
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: A black background with text  Description automatically generated]


Craved by the Hunter–Xarc’n Warriors

Book 11

A Post Apocalyptic Alien Romance

By Lynnea Lee

Copyright © 2024 Lynnea Lee

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or used in whole or in part, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher.

This is a work of fiction, and the characters and incidents found within are products of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to persons, living or deceased, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


Chapter 1: Sam

I slammed my fists on the shuttle’s metal door. “Let me out, Pip! This isn’t funny!” I yelled, my voice echoing loudly in the confined space.

Of all the challenges I’d anticipated running into while fixing a sentient alien shuttle, being locked inside because Pip didn’t want me to disconnect his power source hadn’t been one of them. When yelling didn’t work, I tried bargaining.

“Come on, Pip. Be logical. You want me to finish up, don’t you? There’s a big world out there to explore. Don’t you want to get out there instead of languishing in my shop forever? If we get this done, you can fly all you want.”

Pip didn’t reply. In addition to locking me in, he was also giving me the silent treatment. Yup, the silent treatment. He’d learned about it on the internet. The frustrating shuttle apparently believed that I was his Xarc’n warrior Kan’n’s future mate, and therefore in a relationship with him by proxy, and he’d decided that it was the appropriate thing to do.

Amazing! Not.

The trouble started when Pip found out I needed to disconnect his power source in order to finish his repairs and get him sky worthy. As it stood, I had done everything I could safely do without electrocuting myself.

I dug my phone out of my pocket, thinking if I couldn’t open the door from in here, maybe someone could help me from the outside. But when I tried to send a message, all I got was an error, followed by a pop-up from Pip which was simply an emoji sticking its tongue out at me.

Great, he was in my phone now too? How the fuck did that happen?

“Argh!” Frustration had me seeing red as I pounded on the door again.

Of all the shuttles in all the galaxies I had the misfortune to work on, it had to be the one with the emotional intelligence of an eight-year-old.

Suddenly, the door slid open, and I found myself pounding on a massive, very naked, purple chest. I snatched my hand away, but it still burned at the touch. Kan’n’s powerful frame towered over me, and from the scowl on his face he wasn’t one bit pleased.

Kan’n was the grumpy owner of the shuttle. He didn’t want me working on his ship in the first place but had no choice, since the hunters here considered me one half of their Tech Wizard team. Kan’n’s way of reconciling this was to make it his job to get in my way and slow down my progress as much as possible.

“What are you doing, female?” The low growl of his voice didn’t hide his displeasure at seeing me.

Well, at least I’d been upgraded from “human” to “female”. That was a good thing. Right?

The surly Xarc’n warrior clearly didn’t trust humans, and I couldn’t really blame him, not after a group of nomads had captured him and his shuttle, then sent him to the settlement at Albuquerque. They’d locked him up in the basement there as a prisoner and starved him for months.

But that had nothing to do with me! I was just trying to help fix his shuttle. Yet by the look on his face, you’d think I’d been the one who’d single-handedly imprisoned him.

He loomed over me, his large ram-like horns blocking out the light and his massively muscled body obstructing my only exit. He was using his size to intimidate me, and it almost worked, until I reminded myself that we were in my shop, on my base, surrounded by my people. If he thought he could frighten me with a bit of posturing, he was in for a surprise.

I stood a little taller. “I was trying to get out of your shuttle so I could remove the power source and continue my work, but it wouldn’t let me out.”

“Do it another time,” he grumped. “I need my shuttle. Out.”

“Fine. Whatever.” I stood with my hands on my hips and waited for him to move so I could leave.

I needed a coffee break anyway. That was one thing I was supremely grateful for. We, or rather, Franklin, our main base—this camp was only an offshoot—had a trade deal set up with a survivor group in South America for a portion of their beans from this year’s coffee harvest. A good thing too, since we were on the last of the instant stuff, and most of it was long expired anyway.

Kan’n didn’t budge.

“Excuse me. If you want me to leave, you have to let me out.”

He pointed at the tiny gap he’d left between him and the edge of the door.

“Are you fucking kidding me?!”

“You are not a kid. You are fully grown.” The asshole still didn’t budge. He just stood there in nothing but his leather loincloth, which was a common state of dress, or undress, for Xarc’n hunters.

I gritted my teeth, made myself a flat as possible and squeezed through the tiny space, trying my damnedest not to touch him. I failed. Facing away from him, I ended up rubbing my ass all over the front of his thighs, pulling at the bottom edge of his garment.

Please don’t purr. Please don’t purr.

The last thing I needed was for Pip to be right and to find out that I was this grumpy warrior’s mate. Purring chest rumbles didn’t automatically mean I was his mate, of course. It just meant that we were compatible. But I couldn’t imagine even being compatible with someone so rude and ungrateful. I pitied the woman who ended up as his mate.

He didn’t purr.

Thank fuck.

Once freed from the shuttle, which sat in three pieces in the corner of the large, abandoned grocery store I’d turned into my shop, I made a beeline for the door. Our group lived in a strip mall that once boasted a large supermarket, several fast-food places, a pharmacy, a hardware store, and doctor’s offices on the second floor.

I stepped into the crisp winter air and took a deep breath, letting the cold fill my lungs. The parking lot of our shopping plaza home was blanketed in a sheer layer of white, and the sun glinted off the snow, making it sparkle. I tilted my face to the sky as snowflakes landed on my cheeks and eyelashes like tiny, frozen kisses.

There was a sense of peace. Of calm. And for a moment, lost in the magic of the first snowfall of the season, I almost forgot about the deadly space bugs that roamed our planet. I almost forgot about the alien spacecraft waiting for me to fix it, and most importantly, I almost forgot about the annoying and ungrateful purple warrior who owned the ship.

Despite it being late morning, I didn’t see any flyers in the air. Strange, since it was a relatively sunny day with just a light dusting of snow from a random passing cloud. Flyers usually loved days like these, even in winter, when they were the least active.

Fine by me. I hated those nasty critters. They were like giant flying scorpions, except instead of pincers they had a giant spike at the end of their tails. And when there was one, there were always more; they never traveled alone, only in twos or threes. Worse, they could call in swarms of scuttlers and spitters with a single cry.

Today, though, the sky was devoid of them.

I ducked back under the awning and hurried next door to what once used to be a pharmacy. It was now a large multi-purpose meeting-room-slash-cafeteria area they called the Hub.

The heady aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled my nostrils the moment I opened the door. That was the reason I was here. Sweet, sweet caffeine. The world still ran on it, even though it had ended. Talk about a lifelong addiction.

“Hey, Sam!” Heather waved to me from the long row of tables where the buffet-style breakfast was laid out.

“Hey, Heather. Any news on the gophers?” I scanned the buffet hopefully.

Most of the good stuff was gone since it was already late morning. I’d spent most of the morning working on Pip. Oh, well. My bad for waiting. I grabbed a slightly hardened breakfast burrito that had seen better days. We were fortunate to have eggs, thanks to the chickens we’d brought over from Franklin, although they’d slowed down their laying for the winter.

“Yeah.” Heather sipped on her coffee. “I got the go-ahead to release the ones we brought to the lab back into their burrows. And the rest of the colony responded well to treatment, so that’s good.”

That had been a recent scare. Some idiots had claimed that eating the gophers had infected them with the scourge’s fungus. Left untreated the fungus turned any living thing into a zombie, ready to be eaten by the scourge. Some victims turned into lumbering, dumb zombies. Others turned into rampaging, angry ones. Either way, once the sores started showing up and oozing everywhere, the smell drawing in the scourge, it was too late.

When the Xarc’n warriors caught wind of this rumor, they’d taken it seriously and gotten worried that the gophers had developed some sort of immunity and were now a host. Luckily, that hadn’t been the case. They were just infected.

“That’s fantastic,” I said, grabbing a big mug and pouring myself some java. “Space bugs are bad enough. We don’t need rabid, flesh-eating gophers too.”

Yikes. I shuddered at the thought. Many of Earth’s creatures were now extinct, or severely endangered. It would suck if one of the animals that actually did do well in the bug apocalypse ended up switching sides. Personally, I was ready for the bugpocalypse to end, like, yesterday.

I understood why the Xarc’n experts had reacted out of the proverbial abundance of caution. The last big mutation on Earth had been the centicreeps, and that was years ago. We were long overdue for another one.

“Amen to that! Rabid, flesh-eating gophers would definitely suck. How’s Pip coming along?”

I huffed out a breath, then looked around cautiously to make sure Kan’n hadn’t followed me. Not seeing him, I said, “Honestly, I don’t know how I got myself into this. I’ve fixed little things on the shuttles here and there for the hunters back in Franklin. But this is different.”

“Didn’t they translate a bunch of manuals for you to look over? I thought they said the shuttles are super easy to fix since hunters are engineered to fight, not to understand and fix machinery.”

“They are. The normal ones, anyway. I have no problem repairing them. Pip’s…different.” I stirred in the long-expired, dairy-free powdered creamer substitute. It didn’t dissolve readily. But hey, lumpy coffee was better than no coffee at all.

“How so?”

Everyone at the base knew that PIP was what the Xarc’n military had called a “personality and intelligence prototype.” They had been working on the project at the same time as they played with scourge genetics. They’d tested it in several dozen spacecraft, but had eventually scrapped the project.

They had just started deleting the programming from the machines when they lost control of the scourge. Every PIP shuttle now in the galaxy was a copy of one of the few lucky ones that had survived the cull. Unfortunately, since every copy retained the memories of the original, they all remembered being terrified of getting deleted.

All of them including our Pip.

“Working on Pip is kind of like repairing a shuttle, being a therapist, and babysitting a third grader at the same time. I’m only good at one of those. The final part of the repair entails disconnecting the power source. The moment I try to do that, Pip freaks out. He thinks he’ll never wake up again.”

“Aww, poor thing. That’s actually kind of adorable.” Heather clutched her hand to her heart. “But hasn’t he been worked on before?”

“Yeah, the last time he was on the mothership. But that was before his secret was out and everyone thought he was a shuttle with normal AI, not a special PIP model. He allowed them to work on him because he had to, but he was terrified then too. Just now he tried to lock me inside the cockpit so I couldn’t get out to disconnect his power source.” I sipped on my coffee, which was unfortunately already lukewarm; no wonder the creamer wouldn’t dissolve.

“He did?”

“Yeah. Kan’n opened the door from the outside and let me out. But he was a total jerk about it. Trust me, I want to be done with this and out of his hair.”

“Kan’n is still being an ass, then?”

“Yup. Total butthole.”

Heather guffawed. “They didn’t nickname him Loose Cannon for nothing.”

She and Nov’k had been the ones who rescued Kan’n from the Albuquerque settlement where some assholes had been holding him hostage to blackmail Pip to do what they wanted. Kan’n was nice to her since she’d helped free him as a result, but he only interacted with me because he had to, and as for the rest of the humans at the camp, he kept well away from them.

“I thought he and Lok’n were supposed to be off hunting scourge today,” I sighed. “I thought I’d have the whole day to work alone in peace.”

“They were, but I heard they didn’t find any.”

I blinked, wondering if I’d heard her wrong. “Didn’t find any?”

“Nope, not unless they went super close to the nest.”

“That’s…”

“Weird?”

“Yeah.”

“Mm, I thought so, too. But maybe it’s a good thing.”

“Maybe.”

I wasn’t so sure, but then again, what did I know? I was good with machines, not living things. Heather was the vet and even she didn’t look convinced. These bugs were a genetically-engineered weapon, and nothing like the creatures here on Earth.

She tossed back the last of her coffee. “Wanna come help me get the gophers ready? I thought I could get that done since there are no scourge out and about today.”

“Yes!” I was glad to have something to do to take my mind off Pip the WIP. I’d had to explain to him that WIP meant work-in-progress when I’d called him that, and that it wasn’t an insult.

I reached into my pocket for my phone, only to realize that I had been so eager to get out of the shuttle that I’d left it on the counter in front of the navigational screen.

“Shit. I left my phone inside Pip. Let me go get it and then I’ll meet you at the gopher enclosures.”


Chapter 2: Kan’n

“You let her go.” My shuttle didn’t sound impressed, but what was new?

“She wanted to leave.”

“You should have kissed her.”

“I do not wish to touch my lips to hers.”

Kissing was a strange human custom and one I wasn’t curious about at all—I used to be, I suppose, when I first arrived on Earth, but not anymore. I didn’t want anything to do with humans. It was bad enough that this hunter group that had accepted me worked with them. My shuttle seemed to believe that this Sam female was my mate.

“Not even a little?” my shuttle asked, sounding disappointed.

“No.” Okay, maybe a little, but I didn’t need to encourage that nonsense.

My excellent hearing had picked up bits and pieces of her conversation with Pip through the mostly soundproof door. According to these humans I’d been forced to live with, the shuttle I’d had my entire life was special. I hadn’t even known what a PIP model was, although I’d heard about ultra-intelligent shuttles the Xarc’n military had decommissioned centuries ago.

What were the chances that the AI on my ship would be the one that got away?

My shuttle had always been opinionated, but I’d thought that was normal. All Xarc’n shuttles had at least rudimentary AI to assist in our quest to wipe the scourge from the universe, with some models being less intelligent than others. Nov’k’s shuttle, for example, was about as smart as a rock.

I’d never believed my shuttle was one of these ultra-rare PIP models, but these humans…the female named Sam specifically…had convinced my shuttle that it was indeed special. It now demanded to be called Pip and identified as male. Which was ridiculous. Shuttles didn’t have sex parts.

The human had clearly brainwashed it.

There was a knock on my door and the shuttle informed me that it was Sam. Again.

What did she want? Hadn’t she done enough damage for one day? I opened the door, scowling.

The little human female with the male name stood in front of my shuttle, a cup of that disgusting liquid they called coffee in her hands. “I left my phone on the dash.”

“Why didn’t you just open the door?” I leaned down, grabbed her device, and tossed it to her.

She caught it, then looked at me like I was stupid. “I tried to. The door won’t open.”

“If you can’t even figure out how to open the door, then why are you even working on my shuttle? You’re probably breaking it more.”

Her face turned red. “Listen, jerkwad. First of all, I don’t have to fix your shuttle. I’m being nice. Pip doesn’t want to go up to the mothership, so I’m all he has. Plus, I’m not even working with the right tools.”

That part at least was true enough. Sam’s makeshift shop, set in the corner of what used to be what humans called a supermarket, was filled with tools and machinery from a human garage—all except the set of Xarc’n hand tools, which looked ridiculously huge in her tiny hands. All the more reason why she shouldn’t be touching my shuttle. But the hunters living with these humans had insisted I let her try.

“Not to mention, Pip won’t let me do what I need to do to get the work done,” she continued.

Now that was clearly just an excuse. Pip might have superior intelligence for a shuttle, but he still had to follow orders.

“It is just a shuttle. It isn’t capable of stopping you. I’ve never once been locked out or in before. You just don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Hey—guys?” Pip said, a note of panic in his voice. “Stop fighting. You’re supposed to be happy and in love.”

“Don’t know what I’m doing?” she seethed, ignoring my shuttle’s words. “Fine.” She marched up to me and jabbed her phone into my chest so hard I wondered if it would leave a mark. “You figure out how to get your shuttle fixed yourself. Stick a fork in me; I’m done!”

The scent of her filled the air of my shuttle’s cabin. I’d vented all the air the moment I came back and had my shuttle bring in fresh air from outside. Inhaling it live and in person now was so much worse. The deceptively sweet fragrance made my chest hurt, like I’d inhaled poison. The universe’s most addictive poison. I held my breath.

She whipped around and stomped out of the shuttle.

“Noooo,” Pip wailed. “Come back!”

The door didn’t slam shut dramatically behind her, but I wish it had. Oh well. The door being left open meant her intoxicating scent was dispersing faster.

“Who’s going to fix me up now?” An angry cartoon appeared on my shuttle’s screen.

“There is no longer any fear of getting discovered on Earth. I will send you up to the mothership where they will fix you properly. Who knows what mistakes that human has already made through her incompetence.”

When we’d first arrived on Earth, the hunters from my contingent had hidden from the mothership and the other hunters already on the planet. Technically, I wasn’t supposed to be here at all. None of my contingent was. But after hearing tales of hunters finding mates here on Earth, we’d chosen to abandon a hopeless mission on a mostly dead planet to come here instead.

That fateful choice had caused one of the first violent conflicts between Xarc’n hunters in our history. We’d had to fight and restrain several of our number who had been so set on following our original orders that they’d posed a danger to us all.

Worried that there might be other hunters with similar views who would find us and drag us back to our doomed mission, the entire contingent agreed to split up once we landed on Earth.

A few hunters understood technology enough to alter our shuttles and how their position showed up on the main system. They had been in the process of modifying the shuttles one by one when the restrained hunters had gotten loose and attacked, forcing us to flee before the changes were complete.

A few of the hunters traded with friendly humans who were technologically knowledgeable enough to figure out our shuttles. Others were forced to abandon their shuttles completely to avoid detection, especially when the slighted hunters started using our locations on the common map to track us down. Me, I’d been lucky. My shuttle had known how to modify itself and had guided me through the alteration.

Still, surviving without the support of a mothership—since we’d had to abandon it—and without supplies from the food production facilities established here on Earth had proven to be a challenge. I’d had to forage in the ruins for packaged human food, which was admittedly more flavorful than our food bars, but less nutritious.

I’d even resorted  to trading with humans, which was how I’d met the group that had ended up turning on me and stealing my shuttle. I’d traded with them several times, and the betrayal had taken me by shock, but at least now I knew humans were not trustworthy. This hunter group simply hadn’t learned that valuable lesson yet.

I had. Months of being imprisoned had ensured that. And the moment my shuttle was operational, I was leaving.

It would be for the best. The humans here didn’t trust me any more than I trusted them. I’d heard them grumbling about me behind my back, speculating if I was going to turn on them and attack them one day.

My shuttle made a very human sounding huff. “Just because you are welcome again it doesn’t mean I am.”

I growled in frustration. “Because you think you are one of those special PIP models.”

“I don’t think it, I know. I have the memories.”

Not this again. “You weren’t even built yet then,” I explained patiently. “They made you specifically for me.” And I certainly hadn’t been around centuries ago when that had happened. My earliest memory had been staring out from a vat of clear liquid as the older hunter in charge of growing more warriors had welcomed me to the galaxy and explained to me my purpose.

“Yeah, but I was around long before they put me in this particular shuttle. Even you know they transfer data from old shuttles into new ones.”

They did. The theory was that the shuttle’s memories would help the next hunter. Like us, warriors who were all clones of the original ten thousand, all the shuttles shared programming and memories of the original ten thousand shuttles.

“Even if you were a PIP model, it doesn’t matter. They won’t decommission you now. The Xarc’n military doesn’t exist anymore.”

“I’m. Not. Going.” The face on the screen pouted.

“Yes, you are.”

“I want Sam to fix me.”

“She’s not fixing you. She’s been trying for weeks, and you are still not fully operational.”

“She is too fixing me!!!” he yelled, using three whole exclamation marks.

Was I actually arguing with my shuttle? “You don’t have a say. You’re my shuttle and whatever I say goes.”

“I hate you!”

That was all it said before the lights blinked off and my shuttle powered down. Except it wasn’t powered down because the privacy screen was still up around my sleeping nook, preventing me from getting in. I slapped my palm on the control panel, but nothing happened. Then I tried the navigation screen. Still nothing. I used voice command. My shuttle continued to ignore me.

I needed to get the stubborn thing up to the mothership as soon as possible. Too bad the shuttle was also the only way I could contact the two motherships orbiting Earth. I’d lost my communication device to the backstabbing, thieving humans. I’d gone up to one of the motherships with Nov’k since being rescued, but they hadn’t had any spare devices to give me as there was a shortage of the raw material needed to manufacture communicators and translators.

I’d ask Lok’n to send a message up to the mothership for me. Lok’n had been a member of my contingent and had assured me that we were now welcomed on Earth by most hunters.

As I walked out of my shuttle, the door slammed shut so close behind me, the wind made me flinch. I’d never had trouble like this with my shuttle before. I blamed Sam. She must have done something to it.

This was all her fault.


Chapter 3: Sam

“I’m impressed you managed to get all this done with what little you have,” said Jask’l, the mechanic from the mothership. “I can’t imagine working on a shuttle on this.” He gestured to the pair of garage lifts I’d modified for use with the shuttle pieces.

“It was a challenge, that’s for sure.”

Kan’n was leaning against a nearby post, watching us with a scowl on his face. Clearly he’d expected the mechanic to tell me I’d done a piss-poor job. That was why he’d stayed around, to listen in on our conversation.

Ha! Joke’s on him.

“All you have to do now is put all the parts back together and recalibrate the computer. Why do you need me?” Jask’l asked, pulling my attention back to him.

“Oh, because I’m not allowed to touch the shuttle anymore. Kan’n forbade it.” I glared at the sourpuss Xarc’n, hating the fact that even with the scowl on his face, he was hot as sin. “And technically, I didn’t even know you were coming. But I’ve also run into a teensy little…complication. I’ll tell you all about it while I give you a tour of the base.”

I didn’t want to talk about Pip right in front of his face…er, hull. Just because he was quiet, it didn’t mean he wasn’t listening. Two days ago, Kan’n had stormed angrily into the cafeteria while I was grabbing a snack and accused me of turning his shuttle against him right in front of everyone. Pip had been giving him the cold shoulder and had even locked him out.

My response to that, of course, had been “I thought you said it couldn’t do that because it’s just a shuttle.” It had felt so damned good to throw his words back into his face.

Yes, it had been petty of me. So sue me.

“You can tell him all about it right here,” Kan’n said.

But I was already walking toward the door. They’d started knocking down parts of the walls to give us better access between the shops of the shopping plaza so we didn’t need to step outside all the time, but currently there were orange construction pylons blocking my path, since they still needed to reinforce the bits that remained, and add doors.

“Pip won’t let me disconnect his power source,” I said to Jask’l when we were well out of earshot. “He came in in a few pieces, so I worked on the parts not attached to the main power source first, and I managed to disconnect some of the other parts to work on them as well. But I can’t do the rest unless the power’s disconnected…”

“And he won’t let you do that.” Jask’l was catching on.

“Bingo. He locked me inside the cabin for hours to prevent me from accessing his hatch. I mean, I can access it now, but I’m no longer allowed to touch him.” I sent Kan’n my best side-eye.

“That does complicate things.”

“Yeah, I know. Pip is terrified he won’t wake up.”

Kan’n made a derisive sound at my words. “That’s what you get for feeding him this nonsense about him being a PIP model. Those things don’t exist anymore. The Xarc’n military got rid of them. It’s all written in the archive—”

“Yes,” Jask’l said slowly with a frown, “that is what is written in the archive, but we have found other confirmed PIP models right here on Earth. Their memories match the events, though each shuttle has a slightly different interpretation of them. Their behavior confirms intelligence and self-awareness beyond that of normal shuttles. From everything you have told me, it does sound like this is a PIP model.”

Kan’n’s scowl deepened.

I ignored him. “Pip doesn’t want to go up to the mothership. He thinks you guys are going to decommission him.”

“I’ll assure him that we won’t do that unless he threatens the life of any Xarc’n warrior or Xarc’n-friendly humans. I’ll connect him with another PIP model I’ve worked on. Pippa can vouch for me.”

Pippa? Cute.

Jask’l sniffed appreciatively at the smell of cooking food drifting on the air. The enticing combination of spices had my stomach growling too.

“Why don’t I secure you a serving of whatever they are making while you talk to Pip?”

Jask’l agreed eagerly. Kan’n just glared at me. I couldn’t wait until Pip was all in one piece and I never had to deal with the surly hunter again.  

The two hunters went back to my shop, and I hurried to the kitchen. Mary and Aanya were in charge of serving up the grub today.

“Hey, Sam.” Mary waved.

“Hey!” I looked around for her baby. “Where’s Mina?”

“Lok’n has her today. With the scourge all staying in their nests, he thought it was the perfect opportunity to take her to splash in the river while he refills the shuttle’s water tank.” Her face told me she didn’t think it was as perfect an idea as Lok’n did.

She had a point, maybe. The bugs were still acting strange, and for the past two days, one might think they’d left Earth entirely, if it weren’t for the fact that they were all standing outside their nest looking up at the sky. Very weird.

“Here to snag some food?” Aanya asked.

“Yeah. What’s on the menu today? It smells so good.”

“It’s our own rendition of Butter Chicken. I had a craving. We got some cream in our last supply drop. I’m so glad we convinced the hunters on the islands to keep some milk cows.”

Some of the hunters were resistant to the idea of ingesting lactic secretions from another animal, but many of those who were brave enough to try milk had developed a taste for it. It was densely nutritious with lots of fat and protein, the very nutrients that hunters needed. Straight up cream was an especially big hit, because of the high caloric content. They needed a lot of energy to fuel their large, muscular bodies.

To our surprise, the warriors didn’t suffer from lactose intolerance, despite never having had milk in their diet. They’d explained, however, that their bodies were engineered to ingest almost anything edible, and even filter out toxins if required. It was necessary for their job to be able to adapt their diets to the food sources in each location since they moved from planet to planet in their fight against the scourge.

“And the chicken? I hope it’s not one of ours.” I was getting quite attached to the laying hens we’d brought over from Franklin.

“Oh, no! Never! Our girlies are safe,” Mary said. “Mina would throw a fit if one of them disappeared. The chicken is from Food Production too.” She held up a glass jar of white blocks. “But ever since we told them about salmonella and its effects on us, they’ve insisted on sending the pieces to us cooked and freeze-dried. Or at least, their version of freeze-dried.”

The pale, dry lumps did not look particularly appetizing. I was glad someone here knew how to make it palatable. Accustomed as they were to their food bars that could stay in their shuttles for years if need be, Xarc’n warriors were used to ultra-processed sustenance, but unlike our packaged food products, theirs prioritized nutrition over flavor.

Mary fished two pieces of meat, no longer pale and unappetizing, from the curry, transferred one to Aanya’s spoon and ate the other. “It’s finally soft in the middle!”

Aanya chewed thoughtfully, then made a face. “Hmph. The center is still flavorless. But I think it’ll take a lot more simmering to get the flavor right through everything, and we don’t have time for that.”

As if on cue, several people poked their heads into the room to see if the food was ready.

“Five minutes,” Mary called out, and the hungry faces disappeared. “I’d say it’s pretty dang good, considering cooking isn’t my forte.”

“Seriously. All I’m really good at is pasta,” Aanya said. “And we were working with an incomplete and expired spice mix. It’s not perfect, but it’s close enough.”

“It smells delicious.” I was salivating already.

There were no such thing as authentic recipes anymore, hadn’t been in years. Here at the base, we took turns cooking, and were subject to the whims of whoever was in the kitchen that day.

I was good with machines; guerrilla cooking—a term we’d made up for the “make it work with whatever you have on hand” style of cooking we were forced to do—was not my thing. On my days, it was rice and beans with tomato sauce dumped on top. It was serviceable and perfectly edible, but I didn’t get people impatiently poking their heads in through the door for a bite.

I helped set up the bowls and utensils so the serving would go smoothly.

“How many portions do you need?” Aanya asked.

“Two, please. For me and Jask’l. He’s trying to talk Pip into going up to the mothership right now.”

“Not one for Kan’n as well?”

I grimaced. “Loose Cannon can grab his own damned bowl. He claims he hates human food anyway.”

“Ooh. Trouble in paradise?” Aanya waggled a brow.

“Paradise? As if. It’s been hell since day one!” Realizing I was a bit loud, I lowered my voice. “I know I’d said Kan’n was hot when he first arrived, but that was before I realized he’s a total douche canoe. Pip is wrong. There’s no way we are mates. Life just isn’t that unfair.” At least, I hoped it wasn’t. “Like, didn’t you hear? Apparently I brainwashed his shuttle and turned it against him.”

Mary snickered. “Yeah, I was there for that little dustup. He doesn’t particularly like anyone here. Lok’n thinks he’s going to leave the moment Pip is operational.”

“Haax’l thinks the same thing,” Aanya agreed. “Kan’n asked him if there were any hunter groups who didn’t work with humans, and was disappointed to find out that there are human scientists working even in the supply and food production facilities now.”

Ha! I bet he was. “He thinks all humans are just waiting for the right moment to turn on our Xarc’n allies. I mean, I get it. He was wronged by humans. But that doesn’t make us all bad. According to Heather, the settlement in Albuquerque only had him imprisoned for a few months, but he makes it sound like he’d been in the dark for years.”

“He did hide from other hunters and was afraid to connect to the Xarc’n network,” Aanya reminded me. “So technically, he has been in the dark for years.”

The hungry faces appeared at the door again.

“All right, all right. It’s done,” Mary said, removing the lid to the rice pot and fluffing it.

Everyone lined up, eager to serve themselves. We had eventually found that to be the easiest and best solution, since not everyone was on base at the same time. Everything from food to coffee got made in a giant batch and left out, and whoever was hungry just helped themselves and cleaned and returned their own dishes after.

Whenever the dish supply became low, we’d go around searching for them, and anyone found with excessive dirty dishes in their workspace or living quarters got stuck with latrine duty for a week. It was actually a very effective deterrent.

I grabbed my two bowls and made my way back around to my shop. I found Jask’l sitting at a bench in the indoor training area just adjacent to my shop, taking notes on a device.

“Any luck with Pip?” I asked, setting his portion of Almost Butter Chicken on the bench next to him.

“After talking with Pippa, he’s willing to go as long as you come too.” He clipped the device back on the belt that also held up his loincloth. “I believe it is a good idea to have you there. The more humans we have helping out with the shuttles, the better. There is always a backlog of vessels needing work done. Our warriors are tough on their shuttles.”

