as it imagined horrible things happening to her. I’d relied on the other hunter’s word that the building was secure, but what if it had been breached since? What if Harb’k was delirious?

	Hunters, delirious from their injuries, had been known to attack others trying to help them, not able to differentiate friend from foe. I’d never forgive myself if Siobhan got hurt because of my decisions. I should have found another way to get to Harb’k, one that kept Siobhan safe inside my vessel. 

	I let out a low growl and ran back toward the building. 

	 


Chapter 14: Siobhan 

	I watched the door to our meeting room, a feeling of desperation filling my chest as the minutes ticked by. Where was he? 

	The wound I'd been holding the medical unit over had been reduced to an angry red line, but there was still no sign of Zec’k. I searched the warrior’s body for the next largest wound and moved the device over it.

	In my experience using Xarc’n technology on human fighters, I knew the device healed from the outside in. Even if the wound looked closed on the surface, there was still much work to be done by the body. I almost wished the hunter was awake so I wasn't alone, but healing was hard work, and most slept as the device worked its magic.

	Despite the slow rise and fall of the hunter’s chest, I worried we’d arrived too late to save him. Seeing such a strong, capable hunter reduced to this was disheartening. 

	Zec’k had been severely injured once, enough to take him out of commission for a very long time. It must have been hard to heal from such grievous wounds. He hadn’t healed emotionally, even though it had been years and his body worked fully again. 

	I’d been indignant when he claimed he wasn’t a worthy hunter. How could someone so crucial in the fight believe that about himself? But as I watched this injured hunter on the ground now, completely defenseless, I understood. 

	Without the Xarc’n healing device, even just a small amount of toxin rendered a human’s limb paralyzed for life if the cut was deep enough. The amount this hunter had in his system…I squeezed my eyes shut. Xarc’n warriors had a genetically engineered resistance to the toxin, but they were not immune. How long would it take for him to recover? 

	Zec’k had mentioned years. Had he lain in bed, unable to help himself for years with nothing to do but eat, sleep and heal? Entertainment was a novel concept to these warriors, so he wouldn’t have had movies or books to entertain him. 

	No wonder Zec’k felt the way he did. 

	When I’d broken my collarbone slipping on an icy patch, and sustained an injury to the brachial plexus that left me unable to use my entire right side for months, I’d felt like a complete invalid. I couldn’t move my arm at all. I couldn’t put on my clothes by myself, or cook, or do anything. 

	Mom and Dad were still around then, and they’d stocked a bunch of microwavable dinners for me in case I got hungry while I was recovering at home during the day. Morgan had returned from school to find me crying on the kitchen floor, a half-opened package of frozen food in my hand. I’d lost a fight with shrink wrap. 

	I wasn’t the type to cry easily, but that day I’d had enough. I couldn’t even get the god damn plastic off so I could put premade food into the microwave. I was useless. And for a while, I thought I’d never become useful again. 

	It had taken months for the nerves to heal enough for me to move my fingers. And after that, I spent a year in physical therapy to relearn how to use my arm. 

	Zec’k had gone through that, but with his entire body. It had taken me a long time to feel like a competent person again. He must still be mentally stuck where I’d been for months. I needed to show him how useful he was now, how important he was to the people he served, both Xarc’n and human. 

	The empty doorway taunted me as my worry for Zec’k built. Every minute that ticked by was excruciatingly long, and when the front door finally opened, I had to force myself not to drop the medical device and run out into the hall to meet him.

	“Siobhan?” 

	“We’re here.” I blew out a breath and closed my eyes, glad to hear his voice again. “I did what I could. I don’t know if it’s the right thing.”

	Zec’k knelt next to me and looked over the other hunter. “Harb’k is in bad shape, but he will live. You did well.”

	I realized I hadn’t even gotten the Xarc’n warrior’s name before he passed out.

	I turned to Zec’k. “I was worried about you. Are you hurt?” 

	“Negative. I have not sustained injuries, but the scourge still live. They are trapped in a nearby building. I will finish them later.” He took the communicator from the other hunter’s belt and contacted Harb’k’s hunter group. 

	“Zec’k.” The voice from the communicator sounded worried. “How is he?”

	“He’s alive, but he will need time in a full-body medical unit on one of the main ships.”

	I’d heard about the large space-bound motherships that orbited Earth, acting as communication hubs for the hunters on the ground. These were the ships the warriors had come to Earth in and where they were grown and trained for their job. 

	“That’s better than dead. Here is our location.”

	“My vessel's cloak is malfunctioning. I may arrive with a tail.”

	“Tavir’k mentioned his shuttle had the same problem. Is this a common issue for those making deliveries?”

	Zec’k grunted. “The cloaks are designed for a smaller vessel. It needs to work twice as hard to keep our larger shuttles cloaked. It works after a long charge, but only for a while. Fixing fighters’ crafts is the top priority. We still make successful deliveries, and we’ve gotten used to flying like this. It just means we are not only grounded during the mid-day hours, but also immobile.”

	“Take the cloak from Harb’k’s shuttle. By the way he described the crash, I doubt that shuttle will be flying again soon. It’ll need extensive repairs.”

	Zec’k grimaced. “I don’t know how to change the components.” He scratched behind his horns. “But I’m used to flying without a cloak.” He took the medical device from me and gave Harb’k a once over. “He needs some more time before we can move him, but I will get your hunter home. Be ready in case I pick up a few scourge on the way.”

	The call ended, and Zec’k replaced the communicator on Harb’k’s belt. He sat down crossed-legged on the floor next to me and held the device over the wounded warrior. “The floor is dirty and cold.” He pulled me off the dusty and bloody floor to sit on his lap. 

	“Thank you.” I flexed my feet and extended my knees; my legs had been going numb from kneeling in place on the hard floor. “If I’d told myself a few years ago that I would be in an abandoned building saving a severely wounded purple alien, I would have laughed and thought I was finally losing it.” I slumped in Zec’k’s lap. “Life sure got interesting fast.”

	“What did you do before the scourge came to Earth?”

	“I ran my own bakery before all this happened. I saved up all my money to make it happen, and then I worked my ass off to keep my dream alive.”

	Zec’k made a face, and wrinkles formed around the base of his horns. “Your ass is still here.”

	I laughed and put a hand on his forearm. “It means I worked really hard. I wasn't properly trained, you know. I couldn't afford school. Not after Morgan and I lost our parents. All we had was each other. I don't have a degree, and I’m not trained by some famous pastry chef, but I make good pastries. I’m self-taught and proud of it.”

	“Your pie is delicious.”

	Oh boy. This again.

	“You might not want to say that in front of people.” I explained the colloquial meaning to Zec’k, and I swear, the base of his horns turned magenta. Was he blushing? I’d never seen a hunter blush before.

	 “I was opening up a second location when the bugs came. That's why I hesitated going to my sister. It meant giving up on my dream for good. My bakery was my entire life.” I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. “I was stupid. The whole world was ending, and I ignored it because I didn't want to believe it was happening. I was one of those idiots who thought it was a hoax at first. I mean, alien bugs? From outer space? Yeah, right. I thought it was some movie PR stunt taken too far.”

	“You were not an idiot; you were skeptical. That was the more logical solution to what you saw.” 

	“And when you guys showed up, I was sure it was a PR stunt. I was impressed they got so many buff, sexy men to play the heroes.”

	“When did you change your mind?”

	“When my aunt in New York called me to say goodbye. That was right before they quarantined the city. Before the—” I choked on my words.

	They’d carpet-bombed New York. The quarantine was lifted for forty-eight hours for the residents to get out, but by then, it was too late. Anyone who left their apartment prison was eaten. Few made it out alive. The bugs were thick in the big city, and even nighttime was impossible.

	Some, who’d become overnight internet sensations while chronicling their lives in their bug-filled, quarantined city, had broadcast  live their doomed bids for escape. It was their final goodbye.

	The world had been morbidly glued to our screens those few days. 

	 “I decided to take my sister up on her invitation then. Staying with my bakery wasn’t worth never seeing Morgan again. But they grounded all the flights and trains. I regret not fixing up my old beater before all this happened. Then everything went dark.”

	I loved the people I lived with in Franklin; we’d gone through so much together. But I never forgave myself for missing the chance to see my sister. 

	Zec’k pulled me into his body, and I rested my cheek on the pillow of his pecs.

	“We will find your sister. And you will be reunited.”

	 


Chapter 15: Zec’k 

	“I cannot fix your shuttle.” Lok’n closed the panel, consternation marring his features. “It is in much worse condition than I thought. You need to return the shuttle to the mothership and have it repaired. And I recommend you do not fly it until it is fixed. It is not just the cloak that is failing, but the power source and many other components as well.”

	Krux! I should have sent it in before this last delivery. “I must bring Siobhan to her sister.” 

	“Not in that shuttle. It is dangerous. It should have been repaired seasons ago. Even I have requested repairs from the mothership.” 

	Lok’n had been part of the contingent who had abandoned their original mission to come to Earth. Originally, they had avoided contact with the two motherships circling the globe at the time. They’d removed the tracking to their vessels, worried they’d be reprimanded and taken away from the planet if found. Now, most welcomed them, and the ship they’d abandoned became the third to orbit Earth.

	“I’ll alert Tavir’k and have him check his shuttle as well,” Lok’n continued. “This idea that delivery vessels should not take the spot of fighter vessels in the repair bay is illogical. The repair bay is always full. At this rate, no delivery shuttles will be repaired. How will we get our supplies?” 

	Harb’k lay on the floor of my cargo hold, his chest rising and falling slowly. He still slept, though I hadn’t expected him to wake for a while with his injuries. We hadn’t wanted to move him again, so we let him rest. 

	“I don’t think he’s going to get any better than that without a full-body immersion medical bed.” Lok’n turned to me. “Thank you for getting to him quickly.”

	“It was Siobhan. I kept the scourge busy, and she ran in to treat him.” I was so proud of her. “It was her idea. There were so many scourge; if I’d had to fight them all before reaching Harb’k, it would have been too late.”

	I’d gone back to the storage building when Lok’n arrived and set all the scourge in the unit on fire. It felt good to know I’d made it out alive, despite the sheer number of enemies I’d been up against and the lack of preparation I’d made for the fight. We usually drew the scourge into our chosen battlefield when we hunted, and set many traps to slow them down. 

	“This female, is she your claim?”

	“I am not looking for a mate.” The lie came out with practiced ease. “But I promised to bring her to her sister, and I must fulfill that promise.” 

	“You can both stay with us for a few days. I’m taking Harb’k and his shuttle up to the mothership. Make the trip with me and leave your shuttle for repairs. I’ll fly you back. We’ll let them know your shuttle is a priority.”

	I made to protest, but Lok’n held out his hand to stop me. “Hunters can not hunt without food and supplies. Your shuttle is a priority.”

	I grunted. 

	We carefully transferred Harb’k to Lok’n’s vessel. It was my first time inside a fighter’s shuttle in years. I pushed away the envy threatening to well up in my belly. 

	An empty plastic box sat on the pilot’s bench, the cartridges inside missing.

	“You’ve deployed the weapon already.”

	“Yes.” Lok’n’s face told me everything I needed to know.

	It hadn’t worked, not for this nest. 

	“We will search for more options.”

	Certain colonies of scourge seemed to be susceptible, while others had some sort of innate immunity. Perhaps the answer lay in the scourge’s fungus. Populations with vigorous and healthy fungal connections could fight off the bacteria.

	Other hunter groups were reporting more success. Just days after deploying the weapon, groups of infected scourge milled around their territory. This weapon would shorten our fight by years, even if it did not affect all the nests equally.

	Lok’n set his shuttle to monitor Harb’k’s condition, something my shuttle could not do, and covered the healing hunter with a blanket, something I did not have. I thought again of Siobhan’s suggestion to own my shuttle. 

	I might not have a fast, responsive fighter shuttle, but I realized now that I needed to treat my delivery shuttle better. I had to start thinking of it as mine.  If that was to happen, I’d need to make a list of all the things I needed. 

	No. Not just needed. I didn’t need much. I had to make a list of all the things I wanted. 

	Lok’n’s communicator sounded. It was his mate, Mary, asking me to bring Siobhan’s container of food from my shuttle. My stomach rumbled at the thought of the little pockets filled with stew. Had we only left Franklin this morning? It felt as if it had been days since I’d eaten. 

	Plastic container in tow, we headed down from the roof into the building. 

	 “Mary will be happy to know you are staying for a few days. My mate hasn’t visited with another human in a long time. The landscape here is mostly grasslands, and there are not many places for survivors to hide. Except for at the edges of towns, there are not many humans.” He made a face. “The closest group is hostile and are known cannibals.”

	As Lok’n took me through the building, I thought of Siobhan and the people she lived with. The Franklin compound was strong, with hunters and humans who worked together as a team. Not only did they have the advantage of teamwork and co-operation, but the nest in their area was only medium-sized, and the town layout offered a good hunting ground with many opportunities to set traps and block off unwanted attacks. I thought of how I’d used the storage unit.

	Here in this flat world of fields and meadows, the landscape favored the scourge. The scent of prey carried far on the wind to hungry scuttlers, and no hills, forests, or buildings blocked the flyer’s view. 

	The nests here were deceptively large, considering the sparse-seeming countryside. Humans had used this area as ranchland for their cattle. Their livestock had been easy prey for the scourge, and it reflected in the size of this nest. The scourge had much food hidden away in their larder, and it would be a while before their stores were depleted. 

	When the hunters of Franklin finally destroyed their nest, they would most likely come here to help. 

	The interior of the building was brightly painted in a rainbow of colors, and some of the furniture inside was tiny, made for small humans. The sign at the front of the building had said it was a “day care center.” It must have been some sort of training facility for the young. 

	We found Siobhan and Mary enjoying the fragrant infusion called tea. It was highly sought after, and some hunter groups and their humans in the growing regions were actively cultivating the plant for trade. Another hunter I recognized from my years of delivery sat next to her.

	 She was laughing, and the sound was beautiful. My heart sped up, and I struggled to subdue the rumbling in my chest before it could start.

	Siobhan was brave and worthy; Harb’k would have died without her. But today’s experience proved that I was not. What if I got myself hurt again and left Siobhan alone to fend for herself? What if there had been scourge inside the building? She could have gotten hurt.

	She deserved a better hunter—a hunter who was a stronger fighter and made better decisions. I hadn’t told her the entire story the other day. My last bad decision hadn’t only left me invalid for years; it had taken a good friend from me. Nob’k was gone because of my decision to ambush the scourge that day.

	I’d been young and overconfident. Nob’k had suggested another tactic that would net us fewer scourge but was less dangerous. I’d convinced him we could handle the larger group together.

	I had been wrong. And because of that, he was gone, and I’d been saved. I never understood why fate had preserved me instead of him. I never thought I deserved the care from other hunters after. Nob’k and I had grown up and trained together on the same mothership. We’d fought the scourge together our whole lives. 

	Hunters did not have brothers, but he was as close to one as I’d ever had, and he was gone because of me and my horrible judgment. I’d wanted to follow him to the stars, but the other hunters had not allowed it. 

	This was why I must get Siobhan to her sister. She still had hope. Morgan could still be alive. When she spoke about Morgan, her face lit up, and I understood the connection she had with her sister. I’d had it once with Nob’k. 

	I had to keep my eyes on the mission. I couldn’t let a mate bond form between us.

	Siobhan and Lok’n had convinced me I was worthy of a better shuttle, but I’d never be worthy of a mate. I couldn’t be responsible for another life, especially not Siobhan’s. She deserved so much more than a hunter who’d been culpable for the death of another. 

	She deserved more than a broken warrior. 

	 


Chapter 16: Siobhan 

	Mary handed me a cup of hot tea and placed a tin of biscuits on the table. We were in one of the few rooms with adult-sized furniture. “Sorry, it’s expired.”

	“I think we’re all used to eating expired food by now.” I took a cookie and looked around the staff lounge. 

	I’d gotten used to the huge, fortified concrete buildings of the Franklin compound. This daycare was small: a two-story affair, barely larger than your average home. It was one of the few buildings in the area. There was a plaza across the street, and from the condition of those buildings, the hunters here used it as a battleground. 

	“I haven’t spent time with another woman for so long.” Mary picked up her cup of tea and took a sip. “I love these guys, but sometimes I need something other than testosterone. I’d invite you over for dinner, but we usually just rely on Xarc’n food bars here.” She made a face.

	I thought of the large Tupperware of leftover pockets Roger had shoved into my arms before I’d left the compound. We’d eaten a few for lunch, but there were still a half dozen left. Mary probably hadn’t tasted anything like them in a long time. The food was better off with her than with me. 

	“Have you been living here for long?”

	“Since last winter. Lok’n rescued me from a bunch of cannibals. That was my last experience with other people. I’m glad you’re here. This will be a much better memory.”

	“Oh shit. I’m glad he found you.” 

	I shuddered, remembering the cannibals who’d once terrorized the streets of Franklin. They’d made the deadly mistake of eating the scourge, and the fungus had turned them into zombies.

