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Chapter 1: Heather

	The musty smell of the basement filled my nostrils as I tiptoed down the stairs, the candle in my hand casting eerie shadows on the walls. My eyes slowly adapted to the dim light as I searched for the alien’s form. He lay on the cell’s floor, just as he always did, a faint echo of the beast he once was.  

	It was my job to bring him food and water every evening, but that wasn’t why I was here today. No. Today, I had no food for him unless you counted the stale crackers and expired jam I’d save from my meal.

	Today, I only had bad news.

	I approached the cell and eyed the slightly bent bars. The story was that our prisoner had warped the bars with nothing more than his bare hands. But that was back when he was still strong.

	Too bad I’d never seen him like that. He’d been gaunt and emaciated for the entire time I’d known him, too weak sometimes to even lift his head because of the heavy, ram-like horns that sprouted from above his temples. 

	I cleared my throat to announce my presence, then kneeled to place the crackers and the plastic bottle of water I brought on the ground through the bars. This was how I’d fed him for weeks since they’d deemed it too dangerous to open the cell door. Everything was served in plastic, and absolutely no cutlery was allowed.

	Apparently, he killed the man who’d served him before with a plastic fork. I hadn’t known the other guy well, but from what I did know of him, he was a jerk. So that might be why I was still alive. I wasn’t a jerk; at least, I tried not to be.

	I was still technically part of the group keeping the alien prisoner, though I’d never agreed with it. I was already guilty by association. But keeping him locked up wasn’t even the worst part. I’d just learned that they planned to stop feeding him, to let him starve now that they didn’t need him alive.

	I’d continue to share my food with him, but I wasn’t sure how long he’d last on so little. I barely had enough to eat myself. 

	“I’m sorry. This is all I have today.”

	“Let me go.” It was the few English words he ever said to me. 

	I looked over at the stairs. The door to the basement was still closed, and we were alone. 

	“I already told you, I don’t have the keys. If I did, I’d let you go. And if I’d known you were here earlier, I’d have let you go months ago. I’m sorry I can’t help you.” I turned to lean my back against the cell bars, then buried my face in my hands. 

	Even if I managed to steal the key that was locked up in the office, how would he make it out of here? The only way out was through the complex and past a bunch of armed guards. He wasn’t even strong enough to stand. How would he fight? He’d be shot down immediately. Releasing him now was a death sentence and I wasn’t ready to give up on him yet.

	That was the thing about living in a large group in the bugpocalypse; I didn’t always agree with what was happening inside our walls. We were the largest and only group left in what used to be Albuquerque. We called this place Sanctuary, since it was the only human settlement left in the area. 

	Sanctuary comprised a trio of apartment buildings, all linked by underground amenities, plus the row of townhomes we used as storage. It was shocking to believe the entire city now fit inside less than a block. It had started off with just one of the buildings, but as the group grew and we assimilated other survivors into our midst, so did our space requirements. 

	We had a society of sorts going, and it was better than the chaos that had reigned when the bugs first came. We had a barter system that encouraged everyone to work for what they needed, military and police to keep order and peace, and even schools and daycares for the children. It wasn’t paradise, but it was a living. 

	What I didn’t know we had—until I got saddled with the job—was a freaking alien prisoner. We all knew about the nomads and their stolen alien shuttles, since they were the reason we had the medicine we needed, but most of us didn’t know that Clark, our leader, had worked a deal with them to keep the Xarc’n who owned one of the more special shuttles prisoner here.

	I’d only found out because I replaced that asshole who’d died. Apparently, this shuttle wasn’t like any of the other ones they stole. It was sentient. 

	 I’d freaked out the first time I came down here and saw the alien’s living conditions. He only had a cot too small for his body and a ragged blanket. There was a drain on the floor, and they sprayed him down with a hose once a week to clean him. It was barbaric.

	They’d kept him in pitch dark too. Sure, it was the basement, but there were small windows near the ceilings blocked by curtains. The first thing I’d done was open them to let the sun in.

	Kai, the guard who’d accompanied me on my first day down here, had balked, as if worried the alien would magically escape through the tiny thing just because the blinds were now drawn.

	“How is opening the curtains outside the cell going to make a difference?” I’d demanded. 

	“He might get ideas if he sees the sun.”

	I’d rolled my eyes at him. “Not any more than he already is. You can’t expect me to work in the dark. I can’t see. Maybe that’s why the other guy died. He couldn’t see and got too close. Perhaps you want my job instead.” I’d shoved the tray of food at him. 

	Not wanting to be the one putting his hand through the bars, Kai had backed off.

	They were hoping the Xarc’n would be less likely to kill a woman. Lucky me. 

	I knew why they’d chosen me for the job. I wasn’t pretty or cute. Before the internet went down, there’d been reports of the aliens stealing women to use as their sex slaves. No one would want to steal me. And even if the alien did pull a beam-me-up-Scotty, it would be no big loss to the menfolk here.

	I used to think the solution was to lose some weight. Ha! After years of surviving in the bugpocalypse with just barely enough to live, I was slimmer but not any more beautiful. I was just the same old me but with fewer curves. Nope. Weight hadn’t been the problem at all.

	I had dark blonde hair, not that brilliant platinum blonde that drew people’s attention, but more like a dirty blonde with some lighter streaks. It hung limply from my head and was the opposite of full-bodied.

	I knew women with wavy or curly hair who'd do anything for straight hair, but I’d do anything for hair that wasn’t limp, flat, and plastered against my head. I guess the grass was always greener on the other side. 

	I used to wash my hair every day just so that it didn’t look greasy and sparse. Now, with water being a luxury, that was out of the question. So I’d given up.

	According to my driver’s license, I had hazel eyes. But the lighting at the registration office must have been spectacular that day, because most of the time, they were just a plain light brown. If I squinted really hard in the mirror, there was some green in it, maybe.

	I was unremarkable. I wasn’t ugly. I was just plain. Forgettable.

	But I’d come to terms with that already. I didn’t need to be beautiful to have a normal life, which was all I ever wanted. I didn’t need dozens of men to grovel at my feet. I only wanted one man to love me. I didn’t need a castle. I only wanted a simple suburban home. The white picket fence and the two-and-a-half kids were the bonus.

	But then, the bugs came.

	And now I was the sacrificial woman tasked with feeding a deadly alien. At least when I was down here, Kai wasn’t trying to get into my pants because he thought I’d be an easy lay. 

	The alien hadn’t attacked me yet, but he hadn’t shown interest either. It was hard to see the once proud warrior reduced to nothing, but not as hard as what I had to say now. 

	I closed my eyes and forced the words out. “Your shuttle crashed today. They weren’t able to recover it. I’m sorry.” Oh boy, this was hard. “I reported to the kitchen today, but they didn’t have your food. I saved some of my meal for you. If I’d known before, I’d have saved more.”

	“Shuttle...crash.”

	The words were said in strongly accented English. Two new words. He understood English somehow, even though they’d taken away the translator he had on him. 

	“Yeah, it’s crashed. Killed the two people flying it.”

	There was a sound that reminded me of a laugh. Then, “Good.” Another word. I wondered how much English he could actually speak and just chose to stay silent. “Shuttle?”

	I pressed my lips together. I’d asked for details about the crash out of curiosity and also because I wanted to let the alien know what had happened, but they couldn’t tell me anything except that it was gone. The shuttle was highly intelligent; it was smart enough to be controllable through coercion. If the shuttle cared so much about its owner, then the owner must care back. 

	“I’m sorry,” was all I could say.

	Feeling awkward, I picked up his old cup, got up, and made my way up the stairs with a heavy heart. Just as I made it out of the basement, my candle burned out. 

	I hurried down the hall, heading toward the light at the other end. I made my way to the kitchen, where Pauline was putting the day’s garbage in a bin. 

	“Hey, Pauline, do you have an extra candle you can trade?” I asked. 

	“I do.” She looked around before whispering. “And I saved this for our guest downstairs.” She handed me a plastic Tupperware container. 

	“Thank you.” I took the container from her. “What do you want for the candle?”

	“Wanna take the garbage down to the pile for me?”

	The pile was outside of the safety of the building but still inside the fences they’d put around the complex. It was out of the way, behind the row of townhomes, far from the courtyard between the living areas. Garbage stank, and it was the best we could do to keep everything clean. 

	“That’s it?” No one liked taking out the trash, but candles—or any personal light sources, for that matter—were hot commodities. 

	We had some electricity, but the solar panels weren’t enough to keep the whole place lit. Electric lights were reserved for the main areas and turned off automatically at 10 p.m. sharp every night.

	“I don’t really use them. And I have the lantern; that’s one perk of working in the kitchens.” She handed me the tub of garbage. “Take the lantern with you. It’s already dark out. I’ll go grab your candle.”

	“Thanks. I’ll meet you in our room.” We shared one of the units on the third floor. 

	I lit the lantern, placed it on top of the bin’s lid, and started out back. 

	The chill of the fall air had me regretting not putting on an extra layer before stepping out, but this should be fast. I hurried across the courtyard and around the side of the townhomes to the field that was now our landfill. I opened the lid and dumped everything into the pile. It was a mix of food waste, tin cans, and food packaging.

	Most of the food we ate was long passed its best-before date, and I wondered how much longer we’d survive like this. Even trading with the nomads and planting gardens in the courtyard and rooftops wasn’t enough to feed everyone without supplementing with old-world food, especially the protein. Far from it.

	It had been years since the space bugs arrived on our planet, years since society had collapsed. The deadly alien bugs ate everything made of flesh in their path, and despite our military might, we hadn’t been able to stop them. Some say it was because we’d been too arrogant, not taking the threat as seriously as we should have. Others say we never stood a chance. 

	I looked around, suddenly overcome with the feeling I was being watched, but couldn’t see very far with just the glow of the lantern. I froze, listening for sounds of the bugs. The ones they’d named scuttlers—a word translated from the Xarc’n language—made a distinctive sound with their feet.

	Nothing. Just silence.

	Putting the lid back on the box, I turned to head down the path to the mansion. I rounded the ledge and crashed into something big and hard. 

	What the—

	I held my lantern up. The biggest Xarc’n warrior I’d ever seen glared down at me, his sharp teeth bared and gleaming in the artificial light. Yellow eyes flashed, and I stumbled back a few steps. 

	Large horns curved from his temples. He had thick, powerful legs, bulging with muscles, and monstrous feet capped in sharp claws. No wonder they didn’t wear any shoes; they’d destroy them with those talons.

	This hulking beast was nothing like the one in the cell, and not just because he was a darker purple. He was powerful and wild. Dangerous.

	Panicked, I brandished the lantern in front of me like a weapon; though how the light would help me, I didn’t know. The glow just made the muscles on his chest look bigger and accentuated the fact that he wore nothing but a loincloth and his weapons. The head of an axe stuck up behind him, and there was a blaster at his belt. 

	The alien warrior took one look at me and grinned.

	 


Chapter 2: Nov’k

	This wasn’t the female I’d expected. The human who usually brought out the daily refuse had dark hair and light brown skin. This female had hair the color of sunshine and was pale all over. She smelled good too, much better than the rotting garbage around us, so good I leaned in to fill my lungs with her instead of the stench. 

	Now that I was closer, I noticed the scent of another hunter. Kan’n. Did she belong to the very hunter I was here to rescue?

	The scent was weak, like they’d spent time in the same room rather than on a sleeping mat, but it was enough to get under my skin. I did not like the scent of another on this female, though I did not understand why this bothered me, or why I had the urge to steal her away to my shuttle. 

	“You smell of another warrior.” The language device on my belt translated quietly. 

	The female, whose fear had spiked upon seeing me, relaxed at my words. “Oh! You’re here for your friend. Of course. That’s good. That’s very good.” She huffed out a breath, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think she was glad to see me. 

	Was this some sort of trick?

	The female glanced nervously over at the taller buildings. “Come with me. We can’t talk here. A guard comes this way sometimes.”

	I knew about the guard; he’d just gone by a few minutes ago, so he wouldn’t be back soon, but I followed her anyway. She opened one of the doors to the shorter building and stepped inside. 

	“Wow. They packed this garage full,” she mused, holding up her lantern. 

	There was barely enough room for the two of us. She found two stools and set them on the only spot on the floor they would fit, sat down on one, and patted the other. I squeezed in next to her. Our knees touched in the dark.

	My chest started rumbling softly. I tried my best to still it, but the telling sound escaped. She gasped, and fear filled the tiny space. 

	“Do not be frightened. I won’t hurt you.”

	She wasn’t used to the sounds we made, which answered my earlier question of whether she was the other hunter’s mate. If she were close to him, she’d understand that the rumbling was nothing to be scared of. It meant that my body recognized a compatible female. Her.

	She still looked scared of me, but put on a brave face. “I’m so glad someone finally came for him. I can’t get him out on my own, not in his state.”

	“Kan’n is injured?”

	“He’s weak, very weak. They don’t feed him enough. I try to sneak in extra when I can, but it’s no use. You guys need a lot of food.”

	“Who are you to him?”  

	She frowned. “I just feed him.”

	“Where is he? And if you wish him free, then why have you not released him yourself?” I had to remind myself that this group was holding a hunter prisoner, no matter how enticing this female was. 

	“They have him locked down in the basement, and I can’t free him.” She twisted the hem of her top. “I don’t have the key, and more importantly, he’s weak. He’ll never be able to make it out on his own. They’ll shoot him on sight.”

	I didn’t sense any deceit from her, and I could usually smell a lie. 

	She held her lantern up and assessed me. “You can help him out of there.” She looked me up and down. “You’re all muscles.”

	Feeling her eyes on me, I flexed the muscles she spoke of, and something different colored the scent of her fear. Interest?

	“Yup. All muscles.” She cleared her throat and tore her gaze from my body. “If you can set up a distraction and get Clark out of his office, I’ll run in and find the key. It’s in there somewhere. I know it. Even better if you can get everyone to the other side of the building.”

	This was interesting. I hadn’t expected her to try to help. 

	“Which side?” I asked.

	“The office is on the…” She paused. “Crap. I don’t know how to explain it to you.”

	I grabbed my communicator and brought up the map program we’d saved from Earth’s internet. It was old, and the humans working with us had plans to update it, but it’d have to do. 

	She gasped. “I haven’t seen this since…since, forever.”

	“We saved much of your global network.” I zoomed in on the aerial view of the buildings. “Where’s Kan’n, and where’s the key?”

	“The office is here, in this corner on the first floor. The cell is—” She bit her bottom lip. “It’s hard to tell.” She traced a path from the front door, talking to herself. “Make a right and down the hall. The doors to the basement should be here. And the windows across from the cell are here. I think.”

	Did I trust her? She didn’t have any reason to lie unless they were trying to trap another hunter. But she hadn’t known I was coming, so I doubted that was her plan.

	Still, I needed to know I could trust her. I plucked the tiny recorder Lenny, one of our two Tech Wizards—though I wasn’t supposed to call him that—had given me from my belt. I tried to stick it onto her back and misjudged, getting a handful of her hair instead. She flinched.

	“Do not fear.” I kept my hand on her hair. 

	She reached up and touched my hand, and my chest threatened to ring out again in song. “They can’t find out I’m helping you. If they do, I’ll be in big trouble.”

	Would they hurt her? Perhaps I should change my plans and rescue her as well. She was small and wouldn’t take up much room on my shuttle. I stroked my hand down her hair and rested it on the small of her back for a moment before pressing the tiny recorder to the bottom of her top.

	“I will make a distraction tomorrow after your evening meal,” I said. 

	“That’s perfect. We can meet again here. I’ll try to trade Pauline for another candle.” She looked stricken. “Oh, crap! I should go. She’s probably wondering where I am.” 

	“Go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Wait. I don’t even know your name. I’m Heather.”

	“Heh-ther.” I liked the sound of her name. “I am Nov’k”

	“Novak? Novik?”

	“Yes.” I also liked my name on her tongue, even though she pronounced it wrong both times. All humans did. They couldn’t make the sounds of our language. However she said my name was fine by me. 

	“Bye, Nov’k.”

	Then she was out of the shed and heading back to the tall buildings.

	I picked my way to my shuttle, already missing her presence. I’d been watching this group for days, waiting for a chance to make my move. The people here held one of ours hostage, forcing his sentient PIP model shuttle to do their bidding.

	This encounter had gone entirely different than I’d anticipated. I’d expected to find the dark-haired female and hold her captive, forcing the group to make a trade for the hunter. Instead, the female with sunlight in her hair had offered to help me free Kan’n. I could’ve taken her hostage as well, but I didn’t want to trade her away; I wanted to keep her for myself. 

	In hindsight, my original plan had been a bad one. These people didn’t make deals with hunters. They made that clear. The words No Aliens, painted in red on their roofs, were meant to be a warning.

	I flew my shuttle up to the tallest structure in the area and watched the building Heather had gone into as the lights in it dimmed one by one. It was night, and the guards would change soon. They did this every evening at this time and again in a few hours. That would be the ideal time to act as most would be asleep, save for the guards.

	“Shuttle. Play the recording from the chip.”

	I hoped the device worked. It wasn’t a Xarc’n invention but a human one. Lenny and Sam had called it a “bug,” which was the same word they used for the scourge as well as the small insectoids of their planet. They’d covered it with lightweight clay to make it look like a rock should the tiny recorder fall from its intended location. 

	Heather’s voice filled my shuttle. “I can’t take all those candles without doing something for you in return. At least let me take out the garbage for the rest of the week.”

	“You sure?” asked another female voice. 

	“Of course. It’s the least I can do.”

	“’Kay, then. I hate going out there anyway. Lately, it feels like there’s something watching me.” 

	That must be the dark-haired female who usually came out to the refuse pile. 

	“Oh? Really? I didn’t feel anything.” Heather made a nervous sound.

	“It’s probably in my head.”

	I leaned back in my seat and listened to their conversation, not to determine whether Heather would report me to her people but because I liked the sound of her voice.

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Heather

	I scrubbed at the imaginary stain on the floor, trying to look busy as I waited for the promised distraction. Anyone just standing around was liable to be put on latrine duty, and that would literally be a shitty way to miss my opportunity. Lucky for me, people usually didn’t notice when I was around. That was a perk of being plain. I tended to disappear into the woodwork.

	I didn’t know what type of distraction the purple alien had planned, but I sure hoped it was enough to get Clark out of the office he’d claimed as his “command center.” As I started another round with my mop, Clark stepped out of the room. He stretched his arms over his head and cracked his neck. 

	I wondered if he’d noticed I’d been mopping the floor in front of his office for half an hour. Where was Nov’k and his distraction? I couldn’t keep this up forever.

	“Did you see Peter come by?” Clark asked. 

	“Ammo-Peter, or Librarian-Peter?” I asked, trying to buy more time. I knew he was looking for Ammo-Peter. The guy crafted good ammunition that never misfired—a problem we’d had in the early days—but he was flaky and easily distracted.

	“Ammo-Peter,” he clarified. 

	I shook my head. “Haven’t seen him.”

	Just then, the recognizable sounds of fireworks exploded from outside. 

	“What the fuck?” Clark stomped over to the nearest window. “Who the fuck is setting off fireworks? That shit will bring the bugs from miles around.” When the fireworks continued without abating, he pounded down the hallway, yelling, “Gabe! Sasha! With me now.”

	Here was my chance! I leaned the mop against the wall and quickly ducked into the office, closing the door behind me in case anyone walked by on their way to check out the fireworks.

	I searched the desk drawers first. They were a mess, stuffed full of pens and stationery. It would be easy to miss a key in this jumble of odds and ends. A feeling of dread filled me as I realized how much longer this would take than I’d expected. Clark would be back by the time I got through just the desk. 

	I closed the disorganized drawer. It couldn’t be in there. Clark wouldn’t keep something so important in that mess. 

	I tried the boxes on the shelves instead. Nothing.

	And the filing cabinet. Nada.

	Where the fuck was it? I knew it was in here. I eyed the drawer again. It could be in there, but if it wasn’t, I’d be wasting a lot of my time for nothing. The fireworks had stopped going off, which meant I didn’t have much time left. 

	Think, Heather, think!

	That was when I noticed Clark’s jacket hanging off the back of the chair. I searched the pocket. There was the key to the office, but that wasn’t what I needed. I tried the other pocket and felt something cold and metallic.

	Bingo!

	I fished the key out and held it up in victory, recognizing it by the horribly distasteful keychain of a pair of woman’s tits. What luck! The key had been in this jacket, not the office. I tucked it into my pocket and headed for the door. I almost opened it but stopped when I heard voices on the other side. 

	“Who do you think set them off?” That sounded like Peter.

	“Maybe it was an accident.” And the most recent girl he’d been macking on.

	“No way. Fireworks don’t just go off on their own like that. And it’s not coming from the storage where we keep them. It’s coming from the other side.”

	Which was perfect, because it meant Clark had to go all the way over to investigate, giving me more time. Too bad these two were blocking my way. What if Clark came back before they left and found me in here? He’d asked if I’d seen Peter. What if they had an appointment and Peter didn’t leave?

	 I tried to think of an excuse for being in here but couldn’t. This was almost as nerve-wracking as facing down the alien warrior.

	I’d surprised myself last night. I hadn’t pissed myself from fear and had actually managed to talk to him.

	Nov’k was huge. He could easily crush me into pulp if he wanted to. I’d been terrified at first, but I also knew it was my only chance to right a wrong. I couldn’t live my life knowing I could have helped someone but didn’t because I was chickenshit. 

	I wasn’t stupid enough to voice my complaints about our alien guest out loud. In this messed up new world, it was safest to keep my head down and shut the fuck up. If it weren’t for this settlement, I’d already be dead. They weren’t the people I’d have chosen to spend the apocalypse with, but I worked with the hand I was dealt, and I was still alive. That counted for a lot.

	I didn’t dislike living here. And I’d even gotten close to a few people over the years, like Shannon, the official welcome person for the settlement, and Pauline. But some of the choices being made irked me. Then again, what was new? The bugs coming to Earth hadn’t changed human nature. 

	Locking someone up, even if they were an alien who was supposedly trying to take over our planet—something I didn’t even believe anymore—just to control their shuttle was just plain wrong. I wasn’t the only one who thought so. Pauline hated it too, but she only knew because she got suspicious and grilled Kai about who the extra food was for.

	Since the beginning, Sanctuary had had to make difficult and sometimes morally gray decisions. It was that or die. 

	Working with the nomads was one of those decisions. Sanctuary traded with several nomadic groups, some of which we knew stole from other survivors. It was one of these groups who’d saddled us with a Xarc’n prisoner. They were mercenary in their methods, but they had the medicine we needed. Before them, any infection was a possible death sentence. 

	The last guy who got on his moral high horse got kicked out, and we found his gear and clothes torn up by the bugs a week later. Some felt bad for him, while others thought he deserved it for suggesting we, including many sick children, tried to survive that colony-wide bout of pneumonia on our own. The medicine saved many lives.

	Life-saving medicine was fine by me, but keeping an alien in the basement and starving him to death was going too far. Secretly helping free our prisoner was the perfect compromise. Nov’k would complete his mission. Kan’n would get to live. And I’d get to free my conscience and stay with the group and not become bug chow. And with the shuttle gone, it wasn’t like they still needed him around. Everyone wins. 

	That was, as long as I made it out of this office in time. 

	“Ooh! They’re back,” Peter said. 

	“Let’s go find out what happened.” 

	I counted to ten before opening the door a crack. The coast was clear. I picked up the mop and bucket and hurried over to join everyone else demanding to know what had happened. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I dumped the day’s garbage into the pile and made my way to the garage we’d hidden in yesterday. Wanting to save fuel, I turned off the lantern as I waited by the door.

	It was night, which meant there should be no giant bugs since the alien invertebrates usually only hunted during the day, and the area was fenced in. Still, it was a bit creepy in the dark, especially since tonight was cloudy, and there was no moonlight.

	You’d think that after surviving for six years post-bug, I’d be fearless. Nope. If anything, I was more terrified of the fugly creatures than ever. But the fuel for the lantern was scarce, and if a bug was really about to get me, having the light on would only mean I got to experience my end in greater visual detail.

	No thanks. I’d rather not see the beady-eyed buggers as they tore into me.

	I couldn’t believe I was waiting to meet up with a Xarc’n warrior. Like most people I knew, I’d once believed that the purple aliens were using the giant space bugs to take over Earth. That was the prevailing story, and to think anything else meant people treated you like you’d told them you believed in magic.  

	When the Xarc’n warriors first arrived, Earth’s leaders had entertained working with the aliens to stamp out the infestation. But nothing had come of it, and the narrative in the media changed. They went from our potential saviors to our sworn enemies overnight. 

	It had been too suspicious. The deadly bugs started showing up, eating everything and everyone in sight, and they showed up right after, claiming to want to help us fight them, demanding nothing in return? No one did something for nothing.

	Our leaders weren’t buying it. Add in the stories of women disappearing, kidnapped into invisible shuttles, and the case was open and shut. 

	That was years ago, when we still had things like television and the internet. We had nothing now, but we still saw the warriors fighting the nightmarish creatures. It matched up with the first version of the story we were told: that they’d been hunting the scourge—the Xarc’n name for the deadly beasts—and Earth just happened to be their current battlefield. They planned to continue their fight, whether they had our support or not.

	I wondered how things would’ve turned out if Earth’s governments had taken their offer to work together. 

	Sanctuary had always operated on the premise that the Xarc’n warriors were our enemies. Many believed they’d ruined our lives and blamed them for the scourge and the collapse of society as we knew it. Our military attacked them on sight if they came into our city.

	The door opened behind me, and large arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me inside the garage. Surprised, I dropped the bin and opened my mouth, but a thick palm covered it before I could scream.

	The door closed, and I was in the dark, pressed against a warm, broad chest. The masculine, woodsy scent that surrounded me told me who it was. I relaxed, glad that Nov’k had stopped me from screaming and fucking up the whole being stealthy thing. He moved his hand off my mouth but didn’t let me go. 

	“Fuck. You scared me.” I put my hand to my chest to calm my heart’s erratic beating. “I’m not sure this place is that safe anymore. They might check it. You found the fireworks in here.”

	“They have checked.” The device on his hip translated his words in broken English. 

	It had been hard to understand at first, but I was getting used to it.

	“You have key?”

	“I do.” I dug into my pocket and held up the offensive keychain. 

	“You keep. You do one more thing.”

	“What?”

	The soft rumbling started in his chest again. This time, I knew it wasn’t something to be afraid of. I wondered if it was unique to him. I’d never heard the sound from the hunter in the basement.

	Pressed against Nov’k’s muscular body, I felt every vibration. He still hadn’t released me, though it was so cramped in here that I’d have nowhere to go even if he did. 

	“Unlock Kan’n. Give him this.” He released me just long enough to find my hand in the dark and pressed something slim and cylindrical into my palms. “It is stim. Give energy for escape. He’ll know what to do.”

	“Oh. Yes. That will help. He’ll need all the energy he can get.” I turned in Nov’k’s arms and found myself pressed against a set of ripped naked abs.

	Damn! Nov’k would put a bodybuilder to shame.

	I chided myself silently. What was wrong with me? We were planning a rescue, and here I was, feeling up his six-pack—or however many packs Xarc’n warriors had. 