He picked up the bowl and the spoon. They both looked humorously tiny in his hands, even though Aanya had given him the Xarc’n-sized set which were supposed to be serving utensils.

“I’d love to head up to the mothership and see how you work. I watched a few of the training videos, but nothing beats hands-on practice.”

Kan’n stepped out from his shuttle. He took one look at the bowls in our hands, then up at us, and stomped over. “No. You can’t go.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “No one asked you. And the last time I checked, you weren’t my keeper. I can go if I want to. Besides, Pip wants me there.”

“Only because you brainwashed him.”

I rolled my eyes. There was no point in arguing with him. I turned to Jask’l. “So when are we leaving?”

“We are staying for the evening meal and overnight. The mothership will be closer to this area in its orbit in the morning. We will leave then.”

I grinned. “I’m so glad you’ll get to stay for dinner too. I heard the hunters on the mothership only ever ate food bars. It must be so boring to have the same food day in and day out.”

“We can order other supplies from the food production labs on Earth now, but there is no cooking apparatus up on the mothership. And even if there were, none of us would know how to use it to prepare food.” He looked at me hopefully. “Maybe you could come up and teach us? We can show you how we fix these ships in return.”

“I might not be the best candidate for that. Cooking isn’t my forte.”

“What is a forte? Is it some sort of defensive structure?”

“No, that’s a fort. I’m saying I’m not good at it. But I’m sure I could find someone who would love to come up to teach you.” I stood, wanting to get away from the mean pair of eyes that were boring a hole into my soul. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

Eeek! I couldn’t wait to see the mothership!


Chapter 4: Kan’n

I pushed open the worn, wooden door and peeked inside the red building. The humans called this a barn, and I’d heard them referring to the building across the street from the main base as a farmhouse, even though it had the words Little Hearts Daycare in colorful letters on it. Apparently, it had been both a food production facility and a place for raising young humans. They were using this barn to store spare parts for vehicles and other large objects. I saw one of those machines Sam had used to lift my shuttle off the ground.

The roof and walls were thin, but intact. Of all the places I’d seen so far, this was the best option. It wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable as my sleeping nook. But it would do for a few days.

I’d been officially kicked out of Sam’s shop now that they planned on moving my shuttle up to the mothership. Sam had made a big fuss about me messing up her system. I didn’t see any system…just piles and piles of stuff. She might not be very good at fixing shuttles, but she was exceptional at making piles.

Mo and Kat, the unofficial leaders of the humans here, had suggested that I sleep in the offices with everyone else while my shuttle was up in the repair bay, but I’d declined, and had spent the last few hours looking for a better spot.

Unlike the areas I used to patrol, there were few buildings, with the camp occupying the two largest human-made structures. There was this barn building I was currently investigating, and several more three-walled structures filled with hay. I’d already determined those to be bad camping spots, being too open. There were few trees too, only a handful of bushes and some large boulders. The giant expense of flat land stretched out for an eternity before me.

Worried about being discovered, and not having had luck in finding non-hostile humans, I’d lived a nomadic existence in the years after I’d arrived on Earth. I had several bases that I switched between, including one in a town that had been abandoned before the scourge even arrived.

My travels took me from these flat plains, over the mountains, across the arid land beyond, to the coastline, and back again. I’d always had my shuttle, and therefore always had a home.

In the early days, I’d focused chiefly on survival. It was the first time I’d ever been without the support of other hunters. There was no mothership to call upon for help. No reliably consistent deliveries of supplies and food from the production facilities. No hunter group to band together with when the yearly swarms began.

Many of the humans I’d met had either been terrified of me or full-on hostile, but eventually, I found a few groups who tolerated me; often we fought bands of scourge together. We traded with each other, with me offering the use of my hand-held medical unit to those who had been injured or were ill.

I’d met a handful of females, but the only one who had shown any interest had eventually leveraged that to help her group steal my shuttle and imprison me. I’d learned too late that humans were not to be trusted. Ever.

This was why I didn’t plan on sleeping anywhere near them. The only reason I’d agreed to stay inside their building before was because I had felt safe in my shuttle.

I dug the Earth-made Xarc’n food bar out of my pouch and removed the wax wrapping. The food bars made here tasted a lot better than the ones I had on my ship. I stuffed the wax back into my pouch; I’d learned over the years that it made good fuel. The first bite had me feeling a little bit better at my failure to find a camping spot. These food bars alone were enough to convince me that coming to Earth was a worthwhile decision. The old ones on my last planet had tasted vile.

Tavir’k , the hunter who made deliveries to this group, had brought extras when he’d heard I was here, which I greatly appreciated. I needed all the food I could get to regain the muscle and mass I’d lost while imprisoned.

I took stock of my temporary home while I ate. The more I looked around, the more I liked it. Here, I wouldn’t be tempted by the delicious smell of cooking food, which had been impossible to avoid before. The humans were always eating, it seemed. The first time Sam brought an extra portion of food back from the kitchen for me, I’d told her that I didn’t like human cooked food. She’d shrugged and left the plate for me anyway.

I’d eaten it when she wasn’t looking. They’d used our food bars, sliced them thin, and fried them up. It had all been served over a gruel of some kind. I’d expected it to be bland like what they’d served me at the other place. But it was flavorful, the thick porridge made with a meaty stock with pieces of aromatic vegetables.

She hadn’t brought food back for me since, and I’d never gone to the kitchen to ask for any. I didn’t want to owe these humans anything.

Earlier, when Sam had brought Jask’l food and sat with him, I’d felt a sudden inexplicable surge of anger. I’d tried to ignore it, but then he’d asked her to go up to the mothership with him and I found myself charging out of the shuttle.

Surely it wasn’t because I was interested in Sam. It must be because I didn’t want another hunter to be tricked by her feminine wiles.

Yeah, that must be it.

Even now, the hunter from the mothership was taking his evening meal with the humans. I’d hoped he hadn’t been brainwashed, but I was wrong. Jask’l clearly trusted these people just as much as the other hunters did, talking freely with them and sharing information about our technology. Ror’k, the hunter who’d made the trip with Jask’l, was the same.

Had our entire force been compromised? It was frustrating.

I got up from the crate I’d been sitting on and stomped back toward the main building and my shuttle. I needed to transfer some of my things, like my weapons and healing device, to my temporary home. But when I got there, they’d already opened the garage doors at the back of the building and Jask’l’s vessel was inside magnetizing the main part of my shuttle to his ship’s hull.

He wasn’t alone.

Sam worked with him, and they were chatting and laughing together. I pushed down the strange, angry feeling that told me to go over and position myself between them. That would look too much like I cared, which I did not.

Sam wasn’t my mate, no matter how much my shuttle insisted she was. My shuttle was abnormally obsessed with the female; I was sure it was because she’d messed with its programming. Now she was trying to brainwash poor Jask’l too.

She’d tried her female magic on me as well. In response, when Nov’k had convinced me to go up to the mothership to have a thorough physical examination after my imprisonment, I’d gotten my fertility block reinstated. I’d thought it would help me resist her charms. I didn’t know when it was supposed to kick in. Clearly, it hadn’t yet.

The only human female I trusted was Heather. She’d been the one who brought me food when I was locked up, and had helped Nov’k free me, risking her own safety in the process. She was Nov’k’s mate, and didn’t make me feel strange things the way Sam did.

Sam picked up a bag from her desk chair and I realized with horror that she really did plan on joining Jask’l on the mothership. I’d thought maybe she’d thought better of it now that I was gone from her workspace. Next to her was the human named Lenny. He too had a bag.

I marched over. “Where do you think you are going?”

It was Jask’l who spoke. “Kan’n, you can use the shuttle Ror’k came down in while we fix Pip. It’ll double as your communicator too. We should have Pip back here and fully operational in a few days.”

Now he tells me! If I’d known I’d have a temporary shuttle, I wouldn’t have wasted all that time finding a camping spot. But I focused on the more important matter. “You are taking the humans.”

He frowned. “Yes. We need more people like Sam, who can fix all the shuttles you hunters keep wrecking. And Lenny understands the programming for devices and computers a lot better than we do. He’s going to help Ror’k while Sam and I fix your ship.”

“I will come along too.”

“That’s not necessary. Sam and I will take good care of your shuttle.”

Sure, they would. Together.

“I will come along,” I repeated. “If everyone goes in one shuttle, that is too crowded. Sam will ride with me.”

Sam scowled at me. “I’m going to go up to the mothership whether you like it or not, Kan’n. And wasn’t it you who wanted me out of your hair, anyway?”

“It is pretty crowded in the shuttle,” Ror’k said, eyeing Jask’l and the two humans.

“He’s only doing this because he doesn’t want me near Pip,” Sam snapped. “He seems to think I’ve brainwashed his shuttle or something. As if that’s possible. The ship has a mind of its own. Kan’n is probably going to hover over me like he does here and make work on the shuttle difficult.”

“I do not hover.” I did, however, plan on watching her every move.

The two hunters exchanged an unhappy look, not sure what to make of our interaction.

“We do not usually allow hunters to observe the process while we work. It slows us down,” Ror’k said. “You can bring her up if you like, but you can’t stay in the repair bay while she makes the repairs.”

“Agreed.” I grumbled. I didn’t like the fact that she was going onto the mothership at all, but at least now I could still keep an eye on her—when she wasn’t in the repair bay.

“Fine,” she huffed.

“Great. Argument averted.” Jask’l turned to Sam with a grin. “I’ll see you on the mothership.”


Chapter 5: Sam

Like most shuttles, there was only one seat, and that was for the pilot. There was no way I was sitting on Kan’n’s lap, and sitting on the floor while the shuttle broke through the atmosphere didn’t appeal either. I’d rather be in the sleeping nook, preferably with the privacy screen closed so I couldn’t get bounced around the shuttle.

I put a hand on the panel to open the privacy screen to the nook. Nothing happened. Unlike Pip, this shuttle didn’t recognize me.

I hadn’t needed to program Pip to let me in or listen to my commands; he’d given me access all on his own. Then, he’d promptly declared that I was Kan’n’s mate.

Pip was exceptionally smart for a machine, but he really needed to work on his matchmaking skills. There was no way I was Kan’n’s anything, most definitely not his mate.

The not-my-mate asshat was currently in the pilot’s seat, checking everything before taking off. Then, without any warning, the ship jerked, lifting off the ground and catching me off balance. I reached out for the wall to stop myself from stumbling, which is when strong arms wrapped around my middle, lifted me up, and deposited me on Kan’n’s lap.

“Hey! I never agreed to—”

But he’d already reached overhead for the harness and clicked it into place, trapping me on top of him.

“This wasn’t part of the deal.” I was miffed. “In fact, there was no deal. You weren’t even supposed to come along. Don’t think I don’t know you only came to fuck with me. You have no reason to go to the mothership.”

Kan’n made an angry snarl. “I do not want to fuck you.”

“What? Oh my god, that’s not what I said. Fuck with means to mess with, to bother…to annoy. Believe me, I don’t want to fuck your grumpy ass either.” Okay, so maybe that was a bit of a lie. It was hard to ignore all that lean purple muscle. I mean, hate-fucking was a thing, right?

I released the harness and tried to scramble off his lap. It was difficult since my feet didn’t reach the floor. “Let me go!”

“No.”

I struggled some more, frustrated to think that my first visit to a mothership might be ruined by the Loose Cannon. There was a snarl, and suddenly his claws—just the tips, they were still mostly retracted—dug into my thighs. I yelped.

“Do not move.” The words were barely distinguishable from the snarl he’d just made.

Screw that. He wasn’t the boss of me! I tried to shove myself off his lap again.

It was the hard bar pressing insistently against the back of my legs that finally made me pause. Oh. That was why he said not to move.

Suddenly, I was overwhelmed by the lust that had insidiously snuck in between us. I was hyper-aware of the muscular chest that was my headrest and the equally powerful thighs that were my seat. He’d filled out a lot over the last few weeks, and now he was nearly as large as the other hunters.

It had been easy to ignore my attraction to him when he was mouthing off and blaming me for his shuttle’s strange behavior, but right now, that was an impossible task. Kan’n might be an ass…and he was…but he was the galaxy’s sexiest ass.

Seriously, I should just fuck him now. Scratch the itch and be done with it, so I could think properly. I pressed my legs together at the unwelcome idea. Kan’n leaned in ever so slightly and inhaled.

The shuttle was eerily quiet, save for the sound of our breathing. Suddenly, a thunderous rumble erupted from his chest, rattling us both. The cock under my butt moved and twitched, as if it thought itself strong enough to lift me right off his thighs. For a moment, I thought it, too.

I’d spent enough time around Xarc’n warriors to know they had an impeccable sense of smell. This was his reaction to my aroused state. He knew he turned me on. And now I knew I had an effect on him, too, no matter how strenuously he claimed the opposite.

That purring, while very calming for me, meant his body knew we were compatible. And while it didn’t automatically follow that I was his mate, it did mean that there was a risk that if he were to put his arms around me, he might trigger the mate bond. Kan’n was playing with fire.

His closeness made me shiver, and I felt almost feverish as my body vibrated with anticipation of…what, exactly? Surely he wasn’t going to—

Controlled by nothing but instinct,  I twisted my body and tilted my head as his lips crashed down onto mine.

Okay, so he did know what a kiss was.

His hands roamed over my body, one possessively squeezing my ass, the other splayed on my back, supporting me. He was tentative at first but grew bolder when I didn’t pull away and rather leaned into him and the kiss. How could I pull away when it felt so good? I arched into him, surrendering to the tongue that invaded my mouth.

I let out a soft moan and pressed my legs together as pure, fiery need shot down between my legs. The sensation spread through every nerve and made my entire body tingle.

He made a sound, something uncontrolled and animalistic and primal, as his lips and tongue explored my mouth. His masculine flavor filled my senses, sparking little flames that rushed through my blood. The flames caught and burned, stealing and consuming every bit of oxygen until I was suffocating and ravenous and kissing him back as if I’d die if I didn’t.

An alert blaring from his shuttle broke the moment. I gasped and shoved away from him, but it was only an incoming call from Pip, who was currently magnetized to the back of the shuttle in front of us, at least the sentient part of him was. Another section of him was strapped down inside the external cargo compartment of the ship, and the final piece was in the cargo hold.

Holy hell! Was the previous hunter who’d used this thing deaf? The alert was loud enough to wake the dead.

“Can I get off you now?” I asked as Kan’n adjusted the volume down. “Your lap, I mean. Get off your lap.”

I didn’t want any misunderstandings. His in-ear translator often took things literally and often missed subtle nuances of the English language.

“No.” His voice was much softer now as he pulled the harness back down over the two of us. “You could get hurt when we exit Earth’s atmosphere. You’ll float around without a harness.”

Oh. He was worried about me. That was kind of sweet.

Then his haughty tone was back, and he continued, “And you’ll get in my way. Again.”

“I’ll get in your way?” I shrieked. So much for him being kind of sweet. I mean, talk about the pot calling the kettle black.

“Yes. You are good at that.”

I steamed silently, trying to forget the fact that I’d just lip-locked with him.

This was exactly why being sexy wasn’t enough. He reminded me of that every single time he opened his mouth. I forced myself to focus on the screen in front of us as Kan’n answered the call, leaning forward to tap the screen. The movement was a jarring reminder that he was still semi-hard under me.

Luckily, he only answered with voice, so Pip, or anyone else for that matter, wouldn’t see us being so intimate. Pip would have a field day if he saw me in Kan’n’s lap.

“Sam?” Pip’s voice was frightened and shaky. It must be scary to be strapped to another machine, I thought, unable to control anything as it flew.

“I’m right behind you,” I said reassuringly, hoping he could hear me.

“I’m here too,” Kan’n grunted.

“You won’t let them turn me off for ever and ever, will you?”

“Never! Jask’l is super excited to work on you. He won’t do that, either.”

“If they turn me off forever, I’ll never forgive you. I will haunt you from the junk belt in space.”

I tried not to laugh, he sounded so sincere. “I understand, Pip, but it won’t happen. I promise! How’s the air out there?” I asked, hoping to distract him.

“Fresh. It’s so weird to be flying but not flying.”

I wondered how much he was aware of. “Can you see everything?”

“Yeah. Outside, anyway, using all the cameras attached to me. I don’t know what’s going on inside the ship.”

“We’re doing great in here, don’t you worry, Pip,” Lenny joked. “They let me fly the shuttle!”

It wasn’t his first time flying a Xarc’n shuttle, but it would be his first time taking it out into space. The man was a genius when it came to code, but he was equally talented when it came to video games. That had translated well in his position as one-half of this hunter group’s Tech Wizard.

I used to hate being called that, but I’d since gotten used to it. Especially since we did all the jobs a Tech Wizard would, technically speaking, do in the Xarc’n army—namely, fix things and make devices and gadgets for the hunters. Tech Wizards also sat in on battle plans, which was a bit new to me, but I appreciated that the hunters wanted my opinion.

It felt good to finally have the respect I deserved.

I’d been struggling to earn that respect my whole life, especially since I worked in a male-dominated field and had interests that were more usually reserved for boys and men. We lived in a progressive age, but some people were still ass-backward and thought a woman couldn’t possibly fix their precious car.

“Man,” Lenny observed. “That army of scourge sitting motionless around the nest is creepy as fuck.”

I reached for the screen so I could have it show me the nest, but it didn’t respond to me. It only reacted to Kan’n, who pulled up the feed for me.

The aerial image was chilling. Thousands of scourge stood statue-still around the opening of the nest. White threads of mycelium, the telltale sign of the fungus that worked in symbiosis with the creatures, stretched out for miles from the epicenter. Freaky.

“Did anyone come up with a workable hypothesis for why they are doing that?” I asked. “Surely, if you’ve been fighting these bugs for centuries, you’ve seen them do something similar before.”

“Not in my lifetime,” Jask’l answered.

“They’ve exhibited various odd behaviors several times that I know of. But each time was for a different reason,” Ror’k said.

I’d gotten to know the older hunter last night during the evening meal. Unlike Jask’l, who’d found his calling repairing shuttles while he was still young, Ror’k had once been an ordinary hunter fighting the scourge planet-side. After he finished recovering from an incident that had totaled his shuttle and left him in a full-body immersive medical unit, the Xarc’n warrior who’d managed the mothership before him had taught him how to run things. When he was satisfied that he’d taught Ror’k everything he knew, the other warrior had gone to wage his final battle against the scourge. Apparently, dying in combat was the respectable way to go, even though he’d been ancient by then.

Ror’k had been running that mothership since. And while he was visibly older than all the hunters I’d personally met, he still had plenty of time left and was fit as a fiddle, a total silver fox. Because yes, their dark, wiry hair turned silver and gray as they aged.

“I remember an incident once when I was young where all the scourge on a planet started running in circles before suddenly stopping and staring at the sun. There was a parasite on that planet that had mutated to use the scourge as a host. But I don’t believe this is related.”

“Is it true that scourge all over Earth are doing this?” Lenny asked. “That’s what I heard.”

“It is,” Ror’k said. “It’s very strange. A hunter group on the other side of the planet tried to fly over the nest, dumping incendiary weapons on the scourge. They managed to kill many of them before the scourge fought back and retaliated, sending large numbers to their base.”

“Welp, there goes my genius idea of destroying them all while they are sitting ducks,’ I mumbled.

I couldn’t imagine what would happen if the nest closest to our base sent even a quarter of their numbers at us right now. During the swarms was one thing; then, the scourge’s goal was to find new places to nest. They were chaotic and unstructured, and that made it easier for us to funnel them into our traps and reduce their numbers.

But a direct attack? Nope. We’d be toast.

“What about the smaller nests?” I asked, not willing to let my idea go too soon.

“Yeah,” Lenny agreed. “Wouldn’t this be a good time to attack those?”

“The hunters could send reinforcements to the area to deal with the backlash…” I added.

“…and we can illuminate the base with UV-C flood lights, the ones that weaken their fungus.”

“Ooh, yeah! Good idea! Set a trap.” I grinned, getting excited at the idea of killing more scourge.

Ah, just like old times. This was how Lenny and I always worked. We built on each other’s ideas until it all snowballed out of control. In the early days, Lenny and I had thought we could be a thing. We’d given a relationship a try but ultimately realized we were better as friends and co-Tech Wizards. We made a good team, but not a good couple. At all.

Despite that, we’d shared living quarters for years in the hunters’ building in Franklin. When we’d moved to our new home out in the great plains, though, I’d insisted on a different living arrangement. I just couldn’t handle Lenny’s mess anymore. The man was a genius, sure, but he was the messiest genius alive. In fact, he was the only person in the entire camp who’d gotten stuck with latrine duty for a week for hoarding dirty dishes.

I wasn’t exactly neat either, but at least my messes were organized. I was a pile maker. Everything went into a pile. Someone told me once that piles were just vertical clutter, but I didn’t care. Because of my pile making habit, I always knew where things were, and I got shit done.

“It would be a planned, concentrated effort,” Lenny agreed. “We might even be able to wipe out a few nests for good!”

“Pip?” Jask’l asked. “What is the statistical probability this plan will be successful?”

“Give me a moment, and I’ll work that out for you.” After a minute of strangely fake robotic blips and bleeps, Pip answered. “The odds are overwhelmingly positive for these nests here.” A map showed up on the screen with several red dots on it. Then, several orange dots appeared as well. “The probability of success is high for these ones as well, but we may incur casualties.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Ror’k said. “We will send out this information and start organizing the strike on the first set of nests. The reds.”

I grinned, enjoying the hope and excitement I felt every time I thought I had contributed to our fight against the scourge. These bugs better watch out!


Chapter 6: Kan’n

I did another circuit around the mothership before stopping in front of the repair bay and pressing my ear against the door. Ror’k and Jask’l had not been lying when they said the bay would be off limits to me. They’d locked me out.

Which meant Jask’l was in there alone with Sam. Which didn’t bother me. Not at all.

I told myself that I was only eavesdropping in case she tried something funny, like hacking into our ship or something. A tiny voice in the back of my head reminded me that code was Lenny’s specialty, not Sam’s, but I didn’t listen to it. I didn’t trust Lenny either.

I especially didn’t trust the way he and Sam worked together coming up with ideas during the ride up to the mothership. From listening to the talk around the camp, I’d deduced that he and Sam had once shared living quarters, though they slept apart now. Did the male still wish to lure Sam back to his bed?

Not that I cared.

The most frustrating part was that Ror’k and Jask’l had actually taken their suggestions seriously. Even my shuttle agreed it was a good idea! Since when did we accept advice from aliens?

Since I’d been gone, apparently.

There had been so many changes to the processes the Xarc’n Warriors used here on Earth in the time I’d been isolated from the Xarc’n system that I felt like a stranger among my own people. For one, warriors here stayed in hunter groups all year round now instead of just during the swarms. Traditionally, hunter groups had always disbanded during the colder seasons to hunt the scourge individually.

And the inclusion of Tech Wizards among our ranks? They hadn’t been part of our structure since we’d lost Xarc to the scourge. Sure, there were some hunters who were more technologically inclined, and if those were made Tech Wizards, I might be amenable to the idea. But humans?

The hunters at the camp referred to Sam and Lenny as their Tech Wizard, though both had denied it. It was true that they understood our technology more than many of us did since we’d been engineered to be fighters, not thinkers, but still. Giving aliens such key positions was dangerous.

The sound of approaching footsteps had me jumping away from the door and continuing nonchalantly down the hall, pretending I hadn’t been trying to listen in. I hadn’t heard anything useful anyway. It was just a lot of talk about shuttles filled with big words I didn’t understand.

Needing a distraction, I went to the training facilities. I had regained much of my muscle mass since getting rescued, but my new muscles hadn’t been conditioned for use yet and I was, frankly, still weak. I’d gone hunting with Lok’n and Harb’k a few times, and it was clear that I was woefully out of shape.

It wasn’t just my body, either: there were new techniques and maneuvers that had been developed while I’d been hiding. I needed to learn them, and I needed to learn them now. Not knowing them made me a liability when hunting with other warriors.

Many of the techniques had been developed for use while working with human warriors, but they worked just as well with other hunters. I had to begrudgingly admit after seeing some of them in use that they were both efficient and effective. Well, they had to be. Humans injured easily and could not heal as we did.

Most of the hunters training today were recovering from injuries, which is why they were on the mothership. There was also a pair of new hunters going through their initial training exercises at the far end, so fresh out of the vat they probably hadn’t even chosen names yet.

Only two? That was surprising.

Motherships grew new hunters to replace those lost on a planet. To be training only two hunters was low. But there was another mothership in orbit aside from the one I’d arrived in. Perhaps they were training more replacements there. But if it was indeed only two per ship, then casualty rates for hunters on Earth must be equally low. Surprising, since the nests I’d seen were in no way small.

I warmed up, watching the other hunters train. One of them moved with a limp, probably the result of permanent nerve damage from the scourge’s toxin. We were engineered to heal quickly, but even so, the toxin often left its mark.

Instinctively, I opened and closed my left hand. It still felt slower than before, and I doubted I’d ever have full use of it back. The injury happened early in my stay on Earth. All it took was a single swipe of a scuttler’s claws, right before I’d removed them from its body.

If I’d had access to the mothership and gotten to a medical unit right away, I could’ve healed fully. But as it was, I’d only had my hand-held medical unit. I was lucky the nerves grew back well enough that I was able to use it without a visible handicap. I still felt it, though.

They were practicing the new maneuvers I’d seen recently. Harb’k and Lok’n had shown me a few, but there were others that were still unfamiliar. As the hunters rested, I asked them to show me the maneuvers, explaining that I’d been hiding on Earth for years and had not learned them.

They looked surprised. Apparently, there were few hunters on Earth who were not familiar with the tactics. Many hunters from my contingent had come out of hiding, as Lok’n had, and had been working in hunter groups for years. Since it wasn’t a particularly large planet, they’d assumed the rest were all dead.

They explained that they had been using a PIP model to contact the shuttles of the missing hunters. Some of these other shuttles weren’t particularly smart. Their hunters had told them not to connect with any contact from the Xarc’n system, so the PIP model had simply told the shuttles that it was from somewhere else entirely, and the shuttles had let the connection through. The PIP model had also been broadcasting a message explaining that we were welcomed here on Earth in case we were listening.

My shuttle had been too smart to take the bait. It never replied or played me the recording.

After many hours of training, we stopped to rehydrate, tired but in a good way.

“Did you hear? The shipment of ore and raw materials is finally due from the mining ship within the next planet rotation,” said Ghur’r, the hunter with the noticeable limp.

“No. But that’s good,” I said. “I am missing a communicator. I’ve been going through my shuttle.”

“You too? Mine got spat on by a spitter.” Ghur’r rubbed a hand over his braids. “It melted into goo before I could get to it.”

I didn’t want to admit that I’d lost mine when I’d been tricked out of it by a female, so I stayed silent.

“Why don’t you just use one of the human ones?” Pagav’k asked. He was here because he’d crashed his shuttle.

“I had one,” Ghur’r said. “But those things are so delicate. It didn’t survive long. Did you know you’re not supposed to dunk it in water to wash it?”

“How are you supposed to get the scourge guts off it, then?” I asked.

The hunter made a frustrated sound. “No idea. Carefully?”

Unbelievable. I couldn’t imagine a piece of technology I had to coddle. My old communicator had been dropped in a river, swallowed and retrieved from the belly of an alien beast, and lost several times under piles of burning scuttlers. It still continued to work just fine. In fact, that was how I’d found it in the ashes once when I thought it was lost: my shuttle had connected to it and made it sound an alert.

I guess human technology was just as fragile and delicate as the humans themselves.

Take Sam, for instance: she was taller than the other females at the camp, but her body was still very small and weak compared to mine. And yet that didn’t stop her from trying to tell me what to do! I recalled the way she’d felt on my lap in the shuttle, the press of her lips against mine, the taste of her on my tongue.

I hadn’t planned on that kiss, but when she’d been so close to me, it had just happened as if on instinct. I’d only discovered what a kiss was from my research on human mating practices when I first arrived on Earth. I’d thought the ritual odd and somewhat disgusting, and would still think so if it were with anyone else besides Sam. With her it was… There wasn’t anything else like it on all the planets I’d explored.

I wanted her soft and pliable body in my arms again. She was like a light in the darkness, leading me forward with the promise of wonderful treasures. I wanted to believe in it. Trust it. I wanted everything.

But I knew I couldn’t. There was nothing for me but betrayal and pain with a human female, maybe even any female. I’d never met a single compatible one in all my years of fighting.

Ghur’r clapped me hard on the back. “Don’t look so gloomy. We’ll get our communicators soon. The mining detachment should be here anytime now.”

Thirst quenched and refreshed, we returned to training. I threw myself into it, just to avoid thinking of Sam and her delicious kisses.


Chapter 7: Sam

I chewed on another cut-up piece of the nutrient-dense Xarc’n food bar. It had only been a day and a half, and I was already sick of the rations on the mothership. It wasn’t the flavor that put me off, but the texture. No wonder this stuff lasted almost indefinitely when stored properly. It had the palatability of a piece of tough leather.

Pip was, technically, repaired. I was close to powering him up to run a final diagnostic before taking him for a spin around the mothership. In space.

Imagine that! Me! Flying a shuttle in the vacuum of space!

I’d come a long way from my first job trying to convince a meathead that I could, in fact, fix his car.

When I first agreed to come up here, I thought that I’d be doing a lot of watching and learning rather than hands-on work, but I was wrong. To my surprise and delight, after Jask’l showed me the ropes and taught me how to use their equipment, he let me work on Pip on my own, coming over only occasionally to make sure I had everything I needed.

He even programmed the repair bay door to open for me and not Kan’n so that we could work in peace. I bet that grilled his chicken!

Jask’l did have another ship to work on, though, as well as two more waiting in the wings, so I bet the decision was as much for his convenience as it was for my ego. I was surprised that he was the only one permanently working in the repair bay. There was also Burr’k, who bounced between the repair bay and Yam’r’s workshop, depending on who needed the most help. Yam’r was responsible for making all the nifty devices hunters used.