	“Me too. Lok’n is a total sweetheart, and I wouldn’t trade him for the world.” Mary took a bite of her cookie. “I just wish I had more to eat than Xarc’n food bars. I’m so sick of them.”

	“I have some leftover pockets in Zec’k’s shuttle. Would you like some?”

	“Pockets?”

	“We used some leftover stew boiled down thick for the filling. It’s flavored with powdered bouillon, but the crust makes up for it. It’s made with real butter!”

	“Real butter? Where are you getting that?” Her eyes were round with disbelief.

	“Didn’t your supply guy tell you about the fresh milk and cream we can get now?”

	“What? No!” She paused. “But then, I never asked. I’m a really shitty cook anyway. I don’t even know how to get to butter from milk and cream. I can boil water, and that’s about it.”

	“If you can boil water, then you can boil eggs.”

	“Eggs?” Her eyes looked like a kid’s on Christmas morning. “I’m missing out on a lot, aren’t I? I check the forums occasionally, but I don’t really look at the food section, since I can’t make anything. I looked once, and they were talking about canning extra produce and exploding jars. I noped right out of there. Extra produce? I don’t even have ‘not extra’ produce. Exploding jars? No, thank you.”

	“I think it’s because Zec’k loves Earth food so much. He’s constantly helping us get new ingredients so we can make more things for him to try. All I have to do is promise him a bite, and he’ll try his best to make it happen.” I polished off the rest of my cookie and stood. “I’ll go up to the roof and grab them.”

	“Why not just text or call Zec’k to bring some down when he’s done?”

	“I don’t have a phone.” There were only three devices altered to use the Xarc’n networks in our building. Roger kept one on him all the time, and the other two were for communal use. I used them occasionally to check the very forums Mary just mentioned, but I didn’t have one of my own.

	“I guess if you’re with your mate all the time, you wouldn’t really need a device to call him.”

	Oops. Mary thought Zec’k was my mate.

	“Oh no,” I said, shaking my head. “Zec’k and I aren’t mated. We are just friends.” Then, because it felt as though it needed more explanation, I said, “He’s helping me get to the Rockies to find my sister. I promised to find her right before the internet went dark.”

	Mary had that look on her face, the look that said she thought it was a fool’s errand but she didn’t want to be rude, so the smile just didn’t go to her eyes. I didn’t mind; I was used to it. I got it all the time. 

	“I know Morgan might not be there, and I’m ready for that potential outcome. But I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t try.”

	“You have to do what you have to do. I hope you find her.” She reached for the smartphone on the table. “I’ll give Lok’n a call, and he’ll relay the message.”

	As she made the call, the door to the staff lounge opened, and a weary hunter walked in. He was clean, but his face looked as if he’d been knee-high in bug guts all day. A moment of confusion flashed over his face when he saw me.

	“Hey, Haax’l.” Mary waved him over. “This is Siobhan. She came in with Zec’k.”

	The hunter approached and awkwardly held his hand out, as if he knew hand shaking was a part of human culture but had never actually done it before. 

	“Hello, Siobhan.” He said my name with the characteristic growl all the hunters had.

	I took his hand.

	Instead of shaking my hand, he just held it and squeezed. 

	Mary laughed. “Almost! You’re supposed to shake it.” 

	Haax’l vibrated his hand in a way that almost felt unnatural for a living thing. It was like holding onto a vibrating phone. This time, I laughed. These hunters had clearly had much less human interaction than the ones back in Franklin. 

	“Here. Relax your hand, and I’ll show you.” I gave him a firm shake as he relaxed his hand. “Now you try.” I released his hand and held mine out to him as if for the first time.

	He took it and shook it properly, and I grinned. 

	“That’s it!”

	Then, he leaned in very close and sniffed. “Your hand is soft, and you smell nice. Is Zec’k your mate? I do not smell him and sex on you.”

	Wow! That was direct! 

	My face heated, and I pulled my hand away. “No. We aren’t mates. He’s just helping me find my sister.”

	Pulling up a chair to the long table, Haax’l sat down, looking ridiculously giant in the human-sized plastic and metal chair. He kept looking at me like I was dessert, and he was hungry. 

	“Any news on the nest?” Mary asked him, saving me from more awkwardness. 

	“Negative. Our nest has a stronger immunity to the bacteria than others. We never did find any sick scourge wandering around in our area before.”

	Mary’s face fell. “Today’s just full of bad news. First Harb’k, and now the miracle weapon doesn’t work for us.”

	“I saw Lok’n’s ship’s report on Harb’k’s condition,” said Haax’l. “He will survive. It will be a long recovery, but he’ll return.”

	“You hunters are resilient. I hope you are correct.” I finished the last of my tea. 

	“He’ll heal,” Haax’l said solemnly. “Zec’k was worse, and he is here with us now. Harb’k will return.”

	Zec’k had been worse?

	“I noticed the scars on Zec’k. He does seem perfectly fine now, so—” Mary put on a brave face “—Harb’k will heal too. At least he has access to our internet now. I’ll point him to some movies to keep him entertained. He asked once about the large reptiles that once roamed this planet. He’ll love Jurassic Park.”

	“I wonder how Xarc’n hunters would feel about Star Ship Troopers?”

	“What is that?” Haax’l asked.

	“A movie about Earth warriors fighting monstrous space bugs.” Mary grinned. “I think Harb’k will get a kick out of it. I’ll send that his way, too, and anything else with a lot of action.”

	She cared a lot about the hunters she lived with, and it made me think of my friends back home in Franklin.

	Zec’k walked in with Lok’n, the Tupperware of food in his hand. He opened the container and placed it on the table before taking a pie for himself. “Eat. It is good.” He motioned to the other hunters.

	Mary had already helped herself, her eyes round with excitement. “These are amazing. I regret not learning how to cook now. I used to live off fast food and ramen.” She took another bite. “You should totally make and trade these around the country.”

	“I owned a bakery back in the day. Pies and pastries were my jam.”

	Before the bugs, my business skills had contributed to my success. Now, it was my baking people coveted. It was strange how the world worked. 

	“You can still do that. Be a traveling baker. I’ll find something to trade every time. You’ll have a customer for life!” Then she sobered. “But that’s assuming Zec’k is going to shuttle you around, which is wrong of me. You guys are on a mission.”

	“A mission we need to delay for a few days.” Zec’k looked apologetically at me. “My shuttle is worse than I thought. It needs repairs before we can continue our travel. I will take it up to the mothership, and Lok’n will fly me back. We’ll stay until it is ready. I promise to bring you to your sister after.”

	“I don’t mind staying a few days if it means your shuttle gets fixed.” 

	Mary was so pleased to have company she was bouncing in her seat.

	Morgan had waited for me for almost two years. I didn’t even know if she was alive, and part of me was terrified to find out she was gone. I secretly welcomed the delay. I wanted more time feeling hopeful with Zec’k before facing any unwelcome news, and I didn’t want this adventure to end so quickly. 

	Next to me, Haax’l took his first bite, his face unsure. He chewed and brightened. “These are good.” He looked carefully at the filling. “These are pieces of Xarc’n nutrition bars.”

	“Hey! You’re right. They are!” Mary grinned. “It was tasty, and I was avoiding looking too closely. Just in case it was something I didn’t want to know I was eating.”

	I snorted, laughing. “I get it. The amount of expired food I’ve eaten in the past year is shocking. And last winter, someone at New Franklin suggested we raise and eat worms.” I wrinkled my nose. “I’m sure worms are nutritious, and I’d eat them if I had to. But I’d prefer not to know.”

	The hunter leaned in close to me. “Since you are not mated to Zec’k, I offer to help you find your sister in his stead. We will bring her here, and you can return with me and stay with us. Unlike Zec’k, I am looking for a mate, and you smell as good as your pie tastes.”

	Mary guffawed, and my face heated up. This joke was going to follow me to my grave, wasn’t it? It wasn’t even funny anymore. I really needed to make croissants or something so I wouldn’t constantly have hunters talking about my tasty pie.

	But before I could reply and let him down gently—I had people I considered family back at the compound—Zec’k snarled. 

	 


Chapter: 17: Zec’k 

	The angry sound came out before I could stop it. I rose to my feet and stared down the other hunter. 

	“I thought you were not interested in a mate,” Lok’n stated, slicing through the tension between Haax’l and me.

	 “I—” I struggled, frustrated at the way I was reacting despite my better judgment. “I am not.” 

	Still, the idea of Siobhan leaving with Haax’l and returning to live with him here as his mate instead made me see red. That mouth-to-mouth human-styled kiss we’d shared interrupted my thoughts often, and I still recalled the perfume of her lust every time I closed my eyes. The idea of that happening with another hunter was intolerable.

	 I cast around for an excuse to keep her near me. “I promised the leader of her group that I will return her safely. She cannot stay with you.” It wasn’t entirely a lie. 

	“I will speak with this human leader. Siobhan will be safe with me. My ship is faster and safer.” Haax’l turned to Siobhan. “And I can devote myself to you in ways Zec’k cannot. I will welcome a mate bond with all my being.”

	Siobhan, who at first had been taken aback by the suggestion, softened, smiling at the other hunter, and something twisted in my chest, making it hard for me to breathe. “That is very sweet of you, but—”

	“She will not go with you. She will come with me when my shuttle is fixed.” I stood, every muscle in my body ready to fight.

	Siobhan narrowed her eyes at me.

	“She will be safer with me,” Haax’l insisted, his voice hardening. “My shuttle is faster, and I can provide for her.” He stood as well, stepping around the table.

	“Uh oh,” Mary mumbled under her breath.

	 I stepped up to the other warrior and puffed out my chest. He didn’t scare me; I’d started training again, and I was no longer as weak as I used to be. I bared my fangs. “No, she will—”

	“Hel-lo?” Siobhan singsonged angrily, waving her hands in the space between us. “I’m right here!” She glared up at me, her eyes flashing. “And I can make my own decision, thank you very much.” 

	Krux! She was angry. Many mated hunters had warned me that human females enjoyed their freedom. 

	I wasn’t trying to control her. The idea of her being in any other hunter’s shuttle made me think murderous thoughts. It confused me, especially since I knew I was not good enough for her.

	I tilted my horns to her in apology. 

	She turned to the other hunter, and I clenched my hands into fists to prevent myself from picking her up, carrying her to my shuttle, and flying off. 

	“Thank you for the offer, Haax’l, but I consider the group I came from home, and I plan on bringing my sister back to them. I appreciate the sentiment.”

	He tilted his head to Siobhan in affirmation. “I see. If you are ever looking for a hunter mate, come back, and we will see if a bond forms between us. You can contact me. I will give you my communicator code.” His eyes cut to me briefly, daring me to intervene. 

	“She doesn’t have a working cell phone,” Mary said.

	She didn’t. I hadn’t even thought of providing her with one, though she really should have a way to contact me or her compound. More proof of why I’d make a horrible mate. I should be happy another hunter wished to care for her. Siobhan would be better off with Haax’l. But anger immediately filled my very being just at the thought of it. 

	“Ooh! I know!” Mary exclaimed, popping up to her feet. “I have an extra cell phone that’s already modified to work on the Xarc’n networks and charges in proximity to Xarc’n shuttles. I almost forgot about it. Let me go get it.”

	“I can’t take your phone!” Siobhan protested.

	“It’s an extra, and I won’t even miss it.”

	“Really. I need to trade you something for it.” Siobhan got up and followed Mary. “I’m coming with you.”

	That left just the three of us. 

	I scowled at Haax’l, and he scowled right back.

	“There are better fights to focus your energy on,” Lok’n said, “such as the scourge. We do not need fights between hunters. This group was small enough before. Now Harb’k is injured, and it is just the two of us, Haax’l.”

	“There were only three of you assigned to this nest?” Hunters usually worked in groups of at least four or more during the warmer swarming season. The Franklin group had been six-strong last spring; then two more had joined them, making eight. Plus, they had the help of many human warriors.

	“We underestimated the size of the nests here,” Lok’n explained. “We had four last summer. A hostile group of humans attacked us; they were well-armed, and we were unprepared. We lost one to the attack.” 

	  Haax’l closed his eyes and breathed slowly as if trying to control his emotions. This other hunter must have been close to him. Some hunters chose to work together year after year, as Nob’k and I had. Others chose different groups every warm season simply to avoid making strong connections. We were hunters, and we all died one day. Would it have been easier if I hadn’t been so close to Nob’k? Was it worth never knowing a hunter well to avoid the pain of losing him?

	“You are a small group, and your nest is not responding as well as some others to the bacteria. You need more fighters.” 

	“Tell me something I do not already know,” Haax’l growled.

	“I will look for hunters to join your group. There are some smaller nests on the verge of collapse—just one or two more swarms. The hunters there will need new places to go. I will tell them to come here.”

	“We appreciate the help. In the meantime, we will get Harb’k back to fighting condition. I will take him to the mothership now. It is getting dark, and there are no flyers to cause us trouble.”

	I hesitated, not wanting to leave Siobhan alone here with just Mary and Haax’l.

	Haax’l took one more of Siobhan’s popular creation, eating it in a few large, selfish bites. Was he humming, or was that rumble coming from his chest?

	Siobhan wasn’t mine. And she’d already told Haax’l she did not want to stay with him. I would only anger her more with another display of my inappropriate possessiveness. I walked away.

	Lok’n stood waiting for me by the door, tapping a claw on the ground. I followed him stiffly up to the roof and our shuttles.

	Now that I knew the power source itself was malfunctioning, it made a lot of sense why the cloak was so unreliable. The shuttle had gotten slower and slower, and I had gotten used to pushing the engine and flying at full power every day. I hadn’t needed to do that before. The shuttle had always been slow, but not like this.

	Our first stop was to get Harb’k into a full medical unit, one that encased the hunter in healing light. I’d spent too much of my life in one, more than anyone else. It was boring, and I didn’t envy him the next few weeks. 

	“Mary said she’ll locate and send some action movies to his communicator. He will be entertained as he heals. That is more than we had before.” Lok’n placed Harb’k’s communicator on top of his other belongings. “Have you watched these videos they call movies?”

	“I have seen them.”

	Some hunters enjoyed the fictional recordings, but I was more partial to the videos they called documentaries, specifically the ones with animals in their natural habitat. If only we had such videos from Xarc. There were some recordings in the ancient archives and the accompanying researcher’s notes, but it wasn’t the same. 

	“The hunters at the Franklin compound modified an Earth gaming system to work with our technology. I tried my hand at that as well and found it entertaining.”

	“And Franklin is the group Siobhan wishes to return to after your quest?”

	“Yes.” I tried not to think of Siobhan alone with only Haax’l and Mary in the small building and hurried a little faster toward the repair bay.

	“You worry about her.” Lok’n frowned. “If you are not looking for a mate, why not allow Haax’l to finish her mission?”

	I snarled. 

	Lok’n didn’t even flinch. “I wasn’t looking for a mate when I found my Mary. But that’s the thing about mate bonds. You do not look for one. It finds you. If you are not meant to have a mate, no amount of time with a female will trigger a bond. And if you are, then no amount of avoiding it will be effective.”

	There were hunters who, despite actively looking for a mate and even sharing sex with human females, had not formed a mate bond. 

	“I wasn’t looking for a mate,” Lok’n repeated. “But I have never been happier than I’ve been this past year.”

	We stepped into the repair bay, and Jask’l, the older hunter who specialized in repairing shuttles, greeted us. “Is that your shuttle that just came in?”

	“Affirmative.”

	“I will need to put in a new set of solar receivers and a power source. I cannot fix the issue on the current ones.”  

	Even Jask’l, who’d worked many years on the machines, could only reproduce more parts via the blueprints our creators had left us. Just at the start of the cold season, I’d put him in contact with a human engineer who’d worked on their satellites. Together, they wished to improve upon Xarc’n designs. 

	“Next time, don’t fly it into a black hole by ignoring the issue and pushing it harder every day. If it starts malfunctioning, bring it here. I will contact you when it is done, in two planet rotations at least."

	I promised to bring him the shuttle at the first sign of trouble in the future. I had known the shuttle needed repairs, but it had taken both Siobhan and Lok’n to convince me I deserved a fully functioning shuttle. 

	This would delay our quest by two days, maybe more.

	It was supposed to have been an easy trip, but I’d not noticed the group of human troublemakers around Siobhan’s home. That had been my fault. If I had gotten the cloak fixed earlier, they wouldn’t have seen us fly in. 

	I’d also overestimated my ability to take on numerous scourge, and she’d had to go in and find the wounded hunter and treat him alone. I’d let her enter a building I hadn’t secured. There could have been danger inside, and she could have died. I’d been overconfident again, just as I’d been the fateful day I’d lost Nob’k and nearly my life. 

	I rubbed my chest to ease the hollow aching there. The only person I was fooling with my I don’t want a mate act was myself. 

	And there was the truth. I wanted a mate. I wanted Siobhan more than anything in the galaxy, but this yearning filled me with guilt. 

	Siobhan deserved more than I was, but I refused to even think about any other hunter taking over this mission. Lok’n was right. It wasn’t up to me to choose whether I wanted a mate or not; the bond decided. 

