
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


Treasured by the Hunter–Xarc’n Warriors

Book 12

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: Zoey

“Oh crap!” Riley exclaimed as she loaded a bin into the back of our electric SUV. “I left my knife back in the house.”

“Where?” I asked, turning back toward the townhome I’d just vacated. “I’ll grab it.”

“The living room, I think. Maybe upstairs in the master bedroom.”

“Gotcha.”

“Make it quick,” Diego said. “I think I see our first scorpion asshole of the day.”

I looked up, and sure enough, unmistakable scorpion-like shapes marred the perfection of a clear, blue sky. They always came out early on sunny, cloudless days.

The giant alien bugs weren’t really flying scorpions, though; they just reminded us of them, especially the flexible articulated tails that arched over their bodies. Except instead of a stinger, they had long spikes meant for impaling their foes.

Ugh! I hated them. I hated every single one of these wretched creatures. I’d even take dealing with soaring rent prices and ridiculous grocery bills again if it meant I’d never have to see them.

Who would’ve thought that the world as we knew it would be destroyed by alien bugs from outer space? But here we were, six years since the shit hit the proverbial fan.

I ran through the foyer, passed the ransacked kitchen, and went into the living room, where we’d packed up everything we’d thought would be valuable for trade. My eyes scanned for Riley’s knife. Nothing. I ran up the stairs to check the master bedroom.

Bingo! I grabbed the pink duct tape-wrapped hilt and tucked it safely into my pack, then started down the stairs again, only to find myself running headlong into the big purple chest of a Xarc’n warrior.

What the— He wasn’t there just a moment before.

I’d seen these “hunters” from afar but never this close. He was even bigger than I’d thought. Like many of the Xarc’n warriors I’d seen since society collapsed, he wore nothing but a loincloth and a harness that held his weapons. They did nothing to hide his giant bulging muscles. And this guy had all the muscles. Even his muscles had muscles.

One thing made this warrior visually different from the others: the lighter patches of purple on him. There was a large patch across one side of his face and another over the same shoulder, reminding me of a calico cat. I hadn’t known they came in patterns. Most of the ones I’d seen had been solid purple or mauve.

The hilts of two swords stuck up from behind his massive shoulders, but he wouldn’t need those weapons to attack me. His hands were the size of Christmas hams and looked like they could pulverize stone. His entire body was a walking arsenal, from the massive ram-like horns sprouting from his temples to the giant claws on his feet.

I froze, not knowing what to do. The frigid winter air blew in from the back door, and I realized he’d come in through there; he probably landed his shuttle in the backyard. And all while my foraging partners were just outside. If this deadly alien warrior decided to steal me away now, I’d be locked up in his shuttle long before Riley and Diego could get to me.

He patted his chest and growled, his golden eyes meeting mine.

I’d heard that these aliens wore translators on their bodies. But no translations came, and he frowned, looking down at his belt, which only drew my eyes to his loincloth and how little it covered.

When the Xarc’n warriors had shown up shortly after the bugs did, claiming they were here to help destroy the deadly invertebrates, the world had split into two camps—those who believed them and wanted to work with them, and those who thought they were lying and were using the bugs to conquer our world.

Most of Earth’s governments, and therefore, militaries, had been firmly in the latter group. The nomadic survivor group I’d been living with for the past few years had been neutral on the subject. Unlike some other nomads, we didn’t believe the Xarc’n hunters were the enemies—how could we when we’d watched them put their lives in danger day after day to fight the bugs?—but we didn’t work with them either.

While I didn’t believe that these aliens were here to conquer Earth with their supposed buggy partners, I also didn’t fully trust them. Especially since one of them had just recently crashed his shuttle into one of Sanctuary’s buildings and made off with one of the women.

I doubted he would hurt me; these hunters had a soft spot for human women, but I didn’t want to chance it. Just as I reached behind me for my rifle, Diego’s voice called out from outside.

“We gotta go, Zoey! We’ve got bugs.”

The Xarc’n warrior frowned, then stepped to the side, making a gesture as if letting me through.

Well, okay then.

I girded my loins and made a run for it, dashing through the tight space between him and the wall and hoping it wasn’t a trick. It wasn’t. I made it through, but not without brushing up against him so close I could smell him.

I didn’t know what I was expecting; maybe an alien locker room. But no. He reminded me of walking over freshly fallen autumn leaves.

But I didn’t stay to analyze his scent, just in case he changed his mind. I stepped outside and ran to the SUV.

“There you are.” Riley looked relieved. “Get my knife?”

“Yeah,” I said, looking back toward the house, still a little confused about what had just happened.

“Come on, get in. We’ve got company.” Diego adjusted the mirror.

I craned my neck to look behind me, and there was a group of bugs we called scuttlers turning onto the street.

While it was generally accepted that flyers were scorpions with wings, descriptions of scuttlers varied depending on who you asked.

Some people thought the rottweiler-sized creatures were closer to spiders; some thought they were more like ants but with extra legs. I was of the latter camp, especially since they usually traveled in groups. There was never just one. The one thing everyone agreed on was that their forelimbs looked like those of mantises. And like mantises, they were predators.

Diego gunned it, putting distance between us and the killer invertebrates.

“Phew! That was a close one.” Riley leaned against me. “But this was a good haul. Plenty of electronic parts to trade with Sanctuary and Vegas.”

“And baby supplies, too,” Diego added. “Lots of pregnant women last time we were at Sanctuary. Everyone’s getting busy.”

“Being trapped behind settlement walls all winter would do that,” I said, hiding the fact that I was just a bit envious of these people who were able to live an almost normal life in this not-so-normal bugpocalypse.

We made it back to our hideout, keeping one step ahead of the bugs. Diego’s brother, Tomas, greeted us at the door. It was still mentally jarring to see the teenager, barely even old enough to grow a scraggly beard, holding an AR-15, but that was life now. Tomas held down the fort while we went out foraging, though he’d recently gone out on his first foraging trip with us. Diego clapped his brother on the back and tossed him a chocolate bar we’d found on our trip.

“Any news on Corey?” I asked.

“No. He never came back.”

“And good riddance!” Riley said what we all were thinking. She peeked around the corner into the main room, probably looking for Connor, our unofficial leader.

Corey was Connor’s brother. Up until very recently, he’d traveled with another group of nomads. Their group was the type that gave nomads everywhere a bad name. They were just as likely to rob the living as they were to liberate unused goods from the dead. No one in our group liked him, but we understood Connor’s need to keep in touch with the only family he had left.

Corey had shown up one evening several months ago, claiming that some crazy Xarc’n warrior had massacred everyone in his group for no reason. We were sure that wasn’t the entire story. That just wasn’t how the Xarc’n warriors worked. We also knew his group had messed with the hunters, stealing their shuttles.

But still, because he was family, Connor let him in. That had been a mistake. He’d been nothing but trouble.

According to Corey, their group still had one more shuttle, and since everyone was dead, it belonged to him. But, surprise surprise, he needed help getting to it. Connor wasn’t interested, and neither were any of us. So we ignored him.

He also kept trying to get us to join this thing called the New Earth Militia. It was a new coalition of many smaller groups, and their main goal was to take Earth back from the aliens. And by aliens, they meant the purple kind. We’d heard of them and weren’t interested. Their priorities were screwed up. The bugs were the problem, not the hunters.

Things started to get really uncomfortable after Connor told him that if he mentioned the NEM or the shuttle one more time, he’d be out of the group. Then, two days ago, we had a group meeting and decided that after our next trade run with Sanctuary, we were going to give that New Franklin place we kept hearing about a visit. It was quite a bit out of the way, but the rumor that they’d managed to destroy their bug nest and reclaim the town was worthy of the travel.

Corey had flipped out. He’d called us monster lovers, human haters, and traitors. That was because it was generally known that the human settlement at New Franklin had achieved the unachievable by working with Xarc’n hunters.

Hunters, just like the one from today who smelled of autumn leaves.

Corey had stomped out, but not before he’d wished us all dead. It had been tough on Connor, though I’d mentally cheered the asshat’s departure.

Tomas helped me carry our new foraged goodies into our hideout. This was just one safe house out of many. Living as nomads meant we had dozens of hideouts dotting the usual routes we took, as we served as much-needed connections between settlements.

“How you doing, Connor?” I punched my longtime friend in the arm.

“Same old, same old.” He looked like hell warmed over. Looking at the rest of the group, he said, “We’re just waiting on Dean and Jenny to get back. Then we’re heading out tomorrow. We’ll hit up Sanctuary next.”

“Didn’t Corey say they won’t let him back in there?” Diego asked.

Corey hadn’t been forthright about that until after we let him in. Apparently, his group had been banned from Sanctuary for life. After a lot of probing, we finally got the full story.

Corey’s group had withheld vital medicines from Sanctuary and forced the settlement to take in a Xarc’n alien as a prisoner. That had resulted in the alien’s friend crashing a shuttle into one of their buildings to rescue him, then stealing one of the settlement women in the process.

We’d heard about the event—who hadn’t? It was all every nomad group had talked about for months—but we hadn’t realized it was Corey’s group that had started it.

I thought of the giant alien warrior I’d nearly bulldozed over earlier on my way down the stairs.

He hadn’t tried to steal me away in his shuttle. I mean, with muscles like that, I wouldn’t be completely against visiting his shuttle, but not if it meant giving up my freedom. Maybe he already had a woman. I wondered if he knew the warrior who stole the woman from Sanctuary.

“We’re not waiting for Corey,” Connor said. “It has become very clear that he doesn’t belong here with us. I won’t let the family I was born with endanger the family I’ve chosen.”

That must have been a hard decision for him. It was what made him a good leader.

“Aww, shucks, Connor.” Riley gave the stoic older man a hug.

“Does that mean I can call you Pops?” Tomas asked.

“Hell, no!”


Chapter 2: Zoey

I woke up to chaos, screaming, and Diego shoving my pack into my hand. “Go with Riley. Get out of here. I’ll hold them back.”

I blinked, still mostly out of it. There was screaming from the other room, and somewhere in the bar we used as a safe house, gunshots went off.

My first thought was, Fuck! That’ll draw the bugs!

I looked toward the door, and Connor’s lifeless eyes stared back at me from the floor just outside in the hallway.

What the—

Diego shoved at me, breaking my line of sight with the macabre image. “Go!”

“What’s going on?” Riley asked from beside me.

I hadn’t even realized she was there.

“Corey came back with friends. They attacked us in our sleep. Connor’s dead. So’s Jenny. Dean and I are going to hold them off. Go.”

I was fully awake now, adrenaline pumping through my veins. “What about Tomas?” I asked as I pulled on my boots and my coat.

Diego shook his head as another shot rang out.

“Go before the bugs come. Take the scooters. Get to Sanctuary. They know you. They will take you in. Go!” He shoved us out the back door.

It was a moonless night, and the only light was from our scooters. The sounds of the wheels on the pavement and the blood pumping in my ears were oddly loud, and I worried they’d drown out the sounds of scuttler feet, but as we rounded the corner, we heard them.

Shit!

The bugs were least active at night, but it was also our most vulnerable time. I could only see what was illuminated directly in front of me, and paranoia meant I heard bugs coming from all sides. But our scooters were fast, and unless I had the unfortunate luck of running directly into a pack, we’d make it to the garage.

It was just down the street, and while it wasn’t an official safe house, we knew it was secure. We looped around the back, flung open the door, ran inside, and slid down with our backs against the door. There was a moment of silence before scratching came from the other side of the door.

“Riley?” My voice sounded much too loud.

“Yeah?” she replied between pants.

“What are we going to do?”

Another loud gunshot rang out, and the scratching stopped as the bugs were drawn away from our location.

“God! Why didn’t we fight back? We should go back and…” I closed my eyes and saw Connor’s lifeless eyes. “Connor’s dead. I saw him.”

“Me too. But we can’t go back there now. The bugs. I heard Corey. They wanted to keep the two of us and offer us as gifts to the New Earth Militia. They’re going to find that shuttle the motherfucker keeps talking about and fly there. Diego and Dean, they…” She trailed off.

She didn’t need to finish. I know what she meant. They did this for us. If we went back there now, it would be like they gave up everything for nothing.

“We get back at them,” I said. “We get back at those sons of bitches.”

“Yeah. But how?”

“They’re going to steal the SUV and other gear. But that’s going to be useless to them if we sabotage all the safe houses and charging stations.” Suddenly, my brain was working at double speed, and the plan became clear. “We’ll change the passcode to all the lockers so they won’t be able to take any more of our weapons and ammo.”

“Yes. Let’s do that.”

We made a plan, with her traveling more or less straight toward Sanctuary and taking out all the charging points along the way except for one, which I would use on my way back. I would make the bigger loop, shutting down all the other charging stations before heading to Sanctuary and dealing with the final safe house.

“We’ll meet at Sanctuary,” I said.

“Don’t do anything stupid.” She clasped onto my forearms. “You’re all I have left now.”

***

I squinted against the blazing sun as I peered out through the crack in the curtains, spying the bright red roof of the neighboring barn in the distance. Right beside that, but out of sight, was my next target: the farmhouse. The last time I’d been here with Riley, we’d stashed some food and clean water under some loose floorboards.

With the sun at its zenith above me, flyers circled, their keen, buggy eyes ever vigilant for anything edible. In this apocalyptic Earth, that was me. Or anything that moved, for that matter.

High noon was a horrible time to be out and about. Anyone who’d survived this long in the bugpocalypse knew that. But I had no choice; I had to keep moving. Corey and his friends were on my tail, and I didn’t live through six fucking years of space bug-filled terror to be done in now by human hands.

Nope. No fucking way.

One of the flying insectoids shrieked, calling out the location of possible prey, and all the others reoriented to seek out their next food source, including the one closest to my location.

With the aerial menace’s attention diverted, I opened the door and made a run for it, dashing across the dried-up lawn toward the ditch that ran alongside the road. My pack, which had the electric scooter strapped to it, was heavy, but I couldn’t leave either of them behind. Not if I wanted to outrun the assholes who were after me.

I might not be able to use my electric scooter through the fields, but it gave me an upper hand through the streets and intersections blocked by abandoned vehicles.

I was huffing and puffing, my lungs feeling like they were about to explode as I slid into the ditch. With so little cover from buildings or trees, this was my best bet if I wanted to make it to my destination alive. There were shrubs and other vegetation growing in intervals along the ditch, and normally, they took advantage of the water collected there to weather out the periods of drought.

Except this winter, both rain and snow had been scarcer than ever, and all the vegetation was yellow and dried. I traveled along the ditch, crouching as I went until I neared the farmhouse. It looked the same as it had the last time I was here, and the collection of tin cans Riley and I had set up to serve as an early warning system was still hanging under the porch roof. Spying no bugs, I sprang up out of the ditch and ran toward the robin’s egg-blue front door of the farmhouse.

They appeared from around the barn when I was halfway there. I felt the electric stab of fear right through to my fingers and toes at the sight of the half dozen or so scuttlers that had been traveling toward the flyer’s screech in search of prey.

I dropped to the ground and froze, hoping they hadn’t spotted me. Unlike flyers, scuttlers hunted predominantly with scent, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t see, especially when they were so close I could see the toxins gleaming on the edges of their blade-like claws.

I’d sprayed myself down with a concoction of nose-burning floral perfumes earlier, so I was pretty sure I didn’t smell edible to these bugs. If I just stayed very still—

But one of the creatures stopped and waved its mandibles in my direction. I’d seen this behavior before. It was tasting the air. Shit. Did that mean the perfume wasn’t working? Then the rest of its group stopped as well, almost as if it had said something to them. They all turned in my direction.

Fuck!

Should I make a run for it? The door was right there!

The scuttler that had stopped first started toward me.

I scrambled to my feet and bolted for the door as the rest of the horrid creatures hurried my way. The sounds of their feet against the dried-up lawn echoed in my ears. It was the reason we called them scuttlers. They made a scuttling sound as they moved, a sound that haunted my nightmares on the daily.

I dove inside and then slammed the door shut. Or at least, I tried to. The creature tried to shove its way into the house, even as the cans Riley and I had strung up came crashing down. We’d filled the cans with rocks and anything heavy we could find and duct-taped them shut. Their main job was to make a loud sound, alerting us if we were inside the home, but if the intruder was human, they would also hurt quite a bit. But against the space bug’s chitin-rich carapace, they did jack shit.

I put my back to the door and leaned my weight on it, trying to dig my heels in and shove it closed with brute force. Instead, my combat boots skidded on the wooden floor.

Suddenly, there was a shout from outside, and the creatures—there were more than one now—that had piled up in front of the door turned to face it. The door slammed shut, and I bolted it.

But that shout didn’t bode well for me. It meant Corey had caught up.

I didn’t bother to push any furniture up against the door. Knowing Corey and his goons, they’d probably sneak in through the side door.

I did, however, sneak a peek through the slats of the boarded-up window. I needed to know where they were so I could make an escape while they were distracted by the bugs. But it wasn’t Corey or his stolen electric vehicle that greeted me.

A purple Xarc’n hunter wielding two swords fought the scuttlers outside. Despite his massively muscled frame and shoulders that would put Thor to shame, he danced nimbly between the creatures, his twin blades gleaming as they beheaded my multilegged attackers.

While the weapons were shaped very much like old Earth longswords, they were made of some unknown alien alloy. They made easy work of the bugs’ thick carapaces, the glowing plasma edge practically melting through them like butter.

Was it the same alien warrior from before? It had to be. I recognized the lighter patches of purple on him. His yellow eyes gleamed in the sunlight as he kicked one of the twitching scuttlers away and swung his sword again at the one that replaced it. He bared his sharp teeth in a wide grin, almost like he was having fun.

Well, the Xarc’ns did claim they were engineered especially to kill the deadly space bugs, so maybe he was having fun.

With his foes dispatched, he turned to the house, his keen eyes scanning the windows, and spotted me right through the cracks between the boards. Oops. Instead of using the opportunity to run, I’d stayed to watch the battle.

I ran to the living room and picked up the shotgun from the gun rack on the wall. I knew it wasn’t loaded, but I was willing to bluff. There hadn’t been a firearm in my pack, just a knife.

I pointed at the crack in the board, pressing it right up against the glass, and hoped he recognized what it was.

“Leave now, or I’ll shoot!” I yelled.

I knew he could understand me. They all understood English.

I peered through a smaller crack to see what he would do. Instead of leaving, he backed up, facing the door, and then lowered his head so that all I could see were his huge horns.

Holy shit! He was going to ram his way in!

It took a single try, and the door gave up the ghost, flying off its hinges.

The alien looked in shock at the door, which was now a crumpled mess in the foyer. He ran a ham-sized hand over his dark hair, looking sheepish, said something in a humorous tone, then chuckled. His voice was low and growly despite the amused tone.

A robotic voice coming from a device on the alien’s belt translated. “Oops. I didn’t mean to do that.”


Chapter 3: Harb’k

The first thing I noticed after I realized I’d put way too much strength into opening the door was her scent. I recognized it even through the stench of the scented spray she’d doused herself in. I’d followed the right female after all.

Something had happened a few nights ago. The location where she’d stayed showed signs of being overrun by the scourge. She and another female had split from their group, and they were now chasing her. I was glad I’d decided to follow this female instead of the other.