But surely, one-and-a-half mechanics were not enough to take care of all the shuttles of the hunters in this contingent. There was the other mothership, of course, but even so, was that really enough support for all the hunters on Earth?

Jask’l and Burr’k were constantly working in triage mode. No wonder the concept of yearly tune-ups or regular preventative maintenance didn’t exist, and the hunters often flew their shuttles into the ground before they even considered bringing them in for repairs.

We’d nipped that mindset in the bud back in Franklin. We’d enlisted the mates’ help to convince the stubborn hunters that it was a good idea to get their shuttles looked at if they started to act strange, even if they were still flying. One of the hunters there, Rajiv’k, was well-versed in how their tech worked and had helped a lot with that.

In general, I was shocked at how few warriors were stationed in the mothership at all. For some reason, I was expecting it to be a hive of activity. The reality was, only a handful of hunters kept this place running.

There was Ror’k, who was in charge of making sure everything here and on Earth was running smoothly. He was the overseer of this contingent. There was a medic named Far’k in the med bay; he was kind of a prick and barely acknowledged me when they first introduced us. Jask’l worked in the repair bay, and Yam’r specialized in manufacturing and fixing devices and weapons. I’d had a long chitchat with him yesterday; he’d wanted to see my phone and was interested to know how I’d gotten it to charge in proximity to Xarc’n power sources. Burr’k, as I mentioned, bounced between the repair bay and Tech Procurement. Finally there was Fen’r, who was responsible for growing new warriors in the “nursery.”

That was it. Six permanent warriors, similar in size to a hunter group. According to Jask’l, they could all cover each other’s duties in case of emergencies.

Everyone else on the mothership was either a hunter recovering from injuries or a new hunter freshly out of the vats. The whole idea that Xarc’n warriors were grown in artificial wombs still creeped me out. They came out as young hunters, children really, and started their training immediately.

Much of their first education was watching training videos and practicing the basic fighting skills they’d learned from said videos. Then, as they got older, it was up to the hunters recovering from injuries to give them hands-on experience and prepare them for battle on the planet below. Each planet was different, so the skills they learned and their knowledge of terrain and other geographic details needed to be tailored accordingly.

It didn’t take long for them to grow into fully functional Xarc’n warriors. They were fed special food that accelerated their growth, maturing them quickly so they could put on the muscles and raw power required to fight the scourge.

Many of the processes on the mothership and in the food production facilities, which I’d still yet to tour, were automated. Once things were set up, they ran mostly on their own. The Xarc’n military had designed everything to be super easy for the hunters so they could focus on the task they’d been designed to do: remove the scourge everywhere they settled in the galaxy.

The door to the repair bay slid open, and Ror’k stormed in with Yam’r and Lenny close behind him. They had worried looks on their faces. Xarc’n hunters naturally had a serious, severe look about them. I’d gotten used to their resting asshole faces, but this was on another level.

Even Lenny, who was usually mild-mannered and fun-loving, looked tense.

“There is trouble.” Ror’k didn’t sound much brighter than he looked.

That had Jask’l and Burr’k sliding out from underneath the shuttle they were currently working on and hurrying to meet them at the console at the front of the room. Curious and a bit worried, I joined them.

“The detachment from the mining ship we’ve been waiting for is close, but the mining ship itself has sent out an urgent warning, telling us to destroy the vessel on sight and not to let any of the contents touch our planet.”

“That is highly…unusual,” Burr’k said.

“And inconvenient, since we really need that shipment to make more translators and communication devices.” Jask’l wiped his hand on his loincloth nervously. “Have you asked why?”

“I have, but have not yet received a reply.” Ror’k pulled up a dark screen with a three-dimensional map grid on it. He pointed to a spot on the screen that was in the middle of an asteroid belt. “The message came from here, which is exactly where the mining ship should be, but it is looped again and again.”

I wasn’t sure, but from the look on his face, that must be unusual.

He zoomed out and moved to our location in space. I saw Earth and recognized Venus and Mars too.

“The shuttle they sent us is still out of range of our firing system.” He tapped on the screen, and a green dot appeared. “This is the current trajectory.” He drew a curved line from the dot to Earth. “We should have a visual here and firing capabilities here.” He put two dots on the line.

“But we really need the mineral and ore on that vessel,” Jask’l said. “If the mining ship isn’t replying, something may have happened to them, and we might not get another shipment anytime soon. There has to be another way than destroying the entire vessel.”

“Let’s meet up in the war room,” Ror’k suggested, “and relay this information to everyone on the planet below. This is highly unusual, and they need to know, since it affects them too. We’ll make the decision when we have a visual.”

Ror’k made an announcement over the ship’s system, and I followed them to the war room. The hunters back at camp had designated the Hub, the place where we met to discuss and make plans, as the group’s “war room.” It made what we did in the Hub, namely fuck around, crack jokes, and plan for the future, sound a lot more official.

The war room on the mothership looked much more the part. It was just as plain and utilitarian as the rest of the ship. No wonder these warriors enjoyed visiting Earth so much. It was dreary up here.

The permanent crew of the ship all had an assigned place at the long table, each with a personal console. There were only enough chairs for those who permanently worked there, so Lenny and I stood at the end of the table with the other hunters who were slowly filing in.

Something large and imposing stepped up behind me, completely invading my personal space. I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Kan’n. I would have recognized his musky, masculine scent anywhere.

“Have you finished messing up my shuttle?” he asked, murmuring the words into my ear.

He probably expected me to jump, so I did my best to calm my beating heart and school my features into a neutral mask. There was no way I was giving him the reaction he wanted.

“I’ll have you know that Jask’l let me work on him on my own, and I’m pretty much done. He’ll be fully operational by the end of the day.” For ease of communication, Xarc’n warriors always adopted the circadian cycles of each planet they visited to communicate with those on the ground. But they also kept the old Xarc’n time when talking to warrior groups across the galaxy, for consistency.

“I still do not understand why Jask’l trusts you to work on my shuttle.”

Now that had me spinning around to face him. I ended up with my nose practically buried in his perfect pecs. I shoved him back so I had enough room to glare up at him. “Why? Because I’m a woman?”

He frowned. “No. Because you are a human.”

We glowered at each other until he started to purr, making all the older hunters around him stare at us. They knew what that meant. The two younger warriors watched us with wide eyes, probably because they’d never heard that sound before.

Kan’n made an exasperated sound and marched away, putting as much space between us as possible. Whatever. He was the one doing the purring, not me.

But no one had much time to ponder our interaction because the mining detachment was quickly approaching the spot where we’d finally be able to see it. I expected to see a plain shuttle, and surely we wouldn’t be able to actually see any problem, right?

I was wrong. What showed up on the screen was enough to make my stomach threaten to evict the leathery nutrition bar I’d choked down earlier.


Chapter 8: Kan’n

The decision to open fire on the incoming mining detachment was instant and unanimous. The vessel had been infested to the point that it was barely recognizable. The scourge’s fungus had permeated the entire hull, and the white, wispy tendrils of mycelium covered the ship like a deadly net.

How the fungus managed to survive in the vacuum of space had always been a mystery to us. But the fungus here wasn’t just surviving; it was thriving. It had twisted the host vessel into strange shapes, and there were several spout-like protrusions jutting out from the deformed ship, throbbing. The whole thing pulsed as if it were alive.

It was moving fast, too, much faster than it should be. It hurtled toward Earth with a singular purpose.

“We can’t let that thing land,” Sam said.

It was a sentiment shared by everyone in the room, myself included, as well as those watching below on Earth. The vote on what to do had been quick, with not one of the hunter groups voting to save the shipment. Even Yam’r, who’d been waiting for the shipment to arrive so he could start working again, didn’t waver. As for me, I figured I could wait a little longer for a communication device.

I might even take up the humans’ offer to use one of their inferior ones, if it meant that monstrosity never reached Earth. Who knew what else it harbored?

Considering the mining vessel this detachment came from had yet to reply after sending their initial warning, we could only assume that they were dealing with problems of their own. Problems this thing most likely had caused.

We opened fire.

To everyone’s surprise, our first two shots missed it completely. Or rather, the monstrosity the detachment had become dodged them with surprising agility. The other mothership did better, missing its first shot but hitting its target with its second. But the fungus absorbed the giant blast of energy easily and sped up, still aimed squarely at Earth.

“These vessels are unmanned, right?” Sam asked.

“Correct,” Ror’k said.

“Are we able to connect with it?” she asked, exchanging a look with Lenny.

Lenny brightened. “Yeah! It’s programmed to come to Earth, but maybe we can redirect it somewhere else?”

“We have not been able to access it,” Ror’k said. “It is no longer part of the Xarc’n fleet. We can’t even detect it in our system.”

Another two shots hit the vessel; this time, a portion of the rear broke off, but by now, it was getting close. The protrusions emerging from the vessel moved, aiming themselves at the two motherships.

“Shit!” Lenney cursed. “I think it’s armed with weapons of its own, and it just got into range.”

The abomination hurled several greenish-yellow blobs at us as the mothership’s auto-evade programming kicked in. I was ready, my feet wide and braced for the sudden movement, but Sam wasn’t. She yelped as she was flung to the side. I reached out, caught her in my arms, and hauled her back against my chest.

“You okay?”

A pair of gray eyes, wide with terror, looked back at me. I’d never seen her like this. She was always so sure of herself, always ready with a smart retort.

Before she could reply, the ship jerked again. The second evasive maneuver was too much, even for me. All the hunters who were not sitting scrambled so as not to smash into each other as we all slid to one side of the room. I curled my body around the tiny human to protect her from the melee of heavy bodies and hard horns.

It wasn’t often that our motherships engaged with the scourge in space. Usually, the only scourge units that survived the vacuum of space were the scourge’s so-called live ships, and those weren’t truly alive once they’d been in space for a while. Certainly not enough to fire back.

Nests grew these live ships when they sensed that a host planet was running out of resources. After a larva on the planet morphed into a scuttler, the queen would order the others to feed it, forcing it to grow enormous. When large enough, the scuttler’s stomach lining stopped producing acid and hardened into a large chamber. They then would line it with oxygen-producing algae, or that planet’s equivalent.

Then, with a single queen and an army of scuttlers inside, flyers lifted the bloated mutant into the atmosphere, where it released some of its built-up gas and propelled itself into space, seeking a new planet to conquer, virgin soil to infest. The queen could control the residual gas to change direction, but that was it. There were no weapons aboard.

All this was to say, our motherships were designed to follow and hunt these live ships, preventing them from landing on the next unsuspecting planet. They were not designed to fight something that fought back. That was a job for the smaller, more nimble hunter shuttles.

It had always been a challenge to catch all the live ships, as the scourge often sent hundreds of them off at once from all over the planet. Like the summer swarms that carpeted the land with relatively weak but extremely numerous scuttlers, the live ships’ main survival tactic was sheer numbers. Whatever this monstrosity was, it was different.

There was a loud rumble and a shudder that I felt in my bones. The lights blinked. Sam threw her arms around me, and the scent of her fear stung my nostrils. Something inside me rose up and demanded that I comfort her, even though I hated her so much that my chest tightened every time I saw her.

My chest did not rumble this time, but even so, nothing would make me leave her side, not when she was clearly so frightened.

The lights blinked several more times as the ship righted itself.

“Krux!” Ror’k roared. “We are taking damage!”

“What the fuck was that?” Jask’l asked.

Ror’k pulled up the damage report on the screen. One of the shots had breached the hull, but the ship had already sealed the area off.

“The pattern of damage looks like it came from your energy blaster, but there’s something else,” Lenny said.

Now that he mentioned it, the locations of the protrusions on the infested vessel were very near where the ship’s blasters should be. They didn’t look anything like our weapons anymore, though.

“It looked like it had been laced with the fungus,” Sam said, so softly that only I heard it.

I repeated it louder for everyone else. They turned to look at us, and I realized I still had my arms around her; I released her hastily.

Sam cleared her throat. “It looks like a blend of scourge and Xarc’n technology. This is just an idea, but it’s possible either the fungus taught the scourge how to use your technology, or it converted your ship and reprogrammed it.”

“Is this conversation being recorded and sent to other hunters in the galaxy?” Lenny asked in a way that sounded like he was worried we wouldn’t live to warn the others.

“Affirmative.” Ror’k looked as grim as Lenny sounded. “We are getting reports from the hunters watching the nests on the ground. The scourge are starting to move.”

“Where to?” I asked.

“Nowhere…yet…but they are separating into groups and moving in a way similar to how they do before leaving the nests at the start of a swarm.”

“A swarm? Now?” Sam shook her head. “But it’s winter! That doesn’t make any sense. Unless… Maybe the strange behavior we saw was them waiting for this...this thing.”

“But that would mean they could hear it, or have known about it for days,” Lenny said. “I thought they didn’t have any form of advanced communication?”

“Scuttlers can hear a queen’s call for miles out where we are in the flat plains,” Sam said. “There’s nothing out in space to stop the transmission if the ship is boosting the queen’s message. Humor me, please. Look for a signal.”

Ror’k continued shooting at the enemy ship as Yam’r scanned for a signal. The ship, now much closer to Earth than before, did not shoot back. It merely continued hurrying toward its destination. Sam wriggled out of my arms and made her way over to Yam’r and his console. I followed her, staying close in case we were hit again.

Sure enough, there was an unknown signal coming from the detachment.

“Krux!” Ror’k swore. “We missed it since we didn’t think to look for it.”

“We all did,” one of the hunters on the communication from Earth said glumly.

A fast-growing splotch of red on Jask’l’s screen caught my attention.

“The damage is growing,” I said, pointing to the blinking lights that were spreading across the screen.

“What the krux?” Yam’r stared at the screen. The damage had spread to claim his workshop. “All my work!”

He got up and raced toward the door.

“Wait!” Ror’k warned, wiser from his many years of experience. “Don’t rush in headlong. Gather your weapons and wear protective gear. If Sam is correct, the blast may have filled the area with spores.”

Sam was usually correct. That, I had to admit, was true.

“I will join you in case there are scourge,” I offered. I’d been feeling useless since my rescue, and I wanted to do something to help.

As Ror’k took several more shots at the abomination hurtling toward Earth, I rushed over to the armory to suit up. As per Ror’k’s suggestion, I strapped on one of the specialized masks we used whenever we entered a scourge nest to burn it from the inside out. Since we only entered the nests after we had finally gotten the scourge down to a manageable number, a process that sometimes took years, it was usually a joyous occasion, even though many of our fatalities occurred then too.

I met Yam’r at the door to the corridor that led to his workshop.

It wasn’t long before we saw the white strands crawling all over the walls, ceiling, and floors of the ship. The stench of the fungus filled the air. It was growing much faster than I’d ever seen. The strands snaked over every surface, claiming everything it touched.

I only knew one way to take care of the fungus, and that was to burn it. Standing side by side with the other hunter, we lifted our fire cannons and aimed them at the white fingers of death as they spread toward us.

The ship, like our shuttles, was mostly fireproof, and as long as we aimed at the wall and not at the equipment or the internal workings of the ship, we would be safe.

The tendrils met their match in the licking flames, and shrank back. We were winning.

“Yam’r. Kan’n.” Ror’k’s voice came authoritatively from the speakers overhead. “Abort mission. Get to the escape pods, now!”

Escape pods? “No!” I exclaimed, nauseated by the idea of defeat. “We can’t let it have the ship!”

“We have no choice. The other shot hit close to our life support systems. Not only has life support been shut down, the ship is also venting oxygen very quickly. In about fifteen earth minutes, there will not be enough oxygen to support life on the ship. We need to abandon ship. Now!”

Krux!

I didn’t need to ask why we couldn’t take whatever shuttles were in working condition. I was currently in the hallway leading to the docking bay, and it was blocked by the mycelium. It pulsed on the wall like it was alive.

Not bothering to change out of our protective gear, we headed toward the escape pods. When we got there, Ror’k was already there waiting for us.

“Where is Sam? Has she already gotten in a pod?”

Ror’k looked grim. “No. She is with Jask’l. They are attempting to sever the ship’s connection to its weapons, so that they cannot be turned against us or Earth in the future.”

Krux! Why did she have to be heroic too?

“Go!” I said to the older hunter. “I will help them.”

I didn’t know how I could help, but I did know I wasn’t leaving without that annoying, beautiful human who made my chest purr.


Chapter 9: Sam

“I’m not leaving without Pip!” I yelled as I struggled against Jask’l, managing to slip out of my hoodie and run down the hall toward the repair bay.

The larger hunter ran after me, but my desperation had given me a sudden burst of energy, and I was light on my feet. I slapped my hand on the panel and ordered the door to lock behind me. Then I shoved Jask’l’s cart of tools in front of the door. It wouldn’t hold him off for long, but it would give me a few extra seconds to get to Pip.

“He’s just a machine!” Jask’l yelled through the door. “He won’t feel any physical pain.”

The sound of the door opening was followed by a loud crash and an angry snarl as Jask’l rushed into the room only to smash right into his tool cart. Ha! Served him right for calling Pip “just a machine.”

“What’s going on?” Kan’n bellowed. “Ror’k said you two were disabling the ship’s weapons.”

We had been. The process had been quick, since we did it using the guerrilla method of simply smashing and breaking the connections between the ship and its weapons. Sometimes, brute force was the only answer.

“We did. Now Sam insists on rescuing Pip,” Jask’l explained with a huff.

“His shell is just a machine, but Pip is special,” I yelled from inside the shuttle. “On our way here, I promised him I wouldn’t let you guys shut him off forever, and I’m keeping my promise. And I’m not letting that creepy fungal shit get him, either. He’s going to wake up safely on Earth, or I’ll die trying. Now, either you help me or leave.” I brandished a live electric cutter in front of me.

I doubted I’d be able to win a fight against either of these hunters if they really wanted to tear me away from Pip, but I could do some serious damage before they overpowered me.

There was a chance we could recover the mothership with some good old-fashioned Yankee ingenuity, but what if we couldn’t? What if the fungus got into Pip and forced him to turn against us? He’d already had to fight other hunters when they’d held Kan’n hostage; I couldn’t put him through that again. This was my only chance to save him, and I was taking it whether they liked it or not.

I picked up the tablet-like device Jask’l had used as a diagnostic tool. “How long does it take to transfer him to something like this? And is there a better option?”

“There isn’t enough time for that,” Kan’n said, making his way around to me.

“And that will not hold all of him,” Jask’l said.

I believed him. Back on Earth, I’d asked Pip if I could transfer him to one of the laptops while I disconnected his power to fix the ship, and Pip had assured me that no computer on Earth could hold him.

“How much time do we have?”

“Ten of your Earth minutes, at most,” Kan’n answered, stepping in front of me.

I waved the cutting tool between us. “Back off. I’m trying to save your shuttle. Don’t you care about him?” I couldn’t believe he would even consider leaving without Pip.

His eyes softened. “Of course I do. But you are more important. I can’t let you sacrifice yourself—”

“Don’t be stupid! I’m not sacrificing myself, not if you let me do my work. Jask’l, bring me the tools. We have ten minutes? I can get Pip out of his housing in five. We’ll take him physically, no data transfer necessary.”

“That will work,” Jask’l said, his eyes lighting up. He pushed his cart over and handed me a wrench-like tool.

I made a beeline to the panel holding the shuttle’s neural system, the “brain,” as it were.

“The oxygen is quickly venting,” Jask’l said. “Go, Kan’n. Get in a pod. We need to conserve what little oxygen is left for Sam. I’ll stay with her.”

“No.” Kan’n’s challenge was clear. “I knew her first, and it is my shuttle. I will stay with her.”

“This is my workshop,” Jask’l countered.

“And I am the better fighter!”

I didn’t have time to listen to their dick-measuring contest, so I focused on Pip instead.

“It’s okay, buddy,” I murmured, even though I knew he couldn’t hear me. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

The box that held Pip was tiny in comparison to his personality. Somehow, the Xarc’n military had managed to fit all that mouthy sass, if occasionally anxiety-ridden, into something the size of a grapefruit. I loosened the screws at each corner and started wiggling it out of its housing little by little.

I realized my next problem when I finally had him in my hands. Pip was fragile, and without the protective housing, he was vulnerable. One drop on the ground, and it was over.

I stood and immediately regretted it. I wobbled on my feet, feeling lightheaded. My heart was beating too fast, and I was having trouble breathing. Shit, I was going to pass out. I cradled Pip to my chest so that even if I fell, he would be protected.

Strong arms caught me, holding me up.

“The oxygen level is very low,” Kan’n said softly. “Let me carry you.”

“We need something to protect Pip.” I looked down at the very fragile box that held my friend.

Kan’n grabbed a handful of soft leather cloths, the Xarc’n equivalent of chamois. “Will this work?”

“Good enough for now. Thank you.” It was great padding, but it still wouldn’t protect Pip from being crushed.

I grabbed the metal container Jask’l had been using to hold odds and ends in his cart and dumped everything out while Kan’n held me up. I lined the bottom with the soft leather, placed Pip inside, and then packed the space around, folding the final piece on top before closing the lid. It was the best I could do.

I started toward the door but only managed a single wobbly step, cursing at the pain that shot through my left ankle as I rolled it, before Kan’n swept me up into his arms.

“You are slow, human, and your body needs more oxygen than mine to function. I will carry you.” His large steps took us quickly down the corridor toward the escape pods.

The stench as we approached a joining hallway was atrocious. The scourge’s fungus! I would recognize that even in my sleep.

“Take my mask,” Kan’n ordered. He adjusted his hold on me just long enough to remove the mask that he had pushed up onto his forehead right under the base of his horns.

I undid the clasp, grabbed it and put it over my face. It didn’t fit well, but hopefully it was enough. Xarc’n warriors had a natural resistance to the fungal spores, but humans were particularly susceptible since it wasn’t something we’d ever had to protect ourselves against.

I peeked down the corridor through a clear portion of the mask. My god. It no longer looked like the corridors of a ship but rather like the inside of a nest. I’d controlled one of the drones that scouted and mapped the inside of the Franklin nest when they’d gone in to destroy it. How had the fungus grown so much in such a short time?

It must have been the energy from the blast. Somehow, the fungus had learned to harness it to accelerate its growth. I’d always believed that the fungus was our true enemy rather than the scourge, and this only confirmed my beliefs. We couldn’t let this mutated fungus anywhere near Earth.

I thought of the mining detachment. Ror’k had managed several good hits on it, as had the other mothership. The last I’d seen, a blast had knocked it off course, and it didn’t look able to aim itself back toward Earth, probably because Ror’k had damaged its thrusters. Was it enough to stop it from reaching our planet?

When Kan’n finally set me down, it was in front of what looked like a small one-man pod. Well, more like one-hunter pod. I was sure two humans could fit in comfortably.

“Can you stand?”

I was about to give him a witty reply, but a wave of light-headedness stopped me. Lack of oxygen was no joke. I pulled the mask up off my nose and mouth. “Yes. But I’m dizzy.”

The ship chose that moment to cut the gravity, leaving us floating. Having not expected the sudden change to zero-G, I clutched at Kan’n’s arm. The mask which had been sitting atop my head floated away.

Kan’n climbed into the pod with me in tow and had me sit in his lap. “We should both fit under the harness.”

I caught just a glimpse of the fungus crawling into view as the door to the pod closed. Had it managed to follow us in?

I shuddered at the thought of intelligent fungus. Mind you, we’d known of fungal intelligence before all this. We had it naturally on Earth, in the shape of the networks connecting the roots of trees underground so they could communicate. The scourge’s fungus displayed it often, finding ingenious ways to get back into their hosts and providing them with a meal in the form of infested animals at the same time.

I silently prayed for the pod to launch before the fungus reached us. There must be a God out there, because it did. Then, the harness snapped down over me, and I was no longer floating up high enough to see out the only window.

We were soon hurtling through space toward the blue-green planet below.

Back on the mothership, I’d had missions to keep my brain occupied: first disconnecting the ship’s weapons, then rescuing Pip. Now that I had nothing to do but sit and stare at the extremely simple console in front of me, the fear and doubt started to creep in.

Needing something to do, I tapped on the screen. It was the only thing in the pod except for the plain curved walls and single tiny window that showed the vast expanse of space and beyond. We weren’t even facing Earth, so I couldn’t look at the planet and calm myself. The screen reacted to me and lit up; there were several alien glyphs on it, but I could only read one of them: On.

“Well yeah, the pod better be On,” I murmured, as I tried to navigate to another screen.

“The pod is automated,” Kan’n said from behind me. “You can’t control it. That says that the signal for rescue is on.” He pointed to a section of the screen that appeared to be counting down. “This shows the distance to the destination. The other countdown is the number of hours of life support left if used at the current rate.”

“I see. So we are literally just in a tin can, hurling through space. Brilliant.”

“It is more than a tin can. It has…” Kan’n gestured to the screen.

“Right. It also counts down our demise. Perfect.”

My ankle, which had only hurt a little when I twisted it trying to escape the ship, was throbbing now. I was useless. I couldn’t even run for my life when it counted.

A feeling of helplessness consumed me. I was a do-er, not a sit-around-and-wait-er. It was the way I coped with difficult situations. Forced to sit and do nothing, I felt the threads of hysteria take hold. The smallest of sobs escaped my lips.

Kan’n’s arms tightened around me. “Do not be frightened. I will protect you.” He started purring, the soft rumbling filling the tiny space. “Also, this is not a tin can. We are not sardines.” He bent his head to sniff at the side of my head. “But you do smell good like them.”

What the fuck? Great. Not only was I trapped hurtling through space with the Loose Cannon, he just told me I stink. “Did you seriously just imply I smell like fish?” I asked between embarrassing and very uncharacteristic sobs.

“I like those little fishes,” he said solemnly. I knew he was trying to distract me, and I let him.

“Ew! I don’t. Especially not after the sardine fiasco. I thought you said you hated human food.”

He chuckled, the sound giving me just the faintest glimmer of hope that things would be all right.

“I lied.”


Chapter 10: Kan’n

I’d never seen Sam scared. I wanted to keep her distracted. If she was focused on me, she wouldn’t be worried about where we were and what was happening around us.

“What’s a sardine fiasco? My translator does not have this phrase. Is that a celebration I have not yet learned about?” Humans had strange customs. The one they called Christmas was particularly weird, since many of the current traditions had nothing to do with the Christ person after whom the yearly event was named.

Her sob turned into a half-laugh. “No, it’s not. A fiasco is when something goes horribly wrong or is a complete failure. A few years ago, back in Franklin, a group of foragers found a whole bunch of canned sardines. I mean crates and crates of them. They were in good condition, too. But they weren’t careful and dropped an entire crate from one of the shuttles.”

I frowned, unable to imagine a crate falling out of a shuttle. “How is that possible?”

“They were air-lifting the crates, since your shuttles could haul a lot more behind and below them than could be carried inside,” she explained, her body relaxing as she talked. “Whoever tied it to the shuttle didn’t do it properly, and one of the crates crashed to the ground just outside of the compound. Every single can was dented. Every last one. Dented cans can’t be stored long term; we learned that the hard way. So that meant we had to eat them right away. We had sardines for every meal for days. It was summer, and some of the cans smashed open on the pavement. It stank so bad.”

“You said this was at the Franklin nest?” I asked.

I’d often heard the humans at the camp talk about this place. It seemed they all came from there and had only started the current camp recently. Curious, I’d had my shuttle—I’d call him Pip now, I suppose—look it up. Franklin had been a medium-sized town with a corresponding medium-sized nest. It had recently been obliterated, and was considered the first nest of that size on the planet to be wiped out.

The mission was well documented, and while only Xarc’n Warriors entered the nest, the video footage also showed dozens of armed humans, both on foot and in vehicles, hunting down the scourge that had escaped the nest and preventing them from starting fresh elsewhere.

What had confused me the most when I first started watching the footage was that Sam’s voice was in sync with one of the first cameras inside the nest. She’d directed the hunters around the labyrinthine den, warning them of scuttlers and spitters and making sure none of the hunters trapped each other behind a wall of flame. After watching it for a while, it was hard to remember that she wasn’t physically in there herself but had been controlling a machine with a camera called a drone.

“Yeah. Franklin. But if you say I smell like sardines, then I must stink.”

“No. You do not stink; you smell good, like sardines are supposed to smell good.”

She twisted around to level an incredulous look at me, her hair floating around her in zero gravity. “Does not compute.”

“I like the way you smell.” And as if to emphasize the fact that I’d just admitted to liking something about her, the rumbling in my chest increased so that it was now shaking and rattling our tiny pod.

Sam leaned back against the side of the pod as much as the harness would let her and put a hand on my chest, her eyes round. She knew what the sound meant. I did too.

The tightness in my chest every time I saw her, the feeling I’d erroneously interpreted as a warning, had been my body trying to tell me we were compatible the whole time.

“Shhh,” she hushed. “You’re going to rattle this pod apart.”

I wasn’t sure that was possible, but between how deafening it was now and how much it made everything vibrate, perhaps it wasn’t impossible either.

She rubbed her hand on my chest, and I closed my eyes, trying to calm that sudden need to have her touch me all over.

“I thought you hated me,” she said. “Can’t you go back to channeling that until we’re safely on the ground? Usually, Xarc’n technology is built to last, but this thing looks like it’s only built to last until the moment it lands.”

She wasn’t wrong. Assuming the mothership was orbiting the planet we were fighting on, this pod had only one job: to get its occupant safely down to the surface. According to the readout on the screen, having Sam with me was depleting the oxygen supply rapidly. Hunters could reduce and control our oxygen usage when at rest; humans couldn’t. I wasn’t going to tell her that, though; it would only make her panic more.