	I forced myself to focus on the mission and not on the prime example of virile masculinity before me—no wonder they called themselves warriors. “When should I do it? I’m guessing the stim doesn’t last long.”

	“Use your human clock?”

	It took me a moment to understand what he meant. “We have a clock that we use to keep time, but I’m not sure it’s synced up to mountain time anymore.”

	“You know time they change guards?”

	“Yes, every three hours. They just did one now.”

	“Do at next guard change.”

	I nodded, then I realized we were in the dark, and a nod might mean something else to his people. “You can count on me.”

	That was easy enough. It’d be midnight, and most people would be asleep. That was good. I didn’t want any of the people I cared about to get hurt. There were children and families living here. What if things went sideways? I realized I didn’t want Nov’k to get hurt either. 

	“I should warn you. There are more armed guards on the roof, and they have night vision goggles. There’s a few inside too, but they usually stay near the front of the building.” Which was why I was sure I could sneak down to the basement. “Do you need me to make a distraction after freeing Kan’n to split the guards’ attention?”

	“No.” The single word came out as a growl. “Give Kan’n the stim and note. He must read.” 

	“Okay. I won’t do anything else.” I didn’t want to mess up whatever he’d planned. 

	I turned to go, but he held me in place. 

	“Guard approaches.” He reached down to his hip, probably to turn off his translator.

	“Fuck,” I whispered. “I left the garbage bin outside.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 4: Nov’k

	The footsteps outside got louder as the guard approached the door. 

	The room was filled with supplies, but there was a spot in the middle we could hide. I moved us around a large shelf and pressed myself into the cranny there, pulling Heather close to my body. 

	I wished I was holding her for a better reason. I could sense her panic and wanted to assure her that if we were found out, I’d never let them punish her for helping me. I’d charge out of here with her in my arms, and I wouldn’t stop until she was safe in my shuttle. I’d need to find another way to break Kan’n out of his cell, but now that I’d met her, her safety came first. 

	The door to the garage opened, and a dim light shone in, moving side to side. I held still, but Heather started to push away. When I didn’t release her, she pinched me hard and turned on her own lantern. 

	Krux! What the fuck was she doing? 

	I released her, believing we’d been caught. She sent me a grateful look, then picked up a small cardboard box in one hand and walked confidently out from our hiding spot with her lantern held high.

	I peered through the shelves, looking for the best route out, ready to pick her up and run. 

	“Kai!” she exclaimed. “Holy crap, you scared me.”

	“Heather, what are you…”

	Heather held the box up to the light. “I needed tampons.” She covered her face with the box. “This is so embarrassing. Now that I feed our prisoner, I’m not supposed to use a rag because they say he can smell it, and it might make him attack.”

	“Geeze! You gave me a scare. I saw the bin outside and thought I’d find a body in here.” The guard blew out a breath.

	I froze, deciding to let this run its course and see where it went, but stayed ready to run if needed. 

	“Sorry. I was embarrassed and didn’t want to ask a man for womanly things. I figured I’d kill two birds with one stone and do it when I took out the garbage.” 

	I frowned. She had not killed any birds, and that was a box, not a stone. 

	“Next time, just ask one of us. Didn’t you know someone’s been fucking around with our supplies? They set off the fireworks today.”

	“Really? Was that what happened?” She looked around nervously. “Clark said it was an accident, and we stored them wrong or something.”

	“Yeah, sure. He’s just saying that so people don’t panic.”

	“Could it be a kid messing around? You know how it is; they get bored and cause shit.”

	 “We already questioned the usual suspects. And we had the fireworks locked up. Whoever it was broke down the door. We don’t think it’s the kids.”

	“Okay, now you’ve got me creeped out.” Heather picked her way through the supplies to the door. “Can you walk me back?”

	“Of course, but we’ll need to loop around. I have to stay on my route.”

	“I don’t mind.”

	I looked through the opening between the boxes on the shelves just in time to see the guard’s hand on Heather’s ass as the door to the garage closed, leaving me alone. I clenched my fists to stop myself from running out there and separating the male’s hand from his arm. 

	I couldn’t ruin Heather’s hard work now. She’d not only extricated herself from the situation quickly and thoughtfully, but she’d also led the guard away, giving me time to get to safety. That was admirable. 

	I waited until their voices were far enough away to step out of the garage. Their two lights glowed as they turned the corner, following the guard’s route. I snuck back to my shuttle under the cover of darkness, staying close to the building for as long as I could. 

	Being in the ruins of a large city, it was easy to stay hidden as I explored the area. It was a luxury I didn’t have while fighting the scourge back where my hunter group was stationed. Our base was a lonely building in the middle of a flat plain. It made clearing out the scourge a challenge.  

	This human settlement was one that actively fought the scourge, using the city landscape to their advantage. They might not be Xarc’n friendly and have the technologies that working with us provided, but they’d done well here to keep the nest at a manageable size. 

	For that alone, we’d decided to leave this area be and let them deal with the scourge on their own. It wasn’t worth the fight that would ensue if we sent hunters to this area now. When the nest got small enough, we’d go in and clear it out for good, but until then, it was all theirs.

	Unable to resist, I had my shuttle pull up the recording from the bug still stuck to Heather’s shirt; she hadn’t noticed it yet and the adhesive had held. 

	“Maybe another time,” she said. “You know, that time of the month and all. Cramps are pretty bad.” 

	I frowned, not understanding her words.

	“Ugh. Okay,” said the guard, sounding disgusted.

	“Anyway, thanks for walking me back. Bye, Kai.” Then a few moments later, in a softer tone, as if mumbling to herself. “Good riddance.”

	Then I heard the guard no more. Good. She’d gotten away.

	I’d expected her to return to the female with the dark hair, but instead, there was a rustling sound and then the loud ping of the recorder hitting the ground. 

	Krux. It had fallen off. 

	I’d hoped to use it to pinpoint the exact moment she released Kan’n, but now I’d need to follow our plan and hope my timing was right. Because in my head, my mission had changed. This was now a double rescue. I didn’t plan on leaving without the female with the sunlight in her hair. 

	She was mine.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5: Heather

	 

	I waited for the guard to pass before making a mad dash down the hall and around the corner. Just as I expected, there were no guards in this hallway. It was at the back of the building, and there was nothing else here but a few storage rooms and the door to the basement. No one ever came here unless they had to. 

	Getting Kai off my case after he’d walked me back earlier had been tough. He seemed to believe that walking me back meant he was entitled to have his hands all over me and ask for the blow job. Ugh. I’d known it would be a problem, but I’d needed to get him away from the garage. Not wanting him to be suspicious, I’d waved the box of tampons in his face and pretended to have cramps.

	He’d cringed a bit and let me go. Though I had no idea how I was supposed to fend him off next time. I knew he wasn’t really interested in me as a person. I’d heard him referring to me as the ugly chick to the other guards. He was just trying to go for the low-hanging fruit. Too bad it was still much too high for him. 

	I felt my way down the hallway, using the darkness to my advantage. Only the guards on the roof had night vision goggles, so I wasn’t worried the ones here would see me if they looked down the hall. Hugging the walls until I got to the right door, I opened it, stepped inside, and started down the stairs. 

	When I reached the bottom, I lit my candle, bathing the room with the cell in flickering light. 

	“Kan’n?” I hurried to the door and fished the key out of my pocket. I hadn’t known his name before, and I had a hard time pronouncing their language, but I hoped it was close enough that he recognized his name. “Kan’n. Listen carefully. We are getting you out of here.”

	The form on the floor didn’t move. 

	“Kan’n?” I turned the key and pushed on the cell door, which opened with a loud creak.

	The form on the floor turned at the noise. Steeling my nerves, I approached him with the stim held in front of me. 

	He recognized the slim red cylinder immediately, even with the note wrapped around it, and struggled to sit up. I helped him. Or tried to. Despite being thin and weak, he was still at least seven feet tall and huge. Pulling at him was like pulling on a bag of bricks. 

	He leaned in, got uncomfortably close to my chest, and sniffed loudly. “Xarc’n,” he growled.

	“Yes. Your friend is here to get you out.” I handed him the stim and note. 

	He read the note first. Their written language consisted of a bunch of strange glyphs and icons. Earth’s government had linguists working on deciphering them when all hell broke loose. They were hoping to find out the real reason the Xarc’n warriors were here.

	“Nov’k said you’ll know how to use it. I guess my work here is done.” I sent him the best smile I could. He must hate everyone here, but I wanted him to know there were still some good humans left. “Good luck.”

	I was glad I’d decided to do this. I’d sleep better knowing I’d done what I could to help.

	I turned to leave, but the alien on the floor moved faster than I ever thought he could in his state and grabbed me. I stifled a cry at the sudden and unexpected turn of events. 

	“Let me go,” I hissed. 

	He growled something I couldn’t understand, kept an arm around me, and waved the note in my face. 

	What the fuck? Did he mean the note had told him to stop me from leaving? That wasn’t what we’d agreed on. 

	“That’s not in the plan. Let me—”

	A loud crash shook the building, and dust rained down on us from the ceiling. I dropped my candle. It extinguished, plunging us into darkness. It sounded like the entire house was crumbling down on me. Everything was chaos. I wanted to run and hide, but my legs refused to move, and I was stuck in Kan’n’s grip anyway.

	Then there was silence. 

	I blinked rapidly and peered around the darkness. My heart raced as I held my breath and listened for anything that would give me a clue on what was happening. There was shouting somewhere upstairs, but it was faint, and I couldn’t make out what they said. 

	What the fuck was happening up there?

	After a long eternity, the basement door opened, and light streamed down from the top of the stairs. 

	“Kan’n?” said a familiar voice. Nov’k came down the stairs. 

	The alien next to me growled in response.

	Nov’k growled something back, but no translation came. He reached out, and Kan’n passed me over to him. 

	“Let me go. I have to go back upstairs.” I planned to join everyone else in the panic, so they couldn’t trace this back to me.

	Nov’k lifted me off my feet and tossed me unceremoniously over his broad shoulders like a sack of potatoes, then stomped up the stairs behind Kan’n. 

	I gawked at the scene at the top of the stairs. The crazy hunter had crashed his shuttle right through the wall. The sleek gray hull was just a stone’s throw from the basement door. Xarc’n warriors usually kept their shuttles cloaked, but this one sat in plain view. Lights from it bathed the area.

	The impact had caused the hallway to cave in. Two guards were on this side of the cave-in, blocking our way. Kai was one of them. He shook as he pointed his gun at Nov’k.

	He never got to fire, because Nov’k charged into him, wrenching the gun out of his hands and tossing it down the stairs we’d just exited. He head-butted Kai hard, and the slimy guard slumped to the ground. 

	Nov’k turned to the next guard and lifted him by the neck with the hand that wasn’t wrapped around my legs. He tossed him aside like a doll and continued toward his ship. I watched everything unfold in slow motion. These hunters were deadly.

	By now, several more guards had arrived. They pointed their guns at us, and I realized they were going to shoot, even though I was draped over Nov’k’s back.

	He ducked into his ship, and the door slammed shut in front of my face. 

	The loud tat-tat-tat of the bullets hitting the shuttle door instead of me echoed in my head. Blood pounded in my ears, and it felt like I was choking on the lack of oxygen. I found myself dumped onto a soft surface. 

	Holy fuck. What just happened?

	I looked around wildly at the inside of the shuttle. I was on Nov’k’s bed, and Kan’n was on the floor, leaning against the light gray wall. Nov’k was strapping himself to the only seat in the shuttle, the pilot seat, ready to fly out of here. 

	“No, no, no. This wasn’t part of the plan.”

	I ran to the door and banged on it, but it wouldn’t open. I knew the guards were out there, probably ready to shoot at whoever stepped out, but I was in shock and denial. I couldn’t believe Nov’k had planned to kidnap me after I’d helped him.

	Kan’n looked up at me from the floor and growled. “Female, the door will not open for you,” the ship translated. It did a much better job than the other device. 

	I turned to Nov’k, my panic turning to anger. “What the hell? I helped you. You can’t just kidnap me. This wasn’t a part of our plans. Let me out.”

	“No,” Nov’k said as the motion of the shuttle lifting off had me stumbling back to the bed. “You are mine now.”

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Nov’k

	I knew the moment I saw Heather that I wouldn’t be able to leave her behind. I could’ve freed Kan’n myself with the key and given him the stim. The only reason I’d asked her to do it was so that she’d be down there when I went in for the rescue.

	She’d never agree to come along, so I’d done what I had to, asking Kan’n to keep her there for me until I arrived. 

	Just as I’d expected, Heather got angry the moment she realized I didn’t plan to let her leave my shuttle. She’d banged on my door and yelled in my face, but nothing she’d done had changed my mind. She was mine now. 

	She sat on my shuttle’s floor across from Kan’n with her arms crossed over her chest, refusing to talk to me. I’d expected that too. I wasn’t too worried; I had the rest of our lives to convince her she’d be happy with me. 

	Once we were out of the settlement’s immediate territory, Kan’n started with the questions.

	“Thank you for the rescue. But who are you? And how did you know I was there?”

	I programmed my shuttle to head back to the base and turned in my seat to face the other hunter.

	“Your shuttle told us your location.”

	“My shuttle? It is still functional?” 

	“It’s a wreck, but Lenny and Sam are working on it.”

	Kan’n scowled, and Heather looked up, recognizing the human names.

	“Humans! You let humans work on my shuttle.” He growled the word like I’d tossed his shuttle into a scourge nest.

	“I didn’t let humans do anything,” I growled right back. “They recovered the wreck and saved your ship. It refused to be sent up to the mothership.”

	“I am not supposed to be here,” Kan’n admitted. 

	“You were in Lok’n’s contingent.” This I’d already known. He wasn’t supposed to be on Earth at all.

	“Yes.”

	“You must have been in hiding this whole time.”

	The warriors of that contingent had left their own mission, disobeying orders to come to Earth when they found out that Earth females were mating compatible. Worried about retribution, they’d disbanded and disappeared onto the planet, turning off their shuttles’ tracking and disconnecting from our network.

	“Yes. Until I was taken by the humans.”

	They’d had him for a long time. This was obvious from his condition. In an emergency, hunters could slow their metabolism to conserve energy, but even so, he’d lost much of his mass.

	“Your contingent is now welcomed here on Earth. 00592 warriors are the only ones determined to take you to task. Most hunters here appreciate your help. Some look down on your contingent for disobeying orders, but they will not force you to leave.”

	He grunted. “That is good to know.”

	“What are 00592 warriors?” Heather asked.

	“They are warriors cloned from Original hunter 00592,” I explained. “They are strict about rules to a fault and are unstable. They have turned to attacking warriors from Kan’n’s contingent.”

	Heather made a face. “Just because he’s not supposed to be here?”

	I grunted.

	“ I wish to speak to my shuttle,” Kan’n said.

	“I am taking you there now. Sam and Lenny got your shuttle to communicate with them, but it’s still refusing to connect to the network.”

	“I ordered it to stay silent. Who are these humans? Do you trust them?”

	“They are part of the group I live with.”

	“You live with humans?” The question was asked in two different languages simultaneously, one with curiosity and the other with disgust.

	Heather furrowed her brows and glared at Kan’n.

	“I once wanted to come here to find myself a mate, but now I see the humans cannot be trusted.”

	“Hey!” Heather snapped. “We’re not all bad. I got you out of there.”

	“You did not get me out earlier.”

	Whatever fear Heather had when I first brought her onboard was gone. She was angry now, though until this moment, most of her anger had been directed at me. She turned it on Kan’n.

	“Listen. I didn’t know you were down there until they had me bringing you food. And what was I supposed to do? Let you free so you can fight your way out in your condition? That would be suicide. I wouldn’t be saving you; I’d be killing you. Did you want that instead?” She gestured wildly at the air. “And look what helping you got me. Kidnapped!”

	“I cannot kidnap you,” I said. “You are not a kid.” I turned back to Kan’n, who was looking Heather up and down. 

	“You are okay,” he conceded. “The others are not. I do not wish to live with them. Do not take me there.”

	This warrior had a bad experience with humans, to be sure. But my hunter group worked hand-in-hand with them, and I needed him to understand that where we were going, humans were friends, not foes.

	“Many hunter groups work closely with humans. They are not like the ones you have met. We work with them because they make us stronger.”

	“I do not care. Land. I will survive on my own. Take my shuttle from the humans and bring it back to me.”

	“That is not possible. It is in pieces.” I was starting to lose my patience with this conversation.

	“Then just leave me on that rooftop,” he said.

	“You will leave your shuttle after all it did for you?” 

	“What do you mean?”

	Did Kan’n not know?

	“Your shuttle only agreed to work with the others because they threatened you,” I said. “It attacked another shuttle.”

	“Impossible. It is a machine. It cannot decide anything. They must have overridden the controls.”

	“You do not know.”

	“Know what?” he growled, sounding like he’d run out of patience himself. 

	“Your shuttle is a PIP model, a special AI that was being tested by the Xarc’n military right before they lost control of the scourge. It is not only more intelligent than other vessels, but it is also sentient and has true feelings.”

	“You are mistaken. I have owned that shuttle my entire life.”

	“But it’s true,” Heather said. “They were using you to control it. I heard them talking about it. Every time it wouldn’t do something, they threatened to hurt you.”

	The hunter looked back and forth between Heather and me, clearly not believing us. 

	“I cannot contact your shuttle, but I can contact Lenny and Sam. Maybe you can speak to your shuttle through them.”

	“Do that.”

	A sleepy-looking Sam answered the call, illuminated only by the light from the Earth-made communication device they call a phone.  She rubbed her eyes, and her hair was a mess. 

	“Nov’k? Is that you? It’s the middle of the night.”

	“This is one of our Tech Wizards. Her name is Sam.”

	Sam made a face. “No, Nov’k. I’m not a Tech Whatever. I’m just good with machines.” Then, seeing Kan’n on the screen behind me, she gasped. “You found him. Man! He’s in rough shape. You need to get him back ASAP. We’ll get him fed, fixed up, and reunited with Pip.”

	“Who is Pip?” Kan’n asked.

	“We're calling all PIP models Pip unless they want to be called by another name,” Sam explained, but that just made Kan’n more confused. 

	“Kan’n does not know he has a PIP shuttle,” I said, getting straight to the point. 

	“I wish to speak to my shuttle, human. What have you done with it?” Kan’n demanded.

	But Sam wasn’t a female to cower; she only narrowed her eyes at him. “Last time I checked, I was putting it back together since it refuses to go up to the mothership. And my name is Sam, not human.”  

	“Let me talk to it.”

	Sam groaned. “Can’t you talk to it when you get here? It’s the middle of the night.”

	“No. Show me my shuttle now.”

	Sam huffed, and the screen turned black as she got out of bed and stomped down the stairs and through the building to where the shuttle was kept, mumbling about bossy hunters.  The building had been a supermarket once, but the humans had cleared out the shelves and made it into an indoor area to train and work on projects like the shuttle. 

	When the lights turned on, Sam was inside the PIP model, and the video feed showed its navigation screen. There was a large crack right across it. “Hey, Pip.”

	“Yes, honey?”

	Sam groaned. “Please don’t call me that. Nov’k found Kan’n.”

	“Wonderful!” Pip sounded thrilled. “Now you can finally meet him.”

	“I already met him. On the phone. He’s on the call right now. And just as a warning, they told him you’re a PIP model.”

	“Oh. Crud. I wanted to tell him myself.”

	That had Heather giggling. “Wow! They were right. He does sound like he’s got feelings.”

	Sam turned the phone to face her. “Oh my god! I didn’t even notice you on the floor there. I’m so sorry. Hi, I’m Sam, but you probably already figured that.”

	“I’m Heather. Does Nov’k really live with a bunch of humans?”

	Sam laughed. “In the same way that I live with a bunch of hunters. Yup!

	“Heather helped me free Kan’n,” I explained.

	“Thank you, Heather,” Pip said. “But if you are interested in my hunter, it is too late. I have already found him a mate. His mate is Sam.”

	“She is not,” Kan’n grumbled. 

	“I am not,” Sam said, sounding exasperated. 

	“Yes, you are. And when he gets back, he’ll form a bond with you, and we will be a family.” Several hearts floated across his cracked screen. “And you'll get to live in me forever!”

	“That just sounds wrong,” Sam lamented. 

	“Heather is not Kan’n’s,” I clarified for Pip. “She is mine.”

	 


Chapter 7: Heather

	“What do you mean, I can’t leave your shuttle?”

	Nov’k stood in the doorway of his shuttle, blocking my path. 

	“You’re staying here with me.”  

	“You can’t just keep me here forever.”

	We’d made it back to his base just in time for the stim Kan’n had used to run out. He’d tried to get up, only to crash back down on the shuttle floor like a ton of bricks. A third Xarc’n warrior had come in to help him. But when I tried to follow them out, Nov’k had blocked me. 

	After meeting Sam, I felt a little better about this new development. She’d assured me that her group wouldn’t hold it against me for living at Sanctuary as long as I kept an open mind about working with the Xarc’n hunters. She’d explained that they were new to the area and were still setting up camp. I’d be joining them just in time.

	There were tons of rumors that abounded about groups who worked with the hunters instead of avoiding or fighting them, and it was hard to figure out what was real and what was made up. After witnessing how candidly Sam talked with Nov’k, I now knew the theory that the aliens kept the humans as slaves was just plain wrong.  

	They even had phones. I mean, Sam had used one to take the call. I cared about my friends back home, and I didn’t want them to worry about me, but I was also curious about this mixed Xarc’n-human group.

	And even if Nov’k brought me back to Sanctuary now, I wasn’t sure they’d let me in. They probably thought I was being mind-controlled or something. So I did the only thing I could do, I accepted my situation. 

	Except Nov’k wouldn’t even let me out of the shuttle to meet his people.

	“I’m not keeping you here forever.” He slammed his hand on the wall next to the door, and the portal slid shut. “You can leave after we are mates.”

	“What?” I might have shrieked the word. “You’re keeping me in here until I sleep with you? You can’t do that!”

	My alarm bells must be broken because they didn’t go off. At all. Instead, my body decided to take this moment to remind me what a prime male specimen Nov’k was and how, due to the lack of birth control combined with the wrong selection of men at Sanctuary, I hadn’t been laid in years.

	Argh! What was wrong with me? I was so lonely I was lusting after an alien.

	“I do not wish to sleep.”

	I rolled my eyes. Of course not. I wasn’t sure if it was a language problem or if Nov’k was trying to be a smart-ass. Or both.

	“You can’t keep me in here until I have sex with you,” I clarified.

	The corner of his lips lifted in a devilish grin. “And who is going to stop me? You?” He stepped menacingly towards me.

	I backed away, suddenly realizing just how much bigger he was than me. Eek.

	He reached for me so fast I couldn’t even react. One second, I was standing in the middle of the shuttle floor, and the next, I was pinned against the smooth gray wall. He lifted me off the ground, wedged a thick thigh between my legs, bent his head, and buried his face into my neck.

	I held my breath, thinking he was going to bite me. Did Xarc’ns bite? He did have sharp teeth and a set of fang-like canines. But all he did was nuzzle my neck. The purring sound started up again. 

	When I realized he wasn’t doing anything else, I started breathing again. It wasn’t that bad. In fact, it was kind of nice. I turned my head only to realize that his horns were in my way. Curious, I reached for them. 

	The soft purring exploded into vibrations that rattled the shuttle. It buzzed through our bodies, including his thigh, which was currently jammed up against my clit. I gasped at the heat that seared through my veins.

	Wetness dampened my pussy, and I resisted the desire to grind against his leg. No one had ever made me feel like this. He hadn’t even kissed me yet. What was he doing to me?

	Nov’k lifted his face from my neck. The gold of his eyes glowed with fierce intensity. 

	“Keep touching them. I like it.”

	I snatched my hands away, realizing his horns might be some sort of erogenous zone, but I was still pinned to the wall. 

	“See. I am much bigger,” he said through the rumbling in his throat. “I am the best fighter in my contingent. I will keep you here if I want.”

	“You,” I said after a moment's recovery, “are a bully.” I shoved at him, but it was like pushing a house; he didn’t move. 

	He sniffed me loudly and grinned. “And you like it.”

	“I do not. You’re scaring me.” It was only half the truth. He’d scared me for about half a second when he first had me up on the wall. But when he started nuzzling my neck, that had faded. Now all that size and power was turning me on. The muscular thigh between my legs had helped, but I’d never admit it. 

	“Maybe,” he said smugly. “But you are aroused too. You smell good.”

	Shit. They did say the alien warriors had exceptional senses, like predators. I guess that much was correct.

	“That doesn’t mean we’re having sex.”

	He frowned, looking scary again. Then he backed off, letting me down his leg. I slid, my pussy rubbing a slow, torturous line down his thigh. I gritted my teeth and tried to ignore it. 

	Nov’k looked almost pained as he sat down in the pilot’s seat, leaving me confused. When I felt the shuttle moving, I shuffled over to the raised padded platform he’d put me on when he first brought me onboard.

	The inside of the shuttle was a lot smaller than I’d expected. Kind of like the opposite of a clown car, a lot smaller on the inside than out. 

	The sleeping area—which I was guessing was this platform—lined one side of the ship. At the front was a large screen, which he used to navigate, and a single seat for the pilot. There was a ledge right underneath the screen where he’d placed his communicator and translator. The bathroom facilities were at the back, on the same side of the bed. There was also a counter adjacent to the door.

	That was it. Totally spartan. The walls were a plain metallic gray, bare of any decorations. The shuttle had looked sizable from the outside. It must be mostly internal workings. Where did Nov’k even store his belongings?

	“I don’t just want sex,” Nov’k said softly after a minute or so. “I want to return to you after a day of fighting the scourge. I want to share meals together and to wake up with you in my arms. I want everything.”

	I deflated, all the anger from his cocky behavior escaping me. My chest was suddenly aching. I hadn’t expected those words from the brawny warrior, and I hadn’t been ready for them. 

	It never crossed my mind that Nov’k might be lonely. But of course, it was a possibility. I was lonely too, despite living in a settlement full of people.

	Did that make a difference? He was still an alien. He had horns and fangs. And he was purple! It was bad enough that my sex-starved body couldn’t see past his perfect physique; I didn’t need to start contemplating a full-on relationship as well. 

	And besides, he’d kidnapped me!

	“Even if it’s not just sex, you can’t just kidnap someone and force them to be your live-in girlfriend, even if you are bigger and a good fighter. I don’t know how it is with the Xarc’n people, but that’s not how it works with us.” 

	He set his ship on autopilot to our destination and turned to me. “I do not know either. They only made male hunters, and the original Xarc’n race is long dead. We were never supposed to have mates. Our only job was to fight the scourge. We’re not supposed to want company.”

	Now that he was talking and not demanding, I decided to try to keep it that way. “And what changed?” I asked. 

	“We found Earth.”

	I let that sink in. If the Xarc’n warriors had been fighting the space bugs for centuries, as they claimed, on scores of different planets, does that mean Earth was the only place they’d found females? Or, rather, females that were close enough in size and shape to them for intimacy?

	“And now I have found you. And you are mine.”