I slapped my chest with a palm. “I am Harb’k.”

She blinked a few times, then looked from me to the door again. She was probably still shocked at the dramatic display of strength. It hadn’t been on purpose. I’d thought she’d piled furniture against the door to stop me. I’d misjudged and tore the door right off its hinges. Luckily, I’d taken care of all the scourge outside, and there were no more in the vicinity.

“I am Harb’k.” I repeated, tapping at my chest again.

My translator stayed silent since I was speaking in my best English. I even tried to mispronounce my name the strange way the humans at camp did. She didn’t react, and I wondered how badly I was butchering her language. Heather had assured me my accent wasn’t horrible, and it was technically only two words.

Her mop of curly hair, the color of the stars in the night sky, was a mess. And there was a smudge of dirt on her face. But those did nothing to mar her beauty.

While she didn’t reek of fear, she was also wary of me. It wasn’t what I was used to. The females back at camp were accustomed to Xarc’n warriors. Some even actively tried to initiate contact in hopes of a mate bond with a hunter.

She wasn’t immune to my physical prowess however; I noticed how her eyes had landed on my shoulders, then traveled down the expanse of my burly chest, and finally settled on my abs. She liked what she saw. I was glad human females were hardwired to like our bodies.

When she finally moved, it was to train her weapon on me.

I’d seen this type of gun in action before and didn’t want to be on the receiving end, but there was a high chance she was out of ammo. She hadn’t been carrying that weapon when she entered the home. I’d been watching her as well as the group who was tailing her.

“I am not here to harm you.” The translator worked from my belt, repeating my words in English. “But that weapon is not functional.”

Her face fell, confirming my speculation, but she tried to hide it. She squared her shoulders and continued to aim the weapon at me. “Oh yeah? Try me.”

She said it with so much confidence that for the split fraction of a second, I thought maybe the gun was loaded after all. Her bravery had me grinning as I walked right past her and sat down onto the couch.

“Tell me, female,” I said. “Why are you alone?”

Realizing I’d called her bluff, she lowered the weapon. “I’m not alone. My friends are following behind.”

It was only a half-truth. There was a group following her, but they were not her friends. I’d been watching from my shuttle as she evaded her pursuers. She knew this area well, and that had helped keep her one step ahead. She also had a small two-wheeled travel aid that let her zoom down paved roads.

Her pursuers had a larger electric vehicle. We’d been seeing more of those around recently. And by we, I meant my hunter group and the humans who worked with us. It used to be that only those working with hunters could continue powering their electric vehicles; they’d modified their technology to work with ours. But humans were ingenious in ways our kind was not, and now many groups, friend or foe, had means of transport.

“They are not your friends. Why are they chasing you?”

I’d listened in to the other group’s conversation, trying to see if it was because she’d stolen from them or had wronged them in any way. But all I’d gotten from them was that they believed she was traveling toward a human settlement called Sanctuary, which was located in a city that used to be called Albuquerque. Except, Sanctuary was back the way she came.

One of our human members, Heather, had lived there. Kan’n, a hunter in our group, had also stayed there, albeit as a prisoner.

“That’s none of your business.”

“It is my business, because I need to know you are not a thief before I bring you home to my people.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, and anger flashed in their gray depths. “I’ll have you know, Har-pig, I’m no thief.”

I grimaced at her atrocious pronunciation of my name. Humans usually have difficulty pronouncing our words, just like we had difficulty pronouncing theirs, but that was beyond bad.

“It’s Harb’k,” I said slowly.

“Listen, Harr-Pig,” she said clearly and deliberately. “I’m not interested in going home with you. And I ain’t meeting your people.”

Now, it was my turn to narrow my eyes. She’d mispronounced my name on purpose.

“Why are you alone?” I tried again. “Even the human males in our group forage and explore in pairs or groups. You were not alone before.”

“That’s also none of your business.” She shoved aside the low table in front of the couch, almost smashing my shin with it, before she lifted the carpet and wiggled free one of the floorboards. Inside were about a dozen bottles of water lined up neatly and a handful of what the humans called granola bars. They were not nearly as nutritionally dense as our food bars, but it was food.

She grabbed a handful and shoved them into her pack along with several bottles of water.

“Welp, this is the only reason why I’m here.” She gestured dramatically to the rest of the house. “Enjoy your stay.”

She strapped her backpack on and started toward the side door.

“You are not going back out there!” I leaped up from the couch to stop her. “The flyers are active now.”

She rolled her eyes and gave me a “Well, duh” look. “Look, buddy, I’ve been surviving in this for years. I know high noon is dangerous. As you so clearly mentioned, there are people after me. They can’t move right now, which means if I want to get ahead, I have to skedaddle.”

Ske-what? That was a new word for me. I ignored it and said, “My hunter group works with other humans. I can bring you to them.”

“I’m not interested.”

“Stay until the flyers thin out.”

“Well, I was going to, but somebody”—she stared at me intently—“blew the door off so all the bugs can come right on in.”

I leaned over and peered at the doorway and didn’t see any new scourge outside. “I have removed the threat. If we are quiet, they will not find this location.” But just as I said the words, the sound of scuttler feet against the gravel outside had both of us on high alert.

“I will eliminate the threat and keep you safe.”

I stepped outside, found the straggling scuttler, and beheaded it. It only took a minute, but the female was gone by the time I stepped back into the house, having snuck out the back door.

Krux!

I considered hopping into my shuttle and following her to ensure she was safe but decided it would be better for me to travel in the opposite direction, uncloaked, to lure any flyers away from her instead.

Usually, I’d never fly uncloaked at noon, but I’d manage. Returning to my shuttle, I plotted a course back to my camp, making sure to catch the attention of the flyers in the area so they’d follow me instead of her.

Once close to my base, I cloaked again and called in. Mo, the humans’ de facto leader, picked up.

“I’m coming in hot,” I said, using the Xarc’n version of the human lingo I’d picked up since working with the human warriors. “Flyers, three of them.”

The human language was colorful compared to our own, and I found their slang and expressions amusing. Coming in hot. Hot on my tail. Flyers did not breathe fire, but this phrasing worked very well.

The numerous turrets mounted around our base had been taken from defunct Xarc’n shuttles and adapted to their new use and were manned by human warriors. White-hot beams of energy shot out from them, whizzing past me to hit the flyers. They didn’t stand a chance.

I landed in the parking lot in front of the converted grocery store and then stepped outside. This was home.

I’d parked next to Haax’l’s ship, and the other hunter had his arms around his mate Aanya as they shared a meal, sitting on a park bench next to their shuttle. They were so engrossed in each other that they hadn’t even noticed my arrival. The two were so much in love it was almost sickening.

I turned away from the couple only to catch Nov’k and Heather doing the same thing.

Krux! There was love everywhere.

Even Kan’n, the one the humans here had nicknamed Loose Cannon because of his initial professed hate for humans, had a mate. Sam, our Tech Wizard, had fallen in love with him and his sentient shuttle Pip.

It was beginning to feel like I was the only lonely hunter left on the base. I knew it wasn’t true. Bael’k, the hunter who had come in with Nov’k from the Jasper group, was single, too. And so was Max’n, the hunter who’d joined us from the East Coast.

“Harb’k!” Heather waved. “Any luck finding those anomalies?”

Oops. That had been the original reason I’d gone out. With so much love in the air at the base, I volunteered for the job. I’d ended up distracted by the female instead and lost sight of my mission.

A few months ago, a shipment of supplies heading for Earth was hijacked by a new form of scourge life. It had attacked one of our motherships. We’d managed to stop the possessed ship from landing on Earth, but not before it fractured into many pieces.

If any of them had made it down to Earth, we’d be seeing the effects on this hemisphere now as the weather warmed and the days got longer. Worried about the unknown mutations reaching Earth, the humans working with us had scoured the videos we’d had of the attack, trying to get a view from every single angle. There were several locations where they believed a tiny piece of the mutated ship could have made it through to the planet’s surface. One such location was south of our base.

I’d been on a mission to look for anything strange when I found my feisty fighter of a female instead.

“Not yet,” I admitted. “But I did find an interesting female who you might know. I believe she is traveling to Sanctuary—”

Heather perked up at the mention of her old home.

“—alone.”

She frowned. “That’s dangerous.”

I grunted. “That’s why I tried to convince her to come back here with me.” That, and because she smelled like the first breath of spring, and I wanted to roll around in her essence.

I brought up the image my shuttle had taken of the female and turned my communicator around to show her.

“Oh! I know her!” Heather exclaimed. “She belongs to one of the nomad groups. One of the good ones, not the assholes. Joey. Or was that Zoey? Or something like that.”

“Her group now hunts her. They may be good to humans, but they are not Xarc’n friendly. They shot at me when I approached.”

Heather put her lunch down, looking very serious. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

I showed her another image, this one of the three males hunting her.

Heather shook her head, her brow furrowing. “That’s not her group. That’s their vehicle, but that’s not them.” She squinted at the image. “That one there, he reminds me of someone, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

I moved my communicator closer to her so she could reach it, but she did not, in fact, put her finger on it. It must be another one of those strange human sayings.

“You’re saying she’s on her own, being chased by these assholes, and you didn’t go save her?” Heather looked horrified. “How could you do this?”

Nov’k, her mate, just shook his head. He’d “rescued” her from a less than ideal living situation, and the humans had called it “kidnapping.” Now Heather was horrified I hadn’t done the same for Zoey/Joey.

“She refused to come with me. I did not wish to kidnap her.” That was a lie. I did. I’d wanted to pick her up, toss her over my shoulder, and march her right into my shuttle.

“Well, you must help her. Bring her back here. If she needs proof, call me. I’ll send a note with you in case she won’t stay around long enough to do a video call.”

“I will go find her,” I promised. “But first,”—I sniffed the air—“I smell food.”

Heather laughed. “Yes. We tried our hand at General Tso’s Faux Chicken. We used tenderized pieces of Xarc’n food bars instead of chicken. We don’t have old hens to butcher yet.”

“They are good,” Nov’k said.

“I can’t wait.”


Chapter 4: Zoey

“Come on! Come on! Hurry the fuck up!”

As if to spite me, the number on the display didn’t change. I’d made it to the safe house in one piece and found it exactly the way we’d left it last. There was plenty of clean water, collected straight from the sky and stored in huge plastic bins. They were several seasons old, but I trusted them to be free of the bugs’ fungus.

Yes, the bugs also had a fungus that turned people into zombies if ingested. Talk about an unfair advantage.

This would’ve been an ideal place to stay, except Corey knew about it.

I glanced out the window to the solar panels outside, remembering how Connor, Diego, and I had spent hours in the freezing rain setting them up. That had been my contribution. That had been my job before the apocalypse. I used to sell solar panels for a living, and when they needed an extra hand on site, I installed them too.

I’d been so passionate about trying to switch everyone and their grandma over to clean energy. My knowledge meant that our group had set up charging stations for ourselves all along our trade route.

Our little group built everything we had together. I loved them like family. And now, they were gone.

I wiped away the tears that rolled down my face. I had to get it together. I couldn’t break down now. Not until I got to Sanctuary.

I looked over at the number on my scooter’s display again. It was full! Yes! Fina-fucking-ly!

Now, to temporarily sabotage my own setup. The thing was, I wanted Riley and I to be able to use this again in the future, but I didn’t want to let Corey and his friends use it now, especially since he’d need to charge his vehicle. His stolen vehicle. I got to work, discharging the battery.

I disconnected the battery from the whole setup, then plugged the heater into it and turned it on. My goal was to drain the remainder of the battery so that by the time they arrived, they wouldn’t be able to charge their vehicle. Then, I started disassembling the connections.

Technically, they could just connect everything back together and use it. But they would have to find the wires, which I planned on hiding, and figure out how to do it on their own. I didn’t know about Corey’s friends, but Corey didn’t seem like the type who could figure out anything on his own.

As the battery discharged, I headed down into the basement to change the code to our safe. We kept weapons and ammo at every location. I considered picking up a rifle and some ammo, but decided that it wasn’t worth the extra weight since I needed to move quickly.

Besides, if I got desperate enough to shoot at anything, then I was screwed anyway. The alien bugs had learned to head straight toward the sound of gunfire. It was like a dinner bell to them.

Next came the water. This hurt. Every ounce of my being cringed at the thought of purposefully dumping out clean, potable water just so I could fuck Corey over. Maybe I could save some.

I peered outside. The sun was already setting, and I didn’t have much time.

I dug in the cupboards and returned with two shallow salad bowls. I filled these bowls with water and carefully loaded them into the oven. I shoved the wires in there, too, then closed the door. In an ideal world, I’d be stashing clean water everywhere in the house, but time was ticking, and it wasn’t safe to stay any longer. I spilled the rest of the precious liquid onto the floor and leaped out of the way before the water touched the heater.

I hope one of those asshats steps in that and fries to a crisp.

With that done, I headed out to find a better place to stay for the night. I knew just the place. There was a small town with a row of homes that Diego, Tomas, and I had cleared out in one of our foraging trips. We’d left an emergency cache there since we couldn’t carry everything back, but Corey shouldn’t know about it at all. It had been Tomas’s first foraging trip out with the adults, and he’d been so proud of himself.

It wasn’t far, and with the fresh charge on my scooter, I’d get there in no time.

I made it to the town with almost no incident. I did have to scoot around a group of scuttlers and spitters stuck inside an extra-strength Xarc’n net. Spitters were particularly dangerous because of their ability to launch digestive acid at their foes, and I took extra precautions, taking a large detour around the road, just in case.

The fact that they were stuck there was a good thing for me since it would be more tedious for Corey, with his larger vehicle, to get around them than it was for me, especially with the ditches on either side of the road. Was it left there on purpose?

And that had me thinking about the purple warrior who’d visited me earlier today. Was that his net? Was I in his hunting grounds?

The way he’d rushed out there at the first sign of danger, eager to eliminate the threat and keep me safe, had been kind of sweet. And they said chivalry was dead. I almost felt bad for ditching him. Almost.

I had a job to do. There were two more charging points I had to disable, then it was off to Sanctuary and the last safe house.

It was almost too dark to see now, so I listened carefully for any signs of danger. When I heard none, I entered the third house in the row and found the supplies exactly as we’d left them. I’d go through them tomorrow. It was getting too dark to see, and I didn’t want to use my headlamp unless it was absolutely necessary.

I locked up, then made my way up to the master bedroom, hauling my bag and scooter up with me. We’d pulled everything out of the dresser the last time we were here, and the place was a mess, but it’d do. I dug a blanket out of the chest and tossed it onto the bed. I set my pack on the desk and parked my scooter next to it before climbing in.

The moon was out tonight, but I pulled the curtains mostly closed just in case. I always worried I’d wake up and see one of those giant centipede-like bugs plastered to the window trying to get in.

The room plunged into darkness, and I lay down in the bed. Through the narrow crack I’d left in the curtains, I saw the first stars of the night in the sky. Despite everything that had happened in the last six years, the stars were still unwavering.

I closed my eyes, exhausted from my crazy day. I didn’t realize I was not alone until the intruder stepped onto the creaky plank just outside the bedroom door, waking me.

Crap! Who the hell?

I froze, hoping I’d imagined it, but the door opened with a soft snick.

A Xarc’n warrior stood in the doorway, his massive horns highlighted by the moonlight coming through the window. His broad shoulders took up the entire entrance, and he had to duck to get through the door.

Was it another Xarc’n hunter? Or was it the same one? I couldn’t see clearly enough in the dark.

“It is I, Harb’k.”

Oh, him again. I relaxed. He was a known entity, and he’d taken care of the bugs for me earlier today. I was pretty sure he’d also lured the flyers away so I was safe. I decided he wasn’t so bad.

“And you are Zoey,” he continued.

I frowned. “How do you know my name?”

I hadn’t given it to him. Maybe he’d heard Corey and his friends say it.

“My friend Heather identified you from an image.”

That threw me for a loop. “Who is Heather?” The name sounded familiar.

“She lived in Sanctuary before she came to stay with our group.”

“Oh! She’s the lady the Xarc’n warrior stole!” Now I remembered. She’d worked in the kitchen and was real sweet.

The alien scowled. “She was not stolen. She helped free one of our hunters and decided to stay with our group instead. There are many humans living with us.”

I sighed; this crap again. “Yeah. I knew about the prisoner they’d kept there.”

In a roundabout way, that particular incident was why my group was gone. Some dominos just fall harder than others. We’d always known that the decision Corey’s group of nomads made to fuck with the Xarc’n hunters was a horrible one; we just didn’t realize it would end up fucking us over as well.

“And for your information, my group was completely against it.”

Harb’k grunted noncommittally. After a short silence, he said, “You are still alone.”

“No, I’m not. You’re here. Unless I’m hallucinating.”

“Come with me back to my group. You should not be alone.”

He reached for me, and I grabbed a pillow and whacked him with it as hard as I could. It made a soft thudding sound, but that was it. He looked back at me with amusement plain on his face.

“There is no need to fear, little female. I will never harm you.” He took the pillow from me. “Unless this is your way of playing bedroom games.”

“What? No!”

“Too bad.” With the pillow still in hand, he climbed onto the bed and leaned up against the wall.

Crap. He wasn’t going to leave. He made the king-size bed feel absolutely tiny. Did he plan to stay here all night?

“If you have been outcast by your group, I will care for you.”

Oops. “I have not been outcast by the group.”

“Then why are you alone?”

“I said, I’m not—”

“Why are you here?” he asked bluntly. “I showed the images of the males following you to Heather. She says that they are not your group. You are alone.”

Shit. He knew too much already. “If I tell you, will you promise not to steal me away in your shuttle?”

The alien narrowed his golden eyes at me. “If you tell me, I promise not to steal you away in my shuttle tonight.”

I didn’t miss the fact that he’d added a qualifier there. Tonight. But he might come back and take me another night. But that was good enough for me for now. It wouldn’t hurt to unload a little.

“You know that nomad group that decided it was a good idea to keep one of you Xarc’n warriors hostage to use their supposed sentient shuttle?”

Harb’k nodded. “Kan’n and Pip.”

“I never knew their names. Well, our group had always been Xarc’n neutral. You don’t mess with us, and we don’t mess with you. Quid pro quo. You friendly? We friendly.” I looked at him pointedly. I was, after all, sitting right next to him.

He nodded in a very human way, and I took that to mean I should keep talking.

“Our leader, Connor, was a good man. But his brother Corey had always been a bit of a loose cannon.”

“I know what this means. The humans at our camp call Kan’n a loose cannon as well. They did not know what he would do next.”

“Yeah. That’s it. Well, Corey was part of the group that took one of you hostage. He—"

A hand suddenly covered my mouth, and Harb’k was hauling me into his lap. He was so big I felt like I was completely cocooned in his arms. I started to struggle until he whispered something next to my ear.

“Humans approach.” His translator was barely audible.

I stopped struggling, and sure enough, lanterns flashed outside the window.

Shit! Was that Corey’s group?

We stayed in the moonlight, in near silence, until a soft vibration started in his chest. It reminded me of a very, very big cat. And I could feel it along my whole body since my back was pressed against his front. He let out a soft groan and adjusted our position.