	If I wasn’t good enough for Siobhan, the bond wouldn’t form. Did that mean if a bond did form that I was worthy after all? 

	Confused from all the thoughts in my head, I followed Lok’n mutely back to his shuttle. 


Chapter 18: Siobhan 

	 “That was the worst lie ever. Zec’k totally likes you.” Mary fished her oval of dough out of the pan. “This looks almost edible.”

	As a trade for the modified smartphone, we'd decided that I’d teach her some basic cooking skills: just enough for her to use what she had in the pantry. 

	We’d gotten onto the topic of Zec’k because I’d also promised to teach him to cook, but I was still a bit pissed at him after his chest-thumping with Haax’l.

	 “It’ll be great to have another woman around, especially since you can teach me how to make yummy food. But I know you’ve got people to go back to.” She pressed another round of dough into the pan. 

	“Thanks for understanding. I can’t believe they were making decisions for me as if I wasn’t even there.” I turned off the flames on the second hotplate and gave the soup a stir. “How dare Zec’k declare in one breath that he wasn't interested in a mate, then in the very next act as if he had some claim on me? He’s so confusing.”

	“They did spend their entire lives fighting the scourge, and having good interpersonal skills wasn’t something they needed to be successful at their jobs,” Mary pointed out. “He probably doesn’t even know what he wants.”

	At least I wasn’t the only one who’d caught onto the lie. Zec’k confused me so much. When he’d snarled at the other hunter for asking me to join him, I’d thought he’d finally come to his senses. Instead, he’d made up some half-assed excuse about making a promise to bring me back to Roger.

	“Do you like him? Like that, I mean. I know you said he was just taking you to your sister. And he claims he’s not looking. But what do you want? If he ended up being your mate, would you be happy?”

	Mary stacked the last piece of flatbread on the plate, next to the simple soup we’d thrown together out of canned goods. I called this “dump n’ go” soup because we literally just dumped a bunch of canned veggies in and boiled it together. We’d added chunks of nutrition bar to the mix for protein. 

	“That isn’t how it works though. They either form a mate bond, or they don’t. He hasn’t formed one with me, so—” I shrugged.

	“If you are going to go that route of thinking, he could form a mate bond with you tonight for all we know. All it would take is a touch,” Mary held out a finger, “and he’d find himself unable to let go.” 

	“It’s not like we haven’t touched. We have. We’ve touched many times. And we eve—” I hesitated. I didn’t have a habit of kissing, or in this case, grinding and telling.

	“Spill it!” Mary smacked me on the side of the arm. “I don’t get girl talk often in this place, so don’t deprive me.”

	I laughed. “Okay. Okay. We kissed. The first time was just a peck, a thank you for offering to help me find my sister, and he did the whole purring thing. And then we kissed for real. Well, we kind of made out. The purring was so loud it rattled the whole shuttle.”

	“You know that means you are mating compatible right? It means that with time, he can and will form a bond with you.”

	“Yeah, I heard that. But I’m beginning to think it just means they’re turned on.”

	Mary rolled her eyes. “Well, yeah. It means that sometimes. Sometimes it just means they are happy. But they only make that sound in the presence of a compatible female, and once a Xarc’n male bonds with you, then they only purr for you. Or at least that was how it was for the old Xarc’n race.”

	“How do you know?” 

	“Lok’n and I read through the old archives when we first bonded. He knew it was the mating bond but didn’t know anything else. We had no idea how long we were going to stay stuck together. So we looked it up after a few days.”

	“A few days! That’s a long time to be stuck together.”

	“Psht! That was nothing. We were stuck together for almost two weeks!”

	“Two weeks?” It was common knowledge at the compound that the inability to release a woman after touching her was the trigger for the hunter’s mating bond, but I’d thought it was only for a few hours.

	“There are no official factors that determine when the bond releases you from the initial connection. But looking back, I think it was my fault. My hypothesis is that it lets you go when both people accept each other. I was stubborn. I fought the bond.”

	“Oh boy! With how stubbornly Zec’k insists he isn’t looking for a mate, we’d be stuck together forever if it happened.”

	“Nah. The bond doesn’t understand words, only truths.”

	“I like truths. It makes things easier.”

	“The truth is, Zec’k totally has the hots for you. They don’t get that possessive and jealous otherwise.”

	A sound from outside notified us the boys were back from their morning hunt. They hadn’t gone far, just across the street—close enough to come running if we needed help. 

	“I sure hope you’re right.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The next few days went by quickly. Every morning, Zec’k left with Lok’n and Haax’l to hunt. And when he returned after each hunt, he stood a little straighter. I hadn’t even noticed he was slouching before. Hunting was good for him. 

	Something had changed starting from the trip that first morning. I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was different, but he seemed more confident, more sure of himself. 

	 He sat in on my impromptu cooking lessons with Mary when he could, trying his hand at making simple meals. Aside from one mistake where the salt and sugar were mixed up, both caught on to the basics well. 

	In the evenings, Mary and I sat down with a cup of tea to listen to Stay Alive, a broadcast put out by Jack, one of the original guys who’d started working with the hunters back in Franklin. We were beyond his radio signal here, and Mary only started getting his shows after he put them on the hunter’s networks and posted them in the forums. 

	“I wish I’d had this when I was still trying to make it on my own,” Mary had said. “It’s great that I can listen to him now, but the people who need his survival show the most still can’t access it.”

	“They’ve extended that antennae the best they can. It’s almost comical.”

	“Other groups can always rebroadcast his show as long as Jack doesn’t mind.” 

	I’d mentioned Mary’s suggestion to Roger that evening. We’d listened to Jack’s show all last winter before we’d had the chance to meet him. Mary was right. He was preaching to the choir if the only ones who could listen were already on the hunter’s network. We needed to get his show out there for everyone with a radio.

	At night, Zec’k and I shared the king-sized inflatable mattress. At over seven feet tall, his feet hung off the end, and he took up most of the mattress, but I didn’t mind. The nights were cold, and the bite of the winter air seeped into the unheated building. His body heat was a welcome reprieve from the chill.

	The first night, I’d been so exhausted, I’d passed out right away. It had been an eventful day, and it was almost unbelievable that I’d only left Franklin that morning. I’d woken up with my head pillowed on Zec’k’s bicep, his arms wrapped around me and a huge erection pressing against the side of my thigh.

	He was shaped differently from human males. That I knew for sure after a quick peek under the covers, since he’d removed his loincloth for sleep. His cock had three sections, like one of those toys with graduated heads that got larger and larger. 

	Not wanting to be caught peeking at his morning wood, I’d pretended to be asleep when he stirred and woke. It was the coward’s way out, but it was for the best since Mary and Lok’n had shown up minutes later. It would have been awkward if we’d been caught getting it on in what was essentially their living and meeting room. 

	The next morning, I’d woken up to the same thick cock pressing against my body as he slept on his side, wrapped around me. I’d snuck my hand down between my legs, imagining how his cock would feel inside me. I’d thought Zec’k was still asleep, but he wasn’t. 

	“I scent your need,” he whispered hoarsely into my ear. “They are still on the roof, but hunters have good hearing.”

	That was the only warning I got before he replaced my hand with his own. I panted and writhed against him as he touched me. His cock pressed against my ass and I reached back to hold the heavy member in my hand. He growled with every movement of my fingers as I explored his strange shape.

	I cried out when he pressed a finger inside me and rubbed at my clit with his thumb. 

	“Quiet,” Zec’k reminded me. “Unless you wish for all to know.” He did not slow his movements.

	Moments later, a thick palm pressed over my mouth, and I screamed into it as my body shook from the force of my release. But before I could return the favor, Haax’l’s laughter came from down the hall.

	 I couldn’t wait to have Zec’k’s shuttle back again. 

	This morning, as the sun rose and the motes of dust danced in the morning rays, Zec’k got the call to retrieve his vessel. It was time to go.

	 


Chapter 19: Zec’k 

	I got the call to pick up my shuttle on our third morning here. 

	Lok’n flew us up, and we visited with Harb’k, who asked dozens of questions about the magical nymph who had saved him. In his delirium, he’d imagined a forest spirit appearing with herbs and salves to heal him, instead of a human with a canister of neutralizing spray and a medical device.

	He’d indulged in too many stories from the old archives; many Xarc’n stories of old told of forest spirits teaching the people of early Xarc the gift of medicine. 

	I told him about Siobhan and our quest to find her sister. I recounted how she’d run into the building, fearless and brave, evading scuttlers and centicreeps. And how by the time I’d finally reached his position, Siobhan had already gotten him stabilized. This time, when Harb’k mistook her for my mate, telling me I was lucky to have such a female, I didn’t correct him. 

	I’d given up on the narrative that I didn’t want a mate. I now wanted it to be true.

	Over the last few days, Siobhan and I had played at being mates—not the sharing of sex, but everything else. I’d even brought her to bliss again with my hand. I was sure both Haax’l and Lok’n had scented it when they walked in later that morning, but neither had uttered a word. 

	Every night, with her by my side, the nightmares stayed away and I slept soundly. When she was around, Siobhan represented the present and the future, and the past stayed where it belonged. 

	Siobhan was what I’d been missing. I imagined settling down with a hunter group with Siobhan. I’d fight the scourge with the other hunters every day and return home to someone who loved me. At night, I’d hold her in my sleeping nook, in a shuttle that actually functioned.

	I almost didn’t want this interlude in our mission to end.

	Jask’l had done an exceptional job on my shuttle. It now flew like a new ship. I no longer needed to push it to its limit to get some speed. The handling was better, too, and the turns were tighter. It would never be as quick or maneuverable as a fighter’s shuttle, but it was much better than I was used to.

	I’d still need to land during the mid-day hour, as some of the flyers had the ability to detect us through the air currents, despite our cloaks, but I could travel on the ground now during that time without collecting a swarm around me. 

	I felt like a real hunter. A capable one. A strong one. And it wasn’t just the repaired shuttle that made the difference.

	When I’d started to hunt the scourge between deliveries earlier this winter, I’d always done so alone. I didn’t trust myself around other hunters. I was a liability. 

	When Lok’n found out I’d been hunting on my own, he’d insisted we hunt together while I stayed with his group. 

	“You’ve been out of the loop, my friend. Hunting alone is for the old warriors,” Lok’n had said with a thump of his palm on my back. “Join us. We will show you some strategies we’ve developed. They work better with three hunters, and Harb’k is not here.”

	It was true that many hunters chose to stay in groups now instead of fighting alone through the cold season. 

	I’d hesitated at first, afraid my inadequacies would show in front of other more qualified fighters. I’d also feared my lack of practice would put the other two in danger. 

	 After the first hunt, I’d realized I wasn’t as weak and out of practice as I’d thought. Those lone hunting trips between deliveries had helped reclaim my skills, and now they just needed a light polishing. 

	It was gratifying to be part of a group again, even if only for a few days. I missed hunting. I missed the thrill, the excitement, and the knowledge of a job well done. 

	Was it possible for me to continue my supply runs and hunt as well? I’d gotten to know many of the groups across the continent and wished to continue visiting them. Perhaps I could stay a day or two with each group and fight with them, learning their different tactics.

	When Lok’n and I returned to Earth from picking up my vessel, Siobhan was ready to leave. 

	“I’m going to miss you so much,” Mary said. “If you ever decide to trade your pastries, know that you have a lifelong customer. I just need to find something to trade.”

	“I’ll get you in touch with Roger and Melissa when I get home. They’ll know what we’re looking for. I’m sure we’ll work something out; we have a bunch of new babies right now, and they always need something or another.”

	“Babies?”

	“Yeah, it’s a long story. I’ll tell you over the phone another time.”

	“I’m a whiz on the sewing machine. If you need baby carriers, bibs, booties, and mitts, I can whip those up from extra blankets and throws. I’m sure we can get a machine running on Xarc’n power.”

	They gave each other one last hug, a common gesture human females tended to do more than their male counterparts, and I butted horns with Lok’n and Haax’l, then we were on our way.

	We flew until the flat plains on the horizon turned into the jagged tops of mountains. It was a cold but clear day, and when the first flyers emerged from their nests, we touched down by a river to wait them out. 

	I landed the shuttle carefully, hiding us under the branches of large, mature trees. Despite my shuttle’s cloak being repaired, I still automatically landed in more concealed locations.

	Many humans collected rainwater, which was the best option when living in a scourge-filled world. But since I was always on the move, I had to rely on the rivers and streams. Our ships filtered and decontaminated all water in the tank to ensure we didn’t ingest any of the scourge’s fungus.

	I broke through the top layer of ice and fed the tube into the cool, crisp river. As the tank filled, snowflakes danced across the skies, the crystalline structure the same on every planet I’d been on. 

	Siobhan reached out a hand, caught a crystal, and watched it melt on her finger. “We’re going to be there soon, aren’t we?”

	“Yes, we should be able to find the cabin before sundown.” Was it wrong to wish the trip would take longer?

	“I’ve been waiting for this moment for so long, and now, I’m not sure if I’m ready.” She wrapped her arms around her body, looking smaller than usual.

	“Did you wish to stay the night in my shuttle? We can approach the cabin tomorrow in the morning.” 

	I wanted to spend more time alone with her before we found her sister. This felt like an end to our quest, even though I still needed to get the pair back to Franklin. 

	“No. I need to do this. I have to.” Her hands dropped to her sides and tightened into fists. She stood a little straighter, lifting her chin. “I can’t chicken out.” 

	I admired her will and determination. 

	We sat on the boulder, side by side, watching the snow fall into the ice-covered river.

	“It’s gorgeous out here.” She held out her communicator to record a short video of the scenery. “Living at the compound and inside the city, it’s easy to forget that the world is still beautiful. Even with all the bugs.” 

	Then she leaned in close to me and held the device in front of us.

	“Say cheese.”

	“Cheese?” I scratched the base of my horns. “That is the solid food made of coagulated milk protein casein.” 

	Why did she bring this up now? Was she hungry?

	She made a strangled noise and slapped at her thigh. “No.” The sound turned into a chortle. “It means to say the word ‘cheese’ because it looks like a smile. Just smile. I want a selfie with you.”

	Those were the photos that had littered the humans’ internet. They were not a very useful use of storage, nor did they supply information for us in our fight against the scourge. But a selfie with Siobhan was different; it documented our current quest, and when it was over, I’d have more than just memories to remember her by.

	I pulled my lips up at the corners awkwardly, not knowing how to smile on demand. I’d never had to do it before. 

	She leaned in again and smiled, looking at her communicator. Her device made a strange clicking sound; then she pulled the image up onto the screen. 

	I grimaced. Did I always look so unpleasant? Siobhan was radiant with her smile. I looked constipated.

	She snorted and broke out into laughter. “Let’s try again.” She wiped at her eyes. “This time, just relax.”

	She held the communicator out again. I relaxed as she’d suggested and looked at the camera. But instead of recording the image, she leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. Caught off guard, I turned to her. She grinned, her eyes twinkling with delight. I smiled back.

	Damn! She was beautiful. Why had I resisted a mate bond before? As long as she was in my life, nothing could be wrong. My chest rumbled so loud I feared it would call the flyers down on us.

	Click. 

	Krux! She'd already taken it. I hadn’t been ready.

	“This one is perfect,” she said in a light, bubbly voice and showed me the image. 

	Our moment of connection was captured on the screen, her eyes alight with joy and mine full of deference and longing. Our smiles were genuine. She was correct; this was perfect.

	“I wish to keep this on my communicator as well.” When she was back with her group in Franklin, and I was alone in my shuttle again, I’d look at this and be happy.

	“Sure! I’ll send it to you.” 

	A pair of flyers circled into view in the sky, flying out from behind the nearest peak. 

	“We should return to the shuttle.” I retrieved the tube as I spoke. The shuttle’s tank was nearly full, and it should last us for a while. “With the cloak repaired, we can travel along the ground toward the cabin, following the path marked on the map. The flyers should not bother us. They can’t detect a landed, cloaked shuttle.”

	“That’s a plan.” She grinned and took my hand as we returned to my shuttle. 


Chapter 20: Siobhan 

	I stared at the heavy wooden door to Morgan’s cabin. Unlike my trashed home, it looked no different than the last time I’d seen it. This was it: the moment I'd been waiting for. I knocked on the cabin door.

	Long moments passed, and I considered using the keys. 

	“Go away!” shouted a man’s voice. “I gave you guys everything already. There's nothing left.”

	I knew that voice: Tristan, Morgan's good for nothing ex. What the fuck was he doing here? He was the last person Morgan would have shacked up with during the apocalypse. 

	“Tristan? What are you talking about?”

	“Who's this?”

	“Who do you think it is? It's Siobhan. Where's Morgan?”

	The door opened a crack but nearly slammed shut again the moment Tristan caught sight of Zec’k behind me. 

	“What are you doing with one of those…those…things?” he asked, his voice cracking as he spoke.

	“He’s my ride, and it’s none of your damned business. I'm here for Morgan. Now stop stalling and let us in.” I didn’t have time for this nonsense. “If you don’t, I’ll have my friend here break down this door.”