	Great, here we go again. “You don’t know anything about me. What if you can’t even stand me? What if I’m the wrong girl?”

	“You’re not. I know by the way you smell.”

	I lifted my arms and sniffed my armpits. I did kind of stink, if you went by pre-bug standards, but everyone did now. Showers weren’t a thing anymore. I’d managed to save up enough water tokens to wash my hair a little over a week ago. Though I had  gotten drenched in the rain over the weekend.  That counted for something, right?

	“You don’t smell bad. You smell like mine. But the decontaminator is there if you wish to clean.” He gestured to the small transparent cell at the back of the shuttle.

	That was for cleaning? It looked like a cryo chamber from a low-budget sci-fi movie. I’d thought it was to put them to sleep when traveling through space. I guess it did look a bit like a shower. 

	“I will help you.”

	“No!” I did not need Nov’k helping me get naked. 

	The shower walls were transparent, and I wasn’t about to get naked in front of an alien who’d just kidnapped me for nefarious reasons. I wasn’t a rocket scientist, but I wasn’t stupid either. 

	 I did need the toilet though. I hadn’t expected to be kidnapped by the rescuer, and had been holding it all night. I was also exhausted since I hadn’t slept, but that was less urgent. 

	“Where’s the…toilet?” I didn’t want to say bathroom or washroom in case he pointed to the shower again.

	“You can use the facilities next to the decontaminator.” 

	There was a small, recessed area next to the B-movie shower stall. The facilities had no door. But of course, it wouldn’t. Nov’k was most likely the only person who was ever in here. Kan’n had sat on the floor when he was here. This was a personal shuttle meant for one. 

	“I can’t use that. There’s no door. I need some privacy.”

	“Some hunters modified their sleeping nook screen for use in front of the facilities for their mates. I will ask them how to do it.”

	The bed had a screen? I didn’t see it but decided not to ask lest he offer to help me in bed as he did when he thought I wanted a shower. And there was that word again: mate. I really needed to figure out what that really meant. 

	“For now, I will make a screen,” Nov’k finished. 

	“And how are you going to do that?”

	Instead of answering me, Nov’k approached one of the bare gray walls and tapped it with his hand. It opened, revealing a closet. So that was where the storage was hiding. He took out a large sheet of fabric and two round, flat disks. Then he stuck the piece of fabric across the doorway to the bathroom using the disks. Magnets? That was the only explanation. 

	I got up and tested the flap. It held and wouldn’t even come off the wall when I pulled. Those were some strong magnets. I poked my head inside the bathroom.

	“Um,” I said, looking around the small space. “You’re going to have to show me how things work. I see the raised platform with a hole, which I’m guessing is the toilet, but how do I flush, and where do I wash my hands?”

	“The shuttle will take care of the waste on its own.” He pointed to a mailbox-sized alcove set into the wall at around my chest height. “You can clean your hands here. Just put them inside.”

	“What about that one?” I pointed to the matching nook next to it. Like the closet, I’d thought they were just a part of the wall.

	“It’s for messes that need water. But my shuttle currently needs a refill.”

	If that one uses water, then what did the other one use? I thought the full-size decontaminator was a shower, but now I wasn’t so sure.

	“I will give you privacy.” He turned and sat back down in his pilot seat.

	I did my business quickly, then curious about the decontaminator, I stuck my hands in the alcove. A beam of light passed over my hands, causing a tingling sensation. I pulled my hands back, imagining my skin being lasered off, but they were fine. There was a light scent of ozone, but it didn’t hurt. I put my hand back into the alcove, and this time, when the light started, I kept them there. 

	Ooh, that tingled!

	When it was done, my hands really did feel cleaner. And I hadn’t even used a drop of water. Clean water was precious in this new world. Anything that had touched the bugs needed to be triple-filtered and sanitized before consumption. Last year’s drought had made things even worse, and we’d had to severely ration our water.

	When I stepped out, Nov’k was strapping on his armor, thick sheets made of cured leather, and more weapons than one person could possibly wield. He had his axe over one shoulder, and a sword over the other, as well as a blaster and knife on his belt. 

	“What’s going on?” I asked.

	“We are here.”

	“Where’s here?”

	“My traps. I must clear them. Shuttle,” he ordered, “show the external display.”

	Suddenly, the walls of the shuttle went transparent, and we were floating in the air with the sun rising on the horizon. The change caught me by surprise, and I yelped and stumbled back against the wall. But it wasn’t the see-through walls that had me stifling a scream. 

	Below us were two writhing masses of the deadly space bugs. Most seemed to be stuck in his traps, but there were a good many that were not. I looked up at Nov’k, who seemed to be, of all things, excited about his catch.

	 Holy crap, he was going to go out and fight that!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8: Nov’k

	I mowed down the group of scuttlers scurrying toward me, swinging my axe in a wide arc and beheading several at once. The heads went flying, and I laughed. 

	I’d planned on using this situation to showcase my strength and fighting abilities, but Heather’s fear of the scourge was palpable. She’d cringed and balked when she saw the mass of scourge snared in my traps. I’d turned off the external display so she wouldn’t get physically ill from the sight. 

	I’d have to find another way to impress her.

	I’d set the traps up several days ago—before I went on my mission to free Kan’n—and the scourge had been in them for a while. Usually, that was bad practice, as it put excessive wear and tear on our equipment.

	Xarc’n hunters were given one set of equipment and were expected to maintain them properly. We were supposed to make what we had last as long as we could before applying for replacements. It was a good thing our equipment was built tough to last. 

	The extra wear on my snares was worth it since I’d met Heather on the mission. She was in my shuttle waiting for me now, which was why I was working as fast as I could. I wanted to be back inside the shuttle with her. 

	I brought my axe down on the last of the stray scuttlers and turned to my traps. The best way to take care of large groups of scourge was to burn them to a crisp, but there were several spitters caught in one of the large nets, and I had to get them to use up their acidic spittle before I could get close enough to set the mass alight.

	Lucky for me, spitters could only use their devastating attack once before they needed to recuperate. The trick was to make sure they all fired at the same time.

	I waved my axe over my head and shouted to get their attention, making sure to stay just out of range of their attack until I had every spitter’s eyes on me. The creatures hissed in the net, their beady little eyes following my form from side to side.

	The last spitter wasn’t paying attention, so I aimed with my blaster and shot it. It screeched as it died. With all the spitters’ eyes on me, I ran in between the two nets, close enough for them to hit me with their acidic spittle if they were fast enough. I stood there, goading them to use up their one and only attack. 

	Unlike the scuttlers, which had eight legs and two scythe-like claws, spitters had many body segments but no legs. They moved by undulating their bodies and stood on their tail ends to aim before they spat. They were the slowest of the scourge types but moved silently. Hunters not paying attention would be dissolved before they could even run. 

	Stuck inside the nets, the creatures couldn’t rear up on their hind sections, but I recognized the moment they were about to attack. I’d done this hundreds of times. I dodged out of the way just as they launched their acid. The spittle hit the spot I’d been just a second ago and splashed across the ground and onto the other net.

	The scourge were not immune to their own acid. They screeched and writhed as the acid burned at their eyes. It would take more time for it to dissolve the thick carapace. But that would destroy my nets as well and give the spitters time to rearm.

	I brought out my fire cannon and let out a stream of flames on each pile. My nets were fireproof, and extreme heat deactivated the acid, saving my traps from destruction. I’d need to come back for my nets after the blaze had burned itself out and the scourge were nothing more than ashes. 

	Satisfied with a job well done, I headed back to my shuttle and the tempting female inside. She’d claimed I was scaring her, but that had been a lie. The reaction she’d had to the scourge? That was genuine fear. The reaction she had to me was something else. 

	Distracted by thoughts of Heather, I didn’t notice the flyer zeroing in on my location. It screeched as it dove for me.

	I rolled out of the way, but the creature scratched me with the sharp protrusion on its legs.

	Krux! 

	The laceration on my arm bled, but I resisted the urge to put pressure on it. Touching it now would only introduce the scourge’s fungus to the wound. The flyers didn’t have the neurotoxins the scuttlers had on their claws, so at least it wouldn’t hinder my mobility. 

	The humans at our base referred to the flyers as giant wasp-winged scorpions, though I’d seen scorpions and didn’t think they looked alike. Flyers didn’t have large claws, and instead of a stinger, they had a large spike at the end of their tails. The shape was vaguely similar if I squinted. 

	The creature was coming in again. I pulled my blaster from a belt and shot at it. Blaster fire tore through its wing, and the membranes shriveled up from the heat. It crashed to the ground. Shaking itself off, it released the tattered remnants of its wings from its body.

	It screeched so loud my ears hurt from the sound. It was angry now. It focused on me, swishing its tail back and forth. Then it struck, its tail arching over its body. 

	I rolled again, just in time for the large spike to spear into the ground next to me, sinking into the dirt. As it tried to pull its spike free, I acted. Slamming the glowing edge of my axe down on the creature's head, I delivered the killing blow. It screamed as it died, and I roared right back.

	That was for cutting me!

	I returned to my shuttle and used the remainder of the water in the tank to hose myself off. The decontaminator killed off microbes and broke down oils on skin and hair, but it did not wash away dirt and scourge innards. That was still best done with water, especially on a planet like Earth, where it was abundant. 

	Even here, in the more arid parts of the continent, it was easy to find water. Making sure it was clean was something else. Our shuttle filtered and disinfected it for us, but it took time. 

	When I stepped back into the shuttle, it was to find Heather sitting in my sleeping nook, her arms hugging her knees. 

	“You’re alive!” She clambered off the bed. “I was trying to take a nap because I’m so tired, but then I heard a flyer screech, and I was worried.” Then she gasped. “You’re bleeding.”

	The laceration was still oozing blood. “It will heal.” I started stripping off my wet clothes and hanging them on the bar inside the contaminator.

	As I pulled off my loincloth, Heather made a muffled sound. I turned to see her watching, her lips pressed together and her eyes wide as she took in my body. She might pretend not to be interested, but her reaction gave her away.

	“You can join me in the decontaminator. It’s large enough for us both.”

	It wasn’t. I was large, even for a Xarc’n warrior. The Original hunter I’d been cloned from had been one of the bigger ones the Xarc’n military had engineered, though not the largest. But for Heather, I’d make room.

	“No, thank you. Unless that’s your way of saying I stink.”

	“You do not stink. You smell like mine.”

	“Okay. Whatever that means,” she said, yawning. “You might have the energy to stay up all night, rescue your friend, and fight a bunch of space bugs, but I’m only human, and I’m exhausted. If I don’t stink, then I’m going to crash right here.” 

	I grinned. “You are always welcome in my bed.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Before I nap, can I have some water? I’m so thirsty.”

	“I just used the rest of my shuttle’s water to clean off the scourge, but I have this.” I grabbed the flask I’d left in front of the navigation screen and handed it to her. 

	Instead of looking at the flask, she had her eyes fixed on my crotch. I’d forgotten I was still completely naked. She tore her gaze away and grabbed the flask from my hand, her face turning a delightful shade of pink.

	Humans were strange about nakedness. They were all born with not a scrap of clothing, and yet insisted on covering up certain parts, even in the heat of summer. The only reason I wore my loincloth before was to protect my cock when I fought. No hunter wanted injuries there. Now, I wore it when I had to interact with the humans on our base.

	Usually, in my shuttle, I did not wear anything at all, and I didn’t plan on changing my habits. I wondered how Heather would react. 

	I pretended not to notice her heated stare as I got ready to step into the decontaminator, though I was rising to attention from the attention. How would she react to the shape? I knew we were shaped differently than humans. And the size. I was big all over.

	When I didn’t get a reaction, I turned to check on Heather. Had she fainted from my sheer magnificence?

	She lay in my sleeping nook, facing the wall. My flask was on the floor next to the alcove. I guess not.

	Disappointed, I stepped into the decontaminator and started the cycle. I’d been in this unit thousands of times in my life, but today, the tingle of the light as it passed over my skin was hard to ignore, especially when it glazed over my crotch. I should have grabbed Heather and had her join me. 

	When I stepped back out into my shuttle, Heather was asleep in my bed, the soft sound of her breathing slow and rhythmic. She must be exhausted. Xarc’n warriors were used to staying up for days in our hunt for the scourge, but humans needed sleep every night. 

	I finished off the vitamin drink, placed my flask on the ledge in front of my navigation screen, and ordered my shuttle to hover in place and monitor the burn. Then, careful not to wake her, I settled onto the mat behind her and took a nap.

	 


Chapter 9: Heather 

	I must be dreaming. It had been so long since I’d woken up feeling warm and well-rested and not by Sanctuary’s morning bell that it couldn’t possibly be real. I’d always hated Kristina for wielding the handheld bell every morning like a dream-destroying weapon as she made her rounds down the halls.

	Someone was in bed with me. I must definitely still be dreaming.

	A large body spooned me from behind. I loved being the little spoon, and whoever it was was huge and smelled really good. I fit perfectly in the curve of his body, and his arms made a great pillow. Snuggling back, I was grateful to have such a realistic dream. I’d been starved for physical touch for so long. 

	In my head, it was Nov’k behind me, with his expanse of purple muscles and his gorgeous golden eyes. It wasn’t right to lust after an alien, but since this was a dream, it was all right. I could lust all I wanted. 

	Nov’k was seriously hot, especially now that I’d gotten used to the horns and the facial differences. Xarc’n warriors had two eyes, a nose, and a mouth, like we did. But their features were more rugged. Nov’k’s jaw put the word “chiseled” in the dictionary.  

	And, damn! Did he look fucking awesome naked, or what?

	Nov’k had a body some men, before the bugpocaplyse, spent hours a day at the gym and turned to steroids to achieve, maybe even better. Now that I thought about it, I don’t think I’d ever seen a Xarc’n warrior built any other way. Talk about great genetics. 

	I’d turned around and pretended I didn’t see anything when he was stripping to get clean in the decontaminator. But I’d seen enough. I’d watched as his cock had hardened and taken shape.

	There were rumors about the aliens being different than our men down there, and they were true. Instead of one head and a shaft, his cock was a series of three bulges, one after another. Each one wider than the next. It reminded me of a beaded sex toy, except instead of rounded sections, the bulges were cone-shaped, flaring out before dipping in again. 

	How would that feel inside me?

	The now-familiar sound of Nov’k purring slowly filtered through to my still sleepy brain. Nov’k’s unique smell filled my nostrils. Someone really needed to bottle that shit up and market it as an aphrodisiac.

	I was still the little spoon, but now, something big and insistent was pressing against my back.

	Crap. I wasn’t dreaming, was I?

	I opened my eyes and turned my head, accidentally brushing my lips against Nov’k’s mouth as I did. The purring grew louder, and I was turned onto my back with Nov’k caging my body with his massive one.

	And, oh. My. God. He was completely naked!

	“You’re naked!”

	He stretched languidly over me. “And you are wearing too much. We are in my sleeping nook. There is no need for clothing. I do not wear coverings in my shuttle. Remove them.”

	“I’ll keep them on, thank you.” I shoved at him.

	“I will help you.”

	“Don’t you dare!” I shrieked.

	“They are dirty. You do not need them on my bed.”

	“Did you just call me dirty?”

	“Would you like me to help you clean?”

	“No.” I shoved at him. “Can you get off me?”

	“I can get you off.”

	Argh! I wasn’t going to reply to that. I shoved at him again. 

	“We have been through this. I am bigger, and I’ll keep you where I want you.” The corner of his lips came up in a smirk. “And you like it.”

	Before I could think of a suitable retort, he pressed his lips against my mouth. I didn’t know what came over me, but I reacted by kissing him back. At first, he held still, and for a moment, I thought maybe I’d mistaken his motive. But when I tried to pull away, he kissed me back, moving his lips against mine.

	He tasted faintly of the fruity-flavored liquid I’d had from his flask earlier. When I sucked on his lower lip, he did the same back. And soon, we were trading nibbles and licks, and I could barely breathe with how turned on I was. I spread my palms across his broad back, marveling at its width. I’d never gone for the bodybuilder type before in my past life. Was this what I’d been missing?

	His naked body pressed against mine, and I wrapped my legs around his hips as he ground against the V of my legs, the only thing between us the thin fabric of my leggings. I felt every bulge of his cock as it bumped and rubbed against me. 

	I moaned into his mouth, all pretense of not being interested in the sexy warrior completely thrown out the window. He’d stoked my engine, and now the runaway train was out of control, gaining momentum as it threatened to bowl me over with wanton desire. 

	It was the gray of the shuttle ceiling that had me remembering who I was making out with. This was going too fast, and we were going to crash. I pushed him away.

	“We can’t.”

	“Why not?”

	I didn’t have a good reply that sounded convincing at the moment, not with my body ready to go, ready to burst into flames. 

	Luckily, my stomach chose that moment to bemoan its emptiness. I’d been so nervous about getting the key and then freeing Kan’n that I hadn’t had an appetite for the past two days. It was as if by denying one hunger, my body amplified another.  

	“You are hungry.” Nov’k rolled off me, a look of concern on his face. “I have not cared for you well. I will feed you.”

	The walls under the back counter opened up to show several stacks of the hard food bars the hunters were known to carry around. The nomads Sanctuary had worked with were known to trade for or steal the bars from the Xarc’n warriors due to their high calories and dense nutritional value. But at Sanctuary, we avoided the stuff. Many in our settlement wouldn’t eat anything made by aliens.

	I’d tried some in the early days but had found them impossible to eat. They were ridiculously tough, not something my teeth and jaw could handle, not even after a lifetime of being addicted to chewing gum.  

	When he started cutting the bar into tiny pieces with an extended claw, I frowned. I definitely hadn’t felt those on me earlier, and he’d touched me all over. How the hell?

	Reaching over, I grabbed his finger and held it up to examine. Sure enough, a sharp, pointed claw jutted out from the tip. It retracted in front of my eyes, tucking up between the two sides of the finger pads. The rounded top portion of the claw now showed on the finger like a rounded nail. I felt along the finger pads, but the two sides were pressed against each other, and I couldn’t feel the sharp claw at all unless I dug in.

	Even seeing it happen and touching it, I couldn’t wrap my head around the mechanism. I’d worked as a vet before the bugs, and I’d analyzed my share of cat claws; this wasn’t quite the same.

	Taking his hand back, he extended all the claws at once. Unlike in the movies, there wasn’t a loud metallic sound. It was silent and very efficient. I hadn’t known they had retractable claws. These Xarc’n warriors were walking arsenals. 

	“Do you ever use them to fight?” I asked. 

	“No. My axe is best.” He glanced over at the massive axe currently leaning against the wall inside the decontaminator stall. His equally large sword rested next to it.

	I doubted I could lift either of them off the ground, forget wielding them. They were much bigger weapons than his claws.  

	“But I have used the claws on my feet in combat.”

	“Those aren’t retractable?”

	“No.” 

	The claws on his feet were larger, and scary-looking too. From afar, his hands looked vaguely similar to human hands, but his legs and feet were completely alien. They looked like what I would imagine a werewolf from a movie to look like, but instead of furry, they were covered in tough leathery skin.  

	Sheathing all his claws except one, he continued cutting up the food bar. 

	“So that’s how you eat them,” I commented.

	“I can eat the bars easily. These are for you.” He grinned, showing me a row of sharp teeth. “That is another one of our differences. The humans at the base cook with the bars to soften them up, but I do not know how. If you wish, I will learn how and cook for you.”

	Wow. That was actually really sweet. Nov’k had me all confused.

	“This is fine for now, thanks.”

	He plopped the entire uncut half of the bar into his mouth and chewed. Then held a small piece up to my lips. He wanted me to eat it from his hand? 

	I opened my mouth to tell him I could feed myself, but when I did, he put the piece of food between my lips.

	What the hell! I chewed on it, ready to give him a piece of my mind the moment I swallowed. This piece wasn’t nearly as tough as the one I had before, though I could be remembering it wrong. It had been a while. Maybe this one was fresher.

	That was when I noticed the cut that had been on his arm. It was now just an angry red line. It still looked raw, but it was closed. I reached out in disbelief but stopped myself before I touched him. 

	“It’s already closed!”  

	“I heal quickly.” Then he took advantage of the fact that my jaw was dropped in awe and plopped another piece of the food bar in. 

	Realizing this wasn’t a battle I wanted to fight, I let him feed me. At least I still had my clothes. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 10: Nov’k  

	“Where are we going now?” Heather asked as she leaned in to look at the screen.

	“To refill my shuttle’s water.” I pointed to the river on the map. It was the one I flew out to every time I refilled my tank. 

	“But that’s in the mountains.”

	“The water there is best. Some hunters refill at lakes and others collect precipitation. But I do not mind the trip to the mountains, especially now that parts of it are free of the scourge.”

	“They are?”

	“Yes. There are dedicated zones for wildlife. There are several hunter groups along the mountain range, and two of them work with humans to keep the scourge from re-establishing. I spent my first years on Earth here.” I showed her the region of the mountains to the north. According to the signs there, the place was called Jasper.

	We didn’t have an established nest in the area, since the mountain town was too small to sustain one. But the scourge filed in with every swarm from the cities the humans once called Edmonton and Calgary. 

	“Way up in Canada? Wow. Is it really as cold as people say it is?”

	“Yes. But it is beautiful.” I pulled up some images my shuttle had taken of the mountainous region.

	“Ooh, that’s gorgeous!” She exclaimed at the image of a serene lake surrounded by green, the mountains rising around it and capped with rocky, snow-covered peaks. “Why would you leave that to fight here? It’s so flat here that if you stare hard enough at the horizon, you’ll see the back of your head.”

	“That is impossible.”

	She laughed. “It means there’s nothing good to look at. No landmarks, just flat land.”

	“That is not true. I can look at you. You are very good to look at.”

	She made a little O with her mouth, and her cheeks turned pink. “Oh, stop it. I’m nothing special to look at. I’ve been Plain Jane my whole life.”

	“I thought your name was Heather.”

	She laughed, the sound brightening my shuttle. “Is the cold why you moved to join this group?”

	“No.” The cold weather did not bother me much, but the loneliness had. 

	With the nests in the cities slowing down, we no longer needed four hunters to keep Jasper and its mountains free of the scourge, so we’d split up. It was either stay there, a lonely endeavor, or join a group where a proven group of human fighters were heading to help.

	“I joined because there are humans working with this group, and I was looking for a mate.”

	Am’r and Gutim’r had stayed behind to keep the scourge from re-establishing in the area. The two warriors had been fighting together for longer than I had been alive and claimed they didn’t need anything but each other’s company. Bael’k and I had gone to join the new group. It was a completely different experience fighting the scourge here. 

	Heather looked pensive. “I didn’t know so many survivors worked with the hunters. We heard rumors, but we never knew what was real and what wasn’t. If it weren’t for the nomad groups and travelers who trade with Sanctuary, we wouldn’t know anything about the outside at all.”

	“You do not have a forum.”

	“What?”

	The shuttle chimed, and a message flashed on my screen. It was from Mo. The humans didn’t have an official leader, but many of the decisions funneled through Mo and his female, Kat. 

	“Is that in English?”

	My shuttle displayed both the original message and the translation under it. Heather leaned in to take a better look, so I hauled her onto my lap. She made a soft squeak of surprise. 

	“Hey, stop that!”

	“I am—”

	“I know. I know.” She held her hand up and used it to punctuate her words. “You’re bigger.”

	I grunted. “I am also the best fighter.”

	She did that cute eye rolling thing, then wiggled and squirmed as she attempted to get off my lap. Her legs didn’t reach the shuttle floor though, and with my arms fastened around her, all she managed to do was rub her delectable ass all over my crotch.

	 “Keep doing that. It feels good.”

	She twisted in place to glare at me and stilled. 

	“You’re still a bully.”

	“And you still like it.” I yanked her back against my chest and held her there with a hand over her throat and collarbone so I could read the message on the screen.

	 “Get back here with that woman. You can’t just hide her in your shuttle. Signed, Mo,” she read out loud. “See. I told you; you can’t do this.”

	“I do what I want.” I removed the message from my screen, ignoring it, and pulled up the external display of the world outside. 

	She made a sound of shock at the burned-out piles. The burn had attracted several more scuttlers, but I was not in the mood to fight again. I’d return for the nets later. Right now, we needed water.

	“You burned them to a crisp.”

	“That is my job.”

	“But we were above it the whole time. I didn’t smell anything.”

	“Our shuttle filters the air.” It was a necessity when monitoring burns.

	Normally, we supervised the burns with a full tank of water to prevent the fires from spreading. But knowing I was low on water, I’d purposefully set my traps in an area barren of vegetation. It was mostly rocks and sand here; the boulder piles were the only landmarks for miles. There was no way for it to spread. I would’ve never risked this up in the mountains. 

	I pulled the harness down over us and snapped it into place as my shuttle lifted higher and headed to the mountains. This time, Heather watched the world fly by below, leaning over as much as the harness would allow her. 

	As she did, I played with her hair. The tie holding her hair in a ponytail had broken during our escape, and the light-yellow strands fell over her shoulders. It was so different from mine. I held a piece of my hair—it had fallen out of the braids I used to keep it out of the way when fighting—up to hers. My hair was dark, coarse, and completely straight, while hers was the color of the dried grass outside. It was soft and curled slightly at the ends.

	She was so different from me in so many ways, but just similar enough that we were compatible. Having never seen or met a Xarc’n female, I didn’t know how she differed from the females of my species.

	Like many other hunters looking for a mate, I’d done my share of research on human romantic relationships. But the sources all differed, and I did not know which to follow. Some sources seemed too meek for my tastes, suggesting I woo my female slowly over several years. That was not how a fighter like me operated. 

	I did not mind the offering of gifts and meals, and spending time with her. But waiting for several years before deciding whether she wanted to be my mate was not something that appealed to me. I’d read some “romance stories” where the male stole the female away and showed her that he was the right choice. That was more to my liking, so now I had her in my shuttle. 

	“This feature is so cool. I know the shuttle isn’t really transparent, but it sure feels like it. I can see everything from here. All the flat land.” She laughed.

	The land was pretty level and featureless; it added to the challenge of fighting the scourge. The flyers could spot us from miles away, and there was nowhere to hide.

	“I thought they only made nests in the cities because there’s food there,” she said, pointing to one of the nests in the distance. “I can’t really judge the size from here, but that nest looks huge.”

	“It is. And so is that one.” I swiveled my chair to show her the other nest in the area. 

	“But how? Don’t they need a lot of food to build a nest that size? What are they eating?”

	“This was where your people raised your bovines.”

	 “Oh, shit. I didn’t think of that.”

	 Just then, a flyer flew near, and I moved the shuttle out of its detection range. Even cloaked, some flyers could see us, or perhaps they felt us in the air current. It was nearing noon now, as we’d slept for several hours, and the flyers would be out in force soon.

	Heather gasped, and the scent of fear filled my nostrils. 

	“It did not see us.” I held her close, comforting her.

	A communication from Bael’k popped up on my screen. I answered it, and his scarred mug filled my screen. He was scowling, the expression making the scars more prominent. 

	“Nov’k. Why are you ignoring the humans?” he demanded. “You must return. They are worried about the female.”

	“My Heather is fine.”

	“I’m not yours, Nov’k,” Heather huffed.  