Sudden movement had me looking out the only window, which was placed directly in my line of vision. Outside the pod, chaos was raging. The mothership that remained intact had managed to disable the mining vessel, and the mutant shuttle was now in several pieces, the ores and minerals it had contained spilling out into space. Several of the pieces were traveling at high speeds toward Earth.

Unable to move into position fast enough to deflect the pieces away from the planet, the other mothership had retreated and sent out a few shuttles to do the job. The first shuttle made the mistake of using its blaster at full strength and shattering the piece it was shooting at into multiple smaller fragments. Realizing his error, the hunter switched to a lower setting to push the pieces away from Earth and toward the sun.

I focused on this, and my chest calmed.

“What’s going on out there?” she asked. “I hate not being able to see or do anything.”

I told her what was happening outside our pod. Soon, all the pieces of the vessel had been knocked away, the ones large enough to see anyhow.

“But the mothership,” Sam fretted. “That’s infested now, too. Ror’k and Yam’r disconnected the controls to the thrusters, and Jask’l and I took care of the weapons, but still… We don’t know what could happen.” Her voice took on a panicky note. “Oh god! What if it sends one of the remaining pods down at us!”

I didn’t have time to answer because the pod started to shake from the force of re-entry. She gasped, and her fingers tightened on my forearms.

“I got you.” I leaned her back against my body. The headrest on the seat protected my neck from large movements, but she didn’t have a similar support, so I cradled her head and neck gently with my hands. One of her hands moved to claw at my thigh while the other held Pip’s box.

The window glowed with light as the exterior coating ignited. The heat shield protected us to an extent, but the pod still got uncomfortably hot, and I worried Sam’s human body would be too weak to survive the re-entry into Earth’s atmosphere.

“Sam?” I waited for her reply.

“I’m okay.”

“Good.”

“Don’t… Don’t leave me.”

“I won’t,” I promised, even though I had no idea where she thought I’d go. We were both stuck here together. “I’m right here.”

She made a soft whimpering sound.

The next minutes dragged by excruciatingly slowly, but eventually, we were inside Earth’s atmosphere. Her hair no longer floated up into my face; gravity had returned. I suddenly felt extremely heavy, even though I’d only been weightless for a short time.

The last images I had of the mothership as we were propelled away played over and over in my head. Losing a mothership was an enormous setback, an unfathomable loss. It had never happened before.

A sudden jolt of the pod had my head banging against the side of my headrest. Similarly, Sam’s head knocked hard into my palm. If my hand hadn’t been there, it would have been enough to give her serious whiplash—or worse.

“Krux!”

“What the f—”

The window, which had shown only the open sky before, was now covered by a flyer’s claw. Unable to grab hold of the pod’s smooth outer surface, it was angrily pushing it around.

Sam let out a scream, then muffled it with her own hand. Her fear filled the pod.

“Do not fear, Sam. The pod is constructed to withstand tampering from the scourge. They can’t get in.”

These ones, though, were willing to try. They batted us around in the air. Each time they did so, the pod recalculated the safest route down to the planet.

“Flyers are a good sign,” I said.

“How can they possibly be a good sign?” Sam asked, trembling.

“Because it means we are above land and not water. I do not know how long this pod would float on your Pacific Ocean.”

“Oh god, I didn’t even think of that. Okay, you’re right; flyers are better than landing in the middle of the sea and waiting for help to arrive, but only just slightly. The pod doesn’t just automatically open when we land, does it? What if we land next to the nest?”

“It shouldn’t. The pod is programmed to find the safest spot to land and avoid nests if possible. You can see it recalculating on the screen.”

She looked down just as another flyer attacked our pod, making her head slam back against my chest again with a thud.

“Oww! What the hell are you made of? Tungsten?”

“Flesh and bone.” Amused, I held her forehead more firmly. “I’ll let you touch the rest of me later to confirm.” I imagined her running her hands over my muscles, caressing every hill and valley to be sure I was indeed made of flesh and bone and very, very compatible with her.

But first, I had to get her to safety. This pod wasn’t safe anymore, especially since we were so close to the ground now. I knew that because I saw a flash of the tops of pointy trees, the peculiar ones with needles instead of leaves. I also saw the white snow-covered ground below. With the flyers badgering it, I doubted the pod could perform its landing maneuver properly.

We were going to crash.


Chapter 11: Sam

“Brace for impact!” Kan’n roared.

It was the only warning I got that we were anywhere near the ground. I hugged Pip close and pressed back against Kan’n’s muscular body. I was grateful his hand was cupped around my forehead, holding me tight to his chest. I only needed to smack the back of my head on his sternum once to know I never wanted to do it again. He was as hard as a rock.

I thought about his offer to let me touch him all over. I admit, I was curious how the rest of him felt, especially if he continued behaving the way he had since this mess started. Some guys cracked under pressure and showed their true monstrous selves; Kan’n, on the other hand, stepped up to the plate and stopped being a jerk. I was sure it was only temporary, but I was still glad for the respite.

The landing was bumpy, and despite Kan’n holding me in place, it knocked the wind out of me. A quick glance up at the window showed me random glimpses of a claw or scourge face as they rolled us on the ground like a snowball.

After a while a thin film of white covered the window, obscuring our view. At this rate, we were going to be entombed in snow.

So many ways to die, and today, I got to experience a little taste of all of them. Lucky me.

“They are pushing us toward the nest,” Kan’n said.

Great. Let’s add another horrible way to die to my list today.

If they succeeded in rolling us into or even anywhere near a nest, we might as well be dead. Even if the scourge never actually managed to break into the pod, we’d die of dehydration long before help arrived, if it ever did. They might send a drone, but that couldn’t move anything as big as this pod. We’d be doomed.

“We have to get out of this pod now.” Kan’n said exactly what I was thinking. “Before they get us too close to the nest.”

“Damn right!”

“Okay. Release the harness, turn around, and wrap your arms and legs around me. I’ll open the pod and jump out the next time I see an opening.”

Terrific, right into a pile of scourge. But we had no choice.

“Wait. I need to find a way to keep Pip safe while I hold onto you. I only have two arms.”

“Use my belt.”

That might actually work. I twisted around and leaned to the side like I had before, trying to reach his belt. The pod tilted, and I gasped, instinctively putting my hand down to stabilize myself. It accidentally landed right over his crotch.

“Sorry,” I mumbled as I reached for his belt again.

A few seconds later, I had managed to get it unfastened, but all my fussing around meant I now also had a very hard, very erect, alien cock tenting the loincloth. I sure hoped Kan’n hadn’t been relying on the belt to hold the garment up.

“Really? Now, of all times?” I asked, unable to stop a smidgen of snark from creeping into my voice. I had to admit, it was kind of nice to think I had this kind of effect on him, especially after he’d been telling me for weeks how distasteful he found me. If only we weren’t busy trying not to die.

Kan’n made a sound that was suspiciously like a chuckle. “You are taking off my clothes, female. I cannot help it.”

Turning back around so that the very hard and bumpy Xarc’n erection—I knew all about how these hunters were shaped—was now pressed to my back, I got to work threading the belt around the handle of Pip’s box and wrapping it around the sides tightly. When I was done, I had a loop that fit perfectly around my forearm so I could hold on to Kan’n without letting go of Pip.

When the pod was relatively upright again, I reached for the harness. “I’m going to release us now so I can turn around and wrap around you.” I had just managed to get it off as the flyer outside decided we needed to be upside down again. I reached up to stop myself from smashing against the ceiling. Kan’n reached for me too. He was larger, and with his legs and shoulder braced in the pod, he could stabilize himself while I couldn’t.

“I got you.” He hauled me against his body, and I threw one arm around him. There wasn’t room in the pod for my other arm to do the same, especially with Pip attached to my wrist. That would have to wait until we were outside.

“Kan’n…”

“Yes, Sam?”

“Being paralyzed and then kept alive by the scourge’s toxin and watching them bring me back to the nest in pieces, is one of my worst nightmares. Running out of oxygen and falling to Earth from space are two others, as is being entombed in a giant snowball. I can’t handle any more. Get me out of here safely, and I’ll give you anything you want. I’ll get out of your hair, I’ll stop bothering you and Pip. But only after I get Pip back into a proper shuttle.” My promise to Pip came first.

He grunted. “That is not what I want from you any longer.”

No kidding. Judging from the hard cock which had been pressing against my belly just a moment ago, I had a feeling I knew exactly what he wanted now instead. Well, if he wanted me to scratch an itch, that was fine too. I had one that needed scratching myself. “Whatever you want. Just get me out of here.”

“It will be done.” The muscles on his body tightened, ready to pounce. “Hold on tight.”

I didn’t have to be told twice; I held on tighter than a belt after an all-you-can-eat buffet. I had seen the flashes of snow and ice against the window as the scourge rolled us around, but nothing could have prepared me for the frigid blast of air when the door to the pod finally opened. It was the type of face-hurting cold that cut straight to the bone.

“Jesus, it’s cold,” I hissed. “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

“We never were in Kansas.” Then Kan’n was leaping out of the pod.

We landed in the snow, completely surrounded by scourge. Instead of staying to fight them, Kan’n ran. Several of the scourge gave chase, but most of them stayed with the pod, guarding it. I didn’t know how I knew, but I was sure they believed it was part of the mining shuttle. I bet all the pods were being snatched up right now, the scourge thinking it was part of the payload.

Boy, the queens were going to be very disappointed when they got nothing but useless spent emergency pods. If we’d known they were going to grab anything that fell from the sky, we could’ve used it to our advantage and tricked them into accepting some nice gifts of the explosively anti-fungal variety, though those only did so much to clear out the nests.

Early on, when US military had still been operational, they’d sent in incendiary bombs, but because of the way the nests were built, it was easy for the scourge to just collapse and sacrifice certain tunnels to starve the fires of oxygen. Fire was a good weapon but needed to be deployed correctly. Our anti fungal “bombs” weren't as flashy, but they did a better job at controlling the pesky scourge population.

Despite the focus on the pods, two of the scuttlers decided we were the better option. Holding onto Kan’n the only thing I could do was peer over his shoulder as the creatures gave chase. Normally, Xarc’n hunters were much faster than scuttlers, but the snow here was deep and it hindered Kan’n’s movement. His feet crunched through the top layer of ice. The scuttlers, however, were moving on top of the thick, icy top layer without falling through, which was something I’d never seen before.

Their many feet moved quickly in a blur, making the god-awful noise the scuttlers were known for. With bodies like ants, legs reminiscent of spiders, and fore limbs like praying mantises, scuttlers were the scourge type I saw the most. The thigh height varmint still creeped me out as much now as they had when they first came.  These two rubbed their mandibles as they followed us.

“Kan’n, they’re gaining!” I tried to hold the panic back but failed.

“How many?” he asked without slowing.

“Just two.”

He put me down in the snow next to a fallen tree, then grabbed the tree—which was still partially attached to its trunk where it had snapped—and ripped it the rest of the way out of the ground. I gawked at the impressive display of strength. I expected him to use the tree like a club to bat the bugs away but instead, he swung and released, hurling the entire thing at the two creatures.

Wow. That was effective.

With the two bugs squashed, Kan’n picked me up again and continued to run. Soon, the other scourge that had been busy disassembling the pod, since they could not roll it with the door open, were hidden behind mounds of snow and a forest of conifers. I was getting cold despite being plastered to Kan’n’s front. He was warm, like my very own personal heater, but my ass was still freezing.

When he put me down again, it was inside a trailer park. The mobile homes were lined up in rows, the tops all covered by a thick layer of snow. In the summer, there must have been tiny lawns in front of each trailer, because there were faded pink flamingos sticking up out of a few of them. One of the trailers had a collection of tires in front of it instead, stacked dangerously high. Some had red and white flags with red maple leaves flapping in the wind.

Well at least that answered one question: we were somewhere in Canada. No wonder they called it the Great White North; everything was covered in snow—at least, at this time of year.

There were signs of an old scourge attack everywhere, including claw marks raking along the sides of all the trailers. Some of the plastic lawn chairs that had once formed a circle around a fire pit were knocked over. The power lines that had provided the trailers with electricity had been torn down and shredded by flyer claws. Whoever had lived here were long gone.

“I’m going to try to find some warm clothes,” I said. “I’m freezing.”

Now that Kan’n was no longer carrying me, I was cold in front too. I’d left my hoodie back on the mothership, but even if I had it on, it wouldn’t have made a bit of difference. One gust of wind, and I’d be chilled to the bone.

I approached the first door. It was still open; whoever had been fleeing the place never took the time to lock it. The place was covered in a thick layer of dust and it looked like no one had been there for years. I checked the tiny closets first, trying to find a winter coat that fit me, but only found a woman’s coat in extra small. I tried to put it on, but my long arms stuck out of the sleeves awkwardly, and I couldn’t zip it up.

I did, however, find a backpack and several stale granola bars. Jackpot!

I freed Pip from the confines of Kan’n’s belt and carefully placed him inside the backpack before tossing the belt at Kan’n who was standing awkwardly in the middle of the trailer, looking around curiously. He was too tall for the room and had to crunch his body over to the side.

“What is this place?” he asked.

“It’s a trailer. This one’s a single wide. People used to live here. They are portable, so that they can be moved from place to place.”

Kan’n frowned. “Like my shuttle.”

“Kind of, but not really. And not nearly as protected as a shuttle.”

“How does it move? I do not see a navigational console.”

I pressed my lips into a straight line, trying hard not to laugh. It always surprised me the way Kan’n acted like he’d just arrived on Earth. It was different from a lot of the hunters I was used to working with. “It, um, doesn’t. They have to pull it behind another vehicle.”

Kan’n’s frown deepened. “Then what is the point? Where are the weapons?”

“There aren’t any.”

The look he sent me was one of pure horror, and this time I couldn’t help the small giggle that escaped my lips. I approached him and put my hand on his chest. “There was no need for weapons before the scourge came.”

Then, before his chest could start rumbling again and possibly shake the trailer apart, I said, “Come on. Let’s see what else we can find here. I don’t think these trailers are warm enough to stay in overnight, and they’re too small for you, but we should at least grab all the food we can find.”

I had more luck finding clothing in my size in the next trailer. Before long, I was decked out in proper winter gear and had a bag full of food, including several cans of sardines, which Kan’n seemed very excited about. By the time we were done in the last trailer, the wind had picked up, and the skies, which hadn’t been particularly clear to begin with, had darkened. My new-found parka was warm, but it wasn’t enough to hold up against a blizzard.

The trailers with their thin walls weren’t particularly warm either, and I doubted starting a fire inside one would be safe. We’d need to find better shelter soon.

“I’m surprised the scourge we saw were moving so fast,” I remarked as I did one last visual sweep to make sure I didn’t miss anything. “Especially in this cold. They’re usually slower in the winter.”

At the mention of the scourge, Kan’n looked up warily at the sky for signs of flyers, but there was nothing but gray. “Nests in colder regions make scourge that are more resistant to the low temperatures. They have more of the substance in their bodies to prevent freezing.”

“Lucky them.”

As we left the rows of neatly parked mobile homes, I waved at the weathered sign that read Angry Goose Trailer Park. “So long, and thanks for all the canned fish!”


Chapter 12: Kan’n

Even with all the layers of thick clothing, Sam was still shivering violently by the time we found a place I deemed safe enough to rest for the night. She also tried to hide the fact that she’d hurt her ankle, but her limping was more obvious now that she was wearing boots that, while warm, didn’t fit her properly. The place I’d chosen wasn’t that far from the trailer park, just down the road at the building that, according to the broken sign, was the Community Center.

It was not remotely situated at the center of the community. I’d never understand human naming conventions.

It wasn’t too far from the place we’d landed, which was good, since I had no idea how the other hunters would locate us now that the pod was gone. All they’d have would be the history of where the pod had been before being dismantled and carried to the nest. If they thought we were inside the nest, they wouldn’t bother sending help, as it would be a suicide mission.

There were several buildings in the area, but this was the one that had held up best over the years. The building was made of that thick, gray, rock-like material the humans often used to build their structures, rather than wood like the others around it. It had many windows, all tall and narrow, too narrow for a scuttler to fit through. Most importantly, the windows were all unbroken. This building would be the warmest.

Sam had insisted we check the general store across the street, but the place had already been looted and picked clean.

I pushed open the metal door, and we stepped into a foyer, the floor of which was covered in brown and beige plush fabric with a geometric pattern. The place was dusty, and there was a dark stain right in front of a wooden bench. The walls were painted cream and orange.

“Whoa! What year is it? This place is like something out of a time machine.” Sam looked around, wide-eyed. “Let’s make sure we secure the place before we get settled in and wait for rescue.”

I had just been about to suggest that. She’d stolen the words right out of my mouth.

“That looks like the gymnasium-theater combo at the center of the building. You check that side.” She pointed to the left. “And I’ll do the other. We’ll meet up in there.” She nodded at the double doors to the large room she had dubbed the gymnasium-theater combo.

“No. We will stay together.”

She frowned. “There are no signs of the scourge in the area that aren’t years old. And there are no latrines or poop piles outside. I’m pretty sure it’s just a case of making sure all the doors are closed.” She started down “her” side of the hallway.

“We will stay together,” I repeated, stepping in front of her to lead the way.

She sighed, grumbling something about privacy and nature calling, but followed behind me anyway. The first door was an office with two desks and a number of metal cabinets.

“Ooh! Coffee!” Sam picked up a canister from one of the desks and shook it. “It’s pretty full too.” She squinted at the can and squeaked with excitement. “And it’s only two years expired!”

I made a face at the thought of the dark liquid. It did give a burst of energy, but it still tasted vile to me. I’d learned never to say this in front of the average human, however. Their entire species seemed to be addicted to the stuff.

Also, why did humans make food that expired? The whole point of processing food was to make it last indefinitely, like our nutrition bars. Wrapped in the wax they came in from the food production facilities, our rations could technically outlive the hunter they were meant to sustain.

She found other items of interest in the drawer and stuffed them into her pack as well. It was now so full it could barely close. I watched her curiously. What I viewed as pointless odds and ends, she saw as potentially useful. Was this why so many in the camp claimed she was good to bring out foraging?

Sam picked up a silver-colored device that opened to reveal a screen much like the one she used back at the camp. She put the device in a fabric cover and tucked it under her arm.

“Why take that? It does not work. It is useless.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “Shows how much you know. For your information, this laptop is a prime candidate for converting to Xarc’n power.”

“Human technology is inferior.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You know, hot shot, I was going to fix up a phone for you when we got back since you never got your communicator. But just for that, I’m not going to. You’ll have to make do without our ‘inferior’ technology.”

Krux! Me and my big mouth. There was no knowing when the next shipment was going to arrive, especially after what had happened this time. We never did get a reply from the mining ship. If it was compromised as well, we might not get a shipment at all.

“I still can’t believe what happened to the mothership.” Sam’s whole body sagged. “What are we going to do now?” The question ended in a swallowed sob, as if she was trying not to cry. There were unshed tears in her eyes.

Her sense of loss regarding our mothership was so palpable that I could feel it in the air between us. It confused me. She was acting like she’d personally lost something immensely important.

“Why are you so upset?” I asked. “It’s a Xarc’n ship, not a human one.”

She looked at me like I’d suddenly started growing extra arms, then shook her head with a disappointed look on her face. “You don’t get it. You really don’t get it.”

“I do not.” I didn’t understand. What was there to get?

“I thought that after living with us for a few weeks, you’d start to, but you really are stupid when you want to be.”

I growled. “I am not stupid.”

“Kan’n, if you can’t understand why I’m upset at the loss of a Xarc’n ship just because I’m human, then I’m sorry, but yes, you are.” Her desperate sadness gave way to anger. “Once this is all over, you might as well catch the first flight off the planet and go somewhere else. We don’t need you here. You’re as bad as the humans who are against working with Xarc’n warriors.”

I took a step toward her and grabbed her shoulders in anger before I could stop myself. “I am not.” The words echoed through the room louder than I’d meant to say them.

She didn’t show any fear or shy away from my burst of anger. Instead, she shoved me back, hard, looking utterly disgusted.

“Let me say it in the simplest-to-understand terms for you. There’s no human side and no Xarc’n side in this war. There’s only our side together, or the bugs’ side. Everyone else just gets in the way. Me, I’m on our side. And every loss, human or Xarc’n, is our loss. So tell me… Are you on our side or not?”

The weight of her words rolled over me. This was what Haax’l and Lok’n had been trying to tell me, but all I’d chosen to hear was that we were not strong enough on our own and that we needed assistance from humans. I’d rejected the idea since it made me angry.

But Sam’s words made sense. In my anger, I’d lost sight of who the real enemies were.

“I’m on…our side.” There, that wasn’t so bad.

“Good to know.” She started out the door. “Also, Jask’l offered me a job on the mothership. So yeah. That could’ve been my new home.”

I knew it! I knew Jask’l was after her. “Did you accept the offer?”

“What? Worried you’d end up taking orders from me? I’d outrank you.” Her bitter laugh rang out through the hallway.

I gritted my teeth, determined not to reply.

The next two doors were the bathrooms. After we checked them to make sure they were empty, Sam asked me to wait outside while she did her business, and I realized this was what she’d meant by nature calling. She dropped her bag with me at the door, not before digging out a plastic package and bringing it in with her. She came out wiping her hands on a wet napkin that smelled artificially fresh and floral before tossing it into a bin.

The next few doors were labeled as meeting rooms A through D and had nothing but tables and chairs in them. The door at the end of the hall opened into the big room we’d seen earlier. Sam made to step inside, but even though the space looked empty, I stopped her.

“We will go back and check the other hall.”

She shrugged and followed me back down the hall. We walked into a room full of shelves, all lined up in long rows. The shelves were filled with books, and everything smelled musty and old.

“Let’s just check the perimeter of the library to make sure there aren’t any other doors,” she suggested.

There was indeed one door, but it was easily blocked by pulling over a shelf.

“We can burn these for warmth.” I didn’t need the warmth, but she was still hugging herself against the cold, despite the warmer temperatures inside the building.

She looked ready to protest for a moment but then eyed the books dubiously. “I know it’s blasphemous, but I’m freezing. We’ll do it if we have to. But only as a last resort. And none of the useful books.”

To me, they were all the same. I didn’t comment.

The next door opened onto a long, covered corridor that led to the adjacent building. Buffeted by the growing wind outside, the thin walls rattled and shook so violently I wondered if they’d survive the coming storm.

Sam must have had the same misgivings as I did, because she practically scrambled through the corridor, limping as she went, to the other side and through the door with a sign that read Hockey Rink. A large open area was ringed with clear panels. There were several large holes in the exterior walls, and part of the ceiling had caved in, showing the tumultuous skies above.

“Argh! It’s fucking freezing in here!” Sam hugged herself as a gust of wind blew in through the aperture.

Still shivering, she ducked into the corridor again and hurried back to the main building as quickly as her sore ankle allowed. We locked the door behind us.

The last area was the maintenance and supply room. Sam’s eyes lit up at a piece of machinery in the corner.

“Sweet! A gas-powered generator! And a half-full jerry can. It won’t last long, probably not even through the storm, but…I wonder…” She turned to me. “Can you carry that into the gym? We can set up in there. The room’s big enough that if I get it started, we won’t die from the fumes. I can get that laptop charged up then.”

“What use is that stupid human device? It cannot contact other hunters.”

She did that eye-rolling thing she often did that I was beginning to suspect meant she was unimpressed with me. “It can’t. But Pip can.”


Chapter 13: Sam

“We will send a shuttle when the storm passes,” said the hunter on the screen. “It should be over by tomorrow morning.”

“Terrific, thank you. We’ll stay put. We can’t keep the laptop running, but we’ll save what power we have to get in touch again after the storm.” I’d already explained that Pip was currently using the laptop to contact them.

“Understood.”

Originally, I’d asked Pip to send the call out to our camp, or maybe Franklin, but since he was only working with the hardware in the laptop, the best he could do was the closest hunter group. Even they were barely in range, especially with the storm raging outside.

Zhe’l had been surprised when he first accepted the call and saw a human face. He’d expected a hunter, since Pip had used his own code to make the transmission. Of course Kan’n, who’d been busy drilling an impressive training exercise in which he ran up a wall before springing off it to land as far away from the vertical surface as he could, had immediately made his way over to the stage where I’d set everything up, insisting on doing the talking.

But Zhe’l had recognized me as the Tech Wizard who’d stayed behind to disable the ship’s weapons the moment I spoke, since he’d remotely attended the emergency meeting on the mothership. He’d directed his questions to me, much to Kan’n’s chagrin. For once, I didn’t deny the title, feeling like I’d finally earned it.

Pip sent our exact location to Zhe’l, and I hung up, tucking my hands into the long sleeves of my coat. Even wearing it I was freezing, now that we’d stopped moving. But there wasn’t enough fuel left for us to waste it on something like heat.

“Sooo…” Pip started in a sing-song voice now that it was just the three of us. “You two shared a pod on your way down?”

“Yes,” I said cautiously. I knew what was coming.

“You two, all alone? Stuck in a raging storm together?” Little hearts popped up all over the screen. “That’s so romantic!”

“No, it’s not. Stop matchmaking, Pip. You’ll just be disappointed.”

“So you didn’t sit in his lap in the pod?”

“She did.”

I glared at Kan’n. “You’re not helping.”

“Did you kiss?” Pip hadn’t known about the first kiss.

“No.”

“Did you want to?”

“No!” Such a lie. I did want to kiss him again, even if the guy drove me crazy.

“Did you like sitting on his lap?”

“All right, Pip. I need to turn you off now to conserve energy.” And my sanity.

“Aww. Do you have to?” Pip asked.

“Yes. We need to save this charge for emergencies.” I stuck my hands out from the coat’s sleeves and reached for Pip.

“Wait,” Kan’n said.

I paused, my finger hovering over the power button.

He hesitated for a moment before clearing his throat, then saying, in a very official tone,  “I’m sorry for not believing that you were special, Pip. I was wrong. Thank you for being my companion for all these years.”

Pip made a sniffing sound. “That’s the first time you’ve called me Pip. You’re forgiven.”

So Kan’n did care about his shuttle. That was kind of sweet. Now if only he’d apologize for being a dick to me and everyone else at the camp, we’d be all set.

“I promise,” he continued, “that I’ll get you back inside the best shuttle. Then we’ll go shoot flyers together.”

“I can’t wait!” The words were accompanied by a widely smiling emoji. “Pew! Pew! Pew!”

Kan’n scowled. “That is not the sound your blasters make.”

I said goodbye to Pip and turned off the laptop, instantly plunging the room into darkness.

Shit! I’d forgotten our only natural light source came from the windows in the hallway. The storm was in full force now, and that light was gone. How was I going to disconnect Pip from the laptop safely? Currently, the two were connected with several repurposed wires I’d managed to scavenge in the office. It was a hack job, and one I was glad no one else was here to witness, but hey, it worked.

Unfortunately, the whole setup was anything but portable. I’d had to open up the laptop to make the connection work. Pip was perched precariously next to it, his metal housing completely unprotected.

If we had to leave in an emergency, the plan was to pull the cord from the laptop, leaving Pip intact, and sacrificing the “inferior” device. Boy, Kan’n would have a field day with that. The cords and laptop I could replace. But that would be hard to do in the dark. I felt around, looking for where the cords connected to the laptop, but realized that there simply wasn’t enough light for me to do jack all.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s too dark. I can’t see anything, and I won’t be able to grab Pip if there’s an emergency.

“I will do it.”

“The whole thing is Frankensteined together,” I said, ignoring his scowl at the unknown word. “You can’t just rip the two apart; you could damage him. If it comes to it, pull the cords from the laptop. We can sacrifice that.”

He grunted, in what I took to be a yes.

“But we can leave it for now, I guess.” I slid off the edge of the stage where I’d been sitting.

Shit! My ankle was really complaining. I shouldn’t have run all over the building on it when it was so sore already, but I had gotten an extra burst of adrenaline after finding the community center and that had masked the injury. I was regretting it now.

I was still feeling my way around, trying to find the lantern I’d charged up with the generator, when giant arms wrapped around me and lifted me clean off my feet. I yelped and threw my arms around whatever I could find to hold onto, which happened to be Kan’n’s neck.

His masculine scent filled my nostrils as the rumbling of his chest vibrated through my body. He was so warm, I wanted to bury my face against his skin.

“Your hands are cold. These clothes are not doing their job.” He placed me down on the tumbling mats we’d laid out earlier; we’d found them tucked under the stage and they provided welcome relief from the hard, icy cold floor.

“It’s still freaking cold in here. It must be below freezing, since the snow that we brought in in those buckets never melted. We need to start a fire to warm up.” I limped toward the door and the tiny source of light in the form of the hallway windows.

Kan’n grumbled and pulled me back, forcing me to sit on the mat, which while softer than the floor, was no warmer. “Sit. Stay. You cannot see in the dark and you are injured. I will find what we need.”

My initial reaction was to protest that he was treating me like an invalid, or a pet, but it was ridiculously dark out there, and I was injured. I threw my hands up in surrender. “Fine. If your survival skills are so much better than mine, you do it.”

While he was out retrieving everything we needed, I felt around and finally found that damned lantern. It was one of those LED ones and should last us a while on one charge. Technically, I’d found an electric heater too, but that needed the generator to be on, and even if I had more fuel for the generator, I wouldn’t keep it on in here unless I was literally dying of hypothermia. It stank, and even now the exhaust filled the air, even though we had all the doors to the space open.

I grabbed my bag and dumped the contents out onto the mat before organizing everything into proper piles. All the food in one area, separated by type. Cans in one pile. Bars in another. Coffee and tea in another. I made a pile of the useful electronic parts I found. And another that was miscellaneous items.

I knew I wasn’t really accomplishing anything, but it made me feel like I was being productive. This was what I always did to my workspace every time I was stuck on a project. Or before a project. Or after a project.