	“Morgan's not here anymore!”

	“What? Why?” My sister would never leave her home willingly, if it were still safe, especially to a cad like Tristan.

	“They took her. They came looking for food and women and ammo, and they took her. She’s not here anymore, so go away.”

	Behind me, Zec’k grunted. 

	“What?”

	“The male is not telling the truth. I can hear it in his voice.”

	I agreed. I didn’t have Zec’k’s awesome senses, but I knew a rat when I smelled one. “I thought you just said you gave them everything. Did they take her? Or did you give her away?”

	“I had no choice,” Tristan whined. “They threatened to hurt me.” 

	“Fuck it.” I turned to Zec’k. “Can you open this door? Please?”

	He gave it a kick and it slammed open, pushing Tristan back into the cabin.

	“I traveled all the way from Franklin to see my sister, and you’re telling me you gave her away to save your sorry little ass?”

	“I had to.”

	Ugh! His whiny voice made me want to punch him in the face.

	“Well you made a fucking mistake. Do you see my friend here?” I motioned to Zec’k, and Zec’k stood taller, towering over the coward. “You are going to tell me exactly what happened. Who are they? Where are they? And when did they take her?”

	“I don’t know,” he wailed.

	“Bullshit!”

	Zec’k stomped forward with a snarl and lifted him up by the shirt, dangling him off the ground. “Speak,” he growled, and the device on his belt translated. 

	I’d gotten used to the in-ear translator, and the robotic voice caught me off guard. He hadn’t turned on the device since he’d rescued me from Tiff’s little gang. 

	 Zec’k gave him a shake, and Tristan’s eyes went wide in a look of pure terror. A patch of wetness grew at the front of his pants. 

	“Eww!” I made a face, disgusted at what a coward he was.

	“This one leaks as well. It is also defective.” Zec’k held Tristan away from him.

	“It's because you're so scary.” I sent him a bemused smile.

	Zec’k puffed out his chest, flattered. Being scary must be a compliment to hunters.

	“Don’t headbutt this one. I need information.”

	When he’d headbutted Aiden, he’d knocked him out completely, and I didn’t want to give Tristan the easy way out until I knew where Morgan was. I refused to believe I’d come all this way for nothing. 

	“Talk,” Zec’k snarled. “And I won’t feed you to the nearest scourge.” 

	“I don’t know much about them. I swear. Th-there’s a rumor that they live inside the mountains, in caves or something.”

	“What are you not telling us?” Zec’k demanded.

	“N-n-nothing, I swear!”

	“Then you are useless. My pet scuttler is hungry. You will make a good snack.”

	Pet scuttler? I bit my tongue and kept my face relaxed. Zec’k was getting creative with this.

	“No!” Tristan wailed. “Please. I’ll tell you everything. They have guns. Lots of guns. And they have an arena they make people fight in. That’s all I know. Please don’t feed me to the bugs.”

	“When did they take her?” I asked. 

	“Start of winter. Right after the first snow.” 

	Satisfied that he’d told us everything he knew, Zec’k let him go. 

	I was a few months late. Morgan had been here the whole time, waiting for me, and I’d arrived months too late. I wanted to scream.

	His stupid voice kept babbling. “You can’t go after her. They have weapons. And if you take her back, they’ll come after me.”

	“Shut the fuck up, you little coward!” I was losing my shit. Taking a deep breathe, I found my calm. “As far as I’m concerned, you are living in Morgan’s house, eating her food.” I pointed to the fireplace. “Burning her firewood.” 

	“We made up.”

	“The fuck you did.”

	Morgan had ended things with him a long time ago, and the way I saw it, he was squatting in her house. Besides, I was pissed. 

	I stomped into the cabin and ripped the calico cat butt magnet from the fridge. “Reese’s Pieces?” I called. Morgan wouldn’t have willingly gone anywhere without her cat. No response. 

	I gritted my teeth. 

	“Th-the cat left,” Tristan stated as if it wasn’t abundantly clear.  

	I whirled on him and held out my hand. “Give me the keys to the cellar.”

	“What cellar?”

	“I'm not stupid. The Raiders might not know about the cellar, but I do. Give it!”

	Zec’k took a step toward him, and he folded.

	“Okay. Okay. I’ll get it.”

	I headed out to the shed and moved the shelf of tools aside, exposing the door to the underground food storage. The cellar was mostly empty, but there was still meat inside and root crops, probably from Morgan’s last harvest and hunts.  

	“You can’t take this. It’s all I have left.”

	“You gave my sister to a bunch of raiders to save yourself!” I yelled. “You don’t deserve anything. But I’m not taking this food.” I closed the cellar door and locked it. Then, I handed Zec’k the keys. “I’m taking the keys.”

	“No! No! You’re not mean. You’re nice, like Morgan.”

	“No, I’m not.”

	“I’ll starve.”

	“Then you better get hunting.”

	Starving the coward was being nice. What I really wanted to do was pick up the shovel and smash his skull in.

	I walked back to the cloaked shuttle, my hands clenched at my sides. Once close enough, the shuttle appeared before me, and I slapped my palm on the door's control panel. It didn’t open. I whacked it again. Nothing. I was about to slap the door again when Zec’k took my hand in his.

	“Jask’l reset it. I’ll need to program the shuttle to respond to you again.” He opened the door. 

	I stomped inside, my vision blurring.

	Morgan had been here just months ago. I’d come all this way for nothing. I’d known there was a possibility my quest would fail, but it still hurt. Especially to have missed her by a few months when she’d been right here all last winter and through the spring, summer and fall waiting for me. If only I’d come sooner.

	I’m not going to cry. I gritted my teeth as I entered the shuttle. I’m not going to cry.

	Fuck! I didn’t even know if she was still alive. Anything could have happened to her. How was I going to find her? There were probably dozens of raider camps scattered all over these mountains. She could be anywhere. 

	I hated the despair threatening to overcome me, and I hated tears. Tears were for the weak and weakness was a death sentence in this world. 

	I stomped to the bed and let my anger loose on the sleeping mat. The anger I could deal with. But as I screamed and punched at the soft surface, angry yells dissolved into sobs. Painful inhalations wracked my body and threatened to destroy me.

	I found myself in Zec’k’s arms, sobbing and pounding on his chest. 

	“We will find her.” His voice was warm, and I clung to him, soaking up as much comfort as I could.

	I didn’t have it in me to be strong right now. I’d been strong for a long time, and there wasn’t anything left. For now, I let Zec’k be strong for me.

	“How? There must be a dozen groups of thugs in these mountains. Where do we even start. And we don’t even know if she’s alive. What if they were cannibals?” 

	“No. If they were, they would have taken the human male too, even if he leaks. We will find them. There are hunter groups in these mountains that will know more.”

	The shuttle’s proximity alarm blared, and a quick look at the world outside showed Tristan poking at the shuttle with a stick. The cloak was effective from afar, but up close the illusion was easily broken by human eyes. It had been designed to fool the scourge, not us. 

	Zec’k moved to his seat, pulling me with him and sitting me in his lap. He started the shuttle.

	Outside Tristan shrieked, fell over onto his ass, and crab-walked away from the shuttle. He really deserved to starve, and I didn’t regret a thing. 

	Then, with his arms still wrapped protectively around me, Zec’k lifted us into the air.

	 


Chapter 21: Siobhan

	“I’m sorry I’m crying.” I wiped at the traitorous tears on my face. “This must be so annoying.”

	“Negative.” Zec’k pressed his nose into my hair, and the vibrations in his chest softened into a soothing sound that made me want to burrow into his body and forget all my worries. “It doesn’t bother me.”

	“I hate being weak.” I’d known it was a possibility I wouldn’t find Morgan when I got here, so why was I still crying?

	“One moment of sadness does not make you weak.” He said the words with such resolution; they must be true.

	Two fingers gently lifted my chin until our eyes met. The soft yellow of his eyes gave me a warm fuzzy feeling; I couldn’t believe I used to think the Xarc’n hunters’ yellow eyes were strange and cold. 

	“We will find your sister. She is not lost.” 

	I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe him so badly. 

	Keeping one arm still wrapped tightly around me, he pulled up the hunters’ messaging system onto his shuttle’s wall. “I will ask the hunters in the area about the hostile humans in these mountains.” 

	If there was a group of raiders making threats and stealing women, they would know about it. Hope blossomed in my chest.

	Inquiry posted, Zec’k lifted me up and carried me into the sleeping nook, engaging the privacy screen. An alien sunset surrounded us, and I gasped. 

	“It’s beautiful.” I turned to face my warrior. “Thank you. I hadn’t even thought of asking the other hunters. You’ve given me hope.” 

	I wrapped my arms around him, burying my face into his neck. 

	After a long moment, he held me away from him to look me in the eyes. “You believed yourself weak for the tears, but you are as strong as any hunter. I will distract you while we wait for a reply.”

	He kissed the tears that stained my cheeks, slowly moving down toward my mouth. Impatient, I tilted my face to reach him, tasting his lips with mine. Our kiss was salty from the tears that had streaked down my face. 

	With a greedy growl, he pushed me onto the sleeping mat, licking and kissing a trail down my throat and across my collarbone. Purring filled the small space, turning from soothing to insistent. 

	I gripped his horns, knowing how much it affected him, and arched, thrusting my breasts into the air, daring him to push my sweater up and uncover them. He did, and I released his horns for just a moment to help him remove the bra and my bottoms as well. His loincloth ended up tossed to the other side of the small space, my clothes on top of it.

	He didn’t waste any time continuing his explorations. Every spot he touched with his firm fingers and questing lips, from my pebbled nipples to the curve of my waist, threatened to burst into flames. A hand slid down between my thighs, and the heat of his fingers so close to my pussy lit the first kindling. Need seared through me, heating my blood, and I kissed every part of him I could reach, trying to memorize the addictively masculine taste. 

	My hands quested for the hard cock pressing between my legs. The skin was satiny smooth, but he was rigid and firm as granite underneath. He groaned into my skin between kisses when I touched him, and I grinned, feeling sexy, knowing he wanted me. 

	I slid my fingers over the thick head and the hard ridge at the widest part; I was curious about the next section because, instead of a shaft, his cock dipped in, only to widen again into another head-shaped portion. My knees tightened around him as I wondered how his cock would feel inside me.

	His fingers swiped at the seam of my pussy, and he moved down my body, tasting every part of me as if I was a buffet just for him. Too eager to do nothing, I fumbled with the cord holding his dark hair before threading my fingers into the thick strands. He paused, looking up at me with a sinful smile, before wedging his shoulders between my knees.  

	A thick finger parted my folds and pressed in as my insides quivered with anticipation. My fingers tightened in Zec’k’s hair, and my thighs pressed against the sides of his horns as he lowered his mouth.

	Yes! I moaned at the first lick, and so did he.

	“I’ve wanted to taste you for so long.” 

	Zec’k devoured me, licking and kissing my clit as he thrust his fingers into my depths. The rumble coming from him was so strong it added vibrations to everything he did. My knees started to shake as I panted for air, trying to grasp at whatever control I had left. Everything felt so tight, so wound up, as if the cord was pulled so taut it could no longer hold. 

	My hips jerked with every slide of his thick fingers, and tiny mews and gasps followed every circle of his tongue. He added another finger and slid his tongue over my clit, and white exploded in my vision. I screamed, my body shaking violently from the release. 

	I felt Zec’k move me, putting me into position, and I let him, completely sated to the bones. It wasn’t until he pushed my chest down into the sleeping mat that I realized he’d put me on my hands and knees. He leaned over, supporting me with his strong hands on my hips and belly. I clutched at the mat, my fingers digging in. 

	“So beautiful.” He palmed my ass and squeezed, pulling my hips higher in the air. 

	The tip of his cock nudged at my entrance. He was huge, and I suddenly had a moment of fear. But I knew Zec’k, and he would never hurt me. I looked back over my shoulder at my hunter, so imposing and protective behind me. 

	His yellow eyes roamed me with wonder as if I were the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. He stared unabashedly at me as if in awe. Yes, I trusted him, and I was ready.

	“Please,” I begged. I didn’t want to wait anymore; I’d waited too long already.

	With his hands on my hips, he pressed in, the first thick head invading my very being. I panted into the sleeping mat, my fingers clawing at the soft surface. He pushed again, and I cried out, unable to stop the sound from escaping my lips. It was so intense.

	Zeck reached around to play with my clit, and the new wetness helped guide his way in. His next thrust parted me with the thick ridge at the first head, then it was in, and my muscles clamped down around him. Another thrust had me gasping for air as another of the head-like sections sank into my body. I felt so full, I doubted I could take more.

	But I did. The next section had me moaning and screaming, but I didn’t want to stop. Not now. Not ever. I rocked my hips back, eager for completion. He grunted, and the fingers of one hand tightened almost painfully, deliciously painfully, on my ass. 

	“More!” I begged, barely recognizing the breathy yet demanding voice as mine. “Please.”

	It was as if those two words broke his control. With a snarl, he set a fast rhythm. I screamed into the mat, my eyes unfocused. He curled his upper body around me, his hips still pistoning. I was both tense and limp, and nothing worked on my body; all I could do was hang on and feel. I felt everything: the vibrations of his chest, the thick cock claiming me, the heat of his body surrounding us. 

	For a moment, the world stopped. We were both midbreath, the silence so loud it deafened me. The shaking started in my belly and soon took over my body. My muscles were useless, and I would have been flat on the bed if Zec’k hadn’t been holding me up. 

	It took me a moment before realizing the screaming in the room came from me. Every nerve lit up like fireflies on an early summer night, and I surrendered to the glory, not able to do anything else.

	


Chapter 22: Zec’k

	 

	Every muscle in Siobhan’s body shook from her pleasure. She screamed, the wonderful sound filling my shuttle with proof of her bliss. 

	I reached for a thick handful of hair. She’d reacted well to this last time when kissed, her lust shooting higher along with mine. I moved her on my cock, one hand in her hair and the other on her hip. 

	She cried out with every movement. 

	The sound was too much, and another hard thrust had the base of my spine drawing up tight. The release started there and ran through my body uncontrolled. I pumped into her wildly, my movement erratic as the hot pressure exploded and took over.

	I poured myself into my female. Everything. All of me. Siobhan had all of me. 

	Heart pounding stronger than after the worst battle, I rested on my arms, holding myself over her body, afraid to move in case I collapsed on her. Eventually, with much effort, I lowered myself to the sleeping mat and rolled us over, turning her to face me. 

	“Mmm” she hummed, turning to rub her face against my throat. “That was amazing.”

	I grunted. It was. But I had no words that could do it justice. 

	I closed my eyes, my arms wrapped around my female as her breathing slowed. She must be exhausted, especially with the emotional ups and downs over the last two days.

	I wanted to grab a towel and clean us, but she slept so sweetly on my chest I couldn’t move, so I let her sleep. 

	She mumbled something incoherent and rubbed her cheek over my pecs. This felt so good, so right, and I didn’t want to ever let go. She could sleep on me or in my arms every night until I died, and it still wouldn’t be enough.

	How could I ever let her return to the Franklin group? My sleeping nook would never be the same now that she’d been in it. I wished there was a way to record this moment, this feeling, so I could relive it again and again in the future. It felt significant, as if it was one of the most important moments of my life. 

	Earlier, Siobhan had tried to prevent her eyes from leaking but had failed. From my understanding of humans, it was a sign of pain or sadness. If she’d thought her sister lost forever, she’d had plenty of reason to be in pain. 

	Her distress had threatened to rip a hole in my being large enough to bury a whole army of hunters. I’d do anything to complete this mission and reunite her with her sister. I couldn’t do that if Morgan was gone; I had to operate on the assumption that she was still alive. 

	I turned my eyes to the eternal sunset. The sunset always calmed me, and I’d sat in here often thinking about Nob’k. I’d hoped it would have a similar effect on Siobhan. She’d enjoyed it, calling it beautiful.

	If I had to be completely honest, I found Earth’s sunsets to be more spectacular. Maybe it was because I’d never been to Xarc, but I’d watched Earth’s sunsets in the flesh dozens upon dozens of times.  I knew Earth better than I’d ever know Xarc, and like many hunters here, I considered this my home now. 

	How much better would this home be if Siobhan agreed to stay with me while I made my monthly trek across the continent? She loved the people she lived with though, and I knew it wouldn’t be fair to ask her to leave them, especially if I couldn’t offer her the completeness of a mate bond. 

	I’d gone from claiming I didn’t want a mate to worrying that a bond would never form. 

	I huffed and closed my eyes. I’d worry about it when the sun rose tomorrow.

	 

	 

	 

	I woke a few hours later with Siobhan stirring in my arms. Her eyes were wide open; she’d been awake for a while. 

	“Can’t sleep?” 

	I often had trouble sleeping, especially when my thoughts visited Nob’k or if I dreamt of the event that had led to my injury. Unlike some hunters who were never disturbed by bad dreams, they tormented me regularly, though I hadn’t had one since I’d shared a sleeping mat with Siobhan that first night with Lok’n’s group.

	“Just thinking.”

