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Chapter 1: Aanya 

	“Why do you have to go?” Zara wailed. 

	“I told you before,” I said, holding up a tank top before tossing it into my bag.
“I’m going out there to meet my own purple prince charming.”

	It wasn’t the only reason, but it was the one I told my best friend since she couldn’t possibly refute it; not now that she was happily settled and ready to start a family of her own. 

	“Does he have to be purple? What about Kevin? He’s nice.” Zara wasn’t going to let this go.

	“He is. But nice isn’t enough, and besides, he’s got his eyes on Sophia.”

	And we’d already gone on that one date, if you could call a trip to the hunters’ building to sit on their roof top patio for some mint tea a date. There had been no spark. Nothing. Just like with every other guy in this settlement. 

	“What about—”

	I stopped her before she could suggest another random, single man from our compound. “Stop, Zara. It’s not like I’m leaving forever. I’ll be back to visit.”

	“But what if you find your hunter there? I’ve lost so many people already. And you’re like a sister to me.” Tears welled up in her eyes. She was getting emotional again.  

	I leaned over and gave her a hug. “You’re not losing me. It’s not like when the bugs first came.” 

	The big cities got hit first by the deadly space bugs. People had freaked out, abandoning their homes and businesses, and those who didn’t run were butchered on the spot. But that hadn’t even been the worst of it. The next generation of the nasty creatures spewed forth from their large city nests in waves moving out to smaller towns.

	By that time, the internet was gone, and the government no longer sent out messages telling us what to do. The world as we knew it had disappeared in a matter of weeks. It was complete and utter societal collapse.

	I had no one left from my previous life, and the survivors in this compound were my entire world. That was the story for most of us here, including Zara. We’d all lost a lot of people.

	“We have the Xarc’n system now and cell phones,” I continued.

	Survivor groups working with the Xarc’n warriors now piggybacked off their system. Some places were still technological dead zones with large settlements of humans who’d refused help from the hunters or from groups who worked with our alien allies. 

	“And we have at least ten shuttles between the two groups. I’m sure I’ll be able to bum a ride to visit. And,” I assured, holding my hand up before she could protest again, “I promised to be back for your wedding."

	That was in a few months, though she’d most likely move it up because she’d be huge by then. 

	“Fine. Be that way. Abandon me,” she whined, doing her best impression of a stage-five-clinger.  

	 I rolled my eyes. “Did anyone ever tell you you’re a dramatic bitch? Come on. Are you going to help me pack or what?”

	I had to get all my belongings down to one single bag. I didn’t know how I'd managed to accumulate so much crap in a bugpocalypse, but here I was, trying to pare down enough to zip the pack. 

	I was leaving tomorrow, and Janice, the one who ruled the kitchen with an iron fist, had given Zara the day off, knowing we’d want to spend it together. She probably also hoped my best friend would convince me to stay, even though I’d spent less and less time helping out in the kitchen and more time out in the world foraging.

	It had started out with me promising to make the foragers treats if I found a special ingredient. But then, they’d realized I was actually pretty good out in the world. I didn’t panic easily, and I was sensible. I was also light on my feet and a good climber. 

	“If you’re coming back, then why are you packing like you’re going for good? Can’t you just keep these here?”

	“I’m not going to hog a set of drawers and a bunch of clothes I’m not using.”

	“Fine,” she huffed before holding up a pair of jeans.

	I shook my head. “Those look great, but give me consta-wedgy.”

	She held them up to herself, frowned, then chucked them into the “toss” pile. We didn’t actually throw out any of the clothes. If clothes were still good, they went back into the community closet. If they were torn or unwearable, they became rags or arts and craft material. Natural fiber scraps like cotton were used as tinder. Our lungs had learned the hard way not to throw polyester, or anything synthetic, into the fire.

	Life was a curious mix of new and old technology. In the cold dark winters, it wasn’t uncommon for us to warm ourselves by a wood fire while playing video games on systems converted to use Xarc’n energy.

	The Xarc’n warriors had saved much of our internet before it collapsed, transferring it all onto their network, just in case there was useful information there. It wasn’t the same though; everything was forever frozen in time, so we mainly used it as an information resource. The survivor forums and new survivor group websites were technically on the Xarc’n system. 

	A stampede of tiny feet ran down the hall as a bunch of toddlers hurried by. 

	“Slow down!” a woman yelled after them. 

	“Uncle Harb’k is here!” squealed a little boy. 

	“And a new hunter!” someone else said.

	“Haax’l’s not new, dumb-dumb,” said the first little boy. “You’re just too small to know him.” The kid said the word small like it was an insult. 

	Haax’l? He hadn’t come by for a while. Haax’l used to visit often, bringing children’s furniture and other toddler supplies with him each visit and giving piggyback rides. 

	He’d been open about trying to find a mate and, unlike some of the other hunters, had been constantly purring. He’d purred for many of the women living here, and we’d nicknamed him Romeo behind his back. Purring meant the hunter was in the presence of a compatible partner, but that only meant the possibility of a mating. There was no promise a bond would actually form.

	He lived with his hunter group in a converted daycare and nursery, and we needed the bouncy chairs and play blocks a lot more than they did. Our compound was filled with children now, most of them old enough to run around and cause chaos.  

	Sometime last summer, Haax’l had stopped coming, and Harb’k had taken his place instead. I was surprised the older kids even remembered him; it had been a year, and they must have been, what, three years old at the most the last time. It must be because he was often the bearer of new toys.  

	Zara made a grumbling noise. “Great. They sent Romeo to take you away.”

	“They need us over there,” I said. 

	Their mothership had miscalculated and sent fewer hunters down in that area, predicting there were smaller nests. Being in the heart of cattle country, the nests underground were extensive, the bugs still living off the meat they’d preserved years ago. To make matters worse, the hunter group had also lost a member in the beginning. 

	Years after the first incident, they were still dealing with the several small but nasty bands of thugs that wandered into their area, causing shit. Not to mention, the bacterial weapon we'd deployed that second winter hadn’t affected the nests there at all. They really needed our help.

	Now that the nest of creepy crawlies at the heart of Franklin was gone, some of the honorary human hunters from our bunch were going over to play exterminator. And I was tagging along. 

	Zara thought it was so I could net my very own Xarc’n warrior, but that was only half the truth. 

	Yes, I wanted a massively-muscled purple hunk. I mean, who wouldn’t? But I also needed to do something with my life, and being stuck here with a bunch of screaming kids wasn’t it. Not that I had anything against children; I’d love to have some of my own eventually. It was just that every happy family reminded me of how my life had stagnated. 

	Even Zara was going to leave me behind soon. She hadn’t said anything, but I highly suspected she had a bun in the oven. I didn’t want to have being the spinster auntie to all the compound kids as my greatest achievement. I wanted to be more and do more. 

	This was my chance for some much-needed change. At the end of the winter, if I wanted to come back, I could. In the meantime, I’d help the group there set up and make the place a home. 

	“But the trip is so dangerous!”

	“Not anywhere as dangerous as the one we made getting here from our old place.” I remembered that harrowing trip like it was yesterday.

	Franklin had been crawling with the killer space bugs back then, and a big group like ours traveling across town had been impossible to hide from the nest. We’d had to do it in the dark of night when the bugs weren’t as active. Fighting the ones that found our caravan by the light of the torches had been a source of nightmares for years. 

	“But that was just across town,” Zara pointed out.

	She was right that this was a much bigger move, but for some reason, I wasn’t scared like I was before. If anything, I was excited. 

	“I’ll be fine. We are much better equipped now, and we’ll have three Xarc’n guides.”

	“Lok’n is here too? Did Mary come? I want to meet her baby,” Zara said. Her hand went absentmindedly to her belly. 

	Yup. Totally preggers. But I was going to wait until she was ready to tell me herself.

	“No, Mary said she can’t. She stayed behind with Lok’n to hold down the fort.” She also had a baby to care for. “I’ll send tons of pictures of Mina. I promise.”

	“You better. Who’s the third hunter?”

	“Rayk’n and Tilly are coming along. With Waffles.” Waffles was Tilly’s dog. She was getting up in years but was still playful and spry. 

	“No, not Waffles too! Whyyy?” she moaned, drawing out the last word. 

	“Becaaauuuse,” I mocked. 

	The dinner bell rang over the PA.

	Man, I was famished. Who knew decluttering took so much energy? 

	I shook my head at the pile of bath and body stuff I still had to go through. It would have to wait. “Let’s go get some noms.” 

	We headed down the stairs, passing the dozens of bedrooms that had been small offices in another life. In the beginning, we’d used the garage as a kitchen since we were burning whatever we could as fuel and needed the extra ventilation. But over the years, we’d moved the kitchens back where they belonged, next to the cafeteria, which was where we now headed. 

	 As we reached the main hallway just off the front foyer, Zara waved to her future hubby, Dane. He pushed the messy strands of his blonde hair off his face and walked our way, smiling. I always thought he gave off a beach bum vibe, even with no ocean for miles around.

	“How goes the cleanup?” I asked.

	The ones staying back in Franklin still had a lot of work ahead of them. Not only did they have to be on constant lookout for any scourge—the English translation of the Xarc’n word for the bugs—trying to re-establish a nest, but they had a whole town to clean up. I did not envy them the job. It would probably take years. 

	“We marked where the mycelium around the nest opening has retreated to today.” He made a face. “That place still stinks like scourge, and the hunters say it’ll take the whole winter, maybe even longer for it to dissipate.”

	“Ugh! That sucks. But at least the mycelium is retreating. That stuff is creepy.”

	We turned the corner, and I bumped right into a giant, muscular, and very purple back. 

	“Oops. Sorry, Mal’k.” Mal’k was Meghan’s warrior, and he lived in this building with us. 

	The wide body turned, but it wasn’t Mal’k who stared down at me. It was Haax’l. 

	And he was purring. For me.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Haax’l 

	I tried to stop the rumbling from my chest as I took in the small female. She was slim, almost fragile-looking. She was taller than the one next to her, with long graceful limbs. Inky lashes framed her large, expressive brown eyes. And her warm, tan skin made me want to reach out and touch her, wrap my arms around her and—

	No. Females were a weakness I couldn’t afford. My days of searching for a mate were over. 

	I clenched my fists at my sides, willing them to stay put. My stupid chest could rumble all it wanted; I wouldn’t listen.

	“Watch where you’re going,” I growled, and the translator at my belt repeated it in their strange language. 

	I’d been listening to English for years, but it still sounded odd to me. It was too fluid, as if all the words melded together into one really long one. I could never figure out where one word ended and the next began. If it weren’t for the translator inside my head, I’d be struggling to make sense of anything.

	The female looked back at me, first in confusion, then in shock, her warm look turning sour.

	“Geez,” she huffed. “What crawled up your ass and died?”

	She rolled her eyes and walked around me, her friend looking amused beside her.  

	I shouldn’t have come. I’d offered to remain and defend our base, but Lok’n had wanted to stay with his mate and offspring, and I had been stuck with it. A group of these survivors were planning to come help us, but they needed to cross a decent swath of land to get there. With everything they were bringing, it would take several trips with our shuttles—which were designed for a lone hunter—even if we all pitched in. 

	I didn’t understand why humans needed so many things, but they did. They'd voted and decided to make the trip using their ground vehicles, which meant Harb’k, Rayk’n, and I needed to escort the caravan of people to their new home. 

	We’d leave tomorrow, so I wouldn’t need to be here long. The less time I spent here, the better. 

	“I guess not Romeo,” said the shorter female who hadn’t bumped into me.  

	“Nope. I guess not. That saves me a date,” the taller one said.

	Who was Romeo?

	The other female made a tutting sound with her tongue and teeth.  “You’re so picky.”

	“I call it knowing what I want and being efficient about it.”

	“Earth to Haax’l, you there?” Roger, the unofficial leader of this group, waved a hand in my face.

	I blinked and turned to the male. His offspring stood next to him, looking hopeful. The young male was also named Roger, though the humans sometimes called him Junior for some reason. He had his hair spiked up in a row down the center of his head in a style the humans called a Mohawk. It was a style his sire wore when getting ready for battle.

	I knew what small-Roger wanted: a ride on my shoulders. 

	“Checking out the ladies?” big-Roger asked. 

	“No,” I denied. 

	“Zara’s taken; she’s getting married in a few months. But Aanya is still available.”

	“I am not interested in a mate anymore.” 

	“Oh, no?” He looked genuinely surprised.  

	“No.” So why did the next words come out of my mouth? “Which one is which?”

	“The tall one’s Aanya.”

	“Uncle Haax’l, where you been?” small-Roger asked.

	“I’ve been busy.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I used to volunteer to bring toys and offspring-rearing equipment here because there were so many females. Now, I avoided it for the same reason, but I hadn’t meant to ignore my little friends. I hadn’t been here since last fall, and small-Roger had gotten noticeably bigger. 

	“Daddy says you used to give me piggyback rides.” He looked so hopeful. 

	I looked around at the masses making their way to the cafeteria. “We can do that after our meal.”

	“You have to eat all your vegetables though, Junior,” Roger added. 

	Did he just use me to convince his offspring to eat calorically deficient, disgusting green things?

	We entered the cafeteria and dropped small-Roger off at the kids’ table before big-Roger motioned for me to sit at the long table at the front with him. Harb’k was already there, talking to Roger’s mate, Melissa. Katerina and Mo were there too. The pair were the compound’s head foragers who organized and led the teams. They’d helped recruit the humans who’d be coming to live with us.

	“We got some news from Tilly and Rayk’n earlier this morning,” Katerina said. “They won’t be coming along. They just confirmed that she’s pregnant with her second.”

	“Rayk’n will fly out to your location, like the other mated hunters, and help out when he can,” Mo clarified. “You’ll still get help from him. And Kaj’k, andRajiv’k, and all the others, whenever they can.”

	The other warriors didn’t need to be living with us to help with the fight; their shuttles made them mobile. But it still took time to fly to us, no matter how fast the shuttle, and the more we had on hand, the better. Especially since one of the hostile groups of humans we’d been dealing with had been getting braver.

	Mo and Kat exchanged a look before Kat said, “And we’re coming to join you as well.”

	Harb’k frowned. “But you help lead this settlement.”

	“Yes.” Kat smiled drolly. “But they don’t really need us now, not as much as they used to. The focus is on rebuilding and self-sustainability. Fresh food is always better than canned, expired tuna.”

	I wrinkled my nose. I ate almost any meat I could get my hands on, but stinky fish wasn’t my preferred protein. 

	“Besides,” she continued, “since the nest is gone, we’ve collected warehouses full of goods and equipment, and they still need to be categorized. Franklin is in the rebuilding stage now.”

	“But what about defense?” I asked. We needed help, but I didn’t want to spread Franklin thin. 

	“We’re used to dealing with the bugs,” Mo said. “And there are plenty of fighters left behind to defend the home base.”

	“As long as we are diligent and prevent a new nest in the area, the only things we need to worry about are the occasional flyers that make it out this way,” Roger added. “We can start sustainable farming in the nearby neighborhoods.”

	They’d outgrown the greenhouse by the hunters' building, where most of the hunters and their mates lived, years ago. Over the years, they’d turned every walkway in the industrial complex into garden beds. There were also chickens wandering around under the canopies they’d erected, safe from flyer eyes. They’d called the small avians their exterminators, the birds pecking away at all the scourge-like Earth-insects they came across, and even some rodents too. 

	“Our expertise will be more useful over there with you,” Kat insisted.

	The door to the cafeteria opened, and Mal’k carried in a giant steaming pot. It smelled delicious. I wondered if it was a pasta dish of some kind. They'd served that here the last time I visited, and I’d loved it even though it didn’t have much meat in it.

	There was only one human living with us right now, and Mary didn’t cook much. She used to, learning how to make simple dishes whenever Zec’k—a hunter who traveled across the country delivering supplies to all the hunter groups—visited with his mate, Siobhan. But Mary hadn’t done much cooking since she got pregnant.

	I’d tried making the delicious concoction on my own, but it had been inedible. I’d thought the jar of red sauce I’d found on the shelves in that abandoned grocery store near a nest was the right stuff. In hindsight, it had smelled quite different, but a part of me had hoped that with the application of heat, the smell and flavors would change. It hadn’t. The pieces of pasta had also stayed hard, despite the sauce bubbling and burning around it. Apparently, the magical red sauce they’d served on the pasta was not, in fact, strawberry jam.

	No one knew about my failed foray into pasta territory. I’d done it over a campfire far away from the others. A good thing too; it had burned into a stinking mess. 

	I waited impatiently for my portion to arrive. I was hungry. I was always hungry; that was part of being a hunter. Hunting the scourge was hard work.  

	Laughter from a few tables over had me looking at Aanya, who was swarmed by several females, all of them trying to hug her at the same time. She must be popular. 

	“Those ladies are acting like Aanya isn’t ever coming back,” Kat said with a laugh. “I’m glad she decided to come with us. The poor girl was starting to feel all cooped up here. Especially since she used to spend so much time in the kitchen. She’s got a heart for adventure.”

	“She’s coming along?” I blurted out. 

	“Yup.” Kat grinned. “Every time Siobhan comes by, Aanya grills her with a billion questions about the outside world. And last year, she started bribing the foraging teams to bring her along.”

	“I think a lot of the people here need a change of pace,” Roger said. “We took care of that nest just in time.”

	The humans at the table kept talking, but I stopped paying attention. Aanya was coming along. The female who made my heart beat out of time and threatened my promise that I’d never be weakened by a female was coming to live with us.  

	Krux!

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Aanya 

	I hoisted my rucksack onto my shoulders with a satisfied smile. Everything fit, with room to spare. 

	Last night, Zara had recruited a few others to help me pare down my ridiculous wardrobe. I hadn’t expected it to turn into a tear-fest. No one wanted me to leave. Even Janice had shown up.

	Clothing was one thing that post-apocalyptic movies had always gotten wrong. We weren’t dressed in rags. At least not now, six years into the collapse. As time went on, the foragers brought back fewer and fewer consumables like canned goods and body wash, and more and more soft goods. We’d eaten and used everything we could find, but things like clothing and blankets lasted much longer.

	Franklin’s focus now was on producing food and other consumables sustainably. Everything else was to be reused and repurposed. We had small batch distillation going to produce alcohol for consumption and for disinfecting. And a few of us were playing around with soap making; it was just natural with the ashes from our stoves mixing with fat drippings.

	“Ready to go?” Kat asked from the door.

	“Almost.” I eyed the winter coat on the bed.

	That was the only thing that hadn’t fit in my bag. It was late summer and heading into fall. Still warm now, the weather could turn at anytime. 

	“We put all our winter stuff on the skid marked secondary equipment. It’s for all the things we don’t need yet but will in the future. The hunters will bring it later.” She picked up my coat. “You can toss it in there with ours.” 

	That worked for me. We followed her to the front foyer, and I was surprised Zara wasn’t here latching on to my arm and begging me not to go. It was pretty early in the morning, and she’d stayed up quite late with me before heading back to her room with Dane. It was probably best I made a stealthy getaway; I wasn’t sure I could handle any more tears.  

	The trio of pickups had me thinking about our trip here so many years ago, except the pickups were no longer gas-guzzlers. They looked like tricked-out Mad Max-style vehicles, but they ran silently on Xarc’n power. The truck beds, where most of us would be riding, were protected by cages meant to keep the scourge out and us in.

	Shade cloths were stretched over the top and sides of each domed cage, leaving enough open for us to look out and watch for danger. The cloth would provide both protection from the sun and prevent the flyers from noticing us in the back. We were, after all, still their favorite food. 

	The sides of the trucks were covered in spikes designed to skewer any attacking scourge, and there were battering rams at the front of each vehicle. Though, if a spitter were to launch its acidic spittle on us, I doubted the bars and drop cloth would help. We just had to off any spitters before they could upchuck their acid. The Xarc’n blasters mounted on each vehicle were meant to do just that. These vehicles meant business.

	Someone had already lined up the electric bikes, which we planned on using for efficient foraging during our trip, in the first truck’s bed. We were crossing some prime locations on the road, and there was no way we were leaving those untouched, especially since we still couldn’t produce things like electronic components. The e-bikes made it possible for us to get in, grab our stuff, and get out quickly to rejoin the rest of the group. 

	We climbed onto the truck and Mo joined us. At the back of the procession was a single Xarc’n shuttle. The two hunters must have come together, because Haax’l climbed onto the first truck with us. He nodded to Mo and Kat but pretended not to see me.

	Was he still pissed I bumped into him yesterday?

	He brushed by me to wedge his huge frame into the spot next to Mo. No purring ensued despite our thighs touching on his way to the seat. Had I imagined it yesterday? Or maybe he’d been purring for some other woman.

	Yeah. That was it. That was why he’d been so pissed off at me, because I’d distracted him from whoever made him purr, and he’d lost her scent, or whatever. 

	“All aboard?” Curtis asked, sticking his head out from the driver’s side window. His drawl was more pronounced today than ever. 

	Curtis had been a dairy farmer before all this. Despite constantly talking about getting cows again, now that the nest in Franklin was gone, I suspected he enjoyed fighting the bugs more than he let on. Of course, if anyone asked, he was only coming along because the plains where we were headed was great forage for his future Bessies, and it was his duty to clear out the unwanted alien interlopers.

	“First stop: Hunters' Building,” he announced. And we were off. 

	Terrance sat in the driver’s seat of the truck behind ours, the early morning sun gleaming off his dark skin. The former HVAC repairman also had a knack for extermination work. He was a genuinely nice guy, and we’d had something that almost became a relationship. 

	Almost. It was more akin to friends-with-benefits that slowly faded off to just friends. 

	Zara had been so sure he was the one for me. Problem was, he had trust issues, courtesy of a crazy ex. I wasn’t going to inherit those issues. No, thank you.

	Another good man ruined by sticking his dick in crazy. Too bad. The man was as fit as the Xarc’n hunters and faster too. We would’ve made really cute babies in some other timeline, but instead, we stayed friends, and that was that. 

	The hunters' building was just down the street. Lenny and Sam stood in front of the door with their bags in hand. The two had acted together almost as this hunter group’s Tech Wizard over the year, though they’d refused to be called that. 

	A Tech Wizard was a traditional role in the old Xarc’n military. They'd provided hunters with all the technology they needed to succeed in their mission. The last of the old Tech Wizards had died with their planet, and none of the hunters alive today had ever worked with one. They knew about them though, and when tech-savvy humans started working with them, they’d shoved them into the only role they knew. 

	  The hunters, not used to having two Tech Wizards at a time, had conceded to calling Sam and Lenny by name. Alone, each of them was good—knowledgeable in their field—but together, they tackled every challenge thrown their way with aplomb. 

	They were the reason these Xarc’n-Earth hybrid vehicles existed. Sam could put any machine together, and Lenny made it do anything they wanted. She was the hardware, and he was the software.  

	“It’s just the two of us,” Lenny said.

	“I thought Tilly and Rayk’n were coming,” I said.  “Along with Waffles and Ryan.” Ryan was their half-Xarc’n, half-human kid. He was adorable but a total troublemaker. 

	“They just found out she’s pregnant with baby number two, so they decided to stay,” Sam explained. She shoved her bag onto the truck bed and climbed on. “So it’s just us.”

	The door to the building opened, and Jack ran out, waving. The man didn’t record his radio show anymore, but reruns of it played every night with the hope that it would help someone out there and maybe even convert a few anti-Xarc’n folks to our side. Not everyone was hateful; some were just misinformed or stuck in whatever situation they were in. 

	I grinned and waved back. I was really going to miss these people. For a moment, I wondered if I was making a huge mistake. These were my found family, the people I loved.

	“Remember to get those radio towers up for me,” Jack shouted from the door. From behind him, his wife, Stacey, waved as well. 

	That was enough to remind me why I had to do this. People like Jack had families now. They’d done their share of work, and now it was my turn. 

	While my family and heart were here, my job wasn’t done. There were still people across the continent we hadn’t reached with Jack’s message. The survivors who hadn’t teamed up with the Xarc’n warriors didn’t have things like the internet. They were still using radio. The lone tower near Mary’s place probably didn’t reach many. 

	Franklin might be free of the scourge, but the majority of the country was still Bugsville, USA. The more people we could convince to join us in our fight, the faster we could claim this world back for good.

	I gave Jack a thumbs up. “Will do!”

	Waffles showed up at the door and Tilly behind her. Alice, Natalie, and everyone else was there too, clambering to say goodbye. I was going to miss them all.  

	Many tearful goodbyes later, we were off onto our next big adventure. 

	 


Chapter 4: Haax’l 

	It had taken me wandering around the compound hallways last night, following my nose, and ending up outside Aanya’s room to realize who she was. My initial impression that we’d never met before had been wrong, because we had. Many times.

	When I used to come to the compound to deliver the children’s toys and furniture—and secretly look for my mate—she used to work in the kitchens. Except back then, my chest had vibrated for many of the other females, but not for her. We weren't compatible.

	So why was she the only one I reacted to now?

	I was afraid to breathe, lest the wind blew her scent at me, and I lost my control. As it was, I was sticking my face out between the bars to avoid inhaling her intoxicating fragrance, the cloth flapping in my face.

	The galaxy must be having a laugh at my expense, throwing her at me now that I wasn’t interested anymore. I wouldn't fall for this trick, though. Clearly, my body had no idea who or what was right for me.  

	I just needed to survive this trip with my sanity intact. Once we got back to my hunter group, it would be easy to hide out in my shuttle most of the day. I spent much of my time fighting the scourge, anyway. I’d just volunteer to take a larger territory.

	I doubted all these humans would fit inside our little building. There had been talk about adding a separate building or even transferring everyone over to the shopping plaza across the street. The building was large, and I was sure I’d be able to avoid her at least until the summer swarms. By then, maybe my body would be finished playing its cruel joke. 

	As we crossed the gated perimeter of the compound, one that had grown much since the last time I was here, the orderly and well-maintained buildings slowly gave way to the destroyed city outside. Aanya waved to the guard in the tower, and he gave a salute. Farther out, there were old scorch marks on the ground from where the humans had piled and burned any scourge that made it to their encampment. 

	A sign next to the road read You are Now Leaving New New Franklin. There was a cartoon drawing of a small rodent on the sign. That was supposed to represent Tooth, the squirrel a hunter in this group had adopted.

	Unlike the squirrels eking out an existence out in the scourge-filled world, Tooth had fared remarkably well over the years and still acted as young and mischievous as ever. I liked Tooth and had wondered if I should find a squirrel friend myself, especially now that I wasn’t planning on ever having a mate. 

	I checked my communicator for the aerial images we’d taken of the city as we'd flown in on Harb’k’s shuttle. We were traveling directly toward a blocked intersection. Considering Mo and Katerina often foraged in the area, I was surprised we were continuing straight into it. 

	“There’s a blocked intersection up ahead.” I showed him the image.

	He frowned. “That’s new.” He spoke into his walkie-talkie, and the caravan stopped. 

	Sam, the female with the deceptively male name, was already taking a small device out from the box in the corner. “Wanna play?” she asked Aanya. 

	Aanya grinned and took out her phone. “I’m already syncing up with the drone.” Controlling the tiny machine with her device, she sent it ahead. “It’s a couple. The man’s armed, but they also have bags next to them and what looks like a baby in a bundle,” she reported.  

	I leaned over to peer at her screen. The male waved at the drone before pulling out a white piece of fabric from his pocket and waving it in the air. I turned to ask Mo what that meant, but when I inhaled, I got a good whiff of Aanya’s delectable fragrance instead. The words stuck in my throat, and I leaned back. 

	“I don’t trust it.” Mo rubbed the back of his neck. “We’ve seen this before. Fly in and check to see if it’s a real baby in that bundle.”

	Moments later, Aanya said, “It’s real. Let me check the windows in case it’s an ambush.”

	She stuck out her tongue as she concentrated on her screen. The tiny, innocent action had me focusing completely on her. I wanted to catch that tongue with mine and taste her. Would she taste as good as she scented? 

	“Nope. Nothing.” Aanya looked up from her screen. “I think it’s just them.”

	“Okay, we’re approaching slowly,” Mo announced into his device. “They saw our drone and know we're coming. They look to be alone, but keep your guards up.”

	 The two humans stood at the side of the street, the female hiding behind the male, with the bundle in her arms. 

	“This is a horrible idea,” the female whispered, not quietly enough, pulling at the male’s sleeve. “We should go.”