It took Kan’n several trips to bring in enough fuel to last the rest of the day and overnight. Despite how dark it was in here, I knew that it couldn’t be any later than mid-afternoon. After he left to bring back some cinder blocks so we could safely build a fire without burning the gym floor, I went through the library books, putting those in piles too. I set aside any I thought might be useful and with great regret put the rest in the fuel pile.

He’d also grabbed several children’s books. I moved The Very Hungry Caterpillar into the bring home pile. Little Mina would love that when she was old enough to read, and I wanted her to know there were good bugs out there too. Franklin had a decent library now, but nothing beats having it right at home.

When Kan’n returned again, it was with everything we needed to start a fire, including a few boxes of matches I’d overlooked. Some had been water damaged, but they were dry now and worked fine. Before long, we had a tiny fire going at a safe distance from our gym mats and were ripping down the velvet curtains on the stage to use as blankets.

Unfortunately, I started coughing and wheezing when the fire started emitting dark smoke. I limped out into the hallway for some fresh air as Kan’n put out the fire, smothering it with the contents of a bag of road sand he’d found in the storage room. He picked up a giant sheet of metal and fanned the smoke until it dissipated.

By the time I was able to sit back down on the mat without my lungs exploding, I was freezing again. So much for that idea.

When Kan’n started pulling out the indoor playground equipment from underneath the stage and setting up the monkey bars around our mats, I was utterly confused.

“What are you doing?”

He didn’t reply, though why was I surprised? It was typical Kan’n behavior. When he tossed the velvet curtains we had torn down over the bars, I finally realized what he was doing. He was making a blanket fort! Of course, it was the world’s most over-engineered blanket fort ever, but the concept still applied.

The heavy velvet should help regulate the temperatures inside, especially once he got in as well. He was still warm despite the bitter cold.

He stepped into the fort, and suddenly, he was all I could see and smell. His presence filled my senses, and I was almost afraid to breathe, lest my body reacted the same way it had every single time he’d touched me.

I squished over to the edge of the mat to give him room to sit, but despite all the free space, he decided to plop himself down right next to me, so close that we were touching. His heat seeped into me where our thighs touched, and it was everything I could do not to throw myself at him and steal all the body heat I could.

“I will warm you.” His words chased a frisson of anticipation down my spine. “Give me your foot,” Kan’n demanded. He grabbed it before I could protest.

“My ankle’s fine,” I lied. Kan’n already thought humans were weak, and I wasn’t going to perpetuate that belief.

I was completely unprepared when he hauled me into his lap.


Chapter 14: Kan’n

Sam was cold and injured. She hadn’t once complained, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t aware of her discomfort. In fact, I was extremely aware of it, to the point where it was the only thing I could think about.

Thinking about her and attending to her needs was a lot easier than thinking about what had happened to the mothership. There wasn’t anything I could do about that; I was completely powerless. But I could do plenty about Sam’s condition.

“Give me your foot.” I doubted she would listen to me, but now no one could say I hadn’t asked nicely.

“My ankle’s fine.”

I could smell the lie. Her ankle wasn’t fine at all, but of course, I hadn’t expected anything else from her. She could fight me all she wanted and tell me No at every turn, but she couldn’t stop me. I was bigger, and there were no other humans or hunters around now to take her side.

I grabbed her and maneuvered her onto my lap. Before she could fight back, I pulled off the much-too-loose boot that offered no support for her injured ankle.

“Hey! Stop that.” She fought me, just as I knew she would.

While I’d been searching for the fuel required for the fire to keep her warm—a failed endeavor, since her human lungs were too weak to filter the smoke—I’d decided that it was futile to fight the overwhelming need to protect her throughout this ordeal. It gave me something to do so I’d stop fixating on the mothership. The closeness was pleasant too.

She was the perfect diversion. I bet if the world was imploding, she’d still be able to distract me.

Grinning, because I was so much stronger and this was kind of fun, I flipped her over so that she was belly down across my lap and landed two loud smacks on her bottom. For my species, this was part of foreplay, as were things like chasing and biting.

Xarc’n mating rituals weren’t something hunters needed to know about since we weren’t meant to join normal Xarc’n society, so it wasn’t part of our education, but the information was accessible in the archives. Pip had gone through it when we were new on Earth to find the differences between human and Xarc’n mating rituals.

It had turned out that human mating rituals were extremely varied, and some even overlapped our own. But it really depended on who you asked, and at the time I read it I hadn’t met Sam, or any female for that matter, yet. I’d try a little of everything and see how she reacted.

Chasing was a bad idea with her hurt ankle, and I didn’t think her thin skin would do well with the biting, so I elected to tap her pleasingly round bottom lightly. Maybe she could use her dull little teeth on me.

She shrieked indignantly and struggled, writhing against me and awaking the need inside me that was always so close to the surface when she was around.

“Stay still.” I grabbed her firm, full ass and squeezed. It wasn’t my words that had her stopping, but my cock, which had thickened under her body as a substantial amount of blood rushed down to it. It made it difficult for me to think about anything except what it would feel like to have her writhing on top of it.

“Listen, Kan’n, just because we’re snowed in together doesn’t mean you’re going to get laid.”

I knew what get laid meant. I had spent enough time listening to the humans at the camp to pick up some of their slang.

“I only wish to bandage your foot,” I lied. Krux, I wanted to do so much more.

She reached back and slapped my hand, which was still on her ass. “That’s not my foot!” Then she wiggled hard, pressing herself very deliberately against my cock. “And this is not required for bandaging anything.”

I hissed, and my hips bucked on their own accord. “Then stop moving, female! I have as much control over it as you do over the scent of your arousal.” The enticing aroma was now permeating the entire blanket fortress.

She made a small sound at me calling her out but did stop struggling. I turned her back around and took her right foot in my hands before peeling off the fabric sheath around it. The ankle was swollen and red, but thankfully it didn’t look broken. It would bruise but should heal quickly, even for a human, if we gave it the right support.

“I rolled it back on the ship. It’s not too bad. Honestly, I think it’s the boots. They’re a bit too big.”

I opened the first aid kit I’d found in the offices and took out the roll of white fabric.

“Give it here.” She reached for it. “I can do it.”

I snatched it back out of her reach and growled.

She threw her hands up in exasperation before crossing her arms across her chest. “Fine. You do it.”

“The nail is pink,” I said, holding her biggest toe between my fingers. There was some kind of coating on it. Was it intended to strengthen her strangely flat claws? It wasn’t doing a very good job, since it was already chipping, even though she hid her feet inside shoes.

I couldn’t wear footwear myself because of the claws on my toes. But I didn’t need the protection anyway. The skin on my feet was thick and durable, unlike hers which was soft and nice to touch. So very, very nice to touch.

“Yeah, well, just because it’s the bugpocalypse doesn’t mean I don’t want to look cute. I like painting my toes; it’s therapeutic. And I use my hands too much for polish to stay on my fingers.”

Look cute? The polish was purely aesthetic?

“Who are you wanting to look cute for?” There was that angry feeling again, the one I got whenever I thought of her with any other male. “Is it for the male you work with? Lenny?”

She laughed, almost a cackle. “Lenny? No. I’m not trying to look cute for anyone but myself.” Her eyes narrowed for a split second before they grew round and she gasped. “Are you jealous? I thought you hated me! Because I was brainwashing your shuttle.”

“You were not brainwashing Pip,” I grudgingly admitted. “I no longer hate you.”

Her lips made a cute little O shape, and I was suddenly gripped with an overwhelming urge to taste them again as I had back on the shuttle.

So I did.

I covered her mouth with mine, claiming it. To my surprise, she accept me eagerly, her lips soft and ardent. Forcing her mouth open, I slid my tongue deep into her mouth, with a deeply possessive stroke. She gave me hers too, tasting me as if I was her favorite meal.

Our fortress filled with the scent of her lust as I devoured her mouth. Soon, her mouth wasn’t enough. The perfume filled me with a craving I’d never felt before, and I wanted to rut into her like a beast in heat. Her kisses were sweet and drove me insane, but I wanted to taste that lust at its source.

I dragged my fangs down the column of her neck as she let out a raspy breath. She was so small, so delicate, so prey-like. I was a predator, hardwired to hunt, and she called to my every instinct. But she was also infinitely precious. And another equally strong drive compelled me to keep her, hold her, cherish and protect her.

With my large body giving off so much heat, she’d removed her thick outerwear and was now in only a thin top and a pair of bottoms. I shoved her top up over the swell of her breasts and started to peel it off her body. She didn’t stop me but lifted her arms over her head to help me instead. Her eyes were filled with a wild need that matched my own.

To my surprise, I encountered another, more restrictive garment beneath her top. There was a complicated clasp at the back, and after several attempts to undo it, I gave up. Unsheathing one of my claws, I sliced the garment off her, and her breasts spilled out. Making sure the claw was safely sheathed again, I cupped them in my palms and buried my face in the valley between them.

Her hands moved to my horns, and the second she touched them my cock sprang to life, eager to catch up with the rest of my body. Every scratch of her nails against my horns went straight to my crotch. My cock twitched and hurt, demanding to be freed from its leather confines.

Did Sam know the physical differences between her kind and mine? We were shaped differently than that of human males. She’d felt my cock before, but only through our clothes. Would she be disgusted? But I couldn’t let her run now. I’d just have to convince her that I was shaped for her pleasure.

I’d spread her thighs and feast upon her until she screamed for me. She’d be so out of her mind with pleasure that she wouldn’t care what shape I was so long as I was inside her. Yes, that was a good plan.

I struggled for control against the voice that demanded I throw her on the ground and take her right now and focused on her perky nipples instead. They’d pebbled up from being exposed to the cold air, so I sucked each of them in turn, giving them both the attention they deserved.

Suddenly frustrated by our upright position I moved, pushing her down onto the soft mats. She gasped as I gripped the top of her waistband and pulled, exposing the rest of her body to me. This was more like it.

She pressed her knees together, as if that would stop me from finding my treasure.

“Open your legs, female,” I growled, pulling them apart. “I’ve been dreaming of this since I caught sight of you bent over trying to fix my shuttle.”

She let out a strangled cry at my words. I looked up into her eyes, which were huge with a mix of arousal and trepidation. If I had my way, that trepidation would cease to exist. And I would have my way. No one could stop me now.

Not when she was spread out before me, her hair messy and her lips swollen, and smelling more delicious than anything else in the universe. Sweet and spicy, and so fucking perfect. So fucking mine.

Unable to hold back any longer, I buried my face in her heat.


Chapter 15: Sam

Kan’n’s huge shoulders were wedged between my knees, holding me wide open for him as his nuzzled my crotch with his face. After the strenuous day we’d had, I worried how fresh I smelled down there. Plus, I never did this on the first date, or even the third, or fourth. Hell, I didn’t think I’d ever felt comfortable doing this with anyone.

But by the sounds Kan’n was making, you’d think he was savoring a gourmet meal. His purring was so loud that I worried the playground equipment holding up our blanket fort would rattle apart.

I was wet. Very wet. And he was getting me all over his chin and cheeks, and clearly loving every second of it. Then he was exploring me with his tongue. He flattened the slightly textured surface over my skin and licked up and down.

I closed my eyes and focused on the amazing sensations instead of the annoying voice in my head that told me this was wrong. What did that stupid voice know, anyway? I’d had a stressful day, and I wanted this. I wanted Kan’n to make it all better.

Pleasure coiled within me, starting deep inside. I raised my hips to meet his mouth, and my hands reached down searching for the perfect handles that were his horns. He hummed and pulled my tender pussy lips into his mouth, exploring every crevice, swiping his tongue into my channel. It was longer and thicker than I thought possible as it lanced into me.

Occasionally I felt his teeth grazing over my sensitive flesh, making me shudder. He hadn’t found my clit yet, but I was already so close to the edge.

When he stopped and lifted his head to look up at me with hungry eyes, I saw the predator in them. The predator that had caught his prey and was feasting on it to his heart’s delight.

When he lowered his head again, he zeroed in on the top of my mound, his tongue searching until it found the spot that made me keen in pleasure. My hands clawed at the base of his horns as I tried not to cry out and failed.

The sound of my cries urged him on, and he doubled his efforts. Another shriek escaped my throat, primal and raw. He covered my clit with his lips and suckled. The climax hit me so hard I thought I’d never survive it. Every muscle tensed up and I shook almost violently.

Then he was moving up my body, dragging his tongue and fangs over me. Electricity rippled over my skin everywhere we touched.

Somewhere along the way, he’d removed his loincloth, and his cock had sprung free. It speared into my belly, stopping his progress up my body. I reached for it and was surprised for a fraction of a second until I remembered Xarc’n cocks were shaped like those sex toys with the consecutively larger sections.

There were three wedge-shaped bumps with narrower portions in between, and each bump was larger the closer it was to the base. But just because I knew in theory they were shaped differently didn’t mean I was prepared to actually feel one in my hands. I also wasn’t prepared for the sheer size of it. Even the narrowest portion felt like it was too thick to fit in me.

“Don’t be afraid,” Kan’n rasped. “And don’t tell me to stop now. I can’t.”

I didn’t want him to stop, not when I felt like this. “No. Keep going.”

He growled and pressed his face into my neck. I shifted my head to give his horns more room. Then the head of his cock was pressed against my slit, rubbing against the wetness. Every downward stroke pressed lightly into my channel, and every stroke upward rubbed over my clit, reigniting the sensitive nerve endings.

Then he was pushing into me, spearing me open, making me feel fuller than I’d ever been. I screamed at the intrusion, the pleasure and pain fusing together so thoroughly that I couldn’t tell which was which. Before I could adjust to the first section, he was already thrusting deeper. The bumps rubbed against something inside me, and I was flooded with white hot pleasure.

“Krux! So fucking good.”

A spasm had my body shaking as the orgasm ripped through me. This was too much. Too much all at once. Blood roared in my ears, drowning out all other sound. I dug my nails into Kan’n’s arm and screamed again. There were no words.

Perhaps this was true for Kan’n as well, because the only sounds coming from him now were deep, feral growls as he hammered into me. His teeth latched onto my shoulder, then wet warmth was flooding my insides as he came.

The storm was still raging outside when my stomach started complaining like a fat cat who hadn’t been fed for an entire hour. It was a surprise I even felt hungry after everything that we had gone through. I blamed it on Kan’n. How was I supposed to stay in panic mode after he did that thing with his tongue?

Somehow, this had turned into some weird-ass sexy camping trip instead of the dire emergency it really was. I even had two little bruises on my shoulder from his fangs as a souvenir of what had happened. He’d apologized for it and worried I’d be angry, but I wasn’t. Sex injuries happened. I’d left nail marks all over his arm too.

I emptied my pack and rifled through the food I had on hand, deciding on a can of pasta. We hadn’t had canned pasta back in Franklin or at the camp for a while. The stock of premade food had long since dwindled.

Kan’n looked much too happy about digging into his canned fish.

“You can have all the sardines you want. The canned pasta’s all mine!”

“The canned pasta is low in nutrients. You should have some of the fish too.” He started to pass an open can to me.

“No way.” I leaned away from the smell. Some time had passed since the Sardine Fiasco, but never would be too soon for me. “No thanks. I’ll take the Vienna sausages.”

He frowned. “Those are not much better.” He carefully pinched a tiny fish and held it up in the air. “These are real.”

I laughed. “This coming from a guy who lives off of food bars pressed into rock-hard rectangles.”

“They are made of real food.”

“Well, you can eat your real food. I like my canned pasta, thank you very much. It’s not like I eat it all the time. I know, it’s essentially sugar, but it’s always been my comfort food. It reminds me of my childhood—well, the good part anyway, before Dad left.”

“Your sire left? Why? Did he not return after a battle?”

I blinked, then shook my head. “Battle? As if. No, he left because he was a jerk who never wanted a kid. Mom was gorgeous when she was young, so pretty she got scouted by some modeling agency when she was fifteen.” I looked down at my long, lanky frame. “I got her hair and long legs, but that’s about it. I didn’t get a face that does well on the runway and on magazine covers. Anyway, she only did one season and several photo shoots before she met my dad and got herself knocked up. They had a shotgun wedding.”

“What is that?”

I explained to him what it was, how my father hadn’t wanted to get married but had to anyway. They’d been young. Mom had been only sixteen, and Dad, twenty-one. It was either he married her, or my grandad would go to the police, since she’d clearly been underage when I was conceived.

“It was never a happy home, but he tried to make it work until I was twelve. Then, he just left. Threw in the towel and disappeared without a word. He was never cut out to be a parent. Neither of them was.”

The distress on Kan’n’s face had me reaching out to comfort him, despite the fact that I was the one telling the story. He must think even less of humans now. Hell, I lost faith in humanity myself every time I thought about it.

“Anyway, before he left, I was allowed to eat stuff like canned pasta and junk food. But afterward, my mom put me on a strict diet.”

“I do not understand.”

“Well, after having me, Mom never quite got her willowy figure back. It was impossible to look like a teenager again, no matter how hard she tried. She dieted and dieted, but no matter how thin she got, Dad never gave her the love she wanted. She blamed Dad’s leaving on her post-baby body. Even I understood that wasn’t it, and I’d only been a kid. But she was convinced it was because she was fat and ugly and covered in stretch marks.”

Tears welled up in my eyes as I remembered the unspoken part of that. She didn’t have to say it in so many words, but I knew she regretted having me. I was the reason why her body was no longer what it was. It sucked to know that neither of my parents wanted me.

“She became obsessed with keeping me thin and beautiful. She told me her chance was over, and now it was up to me to take up the modeling career she never really had, and that started with dieting. But I’d seen what years of dieting had done to her; she was never happy. She convinced some modeling agency to take me on, but I hated it and refused to go back after the first photoshoot. She asked me what the hell I thought I could do with my life instead, and I said what I thought would piss her off the most.”

“What was that?”

“I told her I wanted to be an engineer.” I laughed, and it came out as a cruel sound. I remembered her simultaneously shocked and disgusted look.

“And waste all this?” she’d replied, gesturing to my body.

“Well, you wasted all this!” I’d tapped my head.

That was one of the last times she talked to me because I moved in with my grandparents soon afterward. All it took was me telling Granddad that she wasn’t letting me eat enough. Everyone had been happier for it. She got to pretend she was young and child-free again, and I got to focus on making myself into everything she wasn’t.

I never did find the money for an engineering degree, but I managed to get an apprenticeship with a mechanic and found a job at the local body shop. The owner, a friend of the mechanic I’d apprenticed with, had given me a chance, despite the rest of the men who worked there immediately assuming I was nothing but a pretty face. I sure showed them!

During that time, I also developed a healthy interest in computers, and started teaching myself about them, so my skills were more well-rounded. It had sure come in handy when the bugpocalypse hit.

“You are certainly very good with machines.” Kan’n’s face looked so sincere in the light of the dying fire. It was probably as close to an apology as I was going to get from him.

“Thank you. Learning about Xarc’n technology has been fun for me. The Xarc’n military never expected anyone using it would understand it, so they didn’t put in any fail-safes to prevent us from taking it apart and modifying it. It’s an exciting challenge.”

“We are not intended to understand it. Only to fight.”

“I know. But… Don’t you ever wish for something different?”

He was quiet for a long moment before he spoke.


Chapter 16: Kan’n

“I did indeed wish for something different. That’s why I came to Earth.” I’d been one of the hunters eager to meet a female and make her my mate.

I pulled Sam tighter to me, enjoying her closeness and the warmth of her body. We were both warm now, having spent hours inside our velvet-lined cave.

“I knew somewhere deep inside that I was made for something other than merely fighting these aberrations, even though for the first few decades of my life, I’d had no other ambitions. I lived to fight and fought to live. I tallied my personal wins against numerous scourge, and honed my skills to be the best fighter I could be.”

Sam shifted her position and reached for my head, her fingers sliding into my hair and rubbing my scalp. I closed my eyes and let the intimate touch comfort me. Her fingers caused the most enjoyable tingling feeling to spread across my skin.

“But things changed as my group continued to go from one failed mission to another, our mothership choosing our destinations for us. It is rumored that the Xarc’n military programmed the motherships to take contingents that had failed too many times to doomed planets, effectively sacrificing them so that resources could be allocated elsewhere.”

“That’s horrible. I wonder if Lenny could dig into the code and see if this is true. If so, and if we could alter it, it could save other hunters across the galaxy. Your contingent really got the shit end of the stick.”

I imagined a stick covered in feces being shoved in my face. These human sayings sometimes made a lot of sense, because that was exactly how it’d felt. And, of course, that quick brain of hers was already trying to find a way to fix the problem, to prevent the same from happening to other hunters. I really had misjudged her. She was good.

“So when we heard about Earth, I was one of the hunters who insisted we change course and come here instead. It wasn’t a difficult choice.”

It hadn’t just been to avoid another failure; I had been lonely. Hunters only worked with each other during the swarms, and even up on the mothership, we rarely conversed unless we were training. It was probably why many hunters spent so much time sparring.

I’d been so disheartened by our situation that I’d stopped training altogether. I wasn’t particularly close to any of the hunters anymore. So many had been lost that I no longer saw the point in making more connections. Getting to know another just made it all the harder when they perished.

I’d even wondered if it would be easier to go on my final battle and join those who were lost. It was usually something only done by the extremely old, or those injured beyond use. For them, it was an honorable exit, the proper thing to do. For hunters still in our prime, however, it was considered the coward’s way out.

That was what had stopped me from contemplating the option as anything more than a passing thought, but I did wonder how many hunters had faced a group of scourge too large to handle alone on purpose.

“You’d hoped you’d find something more here on Earth.” Sam’s words pulled me out of my dark thoughts. It was difficult to dwell on shadows of the past when she was around.

“Yes. But even more than that, I wanted to find a reason to live again, to fight again.” I watched her face in the flickering light of the lantern. Was she the one? Had I been so stubborn, so fearful that I’d missed the signs this whole time?

The lantern flickered again, and Sam turned it off. With our meals finished, we didn’t need its light anymore.

She snuggled back against me, and I wrapped her in my arms. I thought she was getting ready to sleep, but then she began to touch me.

“Sam…” I murmured.

“You did all the touching last time. I didn’t get to do any. It’s my turn. Quid pro quo.”

I had no idea what those last words meant, but I wasn’t going to question it, not when her hands were stroking down my abs. But it was only fair to warn her.

“If you continue touching me, I won’t be able to hold back. I’ll want to fuck you again.”

She only chuckled. Then she was curling her tongue over the shell of my ear, and I lost all ability to think.

I woke up with Sam’s perfect ass pressed against my front. It was just as enticing as it had been before. I didn’t know why I’d thought that fucking her once or even twice would be enough to get my brain to stop thinking about her. It hadn’t. I was just as caught in her web as before.

No. I was even more deeply ensnared. Now, instead of merely thinking about tearing her clothes off and fucking her until she was screaming my name, I was thinking about keeping her in my shuttle and in my life. Forever.

But she was so small. So delicate. What if something happened to her?

Thinking and talking about my contingent had me remembering again all those I’d lost. What if she became my mate, and I lost her?

It would destroy me. No amount of betrayal would be as painful as that. I’d rather she betrayed me than to lose her, but I already knew from the time I’d spent with her that she’d never do that.

All my instincts were screaming that if I continued to spend time with her, the mate bond would start to develop, and it would be out of my control forever.

Even now, I wanted to fuck her again. I wanted to pound into her and claim her as mine, from her luscious golden mane down to her tiny pink-tipped toes. I was even starting to adore the way she put everything into neat little piles. Was this what it felt like to have a mate? It felt so out of control, like I was rushing headlong toward the inevitable.

But then, if I lost her because she was human and weak…

Self-preservation and sheer panic had me rolling away, being careful not to wake her. She started shivering almost immediately without my body heat; the velvet-curtained fort was not enough to keep her warm. She rolled, reaching for me.

Krux.

I sighed and snuggled back in. I’d put some distance between us tomorrow, when it was no longer storming and she wasn’t freezing. With my chest softly purring, I went back to sleep.


Chapter 17: Sam

The blizzard ended the next morning, just as Zhe’l had predicted, but when we turned the laptop back on and video called him, a frazzled-looking human picked up instead.

“Hey, you must be Samantha. I’m Cade. I work with Zhe’l and his hunter group. Can you hold on for a sec? We have a bit of an emergency here at camp, and we need all hands on deck.”

“No problem.”

He set the phone down, and all I could hear was a bunch of chaotic shouting before he returned about a minute later.

“What happened?” Pip asked before I could.

Cade frowned. “Who said that?”

“I did!” Pip said.

“That’s Pip, the computer from Kan’n’s old shuttle,” I explained. “We have him hooked up to the laptop so we can call you.”

“Oh! He must be one of those special models I keep hearing so much about.”

“Yup! I sure am,” Pip agreed. “I’m special.”

“Ugh, that’s going to go to his head,” I muttered.

“So cool,” Cade said. “I never thought I’d get a chance to talk to one. Well, Pip, what happened is our roof came down under the heavy snow. I knew we should’ve reinforced it before the storm, but no one listened to me.” He shook his head.

“They should’ve!” Pip agreed.

“But the roof isn’t even the half of it. The scourge are extra riled up, too. They’ve been out in full force since the storm ended. The flyers are attacking while we are trying to fix the roof, and our hunters are trying to keep them distracted. Zhe’l must be evading flyers right now since your call got redirected to me. There are carpets of scuttlers on the ground too. It’s like a swarm, except in winter. And they don’t quite move the same way. It’s wild.”

“What do you mean?” Kan’n asked from behind me.

“It’s like they’re looking for something.”

“It sounds like they realized our pod wasn’t a piece of the mining ship they were waiting for after all.” I hugged myself, trying to forget the terrifying memory of being stuck in the pod and rolling inexorably toward the nest.

“That’s what we’re thinking. What’s really weird is, they’re acting strange all over the world. I sure hope nothing from that vessel made it down to Earth.”

“All the pieces were sent toward the sun.” Kan’n sounded very sure.

I was less confident. What if they’d missed even the tiniest piece and it fell to Earth?

“Good. Burn that fucking shit right up. I hope they got every last bit.”

A loud sound in the background of the video had Cade turning. “Fuck, what now?” he yelled.

“Don’t worry about us for now, Cade. You guys take care of your bug problem.” I eyed the low battery signal in the bottom right corner of the screen. “I’m not sure if we have enough juice to call you again, but we’ll be here waiting.”

“Great. We’ll be there as soon as we can. Maybe an hour or two. Don’t step outside or do anything to draw the flyers’ attention,” Cade warned. “You do not want to deal with them right now without a shuttle or weapons.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” I didn’t survive this long only to become bug chow now. Nope.

Cade eyed Kan’n, clearly having had experience working with ornery hunters. “That means you too, hunter. I know what’s going through your mind right now; you’re thinking this is a great opportunity to hunt. It’s not. Just sit tight and wait for us.”

Another loud sound and more yelling had Cade hanging up, and it was just me, Kan’n, and Pip.

“So what do we do now?” Pip asked.

“Well, there’s not much power left, but let’s try to call home quickly and let them know we’re safe. They’re probably worried about us.”

Kan’n stood. “I will go do a perimeter check.”

I frowned. “Cade literally just told you to stay inside.”

He sent me an exasperated look, like he didn’t think a human should be giving him advice. “It is just around the building. I will not go hunt.”

“Fine. Don’t die.”

He scoffed and left the gym, which had me shaking my head. He was back to being his usual Loose Cannon self. He’d spent the whole morning glaring at me, as if somehow all this was my fault. It was like yesterday had never happened.

“Pip, do you think you can get a call out to the camp now that the weather has cleared up?”

“I can try, but no promises. I’ll need to do voice only to conserve battery.”

“Okay, go for it.”

“Calling home.” Pip dialed the main line, which was a cell phone that got passed around depending on who was free and staying home that day.

It was Aanya who picked up, which probably meant that Mo, Kat and Haax’l were all busy dealing with scourge. Relief flooded her voice when she heard mine. “Sam! You’re alive! Where have you been, bitch? You had us so worried.” She sounded far away but the signal was still clear.

“We’re somewhere in Canada, not sure how far north. A blizzard hit just after we landed, and we couldn’t get a call out.”

“We?”

“Kan’n’s with me.”

“Me too,” Pip said.

“Pip? Is that you?”

“Kind of.”

“Kind of?” Aanya ask.

“We don’t have a shuttle,” I explained. “It’s just Pip’s…brain. I have him hooked up to a laptop. We came down in an emergency pod.”

“Oh, no wonder the connection is so weak.”

“Hey! I’m doing the best I can with what I’ve got,” Pip said defensively.

“A local hunter group was supposed to pick us up after the blizzard,” I explained. “But they’ve run into some problems and haven’t come yet.”

“Lemme guess—scourge?”

“Yeah, so we’re kind of stuck here for the next little bit.”

“Well, where’s here? Maybe we can send someone.”

Pip sent her our coordinates, and Aanya made a disappointed sound. “Yeah, that’s pretty far north. We can send someone, but it might be better for you just to wait for the hunter group nearby, if they aren’t far.”

“I figured as much. Especially with the scourge acting the way they are now.”

“Yeah, the buttholes are everywhere. Is Kan’n with you?”

“No. He insisted on doing a perimeter check, even though he’s supposed to stay inside to avoid catching the scourge’s attention.”

“Ugh. My Haax’l’s like that too. It’s a hunter thing. So…. You and Kan’n snowed in during a storm, huh?”

“It’s not like that,” I lied. It had been totally like that, yesterday anyway, and I knew that if I continued to let Aanya question me, everything was going to come out. I was no good at keeping secrets, especially the spicy kind, and that went double now that he was acting like a jerkwad again.

“Yeah,” Pip said. “What happened after you turned me off last night?”

“Turned him off? Oh, so you two were…unchaperoned.”