	I didn’t need to ask what she thought about. 

	She stretched, and I rolled to give her more space. Throughout the night, we’d shifted positions so that I spooned her body. I tried to move my arms, but nothing happened. 

	I frowned. “I cannot let go.”

	“It’s okay. I’m comfortable, and I can stretch just fine.” She demonstrated again, stretching electrically against my front.

	“No,” I said as the implications filtered into my sleep-sodden brain. “I cannot let go.”

	She made a face of consternation before it slowly dissolved. “Oh!” She’d caught on. “I’m your mate!” Her mouth dropped open. 

	A feeling of dread crawled in, drowning my initial elation. She didn’t know about Nob’k. She didn’t know that I’d been the reason the hunter who’d trusted me the most was no longer among the living. 

	“What’s wrong?” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Nuh-uh. You don’t get to tell me you’re not looking for a mate. That ship sailed hours ago.” Hurt flashed in her eyes, and I wanted nothing but to alleviate it. “Don’t you dare tell me you don’t want me. Not after what we experienced.”

	“Not want you?” I snarled at the abhorrent thought. “I want you more than anything. I want you more than life itself. I told you, I don't make a good mate. You deserve better than me. And now, you are stuck with an unworthy hunter.”

	It was as if all the progress I’d made fighting alongside Lok’n and Haax’l crumbled into asteroid dust. Years of belief couldn’t be erased by a few days of change. 

	“Unworthy?” she shrieked. “How the fuck are you unworthy? You rescued me from a burning fucking building filled with bugs, you took care of the idiots who’ve been messing with my people, you came between Harb’k and certain death, and you’ve given me hope when all hope was lost. Tell me. How the fuck are you unworthy?”

	Krux. 

	I had to tell her. She deserved to know.

	“I—” The words stuck in my throat. “I—” I buried my face into her hair and spoke through the silky strands as if the beauty of it could filter out the ugly words. “I wasn’t hunting alone that day. Another warrior, Nob’k, hunted with me. He was my—” I searched for the English word as hunters had no word for what Nob’k had been to me “—best friend, like a brother.”

	I swallowed hard. This was the first time I’d spoken of it out loud. It had taken a decade and finding my mate to release it from the prison of my head. 

	“He died because of me. He died because I made a mistake.” I pulled away from her enough to meet her eyes. “This is why I’m not a worthy hunter.”

	Siobhan lay there, eyes wide and shaking her head. 

	Still unable to release her, I angled my body away to hide my shame. 

	“Tell me what happened.”

	I told her everything. I told her of my foolish suggestion to take on the larger group and how I’d convinced Nob’k to go with me instead of taking his smarter and safer idea of luring in the smaller, more manageable horde. I told her of the moment I’d realized we’d made a horrible mistake and how he’d died from his injuries trapped in that cave with me as we waited for help.

	“He’d still be alive if I hadn’t been greedy for a challenging hunt.”

	Siobhan was silent for long minutes after. When she finally spoke, it wasn't to express her disappointment. “It wasn't your fault. it was a horrible situation, but it wasn't your fault. You both made the choice that day, and there was nothing you could do.”

	I made to protest, but Siobhan pressed a finger to my lips.

	“Let me guess. You feel guilty that you lived, and he did not. You believe you could have done more to save him. Sometimes, do you not wish that it had been you instead?"

	How? How did she know?

	“You suffer from survivor’s guilt. It’s kind of like PTSD.” She huffed. “A lot of the survivors back home deal with it. They blame themselves for being still alive when the people they love are gone. Some have difficulty sleeping; others suffer from nightmares. They lose their appetites and have obsessive thoughts about what happened, playing the event over and over and asking what could have been done to change the outcome. Some of them were suicidal, taking big risks when they foraged.” She sighed. “It ate them up alive.”

	Each symptom she listed was like a punch in the gut. She’d cracked my skull open, laid out my brain, and read the contents like a book. 

	“I’m sorry you had to go through that Zec’k. I’m no therapist, and I don’t know how to help you, except to tell you that it wasn’t your fault.” She set her jaw and held my eyes. “And I do not believe you are unworthy because of it. The only things I blame are the bugs.”

	“What if my actions and decisions put you in danger as well?” The idea sat in my belly like a lump of lead, weighing me down and poisoning my joy at having been given a mate.

	“What if my actions put you in danger? I’m a bit shocked at the mate bond, but I trust it. I trust you, Zec’k. You are strong and capable, and there’s no one else I’d rather be on this quest with.” The sentence ended with a yawn.

	 Yawning was a sign of low oxygen, but research told me that humans also yawned when tired. She needed rest. 

	Siobhan twisted in my arms to nestle back against the hollow of my body and relaxed. “Let’s get some sleep so we can look for Morgan tomorrow.” She reached up over her head and scratched at my scalp at the base of my horns. 

	I closed my eyes and leaned into her hands. 

	She believed in me, trusted me. Warmth and contentment spread through my body. It was my life’s goal to prove the mate bond had chosen correctly from this moment forth. I would not let her down.

	“Goodnight, Zec’k.”

	This was a custom I’d never experienced. Not knowing how to reply, I said, “It is the best night.”

	I had my mate in my sleeping nook. She knew the truth now and hadn’t recoiled from me as I’d expected. Yes. This was the best of nights. 

	 


Chapter 23: Zec’k 

	It was two days before the bond released us, finally satisfied with our connection. I’d thought of Nob’k often over this time. If he’d known of humans, he would’ve been adamant about coming to this planet and finding us compatible mates. He would have wanted this for me. When I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine opening them to see him here, ready to butt horns with me and celebrate.

	It was also impossible to feel sorry for myself and hide in the past with Siobhan’s hope radiating so strongly. 

	We’d received information about the raiders in the mountains the next morning, and that gave us another full day to plan and map out the area. 

	The thugs lived in the natural cave formations in the mountains, making them difficult to see from the air, but the hunter who’d given us the information had been inside their stronghold and sent us co-ordinates, saving us the time it would’ve taken to locate one of the members and follow him back to their hideout.

	I was glad I’d gotten my ship repaired, as the cloak made it possible for us to stay hidden as we watched the entrance. Some humans had the ability to detect our ships, even with the cloak in effect, but even so, it was difficult to do when the vessel was stationary and hidden in the trees. 

	However, from our position, it was impossible to see inside the entrance; we could only monitor who went in and out. Many of them were fully armed; this group was not shy with its weapons.

	“We need to get closer.” I marked a location on the map. “From here, I should be able to see inside the mouth of the cave.”

	The other hunter had mentioned that most of the activity happened in the large cavern at the mouth of the cave system, where sunlight made burning fuel to see unnecessary. But he’d gone in at the start of the cold season, and the humans could have moved deeper for warmth. 

	“Can I come with you?” Siobhan asked, turning sideways in my lap.

	 Despite not needing to be touching anymore, we still spent much of our time in contact. Now that I’d spent two days with her attached to me, I wanted her there all the time. 

	“I need to stretch my legs. I promise I’ll stay where you tell me to.” 

	As long as she didn’t get too close to the well-traveled paths, she should be safe. 

	It was still dark, and the sun had just risen high enough to supply sufficient light, aided by the reflection off the snow, for Siobhan to see. The humans at the cave had not yet started their day, and it would be safe for a short while. Unlike hunters, humans needed enough light to maneuver. 

	“Come. But do not get too close to the cave, and stay off the paths.”

	Using a white, plastic cargo cover as camouflage against the snowy mountainside, we stepped out of my shuttle and looped around, taking the long way to the location I’d pinpointed. 

	From the brush at the side of the path, it was difficult to see into the awakening cave. The activity at the cave mouth was ramping up, and soon the first group of humans would leave their home, making it more dangerous for Siobhan to be out away from the shuttle.

	“I need to get closer.” I held her at arm’s length by her shoulders. “Stay here and hide in the brush.” 

	She wore something puffy she’d called earmuffs over her ears, and when she nodded, the puffy fur nodded with her. It was adorable. I cupped the fluffy mounds, pulled her close, and kissed the top of her head. 

	I stepped out onto the path, staying off to one side so I could easily duck back into the trees if I needed to. There were still many deciduous trees at this altitude, and they currently lacked their leaves, but the trunks still made for good cover. The conifers, which grew in clusters between the broad-leaved specimens, helped prevent a straight line of sight, as did the low evergreen shrubs along the edge of the path.

	I sniffed the air. Humans had been here recently, perhaps last night. From our surveillance of the cave, this path was never used, which was why I’d chosen it. Something felt off, and I paused, looking around. The sounds of the forests continued uninterrupted, giving me no hint at what had the hairs at the base of my horns raised. 

	I noticed the trap too late. By the time I was aware of my predicament, the ground was already crumbling under my feet. 

	Krux!

	I tumbled down into the pit, and the tarp that had held the leaf litter, hiding the hole, came down with me, along with the heavy boulders that had held it in place. The trap was designed so that small animals, too light to move the boulders, wouldn’t trigger it, but a human, hunter, or a scourge would.

	As I fell, loud clanging of metal items rang through the mountains, alerting the humans waking in the caves. 

	One of the boulders knocked me in the head, vibrating my skull through my horns. The impact echoed across the mountainside like a clap of thunder. I landed on something hard, and the other boulder landed on my chest, knocking the wind out of me. When the world stilled, I found myself at the bottom of a pit, with the leaf litter and boulders atop of me. 

	“Zec’k!” Siobhan exclaimed. 

	But to my relief, she said no more, and her face did not poke over the ledge. Good. She was staying where I’d left her and keeping quiet.

	I heaved the boulder off my body and inhaled deeply, checking for a cracked rib. It didn’t hurt to breathe. I was lucky, and hoped my luck held long enough to climb my way out of this pit before the humans showed up. That alarm had been loud.

	Before I could even start climbing, humans appeared at the ledge with their weapons pointed at me.

	“We’ve been watching your shuttle for days. So glad you’ve finally decided to join us.” The male who spoke threw down a rope. “Now be a good little monster and climb on out. And if you try anything stupid, we’ll kill the girl first. You might get the drop on one of us, but she’ll be dead before you get to her.”

	I heaved myself over the ledge. A heavily armored male held Siobhan in front of him, a gun trained to her head.

	The human closest to me spoke. “If you even think about causing trouble, my buddy there is going to blow her brains out. You want your little fuck toy alive? You do exactly what we say, or you’ll be fucking a corpse. Now put your hands up where I can see them.”

	The male, who must be the leader of this group, ordered his males to strip me of my weapons, harness, armor, and communicator. They left the translator, which was switched off and was easily mistaken for decoration on my belt. 

	 They’d known we were here. He’d mentioned watching our shuttle. Had someone given us away? The other hunter? No, impossible. Tristan? He was too much of a coward. Somehow, these thugs had known we were here. 

	They marched us down to the cave, and just as the other hunter had said, much of the activity centered around the main cavern. The male holding Siobhan continued with her into a darkened corridor, and I had to force myself to be calm as she disappeared around the corner; the male still had the weapon held to her temple.

	They shoved me into a metal cage that was on top of a wheeled platform, then chained the door of the cage shut behind me. 

	“I'd stay far from the bars if I were you,” the leader warned. He walked a few yards over and pulled a lever. “Unless you enjoy being fried to a crisp.”

	This explained the thick mat on the cage floor; it served as insulation. Whatever it was they wanted me for, they wanted to keep me alive. If they’d wanted me dead, they had enough fire power to do so.

	He turned to the other humans getting ready for their day. “Look boys and girls, we rustled up tonight’s entertainment.”

	The crowd gave a rowdy cheer. 

	“What should we do with this purple freak?”

	“Target practice!” yelled a voice.

	“No! Put him in the arena. Those motherfuckers can fight. Let’s see how good he really is.”

	“Yeah! Put him in the arena!”

	“Arena, arena, arena!”

	The leader held up his hand. “The arena it is!”

	The crowd cheered rowdily, slapping their hands on whatever surfaces were near and stomping their feet.

	There were several other cages lined up along the rounded stone walls of the cavern. Most were empty, but a human male was stuck inside the one next to me. He lay curled on the thick mat in the fetal position.

	I took note of my surroundings. A few females mixed with the mostly male population, but I didn’t see anyone who matched the description Siobhan had given me of Morgan. There were other chambers in the cave system, however. There could be more females elsewhere. 

	I had to find an escape. 

	A shape at the other side of the large cavern piqued my interest. It was hidden behind some crates and covered with several large sheets sewn together, the different colors and fabrics forming a patchwork pattern, but it was unmistakable. These thugs had a hunter’s shuttle.

	That explained how they knew of our presence. All Xarc’n vessels, unless they had their tracker disabled, showed up on the maps. And even vessels with disabled trackers could be detected through a scan when in close proximity. They’d known I was there the entire time and had been waiting for me to either emerge from my shuttle or leave.

	They probably also had access to our messaging system, giving them knowledge of all hunter activity in their area.  The hunters here must not know of this, or else they would have narrowed down which vessel had been taken and locked the signal out of the network. 

	The leader had deposited my communicator on a nearby table. It beeped, signaling a proximity alert for my shuttle.

	They were trying to get in. 

	But it wasn’t the shuttle I worried about. 

	They had Siobhan, and they knew to use her against me. If it wasn’t for the weapon at her temple, I would have escaped easily. These people had guns—the kind that took hunters down and kept them down—but we were fast and could heal from a few bullet wounds. They couldn’t keep a weapon on her indefinitely, and when they slipped up, I’d rescue us from this mess.

	And if they had hurt her, they’d better run. Because for my mate, I wouldn’t hesitate to turn this entire mountain to rubble.

	


Chapter 24: Siobhan 

	Morgan wasn’t here. I’d checked every woman in the chamber, and Morgan wasn’t here.

	There had been women in the main room as well, but if Morgan had been among them, she would’ve recognized me when I came in. The entire cave had turned to watch.

	The naturally occurring chamber had no door, but a guard sat at the entrance. There were just over a dozen women, and while they didn’t look, at first glance, to be badly treated—no large bruises or anything—some of them clearly weren’t happy here. It showed in their eyes.

	“Is there another place they keep the women?” I asked the redhead in front of me.

	“No. We are it.” She sent me an apologetic look, glanced around, and lowered her voice. “I’m sorry you’re stuck here with us. This is where they put the new members they don’t trust yet. I’ve been here all winter.” 

	“We’re all women in here?”

	“Yup. They don’t take in men anymore. And they are picky with the women too.” She eyed a woman who lounged on the other side of the room, her legs propped up by the small fire. “Be careful what you say around that one. She’s a rat. And if they think you’re a threat, they’ll put you in the arena.”

	“The arena?”

	She waved it off. “You don’t want to know. Just be careful around her.”

	“Thanks for the heads up,” I whispered. “What about the rest of you?” 

	“Most of us are here because there’s nowhere else for us to go. According to the people here, we’re the lucky ones. We’re safe and protected, and we’re fed every day. They think themselves heroes for providing for us.” She rolled her eyes. “I guess they have a point. I’d be dead out there if they kicked me out.”

	That explained the lack of doors. These women wouldn’t run because there was nowhere to go.

	“So I’m stuck here sucking up to a bunch of assholes, pretending I like them. Seriously, some of the women here are worse than the men. At least I can guess what the men want, but some of these bitches would love to see me fed to the bugs.” The redhead eyed the woman by the fire again.

	“That sucks.”

	“As I said. I’m sorry you’re stuck with us now.”

	I sat down crossed-legged on a fur rug on the ground. 

	 “Morgan, where are you?” I sighed to myself under my breath.

	The redhead perked up. “That name sounds familiar. She’s not here. I think she was the one who broke out with her hunter.”

	Morgan was free? With a hunter? Relief flooded my system. Then frustration took over. All this time, I could have found her simply by having Zec’k ask for her by name on the hunter’s network!

	Now I just had to find a way to get us out of this. This was all my fault. He’d never have gotten into this predicament if he hadn’t gone on this wild goose chase with me.

	The woman lounging in front of the fire, noticing our whispering, got up and approached us. “You must be the new girl they liberated from that monster.”

	Liberated?

	“Yes, she is,” the redhead said quickly, elbowing me surreptitiously. “She was just telling me how glad she was to be free.” 

	Oh, so we were playing that game. I could do this. I pasted on a sickly-sweet smile.

	“You better be. They don’t keep monster lovers, especially plain-looking ones. Monster lovers go into the arena..”

	“What’s the arena?”

	“That’s where they feed you to the bugs and watch. They’re going to put that purple freak in there tonight. We’ve never had a hunter in there before. The guys are excited for the show. The bugs are hungry; we haven’t fed them in a while.” The woman got more animated as she spoke. “They’re already taking bets on how long the freak will last. The last guy only lasted two rounds in there.”

	She practically oozed excitement; it was disgusting. I tempered my reaction and kept my face as neutral as I could. These people were the real monsters.

	I needed to get to Zec’k. I doubted these people truly understood how capable these hunters were. Unless they had a whole horde of bugs hidden away in these mountains as pets, Zec’k should be able to handle himself. Though, I’d never seen him fight without his weapons.