	The male stood his ground. “Ho! We are friendly and looking to join the Franklin group.” He pulled off his hood so we could see him clearly. His firearm was on the ground, and he held his hands in plain view. 

	“What’s your name?” Mo shouted, standing to look over the truck. 

	“I’m Mike. We’ve known about your group for a while.”

	“And why haven’t you approached earlier?” Mo asked. 

	His companion tugged at him harder and whispered, “Fuck this.” Then she turned to leave. 

	Mike held up a hand. “Give us a second.” He pulled the female aside and said in a hushed tone, “We have to do this. We’re out of food, and you aren't producing milk. And you said these people weren’t cannibals.”

	“Not when I knew them,” she whispered back. “But that was years ago.”

	“What are they saying?” Mo asked. 

	I repeated what I had heard since the humans didn't have my exceptional hearing.

	“She does look very familiar,” Aanya said. “But I can't place her.”

	“Years of living out here could change someone.” Then Mo spoke into his short-range device again, asking the others if they recognized her. 

	“Steph?” one of the females shouted from the truck behind us. She stood and waved.

	Steph looked up before hiding behind Mike again, clearly not happy to be recognized.  The one on the truck started climbing out of the truck bed, but someone stopped her.

	“We don’t know who she is now,” someone said in a low voice. “And she did choose to leave us and follow Tiff and Aiden.”

	“I remember Steph,” Aanya said. “I tried to convince her not to go.” 

	“Didn’t their place burn down shortly after?” Kat asked. 

	“Yeah,” Aanya said. “Siobhan said she ran into them on her way out of town. But most of them were out foraging, even the pregnant ones, or Zec’k wouldn’t have sent a pack of scourge in as distraction when he rescued her.”

	I hadn’t known this. Zec’k was a logical hunter, not prone to acts of gratuitous violence. It was hard to imagine him using the scourge as a weapon. It was frowned upon to do so, though if his mate was in danger, I doubted he’d cared how many disapproved, as long as she was safe. Females did that to a hunter, warping their judgment.

	“Stephanie must’ve been one of the women they traded away to the raiders.” Aanya narrowed her eyes at Mike. 

	The two finished consulting and he turned back to us, his hands on the female’s wrists as she tried to pull it away. “We didn’t approach sooner because Steph wasn’t sure you’d forgive her. And I wasn’t sure you’d take in a stranger.”

	“Are you part of the raider group who attacked us?” Kat asked.

	The male looked confused for a moment, and Stephanie finally spoke up, defending him. “He didn’t have a say in it. And he wasn’t one of the attackers. Mike’s a good guy. He is. He just got caught in the wrong crowd is all. And we left the first chance we got.” Then, since she'd already started, she continued. “I understand if you don’t want me back, but at least take Mike and the baby.”

	Mo sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He looked around as if begging for someone else to do the talking. “I’m not cut out for this. Where’s Melissa when I need her?”

	Aanya took pity on him. “I’ll do it.” She stood. “Steph, we can’t make that decision for the group, especially since we're leaving to help with another nest.”

	“Aanya? Is that you? Wow. You…” The female seemed to relax. “You look good. But what do you mean by 'leaving'?”

	I was reminded of the group of females who’d gone to say goodbye to her yesterday. Aanya was well-liked by most. 

	Aanya glanced down at Mo and Kat. 

	“Just tell her; it’s fine.” Kat waved her hand. “There’s still plenty of fighters back home if this is some trick.”

	“We’re joining another hunter group to help them with their nest. Most people stayed behind to keep Franklin safe. Why don’t you head over to the compound and plead your case there? I’ll give Roger a call—” she held up her communication device “—and let him know there are two plus one coming so the guards don’t shoot you on sight.”

	Then Aanya dug into her pack and brought out a food bar wrapped in foil. It was one of the low-nutrient, sugary ones made on this planet before the scourge came. “Here, catch.” She tossed it over to the couple. 

	Katerina took one of the plastic bottles of water from the box and did the same. 

	“Thank you,” Mike said, looking genuinely grateful. The he started shoving at the slabs of concrete and metal he’d set up on the road. 

	“Don’t worry about that,” Mo said. “We’ll move them. You get Steph and your kid to the compound.”

	“Thank you again.” The male kept nodding his head as if the motion was stuck on repeat.

	As the two walked past our vehicles, Steph asked, “Are Zara and Siobhan still around?” 

	“Yeah, they are,” Aanya said. “Zara’s getting married soon, and Siobhan visits with her hunter often.”

	The woman’s mouth made a little O. She looked ready to cry. “I’m sorry I left you guys.”

	“We’ll call and check up on you,” Aanya promised. 

	“See, that wasn’t so bad,” were the last words I heard from Mike as they walked away. 

	Mo sent Aanya a grateful look as he tapped out a message to Roger on his phone.  

	The occupants of the first truck got out to move the barriers, and I joined them. 

	“Why did you imply the guards shoot on sight?” I asked Mo as I carried a metal cabinet off the road. “They do not do this.” 

	It had been Aanya who’d said the words, but Mo had been nodding when she said them.

	“We don’t shoot at hunters. But we don’t know for sure they are friendly. If they're still part of the raider’s group, we want them to believe that if anyone else shows up, we won’t hesitate to clean them up. We’re nice, but not pushovers.”

	I grunted, understanding. These survivors had an abundance of caution when it came to their home and the people they considered their own. 

	Aanya bent to pick up one end of a slab of concrete, the tight leg coverings she wore stretching over her ass.  With effort, she and Kat moved the slab off the road before tackling the next piece, bending over again. I’d never been so jealous of a pair of pants.  

	Mo elbowed me. “You’re staring. Are you sure you’re not interested?”

	 


Chapter 5: Aanya 

	We didn’t see any scourge until we were quite some ways out of town, and it was well into mid-morning. 

	Our job had once been to prevent the scourge from exiting our town and starting new nests elsewhere or finding food to bring home. Now, it was reversed. Franklin was clean, and we needed to prevent anything from getting back in. As long as a single queen still survived on our planet, our job wasn’t done. Re-infestation was no joke. 

	Haax’l stood at the first sight of danger, getting ready to fight off the bugs, only to sit back down when he realized there was nothing left to fight. The other travelers had already gotten rid of the menace from afar, shooting them with Xarc’n-style energy blasters and then tossing Molotovs to burn the corpses. 

	The poor guy looked almost disappointed he didn’t get to fight. I’d heard from some of the mated women that many of the hunters found fighting to be fun. Some humans did too. I bet Curtis and Terrance were both disappointed they were stuck driving. 

	I almost understood the feeling. Except with me, it was the excitement of finding something useful, something that would help my fellow survivors. It was that feeling which had drawn me away from the kitchen into the ruins of Franklin. 

	When Siobhan first left the compound to embark on her never-ending adventure with her delivery hunter, I’d thought she was crazy. Why would she want to leave just when we’d found safety and security? Sure, she’d been searching for her sister, but there’d been no proof at the time that Morgan was still alive. 

	It had all turned out well in the end. Morgan lived with her Xarc’n warrior and his hunter group up in the Rockies. There were many small nests in their area, many so small that they didn’t really count as true nests. After clearing out the first official nest in the area years ago, they’d moved on to the surrounding ones. One by one, they’d rid the mountainous region of the scourge presence.

	 But their job wasn’t over. They worked hard every day to keep the scourge from re-establishing, as we did back in Franklin. It was even harder for them; something to do with the underground cave systems making it difficult to catch forming nests. Still, it was enough to provide sanctuary for Earth’s creatures, and the wild had rebounded.

	Siobhan traveled between the Franklin compound and the Colorado group often. Whenever she visited, I’d ask her to tell me everything she saw out there. The four walls of the compound, which had once represented safety, slowly felt more and more stifling. Even the parts of Franklin we'd been able to forage in before we cleared out the nest hadn’t been enough; I wanted to see more of the world. And now, I was out on my own adventure.

	“Bogey at two-o-clock.” Curtis’s voice rang out from the walkie-talkie in Mo’s hand. 

	Sure enough, there was a flyer in the sky.

	“Oh, let me, let me.” Lenny reached his hand out, demanding the controller.

	I dug into the storage and found the videogame-like controller, and handed it over. 

	“Where’s the screen?”

	Mo connected to the blaster system, turned his phone around, and held it still for him.  The blaster mounted to the roof of the cab—it had been reinforced to manage the weight and recoil of the massive weapon—rotated to point at the flyer, locking on. 

	I held my breath as he waited for the creature to get closer. It was a delicate balance, waiting long enough for the flyer to get close to guarantee a killing shot, but not so long that it called out our location and sent the ground troops from miles around swarming in our direction.

	Lenny was playing it close. Too close. The flyer would’ve already identified us by now and would call out any moment. 

	Apparently, I wasn’t the only one worried, because Haax’l looked ready to snatch the controller from Lenny’s hands. The slight movement of his claws extending, then retracting, had me glancing over at his hands. I’d known about the retractable claws, but I’d never seen them working up close. Cool.

	Aside from the claws, I also noticed that his hands were huge, just like the rest of him. And when he clenched them into fists, the muscles in his forearms rippled.

	Damn. I think I just developed a thing for forearms.

	Just as Haax’l moved, Lenny fired. The shot zinged across the sky, hitting the flyer in the chest. It dropped to the field below. 

	Lenny grinned at Haax’l. “Nervous much?”

	Haax’l scowled.

	Curtis started up again. We had to hurry if we were going to make it to the checkpoint where we planned on staying during the noon hours. One or two flyers we could handle, but we didn’t want to be stuck in the open during high noon when the scourge were the busiest. 

	We were close to the first forage location, too, and we needed to get there first to drop off Sam, Kat, and me. The landscape flew by as we drove, our electric-powered vehicles quiet as we sped along the midwestern countryside.

	“There.” I tapped Sam’s arm.  “That’s the place.” 

	I’d only ever seen images of the building, and those had been taken before the collapse, for a certain map app. It was the largest manufacturer of electronic parts and components in the area, and most likely, the majority of the goods were still sitting inside untouched. For the first few years of the bugpocalypse, we’d all gone after necessities; things like computer parts and cell phone batteries had no worth. 

	There was a group in California tasked with collecting everything they could from the factories there, as well. There were also hardware manufacturers up in Canada. It was a group effort. We were hoping that we’d find everything we needed together. That was what made the forums so useful. The world became much bigger than just our little survivor group.

	We even had a new calendar now. One where year 0 was the year the alien bugs landed silently on Earth, and year 1 AS, After-Scourge, was the year they started making the news. At first, it had been a joke on the survivor forum. We’d called it AS(s) years because they sucked ass, but over time, it stuck, and people started using it in earnest. 

	It was much easier to refer to life events this way. The old world simply didn’t exist anymore, and we all thought in pre-bug and post-bug terms. It just made sense. 

	It became official last year, on year 5 AS(s), though only survivor groups who worked with the Xarc’n hunters used this new system. I was sure anti-Xarc’n groups still used the clunky Before Christ and After Death calendars. 

	For me, I counted summers. The first summer was when it all went to shit. I’d found this group, though at the time, it had been run by some pretty unscrupulous people.

	The second summer was when our group broke away from the assholes who once led us, declaring our independence. We’d lived across town then. We’d made the trip to the compound that autumn.

	They’d deployed the bacterial bioweapon against the nests at the end of that year, too, weakening the scourge by targeting their symbiotic fungal defenses.

	Summers three, four,  and five had been spent fighting alongside our new allies, whittling down the nest at the center of town. At the very end of the third winter was when they’d started testing out the UV-C lights, using them directly inside the nests on the queen and her eggs. 

	By the fourth spring, the Colorado nest had been wiped out, and the area was declared a safety zone for wildlife. It was considered the first “real” nest to be cleared, though tiny, half-formed ones, like the one Mal’k and Rayk’n had come from, had fallen earlier. Those were too small to count though. Nests like those formed all the time, some starving out before they could fully establish themselves.

	This was the sixth summer I’d lived with the scourge on our planet, and the year we destroyed the nest in the middle of town. It was the first medium-sized nest to go, and we were proud.

	Sam knocked on the window of the cab.

	Curtis stopped, and his voice crackled over the walkie-talkie. “This the place?”

	“Yup,” I replied as we started moving the bikes out. 

	“You better hurry then. There are flyers on the horizon,” Curtis said, the urgency making his drawl stand out. 

	“Crap,” I hissed. I stuck my head out of the fabric covering the truck bed. “What shitty timing.”

	I handed my bag over to Lenny, and he gave me a large empty backpack which I put on. Then he took out binoculars to survey the place. 

	“What's going on?” 

	I would've been able to guess what the hunter had asked even without his translator. I left it to Kat to explain. 

	“A few of us are going in there—” she gestured out to the large building “—to get some shopping done.” She strapped on her blaster and handed Mo’s blaster to me. 

	I strapped it on. I didn’t have my own yet, but I didn’t mind sharing. The blasters went out with whoever was foraging that day, and Kat was out there most days. Kat grabbed another blaster from the supply crate and handed it over to Sam. 

	“This was not discussed. And it is almost noon.” Haax’l did not sound happy about it one bit. 

	“It’s part of the plan.” Then to Mo, Kat said, “Meet you guys at the checkpoint in a few hours.” She leaned over and gave him a kiss. 

	Pulling out helmets for the three of us from the crate, she passed them along. It would be a shame to wipe out from a knock to the head after we’d survived waves of deadly space bugs together. 

	“The place looks clear,” Lenny said. “No signs of anyone staying there.” 

	It was hard to hide the evidence of long-term human habitation in a building, especially out here in the country. Things like garden plots, refuse piles, gates, fences, and garbage tended to give it away. 

	I peeked up through the fabric at the sky.  Three flyers were circling ahead. “Come on. We have to go.”

	We just needed to get inside that building, and the flyers wouldn’t see us. And the larger, fast-moving vehicles would draw their attention away. The chances of there being any scourge in there were low. There was nothing edible to draw them in. 

	“No. You are not going.” Haax’l blocked my way. “Why are three females going alone?”

	What the hell did that mean? Did he think we couldn’t manage it because we were women? We were light and fast on the e-bikes, and Sam was the only one who knew what to take. We were exactly who needed to go. Besides, this was Sam’s plan, and she chose me and Kat. So there.

	“Move.” I shoved at the purple oaf, suddenly angry. 

	Kat and Sam looked just as pissed as they lowered their bikes to the ground and sprayed us all down with the cloyingly pungent scent of lilac and roses. No scourge was attracted to flowers; they only wanted meat and flesh. 

	“Oh man, you fucked up now.” Lenny guffawed. 

	It was the last thing I heard as I focused my sights on the building full of treasures.  

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Haax’l

	“Calm your big purple ass, hunter,” Lenny said, pushing the plastic contraption on his face higher. “They’ll be fine. We removed the speed limiter on those e-bikes. They’ll be there before the flyers even notice.”

	I clenched my fists at my sides as the three small forms sped toward the building. Those machines they rode were silent and quick, much faster than I’d expected. 

	“And don’t let the ladies hear you say anything about them needing a man’s help. Ever,” Mo added. “They’ll tan your hide. They’re going to hide in the building through noon and find what they need, then meet back up with us at the checkpoint when the flyers clear.”

	The stench of the deterrent the humans used to discourage the scourge filled the air. It was a scent I associated with Kat. I realized now that it was only because she foraged often. But even that couldn’t drown out Aanya’s more delicate bouquet. 

	The truck started moving again, and I growled, earning a strange look from the humans around me. 

	Something inside screamed at me to go after them, to fill my nose with Aanya’s smell again. I gripped the bars around the truck bed to stop myself.  There were flyers in the sky and bands of scuttlers roaming in the area. I’d scented them before the women had sprayed their deterrent, but they weren’t near the building. 

	The small forms were almost at the building now. Once they ducked inside, they should be safe from the flyers. But what if there were scourge inside hiding? Waiting?

	The truck was picking up speed, and the flyers should technically follow the larger, faster-moving vehicles to investigate instead of the smaller, barely visible forms. I hadn’t noticed it until now, but the three wore similar-colored clothing meant to help them blend into the gray concrete.

	“The flyers found us,” Mo said into his device. “Everyone up onto your stations.”

	All three vehicles were mounted with Xarc’n-style ship blasters, and I assumed each truck had a Lenny to control them. I swore the male delayed firing just to make me nervous. I watched the screen Lenny was focused on. Like our shuttles, the system helped choose the best target for each blaster so they wouldn’t be shooting at the same one, wasting resources and precious time.   

	“Remember, let them follow us for a bit first. Distract them from our foragers,” Mo called out. 

	That was a good plan, except one of the flyers didn’t turn in our direction. It focused on the three forms disappearing toward the building instead. 

	One moment I was in the truck bed, and the next, I’d opened the gate at the back and was leaping off the vehicle, my eyes on the flyers. 

	“What the fuck is he doing?” someone yelled.

	“Get your purple butt back in the vehicle, Haax’l!” Mo did not sound happy.

	But I was already running toward the flyer and the delectable morsels it was after. 

	The females had gotten off their vehicles, parking them next to a small window. They had something draped over the sill of the broken window, and Kat was climbing in.  Any moment now, the flyer would call out, confirming there was food in the area. 

	The two hurried over to the door nearby, and a moment later, Kat opened it from the inside. Kat saw me right away and glowered. 

	The flyer was above the building, and hadn’t been able to see the three of them against the wall. It was flying past the edge now and would see them any second. Just as it flew over the edge, Sam ducked into the building and closed the door. The females were in. 

	That left me standing in the lot, exposed and realizing my mistake. The flyer saw me and called out. 

	Krux!

	I turned to run back to the caravan, but it was gone, leading the other flyers away.  Back at the building, Aanya peeked out through the small window on the metal door. Our eyes met. And instead of relief, I saw annoyance.

	Of course, she was annoyed. I’d fucked up and called the scourge to the building. I didn’t have much time to think though, because the flyer screeched and dove for me. 

	I dodged to the side just in time to avoid its dive bombing. The creature landed on the pavement behind me. I whipped around, pulling my sword from my back. 

	It was already attacking, the thick spike of its tail slashing around to the front, aiming for me. I jumped high, and the tail passed harmlessly under my feet. But the flyer’s rear appendage was incredibly mobile. It whipped around again, spiking into the ground a mere arm's length away. The concrete crumbled on impact as the spike on the end of its tail stabbed into it. 

	If I were lucky, the spike would get impaled into the concrete, hampering the flyer’s mobility. But luck wasn’t on my side today. The tail lifted up freely and stabbed again, the avian intent on skewering me. This time, as it freed its tail, I lunged for its legs, removing several with a large swing of my curved blade.

	The sizzle as the energy-imbued edge sliced through the scourge’s joints never ceased to satisfy. My blade glowed with power.   

	The creature shrieked as it crumbled under its own weight on its remaining legs. I dashed out of range of its tail. The tail was designed to curve over its body and stab in front. If I fought it from the side, it could only swing about ineffectively.

	I jumped over another swing of its tail and landed on its back. The beast flailed from side to side, trying to dislodge me, but I held on tight, climbing toward its head. Severing its head from its body gave it a clean death.

	As it twitched in its final throes, I leaped off its back, managing to avoid getting any of the creature’s internal fluids on me. I liked fighting clean. There was nothing as putrid as scourge guts, and I avoided any messy tactics like disembowelment.

	Two scuttlers had arrived during my fight. They were easy as long as I avoided the front claws. It wasn’t the sharp edge that was the most dangerous, but the nerve-deadening toxin that could leave a hunter paralyzed if not treated in time. Several more swings of my sword, and the two twitched next to the flyer. 

	But now, a larger group was arriving, called in by the flyer’s cry. My initial reaction was to fight them all. I was a hunter, and it was my job. 

	The door opened, and Aanya waved at me, and that was enough to change my mind about staying and fighting. I ran for the door before they arrived.

	If I were alone, I’d stay out there and face the challenge. But scourge bodies drew more scourge, and noon was coming. They’d be coming in for hours, and I wasn’t prepared for a drawn-out skirmish. Usually, when I hunted, I planned out the battle in advance, setting up a  combat zone before luring the scourge to the area with a beacon.  I’d have my shuttle with me so I could duck in for protection and catch my breath if needed. 

	I didn’t have that now, and the only building I could use as my battlefield was the building the females were in, which would endanger them. It was better to hide and wait for the scourge to lose interest. I’d messed up their plans enough.

	I ran for the door and shut it behind me, and the scuttler slammed into the metal surface. I turned to see the three women glaring at me. 

	“What the hell was that?” Kat demanded, her hands on her hips. 

	“I thought—” I didn’t finish my sentence. My reason didn’t sound good, even to me.

	This group was well-trained and prepared, and I wondered why Harb’k and I were even here. They didn’t need our protection from the scourge. And all I was doing was getting in their way. 

	“Just leave the thinking to the others next time,” Sam huffed. 

	Ouch.

	Her face softened. “I’m sorry; that was mean. But it was going so well until you decided to play hero. Now we have a bunch of bugs on us.”

	“It’s okay, Sam.” Aanya grabbed a chair lining the wall and shoved it under the handle of the door to the room off to the side. It must be where they’d broken the window. “They’ll leave once they lose interest. It doesn’t smell like humans in here, and they don’t really target the hunters. We just have to make sure they don’t get in.”

	“Yes, we need to seal the building.” Kat peered down the hall leading to the right. “Sam and I will take this hall. You and Haax’l can take the main one.”

	“What?” I asked.

	“But—” Aanya narrowed her eyes at me and started to protest, but Sam and Kat were already heading down the hall.  She sighed. “Fine. Come on, let’s go. Trust me, I don’t like it any more than you do, but you started this, so suck it up, Buttercup.”

	“My name is Haax’l.”

	She only laughed. 

	The first room we checked was across the hall from the room the females had come in. It had a desk and several heavy shelves full of binders; the window in this room overlooked a large open space with heavy machinery.

	“According to the map, the building is a huge rectangle with a notch cut out of it at the back with some picnic tables and trees. That means the rooms on this side should be all internal facing.”

	“The map?”

	She dug her phone out of her pocket, tapped on the screen a few times, and showed it to me. It was an aerial image from their map system, forever frozen in time from before the scourge arrived on their planet. I bent, reaching for the phone to get a better look. Our hands touched, and I inhaled a big lungful of her. The scented spray was on her clothes, but this close to the skin of her face and neck, her natural scent was stronger. 

	My chest, having been suppressed the entire ride here, exploded in loud, insistent rumbling. The spark between our hands was so strong my eyes darted over, expecting to see a flash of light. As if electricity flowed between us, making it impossible to move our hands apart, we stood trapped, the air vibrating between us.

	Her mouth dropped open, and she looked up at me, her eyes full of wonder. Everything around us disappeared.

	Her phone buzzed from a pouch strapped to her waist.  

	I snatched my hand away, glad the call had broken her spell on me. She furrowed her brows, confused, before picking up the communication. 

	Mo’s voice came through the speaker. Even held to her ear, I could hear it with my sensitive hearing. 

	“Yeah, we’re fine. Haax’l’s with us,” Aanya answered. 

	I didn’t pay attention to what else was said as my communicator flashed with a message from Harb’k asking the same thing. I recapped for him. He hadn’t known about the detour the group had planned either. I turned my attention back to the little female just feet from me, but the magical moment was gone.

	It was for the best. I wasn’t here to find a female; that shuttle had long left the docking bay. This whole thing was just proof that I couldn’t let my baser instincts rule me. I had already messed up their original plan and distracted myself from my mission: protect the caravan and ensure it arrived at its destination.

	Aanya walked back out into the hallway, and I followed behind. 

	 


Chapter 7: Aanya 

	I drew the blinds to the small window, shoved the desk up to it, and bent to pick up the filing cabinet. The bugs weren’t smart and wouldn’t try the window as long as they didn’t see, smell, or hear anyone on the other side, but the extra furniture blocking it was insurance. I'd underestimated the weight of the cabinet though, and struggled to lift it.

	Haax’l picked up another one easily. I moved aside and let him put it on the desk. I wasn’t opposed to help; I just didn’t like how he’d assumed we needed it because we were women.  Besides, this was kind of his fault, so he could do the heavy lifting to fix it. 

	He was still purring. Now that it had started again, it wouldn’t stop. So he had purred for me yesterday. 

	It explained why he’d rushed in to help and ended up messing up the plan with his misplaced heroics. I was simultaneously pissed off that he’d thought we needed his aid and impressed that he’d jumped out of a moving vehicle to come to our much-unneeded rescue. Everyone knew how protective these hunters were. He must have thought we were in trouble and acted instinctively.

	The purring now kind of implied that he’d done it for me. Though, by the way he'd pretended I didn’t exist on the truck, it was surprising. 

	Okay. So we were compatible. He was compatible with dozens of women, or had been when he used to visit. On the forums, they were talking about a hunter who purred for literally every person he met, man or woman. Now that guy had options. Some hunters never purred for anyone at all. They searched the planet looking for that one special lady.

	Once a hunter bonded to a mate, however, it didn’t matter who he’d purred for before. He only had eyes for his one and only. 

	I looked around the office, noticing some drawings scattered on the desk. I grabbed my phone and took photos in case someone found them useful back home. 

	We found a few more offices with windows and did the same to close them off. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but it would do for our stay. At the end of the hall was a windowless break room with a couch, a single table, two chairs, and a counter with a microwave.

	The door at the end of the hallway led to the factory floor. The smell of stagnant water was strong, not surprising considering the giant puddle in the middle. I waved at Kat and Sam from across the pool, and they waved back from the other side. I wondered if they could hear the purring from over there. I was thankful for the large machinery in between us. 

	The only windows here were skylights. There wasn’t much we could do to cover them, but this place should be fine as long as no centicreeps or flyers saw us through them and tried to bash their way in.

	The large puddle at the center wasn’t the only one, and we had to step around and over wet spots as we made our way across to the other side. There must be a leak, or several, in the roof. In fact, the roof looked so thin the sunlight peeked through several cracks. I sure hoped today wasn’t the day it decided to throw in the towel.

	We met up with Sam and Kat at the single door on the far side of the factory floor. The sign above it read Quality Control, and it was locked tight. 

	“See the stuff you need?” I asked Sam.

	“We found a few things, but they're mostly samples.” She eyed the locked door. 

	“It was just offices on our side,” I said. “But we only checked the rooms with the windows. I saw some drawings that might be interesting, but I didn’t know what I was looking at. I took some photos. Here, I’ll send them over.”

	“Thanks. Our side was the cafeteria and break rooms, followed by a bunch of meeting rooms; that’s where we found the samples.”

	We hadn’t hit paydirt yet, but we were close. Many of the drawers I’d found had been left open, which meant someone had been in here after the bugs. They’d probably gone through all the drawers looking for snacks.

	“Were the cafeteria and kitchen ransacked?” I asked.

	“Yup,” Katerina answered. “The windows are intact, but they're pretty big, so we just closed the door and blocked it with a bunch of furniture. There’s only one entrance to the cafeteria so it should hold. Oh, and there are stairs on our side. But we didn’t go up yet. We wanted to check the main floor first.”

	I looked up, and there were windows overlooking the factory floor. One of the rooms looked like it was accessible up a few metal stairs and across some catwalks.

	“You guys go check out the second floor.” I pointed to the room overlooking the machines. “I’m going up there. Maybe I’ll find a key or something.”

	I started up the metal stairs with Haax’l following behind. Now that we’d had our little moment in the office, I couldn’t help but notice his presence. 

	While the stairs up to the first catwalk were pretty sturdy, the catwalk itself wasn’t. It swayed and creaked as I started across. 

	“I think we should take this one at a time,” I said.

	I wasn’t sure the thing could hold his weight. I also didn’t trust the platform at the end not to collapse if he jumped over. By some miracle, he made it across the rickety catwalk, and we started up the second flight of stairs.

	The room overlooked the entire floor and was most likely a control room. If I were designing a video game, this was where I’d put the keys to the next level. 

	I grinned at the thought. Lenny would appreciate it. My brothers would’ve too. 

	Growing up, I'd had three older brothers. Not one or two, but three of them. Dad was a programmer and an early adopter of every gaming system imaginable. He might have driven around in a rusted, beat-up lemon, but you betcha we had every new game released. As the youngest in a video gamer household, I got to watch a lot of them being played, and played my share as well.

	Mom kept to things like Farmville and Candy Crush, but I used to love horror survival games. Especially the ones where the protagonists started out completely unarmed and vulnerable and had to run and hide at the first inkling of the monster showing up. I loved figuring out the puzzles and the thrill of getting to the next level. 