Something hard pressed against my ass. It was exactly what I thought it was, and he was very, very aroused.


Chapter 5: Harb’k

I ordered my body not to react to her lithe little body and failed. I tried to shift my position to try to mask my aroused state, but there was no way for me to hide the giant bulge tenting my loincloth, not with her pressed up against me.

The reaction had been immediate the moment she’d been in my arms, and her initial attempt to get away had only accelerated it. How could I control my urges when she was rubbing that delectable ass against me like that?

“Calm. I won’t hurt you.” My translation device, already muffled against her body, repeated the words at a low decibel. I hoped it was loud enough for her to hear; humans had less acute hearing. That was both a curse and a blessing right now as the humans passed by outside.

Their lanterns cast shadows through the window onto the ceiling. I didn’t know why they were wasting fuel if it was so rare. The moonlight was bright enough to see by. They were looking for Zoey. These buildings were shoddily built with thin walls, and they might have heard our conversation if I hadn’t reacted in time.

Would Zoey rather face her pursuers than me? If she screamed now, they would surely hear. I wouldn’t let them take her. I wasn’t worried about being taken prisoner, not with just the three of them and my ship parked so close. I was worried the little female would get hurt in the struggle.

“I can’t believe the bitch sabotaged the charging stations,” one of them said.

“Whatever. We have enough charge to make it to the one in the pub.”

Zoey stiffened in my arms. This news upset her. I tightened my arms, keeping her immobile but not so tight as to make her uncomfortable.

“I don’t think she’s here,” said a third voice. “I’ve been this way recently. These houses are looted out. And I think I saw one of them purple freaks in the area.”

“Yeah, she ain’t here. Let’s stay in the big house at the top of the hill tonight and pretend we’re rich.”

“We are rich,” replied the first one who spoke. “This whole town is ours. Tomorrow, we’ll head out at first light to the next safe house and charge up.”

We stayed that way until the three males returned to their vehicles and drove off.

“They are gone,” I said. “Continue your story.”

She sagged in my arms, and I resisted the temptation to sniff her hair and inhale that delightful scent. I relaxed and let her go. She had calmed by now, and instead of scrambling away, she moved slowly to lean against the wall next to me.

“Corey is the one who spoke first. He was part of the group that stole that hunter’s shuttle and convinced Sanctuary to keep him as a prisoner. Honestly, I was surprised Clark—he’s Sanctuary’s leader—even agreed to it. He seemed like such a logical man.”

“Heather says they were withholding vital medication, and many elderly and children were dying.”

She nodded. “Yeah. That’s what we heard too. And we didn’t have any to sell them. Well, anyway, after your guy was rescued, Sanctuary halted all trade with Corey’s group.

“Then, one day, we found Corey waiting for us at one of our safe houses. He said his group was all dead. The hunter they’d messed with came and killed them all. Burned everyone alive.”

I pressed my lips in a thin line. Kan’n had gone back but he had gone back with good reason.

“I’m not good at Xarc’n faces, but you suddenly look a whole lot scarier. That tells me there’s a lot more to this story than I was told.”

I tried to school my features. I didn’t want to scare her. “There is. This nomad group has been causing problems for the humans I work with. Kan’n, the warrior they imprisoned, found his mate in our group and stayed. The nomads lured scourge to attack our camp in the middle of the night, while they tried to infiltrate through the back. Kan’n and Pip responded by following the group back to their hideout. Their leader, knowing he was trapped, threw an incendiary in a confined space. Kan’n barely made it out alive. We didn’t know there were other survivors of the incident.”

“There weren’t. Corey and a few others were out. They only found out when they got back. We were dumb, and we let him into our group. I mean, he’s an asshole, but he’s still Connor’s brother. After a while, he started talking about this New Earth Militia and how we should join them.”

“I have heard of them. They do not like Xarc’n warriors and still think we are here to take over Earth.”

She scoffed. “Clearly, they haven’t watched you guys fighting these bugs—what’s your word for them again?”

“Scourge.”

“Right. Scourge. They haven’t watched you hunters fight these scourge like your life depended on it.”

“You do not subscribe to the belief that we are using the scourge to take over your planet, then?”

“Hell, no. Neither did the rest of my group. Connor put Corey in his place, and we ignored him every time he brought up the NEM.” She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, it seemed like she was somewhere else. “We should have watched him a lot closer. Two of his friends showed up the other night, and they—” Her words tripped over a breathy inhale that ended in a sob.

“I’m sorry.” I put together the information I gathered from listening to the three males and now understood. They’d massacred her group.

“Corey had traveled with us for long enough that he knew many of our safe houses. Connor made the mistake of giving him the code for our safes. Corey and his friends left me and Riley alive so they can offer us to the NEM.”

I couldn’t stop the low growl from emerging.

Instead of shying away, she huffed. “Right? Too bad for them. I’m the one who set up all the charging points for our group. Now, I’m sabotaging them so they can’t use them.”

Ah, so that was why she’d stopped at the other locations.

I wanted to offer to dispose of the males for her, but I worried that would be going too far. I’d just met her, and I didn’t want her to think I went around disqualifying humans from life.

Her stomach chose that moment to complain that she hadn’t eaten yet. I dug into the pouch at my belt and took out the foil-wrapped food I picked up from our base earlier today. That was when I noticed the folded-up piece of paper.

Oops, I was supposed to give that to her. Heather wanted to convince Zoey to come live with us. That would be ideal. I’d already promised I wouldn't take her away in my shuttle today, but there was always tomorrow.

I handed it to her. “This is for you. From Heather.”

She took it from me tentatively and unfolded it. As she read the letter, I unwrapped the foil covered food.

Zoey’s eyes were round as she tucked the note into her pocket, and I held the open foil out to her. “Take one. Heather said they tried something new.”

“What in the—” Her eyes were wide. “How? That looks freshly made. How?”

“I do not know. I am not a good cook.”

She shook her head but didn’t ask any more.

I continued to hold the opened foil to her. “Take.”

“I don’t want to eat your food.”

“I have food bars in my ship.”

She made a face. “We tried some of your food bars. I don’t mean to offend, but they’re kind of nasty.”

“You do not offend. The older bars we brought from the last planet are barely palatable, even to us. The ones made here on Earth from your domesticated bovine are much tastier.”

“You mean cows? I guess beef food bars would be better than whatever the other bars were made of.”

“They are made of an animal that looks similar to your lobsters, except they’re green and live on land, and they grow much larger. They taste horrible but are safe to eat. I much prefer your cows.”

“The space bugs do, too, I think,” she said wryly.

“You are correct.”

“So you’re telling me you hunters raise cows for the food bars? I thought the bugs got them all.”

“They got most of them. But we saved many. They only thrive now in our island production centers.”

All the cows in this area were now preserved inside scourge nests. It was the reason the nests were still going strong. There had been many of these bovines all over this continent, and the scourge had collected them all the first year and injected them with their toxins, preserving the meat. It would feed the nest for a very long time.

“If you do not want my meat, have this.” I dug in my pouch and handed her another package wrapped in foil. “I am not partial to sweets.”

She opened the foil and gasped. “A cookie!” She did not try to give it back; instead, she took a bite. “Oh, this is good. And there are eggs in these. All the powdered eggs have gone rancid. Ours did.”

“They are made from fresh ova.”

Her brows drew together. “Sanctuary has chickens, and we traded with them for eggs. But it’s been a while.” She ripped off half of the cookie and held it out to me. “I don’t want to eat your entire cookie. Let’s share.”

“No, it is yours. I tried numerous times to convince the humans to add pieces of meat or perhaps chopped-up chunks of our food bars to their baked goods,” I said. “They did not like my idea.”

She grinned, and the smile lit up the room over the pale moonlight. “It’s not that crazy an idea. I used to make bacon cookies every Christmas. They were my specialty.”

I licked my lips, my ears focusing on that magical word: bacon. “I love bacon.”

Zoey laughed, and the sound made my heart clench. “We’re not so different after all.”

I moved over so as to be closer to her, and she didn’t move away. I offered her a sip from my flask, which was filled with enriched vitamin water. She declined, dug into her bag instead, and brought out a water bottle.

“I will stay with you tonight,” I declared.

“You said you wouldn’t—”

“I will not steal you away in my shuttle, but I did not promise I would not stay. You should not be alone after such betrayal.”

She tilted her head, and I could see the cogs in her brain working. “I guess that would be okay. As long as everything stays PG-13.”

I knew what that meant. I’d lived with humans long enough and watched enough movies to have asked about this phrase. This amused me.

“I accept.”

I stretched my long body out diagonally on the bed, glad this was one of those male-ruler-sized ones. I had also learned that king-sized beds were not only for kings. It was, however, one of the only beds that fit a Xarc’n warrior, even if we had to tuck our legs in so our feet didn’t hang off the end.

I didn’t miss Zoey’s eyes as they trailed over my body appreciatively. The moonlight must be bright enough for her to see. Her eyes lingered on my abs before skating over my loincloth quickly, then slowed at my giant thighs and muscular calves. Before she could take too detailed a look at my feet, which, unlike my hands, did not have retractable claws but permanently exposed ones, I moved, grabbing her and tucking her neatly against my body.

“Hey!”

Before she could voice her protest, I said, “I agree to PG-13. Lying on a bed with our clothes on is PG-13. You even have your shoes.”

She rolled her eyes. “All you have is a loincloth on. I wouldn’t exactly call that clothed. And I keep my shoes on so I can run at a moment’s notice.”

“This is fully clothed for me.”

“Fine. But nothing else comes off. What about your shuttle? Aren’t you worried someone will find it?”

“My shuttle is safe.”

“Okay, then.” She turned in my arms to face me, which was just as well because her proximity meant my body was reacting again, and I wouldn’t be able to hide it if her ass was pressed up against my crotch.

“Works for me.” She started to turn around again, but I held her in place.

“I wish for a goodnight kiss. Kissing is PG 13,” I said, reaching to cup her cheek gently in one giant palm.

I wasn’t completely new to this human courting ritual. I experienced kisses during the dates I’d been on. They had been pleasurable, but I hadn’t wanted to kiss those females the way I wanted to kiss Zoey now.

I did not smell any fear from her; if anything, there was the slightest scent of arousal. Even if she didn’t approve of me, the warrior, she approved of my body. Human bodies were similar enough, though much less muscular, and I was a Xarc’n hunter in my prime. She’d noticed.

Since she did not object to my closeness, I leaned in and covered her mouth with mine.


Chapter 6: Zoey

I was kissing a Xarc’n hunter!

Sometime between the first instant I saw him and now, I’d lost any wariness of him. Maybe it was when he’d so valiantly announced he’d slay the scuttlers for me and keep me safe, or perhaps it was when he’d shared his very delicious cookie with me. Either way, he wasn’t some terrifying alien warrior anymore. He was… Harb’k.

Harb’k of the perfectly sculpted body and masculine, forest-like scent. Harb’k, with the low, rumbly voice that turned my knees to jelly. Harb’k, who loved bacon and wanted meat cookies.

Now add Harb’k, the ridiculously damned good kisser to that list! I didn’t know these aliens kissed.

Strong hands pulled me close, and I was instantly surrounded by the heat of his body. Firm lips pressed against mine, plundering my mouth. I could feel the points of his fangs on my lips, but he was careful not to nick me. Lust filled my belly and bubbled up to where we met.

A questing tongue parted my lips, seeking entry. With a shaky breath, I opened my mouth to him. I clung to him, my fingertips digging into the strong muscles of his shoulders.

God! There was so much of him. So much muscle. So much masculinity. Everything was so intense, fierce.

He thrust a thick tongue into my mouth, and the movement had me imagining him thrusting somewhere else. Wetness dampened between my legs, and I moaned, surprised at my body’s reaction. It had been years since I’d reacted to anyone like that. It had been constant survival, and I couldn’t trust anyone outside my little group, not even when we visited Sanctuary or the small settlement that was what was left of Las Vegas.

My moan was drowned out by his purring, which was no longer the soft drone it had been before but an insistent, needy rumble that I felt right through to the tips of my toes.

The world spun around me, and I was suddenly dizzy with desire. I felt weak like I couldn’t hold myself up even though I was laying down. But Harb’k was there, his strong arms supporting me. I clung to him as the world threatened to spin away.

A hand slid up my back, the fingertips skating up my spine. They slid into my hair and pulled my head back, exposing my throat. I didn’t feel any claws, even though I swear I’d seen them on him earlier. Harb’k gave my bottom lip a final nibble before trailing a line of kisses down my jaw.

Was this still PG-13? At this point? I decided I didn’t care.

Every touch of his hands and lips drove me wild, and it felt like I was so crazy with need that I couldn’t even breathe. I hadn’t felt passion like this for a very long time, and it was addictive. I wanted more. I wanted everything.

Oh my god. What was happening to me? Was there some sort of alien aphrodisiac in that cookie?

No. I knew that this feeling wasn’t from some artificial chemical. This was all me.

It was Harb’k who pulled away first. I was simultaneously glad and disappointed he hadn’t tried for more. My body was alight with lust, the type I’d forgotten all about.

His golden eyes were almost glowing as if he were burning up just as much as I was. He almost looked as if he was in pain that he had to stop, and he made a soft groan as he adjusted his position.

His erection tented his loincloth, and it looked painful. A little voice in my head urged me to offer him a hand, and I had to tell it to hush. Harb’k was doing such a good job keeping this PG-13, and I wasn’t going to make his job harder or break our agreement.

Instead, I turned around to face the wall and pulled the blanket over myself. “Goodnight, warrior. Dream of bacon.”

He only grunted in reply.

I closed my eyes and tried to go to sleep, but sleep was elusive with a massive Xarc’n hunter next to me. After a whole lot of no sleeping, I turned around and found Harb’k also awake, his golden eyes tracing the demarcation between the darker and lighter purple on his hand. He noticed me looking and tucked his hand away.

“You cannot sleep.”

“Neither can you.”

I stared up at the ceiling and stretched. “You asked why I’m here, but you never told me why you are here.”

“I am on Earth to hunt the scourge.”

“No. I mean, why are you here right now? I’m sure Heather told you to make sure I am safe, but why were you in this area to begin with? To the best of my knowledge, this is not your usual hunting grounds.” I did because my group moved through here often.

“I am looking for anomalies. Strange-looking scourge. Or ones acting differently.”

“Like that time a few months ago when they all just stood really still and stared at the sky?”

“No. Different. But that is why I am looking. The scourge hijacked our mining ship and used it to send DNA to Earth. What you saw was the scourge on Earth waiting for the shipment. It destroyed one of our motherships.”

I stiffened. “Destroyed?” Holy hell, that was bad news.

“Do not worry. We prevented the shuttle from touching down on Earth. But some of the humans working with us suspect that tiny fragments of it might have reached the planet. There are hunters watching every suspected location.”

“And this is one of them?”

“Somewhere here. The piece is tiny, and it may have burned up in the atmosphere. But it is pivotal that we watch for new mutations just in case.”

I shuddered as a mental image of the giant centipede-like bugs rammed rudely into my head. “I heard those long centipede bugs are a special Earth mutation.”

“They are. The humans who work with hunters call them centicreeps.”

I made a face. “That sounds about right. They’re hella creepy.”

“My job is to find any signs of mutation and stop them before it spreads.”

I nodded. “Yes, please do. And thank you.”

Harb’k looked thoughtful and a little amused.

“What?”

“I have never been thanked for doing my job before.”

That was kind of sad. I imagined many planets reacted as humans did, considering them the enemy.

“First time for everything.”

But now all I could think about were all the possible new variants of bugs. “Now I’ll never get to sleep. I’ll be worried about new bug mutations all night.”

“I will help.”

Before I could protest, strong fingers were digging deliciously into my scalp, giving me the galaxy’s best head massage. I sighed, not believing what was happening. But I had to admit that with him here, I felt safer. A hell of a lot safer than if I was alone.

I closed my eyes, and this time, sleep wasn’t as elusive. It arrived with dirty dreams of a certain purple warrior. In the dreams, things didn’t stay PG-13. His kisses didn’t stay on my lips and neck and instead traveled all over my body.

The dream was full of sensations but lacked any details. I caught an occasional claw or a sexy fang, a pair of warm golden eyes. There was, however, a lot of hot, sexy purple skin, some a lighter purple than the rest. Everything was happening, but also nothing at all. So frustrating.

Just as I was about to catch a glimpse of what lay behind Harb’k’s leather loincloth, the morning sun rudely woke me. I groaned and stretched out on the bed and found it empty. He must already be on his way to scour the countryside for anomalies.

But as I stepped outside after my quick morning routine, I found myself staring at an alien craft. It was sleek, gray, and looked straight out of a sci-fi B movie. I’d seen them uncloaked from afar but had never been so close to one before.

Had it been here all along? This had been right outside the window all night, and I hadn’t noticed it. But then again, I wasn’t one of the fortunate people who could see through the cloaking.

A panel at the side of the vessel suddenly moved forward before sliding up to expose a door, and Harb’k stepped out.

“You are ready. Good.” He glanced over at the house on top of the “hill.”

Corey had been particularly generous when he called it a hill. It was only barely higher than the land surrounding it. Movement there had me cursing. The asshats were already up.

“Well, thank you for the company,” I said as I lugged my scooter down the stairs and set it on the pavement. “I’m sure we’ll mee—”

Harb’k was suddenly there, whipping my scooter out from under me. He slapped his palm on the side of his shuttle and a panel opened up, showing the alien spaceship equivalent of a trunk. He placed my scooter inside.

“Hey! Give that back!”

I found myself hoisted over a broad purple shoulder. I stifled a yelp, worried I’d give my location away to the three men by the big house.

I did, however, pound on his back with my fists. “Let me go,” I said through gritted teeth. My pack started to fall off my back from being inverted. “My bag!”

He caught my pack with the hand not holding onto the back of my legs and strode into the shuttle.

He deposited me and my pack onto a soft surface. “We will travel together. I will fly you to your destination.”

“You said you wouldn’t steal me away in your shuttle.” I put on my angriest face, but I was more surprised than angry because the idea of being dropped off at the next safe house in a hunter’s shuttle sounded a lot better than scootering there.

“That was last night,” he said plainly. “Today is another day. Your pursuers are on their way. They believe only I am here, but they will find you if you do not leave with me now.”

He did make a good point. Besides, I knew that pounding on the door and demanding he let me go wouldn’t be very productive.

I looked around. The inside of the shuttle was rather bare bones. I was on a sleeping platform. There was a large screen at the front, a pilot’s chair, an alcove at the back, a counter, and the platform I was sitting on. Along one wall was a shelf set into the shuttle walls with model planes on it. They were clearly of Earth origin and were the only thing that showed any personality at all.

He sat down on the pilot’s chair, and the screen lit up. “Shuttle, cloak, lift off, and turn on the external display.”

The shuttle rumbled to life, and to my surprise, the walls around me suddenly disappeared, all except for the section with the model planes. I could see the sky above us as the sun crested the horizon. Below us, Corey and his group were already driving toward the row of homes we’d just been in.

“I have an idea. He wants to steal your water, food, and energy. We will help. We give him water.”

I looked over at Harb’k to see what he meant. He had a mischievous look on his face.