	The man who’d referred to himself as the leader walked in, scanning the room. His eyes landed on us. 

	“I’m glad you ladies are getting acquainted with our newest member.” He turned to me. “Follow me to the next room. Let’s have a chat and get you familiarized with how things work here.”

	I got up and followed him through the corridor to the next chamber, this one lit by lanterns rather than a fire.

	“I apologize for having Hector point a gun at you.” He gestured for me to sit at a table before taking a seat across from me. “But it was the only way to get that freak to behave. They get all protective over the women they steal. It’s almost humorous how attached they get. It is their true weakness.” He leaned back. “But that’s neither here nor there. You are safe now. How long did that monster have you in his shuttle? And where did he take you from?”

	The redhead was right. These people really did believe they were heroes, and that was more terrifying than if they’d known they were villains. 

	He reached across the table and put a hand out in front of me. “Do not be frightened of telling us, we do not judge the victim. We won’t throw you out just because one has touched you.”

	I doubt he’d be so nice if he knew I wasn’t a victim. The woman had said that monster lovers went to the arena, and they were going to put Zec’k in the arena tonight.

	I didn’t know how we were going to make it out alive, but I knew the first step was to get to my mate. And if that meant I had to piss off everyone here and get myself thrown in there as well, then so be it. Morgan wasn’t here, and I needed to get out. I’d rather die trying than not try at all.

	I stuck my chin out. “He didn’t steal me. I went with him willingly. These hunters are here to help us fight the bugs. Why wouldn’t I want to thank them for their service?”

	The man’s face clouded over.

	“Silly woman! You’ve been fooled.” He shook his head, tsking as if I was some child who was acting up. “But it’s not too late. How long were you in his shuttle?”

	“Why do you care?”

	“We can still break the brainwashing, and you can join us and be human again.” He sent me a patronizing look as if he pitied me for being so dumb as to believe the hunters. “These monsters are not here to save Earth. If they were, then why are the bugs still here? They’ve been here for almost two years, yet the bugs still roam our planet. I am tired and bored with their failure to save the Earth. 

	Unbelievable! This idiot thought the Xarc’n hunters could somehow snap their fingers, and the bugs would just disappear from our blue-green rock. Did he not know that they, and the humans working with them, spent every waking moment looking for new ways to rid our world of the scourge? Did he think that simply by virtue of the hunters being on Earth, the bugs would go poof?

	“Look Mister, I don’t know where you’ve been hiding for the past two years, but this is going to be a long-ass fight, and those ‘monsters’ and our own people are out there together every day busting their asses.”

	“Then why don’t they just go in and kill the queen. Or burn the nests with fire?” He jutted his chin out snidely as if he’d found the solution everyone else had missed.

	“The queen?” Did he seriously believe there was just one? “Which one? The one under New York City? Or the ones in the nests around these mountains? And fire? Our military tried that, and it didn’t work. And it won’t until we can get inside the nests and burn them from the inside out.”

	His face turned red, looking as if he was about to explode.

	Man, this guy needed to get his emotions under control. He was flip-flopping more than a fish on dry land. 

	“You’re one of those monster sympathizers,” he barked. “We risked our lives to rescue you from the brute, but you’re just as bad as them. You'll join your monster in the arena, and you'll die with him there. Hector!” 

	The armored man who had dumped me in the other chamber stepped into view. 

	“She’s going in the arena. Throw her in with the monster for the finale. She’s not pretty enough to keep, and we don’t need another mouth to feed. Especially one that spouts such nonsense.”

	The leader stood and stomped out of the room.


Chapter 25: Zec’k 

	 The human male who’d been locked in the cage next to me faced off against two bandits armed with knives and spiked clubs in the arena. It could hardly be called a fight; it was more akin to murder in slow motion. Not only was the prisoner unarmed, but he was also badly injured. One of his arms hung loosely by his side, paralyzed by a scuttler wound. And one entire side of his body was battered and bruised, most likely from a previous fight here in the arena.

	The arena was set inside a ravine that fractured off from the main canyon. They’d built high walls on either side, and along with the canyon walls, they formed a roughly rhomboid fighting pit. It had two entrances: the one through which they threw the participant, and another which opened into the crevasse’s dead-end. The dead-end was filled with scourge the humans had trapped for their entertainment.

	Before this current fight, the prisoner had fought and killed a pair of scuttlers with nothing but the tiny knife they’d given him. He’d lost the knife inside the last scuttler’s skull. The male was a brave fighter and one I would have been proud to fight beside.

	While still in the cave, I’d spoken to him when the others weren’t paying attention. I hadn’t turned on my translator, yet the male had understood me, which meant he had one of our in-ear translators installed. Another hunter had cared enough about communicating with him to have given him the device. 

	I hadn’t been able to ask his name, or much about himself, as the others had noticed us speaking. He’d spent what time we had telling me about the arena.

	I turned my face to the sky, muttering an unheard eulogy for the warrior I would never know as the two thugs lunged in for their killing blow.

	The camp exploded in morbid ovation. We were nothing but entertainment to them, blood sport to gratify their cruelty.

	If it was entertainment they wanted, then entertainment they would get. How many scourge could they hold in that dead end? I’d tear them all to shreds—if not for myself and my survival, then on behalf of this fallen human warrior.

	They wheeled my cage into the arena next, then once the gate slammed shut behind me, they turned off the electricity keeping me prisoner. The crowd erupted again, eager to witness my death. They would not have it.

	One side of the cliff had levels which acted as viewing platforms. The raiders watched from these makeshift balconies, beyond reach of the scourge. They must not have any centicreeps or flyers in their collection, which meant I’d be fighting scuttlers and spitters.

	The leader, who watched from the lowest ledge, threw something down into the arena. My harness and armor. They must believe the show would end too quickly without them, because they sure weren't giving these to me for my benefit.

	I pushed open my cage door, almost expecting to be shocked, but it opened, and I leaped off the platform onto the ground. I scrutinized the walls on either side of the canyon; it was not enough to hold a hunter. 

	With the retractable claws on my hands and the permanently exposed talons on my feet, I would have no problem scaling either wall, though the face with the spectator platforms was easier. The raiders were well-armed, however, and the opposite wall, though harder to climb, was my best bet at escaping the arena.

	As I ran over to my armor, I contemplated my escape route. It was tempting, but I could not take the easy way out now. Siobhan was still trapped with these cruel people, and I needed to get her out. 

	I searched for her face up on the ledges. Were they forcing her to watch my demise? But she was nowhere to be seen.

	I glanced over to the fallen warrior. They had left the body in the arena, most likely as a way to feed their scourge pets. I also needed to avenge the fighter who’d succumbed to the arena before me.

	Two human males pulled on the chain connected to the gate holding in the scourge, and a group of scuttlers scurried out, followed by a trio of spitters. The portcullis slammed down, smashing into the claw of another scuttler that had been trying to make it out. The gate crushed the claw as it crashed to the ground, and the creature shrieked.

	The other scourge turned at the sound, and I used the distraction to pull on my leather protection. Then I ran over to the dead human male and snatched up the piece of leather he had been using as a makeshift shield.

	The scourge turned back, surveying the arena, their hungry eyes landing on me.

	I reached for my swords, only to remember they were still inside the cave, along with my blaster. My only consolation was that my weapons were programmed to my body; to these humans, my swords would be no more than swords, the plasma edges refusing to work. The blaster would also be useless, unless someone had figured out how to pair the weapons up with another body signature.

	Some males on the lowest spectator platform started stomping their feet in an attempt to get the scourge riled up. As if the angry shriek from the scuttler losing its claw hadn't been enough.

	As I glared up at the bandits, I got a brilliant idea. They were not out of range of the spitters’ acid. All I had to do was find a way to get the spitters to aim up at the aggravating crowd.

	I ran back toward the cage and pushed the wheeled platform directly in front of the lowest ledge. The scuttlers, which moved faster than their spitter counterparts, were almost on me now. I clambered up onto the cage.

	The scuttlers were not good climbers; however, the cage wasn't very tall, and the latticework provided easy footing. The scuttlers didn't waste any time climbing up the sides. I used the leather shield to protect myself, shoving each scuttler down as it reached the top. I had to hold my position until the spitters were in place.

	The spitters settled into position and reared up onto their hindquarters. Unlike the scuttlers, they didn’t have legs and slithered on the ground. They tilted up, aiming at me. I shoved the scuttler just climbing over the top of the cage over the edge and waved my shield high up over my head. The spitters readjusted, aiming even higher.

	They paused as they always did before they launched their spittle, and I dodged out of their way, rolling off the cage. The hiss of the spray sounded moments before screaming and chaos filled the air. 

	Distracted by the noise the humans on the first ledge were making, the scuttlers ignored me. Most of the acid had landed on the canyon walls, but some had made it onto the ledge, splashing across the spectators. Those who were hit screamed and howled. The others ran from the ledge, escaping to higher ground. One unfortunate member of the audience was knocked into the arena.

	He was armed with one of those Earth-made weapons that spat out many small bullets at once. Hunters had made ourselves familiar with Earth firearms, as they were often used against us. The machine gun was effective against humans and Xarc’n warriors but was of limited use against the scourge.

	Here, against only a handful of scuttlers, this weapon gave the wielder an advantage. Against a swarm of thousands, it was useless. 

	The male struggled to his feet, aiming the weapon at the scuttlers who were now almost on him. Instead of aiming for the joints and eyes, the weakest parts of the scourge, he shot wildly. Some of the bullets pinged off the tough carapaces, and others lodged in the outer layer, not bothering the scuttlers one bit.

	The scuttlers descended on the male, and aside from those suffering from the scourges’ acid, who were being transported out of the area, the rest of the spectators fell into shocked silence.

	I ignored the spitters now as they were weaponless for the time being. I approached the feasting scuttlers. One of them, unable to get in on the kill, turned on me. I lured him away from the feeding mound. This was almost too easy.

	This was a fun training exercise I’d partaken in as a young warrior. Staying well away from the front claws, I danced around the scuttler, ripping off a limb here, a limb there, until it was just a body, head, and claws writhing uselessly on the ground.

	I systematically worked through the rest of the scuttlers until they were all neutralized. Picking up the machine gun and the vest of ammunition from the mangled, half-eaten body, I approached the spitters, which had lined up along the side of the canyon, unknowingly waiting for their execution. 

	Well-aimed sprays of the bullets at the head joints beheaded them all. 

	I turned to the audience, which stood in open-mouthed disbelief. I didn’t have my translator but hoped that some of them had in-ear translators—they did have access to a shuttle. I gestured to the carnage, then pointed to the human fighter I’d befriended. 

	“This is revenge for him!”

	The leader understood. “You think you’re so good? It doesn’t matter if you kill all the bugs. You aren’t leaving here alive. Even if we have to shoot you and your slut down ourselves.”

	He turned to one of his thugs. “Throw her in now!” he demanded. “And release the rest of the bugs.”  

	The gate opened, and they shoved a small form into the arena. It landed hard and sprawled onto the dirt floor. The gate slammed down behind it. It was useless to leave that way,  anyway. Guards on the nearest ledge aimed their weapons down at me as I approached the small form.

	The mess of raven hair lifted, and Siobhan stared back at me with frightened eyes. She had been here the whole time, watching me fight from the gate.

	I pulled her into my arms. “My mate.”

	She clung to me. “They were going to keep me, but I heard you were going into the arena. So I pissed the leader off to get myself thrown in here with you.”

	“You did the right thing.”

	“You’re not angry at me for putting myself in danger?”

	I grinned. “Negative. We’re together now. Let’s get out of here.”

	Then, the other gate opened.

	 


Chapter 26: Siobhan 

	“What the fuck are those?” 

	The bugs that came through the gate were ones I’d never seen before. Instead of the large mantis claws of the scuttlers, these bugs’ claws were smaller. They also had a set of large rear legs that reminded me of grasshoppers, that the scuttlers didn’t have. They were dark brown with a metallic sheen on their carapace.

	It only took a moment for me to find out what those legs did. One of the monsters hopped, the hind legs working like a pneumatic spring, and landed far in front of where it had been. These ones jumped!

	“Those are lungers. They are sometimes made in nests in mountainous terrain.”

	More scourge filed out, these ones looking like the flyers without their wings.

	“Wingless flyers?” I asked.

	“Affirmative. After their wings are damaged beyond use, they shed them, but these look like they’ve been kept wingless on purpose. They are still extremely dangerous, but we are not going to fight them. They can’t reach us once we are up on the canyon walls.”

	The scourge, attracted by the previous kill and the other dead man in the arena, didn’t notice us immediately. 

	“Keep yourself small, stay along the wall, and run to the rock there. Hide behind it when you reach it.” He pulled me in for a desperate kiss. “I will create a distraction so the humans do not shoot at us. Go!”

	I didn’t hesitate. I had no idea how we were going to get out of here, but Zec’k had a plan, and I wasn’t going to let him down.

	I ran to the rock set next to the side of the canyon wall opposite from the audience. I had the perfect view as Zec’k pulled a feeding wingless flyer from the feast by the tail. Unlike the scuttlers’ and lungers’ claws and the blades at the side of a centicreep’s body, the spike on the flyer’s tail lacked toxins, as it was meant to impale. He swung the beast by the tail in a wide arc and launched it into the second tier of spectators.

	The audience dissolved into screams again. Served them right.

	He did the same to the rest of the flyers, leaving the lungers to feast on the carcass. Then, with the raiders distracted with staying alive, he joined me at the rock.

	“Hold onto me,” Zec’k demanded, as he lifted me into his arms. “Legs too; wrap them around so I can use my hands. I need you to hang onto me while I climb.”

	“Climb?” I frowned at the vertical canyon walls as I hung on.

	“My claws will dig into the cracks. We can get out of here, but they have guns, and we need to climb while they are using the guns on the flyers.”

	As he started up the arena wall, one of the lungers turned, spotted us, and shrieked. I’d never heard that bone-chilling noise before, and I never wanted to hear it again. 

	I shuddered. Great. More bugs for me to have nightmares about.

	The rest of the lungers and the lone scuttler, which was missing its left claw, lifted their heads from the quickly disappearing carcass. We’d been spotted. Eager for fresh meat, the scourge turned on us. With my arms wrapped around Zec’k’s neck and my legs around his hips, I peered over his shoulder as the terrifying beasts stampeded closer. 

	As Zec’k started climbing and leaving the scourge behind, I sighed in relief and relaxed. Until the lungers leaped at us again. They might not be able to reach the first ledge where Zec’k had taught those thugs a lesson, but they could reach us for now. 

	Zec’k kicked back, catching the creature in the face with his clawed foot. The lunger swiped at him, leaving a long, thin gash along his calf. 

	“Krux!”

	The thing lunged again, and I kicked back with my booted foot, trying to keep it off my hunter.

	“Zec’k!”

	“I need to climb fast before the toxin starts working. Hold on tight.” He continued up the wall.

	“Shoot them!” the raider leader shouted, finally realizing we were escaping.

	Most of his men were still trying to take down the angry flyers that had been hurled into their midst, but a few shot at us, the bullets hitting the canyon walls. They were not well-trained with their weapons. Like the survivors back home, they couldn’t waste ammo to practice, and only a few had shot a gun before the bugs. Those seemed to be more focused on the bugs, and wisely so.

	What if just one of those bullets hit Zec’k or me? We’d be as good as dead. 

	“Zec’k.” I buried my face into his neck and spoke by his ear. “If we don’t make it out of here, thank you for taking me seriously and coming on this quest. You’re the bravest person I’ve ever met and super sweet, too. I know it’s only been a few days, but I love you.” Then, because I couldn't stop the flow of words, I continued, “I’ve had a crush on you for a while. I’m glad you’ve accepted the mate bond. I heard the bond wouldn’t let us go otherwise. I’m sorry I got us into this mess. This is my fa—”

	He growled. “Stop! We will make it. The edge is close. You can tell me this again when we are safe in my shuttle.”

	Another round of gunfire sounded. Something big and heavy slammed into my leg. What the fuck? It felt as if someone had punched me hard. It took a moment to realize I’d been hit.

	“You are hurt,” he growled through clenched teeth. “I smell your blood.”

	“I can still hold on.” I wasn’t sure if I was lying or not, but I needed him to keep climbing.

	The climb felt like forever, but we eventually crested the lip of the canyon. Zec’k ducked behind a boulder and sank to the ground, bringing me with him.

	We were free! We made it!

	“You were amazing out there! You avenged the guy before you and used the spitters right back on those asshole raiders. I’ve never seen anything like it!” Grabbing him by the horns because they were the perfect handles, I planted a thousand kisses all over his face. “Then you flung those wingless flyers right up at them, giving them a taste of their own medicine.”

	I would have continued planting a thousand more if he hadn’t grunted, this time not an affirmation, but in pain.

	Shit! “You’re hurt!”

	I clambered off him, just to be rudely and painfully reminded that I’d been shot as well. The rush of adrenaline had kept the pain at bay. With the immediate threat of death gone, it slammed in like a Mack truck.