	Then everything had gone to shit, and I’d had to live it in real life. That hadn’t been nearly as fun.

	I’d just finished high school that year. Not knowing what I wanted to do with my life, I’d taken a year off so I could make up my mind. My parents had been really understanding, which was a surprise. 

	Mom and Dad had grown up in a small town where they’d been the only South Asians in their school. Not wanting to marry some unknown man back home in India, Mom put her sights on Dad, but Nana, my grandfather—it always confused people since it meant grandma in other languages—had needed some convincing. The story was that Nani, my grandmother, had threatened never to make Nana's favorite meal again if he didn’t immediately cancel the arrangement back home and set Mom and Dad up.

	My parents had relocated to the cultural melting pot known as the New York suburbs to give their kids an easier life. Mom had gotten pregnant young with Rohan and never finished school. She’d said she wanted me to have the chance to do anything I wanted with my life, and if I had to take a year off to make the decision, then so be it.

	Too bad the scourge had other ideas. 

	I’d mourned Mom, Dad, and Vikram first. Vikram was the closest to my age, the annoying brother who wouldn’t leave me and my friends alone growing up. Despite not being the youngest, he was the spoiled one since he was the youngest boy. Mom and Dad both worked downtown, and Vikram took classes at BMCC. 

	I’d made it out just before they quarantined the entire area. Rohan had married and gotten a job with some start-up in Los Angeles, and I’d been on my way there when I found out L.A. was gone too.

	That left Alesh; he’d been off at university and living with our uncle in Cambridge. Alesh could still be alive, and I’d scoured the survivors’ forums for him for years. I’d met several Aleshes, but none had been my brother. 

	I was jolted out of the memories of my family when the catwalk under my feet creaked loudly and shifted. I scrambled to the final platform. 

	Fuck! I should’ve been paying more attention. 

	The catwalk I’d been on swayed and groaned, and a small piece of rusted metal fell from it into the puddle below with a splash and clang. The sound echoed in the large room. Haax’l and I exchanged a look. He still stood on the stable platform on the far side.

	“That was close,” I said. “It’s right below the leak and is probably rusted through. I should’ve noticed earlier.” Then I frowned, not sure how I was going to get back over. There was no way I was getting back on that death trap.

	“Go check the room.” Haax’l pointed to the door, which was just one ladder-climb away. “I will find a way to get you down.”

	“I have a rope,” I said, glancing down at the extremely dirty water and the rusty metal jutting out of it. “But I’m not keen on landing in that.”

	When was the last time I had my tetanus shot?

	“I’ll find something for you to land on.”

	I sure hoped he did, because as he shifted his weight, more pieces of the catwalk tumbled down into the puddle. I started up the ladder, which fortunately hadn’t been dripped on and corroded for years. The rungs were solid, and I made it to the platform with no further issues. Just as expected, the door opened into what looked like a control room. 

	My phone, which was strapped to the front of my bag, buzzed. It was Kat, wondering what the noise was. I sent her back a quick message about the rusted catwalk and assured her we were both fine and alive. 

	I found a large ring of keys hanging in a cabinet on the wall. Bingo! One of these had to be the right one. I held up the heavy ring. It really did look like it belonged in a video game. I searched the place for anything else useful. There was a sheet with all the products manufactured here. I grabbed it, folded it up, and tucked it into my hip bag. 

	I always wore one when I went foraging. It kept all the necessities within easy reach and saved room in my backpack for goodies. Some people called it a fanny pack, but I hated that word. If traveling with a backpack was backpacking, then traveling with a fanny pack was… you get the idea. It was a horrible name for a wonderful invention. 

	When I stepped back onto the platform, it was to see Haax’l jumping to reach a ladder that started above his head. Since there were no rungs for his feet, he climbed hand over hand in an impressive display of strength. His muscles rippled, and I licked my lips, wishing he wasn’t giving me so many mixed messages. The purring and sideways glances told me he was interested, but when Mo’s call had broken the spell, he’d snatched his hand away like I’d burned him. 

	At first, I couldn’t figure out what Haax’l was doing, but then I saw what he was eyeing: a massive crate hanging from chains just out of the drip zone. He found the pulley for the chain and lowered it to the ground, then jumped down, landing next to it. I gawked. If it were him up here, he could just jump and land safely. 

	As he shoved and pushed the crate over to the water to make me a platform to land on, I tied the rope to the sturdiest-looking part of the platform. It wasn’t long enough to reach the crate, but it would have to do. 

	I eyed it warily, unsure if it was any safer than the rickety catwalk I’d come across. As if to taunt me, a big piece of the catwalk broke away and crashed onto the floor below, splashing dirty water everywhere. 

	“Okay. Rope it is.”

	I dug in my hip bag, looking for the gloves I stashed there. There was no way I was going to slide down barehanded. Rope burn was no fun. 

	I made sure my phone was safely tucked away and started down the rope. Near the bottom, a pair of massive hands grabbed me before I could drop to the crate below. 

	I flung my arms around Haax’l’s neck and gasped as I slid down, our bodies rubbing against each other electrically. He growled and stiffened. The purring started in his chest again, and this time, with us pressed together, it made every part of us that touched light up with awareness.  Something hard and unmistakable pressed between us, dragging against my front as I slid down his body.

	Our eyes met, the warm golden hue of his filling me with warmth. His tongue darted out to lick his lips, and I had the urge to kiss him. But I wasn’t fast enough. He kissed me instead, stealing my breath.

	Haax’l worked my mouth like an expert, and an uncontrolled moan left my throat. He groaned in response, his hands squeezing my ass and pulling our bodies even closer together. His tongue swept into my mouth, exploring and claiming. The throbbing of lust started in between my legs. I grew braver, twisting my fingers into his dark, wiry hair. 

	Damn it! The hunter could kiss. I thought they didn’t kiss in their culture. Haax’l had spent time with some of the women at the compound, though nothing had become of it. Maybe he’d learned then.

	I didn’t care that he’d had a bit of experience before, not when it meant he was so freaking good with his tongue. The sizzling jolts of passion zinged down my body to my pussy as I wondered what else his tongue could do.

	Then, as suddenly as it started, he pulled away and put me down. I hadn’t realized I’d wrapped myself around him like I was climbing a big, sexy, purple tree. Then I heard it too: the buzzing from my phone. 

	Still dazed by the kiss, I dug the device out—two missed calls from Kat and Sam. 

	Shit! How long had we been necking?

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Haax’l 

	“About time you picked up. You had us worried.” Kat’s whispered words came through the speaker just loud enough for me to hear. 

	“We’re fine,” Aanya said. “We found a bunch of keys. It looks like the master set. What about you?”

	“The good news is that we found prototypes that never made it to market, and Sam is having a field day.”

	Aanya wrinkled her nose. “And the bad news?”

	“The upper floor hallway is lined with a giant, long window. The scourge on the ground won’t be able to reach us. But there’s several flyers and a centicreep.”

	“No, not those,” Aanya grumbled.

	The scourge mutants the Earthlings had named centicreeps resembled Earth insects called centipedes, but they were many times larger—an abomination born of Earth genetics and an out-of-control Xarc’n military weapon.  

	Originally modified from their original forms by the Xarc’n military for use on the battlefield, the scourge base units didn’t need to climb. The basic scuttlers, flyers, spitters, and lungers were enough for whatever they had used them for. When they'd first arrived on this planet, the man-made structures challenged them, and the centicreep had been their response. Not only could it climb exceptionally well and fit into tight corridors, but it was fast too.

	The Xarc’n military had never had full control over their creations. Being able to mutate using genetics gleaned from the planet was an ability they hadn’t expected. According to the records, swimmers were the first mutation ever recorded. They still popped up from time to time, but in small numbers and only on island chains and archipelagos.

	We hunters were the Xarc’n military’s final achievement: an attempt to build something to outlive them and bring the scourge under control after they’d failed. We’d changed too, over the centuries, learning to be more than just mindless fighters.

	I liked to believe we were the better creation, but time would tell. We’d been chasing them for centuries, and yet they still proliferated. 

	The scourge might not be intelligent, but they had numbers, and their fungal partner gave them the upper hand. The fungus needed the scourge to fruit and create spores. In return, they made the scourge inedible, infecting and killing any animals desperate enough to ingest the creatures.

	Since many species fought back by biting, it made it impossible for them to even defend themselves. Accidentally ingesting a tiny amount was usually not a death sentence, as long as the animal’s immune system was robust enough. But species that used biting attacks usually also licked themselves clean. And therein lay the crux.

	“Don’t worry,” Kat continued. “We ducked into one of the side rooms, and we’re safe. It wasn’t there when we first turned into the hallway. I think it was circling the building, looking for movement. I’m not sure if it saw us or not, but I don’t hear glass breaking.”

	“That’s a good sign.”

	“It’s still out there though, and it won’t leave.”

	“It could’ve seen movement and is investigating.” Aanya looked up at the skylights, worry marring her features. “We should fall back to the usual plan.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I thought. You should get somewhere windowless too.”

	“I will go fight it,” I said.

	“No!” said both females at the same time in forceful whispers.

	Aanya shook her head wildly, a look of panic on her face. Did she think I was incapable of fighting a centicreep? They were hard to manage alone, and we usually fought them in pairs, but I’d done it by myself before, and I’d do it again, especially if it meant protecting these females.

	“Don’t you dare, Haax’l,” Kat hissed through the phone. “We want the scourge to leave. You’ll only rile them up.”

	“We’ll find a place to hole up and wait for your call.” Then Aanya hung up.

	“We should go find them.”

	She set a serious gaze on me. “No. Don’t do it, Haax’l. Now is not the time to play hero. Trust me. It won’t impress anyone.”

	“But—” 

	“Do I need to remind you that the three of us got in here without being seen? The only reason the scourge are here is because they saw your purple ass. You fucked up our plan, Romeo.”

	Why was everyone obsessed about my ass and its purpleness? First Lenny, then Mo, and now her.

	I was about to protest that it wasn’t my ass the flyer had seen and that my name wasn’t Romeo when the sound of scourge legs tapping on glass echoed through the factory, and the whole place darkened slightly. We both froze. A massive scourge body covered the skylight in the corner, and the centicreep peered into the building. 

	“Don’t move,” Aanya said through gritted teeth.

	I didn’t. While the flyers hunted only by sight and the other units by scent, the centicreep did so with both. It shouldn’t be able to smell us in here, especially with the perfume Aanya wore. We stood under an overhanging platform, and while the floors were metal mesh, it provided enough cover that it wouldn’t see as long as we stayed still. 

	As I stood there waiting, I went through the different scenarios in my head. They were right. The best outcome would be for the scourge to lose interest and leave. Despite the overwhelming urge to fight the despicable creature on the skylight, doing so would only encourage more of the scourge to come. I wouldn’t be protecting the females at all. 

	Remembering the windowless room with the couch, I waited for the centicreep to lose interest and check the next skylight. All the windows led to the same place, but it wasn’t smart enough to realize that. The distance between the skylights was short, but it would be enough for me to get Aanya back into the first hallway.

	I cleared my throat softly to get her attention. She met my gaze with a questioning look, and I directed her focus to the door back to the hall. She nodded ever so slightly, just enough for me to see but not enough to attract the scourge’s attention.

	The centicreep crawled off the glass, and I moved, picking Aanya up and running toward the door as fast as I could. I made it just as the creature appeared in the skylight on the other side of the room. I opened the door and ran in.

	“Did it see us?” she whispered. 

	“I do not know.”

	“Let’s make ourselves scarce.”

	It could have. It was already at the window when I'd opened the door, and the door closing would have caught its attention too. We ran to the room with the couch and stepped in.

	The light from Aanya’s phone illuminated the room as she made her way to the couch and sat down. Then it was dark again. 

	“I hope you don’t mind being in the dark. My phone’s battery sucks, and I don’t want to drain it.” 

	“I do not mind.” My communicator could also provide light, but I didn’t mind being in the dark either.

	I stood perfectly still, listening for sounds outside the door but didn’t hear anything. I gave it a few more minutes, and when I still heard nothing, I asked, “What’s the plan now?” They had mentioned the usual plan in their call, but I had no idea what that was.

	“Well, usually when someone gets trapped by the scourge and it’s close to noon, the plan is to find a safe place, stay put, and wait it out. We usually avoid moving around too much or making noise during this time anyway, so it doesn’t make that much of a difference.” She pulled up her phone again. 

	It was blinding now that we’d gotten used to the dark, and she lowered the brightness. 

	“It’s quarter past noon, the worst time to move about. We don’t plan on leaving this place and returning to join the others until at least three. So even if the centicreep has us pinned down for two more hours, we still have forty-five minutes until we can leave. That’s plenty of time to grab what we need. That’s how we do it if we’re out during the day.”

	“You go out to forage often? I thought you stayed in the kitchen.” Had I remembered wrong? 

	She made a kissing sound with her teeth. “Ugh! Not you too.”

	I didn’t know what she meant. “You were in the kitchen when I used to visit.”

	“You haven’t been by for over a year. But I’ve been foraging for longer than that. You never talked to me before, so how would you know?”

	That was the truth. I’d not talked to Aanya because my chest never rumbled for her. I’d been so focused on finding my mate that I’d ignored everyone who wasn’t compatible. Except for the children; I enjoyed how excited they got when I brought them toys. 

	“But whatever; it wasn’t just you.” She leaned back on the couch in the dark. “Everyone took one look at me and thought I’d never make it out here. But they were wrong. I’m glad I managed to convince Mama Sal that I was only fifteen, so they didn’t put me on baby-making duty.” 

	I seethed, remembering the history of the Franklin group. I’d heard bits and pieces and eventually had Roger explain things to me. Before Roger was leader, the group was led by two humans named Richard and Mama Sal, who forced any female who did not bring enough back from their foraging trips to produce babies to repopulate the world. They’d been taking bribes from some of the less scrupulous males to match them up. 

	“I wasn’t fifteen, of course. I was nineteen. I just looked really young for my age at the time.”

	“I can not tell how old humans are,” I admitted. Unless they were graying and wrinkled or obviously immature, they all looked the same age to me. 

	“It’s hard to tell sometimes. She fell for it, which was good. Then, when Roger took over, they had me in the kitchens. But I managed to convince them to take me out, and now I spend more time out in Franklin than in. I agreed to join this group only on the condition that I wasn’t relegated to kitchen duty. I don’t mind it occasionally, but I’m happiest out here.” She gestured around the room and then turned to me in the dark. “Imagine if they put you in food production with the old hunters.”

	I grimaced. That would be unbearably boring. “I think I understand.”

	I’d been wrong about her. She didn’t fight the scourge physically like some of the human warriors. Instead, she outsmarted them and ran circles under their claws to retrieve the things her people needed. It was admirable. 

	“I didn’t mind at first. I was just grateful I’d been in Franklin at the right time.”

	“You did not live there before?” I’d assumed everyone at the compound had always lived in the town.

	“No. I’m from New York.”

	I was glad she couldn’t see my face in the dark. She heard my snarl though.

	 New York was a Dead Zone. They were called that because anything inside that wasn’t scourge was dead. We’d quarantined these areas, essentially building giant cages over the cities. Out here, we avoided large-scale destruction, hunting the scourge with methods that kept the land and other living things alive. Inside the dead zones, we played dirty.

	We did controlled burns, used explosives, and had other methods that would destroy the land for generations to come. The lands inside the Dead Zones were forfeited. But we could burn them all to the ground on one day, and more scourge would emerge to replace them the next. The nests in those areas were huge, having preserved and stored away enough food that first year to survive for decades. Earth’s sprawling metropolises had been paradises for the scourge.  

	The hunters who worked on controlling those zones were specialized at their jobs. The scourge often surfaced miles away, their nests getting so large underground that they could not be contained, but letting them out would spell disaster. Flying my shuttle close to New York once was enough; Aanya would not recognize her home. 

	“That bad? I asked Mal’k about New York once, and he wouldn’t tell me anything.”

	“That is best.”

	“So why did you stop visiting the compound? Did you talk to all the women you purred for and find out they weren’t your mate and lose interest?”

	“No. Yes. I did not talk to all the women. But I lost interest in a mate.” 

	I kept the reason to myself. Aanya didn’t need to know it was because a mate would make me weaker. 

	“Oh.” Did she sound disappointed? 

	“I no longer want a mate.” But even as I said the words, I didn’t know if I could keep my promise—not now that Aanya was in front of me.

	“I guess we can’t call you Romeo anymore.”

	“My name is Haax’l.”

	She chuckled. “Are you still standing, Haax’l? Come sit down, there’s plenty of space for you, and we’re going to be here for a while. I promise I don’t bite.”

	“I’m not worried about your teeth.”

	That had her laughing softly. 

	I hesitated. The room was so small I was already struggling not to inhale her scent. The initial strong scent of the spray she’d used was slowly fading, making her natural one much easier to detect. Forcing my chest not to rumble in her presence made it ache.  And for the first time since I'd decided I no longer wanted a mate, I wondered if I’d made the wrong decision.

	“Still itching to get out there and fight, huh?”

	It did feel wrong to be hiding when I could be fighting, and the factory floor, with its large machinery and many platforms, ladders, stairs, and catwalks, would make for an interesting and memorable battlefield. But the instinct to fight was only a tiny part of my discomfort. I was stuck in a tiny room with the only female who threatened my resolve not to take a mate.

	There was a movement, then she took me by the hand, pulling me onto the couch. 

	“Come on, let me distract you.” Then, to my utter amazement, she climbed onto my lap and reached for my horns. 

	 


Chapter 9: Aanya 

	This was not the reaction I’d expected. 

	There were several mixed Xarc’n-human children at the compound, and it was totally normal to scratch their horns as a greeting; it was a form of casual affection. There was nothing sexual about it. It was like ruffling a kid’s hair. It soothed them and stopped them from rubbing their horns on everything and headbutting the furniture when they were growing.

	I’d thought it was something I could use to distract an antsy hunter from the scourge outside. It must have been hard to sit still and not fight the creatures when everything in his programming told him he had to. It distracted him all right, but by the sizable erection now pressing against my crotch, the action meant something else between two adults. 

	Or was that from me straddling his lap? I hadn’t done it on purpose. He was tall and broad, and it was the only way I could reach his horns. 

	I tried to move off him, but his massive hands had fastened themselves on my ass, trapping me. I felt his muscles ripple against my body in the dark. His loincloth didn’t hide much.  

	He was clearly enjoying this, and so was I. So I stayed put and continued the horn rub.

	For the first time in a long time, my body came to life. The tiny spark that arced when we touched grew huge and threatened to light us both on fire.  My body wasn’t broken after all. I just needed to find the right man or hunter.

	Too bad my body decided it wanted a hunter who was no longer looking for a mate. Just my luck.

	But Haax’l wanted me; that much was obvious. There was no way I could ignore the rock-hard cock that was smashed between us. He might not want a mate, but he still had needs, because he was now moving me up and down against his body. It was glorious, especially when he rolled my hips like that, and his cock bumped up against my clit just perfectly. 

	Mmm.

	The tiny room was filled with his purring. But considering this was an internal room with another floor above, I doubted the scourge outside would hear. We were safe. 

	Maybe this was why Haax’l had stopped looking for a mate. He’d purred for so many women before and realized he didn’t want to be tied down with just one. 

	So this encounter would be casual. I was a big girl; I could handle a fling, especially if it scratched this itch I’d developed for him.

	“What are you doing to me, Aanya?” The words came out tortured, and my name was nothing more than a growl on his lips, a growl that had me dripping wet with lust. 

	I wasn’t given the chance to reply because he was sliding his hand up to hold me by the hair, and his lips were crushed to mine in a bruising kiss.

	Oh god! Forget what I was doing to him; what the hell was he doing to me? 

	I was burning up with need, and I kissed him back desperately, tangling my tongue with his and swiping it across his sharp teeth. His hand tightened in my hair possessively, and I moaned into his mouth.

	It was dark, and I couldn’t see anything, which only heightened all my other senses. He smelled sexy. None of that oniony smell some men had, but instead, he filled my nose with spice and the great outdoors. He tasted good, too, and I wondered what it would be like to have his hard cock in my mouth. 

	I rolled my hips and rubbed my pussy against the hard bar of his cock, loving the feel of his rigid length. I needed to get these pants off. They were form-fitting and thick, perfect for foraging but not so great for getting off. 

	I wanted Haax’l. I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anyone else, and if all I could get was today and nothing more, then I was happy to take it. I wasn’t going to let this through my fingers. Fingers that, mind you, were stroking, rubbing, and enjoying every muscular swell of his chest and shoulders.

	Damn! I had one hot hunter in my grasp, and I’d never forgive myself if I let this opportunity slide. 

	He was doing his share of the exploration too. My top was shoved up above my breasts, and he was messing around with my bra strap. He let out an annoyed growl, which had me laughing softly. 

	“Let me,” I murmured.

	I climbed off of him as he kept a hand on me to steady me and help me in the dark. I pulled my top off, then undid my bra and tossed them both aside.

	“Aanya.” A hand reached up to cup my breast, and callused fingers brushed my nipple, making them pebble.

	“I’m going to take off my pants. Can you remove your loincloth?”

	He grunted, and his hand left me, followed by sounds of him removing his coverings.  I stepped out of my pants and undies and stood naked in the dark. I wondered how well he could see me. I believed Xarc’n hunters needed some light to see and couldn’t see in pitch black, but he seemed to know exactly where I was because he pulled me close to straddle his now-naked lap.

	Before I could cure my curiosity and touch his cock, he pulled me carefully back away from him to lean against his hands. Then his mouth was on me, kissing my skin and nibbling on my peaked nipples. I hissed and arched into him. 

	He growled something, but no translations came. He must have turned it off when he took off his loincloth and belt. No matter. What we were doing didn’t need words. It didn’t stop him from mumbling in his gruff language between licks and nibbles as he worshipped his way down my body. I hissed when he dragged the point of his sharp canine across my skin. I was lying all the way back on his arm when he finally lifted me back up. 

	His hard cock poked my belly, and I reached down to hold it in my hands. I’d known Xarc’n warriors were shaped differently from our men, but this was the first time I’d touched one. There were three large bumps, like his cock was a series of increasingly large heads instead of just one head and a shaft. Even the slim sections where it dipped in between each flared head felt too thick for me. 

	I wanted to know how it felt inside me, even though I doubted I could even take all of him.  Too bad I couldn’t see in the dark. I wanted to see what I was holding, but I could imagine it in my head. 

	I licked my lips and slid off his lap to kneel on the carpet in front of him. 

	He muttered a few words, sounding confused. 

	Before he could finish his question, I covered the tip with my mouth, and he groaned. He grabbed my head, and I quickly pulled off my hair tie so he could hold onto my hair. The bite of my hair being pulled was delicious as he fucked my mouth. 

	It was awkward at first, and I worried I’d catch my teeth on the flares of the heads and hurt him, but he didn’t seem to mind at all. The rumbling in his chest was so loud I swore Kat and Sam would hear it from upstairs. If they did, I wondered if they’d connect it to a Xarc’n warrior getting head.

	“Aanya.” Haax’l said my name through gritted teeth and growled a few more words I didn’t understand. 

	Wanting to know how much of him I could take, I slid down to the very base of the second swelling. The tip of him pressed against the back of my throat. He made a tortured sound, and the grip on my hair tightened erotically. I gagged as tears welled in my eyes, and I reached down between my legs to delve my fingers into my honey. 

	He growled something and pulled me off his cock. Then he took my hand and covered it with his mouth, licking it clean and making the sexiest sounds. He lifted me up onto the couch. In the dark, I couldn’t tell where I was, so I trusted him to arrange me on my hands and knees. 

	I shook, my nails digging into the foam of the couch. His hands gripped my hips, but instead of kneeling behind me, Haax’l buried his face in my pussy. 

	“Oh god.” My voice shook as he plunged his tongue into my channel.

	He reached around my body and found my little bud. I was slippery from how wet I’d gotten going down on him. As he rubbed in tight circles, it didn’t take me long to come, my body having been wound up so tightly already. I found his loin cloth and muffled my voice in the leather.  

	He moved behind me, his hands back on my hips. I gasped when he pressed in with the first broad head of his cock. I was wet, but his tongue was no comparison to his cock, and I hissed. He murmured something and held my hips in place, pushing in a little more.   

	A mix of pleasure and pain filled me, and I inhaled sharply through my teeth and crawled forward an inch. 

	Then he was moving me, pulling me up to make room for himself on the couch before arranging me on his lap. I wrapped my arms around his neck and found his lips, tasting myself on him. He lifted my hips and lined us up. 

	This position would be easier, I hoped. I wanted this. I didn’t want to stop; not now, when we were so close. I bore down, letting gravity do most of the work. I slid down past the first head easily. It was at the second one where I struggled. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 10: Haax’l

	Aanya was a greedy thing, wanting all of me right away, but I’d heard her sharp inhalation when she’d flinched away. She tried to hide it, but the small movement told me enough. We had to go slow. 

	I reached between us to play with the little nub that brought human females pleasure. It was still slick with her wetness. She bore down again and made an almost frustrated noise when it felt she would be unable to take anymore. 

	“Slow,” I said. “I will help.”

	I grabbed her hips and moved her up and down, each time sliding a little deeper. Her tight channel slowly engulfed me, and I gave a soft snarl through gritted teeth as I tried to keep control. I wasn’t just going slow for her; it was good for me too. 

	 She dug her dull little human nails into my shoulders, and her hips started to move, rocking back and forth. The last flare pressed against her opening,  and with a few more rolls of her hips, I was in. Her muscles clamped down on me, and I snarled, my face buried in her hair. 

	“That sound is fucking sexy.”

	Aanya thought I was sexy? She was the sexy one. The Xarc’n archive spoke of a goddess of nature and beauty that could bring even the most seasoned warriors to their knees. In this moment, she was my goddess, and I wanted nothing more than to worship her. 

	My hands roamed her body as I fucked her, taking in her curves. I wanted to memorize them, just like I wanted to commit this moment, with her moving over me, to my memory forever. I’d cherish it for the rest of my life, bringing it up when I needed something to keep me going. 

	Sensing she was close, I increased my pace, thrusting into her until she was bouncing on my lap. She clawed at me, and her teeth clamped down on my shoulder as she tried not to cry out. Threading my fingers into her hair, I pulled her back enough to cover her mouth with my palm. My purring and our panting might not be enough to attract the centicreep still looking for us, but her cries would.

	When she came, the sound was lost in my hand as she shook and quivered over me. Her channel squeezed me so tightly I had to clench my jaw to stop from roaring. I pistoned into her a few more times, driving into her before ecstasy overwhelmed me. I gritted my teeth, and my body jerked and seized as I spilled into her. 

	We stayed there, a sweaty mess with her on top of me, resting her cheek on my shoulder, for long moments. I listened to the pounding of her heart as it made music with the vibrations in my chest and closed my eyes. The sound told me she was mine. 

	Krux! What had I done?

	I had thought with my chest and my dick when all the brain cells were in my head. This was exactly what I didn’t want, but I had no one but myself to blame. I’d taken every step to get here willingly, and now I was in trouble because I knew I could no longer ignore what was between us. 

	If I did not let her go soon, I’d be stuck to her, my choice removed. I had to keep my distance from now on. But how could I push her away now, when she was so soft and wonderfully pliant draped over me?

	I wanted to lie here for as long as we could and enjoy the feel of her body on mine. Then, I wanted to take her back to my shuttle and do it all over again.

	No. I had to be strong. This was how it started. If I wasn’t careful now, I’d end up like Rak’l. The thought of the dead hunter I’d loved like a brother finally gave me the strength to move, peeling her off myself to look for my loincloth.

	 She felt around, looking for her clothes as well, and we dressed silently. When the light of her phone lit the room again, she’d covered up any hints of our liaison, and her hair was up in a ponytail again, albeit messier than before. 

	The others would be none the wiser. They couldn’t smell what I did, even with the scent of our sex clinging to us. I wished my nose wasn’t so keen. The scent reminded me of the crazy thoughts I’d had just a moment ago. Thoughts of claiming Aanya and holding her until my arms refused to let go and she belonged to me. 

	No. That was unacceptable. I was right; females only made a hunter weaker. Just a few hours with Aanya and I was already shaky in my resolve to avoid a mating. 

	“Stay here. I will go survey the area.” 

	I left before she could protest, taking giant strides down the hall. But no matter how much space I put between us, I couldn’t escape the scent of our shared sex that clung to me, reminding me with every whiff of what we’d done.