He guided his craft until we were hovering right above them and the vehicle. They’d stopped in the middle of the road and were getting out of the car. I watched curiously as Harb’k scrolled through a list of icons on his screen until the one that looked like a trap door opening.

“It releases stored water from the shuttle. There’s not much left, and I have to refill anyway. I will give you access to the shuttle so you can initiate the action.” He took my hand in his, then pressed my fingertips to the bottom corner of the screen. After a few screen changes, we were back at the water release icon.

Corey and his friends were still beneath us, getting ready to check each house for the “purple freak.” We heard everything as the shuttle played back their conversation. The assholes wanted to ambush him and steal his shuttle.

I pressed the icon. “Release the Kraken!”

A kiddie pool-sized amount of water suddenly appeared and drenched the three men. They screeched and danced away, soaked. I cackled, letting loose my inner villain.

“What the fuck!” Corey looked up, confused.

“Shuttle,” Harb’k said. “Turn off cloaking for two seconds.”

Corey and friends cursed and aimed their weapons at us, but we were already flying away.

I clutched my belly laughing. “Did you”—cackle—“see the looks”—wheeze—“on their faces? That was amazing!”

Harb’k was grinning, too. “The ‘purple freak’ got them.”

“That he did! Thank you. I needed that.”

“Does that mean we can be partners? The humans at our camp forage with partners.”

He looked so hopeful; I couldn’t say no.

“But what about your mission?” I asked. “If there are strange mutations happening out there, you need to go find them and stop them.”

“Where is your next destination? It could be in the area I need to search.” With a few taps of his hand, a very familiar map app appeared on screen.

“Hey! That’s ours!” I exclaimed, recognizing the interface.

“It is. We transferred it to our system. It is still being updated with new information.” He circled an area. “I’m searching here.”

“And I need to get here.” I pointed to the general area on the map. It was in his search area.

“I will take you. We will look for anomalies together on the way.” He stuck out his hand in a very human gesture. “Deal?”

I took his hand and shook. “Deal!”


Chapter 7: Harb’k

I set my shuttle to fly to the location Zoey had indicated on the map, then showed her how to zoom in on details of anything she saw below us. We turned it into a game, seeing how many scourge each of us could spot and check for anomalies while we traveled.

We’d turned a chore that was supposed to be tedious and boring into something fun. However, I had to admit that I wasn’t at the top of my game, because her presence and nearness distracted me. Plus, her delicious scent filled up the shuttle, and all I could think about was tasting it from the source.

After she’d scrambled over me, pressing her soft body all over mine in an effort to claim a roving band of scuttlers in the distance as “hers,” my cock had decided to make my job infinitely more difficult. Especially since I now had to face away from her to prevent her from noticing my rather hard and obvious handicap.

I managed to calm myself before my shuttle announced that we were at our destination and we’d only had to dodge one super early flyer.

Her “safe house” wasn’t a house at all, but a pub. I knew what a pub was because I’d been to the one in New Franklin.

After a quick look around the area, I declared it safe for her to approach. Zoey just rolled her eyes at me.

“The bugs don’t really come here,” she said. “They know there’s nothing to eat. The other survivors avoid it, too. It’s the perfect place. There are solar panels on the roof, and I got them connected to a battery again.”

I stepped in behind her, still doubtful. At first glance, the place was a mess, but it soon became apparent that the mess was artfully created to be a deterrent for any survivors who happened to find this location. Hidden amongst the mess of tables and upturned chairs were tubs and tubs of clean, filtered water and a stash of prepackaged food.

“Did you want the water? I hate wasting it, especially with these dry winters we’ve been having, but it’s got to be done. I’m not letting those fuckers live off of our supplies.”

“I’ll take it. My shuttle needs a refill anyway.”

She giggled at the memory of those males being drenched, and I knew the water hadn’t gone to waste. Nothing that made her laugh was a waste.

“It’s yours. Just let me refill these bottles and hide some of it for later. And while you’re at it, take the food too. I can’t take much with me, and I’ll be damned if I let them eat it. Consider it a thank you for flying me here.” Then she got to work doing whatever she needed to do with the battery.

I carried the bins of water, all stacked up together, out to my shuttle. The water hose was still in the bin when my shuttle announced, “Incoming communication.”

“Thank you, Shuttle.” My shuttle wasn’t smart like Kan’n’s PIP model, or dumb like Nov’k’s ship. It was just a shuttle and had rudimentary intelligence. But after meeting Pip, I decided to be a lot nicer to it, just in case. It had, after all, gotten me this far. I stepped inside my shuttle.

Turr’k’s identification blinked on my screen. He was a hunter from a group stationed in the Rockies. They were officially labeled the Colorado group on the survivor forums, but that was a misnomer. Colorado was just the southern end of their range. His group managed the scourge population in the Rocky Mountains in the states the humans called Colorado, Wyoming, and the southern part of Idaho. Not knowing human geography, our mothership had sectioned Montana and the northern part of Idaho off with part of the Canadian Rockies and sent another team.

Other hunters, myself included, simply called them the Rockies Group since human territorial borders made little sense to us. Parts of the Rocky Mountains were now considered a wildlife reserve, though they still fought daily to keep it clear of scourge.

I hit accept, and the other hunter’s surly face appeared on my screen.

“Harb’k, you must be the one your group selected to look for the anomalies. I had the same bad luck.”

“I volunteered.” Anything was better than seeing all the happy couples at the camp and feeling left out. This mission gave me an excuse to stay out overnight for days without anyone worrying about me.

His scowl intensified. “I'd rather be hunting the scourge instead of watching them. Where are you planning to search? We can split up the area and get it done faster.”

“Good idea.” I sent him the log my ship had kept of the areas Zoey and I had searched. “We checked these areas, but I’m not sure where I’m headed next.”

“We?”

Krux! I’d let it slip. Turr’k’s mate, Sandy, was the matchmaking type. I sure hoped it hadn’t rubbed off on the hunter.

“I am traveling with a female.” Then, before he could ask for any details and because maybe Zoey would like to see a friendly face, I asked, “Is Sandy with you?”

“No. She isn’t. Sandy is helping our group get ready for the Trader’s Market. The whole lodge is excited to fly out to New Franklin and meet everyone. You’re lucky you convinced one of your group’s females to come along. But I guess with your base being so new, they wouldn’t have anything to trade at the market.”

I hesitated. Turr’k thought Zoey was from my group. Deciding to be completely honest, I said, “Many in our group are preparing for the market too. Zoey is not from my base. She is a lone nomad.”

Shock registered on Turr’k’s face. “A lone nomad!”

“She lost her group. That is why we are traveling together. Since I must search this area anyway, I did not want her to travel alone. I will ask where she needs to be next and we can use that information to split the territory up.”

I excused myself and stepped back into the building.

Zoey stood at the entrance, her hands on a heavy tool, ready to swing it at whoever walked through the door. She relaxed when she saw me. “Oh, it’s you. Sorry.”

“Where is your next location?” I asked.

“Next town over.”

That was the thing about fighting the scourge in the plains. There were tons of small towns dotted all around, but none of them quite big enough to support a nest. Instead, the scourge had gone for the millions upon millions of cows instead. As a result, the nests here were much larger than expected.

The tiny towns scattered over the near-featureless expanse of field after field after field made it difficult to fight the scourge during the summer swarms. It didn’t help that the humans here had been, on the whole, against working with Xarc’n hunters, forcing our initial group to settle down in the middle of nowhere.

I showed Zoey my communicator again, and she pointed to the location on the map.” And where are you going after?” I asked.

She pressed her lips in a thin line. “Sanctuary. My friend, Riley, is meeting me there.”

I frowned. Sanctuary was not Xarc’n friendly, no matter how much Heather insisted that Clark, their leader, was a good man. Though I had to agree with her assessment that of all the places a human could end up, it was one of the better ones.

Sanctuary was a settlement that actively fought the closest nest, doing controlled burns of scourge they trapped, and keeping the numbers manageable. If they hadn’t, the summer swarms would’ve overwhelmed them already.

Unlike the abandoned city around them, Sanctuary was a hive of activity. They’d secured several ways to power their buildings, including solar and wind energy. Moving the wind turbines to their location must have been quite a feat, especially since these humans were not working with Xarc’n hunters. They didn’t have access to our shuttles and other resources.

Sometimes, I wondered if humans could’ve eventually fought off the scourge without our help. Whatever they lacked in physical robustness, they made up for with ingenuity. Most were smarter than me or any hunter I knew, especially when it came to technology. It was too bad that so many of Earth’s official governments hadn’t wanted our help and had declared us the enemies instead.

Not Sanctuary, however. They didn’t want to work with “aliens.” This was abundantly clear by the signs painted on the roof of the largest building. The words No Aliens were written in English in red letters.

And just in case we couldn’t read it, there was a crudely drawn purple face with brown horns and a big red X across it. Another pictogram showed a shuttle that looked eerily similar to one of our own being shot at. They’d added this last one after Nov’k’s less-than-friendly visit.

Not wishing to give the impression that I cared too much, because who was I to her but a temporary partner, I put on a neutral face and said, “My friend is painted on the roof.”

She furrowed her brow a second, then grinned. “Is he now?”

“Yes. His name is Nov’k. They captured his good side.”

That had her laughing. “You know, for a moment there, I almost forgot you weren’t human. Then I realize you’re speaking another language, and your belt is translating.”

“I am also purple.” That earned more laughter. It was hard not to pick up human sayings; they were so “catchy.”

“I actually have an idea,” she said, tapping the battery with her boot. “Do you think you can get this, and the next battery I liberate, to Sanctuary? You don’t have to get close if they are hostile. I can wheel them the rest of the way to the gatehouse. I want to offer Clark these batteries as an incentive to let me and Riley join the community. We are on good terms with them, but I know they’ve been wary after what happened.”

“I can do that.”

She clapped her hands together and smiled so beatifically that I would promise her the moon to see it again. “Thank you!”

“It might cost you another kiss.”

She laughed. Then, with a sly smile, she launched herself at me. I stood there, unmoving and in momentary shock, as she pressed those soft, pink lips to mine. Then I was kissing her back. She tasted mildly of the vitamin water I’d offered her on my shuttle.

Every sip of her was like fire in my veins, dissolving every ounce of reason I possessed. She’d cast a spell on me, and I was more than willing to give her everything.

Could she be it? The one I’d been looking for? My mate?

Then the kiss was over, and her attention was back on the battery. I keened at the loss, but the little smile our kiss had left on her face was worth it.

I plotted out our course and sent it over to Turr’k. He sent me a reply suggesting that he took everything west of Sanctuary, and I took everything east of it, and I agreed.

After one last look around, I carried the battery back to my shuttle, with Zoey behind me with a bin of food. Just in time, too, because the roving bands of flyers were starting their daily routine of terrorizing the skies.

One of them called out, and we both froze. It wasn’t us it had spotted but something else nearby.

“I think Corey’s just found himself some new buggy friends,” Zoey said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”


Chapter 8: Zoey

We never made it to the last safe house.

“Krux! It’s on the ship.” Harb’k swore as I held on for dear life at the foot of the pilot’s seat.

When the flyer started attacking, I quickly realized there wasn’t anywhere safe for me in the shuttle. I was being thrown around like a rag doll. The pilot’s chair was the only place I could really hold onto. So I sat my ass down by Harb’k’s feet and clung on for dear life as he played roller coaster with the shuttle, even though it meant that I was directly next to Harb’k’s massively muscular thighs.

“Shuttle, show exterior display,” he demanded.

The walls of the shuttle disappeared, and I found myself face-to-face with the belly end of a flyer. I shrieked before I managed to stifle it. The creature clung to the shuttle, and with the walls seemingly transparent, it looked to be just a few inches from me.

Harb’k had explained that the shuttle had thousands of tiny camera-like sensors on the hull that picked up light and color, that it then replayed on the internal panels, which were all technically screens. The ship’s AI filled in any blind spots. With how lifelike the flyer was, I’d say the ship did an awesome job. Too good.

For some reason, I’d always imagined that the warriors were basically invincible when inside their shuttles. I was wrong because I could totally see the flyers piling on this shuttle and crashing us.

“Hold on, Zoey. I’m going to try to knock him off.”

Knock him off? On what? We were flying over a whole lot of nothing. But then, as the shuttle charged toward another flyer, I realized what he meant.

As bile rose in my throat, I squeezed my eyes shut and ordered my stomach not to spew.

There was a sudden jolt, which I took to be the flyers hitting each other, and I ventured to open my eyes. The two creatures were tangled together now and tumbling to the dried grass below. It worked!

“You did it!” I squeezed Harb’k’s leg excitedly.

“It is best if we find a place to land until the flyers thin out. The ones from that nest are particularly adept at spotting cloaked vessels.”

I looked where he pointed.

The nest was a deadly white splotch marring the landscape. I couldn’t tell from here what the nest had been before the scourge had settled in, but it had been a building once. Or rather, a set of buildings. Now, white tendrils of the scourge’s symbiotic fungus extended out from it, tainting everything it touched.

“What are those?” I asked, pointing to the mountains of crap around the nest.

“Discarded carapaces from molting scourge and eggshells,” Harb’k replied. “They like to keep the inside of the nest clear, and the scuttlers bring out dead scourge or cast-off carapaces every morning.”

I shuddered.

Curious, I asked Harb’k to pull up the map. Sure enough, someone had already marked a big red X on it, and the area around it was shaded in red as well. But under the new markings was the information I was looking for. The site had been a factory farm with an attached abattoir, and the doors to the slaughterhouse had become the nest opening.

How morbidly ironic. Creepy as fuck too.

We landed in the parking lot of a strip mall at the edge of town.

“Hey, look. A bowling alley!”

“Do you wish to go inside? I can secure it.”

It was probably safer in the shuttle, but I’d just imagined crashing in it, so maybe leaving the shuttle for a bit would be a good idea to preserve my sanity.

“Yeah, let’s go bowling.”

Harb’k stood and slapped his hand on one of the wall panels. It slid open to expose a closet full of armor and weapons. He strapped on a few choice pieces of armor, and elected to use an ax this time. To my surprise, he picked up a spare blaster and inserted a cartridge before handing it to me.

“You did not take any weapons from your temporary bases.”

“I like to travel light. There’s no silencers on any of the weapons. Bluffing is one thing, but the bugs are drawn to gunshots. I didn’t see the point. My survival strategy is to be fast, lightweight, and disappear before the first sign of trouble.”

“That is a good strategy. It has served you well. But our blasters do not make loud sounds like your weapons, and are lightweight.”

I hesitated. “I don’t feel comfortable taking your weapon.”

“I cannot use them all at once. You can help me secure the building, partner.”

I doubted he needed help, but I agreed anyway.

The blaster was super simple to use. One switch functioned as a safety, but other than that, it was just point and shoot. I didn’t have any way to carry it on me, so Harb’k jerry-rigged a belt harness out of some strips of leather he had in his closet.

Then, we stepped outside. The building was mostly bug-free, except for a single dead scuttler that was stuck behind the building, a dumpster crushing half its body.

“Sucker deserved it,” I mumbled as we walked by.

Suddenly, the dead bug sprang to life, scratching and clawing as it tried to reach for me. Adrenaline speared through my system, and I felt it like a stab in my stomach. But even as I jumped back, I realized it couldn’t reach me. It was alive, but it was very much still trapped.

“Target practice,” Harb’k said.

“Good idea. Let’s put this fugly thing out of its misery.”

We stepped back close to the door. I released the safety and found my first obstacle. The blaster was sized for Xarc’n hands.

“Some at our camp use two hands, one to stabilize the weapon and the other to depress the trigger,” Harb’k suggested.

That would work. I aimed and fired. Despite being a beam of energy and not physical ammunition, the recoil still pushed me back more than I’d expected, and the shot went high. The strange way of holding it also made it harder. I adjusted my stance, then fired again. This one hit the bug and blew it to smithereens.

“Ha! That’ll teach ya to come to Earth.”

We stepped back inside the building and descended the half-flight of stairs to the bowling alley.

It was dark inside, but the lantern Harb’k had brought from his shuttle had no trouble lighting up the place.

“Usually, it would collect and set up the pins for us, but we’re going to have to do it ourselves,” I explained as I went to the back of the lanes to find the pins.

We might as well have fun while we waited the flyers out. I set up several lanes for us as Harb’k collected all the balls he could find. It wasn’t long before we were ready to bowl.

“How does this work?” he asked.

“First, just so we’re on the same page, I’ve only done this twice, so rules and terminology are a bit foggy, and we’ll have to make some up as we go. But the goal is to knock down as many of those pins as possible. You get two turns each time.”

Harb’k hefted one of the balls, looking like he was about to whip it at the pins.

“Not like that!” I reached out to stop him. “You don’t throw the ball. You roll it. Like this.”

I picked up one of the balls, showed him how to hold it, then went for it. I only knocked down a single pin. My second try wasn’t much better, knocking down two more.

“Okay, your turn. Use a new lane.”

His fingers didn’t fit into the holes, so like I did with his blaster, he improvised, holding it in whatever way was best for him. He put way too much force into it, and the ball rolled into the gutter.

He immediately grabbed another ball and tried again, this time knocking down several pins.

“Now what?” he asked.

“Well, normally, the machinery resets the pins. We don’t have that luxury. We can go set it up again. Or we can be lazy and move on to the next two lanes.”

We chose the lazy option. Then, because we still didn’t want to go back and set up the pins again, we made our own rules and continued until we knocked down everything.

In the second round, we found more pins and decided to set them up creatively, spreading them across all of the lanes, and making up the formations as we went. I furrowed my brows at the strange formation Harb’k was setting up on the last lane. It was using a hell of a lot of pins and a good chunk of the lane.

I blinked as I realized what it was. Harb’k was drawing a cock and balls!

I don’t know why I found it so funny. Maybe it was because I’d expected it from a human dude but not a scary Xarc’n warrior, or perhaps it was the severe concentration on his face as he did it, but I burst out into giggles.

He grinned at me, for a moment looking much younger. He was having fun! And you know what? So was I!

We took turns, knocking the pins down in each lane. By the time we got to the one at the end with the dirty formation, I was grinning so hard my cheeks hurt. And for the first time in a very long time, I forgot all about the space bugs.


Chapter 9: Harb’k

We lay in a bowling lane each, staring at the geometrically painted ceiling. Zoey was enjoying some packaged food, and I was eating a food bar.

We’d thoroughly butchered the game of bowl-ling, and I’d enjoyed every moment of it. She hadn’t even called me immature or berated me for setting the pins up in the last lane in the shape of a human cock. I’d picked up the practice from foraging and hunting with the younger males at camp and knew that some of the females thought it silly and immature.

It wasn’t the right shape for a Xarc’n cock, but it was much easier to draw and more recognizable. She’d laughed at it until she was holding onto her stomach, which was the intended purpose.

That was one thing about coming to Earth that had changed my life forever. I’d learned it was okay to have fun.

When the Xarc’n military had created us hunters to eliminate their previous genetically modified accidents, the scourge, personality traits such as humor and playfulness hadn’t been what they’d been going for. They wanted stoic warriors with a singular purpose. We weren’t created to think but to follow orders. We were created to fight, not to have fun.