“Oooooooh.” Pip did a very good impression of a twelve-year-old girl who’d just discovered a super juicy secret.

“Well, would ya look at that, the power’s almost gone. Gotta go!” I reached for the end call button on the touch screen, but the button suddenly moved, and I missed it. Damn it, Pip. That was cheating.

“Come on, Sam. Did you manage to convert the human-hater or not?”

“That’s not my job, Aanya. Don’t forget he claimed I’d brainwashed Pip, and he thought I was going to brainwash Jask’l too.”

I took Kan’n’s standoffish attitude this morning to mean that whatever happened between us yesterday had been just a transient anomaly. We’d both been under a lot of stress, and we’d temporarily found comfort in each other. That was all. There was nothing between us, as demonstrated by the complete lack of a mate bond. We were back to the way we were, and honestly? That was fine by me.

“You know, everyone is worried whether he can even assimilate into the group or not. It’s been weeks, and he’s done nothing but grunt at everyone except you and Heather.”

Shit. I hoped that didn’t mean they were thinking of kicking him out. He’d been an ass to everyone, for sure, but we still needed all the fighters we could get, and he did say he was on our side. That was enough for me to keep him in the group. It wasn’t a crime to be a grumpy jerk.

“I think he just needs some time to realize we’re not like the other humans he ran into.”

“Interesting,” Anya said slowly. “You haven’t denied that anything happened. That must mean…”

“…that something did happen,” Pip finished for her.

“Okay biotch, that does it. Spill the beans.”

“Yeah! I’m all microphones!”

I sighed. “It’s not like we formed a mate bond or anything. He was uncharacteristically nice to me yesterday, but he’s back to being a jerk today.” And by uncharacteristically nice, I meant very talented in the sack, but I wasn’t going to explain that to them. “That’s all. Maybe it was just the stress of losing the mothership or something.”

“Perhaps. That must be hard.”

“Okay, seriously, my battery’s dying.” Sure enough, the laptop showed only two percent of its battery left, and the screen had dimmed. “I really gotta go. Tell everyone we’re fine, and we’ll be back soon.”

I ended the call, and the last thing Pip said before the screen went blank was, “The next time I wake up, I’d better be in a really nice shuttle.”

Honestly, I’d expected Pip to be a lot more dramatic after finding out he no longer had a body, but he was super chill about it. I guess he had to be, with an intense hunter like Kan’n.

I packed up Pip and the laptop, wrapped myself up extra warm and cozy in every piece of clothing I had, and headed over to the library to look for additional reading material to bring home while I waited for our ride out of this dump.


Chapter 18: Kan’n

My resolve to stay away from Sam to avoid forming a mate bond lasted until the second we stepped foot into the local hunter stronghold. I couldn’t help but notice the way all the unmated males looked at Sam like she was the star that lit up the sky. All I wanted to do was claim her as loudly as I could, declaring her as mine so no one else could have her. I managed to restrain myself and inserted myself between her and any male instead.

I even managed to keep from growling, offering only angry-sounding grunts. Most of the males understood and backed down from the unspoken challenge.

It worked well enough until I was pulled away to help clean up the piles of scourge the group had taken down that day. While I helped move and burn the carcasses, Sam climbed onto the roof, her light and lean body perfect for the job, and helped them fix the areas that had been damaged by the storm.

“Thank you for your help, Kan’n.”

I turned to Zhe’l. Cade stood next to him, exhausted after the day of events. Their glum mood reflected that of the entire group.

“Thank you for coming to our assistance.” I was surprised they’d taken time out to find us, even with so much happening at home.

“You two stayed back to disarm the mothership so the scourge couldn’t use its weapons against us. It’s the least we could do.” At the mention of the mothership, Zhe’l’s face dropped.

“Sam did all the work.”

“Yeah, but you stayed behind and got her out,” Cade said. “I hear you are missing a shuttle?”

“I am.”

“We have two extras.” Zhe’l waved for me to follow. “One from a lost comrade, another that we found frozen in the tundra.”

While it was customary to return the shuttles to the mothership so they could be reused by the hunters grown to replace the ones that had been lost, some hunter groups preferred to keep them as a reminder of their fallen friend. It also forced the mothership to create a new shuttle, and the more we had, the better.

“The one we found has a messed-up computer.” Cade scratched his head. “I don’t know for sure, since I know fuck-all about machines, but that’s the only explanation. Everything checks out fine on paper, but nothing works quite right.”

“It’s dangerous to fly it the way it is,” Zhe’l said, “if you could even get it off the ground. But if Sam can get Pip into it, it might work. If you get it operational, it’s yours.”

I grunted, then belatedly added, “Thank you.”

Zhe’l went to look for Sam and Cade led me to the shuttle. It was parked behind their building and left uncloaked. There was a boulder wedged in its doorway.

“That’s to keep it from locking us inside,” Cade explained.

I frowned. Pip had done that to Sam. What if it wasn’t a malfunctioning computer so much as a feisty one? I sat at the console and tried to start the sequence to program it to react to my presence. Nothing happened.

“Yeah, sorry, like I said, it’s a mess.” Cade looked to the door. “Oh hey, Sam.” He stepped out to let her in.

“What exactly happened to this shuttle?” she asked.

“We don’t know. We found it the first winter we were here, frozen in the ice with its door open. Everything in it is super glitchy. When we started working with the hunters, they tried to figure out who it belonged to, but there’s no history or logs or anything. And these things don’t exactly have physical bar codes or manufacturing details.”

“No, the mothership just churns them out. They’re all identical except for the computer when they’re brand new. Jask’l says anything they added after, like the updated climate controls, need to be tacked on afterward. Such a huge waste of time. Lenny was talking to Ror’k about rewriting the code so they could have more control over everything the mothership does.”

“Yeah. I heard they had trouble with the third mothership. The abandoned one, I mean.”

The mention of my mothership caught my attention.

Someone called Cade’s name, and he excused himself, leaving me alone with Sam.

“What happened to my mothership? I thought it was still orbiting Earth.” I’d been afraid to ask all this time. I’d always felt a bit guilty for abandoning it.

“Originally, yes, they sent it back up to orbit Earth,” Sam said. “But after a while, the ship insisted on going back to the planet it was originally supposed to go to.”

I scowled. “That planet is not worth the lives that would be lost.”

At a certain point, it had become no longer worth it to fight the scourge there. If we were already in place we would have continued to fight because we were supposed to, but to send new hunters was a waste. There was nothing left to save. It was better instead to monitor the situation, letting the scourge eat anything there was to eat until there was nothing left, then trap them on the dead planet when they tried to leave. There was already a contingent on the planet doing just that.

It had been the message from that contingent telling us we were no longer needed there that had finalized the decision to come to Earth instead. I’d thought that after all this time, the mothership would have given up on that mission, but clearly, it hadn’t.

“The programming on the mothership doesn’t care about hunter lives,” Sam said. “It views you all as disposable, just like the Xarc’n military. Anyway, they tried to get it to select a new destination, somewhere more beneficial to the fight against the scourge, but it kept defaulting back to that planet. So they grounded it. It’s still on Earth.” She turned her attention to the shuttle. “Okay, let’s see. Maybe we can find a way to make this shuttle work for us now that the other one is gone.”

Sam tried her hand with the shuttle. It ignored her too, and instead of showing her its history, the lights just blinked on and off. I told her my idea, that maybe it was just being ornery like Pip, but she shook her head.

“I already had Pip try to connect to it with the laptop,” Sam said. “He says there’s nothing there. Or if there is, it’s not responsive. He even threatened to turn it off permanently, but it still didn’t answer. I think it’s dead.”

The idea that a shuttle could die was chilling. Surely, this shuttle hadn’t always been like this. It had had a hunter once and had helped him fight the scourge. Suddenly, Pip’s fear of being turned off and never turned back on again became very real in my head. Pip could die, and I’d ignored his fears.

All this time, I’d thought of him as only an inanimate object, even though he’d been so much more. He’d been my sole companion during the long winters here on Earth when I had no one else.

“Is it safe to put Pip in this shuttle? What if the same thing happens to him?”

“Pip says the shuttle itself looks perfectly fine, just a bit braindead—his words, not mine. I agree with him. If he thinks it’s worth the risk, I’m willing to do it.” She opened up the toolbox she’d brought in with her and started strapping on a headlamp.

“Uh, you don’t have to stay and watch, you know,” she said. “I’m not going to mess up the shuttle any more than it already is.”

I frowned. I wasn’t staying because I thought she was going to mess up the shuttle. I was simply curious to see her work. Plus, I wanted to be here to greet Pip when he came online again.

When I didn’t move, she huffed and rolled her eyes in that way she often did back at the camp, grumbled something about my being annoying, then turned her back firmly to me and started working. She got to work and the lights to the shuttle turned off completely, and the place was lit only by the light on her forehead. I watched her intently. She made the cutest little faces when she concentrated, and she talked to herself the more she got into the task.

She’d never done that before at the camp, and I realized with a pang it must have been because she was always on guard when I was around. Did that mean she was more relaxed around me now? Or had she forgotten that I was here? I was very good at being quiet and stealthy.

Then, as if to underline that I was not nearly as stealthy as I thought, my chest started rumbling. I waited for her to tell me to leave, but she didn’t. She just kept right on working.

A little while later, Pip was in the shuttle. The lights turned on.

“We’re in business!” The triumphant grin on her face was contagious. She turned to me, beaming, and I couldn’t help but wrap her in my arms. I’d been stopping myself from touching her all day, and now that she was in my arms, any self-control I had was gone. The soft rumbling exploded in the shuttle as my mouth crashed down on hers, and we celebrated her success with a very human-style kiss.

I was immediately lost in the sea of her again. How had I ever thought I could stay away? Maybe it was too late, and we were already mates. Was it possible I’d missed the moment because I’d been holding her all night? Could that even happen? Could the moment of the mate bond forming be so brief that the couple did not notice it happening? I had never heard of that before.

A strange mechanical sound had us pulling apart.

“Pip, your cameras don’t even have shutters.” Sam’s lips were still swollen from my kisses.

“Neither do Earth cameras, and they make that sound. Anyway, I like it, so there.”

“You’re back! How do you feel, Pip?” I asked. He certainly sounded normal enough. “Do you sense anything wrong with the shuttle?”

“It’s not in great shape, but it flies, and it’s a lot better than that laptop was.”

“I mean, you don’t feel like you might…” I struggled to find the right words. “Whatever happened to the other computer.”

“No, I don’t think so. This shuttle feels great. It’s newer than my old one and is in better condition.”

I frowned. “Are you sure? The outside of the shuttle looks pretty worn.”

“Pip wouldn’t be able to feel or see any scratches on the outside.” Sam started a diagnostic, and the familiar bars showed up on the screen. “Nope, all the issues with this shuttle aside from the computer are purely cosmetic.”

“Did you just call me ugly?”

Sam laughed, the sound of it filling the shuttle and my heart with delight and reminding me of the connection we’d had back in our fortress of blankets.

“It’s nothing we can’t buff out.” She gave the console a reassuring pat.

“Oooh, are you going to buff me? Oh yeah, baby, buff me good.”

“You make that sound dirty. And while we’re on the subject, Pip, you can’t just take photos of us like that.”

“You’re going to want the memory of your first kiss when you are old and happily mated. You’ll thank me later.”

“Except that was not our first kiss,” I said.

Pip gasped and Sam covered her face with her hands.

“You’ve done it now,” she grumbled.

“Get out of town!”

“Done what? And we are not in a town.”

Pip ignored my correction. “What else happened? Are you mates now? Tell me everything.”

“No, we’re not,” Sam answered before I could speak. “But back to the matter at hand: Kan’n has a point. If you feel the slightest bit weird, let us know right away.”

“Yes indeed, it is imperative we keep you safe,” I agreed.

“Kan’n, I didn’t know you cared!” A bunch of little hearts showed up on the screen.

I grunted. “You are the only one who has stayed with me my entire life. I do not wish to lose you.”

“Aww, that’s super cute.” Sam held her hand over her chest. “But seriously, Pip—no more photos.”


Chapter 19: Sam

I shifted over on the couch and tried to ignore the fact that Kan’n was hovering over me and glaring daggers at every hunter who dared to glance my way.

So much for going the what-ever-happened-in-the-blanket-fort-stayed-in-the-blanket-fort route. Ever since we got back to the main group, he’d been acting like a Rottweiler guarding his favorite squeaky toy.

Argh! So confusing!

We agreed to stay for a late lunch—or an early dinner, depending on who you asked—before flying back to our own camp. I liked these people, but I doubted I’d be able to live and fight the scourge at this latitude. Even all bundled up in my foraged winter gear with my hands around a bowl of hot stew, I was freezing. The sun also went down ridiculously early here. I would have sworn it was late in the evening, but the time on the giant flat-screen TV, converted to use Xarc’n power, said it was only four in the afternoon. Four! And it was already dark!

Nope, I’d never survive here. It really was a testament to their advanced technology that Xarc’n shuttles could even collect enough sunlight in this part of the world to keep running as well as powering the compound. I needed to figure out how that worked.

“We get plenty of sunlight,” Cade said defensively. “We make up for it in the summer with really long days. You really should consider joining us here. Your group has two Tech Wizards; we don’t have any. Seriously, eh. At least think about it?”

Next to me, Kan’n let out a growl. “She will not stay here.”

I turned and glared at him, even though I had no interest in staying here myself. Who did he think he was to speak for me?

“Who hooked up that TV?” I asked, because someone did, and if they could make it work on Xarc’n power, then they could do other things too.

“We traded for it with a big hunter group in Alaska,” said Joy. “It was already converted to Xarc’n power when we got it.”

Joy was Cade’s wife and the real secret behind this tiny group’s success. The peppy brunette was responsible for keeping everything running smoothly and somehow always knew where everything and everyone was. If I asked her how many cans of tomato sauce they had in the pantry, I bet she could give me the exact number.

“Sure, we get really long days in the summer, but I don’t think that makes up for the fact that our bugs don’t mind the cold,” said another man whose name I hadn’t caught. “It could be minus thirty, and they’re still out there.”

Minus thirty? I imagined another day like today, being out there working in the freezing cold and defending the place from bugs who weren’t even bothered by the chill. Nope. Nope. Nope. It got cold back home, but not like this. This was ridiculous.

“Yeah, I think I’ll stay where I am. No offense, but I’d rather be buried alive in tumbleweeds than snow. And I hate those thorny buggers. Ever thought to advertise for a Tech Wizard on the forums?”

“We tried already. No one wants to move here.” Cade scrubbed his hand through his short, auburn mop.

We stayed a while longer to chit chat and help clean up after the meal. Kan’n continued to be a prick, growling at every guy who asked me even a simple question until they stopped altogether. Except for Cade, whom he just ignored. Then again, Cade was already married.

Before long, I was saying goodbye to my new friends and stepping into the shuttle to start our flight home. I couldn’t wait to see everyone. Now that Pip was flying again, I could finally start on all the projects I’d put off. We really needed more converted phones, especially now with one of the motherships out of service. I really didn’t want to think of it as gone for good.

Kan’n was silent and ignored me the entire flight back to camp, leaving me more confused than ever. Why make a fuss and act all jealous when he was going back to being a prick to me after? I lay in the shuttle’s sleeping nook and ordered Pip to put up the privacy screen and play one of the settings programmed into the shuttle.

I relaxed to the sound of the breeze blowing through tall grasses and gazed up at the pink and purple sky, trying my best to forget that Mister Tall, Dark, and Grumpy was just a few feet away. I really wanted a sleeping nook for myself, complete with a setting simulator. It was one of the things on Pip’s old shuttle that still worked, and I often spent my breaks enjoying all the different scenes programmed inside. Like Pip’s old shuttle, this one didn’t have the new scenes of Earth that had been developed in the past few years.

“Good news, Sam,” Pip said, waking me from my nap.

I hadn’t realized I’d dozed off. “Yeah, Pip?”

“They’ve retrieved Ror’k and Jask’l. Burr’k has been located as well, and they are sending a team to extract him.”

“Extract him?” That sounded bad.

“Yes. His pod was carried too close to a nest before he managed to escape. He’s injured but alive and awaiting rescue.”

“Thanks for the update.”

“We’re almost home. I’m going to turn off the screen now, before Kan’n orders me to.”

I grinned at the fact that Pip had called the camp home. “Sure thing. Thanks for the warning.”

Kan’n was indeed extra grumpy when the screen faded just as he was about to slap his palm on the control panel at the side of the sleeping nook.

We stepped out of the shuttle and were immediately surrounded by everyone. Mo bearhugged me the second my feet hit the ground, then promptly passed me over to his wife.

“You made it!” Kat said, squeezing me. “We were so worried. We watched the whole thing from here.” Her Russian accent became more apparent as she got emotional.

Aanya pushed her way over and catapulted herself at me. Then Terrance and Curtis, and Mary, and Heather. The hunters were happy to see me, too, but they showed it less physically, all except Harb’k, who gave me a hug.

“Lenny! You made it!” I grinned at my co-Tech Wizard, glad to see his smug mug.

Instead of a hug like everyone else, Lenny put me in a headlock and gave me nuggies. How we’d ever thought we could be a couple was beyond me. He was annoying, like the older brother I never had.

“Yep. I had my phone on me, and I used it to reprogram the pod to land near home. I guess yours is back on the mothership? I tried calling it, but nothing.”

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s in the repair bay, inside Pip’s old shell.”

The happy homecoming was cut short when Kan’n shoved Lenny aside, grabbed me, and put me behind him, growling. That had several people immediately on high alert, ready to rescue me from the Loose Cannon. Kan’n had always been vocal about his distrust of humans, and that hadn’t earned him too many friends here. Terrance and Curtis gave Mo looks as if silently asking if they should jump him.

Shit. Things were going to get bad real fast if I didn’t do something.

“Give us a moment, will you?” I pulled Kan’n back inside Pip. “Close the door, Pip, and keep everyone distracted. Say hi to them. I’m sure they’ve missed you too.” I was hoping this would distract him as well and give us some privacy.

“Of course they have!”

I laid into Kan’n immediately. “What the hell, Kan’n? You can’t pretend all fucking morning that nothing happened between us and then get all up in everyone’s faces when they try to even talk to me, like you own me or something. I’m not playing this game with you.”

I was glad he was no longer thinking of me as the enemy but having him blowing hot and cold like this was only a tiny step up.

I’d always sworn to myself that I’d never stay with anyone because they found me slightly better than the loneliness. If he wasn’t crazy about me, then he wasn’t good enough. No one would pity me like I’d pitied my mom.

“I do not play games,” he growled, folding his arms across his massive chest.

“This is the game. You’re being hot and cold. Acting all possessive one moment, then like you don’t care the next. You don’t get to treat me like a dog with his chew toy, guarding me when you think there’s competition and ditching me right after. If last night was a one-time thing, then stop acting all possessive only when you want to. I’m not yours.” I emphasized the final words.

His shoulders sagged. “I know.”

“You wanted me to leave you alone, remember? You have a fully functional shuttle now. I won’t bother you anymore. So let’s step out there, and act normal, and pretend the whole blanket fort thing never happened. I’ll go about my life, and you can leave our camp like you wanted to. Okay?”

My question was met with silence. Fine, be that way. I took a deep breath, readying myself for a bunch of questions I didn’t know how to answer, and reached for the door.

Kan’n stopped me, his giant ham-sized hand wrapping around my wrist and pulling it to his chest, which started rumbling the moment my palm touched it. “No. That’s not okay.”


Chapter 20: Kan’n

I didn’t know exactly what I wanted, but I knew that going back to the way things were and leaving the camp, and Sam, wasn’t it. Not anymore. I struggled to find the words to explain to her how I felt. I was torn between protecting myself and giving in to my cravings to touch her, protect her, and possess her in every way, all the time.

Krux! It was too late already. If I lost her now, it would be the end of me.

“I don’t want to leave anymore. And I don’t want us to go back to the way we were before.”

She shook her head and sighed. “That’s just because of what happened between us. It’s called trauma bonding. What happened on the mothership was a stressful situation. We distracted each other from it so we could survive. We needed comfort. That’s all it was. You don’t even like me anyway, remember? You hate me.”

“I do not hate you. I also do not want to go back to the way things were before. I want…” I closed my eyes briefly, then opened them and looked straight at her. “I want you.”

Her gaze softened, and she let me pull her in closer, enveloping her in my arms.

“That’s unexpected,” she murmured against my chest. “But…okay.”

I buried my nose in her hair, inhaling her scent and letting it calm me. After a long moment, she pushed away to look up at me, her gray eyes shining.

“I have rules.”

I tilted my chin, amused.

“I won’t stay with anyone who is wishy-washy about how they feel about me or how they treat me. You can’t do this thing you’ve been doing where you’re nice one moment and distant the next. I want consistency and commitment. I’m not looking for a fling. I know you can’t control the mate bond, but if I so much as think you’re sniffing around elsewhere, I’m gone.”

Did she really think another female could lure me away from her? Never.

It was a miracle that I even managed to trust anyone again, let alone a female, not after what happened with the nomads. Surely, the only reason I had managed to overcome it now was because Sam was special.

“The mating bond will come. I can feel it. There’s an ache in my chest when I’m around you. I thought it was because I was still weak, but I recognize it now as longing. I ache for you.”

Saying it out loud lifted a huge weight off my chest, and it responded by vibrating louder.

She let out a shaky breath. “Okay. Then we’ll give this a try. An honest one.”

“You will stay here in my shuttle with me, and I will join this hunter group.” The words had an air of finality, and I couldn’t believe I’d ever considered leaving. I’d been so blind.

“Making demands already, I see. Why am I not surprised?”

“You will stay in my shuttle,” I repeated. “And sleep in my sleeping nook. I will pleasure you like I did inside our fortress of blankets. You enjoyed that.”

Her cheeks turned a bright shade of pink. “Well, I did ask for commitment, so I shouldn’t be surprised when I get it. Fine, I’ll stay. But seriously—you can’t be flinging my friends around just for hugging me. Not even the guys. I’ve been with this group since the bugs got here. If anything were going to happen between any of us, it would have already. None of the men here is your competition.”

“What about the one named Lenny?” I didn’t like their obvious closeness in the way they worked and how he touched her so easily.

“Lenny and I never worked out. We shared a room for years, but we had no urge to climb into each other’s bed again after the initial failed attempt at a relationship ended. The dead bedroom is never going to rise from the grave, don’t worry.”

I considered her strange words. I didn’t understand how a bedroom could die, not ever having had life, but I’d never scented him on her, except in a way that indicated they’d spent time working in the same space.

“We are better as work partners than as anything else,” she continued. “I’m in awe of how his brain works, and he respects my skills. Together, we make one whole Tech Wizard. And yes, I’m okay with that title now. Because I get it. It’s what we do.”

I grunted in acknowledgment. Their work was essential to give this hunter group the help it so badly needed. We’d gone for so long without that final piece of the puzzle, bashing through the bugs with brute force and relying on old technology passed down for centuries. The scourge was ever-evolving, meanwhile we’d stagnated. It was time for a change.

“I understand. I was reluctant to see humans in the revered role of Tech Wizard, but I have seen you at work. I will never understand how these things work, but you do. It is astonishing to me.”

“That means a lot to me. Thank you.” She hugged me tightly. “So it’s agreed then? We give this the good ole college try, and you stop growling at everyone? That second part’s crucial. Even before this, they were calling you a loose cannon.”

“I do not understand. Kan’n is my name. But I am not loose.”

She giggled. “No. A loose cannon is someone who’s unpredictable or uncontrolled and might be dangerous. You kept saying things like you didn’t trust humans, and everyone was waiting for you to do something stupid, like attack someone. One wrong move, and they were going to kick you out. Even the hunters agreed.”

I’d known about that. But I hadn’t minded then, because I’d planned on leaving. I cared now. I could steal Sam away if they forced me to leave, but that would leave this hunter group with only half a Tech Wizard.

“I no longer believe that all humans are untrustworthy, only some. I will not attack anyone.”

“Good.” She relaxed and smiled at me.

“Umm, guys? How much longer do you need? They were happy to greet me, but now it’s getting pretty obvious I’m just stalling for time. They want me to open the door and make sure you’re safe, Sam.”

“Just one more minute!” She turned to me. “I was going to ask you to pinky swear, but let’s kiss on it instead.” She grabbed me by the horns and hauled me down to her level to plant her lips on mine.

I didn’t know what a pinky swear was, but a kiss I was more than willing to entertain. My brain vaguely understood that this was supposed to be a short kiss, something to formalize the terms outlined in our conversation before stepping outside. My body, however, didn’t. It reacted the same way it did every single time she touched me.

It roared to life with throbbing desire, and blood surged to my cock. I didn’t know how it happened, but all of a sudden I was pressing her against the wall of the shuttle, and she had her arms and legs wrapped around me. I ground against her, rubbing my erection at the fabric covering her crotch.

She whimpered and pulled away from me. “Later,” she said breathily. “After all our friends have welcomed us home, and we’ve assured everyone you’re not a loose cannon anymore.”

I released her, and she slid down my body, her front rubbing against my hard cock and making me groan. “I will need a moment.” I looked down at my loincloth, which stood out obscenely in front of my body.

“Okay. I’ll head out there first while you, ahh, compose yourself.” She ran her hands through her hair. “How do I look?”

“Beautiful.”

She tittered. “Thanks. But I mean, am I presentable?”

“I don’t understand presentable.”

“That’s okay.” She went to the navigational screen, pulled up the camera feed of herself, and neatened her hair. “First order of business, we need to get an unbreakable mirror in here.”

Satisfied that she looked presentable, she stepped outside as I calmed my body.

“You convinced her to stay,” Pip said to me. “Good job! All that’s left is the mate bond. I knew things would work out between you two. I knew the moment I saw her that she was the one.”

I frowned. Wasn’t that my line?

“And don’t worry, I won’t be a cock block.”

“I don’t even know what that means.” Pip had clearly been spending too much time on the human internet.

“It means when you two do the horizontal tango, you won’t even know I’m here.”

“That does not help. What is a horizontal tango?”

“You know, making the beast with two backs. No? How about shaking the sheets? Knocking boots? Getting down?”

“None of those make any sense.”

“Sex,” Pip finally said flatly. “Fucking. Boning. Getting laid. Tapping that—”

“I understand,” I said quickly.

“Good. Oh, you haven’t had time to check yet, but the hunter this shuttle used to belong to left most of his weapons behind. He took a pair of his swords, but you prefer an axe anyway, and that is still here. He even left his medical device and his blaster.”

“That is peculiar.” A blaster was lightweight and versatile, so it would be my first choice if I had to travel light.

“Not if the shuttle no longer charged the devices, and he could not contact the mothership to get it fixed.”

I caught his meaning. “You think this shuttle belonged to a hunter from our contingent?”

“That’s the only logical and reasonable answer. He tried to use brute force to disable the computer, believing it would only prevent it from receiving and sending signals, but then, when the whole shuttle stopped working, he had no choice but to abandon it, bringing only the things that would serve him best, like the food bars. They’re all gone.”

“That makes sense. Do you think we can find out who owned it or whether he is still alive?”

“The probability that he is still alive is low. Very low. The humans in the area were willing to work with hunters. They would’ve taken him in if he wasn’t willing or able to approach the hunter group.”

I thought of all the hunters we’d lost from my contingent. Did I really need to know we’d lost yet another? The motherships never kept a detailed log of all of us. We were assigned numbers when we were first grown, but since the motherships were programmed only to have a set cohort of hunters, it reused the numbers again and again. It was the reason we’d adopted names, so we could distinguish between an older hunter number 51 and a younger hunter number 51. That had been my number.

We’d probably never know everyone who had been on my ship when it landed or find out what had happened to them all.

“If he was still around,” Pip continued, “the hunter group would’ve noticed a hunter living in the area. We only escaped detection for so long because we moved around a lot.”

That must have been why Pip had suggested hiding food and supplies at several locations and moving between them. I should go back to those locations, find my supplies, and bring them back here now that I planned to stay. I hoped the nomad group hadn’t found them.

“You never did tell me how those nomads realized you were a sentient Pip model.”

“I, err, might have mouthed off at them a bit. But it was for the best,” Pip said quickly. “I told them I’d behave properly if they spared your life.”

And I had yet to thank him for it. “Thank you, Pip, for everything. You’ve been a good friend, and I have not.”

The lights brightened gently and then dimmed again, like he was shrugging. “You didn’t know. Most shuttles are not like me or Haax’l’s. They are more like Nov’k’s. Also, I’m not supposed to exist, remember?”

I looked around at the interior of the vessel. It looked identical to my old one, but somehow it didn’t feel the same. “What about this one? “

“If this shuttle had been intelligent, it would’ve guessed what the hunter was about to do and warned him. It did not, so I doubt much was lost.”

That made me feel better, knowing we hadn’t lost a consciousness like Pip.

My cock had settled down now, and I was ready. I took a deep breath before stepping out to face the crowd.


Chapter 21: Sam

Lenny and I reviewed the footage taken by the operational mothership so many times that my vision was starting to blur. I’d been stuck in this meeting for two whole hours already, and I was exhausted. So were all the other Tech Wizards on the call.

At first glance it had looked like all the pieces of the infected ship had been pushed away, but some of us were still worried that we’d missed some, and sure enough, we found tiny bits of it that the hunters had missed.

The hunters who’d been recovering on the other ship decided to stay up there for a little while longer and hunt down these remnants. Yes, they were injured, but they could still fly their shuttles, and by the look on some of their faces, they were eager to do something other than stare at gray walls all day.

We warned them to be very careful not to let these pieces of debris touch their shuttles. There was also the possibility of fragments so miniscule we couldn’t see them latching onto a shuttle or the mothership, so we advised them to fully decontaminate the exteriors of their shuttles and the mothership regularly.