	“The humans do not know us well. They are calling you a wildcard and a risk. They are worried you will hurt the female.”

	“She is unharmed. See. She is right here. And you know I will never hurt a female.”

	“I know this. But they do not. They are saying you kidnapped her.”

	“She is not a kid. I stole her away to my shuttle. This is an acceptable method of finding a mate. I have read it in their mating stories.”

	“Mating stories?” Heather asked, twisting around in my lap to face me. 

	I didn’t reply. Instead, I said to Beal’k, “Tell the humans not to worry. She is safe with me.”

	“Kan’n is asking about her too. He says she is the only human he trusts.”

	I snarled at the mention of the other hunter. Did he covet Heather as his own? She was mine.

	“Just come back to show the humans that the female is safe. Show them you can be trusted.”

	“You see her. She is unharmed. Tell them there’s no need to worry.” I disconnected the communication before he could protest. 

	“Mating stories?” Heather asked again.

	“I have studied ways to woo a mate. There are numerous manuscripts with different methods. I have stolen you away. You will learn to love me, and I will show you that I can provide for you. You will resist at first. It is expected. But you will fall in love with me, and we will be together.”

	She sat there, mouth open, shocked at my fail-proof plan. 

	 

	 


Chapter 11: Heather 

	I sat there, jaw dropped, shocked at Nov’k’s ridiculous plan. 

	It sounded like he’d read one too many bodice rippers and thought that was how he was supposed to win a woman over. Well, at least he wasn’t reading the really dark romances, or I’d be in trouble.

	“You know those books are only fiction, right? They aren’t supposed to be how-to manuals.”

	“There is reality in all fiction. My research tells me these stories were extremely popular, especially the ones where the warrior steals the female onto his ship. There are others, but I deemed those methods not suitable for me. This will work. I will make a good mate.” He released the clasp holding me on his lap. “We are here.”

	Here, was a quiet little stream surrounded by a forest of green, yellow, and red. Fall was in full swing, and we were surrounded by color. The mountains rose around us like giants. 

	“Wow.” I’d been so distracted by the call that I hadn’t noticed the change in scenery. “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

	This shuttle moved fast. The mountain had been just a blotch on the horizon when we’d started. No wonder the nomads had coveted that shuttle. It made traveling a breeze, especially since it was damned near invisible with the cloaking on. Some people could still see it when it was nearby, but not me. When the nomads had demonstrated it at Sanctuary, I couldn’t see it at all.

	I looked back the way we’d come and saw several flyers in the sky.

	The mountain might be free of bug nests, but the flyers could still get in. And if they saw food, which they would if the mountain was now a wildlife refuge, they’d call in the ground troops too. If there was anything we learned about the space bugs, it was that they would go to great lengths for the next meal. No wonder someone had to stay back to prevent the horrid creatures from settling in again. 

	I wondered how long we’d be fighting this invasion, even with the Xarc’n warriors’ help.

	“Come, we go fill my shuttle.”

	Nov’k took me by the hand and led me into the great outdoors. Nov’k’s shuttle had landed on a bunch of jagged rocks, something our aircrafts would have trouble doing, and I struggled to get secure footing as he retrieved a large hose from the side of his vessel. 

	“Hold this,” he said, handing me the heavy hose.

	I did, and he scooped me up into his arms and picked his way down to the water’s edge easily, as if he weren’t encumbered by me at all. Nov’k found a clear spot in the rushing waters for his hose, and I made myself comfortable on a large rock. I closed my eyes and inhaled the wonderful smells of nature.

	I hadn’t experienced this in so long. 

	Sure, we had the Rio Grande. But I hadn’t visited since the bugs came, and the last time I’d seen it, it was at risk of running dry from drought. This place was lush, magical. It was as if the bugs had never come here, and life went on as before. 

	Knowing that this still existed on Earth warmed my heart. There was hope for Earth yet.

	“What is wrong?” Nov’k rushed to my side. “Are you hurt? You have tears.”

	I wiped the droplets from my face with the back of my hand. I hadn’t even realized I was crying.

	“I’m not hurt. I’m just overwhelmed, I guess.”

	“You are sad.”

	“No,” I sniffed. “Kinda. I’m happy-sad.”

	“I do not understand.”

	I sighed. “I’d been behind Sanctuary’s walls for what? Five years? And before that, I was with a smaller group. I haven’t been out much, and this—” I gestured to the scene around me. “This is beautiful. I’m happy this still exists. But I’m sad for everything that was lost.”

	Nov’k sat down next to me and pulled me into his arms. I let him because I was suddenly too tired to fight. And besides, I didn’t want to ruin the beautiful moment.

	“This reminds me that Earth is worth”—I sniffed—“fighting for.” And now I was sobbing. 

	“Earth is beautiful,” Nov’k agreed. “I have fought the scourge on other planets. It was a chore I had to endure. But for Earth, I will fight until my dying breath.”

	I’d known at the back of my mind that the Xarc’n warriors had been to other planets, but for some reason, I’d never thought much of it until now. 

	“What will happen when Earth is free of the scourge? Will you leave and continue chasing them across the stars?”

	“Usually, if a planet is ripe for reinfestation, we leave some hunters behind to prevent it. The rest will move to the next planet.” Then he was silent for a long heartbeat. “But many wish to stay on Earth when and if we beat the scourge.”

	“Because it’s beautiful?”

	“No. Because this is the only place in the galaxy where there are compatible females.”

	I frowned, remembering the rumors that had circulated through the internet before it went down. There were crude jokes about the aliens wanting Earth pussy. For some reason, from the almost reverent way Nov’k had said it, it seemed like there was more at stake than just sex.

	“What exactly does that mean? Compatible. I know that there are no Xarc’n women; or at least no one has seen one.”

	“There are only male hunters. The females of our species are extinct.”

	So many questions! “But then, if there are no women, who… how…” I ran my hands through my hair, trying to word my question. “How were you made?”

	“We are all clones of the original ten thousand hunters engineered to fight the scourge.”

	Clones! I twisted in his arms to look at him. I couldn’t tell Xarc’n faces well. Heck, I couldn’t even tell human faces apart half the time, but I was pretty sure he looked different from the ones I’d seen on TV and the internet. And he was definitely different from Kan’n. But there were ten thousand of them.

	“Okay. What about the whole compatible thing? What does that mean?”

	“Compatible means we are able to form a mate bond with a human female, and if we turn on our fertility on the motherships, we can procreate.”

	Did I understand this right? That couldn’t be. 

	It wasn’t the only time I’d heard the idea. One of the nomad groups had said something about it, but no one believed them, especially not the survivors who’d been doctors and scientists in their pre-bug lives. They’d explained how it was impossible and that it would be like if we could have babies with dogs or cats. They saw Xarc’ns as no more than animals. We were too different. 

	Nov’k looked so certain, so hopeful, that I had to look away. I turned and looked back out at the rushing river. 

	It must be wishful thinking. They found a species close enough physically to share sex with and assumed it must mean if they tried hard enough, they could make babies. Yeah. That must be it. Nov’k had said he was lonely, and lonely people got desperate. This must be how they were coping, by latching onto the hope that Earth women could give them families. 

	I didn’t want to be the one to burst his bubble, so I kept silent. Considering how hard he was fighting for Earth, he deserved a little glimmer of hope. Just like how I deserved this moment of peace and tranquility. 

	I leaned back into his chest, and pretended I was enjoying a trip to the mountains with a date, and there were no such things as space bugs or bossy purple aliens.

	 


Chapter 12: Nov’k 

	It was late afternoon by the time we got back to the snare site to pick up my traps. I sat with Heather in my lap as I surveyed the land below us.

	She’d been quiet since our conversation back at the river, seeming lost in thought, but she was a lot more relaxed around me now. I was glad I’d decided to make the trip all the way there, even though there were other closer locations to refill my water. 

	When I first saw tears in her eyes, I thought I’d made a mistake. Or perhaps she’d gotten hurt during our escape and had hidden it until then. But she’d explained that she was happy-sad. I understood that now. 

	She missed the world she used to live in, the world before the scourge, before everything, and seeing the river reminded her of it. That made her sad. But it also gave her hope. The happy must have been more than the sad because she sat there with me for hours. And while tears had filled her eyes several more times, they were always through a half smile.

	I wondered what life was like without the scourge. They were all I’d known. Them and my fellow hunters. What was it like to have more reasons to live other than to be a weapon? That was why I wanted a mate so badly. It gave me another purpose. 

	Some Xarc’n warriors argued that we needed humans to become a real species. Technically, Xarc’n warriors could be cloned for a very long time before we suffered from clonal decay. But it wasn’t the same as exchanging genetics and bearing the next generation. We’d be the same forever, until we were no more.

	Some saw the joining of Xarc’ns and humans as progress for all hunters. They saw humans as our genetic saviors and us as theirs in the fight against the scourge.

	But I didn’t care about that. Maybe I was selfish, but I wanted a mate because I personally wanted to be more than the best fighter in my contingent. What was the point of fighting when the battles were endless and there was nothing worthwhile to fight for?

	The planets I’d been on before? I didn’t care about them. I’d fought because it was my job. I’d fought because it was the only thing to do. 

	It wasn’t until I found Earth that I realized there was more to life. It had happened at a river up in the mountains, just like the one I’d brought Heather to. I was filling my shuttle, drinking the fresh, clean water straight from the source, marveling at how wonderful it was. We’d just found out that human females were compatible. And suddenly, I knew what I wanted in life.

	I knew I’d have to leave the mountains one day to fight the scourge wherever they were, but I resolved never to leave Earth because this was where I’d find a mate and start a family. Since then, the mountain air never failed to give me peace, and I only hoped it did the same for her. 

	The scene below us, in stark contrast, was not nearly as enticing. The fire had burned out hours ago, and the charred rocks and shale did not invite us to sit and enjoy the scenery.

	“Stay. I will retrieve my nets. Then we go shopping.”

	“Shopping?” Heather asked, her brows raised. 

	“It is what the females at the base call foraging for personal goods. I would give you my garments, but I do not think they will fit. And females need other items, like breast holders and supplies for your bleeding time.”

	When I first found out that human females bled for days every month, I was shocked. How were they still standing by the end of it? 

	“About what I told Kai… Does our menstruation bother you guys?”

	So that was what it had been about. 

	“I never know if what I hear about the Xarc’n is real or fake. And clearly, it’s not really that time of the month, but Kai doesn’t know that.” Then she made a face. “He’s probably dead or recovering from a cracked skull.”

	“I tried to limit casualties during Kan’n’s retrieval.” But that male had touched Heather, so it had been fair game.

	“I understand. You didn’t hurt anyone nice. He was an ass. Does the scent of blood make you violent?”

	“No.” But I wasn’t sure how I would react to the scent of blood coming from Heather for days. I’d want to treat her like she was injured. But I was told that was not the right reaction.

	“I can make a list of things I need while you’re out there if you have a pen and paper.”

	“I do not, but you can use my shuttle. It has English programmed into its system.” I pulled up the option to make notes on my screen.

	“Thanks.”

	I turned to leave the shuttle.

	“Nov’k?”

	“Yes?”

	“After we go shopping, can I meet your people? Sam seems really nice. And I’m curious about everyone else too.”

	I frowned. I had not yet formed a mate bond to Heather, and she had not bonded to me in her human way. She was not impressed that I was the best fighter in my contingent. What if she preferred a male of her own kind instead?

	I grunted noncommittally and stepped out of my shuttle.

	It was not a windy day, and despite the fire having burned itself out hours ago, the horrid stench of burning scourge still lingered in the air. I hated it. It clogged my nose and made it hard to breathe, but it was one of those things we’d learned to live with as hunters. Fire was still our best weapon, not only against the creatures themselves but also against their fungal counterpart.

	At least Heather was spared the awful reek inside my shuttle.

	I grimaced at the mess. Something had come in, possibly stray flyers or scuttlers, and moved my nets around. Usually, the nets sat atop the ashes after a burn and were easy to extricate, only requiring a quick shaking off before I rolled them up and shoved them back into my shuttle’s external storage.

	Today, the net was mixed in with the ashes, and some parts were tangled. I’d left for longer than usual though, and the smoke from the fire often brought in curious flyers. But staying that extra time with Heather at the river had been worth it. 

	I pulled up the net, scattering scourge ashes all over myself. I’d need to spray myself down again. That was the perk of fighting the scourge on a planet that was seventy percent water. Sand baths were not as enjoyable, even with my thick skin. 

	That was when I noticed the boot print in the ashes. I froze. I looked around but didn’t see any more. There were disturbed portions of ashes. I inhaled, trying to scent the air despite the nauseating stench. But there was nothing but the scourge and its symbiotic fungus. 

	I’d visually scanned the area before landing. There were several rock formations that smaller humans could hide under, but that had not been what I’d been looking for. I’d been looking for scourge.

	There were scrub and tall grasses in the distance, but I hadn’t noticed any movement there either when I was flying in. 

	Then I heard them. 

	I dropped the net and backed away to my shuttle, my hands on my blaster as they crawled out from under the rocks.

	


Chapter 13: Heather

	I stared at the screen, confused about how to start. There wasn’t anything like a keyboard, and even if there were, I doubted that it would have English letters. Nov’k had mainly used his touchscreen navigational panel and verbal commands to navigate, though he did pick up something that resembled a video game controller when finding the perfect spot to land on the rock at the river. 

	I tapped the screen, and it brightened ever so slightly. But nothing else happened.

	“How the hell do I type?” I mumbled to myself.

	“There is a human keyboard,” the shuttle said in a smooth male voice.

	“Oh, thank you.” I hadn’t expected the shuttle to reply and wondered if Nov’k’s shuttle was intelligent like Kan’n’s. 

	Nov’k hadn’t mentioned anything about his shuttle being sentient like Kan’n’s ship, but he’d spoken to it several times, and it had replied. All their shuttles must have some advanced AI, at least enough to know what I was looking for.

	I waited for the shuttle to bring up the keyboard it mentioned. But nothing happened. “Can you bring up the keyboard?”

	An image of a QWERTY keyboard showed up on the screen.

	“Thank you.”

	I tapped out a few basic things, trying to remember the essentials I’d needed at the start of the bugpocalypse when I had to carry my life with me everywhere. I needed a change of clothes—at least one other pair of pants, and a few more tops—and extra undergarments. Good thing underwear was light. 

	I didn’t know how often this group of survivors did laundry, but things got stinky at Sanctuary. We got twelve wash tokens a year, and that was it. Each wash token got you two tubs of water and some laundry soap. We washed whatever we could, and half the time, there was still soap in our clothes when we hung them up to dry. Some people washed their extra clothes on their balconies in the rain.

	It was getting cold, so I needed a winter jacket. My hoodie was still good, since I’d gotten it recently, but my shoes were a wreck. There were holes in the soles, and they wouldn’t do in the snow. 

	Some basic toiletries would be amazing too. And, of course, a bag to hold everything in case we had to move. Did I need my own set of lightweight dishes and cutlery? I hated not knowing more about these people Nov’k lived with.

	I didn’t know why he was so reluctant to let me see them. Was there something wrong with them? Maybe there was something wrong with him that he was afraid they’d tell me? Was the big, bad hunter not the finest fighter in his group like he claimed? I hated not knowing.

	I had so many questions. Like what exactly was this mating thing? It sounded like being in a committed relationship, and Nov’k seemed to think babies were a possibility. But we were still different species! He was an alien, and I was human. It wasn’t possible.

	I wanted children one day. I wanted a normal life. I no longer knew what normal was, but children were part of it, at least for me. That wouldn’t happen with Nov’k, no matter how amazing his body was or how physically compatible we were. No matter how hopeful he and his people were. 

	I looked at Nov’k and frowned. He was frozen in place and scenting the air. I looked around and saw nothing but the nets and the piles of ashes that had once been the bugs. He turned his head, his eyes on the pile of boulders. Were bugs hidden in the cracks underneath?

	They weren’t intelligent enough to ambush their prey, were they? I hoped this wasn’t some kind of new mutation like the giant centipedes. Sheer numbers were bad enough; we didn’t need smart bugs too.

	“Shuttle? Does the display have sound?”

	“Affirmative.” 

	“Can you play it?”

	“Affirmative.” But the shuttle did nothing.

	I tried again. “Play the sound.”

	“Playing audio recording.”

	The scratching sounds weren’t from the feet of scuttlers. I’d recognize that in a heartbeat. This sounded different.

	And indeed, bugs didn’t crawl out from the nooks and crannies. People did. Zombie people. We dealt with them at Sanctuary many times. In the beginning, they’d claimed it was some sort of illness brought on by associating with the Xarc’n warriors, but it soon became apparent that the purple aliens had nothing to do with this affliction.

	It was caused by the fungus that lived on and around the space bugs. At first, we thought it had only happened to those desperate enough to ingest the nasty creatures, but then we realized that once the fungus jumped species, it transferred to others readily and you could catch it simply by being in close proximity to someone already infected.

	When the bugs were still new to Earth, we’d seen this in large predators, things like bears and lions, and hadn’t linked the two. The headlines had been zany and catchy. Zombie bears! Can you run fast enough?  

	Two men and a woman crawled out from under the boulders, their clothes ragged and torn because they’d been out in the elements for days. It took time for the fungus to spread, and these ones didn’t look too far gone, all except for one. He must have been the original who’d infected everyone else. He was foaming at the mouth, and all of them had the telltale giant sores oozing from the exposed parts of their body.

	The man who wasn’t as far gone spoke. “You aliens ruined everything. Even the gophers aren’t safe to eat anymore.”

	Gophers? Most people knew ingesting the bugs was a death sentence, and we hadn’t seen many of these infected in recent years. Had they eaten infected animals? Surely, they’d recognized the disease. Unless the fungus found a new host. If so, that was a chilling thought.  

	Gophers were abundant before the bugs, and despite the alien menace digging the snack-sized animals out of their burrows, they still managed to survive. But if the fungus was spreading through the population, that would spell their doom.

	“We’re going to take out as many of you bastards as we can before we die,” the woman said. 

	They lunged at Nov’k. But Nov’k moved fast, faster than anything I’d ever seen. He grabbed the net and dodged to the side. One of the infected tripped over the net and fell. He screamed as he face-planted in a pile of bug ash.

	The woman pointed a gun at Nov’k.

	“Watch out,” I yelled. But while I could hear them, he could not hear me.

	She fired. I screamed as the bullet hit Nov’k in the back of the shoulder, on the same side as the injured arm. But other than looking down at the wound for a brief second, Nov’k barely reacted.

	He whipped around, then leaped right over the other two in an incredible display of athleticism. Then he ran circles around them, wrapping them up neatly in the net. So much for retrieving his equipment.

	He came back into the shuttle, his furrowed brow making his horns look heavy. “What is a gopher?”

	“You’re shot!”

	“It did not hit anything vital. I will heal.” He went inside the bathroom to clean his hands and returned with a device. He held it to the injury, and it beeped.

	He grumbled. “Bullet is still in. I must remove it before I heal over it.” 

	“I’ve done surgeries on animals but never on people.”

	“You were an animal medic?”

	“That’s a strange way to put it. But yeah. I was a vet. But I’ve never taken out a bullet before.” There’d been plenty of field medics and doctors at Sanctuary, and they hadn’t needed me and my experience with animals. 

	“What is a gopher?” Nov’k asked again, surprising me with the change in topic.

	I told him what I knew about the ground-dwelling creatures. The vet clinic I’d worked at had focused mostly on the usual suspects: cats and dogs. I had the occasional rabbit or hamster come into my office, but that was it. Now I wished I’d learned more about all animals. 

	“Do they live in large groupings? And what do they eat?” 

	The idea of a bunch of infected gophers worried him as much as it did me.

	“I believe they’re usually solitary unless they are breeding and raising young. They don’t hibernate in the winter either. And they are herbivores. Do you think this is something to worry about? I mean, the first guy could have lied. Or he could have eaten something with bug guts on it and didn’t know.”

	“I should still report this. And get the bullet removed from my shoulder.”

	And that was how I finally got to meet his people.

	 


Chapter 14: Nov’k 

	I snarled at the humans who were trying to take my Heather from me and kept my body in between them. The worst part was that Heather wanted to go with them.

	“Be reasonable, Nov’k,” Mo said, his arms crossed over his chest. “You can’t hide her away forever.” He stood facing me as if he didn’t notice how much bigger I was than him. The human male was fit and quicker on his feet, but I was the superior fighter by far. 

	“I do not hide her. She is right here.”

	“Great. We want to talk to her. You can leave her here with us while you go get patched up. There’s a bullet wound on your shoulder. She doesn’t have to be in your shuttle the whole time.”

	“No. She is safest in my shuttle.” 

	“Nov’k?” Heather pushed against my back, but I didn’t budge. “You’re squashing me.”

	“Why don’t you ask her what she wants?” Kat suggested.

	I already knew what Heather wanted. She wanted to stay here with the other humans, and she wanted to see how Kan’n was healing. But she could do that after she was mine. 

	The two human fighters who’d been drawing up plans to build a permanent battlefield stepped forward, and I stood a little taller, ready to fight them. 

	“We don’t want to fight you,” Kat continued. “We just want some time to get to know her.” She took a step toward me, and I snarled again.

	“Fuck this,” Mo grumbled. His voice changed. He’d been almost cajoling before, but now he was serious. “Don’t make us tranq you, Nov’k. We know it doesn’t put you guys out for long, but we just need you down long enough to rescue the woman.”

	Rescue? My Heather did not need rescuing, especially not from me. 

	Mo sighed. “I’m sorry it has to come to this.” 

	Another male appeared next to him, brandishing a weapon. That must be the tranquilizer. I had not been shot with one myself, but many hunters had. The effects did not last long, but it was enough for them to separate me from my female. 

	I snarled and got ready to pounce on the male before he got a shot off, but with my attention fully on the humans, I didn’t notice the two hunters sneaking up from the side. They jumped on me before I could pounce, wrestling me to the ground. I tried to throw them off, but I wasn’t ready to fight two hunters, and they had the upper hand. 

	Kat ran around me and grabbed Heather by the arm. “Come on. Let’s go.”

	The two females ran for the building as I struggled against Bael’k and Harb’k. 

	“Release me,” I roared. 

	“Calm yourself, hunter. You are acting strange, and the humans have the right to speak to their own,” Harb’k said. He held my arms behind my back. 

	I glared at him over my shoulder and tried to twist out of his grasp, but Bael’k had his entire weight on me, and I had no leverage.

	“Why are you helping them take her from me?” I demanded. 

	“No one is taking her away from you,” Mo said. He’d stayed behind. “She’s a person. Not a chew toy you can claim and guard.”

	“I have not bitten her.”

	“That’s not what I mean. You tried to steal Aanya away on your shuttle too. Is this going to be an ongoing issue? If it is, we’ll need you to find another hunter group to work with. We can’t have that here.”

	Aanya had been a mistake. She was the first female my chest had ever rumbled for. Thinking it was my one and only chance at finding happiness, I’d tried to claim her, but she’d belonged to another hunter. Haax’l had formed a mate bond with her just days later. 

	The universe must favor me because I’d rumbled for Heather the moment I saw her. I wasn’t destined to be alone forever.  

	“Heather is mine.”

	Mo sighed again and rubbed the empty spot above his temples where his horns should be. 

	“I will get that bullet out and take him with me to fight some scourge,” Harb’k said. “He’ll be calmer after taking down several flyers.”

	He and Bael’k dragged me to his shuttle, and he didn’t let me go until the door was sealed. I turned on him the moment I could.

	“Are you going to attack me too?” Harb’k asked. “The humans are right. You are acting strange. Bael’k said you are usually a calm and reasonable hunter, not prone to rash decisions.”

	“I came here to find a mate. I do not wish to lose Heather and have her choose another.”

	“You are worried she would choose another like Aanya chose Haax’l.”

	I gritted my teeth. 

	“It is not that simple. Aanya had already shared sex with Haax’l before you came. You never had a chance.” Harb’k lifted his shuttle into the air. “If you want to win Heather for yourself, this is not the way to do it.”

	“How do you know? You do not have a mate.”

	“I’ve known humans for years, and I have visited them at the old compound.”

	I could not argue with that, but one thing still bothered me. “Was this not what Lok’n did when he first met his Mary? He took her to his shuttle and did not let her leave until she agreed to stay with him. And now they are happily mated and have an offspring.” 

	Mina was adorable, and I wondered what a child made from Heather and me would look like. 

	“And Haax’l did the same with Aanya after I tried. They are now mated as well.”

	Harb’k laughed. “And Aanya demanded Haax’l let her go and woo her the right way. And it’s not the same. They did not isolate their females and prevent them from meeting others. Humans consider this a red flag, which is a very bad sign. The females are particularly upset.”

	“The only female’s opinion I care about is Heather’s.”

	“Let’s hope you didn’t force her to do anything she doesn’t want, because if you did, they are planning on kicking you out of the group. You are a good hunter, and we need your help. We’d hate to lose you.”

	I understood the part he’d left unsaid but implied. The hunters of this group would let me go if the humans deemed me unsuitable. I growled low.

	“Their ways are strange and take getting used to, but they have good reasons behind their rules. An angry female is worse than none at all.”

	I didn’t believe him. I’d had none my whole life, and the short time I’d known Heather was infinitely better despite her being angry through most of it. 

	But now, as we sped toward Harb’k’s hunting ground, I remembered all the things I’d made Heather do that she hadn’t wanted. I’d taken her from her people, kept her on my shuttle, forced her to sit on my lap, and fed her when she clearly did not want to be fed. 

	Would the humans kick me out and force me to steal Heather away again? It would be much harder this time around, especially with several hunters on their side, but I’d do it.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 15: Heather 

	“Thanks for getting me out of there.” Technically, I was already out of Nov’k’s shuttle, but he wasn’t letting me talk to anyone and had growled and snarled every time someone tried to approach. “I’m Heather.”

	“I’m Kat,” said the blond lady with a mild Russian accent. “The man who was facing down Nov’k is Mo, my not-quite husband.” 

	She was referring to the Middle-Eastern man in his mid-thirties with his dark hair cut short and rocking a perfectly trimmed goatee. They were an unlikely couple, but somehow it worked. 

	We paused just outside the door to what used to be a supermarket to shake hands.

	“Sam told us about you. When Nov’k wouldn’t let you out, we got worried.” She kept her hand on the door and looked around. “He didn’t force you to do anything you didn’t want, did he? If you want some privacy, you can tell me later.”

	I thought of the kiss we’d shared after waking up on his bed. Nothing forced there. I’d wanted that just as much as he had. He’d kept me on his lap when I wanted off, but I wasn’t too pissed about that either. Nov’k was a bit of a bully, but he made me feel pretty and wanted for once in my life. 

	I still didn’t plan on having an alien lover, but I enjoyed being the center of someone’s attention, even if it was just for a few days. 

	“No. He didn’t do anything like that. I’m grateful to be out and finally meeting everyone, but I don’t want Nov’k getting in trouble. His methods are a bit iffy, but he means well, I think. He didn’t hurt me or anything.”