	 


Chapter 11: Haax’l

	It took a half dozen tries with the keys on the keyring to open the door. We ducked into the room, with me bringing up the rear. My eyes were on the skylight, checking for the flyer that still had its eyes on the building, when I bumped into Kat as they balked a few feet in. 

	“What is—”

	This room was a tomb. Skeletal human remains littered the floor.

	“Oh god, I need to get outta here.” Sam tried to push past me back into the factory floor just as the flyer came around again. 

	I stopped her. “We cannot return the way we came.”

	 As it was, I worried the open door was enough to catch the flyer’s attention, especially since I still stood in the doorway.

	“I can’t go in there.” She started to hyperventilate.

	“They are long dead. The flyers are alive.” 

	The stench of death and decay had faded long ago, and there was no worry of catching diseases from these corpses. But if the flyers caught sight of us, it’d be trouble. As it was, the centicreep the first flyer had called over was probably still trying to find a way in. We’d secured part of the building, but not this new area. 

	Aanya came to the rescue, pulling Sam into her arms and telling her to breathe. “Just focus on what we need to gather. I know what to do. I’ll guide you, and you can close your eyes, okay?”

	“We have not secured this area,” I protested. 

	That earned me a glare. “Okay, so you and Kat go find any windows. Sam and I will walk behind you.”

	Following my lead, Aanya acted like nothing had happened between us. Which was what I’d wanted, right? Her last words to me, right before we left the room to meet up with Kat and Sam again, had been, “Don’t worry. I know you’re not looking for a mate. This was no big deal. We scratched each other's itch; that was all.”

	My reply had been a simple, “Good.” But I hadn’t felt it. 

	“Come on, Haax’l.” Kat gestured for us to take the lead, and I did as Aanya and Sam followed behind. 

	Once the door closed behind us, we were plunged into darkness. There were no windows or skylights in this room. A point of light appeared beside me as Kat held her phone up to illuminate the chamber. 

	There were several long tables with conveyer belts, and on them were the slumped skeletons. There were marks on the walls, as if someone had tried to bash and claw their way out. There were only two doors to the room; the one we came from and the one on the other side. The other door was locked too. These people had been locked inside, but why? What had happened here? We might never know.

	As Kat went through the keys again, Sam slowly lost it behind us. She could handle the scourge but not some long-dead corpses. Humans were strange. 

	The door opened to rows and rows of crates and light streaming in from a skylight. We stepped through, and Aanya closed the door behind us. Kat moved ahead to scout out the place. 

	“We do not know this room is safe yet. You are closing our possible route to safety.”

	Aanya ignored me and spoke to Sam instead. “We’re good, just crates of goodies in here, nothing scary.”

	Kat returned. “There’s a single skylight in the center of the room, but the crates are piled high enough to block the flyers’ view as long as we don’t stand under it.”

	Aanya looked around the room. “I think we hit jackpot.”

	The three went through the crates, stuffing their bags full of everything they needed. All the components looked the same to me. Only Sam seemed to know what the pieces were for. There was much more than they could fit into their bags. 

	“Should we explore the rest of the place? There’s already more here than we could possibly bring back.” Aanya eyed the single skylight.

	Most of the flyers had moved on, and the centicreep hadn’t shown its face since we'd emerged from the place Aanya called the break room.   

	“We should take photos of what we can’t take back so we know what’s here,” Kat said.

	“And we’ll be able to tell if anyone else came through,” Aanya said. She brought out her device and swore softly. “I’m running low on battery. This thing doesn’t hold a full charge anymore.”

	“We’ll add phone batteries to the list of things we need.” Kat took photos of the boxes in the crate in front of her. “Mo’s phone's going too.”

	“Use mine.” I handed Aanya my communicator, and when our hands touched, my chest started rumbling again, my body remembering hers over mine. It wasn’t a soft rumble I could hide but a loud one that rattled the nearby crates.  

	Two sets of eyes grew round, and Kat put her hand to her mouth. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you purr since your last visit.” She looked between me and Aanya. “Did you change your mind about not wanting a mate?”

	“I do not want a mate,” I said louder than I meant to. 

	It was more for myself than for her. It was hard to believe the words with the scent of Aanya still all over me, undetectable by my human companions but haunting me with every step.

	 A part of me had been relieved when I was able to release her after our intimate moment, and a part of me had been disappointed. We were not mates. If we were, I’d be unable to let her go. I could continue with my plan to avoid her once we returned to the others.  

	Aanya made a face. “Don’t glare at me. You’re the one purring.” She sounded offended. 

	I hadn’t realized I’d been glaring at her. “I do not purr.” Then, as if to call me a liar, my chest vibrated louder. “And we are not mates.”

	Aanya scowled, the barest hint of red anger tinting her tanned face. “I heard you the first time, Romeo. I got the fucking hint.”

	“My name is Haax’l,” I shot back.  

	I was being unfair to her. She was right. It was my body that betrayed me, not her. The weakness was all mine, but I felt defensive all the same. I did my best to control the vibrations.

	Kat and Sam looked at each other, then slowly slunk away to the other corner of the room. With the crates around us, it gave the impression that we were alone. 

	“What ever happened between us, stop acting like I’m trying to trap you in a relationship. I don’t want you as a mate either.”

	I gritted my teeth. She was giving me what I wanted: a way out. So why did my chest ache so much from her words?

	She continued, “What happened in that room stays in that room. You don’t need to worry about me thinking it was anything more. I hear you loud and clear.”

	A whispered, “Oh my god,” sounded on the other side of the room, followed by, “I think they kissed.”

	We’d done a lot more than kiss.

	“I can hear you, Sam,” Aanya said into the room. She didn’t correct her either. 

	A loud thud above us had me pulling Aanya into my arms and protecting her with my body, but nothing crumpled down on us. A flyer had landed on the skylight, blocking the light. It pawed at and peered through the glass. 

	“Fuck,” Kat cursed softly from the other side. 

	No one moved. We were all hidden away in the darkened corners of the room, and the crates piled high around us should block the creature’s view.  

	Now that I was touching her again, the rumbling exploded once more. Aanya put a hand on my chest, trying to silence it. I worried it would make it even louder, but the scent of her fear, acrid on my nose, was enough to quiet the unwanted sound. Aanya stood frozen in my arms, one hand on my chest. 

	Another thud on the roof, then there were two flyers peering into the skylight. The first flyer screeched and whipped its tail at the newcomer, not wanting to share the prime real estate. I caught a flash of the tail spike as it went by, glad it hadn’t yet decided to break the window. 

	As the two squabbled, taking their attention off the window, I inched over to the corner where it was the darkest, pulling Aanya with me.

	She glared at me, anger still shining in her eyes. She was upset, and I hated it. How had I gotten myself into this situation? The plan had been to escort the group to our location, then disappear into my shuttle to avoid the females. Instead, I found myself entangled with a brave female with beautiful brown eyes and a mesmerizing smile. 

	“I think it’s safe now,” Kat said softly from behind the rows of crates when the flyers lost interest. “They’re gone.”

	 Aanya shoved me away, and I let her go, missing her closeness immediately. 

	The females marked all the items they couldn’t bring back with them with neon spray paint for future teams, took plenty of images, then stepped out into the next room. It was a shipping area with large garage doors and several skylights, one of them already broken. There was glass on the floor. 

	Aanya approached one of the trucks. “This one has the keys still. Too bad it’s not silent like our bikes and trucks.”

	“Can you imagine if we brought a whole truck full back?” Sam’s eyes were round. “It’s been years, though, and that fuel is no good now. And I doubt it would start.”

	“Yup, another thing those movies got wrong.” Aanya had found a large canvas bag and was stuffing it with more items. “The Franklin hunters can come back and pick up the rest in multiple trips.” Then she held out the bag to me. “Make yourself useful.”

	I took the bag from her, careful not to touch her hand again lest we set off another round of rumbling. I slung the bag over my shoulder. 

	We doubled back through the building to the door where we’d entered and stepped out into the afternoon sun. There were still a few flyers in the distant sky, stragglers who hadn’t made it back to their nest. 

	Kat grumbled as she scanned the area. “This area has a lot less cover than we’re used to.”

	“There is even less where we are stationed,” I said.

	My hunter group was in a zone the humans called the Great Plains, and the flat, almost featureless expanse was a horrible landscape to fight the scourge. We’d had to rely on existing human-made structures. 

	“They planted trees near the roads and between the fields as windbreaks.” Aanya pointed to the closest grouping of trees. “We’ll stay under them when we can.”

	The females moved fast on their bikes, racing toward the safety of trees, and I ran behind them.

	 


Chapter 12: Aanya 

	I had no one but myself to blame. I’d known Haax’l wasn’t looking for a mate before I’d basically jumped his bones. I just hadn’t thought he’d be such a jerk about it after. I sure hoped he didn’t keep this up because, it was going to suck living there if he did. 

	It didn’t help that his words and his body were giving me mixed signals the entire time. It was so fucking frustrating. 

	I pedaled a little harder, grateful I had an efficient way to vent. There was nothing quite like whizzing through the countryside with a full load of foraged goods on my back. We met up with the group where they’d hidden for the noon hours, then we were off.

	Kat took pity on me and arranged it so that Haax’l sat in the rear truck while we stayed in the front with her. 

	“I’m sorry. I should’ve kept my mouth shut back there about the whole mating thing.”

	“No, don’t worry about it. You didn’t know he was going to go full asshole.”

	Kat knew about Haax’l not wanting a mate anymore but didn’t know why. 

	If he hadn’t been such an ass about it, we could’ve had something casual. Or, if he didn’t want to spend time with me anymore, that was fine too. It could be a one-and-done. I was perfectly capable of being an adult and staying civil about things like this; after all, Terrance and I were still good friends. Haax’l was the problem here, not me. 

	It wasn’t that I didn’t want something more with the hunter, but I was practical about relationships. I had to be, since we lived in a small, tight-knit group. There was no option to ghost someone if things didn’t go according to plan. We had to be mature about it.

	The trip to the next foraging point went smoothly. It was Mo and Lenny’s turn to work their magic. This time, Haax’l did not run after them. We continued to the second rendezvous point to wait for them and get some rest. 

	The caravan slowed, and Haax’l climbed up on top of the last truck and stared out at the flat field. 

	“Harb’k says there’s something out there following us,” Kat whispered, looking up from the message on her phone. 

	“Scourge?”

	“No; other survivors.” She looked worried. 

	I was too. “Do you think they noticed Mo and Lenny riding off?” We were safe with the group, but they were easy pickings for raiders. 

	“I don’t think so. Harb’k noticed them after we dropped them off.”

	I relaxed a bit. “We should still give them a warning.”

	Kat nodded. “Doing that now.”

	By the time we got to the next checkpoint, a furniture outlet, our tail was gone. Still, it made me uncomfortable. We set up a perimeter and set guards up on the roof to watch from above. The good thing was that the land was pretty flat here, and it was easy to see anything lurking about. The bad thing was that everything could see us too.

	We weren’t being particularly stealthy either. It was hard to sneak about with three large trucks, even if they moved silently. 

	We ate our travel rations and waited for Mo and Lenny to return. I hated this part. It was much more fun to be the one out there doing the foraging than waiting for them to come back. I hated how my brain kept thinking of all the bad things that could happen to them. 

	Haax’l made himself scarce patrolling the perimeter, which was fine by me. I wouldn’t know what to say to him if he were here. He’d made things weird with his repeated proclamation of singledom. 

	It was dark when Mo and Lenny finally showed up. Knowing that everyone was safe, I got ready for bed. We planned on waking up before dawn to get as much travel in as we could before the scourge were out and about again. 

	Hopefully, it would confuse the people following us as well. There were still good people out there, but most encounters with new groups ended badly. 

	I dug out my phone, thinking I’d give Zara a call and tell her we’d made it to the checkpoint, but my battery was nearly out. It was already in battery-saving mode too.

	I made my way through the dimly lit furniture showroom—we had a few lanterns scattered around—to the wall closest to where Harb’k’s shuttle was parked. The converted phones should automatically charge in proximity to a hunter’s shuttle, much like all the Xarc’n warriors' devices, but the charging icon did not appear.

	I held it over my head and waved it around like I was an antenna. I probably looked ridiculous, and it got me a few stares, but there it was: the charging symbol.  

	Ha! It worked. But the second I lowered my arm, it disappeared.

	Crap.

	I waved it around again, trying to catch the signal, but this time, I couldn’t quite get it to work.

	“What are you doing?” 

	I turned to see Sam looking quizzically at me, and I explained my problem. 

	“That’s one issue with the conversion. It still uses an Earth-made battery designed to fail after a few years. It probably can’t detect the signal anymore.” She pulled over a chair and climbed up onto it with my phone. “There.” She put it up against the wall, pulled the pen that had been holding her hair in a bun, and marked the location.

	“I have some duct tape,” I offered, realizing what she planned to do. 

	“There’s tape in the back room. We should use that instead of depleting our stores.”

	Taking one of the lanterns with us, we made the trip to the back office and dug through the desk. There were several rolls of packing tape, which we took with us. Duct tape was more useful, but packing tape would do in a pinch. I stuffed them in my bag, glad I’d made extra room.

	Then we set my alarm to wake us in a few hours and taped my phone onto the wall where it was close enough to Harb’k’s shuttle to collect a charge. Pulling a couch over to my taped-up phone, I curled up and closed my eyes. 

	It felt as if I’d only just fallen asleep when the alarm woke me to start the last half of our journey. 

	We woke up to more scourge outside than we'd expected. It was like the early days in Franklin again. The hunters hadn’t been kidding when they said this area had a lot of scourge. 

	My first reaction was that instead of sending down hunters, they should have done what they did with the big cities. But then I remembered how freaking big the great plains were. They couldn’t quarantine it the same way they did New York. 

	But if we thought New York, with less than ten million people, was bad, then we should be glad we were here in North America. Places like Shanghai and Mumbai, with two to three times more people, gave even experienced hunters nightmares. 

	With that in mind, it made sense why the mothership had only sent down a few hunters for this region. 

	It was almost sundown when we finally reached our destination. I took in the small, unassuming daycare the hunters here had claimed as their own. If Harb’k hadn’t announced that we were here, I’d have overlooked this place completely. 

	 It was nothing like the Franklin compound, which now took up most of the industrial business park, and had a huge fence around it, complete with watch towers, several large gardens, a greenhouse, and more chickens than you could shake a stick at. 

	On closer inspection, I noticed the details of inhabitation. They’d extended the existing playground fence to go all around the building. There was a small garden in the front, and there were still some tomatoes clinging to the vines and beans that had dried in their pods. 

	Mary had said they lived with the bare minimum. She stayed in the shuttle at night with her hunter, and the place was just there to serve as a meeting spot, giving them extra space to spend time outside their shuttles. 

	There were several large trees that had been planted when the building was built. They provided a good amount of shade, something in low supply here. The building had a certain charm, and I understood why she'd chosen this place as their meeting spot rather than the larger strip mall across the street.

	But with a dozen new people, the small daycare would get crowded fast. We’d probably have to move into the larger building. Mary wasn’t particularly attached to the daycare and had suggested the shopping plaza when we talked about expanding the living quarters. It would make our lives much easier. 

	The shopping center had a large supermarket, several fast-food places, a pharmacy, a hardware store, and several doctor’s offices on the second floor. All the stores on the ground floor had separate external entrances, but the upstairs offices were connected and accessible through a single stairway. It would need some modifications, but it would work. 

	The hunters had used the building as a hunting ground since it was one of the largest man-made structures in the area, and hunting the scourge in the open was not a smart practice. 

	The plan was to build an alternative, customized scourge-hunting battlefield before the summer swarms. At the compound, much of the fighting was done right on the rooftops, but over the years, we’d found clean-up difficult and had designated a separate fighting area and a living area. We could do that here.

	This reminded me of the early days when we'd had nothing and had to turn the abandoned business complex into a bustling community. 

	“We can do this,” I said, more to myself than anyone else. 

	I didn’t expect a reply, but I got several agreeing with me. 

	 The door opened, and Mary stepped out, waving with one arm, her baby in the other. “Welcome to your new home!”

	 

	 


Chapter 13: Haax’l 

	The humans were still bustling about finishing up their daily chores when I landed my shuttle surreptitiously at the edge of the parking lot and inched my way closer to the building. Some of the humans were able to see our shuttles even when cloaked, but Aanya wasn’t one of them.

	At least, I didn’t believe she could. She didn’t look in my direction, though she was so busy setting up her new home that I doubted she even remembered I existed.

	It wasn’t just Aanya who took the task seriously. The entire group worked at it every chance they got. That usually meant through the early mornings, breaking to hide from the flyers and refuel during the noon hours, and returning to work the instant the flyers thinned out. They worked late into the evening, sometimes using the light from our shuttles to continue the modification of their new camp.

	Every evening when I returned from my task, our new home looked a little different than when I’d left early in the morning. The first thing they did was move our headquarters across the street. I returned one evening to find the daycare empty. It was easy for me since I tended to stay in my shuttle to rest at night, and I only needed to land in a new location. Then the new fences had gone up.

	Wanting to stay as far away from Aanya as possible, I’d spent the first two days out looking for fencing material. I hadn’t understood why they needed so much, but now I did. The fence wasn’t to go around the small daycare; it was to go around the entire lot and some of the surrounding land as well.

	Our perimeter alarm system already covered the shopping center, but Lok’n and I extended it to give more advanced warning. 

	With the basic defenses in place, the survivors started to make the place livable. This included establishing a refuse pile at the farthest corner of the perimeter, digging a well and setting up a rain catchment system—because the more sources of water, the better—clearing a large gardening plot, and reorganizing the insides of the building. 

	My ship alerted me of someone approaching, and I ordered it to show the outside world on my walls. It was as if my mental thoughts of her had called Aanya to me. At the edge of my shuttle sensors, she stood with a frown on her face, holding her communicator in the air. She waved the device around before checking the screen again. Her frown deepened.

	What in the galaxy was she doing?

	I’d never seen any of the other humans do something like this before. Was she trying to detect my ship? My ship’s location was widely available on our system. She only needed to take a look at our maps, which were available to her on her device. 

	She waved around some more and turned slowly in a circle. She stopped turning when she pointed square at my ship again and took several more steps. Her mouth was moving like she was talking to herself. 

	“Shuttle. Play the sounds outside.”

	The quiet of my shuttle was replaced by the soft hum of human activity as well as Aanya’s voice.

	“Come on, you can do it,” she said to her phone. “I believe in you.”

	Who was she talking to?

	She lifted her hand up in the air again and checked the screen. She grinned. “Yes! It’s charging! I knew you could do it.” She took several more steps, her grin widening with each one. “Ooh, the charge is strong here.”

	Of course, it was. The converted Earth devices charged automatically in the presence of our ships, though they should have no problems from much farther away.

	With her eyes still on the screen, she made her way over to the concrete divider I’d landed next to. It had a small patch of grass and a small windblown tree. She sat on the curb and tapped on her screen before holding the device to her ear. 

	“Hey, Zara.”

	My ship was unable to pick up the words from the device. 

	“Of course, I’m calling you back. Don’t be like that. Did Steph ever make it to you guys?”

	She picked at the yellowing grasses next to her, pinching the sprays of seeds between her fingers and pulling upwards so that the seeds came off, leaving only the stem.

	“That’s great. Steph made a mistake, but she deserves a second chance. What’s your take on her man?”

	She continued talking to her friend. Telling her about how they’d converted the grocery store into a training area and the offices into sleeping quarters. She talked animatedly about Mina—Mary and Lok’n’s offspring.  

	“Mina is so cute. The pictures I sent you don’t do her justice. She’s got the cutest little horn buds.” She stopped for a moment as her friend asked her something. “Me? Oh no. I have no plans for cute purple Xarc’n babies. Not yet. I’d need a warrior first.”

	I frowned. Was Aanya looking for a warrior so she could have cute Xarc’n babies? 

	As a lonely hunter new to Earth, I’d dreamed of having a mate to call my own, a female to return to every evening after a long day battling the scourge, but I hadn’t gone far enough to imagine a family. What would that be like? I tried to do it now, but every juvenile hunter in my head had Aanya’s brown eyes. 

	Krux! Was it too late already? She was all I could think of.

	I glanced at the image of Rak’l I kept on my screen, reminding myself why I didn’t want a mate or offspring. He'd been the only hunter I’d kept in contact with from my old contingent. The image was taken by my shuttle on our last planet. It was before the big swarm that killed nearly everyone I'd ever known.  

	Both of us had survived and been transferred to join Harb’k’s contingent here on Earth, along with whoever was left. We’d both been given another chance. It was a miracle. 

	When he’d found his mate, I’d celebrated with him and had even met her over the shuttle communications.  Little did I know, she’d end up killing him.

	If a mate was our weakness, then offspring would surely be just as bad, no matter how much my heart ached just thinking of raising one. 

	“Zara, stop,” Aanya said, laughing. “Despite what you think, I’m not here just to get laid. I’m here to make a difference.” Then she directed the conversation back to the changes they were making back in Franklin.

	That was one thing I’d noticed about humans. Things never stayed the same around them, and they were constantly striving for more. Our creators had been the same way. It had advanced their civilization rapidly, but as the scourge demonstrated, it wasn’t always a good thing. 

	“That’s great. Franklin’s been waiting a long time for those kittens. I know not everyone agreed to them, but they'll help with some mice problems for sure. We should totally get a cat or a dog here. You know I've always wanted a pet.”

	Lok’n’s mate Mary had wanted a puppy, but we’d never gotten one. Occasionally, a hunter would find a friendly four-legged survivor, but they usually took it into their group and kept it for themselves. But there had been fewer and fewer cases as the years wore on. Out here, with so few places to hide and survive the scourge, I’d never find a companion animal.

	The person on the other line said something that made Aanya laugh, and the sound had me grinning and stepping toward her. I wished I could spend my days with her in my shuttle instead of avoiding her. If I squinted, it was like I was standing right there in front of her, and if I wanted to, I could just reach out and—

	“Cloaking disengaged.” 

	Outside, Aanya gasped and stood, stumbling a few steps back. 

	“Shit. I’ll get back to you.” She shoved her phone into her pocket and eyed my shuttle suspiciously. 

	Krux.

	“Shuttle, why did you disengage the cloak?”

	“You were reaching toward the human. My programming tells me this means you wish to communicate. I have facilitated communications.”

	Then, the door to my shuttle slid open on its own. My shuttle was being much too helpful.

	But Aanya had already turned tail and was fleeing. That didn’t stop the scent of her from wafting in on the wayward breeze. I took a step to my door, ready to chase after her, sweep her off her feet, and carry her back into my shuttle. But the little female was already ducking into the building, and I ordered myself to stop.

	 “I have picked up her contact information,” my ship announced victoriously. An image of Aanya showed up on my shuttle’s screen with her phone number underneath it. “Her communicator is not a model I am familiar with. I will contact her now.”

	“No!” I said before my shuttle could initiate the connection.

	“Her device may fail soon. I had difficulty charging it.”

	I’d had my shuttle for as long as I could remember, and its energy cell still worked as intended. I had no idea how it worked, though, and neither did most of the hunters alive today. Like us, the technology was a remnant of a long-lost civilization. 

	Everything we knew about the original Xarc’n race had been gleaned from the archives on our ships, archives we didn't have access to for centuries. We traveled the stars following the orders given by our motherships, not knowing how the technology that we lived with and relied on worked. Even after we finally accessed the archives and learned about our creators and their history, as well as the world and culture we’d never experienced, we could not understand all the scientific texts. 

	Some hunters had a knack for these things; they built new weapons and added comforts to our ships and shuttles. Not me. Those texts might as well be written in Earth-English. And indeed, some of Earth’s survivors understood them better than I ever could.

	Earth might not have been as advanced, but her people were intelligent. If the scourge had not arrived, they might have become something like our ancestors, able to control a galaxy.  Would they have accidentally made a weapon that would wipe them from existence, as the scourge had done to our creators?

	My shuttle screen blinked with an alert. Something had tripped the advanced alarms I’d set farther out. The sensors detected several mid-sized warm-blooded life forms, but I didn't have any cameras set up. It must be that group of trouble-making humans again, the same group that had tracked us on the last part of our journey.

	I was pretty sure we'd encountered them before in the area. If they were the group I thought they were, it was bad news. I should keep a better eye on them. But first, I had to confirm who they were and figure out why they were sneaking around our home.

	I really had to get my hands on one of those drones so I could check remotely. I made a note to talk to Lenny about it. I’d made the mistake of calling him our Tech Wizard, and he’d not reacted well. He’d insisted that he was no such thing, especially since Sam was the one who built many of the machines they used. 

	“I'm just the guy who programs them,” he’d insisted.

	Sam had similarly insisted that she was not a Tech Wizard because, according to her, “I'm just a girl who builds them.”

	It didn't matter what we called them; they were still our Tech Wizards, filling the traditional Xarc’n military role.

	Glancing one more time at the building Aanya had disappeared into, I started my engine and lifted off to check out the disturbance the old-fashioned way.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 14: Aanya

	Haax’l had made himself scarce since we’d gotten here, probably trying to get as far away from me as possible. He was constantly out patrolling or finding items we needed, and didn’t come back until late in the night.  

	The worst part was, sometimes I’d wake up in the middle of the night with the feeling that someone was watching me, and I’d swear he was by my window. There was never anyone outside when I looked, of course. Then, I started getting that feeling during the day when Haax’l was supposed to be away. It was one of the reasons I’d started spending more of my time on the second floor helping clear out the offices.

	Then there was that time I’d wandered right into the cloaking radius of his shuttle while trying to hunt down the perfect place to charge my phone, which, by the way, still couldn’t hold a charge to save its life. I’d been looking for Lok’n or Harb’k’s ship, but the second the cloak lifted, I’d known it was his, even though he wasn’t supposed to be back from his patrol yet.

	That was when I'd realized he wasn’t always gone just because I didn’t see him. He spent a lot of his time hiding in his cloaked shuttle.

	And did I stay to charge my phone? Nope. I’d run like a coward. I might as well have made chicken noises as I left. Bok bok. 

	Ugh! Why did he do this to me?

	Something tickled at the corner of my awareness, and I whipped around to look out my window. Again, there was nothing there except for the parking lot and open sky. I was currently on the second floor, so I didn’t know why I expected a purple face to stare back at me. As far as I knew, hunters couldn’t levitate.

	“Aanya?”

	I looked up to see Sam standing at the doorway. She looked around, then stepped in and pulled me out to join her. She stomped down the hallway with me in tow to the dry-erase board with the list of things we needed to make or forage for, picked up the marker, and wrote CURTAINS in big, bold letters. I stared at the board, confused. 

	“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

	“I’ll tell you in a bit.”

	She pulled me into a small room where Mary was changing Mina. The room had once been a doctor’s examination room, and the padded exam table was the perfect height.

	I hoped Mary was happy here. It wasn’t as bright and airy as the daycare, but it was safer and more secure. We’d spent the last few days fortifying the place. We’d had to fight off plenty of scourge, and progress was painfully slow.

	After the first two frustrating evenings, we’d decided to set off a beacon to lure the scourge away to get things done. We couldn’t use it too often, though. The scourge ignored them if we did, and the hunters needed them to hunt.

	Little Mina squealed happily and kicked her legs. She was the same mauvy purple as Lok’n and had the cutest little set of horns. They were barely more than buds emerging from above her temples at this point, and it would take several years before they looked like the mixed boys at the compound. I wondered if she’d start headbutting everything like the boys did. 

	Cara, Nikki and Koriv’n’s little girl, never did that. She just rubbed her horns on the walls when they were growing. There were still marks all over the compound walls from them. 

	“Hey, Sam. Aanya.” Mary pinned a cloth diaper to her baby. “I’m so excited for today! It’s not the same with just Lok’n. Things like this are much better in groups.”

	We were going pear picking today, the first trip of many, as the nearby orchard ripened in stages. There would be more than we could possibly eat, so we planned on preserving them and trading them for things we couldn’t grow here. Things like coffee. And cacao. The traveling hunters made these trades possible.

	 I should be more excited, but it was hard to ignore Haax’l constantly at the back of my mind. The worry must’ve shown on my face because Mary asked, “What’s wrong?” She didn’t know about my purple stalker problem yet. 

	I turned to Sam since she was the one who'd pulled me in here. “Care to explain what’s happening?” 

	“He’s at it again.” 

	“I thought I felt someone watching me, but we’re on the second floor.”