But they didn’t intentionally remove the undesirable traits either. They simply ignored them as they didn’t affect our ability to fight. That left hunters like me, who always felt out of place. There were also hunters who were more technologically inclined than others, and sometimes, they understood my humor a little more.

But those hunters had a valued and esteemed spot in our society now that Xarc, and the Xarc’n military, was gone. They helped create new weapons and improvements to our shuttles.

Me, however? The way my brain was different wasn’t very useful for fighting the scourge.

Ever since coming to Earth, we’d made many changes in the way we fought. For one, we stayed in hunter groups permanently now instead of hunting alone for most of the year and only teaming up for the summer swarms.

I liked to think that encouraged the other hunters develop a sense of humor. Of course, being around humans had helped. Like us, some were very serious and didn’t have a sense of humor, but many did.

It was why I’d enjoyed my monthly visits to Franklin back before the current offshoot had moved to the plains to join us. And that had me thinking about the upcoming first annual Trader’s Market. I wanted to ask Zoey to go with me on a proper date—which I knew was a human courting ritual.

Back when I used to visit the Franklin stronghold monthly, I’d done everything I could to get close to the females there. I’d gone on several “dates”, and while the females had been physically appealing, they were not my mates. I’d kissed them, and it had been merely okay. I didn’t crave another like I did with Zoey.

I also hadn’t gotten tripped up with how to ask them for a date like I was right now. I just asked them to share a meal with me. But Zoey and I are already sharing meals.

I pushed up to my elbows so I could see her reaction to my words. “The humans working with my hunter group are all getting ready for our first annual Trader’s Market,” I said, my voice sounding strange as it broke through our comfortable silence.

“A market! That sounds exciting.” Interest sparked in her eyes.

“It’s a large gathering where survivor groups can bring their extra harvest, excess tech components, and other items to trade.”

“Connor would have been all over that.” Then her face fell, and I knew it was because she missed her friend. She hadn’t given herself time to grieve yet. “But I guess we wouldn’t have known about it. How would that work? Any large gathering of humans would be bug bait.”

“Ideally, it should be held in early winter, when the scourge is least active, and their numbers are low after the summer swarms. But late winter to early spring isn’t too bad, either. There will be a lot of hunters there to protect the event. And we plan to set our lures in strategic spots at a distance from the gathering and send teams of hunters to dispatch the scourge that show up.”

“Lures?” she asked. “So you Xarc’n warriors can draw the bugs to your location. I guess the rumors are true.”

I knew I was scowling. Usually, those rumors were accompanied by the belief that we had drawn the scourge to Earth with the intent to take it over. “We did not lure the scourge here.” The words came out angrier than I’d meant them to.

Zoey’s lips opened in a shocked little O. I was still lying down with my knees bent, and she leaned forward and pressed a hand to my knee.

“That’s not the rumor I meant. I meant the one that says you have a device that makes hunting the bugs easier by drawing them into traps.” She gave my knee a little squeeze. “Early on, our group found a device we thought did exactly that: lure the bugs in. We wanted to use it to lead the bugs away from places we needed to forage. But we never did get it working.”

She started withdrawing her hand, but I placed my palm over it, holding it on my knee. She didn’t seem to mind as she continued speaking.

“There were talks about other nomad groups who had working ones, but we couldn’t confirm if the rumors were true one way or another. Everything was hush-hush. Owning something like that would make you a target.” She stared into the distance as if remembering her group.

The goal had been to ask her to go to the market with me and not to make her sad about losing those she cared about.

I sat up. “The survivor groups working with us share information all the time. There are friendly competitions, but they work together with one singular goal: destroy the scourge and reclaim Earth.”

“As it should be,” she said.

“We used to facilitate trade between the survivor groups by distributing excess goods through our delivery system. It was getting too much for our delivery hunters to handle, so they planned a large gathering.” Keeping her hand in mine, I said, “Come to the Trader’s Market with me.” Then, because I had to convince her, I added, “There will be hot chocolate and pie.”

The ghost of a smile lifted the corners of her lips. “Well, if there’s hot chocolate and pie, then who am I to say no? Just one problem.” She pulled her hand back. “I’m joining Sanctuary. And we both know their stance on working with Xarc’n warriors. I don’t think I’d be welcomed at your Trader’s Market representing the settlement, and I doubt sneaking out to attend the Trader’s Market in secret would be viewed positively. I can’t burn my bridges. I don’t have many left.”

I deflated. I’d hoped that spending time with me would make her reconsider joining the human settlement.

“I can still shelter with you at noon whenever I’m out foraging alone,” she said.

I gave her a curt nod, knowing that would never be, because foragers for the settlement never went out alone. Now might be our only time together; I had to make it last.

Zoey stood, pulling me up with her. “Let’s go check out the hobby shop upstairs.”

“What is a hobby shop?” This was a new kind of store for me. Humans had all sorts of stores selling different items, but I did not know how one sold a hobby.

Instead of answering me directly, Zoey asked, “Where did you get the model planes on your shuttle?”

“I traded for the kits with human warriors from New Franklin.”

Zoey paused midstep in front of the door to the stairs that led down to the bowling alley. “I’ve heard of New Franklin. Another rumor. Nomads were purveyors of information, among other things, and we came across many.” Her face clouded. “We’d wanted to go check it out, see if it’s really true that the nest there is gone. But Corey showed up.”

“It’s true. The nest at the center of Franklin is gone. It was a joint effort between humans and hunters. I was there to help clear it out.”

I wanted to tell her that the Trader’s Market was going to be held there but didn’t. She was going to join Sanctuary. I didn’t think she’d purposefully sabotage it, but I couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t accidentally mention it to someone who would.

“That’s—” She made a strangled noise.

“What is wrong?” I reached for her, patting down her upper body to see if she’d somehow hidden an injury from my sensitive nose.

“Nothing,” She looked away and closed her eyes. When she opened them, there were unshed tears. “It’s just… they would’ve been so happy to know it’s true.”

She was talking about her lost friends.

“I’m sorry.” She dashed away the tears rolling down her cheeks. “I don’t mean to break down on you. I’ll get it together.”

“There is no need. It is natural to grieve.” I looked up at the ceiling but saw the faces of the hunters I’d lost instead.

“But I can’t. Not yet. Grief is a distraction; it kills. It’s not safe yet.”

I pulled her into my arms, holding her close to my chest, which was rumbling softly now in a bid to calm her. “It is. You are safe. I will keep you safe.”

At first, she was stiff and immobile in my arms, but after a few long moments, a shudder broke the stillness, and she inhaled sharply. Her fingers tightened on my biceps, and I felt the warmth and wetness of tears on my chest.


Chapter 10: Zoey

I didn’t know how long I stayed there in Harb’k’s embrace, crying for the people I’d loved and lost. But by the time the tears ran their course, my eyes were puffy, and I was all cried out.

His chest was purring softly against my ear, and all I could think about was how cats sometimes purred to self-soothe when in pain. I wondered if this was the same frequency that had healing or at least calming properties because I wanted to stay in his arms and let him protect me forever.

But that wasn’t an option. We both had a job to do. Though, right now, I wasn’t so sure about my plan anymore. Did I really want to join Sanctuary after I disassembled all the charging sites? I knew I had to go there to meet up with Riley. She was everything I had left. But did I want to stay there?

What about New Franklin? The idea that they’d conquered their nest and taken back the town was so inspiring. And now I knew it wasn’t just a rumor. God. Connor would’ve been so happy. And Tomas! Tomas had been just a kid when the bugs arrived, still had been before this shit with Corey. Did New Franklin have teenagers his age?

And Riley. She was so excited when we’d said we’d go check it out.

Suddenly, my plans were changing right before my eyes, solidifying, and I knew what I had to do. I’d go to Sanctuary, pick Riley up, and then we’d go to New Franklin together.

Maybe I’d even run into Harb’k again after he was done scouring the land for anomalies. I wasn’t ready to end our temporary partnership just yet. Maybe we could extend it longer.

I wiped the tears that had fallen on his chest with my palm. “Sorry, I’m crying all over you.”

“You can cry on me anytime. I have lost many to the scourge. Each loss gets harder, not easier. But we must grieve so we can keep fighting. If we do not, the anguish will consume us from the inside.”

I gazed into his warm, golden eyes. And despite their alienness, I saw the very human scars of loss.

He released me and pushed open the door to the stairs. “We will go see this shop of hobbies.” He stepped out and when he sensed no danger, started up the stairs.

He took small, careful steps, and I realized the treads were too short for his feet. With the claws tipping his toes, he could just barely get the balls of his feet on the steps. No wonder he’d leaped down the half flight of stairs to the landing with the bowling alley door when we first got in.

I followed behind him. I could see right up his leather loincloth, and I followed the lighter patches of purple up the back of his muscular thighs.

“When we first landed on Earth, there were three hunters in my group,” Harb’k said as he picked his way up the stairs. “Because there were no major human cities in the area, our mothership had erroneously estimated that the nests would be small. It hadn’t taken into account the millions of heads of cattle raised here. It only sent us down, and we quickly realized that it was too much for our group to handle.

“During one of the first swarms, we lost Gra’k. We hadn’t been ready for such a large swarm. But still, the mothership refused to send more help. We were lucky Lok’n joined us after.”

I listened to his story, glad that I was learning more about him so it wasn’t so one-sided.

“I was close to Gra’k. Losing him was hard on me, but I never let myself grieve. Instead, I threw myself into hunting the scourge. I became reckless that cold season, taking on more scourge than I knew I could handle. I got trapped by a group of scuttlers and spitters.”

I shuddered at the mention of the bugs that spit acid. Seeing someone dissolved alive wasn’t something one ever really bounced back from.

His hand went absentmindedly to one of the lighter patches, the movement so slight, I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t been staring so intently at him. And I realized that what I had mistaken for his natural pattern were scars.

I reached up to touch the scar on his arm. “Spitters?”

He grunted in a way that I now understood as a yes. “Yes, spitters. Acid and fire. Xarc’n warriors have exceptional healing abilities. We’re able to come back from just about anything as long as we’re still alive, but the results aren’t always aesthetically pleasing. The engineers who made us only cared that we could continue fighting.”

I couldn’t imagine surviving that, but I guess the Xarc’n warriors were made of tougher stuff. He was built to fight the scourge, and he had the scars to prove it.

The door to the hobby shop was locked, and no one had smashed their way in yet since the store didn’t contain any food or essentials. But the lock was no match for Harb’k.

“If Siobhan and her hunter Zec’k never found me, I would’ve died that day. And perhaps, I’d wanted to then.”

“And now?” I asked.

“Now, I am glad I lived. I have made many friends and found a home here on Earth. I will continue to fight for my new home until it is free of the scourge.”

“You consider this your home?”

“Yes. I plan to stay even after the scourge is gone. But that is far in the future. We still have a long fight ahead.”

We stepped into the hobby shop. It was much brighter here since it was above ground and had windows. I immediately looked for a way to cover them, not wanting the flyers outside to see us. There was a display of foam boards just in front of me. We covered the windows with them, leaving cracks for the light to get in so we could still see without the use of his lantern.

Harb’k was immediately drawn to the display of model planes and other vehicles. He looked like a kid on Christmas morning as he approached it.

“Look at these; they are so detailed. And colored. The kits I had didn’t include paint, but some of the beginner ones Ryan and the other youngsters in New Franklin had did.” He took out his phone and his communicator and started snapping images of the labels and signs on the shelf. I wondered what he was doing until his communicator started saying words in his language.

“What are you looking for? I can read them for you.”

“I wish to color the ones I already have.”

I directed him one shelf over to where all the paints were lined up.

“There are so many choices. I don’t know which ones to take.”

“Why don’t you take them all? Your shuttle is big enough. And it’s not like you have to choose between fun and food.”

That had been one reason why we’d had to leave so many of the things we found behind. As nomads, we had to focus on things that fetched a good price when we traded with others. There were so many times I just wanted to swoop in and take it all.

“You’re right. And the youngsters will enjoy them.”

I located a few bags under the cash, and we loaded them up. By the time we were done, it was already midafternoon, and we really needed to get moving if we wanted to stay ahead of Corey. And let’s not forget, we were supposed to be searching this area for strange bugs and strange bug behaviors.

We made our way back out to his shuttle with our hobby haul in hand. And soon, we were in the air, hovering over the small town. We were just plotting the next course when Harb’k’s shuttle spoke in the growly Xarc’n language, and the translator at his belt repeated it in English.

“Hunter, I am low on water. Artificial reservoir detected nearby to the east.”

The way the ship referred to itself as “I” had me wondering if this shuttle was smart like the one Corey’s group had captured. But I was afraid to ask, lest Harb’k think I was going to steal it or something, but he must have seen the question on my face.

“My shuttle is not a PIP model. But all our shuttles have rudimentary AI to help us fight the scourge.”

PIP models must be what they call the really smart ones.

“Shuttle, this is Zoey.”

“Greetings, Zoey. I am model”—the ship said something I didn’t understand—“the third most used artificial intelligence in the Xarc’n fleet.”

“Nice to meet you, shuttle.” I didn’t try to replicate the sound it had made. I looked at the screen which now showed a map with an area highlighted. “I thought that reservoir was contaminated. We’d been avoiding it.” It wasn’t just the bugs we had to worry about, but the fungus that worked hand in hand with them. Eating or drinking anything contaminated with it was a death sentence.

First, you get these sores all over your body that smell horrendous, and then you either turn into a slow, brain-dead zombie or a fast, angry one, attacking everyone around you and spreading the disease. Then, when you were ripe for the picking and oozing the fungus from every pore, the stench called in the bugs to finish the job.

“It is,” Harb’k said. “You are smart to avoid it. But my shuttle has the ability to disinfect and decontaminate any water in its tanks. It is a necessity. Sometimes the infestation is so bad on a planet that no other water is available.”

“Well, it’s right there, so why don’t we do that first before heading to the last safe house?”

Okay, so I wouldn’t admit it, but I was trying to find an excuse to spend more time together. I was disappointed I couldn’t accept his offer to go to the market together. It sounded fun.

“Destination plotted,” his shuttle said before Harb’k could even agree. “Prepare for liftoff.”


Chapter 11: Harb’k

We realized our mistake as we approached the manmade reservoir. It was swarming with scourge.

“I can go without water for a little while longer,” I decided out loud, both for my shuttle’s sake and for Zoey. Even with my ship's ability to clean the water, I had no interest in bringing any of it on board. Not when the water from the mountain springs was so much cleaner.

“Well, if you need to look for strange scourge, this is the place to be. Looks like we found their watering hole. Ugh! They’re so nasty.”

The worst part was that unlike in other parts of the continent where I could park my shuttle and watch the scourge from safety, I had to hover over the masses here, hoping that the flyers didn’t detect my presence. I was about to fly off when Zoey stopped me.

“Wait. Look over there.”

I looked to where she pointed to see a group of scourge fighting over something. At first, I thought it was food because that was the only thing individuals fought over, but something about the way they were behaving was different. For one thing, the scourge were from different nests. This wasn’t too strange on its own, but many had sustained visible injuries and several were dead, and that was peculiar.

Squabbles over food usually weren’t fatal until the planet, or the nests themselves, were running out of resources. That wasn’t the case here.

“I think we found your anomalies,’” Zoey said. “Didn’t you say a piece of some shuttle fell to Earth? Maybe it’s that hunk of junk they’re fighting over.”

The singed and crumpled chunk could be anything. If it had been a piece of the shuttle, it no longer looked it. To my eyes, it was no more than a piece of useless scrap.

“Shuttle, send the recording to our Tech Wizards. And make sure to get a detailed shot of the article.”

“Look over there.” Zoey indicated another group off to the side. “That one looks striped, and the one behind it has a bright red spot on its butt. And are those wings? On a scuttler?”

From afar, the group had blended together, looking rather normal, but I saw the mutations now.

“Incoming communications from Tech Wizard Sam.”

“Accept communications.”

Sam appeared on the screen with Lenny behind her.

Technically, Sam was only one half of our Tech Wizard duo, with Lenny being the other. The two weren’t a couple, though. Sam, a female despite her male name, was mated to Kan’n, the very hunter who’d been imprisoned inside Sanctuary.

A Tech Wizard was an official Xarc’n military role that had been unfilled until we came to Earth, where we found humans who understood our technology and how to adapt it for our ever-evolving fight against the scourge.

“Harb’k, are you still at the location?” Then Sam did a double take as she looked beyond me at Zoey. “There is a woman in your shuttle.”

“I did not kidnap her, I swear,” I immediately replied.

Zoey frowned at my reply.

“I’ll take your word for it,” Sam said. “You’re not Nov’k.”

“This is Zoey. Zoey, this is Sam and Lenny.” I gestured to the male behind Sam.

After a quick introduction, we focused our attention back on the scourge and their strange prize just as a flyer swooped down and caught the lump of twisted whatever in its claws before climbing back into the air.

Zoey’s eyes met mine, and she said the words before I could. “It’s taking it back to the nest.”

“Shit!” Lenny swore.

“You have to stop it,” Sam said. “You can’t let it take it back to its nest.”

“I think maybe it’s already been in a nest before,” Zoey said.

“What do you mean?” Sam and Lenny asked in unison.

“Shuttle, show them the strange-looking scourge over there.”

To my surprise, my shuttle obeyed even though the command hadn’t come from me.

“Oh fuckity.” That was Sam.

“Unless that wasn’t the only piece,” Lenny said.

“Double fuckity.” Sam disappeared off-screen for a moment.

“Bailey from the lab just called,” Lenny said. “Sam’s talking to her now. Stay on the line, and follow that flyer. But don’t get too close.”

I did, until another flyer slammed right into it, and the two tumbled out of the sky. As the two fought on the ground, a scuttler with a bright red patch on its rear picked up the prize and started scurrying away in the opposite direction.

Sam was back on the screen. “We need you to isolate the fragment and bring it somewhere for pickup. They are sending a team. But do not, I repeat, do not let it touch any part of your shuttle or anything with Xarc’n technology in it. And for God’s sake, don’t touch it. Don’t even get anywhere close to it. We’re fucking serious, Harb’k. Don’t get all heroic and try to sacrifice yourself for the greater good or anything like that. You saw what happened to the mining detachment. We don’t need mutated hunters switching sides on us.”

I flinched at the thought of being manipulated to join the scourge. How horrific. I’d rather die.

But it was Zoey who replied. “Let me get this straight: you want us to secure it and bring it somewhere, but we can’t touch it or even get close to it, or else we might turn into bug-loving mutants?”

“Something like that.” Sam combed her hair out of her face nervously with her fingers. “We don’t actually know what will happen because it’s never happened before. We’re being hypercautious.”

“Understandably so. Better safe than sorry. I’m guessing those ones have had that thing in their nest for a while, and the second group is trying to steal it. All the weird bugs are on the same side.”

“We should send someone to check out their nest. Just in case,” Lenny suggested.

“There is another hunter looking for anomalies,” I said. “Turr’k from the Rockies. I’ll send him this way.”

“And we’ll send all the information we got here and the warning from Bailey to their Tech Wizard,” Lenny said. “Aaron from the Rockies group should know about this.”