	Kat relaxed. “That’s good. We were worried we’d have to kick him out, and we really need all the hunters we can get. I don’t know him well since he just got in, but I heard he’s an awesome fighter.” She opened the door to what used to be a supermarket, and we stepped in. “The others say he’s the best—”

	“Fighter in his contingent,” I said at the same time Kat did. 

	We looked at each other and laughed. Well, at least it wasn’t just something he’d made up to impress me. 

	“Trust me. Nov’k let me know several times on the way here. He mentioned that he joined the group recently, but I didn’t realize it was this recently.” 

	“We’re all new here except Mary, Lok’n, Haax’l, and Harb’k. The rest of us came from Franklin. We cleared out the nest there, so we came here to help out. That’s why we’re still setting up.”

	“Wait. You cleared out the nest? As in, it’s completely gone?”

	“The hunters went in and did the last sweep, but yeah, it’s gone.” She looked really proud, and for a good reason.

	“The forces at Sanctuary have been fighting the nest for years, and they haven’t made a dent. At least they feel like they haven’t.”

	“Oh, Franklin wasn’t anything like Albuquerque. I’m sure your fighters are doing great. If they weren’t, the hunters would’ve sent in a team, even if help wasn’t appreciated. They do their own thing, and telling them to leave doesn’t work, even when big guns are involved.”

	“I’m kind of glad they’re like that.” Earth had told them to leave, and yet, here they were, still fighting. 

	Kat wasn’t exaggerating when she said they were still setting up. Unlike Sanctuary, which was lived in and established, this base was new, and everyone was still scrambling to get it fortified for the coming winter. 

	It consisted of a single shopping plaza. They’d turned the anchor store, the supermarket, into an indoor training area and garage and had added bars across the windows for safety. Kan’n’s ship sat in three separate pieces in one of the corners. Two Xarc’n warriors circled each other as they trained, and I had to tear my eyes away from the expanse of purple muscles on display.  

	A woman with tanned skin and long dark hair pulled up in a ponytail greeted us. “Hey, I’m Aanya.” She looked at Kat, who gave her a thumbs up.

	“She is all yours.” Kat gave my arm a squeeze and left. 

	“Let me give you a quick tour of the place,” Aanya said. “It’s not big, but we are making it home. I’m sure you’ll love it here.”

	We approached two men musing over diagrams drawn on the concrete floor with sidewalk chalk. They’d been there with Mo facing down Nov’k earlier. They looked up and smiled. 

	“You must be Heather,” said a man with a southern drawl. He looked to be in his early forties, and his dirty blond hair was slicked back off his face, with a few pieces falling in his eyes. “I’m Curtis, and this is Terrance.” He nodded to the black man next to him.

	I greeted them both, hoping I’d remember their names when the tour was over. I had a feeling I’d be meeting a lot of new people.

	I glanced down at the crude drawings and recognized them as plans for construction, but couldn’t quite figure out what it was. “You’re building something.”

	“Yup. A battlefield. A plain flat field just ain’t the same,” Curtis replied.

	I looked at the diagrams again. “Oh, that makes sense now.” That was why there were so many platforms. “You really don’t have a good place to fight them here. Not like in Sanctuary.”

	“Sanctuary?” Aanya asked.

	“It’s the Albuquerque settlement. That’s where I’m from. The Sanctuary military, if you can call them that, fights the scourge from the buildings.”

	“We did that too, back in Franklin,” Terrance said. “And there are hunter groups in all the towns and cities in the area. This group just happened to get plopped down in the middle of nowhere because their mothership detected scourge nests underground. The hunters used to use this shopping plaza, but we thought it was a better place to live than fight.”

	Aanya and I left the two to their musings and continued to the corner where Kan’n’s ship sat in pieces. I recognized Sam immediately from our conversation on Nov’k’s shuttle. She had her blonde hair in a French braid as she worked on the shuttle. 

	“Nice to finally meet you in person,” she said. 

	“Hi, Heather!” said a rather chipper voice. The shuttle!

	“Hi, shuttle. I’m sorry you crashed, but I’m glad you’re free now.”

	“You can call me Pip. If I’d known I’d get Sam working on me, I would’ve crashed earlier.”

	Sam sent me a wry look.

	The sound of the shuttle door opening had me whipping around. Kan’n stepped out from the main section of the shuttle. He was already looking better. Maybe I was imagining it, but he looked like he’d gained some weight already.

	“Thank you for getting me out,” he said gruffly. 

	“It was the least I could do.”

	But Kan’n wasn’t looking at me anymore. He glared at Sam like she’d been the one to imprison him, then after a moment, he turned and trudged back into his part of the shuttle. The door closed behind him.

	Sam huffed. “What an ungrateful ass! He’s still not over the fact that a human is working on the shuttle. I swear, I should just let him fix his shuttle himself.”

	“No! Don’t go!” Pip wailed. “You can’t leave me like this.”

	We said goodbye, and Aanya led me back outside. “None of the ground-floor stores are connected,” she explained, her long, dark ponytail bouncing behind her as she walked to the pharmacy next door. “We plan on knocking some holes in the walls to connect them but haven’t gotten around to it yet.”

	Like the supermarket, the pharmacy had been cleared out. But instead of an open space, there was a giant table in the middle with smaller ones all around.

	“We use this as our meeting and dining room. The restaurant next door is too small for everyone, especially with the new hunters.”

	The restaurant wasn’t currently being used for anything except storage. Most of the cooking was being done right out front of the supermarket in the covered space that once held shopping carts. That was one way to prevent all our clothes from smelling like smoke. 

	Finally, we went up the stairs to the offices, again, only accessible from outside. Luckily, the second floor was all connected. The doors were wedged open to allow proper airflow.

	“Everyone sleeps up here. We’ll need to get you a mattress, but feel free to make yourself at home. We all packed light to travel here, but we’ll get Franklin to send over some clothes in your size when the hunters come by.”

	“Thank you. You guys are very welcoming. I appreciate it. I’m not sure Sanctuary would want me back after what happened, and I know I can’t survive out there.”

	“Kan’n didn’t say much, but he made it clear that you had no hand in imprisoning him. He said you even gave him your own food. We’re not short on food here. The hunters help us with that, and we get care packages from Franklin every time a hunter visits.”

	She continued talking, but I stopped listening because I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 

	In front of me was a woman holding a mauve-colored infant dressed in pink with little nubs on her temples where the Xarc’n horns were. Her other facial features looked almost completely human, and she had her mother’s soft brown eyes instead of the yellow Xarc’n ones. 

	That wasn’t possible. We were different species.

	Without thinking, I headed over to the woman, my feet working with a mind of their own. The baby was pretty darn cute. It babbled and looked at me curiously.

	“That’s Mary and Mina. Mina’s the kid,” Aanya said. 

	I rubbed my eyes, but the image didn’t fade. Mina was still mauve, and she still existed. Holy shit! The crazy conspiracy theorists were right all along. 

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m being rude. It’s just that I didn’t believe it was real.” I ran a hand through my hair. “I thought—” The words didn’t come.

	Nov’k had told me, but I’d thought it was something he’d made up to give himself hope. But the proof was right there in front of me, and she was adorable.

	“Oops!” Aanya exclaimed. “We’re so used to Xarc’n and human mixed kids, we forgot how shocking it is to find out about them. I should have warned you first.” 

	“There are others?” I asked, wide-eyed.

	“Back in Franklin. The boys are a handful, but Cara’s real sweet.”

	I stood there, gawking like an idiot, as Aanya and Mary cooed and played with the baby. I leaned in, taking a good look at her little feet. There were tiny claws on them! I was so engrossed that I didn’t notice we weren’t alone until a dark shadow fell over us. 

	“Haax’l!” Aanya pulled the big hunter down and planted a kiss on his cheek. “This is my mate, Haax’l.”

	I looked up and found myself flabbergasted again. The only words I could get out of my mouth were, “There’s a chipmunk on your head.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 16: Nov’k 

	Harb’k and I were called back to the base for a meeting before we got any hunting done. We arrived just as they were serving the evening meal. Heather sat at the main table, talking animatedly with Kat and Mo.

	I stomped over to the group with my bowl in hand. 

	“Ah, our last two hunters. Pull up a seat,” said Mo. “Let’s get this meeting started.”

	I wanted to tell them to step away from my female, but Harb’k elbowed me hard, then grabbed two human-sized chairs from the next table over and gestured for me to sit. I grunted and sat down on the uncomfortable contraption. It felt ready to break under my weight. 

	Kat stood and made a sharp whistling sound with her mouth and fingers. That got everyone’s attention. They quieted and turned their attention on her.

	“First off, we have two new members in our group,” Kat said. “The hunter at the back there is Kan’n. And this here is Heather.”

	There was a round of greetings and hand-waving from the humans in the group.

	“And now that’s out of the way, let’s get down to business. Terrance, Curtis? What’s the news on the battlefield?”

	Terrance spoke next. “We might have a possible source to fast-track our build; a pre-built mezzanine we found at one of the warehouses. It looks pretty sturdy, and it breaks down into pieces small enough to transport via shuttle.” He looked around the room. “I need a team of volunteers to get started on that. I’ll put the sign up on the bulletin.”

	“All right. Next thing,” Kat said. She turned to me and Harb’k. “What’s this about infected prairie dogs?”

	“Gophers,” Heather said. “They said it was gophers. But I’m not sure they know the difference.” 

	I explained what had happened. I’d already told Harb’k the details while he was removing the bullet from my shoulder and filed an official report with the mothership.

	“That’s fucking creepy, man.” Mo shuddered. “This better be a onetime thing and not a case of the fungus jumping permanently to another species.”

	“Can’t you take a look at them?” Aanya asked Heather. 

	“I can. I work mostly with pets like cats and dogs, but the fungus is pretty telling. I should be able to determine if they are infected or not. Figuring out if they’re carrying the fungus long-term will be harder without a lab to send samples to.” Heather turned to me. “Is this something that has happened before on other planets?”

	“Negative. Not that I know of,” I said. “But you should not analyze these creatures. It is dangerous.” I did not want my Heather handling these animals if there was a chance they were carrying the fungus. 

	“So is doing nothing. I’ll wear protective gear.”

	“We can ask the biologists who helped isolate the bacterial weapon,” Kat said. “Bailey has a lab on one of the Xarc’n production islands.”

	Heather put up her hands. “Wait. What? I’m sorry, but I think I’m really out of touch. What bacterial weapon and what production islands?”

	They explained how human scientists working with Xarc’n hunters had identified and isolated a strain of bacteria that disrupted the scourge’s fungus and, as a result, made the scourge sick. Some nests were not affected. Then I told her of the islands we’d cleared of the scourge and now used as food production hubs.

	“So you’re saying the Xarc’n food bars made here on Earth are beef based?” She looked shocked.

	“Yup!” Aanya said. “That’s why they taste so much better than the ones from before.”

	After more talk, they agreed to catch several live samples of these go-for creatures for analysis. They ended the meeting and went back to their meals. All except for Heather, who’d only eaten about half her food. 

	“Sorry. This is a lot of food. I think my stomach shrank over the years.”

	“I will eat it,” I offered. 

	She pushed her bowl over to me, and I poured the leftover meaty stew directly into my mouth. She looked shocked for a moment, then belatedly handed me a spoon.

	“Spoons are inefficient.” I never understood why the humans used them.

	Heather rubbed her eyes and yawned.

	“You look exhausted,” Kat said. “Do you want to call it in early tonight?”

	“That will be great. I’m about to fall asleep right here.”

	“We got Aanya’s old mattress set up with new sheets. She doesn’t use it anymore now that she stays in the shuttle with Haax’l.” Kat stood. “Come on. I’ll take you there now.”

	“Heather will stay with me,” I announced. “You have spoken to her. She’s making friends, she’s not isolated, and there are no flags of any color.” 

	I got up, pushing the tiny chair back, and walked over to Heather. The meeting had not been about me, and I was not being kicked out, so Heather must not have made any complaints about my “bullying.”

	Kat moved to block me, putting herself defensively between me and Heather. She was tiny, and I didn’t understand how she thought she could stop me. The entire table tensed, and the males looked ready to jump in to help the tiny female tackle me to the ground. 

	“Are you okay with this, Heather?” she asked my female. “It’s your choice.”

	Heather looked thoughtful. Then she looked around the room, her eyes first landing on Haax’l and his female and then at Lok’n and his family. “Now that I’ve met everyone, I feel better about being here. I don’t mind staying in Nov’k’s shuttle as long as I get to leave when I want to, and I’m not trapped there.”

	She wasn’t saying no. That was a good sign.

	“I will not keep you from other humans. You are fearful of the scourge. You can stay here at the base when I hunt.” That was what Lok’n did with his mate and offspring now that there were people to keep them company. 

	She seemed satisfied with my reply, and so did the others. 

	“I’ll give you a call tomorrow before lunch.” Kat glared at me. “This time, pick up the call.” 

	“Thanks. It was great meeting everyone. I’ll see you all tomorrow.” Heather stood from her chair. 

	“You are tired. I will carry you.” I scooped her up in my arms.

	“Hey! That’s not necessary.”

	I continued out to where my shuttle was parked. “You did not tell the human I forced you to do things you did not want.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“Because if you did, they would’ve forced me to leave.”

	“Oh,” she said softly. “They are good people. They were worried about me. I told them you’re a little bossy but meant well.” 

	“So you wanted our kiss. That is the word for the human mouth-to-mouth mating, yes?”

	“That’s the word.” She didn’t confirm that she wanted it, but she didn’t deny it either.

	“And you wanted to sit in my lap, with my cock pressing against your ass.”

	She made a soft, strangled noise. But also did not deny it.

	“Good. We will do those things again. But for now, you will sleep.” I stepped into my shuttle, and the door closed behind us. 

	I released her just outside of my sleeping nook, then started to remove her clothes. 

	“What are you doing? I can sleep with my clothes on.”

	“These clothes are dirty. You will sleep naked in my sleeping nook, and I will warm you.” I tossed her top into my decontaminator and proceeded to remove her leg coverings.

	“Fine! I’ll take them off. But only because I’m exhausted and don’t want to fight. I need sleep now. I’m a walking zombie.” She stripped off the rest of her clothes angrily, throwing them at me.

	“There’s still the scrap between your legs.”

	“My underwear is staying.” Then she stomped over to use the facilities.  

	I hung her clothes inside the decontaminator and took mine off as well. When she stepped out of the facilities, I grabbed her and stepped into the decontaminator. I closed the door before letting her down to her feet.

	“What the hell, Nov’k?”

	“We must clean.” I pressed the button to start the cycle.

	“But I’m sooo tiiireed,” she whined. She did look ready to sleep standing up. 

	“Then lean on me and close your eyes. I will hold you up.” I pressed her face to rest against my chest, and she didn’t protest.

	As the cleansing light passed over us, I gritted my teeth and willed my body not to react, but it was an impossible feat. 

	 

	 


Chapter 17: Heather 

	I couldn’t ignore the massive hard-on pressing against my belly as the low-budget sci-fi movie shower stall unit did its job. The tingling of the light passing over my skin didn’t help, and despite being so tired I could sleep standing up just a moment ago, excitement shot through my body, giving me a boost of energy.

	I pretended not to notice though, and kept my eyes closed as he’d instructed, especially when the light passed over my face. The slight scent of ozone filled the air, and I held my breath too.

	It was a unique and indescribable feeling, as if the beam of light somehow managed to physically touch me. It tingled when it passed across my nipples, and they beaded up like hard buttons. I shifted my weight but only managed to brush the hardened peaks against Nov’k’s washboard abs.

	When the light traveled down my hips and to the V of my legs, I squeaked, not expecting the light to be so… thorough with its cleansing. By the time the stall made a beeping sound to let us know it was done, I was totally turned on. 

	Nov’k leaned in and inhaled deeply. “You are aroused.”

	I’d never get used to how blunt Nov’k was. “You’re not supposed to call someone out.”

	“But you are. And it is my job to help you. This will help you sleep too.”

	“How is this going to help me sleep?” I asked, rolling my eyes. 

	He ushered me out of the stall and into the sleeping nook. “You are tired. So I will do all the work.”

	He gave me a light shove, and I fell back onto the soft mat, my eyes landing on a huge alien cock. My mouth fell open. That thing wasn’t a cock; it was a weapon. 

	Seeing how happy Mary and Aanya were, I’d decided it was okay for me to indulge my attraction to the alien hunter. Especially since they’d explained that most of the hunters, Nov’k included, had their fertility turned off, and they were practically immune to any of our diseases. It was safe as safe could be.

	 But now, I was having second thoughts. I’d seen it earlier this morning when he’d stripped, but that must have only been half hard. The bulging sections were much more pronounced now, and he was so much bigger.

	“Calm. I will not hurt you. Only pleasure.”

	He crawled over me on the bed and caught my mouth in a kiss. Then he trailed a line of nibbles down my neck as his hands roamed my body, reverently caressing my skin. I suddenly felt self-conscious.

	Nov’k had a perfect body. I didn’t. Losing all that weight from my years of forced calorie restriction meant I had loose skin everywhere. Sure, he’d already seen the skin rolls, but they didn’t feel good either. I got to enjoy hard muscles under my palms, and all he got was…this. I pushed him away.

	“What’s wrong?”

	Should I tell him how I felt? I decided it was the best course of action. Nov’k was bluntly honest, and I should be too.

	 “I’m self-conscious about my body. You’re…Well, you’re perfect. I’m not. I’m not very fit. I’m flabby and soft.”

	He frowned. “Females are supposed to be softer. I do not want a hard body in my bed. I want you. Your body is perfect.” He looked down at me like I was the most wonderful thing he’d ever seen.

	Oh.

	Well, if he really thought so, then who was I to tell him he was wrong?

	He dipped his head and continued exploring my body with his lips and tongue, moving down and down, trailing down to my center. He paused for a moment, with a hand on my belly, and passed a tongue over his fangs in anticipation.

	I hadn’t done any personal grooming down there except for keeping it clean like the rest of my body. It was probably a jungle by now. Feeling self-conscious again, I tried to close my knees, but his horns held them open. 

	“Keep them open, Beautiful. Let me admire you.” He reached for a breast, traced a callused fingertip over one nipple, and watched it pebble. “Your body is so reactive.” He sounded mesmerized.

	Then he bent and blew a light breath over my sex. My legs squeezed his horns again, which only made the vibrations coming from his chest rattle the shuttle.

	Nov’k wedged his wide shoulders between my knees and spread me with gentle fingers before swiping his tongue from the opening to my clit. I shuddered and let out a gasp. Nov’k homed in on the spot that had me reacting and focused his attention there, twirling his tongue over my sensitive nub.

	 The hand on my breast slid down my body and poised at my entrance. He slid through my juices before pressing in. Everything intensified, and I grabbed his horns just to have something to hold on to as he started fucking me with his finger. He never stopped with his tongue.

	My hips were moving now, bucking against his hand and mouth. Tension built in my body, and the sound of my own panting was loud in the shuttle. Just a little more. Nov’k pressed another finger in and stroked upwards in rhythm with his mouth. The dam broke, and pleasure flooded me. 

	My pussy throbbed around his fingers as I ground my hips against his hand, riding the waves of bliss. The sleeping nook was still filled with his purring when he crawled back up to lie down next to me, draping an arm possessively over my waist.

	“Now you are ready to sleep.”

	“But what about you?” I nestled back into the contour of his body, which felt perfectly shaped for me. 

	“I have waited for you for an eternity. I can wait one more day.” He moved behind me, and the lights in the sleeping nook dimmed. “You’re tired. Sleep.” 

	Completely relaxed after my orgasm, I fell asleep almost instantly.

	 

	 

	 

	I stretched languidly on the bed, thoroughly rested and content. I was thirsty though. I turned, my eyes still half closed and not paying attention to my surroundings, to step off the bed, only to find myself blocked by a huge purple body. 

	My eyes popped open, and I looked around. What the hell?

	I’d gone to sleep in Nov’k’s shuttle but had woken up on a mattress in an alien meadow amidst a field of dark blue and purple grasses. There were small white and yellow flowers all around me, glowing and glimmering in the moonlight. There were two, not one, moons in the sky, and the stars twinkled above me like distant fireflies. 

	“Wow.” I looked around, mesmerized. 

	Nov’k pushed himself up to sit with me. 

	“Where are we?” I asked, my throat scratchy and dry. I cleared my throat, and Nov’k handed me his flask. I took several large gulps of the fruity liquid. 

	“We are still in the shuttle.”

	I reached out, and sure enough, my hands touched the walls of the sleeping nook, except where there once was an opening, I found resistance, as if I was touching an invisible bouncy barrier.

	“That’s the privacy screen. I do not need privacy, so I only use it when I wish to visit the program scenes.”

	“Is this your planet?” I asked.

	“I do not have a planet; I was created on a ship. But this was Xarc. It was the planet of my creators and the Original hunters from which I was cloned.”

	“Was. Does that mean it doesn’t exist anymore?”

	“It is long gone. Destroyed with my ancestors in the process of fighting the scourge. But the scientists programmed every biome into our shuttles, along with flora and fauna they documented in each region.”

	Nov’k spoke to the shuttle in his language, but this time, the shuttle didn’t translate. Time sped up, and an orange alien sun rose on the horizon. I was so fascinated by the sky, the sunrise flashing before me in a matter of seconds, that I’d missed the tiny changes to the scenery.

	“Look there by the mountain,” he said.

	At first, I saw nothing, but then there was movement, and I gawked at the alien creature half hidden in the tall vegetation. It had six legs but didn’t look insectoid at all. I didn’t get the urge to run or be frightened. An alien…deer? Gazelle? Or an equivalent. It bent its neck and chewed on the plants with the white flowers. 

	Then I noticed them everywhere. We were in the center of a herd of grazing alien deer. One of them approached, its gaze on the white flower just an arm's length from the mattress. It didn’t seem to notice us at all. It got really close and bent its neck to nibble on the plant. Curious, I reached out but got a handful of the sleeping nook walls.

	They were so realistic. It was hard to believe they weren’t actually there.

	One of the alien deer called out, and suddenly, they were all on high alert. The one in front of me stiffened and looked toward the sky. There, in the distance, was a bird. But instead of feathered wings, it glided in on leathery ones, reminiscent of bats. This was no ordinary bat. As it approached, I realized just how ginormous it was. This thing was the size of a Boeing 747. 

	This beast was like the Xarc’n version of the legendary roc bird. The creature circled the field, and all the alien deer froze like statues. The bird must hunt by sight, and any movement would spell disaster.

	Nov’k spoke to his shuttle again, and suddenly all the creatures were gone, and it was night again.

	“The scene does not end well for one of the ungurs.” He looked apologetic.

	“I’ve watched enough nature documentaries to know what happens,” I assured him. “The bird needs to eat, too. It’s the circle of life. Too bad that place doesn’t exist anymore. It’s beautiful.”

	“There are many days’ worth of footage for every location. It was the Xarc’n’s attempt at preserving what was left of their planet. As long as a single shuttle exists, their memories will live on. I have watched them all.”

	“I’m sorry you lost your planet.” I couldn’t imagine losing everything I loved. I’d thought that had already happened when the bugs arrived, but there was still plenty to fight for here.

	“Do not be. I have lost nothing. I have never been there. I have spent more time in Earth’s meadows and mountains.”

	“Thank you for fighting for us. With us. For Earth. I’m sorry there are people out there who hate you guys. I think if they knew the truth, many would change their minds.” I hadn’t known either. I’d believed what the media had told me all those years ago.  

	I reached over and hauled his face down to me by the horns, then planted a kiss on his cheek. It was meant to be a thank you, but Nov’k took it differently. He growled and flipped us so I was under him again.

	Nov’k genuinely wanted me. When he’d called me beautiful before, I’d wanted to demur, but then I realized he meant it. To him, I really was beautiful. He didn’t see me as plain or boring. It was refreshing to feel genuinely wanted for once in my life. And it wasn’t just physical either.

	I didn’t know what the alien equivalent of two-point-five children and a white picket fence was, but the big, bad growly alien was pining for it. We were more alike than I’d thought. 

	Back at Sanctuary, just the thought of spending time with a Xarc’n warrior would have been anathema. But here, these people worked hand-in-hand with the hunters, and the couples were accepted just like any other couple. Mary even had the cutest little baby, and everyone loved Mina. 

	Nov’k might have been worried about leaving me alone with his people, but spending time with them only made me realize that whatever was happening between us wasn’t a bad thing at all. I wouldn’t be treated like an outcast by these people.

	After meeting Haax’l and Moose, the chipmunk, Aanya and Mary had asked if Nov’k and I had been physically stuck together for any length of time. They explained the whole mate bond thing to me, then shared their stories about how they’d ended up with their hunters.

	Mary had been “kidnapped” too, but there wasn’t anything for her to go back to, since the group she’d been with had a falling out, and she’d ended up much happier with Lok’n. Haax’l hadn’t wanted a mate at all, but couldn’t stay away and ended up going full stalker mode, complete with weird gifts left at Aanya’s door.

	They showed me the forum, an online discussion board where survivors who worked with hunters posted. There was even a mommy board with the gag-worthy name of Raising Raisins, because, yup, purple.

	I wasn’t ready to raise any purple babies, but a relationship wasn’t out of the question anymore. This was a world I’d never known existed. Here, it was okay to think that Nov’k was hot as sin, even if he was purple.

	They’d stressed that if I ever felt he was being too aggressive, I’d find safety with the group. I was welcome there.

	Just knowing these things, I decided to take a risk and spend some time with Nov’k to see where the wind took us. I wasn’t ready for forever, but I was ready for my share of maybe. 

	 

	 


Chapter 18: Heather 

	I rolled the thin hoodie up and stuffed it into my new backpack. This had to be my most successful shopping trip ever. We had the whole mall to ourselves and all day to find what I needed.

	Nov’k had assured me that despite being close to a scourge nest, this mall would be relatively safe, since the critters rarely ventured inside. There was nothing here for them; the bugs lived only to eat and reproduce, and there was nothing edible in sight.

	There were signs of some of the stores being looted, but most of the place was still intact, probably owing to the fact that it was so close to a nest. The big glass dome ceiling in the food court was smashed, and the culprits, two flyers, lay on top of the tables. It had happened so long ago that all that was left of them was the thickest part of the carapaces and two long tail spikes.

	Nov’k had flown his shuttle right into the mall and landed in the middle of the mall fountain, far away from the broken glass.

	I’d checked the map and made a beeline to my usual stores. Finding things like underwear, bras, and t-shirts was easy. I even managed to find a selection of last season’s comfy sweatpants on steep discounts among the racks of shorts and summer dresses. But I couldn’t find any jackets or boots for the coming winter, not even a windbreaker.

	I was used to mild winters. According to Nov’k’s map, he hunted a patch that bordered Nebraska. I’d never been to Nebraska, but I heard it was cold there in the winter. I didn’t think a thin hoodie would do the trick. 

	We took a walk around the mall in search of more options. It was eerie to see a public place that was usually filled with families and kids so utterly empty. I thought I’d gotten used to the bugpocalypse, but really, I’d only gotten used to Sanctuary. There was a whole world out here I’d forgotten about. 

	 “Try this one.” Nov’k pointed to one of those shops meant for mountaineers and outdoorsy people. “This one is like the stores in the small town in my old territory.”