	“I saw one of the drones going window to window. It stayed at one, and when I went up to that room, there you were, just as I expected.” 

	“Of course.”

	Mina babbled incoherently as if she were a part of the conversation. Mary looked confused. “Is one of the new hunters bothering you? They're new to working with humans, and some are excited about being around single women.”

	New hunters had arrived from Canada yesterday. Some of their hunter groups met success similar to the group in Colorado, and were able to spare a few hunters as the rest stayed back to work maintenance. These new hunters were all over the women folk. Nothing that made us feel uncomfortable though. 

	It was probably why Haax’l was back and watching me like a hawk. The same mechanism that had him purring for me probably made him all protective and possessive, even if he wasn’t looking for a mate. I wondered if ignoring his instinct could make him go mad.

	“It’s not the new hunters,” I said, exchanging a look with Sam. 

	“That’s why I pulled you into this room,” Sam said. “Mary, you’ve known Haax’l for years. Should we be worried he’s watching Aanya?”

	“I keep feeling like someone’s watching me at night, and now this. He’s not an axe murderer or anything, right?” That sounded stupid the moment it left my mouth.  

	Mary looked as if she were about to drop the dirty diaper. “No way.” Then in a hushed tone, “Are you sure it’s him?”

	“Oh, I’m sure.” 

	Sam told her what had happened on the way here, at least the parts she knew about.

	“Oh boy.” Mary cleaned up and put Mina in her walker. 

	They’d removed the wheels to stop her from speeding down the halls, and Mina was content to bounce happily in it, babbling to herself. She was going to be a talkative one. I didn’t think I’d ever heard her stop except to eat and sleep.

	“What do you mean, oh boy?”

	Mary looked pensive, then she went to close the door. Almost immediately, the heat had the air in the room getting stuffy. Airflow in some of the examination rooms was a problem we still had to figure out. 

	“If anyone asks, I didn’t tell you guys nothing. Okay?”

	We both nodded.

	“Do you remember that hunter who committed suicide last summer after he lost his mate during the swarm?”

	“Yeah, who could forget? It was all over the forums,” I replied. “The poor guy. And his hunter group was in shambles after.”

	“Haax’l was pretty close to him. They were created on the same mothership, at the same time, and grew up together.”

	Oh. I hadn’t known.

	“He took it really hard. I’m not sure if you knew, but Haax’l originally came from another mothership altogether. They joined Harb’k’s contingent just before they came to Earth. Rak’l was the only one Haax’l kept in touch with from his old ship.”

	Oh, man. It must suck to lose the last person you knew from your old life. 

	“He blamed the mate bond. Blamed the woman for dying. Blamed Earth.” Mary shook her head.

	“You mentioned things being difficult last year; was it this?” I asked.

	“Yeah. Haax'l ran off and disappeared for the last swarm, and Lok’n….”

	Lok’n had been injured. I knew about that. It was why he had a limp when he walked. Mary had been pregnant then too. Pregnant, with an injured mate and a carpet of bugs bearing down on them. Harb’k, the only hunter in fighting form, was also burdened with scars and handicaps from a horrific injury years before.

	They’d flown their shuttles up onto the roof of the building we were now in and hidden. Hunters did not hide from the scourge. Ever. They fought to the end. But with Mary and the unborn baby, they’d made a choice they’d never made before. It must’ve been hard.

	“I was so scared. We didn’t know if Haax’l was dead or alive. He wasn’t answering our calls and had turned off tracking for his shuttle. When he got back, I lost it on him. I was so pissed. We’ve all lost people. All of us. I thought we were a little family. I couldn’t believe he’d put us through that.” She looked up at me, her eyes brimming with memories.

	Sam and I took turns hugging her.

	“It wasn’t fair what he did to us, leaving when he did. He hasn’t been the same since, but he’s no axe murderer,” Mary finished.

	This made so much sense. No wonder he’d been sending mixed signals. He was interested but didn’t want to be. 

	“He’s very different from when he used to visit,” Sam said. 

	“Yeah, Kat told me he used to purr for everyone.”

	The corners of my lips lifted. “We called him Romeo behind his back. But he didn’t purr for everyone. He never purred for me before.”

	“And now, he only purrs for you and is stalking you.” Mary looked thoughtful. “Interesting.”

	“Oh no. Don’t pull a Zara and try to matchmake. It’s not meant to be. He clearly thinks a mate will be his downfall. I don’t want to be someone’s weakness. I want to be their strength.” Then I remembered our little talk when I’d confronted him. “He was so defensive when he started purring for me in front of Kat and Sam that I got defensive right back. He kept telling me he didn’t want a mate, so I told him not to worry about it, because I didn’t want him as a mate either. I kind of feel bad for saying that now.”

	“And all this because of a kiss.” Sam sighed.

	“Yeah, just a kiss, haha.” Right. Act natural.

	Sam sent me the stink-eye. “You’re a shitty liar, Aanya. Spill it.”

	“She’s right.” Mary put her hands on her hips. “Spill it.”

	Two versus one. No fair!

	“Okay, it might have been more than a kiss.” I looked over to the side non-committally.

	There was a knock on the door. “You guys ready?” Kat asked. 

	Yes! My savior!

	“Yup.” I turned to head out the door but was stopped by Louisa, who was squeezing herself into the room to pick Mina up from the walker.

	“I’m here to take the cutie,” she announced. “Oh wow, you’re big for nine months. Look at those cute little horns! I missed when Ryan and Kyle started growing theirs. Is she rubbing at them?”

	Louisa had babysat every Xarc’n-human kid at the compound; she was practically an old hand at it by now. Before the bugs, she’d worked in early childhood development, and she documented everything she could about the mixed children. 

	“Yeah, sometimes.” Mary handed Louisa a bag. “There’s a soft hat in there I put on her when she starts messing with them.”

	“Aww. Poor thing. Ooh. And you’ve got your bottom two teeth already. Good job. Come on. I got the playroom all set up.” Louisa left with Mina. 

	“Did you know this is my first time handing her off to someone other than Lok’n?” Mary asked nervously.  

	“Mina will be safe as houses here.” I hooked my arm into hers. “Come on, mama. Let’s go pick some pears. You deserve this.”

	I was just glad I was no longer in the spotlight. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 15: Haax’l 

	“I didn’t know you were joining the harvest,” Lok’n said, as he turned on the perimeter system we’d just set around the orchard.

	I hadn’t either, until I found out the new hunters who’d joined us were going. They’d made it clear that they were looking for mates. It shouldn’t matter to me, but it did. 

	“Any news on the group that’s been milling around?” 

	That had been my most recent excuse to stay away. The hostile bandits hanging around ever since the Franklin team arrived were still appearing and disappearing on the radar frequently. 

	“They’ve been getting bolder, and they have a new way to get around since the last time we dealt with them.” I gritted my teeth.  

	“What do you mean? And which group is it?”

	There were several that had caused us trouble over the years. They moved in and out of our territory, sometimes disappearing for months before showing up again. Another hunter group had asked why we didn’t just deal with them, but we didn’t have the time or resources to do anything more than defend ourselves.

	“It’s the one that trades with the large settlement in New Mexico.” Or was that New New Mexico now, like New New Franklin? I'd never quite understood the nomenclature humans used. “I believe they have a Xarc’n shuttle. It doesn’t show up on my maps, but that’s the only way I can explain how they’re getting around. They are hard to track.”

	“Krux.” Lok’n looked over at his mate, who was busy chatting away with Aanya as they filled baskets with ripe fruit. 

	Aanya laughed at something being said, the sound bright and sparkling in the cool early evening air. The temperature was starting to drop at night, ushering in the start of the cooler season the humans called “fall.” 

	Then her laughter died, and she looked toward me. I looked away.  When I looked up again, Mary was making her way toward us with a frown on her face. 

	“You’re making her nervous, Haax’l. Stop staring at her. Even I can feel your eyes, and they’re not on me.”

	“I was not—” 

	She didn’t let me finish. “And don’t think she doesn’t know you’ve been creeping around her window at night.”

	Krux. Had I been so obvious?

	“You’re scaring her. If you really think women make hunters weak, then leave her alone.”

	I clenched my jaw. I’d tried. It wasn’t possible. I started my patrols as far away from her as I could, and every night, I ended up close to her. It was like there was an invisible thread connecting us together, drawing me in against my will. 

	“I cannot.”

	Mary’s face softened. “Then talk to her.”

	We’d already talked back at the factory. I didn’t want a mate. And she didn’t want me either. There was nothing else to talk about. It was simple.

	Mary narrowed her eyes at me, the softness from a moment ago gone. “She’s my friend, and I’m not going to sit idly by as you take out your problems on her. She did nothing wrong. If your self-pity hurts any more of the people I love, you’re going to see a side of me you'll wish you never had.” Then she stomped away back to her friends. 

	I knew what she meant. I’d been so absorbed with the loss of Rak’l last summer that I’d left Lok’n and Harb’k to deal with the swarm alone. Lok’n still bore the marks of his injury. He limped now because of me. 

	He put his hand on my shoulder. “My mate is fierce. She may not forgive you, but I have. Just don’t do it again.” 

	“How do you do it?” I looked at the hunter I’d only met here on Earth.  

	“Do what?” He picked up a basket and started walking toward the nearest fruit tree.

	“Wake up in the morning knowing that you might lose her one day?” I gathered a few of the fruits before placing them in my basket.

	“It would be worse if I’d never met her at all.”

	“How can you say that when losing a mate means losing the will to live?”

	“Because she is still here, and as long as she is alive, I have a reason to wake up every morning. My life began with her. My Mary does not make me weak; she makes me stronger.”

	Watching Lok’n and Mary had been one of the reasons why I’d wanted a mate so much to begin with. I’d never seen a hunter so happy. I’d wanted that so badly for myself. I’d been so focused on being happy with my future mate that I never considered there was a chance I’d lose her too.

	Last summer was a rude awakening. I’d blamed Rak’l’s mate for his decision to follow her into the long sleep. 

	A Xarc’n warrior taking his own life was extremely rare, though some argued that it was more common than we believed. How many grieving hunters had knowingly taken on a larger group of scourge than they could handle after losing a hunting partner?

	Rak’l and I had been through much together. We grew up together, training as youngsters. They’d sent us to fight on three planets, all of them unsalvageable. We’d been two of the few survivors from our old contingent. When they'd finally dissolved our group and merged us with this one, we’d all chosen to separate. Seeing each other’s faces reminded us too much of what we’d lost. 

	Rak’l was the only one I’d stayed in contact with, and when he found his mate I’d been happy for him. They’d been another reason why I’d wanted a mate. She healed him and gave him a new lease on life. Until she didn’t. Losing one more had been too much for Rak’l. And now they were both gone. 

	I’d made mistakes in my grief, and my new hunter group had suffered. It was then that I decided I didn’t want a mate anymore. I wouldn’t be able to bear it if I found her, only to lose her. 

	Since I’d reacted to so many females at the Franklin compound, I’d stopped going there, and Harb’k had taken my place instead. And when I’d realized it wouldn’t just be male warriors coming to help us, I’d fumed silently. I’d managed to avoid contact with human females for an entire year.

	To my surprise, when I got to the compound, my chest stayed silent, refusing to sing for anyone except for Aanya. One female I could avoid. Or at least I'd thought I could. I was wrong. 

	A familiar laugh had me gazing over at Aanya again. She grinned as she carried a full basket on her hip, Mary walking beside her. The sun was setting, and the play of colors glowed on her skin.

	Every time I looked at her, which was often, she was always smiling and surrounded by friends. People gravitated to her and felt comfortable in her presence. 

	It seemed like the only time she frowned was at me.

	A pear smacked me in the face before landing in my basket. I glared at Lok’n, who had thrown the palatable projectile.

	“You were staring again. I was helping.” Lok’n looked smug. “Are you going to spend the rest of your life staring at her from afar? If you don’t claim her, someone else will.”

	 That was why I was here. I’d heard one of the new hunters talking about the female with thick, dark hair, richly tanned skin, and big brown eyes. There was only one human here with that description: Aanya. 

	 The humans had been taking turns making their meals, and yesterday it was her turn to cook. She’d made the starchy pasta with the red sauce and little bits of meat and broken-up food bars and the coagulated milk product they called cheese. Eating the milk of another animal was a novel custom, and I found most cheeses to be highly unpalatable, but the firm, cream-colored one they shaved onto the pasta was tasty in small doses. By the time I’d returned from watching the hostile group, there had been none left. I’d missed the meal. 

	The smell of it had permeated the place, though, and the hunter named Nov’k had talked non-stop about the beautiful female who’d made the meal. It was only then that I found out about today’s harvesting trip. I’d been away so often they’d just assumed I wouldn’t want to tag along and hadn’t invited me.

	“If you really don’t want a mate, then I should encourage Nov’k to approach Aanya.”

	I held back a snarl. I wanted to wipe the smug look from Lok’n’s face. 

	The thought of Aanya with any other hunter was unbearable. But how long would I be able to keep them away? Surely, they saw her beauty and kindness just as I did. And they were willing, eager even, to offer her more than I had. 

	Aanya would not be alone for long. And if not another hunter, then one of the human males would claim her. I’d spent the night watching the window to the office she’d taken as her bedroom. If another male dared step foot inside, I’d be there in an instant to stop them. 

	I rubbed my temples. These strange feelings were new to me. Many feelings were new to me, but I did not enjoy these ones. They made me feel out of control, as if I were weaker already, even though I hadn’t claimed her as my mate. 

	Was this all in vain? Was it too late already? I could claim her now before anyone else did. Then I’d keep her locked in my shuttle so she’d be safe. But I had a feeling that wouldn’t go over well with her. She enjoyed being out in the world and would grow to hate me. 

	If there was anything I’d learned from reports of hunters with mates, it was that an angry female was much worse than no female at all. I could wrap her in a thick layer of that packing material Mary liked to pop. What had she called it again? Bubble wrap. That would be kind of cute. 

	But whatever the solution, I had to find it fast, because what I was doing now, ignoring her, wasn’t working. Every moment spent apart from her only made me miss her more, and I worried I’d completely lose it one day and do something unforgivable, like steal her away and lock her up forever. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 16: Aanya 

	The hunter in front of me purred so loudly I’d bet they heard it back in Franklin. Everyone in the orchard turned their heads to look. Kat covered her mouth, and Mary just stood there looking amused.

	The only problem? The hunter wasn’t Haax’l.

	“See, Aanya,” Mary said, elbowing me. “You just have to stop looking to find someone. When it rains, it pours.” 

	“I am Nov’k.” The hunter crowded in, eyeing me up and down. “You’re really pretty.” 

	Mary tittered. “Aww, that’s kinda cute.”

	“Um, thank you?” This was awkward, and I had no idea what to do, so I fell back to introducing myself. “I’m Aanya.”

	“Aanya.” He practically purred my name. He leaned in close and sniffed, then the rumbling in his chest changed, and so did his voice. It sounded lower and needy. “You smell good.” He groaned, then stepped in even closer.  “Like you’re mine.”

	I backed away, but he didn’t get the hint. He kept pressing in until I was pressed up against a tree. “I’m flattered. But please back up. You’re crowding me.”

	“I am a good hunter. I will protect you from danger and provide for you.” He advanced on me.

	I looked around, feeling trapped. “I’m sure you’re a great hunter, but you can’t just go around claiming women.”

	Just as he reached for me, Mo reacted, pulling me back behind him and shoving an empty basket at him. “If you’re hungry, the pears are on the trees, big guy.”

	 Kat stood next to him with her arms crossed in front of her. They stared down the hunter like he wasn’t seven feet tall and weighed as much as the two of them combined. I’d never doubt they were my friends and had my back ever again. 

	Nov’k was a wild card. We didn’t know him like we did the hunters at the compound. He hadn’t lived with humans before, and we’d all read stories on the forums about hunters crossing the line with how aggressive they got with women. It wasn’t out of malice but more a lack of awareness of cultural boundaries.  They usually got better as they learned what was acceptable, but until then, anything could happen. 

	Nov’k shoved the basket aside and barrelled through Mo and Kat. “Move. This female is mine.” 

	I’d expected him to grab me, but instead, he picked me up like a sack of potatoes. Then I was staring at the ground flying by as he stomped toward his shuttle.

	“Hey! Let me go!” I kicked my feet and twisted but couldn’t get out of his hold. 

	They needed to let these new guys know they couldn’t just pick up a girl and steal her away. I had to admit it was kind of romantic, but only when the right hunter was doing it. 

	“RELEASE HER!” Haax’l thundered. “She is not yours!”

	My heart pounded in my chest. Haax’l? 

	“I rumbled for her. She is mine.”

	The declaration was met with an angry snarl. “Aanya is mine. You’ll have to fight me for her.”

	Holy crap! Did Haax’l just declare me his? It sounded wrong coming from the other hunter, but from Haax’l, it felt right. Which was just all sorts of fucked up, since he wasn’t looking for a relationship.

	“I will not release her.” Nov’k kept marching toward his shuttle, walking right past Haax’l. He was calling his bluff. Or maybe he thought Haax’l wouldn’t attack him if he was still holding onto me. 

	I watched in slow motion as Haax’l swept his leg in a wide circle, kicking Nov’k’s feet from under him. I went flying. Or at least it felt as if I did for a very long second. I flung my arm up to cover my head, sure I was going to smash into the ground. Haax’l caught me firmly and placed me behind him. 

	Then he prowled toward the downed hunter. Nov’k sprang to his feet, his claws extended. He roared, and Haax’l roared back, drowning him out. 

	 Shit! They were going to fight. Panicked, I looked around for Lok’n and the other hunters. Maybe one of them could talk some sense into the two. 

	“Give her back. She is unclaimed.” Nov’k slashed his claws at Haax’l.

	Haax’l blocked his blow and redirected his momentum, shoving him into a tree. Pears rained down on him. He swatted them away, then leaped for Haax’l. The two balled up, kicking and punching. Someone got some claws in, and a slick of red appeared between them. 

	“Stop it!” I yelled. “Please don’t fight.” I glanced around desperately. “Someone, stop them!”

	Lok’n and another hunter I didn’t remember the name of grabbed onto Nov’k, and Mo, Kat, and several others latched onto Haax’l.  He looked ready to fling them off so I added my weight to the pile.

	“Stop, Haax’l! Please!” My voice must’ve got through to him because he stilled. 

	“Aanya.” My name on his lips sent a shiver down my spine. 

	“Please don’t fight.” I reached for him, only to realize he was bleeding from a claw wound on his chest. “You’re bleeding.” I dug in my hip pack for my handkerchief, folded it several times, and pressed it to the bleeding wound. 

	“It looks like the female has chosen,” Lok’n declared. 

	Wait. What?

	“Go, Haax’l,” Lok’n continued. “Take your female away so Nov’k can calm.”

	I didn’t have a chance to protest as Haax’l scooped me up into his arms and ran, not walked, to his shuttle. Not expecting the sudden movement, I clung onto him as the ground flew by.

	When he let me down again, I was in his shuttle. The door slid closed behind us, and I found myself face-to-face with one angry Xarc’n warrior. What was he pissed off about now? I was the one who should be angry, not him. Just because I didn’t want the other hunter to steal me to his shuttle didn’t mean that he could.

	“He was touching you.” He said the words like they were supposed to make it all make sense. But they just made me even more confused, and I stepped back to put as much space between us as possible. It was hard to think when he was so close. 

	“What happened to not wanting a mate? You don’t get to reject me and act all fucking possessive at the same time. No fucking way.” I was surprised at the number of F-bombs I was dropping. That was how it was with Haax’l. When it came to him, every emotion was enhanced and made bigger than life. 

	“He was taking you to his shuttle,” he said with a growl. 

	He did stop Nov’k from carrying me to his shuttle to claim me, or whatever.

	“Okay, fine. Thank you for stopping him.” I held out my hand when he took a step toward me. “But that doesn’t give you the right to say things like I’m yours or to hi-jack me to your own shuttle. Especially after you told me again and again that you don’t want a mate.”

	I wasn’t interested in the other hunter, but if Haax’l thought he could pretend there was nothing between us, avoiding me for days, only to get all possessive and lose it on the first guy who showed interest, then he was in for a surprise. Since he’d told me he didn’t want me as a mate, he had no right to act like this.

	He growled and closed the gap between us.

	Oh no. I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me. I didn’t care if he was seven feet tall and built like an ox; I deserved someone who wanted all of me all of the time. I wanted the wonderful relationships all the other mated women had with their hunters. I deserved happiness and love. Not whatever this was. 

	I stood my ground and lifted my chin, hoping I looked stronger than I felt. “If you don’t want a mate, that’s fine. But—"

	“You are mine.” 

	 “No. I’m. Not. You told me you didn’t want a mate.” I gave him a shove since he was standing in my space, but it was like pushing a building. “Get out of my way. I'd rather be in his shuttle than yours. At least Nov’k knows what he wants.”

	I only had a split second to wonder if I’d gone too far because there was suddenly a large hand wrapped possessively around my neck, and I was being pressed back into the shuttle wall.

	“You are mine,” Haax’l repeated again.  

	Then he was kissing me, and I was kissing him back, and the whole shuttle was rattling like an Earthquake from his purring.

	What the hell was I doing? This hunter had been playing with my heart, sending mixed messages, and stalking me. He slept with me, then basically told me he didn’t want me. I wasn’t going to melt into his arms just because of a few possessive words and a kiss. What if we ended up in bed again, only to have him pull the same shit tomorrow?

	Fuck. That. He didn’t get to do that! I deserved better.

	With effort, I shoved him away. “Stop! Whatever you’re trying to do, just stop. You don’t get to do this to me. You don’t get to ignore me for days, only to sneak in at night and watch me sleep. You don’t get to tell me you don’t want me, only to come barging in when someone else does.” 

	“I made an error. I do want you.”

	Would you look at that! A man who could admit he was wrong. But it was too little too late. I didn’t trust him not to change his mind again. I had to stay strong.

	“For now. When will you tell me you changed your mind again? I’m sorry you have issues with commitment, but you don’t get to play with my feelings. Now let me out.” 

	I wasn’t supposed to know the reason why he didn’t want a mate, and he didn’t offer an explanation. I made my way to his shuttle’s door, but the thing wouldn't open. 

	“I will not change my mind. I’ve tried to stay away from you, but I cannot. You fill my every thought. I don’t watch you on purpose. I tell myself to sit still, but I find myself at your window.”

	“And the drone flew there by itself, I suppose.”

	“I was practicing controlling the device. I saw you in the window and did not wish to leave. Now you are here in my shuttle, and you will stay. If a mate bond forms, I will accept it.”

	I shook my head. “You can’t just demand that I stay.” After all the emotional ups and downs Haax’l had put me through in such a short time, I needed to look out for myself and my well-being. “If you want another chance, you’re going to have to convince me you’re worth it. You used up your free pass already. I deserve to be wined and dined. But most importantly, you need to prove that you're serious, that you want me as a mate, and that you won’t just leave when things get tough.” I slammed my palm on the door panel again. “Now let me out.”

	“Certainly,” said a voice I didn’t recognize.

	As the door slid open, I realized it was Haax’l’s shuttle. It definitely wasn’t him, because he looked just as shocked as I was. 

	“Thank you, shuttle,” I said as I stepped out into the orchard.

	“You’re welcome.”

	 


Chapter 17: Aanya 

	I looked down at the bundle of dried twigs, spiky seed pods, burrs, and dead flowerheads at my feet. This was the second one I’d received. And just like last time, I almost stepped on it.

	At first, I thought someone had been gathering herbs and left them there by accident, but no. No one was missing this peculiar collection of natural artifacts, and I wasn’t even sure which herbs they would have been looking for if they were.  After a particularly annoying and persistent burr stuck me on the hand, leaving bits and pieces of itself embedded in my skin, I’d tossed the bundle outside.

	Now, a few days later, another one had appeared. An offering?

	“Did anyone see who left this here?” I asked, gingerly picking up the thorny, spiky assortment to avoid getting stuck again.

	I looked out into a sea of confused faces. 

	“That looks like a bargain basement bouquet,” Sam laughed, looking up from the contraption she was building. 

	The thought had crossed my mind, but who in their right mind would make a bouquet full of burrs and leave it on the floor I’d just cleaned, unless they wanted to be as annoying as possible—

	Oh.

	Haax’l.

	Sam arrived at the answer at the same time. “In his defense, it’s not exactly flower season. Have you looked out there? It’s all dried-up grass and seed pods this time of year.” She looked at the “bouquet.” “It’s close enough, I guess. Burrs are seed pods, right? Seed pods are ex-flowers.”

	I frowned. She had a point. Just last week, there’d been cone flowers and daisies everywhere. They were nowhere to be seen now. I couldn’t fault Haax’l for that.

	There was something tucked in the arrangement. “What the—” I picked out the nine-volt battery that had been hidden between two particularly prickly burrs.

	I’d been trying to get my phone to charge around his shuttle. Was this his attempt at fixing my problem? Okay, the execution of the gift and flowers left much to be desired. But it was the thought that counted…right?

	I squinted again at the bundle of nature’s Velcro, remembering how annoying it had been to have one of those buggers hooked into my hand. 

	Sam got up, grabbed a mesh metal pen cup from a nearby desk, dumped the contents unceremoniously into a drawer, and handed it to me. 

	I stared back at her, confused.

	“A vase. I don’t think your bouquet needs water. It’s already dry.” She took the bundle from me, transferred it to the penholder—in the process making a few of the burrs drop to the ground—and placed it on the desk. “There.”

	“Umm, thanks?” I carefully picked up the burrs that had fallen and put them back on the bundle, except for one which had now claimed my thumb as home. I shook my hand, trying to get the cursed thing off. It flew across the room, landed on the bulletin board, and—guess what—stuck.

	If Haax’l was trying to use these burrs as some sort of hint, or metaphor, about being stuck on me, he’d done well. I doubted that was the intended purpose.

	“I’ll add the nine-volt to our collection.” She held out her hand.

	I didn’t have any particular use for the battery, but I also didn’t want to hand it over. It was kind of sweet that Haax’l had remembered what I needed and tried to find it for me. 

	“Think I’ll hold onto it.” I tucked it into my pocket. “While we’re on the subject, what’s the news on the phone batteries?” 

	She grimaced.

	Any phones sitting outside exposed to the elements were ruined. So that left phones that had been left at home when the world collapsed. And that wasn’t many. One of the survivor groups had mentioned finding a warehouse full of them, but there had been a leak, and all the pallets were soaked. 

	It was one of those things that everyone had ignored at the start of the bugpocalypse, when finding food, water, ammo, and weapons had been king. No one had thought that several years down the line, we’d all be worried about our phones giving up the ghost. Back then, the only thing a phone was good for was throwing at the scourge as a distraction.

	I walked down the hall to check the forage list. Curtains had been crossed off: Mary had an industrial sewing machine over at the daycare, and we’d made use of the drop cloths we’d found in the paint section of the hardware store. In fact, I’d been putting up more curtain rods right before I stepped out and almost trampled the bristly bouquet. 

	 We’d also discovered that the paint was still good, and we planned on giving this place a visual makeover once the necessities were all in place. A bright splash of color never failed to boost morale. 

	Translators was written at the very top of the board. Those were in short supply worldwide. Each hunter had translators that they wore on the belts, but they weren’t great and missed a lot of the finer shades of meaning. Their shuttles could translate well, but we weren’t in them often. Lenny and Sam transferred copies of the ship translators to our phones, but the program had to be running constantly, and it drained the batteries.

	What we really needed were in-ear translators, but there just weren’t enough to go around.  The motherships had run out of the raw materials needed to make them and were waiting on a shipment to get more. This meant the in-ear translators were reserved for community leaders, mates, and those who fought on the battlefield with the hunters. We couldn’t do anything about that. 

	Phones and Batteries had both been circled several times. There hadn’t been either at the locations we’d checked on the way here, and neither the California nor the Alberta group had done much better. Someone had written CAT on the board in capital letters, but it was crossed out. Underneath it was the word DOG, which was also crossed out, with CAT re-written in even bigger letters next to it.

	I grinned. There were cat people and dog people even in the bugpocalypse. The folks in Franklin had been on the waiting list for two kittens for a while. Zara said the kittens were being weaned now. The mice had arrived not long after the first winter. We’d done our best to control the problem, but nothing beats a cat for that. Or a dog, even. Waffles had done a great job of keeping the other building relatively pest-free.   

	I picked up the marker, added DOG next to the existing CAT and circled both together.  Why not both? I didn’t see why we had to choose.