	I yelped and fell over to the side, not having been ready for the pain. My pant leg was bloody and soaked below the knee. Zec’k took my leg carefully and cut the fabric just above the wound. The bullet had gone through my calf at an angle. The good news was that I didn’t have a bullet to take out. The bad news was that the bullet had gone through my leg and into Zec’k’s side.

	He put pressure on my leg and wrapped it in a makeshift bandage made from strips of my sweatshirt. They had taken my coat and my favorite earmuffs, and now the winter chill slowly seeped into my bones. 

	Compared to the condition Harb’k had been in, this was nothing. I gritted my teeth. I’d survive this. With the bleeding stopped and the wound bandaged, I put some weight on the leg. I could still walk, albeit with a very pronounced limp.

	 “What about you?”

	“My body will push the bullet out. I heal quickly.” Zec’k pushed himself to standing with a groan. “We need to get back to the shuttle. It is on the same side of the canyon, but we will need to loop around this offshoot. Let's go before they get guards around my ship.”

	He took a few limping steps, but the toxins from the long but shallow lunger cut affected his mobility and strength. He’d used all he had to continue the climb to safety. While the compound from the toxin had stopped the bleeding on his leg, the bullet wound on his side still bled lightly. His body was already trying to heal it.

	Arms around each other for support, we limped back toward the shuttle. Travel was slow, and by the time we got there, the raiders had already set up guards around his ship, their lanterns lighting up the area as the sun disappeared below the horizon.

	“We will go right before morning. The humans will be tired then, and it will also give me time to heal.”

	Finding a safe spot in the woods to hunker down, we waited for night to fall.

	“I know where Morgan is,” I whispered into the darkened woods. “She’s living with a hunter. Her hunter broke her out shortly after they brought her here.”

	Under me—because he insisted I sat on his lap despite his injuries—Zec’k groaned. “I should’ve asked for her instead of asking about these raiders.”

	“You didn't know. Neither of us did. We couldn’t have. You did what you thought was best, and I would have done the same.” Cupping his face in my hands, I nuzzled his cheek with mine.

	A soft rumbling echoed through the woods.

	“You’ll give away our location,” I teased, smiling through the pain in my leg.

	“I cannot help it if I'm hungry.”

	I giggled, remembering how he'd blamed his stomach for the little rumble back at the compound. He had fooled no one.

	“I know we’re not back at your shuttle yet, but I need to tell you this. Thank you for coming on this mission with me, and for taking me seriously and not just rolling your eyes like everyone else who assumed my sister was gone. It means a lot to me.” I took a deep breath. Now that we weren’t in imminent danger, the words stuck in my throat. “I couldn’t choose anyone better to be my mate if I tried. I love you, Zec’k.”

	I closed my eyes and leaned on his shoulder, hoping I hadn’t scared him away with the sappy words.

	Moments later, he spoke, his voice soft and low in the darkness. “I was lying when I claimed I wasn't looking for a mate. I knew the moment I saw you that you were special, that you were mine. I hadn’t thought myself worthy. Thank you, Siobhan. Thank you for showing me that I am. The mate bond was correct. You are everything I ever wanted.” The next words came out in a wondrous tone as if it had never been spoken before in his life, and the very idea was novel to him. “I love you too.”

	My Xarc’n hunter mate held me as we waited for the night to fall. And despite being exhausted, in pain, and unsure about our future, I’d never been more filled with hope and happiness. 

	


Chapter 27: Zec’k 

	I didn’t need to wait for the end of the night. After a few eventless hours guarding my shuttle, the human males grew lazy. Perhaps they thought I was too injured to return to retrieve my ship, or maybe they were just tired. 

	They set their lanterns on the ground and stuck their torches into the dirt, leaving them wide opened to be tampered with. A few well-aimed snowballs plunged the area into darkness.

	The guards panicked, and in the chaos, I led my mate through the darkness to the shuttle, my eyes having no problem seeing in the dark. After the tragedy at the arena, none of the humans were particularly eager to fight, and it was easy to avoid them. They eventually relit their torches, but by then, we were safely inside. 

	With the shuttle cloak still operational and the command to keep all lights off, I doubted they even knew we’d made it inside. When I finally turned on the external display, the guards were still peering out into the darkness as if expecting an attack from the woods. 

	I carried my mate into the decontaminator, wasting no time disinfecting our wounds. I might be able to fight off infections, but Siobhan was susceptible. 

	Then with my mate cleaned, stripped of her ripped clothing, and in my sleeping nook, my priority turned to getting the healing device on her.

	“But you’re injured too,” she said with a yawn. The healing device was working well, and she would sleep soon. She needed plenty of rest after this ordeal.

	“I will heal. And I will use the device once I am finished with your wounds.”

	She rubbed her eyes, trying to fight the sleep that threatened. “What are you going to do about your weapons? And your communicator?”

	“I will make sure the network no longer recognizes the signal to my device. These raiders also had a ship in their cave.” I pulled up the map, but as I’d expected I saw no indicator icon for a Xarc’n ship. “But it is hidden on our maps.”

	“We’ve got two hunters in Franklin that had the tracking on their ships removed. They were part of that group who weren’t supposed to be on Earth.” The words ended on another yawn as she struggled to keep her eyes open.

	I hadn’t thought of that. Lok’n had been one of these hunters and his ship had not shown up on my map either. Despite most of us accepting their presence here, there was still a small group, preoccupied with rules, who hunted them. 

	“That must be it. I will warn the other hunters. As for the weapons—” I looked over at the empty space where my swords once sat “—I will find another set.”

	Prior to my injury, I’d used an ax, but all members of supply distribution were given the same double swords. It had taken much time for me to become accustomed to them. How would it feel to wield an axe again?

	Siobhan already slept in our sleeping nook, the soft sound of her breathing calming as I held the device over her calf. I leaned over to press my cheek against hers, careful not to bump her with my horns. 

	With her in my shuttle, everything felt right. Siobhan was in my shuttle. Sleeping in my sleeping nook. Siobhan was mine. My mate.

	She’d once asked me what I wanted in my shuttle to make it mine. At the time, I didn’t have an answer for her. I did now. The thing missing to make this shuttle mine had been her. 

	Again, I wondered why I’d been so adamant about not having a mate. I could have had this for months if I’d followed my instincts the moment I’d met her. No matter. I had her whole life to make up for it. 

	My body had already ejected the bullet lodged in my side; it had been too shallow to worry about my body healing around it. 

	I pulled up the hunters’ messaging system and got to work, declaring my weapons and communicator as lost and reporting the shuttle that I’d seen in the cave. Finally, I asked for Morgan by name. 

	The very hunter who’d given the information about the raiders and the cave replied. Of course it had been him! He’d gotten a good look at the cave when he’d rescued his mate, which was why he had the information in the first place. 

	We made plans for me to land my ship there tonight. 

	When Siobhan woke in the morning, we’d be at his camp. I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face to finally see her sister again. I’d promised to bring her to her sister, and I would fulfill that promise. 

	I lifted my shuttle in the air, surprising all the guards around us. They glanced around, confused. Some had settled back into guard duty, not knowing we were on board; others had poked at my shuttle but had also settled down when there was no response. Now, they all backed away.

	I didn't wait for them to scurry out of the way. I just took off, and if I ran over a few as I went, so be it. 

	The medical unit, which I now had around the lunger wound on my calf, beeped and I moved it over to the already half-healed bullet wounds on my side. Siobhan thought I’d been hit once by the bullet that had gone through her leg. I hadn’t. The bullets had found me multiple times, but none had gone deep or hit anything vital.

	Rhaz’k—Morgan’s mate—and his group made their camp on a large ledge on the side of the mountain. Unlike with many hunter groups around the country who relied on rooftops to land their vessels, the lungers, flyers—and now, the centicreeps—combined with the lack of large buildings made that option less attractive here in the mountains. 

	Besides, from what I knew from talking with hunters in the area, hunting scourge here was different.

	I added my shuttle to the ledge, notified Rhaz’k of my arrival, and joined my mate in our sleeping nook. 

	Tomorrow. Tomorrow Siobhan would meet her sister, and I would complete my mission. I did not know what awaited me after, but I did know that where Siobhan went, I would follow.

	 


Chapter 28: Siobhan

	I stretched lazily against Zec’k’s body. The pain in my leg was just a dull ache now, barely worse than the general aches and pains from overexerting during our escape. 

	My arms ached the worst. Kneading dough hadn’t prepared me for hanging off Zec’k’s neck for the entire climb up the side of the canyon. The fact that I hadn’t plunged to my death was a miracle.  It must have been the adrenaline.

	I groaned and rubbed at my forearms and biceps. I didn’t know which felt worse. 

	“You are awake.”

	“I almost wish I was still asleep. Everything hurts.” 

	It’d been worth it though. I knew where to find Morgan now. That got me up and ready for the day.

	Zec’k returned with the healing device, and it worked wonders on my sore muscles. I was already well-rested, so it didn’t make me sleepy this time, but my stomach complained as hunger hit me like a steam engine.

	“We will eat soon. We should head outside. There is something I must show you.”

	I looked down at my naked body and the ripped clothes on the shuttle floor. My coat was still with those assholes, and everything else but the tank top was ripped. The only other thing that had made it out undamaged were my boots. 

	They even had my earmuffs; some bitch living with those jerks was now keeping her ears warm and looking cute in them. That miffed me.

	Lucky for me, I’d kept my backpack in here when we’d gone to spy on the raiders, and I still had a change of clothes. 

	I quickly got ready for the day, the doorless bathroom not fazing me one bit. That was the thing about being stuck with Zec’k for days. It had been a crash course in openness and intimacy. There was no hiding anything. 

	The simple set of sweats was warm but not enough to go out in the cold. Zec’k handed me a soft, warm fur wrap. I didn’t remember seeing this anywhere in the shuttle; he must have had it in the back with the cargo.

	I stepped out of the shuttle, Zec’k by my side. 

	We were on the side of the mountain, on a sizable ledge, the edges fenced with wooden rails. The scene overlooking the valley was breathtaking, and I was so in awe of the beauty that I didn’t notice until a small arm wrapped around me.

	“Beautiful isn’t it?”

	I turned, my eyes wide and my heart thumping in my chest. “Morgan?” 

	Morgan grinned back at me, wearing a similar fur wrap of her own. 

	She threw her arms around me. “You’re here. I thought you were—” She shook her head, “Never mind what I thought. You're here now.”

	I hugged her back, hardly believing Morgan was right here in the flesh. Happy tears sprung to my eyes. 

	Oh, fuck it! Who cared about tears now? I had all the time in the world to be strong in the future. For now, I held onto her and cried. 

	“Come inside the lodge,” she said as I wiped the last of the uncharacteristic tears from my eyes. 

	There was a structure built into the side of the mountain, the outside made of heavy wooden logs. It wasn’t large, but it did give off a ski lodge vibe. There were no hills for skiing here however, just a ledge jutting out from the side of the mountain and a small road, not even railed, leading up to it.

	“It’s beautiful.”

	“The hunters found it deserted. I don’t think anyone had lived in it for years. It’s built into the side of the mountain, and the wood is just a façade. Sandy and I overhauled it over the winter.”

	Sandy had been her nearest neighbor. Her family had visited briefly that Christmas I’d visited. When Morgan had told me about them, I’d expected them to trek over by foot. Sandy and her parents had driven in instead. Her father had presented a huge hunk of some meat or another as a Christmas present. Being from the city, it had been a culture shock.

	“Sandy is here too?”

	“Yup! Right here.” Sandy waved from the large double doors, her dirty-blonde hair bouncing in its ponytail from the movement. “Glad you made it. Now I can say I know two people from my old life.”  She gave me a rib-crushing hug when I stepped in through the front door. 

	I was shocked to see the inside of the building had electricity. 

	“I didn’t see any solar panels.”

	“There aren’t any. It runs on hydro.” Morgan nearly tripped over the words with how excited she was to tell me all about her home. “There’s an underground waterfall nearby, and the architect, or whoever built this place, tapped into it.”

	Someone had made this as an eco-home but hadn’t lived long enough to enjoy it. At least it wasn’t going to waste now; Morgan, Sandy, and their hunters were reaping the benefits. 

	We all settled down in the dining room and made our introductions, my stomach growling rudely through it all. There were quite a few hunters here, and one lone human man who Morgan referred to as their in-house tech whiz, but Sandy and Morgan were the only females. I didn’t remember many of the hunters’ names. It didn’t help that something smelled really good and distracted me the whole time. 

	It was a big pot filled with meats and aromatics and chunks of Xarc’n food bars. I gobbled it up eagerly, glad to see that the hunters were doing the same. I was too hungry to eat slowly. 

	Most of the hunters left after their meal, leaving just the six of us—three human women and our hunters—at the table. 

	Sandy had joined these hunters first, last summer. She was mated to Turr’k, who she’d found wounded on her property. Turr’k had sent Rhaz’k down to watch over his mate’s friend, and he’d ended up being Morgan’s mate.

	“I’ll tell you the whole story later,” Morgan promised. 

	“We checked your place first,” I said. “Tristan was there.”

	Morgan’s face clouded.

	See. I’d known she wouldn’t have taken him back.

	“The asshat showed up in the fall and wouldn’t leave. Like, he physically would not leave. He camped out in front of my door. Eventually, I just fed him to shut him up. Then, as it got colder at night, I pitied him and let him in.” She grumbled, “He tried to get all cozy with me, but I never took him back.”

	“I knew it! I knew you wouldn’t take him back!”

	“He was not a worthy male,” Zec’k added. “He leaks when scared.”

	Morgan looked at me, confused.

	I lifted the back of my hand to my lips as if telling a secret but didn’t reduce my volume. “He pissed himself.”

	Morgan and Sandy exchanged a glance, then, when their resolve not to react failed, they dissolved into laughter.

	Serious again, Morgan said, “Tristan fucked me over royally. I’d avoided the raiders all summer, but when they came the last time, he offered me up to save himself. I told Rhaz’k to take it easy on him because I didn’t want his sorry ass on my conscience. Rhaz’k took everything he could fit in his shuttle but had to leave some food behind. It grinds my gears to know Tristan's there now eating my food.”

	“No, he's not. Well, he might be living there, but he's not eating your food anymore.” I dug into my backpack, which I wore under my fur wrap. There wasn’t much left in it, so it didn’t take up much space. Successful, I dangled her cellar key in the air. “I took the keys so the asshole will starve.”

	“Amazing! He’ll have to get off his lazy butt for once.” Morgan clapped her hands. “You’re my hero.”

	That had been my plan when I first headed this way. I’d wanted to rescue Morgan and bring her to safety, to my people, but she hadn’t needed a rescue at all. She had her own people here.

	“I came here with the plan to bring you back to my group in Franklin. We have a great group of people there.” I looked around at the beautiful lodge and the doting hunter at her side. “But you have your own people, and an equally nice living situation.”

	“You can always stay here with me?” Morgan looked hopeful. “That was the plan all along.”

	And leave the people back at Franklin? And what about Zec’k’s deliveries?

	Zec’k and I were mates. Didn’t mates stay together? All the mated pairs I knew did. But those hunters had wanted a mate and lived with hunter groups. Zec’k hadn’t wanted a mate at first, and he traveled for a living. 

	We had a lot to figure out, but that would come later. For now, I just wanted to enjoy my time with Morgan. 

	“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I hadn’t thought much beyond finding you. And I didn’t expect to fall in love with my guide.” I sent Zec’k a smile.

	The rumbling started on cue, and as if they couldn’t be outdone, the other two hunters joined in a chorus of purrs. 

	“You have time to decide,” Zec’k said. “They are replicating a new set of weapons and a communicator for me on the mothership. It will take time to arrive. I do not wish to travel weaponless.”

	Neither did I, not after our last few days.

	“We will stay here until they arrive,” Zec’k continued. “I will learn how to hunt the scourge in the mountains.”

	I appreciated having several more days to make my—no, our—decision. But I didn’t miss his comment about learning to fight the scourge. “Is it very different fighting them here?”

	There were the lungers, sure, but surely the rest behaved the same throughout the world.

	“It is,” Zec’k said. “Unlike in Franklin and other parts of the continent where the terrain lends itself to sizable nests centered in large human towns and cities, the scourge here are scattered. They followed the humans fleeing the larger cities into the mountains and found sanctuary in the caves.”

	Morgan had mentioned the extensive cave systems in the area and all throughout the Rockies. Did every unchecked nook and cranny contain the scourge? I shuddered.

	“The cities and towns support large nests. The scourge stored the food collected that first summer in their larder. They continue to live off it. Here, there isn’t a single large food source for the scourge, so the nests are small but numerous.”

	Morgan's mate grunted in agreement. “There are many nests putting out multiple swarms during the warm season. Scourge file in from all over, some from the larger towns in the foothills and others from the caves, and they are impossible to contain. Even if we kill most of them, the rest settle in and start new nests all over again.” 

	Back in Franklin, the hunters funneled the swarming bugs toward them so they could stop as many of the scourge from leaving the area as possible. The goal was to prevent the swarm from finding new nesting sites and starting over. The way Rhaz’k described it, containing them the same way here seemed impossible.