	Before we left the base, a man named Lenny had come by to update Nov’k’s translation device. It now did just as good of a job as his shuttle and didn’t omit words.  

	Despite it being summer when everything collapsed, the outdoor shop still had plenty of winter clothes. I managed to snag a fleece pullover that fit me perfectly, some gloves, a beanie, and even some long underwear to go under my pants. I switched out my normal backpack to one of those lightweight technical ones with the hip strap. I even got the boots with the fur.

	 The coat was the only thing I couldn’t fit into the pack, but I could hold that.

	“You need one of these.” Nov’k tossed me a heavy pair of pants.

	“Snow pants?” I held the bulky items up, and the waterproof fabric made a rustling sound. I’d never worn them before. Did people actually wear these? They were so bulky. “This might be too much.”

	I tossed the pants over the closest shelf.

	Nov’k must be expecting the types of winter he was used to up in Canada. 

	“Try them on anyway.” He shoved them back at me.

	I checked the size, and sure enough, it was in my size. Nov’k must have been paying attention. I threw them on over my jeans and walked around awkwardly. They made loud rustling noises the whole time.

	“I’ll be extra slow bug food, complete with a dinner bell.”

	“They are loud. But the coat is loud too.”

	It was. But I didn’t see any option that was simultaneously warm, mobile, and quiet. 

	“We’ll take them in case you need them. I will keep them in my shuttle. I have plenty of storage.”

	That was no lie. Almost every panel I’d mistaken for a plain wall hid something behind it. His wardrobe of loincloths and armor. The closet of weapons. The cabinet full of food bars. I even found a cubby of booze. Yup. Earth booze. 

	When I asked Nov’k about it, he simply shrugged and said that the “blueprints” for alcohol were not given to them by their creators, but they did figure it out on their own. But what the Xarc’n production center made wasn’t nearly as good or flavorful as the stuff they’d found premade on Earth. They’d tried to replicate it with only mild success.

	The scourge weren’t the only aliens who thought Earth was good eating. Nov’k had mentioned at lunch that food bars made here on Earth were the best he’d had. If I had to fight bugs all day, I’d want to have a tasty meal and a good drink to relax after too.

	I did miss a good steak. Or an honest-to-goodness barbeque.

	The food served at the base was good, better than what I had at Sanctuary. I had to get used to the fact that the meat chunks were actually Xarc’n food bars, but it was flavored and cooked so well that I almost didn’t realize until I mentally questioned what type of meat it was and took a good look. 

	I removed the parka, and Nov’k took it from me, draping it over his arms along with the matching snow pants.  

	“What else is on the list?” I asked.

	Aside from shopping for me, there was a bunch of stuff we had to pick up for the group. Nov’k pulled up the list on his communicator and showed it to me.

	“Those are some very specific phone models,” I mused.

	Earlier at lunch, Sam apologized for not having a phone for me, which surprised me. I hadn’t expected these people to be so welcoming, let alone trying to get me a working phone so I could keep in touch with them and surf the new internet.

	She explained that they’d found a way to get the phones to charge when in proximity to Xarc’n power sources, much like the way Xarc’n equipment did. But that didn’t stop Earth-made batteries from crapping out after a few years of use. Talk about planned obsolescence.

	The next things on the list were personal care products, things like shampoo and conditioner and scented sprays. I knew the foragers at Sanctuary used strong smells to mask their scent when they went out. It was simple and effective and one of the first tricks to be shared on the internet when the bugs first came.

	At the time, I thought I’d never need to know the handy snippet because our wonderful military would’ve taken care of it long before the creatures ever reached my home. We never found out where ground zero for the bug infestation in North America was, but we were all so sure the problem was contained in the big cities.

	Nov’k and I spent the rest of the afternoon finding and collecting everything we needed. By the time we were done, I was ravenous and ready to dig into the foil-wrapped sandwich they’d handed out after lunch to anyone who thought they might not be back for dinner. 

	We returned to the fountain by the food court and loaded everything up into Nov’k’s shuttle. Then he lifted his ship carefully out through the broken glass dome.  

	A parking lot carnival had been set up in the mall’s lot before everything went to shit, and all the rides and attractions still stood as if expecting the families and excited kids to return one day.

	“How safe is it to eat outside?” I looked at the sky but didn’t see any flyers. 

	He turned on the external display, and we looked for scourge in the area. There were several groups closer to the nest but not nearby.

	“It is safe, but we should stay close to my shuttle.”

	“Let’s eat there.” I pointed to the merry-go-round.

	Nov’k landed his shuttle next to it, and we stepped out, me with my sandwich and him with his food bar.

	“What is this place?” he asked. “I have visited similar, bigger locations. But I don’t understand.”

	He must mean amusement parks. I tried to explain things like carnivals, fairs, and amusement parks to him, but he still looked at me like I was talking gibberish.

	“These strange machines move? Like my shuttle?”

	“No. They don’t go anywhere. They just stay in place, but they move.” I climbed up onto the merry-go-around and tossed my legs over a Pegasus. “This is a merry-go-round. You sit on these creatures, and it goes around and around.”

	“Why?” His confused but very serious look had me giggling.

	“For fun. It’s mostly for children, but adults like them too.”

	“What about that one?” He pointed to the Ferris wheel, the largest ride here. 

	“That one also goes around. But like this.” I drew a vertical circle with my finger. “These rides aren’t that big. These parking lot carnivals aren’t known for good rides. You’ll have to go to an amusement park to see the really big ones.”

	“I have seen them. The large metal contraptions in the shape of serpents. Humans ride on those too?”

	“You mean rollercoasters. And we do! You’d probably love those if they were still running and safe.”

	“I have climbed one. And used it as a lookout.”

	“That’s probably all they are good for now.”

	 I wondered how they’d held up. I glanced over at the Ferris wheel. It had been sitting out here for years, rain or shine. Surprisingly, other than some peeling paint, it didn’t look too bad. My friends and I used to joke that half the thrill of these pop-up carnivals was that you never knew if they were going to malfunction catastrophically the moment you strapped yourself in.

	I doubted they would even move now if they were plugged in; the parts had probably seized together. Curious, I climbed off the Pegasus and made my way over to the Ferris wheel. Up close, there were some spots of rust, but the structure seemed solid. It had held up much better than I’d thought it would.

	I tilted my head to the top seat dangling in the air, and a sense of sadness filled me. I remembered being up at the top as a kid with my dad and thinking I was on top of the world. Those days were gone, banished forever to the realm of memory.

	Nov’k frowned and followed my eyes up.

	“We eat there,” he said resolutely. 

	I gawked at him. Was he freaking serious? How did he plan on getting up there? Okay, maybe he could get up there, but not me.

	He answered my question before I even asked it by picking me up. I squeaked and flung my arms and legs around him. Before I knew what was happening, we were scaling the rickety wheel of death.


Chapter 19: Nov’k 

	Sadness emanated from Heather. This bizarre structure, this wheel, held strong memories of the times before the scourge. Memories that were now corrupted by grief.

	That was what the scourge did. They stripped every planet of all that was good. 

	Her sorrow was palpable, and I hated it. I wanted to give her new memories of this metal contraption, happy ones, so that perhaps they would lift the old ones back where they belonged. 

	That top seat was the perfect place to enjoy our meal. There weren’t any flyers in the sky, and no other scourge except the centicreep could reach us there. From up high, I’d spot a centicreep long before it arrived and would be able to get her to my shuttle in time. The seat also faced the coming sunset. 

	I found out quickly that all the seats still swung, if a bit noisily, but the weight of the two of us together wasn’t enough to turn the wheel itself. The structure was sturdier than it looked. Most of the wear and tear was on the exterior paint.

	The sour scent of fear radiated from Heather as she clung to me.

	“I will not drop you. You are safe.” I wanted to give her good memories, not frightening ones.

	“You better not. Because if you do, and I die, I’m never talking to you again.”

	I chuckled. I had no fear of that. This contraption was small compared to the large metal serpent I’d climbed before. The wind did not make this one move as it did the other. There were also regular places for me to rest and hold Heather up by her hips to give her a chance to rest as well.

	The feeling of her against my front as I moved was magnificent, and I almost regretted getting to the top so quickly. I let her go in the top basket and settled down next to her, my body weight making the whole thing swing.

	The seat was just a little too small for both of us, having been made for two human-sized bodies. She sat stiffly, pressed against the side, and looked over the edge nervously. I lifted her and placed her between my legs, so that she sat perched on one of my thighs. 

	“Can this thing even hold our weight?”

	“We are sitting still. It will hold. Do you intend to bounce?” I sent her a grin. “I do not mind you bouncing on me, but I recommend we do that back in my shuttle.”

	She hit my chest softly with the back of her hand and rolled her eyes. “Men.”

	“I am a hunter.”

	“Males,” she corrected as she opened her sandwich, which the humans had assured me had no sand in it.

	They’d made one for me as well, but I’d already eaten it earlier because I was hungry, and it was tasty. I dug into the pouch on my belt for my high protein nutrition bar, and we ate together as we watched the sun descend the sky.

	Sunset was one of my favorite times of the day here on Earth. There were sunsets on other planets too, but they weren’t the same.

	The first planet I’d been sent to had two suns, and one was always rising when the other was setting. It was perpetually day, with a short period of dimmer light twice per rotation. The animals and plants had evolved to have a circadian rhythm where they slept twice a day. The scourge had gotten used to it quickly. I had not.

	Earth’s sunset reminded me of the one programmed into my ship. The one on Xarc. The one I’d never seen in person but had watched thousands of times alone in my sleeping nook. The day I saw Earth’s version, it had felt like home.

	“I haven’t seen a sunset in forever,” Heather said. “I mean, I’m sure I saw it, but I didn’t notice it. Not the way I am now. It’s so pretty.”

	Not as pretty as her. I watched the emotions play across her face as she gazed out at the changing colors. There was a sadness underlying her awe of the beauty. It was that same happy-sad look she’d had when I’d taken her to the river. Even when she was happy, that sadness always underpinned it. I wished one day she’d be truly happy.

	Wanting to distract her, I urged her up from sitting on my thigh and turned her to face me. “Straddle me,” I said, before pulling her down to sit with her knees on either side of my body.

	I stared into her eyes, mesmerized by the tiny flecks of green hidden in them. They were like treasures, elusive and rare. I didn’t see them there all the time, which only made them more special when they decided to show themselves. My chest started rumbling as it often did in her presence.

	She licked her lips, and my eyes were drawn there. I wanted to kiss them again. This human ritual of mouth mating was extremely pleasurable, and I found myself wanting to do more and more of it. 

	I pulled her to me and devoured her mouth with mine. Heather reacted to me in an instant, her lust building and filling the air. Her arms slid around my neck, and her tongue tangled with mine. 

	She ground against my front, and my cock pressed against my loincloth, begging to be let free. She wanted me; I could scent it in the air, feel it through my skin, hear it in the moan that escaped her lips. And I wanted her right back, more than anything in the universe. It had been difficult to let her sleep yesterday, but I knew she was tired. 

	“Please,” she whimpered against my mouth.

	I slid one hand down to her hip, guiding her movement and rolling her hips against my burgeoning cock. I’d read all the tips and tricks other hunters shared about human females, but with Heather, it was hard to remember any of them when the time came. I was so engrossed with her that words no longer made sense. So I’d followed my intuition and let instincts guide me when it came to pleasuring her. 

	I noticed every reaction, every sound. She was reactive, and it was easy to guess when I was doing something she enjoyed. And she enjoyed this immensely. Her desire threatened to run me over like an out-of-control shuttle. 

	A sound below us had her tensing, and not in a good way. It was the unmistakable noise of scuttler feet. I looked down. There was a group of about eight or nine of them below us, milling around the base of the metal contraption. These ones must have gotten lost on their way back to the nest. Unlike the flyers and centicreeps, scuttlers and spitters stayed out much later, sometimes even overnight, especially if something blocked their way home. 

	These ones must have detected Heather’s delicious scent and came looking for a bite to eat, but I didn’t plan on telling her that.

	Instead, I said, “They cannot reach you up here.”

	“But what if they call the flyers? Or one of those big centipede creatures?” she asked, her eyes wide.

	“Flyers call in the scuttlers. It does not work the other way around. You are safe.”

	I cupped her face, blocking her view of the creatures below, and pulled her lips to mine again, but she remained stiff and uncomfortable, worried about the scourge below. The sounds of the scuttlers’ many feet were not particularly romantic either, even with the sunset in the background. 

	I ripped off a piece of decorative metal from the hanging seat and threw it as hard as I could away from my shuttle. It landed with a loud clang on the other side of the go-around-thingy, and all the scuttlers paused before hurrying over to investigate the sound. Wrapping my arms around Heather, I gave her a single warning.

	“Hold on tight.”

	Then I leaped.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 20: Heather 

	I couldn’t scream even if I wanted to. My heart threatened to leap right out of my throat as we plummeted through the air. 

	I didn’t die, though. Nov’k landed on his feet, light as a cat, with me still wrapped around his body, his hands supporting my ass. Moments later, we were at the door to his shuttle and heading inside, my heart still pounding.

	Nov’k didn’t let me down. He sat on the edge of the bed instead, and settled me over his lap, still straddling him. He’d outsmarted the scourge and got me back to safety without losing his erection. It was still impressively hard between us. 

	Not able to resist, I wiggled in his lap.

	His hand grabbed my ass and squeezed. “Heather.” 

	I shuddered at the needy way he said my name as Nov’k explored my body, one hand kneading my ass and the other sliding up to cup my breast through my clothes.

	“You are wearing too much.” He started to strip me, first peeling off my hoodie, then lifting the hem of my top and pulling it over my head. 

	He frowned at my bra. “There is more.”

	I giggled at his look of disappointment and helped him remove the bra.

	“Beautiful.”

	He pushed me back to lean on his hand as he cupped my breast with the other. He licked his lips, his tongue passing over the points of his fangs. I loved his reaction to me. He looked ready to devour me whole. It was so real, so raw, and it made me feel beautiful and wanted.

	He bent his head and dragged his fangs down my front before covering a beaded nipple with his mouth. He sucked and nibbled on it, surprising me with how gentle a mouth full of sharp teeth could be. I moaned, tossing my head back and leaning on his hand. He moved over to the other breast and lavished attention on it as well.

	I reached for his horns, knowing how much he loved them being touched. I scratched at the base before wrapping my hands around the length and pulling on them suggestively, as if they were extensions of his cock. 

	He snarled, and he pulled me back up to sitting, his hands sliding down to my hips to guide them to move up and down his body. His cock was trapped between us, and I felt each thick bump as it rubbed against my belly. Even trapped behind his loincloth, it was huge.

	Holy crap. I didn’t think that would even fit in me. I reached between us to touch it through the supple leather. It felt so hard and firm. 

	Nov’k undid the fastening and pulled the belt off, tossing it to the side. The leather fell open, releasing the massive beast within. I wrapped my fingers around the first bulging head, fascinated with its shape. It flared to a hard ridge before narrowing. It jerked as I passed my hands over the ridge.

	“Heather.” 

	I looked up into golden eyes that burned with need. His nostrils flared, and he breathed through his mouth as if tasting me on the air. The points of his sharp teeth gleamed. He looked feral and hungry. 

	I was equally turned on and terrified. Could I really do this? He looked like he could break me.

	He moved, bringing us fully onto the bed, before lying down and pulling me on top of him. I gasped and fell forward against his chest. He fumbled desperately with the fastening of my pants before shoving them down my legs.

	 The head of his monster cock left a trail of droplets across my belly as he maneuvered us into place.

	I pushed at his chest, suddenly scared. Things were moving so fast.

	My only answer was a growl as I felt the broad head of his cock slide against my pussy. Strong hands held me in place, one on my back and the other one on my ass, and I couldn't move. 

	I whimpered, squeezing my eyes shut. But he didn’t press in. Instead, he continued moving me, the ridges on his cock bumping up against my clit with each movement. The hand on my ass reached around to the front, plunging two fingers into me. 

	I gasped and arched my back, shoving back against his hand. 

	“Mine.” It was barely more than a growl.

	His fingers continued to thrust in and out. The arm wrapped around my back trapped me against his body, and there was nothing I could do but feel as the pressure built. I clawed my fingers against his chest, which rattled with vibrations.

	It was the vibrations that did it, sending me over the edge. I sobbed and panted, completely relinquishing control to him as I pulsed and spasmed around his fingers. 

	“So, so beautiful. And all mine.”

	Nov’k removed his fingers, and I mewled, feeling empty, but it was replaced by the head of his cock again. It slid on my juices, finding the right angle. This time, he did push in, and I inhaled sharply from the sudden fullness when the thick head parted me.

	Both his hands were on my ass now, holding me in place as he thrust up into me. I cried out from the mix of pleasure and pain as I stretched to fit him. I held my breath, struggling to accommodate his girth.

	I could feel every inch of his cock as it throbbed inside me. The first thick head was in, and as he pressed deeper, the second swelling forced me even wider. He pulled out and thrust back in again, and I closed around the second section.

	I panted around the fullness. It was so much I could hardly breathe, and there was still more of him. I’d bitten off more than I could chew. 

	I tried to crawl forward to ease the pressure, but he held me in place. “I don’t—”

	“You can take me. We are meant for each other.”

	He started to fuck me with just the first two sections. The thick ridges rubbed up against something inside me, and I cried out from the overwhelming feeling. My hips moved, bucking against him. 

	His ridges were magical and hit all the right places. It really was like we were meant for each other. Soon, I was screaming and writhing and begging for more. 

	His hands, which had moved to explore my body, returned to grasp my hips. He thrust into me hard, and the final section popped in. I screamed at the sensation of being too full, yet perfectly filled. It felt like if he went any deeper, he’d come out of my throat. 

	I didn’t get any time to adjust because he was driving into me. If it weren’t for him holding me on top of him, I’d be shoved right off his body. He pistoned into me, and it felt so incredible that I didn’t even care about the mess I was leaving on his sheets. 

	I closed my eyes and surrendered to the onslaught of sensations. I gasped as I was carried away in a never-ending wave of pleasure. 

	“Krux! You feel so good.”

	Nov’k wasn’t done. He slowed, moving his hips languidly as I returned to Earth.

	“I can fuck you forever.”

	Oh god. I didn’t think I could handle any more. As it was, I felt like I’d never be able to sit again. 

	He flipped us so that he was on top and rested his weight on his elbows as he grinned down at me. 

	“It’s so good when your cunt squeezes me. I wish to feel it again.” He grabbed my legs and wrapped them around his hips. Then, in this new position, he started thrusting again.

	 

	


Chapter 21: Nov’k

	Heather’s scream echoed in my shuttle, and I gritted my teeth and tried to hold off the inevitable. 

	I slowed, pumping into her deliberately and enjoying the feel of her soft body under me. I never knew anything that felt so good. Everything about her was perfect. I wanted this to last forever, even though I knew it was impossible.

	I reached between us and found her little nub of pleasure. I rolled it between my fingers as I increased my speed. She tightened around me, and her breathing hitched. I hammered into her, unable to stop myself. 

	Heather’s cunt convulsed around me again, and it was too much. I roared and spilled my seed into her welcoming warmth.

	I cupped her face, and she looked up at me, the tiny flecks of green in her eyes sparkling. She was the most beautiful thing on this planet, and I felt sorry for anyone who couldn’t see it. 

	I kissed her nose, then I pulled out, ignoring the mess we’d made—there was plenty of time to clean it later—and lowered myself carefully down to the mattress and gathered her into my arms.

	I didn’t want to let her go, and I knew, in this moment, that I’d never be able to live without her again. She had become an addiction, one I never wanted to stop.

	“You enjoyed this,” I said. “We will do this every day.”

	She chuckled. “Demanding, aren’t we?”

	“You are mine.”

	She took a slow breath. “I’m going to let that slide because I’m too satisfied right now to argue.”

	“There is nothing to argue about.” I unsheathed my claws and carefully dragged them through the tangles of her hair. It was how I detangled my own, though her hair was finer and I had to be careful not to damage it. “You will stay here on my shuttle. And I will care for all your needs.”

	“Okay, if you say so.”

	“I do.”

	I pulled up a scene I hadn't shared with Heather yet, one of Xarc’s shallow seas. The underwater scene surrounded us. Columns of colorful plants rose from the ocean floor, waving gently in the current. The pink, blue, green, and purple of the foliage danced in the sunlight that shone through the water. It was a peaceful scene, with small animals swimming between the columns as they fed.

	“Oh, this is pretty too.” She moved her hand through the air as if she could feel the water. “I hope there are no sharks.”

	I knew what sharks were. “There are no large predators in the scene during the day.”

	I didn’t tell her of the giant two-headed sea serpent that hunted these waters at night. That would be for another time when we were not relaxing.

	She cuddled into my arms and watched the animals with flowing fins as they flitted through the underwater jungle. She yawned and stretched. I’d tired her out.

	“We will nap together. I will tell my shuttle to wake us in one Earth’s hour.”

	I enjoyed napping with her.

	She relaxed and closed her eyes as I continued to comb through her hair with my fingers. Before long, she was snoring softly in my arms. 

	I closed my eyes as well but didn’t sleep. Instead, I inhaled the scent of her, mingled with our sex, and tried to commit it to memory. And when I felt I could recall it any time I wanted, I focused on the feel of her in my arms, wishing to memorize that as well. 

	This was that magical feeling the other hunters had spoken of, the feeling that changed their lives. Surely Heather was my mate. I couldn't imagine anyone else. 

	I wrapped my arms around her and prayed for a mate bond. I had read about Gods and Goddesses in our archives but had never prayed to them before. But since Heather was here in my arms, then surely they existed. 

	After a long moment, I let her go. My hands released her easily. I tempered my disappointment. No mate bond yet.

	But these things took time, so I wrapped my arms around her and tried again.

	 

	 


Chapter 22: Heather 

	“No. It is too dangerous.”

	I pressed my fingers to my temples and willed myself to calm. We’d gotten a list of places in the area where people had spotted gopher mounds, and I’d volunteered to go humanely trap a few and study them. If these gophers really were at risk, the earlier we found out, the better. Not just for them, but for everyone in the area, two-legged and four.

	I was excited to have a job, however temporary, doing something I was good at. Nov’k? Not so much.

	I tried to reason with him. “It’s important to me that I do something to help. I spent the last six years with no purpose for my life. Let me do something to make up for it.”

	“You can find another purpose.”

	It was the way he said it, like it was so easy to find purpose, that pissed me off. 

	“Argh! You’re so bossy! Quit being an ass.” I put my hands on my hips and glared at the annoying purple fool I seemed to simultaneously like and hate. “If you think you’re going to stop me from helping out because you’re bigger, then you’re wrong. That ain’t going to fly with me. I’m doing this, and that’s that.”

	“Humans are not resistant to the scourge’s fungus.”

	“That’s why I’m going to wear gloves and a mask when examining the gophers. And I’m disinfecting and decontaminating after. We don’t even know for sure they’re infected. It could have just been that one that guy ate.”

	I knew Nov’k was worried about my safety. It came from a good place. But I’d talked to Lok’n, and he seemed to think it was perfectly safe. They even had special anti-fungal medication if all the preventions failed, which was highly unlikely.

	“Let someone else do it.”

	Okay, that was it. I was done with this.

	“No! Listen, Nov’k,” I half-yelled, losing my temper. “You don’t get to dictate what I do. You already took me from my home, and I should be pissed off at that, but I’m not. But if you start trying to control my life, believe me, I will not forgive you. I’m going to examine these gophers, and that’s the end of it.” 

	He looked like he was ready to object again, so I put up my hand to stop him before he could say anything else stupid and piss me off even more.

	 “And if you tell me no one more time, we are done. Goodbye. So long. Farewell. Adios.”

	I turned and stomped into the building, heading straight to Sam, who also had an annoying hunter to deal with. Except her hunter straight up hated her, while mine took over-protectiveness to a fault.

	I found her in Kan’n’s shuttle. Kan’n had been banished to hunt scourge with Harb’k today, not by Sam, but by his own shuttle. Pip was sick of not having any major improvement since he’d arrived. At this rate, he’d never fly again.

	“Trouble back on your home planet?” Sam asked when I plunked myself down on the pilot’s seat. 

	“Yeah. He’s big, purple, and the most annoying, over-protective jerkwad I’ve ever met.”

	“What did he do now?” Sam closed the panel under the navigation screen and tucked the strange-looking Xarc’n tool into her belt.

	The screen, which had been broken before, now looked fixed and whole. From what I heard, they’d gotten a replacement from the mothership and simply hadn’t told Pip where it came from. 

	It did have reason to believe it would be decommissioned if found out. According to Sam, the Xarc’n military had been decommissioning PIP models when the scourge ran amok centuries ago. And of course, Kan’n’s contingent was here against orders. 

	Sam tried to tell it that the mothership wouldn’t care, but Pip still wouldn’t listen. It wouldn’t even connect with another Pip model and talk to it; worried it was a trick of some sort. Despite all being named Pip, all the PIP models had different personalities. This one was just as stubborn and paranoid as its owner.

	“He’s trying to forbid me from checking up on the gopher thing.”

	“Oh boy. At least when Kan’n’s being a jerk, it’s because he hates me. Nov’k is being a jerk because he likes you.”

	“I know it comes from a good place. He’s worried about me. But he’s being unreasonable. You’ve known hunters for a lot longer than I have. Are they all like this?”

	Sam thought about it. “Back in Franklin, I lived in the hunters’ building with their mates, so I’ve interacted with them a lot. They’re all very protective of the ones they love. They never had the chance to have someone to call their own, so now they guard what they have with enthusiasm. But it wasn’t just their mates. They protected everyone they considered their people.

	“The hunters back at the Franklin compound also spent a lot longer living in large groups. Nov’k hasn’t. This is just a theory, but maybe he’s putting all his protectiveness on you because he doesn’t think of anyone else here as his. He doesn’t feel like we are his people yet.”

	“Maybe.”

	“Either way, the hunters at Franklin have mellowed out over the years.”

	“Hi, Heather!” Pip said, joining the conversation. 

	I kept forgetting that Pip was always around and listening in on everything. 

	“Hey, Pip,” I said.

	“I would talk to Nov’k’s shuttle and get it to talk some sense into him, but his shuttle is not very smart.”

	“Oh, it’s not?” I had no idea I was going to get some shuttle gossip.

	“No. Haax’l’s shuttle is great. We communicate a lot. But Nov’k’s shuttle is one of the older models. It does what it's told and has no opinions.”

	“Ah, I see,” I said, remembering how I’d had to explicitly ask it to show me the keyboard and turn on the sound.

	“If it did, it would have told Nov’k the best course of action to impress a human female. According to my knowledge, human females do not like to be controlled.”

	“You got that right,” Sam said. She turned to me. “Wanna go grab a coffee and relax on the roof? They’ve got everything set up there.”

	“Did you say coffee?”

	 This place was full of surprises. That was something Sanctuary didn’t have: fresh coffee. Even the expired, pre-ground stuff was running out. 

	“Yup! And none of that expired stuff either. We traded for it last year with another survivor group living down in Costa Rica.”

	“Sounds good. Let’s go.”

	“Wait!” Pip said. “What about me?”