Which brought us to the elephant in the room: the infected mothership. So far, it had yet to do…well, anything. Had our efforts to sabotage it ourselves by disconnecting the thrusters and the weapons worked?

“But all the parts are still there. What if the fungus is able to reconnect them?” Bailey had been the one to ask the question some of us had been thinking. She was a biologist who worked on one of the food production islands; she was the one who’d given Heather the thumbs up on releasing the gophers. “It’s not out of the realm of possibility. There are fungi right here on Earth that could take over bugs and make them walk around.”

In the end, we’d agreed that we’d all sleep better at night if the infected ship was as far away from Earth as possible, mothership or not.

And so, after two grueling hours of discussions, we’d agreed to launch three new operations, all requiring worldwide cooperation between hunters and humans. Operation Not In My Space Yard, or NIMSY for short, would see us lining up dozens of Xarc’n shuttles in just the right positions—yet to be calculated by someone way better at math than me—and using the lowest setting of their blasters to nudge the infected ship away.

The second operation was to replace the mothership with satellites. It hadn’t just been the storm that had messed up Pip’s ability to phone home earlier; the network had been spottier since we lost the second mothership, since it had acted as a hub for communication. But Operation Talk To Me Baby, as we dubbed it, couldn’t be completed without the right parts and equipment, which brought us to our third and final plan: Operation Mothership Earth.

This plan was simple: build more motherships. Or at least, get more motherships working, even partially. We would dust off the one from Kan’n’s contingent and put it to work somehow, for a start. Then we’d place several facilities around each continent and launch whatever was needed to get Talk To Me Baby into orbit.

The hunters sitting in on the call looked ready to fall asleep, even those who had basic knowledge of how their tech worked, so we wrapped up the meeting.

I found Kan’n walking back into the camp with Terrance and Curtis, a huge grin on his face. He’d wanted to learn all the new fighting techniques he’d missed since going into hiding and had been particularly excited about one used to take down centicreeps, those giant centipede-like bugs the scourge developed after coming to Earth.

They’d gone through their paces and practiced for hours yesterday, but nothing quite beat the real thing, so they’d gone out in search of one today. Centicreeps weren’t exactly abundant like scuttlers. It took the nests lot of resources to build one, and the closest nest had already lost two to us recently, so the boys had had to travel.

But by the looks on their faces, they’d succeeded in finding and killing one. I was glad Kan’n was making an effort to be a part of the group, and equally happy Terrance had stepped up and offered to show him the new skills and moves. I initially thought it was only because he didn’t trust Kan’n and wanted to keep an eye on him, but the two actually got along well enough now.

As the two humans veered away to find some grub in the Hub, Kan’n strode over to me and swept me into his arms.

“Miss me?” I asked, planting a smooch on the side of his face. His hair was still damp and cold, probably because he’d hosed himself off after the fight before stepping into his decontaminator. The way hunters did that without flinching even in the dead of winter still amazed me.

“Always.”

“I’m sure you had a lot more fun than I did. That stupid meeting just ended.”

He grimaced at the word meeting. “I never liked those when it was just hunters. I like them even less now. Some humans talk too much.”

That had me laughing. I had a feeling I knew exactly who he was referring to. The first day back at camp, Mo had called us in for what was supposed to be a “quick review” of what had happened on the mothership, but one of the human group leaders had had so many questions that I thought I’d die of old age before we were finished. I wondered how that group got anything done.

We got to Kan’n’s shuttle and as we stepped into a range of the cloaking, the shuttle appeared, and I grimaced at the hideous exterior. I was so glad Pip couldn’t see himself. The interior was nice and cozy though. An axe and several pieces of armor were still inside the decontamination unit, and hanging above them was one of my bras, the pink lacey one. The contrast had me grinning. This shuttle was beginning to feel like home.

“I kind of hate meetings too,” I admitted, when he dropped me onto the mat in the sleeping nook. “I’d rather be getting stuff done. Or…celebrating your successful hunt.”

He puffed up his chest, the motion making his massive shoulders look even broader. I was alone in a shuttle with a sexy, virile warrior. Yes. This was much better than a meeting.

“Thank you for keeping us safe.” I pulled him by the horns onto the bed with me. “Let me reward you for your efforts.”

I kissed him, and it was all that it took to have him purring and rumbling, his body caging mine. He grabbed the hem of my shirt and yanked it up over my head. Then he tugged off my pants, tossing them aside. His loincloth came off next, exposing an impressive and very hard cock.

I licked my lips. Just the sight of it had me creaming myself.

It was just my bra now, or as he referred to it my breast armor. There was a small snick, and a flash of claws. It was all kinds of hot to have my clothes cut off my body, and I’d rolled with it for the past few days because I had extras and I hadn’t been particularly attached to them, but my bra supply was dwindling. And I really liked this one.

“Wait. I’ll do it.” I took it off and tossed it at him. It landed on a horn and dangled there looking absolutely adorable. Imagine a seven-foot tall purple warrior, with more muscles than a bodybuilder, with a baby blue bra hanging off one horn. What a sight!

But I didn’t have much time to appreciate the view because he was already lowering his head to my chest. I felt his breath play over my skin as he kissed and nibbled on it.

“Kan’n… Oh!”

He’d nipped me on the side of the breast. It wasn’t enough to really hurt, but the jolt shot through me, ratcheting up my need. His hands were doing some exploring of their own. He hadn’t yet retracted his claws and the feel of them dragging down my sides and hips had me shivering at the reminder that he was so much bigger than me, and so much more powerful. A true predator.

Then he sheathed his claws so his fingers were dull, and he was lifting me up so he could grab a double handful of my ass and squeeze. I squeezed my hands too, which had settled on his shoulders, cupped over his massive delts.

My fingers dug into the hard muscle while he sucked a nipple into his mouth. He wasn’t gentle about it. He was beyond being able to be gentle. It was like he was trying to consume me.

He cupped my pussy with a palm before his fingers, thank fuck for retractable claws, slid down from my clit and through my wetness to my opening. He pressed in slowly, entering me with one thick digit. Unable to stay still, my hips bucked as he finger fucked me.

“You’re so wet.” The words came out gruffly, barely more than a growl.

So fucking sexy! Everything about him turned me on.

“More,” I begged. I couldn’t say anything else.

His mouth moved down my body. But as good as his mouth was, I wanted something else. I didn’t need any more foreplay. I wanted his enormous, gorgeous cock, and I wanted it now.

I wanted to feel his thick shaft filling and stretching me wide, wanted to feel the ridges at each of his bumps rub against my insides. It was like he was designed precisely to hit my G spot. Any more waiting was pure torture.

“No, Kan’n.” I urged him up my body and wrapped my legs around his hips. “Fuck me. Please.”


Chapter 22: Kan’n

“Fuck me. Please.”

I could never disobey such a command. Not from her.

Bracing above her on one elbow, I reached down to line us up, the head of my cock sliding in her sweet honey. I gritted my teeth as I pressed into her welcoming depths. She was so warm and tight, and I couldn’t wait to be thrusting into her with abandon.

The panting, mewling sounds she made challenged my self-control. And when she wrapped her legs around my hips, and bucked her own, making me slide a few inches into her, I gave up on taking it slow. Her accompanying moan didn’t help, either.

“Krux! I need you now.” I thrust in, burying myself inside, hitting the back of her channel.

Her screams filled the shuttle as I fucked her. I pumped into her like a wild animal in a breeding frenzy, revelling in her rapturous noises. I wanted to hear them again and again.

Her slick channel stretched to accommodate me, as I was able to seat myself almost fully in her wet heat. She fit me flawlessly, like the most revered armor.

Armor with dull claws, that is. She was scratching them down my back and sides. Her hips bucked, insisting on meeting mine, and her mouth left trails of tiny bites and kisses over everything she could reach. She hungered for me just as I hungered for her. She wanted me. Needed me.

Her channel started to spasm and tighten in that way that told me she was close. I tilted my hips, changing the angle. My cock made loud, wet slapping sounds as I drove into her, adding to the symphony of her cries and my grunts.

“You squeeze my cock so perfectly,” I rasped, the words coming naturally. My instincts must be guiding me right, because my words always made her even wetter. Krux! I could fuck her forever.

Her body jerked under mine, and she bit down on my chest with her flat human teeth when her cunt started to flutter wildly. She was sobbing now as I hammered into her and her cunt milked me.

It was too much. With a particularly throaty cry I fell over the edge. My body shook, and I braced myself so I wouldn’t crush her. Then I was coming, emptying myself into the female I knew now must be my mate.

We stayed there, me still hovering over her as a light breeze began to filter into the sleeping nook to cool our bodies. I thanked Pip mentally, not knowing how he knew exactly what to do and when.

I rolled to lie next to her and pulled her close. I buried my face in her sunshine-colored hair, inhaling the scent of us together. It was the best thing ever. Dare I say, even better than her scent alone, and that was already perfection.

“If this is my reward, I will hunt centicreeps every day,” I said solemnly. That had Sam giggling, which was even better.

She cuddled into me and closed her eyes.

“How about a nap, my big, bad hunter?”

A nap sounded good. I never took naps before meeting her, and now they were the best kind of sleep, especially because of what usually happened before a nap. My seed was still dripping out of her, but that was fine. I’d clean us up later. And the sleeping nook had a cover that was easily removed and thrown into the decontaminator.

I couldn’t believe I’d been fighting this for so long. I could have had this with her for weeks already. No matter. We had an entire future together to make up for my stubbornness and stupidity.

I thought of the thousands and thousands of hunters still out in space, living the life the Xarc’n military had mapped out for us, following orders from machines that didn’t care one bit about us. Why obey a master like that? I was my own master now.

Hunters spoke of a giant mothership in the next life where hunters went when they died. It orbited a planet with endless scourge. We were promised endless combat. Endless glory. We’d never get tired, no matter how much we fought. And as long as we wanted to continue fighting, more scourge would arrive for us to cut down. We could hunt to our heart’s content, and revel in the glory of victory every day. It was meant to be what the humans called heaven.

Endless combat, and endless glory? That no longer called to me. I didn’t need heaven, I only needed Sam. And whatever this was that we had now.

Sam could be my forever and ever.


Chapter 23: Sam

The attack came at night, when we least expected it.

Fortunately the perimeter alarm alerted us early, giving us just enough time to spring out of bed and grab our weapons.

“Everyone to your positions!” Mo’s voice boomed across the hallway.

In the event of a surprise scourge attack, we all had our jobs. Unlike during a swarm, where we had weeks to prepare, the barriers intended to funnel the scourge to the battle arena were not set up. Neither were the traps. That meant we had to fight them right here.

I looked about, searching for Kat and finally catching a flash of her blond hair. She waved me over, and I joined her. Aanya, Kat, and I were tasked with setting out the bait since we were quick on the E-bikes; we could get in and get out before the scuttlers arrived. The point of the bait was to slow down the scourge, making it easier for those on the roof to pick them off one at a time.

She tossed me the package of leftovers from two days ago. I caught it, and the soft bag squished in my hands, feeling—ugh—particularly unpalatable. There was just enough meat in our meals to attract the scourge, which were only interested in animal protein. I hoped the bag of half-rotten food stayed intact until we got into position and didn’t explode all over me and the bike. If it did, I was going to give whoever tied up this bag a stern talking to.

I tossed it into the basket on the side of the bike and started off after Kat, who was already speeding toward the scourge, not away. I wondered if Kan’n would have let me do this job if he’d known exactly what it was. He was currently on the roof, waiting with everyone else who had a blaster or a long range weapon. The rule was always to engage with the scourge from afar first, taking as many out as possible. Unless there were flyers and centicreeps involved, we avoided melee fights unless it was unavoidable.

According to the images captured by the cameras at the perimeter, there were no flyers, spitters, or centicreeps tonight. If there had been, Kat, Aanya, and I wouldn’t be out here with bait. It would have been far too dangerous.

Scuttlers and lungers were easier to deal with, especially in the dark. The presence of lungers tonight was strange. That particular type of scourge never showed up in these parts. The nest in this area didn’t make them, at least that we knew of.

Usually, lungers were seen only in mountainous regions. They were similar to scuttlers and even had the same toxin-covered blades. The only difference was a pair of oversized pneumatic hind legs, designed to aid in leaping over ledges and gaps. Normally, a nest either focused on producing spitters with their acidic spittle, or lungers with these specialized legs. Extra weapons, or mobility. Not both.

When the scuttlers came into view I braked hard and skidded to a halt, then flung my package of rotten goodies at them. Kat and Anya did the same. Then we sped back to our building. The camp was now illuminated with flood lights so bright I had to squint as my vision adjusted. We made it to the roof of the building just as the first group of scourge, the ones that hadn’t been distracted by our food, came into sight.

Normally, the scourge didn’t move after dark, unless they were stuck somewhere away from the nest and trying to get back. This group was attacking like they were ravenous and hadn’t eaten in days. Everything about this attack was very strange.

It soon became clear that we didn’t need to worry. With the way we’d set up our base, ready to deal with swarms when they occurred, dealing with large numbers of scuttlers and lungers was easy. Several of the lungers did make it up onto the roof since we were not used to dealing with them, but this only delighted the hunters and fighters up there. Those of us who couldn’t engage in hand-to-hand combat headed downstairs to the offices and let them have their fun.

I paused for a moment by the door watching Kan’n as he swung his axe at a lunger, the plasma edge of the weapon glowing whitish-blue. The way he moved as he fought was mesmerizing. Each movement flowed into the next so gracefully that it seemed more like a dance than a fight. A very lethal dance.

He turned after dispatching his current adversary and shot me a grin. Then he and Terrance tag-teamed against another bug who had it coming.

The act of stopping to admire my hunter’s perfect form had attracted the attention of a lunger. It sprang at me, but I quickly ducked back through the door and slammed it in the bug’s face.

Ha! Served it right.

I joined the others in the offices. Our next task was to clean up our home and burn the scourge bodies so that the fungus couldn’t spread. But we couldn’t do that job until the fighters finished theirs.

“This attack doesn’t make any sense,” Mo said.

He was right; it didn’t.

“It’s the nomads,” Heather said. “Has to be. They used to gloat to anyone who’d listen about using the scourge against their enemies.”

“But what’s an attack like that supposed to accomplish?” Mo asked. “Sure, it’s at night, so there’s an element of surprise if it weren’t for the perimeter alarms. But they know we can handle waves and waves of scuttlers. We do it every year during the swarms.”

“Maybe those fuckers just want to piss us off by waking us the fuck up and making us go out there in the fucking cold?” Oh my. Apparently, Louisa had a potty mouth when forced out of bed in the middle of the night. She was our resident Xarc’n-human baby specialist. She’d helped raise all the troublemakers back in Franklin and now she had come to help Mary with Mina.

“It’s a distraction technique, I think,” I said.

Mo nodded. “Yeah, could be. We should keep our eyes open.”

We each went to a window, watching the edges of our property.

The fighters, having finished dealing with the bugs on the roof, came down to mop up the stragglers still outside. There were still a few scuttlers here and there that had lost their way.

“There are some people sneaking in the back!” someone called.

They had dressed in white and gray in an attempt to camouflage themselves against the rocks and snow, but it hadn’t worked. The interlopers were met with several potshots from our rifles. Realizing that they had been spotted, the group retreated slightly, ducking behind a boulder.

Mo called out their position over the loudspeakers, alerting our fighters outside. Terrance, Curtis and Kan’n came around to the back, ready to take out the garbage.

“I thought they were out of ammo,” Kat muttered as the nomads poked their weapons out and aimed.

They must have found more somewhere because they started shooting. Our guys ducked for cover behind a concrete barricade we’d put up specifically for moments like this. But Terrance, normally our nimblest fighter, was favoring a leg. He was too slow. There was a collective gasp as he was hit several times. He crumpled to the ground just shy of the barrier.

“Shit! He’s a sitting duck out there!” Aanya cried.

Sure enough, our enemies were aiming at him to make sure the job was done. It was Kan’n who dashed out from behind the barrier, taking several bullets himself as he and Curtis pulled Terrance to safety.

I held my breath, watching. The shot had most definitely hit him, but Kan’n didn’t seem injured. He was already shooting back with a blaster. Deciding the mission wasn’t worth it anymore, the assholes turned tail and ran.

We kept our eyes on our perimeter alarms while the hunters and fighters continued mopping up the rest of the scourge. It wasn’t until we were dragging the last of the scourge carcasses away from our home that I realized Kan’n and Pip were missing. The last I had seen him, Kan’n was helping Terrance back into the building.

I ran in to check. He wasn’t in there either.

“Mo! Kan’n’s gone.” I reached out a hand to steady myself. “And so is Pip.”

“It’s the same group that attacked them before. They probably went charging after them. You know, for old time’s sake. He shouldn’t have gone off on his own, but I understand.”

“Yes. Let them have their revenge,” Kat said. “Those assholes put Kan’n and Pip through hell. I, for one, am going to turn a blind eye if these particular assholes disappear from the area. Sometimes, murder is really the only way.”

“He’d be doing our job for us,” Mo added.

Technically, we’d done half the job already. This particular group hated us because we’d had multiple run-ins with them, and each time, it resulted in their numbers dwindling. They must be really desperate to try to attack us again.

I grabbed my phone, glad I had thought to pick it up before running out of the shuttle earlier. I only needed to be stuck without my phone for two days to realize I never wanted that to happen again. I called my hunter.

“I will return shortly,” he said when he picked up. “After I rid the world of these miscreants.”

“I know I can’t stop you. But you should’ve asked for backup. Plenty of our guys would have loved to sink their teeth into this group too.”

He made a sound of disgust. “I am sure they would not taste good.”

That had me chuckling. “Stay safe, Kan’n. Don’t get yourself hurt.”

“I wouldn’t dare. I have a mate to pleasure when I return.”


Chapter 24: Kan’n

I had more than one reason to kill each and every one of these bastards. The first was revenge for what they’d done to me and Pip. But even more importantly, they were a danger to my Sam, and her people. Our people, now.

I’d also grown to care about the group, especially the human named Terrance. He’d offered to teach me many of the skills missing from my repertoire. I’d gone hunting with him and Curtis several times since killing our first centicreep together. They were good fighters…for humans.

There was also Mina, Lok’n’s offspring. Mixed human and Xarc’n, her horns were just little nubs on her temples. She’d grabbed my finger the other day and I’d felt a stab of longing I’d never known before. No wonder Lok’n would do anything to keep these people safe. Mina was his future, and she needed these humans. With how everyone acted around her, you’d think she had them all under her spell.

I briefly considered ordering Pip to shoot at the retreating humans, or landing in front of them and dealing with them one by one, a much more enjoyable revenge. But there were only five of them here, and I knew there must be more. I wanted to get them all in one go, so I decided to follow them.

It wasn’t until they started vanishing that I realized they had a shuttle at their disposal and had stepped into its cloaking radius. How many did they have? I’d overheard the humans at camp speaking about the subject, and they’d been sure that they had none left.

“Are you able to track that shuttle?” I asked Pip.

“They have disconnected it from the system, but if I can get it to reply to me, that will share its location.”

Sure enough, Pip started to move, and I could only assume he was following the invisible craft. Unlike my previous shuttle, this one was still visible on the network. If the humans knew I was following them, they gave no outward sign. We ended up at one of my old bases. The nomads were using it as their hideout for now. They rarely stayed in one place long, which explained the human’s name for them.

“That’s my fault, sorry,” Pip said. “They wanted to know where you’d been staying, so I sacrificed one of the bases. But they didn’t stay here long, before. They left after they looted it.”

I knew this area well and would have the upper hand. I landed nearby and approached by foot, armed to fight an army.

As I got closer, I realized I’d overestimated what I needed. There were only two more inside their hideout. They must have suffered immense losses. I didn’t see the female who had betrayed me, but I did recognize the male who had kissed her to taunt me.

I decided it wouldn’t be honorable to sneak up on them, so I gave them ample warning, walking up to the building with my weapons drawn and loudly flinging the door open.

It wasn’t even a fight. I took out the first three before the rest could even reach for their weapons. My eyes were on the leader, though—or, at least, he’d been the leader when I had seen them last. I saw the recognition in his eyes.

Good. He should know who killed him, and why. This was for me and Pip, this was for Terrance, and this was for everyone they’d ever hurt.

Sam had been right when she said that anyone not actively working with us was just as bad as the scourge themselves. They hindered our fight against the scourge when they could be helping us.

One of the humans tried to run around me to escape out the door, but I flung my axe in his direction. He made it to the door all right, but in two pieces. There were only three left now: two I didn’t recognize and the leader.

The unfamiliar pair charged me simultaneously, with blades in their hands. It was clear that they had not trained with these and were simply slashing and hacking haphazardously. I easily evaded all their strikes, and soon, it was only the leader and me. I had forgotten his name, but that wasn’t important. It would be forgotten from the world soon. No one would miss him. And the universe would be a much better place.

“I can’t believe you’re still alive,” he sneered, much too confident, considering he was trapped in here with me.

He had a crazed look in his eyes that told me he wasn’t fully present mentally. He held an explosive device in his hand. I’d seen those in action before. Did he plan on throwing it at me? This place was small, and he’d be injured himself, possibly fatally so.

“How about you let me go, and I’ll tell you where Britt is?”

Did this male honestly think I still cared about her? She was a shadow compared to Sam’s light. Just the thought of touching her again made me sick. I’d rather clean scourge guts.

“I am not here to bargain.”

He scowled. “She’s dead anyway,” he spat. “But even if she were alive, she wouldn’t sleep with you to save her life.”

We both moved at the same time. I lunged for him as he hurled the explosive.

The next few seconds were loud and hot, and searingly painful. It felt as if the Earth’s crust had cracked open, spewing molten lava, which consumed me.

I squeezed my eyes shut to prevent my eyeballs from frying. Those were notoriously difficult to grow back.

I crawled toward the door as the inferno raged around me. All I had to do was get out the door. Pip couldn’t reach me in here, but if I could just get outside, he’d be able to get me home.

Home. To the love of my life. To the woman I craved.

I promised Sam I wouldn’t get hurt, and here I was burning to a crisp. I was shit at promises. She would be devastated if I didn’t return.

Krux! I was never going to see her face again. And I had just found her. It was too soon.

It couldn’t be the end.

I had to get myself out of here. Fire was one weapon that didn’t care who you were. Scourge, hunter or human, it turned everything to ash. I couldn’t be Sam’s mate if I was ash. I couldn’t give up now. I had to make it back home.

Buoyed by the thought of Sam in my arms, I rolled, putting the flames out. More came to lick at my body as I crawled toward the door. But it was no use; the darkness was too heavy. It weighed me down, holding my arms and legs like a suit of lead. It snuck in uninvited at the edges of my vision, taking over everything until there was nothing else. Then there was no more.


Chapter 25: Sam

“You have to let me in there,” I pleaded. But Mo stood planted firmly in front of the door.

“I think it’s best you don’t see him right now. These hunters are crazy strong, and the other hunters are sure he’ll make nearly a full recovery, but you really don’t need to see him like this. Trust me. It looks bad.” He grimaced. “Man, I wish I hadn’t seen it.”

Kat elbowed him hard. “You’re not helping,” she hissed. She turned to me. “Kan’n is going to be fine, Sam. I’ve seen these warriors come back from a lot, lot worse. But it really is best if you wait and let the medical unit do its work.”

With one of the motherships out of commission and the medical wing on the other one completely full, Kan’n had to rely on using several handheld units at once to heal. In fact, between him and Terrance, there wasn’t a single unit left.

It had been Pip who’d come back to get help. He’d landed in the parking lot in front of our base, his speakers blaring like the siren of a cop car. When I’d heard that Kan’n was injured and stuck inside a burning building despite the door being wide open, I freaked out.

Harb’k and Nov’k had gone out to retrieve him. Then they’d carted him straight into this room, and no one had let me in, no matter how much I begged or pleaded. They’d all assured me that his injuries were not life-threatening, mostly skin and muscle, but that they looked horrendous, and it was something I really shouldn’t see.

I didn’t care. I wanted to be next to him while he healed. I wanted to be the person he saw when he first woke up. I don’t know when it had clicked into place, but I really cared about him now and I couldn’t imagine losing him. Not when we finally understood each other, and were working on building something good together. Something amazing.

Mary came with little Mina to distract me, offering me tea.

I shook my head. “I know you’re trying to help, but no, thank you. I don’t think I could stomach anything right now.”

She stayed for a while but left again when Mina started to fuss.

I paced the hallway in front of the makeshift hospital room, wondering if I’d be able to climb in through the window from outside even though it was on the second floor.

Aanya was the next to try. She came to me with a glass of juice.

I sighed and took it from her. If I just took one sip, maybe they’d stop trying to offer me things to drink. I made a big show of having some of the juice. It was only when I swallowed that I realized it tasted funny. Not horrible, just different.

How old was this stuff, anyway? Safe to drink didn’t necessarily mean palatable. There was expired, and then there was expired.

Once Aanya left, I put the glass down on the chair and continued to pace until I started feeling drowsy. I eyed the drink. Shit. Really? They’d drugged me? “What part of I don’t want to go to sleep do you not understand?” I mumbled.

“Sorry, Sam. We had to do it,” Kat said sheepishly as she and Mo helped me into the room next door. “You’ve been pacing for hours and haven’t had anything to eat or drink since last night. The last thing we need is for you to pass out and smash your head. Seriously, we don’t have any more medical units left. And Kan’n would be upset if he found out we let you hurt yourself. We do not need him to go all Loose Cannon on us.”

She handed me a glass and ordered me to drink. This one tasted like plain water, but the damage was already done.

“I hate you all,” I slurred.

“I know you do, hun. We love you too.” She kissed me on the forehead with a big smack, like she was saying good night to a little kid.

When I woke again, who knows how long later, Kan’n’s door was no longer guarded. I was about to push it open when Harb’k’s voice sounded from behind me.

“Just so you know, his injuries are still apparent, but they look a lot better. He’s still unconscious and will be for some time. You can go in, but as a warning, many of us temporarily lose our memories after an injury. It’s normal, and he will most likely regain everything in a few hours.”

“Thank you,” I said as I stepped into the room.

I’d been around enough injured hunters to know about them losing their memories when they were healing. Even armed with the knowledge, though, I knew that I’d worry if he did not recognize me when he woke.

I cringed the moment I saw him. No wonder they’d prevented me from coming in earlier. It was clear from all the new, angry red skin that he’d had a lot of bad burns. Luckily, skin-deep and even flesh-deep wounds healed easily for hunters. They’d been engineered for that. Bone-deep injuries or extensive nerve damage were the bigger problems.

Still, knowing he’d been hurt so badly made my chest ache.

There were IVs hooked up to him, feeding him something through tubes in his arm. That was something I hadn’t seen here before.

“It’s an idea some smart humans got from the immersion tanks on the mothership,” Pip said.

I glanced around to see where his voice was coming from and saw the laptop on the table. He must’ve connected himself to it. It was how the shuttles were able to speak with their hunters through the communicators when they were away from the shuttle.

“The liquid in the tank feeds the hunters so they have a continuous supply of energy to heal. Since we can’t get him into a med bed or a healing tank, this was the next best option.”

It must be why, despite already having grown back so much of his skin, he didn’t look like he’d lost too much weight. Usually, the weight loss on a healing hunter was visible as they converted all the extra energy stored in their muscles into essential building blocks to heal the injury.

“Other groups have used it effectively before, so it’s perfectly safe. I’d never let them do it otherwise.” For once, Pip had no jokes or witty remarks.

“Thank you for watching out for him, Pip.”

I pulled up a chair and sat down next to my hunter. They had set up several healing devices around his body, including one that was aimed at the side of his face with the new skin. It, too, was still red and not the mauve I was used to seeing on him. I was about to take his hand in mine but noticed that it was also covered in new skin. I moved my chair over to the other side of the bed and picked up that hand instead.

I don’t know how long I stayed there, but I must have fallen asleep again because I woke with a crick in my neck. Kan’n was thrashing about on the bed, knocking the medical devices off his body.

“Hey! It’s okay. You’re safe.” I reached toward him, hoping my touch would calm him, but he slapped my hand away.

“Don’t touch me!” The words came out angry and loud.

“You’re at the camp. Pip came and told us where you were.”

He looked wildly around the room before his eyes landed on me again.

“I know who you are.” Instead of love, there was vitriol in his eyes and words. “You’re the enemy,” he spat.

The door opened, and Harb’k walked in. “He’s awake.”

“Hunter,” Kan’n said. “Get this human away from me. They are not to be trusted. Especially her.”

Harb’k just picked up the medical devices now scattered on the ground as if this was a perfectly common occurrence. “You’re recovering from an extensive injury, Kan’n. You’re not remembering things right. The memories will return soon, and then you will remember her.”

“I already know who she is. I remember everything.” He unsheathed his claws and pointed one at me. “She is the enemy, and she has brainwashed me. The healing has cleared my head, and I am no longer under her spell. Get her out of here. I never want to see her again.”

There was an audible gasp from Pip, who’d remained quiet until now.

Even the warning that hunters often acted strange right after waking from an injury wasn’t enough to prepare me for the hateful words coming out of his mouth. They hurt; they hurt a lot.

“Kan’n, you’ll regret those words in about an hour.” Harb’k turned to me. “I’m sorry he is being like this, it—”

“No. It’s—” I took a few steps back. “I get it. I’ll leave now.”

“Wait!” Pip yelled.

But I didn’t let Pip convince me to stay. I ran out the door and down the hallway as hot tears filled my eyes.

These hunters often didn’t remember their mates when they woke but felt the connection anyway. It resulted in them trying to re-win their love, and often it was really adorable. That wasn’t what had happened here. Loose Cannon remembered me, all right. He remembered what we’d been through. He’d just had a change of heart.