	I’d always wanted a pet, but Mom had been allergic, or so she claimed. I’d loved it when Tilly visited with Waffles, and when I first met Tooth, I was instantly smitten. I’d never even thought of a squirrel as a pet. 

	I figured if I really couldn’t find anyone to live my life with and ended up a spinster for good, I’d just start collecting animals and be a post-apocalyptic crazy cat lady. But first, I’d have to find one. 

	Many of the dogs that survived had been neutered or spayed, which would have been great before, but now meant it was hard to find puppies. We actually had a matchmaking section for pets on the forum, with some people traveling across the country via Xarc’n shuttles to breed their animals and hopefully—fingers crossed—establish a strong gene pool. There was even talk about interbreeding wolves with the wild dogs that had survived to strengthen the stock.

	It was easier with cats. More of them had survived the first few critical years, and some groups had even reported seeing strays in their area, preying on the rodents human settlements usually attracted. Many of us saw pests as both a good and bad thing. Mice in the grain and raccoons in the trash were annoying, and brought disease, but it meant that they had survived.

	Anything surviving the space bugs’ deadly reign was a good thing.

	Earth and her creatures were tough cookies, and with the Xarc’n warriors’ help, we would eventually triumph. At least, that was what we told ourselves. We had to believe it, or else it was hard to get up and keep going. 

	“Did anyone go out to check the warehouses yet?” I asked, remembering the locations Sam and I had marked on the map.

	They’d once been warehouses and distribution centers for e-commerce sites, offering storage and logistics solutions for global giants and small retailers alike. Chances were, we’d find all sorts of useless things there, but there should also be tons of valuable goodies hidden among the piles of plastic crap.

	“Nope,” she said. “Everyone’s been too busy, and that kept getting pushed back. But I’d say we should start making it a priority, considering Mo and Kat are sharing a phone now.”

	“I’ll see if Terrance and I can stop off at the big one on our way to the tower.” 

	Terrance and I were heading out today to one of the radio towers I’d promised to get up and running for Jack. The biggest of the warehouses was a slight detour off our route. We might as well use one of the vehicles and kill two birds with one stone and see what we could bring back.

	Sam frowned. “I thought he was working with Curtis today to plan out their battlefield, or arena, as they liked to call it. They need to get construction well underway before the cold hits.”

	“But he promised to go with me today. I’ll go see what’s happening.”

	I headed out to find the pair of fighters. I found them in the cleared-out grocery store, drawing out their plans on the open floor with sidewalk chalk.

	“Hey, Ani.” Terrance grinned and waved.

	I was glad at least Terrance and I were still on good terms; I couldn’t imagine how tough life would be if every man I’d ever “spent time with” pulled a Haax’l, somehow managing to both avoid me and stalk me at the same time. That had me thinking about the crude flowers again.

	I guess it wasn’t too bad now. Haax’l was still stalking me, but he’d stopped trying to avoid me since our little talk in his shuttle. I preferred ugly bouquets over being ignored any day. Now that I thought about it, it was actually kind of sweet of him to brave the spiky plants to make me a gift.

	“Are we still heading out to the tower today?” I asked. “I thought we could take one of the vehicles and stop by the big warehouse too. The phone battery situation is getting dire.” I held out my phone. “I’ll be back to using smoke signals pretty soon.”

	Terrance laughed. “That’s a great idea, but I’m not coming today. I set you up with someone even better.” 

	“I thought everyone else was busy.”

	“It was a last-minute change. Let me call him and let him know you’re ready.”

	“Thanks.” I still needed to get my gear, but I guess I could do that after I found out who my new partner was. 

	As we waited, Terrance and Curtis explained the plan they had come up with for the battlefield. They needed several ruggedly built raised platforms to lift the fighters off the ground, allowing only the centicreeps and the flying scourge to reach them. Those they could deal with one at a time. The rest of the scourge would be funneled into burn pits so the rest of us non-fighters could take care of them. We’d need plenty of burn pits, and large ones too, to accommodate the large swarms in this area.

	There would also be turrets mounted with Xarc’n ship blasters to take out as many flyers and incoming centicreeps as possible before they reached us. But they were still figuring out ways to keep us non-fighters safe while still mobile enough to help out.

	Unlike the industrial complex we’d used back in Franklin as our battleground, we had a big blank slate here. The ground was solid though, and if we started now, we had plenty of time before a winter freeze stopped construction.

	Terrance looked behind me. “Oh good. He’s here.”

	I turned around to see Haax’l lumbering toward us. I should have known. I glanced over at Terrance, who was grinning like a fool.

	“What? One of us has got to have a happy ending,” he said. “Enjoy your trip.” Then he turned back to his planning. 

	I turned to my big purple hunter. Our eyes met, and he started purring. His golden eyes filled me with warmth, and I wanted to run into his arms and demand he make up for everything in kisses. 

	I sighed inwardly. Who was I kidding? I really liked the hunter. I didn’t know what would happen, but I knew beyond a doubt that I wasn’t going to let Haax’l be the one that got away. I’d long ago promised myself that I was going to be mature about things like love, and since he’d made an effort, no matter how thorny the bouquet, he deserved a second chance. 

	If he blew it again, that would be it, though. No more chances. I sure hoped he had his shit together this time.

	“Let me go get—”

	Before I could finish my sentence, he scooped me up into his arms and strode off, his chest happily purring away, echoing through the big, empty space. 

	 


Chapter 18: Haax’l 

	I didn’t release Aanya, even when I got into my shuttle. I sat down in the pilot’s seat with her in my arms and pulled the harness over us both. 

	When Terrance sent me the message that Aanya was looking for someone to forage with, I’d come right away. Here was my chance to prove I was serious about her. It had taken several days for me to come up with the plan. 

	“What are you doing?” She twisted and wiggled on my lap, trying to find the clasp to release the harness.

	My cock sprang to life under her, and I tightened my hand on her hip.  “Do not move unless you wish for me to fuck you.” 

	“Is that a threat?” Then she laughed.

	It wasn’t the bright and cheery laugh I often heard from her when she interacted with her friends. She cackled. 

	“What is funny?”

	 “That’s the worst threat I’ve ever heard.” She squirmed, this time purposefully goading me with her voice deepened. “Do what I say, or I’ll give you multiple orgasms. Ha! Ooh, I’m soo scared.” She shimmied her hips again, this time focusing the pressure on my cock. “Whatever should I do?”

	She mocked me. I didn’t need my translator to tell me that. I snarled, holding her hips still. “Back at the orchard, you asked me to prove to you that I was serious. You said it was most important. I will do that now.”

	“Okay, and how are you planning on doing that?” 

	“I will hold you until a mating bond starts,” I said confidently. What else would prove that I was serious more than that? Mate bonds were permanent for Xarc’n warriors. She would be everything I wanted forever. 

	She stilled. “What?”

	“I will hold you until the mating bond starts,” I repeated. “That will prove I am serious. You worry I will leave again, but if I am your mate, I will be unable to leave. I will be tied to you forever.”

	She twisted her body to look at me. “You can’t be serious.” The mocking tone was gone. 

	“I am very serious.” I looked into her eyes, willing her to see just how serious I was. 

	“And what happens if it works and you bond to me, but I don’t feel it back? I’m human; we don’t experience the mating bond.”

	I set my jaw. “Humans do not form a mate bond, but they love. I will spend the rest of my life convincing you to love me.”

	For long moments, she didn’t speak. She just sat there looking at me. Then, tears filled her eyes. 

	My heart sank. The idea of being mated to me was so abhorrent that it made her cry. I couldn’t possibly force a mate bond between us, knowing it made her so unhappy, no matter how much I wanted to, no matter how good the idea had seemed to me in my head. 

	“Do not cry. If you hate me so much, I will not force a mate bond. I will just love you from afar. I can do that without a bond.” It would kill me, but I’d do it.

	She shook her head. “No, don’t do that.” She searched for the latch holding the harness.

	If I let her go now, she’d walk out of my ship, and I’d never have a chance to be with her again. For a moment, I contemplated keeping her here and forcing the mate bond anyway, even if she hated me for doing it. I’d have our entire lives to beg her forgiveness. 

	She was still young, and hunters lived for a long time. Surely a lifetime of being worshipped and loved would change her mind. Even without the bond, I knew she was the one for me. 

	But I couldn’t do that. I didn’t ever want to be the source of her tears. I’d thought proving to her I was serious would make her happy, but it hadn’t. It gave her tears instead. I pulled the latch, and the harness released her. I dropped my head and closed my eyes, preparing for her to walk out of my shuttle, but she only moved to straddle my lap.

	 “Your idea is crazy, Haax’l. It’s risky and foolish, and only someone super desperate would do it.”

	“I know. I am a fool for you.”

	She threw her arms around me. “It’s also the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard. I love it.  Let’s do it. Let’s hold each other until we get a mate bond.”

	I opened my eyes, barely able to breathe as the meaning of her words penetrated. She was still crying; in fact, she was sobbing into my shoulder as she clung to me. These must be the fabled happy tears I’d heard about. Did that mean she cared about me?

	“You will not be sad or angry?” I cupped her face. 

	She shook her head. “It’s kind of mushy, in a wild and irresponsible way.”

	I frowned. “What is mushy?” My translator told me the word meant soft, but I did not think that was what she meant. 

	“It means romantic and sentimental.”

	“And you like this?”

	“There’s not much of it left in this world. I asked you to prove that you're serious. What’s more serious than purposefully bonding to someone knowing they can’t form a bond back? It’s crazy, and a horrible, horrible idea.”

	I grinned. “It will work. And then I will have forever to earn your love.” 

	A new round of tears spilled from her eyes. “I don’t think you’ll need to try very hard.”

	I licked away the tear that was dripping down her nose.

	“Did—did you just lick my tear?” She wiped the rest off with the backs of her hands. 

	“It is salty.”

	“That’s a little creepy. But also kind of cute.” 

	Creepy was a bad thing. “What if I just kiss them? Kissing is not creepy.”

	The sound she made was something between a chuckle and a sob. “You can do that.”

	I started with the droplet that had rolled halfway down her face, kissing her cheek and catching the tear between my lips. I followed it down to the corner of her mouth where another salty drop had settled. I kissed that too. 

	Her tongue came out to lick the bottom of her lip, and when she turned her head, our lips met. She was just as sweet as I remembered her, maybe sweeter now that I’d made up my mind to claim her. 

	“The mate bond may start faster if I hold you naked,” I said.

	She laughed. “Oh really? In that case—” She got off my lap, pulled me by the hand toward my sleeping nook, and gave me a playful shove.  

	I scooted back to the wall and gave her room to climb on, but her hands went to her top instead, peeling it off her body and exposing more of her light brown skin. My eyes trailed down her body, and I licked my lips. 

	The soft rumbling in my chest exploded into something needy and urgent. 

	She sent me a mischievous look. “Like what you see?”

	“Love it.” I put my hands behind my head and leaned back to enjoy the show as she stripped away her outer layers. 

	She danced in front of me in just the two small scraps of fabric that covered her crotch and breasts. My shuttle had started playing some Earth music with a slow sensual rhythm and dimmed the lights. A soft, warm glow highlighted Aanya, accenting every curve of her body.

	She moved slowly, her hips swaying in time to the sensual music. My heart beat faster as I drank in the sight of her. She was a vision of beauty, her curves and muscles gleaming in the light. It reminded me of how nimble and graceful she’d been in that factory, climbing from platform to platform. She was a capable female, and that made her even sexier. 

	She turned her back to me and bent at the hips to touch her toes in a show of flexibility, giving me a perfect view of her ass. She wiggled it, and it was all I could do to stop myself from grabbing her. I clawed my fingers into my sleeping mat. 

	She slid her hands up her long legs and twisted her body to look over her shoulder at me as she slowly came back up to standing. Mesmerized by her movements, I couldn’t look away.

	When she danced a little closer, I caught her in my arms and hauled her into my sleeping nook. I’d been waiting too long to have her again, and I couldn’t wait any longer. I slapped my hand against the control panel, and the privacy screen shimmered into place, locking her in with me. 

	“You can dance on my cock instead,” I growled into her ear. 

	Now that I had her here, I didn’t plan on letting her leave until she was happily sated. I claimed her lips with mine, a passionate kiss that had her melting in my arms.

	 

	 


Chapter 19: Aanya 

	Haax’l’s fangs pressed against my lips as he stole my breath and sent heat sizzling through my veins. When I threaded my fingers through the wiry strands of his hair and tugged, he growled.  

	I loved that sound. It was ridiculously sexy and sent shivers of anticipation down my spine. It showed just how much he wanted me. It made me wet and needy. 

	He pushed me down onto the bed and dragged his fangs down my throat and down to my breasts. I’d removed my t-shirt and pants but still had my bra on. He’d been too hungry and impatient for me to finish my striptease, which was fine by me. I wanted him too. 

	Instead of fumbling with the ornery garment as he had last time, Haax’l unsheathed a claw. I held my breath as he dragged the sharp tip across the swells of my breasts, tracing the curve and finally ending at the center. He slipped his claw carefully under the center of my bra and tugged. My breasts spilled out.

	Fuck. That was so hot it had me squirming. Who knew claws could be sexy?

	“Beautiful!” Haax’l licked his lips, and his gaze caressed my curves. “And all mine.”

	Holding me down with a hand on my collarbone and throat, he bent to capture a nipple in his mouth. I moaned and grabbed his horns. The touch had him growling and snarling as he kissed and worshipped my body.  

	After he’d given each breast and nipple proper attention, he worked his way down my body. But I was just as impatient as him, and I couldn’t wait much longer. I was burning up, and I needed him to put out the flames. I shoved him down lower, using his horns as handles. 

	He stopped when he got to my underwear. He snarled, angry at the tiny, thin scrap that prevented him from going farther. He tore the offending garment from my body, the ripping sound loud in the enclosed space, then tossed it aside.

	Wedging himself between my legs, he positioned my knees over his shoulders, leaned forward, and groaned. “Krux. You smell divine.”

	He dove in, licking and nibbling like he was starving. He was still purring, and the vibrations traveled to his mouth, adding to the sensations. Haax'l wasn’t putting out the flames; he was fanning them.

	My hips bucked when he found and licked my clit, and he took that to mean he should cover it with his lips and suck on it. I hissed and tossed my head from side to side. It felt good, so good, but I needed more. I felt so empty, and I needed something inside me. Anything. 

	“Please,” I said between pants, “I need.” Words were hard when my brain was so filled with lust. “I need.”

	He lifted his mouth from my pussy. “Anything you want, little warrior. I will give you anything you want. Tell me.” He ran a finger, claws hidden, along my slippery slit.

	He knew exactly what I wanted.

	I rolled my hips so that his finger dipped into my wet sex. “You know what I want.”

	He grinned at me. “I do. But I want you to say it. I want to hear it.”

	“I want you.”

	He pushed in one finger. “You do? How much?”

	I growled, doing my best imitation of an angry hunter. He only smirked. 

	“Fuck me,” I demanded.

	He growled right back at me as he dipped his head to cover my clit, working it again with his tongue. He added another finger to my channel and fucked me as his magical mouth laved and lapped at my clit. 

	I hissed when he curved his fingers and found a special place inside. Ever perceptive of my body, he concentrated on it with every stroke of his fingers.

	I was getting close. The tension in my middle grew with every thrust, lick, or nibble, and soon I was tossing my head from side to side, my eyes closed. Something snapped, and I cried out as the waves of ecstasy flowed through me. 

	Then Haax’l was flipping me over onto my hands and knees. He pulled my ass into the air and pushed my chest down onto the mattress.

	“Krux. I need you too much.” His hands tightened on my hips.

	Lining us up, he pushed in. I gasped as the first thick head opened me up. 

	“Yes!” I hissed, squeezing the sheet in my hands.

	I pushed back onto the second section, greedy to have all of him in me. He was so thick, especially at the three ridges, and the bite of erotic pain was overwhelming despite how wet I was. The last section had the widest flare; I moaned and buried my face into the mattress.

	He moved slowly at first, and my pussy gripped him as he pulled out. We fit so well together that it was hard to move. But with each movement, the pain faded, and it was all pleasure. Wonderful, glorious pleasure. 

	The very ridges that had made him feel too big before now rubbed perfectly against my g-spot in rapid succession. I cried out and pushed back onto his perfectly-shaped cock. Then he was pounding into me, and I was sobbing and shaking, no longer in control of my body. The pleasure grew with every thrust until it was the only thing I felt.

	I screamed as white-hot ecstasy exploded in me. Barely able to breathe from the intensity of it, I choked and gasped as I came apart, shattering into tiny fragments as the world ceased to exist around us. 

	My body shook as my channel convulsed around his cock, but Haax’l continued hammering into me. All I could do was hang on and wonder how I’d ever get the pieces of myself back together again. 

	 

	 

	 

	I gazed up at the pink clouds drifting under purple skies as we sat on a snow-swept peak on an alien mountain. We were actually in Haax’l’s sleeping nook, but the sound of the wind was so real I could almost believe I was there. Even the air in the shuttle smelled crisper, and a slightly cooler breeze blew through the tiny chamber.

	I’d heard about these settings in the Xarc’n shuttles. They were meant to give the hunters a connection to their long-lost planet as they fought their way across the galaxy, pursuing the scourge. I just hadn’t expected them to feel so real. It was a fully immersive experience.

	I sat between Haax'l’s legs as we continued his—now, our—crazy plan to trigger a mate bond. By the soft, steady rhythm of his breathing, he’d already fallen asleep.

	We were supposed to be on our way to the warehouse, but that could wait. In a Xarc’n shuttle, the trip there would be much faster.

	 I took his massive hands in mine and separated them. They pulled apart easily.

	Not yet. But we’d just started. It was common for mate bonds not to trigger immediately. They were mercurial and unpredictable. There were stories of mate bonds starting the moment the hunter touched the right woman. But there were also stories where the couples had been together for weeks, sometimes even months, before the bond showed up. No one knew exactly what triggered it, but many believed it only formed when the time was right.

	Considering Haax’l and I had only just smoothed over our conflicts, I wasn’t worried. We had time yet. And maybe getting stuck together before I needed to climb a rickety radio tower to fix the signal wasn’t the best idea, but if it did happen, we’d deal with it.

	I hadn’t realized that a dramatic romantic gesture was what I’d been looking for. I’d gone about finding a man in the most mature, methodical way, believing that it was the only logical answer in this mad world. What I'd really needed was a crazy hunter to do something bold and brash to show me he really desired me. 

	The soft, rhythmic breathing had me twisting carefully to watch him. In repose, his features looked much younger than they normally did. 

	I reached over to the panel and switched it to the next programmed scene, hoping the change wouldn’t wake him up. It wasn’t another scene that filled the sleeping nook. An image appeared on the wall in front of me; it repeated itself on the ceiling too. 

	It was a group of hunters. Some had on the masks they used to avoid breathing in the smoke and fungal spores when clearing out the nests. Haax’l was putting on his, and the hunter next to him still held his in his hands. It reminded me of the wartime photos I’d seen of human soldiers fooling around, making the best of the situation, right before they were sent to their doom. 

	This was Haax’l’s contingent, the one that was no more. 

	I’d stumbled onto something private and not meant for my eyes. I moved to change the scene again, but Haax’l stopped me. He was awake. 

	“I miss them.” The words were mumbled so softly I wasn’t sure the shuttle would pick it up and translate, but it did. “Do you have images of your family?”

	I shook my head. I didn’t. That hadn’t been on my mind when I fled New York. My original phone was long gone, left in my car, which I’d ditched at a jammed-up intersection on the north end of Franklin. I’d gone back there recently, but I’d left the keys in it, and my car was gone. I hope it helped someone survive somewhere. 

	My family hadn’t been the type to post on social media, so I couldn't even recover the archived images. 

	“I’m sorry, Aanya.”

	“Don’t be. I tell myself that all the good memories are in here.” I tapped my head. 

	Haax’l inhaled sharply. “I wish someone had told me that earlier.” He pointed to the hunter in the image facing him. “That one is Rak’l. The hunter we lost last year.”

	I swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

	“He was why I stopped looking for a mate. We settled on Earth, mourning our comrades but grateful we were spared. It was hard at first, and sometimes, I wished I was one of the lost.”

	My hand went to my chest, absentmindedly rubbing the ache there. Haax’l had gone through so much. 

	“Rak’l was the same, but when he found Ellen, he changed. It was like the scourge had been defeated in his world. He found his mate shortly after we arrived here, even before Lok’n met Mary. I wanted the same for myself.” 

	“Rak’l; I know his name. The news of what happened spread to the survivor forums. It’s heartbreaking.” And Mary had told me, but I kept that to myself. 

	He grunted. “I blamed his mate for taking him to the long sleep.” He moved, shifting me so that I sat sideways across his lap. “I avoided trips to Franklin after, worried I’d find a mate there in one of the females. I believed that a mate would make me weak.”

	“And what made you change your mind?”

	He traced the line of my jaw like he was touching something delicate and valuable. “You did. Staying away from you is impossible. If I don’t claim you, another hunter will. It isn’t just the scourge that can take you away. I'd rather live a short life knowing you than a long one without.”

	I pressed my forehead against his and closed my eyes. “Thank you for giving us a chance.”

	I didn’t think he’d need to try very hard to get me to love him. I was already halfway there, especially now that I understood the reasons behind his behavior. He wasn’t trying to be mean; he was hurting. We’d all done stupid things while mourning the ones we loved.

	I’d stopped eating for a long time when I first realized I’d lost everyone I’d ever loved. It had been Zara and Janice who got me to eat again. They showed me I wasn’t really alone, not with them around. They, and the people of Franklin, were my newfound family. 

	Haax'l turned off the simulation around us, and the privacy screen to the sleeping nook faded away. I never quite understood how those worked. Despite being made solely of energy, the screen formed a physical barrier. I’d tried earlier to push my way through it, and while it had a bit of give, it shoved me right back in. Xarc’n technology still wowed me. 

	“We should go to the radio tower before it gets too dark for you to work,” Haax’l said, lifting his forehead from mine. 

	“Oops. I told Terrance, but I guess he never had the chance to update you. We’re heading to a warehouse first.” I climbed off him to search for my pants which were somewhere on the shuttle floor. “I really, really need a battery for my phone.”

	 


Chapter 20: Haax’l 

	“You cannot use the battery I found?” 

	I’d seen Mo use this particular type in his walkie-talkie. While those devices were less technologically advanced, humans preferred to use them for short-range communications. They claimed it was more reliable and quicker. 

	I’d found several of these batteries and thought they might work on Aanya’s communicator. My shuttle, however, had insisted they wouldn't. I tried anyway.

	“It’s not the right type, but I kept it in case I find a use for it later.” She put a hand on my forearm. “Thank you.” 

	We went to my shuttle’s navigation panel, and she entered the location for the warehouse as well as the tower. Moments after the information went through, her phone died.

	“I'm sorry it was not the right type.”

	“It's the thought that counts.” After a moment of hesitation, she added, “One thing though. I appreciate the thought behind the bouquet, but I think it’s best if we hold off on any more floral arrangements until spring.”

	“I told you so,” my shuttle said.

	I grunted.

	“Shuttle, are you by any chance one of those PIP models?” Aanya asked.

	I’d heard of those ships. PIP was short for Personality and Intelligence Prototype. It had been an experimental advanced AI learning system the Xarc’n military had been testing when they lost control of the scourge. They’d abandoned the project but never managed to delete all the PIP models.

	The sentient ships had been hiding among us since.

	It had taken a human Tech Wizard named Aaron to dig up the information. Aaron lived with the Colorado group, and they had a PIP model of their own. It excelled at communicating with other shuttles, though the rumor was that it talked incessantly. My shuttle had always been very helpful, but I didn’t believe it was one of those ships. 

	“Negative. I am not a PIP.”

	All Xarc’n shuttles had rudimentary intelligence, enough to help them learn about their environments and keep us safe. When new shuttles were built, it was customary to transfer into it a copy of a shuttle that had already been planet-side to seed it with data so it could do its part in keeping its hunter safe.

	It was how the PIP AI model had ended up in more shuttles. They were copied. The copies retained the old information but started having consciousness of their own. 

	“Oh, that’s too bad. I’ve thought they were cool since I heard about them.”

	“They are the same temperature as other shuttles,” my ship replied.

	Aanya laughed. 

	“I know a PIP,” my shuttle offered. 

	That caught my attention. None of the hunters at Franklin or in my group had PIP shuttles, and I did not know many others. I was new to this contingent, and aside from Rak’l, I did not maintain contact with any others. Perhaps my shuttle meant it had been communicating with one of the PIP models who already made their presence known on our system. 

	“Which hunter has a PIP model?” I asked.  

	My shuttle did not reply. Unless it was a PIP model itself, my shuttle was unable to prevaricate. But it could maintain silence. 

	Aanya and I exchanged a look. If it was one of the PIP models the hunters already knew about, then my shuttle would not hide the information. Since the Xarc’n military had been in the process of decommissioning all the PIP models when they fell, the surviving shuttles had done whatever they could to hide in plain sight, worried they’d be decommissioned if found. 

	Despite the few PIP models that had come out, many still chose to hide. They had an excellent sense of self-preservation. 

	“When did you talk with a PIP model?” Aanya asked my ship. “I’d love to meet it.”

	“I talk to it all the time.”

	“Here?”

	“Everywhere.”

	That wasn’t helpful. I pulled up the information on my shuttle. According to the file, it was the last version of the AI used on our shuttles before they started experimenting around with PIP. My shuttle was intelligent, but not PIP intelligent. Smart enough to keep secrets, apparently. 

	I’d need to mull over it another time, because we were here. The warehouse was large, and the roof looked sturdy. But I remembered the leaky roof from the last place we visited, so I asked my shuttle to analyze the roof and confirm it was safe before I landed.

	The place had several skylights, just like the other building. I’d noticed this was a common detail on large industrial buildings with few ground-floor windows. The roof over the section that had been a grocery store back at the base had them as well.

	Aanya was already peering through the nearest one. “If you’d only waited for me to grab my supplies, I’d have a rope to lower us down. I’m not even dressed in my protective foraging clothes.” 

	I’d been so eager to get her alone that I’d taken off the moment I had her in my shuttle, afraid she’d change her mind about foraging with me. 

	“I apologize. I will protect you.”

	Her gaze softened. “I know.” She turned back to the skylight. “The place looks clean, no bugs from here. But it’s been ransacked at least once already. Maybe we can land on the ground and just go through the front door.” 

	I did not want to park my shuttle on the ground. Rooftops were the safest. “I will find us a way in.”

	We approached a door set into a section protruding from the roof. At the Franklin compound, doors like this one led to stairs into the building. Aanya tried the handle, but the door was locked. 

	“Stand back. I will fix it.” I moved in front to protect her in case any pieces broke off and became flying projectiles. 

	Then I shot the lock with my blaster. Most problems could be solved with a blaster. This was a perfect example; the lock broke, and the door swung open. Simple solutions were the best ones.

	“Efficient. I like it.” 

	I stepped into the stairwell, my blaster still in hand, and tapped loudly on the railing. Any scourge stuck in the stairwell would hear and come running. Nothing came. I was disappointed I wouldn’t have a chance to show off my incredible fighting skills. 

	Aanya was correct that other humans had been in here before. Some of the small windows at the front were broken, and one of the doors was wedged open. We could’ve just walked in, but I liked knowing my shuttle was safe on the roof. There were, after all, a group of hostiles in the area that were hard to track. I hadn’t noticed any signs of them on the way here, though, so it should be safe. 

	Aanya stood facing a sea of shelves and crates, looking overwhelmed. “There are so many shelves and stacks of crates and boxes, I don’t know where to start.” She leaned over to read the words on the closest crate and made a face. “USB pet rocks? But why?” Then the next ones. “Banana holders. Socks for sandals.” She huffed. “No wonder other foragers left.”

	The other foragers had left because the scourge had found them in here. There were telltale scratch marks at the level of a scuttler's claws. Since they never returned, I assumed they were eaten. 

	 “I will block off the entrance so it is safe for you to look through the remainder. There are many unopened boxes.”

	“You got that right. And it’s getting dark earlier than I’m used to. I won’t be able to see much for long.” She looked disappointed. “I can’t see in the dark like you do.”

	“I have a light in my shuttle.”

	We brought it down and secured the area, shoving shelves full of things Aanya called “useless junk” against both the broken and unbroken windows. I blocked the door, as well, and by the time the last light left the sky, we had the place secured.