	“It is less dangerous but more tedious,” agreed Turr’k. “There are many tiny nests, and it’s impossible to find them all. But larger nests take years to starve out; these nests are small enough to clear out every cold season.”

	“Too bad they set up as fast as we can tear them down,” Rhaz’k grumbled.

	“It's not that bad,” Morgan said, rubbing her mate’s arm. “It's already better this year than it was last winter. You guys are doing an amazing job.” 

	Rhaz’k’s face brightened. He looked at Morgan like she hung the moon.

	“We should go find a few nests today and clear them out.” He turned to Zec’k. “You can borrow a set of my weapons and join us. We deployed the biological weapons at a couple of nests a few days ago, and those scourge should be weak and ready to take out.”

	“You are finding the bacteria effective?”

	“Yes, it is giving us a much-needed boon.”

	The hunters left, and Morgan and Sandy gave me a grand tour of the lodge.

	I loved the place, except for the room that connected to the deep caves. The hunters had collapsed the passages to keep the lodge safe, and the door was locked tight. But it still creeped me out

	I was glad to know the bedrooms were on the other side of the building, facing out into the large ledge and the valley.

	To my surprise, a calico cat sauntered down the hallway to greet me, rubbing against my ankle as she had the last time I saw her.

	“Reese’s Pieces! You made it too!”


Chapter 29: Zec’k 

	Today was another warm day, giving more hints that the cold season would end soon. We’d only been here for a few days, but the change in weather, combined with the quick camaraderie I had developed with the warriors here, made it seem as if we'd been here all season.

	The swarms would be upon us again in a few months' time. But unlike the previous years, when I’d dreaded the coming of the warm season, I couldn’t wait for it this year. Another summer meant another year closer to freeing Earth of the scourge. 

	I doubted the bacterial weapon would be the last to come from human minds. I’d seen firsthand how it affected the scourge here in these mountains. It gave me hope. This summer would see many nests destroyed, and I couldn’t wait to witness it. 

	With the scourge threat greatly reduced, the hunters here could finally do something about the raiders in the area. They planned to figure out a way to retrieve the shuttle I’d discovered there. They also vowed to rescue the females Siobhan encountered. 

	Siobhan was happy here with her sister. I’d often caught her smiling for no reason, which started a happy rumbling in my chest, which usually led to other things. 

	She’d also spent time on her communicator with her group back in Franklin. She was conflicted, as was I. We’d avoided this topic during our time here, not wanting to ruin the carefree visit. After our harrowing escape from the hostile humans and the trip across the country fraught with dangers, I wanted her to feel safe and enjoy life for a few days without constant worry about the future.

	But it wasn't something we could avoid forever. I needed to make my next deliveries soon.

	Soon was today. Another hunter making deliveries brought my new weapons and communicator and mentioned the supplies waiting for me.

	I'd insisted on going on my own so that Siobhan could stay here with Morgan, but she'd made a face at that. When she declared she’d come with me, my chest had broken out in song.

	If Siobhan insisted I stay with one of these groups and fight alongside them so that she could settle down and have a place she called home, I would. There were other hunters who could take my place, and any hunter group I joined would appreciate the extra help.

	“We have a parting gift for you.” Morgan finally released Siobhan. She’d been latched on to her almost all morning, knowing we were leaving today. “Well, it's more like a mating gift, especially since I know how much you like making pastries and how much—” Morgan tried to hide a giggle “—Zec’k loves eating your pie.”

	Siobhan rolled her eyes. “I knew that was coming.”

	Siobhan had made a bunch of meat pies yesterday, the full-sized ones, and many of the hunters here had remarked about how great her pie tasted. Knowing the colloquial meaning and the implications, I growled at each and every one of them, much to their confusion. Morgan had explained through fits of giggles.

	Sandy and Morgan brought out two small appliances. 

	“An induction stove to make the filling, and a large toaster oven to bake the pie,” Sandy said. “They are altered and ready to hook up to the shuttle’s power source.”

	“Thank you! You guys are amazing. I looked up how to cook in hunters’ shuttles and was shocked to see there wasn’t an option at all.”

	“Nope! Just food bars.” Morgan made a face.

	I wasn’t the only one here who couldn’t stand the things. 

	Then, Morgan's face dropped. “I just realized we didn't think this through. You told me the living quarters inside the delivery vessels are teeny tiny. Do you have space for this?”

	Before Siobhan could reply, I said, “We do. We can take part of the cargo bay if it makes Siobhan happy.” 

	Siobhan glanced back at me, grinning. 

	She gave Sandy and Morgan one last hug each as I knocked horns with the new friends I'd made.

	“You are welcome back anytime to help us fight.” Rhaz’k landed a hard slap on my back. “If making deliveries becomes tedious or if Siobhan wants a place to stay, consider staying here. My mate will be happy, and we can always use more hunters.”

	I grunted an acknowledgment, glad to know we had this option should we need it. 

	Additional hunters allowed a more stable life, one living in a group, a settlement. The shuttles were more comfortable, larger, and had more luxuries. I hated that I could not give my mate the same.

	I told her so once we were alone in our shuttle. “My life is on the move, never staying still. I cannot offer you the safety of a settlement, and the living quarters of my ship are inadequate. If you prefer, we can choose to stay with a group. I know you promised the people in Franklin you would be back. If you wish, I can stay there with you. Or even here with Morgan. Wherever you go, I will follow.”

	Siobhan frowned. “I know we've been avoiding this conversation, and it's because I didn't know what to do. I promised Roger and Janice I’d return with Morgan in tow. But Morgan is happy here, and that’s clear as day. She wants me to stay with her. She's family, but I realize now that the people back in Franklin are family too. Maybe not blood family but the family I built fighting the scourge. I belong there just as much as I do here.” 

	She turned to sit sideways in my lap. There wasn’t anywhere else for her to sit except for the sleeping nook, and the two appliances currently took up that space, with the privacy screen turned on to keep them contained while we flew.

	“But most importantly, I have you. You’re family now, too. Mates—that's like getting married in your books. Wherever you go, I will follow,” she repeated back to me. 

	The tugging in my chest was so strong I put a hand to it to rub away the tension. Siobhan cupped her hands over my larger ones. 

	“I've thought about it long and hard over the last few days. I want to stay with you here in your shuttle. I want to make the trips across the continent with you. It's the best choice. I wouldn't need to choose who I stay with because I can see them next time we pass by.” She snuck her hand under mine so that her palm was against my chest. “Mary mentioned trading my pastries, and, well, the idea kind of stuck. I told Morgan and Sandy about it, and that’s why they gifted me the appliances.”

	Her eyes lit up as she spoke, and the excitement practically rolled off her. 

	“The toaster oven is tiny, and I’m sure I’ll need to make larger batches. Maybe I can trade something for the use of the big ovens in Franklin. I can share my goodies again, the way I did before the bugs.”

	I had to agree that her delicious creations should be shared with all. “The hunter groups will be more excited to see you than me.”

	She laughed. “I used to pretend that being an entrepreneur and owning my own business was the important thing, but secretly, I loved sharing my food, and I loved the joy it brought to people. And now, that’s truer than ever.”

	“Then I will help you bring your creations across the continent.” I nuzzled at her neck playfully. “As long as I get to test every batch.”

	She giggled and scratched at the base of my horns. “Of course, you are my official taste tester! And the best thing of all about this plan? I never have to leave your side.”

	“I never want you to leave it.”

	She reached up to give me a peck on the cheeks, and I turned my head to cover her mouth with mine instead; I quite enjoyed this human custom. Siobhan was everything I’d ever wanted. Now that I had a mate to spend time with during my travels, I’d never be alone again. 

	When we finally separated and she was thoroughly kissed, I said, “Most of my deliveries only take up three-quarters of the space. We will make room for your things, and your hobbies, and whatever makes you happy.”

	“We can do it together, and we’ll make this place a home.” Her radiant smile lit up the shuttle. “And what about you? Have you figured out what you want to make this shuttle yours?”

	“It already is mine because you are in it.”

	She made a happy squeaking sound, and tears threatened to drip from her eyes. Knowing how she felt about tears, I didn’t mention them. 

	I nuzzled the top of her head as we started toward the island production facilities. I’d make sure to get her supplied as well. As long as Siobhan was with me, she’d have everything she needed. 

	As I flew over the mountains and across the wild forests that bordered the coastline, I heard Nob’k’s voice in my head. The playful tone was the very same he’d had when I had known him. “I am happy for you, Zec’k.”

	He would have been. He’d always been one to rush into new opportunities horns-first. He’d have loved Siobhan. He’d have loved the food here. And most of all, he’d have loved Earth. 

	I thought about all the hunters I’d fought with and all the communities I’d served, suddenly understanding why they’d kept me alive instead of giving up on me. 

	I’d lived so long in the past, ignoring the opportunities I had right in front of me; Nob’k would have hated if he’d known. I vowed mentally to live every day to the fullest from now on. I had to. Not just for his memory but for me, and for Siobhan.

	I’d come on this mission to find Siobhan's sister, and instead, I found forgiveness. Not from Nob’k, and not from my fellow hunters, but from myself. And with it, I gained a mate and a future. 

	“Thank you,” I mouthed silently. “I am happy too.”

	Then, with the love of my life in my arms, I flew out over the oceans, eager for tomorrow.

	 


Epilogue: Siobhan

	The little boy with light-purple skin and horns too big for his head charged down the hallway, nearly knocking me over. Ryan met up with Kyle, the half-Xarc’n one, not the fully human one, and gave him a loud head-butt with his horns.

	The first time I saw that, I’d freaked out. That couldn't possibly be good for growing brains, but Zec’k had assured me that horn-butting was a perfectly normal part of childhood and completely expected. 

	Tilly, Ryan's mother, ran after him as she often did, her dog Waffles at her heels. Tooth, the squirrel, chased after, bringing up the rear. If I didn’t see this ridiculous pursuit of child, mother, dog, and squirrel so often, I wouldn’t have believed my eyes. Usually, Connie and Jorg’k were not far behind.

	We’d just come from Lok’n and Mary’s place, and they now had a little baby girl. She was the same mauve as her father and had the cutest little horns, which were definitely not large enough for headbutting yet. She also had her mother's propensity to talk a lot. She’d babbled the entire time we were there, adding a growl and a hiss and a grumble here and there. So cute.

	Seeing all these mixed kids popping up in all the different communities we visited had really gotten my ovaries yelling at me to hurry up and have my own. It wouldn’t be too long. After our current stop at Franklin, Zec’k planned to head up to the mothership to remove his fertility block.

	This visit to Franklin, however, was huge. It wasn’t just a quick stop to say hello and drop off supplies. No. The Franklin nest was ready to be taken out, and Zec’k was here to help clear out the horrid thing once and for all.

	He wouldn't be the only extra hunter on hand either. Hunters from around the area were coming to help, including other Xarc’n warriors just like Zec’k. My mate had inadvertently started a trend. When hunters’ realized they could supply the troops on the ground and hunt at the same time, many younger hunters, especially those bitten by the travel bug, volunteered for the job. 

	Zec’k wasn't the only young hunter making deliveries anymore. And since stopping at each group slowed down the delivery process, it made room for more hunters to take on the new position.

	It was a sign that things were changing for the Xarc’n warriors here on Earth. Their old ways had been established on planets they planned to leave eventually. They did not expect to ever leave Earth. It was their home now.

	The people of Franklin welcomed us home, as they did every time we passed by. Janice, Aanya, and Zara pulled me into the kitchen to get a helping hand. It was for the best; I needed to do something while Zec’k was out at the nest. 

	The whole compound was nervous. It wasn’t just the hunters who were gone. The human warriors were there too. It would be too dangerous for them to enter the nest itself—the fungus was so thick that even Xarc’n warriors needed protective breathing apparatus—but they surrounded the nest, catching and taking down any fleeing scourge. None would escape to start a nest elsewhere.

	Franklin would be the first medium-size nest in this entire continent to be destroyed. Much of it was thanks to the bacterial weapon Xarc’n hunters had discovered and human scientists had isolated. Our nest was particularly susceptible.

	Kyle, the human one, walked in, pulling a small toy wagon full of food behind him. “Auntie Meghan said this is it and I can go play.” He was just a child, but he was the oldest and took his job as the biggest brother very seriously.

	There were plenty of human kids here too, and Ryan and Xarc’n Kyle had been taught never to headbutt anyone without fully-formed horns. 

	“You did great, Kyle. Go have fun.” Janice shooed him off. 

	“So when is yours coming?” Aanya asked with a raised brow. “You and Zec’k would make such cute babies!”

	She didn't know our plan yet.

	“Soon,” I said noncommittally. “Soon.” 

	“Would you want a boy? Or a girl?” she continued. “I think if I found a Xarc’n warrior of my own, I’d wish for a girl. Rayk’n and Tilly’s Ryan is a nightmare on two legs, but Cara is adorable and so mature for her age.”

	“Maybe you’ll find your hunter soon,” Zara said. “Did you hear? Some of our human warriors are going to help out Mary’s group when this is over.” 

	Much of the furniture and  equipment from Mary’s daycare had ended here in Franklin. It had been a perfect trade.

	“I volunteered to go as well,” Aanya said. “You know, so Mary won’t be the only woman there.”

	“Psht. You’re just going because you heard other hunters are going to help too.”

	“I am not!” She smacked Zara with the oven mitt.

	I laughed, glad to have these two to distract me. Otherwise, I’d be staring at the sky, waiting for Zec’k to return. I caught Zara looking out the window occasionally, as well. She’d shacked up with one of the men here, and he was also out at the nest.

	I focused on kneading the bread dough. It hadn’t done anything wrong and didn’t deserve this punishment, but I had to take my nervousness out on something.

	“Give that here before you smash it to smithereens.” Janice took the poor, abused future dinner rolls from me and handed me my next victim.

	My phone rang, and I wiped my hands before picking it up. 

	“Siobhan!” Morgan grinned back at me from the video call. “I heard the news! Today’s the day. I’m so excited for you and the people there.”

	“Yeah, it is. I’m nervous,” I admitted. “They say fighting in the nest is the most dangerous.”

	“Zec’k will be fine. They’ve added Earth technology now to help, and my mate says Zec’k is a strong fighter.”

	“Thanks, Morgan.”

	I spent a lot of time over with Morgan’s group too. The calico cat magnet now graced the lodge’s fridge, and the black cat sat on the mini one in Zec’k’s shuttle.

	Zec’k had helped destroy the small nests around the mountain, but this was his first real, established nest since his injury.

	“They’re back!” Meghan poked her head into the doorway. “They’re back!”

	“Oh! I gotta go!” I hung up on Morgan, knowing she’d forgive me.

	“And not a minute too soon!” Janice wiped her hands on her apron. “Everyone must be ravenous, and the food should be done by the time everyone cleans up. Evie’s already setting up in the cafeteria.” She looked at Zara and me. “Go to your warriors. Aanya and I will be fine here.”

	I chewed my lip nervously as I stood by the front door. The shuttles, including Zec’k’s, were all parked in front of the building, uncloaked. The cargo door opened first, and out streamed the human warriors, looking worse for wear but alive. They’d stopped already to wash the fungus off their bodies before their return home, and the stench of the nest was barely noticeable.

	Next to me, Melissa and Roger Junior squealed and ran to Roger, who had a victorious grin on his face. He’d trained hard after his recovery and had waited for this day. 

	“We did it!” he bellowed. “The nest is gone!”

	Cheers erupted around me. We still needed hunters here to make sure the nest never reestablished, and the area around the nest would be uninhabitable for a while. But Franklin was free.

	As couples reunited tearfully and friends met with fist bumps and hugs, I held my breath, waiting for my hunter to step out. I couldn’t stop my feet when purple skin showed behind the shuttle door.

	I ran as hard as I could and launched myself at him. 

	“You made it. I was so scared.” I never doubted his abilities but still couldn’t shake the what-ifs. “I’m so proud of you.” 

	Zec’k swooped me up into his arms and continued toward the front door. 

	“Thank you,” I murmured.

	“What for?”

	“For helping us get rid of the nest.” I didn’t live here anymore, but I’d always think of Franklin as my home base.

	“It is my job. Not just to fight the scourge, but also to protect you. If protecting you means starving out and burning down every nest on this planet, then I’m more than happy to do it.”

	He released me in the cafeteria, among the crowd of celebrating people, and cupped my face. “What happened here in Franklin is just the beginning. There are many more nests to conquer and many more celebrations to have. We will take Earth back from the bugs. It’s just a matter of time.”

	I gripped him by the horns and pulled him down for a kiss. 

	This wasn’t the way I’d imagined my life would be, but as the survivors of Franklin rejoiced around me, I knew that I wouldn’t trade it for the world. 

	THE END

	Big news!!! The hunters on the mountain ledge are getting their own spin off series! Watch out for Rhaz’k and Morgan’s story, Hunter’s Quest. Another group of hunters will find their mates!

	But that doesn’t mean it’s over for our crew here in Franklin, Aanya is on a fated collision course with Haax’l, she just doesn’t know it yet!
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