	“I’ll be back to work on you soon. I promise.” Sam gave the ship a pat, and we left to find some liquid gold.

	“I didn’t want Pip spilling everything to the other shuttles, and the other shuttles just repeating it back to the hunters,” Sam explained. “As Pip said, not all the shuttles are smart like him. And the PIP models gossip a lot as is.”

	“Makes sense. I feel like I’ve been hiding in Sanctuary and doing nothing for too long. I want to do something to make a difference, even if it’s small, like catching some gophers and taking a look at them.”

	“I know how you feel.” She set up a drip filter and started some water boiling. 

	“But you’ve been helping the hunters this whole time.”

	“Half the time, I’m looking up how to do things as I go. I’m lucky I managed to decipher the information on their shuttles. They didn’t build these hunters to think, only to follow orders, so they made the guides easy to follow.”

	I thought of Nov’k and frowned. “Nov’k would not follow orders very well. He likes giving them.”

	Sam laughed. “They didn’t come out as planned, that’s for sure. Add that to the list of the Xarc’n military’s mistakes. With the other builds, like the phones, I tried everything until something worked. I call it the spaghetti-on-the-wall method.

	“According to Lenny, that’s how software engineers work too. If these hunters actually saw our process, they wouldn’t be calling us Tech Wizards. That’s why I don’t like being called that. I kind of feel like a fraud.”

	“That’s just impostor syndrome talking. Who cares about the process if the end product works? I’ve been doing nothing but surviving.”

	Sam’s eyes softened. “That’s an achievement on its own. But I get it; you want to help. If you insist on doing it, one of our foragers can take you. You don’t have to rely on Nov’k. He’ll just have to learn that he can’t always have what he wants.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	




Chapter 23: Nov’k 

	I stabbed at the already dead scuttler, taking my frustration out.

	Heather insisted on taking the mission to trap and examine a number of these small burrowing animals, despite me telling her not to. There were plenty of other humans to do that job. Why did it have to be her?

	When I’d told her to let someone else do it, she’d refused to come back to my shuttle, and had spent the night inside the base. Now she was refusing to talk to me until I “came to my senses” and “stopped being a prick.”

	Not understanding the colorful English idioms, I’d looked it up. I had no idea how I was being a penis. Their language was as frustrating as their females. 

	“I believe it is already dead,” Haax’l said. “Stabbing at it again will not make it deader.”

	I frowned. I’d mangled the creature in my frustration. Usually, I preferred to fight cleanly, and not get the scourge’s insides everywhere, which could increase the spread of the fungus. It would be a chore to bring this scuttler to the pile to burn.

	I cleaned my blade off on a patch of dried grass, and Haax’l handed me an Earth tool called a rake. He’d found an extra large one in one of his forages with Aanya and had been using it to move dead scourge around since.

	“You are still upset about Heather.” He started moving pieces of the scourge over with his own rake, his movement still showing his recent injury. 

	“I do not wish to talk about it.” 

	“When they first came to live with us, I escorted their caravan from Franklin. Right before noon, they stopped, and three of the females, including my Aanya, hopped on these small machines they call E-bikes and rode off toward a distant building. They did this just as flyers appeared on the horizon.”

	I had not heard this story. “What happened? Did you save them? You saved them because Aanya is still here. That is why she is your mate.”

	“No. I didn’t do anything except almost ruin their foraging trip. They didn’t need my help. They planned it so the main caravan would lead the flyers away as the three females entered the building. These humans know what they are doing. Your Heather will be safe.”

	I was grateful Heather was not like Aanya, who went out on dangerous missions like climbing tall towers. Haax’l had crashed his shuttle, luring hostile humans away, while Aanya hung on to the tower alone. I was now glad nothing had come of my chest rumbling to her; her antics would scare many years off my life.

	“This is different. They cannot lure away the fungus.” 

	“But she can wear protection. She will not be the first human to research it, and she is only examining the animals, not the fungus itself. We know our last resort antifungals work well for humans.”

	“They do?” I knew we had to alter our medical devices for optimum use in humans, though they did work in a pinch if they had to be used unaltered.

	“Affirmative.” Haax’l raked the last remaining piece of scourge onto the flat rock on which we planned to do the burn.

	Perhaps it wasn’t so bad. Infection was treatable; a fall from the top of a tower was not.

	“How do you manage when your mate insists on doing things that are dangerous?” I asked, before sending a stream of flames onto the pile.

	We left the burning pyre and headed back to our shuttle to monitor the burn. 

	“Instead of opposing her, I now offer to help her. But a word of warning, humans are smart. They know if your help is not genuine. I do not hover over her or forbid her to do things while on a mission, but I am there to help at the first sign of something going wrong.”

	Like luring the enemy away.

	“I could do that.” 

	“But you must protect her stealthily. She’ll be even more angry if she thinks you’re there to control her. Human females don’t like being controlled. She’ll know if your intentions are wrong.”

	“So I must protect her secretly?”

	“Correct. This is her mission. You are the support.”

	 Her mission. Heather had wanted a purpose.

	 “I agree that someone should find out what is happening with these small animals,” I admitted. 

	“Then offer to go with her. The humans are already very busy with their building project and will appreciate not having to spare another pair of hands.”

	A slight breeze blew the horrid stench of burning scourge to our noses, and we parted ways to return to our separate shuttles to monitor the burn from inside.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“This better not be some sort of trick,” Heather said with her hands on her hips. “If you start trying to tell me what to do while we’re there, I swear to God, I’ll never talk to you again.”

	“I have spoken with Haax’l. This is important. If the fungus is mutating to live in another host permanently, we need to act now to stop it.” I hoped this was coming across as sincere. It was the truth, and I did believe it. “There are no other animal doctors in this region. And you are the best candidate. I do not like it, but it is the truth. Therefore, I must… compromise.”

	She relaxed her arms. “I’m glad you’ve come to your senses. You can take me, but we’re setting some ground rules.”

	I expected this. “Name them.”

	“I spoke with an expert who’s been working with this fungus for the past five years. Bailey lives on one of your production islands. We’re using her decontamination methods, and that is it. You can’t make up your own rules about how to treat possible fungal exposure. And you can’t offer to do everything for me.”

	Those were logical requests. “I accept. In return, I request that I be allowed to be with you at all times when outside of the shuttle so that I may protect you from physical, non-fungal dangers. There is still a hostile group of humans in the area.”

	“That’s reasonable. The nomads—that’s what we call the traveling groups back at Sanctuary—sometimes frequent this area.”

	“So it is agreed. We take this mission together so the others may work on the battlefield, and we are no longer angry. And you are moving back into my shuttle.” I snuck that last part in there, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

	She did. “Nuh-uh. Not so fast there, big guy. I never agreed to that last part. I’ll move back into your shuttle when I’m convinced this isn’t some ploy to control me.”

	“Krux,” I swore half-heartedly. “It was worth a try.”

	That had her laughing.

	“When do we start?” I asked her. It was her mission after all.

	“First thing tomorrow. The foragers are bringing back some live traps for me today.”

	I grunted. I wanted her in my shuttle now, but I’d survive until tomorrow. 

	 


Chapter 24: Heather 

	I checked the last live trap one more time before turning to Nov’k. “And now we wait.”

	Some of the survivors mentioned noticing gopher mounds at the pear orchard they’d visited recently, so it was the first place I decided to go. It wasn’t quite the type of work I was doing before the bugs, but I was glad to be working with animals again, even if I might find out something horrible, such as the scourge fungus finding a new permanent host.

	Hopefully, it wasn’t anything like that, and it was just a once-off case. After all, we were going off a single sentence said by someone half-crazed by the fungus itself. Still, it was better to be safe than sorry.

	I was surprised that Nov’k had actually behaved so far. He hadn’t once told me what to do. As decided upon, I’d waited for him to check the place out and set a perimeter before stepping out of the shuttle. And after that, he let me work without breathing down my neck. I hoped this wasn’t some temporary ruse.

	It was nice to have a job again. 

	I had my very first post-bug veterinary client yesterday. Aanya had come by with Moose, the chipmunk. Moose was a boy. Aanya and Haax’l had been looking for boy parts and found none, but chipmunks only showed their goodies during breeding season, and Moose was too young for that.

	He must have been born at the wrong time of year, which explained why he’d needed help to thrive. Now was not a good time for a young chipmunk to be introduced to the world, just as the weather was turning and the cold of winter threatened.

	Then I spent the rest of the afternoon learning as much as I could about gophers and groundhogs. I was surprised to see the warriors had saved our video sites. Someone had gone through to copy the particularly useful videos over to a new website so that we didn’t need to weed through a bunch of garbage. There was even a collection of veterinary books, all in electronic format. 

	I was surprised to find that someone had already listed me as the veterinarian for this base. I had no photo or contact information yet, but there’d be time for that after I finished this mission.

	I looked over at the rows of pear trees. “On to the pears?” I asked. 

	The plan was to set the traps, then spend a day picking whatever was left on the trees. We’d hang out for the night and check the traps in the morning. 

	Other groups across the continent were catching their own gophers, so we’d have a comprehensive look at the situation. It was exciting to be working with so many people across the continent. 

	I’d gotten used to living in Sanctuary, and while there were many more people living there than here, we didn’t work much with other settlements, only trading with travelers and nomads. I’d felt insignificant there, like I was just another person using up resources.

	Here, I felt like I was doing something good for Earth, for the future. 

	Nov’k retrieved the bins from his shuttle, and we went up and down the rows, harvesting whatever was still edible. Most of the pears were overripe by now. Pears were deceptive; the ones that looked perfect on the outside were disappointingly mushy and mealy on the inside. Still, we were able to pick enough to fill several bins.

	I ate more pears than I wanted to admit. I hadn’t had anything fresh like that for a long time. We had a huge shipment of apples come in last year, and we stuffed ourselves silly with apples and then made the rest into applesauce. We also had apricots and peaches, but I hadn’t had a pear since before the bugs.

	“You’ve got a little something… here.” I reached up to wipe the pear juice from Nov’k’s face but ended up smearing even more on him. “Oops. Sorry.”

	“I will fix it,” he said seriously. Then he bent, held my face with equally juicy fingers and smashed his face all over mine. 

	“Hey!” I protested, laughing.

	“Now we are both messy.”

	Tummy full and faces and fingers sticky, we headed back to Nov’k’s shuttle, laughing. 

	“You are smiling.” He let me into the shuttle, stepping in behind me with our fruit. “Does this mean you forgive me for taking you away from your people?”

	I hadn’t expected that question and didn’t know how to answer. So I thought about it while I helped Nov’k strap down the bins. 

	“Sanctuary isn’t a bad place to live. In the greater scheme of things, I could have done a lot worse. I don’t approve of everything they do there, but Clark really does have the people’s wellness at heart. He’s not a bad guy. But the concept of good and bad is hard to decipher, especially when there are hundreds of people depending on you. If he’d been softer, a nicer person, we may not have made it.”

	“They do not welcome us.”

	I couldn’t disagree with that. “They are against Xarc’n warriors, but most people living there were brainwashed to think you are the bad guys. If that makes them bad people, then heck, I guess I’m a bad person too, because I believed it for years.”

	“You are not bad.” Nov’k looked ready to defend me from myself. “You do not hate me, and you helped Kan’n. Now you are helping gophers because you care.”

	“And there are plenty of people in Sanctuary who are the same way,” I explained. “Clark would sell his soul to make sure the people there are safe. He was voted in for a reason. He has loyal soldiers because they know he has their well-being at heart. 

	“It’s really easy to see him as a bad guy from the outside, but to the people living inside Sanctuary, he’s a hero. 

	 “But like I said, I don’t agree with everything they do. Some of the guards are real assholes. And I heard some of the nomad groups are horrible people. But I know that the shipment of antibiotics we got from the nomads saved a lot of lives. Babies and children. I just wished there’d been another way.”

	Things were never black and white. Many groups thought of others as bad, or as the enemy, simply because they believed different things. I guess the bugpocalypse couldn’t change human nature.

	I went into the facilities to clean up, but Nov’k followed me in. He touched a panel on the wall, and a little door opened. Inside was a hot, steamy towel made from the same soft but seemingly indestructible material as the sleeping pad.

	He wiped the small towel over my hands and face, cleaning off the pear juice. Then he folded the towel and placed it back into the cubby it had come from. He pressed a circular depression next to the door. A hissing sound came from inside the cubby.

	He waited there until the hissing stopped, then opened the door again. The cloth was clean, fresh, steamy, and hot. He cleaned himself up as well. And returned the towel to the cubby for another steam cleaning. That was convenient. I’d heard that hissing sound before coming from the facilities but hadn’t realized what it was.

	“I guess there’s nothing else to do now but wait. We’ll check the traps tomorrow.”

	“Come. I have something stashed inside the farmhouse.”

	Curious, I followed him outside. He’d parked the shuttle in between the barn and the farmhouse, for easy access to both locations. The farmhouse had had all of its windows broken, and I let him carry me over the glass.

	It still never failed to amaze me how thick and protective the soles of his feet were. He walked through the broken glass as if it was nothing, then simply rubbed his feet on a patch of grass to remove any debris.

	The something he’d stashed was a bottle of good quality whiskey.

	“Why get this when there’s booze inside your shuttle?”

	“Because this is already opened.” He reached into one of the cupboards and brought out two tumblers. “And we have these here. I drink straight from the bottle, but I was told that was not how it’s supposed to be enjoyed.”

	He started pouring some out for me, but I stopped him.

	“That’s way too much. I just want a teeny tiny sip of yours.” I knew that drinking room-temperature whiskey was the best way to get all the nuances, but I never got the hang of it. I couldn’t have any more than a sip unless there was ice. “And you can drink straight from the bottle if you want.”

	He was a big guy, and the tumblers looked humorously small in his hands.

	He shrugged, put the tumblers back, and we headed out to the barn.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 25: Nov’k 

	I closed the heavy wooden door to the barn as Heather looked around. Unlike the farmhouse, the barn had stood the test of time, and there was no broken glass. 

	Heather inhaled loudly. “That hay still smells fresh. How?”

	“They replaced it with fresh stuff from the bales last time they were here picking pears.” I was surprised the hay inside the bales had lasted so long. But according to Curtis, who’d raised milk cows before the scourge, hay lasted indefinitely when stored correctly.

	There was a lofted area where I’d left some water and nutrition bars. There was a pile of straw up there too, and I’d tucked a large piece of leather around it to make a comfortable mattress.

	That wasn’t why I’d chosen the barn as a resting spot, however. The main attraction here was the giant swing that hung from one of the beams above. It was much too small for me, having been made for growing humans, but some of the lighter humans had gone on it the last time we were here.

	Just as I’d expected, Heather gravitated toward the swing. She climbed on and tested it with a few light pushes of her feet on the ground. 

	“I will push you,” I offered. I had seen the others do this.

	“Gently!” she screeched when I pushed her too hard.

	I caught her gently and slowed her down.

	After a while, she eyed the extra high pile of hay the others had used as a landing spot. 

	I was glad I’d seen this before and knew not to panic when she leaped from the swing and landed in the middle of the pile. She climbed out of the pile with straw in her hair and a wide grin on her face that lit up the barn and had my chest vibrating hard.

	“That was fun!”

	She was radiant in her joy, and I realized that I’d gotten it wrong this whole time. It wasn’t just her safety that was important. It was also her happiness. This was not the half-smiles she’d given me before. This was real. Genuine. And I wanted to see it more often. 

	I pulled her into my arms, completely entranced by the delight that radiated from her. “You are happy.”

	“I am. I didn’t know what was missing before, but I get it now. Thank you for taking me away from Sanctuary and showing me another life. I was just surviving there. I didn’t know it then, but it wasn’t enough.” Her stomach chose that moment to growl, and she giggled. “Let’s go eat. I’m famished.”

	I hoisted her up to the loft and climbed up after her. I turned on the lantern to give us more light as the day wound down. We ate our food, and I enjoyed my Earth-made alcohol. Heather took a small sip and made the cutest face.

	“Nah, it’s all yours. I’ll hold out for a strawberry daiquiri. I know some people roll their eyes at the girly drinks, but it’s what I like.”

	“I will get this strawberry da-curry for you, and we will drink together.” I had no idea what it was.

	She grinned. “Deal.”

	She fluffed up the makeshift pillow I’d made with a piece of fabric and some hay and lay down on the straw. 

	I downed the rest of my drink and joined her. She cuddled in next to me, absentmindedly stroking her fingers across my chest. It felt good, and I let her explore me.

	Her hand traced lower over the ripples of my abs, and what had started out as innocent exploration changed. As she moved lower, my body reacted. My cock stiffened, straining against my loincloth. Her eyes flickered to it, and she bit her lower lip. I undid my loincloth, letting my cock free. If she wanted to explore, she should have access to all of me.

	I pushed her hands down to my cock, encouraging her to continue touching me.

	She wrapped her fingers around my length, and I grunted. I reached for her as well, slipping my hand under her top to fondle her breasts. She brushed over one of the ridges, and I couldn’t stop a snarl from escaping my throat.

	“Does it feel good here?” She brushed over the ridge again.

	“Everything you do feels good. But the ridges are… sensitive.”

	“I see.” 

	She shifted her body, curling down until her face hovered over my crotch. I felt her breath on me a moment before she licked along a swollen ridge. I tensed, not expecting her to taste me.

	She looked at the drop of precum that had gathered on the tip and hummed.

	Krux! That was so fucking hot.

	I threaded my fingers through her hair, grabbing a handful and urging her to do it again. Instead, she covered the tip with her mouth and sucked on it. I growled at how good it felt and moved her up and down my cock. 

	Her hands darted under her pants to touch herself, and the scent of her arousal filled the hayloft. 

	“You are wearing too much.” I grabbed the waistband of her pants and shoved them down her legs.

	She helped, stepping out of the tiny scrap of fabric that was left. Her skin pebbled in the cold air, but I wasn’t worried; we’d generate more than enough heat to keep her warm.

	She reached for me again, but I was impatient now. I tossed her, belly down, over a pile of hay instead, pulling her ass up in the air. 

	“Keep your ass up in the air, Beautiful,” I ordered. 

	She turned back to look at me over her shoulder. “Or else what?”

	I grabbed her ass, digging the tips of my claws gently into the soft flesh until she squeaked. 

	“Or else I’ll leave you here and won’t fuck you.”

	She gasped. “You’d never!”

	She was right; I’d never. But she arched her back and stuck her ass in the air anyway.

	I kneeled behind her, massaging the globes of her ass. Her pussy lips glistened with wetness, and I buried my face into it, thrusting my tongue into her sex the way I’d soon be doing with my cock. She moaned and pushed back against me. 

	“Yes,” she hissed. 

	I reached around the front to focus on the little nub with a fingertip. She moaned into the hay as she came, and her pussy twitched and quivered around my tongue. 

	Not giving her a chance to come back down, I positioned myself behind her and lined us up. 

	I watched, entranced, as the tiny slit stretched over my cock. When I pulled out, her pussy tried to hold on, the tiny stretch of skin gripping my length despite her wetness. I plunged in again, just barely getting the second section in, and clenched my jaw when she whimpered and shook.

	 

	 


Chapter 26: Heather

	I braced myself on the mound of hay, ready for Nov’k’s massive cock. If I didn’t already know I could take him, I’d say this was impossible. This position made him feel even bigger, but I wasn’t a quitter. I wanted all of him, even if he did stretch me to my limit. 

	He reared back again and thrust in, this time driving himself fully into me. My cry rang out into the barn despite my best effort to stay silent. I shook as I clawed at the hay. He pulled out almost immediately and pushed right back in. I squeezed my eyes shut at the intense sensation. 

	Behind me, Nov’k snarled softly as he stilled, trying to keep control. The last flared ridge was almost in, and I wanted it all. 

	“Please,” I begged as I pushed back on him.  

	Strong fingers twisted in my hair and pulled my head back as he began to rock in and out of me. The final ridge popped in, and my muscles clamped down around the slightly narrower portion at the base. 

	Nov’k held still, and all I could hear was the rumbling of his chest. The vibrations traveled through us and magnified every sensation. It felt like I could come just from this alone, but then he started moving.

	He pushed in hard, then pulled out slowly. Each of the hard ridges dragged against something inside that had me wanting to scream. Over and over, he did this, thrusting in hard, then pulling out torturously slow. 

	But his control could only last so long. Every thrust became more erratic until he was hammering into me.

	Something inside built, like an elastic pulling too taut. Every movement threatened to send me over the edge. I clung onto handfuls of hay, unable to do anything but feel. 

	Then the elastic snapped, and I was flung over the edge, every nerve in my body lighting up like fireflies. I screamed as I came. Nov’k snarled loudly behind me, his hips jerking uncontrollably as he toppled over the precipice as well. 

	We tumbled together, encircled in a private bubble of bliss. It felt like we were connected together, entwined forever into something bigger, better than either of us alone. 

	Nov’k collapsed next to me in the hay, enveloped me in his arms, and buried his face into my hair.

	We stayed there for I didn’t know how long, just lying in each other’s arms. The smell of hay would always remind me of this moment from now on.

	“I have tired you out again,” he murmured against my ear.

	Indeed, he had.

	“I guess that calls for another nap.” Naps were quickly becoming a daily habit for us, and I didn’t mind one bit.

	He reached over to turn off the lantern and was stopped short when, instead of just moving his arm, he pulled me along as well. 

	“Eee—” I cut the shrill scream off when I realized we weren’t in any danger.

	He tried to reach the lantern again, but his arms were stuck.

	I turned in his arms. He was frozen in place, with an unreadable look on his face. He almost looked…distressed? He was a slightly paler shade of purple than usual.

	“What’s wrong?”

	He didn’t reply. He still looked frozen in place.

	“Nov’k?” 

	His grip had been tightening, and it was getting hard to breathe. I tried to crawl my way out of his arms.

	“Nov’k? You’re scaring me.”

	He finally reacted, meeting my eyes and blinking several times.

	“Nothing. Nothing is wrong. Everything is right.”

	I wiggled in his arms, trying to give myself more room to breathe. “Well, if everything is right, can you stop squeezing me?”

	“No, I’m stuck. It’s the mate bond.”

	Now it was my turn to freeze. “The mate bo—” I shook my head. “But that means…that’s not possible. We still barely know each other.”

	I wasn’t necessarily against it, especially now that I’d spent more time with Nov’k, but things were moving so fast, and I didn’t know how to react. From what I understood, the mate bond was like getting married. What happened to dating first?

	“I already know you are perfect for me,” Nov’k said.

	I didn’t know what to say, but he did. 

	“I’ve been warned by other hunters. Humans don’t have mate bonds. You have an emotion called love instead, and it takes longer to develop. I will wait for your love. I do not mind, even if I have to wait my entire life.”

	I clutched at my chest at the tightness his words had put there. I doubted he’d need to wait very long with the way things were going. I was already falling for him fast. 

	“This changes nothing between us,” he assured me. “I was already operating as if you were my mate. This is only confirmation. Sleep. I’ll be able to release you in the morning.”

	 

	 


Chapter 27: Heather 

	Nov’k was not able to release me in the morning.

	A lot of things had changed since I left Sanctuary. I was a different person, even though it’d only been a week. I’d met so many new people and had seen a new way of life. A better way of life that fitted my views and beliefs. 

	A week was nothing when it came to relationships, but from the stories I’d heard, these hunters tended to move fast once a mate bond got established. I wondered how it felt to know a person was, without a doubt, perfect for me. It would take a lot of the guesswork out of relationships.

	I wished I knew Nov’k was the one the way he was so absolutely certain I was it for him. It seemed so easy. Maybe I was overthinking it, and it really was that simple. 

	All the mated women I’d talked to on the forums seemed so happy, and I wanted that too. 

	Nov’k squatted, his arms still around me, so I could check the final trap. This one was empty, but I packed it up anyway. We’d already gotten four of the little critters overnight, and that should be enough of a sampling for this area. They’d spotted more of them elsewhere, and I wanted a few from there as well to get a better look at the situation. 

	We got our new friends tucked safely away in the external storage compartment of the shuttle, the way the expert had recommended, just as the first flyers filled the skies. We headed back to the barn to relax in our little hayloft hideaway.

	“I’m not sure I can handle the congratulations back at the base yet,” I admitted. “Want to tell them we’re here for a little longer? We have the gloves, the mask, a decontaminator, and the medical unit. We can set up at the farmhouse, and I can check them out there instead of at the daycare across the street from the base.”

	“Good idea. It will save us the flight back here to release the healthy ones.”

	Indeed, the gophers had looked exceedingly healthy, except for one. But that didn’t mean anything if they found a way to carry the fungus unharmed. My job was to get a good physical look at the critters and determine their overall health. Then a tiny, teeny tissue sample could be placed under the medical device to detect traces of the foreign microorganism. We’d already installed the program onto it earlier.

	Then, if we found the fungus there, we were to send the animal, live, to Bailey’s lab. 

	Nov’k sent an update back to the base, and we settled down to take a midday nap. There was a perimeter around the orchard, and we’d know if any scourge wandered in. That was unlikely though, since we also sprayed around the area to hide my scent, a precaution we’d decided on since the Ferris wheel incident.

	We were woken up by a vibration from his belt.  

	“Proximity alert,” he explained as he checked the alarm. He frowned, and I was reminded of how scary he looked when he wanted to be. “They got through the perimeter.”

	“Bugs? We’re safe up here in the loft, right?”

	“Humans. Hostiles.” He showed me the feed taken by his shuttle. 

	There were three people, and they were already between the shuttle and the farmhouse. 

	“Shit.” Something about the way one of the men walked, holding his rifle casually over his shoulder, caught my attention. “Can you focus on that one?”

	Nov’k tapped on the man on the screen, and the image zoomed in on the group. They were all men. One of them was eating a pear, and the other one was scratching his ass. 

	“I know them. They are nomads who trade with Sanctuary. I think they’re the ones who stole Pip. There should be more of them though.”

	Nov’k zoomed the image out again and checked the other video feeds, but the three were all we saw. I knew two of them died when Pip crashed, but I didn’t know how many were in this group in total, since only a few ever came to Sanctuary at a time.

	We didn’t need to wonder why they were here because Ass Scratcher spoke, his hands still down the back of his pants. 

	“Come out, come out, wherever you are.” He horked and spat. “We know you’re here, you purple fucker.”

	They were hunting hunters. They’d boasted about that the last time they visited Sanctuary, as if they thought that would get them laid. The sad thing was, some women were impressed enough to put out.

	Every nomad group had their admirers, but I never understood the women who pined after this particular group. I always thought they came across as thugs.

	“We should check the farmhouse,” said the one with his weapon resting on his shoulder.

	“Nah, too obvious.” The man who’d been eating a pear wiped his sticky hands on his pants. “I bet you he’s in the barn. Like he should be, with the animals.”

	The one who spoke first guffawed. “Yeah. We should check there first.”

	They walked toward the barn, and for a moment, I thought they were going to walk right into the cloaked shuttle, but they missed it by a few feet. 

	“What are we going to do?” I whispered. “We are still—” That was when I realized that Nov’k had used his hands to pick up his communicator. “We’re not stuck anymore.”

	“I’ll lead them away,” Nov’k said. “Run to the shuttle. It will let you in.”