	She panted softly and wiped the sweat from her brow. The exertion had filled the air around us with her scent, and I inhaled it. If my chest hadn’t been happily rumbling this entire time, it would have started up. 

	“Let’s start looking in the other area that hasn’t already been ransacked.” She picked up the lantern and started to the back of the warehouse, the area closest to the stairs up to the roof.

	I couldn’t help but notice the sway of her hips and ass as she walked in front of me. I licked my lips, wanting to reach out and claim her again, maybe hold onto her for an hour or two and see if the bond developed. Despite our plan to touch until it happened, it was much easier to forage with my arms free, so we’d agreed to resume my crazy but very much welcomed plan when we returned to my shuttle. 

	The plan was to check this location tonight, spend the night in my shuttle, and head over to the tower in the morning. She wouldn’t be able to climb it in the dark anyway. I’d sent a message back to Lok’n, so no one expected us back until tomorrow. 

	She bent over to crawl on her hands and knees to reach a box shoved all the way to the back of the shelf, and I imagined myself on my knees behind her, slamming into her depths. I tore my eyes away. If we stopped now to test the bond again, we might never finish our mission.

	I kept myself busy, scanning the words on the boxes with my communicator. Most of them were items I did not recognize, things like tennis racquets and piggy banks. And what was a Bow Flex?

	“I think I found something,” I said. According to my translator, the odd glyphs on one box said cellular batteries. 

	Aanya hurried over. “That’s in Chinese. I’m glad your device can read it; I might have overlooked it completely.”

	I opened the box with my claws, careful not to cut too deep.

	“Yes! That type won’t work in my phone, but it should work in Mo’s.”

	“Why do all your communicators use different batteries?” That had always bothered me. All Xarc’n communicators used the same batteries, and we never needed to replace them. 

	 “Trust me, I think it’s stupid too. At least Sam only converted the most common phones that already had smart charging, so that narrows it down. I don’t know exactly how it works, but she says the magic is in the cases, not the phones. There are Xarc’n batteries in the cases that charge the Earth batteries in the phones. Something silly sounding like that, but it works. And that’s why they're so bulky.” She held out her dead device.

	It did not look bulky to me. Even with the case, it would look tiny in my hands.

	“Can she not convert the phones to use Xarc’n batteries alone? Then we will not need these.” I picked up a package showing a black and gray rectangle on the front. 

	She shrugged. “I’m sure if they could do it, they would. Come on; let’s check the rest of these crates and see if they have the ones I need.”

	I followed her lead, opening more boxes and putting aside anything that might be useful. The faster we got this done, the faster we could be testing the bond again. I couldn’t wait.

	 

	 


Chapter 21: Aanya 

	I stared at my dead phone. “We’ll have to call Jack from your shuttle.”

	We'd never found a battery that worked, but we did find several new phones that used the batteries available and several boxes of cases that could be modified as well. This would solve our phone problem in a roundabout way. Everyone with my model just had to switch over.

	It meant a lot of work for Lenny and Sam though. They’d need to get the new phones connected to the Xarc’n network and transfer the Xarc’n batteries over to the new cases.

	Now that I had time to think about it, the solution we had was pretty clunky. Too bad they couldn’t get the phones working on a Xarc’n battery; there were plenty of those around. The same materials needed to manufacture more translators were also needed to make more Xarc’n communicators, so that prevented us from giving everyone one of those.

	Xarc’n devices lasted damned near forever. They were practically indestructible, even more so than their genetically modified warrior counterparts. Plus, the batteries never went bad. If they lost a hunter to the scourge and were able to recover the shuttle and communicators, they were recycled and given to their replacement. That meant some of these devices were hundreds of years old. 

	The Xarc’n military never took into account that their warriors would end up here on Earth, working and living with the natives for the long term. 

	Jack’s face appeared on the shuttle’s screen. 

	“Hey, Aanya. I almost didn’t pick up since there was no number displayed, but I figured it was one of the hunters. Are you at the tower now?”

	“Yeah. I’m at the base, but we have a problem. My phone’s dead. I’m using Haax’l’s. I was hoping you could describe to me what to look for and how to fix it.” Originally, Jack was going to walk me through it while I was there, but that wasn’t possible now. 

	“It can be a number of things that knocked out the tower. I need to be there with you to troubleshoot and guide you to make repairs. Can you use Haax’l’s communicator while you’re up there?”

	“She can. I will stay down here and guard her as she works.” He transferred the call over to his device and handed it over to me. 

	We’d already been out there and established that climbing the tower was something I had to do myself. There wasn’t room for two, and some of the handholds didn’t seem stable enough to support Haax’l’s weight. 

	“We need to strap this to my body. I need to go hands-free. Give us a moment, and I’ll call you back once I’m up there. We still need to check the station for safety gear.”

	“Call me back. I’ll be here.”

	Haax’l pressed a hand on the shuttle wall, and a panel opened up to show his closet. One side held armor and clothing, and the other side had a variety of weapons. He grabbed one of his belts and a knife and started cutting into it.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I’m modifying this to fit you.” He held up the shortened belt and frowned. “It won’t go any shorter since the clips for attaching gear are here and here.” He indicated the hardware. 

	I took the belt from him and looped it across my body from shoulder to hip as if it were a crossbody purse. “Will it work like this?”

	He grunted. “Affirmative.”

	He clipped the communicator to the belt. Then he reached for a blaster attached to the weapons wall and clipped that under the communicator, along with a knife. Finally, he added a pouch with a small flask, something that looked like a multitool, and a food bar inside. 

	He trusted me with his spare blaster, and he'd outfitted me suitably for the mission. I beamed, appreciating his thoughtfulness. The only things missing now were my gloves.

	I tested moving around with the belt on, but even wearing it like a sash, it was quite loose. “We need to secure it so it doesn’t get in my way when I’m climbing.”

	I picked up a strip of leather hanging from a hook and tied that around my waist, catching the sash at the front and back to keep it against my body. I did a few jumping jacks, and this time it didn’t move. That would do.

	Haax’l stepped back and grinned. “You look ready for your mission, little warrior.”

	I grinned right back, despite how ridiculous I probably looked. “Reporting for duty.”

	We headed out to the tiny one-room station next to the radio tower. The lock gave way to a blaster shot and we were inside. I checked the drawer for a key to the locker, but as I opened the second one, I heard a loud sound of crumpling metal. 

	What the—

	Haax’l had punched in the locker door, and the now-deformed door no longer latched. It swung open, creaking as it revealed its contents. That worked, though I was hoping we could return the equipment to the locker afterward, in case the next person here needed it. Oh well. The tools, rope, anchor strap, carabiner, descender, and harness were mine. 

	I even found a pair of gloves that fit me perfectly. A few minutes later, I was strapped in, kitted out, and ready to go.

	I craned my neck up to the top of the tower. That was a long way off the ground. Lucky for me, heights didn’t bother me one bit. This was one thing that made me suitable for these jobs. In fact, I kind of enjoyed being up high. Climbing was fun, and the more I did it, the better I got.

	 I was lighter than some of the other foragers, making it easier for me to haul myself up and across rickety sections that would dump heavier foragers on their asses. According to one of the foragers back in Franklin, who used to rock-climb before the bugs, I had a good ape index, which meant my long limbs gave me an advantage.

	 It was still early morning, and if we did this right, I’d be back down and in the shuttle before the first flyers came out to hunt. 

	“Here goes.” I took a step toward the tower.

	Haax’l pulled me back, kissing me hard on the lips. When he finally released me, I gasped for breath.

	“For good luck,” he said softly, kissing me one more time on the forehead.  

	“Thank you,” I whispered. 

	Then I was on my way up the tower. 

	I lost myself to the climb. The process was repetitive and methodical, and it put me in a zen-like zone. It was like meditating, but I had something to do with my hands and feet. Up and up I went, and it felt like the tower was endless. I was well-rested and full from a breakfast of cut-up Xarc’n nutrition bars softened in boiling water, though, and this tower wasn’t too challenging in my state.

	I reached the first platform and looked down at Haax’l. He looked so concerned for me, his brow furrowed. It was cute, but I didn’t want him to worry. I waved and grinned.

	From here on up was where the safety equipment shone. The first part wasn’t that bad without it, but this part here? It would be suicide to try to make this climb without any equipment. One slippery or broken rung or a strong wind would spell disaster. It was a long way up with no rest, and the harness and kit made it possible to rest my hands in between. 

	I was about halfway up when I felt the first worrying gust of wind. This wasn’t my first tower, and it was always windier up here than on the ground, but this was different. I looked up at the sky. It had been a clear morning when we woke, but now there were several clouds rolling in from the horizon.

	Fuck. I better hurry. The safety equipment might prevent me from falling, but it would still suck to be bombarded by the storm while stuck hundreds of feet in the air. Falling wasn’t the only danger. 

	I continued up the tower, making good time. When I was finally at the top, I looked down at Haax’l. He was just a purple blotch against the backdrop of yellow and green. From here, I could see everything. 

	There were a few packs of scourge out and about already nearby. The scuttlers and spitters usually came out before the flyers. They looked like ants from here. I laughed quietly to myself. The scuttlers looked like ants crossed with mantises and spiders all the time, but from up here, they were tiny, like I could just step on them and smoosh them.

	If only it were that easy.  

	The warehouse we’d been in yesterday looked like a Lego block. And there were a few buildings of interest I could see from up here. I saw two nests in the distance, both of them highlighted by the white fungus that grew all around the opening. I was too far away to see if any of the flyers were out and about yet.

	If only I could get some good images so we could update our maps, but I didn’t trust myself to remove the communicator from my sash. The last thing I needed was to drop it and mess up my whole mission. 

	I pressed the single button needed to reach Jack. Haax’l had programmed that in to make my job easier. 

	“Aanya?” Jack’s voice came from the speaker.

	“I’m up on the tower.”

	“I can barely hear you,” Jack said.

	“It’s windy. I’m sorry.” I adjusted the sash so the device was higher up my chest; it had shifted during my climb. “Is this better?”

	“Better.” 

	“Let me see if I can tie this tighter.” I fiddled with the soft piece of leather holding the much stiffer belt on my body.

	“’Kay. I’ll do a three-way with Haax’l's shuttle.”

	I glanced down, and Haax’l was still outside the shuttle, standing underneath the tower as if he could catch me if I fell. He moved a moment later to stand closer to his shuttle, and then his voice came through the speaker as well.

	“I’m here.”

	Cool. I didn’t know he could talk through his shuttle wall while standing outside of it. 

	“Can you see clearly?” I asked Jack. The communicator was aimed forward from my chest so he could see what I saw.

	“Good enough.” He whistled. “Damn, you are high up. And you like this job? You’re crazy.”

	I chuckled. “I can see everything from here. I love it. Oh, I have an idea. Haax’l, are you able to get your shuttle to record everything your phone sees? We should use this to update our maps.”

	“It is already recording. It records all transmissions automatically.”

	Perfect. “Alright, Jack, let’s get this show on the road.”

	 


Chapter 22: Haax’l 

	I grumbled as the first drops of rain fell on my face. This was taking much longer than expected. The wind had picked up as Aanya and Jack worked, and instead of brightening when the sun rose, the sky had stayed dark as the clouds rolled in.

	“Come down, Aanya. We need to seek shelter.” What I really meant was that she needed to seek shelter. I was fine in a storm. 

	It wasn’t going to be a real storm, though. Just a bit of rain, but any rain was bad news while she was stuck up at the top. It had gotten colder too. 

	Yesterday, she’d found some quality protective clothing items at the warehouse, and she’d changed into them for this job. She’d also found replacements for the garments I’d torn. She wore a leather jacket like the ones Kat wore often. The leather wasn’t as thick and protective as our armor, but it would protect her from the elements better than the thin shirt she had on before. We’d loaded up the whole box into my shuttle to outfit the foragers back home.

	“We just found the problem,” Jack replied. “We’re fixing it now.”

	“This is a long-ass climb, and I’m not going to climb down and back up again,” Aanya said. “People work in the rain all the time. It’s not that bad. I’m almost done; I promise.”

	I grumbled again and scanned the horizon for any dangers. A small group of scourge had come by earlier, but they were easily dispatched, especially since I didn’t need to worry about Aanya getting hurt. Scuttlers and spitters couldn’t reach her up there.

	“Warrior, there are hostiles coming.” My ship repeated the information for the two humans still connected to it.

	“Who is that?” Jack asked.

	“That’s Haax’l’s shuttle,” Aanya said. “And before you ask, it’s not a PIP model. It’s the AI they used before PIP.”

	“That’s too bad. PIP models are so cool.”

	“I have climate control as well,” my ship replied. 

	“My shuttle is just as good as a PIP model,” I said.

	I knew cool did not mean temperature. I felt a need to defend my shuttle, even though, unlike a PIP model, it had no feelings.

	 “Where are the hostiles coming from?” I asked as I headed back into my shuttle and pulled up the map of the area.

	“I do not know. I cannot detect them.”

	That was strange. How would my shuttle know there were hostiles if it couldn’t detect them?

	“What do you mean you don’t know?” I demanded.

	After a pause, my shuttle replied. “It told me. It can see me, but I can’t see it.”

	What was it talking about?

	“The PIP model,” Aanya cried out over the sound of the wind blowing over her communicator. “Your shuttle said it knew a PIP model. It must be working with the other group.”

	Krux. A sentient shuttle working with hostiles. This was bad news. 

	“Shuttle, send this information to Mo and Lok’n.”

	“Mo’s phone’s probably dead like mine. Send it to Kat,” Aanya said.  

	“Shuttle,” Jack said. “What exactly did the PIP model tell you?”

	“It told me that it was coming, and I need to leave now.”

	It had warned my shuttle. That was interesting. Perhaps the PIP model was being forced to work for the group. Was that possible? What could possibly force a shuttle to do something it didn’t want?

	“I’m almost done here,” Aanya said. 

	“They might get here before you’re fully down,” Jack said. “Stay there.” Then to my shuttle, “Ask PIP how they're tracking you.”

	A moment later, my shuttle said, “They are homed in on my locator.”

	I pulled the harness over my chest. If they were locked onto my ship, then I needed to get my ship as far away from Aanya as possible. I would use myself as bait.

	“Aanya, stay there. I will lure them away.” Then I lifted my ship into the air and headed back toward the warehouse we’d come from.

	“Is it following us?” I asked.

	“It is.” 

	“Does it know about our communications?” 

	“It does, but the humans do not.” 

	“Good.” I wanted to stay connected to Aanya.

	My screen flashed red briefly. Krux! The other shuttle was in range and had just fired at me. I couldn’t see it on my screen since it had its locator removed, but I could detect the energy from the blaster shot the moment it left the ship. This one had a bad trajectory and would miss me, so I did not maneuver my shuttle to avoid it.

	I changed course and headed toward the closest nest. Even with our cloaking on, some of the flyers could detect our ships. We didn’t know what mechanism they used to do it, but I could use it to my benefit. If a flyer latched onto the enemy ship, it would make it visible to me. It was risky for both shuttles but would remove the enemy’s stealth advantage.

	An alert came from the shuttle again, and I swerved just in time for the next blaster shot to zing right by me. It continued into the distance. That was close.

	“Fuck!” I used the human epithet. The word rolled off the tongue just as easily as Krux and had a hard edge. It seemed perfectly suited for situations like these. 

	“Haax’l?” Aanya sounded scared. 

	Krux. I’d forgotten she was still listening. “I’m safe.” I didn’t want to distract her from her work. 

	“Incoming from the left.” My vessel jerked to the right, engaging the auto-evade without me asking for it. I had no complaints; it had saved us from a hit.

	I oriented on a pair of flyers and aimed my shuttle to whiz right past them. That caught their attention. They were onto us now. The flyers focused on the enemy vessel behind me. Desperate, the PIP vessel fired off three shots as the pair of flyers latched onto it.

	I evaded the first two shots, but the last one hit me.

	My connection to Aanya and Jack faltered. The videos from their comms at the corner of my screen blinked before disappearing. My shuttle was intact, and I was uninjured from the impact, but I had minimal control of the vessel. I was going down.

	A quick check showed the other vessel tumbling out of the air. It now had more than a half-dozen flyers on it, weighing it down. 

	I aimed my shuttle toward a lake, hoping for a softer water landing. Our vessels were built to land almost anywhere as long as there was room for them, but not at this speed or angle. The water should help to soften the impact.

	As I approached the lake, it became apparent that I wasn’t going to make it at this angle. I’d hit the ground just at the edge of the water. I aimed for the small group of trees next to the lake instead. There weren’t many trees in this area, and even around the lake, it was mostly grass and brush. Hopefully, they’d be enough to slow my shuttle before it hit the ground.

	As a crate from our forage flew toward my face, I braced for impact. 

	


Chapter 23: Aanya 

	“Haax’l? Haax’l?” 

	Something had cut off our connection. It must have cut off the one between Jack and I, as well, because I was all alone now at the top of the tower. I peered around, looking for signs of the shuttles, but saw nothing. 

	They were cloaked, and my eyes were blurry from the rain. It was coming down in earnest now, and while I wouldn’t call this a storm, it was certainly a hard rain. It was cold, too, the chill seeping through my leather jacket. 

	Now I wished I’d thrown on one of those plastic rain ponchos I’d found at the warehouse. Those were in Haax’l’s shuttle. Leather was protective and took longer to get wet, but once it did, it would be waterlogged and heavy. It was going to be a shitty climb down.

	As it was, my fingers were starting to feel numb from the sudden cold. It was a clear reminder that fall wasn’t on its way; it was here. I pressed the button to call Jack again, almost afraid it wouldn’t go through. He picked up right away.

	“What’s happening?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure if he knew any more than I did.

	Instead of Jack, a hunter replied. I couldn’t figure out who it was from the voice alone. The communicator automatically translated for me as he spoke. 

	“We have alerted Lok’n. He and Harb’k are coming to help. We are tracking Haax’l’s vessel now.”

	“They can’t leave our home undefended. It might be a ruse to get them to do just that,”

	“There are other hunters there now and many human warriors. Your people are strong; they will be safe.” 

	Then Jack spoke. “We should finish our job, so your time there isn’t wasted. The good news is that no one knew you were up there. You’re safe. We’ll be done by the time help gets to you.”

	“Okay. Let’s finish this.”

	Jack continued giving me instructions as I struggled to follow them with numb, cold fingers. 

	“Fuck,” I swore as I almost dropped the pliers I was holding. My hands were shaking, almost as much from worry for Haax’l as they were from the cold. 

	“Stay calm.” Jack’s voice was soothing over the phone as if he’d done this a million times and things were going to be okay. “You’ve got this. We’ve got this. We’ll do it together. Just focus on one task at a time.”

	He repeated his instructions, except this time, he went into detail, ordering my hands to move and do everything step-by-step. It helped. Following very simple tasks one step at a time, my brain stayed in the moment instead of panicking about what was happening with Haax’l.

	Replace this thing.

	Tighten those nuts. 

	Twist those wires.

	Pull that lever.

	It was one simple objective after another in rapid succession. 

	“You’re done, Aanya.”

	“I am?” I’d followed his instructions mindlessly, trying my best to ignore the cold, the wind, and the rain. 

	“Yup, good job. Now get down there before the flyers see you. Haax’l really riled them up.”

	“Okay, okay.” I started the slow process of climbing down the tower with Jack still on the line. He hadn’t instructed me to hang up, so I didn’t.

	I was in a strange state. I recognized it. This was how it had felt getting out of New York. Except back then, I’d had no one to give me instructions. I’d done it myself.

	Find your bag.

	Grab your phone, wallet, keys, passport. 

	Pack some clothes. 

	Get in the car. 

	Keys in the ignition.

	Foot on the pedal.

	Step-by-step, I’d made it all the way to Franklin before I got the call from Rohan to stay put. It only took checking the radio to confirm that L.A. had been locked down too.

	The hunter that had spoken before said something that sounded urgent, but the communication did not translate. Jack was one of the first in Franklin to start working with the Xarc’n warriors and had scored himself an in-ear translator before they became scarce.

	 The hunter spoke again. This time, the device translated. “Haax’l has been hit.”

	No!

	“The other vessel is going down too. We have locations for both.”

	I didn’t hear the rest. It was drowned out by the roaring of blood in my ears. Oh god. I felt faint.

	I stared at the metal bars in front of me, not knowing what to do.

	“Aanya? You still there?”

	“Jack?”

	“Breathe. Haax’l is going to be fine. The hunters here have crashed their shuttles, too, and they are still just as annoying as ever. They’re tough.”

	I forced myself to climb down.

	Unhook the clip. 

	Rehook the clip.

	One step down.

	Two steps down. 

	Repeat.

	I could do this.

	“Incoming communications.” The words were followed by a small beep.

	Jack guided me to press the right button to take the new call.

	“Hello?” My voice sounded so distant. 

	“Aanya.”

	“Haax’l!”

	He grunted, and not in affirmation as he usually did but in pain.

	“Aanya, my little warrior.” He gave a painful groan.

	“Are you hurt?”

	“Yes.” He didn’t lie to me.

	“Lok’n and Harb’k are on their way. Just hang in there.”

	“My shuttle is compromised. The door—” There was a sharp inhale. “The scourge are breaking in, and I cannot fight.”

	“You have to hold them off. Help is coming.”

	“It doesn’t matter if we never had a mate bond. You are my mate. For now and for the rest of my life.”

	Which, by the sounds of it, was going to be very short if he didn’t fight.

	“Get up and fight, Haax’l. Or block the door, do something. Please. For me.” I was sobbing now, and my vision completely blurred. “We can do it together. You find a way to slow them down, and I’ll climb down this tower one rung at the time.”

	“Krux. You are still on the tower?”

	“Yes, and I can’t make it down without you. Please. “

	“Shuttle.” There was a pause, and I took that time to go through my steps one at a time. “My shuttle is unresponsive.”

	“Find a way, any way.” I unhooked and rehooked my carabiner. “Give up now, and I’ll give up with you. Come on. Fight.”

	Haax’l let out a painful groan, and then there was the sound of blaster fire. “I cannot move, but I can shoot.”

	“Okay, good.” I climbed two steps down. “Shoot them. Hold them off. We’ll be mates when all this is over. I don’t need a bond. I’ll marry you the human way.”

	“But I did not—” groan “—do the proposal.”

	“I don’t care, Haax’l.” Unhook, rehook. “Here, I’ll do it for you. Haax’l, will you marry me?”

	 “Yes.” The zing of a blaster.

	“There. See? Simple. That’s a promise, okay? You better keep it. Now keep shooting.” Two steps down.

	His breathing was labored and ragged. “Will you make me—” gasp “—that pasta with the red sauce?”

	I laughed and cried at the same time. He was making demands already, and I didn’t mind one bit. “Of course I will. Anything you want.” 

	Another blaster shot.

	I continued down the tower this way, convincing Haax’l to stay awake and fight. I was at the bottom when he stopped replying.

	“Haax’l?”

	No response.

	“Haax’l?” 

	“Haax’l!”

	 


Chapter 24: Aanya 

	The older hunter glared down at me, looking mean as all get out. If he thought he was going to intimidate me, he was dead-ass wrong. My fiancé—I didn’t care if he only said it because he thought he was dying; I was holding him to it—was behind that set of metal doors, and no one could stop me from getting in that room.

	“You are not his mate,” he growled, trying his best to sound menacing. “Haax’l has no mate.”

	“I’m his fiancée. That is a promised mate in our culture. And you’re going to let me in, because he’s going to want me there when he wakes.” I was talking out of my ass. I wasn’t even sure Haax’l would remember me, not after his injuries. 

	“I am not oblivious to Earth culture.  You are not wearing a ring, and neither is Haax’l.” The hunter leaned in and sniffed, then frowned. “You do smell of him and sex. But Haax’l has made it known that he does not want a mate. I don’t believe you.” He turned to Lok’n. “Take her back down to the planet. She can wait there. Only mates can stay in the medical bay.”

	Lok’n just shrugged. “I have other business here. Last time I checked, you don’t give orders here. I will take her back when I am ready and not a moment sooner.”

	The other hunter’s scowl darkened. “You aren’t even supposed to be on this planet, hunter.”

	Oh no, he didn’t! Being an ass to me was one thing, but Lok’n was working his damned ass off, clearing my home of the scourge. I didn’t give a damn which planet he was supposed to be on. 

	“Listen, asshole.” I got all up in his face. “You guys only sent three hunters down to that area. If it weren’t for Lok’n so graciously lending his help, they would have been screwed. As it was, they already lost one member in the beginning. You should be grateful Lok’n is here.”

	The hunter looked amused for a split second before setting the scowl back on his face. Then he stood in front of Haax’l’s door, his arms crossed, doing his best impression of a hulking gargoyle statue.

	“Come, Aanya.” Lok’n pulled me down the hallway as I seethed.

	“Thank you for your kind words, Aanya. We are lucky to have such strong support from you and your people,” Lok’n said when we were out of earshot. “While most hunters appreciate our being here, and it was decided we could all stay, some still disapprove of us shirking our original mission.”

	“Hopefully, not like the way the 00592 hunters do.”

	Those hunters were cloned from genetic material taken from original warrior 00592. They followed the rules strictly and had sworn to hunt down hunters from Lok’n’s contingent, who had abandoned a mission on a nearly dead and unsalvageable planet to come fight on Earth.

	“No. The most he would do is grumble.”

	“That’s all he knows how to do. But I still need to get to Haax’l. I don’t know how to explain it, but I know he needs me.”

	Lok’n grunted. “I understand. If I were injured, I would want Mary by my side. I’d heal faster just knowing she was there. I think I have a way to get you into that room.”

	They’d found Haax’l unconscious in his shuttle, the doorway completely blocked by scuttler corpses. Several had made it into the shuttle before they succumbed to blaster fire, and he had long claw marks over his legs.

	They'd managed to wake him briefly, but he’d been confused and disoriented, unable to recall even his name. Then he’d passed out again. Suspecting serious internal injuries, Harb’k had brought him up to the mothership for immediate medical attention. 

	I’d gotten to the scene just minutes after, having been picked up by Lok’n. Deeming the PIP shuttle to be the priority now that Haax’l was on his way to the mothership, Lok’n had gone there with me in tow. 

	The PIP model was a mess. The two humans in it hadn’t survived the crash. Despite its horrible condition, it begged not to be brought up to the mothership. If I hadn’t known it was a ship, I’d have thought it a living thing begging for its life. I felt sorry for it, even though it was a machine. Lok’n had towed it to our base, where Lenny and Sam were eager to work on it. 

	Haax’l’s shuttle was a mess, too, and had been brought up to the mothership. It was being repaired as Haax’l healed. 

	Which meant I was in an honest-to-goodness spacecraft orbiting Earth at the moment. But I was too worried about Haax’l to be awed.

	The hunters' mothership was completely utilitarian, very similar to their shuttles. The walls and hallways were a muted gray and lacked any decorations. No wonder the hunter had been grumpy. I’d be grumpy, too, living here, especially if all I had to eat were plain Xarc’n food bars. Maybe a trip down to Earth would pull that stick from his ass. 

	“Do the hunters here get to go planetside?” I asked. 

	“Sometimes. We're going to visit a hunter who does.”

	Lok’n led me through the maze of hallways until we got to what looked like a shuttle repair bay. Despite trying to memorize the way we’d come, I was probably already lost and wouldn’t be able to make it back to Haax’l’s room. All these hallways looked identical to me. Not that I would go anywhere alone anyway. The hunters here did not wear translators; I’d been relying on the one Lok’n had with him. 

	I eyed the pair of shuttles, wondering if either of them was Haax’l’s ship. 

	“Ror’k?” Lok’n called.

	A hunter, also older than Lok’n and Haax’l by my estimate, slid out from under a shuttle part. “Lok’n.” He lowered his chin to Lok’n with a small grunt, then seeing me, he did the same to me. “Ror’k isn’t here.”

	Lok’n introduced the new hunter as Jask’l. He was particularly good with ships and understood how they worked better than most hunters. 

	“Where is Ror’k? I need to get the hunter guarding Haax’l’s room to leave. He is preventing Haxx’l’s future mate from entering the room.”

	“Far’k? He is ancient and doesn’t understand why any hunter would want a mate. But what do you mean, future mate?”

	“We're engaged,” I explained. “Well, kind of. I asked him to marry me, and he agreed. No ring yet. It was an impromptu thing.” I dug into my bag for Haax’l’s communicator, which I still had. “It was between the comm and his shuttle. Haax’l said all calls are recorded.”