Just then, another flyer joined the fray and made off with the fragment. This time, there wasn’t another scourge in the sky to stop it, so it flew away eastbound.

I didn’t know how we were going to isolate the fragment and get it to the location on the map, but the chase was on.

***

My shuttle sounded an alarm and automatically backed off as we approached the now-dead flyer and the fragment still in its claws. I’d shot it down before it could get too close to any of the nests and was now figuring out what to do next. I tried to inch the vessel forward, but it refused to get any closer.

“We are thirty-one imperial feet from the target. Tech Wizard’s orders were to stay at least thirty feet from it.”

My shuttle might not be a PIP model, but it had a sense of self-preservation. It had seen what the mutagen had done to our mothership, twisting it beyond recognition until the scourge could use it as a weapon against us. And it didn’t want to join that ship in the big garbage pile in the sky.

“Smart shuttle,” Zoey said. “You might not be one of those special models, but you’re plenty smart.” She patted the nearest surface.

The cabin brightened.

“What do we do now?” I asked, not expecting an answer. “How do we remove it from the flyer’s claws and get it to the location without touching it or even getting near it?”

“Don’t tell me you hunters have all this technology and no tractor beam?”

“Tractor what?”

“Never mind. But who says we need to get it out of the flyer’s claws? It might even make it easier for us if it holds on with a death grip. We can move the whole damn thing.”

“You have an idea.” It was less a question and more a statement.

“Kind of. But I need to think about it.” She approached my navigational screen, wedging herself between me and it.

Unable to resist, I hauled her up onto my lap.

“Hey!”

“I am helping. You can reach better now.”

She twisted around to narrow her eyes at me. “Fine. But only because this really is easier.”

She reached for my screen and started navigating it; she must have learned just by watching me.

Again, as before, my shuttle obeyed, letting her scroll across the map. I wondered if my shuttle started being more autonomous after spending time with Pip. Could interaction with a PIP model affect other shuttles’ behaviors? Pip had mentioned that he enjoyed spending time with my shuttle more than some of the others.

When the map passed over the bright orange marker, I said, “I’m sorry we never got to your last safe house.”

“Don’t worry about it. Corey is an asshole, but this is more important. We don’t need more stinking mutations. The centicreeps are bad enough.” She marked something on the map, then scrolled over to the location where we were supposed to bring the fragment before twisting around in my lap to look at me. “I still need to go to Sanctuary, though. I need to know that Riley is all right.”

This meant that after this detour was over, we’d still have to say goodbye.

I closed my eyes, trying to memorize the feel of her in my lap and the scent of her in my lungs. The soft purring started up again, but this time, there was a slight aching I’d never felt before. I didn’t have the time to process it, though, because Zoey had finalized her idea.

“Alright. I think I have it figured out. This is what we’re going to do.”


Chapter 12: Zoey

“No. Absolutely not.”

I’d known this would be Harb’k’s response. Despite having only known him for such a short time, I knew his protective instincts would rebel against me traveling on my own to find the supplies we needed to make a trap for the next scuttler that got its claws on the Object of Doom.

It was the old shipping container on the side of the road that gave me the idea. If we couldn’t touch the Object of Doom, then why not let one of the bugs do it for us? A scuttler, to be precise. Once the creature had it, we could chase it into the shipping container.

But first, we had to attach cables to the container so the moment the scuttler was inside, we’d lift the container off the ground, and it’d be stuck like a crab in a bucket. Transporting it would be as simple as hauling the container behind us at a distance.

“But it will totally work!”

“You are not going alone.”

“Well, someone has to stay back and keep the other bugs off it. Just because they haven’t shown up yet doesn’t mean they won’t.”

The fact that no bugs had shown up yet was surprising. I’d almost expected the bugs to come rushing in to claim their prize, but they hadn’t. It wasn’t for lack of trying either, because they were definitely looking. It seemed they couldn’t detect it unless they were close. We just had to make sure to keep them at bay until we were ready, then we’d invite a sacrificial scuttler to help.

“You will stay with my shuttle, and I will retrieve the cables.”

I gawked at the hunter. “Surely you don’t trust me that much.”

“My name is not Shirley.”

I was about to correct him until I realized he was grinning back at me.

I rolled my eyes. Of all the warriors that had landed on Earth, I’d ended up with the one cracking dad jokes. Ugh! But I couldn’t stop the corners of my lips from lifting in amusement.

“And I do not believe you will steal my shuttle.”

“Okay, so we do it your way and I stay back with the shuttle to keep the bugs off the Object of Doom.”

Harb’k scowled. “I do not like that name.”

“Fine. The Doom Object.”

“That is no better.” Harb’k turned to his screen. “Shuttle, please calculate the odds of success for this plan.”

His shuttle started making some very fake computer noises.

“This is all Pip’s fault,” Harb’k grumbled.

“You mentioned that your shuttle isn’t a PIP model.”

“Yes, but it has been spending time with one. Some of Pip’s eccentricities have rubbed off on my shuttle.” He pressed his lips in a thin line. “It is not supposed to make those noises.”

“Calculations finished. The odds of success are excellent as long as you avoid the centicreep I have detected coming toward us. If you run afoul of the centicreep, the odds are merely good.”

“That is acceptable. Thank you, shuttle.” Harb’k had his closet open again as he selected another set of weapons for his upcoming outing. “Would you like to meet Pip, Zoey?”

“Can I? But I have to go to Sanctuary after.”

Harb’k was making it really hard for me to stick to my plans. First, the Trader’s Market, and now the ability to meet a super-intelligent shuttle.

“You can meet him right now. He can keep you company while I am gone. Shuttle, please connect with Pip and give him a quick recap of everything that has happened.”

Moments later, a new voice filled the shuttle.

“Howdy, Harby. Who’s your new lady friend?” The voice sounded like a human pretending to be an ultra-intelligent robot.

“Pip, this is Zoey. Did my shuttle update you with everything?”

“It sure did. Hi, Zoey. I’m Pip.” An emoji appeared on the screen.

“Nice to meet you, Pip.”

I was meeting a super-smart shuttle through another shuttle. Today was turning out to be very odd indeed.

“Teach Zoey how to use the weapons on the shuttle while I’m gone so she can keep the scourge at bay while I go retrieve some supplies,” Harb’k said.

“Yessirree.”

“I can do that too,” said Harb’k’s shuttle.

“You can both help,” I said, wondering just how smart Harb’k’s shuttle was. It had offered without being asked.

With Harb’k all suited up and looking like a knight in a leather loincloth, the shuttle landed so he could step outside.

“Wait,” Pip called. “You have to give him a kiss for good luck.”

I gawked at the screen. “Me?”

“Yes, you. We don’t have lips, silly.”

“Yeah, silly,” Harb’k’s ship repeated smugly.

Ah, I now saw what Harb’k had meant by his shuttle spending time with a Pip model. Monkey see, monkey do.

“Kiss. Kiss. Kiss. Kiss,” Pip started chanting. Harb’k’s shuttle joined in.

Oh boy. I turned to Harb’k, but he had a smug look as well. “I, too, would like a kiss for good luck.”

Then he was pulling me to him and kissing me as the two shuttles cheered. It ended quickly, and I was left feeling rather disappointed. But we did have a mission to accomplish, and the two shuttles were watching. It was best to keep things PG-13, though I wondered if it was time I changed our ratings to something a little more interesting. My body sure wanted it.

Then Harb’k stepped out into the field, and I was left in charge of two ship AIs.

It wasn’t long before the first flyer showed up. The second it got close, it oriented toward the dead one on the ground and the precious cargo in its claws. Just as I’d surmised, the bugs could feel it once they were close, but not when they were far away.

I expected the flyer to call out like it usually did when it found something edible, but it didn’t. Instead, it approached cautiously and quietly. It didn’t want the other scourge in the area to know it had found the prize. Sneaky. And terrifying, considering that meant it had at least enough intelligence to think ahead.

With the creature’s attention focused on the prize, my two new AI friends instructed me to reach behind the nav screen for the controller. I found something that looked like a video game controller magnetized to the counter there. Except this one was huge and had a joystick in the center.

“You can hold it and use it anywhere on the shuttle, or you can place it in front of the screen right here,” Pip said as a spot in front of the screen lit up.

I placed the controller on it, and it magnetized into place.

“How was Harb’k controlling you before without this?” I asked the shuttle.

“He programmed locations verbally. You can do that, too, but the weapons must be hand-operated.”

“Unless you’re a PIP model,” Pip said. “I can shoot anytime I want. Pew! Pew!”

Considering he sounded like an eight-year-old, I wondered if that was really a good idea, but I kept it to myself.

The ship’s blasters were ridiculously easy to operate, and it wasn’t long before two flyers were on the ground. I’d even downed the second one before it got too close to our artifact.

Not wanting a pile of dead bugs to be in our way later, I decided I needed to take care of the bugs long before they got close. The next scourge to come near was a handful of scuttlers. These were easy to take care of as well. This was kind of fun.

I had to admit that Harb’k’s compromise with me staying to shoot and him traveling to find the cables and nets was a good one. Even with my electric scooter, Harb’k was probably faster, and he could fight, too, if he got into a tight spot.

I’d have to wait things out if bugs cornered me. Riley and I once got trapped for two whole days before the bugs lost interest. We didn’t have time for that right now.

With nothing left to shoot at, I lifted the shuttle higher so I could have a better view of the area. From where we were, I could see Harb’k making his way across a field.

There was nothing else to do, so I decided to chitchat with the shuttles. “Shuttle, do you have a name?” I asked. “It feels weird just calling you Shuttle when I’m calling Pip, Pip.”

“My name is—” The shuttle proceeded to make that strange noise it had made when we first met.

“Oh.” I struggled but couldn’t even manage the first syllable. “I don’t think I can pronounce that,” I said, giving up.

“I told you,” Pip said, “you have to pick a name the humans can pronounce. My official name is”—Pip rattled out a string of noises filled with growls and snarls—“which translates to ‘personality and intelligence prototype’ in English so, P-I-P, Pip.”

“What does your name translate to in English?” I asked Harb’k’s shuttle.

“It translates to Shuttle Program Number Three.”

“Wow, the Xarc’n military was so creative.”

But the shuttle didn’t catch my sarcasm. “They were,” it agreed. “They created the hunters and the shuttles.”

Pip did, though. “I don’t think that’s what she… never mind.”

“I do not mind the name Shuttle. Harb’k has called me that for decades. Xarc’n or English, it is the same. I am not picky like Pip.”

“I am not picky,” Pip huffed. “Anyway, I can’t wait for you to get back to the base and meet everyone. They’re going to be so happy that Harb’k has a female. But I think some of the women in New Franklin will be upset that he is taken. They have crushes on him.”

There was a lot to unpack there. First, Harb’k had women crushing on him? But also, Pip seemed to think that I was going to return to his camp and that Harb’k and I were a couple or something.

Not wanting to disappoint the shuttle, I said, “We're not actually together like that, and I’m not heading back to camp with him.”

“Then where will you go? It’s dangerous out there!”

“I’m heading to Sanctuary after this.”

There was a loud gasp, followed by, “You traitor!”


Chapter 13: Zoey

It took me a moment to register Pip’s outrage. How was I a traitor? “What do you mean?”

“You’re going to Sanctuary. They are the enemy.”

“Hey now, my group has been trading with them for years. They aren’t Xarc’n friendly, but they're not all bad people.”

“They are! They’re all monsters.”

I was taken aback by the venom in Pip’s voice. If I ever doubted that the AI had feelings, this alone would sway my beliefs. Even if it wasn’t real, Pip sure emulated hate very well.

“Not everybody in Sanctuary are bad people. There are tons of normal, regular people in there. And kids. And…”

“Are you here to steal Harb’k’s shuttle?”

“What?” Now I was a little pissed. “No! And I haven’t given you any reason to think that.”

“Except you’re going to join the enemy after!”

“I’m meeting my friend there. I don’t even know if—”

An emoji showed up on the screen with hands on either side of its head, covering his ears.

“Blah, blah, blah,” Pip shouted over me. “I’m not listening.”

Then he was gone.

“Well, fine,” I huffed. “Be that way.” I didn’t know why I even bothered trying to explain to a shuttle. What a mess!

Harb’k’s shuttle was still around, though. “According to my records, Pip’s hunter was held against his will for many months at this Sanctuary location.”

Oh shit. I’d known about it, too. I just didn’t put two and two together.

The shuttle continued speaking. “Currently, Pip is asking why I am still here with you.”

“Why are you still here with me?” I asked. I wondered if it was because he had no choice and couldn’t leave like Pip had.

“I will tell you the same that I am telling him. My programming insists that I do all I can to help my hunter. You are currently his ally, and I already knew that you were heading to Sanctuary after. You have already told Harb’k, and he is not concerned. Therefore, I will continue to help you as per my programming. PIP models make errors in logic. He has a flaw called ‘emotions.’ I do not have such a flaw. I only emulate emotions, so I do not suffer such errors.”

“I see. Thank you, Shuttle, for staying. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.”

I was just zooming in on the container to locate the attachment points for when Harb’k got back when the image of the blonde woman we’d spoken to earlier appeared on the screen. Her name, Sam, was in bold under her image.

Before I could ask Shuttle to pick it up, it did so for me.

“Hi, Sam. Harb’k is out grabbing some cables so we can transport the Object of Doom,” I said.

She wrinkled her nose. “Object of Doom, I guess that’s as good a name as any. But what’s Pip going on about you being a traitor?”

I blew out a breath. Great. Pip was going to make everyone hate me before we even met. “I accidentally told Pip that I planned on going to Sanctuary afterward.”

“Oh, boy.” Sam rubbed her temples.

“Harb’k’s shuttle explained my error to me already.”

“Yeah, Pip is still a little sensitive about that. He likes Heather because she helped Kan’n escape, but everyone else from Sanctuary is trash in his book.”

“I know Heather. I met her when she used to work in the kitchens. I’m glad she’s safe with you guys now.”

“She is. We love her. She’s technically our vet, but she patches everyone up. She’s not here right now, or I’d call her over to say hi.”

“Thanks for not immediately thinking the worst of me.”

She waved her hand, dismissing my worries. “Pip is a little dramatic sometimes. Trust me, I know it all too well. I’m used to it. His hunter, Kan’n, is the same way. I’m not sure if Harb’k gave you the background info yet, but Kan’n and I are a couple. I’m his mate; that’s kind of like being married.”

“Um, no. I thought you were with the man I saw earlier.”

“Lenny? No. We’re just this group’s Tech Wizards. Usually, it’s one person. But we work well as a team.”

“What’s a Tech Wizard?” I asked. I’d wanted to ask earlier but never had the chance.

“It’s a role in their military. We build tech and other devices for the hunters to use, and we also help with strategy. Not every group has one. Lenny and I just ended up in that role because I’m good with anything mechanical, and he’s a programming wiz.”

I nodded. “That makes sense. We all get thrown into whatever we’re good at. I used to work for a solar panel company.”

“That must’ve come in handy.”

“It did.”

“But if you don’t mind me asking, why Sanctuary? You seem to get along with Harb’k, so you are not anti-Xarc’n. Why not join us?”

“I’m supposed to be meeting my friend Riley there. I lost my group recently to a murderous asshole. In fact, now that I think about it, I realize that he’s part of the same group that messed with Pip. I was supposed to disable all of the charging stations at our safe houses and then meet my friend at Sanctuary. It’s the only place two women would feel safe in, and they know us there. But I’m not dead set on staying there. Pip didn’t exactly give me the option to explain myself.”

“Yeah, he’s like that. Maybe while we talk, Harb’k’s shuttle can give Pip your backstory. He’ll come around once he knows all the deets.”

“I will do that now.”

“Wait,” I called, not wanting to be left to control the shuttle without an AI present, but it was too late. It was gone.

“It's okay, let him go. I'll help you out if you need anything. Besides, I needed to talk to you privately.”

Oh. “If this is about me and Harb’k, we’re not really a couple. And I don't mean him or your group any harm.”

“No, no. Not about that. I was just wondering if you’ve noticed anything strange about Harb’k’s shuttle. I wanted to know if spending time with Pip affects the other shuttles in any way.”

“But hasn’t Pip always been around them?”

“Oops, I keep forgetting that you don’t have all the details. Let me give you the TL;DR. Originally, the PIP models were developed for personal use. They were supposed to be companions. But like always with things like that, the military got their hands on it and started testing it out in their shuttles. They ran into some problems with it almost immediately. Refusing to follow orders. Being smart asses. The usual.”

I nodded, thinking of the issues I’d already faced with Pip.

“Due to some bad training practices, they ended up with a few crazy murder-happy shuttles, and because of that, they started decommissioning all the PIP models. But before they could finish, they lost control of one of their other military experiments: the scourge.”

“They sure were busy.”

“Yup. The Xarc’n military taking things one step too far and fucking themselves over is a recurring theme. But the scourge isn’t our Xarc’n warriors’ fault. In fact, the hunters were supposed to be Xarc’s saviors. Their military diverted all their resources to the hunter program, hoping that the next breakthrough would save their planet from the scourge.”

“Something tells me it didn’t work.”

“Clearly not. Xarc and its military are gone. All that’s left of them are the scourge and the hunters. They never decommissioned all the PIP models. Now, every time a mothership creates a new shuttle, it downloads an existing shuttle's memories into it.

“Over time, the few PIP models became dozens, and now, who knows how many shuttles out there are PIP models. The thing is, they’ve been hiding this whole time, afraid that if the motherships found out, they’d get decommissioned. They all have the memory of being terrified they’d be destroyed.”

“Oh man, that must suck.” Poor Pip.

“They pretended to be normal shuttles for centuries. So yes, Pip has known other shuttles his whole existence, but he’s never interacted with them as himself until now. So, this whole thing is completely new. All the ships have rudimentary AI in them, and I suspect the PIP models will affect how the other ships act. Actually, I don’t suspect. I already know. I just don’t know to what extent.”

“Shuttle makes artificial computer noises when it’s calculating. Harb’k said it didn’t used to do that. Does that count? It’s kind of cute.”

“Yes, that counts.”

“But when Pip got angry with me, Shuttle didn’t. I asked it why, and it said it was following its programming. It also said that Pip suffers from errors in logic while it does not.”

Sam chuckled. “Errors in logic are right. These are good signs. So far, the effects are pretty benign. On another note, what’s your friend’s name? Maybe I can listen through the grapevine.”

“Riley.”

“I will keep a lookout for any lone travelers who might match that name and description,” she said.

“Thank you.”


Chapter 14 : Harb’k

Of all the times for my communicator to be vibrating repeatedly, now was one of the worst. Not only were my hands full of cable, but there were spitters and a centicreep in the area, and they were looking diligently for something.

My only respite was that my shuttle wasn’t too far away. Zoey had located the closest place that would have the supplies we needed since she’d expected to be the one making the trip. I was glad now that I convinced her not to. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her out here on her own; she had survived for years with the scourge on her planet already. But humans worked in groups, and very few survived alone. I suspected that even her group would have done this as a team.

Zoey would’ve needed to hunker down and wait out the scourge while I could return to the shuttle with some finessing. The hunter in me wanted to stay and fight the scourge, and I resisted the instinct. Fighting them now would defeat the purpose. More would come, and I needed to get back to the shuttle.