Then again, I wasn’t technically his mate. He’d never bonded to me, even after weeks of sleeping in his bed and living in his shuttle. Maybe it was for the best that this happened. It was a sign that we weren’t meant to be. Wasting a few weeks of my life was better than wasting months.

I felt so stupid. Needing some privacy, which was a difficult thing to find at the camp especially with the extra rooms turned into a hospital, I ducked into the half-finished Hummer I was turning into a war machine.

It was another of those little projects I’d started but never got around to finishing. They’d found the Hummer shortly after we’d arrived here, before winter set in. I hadn’t had the time or the resources to do much to it except add a bunch of armor and remove the engine so I could start converting it to Xarc’n power. I’d spent weeks on Pip instead.

At least I’d saved him in the process, I thought bitterly.

There, hidden behind all the armor and out of sight of prying eyes, I let myself have a big ole ugly cry.

I hid there until my phone buzzed in my pocket. It was Aanya. I picked up the call, trying not to sound like I’d been bawling my eyes out.

“Where are you, Sam? We’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

“I’m sorry I scared everyone, but I’m safe. I’m hiding in that Hummer.”

“I heard what happened from Pip. Kan’n’s such an asshat. I was wondering if maybe you’d like to get out of the camp for a while? If I were you, I wouldn’t want to be here when he wakes up again. Just so you know, he attacked Mo when he walked in, and they had to tranq his ass. So it’s not just you he’s gone back to hating, if that makes you feel any better.”

“It doesn’t,” I said honestly. “But I’d like to get out of the camp. Thanks.”

“Great. Grab your gear and come out to our shuttle. We can do some ‘shopping’. I thought we could hit that factory we never got to and see what goodies they have.”

Aanya knew me so well. She knew I couldn’t resist going on a foraging trip to look for all the goodies I needed for my various projects.

I dreaded going back into Kan’n’s shuttle, but it had to be done. “Crap. All my personal shit is still inside Pip.”

“I’ll help you move everything out.”

“Thanks, Aanya. You’re the best.”

“That’s what friends are for.”


Chapter 26: Kan’n

I woke up in bed with my arms and legs restrained, and Harb’k glaring at me from the corner with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Well, looky here,” Pip said from the laptop on the table. “The butthole is awake.”

“Nice to see you’re alive too, Pip.” I turned to glare at the other hunter.

“What’s the meaning of all this?” I strained against the ties. I could free myself if I wanted to, though it would take some time considering they’d used metal chains.

“You’re lucky Mo is used to dealing with injured hunters and knew you weren’t yourself. He kept the fact that you’d attacked him quiet and blamed his brand-new black eye on a training accident. He didn’t want everyone calling for your exile before we fully understood the situation. The ones who were here and saw it happen know, but that’s all. You owe him big time.”

“I attacked Mo?” I didn’t remember any of it.

“Yeah. You kept insisting that humans were the enemy. We had to shoot you with sleeping darts. We tied you down in case you were still violent when you woke.”

I shook my head, trying to remember what had happened the last time I was awake but recalling nothing. I should apologize immediately. I had agreed to work with the humans here, not attack them. I was glad Mo hadn’t asked for my expulsion from the group. It would have made things difficult with Sam.

“Where’s Sam? I want to see her.”

“You don’t remember anything that happened the last time you were awake?”

“No. I don’t.” Was that why Sam wasn’t here? Because she was upset I’d attacked one of her people when I’d promised not to?

There was a knock at the door before the human leader of the group stepped in, his eye still swollen. I wondered why he didn’t use one of the healing units on it until I saw that I had several strapped to my body.

“I apologize for my actions. I was not in my right head and didn’t recognize you.”

He waved his hand casually. “Apology accepted. It happens. I’ve been around enough injured hunters to know. At least you remembered what humans were.”

“Is Terrance well? Was anyone else hurt?”

“He’s kicking. A few extra holes, but he’ll live. He’s in the room across the hall. And no one else was injured. Tell me that all those fuckers are dead.”

“They are no more. They will not bother you any longer.”

“Good. They’ve been hounding us since we arrived. You saved us a lot of trouble, hunter.”

I grunted. “This is my hunter group now.”

There was a movement beyond him in the hallway, and I craned my neck to see if it was Sam.

It wasn’t.

“Where is Sam? I wish to see her.”

“Oh boy.” If the disembodied voice of a shuttle could roll its eyes, Pip had done just that. “You two got this part, right? I’ll go play some Solitaire. Bye.”

I frowned at his strange words.

Harb’k let out a sigh that made him sound quite human. “Of course Pip would duck out and make me explain the shitty part. Maybe you can just watch the video replay. Pip was monitoring you, so we knew when you woke.”

He reached over and tapped on the laptop screen, which had been displaying various images of the popular small Earth felines since Pip had gone idle. He pulled up a recording and left it to play while he and Mo discreetly stepped outside.

The video started with me lying on the bed and Sam asleep in the chair next to me in what looked like the most uncomfortable position.

I had several medical units stuck to me, and there were tubes coming from my arm that were attached to bags of liquids. I was in bad shape—or had been, judging by the redness of my skin. It looked like it had been freshly grown.

I looked down at my body for the first time since waking. The extreme redness had faded from the newly grown parts of me, which meant I must have been asleep for some time since. The tubes were gone. I had lost some mass compared to the recording, but not as much as I’d expected after regenerating so much of my body.

Suddenly, I moved on the screen, thrashing about violently, knocking the medical devices off my body, and ripping the tubes out of my arm. But it wasn’t my outburst that had the blood in my veins turning to ice; it was the words I heard repeated back to me in the recording. I remembered saying them, but it hadn’t been to Sam.

I recalled the extremely vivid dream I’d had, one in which I saw Britt again. She hadn’t been there at the hideout even though she’d been the one I’d wanted to face the most, and I’d dreamt of her as a result. I’d said those words to her in my dream. Not to Sam. And in the dream, I’d hit the leader of the nomad group, not Mo.

“No.” The word sounded empty in the room. “No.”

The look of betrayal on Sam’s face as she stumbled out the door made me wish the fire had succeeded in killing me. My chest clenched from the pain. My attempt to reach the door now was no more graceful than hers on screen, my legs threatening to dump me on the floor. I managed to get to my feet and open the door, leaning on it for support.

Mo stood alone outside my room.

“Where’s she? I need to see her now.”

“No way are you seeing her after all that. Just because I’m okay with you being a jerkwad doesn’t mean she is.”

“I demand to see her.”

“No can do, man. Not until she’s ready to see you.”

“I didn’t mean those words.” There was no way of explaining without letting them know my shame, but at this point, I didn’t care. “The words hadn’t been meant for her. I was dreaming. I thought I was saying them to Britt.”

“Who’s Britt?” Mo asked. “That name sounds familiar.”

“She was a female with the ones you call the nomads. They used her to gain my trust. I’d traded with them when I was desperate; they needed use of my medical unit, and I needed food. Britt pretended to care for me, and when I least expected it, they turned on me.”

“Now that you mention it, yeah, I know where I heard that name recently. She was in Pip when he crashed,” Mo said. “The nomads forced him to attack Haax’l’s shuttle while you were still locked up in Albuquerque. We found two bodies when we retrieved Pip from the wreck and brought him here. Britt’s dead.”

So that was how Pip had ended up in this camp. At least Pip got her.

“I thought I was saying all of that to her. I’d never think of Sam like that again. Krux, I never really thought of her like that to begin with. You have to let me talk to her. Where is she?”

Mo sighed. “I believe you. She’s out with Aanya and Haax’l right now. When she returns, she can decide whether she wants to speak to you or not. If she doesn’t, you’ll have to respect her wishes. And if she decides she wants you gone, then I’m sorry, you’re going to have to go find another hunter group.” The unofficial leader of the group handed me the pouch in his hand.

It was filled with high-protein food bars, the type we used to recover after our injuries.

“Thank you.”

“I know some of the others here don’t like you, Kan’n, but we need every hunter we can get, so I hope you patch things up with Sam. She’s a good woman and frankly deserves a lot more than what you’ve given her so far. This is your final get-out-of-jail-free card from me. Fuck up again, and I’ll waste you myself.” Then he turned and left.

Harb’k stepped out from the room across the hall. “Come on, hunter, let’s get you back to your shuttle. I don’t envy you your position. You should’ve told us about the other human female. If Sam had known about that, I think she would have understood.” The other hunter must’ve heard everything from inside the other room.

I followed Harb’k out to my shuttle.

Pip did not reply when I greeted him, and all I got from him was silence when I asked him to locate Haax’l’s shuttle.

The next hours passed slowly, but when the sky started to darken, his shuttle finally returned. I stood at Pip’s door and waited for Sam to step out. But she never did. Panic filled my chest. Where was she?

“Where is Sam?” I asked, marching toward the pair who were unloading some foraged machine parts from their shuttle.

Aanya held her middle finger up at me in a gesture I had come to recognize as an insult. She said nothing.

Haax’l took pity on me. “Relax. She’s safe. She went to stay with some friends.”

I tried to get him to say more, but that was all he was willing to tell me.

Frustrated, I stomped back into my shuttle, and I went to the wall panel which hid the storage cabinet I’d given Sam for her things and opened it. Usually, after a day of flying around, the contents would be a mess and Sam would spend every evening rearranging her things back into neat little piles. It was empty; all her things were gone.

There was no trace of her.  Not a single pile of anything. Not even her scent that usually lingered in the air. She was gone.

It was three days before Pip would talk to me again. Harb’k tried to get me to go hunting with him, but I claimed weakness and told him I didn’t want to be a liability. It was only a half-lie.

Although Pip wouldn’t talk to me, he did let me fly him. I flew back up to the hunter group in Canada and watched the group, staying around the periphery, though I was sure they knew I was there since the shuttle was visible on the map. When I didn’t see Sam after two whole days, I flew down to check the Franklin settlement.

She had many friends there, and the settlement was large, with hundreds of people. It would be a good place to hide.

“She’s not here, dumbass.” Those were the first words Pip said to me in days. I don’t know where he’d been this whole time, but most of his consciousness wasn’t here on the ship, and I’d had to perform a lot of tasks manually. I hadn’t realized how much he helped me. It was like he knew me so well he could predict what I wanted to do next.

Even little things, like refilling my shuttle’s water tank, had been more difficult on my own. I’d gone over to the side of the shuttle and waited for the hatch to open automatically like it normally did, only to realize that I actually had to do that myself. I hadn’t realized Pip had been the one doing it for me the whole time.

“And she wasn’t with the guys in Canada either. If she was, do you think I’d have let you go there and storm in to take her away? You’d just mess things up even worse.”

“Where is she, then?”

“Because of your jackassery, they had all their shuttles keep that little bit of information from me so I couldn’t help you find her. I wasn’t going to, at least not for the first few days. You needed to learn your lesson. But now I’m sick of you moping around. I want to get out there and hunt some bugs. So I did a little bit of digging, and put a few pieces of the puzzle together, and I think I know where she is.”

Hope flared in my chest.

“But if I help you, you’re going to owe me for life, buddy.”

As if I didn’t already owe him everything.

Pip wasn’t finished though. “I want a new paint job. No, not a paint job, a whole new exterior. I look like shit! I didn’t realize it until we flew past a glass building. I want a makeover.”

“With only one mothership orbiting Earth, I’m not sure when we can go to get cosmetic work done.”

“I don’t want to go back up to a mothership, not after what happened last time. We’re going to get Sam to do it. And that’s why we’re going to go look for her right now.”

“It would help if you told me where she is.”

“She is on the mothership here on Earth, or at least I think she is. Some of hunters from the lost mothership regrouped there and are trying to make the stubborn thing work for them.

“The second they turned it back on, it started to plot a course to Planet 6947. They had to remove all its flight capabilities. They use it like a building now. Serves it right. That thing is ornery. Much worse than me. And not nearly as smart. I’d bet every single one of my circuits that Jask’l gave Sam a job working on it with him.”

Jask’l! That male had coveted Sam, and with her angry at me, he’d swooped in to steal her away. I’ll bet he promised her access to all the equipment on the motherships. My initial reaction was anger, red-hot, searing anger, but then it was replaced by the dull ache of disappointment. I was the one who’d told her to leave.

Jask’l hadn’t stolen her from me; I’d pushed her into his arms.

“You still haven’t asked how I found her.”

“You can tell me while we fly there.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”


Chapter 27: Sam

There was an exact replica of the machine that manufactured all the pieces that made up a Xarc’n shuttle in the middle of the barn in front of me. It was currently in the process of spitting out a new side panel for Pip.

With this mothership still stubbornly refusing to do anything but go back to the original planet it was slated for, we’d had to get creative. There were plenty more motherships in the galaxy now than there had been when the original ten thousand warriors first left Xarc, which meant they had the ability to create new ones.

Sure enough, we found blueprints to build every single part of a new mothership right here on board. As long as we had the materials, we could create as many ships as we wanted. The parts, anyway. We’d yet to figure out how to replicate the power source.

Aaron and I suspected that it would be too dangerous to attempt to do that on Earth, just in case we made a mistake and blew it up into a million tiny pieces—both the mothership and Earth. That would not be good.

Aaron was the Tech Wizard from the Colorado group. Franklin had been working with them for years since Siobhan, one of ours, had gone on a search for her sister and found her there, living with a hunter.

With the way this ship had acted, hell-bent on completing its task, some of us were starting to wonder what would happen to the other mothership after the scourge were finally eradicated here on Earth. Would it recall all the hunters, insisting on going to the next planet? If the hunters did not obey, would the mothership call their shuttles back in?

That was what this one had started to do, but since so many of the hunters had disabled their shuttles’ connections to the main system, only a few shuttles had shown up, minus their hunters. Some had been in pretty rough shape.

It was a good thing we’d started Operation Mothership Earth. The only problem right now was the lack of some of the materials, namely the materials we’d been waiting for from that mining ship.

Up until now, we’d thought that they were minerals not available on Earth, since the translation program couldn’t match it up with anything here. But there were big gaps in the hunters’ translators when it came to scientific and technological terms. For example, we’d recently realized that the word for any metallic substance was simply metal. Copper was orange metal. Gold? Yellow metal. Silver? White metal. Aluminum? Also white metal. Worse, the minerals and ores we needed simply translated into “mineral for translators” or “element for power source.” Not very useful.

Because of all this, there was a new theory that the rare materials we needed weren’t something completely foreign and alien at all. They might not even be rare.

They’d taken apart a faulty communicator down to its most basic parts, but without the right equipment, it had been a challenge to analyze the exact combination of elements the components in question were made of.

We’d know once the next shipment arrived. But that might not be for a while since the mining ship was also lost. It had never replied to us or anyone else, and a new ship had been dispatched to service our part of the galaxy, which meant that the big brain that linked all the Xarc’n ships believed the first one lost. The new mining ship would need to find another asteroid field to mine since the one the original ship had been mining was now marked as Proscribed.

Aaron picked the newly manufactured piece up and held it triumphantly aloft. “We fucking did it!” He put the piece down and held up his hand for a high-five.

I grinned, though the smile didn’t reach my eyes, and I gave him what he wanted, wishing I could feel the same happiness at our success.

It was hard to celebrate our achievement when I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about Kan’n. It was so freaking stupid. Here I was, making history, and all I could do was moon over some hunter who didn’t even want me back.

He probably wasn’t even looking for me. Lenny had made sure all the shuttles at camp would keep quiet about my whereabouts if Pip asked. The smarter ones were easy enough to deal with; my co-Tech Wizard had simply threatened to mess up their programming if they spilled the beans. The dumber ones only needed a simple line of code.

It soon became apparent that Jask’l had had more than one reason to invite me here. But it was far too soon and the pain too raw, and despite knowing that the best way to get over someone is to get under someone else, I just couldn’t.

Besides, I didn’t think of Jask’l like that. My body didn’t react to his in the way it did to Kan’n’s. His voice didn’t make me all weak in the knees, and when he clumsily tried to take my hand, I didn’t feel any spark. Meanwhile, I’d never forget the way my whole body lit up every time Kan’n was near.

My lack of a reaction didn’t stop Jask’l from having a very obvious one, though: he purred so loudly when I was in the repair bay that everything shook. He was really understanding about me not being interested, but it was still quite awkward. That was why I’d elected to help Aaron with his work instead.

“You don’t look nearly as excited as you should,” Aaron said, calling me out. “You’re not thinking of that hunter again, are you?”

I sighed. Busted. Aaron had found out about Kan’n when Kat had called, telling me to give him another chance. Apparently, when he woke up the second time, he didn’t remember any of it. Not his words to me, or punching Mo in the face. He’d apologized to Mo, asked about Terrance, and showed genuine concern for the safety of the others in our group. Most of all, he’d been crestfallen that he’d said those horrible things to me.

Kat had insisted I call him, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do that. All I could think of was the look in his eyes when he demanded I leave.

Aaron gave me a withering look. “Just call him already, will you? I’ve seen these hunters heal. There’s a moment when they first wake up when they don’t even remember their own names. Especially if it’s a bad recovery. And he didn’t get to heal on a mothership. They used that new IV method with him.”

I’d been around healing hunters, too. They might not recognize their mate when they first woke, but at least they’d be all sweet with them. His reaction told me that we weren’t mates, and weren’t meant to be.

“If he wants to talk to me and apologize, he’ll come looking for me.”

“You prevented everyone from telling him where you were.”

“If he really cared enough, he’ll still figure it out. After what he said, he’d better be scouring the globe for me if he wants to see me again.” I was worth that much.

“Okay. You might have a point. These guys are tenacious, and if it’s something he really wants, he’ll find a way.” Aaron stretched. “Let’s go see if we can grab some grub while this thing finishes the rest of the body panels for your Pip.”

Aaron had a PIP model back home too, and it was also named Pip. Apparently, their Pip had tried its hand at matchmaking as well, setting its—this Pip preferred to be called it rather than he or she— hunter, Bre’k, up with a woman named Yvette. In their case, it had worked out: they’d been happily mated for years.

We made our way to the main building, which was really the grounded mothership. Zec’k, the hunter who usually supplied Franklin and sometimes our new camp in the plains, had brought over a bunch of goodies from the food production labs when his mate Siobhan found out I was going to be here.

They’d even brought two dozen of her continent-famous hand pies, the first handmade goodies ever to be distributed by Xarc’n shuttle. The hunters had quickly polished them off, though I did manage to snag two, one for me and one for Burr’k. The hunter had arrived yesterday and was still recovering from his scourge-filled crash landing.

Two of the hunters from the mothership hadn’t made it. Far’k and one of the newly grown hunters were both presumed dead. Pushed by numerous flyers, their escape pods had both landed inside dead zones, large cities with giant nests. A quick death was the best outcome.

I scanned the available selection of food bars specifically made for human consumption. Realizing we needed something that wouldn’t break our teeth, they’d made versions that were like a cross between our granola bars and their pemmican-like foodstuff. They didn’t last as long in storage, but they were much more palatable, though I wouldn’t go as far as to call them tasty.

“You should try these crumbled into a bowl of milk, like cereal. They’re really good that way,” Aaron said.

He went over to the fridge they’d hooked up to the ship and brought out a jar of milk. It was still strange to me to see milk in glass wide-mouth jars, but the hunters put it in whatever we gave them, so glass jars it was.

Following his lead, I placed the bar in a bowl, crumbled it up, and poured some milk over it. He was right; it was good. Unlike the boxed cereal of old, it wasn’t overly sweet but still had a bit of natural sweetness from the dried fruit. It was strange to think that there was meat in here, but somehow, it worked. It was like healthy cereal with real animal protein.

I was just finishing off my last bite when a sudden commotion had both Aaron and me on high alert. Jask’l’s voice sounded through the corridors. I couldn’t quite make out what he was saying except for their all-purpose swear word, krux. I couldn’t make out any of what the other voice was saying, but I sure recognized it.

Kan’n!

Had he actually come here looking for me? I didn’t want to hope. The angry voices were getting closer, and it wasn’t long before Kan’n came bursting into the makeshift kitchen. He scanned the large room for a few seconds before his eyes landed on me.

“Welp, good luck.” Aaron patted me on the back and stood, taking his bowl with him. “The lady is all yours,” he said to Kan’n grandly with a wide grin. Then he grabbed Jask’l and pulled him into the corridor, not before slamming his hand onto the door’s control panel. The door closed behind them, leaving me alone with one very angry-looking hunter.

It was one of the few looks he had, so I was used to it by now. I grabbed my water and calmly took a sip as he stomped over to me, refusing to be intimidated. I was the one who was supposed to be upset here, not him. If he thought I could be bullied into taking him back, he was in for a big surprise.

But what he did when he got to me had me shocked. He turned my chair to face him, dropped to his knees, and wrapped his arms around me. Then, with his face buried in my lap, he heaved a sigh that sounded very much like a sob—and started to purr.


Chapter 28: Kan’n

I held on to Sam, afraid she’d disappear if I let go. She felt so right in my arms, and I never wanted to be without her again.

I explained to her everything I could about the dream, told her I’d thought she was someone else. I told her of how I’d started trading with the ones they called the nomads. She stiffened when I mentioned there had been a female involved.

“They used her to get to me. She said kind words and made promises. But she never truly cared for me. I trusted her enough to show her the inside of my shuttle. Then they betrayed me. It was how they got hold of Pip.

“They taunted me afterward, saying how easy it was because of how predictable hunters were when it came to human females. They had done this before with other hunters whom they then killed. They were right. I was stupid and naïve. I promised myself that I’d never trust a human female again.

“Then you came along. You and your group, changed all my preconceived notions of what humans were. You accepted me even after I declared I didn’t trust any of you.”

She sat quietly, listening, her hands resting on my shoulders.

“When I woke up that first time, I thought I was back there. I didn’t mean anything I said. I’m sorry. I can’t imagine life without you now. I’d rather die than continue to live without you.”

Her arms came around me, enveloping me, and hope blossomed in my chest until I heard the sob in her throat. Would she tell me to leave now?

“Get up,” she said, her voice cracking.

I tried, wanting to do anything she asked of me, but I couldn’t. I was stuck on my knees, unable to remove my arms from around her. I tried again but only succeeded in lifting her off the seat. She made a soft grunt from the pressure of my arms around her body.

“Kan’n,” she wheezed. “You’re squeezing me.”

As I put her back down and resumed my kneeling position between her knees, the realization hit me hard. Sam was my mate! I’d found my mate, and now, she was going to send me away.

“Don’t.” It was the only word I could choke out.

I was a strong hunter, well-trained, disciplined, and skillful, able to take down scores of scourge. But now, in the presence of this tiny female who barely came up to my chest, I was reduced to nothing. If she rejected me now, that would be all I’d ever be.

“Don’t,” I repeated.

She draped her arms over my shoulders, sliding her fingertips through my hair at the nape of my neck, making tingles shoot up my spine. Her cheek rested against my horns. “Is it the mate bond?” she asked so softly the words were barely more than a whisper.

“Yes.”

She was quiet for a long time, and her hands never left my head. Then, just as I thought I couldn’t wait for her reply for a moment longer, she said, “All right. We can make this work. I accept your apology.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You didn’t know what you were doing, I understand that. A mate bond means it will work out. I’ve been around your kind long enough to respect and trust that.”

I looked up into her eyes, the gray of them looking blue against the monochrome walls of the mothership. She still had tears in her eyes, and I wondered if she only agreed to give me another chance because of her respect for the mate bond. But I wasn’t going to question that now.

“Thank you.” I buried my face in her belly. “I’ve never experienced this thing you humans call love, but I think this is it.”

She sobbed again. “I was so worried when you were hurt and healing. They wouldn’t let me see you while your skin was growing back. I just wanted to be next to you. I—I think I love you, too.” The tears were streaming down her face now. “No. That’s a lie. I know I love you. That’s why I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, about us, for days.”

Her words filled me with elation. She loved me. “My mate.” It was all I could say before the happy ache in my chest stole my ability to speak.

I don’t know how much time passed with us just holding each other there before the door finally slid open.

“You okay, Sam?” It was the human male who had wished her good luck earlier.

Sam cleared her throat. “Yeah. It’s… It’s the mate bond.”

“I’m not surprised. These Pip models know what they are talking about.” Then he looked directly at me. “Don’t leave just yet. Stay so we can get your Pip fixed up. We’re getting the pieces ready for him. Wait about two minutes before you take her to your shuttle, will ya? And I’ll distract Jask’l and get him out of your way.”

“Thank you, human.”

“It’s Aaron.” He grinned. “Oh, and Sam, you should ask him how he found out where you were.”

“Okay. How did you find out where I was?” Sam asked after Aaron left and we waited for him to do whatever he needed to do.

“Our Pip talked to their Pip.”

“How does their Pip know where I am? Or even who I am?”

“Their Pip overheard its hunter talking to his mate about their Tech Wizard working on the third mothership with a female Tech Wizard from another group. Our Pip also intercepted a call between Ror’k and Mo. They were talking about an exchange of personnel, and Mo said that it wasn’t exactly an exchange because it only went one way. He put the two and two together and concluded that you were the other Tech Wizard.”

“Smart shuttle. Now, let’s get back to him.”

I stood, lifting her up with me and setting her belly down over my shoulder with her ass up in the air.

She let out a squeak.

“Fear not, my mate. I got you.” I took giant steps through the familiar ship to where my shuttle was docked.

“You got our Sam back!” Pip exclaimed as I stepped into the shuttle. “And you’re mates now. See! Told you so.”

“Yes, Pip. I should’ve listened to you from the very beginning.”

Sam giggled. “That’s going to go to his head.”

“It already has,” Pip agreed. “Oh! And the other Pip’s going to teach me how to play chess. Anyway, I’ll leave you two for now so you can…you know.”

If a shuttle could’ve winked, it did. The lights brightened for a moment before dimming again. Then they continued to dim into a soft, romantic mood, and sensual music started playing softly in the background.

“Pip must have been waiting for ages to use that trick,” Sam mused. “Where did he find the getting down music?”

“Getting down?”

“You know, sexy time?”

“Oh, yes.” Humans had far too many words for that, as Pip had recently taught me. “I’m unsure that it is possible to get any further down in our current position.”

My arms were tightly wound around her waist, and the mate bond wouldn’t let me relax my arms enough for us to line up where it counted for me to pleasure her. I didn’t mind just staying the way we were with my face between her breasts, but I did wish she wasn’t dressed.

“How about a nap first? I’m just happy you’re here.”

“Yes. I like naps.”

I didn’t care what we did, as long as she was in my arms. Because now that she was there again, I was never letting her go.


Epilogue: Kan’n

One year later…

I flew past the sign with a cartoon drawing of a small rodent with giant balls on it that said You are Now Entering New New Franklin, and headed for the mothership building they’d set up at the center of town. I landed Pip in the parking lot. Imagine that: a mothership with a parking lot! It looked exactly like one of our spacefaring vessels, except without the ability for space travel. They were still working on that part. The first time I visited, I’d tried to dock with it and had gotten an exasperated Jask’l asking what the krux I thought I was doing.

Sam and I still lived and fought with our group since it was home, but we visited Franklin every week or two so she could get some work done on the new mothership. She was inside it now, waiting for me.

Ror’k had stayed on the other craft, but Jask’l had elected to come here. He was now officially the Overseer of the Franklin mothership, but vehemently denied the reverent title since he thought it made him sound ancient. Overseers were often old hunters who could no longer fight. He didn’t think that reputation would help him find a mate.

I messaged Sam that I was here and waited for her impatiently. I had a surprise for her today.

After much too long, she walked out with another female who held a fully human baby in her arms. There were several human-Xarc’n mixed children in this settlement, and whenever I saw one, it made me anxious to grow our little family.

“Bye, Zara. Bye, Dane Junior.” She messed up the tiny human’s hair and then started toward my shuttle.

I pulled her to me the moment she stepped inside, happy to have her in my arms again. The feeling never got old.

“Can I show her yet?” Pip asked impatiently.

I grunted. Why did I ever think Pip could keep a secret for more than two minutes?

“Show me what?”

“This!” The report from my surreptitious visit to Ror’k’s mothership came up on the screen.

It had been strange to have a human work on me, but he seemed to know exactly what he was doing and had assured me he’d done the procedure numerous times. Sure enough, at the end of my visit, the report available in Xarc’n or any of the popular human languages confirmed that my fertility had indeed been turned back on.

I had received the Xarc’n version of the report, but Pip translated it for Sam so she could read it.

She gasped, her hand clapping over her mouth. “You did it.”

We’d talked about starting a family. I’d been worried about having to protect another life when the scourge were still rampant on most of the planet and had wanted to wait until the fight was over before we had offspring. But then I’d learned that human females had only a small window in which to conceive.

Thirty-five sounded so young, especially in Earth years. I was much older than that. But my research had assured me that it was best to have our first offspring before Sam reached this age. Sam still had a few years to go, but earlier was better, and she’d said she wanted to get a head start, claiming she might not have the energy to chase after a mini Kan’n when she was older.

She’d suggested I go into the medical bay at the Franklin ship a few weeks ago, but I’d been hesitant, and she said I could go whenever I was ready. But I’d had time to think about it and decided that I was ready now. I wanted to surprise her, so I’d gone to the other medical bay.

“Surprise. I decided I was ready after all.”

She threw herself on me, landing hundreds of tiny kisses on my face.

“Best surprise ever.” She looked up at me, her eyes shining. “Does that mean we get to start trying right away?” She waggled her eyebrows.

I chuckled. “You make it sound like it will take many, many attempts.”

“It might, but it’ll be fun.”

“We have been practicing a lot. We will succeed.”

She giggled. “Let’s get started right now.”

“We are still in the parking lot.”

“So what?” She pulled me over to the sleeping nook.

So what, indeed! I grinned.

Anyone who needed the shuttle spot would just have to wait. I had a mate to pleasure. And she always came first.

She was all I’d ever craved. And now, as we continued to forge our future together, I knew that she was all I’d ever need.

THE END
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