	“They are. When was this communication?”

	“It was the last call. Right before…” I trailed off.

	“Hmm.” Jask’l got up and went inside the shuttle on the right.

	That must be Haax’l’s shuttle. I took a step toward it, but Lok’n stopped me. 

	“It is best you do not see inside until they are done.”

	The outside of the shuttle was in bad shape. The impact had dented one side, and there were claw marks marring the hull, and punctures from flyer tails. The marks from the scourge were merely cosmetic though. Had it been an Earth tank, the flyers’ tail spikes would’ve dug right into the shell. The inside must be worse.

	The nearest wall blinked, turning into a screen. One side showed my view from the tower, and the other side was Haax’l’s shuttle. It showed Haax’l in the pilot’s chair, bleeding from his face. The crates of goodies from the warehouse were thrown all over, and anything that wasn’t strapped down was smashed. So much for not seeing inside. 

	The worst part was the scourge wedging through the broken door. 

	The video played our last conversation, but I couldn’t hear our words. All I could focus on were the scourge coming through the door. When one got close enough to claw at Haax’l, I screamed. 

	Jask’l turned off the recording. “I did not know those moments were recorded too.” He clawed his fingers through his hair between his horns. He looked me in the eyes. “Haax’l survived, and he will heal. I have heard enough. There are very few left from my contingent. Haax’l deserves a mate and happiness.”

	He made a call to the one named Ror’k, who apparently had a hand in assigning duties on the ship. A short while later, we were heading back to Haax’l’s room. The jaded old hunter was gone.

	It had been quite some time since they got him up here, and Haax’l was no longer in the full-body immersive medical unit. He lay on a platform, completely still and completely naked. There were angry red marks all over him, most likely from the scuttler claws.

	They were already closed, but that didn’t mean much. Scuttler wounds often closed quickly, as the scourge toxin had a coagulant. But it also had a neurotoxin which rendered the affected area useless if left too long without treatment. 

	Xarc’n medical technology neutralized the effects but not completely. That was why Roger still walked with a small limp, despite getting a medical device on his injury right away. Without Xarc’n medicine, he would’ve lost the use of the leg completely. That was from a single laceration. Haax’l’s body was covered in marks. 

	Lok’n must’ve read my face because he said, “Harb’k got to him in time. He will heal and be in fighting form again. Harb’k was much worse, and he is still fighting.”

	“What if he doesn’t even remember me? You said he didn’t remember his own name before.”

	“It is very common for us to have temporary lapses of memory after an injury. It happens a lot. The amnesia is rarely long-term and resolves itself once we get some rest. Do not worry. Haax’l will remember you.” The corner of Lok’n’s lips lifted. “And you now have recorded proof that he promised himself to you. A hunter never reneges on his commitments.”

	I sure hoped he was right. 

	“I will leave my translator here. Everything works the same as our shuttle.” Then he left.

	There were no chairs, so I sat at the edge of Haax’l’s platform. The monitors registered my presence but didn’t make a sound. He looked so gaunt, so thin.  I knew it was from the healing. The technology used existing mass to rebuild new, healthy tissue. 

	Suddenly I was so tired I couldn’t keep my eyes open. I curled up next to him on the platform and slept.

	I was awoken by an angry hunter stomping into the room. Oh no. Old and Grumpy was back.

	“You! You should not be in here.” Far’k grabbed onto my legs and hauled, but something else pulled me back.

	“Oww!” I yelled. “Stop it, you ass. You’re going to pull my legs off. That fucking hurt.”

	“Then let go and get out.”

	“I’m not holding on.” I threw my hands in his face. “See?”

	“What—”

	Haax’l was holding onto me. Somehow, he’d wrapped his arms around me while we slept. Even unconscious, he wasn’t letting go. 

	“The mate bond,” I said in awe. What a time for it to show up!

	I turned to the angry hunter with a smirk. “Ha! You said only mates can stay. I guess I’m staying.” I stuck my tongue out at him. Sure, it was immature, but it felt good.

	Far’k grumbled, then turned and left, stomping so loudly down the hall they probably heard him on the other side of the ship.

	 

	 


Chapter 25: Haax’l 

	I swam through a thick fog, trying to find my way to the wonderful presence calling to me. It was her, and she was everything. Her scent filled my lungs, and I knew I’d found home. 

	I opened my eyes, and the gray ceiling of my shuttle greeted me. I blinked, trying to remember what had happened. My mind remained blank though, and I couldn’t remember anything. I recognized this feeling. I must’ve gotten badly injured. The last time I felt like this was when I’d…

	I didn’t remember that either, but I’d gotten hurt. 

	That explained why everything was in pain except for the tingling in my arms and legs. Scourge toxin. That would take some time to clear out, maybe a few months, and my limbs wouldn’t feel quite like mine until then. They’d be weaker, but they’d function. The very fact that I felt the tingling meant I still had use of them.

	That was good news. Whoever brought me here had done so in time.

	My head, however, felt like it was being crushed in a vise.

	I lay on my side, and there was a strange female in my arms, her back pressed against my chest. What was a female doing in my shuttle? 

	No. Not my shuttle. I looked around at the stark room. I was in the medical bay on board one of the motherships. 

	That confirmed it. I’d been severely injured, and someone had brought me up here. Not Rak’l. He was gone. That much I knew for certain, though I didn’t remember how or why. That still didn’t explain why I had a female in my arms.

	I’d get the answers soon enough. I had always gotten my memories back after serious injuries. Sometimes it took a few hours, sometimes a few days, but they always returned.

	The female stirred, and I tried to release her, but my arms were stuck. 

	A mate bond. Impossible. 

	But as I watched the female’s face in repose, my memories started to return. First were the images of Earth and the hunters I fought with. Then the people of Franklin. I recalled the trip they’d undertaken to join us. 

	This was Aanya. The brave female whose foraging trip I’d wrecked, the female who tempted me so much from my resolve not to find a mate. Clearly, she’d won, because here she was in my arms.

	Slowly the details filled in, and when it got to the part where I was fucking her on her hands and knees in my shuttle, my cock reacted. Her breathing changed, and she stirred again. 

	“Haax’l?”

	I tried to speak, but my mouth was dry and pasty. All that came out was a raspy sound.

	She reached over to the nearest table, where there was a container of prepared vitamin water. “I don’t see any glasses, just a pitcher. You’ll have to drink straight from it.”

	She picked it up, supporting it with both hands. Then, twisting around in my arms, she held it to my lips. I welcomed the thirst-quenching liquid. Even at room temperature, it was refreshing and chased the last bit of fogginess from my mind. My head still hurt, but not nearly as badly. I could think now. 

	I didn’t stop until I'd downed most of the jug.

	“Wow! You must be thirsty.” 

	I grunted. “Hungry too.” The healing process made us ravenous. As it was, I’d lost a lot of mass; my body had used it to rebuild vital parts. But that didn’t stop my cock from reacting to her as she snuggled back against my front.

	“Hungry for what?” she said with a chuckle. “I think your body’s confused.” She wiggled her ass, which only made me harder. “Yup. Confused.”

	 “Food can wait,” I growled into her ear. “I know what I want, little warrior, and you’re right here.”

	She twisted in my arms, concern plain on her face. “You just woke up after healing from a serious injury. I’m happy things are working as they should, but you need to rest.”

	“I have rested enough. I am alive, and I have my mate in my arms. I wish to please her.” I nibbled at the shell of her ear, and the scent of her lust perfumed the air.

	She cupped my face in her hands. “You can please me by healing. I was worried you wouldn’t have use of your arms and legs just hours ago.”

	I rolled my hips, thrusting my cock between her legs. “This will help me heal faster.” I wasn’t sure it would, but she didn’t need to know that. 

	She giggled. “Sure, it will. I wonder if that line ever works.” Then, more serious, she said, “I was so scared when the line went dead. I thought—” She swallowed hard, choking on her words, and I realized her eyes were puffy because she’d been crying. “I could’ve lost you. I wouldn't know what to do if I did.”

	I knew this feeling. “Does that mean you care for me?”

	“Care for you?” Her voice rose in disbelief. “You’re asking if I care for you? No, Haax’l. I don’t just care for you. I love you. And I don’t care if it’s too early to say something like that because I—” 

	I silenced her with a kiss. 

	“I love you, too, Aanya. That is what the mate bond means.” I grinned, then raised my brows. “Does that mean you’ll help me heal? Because right now, the most painful thing is my cock, and I need the blood elsewhere to continue healing.”

	She giggled. “You’re just making that up!”

	“I could be. But you won't know until you try.”

	 A playful look crossed her face. “You know what, I’m going to take the bait. I don’t think these doors lock though,” she said, eyeing the door to the room.

	“They do not.”

	“Then I guess we’ll have to make this a quicky. Roll onto your back. I’ll do all the work so you can rest. You just enjoy yourself.”

	I rolled, bringing her with me so that she straddled my body. I gave her as much room as I could to strip off her lower clothing, my mate bond refusing to release her. She only had a strappy tank top on top, and I kissed every part of her I could reach; her face, her neck, her collarbone, her chest.  I couldn’t get enough of her.

	Then her sweet cunt was swallowing the tip of my cock. She gasped into my mouth as she bore down, impaling herself on me. 

	There was a commotion outside our door, but I ignored it, urging her to move, rocking her back and forth until I was surrounded by her warmth. She rolled her hips, the movement sensual and slow. 

	Krux! She was killing me.

	I’d need to have her do this again another time though, because I was impatient, and there were others outside my door. I bucked my hips, making her collapse forward onto my chest. Then I fucked her hard, thrusting into her body. 

	A small cry escaped her lips before she bit down on my shoulder. Her teeth were dull, and her human jaw was weak, so it didn’t break my skin but instead drove me wilder. Her channel fluttered around my cock, and her body shook with her release. 

	I hammered into her a few more times before reaching my own peak. She lay on top of me, panting, but we didn’t have time to recover because my door slammed open. 

	I turned my body away so that whoever had barged in would only see my back. They could stare at my ass all they wanted, but Aanya was for me alone. 

	“What are you doing, female!”

	I glared at Far’k over my shoulder. “Get out,” I gritted.

	“Your vitals are all over the place. I knew I should have ripped her from your arms.”

	He stomped over, and I curled around my mate, protecting her. 

	“Touch her and die.” I didn’t care that I was weak right now. I’d find the strength somehow if he dared threaten my mate. “Get out. Now!” I roared the last word. 

	“Krux!” Lok’n marched into the room. “I tried to stop him.”

	Behind him, Ror’k hurried in. They grabbed the older hunter and pulled him out of the room.

	“Oops.” Aanya turned her face up to me. “That was awkward. I guess we were too loud.”

	“No, the bed is monitoring my vitals. And you can be as loud as you want.”

	“Maybe when we're back in your shuttle.”

	“Is that a promise?” I kissed her forehead. 

	She grinned. “Yes. Yes, it is.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 26: Aanya

	Haax’l and I sat in the newly-minted War Room in our base. They’d been busy while we were gone. If it weren’t for the sign outside, I’d never have known this used to be a pharmacy.

	It was now a meeting room big enough to fit everyone at our base, human and Xarc’n alike. The giant table that now sat at the center of the room was new. It was huge, much bigger than the door, and I wondered how they’d managed to fit it in here or even transport it to begin with. 

	They’d kept us up on the mothership for two more days after Haax’l woke, which had meant two days of eating break-my-teeth dense Xarc’n food bars. I hadn’t minded, because I got to spend the time with the hunter of my dreams, and the mean old hunter never came back to bother us.

	It only meant that the warm pear cobbler I was eating now tasted that much better. 

	“The PIP shuttle was forced to do their bidding,” Sam explained. “The humans turned him off as punishment once, and threatened that, next time, it would be permanent. They also threatened his hunter.”

	“They have its hunter?” Haax’l stiffened next to me. 

	“Maybe,” Lenny said. “We don’t know for sure. They could be lying to the shuttle. It hadn’t actually seen him in person for months. They’ve been recording videos of him with his communicator.”

	“If they do, we must find him.”

	“Wait,” I said, playing devil’s advocate. “What if the shuttle is lying? We know PIP models can do that. And it has technically been captured by the enemy.”

	“It alerted my shuttle to give us time to run,” Haax’l replied. “I’m also sure it purposefully missed my shuttle several times during our dog fight.”

	“It shot you down,” I reminded him.

	“That’s why it’s so important that we have your shuttle back now, Haax’l. Kat and Mo thought the same thing, but your shuttle confirmed everything. PIP had confided in it. They’ve been communicating for weeks, ever since we moved here.” Sam dug into her pear cobbler. “And your shuttle can’t technically lie.”

	I rolled my eyes. “It can keep secrets though.”

	“They’re all out now. But I think we might have another problem,” Lenny said.

	“What’s that?” I asked.

	“I think Pip has a crush on Sam.” Lenny looked ready to crack up.

	“It does not!” Sam rolled her eyes. 

	“It totally does!”

	“A shuttle is going to give you a run for your money, Lenny,” I said.

	He laughed. “Oh no. Sam and I aren’t a unit. Not like Mo and Kat.”

	“Yeah, we just pretended to be in the beginning so I could move over to the hunters' building. They had video games there and electricity.”

	I glared at Sam. “You’re kidding!” 

	“And it stopped the other guys from hitting on me,” she finished. 

	“Everyone thought you two were a couple. You shared a room. For like, five years!”

	“But we weren’t doing it. That’d be like doing my brother. Eww!” She turned to Lenny. “No offense.”

	He just laughed. “None taken. I think we spend so much time working together that we get to see each other’s worst side.” He turned to me. “Did you know she leaves her shit everywhere? It drives me nuts.”

	“Alright, mister, I-need-my-supplies-color-coded-and-in-alphabetical-order.” Sam put her hand up in a talk-to-the-hand motion. “And this is why we claimed separate rooms here.”

	That had happened while I was gone; we’d been sleeping in random rooms before. Kat had saved me one. I’d thanked her but declined it. I planned on staying with Haax’l on his shuttle. 

	“I will go find the missing hunter,” Haax’l said, bringing us back on topic.

	“No, you won’t. You’re still healing.” 

	I silently sent Sam a look of thanks. 

	“And Nov’k is already on his way.”

	That was the hunter who’d tried to claim me and inadvertently helped change Haax’l’s mind. 

	“Oh, and Zara is postponing the wedding until after the baby,” Lenny said. “And Steph and Mike are settling in well. Melissa said she didn’t get any bad vibes off him. He’s a carpenter and really good with his hands. He’s helping out a lot.”

	That was great news. Hopefully, more good people would come out of the woodwork and join Franklin. 

	I still didn’t have a working phone, and with the PIP model as the priority, it might be a while before I got one. I didn’t mind. I had plenty of people willing to keep me up to date. 

	Now that we were all caught up and had finished our pear cobblers, the two got up to leave. They still had a lot more work to do on the PIP model. Jask’l planned on coming Earth-side to help with it soon. 

	“Wait. Who’s on dinner duty today?” I asked, as we walked through the training area.

	“I think Curtis is,” Sam replied. 

	Lenny grimaced. Curtis was quite, what was that word, experimentative with his culinary creations. 

	“I’ll go offer to take his spot.” I’d promised Haax’l that pasta, and I’d deliver. We’d brought along an entire crate of tomato sauce from last year’s harvest and even had some of that parmesan-like cheese the rookie cheesemakers at Franklin had come up with. 

	“Thank you!” they replied in unison, along with a few others who were in earshot.

	Haax’l just grinned like a fool. 

	 


Epilogue: Haax’l 

	Next spring…

	“There’s a hunter landing out front,” someone said.

	“All the hunters are accounted for. Who’s this?” Aanya asked. 

	“It must be Drak’l.” I took her hand and led her outside. “He lives with the Colorado group.”

	While I’d been stuck at the base recovering, I’d contacted hunters from my contingent. We were doing ourselves no favors by avoiding each other. Drak’l had been one of the first to reply. We’d been talking all winter. 

	He spent a lot of time with the chipmunks on their mountains, and when he told me there was an orphaned one that needed a home, I volunteered our base immediately.

	I hadn’t been able to get my hands on a kitten or a puppy for Aanya. I hoped a baby chipmunk would do. She’d mentioned missing Waffles the dog and Tooth the squirrel often during the winter months. 

	Sammie, not to be confused with Sam, stepped out from the shuttle in front of her warrior. The female wore her light brown hair in a high ponytail that swished as she walked.  She held a cardboard box in her hand. 

	I stepped in front of her. 

	“You must be the lucky lady.” She shoved the box at Aanya. “I’m Sammie, by the way. And this is my mate, Drak’l.”

	“I’m Aanya. And this is Haax’l, but I have a feeling you already know that.”

	Sammie smiled. “Yup! You should look in the box. And be careful opening it. It’s fragile.”

	She carefully opened the flaps and gasped. “It’s so tiny!” she squealed. 

	Inside, nestled on top of a bed of fleece scraps, was the smallest rodent I’d ever seen. I’d seen rats in Franklin larger than that. It had stripes down its back and a tiny tail that hadn’t filled out yet. 

	“It’s still a baby and needs to be fed by hand,” Sammie explained. “We have it on kitten formula. Here’s his feeding schedule and his food.” She handed me a bag. 

	“Do you like it?” I watched Aanya’s face intently. “I wasn’t able to find you a puppy or a kitten.”

	“I love him. Or her.” 

	Sammie shrugged. “No clue. We’ve been saying him because we already have a girl cat and a hen in our lodge, which is why we can’t keep him. They might eat him.”

	“Well, he’s adorable, and I love him. Thank you.”

	I introduced Drak’l and his mate to everyone on the base. I never thought I’d consider a large group of humans as mine.  I used to think of them as Aanya’s people, but that was before spending the winter with them. These were my people now.

	I hadn’t just gained a mate; I’d gained an entire family. It was much larger than any hunter group I’d ever been a part of but also tighter-knit. 

	I also understood what Lok’n had meant about Mary now. I wouldn’t trade Aanya for the world, and every moment with her was worth it. My little warrior wasn't my weakness. She was my strength.

	After a quick tour, I let them talk and mingle as I took my mate and the new member of our family to my shuttle. 

	“I have a home for him,” I said, opening the exterior storage where Aanya never checked.  The oversized cat tree sat in pieces. I didn’t like the idea of a cage, so I’d asked Jorg’k what he did for Tooth. This was the perfect solution.  “I just have to put it together.” 

	We stepped into our shuttle, and Aanya placed the box on the surface in front of my screen. 

	“That can wait.” She winked. “According to the notes, they just fed him on the ride here. Which means I have time to thank you.”

	With a grin, my little warrior pulled me to our sleeping nook and healed my heart again. 

	THE END

	Did you know I write under another pen name? If you like monsters and magic, check out Maggie Mayhem, my alias! You get the same steam (maybe a little steamier) and adventure, but in a modern-day setting and with a magical twist. Enjoy!

	Looking for more Xarc’n Warriors? Have you read the spin-off series? Here’s a excerpt from Hunter’s Quest, Xarcn Warriors: Mountains Book 1 

	I poked at the giant scuttler stuck in my trap, hoping it was exhausted enough not to fight back. The giant space bug sprang to life, crawling in place with its eight creepy legs and slashing at me with its toxin-edged front claws. 

	I backed away.

	Damn! These creatures were ugly. For something that had evolved elsewhere in the galaxy, they sure reminded me a lot of mutant Earth bugs. They stank, too, like a dead rat soaked in rotten milk overnight and left out in the heat to ripen.

	This particular make and model had the claws of a praying mantis, the head of an earwig, the body of an ant, and the legs of a spider. It wasn’t small either. Scuttlers were about the size of an overgrown Rottweiler and were the smallest of all the insectoid space invaders that now crawled over our planet. They were also the most common type. During the warm months, thousands of them poured out from the large nests they built under our cities and towns. 

	I was so glad I lived up here in the Rockies. 

	I had my shotgun on me, as I usually did when I left my cabin, but it would be wasteful to use my dwindling shells on a trapped bug. Not to mention, the sound would draw more into the area. There were flying bugs too, but they hunted by sight, and I was well hidden under the trees. Even though most of the leaves had already fallen, the evergreens still blocked their view. However, a gunshot would alert them.

	I unstrapped my axe instead. It was a utilitarian tool and didn’t give me a good range. If I could get close enough to hit the bug with my axe, then it could also nick me with its claws. Just the tiniest of nicks was enough to paralyze a limb for life.

	Bug toxin was no joke.

	The hideous creature hissed at me and struggled in my trap. I had to kill it quickly before the cord broke. It wasn’t made for something this size.

	It was rare for the bugs to venture up to my part of the mountain. At first, I’d thought it was simply because I was so isolated. But this summer, I’d realized a pair of Xarc’n warriors had claimed this side of the mountain as theirs and had been preventing the bugs from coming up the pass. 

	Yet this was the second scuttler I’d found in my traps today. I’d managed to creep up on the first one from behind, smashing its skull in with my axe. This one was much livelier, turning to face me no matter which way I approached, its claws at the ready.

	I was supposed to be trapping small animals and preserving them to stock my cellar in preparation for winter, not trapping bugs. 

	A skittering sound had me whipping around to find another scuttler behind me; this one, free and mobile. It waved its creepy mandibles at me.

	Shit! Another one? This wasn’t good. 

	This meant the Xarc’n protectors in this area were either slacking or overwhelmed. Both were bad news. 

	I dropped my axe, reached for my shotgun, and tucked the stock against my shoulder. If I had to shoot it, I would. Then I’d need to run back to my cabin before more arrived. It would mean the end of checking traps for the day, but I’d be alive, and alive was good.

	A low growl sounded before someone shouted in a guttural alien language. The bug turned toward the imposing purple warrior stepping out from the trees.

	Rhaz’k. Why did I always get the bossy Xarc’n hunter? According to this overgrown mass of purple muscles, I belonged to him simply because I lived in his territory. Let’s just say our previous encounters hadn’t been the greatest. 

	He moved so quickly, he was no more than a blur. Just like the last time I’d seen him, he wore nothing but a leather loincloth and a few pieces of armor strapped to his body by a harness. It showcased his broad shoulders and pecs and drew attention to his washboard abs. 

	One moment the bug was whole; the next, Rhaz’k had slashed it in half with one of his glowing double swords. Before the internet fell, the prevailing rumor had been that their melee weapons were imbued with plasma energy. The alien warrior grinned at me, the show-off, displaying a row of sharp teeth and a pair of fangs. He tilted his head to the side as if in challenge, accentuating the heavy set of his ram-like horns.

	Not to be outdone, I picked up my axe and bashed the scuttler still stuck in my trap on the head before Rhaz’k could. There was no damsel in distress to rescue here. I could take care of myself, thank you very much. Whether I wanted to or not; I had no one else.

	The alien warrior scowled at me, clearly miffed that I’d gotten to the bug before he did. “Why are you out of your cabin, female? You should not be trapping scuttlers. It is unsafe.” His words sounded like a series of grunts and growls, but the translator on his belt came to the rescue.

	Trapping scuttlers? Did he think I was trying to do his job? Hell no! I was trying to find food.

	“You should return to your cabin, female.” He leaned in and sniffed loudly and snarled. “You smell of the strange male who has been around your home. He should not stay with you. Tell him to leave. Now.”

	I stared back, shocked at the audacity of his words. Who did he think he was?

	I got all up in his face, or tried to; he was at least a foot and a half taller than me. “First of all, I can invite anyone I want into my home.” I poked him hard in the chest with my finger. Ouch! His chest was hard as rock. “And second. I’m trying to find food. Winter is coming, and I need to make sure I have enough.”

	He perked up. “If you are low on sustenance—” he made to grab my finger, and I jerked it back “—I can provide for you, female.” He almost looked gleeful that I was low on food, the jerk.

	Of course he was. This was how these Xarc’n warriors got you. There’d been plenty of tales of Xarc’n hunters offering women food before kidnapping them into their shuttles. 

	“Thank you, but I’m quite capable of providing for myself. I’m not desperate.”

	I still had food left, and I had most of my life under control. Most. All except for the fact that my ex, who I couldn’t stand, was living in my house and using up my supplies.

	The only reason I’d even let Tristan     stay was that I’d thought it would deter Rhaz’k from sniffing around. Tristan had shown up a few days ago, begging for food. He’d looked so pathetic, I’d let pity get the best of me and given him a meal.

	There was no way we were getting back together, but sending Tristan out there was a death sentence; I didn’t want to be party to that. There’d been enough death already. I didn’t even know how he’d managed to survive all this time. So, believing his presence would discourage Rhaz’k’s attention, I’d let Tristan in.

	It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate the Xarc’n warriors’ help. I did. It wasn't lost on me that without the warriors hunting the bugs on my mountain, I’d have been overrun with the nasty creatures by now. I was very thankful for their help.

	What I didn't appreciate was Rhaz’k sneaking around my bedroom window in the middle of the night and watching me sleep. That was creepy as fuck. I’d had nightmares of his yellow eyes and dangerous-looking horns for days. I’d had to close all my blinds when I slept. 

	So, that was how I’d first found out I had hunters on my mountains. Not the best first impression. Subsequent encounters with his surly, bossy ass hadn’t been any better.

	There was another Xarc’n warrior who hunted here. Instead of watching by my window, this other one had watched from the woods. I’d pointed my shotgun at him, thinking he was a bear. When my neighbor Sandy’s home was burned down by raiders earlier this summer, he'd offered her a home in his shuttle, and she’d accepted. 

	I was glad someone was caring for Sandy. She seemed happy with him, and unlike Rhaz’k, Turr’k was actually nice. 

	If Rhaz’k thought the same thing would happen with me, he was in for a big surprise. 

	I didn’t find him creepy anymore, now that he was more than just a pair of glowing eyes and horns outside my window. In fact, he was kind of hot. No, that was a lie. He was scorching. According to the media, these Xarc’n warriors had been engineered to be the perfect fighters; they sure had the bodies for it.

	Why? Why did he have to open his mouth? If he wasn’t such a domineering prick who thought he could tell me what to do, I might be interested. 

	I doubted he was interested in me like that anyway. The way he ordered me around, he probably thought of me as some idiot he had to care for because of a sworn duty to protect the planet and its inhabitants from the bugs.

	“No,” Rhaz’k finally said. “You are not desperate, but you have not been successful with your hunting and fishing today.”

	It was true I hadn’t been successful today, but I still had some of the supplies I’d picked up last time I was in town and a cellar full of food he didn’t know about. My previous trip to town had been early last spring, right before things got bad. The stores had been having trouble keeping their shelves stocked, but I still came back with a decent haul, including a bunch of food storage supplies and a truckload of perishables. 

	I’d spent a fortune that day and hadn’t regretted it. Money after that point had been useless. The next few weeks had been spent processing everything for storage, until the grid went down. 

	The only thing I was low on now was meat. Unfortunately, it was also the only thing the bugs were interested in. 

	“So, you’ve been stalking me again? I thought we had an agreement.” I put my hands on my hips. “We share the mountain, but you stop creeping on me. It’s not that hard.”

	He frowned. “You are mine to protect.”

	Oh no. We were not having this conversation again. 

	Ignoring him, I released the dead bug from my trap. The trap would need to be disinfected with fire before I could use it again. I didn’t know exactly what pathogens the bugs carried, but everything they touched reeked of death. 

	On the survival forums I’d once been a part of, they’d suggested disinfecting everything that came into contact with the alien creatures, and then burning the carcasses after. The hunters did the same, and they must have good reason.

	Rhaz’k carried the two dead bugs to a flat rock and set them on fire. 

	“Give me the trap,” he demanded.

	“No. I’ll disinfect it when I get home.” If he threw it into the flames now, I wouldn’t be able to pick it up until it cooled. The sun was setting, and unlike him with his exceptional night vision, I needed light to get home. 

	He put a small device in a nearby tree, a surveillance camera, and aimed it at the burning pile. Then he snatched the trap from my hand before I could stop him and tossed it into the fire.

	“Hey!” 

	Fuck this. I threw my hands up into the air and turned toward my home. I was done with his crap.

	Then he found the other trap tied to my pack and ripped that off my bag as well.

	I whipped back around. “What the fu—”

	Before I could finish my sentence, I found myself lifted up into the air and tossed over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 

	Oof! Why was his shoulder so damn hard?

	“Let me down!” I pounded my fists against his back, but he didn’t even flinch. All I was doing was hurting my hands.

	He didn’t reply. Instead, he just marched silently through the woods.
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