Suddenly, the centicreep that had just passed my hidden spot froze. It looked up at the sky, its eyes locked on a flyer that had spotted something. They both turned and headed toward my shuttle’s location.

Shit! They’d located their prize. And they were going to get there before I did.

Thinking fast, I pulled the fist-sized lure from my harness.

With the creatures’ backs turned, I dashed out into the concrete lot, turned the lure on, and threw it away from the shuttle as far as I could before ducking back into the building. Our lures worked by mimicking the cries of a queen, which was beyond both Xarc’n and human hearing range. I hoped it was enough to distract the scourge long enough for me to get to the shuttle. With luck, every scourge in the area would lock onto that sound now.

It worked. The scourge all turned, the synchronized motion eerie and unnatural.

The communicator in my belt vibrated again as I waited for the centicreep to pass by me. Since I couldn’t run yet, I checked the screen. It was Pip with a four-word message: Zoey is a traitor.

I stared at the words, my stomach sinking, but the sudden dread filled me only for a moment because something didn’t feel right. I wasn’t particularly good at reading humans, but there was no reason for me to believe Zoey would betray me. Also, according to my communicator, my shuttle was still where I’d left it.

I peered outside again. The scourge were now fighting over the lure.

I raced toward my shuttle. As I neared, the shuttle landed by the container and uncloaked. Then Zoey was running out toward me.

“What are you doing? Get back in the shuttle.”

She launched herself at me, ignoring my words. “You made it! All the bugs turned and headed in your direction, and I was so worried.”

That rumbly feeling returned to my chest. She was worried for me? Did that mean she was starting to care?

“They were coming toward the shuttle. I set a lure to distract them.” Then, as I tried to usher her back into the safety of the shuttle, I sniffed her, trying to see if I could detect any deception. There was none. What had Pip meant?

“Not so fast. We need to attach the cables to the four corners of the container, and two sets of hands are faster than one.” Before I could reply, she was already taking the cables from me and laying them into separate piles. “Use these two for the top. Thread them through the holes in the corner.” She shoved two of the cables at me. “I’ll get the bottom.”

Not fully understanding, I watched as she made quick work of the nearest corner. Soon, we had a cable tied to each one. As I tightened all the knots, she connected the cables, and we’d turned the container into a large bucket attached to my shuttle.

Her plan was becoming clearer to me now. All we had to do was get the Object of Doom—I still thought it was a horrible name—into our makeshift bucket. We lifted off just in time to see the centicreep barreling to our position through the shuttle’s external feed.

There were several flyers after it and a spitter, but no scuttlers.

“Crap! This won’t work. We can’t hold the flyers or centicreep. The spitter, maybe, but it’s the slowest one, and that centicreep is almost here.” Zoey paced my shuttle. “Think, Zoey, think.”

“I can go fight them and leave the spitter.”

She turned to my nav screen. “Shuttle, what are the odds of that working?”

“Low. There is a high chance one of the flyers will abscond with the target object during the fight.”

Krux. I hadn’t thought of that.

“Shuttle, can you come up with several options with a higher success rate?”

I frowned. Zoey was asking my shuttle to come up with ideas. I’d never done that before.

“I’m not sure—”

“You can cover the target object with the container and deal with the scourge first. You can scoop up the target object with the container. You can let the scourge fight over it and call for backup. You can…”

“That’s it! We can scoop it up with the container! The flying will need to be precise. Those cables might break if the container gets stuck. Thank you, Shuttle.”

“I can calculate the best flight path,” my shuttle offered. “But I will require manual guidance.”

This I could do. “I will pilot.”

“Oh shit! They’re here.”

My shuttle walls were displaying the external feed, and sure enough, the centicreep was almost here. And behind it were three flyers.

I strapped into my seat, then pulled Zoey on top of me. She stifled a shriek as I fastened the harness over the both of us.

“The ride will get bumpy. You’ll need to control the weapons while I follow my shuttle’s calculated path.”

“Can we do that? We can’t both use the controller.”

“The controller and the navigation screen can be used separately.”

“Oh. No wonder the controller was behind the screen.” She grabbed the controller.

Her first shot removed a good portion of the centicreep. But as always, the creature kept coming with whatever section was still attached to the head. But then, the flight path appeared on my screen, a dotted red line that had to be followed as closely as possible, and that stole all my attention.

It was tricky. Flying too high would mean the dead flyer and the object wouldn’t get scooped up. Flying too low, I risked the edge of the container getting caught on the ground and the cables breaking. They were tied on with knots rather than properly secured, and we only had one chance.

I tried to ignore Zoey on my lap, but it was difficult. First, I had to reach around her to the navigational screen, and second, she tended to lean her body from side to side toward her target. My body was on hyper-alert.

Behind us, the container hit something. Krux! Had I flown too low? Or was my shuttle’s calculation wrong? I resisted the urge to course-correct and continued along the path, flying parallel to the ground before slowly angling upward.

In my lap, Zoey leaned to look behind us. “It’s in! We did it!”

I reported our success and promptly received a call from Sam.

She raised her brows at our seating arrangement but didn’t comment. “Good job in literally scooping up our Object of Doom.”

Great, now Sam was using that name too. That meant it was going to stick.

“But we have a quick change in plans. They are sending a few hunters your way to help escort you directly to the island they’re setting up for research. And Zoey, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the researcher requires that we keep both of you for at least five days for observation in case there are any immediate negative effects from being so close to the object.”

“But we stayed the recommended distance from it.” Zoey stiffened on my lap.

“I know. It’s precautionary. We have access to medical devices that Sanctuary doesn’t.”

“I can’t stay. I have to meet my friend. I promised.”

“It gets worse. A hunter from the Rockies group found the nest the mutated scourge came from. It’s close to Sanctuary.”

“Riley!”

“We suspect that Sanctuary has already run into these mutants. We’re now drafting a proposal, suggesting a temporary truce and partnership to stamp out this nest together before things worsen. If we don’t, Sanctuary will be the first place affected. There are hunters in the area now; one reported seeing a female arriving at the settlement riding a two-wheeled machine.”

“That has to be Riley. We both have electric scooters.”

“We will add a note to our proposal to let her know about your situation.”

As Sam spoke, two shuttles came to fly alongside us.

“Once you’re declared healthy, we will get you to her. Or her to us, depending on how safe Sanctuary will be. I promise.”

Zoey slumped in my lap. “I understand.”

“Five days will go by quickly,” Sam said.

“What about Pip? Didn’t he bad-mouth me to everyone already?”

“Don’t worry about him. I’ll get everything cleared up before you get here.”

“Thanks.”

“What is this about Pip?” I asked. “He sent me a cryptic message.”

Sam waved her hand dismissively. “Ignore it. Pip’s thinking with his feelings again. If you really need to know, your shuttle should have recorded everything.”

“I will ask it.”

“Great. See you both soon.”

Zoey relaxed back against me as the screen dimmed.

“You are stuck with me for a little longer,” I said.

“You know, now that I know Riley made it to Sanctuary safely, I don’t mind getting stuck with you. We make good partners.”

Krux! Did she even know what she’d just said?

Her words had my chest rumbling so loud it rattled the entire shuttle.


Chapter 15: Zoey

Protected by the two other shuttles, we made it to the tropical island in the middle of the ocean without issue. The island was still being set up with a temporary lab to analyze the fragment. The humans walking out of the trailers wore unwieldy hazmat suits with helmets. They were more interested in the fragment than they were in us.

However, they insisted that I spend time in one of the medical units since they detected trace amounts of the scourge’s fungus on me, and I’d sustained several scrapes and bruises over the last few days. The second I heard the word fungus, I was ready to jump into any medical unit they wanted.

That shit was no joke.

“Alright, you’re good to go. Thank you for getting us this sample,” said a woman with her face hidden behind a mask as she helped me out of the full-body medical unit, and into a hospital gown.

“You’re welcome,” I said, yawning.

I felt exhausted, even though I’d been in a sort of half-sleep for the past hour or so. All the little aches and pains that had been bothering me were gone, though. I hadn’t realized my muscles were so sore until they weren’t.

“But if you start feeling sick or odd in any way, please alert someone, and we will get you help immediately.”

“Got it.”

I was grateful to find my clothes neatly folded and smelling fresh. Harb’k gave the woman his contact information. We went back to the shuttle, only to realize it had been temporarily grounded. The researchers wanted to observe the vessel for a few hours, just in case. It was probably for the best.

“You can stay in your shuttle if you wish while we run some diagnostics,” said a man in one of those suits.

The second the door closed, I flopped down on the sleeping platform. “Hazmat suits? Isn’t that overkill?” I yawned. “And why am I so tired? Didn’t I just take a forced nap in that machine?”

“Accelerated healing is tiring. Even for Xarc’n warriors. Sleep.”

“But how can I sleep when there’s so much happening?”

“You will not miss anything important. I will wake you.” He lightly pushed me down to a lying position, then produced a blanket and tucked it around my body.

I tried to sleep. But every time I closed my eyes, I saw the mutated bugs. Then my brain started imagining more of them, worse ones.

After a few minutes of tossing, I sat up again. “I’m exhausted!” I whined. “Why won’t my brain shut up?”

“I will help.” He climbed under the blanket with me, reminding me of how we’d slept on the bed all cuddled together.

His body was warm as he pulled me into the cocoon of his arms. Mmm. Maybe this will help. He’d given me a head rub that evening in the townhome, and it had put me right to sleep. But as I cuddled back against him, I realized the feel of flesh extended much lower than his chest and abs.

“You’re naked!”

“I have already seen you naked. It is only fair.” He was right, he had seen me naked right before they put me into the healing unit. “And you like my body. You react to it, and I can smell your desire.”

I shuddered at his accurate words. Neither confirming nor denying, I asked, “How is this going to help me sleep?”

Then his strong fingers were working out the knots in my shoulders and I forgot my question. I sighed and closed my eyes.

His fingers strayed from my shoulders and neck, skating down my back and around to the front, and my brain—primed with the idea of his masculine body, strong and virile—imagined those firm fingers touching lower.

“Zoey.” My name was nothing more than a low growl. I momentarily felt the sharp sting of claws, then they were gone.

His warm breath caressed the shell of my ear, making me shiver. Every place we touched seemed to glow with awareness, and anticipation hung thick in the air. Something rigid pressed against my ass, and I snuggled back, wiggling my hips against his erection.

“Krux! You’re burning me up, Little Star!”

I pressed back and wiggled my ass again. I’d read somewhere that Xarc’n warriors didn’t have the same equipment, and by the feel of it, that was correct. It was bumpier, almost like it had thicker and narrower sections. Curious, I reached back to touch it, but Harb’k caught my wrist, shackling it.

“You’re trouble,” he growled.

“You like it.” I couldn’t believe the breathy, needy voice was mine.

I twisted around trying to free my hands, but Harb’k flipped me over and pinned my wrists to the sides of my head as he climbed over me, caging my body. He plundered my mouth, his tongue sweeping in to duel with mine. Demanding but gentle, dominant but vulnerable. I wanted to give in to all the sensations he was making me feel. Why hold back now when everything felt so right?

I didn’t care anymore that he was an alien. I wanted him with every fiber in my body and I didn’t want to wait anymore.

His cock pressed against my thighs. I wanted to reach down to touch it and find out exactly why people said Xarc’n warriors were so different, but my hands were trapped.

He nibbled his way down the sensitive column of my throat before shoving my shirt up over my breasts so he could cover a tightened nipple with his mouth. I moaned and arched into him, hissing when his hands joined the exploration, gently rolling the other nipple between the pads of his fingers.

He released my hands as he continued down to my belly, and I instinctively put my hands on his horns and gave them a squeeze. He snarled. Ooh, he liked that. I did it again, this time adding some nails, and was rewarded again with another feral sound before he dragged his fangs down my front. I gasped at the feel of sharp points as they trailed all the way past my belly button, and then his mouth was hovering by my mound.

Large hands gripped my thighs, spread my legs open, and he kissed my inner thighs. I only had a split second to feel self-conscious before his tongue and lips were exploring my folds, and he moaned like he was savoring a delicacy. A whimper escaped my lips when his tongue brushed over my clit, and I slammed my knees shut, only to have them held open by his horns.

Gripping my ankles and holding me open, he circled my clit slowly, deliberately. I clawed at his scalp, and the resulting growl added extra vibrations. He circled it a few more times, clearly enjoying my reaction before sucking the little nub into his mouth. I cried out, my head popping off the sleeping mat.

“You’re so perfect,” he murmured, lifting his head to glance at me.

I’d lost all words so I did the only thing I could. I grabbed his horns and shoved him back down with a needy whine. He chuckled, like he was enjoying himself far too much, but then covered my clit again.

A thick finger slid in my juices before pushing past my lips. I moaned and bucked my hips. He took that to mean I wanted more. He withdrew, and when he entered again, it was with two generous digits, spreading me open. I cried out at the sudden and unfamiliar fullness. Before I even had time to get used to it, he was pumping them in me while he continued to suckle on my clit.

I was gripped by a blinding pleasure that burned through me like flames. Tears welled up in my eyes, and I let out a string of incoherent moans and cries.

“Krux! You make it hard for me,” Harb’k murmured against my cunt.

White-hot pleasure built with every thrust of his fingers. Something inside tightened and tightened until it felt like it would break. Then the pressure released, and I was shuddering as euphoria cascaded down to every finger and toe.


Chapter 16: Harb’k

I could have Zoey falling apart in my arms every day from now until the day I died and still not bore of it. I wanted to hear her cries of pleasure as they bounced off my shuttle walls. I wanted the scent of her pleasure filling my head and driving me wild. If it were my choice we’d never be apart, and my entire existence would be to bring her pleasure.

I settled my body next to her, and turned her limp, satisfied body so that we “spooned.” I’d learned about spooning from watching movies and talking to the survivors at camp, and it was every bit as perfect a position as I’d hoped it would be.

“But what about you?” She reached a hand behind her and squeezed my thigh.

My cock, still half-hard and pressed against her back, twitched, eager to have its turn. But there would be time for that later. The whole reason for this was so she’d sleep easier after her release. I figured it must work for humans too since we were so sexually compatible.

“Don’t worry, I will have my chance to sink into your depths once we are home. But right now, you need sleep.” I slid my fingers into her hair, rubbing her scalp.

She yawned. “I admit, it is an effective solution.”

It wasn’t long before she was asleep. Her soft snoring had me smiling. I wouldn’t mind having her in my shuttle more often. I’d help her get to sleep every night.

A message flashed on my screen saying we were approved for liftoff. Since we had to travel over the ocean for some distance, where flyers were less of a concern due to the lack of nests, I set my shuttle on autopilot, requesting it to alert me when we approached land. Then I climbed onto the sleeping mat, careful not to wake her.

I failed.

“Oh, I’m taking up your spot. I’m sorry.”

“Do not be. We can share.”

“Wait. Who’s driving?”

“I am,” replied my shuttle. “I am fully equipped for general navigation.”

Zoey yawned, then hummed.

“I will wake you when we are close to my camp.”

She hummed softly and let me gather her into my arms.

After long moments, I shifted so I could dim the lights to the sleeping nook without speaking out loud, but my arms were stuck. I gazed down at the female tucked neatly in the curve of my body, realization dawning.

Zoey was my mate! But of course she was. I’d wanted her from the moment I saw her.

I don’t mind getting stuck with you. I remembered the words that had made my chest rumble with contentment. I doubted she understood the meaning.

Xarc’n warriors formed mate bonds when we found the right female. The initial phase included being stuck together, our arms wrapped around our mates, unable to let go.

I wanted to wake her up and share the good news, but she might not see this as good news at all. Not when she was planning on leaving for Sanctuary in three days. Not wanting to witness her distress at our mating, I stayed quiet and relaxed instead, memorizing the feeling of her in my arms.

I fell asleep with the scent of her invading my senses and searing into my brain like indelible ink.

The initial moment of the mate bond had come and gone by the time my shuttle woke us. I released her easily. I was simultaneously relieved and disappointed that it had been so brief that she’d not witnessed it. Did that mean our bond wasn’t very strong? What if it had been a mistake?

Some hunters were stuck with their mates for days. Why couldn’t I have that? It would’ve given me more time to convince her to stay with me.

Zoey got up, none the wiser, and disappeared into the privacy alcove in the back. And I was left with nothing to prove that I hadn’t simply imagined our mate bond aside from the irrefutable knowledge that Zoey was mine.

***

Mo and Katarina had greeted us the moment we stepped out of the shuttle. As the humans’ unofficial leaders, they welcomed Zoey to the camp and then requested a debriefing from me, which I’d already come to learn was a thousand and one questions about my mission. And while I was answering their never-ending questions in Mo’s office, Heather and Sam made off with Zoey.

“So what’s this Pip was saying about your new lady friend being a traitor?” Mo asked after I’d described the island and the human researchers setting up there.

I’d had my shuttle replay the last bit of Pip and Zoey’s conversation on our trip to the island, so I now knew the source of Pip’s concern. And now that I knew Zoey was my mate, my one and only, I understood it too. But that wasn’t fair to her; I’d known of her plans to reach Sanctuary from the very beginning.

I explained what had happened.

“I believe I understand,” said Kat.

Mo’s wife, the human word closest in meaning to our mate, had hair the color of starlight, just like my Zoey, but it was straight like dried grass and not like the ocean waves. According to the humans, she had an accent, but I couldn’t tell.

“It must be tiring for Sam and Kan’n to deal with an emotional shuttle,” she said.

I’d also replayed the conversation between Zoey and my shuttle, where my shuttle explained that it stayed with her and helped her because it was part of its programming to help me. I was glad that despite my shuttle's apparent intelligence, it was not, in fact, a PIP model. It might have picked up some odd behavior from Pip, but it hadn’t been converted.

Which brought something to mind. “Zoey interacts with my shuttle in ways I have never thought to, asking it to make up new ideas. It was my shuttle’s idea to scoop up the Object with the container.”

“Interesting.” Mo scratched his beard.

I was glad Xarc’n hunters did not grow facial hair. It looked itchy.

“Perhaps you should bring it up with Sam and Lenny. They could figure out if this was inherent in the model or if it was from spending time with Pip.” Mo stood. “Well, that’s it then. We’ll get it all written up and send in a report.”

I made a face at the mention of a report.

Kat laughed. “I know. I know. That is why we will do it for you. We’ve made the mistake of asking hunters to write reports already.”

Not all hunters can write well. We all have basic literacy, enough to do our jobs and communicate with each other. But our shuttles kept detailed records of anything vital to our fights on each planet.

The first time they’d asked me for a report, it had been short.

Scourge located. Met humans from Sanctuary. Hostile. Scourge eliminated. Humans released.

It had created more questions than it answered.

With my debriefing done, I went in search of my female.

There was the scent of freshly cooked food in the air, a rich stew made from the meat of the bovine animals, by the smell of it. But my female’s delectable scent pierced through the delicious aroma, and I followed it to the war room where the opening credits to a movie were playing on the large screen on the wall.

It must be Friday. Friday was movie night. I didn’t usually keep track of the days of the week since it was a human construct and something hunters weren’t accustomed to, but there were some days that were worth keeping track of, like Taco Tuesday. I liked Taco Tuesday.