	“But they’re armed. And you’re not.” Unless you counted his claws. He didn’t have his axe, sword, or blaster.

	“I am the weapon.” He picked me up, leaped off the loft, and set me on my feet. “Wait until they are chasing me, then run to the shuttle.” 

	He stepped out the barn door. 

	“Ha! I was right. There’s the purple fucker now.”

	But instead of fighting, Nov’k ran. Not as fast as he could, but just ahead of the three thugs, zig-zagging to prevent himself from being shot.

	With the way to the shuttle cleared, I ran for it, hoping that I was running to the right spot. I still had difficulty finding it when it was cloaked, despite knowing exactly where it was. As I neared, the shuttle appeared in my vision, showing itself to me, and I beelined for the door.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It wasn’t Nov’k who stepped through the shuttle door but two other members of the nomad group. How the hell did they get the door open? 

	“Hey, the alien’s got a bitch in here.” The man gestured with a strange device in his hand. “We should waste the whore. She’s tainted goods now.” He took a step toward me.

	I scrambled to the back of the sleeping nook.

	“No, wait,” the other man said. “I think I recognize her. She’s from Sanctuary. This must be the same alien that broke out the other one. They say he stole the woman they had bringing him his food.”

	“Oh yeah, I remember. The broad in the kitchen—what’s her name?”

	“Pauline.”

	“Yeah, her. She was really upset because she gave the girl extra food to sneak down to him, and she thinks it's her fault she was down there so late.”

	Oh, Pauline. It wasn’t her fault at all. 

	“Hey, are you from Sanctuary?” asked the second man, adjusting his cap.

	I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Yes.”

	“See, she’s terrified,” said Cap-Man. “She’s not one of those sluts who wants to be here. I say we bring her back. It will be one more thing to get back into Clark’s good graces. We need that ammo.”

	The other man spoke into his walkie-talkie. “Keep the purple freak alive.”

	“Why?” asked a crackly voice from the walkie-talkie. “Is it another one of those spooky smart shuttles?”

	“Nah. It’s the same monster who attacked Sanctuary. He’s got their woman in his shuttle. Clark is going to want to get his hands on him.”

	“We’ll try to keep him alive. If we can even find him. This guy’s a fucking ninja. He ran behind a bale of hay, and now he’s fucking gone.”

	Cap-Man laughed. “I can’t believe he ran. That was your job. You’re supposed to lead him away while we broke in. If you really can’t find him, just come back. Getting him would be nice, but we came for the shuttle, and we have it.”

	“What the fu—”

	There was a bunch of swearing and gunfire; then they cut off.

	“Ethan? Ethan!” Cap-man grabbed the walkie-talkie from his friend. “What the fuck just happened?”

	Moments later, the door opened. Both men pointed their guns at the newcomers.

	“Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot. It’s us.” It was Pear Guy and Ass Scratcher.

	“Where the fuck’s Ethan?”

	“Dead. We emptied our rounds into the monster, and he’s still moving. I don’t know how. The guy’s a tank, and I’m out of ammo. We’re not bringing his ass back to Clark. Unless you want to wrestle him yourself. We gotta go. Now!” He glanced over at the device in the other man’s hand. “Did you change it to lock him out yet?”

	“Shit.” The man held the device to the door and started fiddling with it. 

	Nov’k was hurt. But still alive. The guy looked terrified he’d barge in at any moment, so he must not be in too bad a shape, I hoped. I had to buy him time to get back here. I eyed the control panel inside the sleeping nook and made a decision. I slammed my hand on it, ordering it to put up the energy screen.

	“What the fuck? What did you do?”

	“It wasn’t me.” 

	“That’s where the girl is. Hey, you still in there? Can you hear me?”

	Unable to see their faces, I couldn’t tell who had said what, but I didn’t plan on replying. I spoke softly to the shuttle instead.

	“Shuttle, can you hear me?”

	“I receive your audio signals loud and clear.”

	“Can they hear us in here?”

	“Negative. My privacy screen provides privacy.”

	If my situation wasn’t so dire, I would’ve chuckled. Pip had not been kidding when it said that Nov’k’s shuttle wasn’t particularly bright.

	“Open your exterior door and keep it open,” I ordered, hoping it would obey me and that my orders would override whatever that device was doing. “Then turn yourself off and ignore all other orders unless it is from Nov’k.”

	There was a round of swearing from outside the energy barrier. The ship must have listened to me. Then the sleeping nook barrier disappeared as the ship shut down. Oops. I didn’t think of that.

	“Fuck this. I’m leaving. We already have a shuttle. Why do we need two?” asked Pear Guy.

	“Yeah. It was Ethan’s idea anyway, and he’s dead,” said the guy with the device. “I can get the ship working again, but it’ll take time. And what if the monster comes back?”

	“I say we leave and take the bitch with us,” Ass Scratcher said. “You know how Clark is. He’s got a soft spot for his people. Maybe that’ll be enough to get him to trade with us again.”

	“Yeah. Let’s do it.” 

	Ass Scratcher reached for me and dragged me out of the sleeping nook. 

	 


Chapter 28: Nov’k

	“It’s too late, dumb ass. They already have your shuttle and your little whore, too.” They were the last words the male uttered before I tore into him.

	I’d gone after the male who’d stood his ground, while the other two ran away. This had been a trap to steal my ship.

	I gritted my teeth and ignored the pain and blood loss that was starting to make my world swim as I rushed back to my shuttle. These weapons were stronger than the ones I’d faced before, but while they slowed me down, especially the one that had blasted off a chunk of my thigh, they couldn’t stop me.

	I had to get back to Heather now. This was my fault. I’d told her to run to my ship. She would have been safer up in the hayloft.

	As I rounded the farmhouse, I saw four, not two, males fleeing from my shuttle. One of them dragged Heather behind him by the arm. They moved faster than she could, and when she tripped and stumbled, he kicked her. She hissed from the pain and curled into a ball as the male screamed at her to get back up.

	Red filled my vision, and I roared.

	The four males turned simultaneously, searching for danger. Their eyes landed on me, and I saw the panic in them. They were out of bullets, and without them, their weapons were useless. They were no match for a Xarc’n warrior.

	I charged at them, and they fled, running toward the orchard. The others could get away; I only had one target: the one who’d hurt my mate. 

	The male pulled a knife from his boot, the very boot that had injured my Heather, and brandished it in front of him like that was going to save him. I ran him down and grabbed him by the shoulder as he swiped at me. I barely felt the sting as I Iifted him off his feet. 

	I smashed my head against his. My skull was made to withstand the impact of my horns colliding with a solid mass. I didn’t feel it, but he did. I tossed his limp form aside and looked to the orchard, expecting one of the others to attack, but they were gone. There was nothing there but pear trees.

	I rushed to Heather’s side. She gasped when she tried to get up and pressed her hands to her side. I helped her up, scanning her for other injuries.  

	“It hurts to breathe. I think that bastard broke my ribs.”

	“I shouldn’t have killed him so quickly. I should have broken all of his ribs first.”

	“That’s”—she inhaled sharply through her teeth—“violently sweet.” Then her eyes landed on my stomach, and she blanched.

	I looked down. The knife the male had been holding was sticking out of my stomach. 

	Krux. He’d gotten me good. 

	I knew better than to pull it out without a medical device on hand. I’d made that mistake once as a young hunter and nearly bled out before I got to my shuttle.

	“We go,” I said, holding out my hand to help her. 

	My shuttle was where I’d landed it, but it was no longer cloaked, and the door was wide open. It was also completely off, something I’d not seen since the last time it was serviced up on the mothership. I usually kept it running on standby. Did the two humans who’d appeared while I was leading away the others do this?

	I almost made it to the shuttle before the adrenaline that had kept me from noticing the multiple bullet wounds and the knife embedded in my stomach faded. I stumbled the rest of the way, releasing Heather’s hand so I wouldn’t take her down with me if I collapsed. 

	I grunted and slapped my palm onto the navigation console, initiating the start-up sequence, then slid down to the shuttle floor, grumbling at the pain in my leg, side, and stomach. I ordered my shuttle to close the door and head home to the base.

	Heather stepped out from the facilities holding my medical device. She’d learned how to use it as part of her preparation for this mission. 

	Holding her ribs, she lowered herself to the shuttle floor next to me. 

	“You first,” she said. “Hold still.”

	But I was already pulling the knife out, and she made a horrified sound. 

	“Nov’k!” she scolded as she got the device on the wound.

	“Admit it, Beautiful. You are worried about me because you love me.”

	She rolled her eyes as the device started working, decontaminating the area before sealing the wound. I took the device from her and held it in place so she didn’t need to lean over me. She was still struggling to breathe.

	“Impact imminent. Performing evasive maneuver,” my shuttle announced before swerving hard to the side.

	Heather slid across the floor, smashing into the far wall. She cried out at the impact, her hand pressed to her ribs.

	I forced myself up from the floor and into the pilot’s seat despite the fact that the wound still wasn’t sealed. The shuttle swam around me as I righted it. Someone was shooting at me from another Xarc’n vessel, but I couldn’t see it on my screen.

	The humans. That was why I couldn’t see them before. They’d disappeared into a cloaked shuttle, and I was looking for an Earth-made vehicle. I should’ve known. 

	“Shuttle. Call Home.”

	Maybe it was the stress of what had happened, but Heather started laughing, then hissing from the pain of her own laughter. “E.T., phone home.”

	I didn’t get to ask her what she meant because a second fired shot hit us. The entire side of the wall was bathed in blinding white light, and the shuttle shook and tilted. Heather was thrown across the shuttle again. 

	She screamed and threw her arms up to protect her head.

	“Heather!” I roared.

	She didn’t reply. I turned to see her unconscious against the wall. 

	“Nov’k. How’s the mission?” Mo’s face appeared in the corner of my screen.

	“I have hostiles on my tail in a hunter’s shuttle. Get your fighters to the trucks.”

	“Shit!” Mo disappeared from the screen as he shouted orders. 

	I turned to check on Heather, but she lay limp against the shuttle wall. The pear orchard was close to the base, and we’d be there soon. I worried she’d hit her head. Humans didn’t have thick skulls and heavy horns to protect them.

	“We see you,” Mo said as I approached the base. “But where’s your tail?”

	“It’s cloaked and not on our radar.”

	The man grumbled to himself before talking off-screen to someone. My shuttle gave another warning, and I took over, overriding the auto-evade function, and trying my best not to jostle Heather around too much. A beam of energy passed right next to the shuttle, so close that the ship rattled.

	“Krux! That was close.”

	“Nov’k.” It was Sam.

	“Yes?”

	“Fly in closer. The PIP shuttle is communicating with it, and we can guess its location.”

	I brought my shuttle down. I saw the trucks as we approached the base. Each vehicle was decked out in armor and had Xarc’n ship blasters mounted on top. I’d never get used to seeing our weapons on Earth vehicles. A burst of light exploded out of one of them and flew past us, but to my disappointment, it didn’t hit anything. 

	Another shot went by us and missed again. But the third one grazed the other shuttle. There was a flash, and the light showed the outline of the side of a ship. 

	“They’re veering off,” a voice said through the line. That must be Lenny. He wasn’t just good at making our shuttles do new things; he was also what the humans called a crack shot.

	“We need another medical device,” I said as the shuttle suddenly blurred.

	I looked down and realized the medical device was no longer on the knife wound, and I was losing blood fast. My shuttle took over for the landing as I closed my eyes. 

	 

	 


Chapter 29: Heather 

	My whole body hurt, and I had a pounding headache. My tongue felt like sandpaper, and I’d never been so thirsty before in my life. I opened my eyes a crack, but the light made my head hurt even more, and I squeezed them shut again.

	What the hell happened?

	I wasn’t in Sanctuary anymore. This place smelled different, but there were sounds of people milling around and going about their day. I forced my eyes open despite the blinding light and saw a bunch of metal beams in concrete slabs in the middle of an open floor. That didn’t look familiar either, but the chalk drawing on the ground did.

	I was back at the base, inside the supermarket. I pushed myself up to sit and hissed at the pain in my side. Right, my ribs. They couldn’t be too bad though if I hadn’t noticed them until now. Ignoring that and the pounding in my head, I looked around for a cup of water.

	I was lying on a cot lining the wall and there was a chair next to me, serving as a makeshift bedside table. I grabbed the glass with the cream-colored, translucent liquid, sniffed it, and recognized it as the Xarc’n vitamin drink. I chugged down the whole glass. 

	Where was Nov’k? 

	The last image I had of him was him climbing in the pilot seat, the medical device forgotten on the floor. He bled heavily from the knife wound on his stomach as well as from injuries on his leg and shoulder. There’d been so much blood.

	I looked around the room again but didn’t see him. What if he didn’t make it? These hunters were built like tanks, but even tanks had their limits. He’d bled an awful lot.

	He couldn’t be gone. Not right after I’d just found him.

	“Hey, you’re up. How are you feeling?” Sam walked out from behind Kan’n’s shuttle, which now actually looked like a full shuttle rather than pieces of one.

	How long was I out?

	“My head’s pounding,” I admitted.

	“Did you want more of the vitamin water? It’s supposed to help. Electrolytes and all that jazz. There are two flavors: cream color and pinkish.”

	“Is there a difference?” I asked. 

	“Nope, tastes the same to me.”

	“Pink then, I guess.”

	She grabbed my glass and disappeared back into the shuttle, and I looked around again, searching for Nov’k. A flash of purple behind the piles of metal and concrete, which I assumed would become the battlefield structures, had me excited until I realized it was the wrong shade of purple. It was Lok’n with little Mina in his arms.

	Sam returned with a glass filled with a light pink cloudy liquid. “Here you go.”

	“Thanks.” I took it and drank half of it in one gulp.

	“You’ll be hungry and thirsty until you’re healed. It’s from the accelerated healing. It’s normal.” She picked up the medical unit from the chair. “Lie down facing that way.” 

	I did, and she placed the device on me. It felt warm, almost uncomfortably so.

	“Where’s—”

	“We got the gophers set up in the daycare across the street. We didn’t know what they ate, so we grabbed them a bunch of grass and plants from the field, but they like our carrots and potatoes the most.”

	Oops. I hadn’t even thought about them yet. I was glad they weren’t stuck inside the shuttle, and I hoped the ship being thrown side to side hadn’t hurt them. 

	“Thanks. But I was thinking about Nov’k. Where is he? Is he okay?”

	“Oh, him.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I’ll grab Mary.” Then she ran off before I could ask anything else. 

	What the fuck? She was acting really strange. Now I was really worried. What if Nov’k was really hurt or gone? He wasn’t what I’d expected as my happily ever after. We didn’t have a white picket fence and two-point-five kids, but I was happier than I’d been in years.

	I’d thought that all I ever wanted was a “normal” life. But I was wrong. I wanted Nov’k.

	I wanted the brave and noble hunter who’d run to my rescue at the first sign of danger. I wanted the warrior who’d carried me up a broken Ferris wheel to eat dinner and enjoy a sunset. I didn’t even mind that he was a bit bossy, especially now that I knew it was because he cared about me. 

	I looked out onto the floor, but all the building materials blocked my view. Mary appeared from behind a solid wood panel and hurried over.

	“How are you feeling?” she asked. 

	“Where’s Nov’k?” I wasn’t patient enough for niceties. Not now.

	Mary didn’t hear me. “I’d tell you to sit down before I tell you the news, but you’re already lying down, so I might as well just come out and say it. You’re pregnant.”

	Wait, what? 

	Mary put up a hand. “Don’t freak out. Everything is going to be fine.” 

	“No, that’s not…How do you know?”

	She grabbed the medical device resting on my ribs and turned the tiny screen to face me. “I know you can’t read it, but that blue character means that you’re pregnant. I know you’re in shock right now, and I totally get it. But I promise you, everything’s gonna be all right. You have a whole village here to support you.”

	Holy crap, I was having a baby! But where was Nov’k? Surely, he’d be here if he could. It was what he’d wanted.

	“But what about Nov’k?”

	“I will be here too.” 

	I looked up at Nov’k’s now familiar face as he walked toward us, and relief filled me. I’d never been so happy to hear his voice.

	“Oh, he’s back already from the mothership,” Mary said. “Here, I’ll let you two talk.” 

	“Just holler if you need food or more drinks,” Sam said, pulling over a makeshift room divider made out of metal panels to give us some privacy.

	“Hello, Beautiful. How do you feel?” Nov’k came to kneel next to my cot. “I have brought food.” Nov’k held up something wrapped in a piece of waxed fabric.

	The knife wound on his belly was a red angry mark, but it was closed, as were the bullet wounds. He looked thinner, though, and worry marred his brows and made his horns look heavy.

	“I’m better now that you’re here. I woke up and didn’t see you, so I got worried.”

	“It is because you love me.” It wasn’t a question. He stated it like he knew it was true, but there was a teeny tiny shred of doubt poking through his cocky exterior. 

	I was about to deny it but realized that would be a lie. I did love him. And I was ready to throw myself at this relationship and make it work.

	“Yes. Because I love you.”

	He grinned, and his chest erupted in a happy-sounding rumble. “I knew it. I was on the mothership to find out why the fertility block failed,” he said.

	Oh. I also didn’t miss the fact that he didn’t say I love you back. “Are you upset?”

	“Why would I be?”

	“Because I’m pregnant, but you had a fertility block on. Do you not want this baby?”

	He snarled. “Who told you that? Of course, I want this offspring. And I want you. I love you too. That is what a mate bond means.”

	“Oh.” I couldn’t stop the tears that welled up in my eyes, but he wasn’t done.

	“You are the happiness in my life and everything I’d ever asked the universe for.” He rubbed at his horns. “I thought you’d be upset. The other humans called it an ‘accident.’ Our offspring is not an accident.”

	Oh boy. I explained that they only meant that it was unplanned, but our baby wouldn’t be loved any less by the people here. Mary had already made that very clear. 

	“I went up to the mothership to get checked out. The fertility block had a slight chance of failure. Since we never found another species we could procreate with, we never tested the theory. All hunters are created with the block in place.” He cupped my cheek. “We were just…”

	“Lucky,” I finished for him. “We were just lucky.”

	That was the right thing to say, because he bent to nuzzle my face with his. 

	There was a loud banging, then Sam’s angry voice yelled, “Let me back in there, you big oaf! I’m not done!”

	“Kan’n went with me up to the mothership to have his fertility block restored,” Nov’k explained. “He removed the block before he came down to Earth. He believes it will prevent him from being distracted by Earth females. I told him it would not work, but he didn’t listen.”

	“I see.” So the grumpy hunter felt distracted by Sam. Maybe Pip was right, and they were meant to be mates. Now if only they’d stop hating each other.

	These hunters were difficult at first, but once you got used to them and knew how they worked, they were totally worth it. I nuzzled Nov’k back just as my stomach started to complain about how empty it was. 

	“You are hungry. Let me feed you.”

	He unwrapped the package and produced a pair of pastries, complete with flaky crusts. They looked amazing, and I couldn’t wait to dig in. 

	I took a bite and hummed. It was amazing. “I have no idea where they got butter to make the flaky pastry, but I’m not complaining.” 

	“These are from Siobhan and Zec’k.”

	“Who?” 

	“Zec’k delivers supplies to the hunter groups across the continent. Siobhan is his mate. He likes to eat her pie.”

	I pressed my lips together and decided to let the double entendre go.

	“They are visiting until you can take a look at the gophers, in case you want to send any to the scientist. I told them you are still healing. Eating will help you heal faster.”

	“Eat with me.” I shoved the other pastry at him.

	“This butt-her is congealed milk fat and solids?” He made a face and eyed the pastries suspiciously.

	I laughed, forgetting my ribs were still healing, and grabbed my sides.

	“If you word it that way, it doesn’t sound so good. But I swear it’s yummy.” I held one of the pastries up to his mouth, and he dutifully took a bite.

	“It does not taste as it sounds,” he said, taking the pastry from me. “And there is no need for a spoon.”

	I took another bite of mine. It was ridiculously good. Siobhan needed to come by more often with her pies. 

	“You know,” I said between bites. “This is better than a suburban home with a white picket fence. Here, I have you and all the support we need. And I guess we just started on the first of our two and a half kids.”

	Nov’k made a face. “How do you have half a kid?”

	That had me cracking up and grabbing my sides again.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 30: Nov’k

	Heather hugged Siobhan one last time before Zec’k and his mate got into their shuttle to head over to the production island, single infected gopher in tow. 

	It was the only animal to test positive for the fungus and was starting to show some of the signs, which was a good thing because it meant that it was unlikely to be a carrier. Though just to be safe, we’d sent him to the biologist anyway.

	Since all the critters were kept together and had lived in the same orchard, we were treating them all. Dosing them with the right amount of the antifungal medicine was easy enough. Heather diluted the formula and spread it onto pieces of the orange root the humans called carrots, and the critters gobbled them up.

	We had to do that with as many of the creatures at the orchard as possible. She also planned on shining a UV-C light into their burrows to kill any spores that might be lingering. 

	And if any still tested positive, a dusting of the fungus-busting bacteria around their burrow opening might help, though the human scientist at our lab said that was the last resort. She didn’t want to overuse the bacteria in case the fungus found a way to fight it, especially since the nest in our area was least affected by the bacteria when they released it the first time.

	The project should keep Heather and I busy all winter. We planned on spending the mornings fighting the scourge, or rather, I would. Then we’d return to the base until dinner. After dinner, we’d set out again, heading to the places where they’d seen gopher mounds. The little critters were most active and easiest to monitor during dusk.

	I didn’t mind. It gave Heather the purpose that was so important to her, and that was enough for me.

	“Well, I’m glad that’s done,” Mo said as we walked back into the base. “Now, onto the business of those…nomads. They’re still out there with a shuttle. Pip lost contact with it the moment it was out of range.”

	“I should not have let them go.” 

	“No, you did good, Nov’k. You got yourself and Heather out safely, and that’s all that matters,” Kat said.

	“They wanted to bring Nov’k and me to Sanctuary to get back on Clark’s good list,” Heather said. “I guess Clark stopped working with them after what happened. I’m pretty sure the only reason he agreed to keep Kan’n locked up was because we owed them for a bunch of medicine. Without trade with Sanctuary, they won’t have ammo until they find someone else to trade with. They sounded pretty desperate.”

	“We’ve been dealing with this group for years,” Lok’n said. “They rely heavily on their weapons. If they are out of ammunition, we should be safe for now.”

	“But they have lost four to us in the past few weeks, two to Pip’s crash, and two to Nov’k,” Mo said. “Won’t they want to retaliate? And they still have the shuttle with the blasters in it.”

	“I don’t think they know the walls of the shuttle are storage,” Heather said. “They came to Sanctuary and showed off the shuttle and a blaster. If they had the other weapons, they would’ve bragged about them too. They only mentioned the weapons they stole off the hunters.” 

	“I don’t think they know either,” Sam said. “None of Pip’s weapons were missing.”

	“Then it’s safe to say we probably won’t need to worry about them for the next little while.” Mo clapped his hands once. “A good thing too. We need to get those battle stations built.”

	“All forage teams and hunters should still take extra precautions,” Lok’n said. “Just in case.”

	To that, everyone agreed, and they all headed back to their work. Heather and I didn’t start until tomorrow, so we had the rest of the day off. And I knew exactly what I wanted to do with it, especially since, according to the medical device, Heather was all healed.

	I bent to sweep my mate into my arms and started toward my shuttle. 

	“Hey!” she squeaked. “Next time, give me some warning.”

	“Okay, I will give you some warning now,” I said as several humans scrambled to get out of my way. “I am taking you to my shuttle to fuck you until you scream my name.”

	Heather gasped and covered my mouth. “Shh! Not so loud.” She looked around, but we were already out in the parking lot.

	“The humans already know we are fucking. It doesn’t matter,” I continued. “But before I fuck you, I wish to taste you.” 

	Her face went red, and a flush of lust filled the air. “You’re so bad.” She buried her face in my chest. 

	I grinned. “And you love it.”

	“Yes, yes, I do.”

	 


Epilogue: Heather

	“Noah! You better come down from that tree, or else you won’t get a second serving of meat!”

	I’d tried withholding dessert, but it didn’t work with this little tyke. I wouldn’t actually deny him extra protein; I’d just pretend to. He was a growing boy and looked like he was going to be just as big as his father one day. That was if he didn’t fall from that tree and crack his skull first.

	He started climbing everything a few months ago and had graduated from climbing the chairs and tables inside the base to climbing trees as of today. The retractable claws helped him get to places most human toddlers couldn’t. He wasn’t even two yet, and it felt like I was going to have a heart attack every day.

	The worst thing was that Mina was up there with him, which meant Mary was next to me, fretting just as badly. Noah was a horrible influence.

	We knew they were more robust than regular children, but that didn’t make them invincible. At least we’d gotten him to stop head-butting everyone. That would quickly get dangerous for the rest of us now that his horns were starting to grow in.

	“I’ll take care of this,” Louisa said, elbowing us both aside. 

	She’d helped raise multiple Xarc’n-human mixed children and was an old hand at dealing with them. I was glad she was here to help out.

	“Who wants to cut up a scuttler?” she asked.

	Mary and I exchanged disgusted looks, but the children’s faces lit up. 

	“Me!”

	“Me too!”

	That had them down the tree in an instant.

	“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked.

	“Harb’k is going to teach them how to be safe around the scourge and their fungus. The earlier they learn, the better. He says they learn about scourge anatomy very young up on the motherships. I’ll watch them closely.”

	“But he’s not even two.”

	“They grow up fast.” Then she was off, with both toddlers running around her.

	“Well, at least it got them down from that tree,” Mary said. 

	“I’m not sure how I feel about them cutting up a scuttler.”

	“They’ll be fine,” Nov’k said from behind me.

	“Eek!” I jumped and whipped around. “Jesus! You scared me. How are you this silent?”

	“Thank you. I have trained well.” It was just like Nov’k to take that as a compliment. “Louisa has taken Noah, and now I will take you.”

	I braced myself as he picked me up. He did it so often that I didn’t need a warning anymore. I waved to Mary as she went off to find her mate.

	“Where are we going?” Because it seemed like he’d purposefully sent Louisa to watch Noah.

	“I found a bigger Ferris wheel to have dinner on.”

	“Ooh! That sounds fun.” We’d been having dinner dates up on every Ferris wheel he found, though we had to look farther now.

	“Then after, I was thinking we should start working on offspring number two.”

	I looked up at him, shocked. “You weren’t out hunting the scourge. You were up at the mothership!”

	He grinned. “Surprise!”

	I should have known. We’d talked about kid number two a few days ago. I just didn’t expect him to be so quick on the draw.

	“I’m in!”

	He frowned. “You mean, I’m in.”

	But as we approached his shuttle, I gasped. There was a white picket fence around his shuttle’s parking spot!

	“Do you like it?” he asked. “I put it up myself.”

	I covered my mouth, feeling like I was going to cry from how happy I was. This was better than any normal life anyone else could ever give me. “It’s perfect.”

	“Good. Because I still don’t know how we are going to have half a kid.”

	I pulled him down by the horns and kissed him. “Two is perfect. I love you, Nov’k.”

	“I know,” he said smugly. “I love you too.” 

	THE END 
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