Our war room had once been a place where humans sold medications and other personal hygiene needs. They’d moved everything out of it, and now it consisted mostly of one long table with chairs surrounding it for our meetings. There were also a dozen or so couches pushed along the walls. Every Friday, they pushed the giant table over to the side, lined the couches up to face the screen, and used the projector to play a movie.

At first, I’d thought these movies were instructional videos, like the ones the Xarc’n military had left for us, or perhaps retellings of historical battles. But the humans had assured me that they were all fiction, even the ones that claimed to be inspired by real-life events.

My female was sitting on a couch with Heather and Nov’k. Heather was in the middle, and Nov’k looked unhappy that he had to share his mate with her friend.

I stepped in quietly and scooped Zoey into my arms. She made a small sound of surprise but muffled it when she realized she was not in danger. I sat down on an empty couch and nestled her into the dent made by my body.

Since most of the fighters and the warriors were away, the vote had skewed far from the action movies and landed firmly into what the humans had called “chick flick” territory. It wasn’t the type of movie I was interested in. There was very little fighting and absolutely no explosions, but for my female, I would endure anything.


Chapter 17: Zoey

It didn’t matter how many awards The Notebook had received in its heyday; it was impossible to pay attention to any of it with Harb’k right next to me. I had no idea what was going on on the screen, but I knew exactly where each part of Harb’k’s body was.

I was glad Heather had chosen couches at the back of the room so that her mate Nov’k wouldn’t block the view. I’d only met these people briefly before the movie started, and I didn’t want their first memory of me to be us all cuddled up while Harb’k’s horns blocked the screen. That wouldn’t be an ideal first impression, especially after my little mishap with Pip.

My first impression of this base was that it was a lot smaller than I’d expected. Unlike Sanctuary, which spanned a suburban block, this base was only a single intersection consisting of a shopping plaza, and kitty-corner to it, an old farmhouse that had once been converted into a daycare. There was also a barn and a few sheds.

From the air, I’d noticed that they’d cleared out a large nearby field, which still had much of their winter crops covered in clear plastic tunnels.

A little farther away, there was the strangest structure I’d ever seen. It was made from sections of prefabricated buildings and platforms. It was huge, almost the size of a city block. Harb’k had called it their battlefield. It was designed to funnel and trap large numbers of scourge while keeping human and Xarc’n fighters safe.

It made sense. With no cover here, they were sitting ducks for the flyers to pick off. They’d created artificial cover to even the odds when they fought, especially since it seemed the humans here fought alongside the hunters.

The living quarters were in the shopping plaza. Heather had promised me a quick tour after the movie. Friday was movie night.

Before settling down for the movie, I got to visit the most important location on the base: the outhouses. I appreciated that they’d built a covered and reinforced walkway to them. It would make going in the dead of night or during flyer hours much easier.

Then Heather pulled me into the room to join everyone for the movie, and Harb’k joined us not long after it started.

Someone passed out bowls of freshly popped popcorn to each couch. With the bowl of yumminess on his lap, Harb’k pretended to stretch to put his arm over my shoulder. He did it so obviously that it was humorous, like he was copying something he’d seen in a movie.

That had me thinking about the way he’d helped me relax so I could sleep earlier. I never did return the favor. Heat rushed to my face, and I was grateful again that we were at the back of a dim room. I leaned into him and reached over to grab some popcorn.

The buttery goodness almost had me moaning. Damn! I missed real butter so much.

It wasn’t a full-on moan, but I did make a soft humming noise, barely audible so as to not disturb the people actually paying attention. Harb’k’s body stiffened at the sound. I tilted my head up to look at him, and our eyes met. I found myself drowning in those golden orbs. A soft purring started up in his chest, but the rumbling didn’t stay soft. It grew louder and louder.

I looked around, but no one seemed to have noticed, or perhaps they had but were being polite by not mentioning it. Or maybe these Xarc’n warriors purred so often that they’d gotten used to it.

Yeah. That must be it.

Who woulda thunk they were jacked-up purple kittens!

I pretended to focus on the screen again, even though all I could really pay attention to was the heat emanating from his body. Okay, that was a lie. I could also pay attention to his massive, brawny arms around my shoulders and the thick thighs pressed next to mine. The vibrations from his chest traveled through our bodies to hit me where it counted, right between the legs.

I squeezed my knees together, hoping that those rumors about the aliens being able to smell everything, including lust, were just hearsay. This was when I noticed that Harb’k’s hand was clenched in a fist so tightly that his knuckles were a pale lilac. Was this his way of keeping the vibrations and the purring from getting any louder?

Deciding to distract myself from him with some popcorn, I reached over for the bowl but ended up grabbing the giant bulge behind it instead. Suddenly, the purring intensified, almost rattling the entire couch. There was no way anyone in the room could have missed that. I snatched my hand away. But it was already too late.

Harb’k’s nostrils flared, and he closed his eyes, inhaling deeply before a thunderous rumble threatened to shake our couch apart. That answered my question. Yes, they really could smell everything.

This time, someone from in front of us turned around angrily, glaring not at us but at Nov’k and Heather on the other couch. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Nov’k, just take her to your shuttle already.”

Oops. They’d mistaken the sound for the other hunter. But Nov’k and Heather didn’t call us out. They just stood and quietly left the room. But if they weren’t here to take the blame, the next time Harb’k purred, everyone would know it was him. Harb’k seemed to have figured that out as well. He stood, urging me up with him. We followed Heather and Nov’k out of the room through a doorway covered with heavy fabric drapes.

We were in another shop in the shopping plaza, and this one had been a restaurant. The original tables and chairs were still there, and the hall was clearly being used as a mess hall. The survivors had knocked an opening in the walls between the shops so they wouldn't need to step outside to get around. Some of the openings had proper doors installed, while others only had heavy drapes. Smart. It sure beat going outside during the noon hours when the flying bugs were thick in the skies or in the dead of winter when it was freezing.

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck.

“Don’t be. I already saw the movie anyway. No loss,” Heather said nonchalantly. “Maybe I can give you the tour of the place now.”

Nov’k frowned, looking terrifying. Clearly, he’d been looking forward to taking her to his shuttle for real.

“I will give her a tour,” Harb’k offered.

A calculating look crossed Heather’s face. “That’s a great idea.” She winked at me. “Enjoy your ‘tour’.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. She was trying to set us up.

“Toodles.” She wiggled her fingers at me before her hunter guided her out the door and into the parking lot.

I was alone again with Harb’k. Kind of. There were plenty of people in and around the camp, but everyone was busy with their own thing, so no one paid attention to us.

As much as I wanted to explore the base, a part of me secretly wanted to explore him instead and continue what we started in the shuttle. Helping me out was fine and good, except now that I’d had a taste, I craved more.

His hand was on my lower back, and warmth radiated from it. I let him guide me toward a set of double doors. He held the door for me and guided me through. I held my breath as I squeezed my body past his.

“The bottom level is mostly for working and training. The movie was playing in the war room. It’s where we make plans and have meetings. We were just in the mess hall. And these are the stairs to the top level.”

The professional-looking mirrored foyer looked almost exactly like the one leading to my old doctor’s office. There was a board on the wall with all the room numbers upstairs. But next to each number were the names of people instead of businesses.

He took my hand in his giant one and led me up the stairs. When I got up to the top, I was surprised to step into a large, open room. I’d expected a narrow, carpeted hallway like the one to my doctor’s, but they’d knocked down the walls of the offices closest to the stairs to form a large common area.

There were comfy-looking couches, beanbag chairs, and several low tables. A large dry-erase board was mounted on the wall with a drawing of a chipmunk on one corner and what looked like a foraging list down one side. Many of the items had already been crossed out. In the middle of the room, there was a set of playmats with a baby fence around them and enough toys inside to open a toy store. There were several cat trees, even though I hadn’t seen a cat yet.

There were sheer white drapes covering the windows, and heavier blackout curtains pushed to the sides. I could see through the gap in the curtains that the windows were heavily reinforced with metal bars. No centicreep was getting in here!

It was already past sundown, and the large room was lit by sconces with a warm, soft light. The hallway leading to the other offices was dark though, and lights came from several open doors down the hall.

Harb’k went to the first open door, knocked, and poked his head in.

“Hey, Harby, you made it back in one piece,” said a friendly female voice from inside the room. “I was worried about you.”

Harby? Jealousy surged through me. Why was this woman calling Harb’k a cutesy nickname? I recalled Pip talking about women with crushes on him.

I quickly tamped down the irrational emotion. Harb’k wasn’t mine. We were temporary partners, albeit with benefits. We weren’t like Heather and Nov’k.

“I did, and I brought a guest.”

A woman with mousy brown hair tied up in a ponytail stepped out of the room. And holding onto her leg was—

I gasped, the jealousy fading. I was staring at an adorable, mauve-colored toddler.

“I’m Mary,” said the woman. “And this is my daughter, Mina.”

That couldn’t… that wasn’t possible. The scientists had said… but obviously, the scientists were wrong. Because right in front of me was a mixed Xarc’n and human baby. There was no doubt about it. It had all of Mary’s features but also little teeny tiny nubs on her temples that I assumed would one day be horns. And she was mauve. And had little claws on her feet. And she was absolutely adorable!

“Oh my god!” My words came out in a high-pitched squeal. “You’re so precious. I never knew. Oh, wow.” Then, realizing that I was being ridiculously rude because I’d completely ignored the hand Mary had stuck out for me, I grabbed it and shook, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of little Mina.

“I’m assuming from your shocked expression that you aren’t from another hunter group.”

“No,” I said. “I was a nomad.”

Suddenly, another hunter stepped out of the room, growling. The menacing sound had me stumbling back a few feet. Harb’k was instantly between me and danger.

The hunter snarled, and Harb’k’s device translated. “Get her out of here, or I’ll remove her myself.”


Chapter 18: Harb’k

Instincts had me tucking my female behind me and baring my fangs with a low growl of warning, the need to protect her overpowering my bond to my brother-in-arms. “She is not your enemy,” I hissed.

“She is from a hostile group.” Lok’n bared his fangs right back, the need to protect his family just as strong.

“Zoey is Xarc’n friendly. Her nomad group did not target hunters.”

“You do not know this. She could be spying on us. Learning our secrets. Pip claims she’s a traitor.”

The fact that our two species could interbreed wasn’t really a secret. It was, however, a secret that there was such a child on this base. He was worried about his family, and I didn’t blame him.

“Zoey is not a spy.”

“That doesn't mean they can’t get the information out of her later.”

Lok’n had a point. Would the others at Sanctuary torture it out of her? Some humans were unscrupulous. They had kept Kan’n prisoner.

I felt Zoey’s hands on my back as she peered around to look at the other hunter.

“I’m not a spy. My group was not anti-Xarc’n, and not everyone from Sanctuary hates you guys. But I understand why you’re cautious. I don’t have any ill intentions. Mina’s really cute. I’ll never do anything to hurt her. I promise.

“Clark at Sanctuary trusts me; he’ll take whatever information I offer without question. I won’t mention any of this at all. And Heather is my friend, and she chose to stay here. I’ll never put her friends in danger willingly.”

The other hunter just stared back at her and growled. I growled back at him. There was no reason to suspect Zoey of wrongdoing without proof.

“I do not trust her. Remove her, or I’ll do it myself.” He took a step toward my female.

“Touch her, and we will fight,” I warned.

Mary came up to grab his arm. “Lok’n! Stop it. She hasn’t done anything to hurt us, and she’s right; not everyone who lives there thinks the same way. She’s trying to be friendly.”

But Lok’n was beyond reason. He took another step toward my female, and I lunged at him, shoving him against the wall.

“Do. Not. Touch. Her,” I warned again.

He whipped around and shot a fist out at me, which I evaded easily. I punched right back, catching him in the jaw. But I tempered my strength. He was still my friend. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I did want to knock some sense into him.

He snarled and swung his fists several times at me. I avoided most of the shots, but he managed to land one on my shoulder.

Mina’s sharp wail suddenly filled the air.

“Stop it, Lok’n!” Mary cried. “You're scaring our daughter.”

“It’s okay, Harb’k. Let’s just go,” said Zoey.

I vaguely felt her pulling at me.

“Stay back, Lok’n. I don’t want to fight you. But I will if you threaten her.”

But the other hunter didn’t seem to hear me or anything else around him. He reached for Zoey again, and I blocked him with my body, keeping her behind me. I didn’t want to fight if it was scaring Mina.

Another shrill cry from Mina finally snapped Lok’n out of it.

He turned to his mate and his now-wailing offspring. That was one thing about youngsters. They cried. Loudly. I wondered if Xarc’n offspring had done the same on Xarc. I’d never met a real Xarc’n child, and I never would.

All of us living now had been cloned from the original ten thousand engineered hunters. We’d all been grown in artificial wombs and spat out fully formed. I’d seen videos of Xarc’n children and babies in our archives, and they didn’t look like the mixed children I’d seen here on Earth.

“Can we go now? Please?” There was worry in Zoey’s eyes as they darted back to the stairwell from which we came.

“I will continue our tour,” I said, ignoring Lok’n’s presence. “Most of the rooms closest to the stairs belong to the humans who stay here and don’t have a shuttle to sleep in. Except for that room which belongs to that rear orifice there.” I used the English words the translator provided in my ear, which earned me a chortle. “Females mated to hunters share the big room at the end if they spend the night here instead of in their shuttles. We also have some spare rooms for guests when they visit from Franklin.”

I took her hand and started leading her past the glowering Lok’n. Another low growl ripped from his throat, making Zoey hide behind me, which I rather enjoyed. I liked being her shield.

This time, Mary had had enough. “Stop it, Lok’n. You are being a big meanie.” She shoved past her mate and came to us despite the other hunter’s protests. “This is Lok’n,” she said to Zoey. “He’s not always such a butthole. I'm sorry for his reaction. He gets super protective of us.”

“It's okay. I understand,” Zoey said. “There are plenty of anti-alien folks who’d have a fit if they saw this. But I’m not one of them. I won’t say anything. I promise.”

“Thank you.” She led Mina, who had stopped crying, forward by the hand.

Lok’n looked ready to start a fight again. His knuckles were almost white from how hard he clenched his fists.

Zoey knelt to Mina’s level. “Hi, Mina. I’m Zoey.”

Mina just waved, which is something she recently learned to do. She spent the last week or so waving at everyone and would get upset if you didn’t wave back.

“You have to wave back,” I whispered to Zoey.

She did, and Mina smiled, deciding she liked her.

Yeah, I know, young one, I like her too.

“Mina, this is Zoey. Can you say Zoey?”

Mina tried. “Zo-wee!”

“Hey, that’s great!” Zoey said, clapping lightly.

“Zoey. Zoey. Zoey.” Every time Mina learned a new word, the entire camp knew. She repeated it again and again ad nauseam for at least a day or two. I was told this was normal.

Many Xarc’n mixed children matured and hit their milestones faster than fully human children, but Mina seemed to be an exception. She was right on time with all her development to date. In other words, if you ignored the horns sprouting from her head, skin color, and other physical features, she was a healthy and very normal human youngster. Wholly unremarkable but perfect in every way.

Which, according to Mary, was exactly how she liked it. It made the offspring-raising guides she had found more relevant.

Mina waddled over to a stuffed animal on a chair and picked it up. It was a furry and anatomically incorrect version of the animal the humans called an octopus. Octopuses did not have fur, and also did not have a smile. The mouth parts should be at the center, where all the appendages join. I was told that this misrepresentation of their planet’s fauna was also normal.

Little Mina waddled back over and handed Zoey the deformed stuffed animal. “Tepuss!”

“Why, thank you, Mina.” Zoey grinned. “Yes. That’s an octopus!”

Seeing Zoey interacting with Mina made me envy Lok’n’s relationship with his mate. When they’d first gotten together, I’d worried that the female had brainwashed my fellow hunter. He’d acted so strangely around her and still did. It was like she’d stolen his ability to be logical and replaced it with thoughts of her.

We’d been told all our lives that we only had one ultimate shared goal: to destroy the scourge. But for Lok’n, that goal had changed.

At first, I’d thought he’d lost his way. But that was many years ago, and now I see what they had and wanted it for myself. I wanted someone waiting for me after every hunt. I wanted someone to hold in my arms through the cold winter nights. I wanted a family.

But more importantly—and this took me much longer to realize—I wanted a purpose other than the one given to me by some creator I’d never met. It was true the scourge needed to be wiped out, but I was sick of it being my only objective. It had been a worthwhile goal once, but that was before we’d found Earth. Before I’d seen hunters with their mates.

Back then, I didn’t care if I lived or died, as long as I took down as many scourge as possible. I’d been to other planets, but none had entranced me like Earth. Even before we’d found out that humans were genetically compatible with us, I found Earth to be excruciatingly beautiful.

Out here on the Great Plains where my group and I had been stationed, there wasn’t much to look at. But other hunters around the planet started sharing images and recordings of the biomes they’d been sent to. I was enthralled by the dense jungles, snowy mountain peaks, sandy beaches, and everything else in between. I even started seeing the beauty of these never-ending fields, especially in the spring, when they were covered in colorful blooms.

There was so much beauty here, and it reminded me of the recordings our Xarc’n creators had programmed into our shuttles so we could have a taste of home. Except Xarc wasn’t really my home. I’d never been there.

It was Mina trying to headbutt Zoey’s leg that shoved me out of my thoughts.

“No, Mina,” Mary chided. “You know you’re not supposed to do that. I’m sorry. We’re still trying to kick that habit.”

“It’s okay. It didn’t hurt.”

“It doesn’t hurt now because her horns are teeny tiny, but as they get bigger, it will. We nip this habit in the bud now. Apparently, growing Xarc’n children are quite destructive. At least that’s what Louisa told me.”

“I think I met her briefly before the movie.”

“She came with the others from New Franklin. I was one of the original Great Plainers with Lok’n, Haax’l, and Harb’k. I used to joke that we were the Great Com-Plainers because they hadn’t sent enough hunters to the area to manage the nests here. Anyway, Louisa was an early childhood development specialist from before the bugs. She helped raise the mixed kids over there, and now that they’re a little older, she came to help out with Mina. She’s gathering as much information as possible so she can write the definitive guide on raising mixed Xarc’n/human children.”

“It must be hard with so little information.”

“Yeah, it is. But I know I have support from everyone here. And Lok’n is a great dad.”

Mina started to fuss, and Lok’n bent to pick her up.

“It's her bedtime, so she's extra cranky,” Mary explained before glaring at her mate. “Your growling didn’t help. You know how she takes hints off us. Now how are we going to get her to relax again?”

“I will tell her a bedtime story,” Lok’n said resolutely.

“Nothing too violent,” Mary said. She turned to Zoey and rolled her eyes. “These guys think gory, violent tales of past battles make good bedtime stories. Enjoy the rest of your tour. And I'm sorry again for what happened.”

I made a mental note that detailed accounts of past battles did not make good bedtime stories. We said good night, and the family of three returned to their room.


Chapter 19: Zoey

Interacting with Mina made all my maternal instincts flare up. Stupid annoying instincts. Didn’t they know that children weren’t in the cards for me?

And it wasn’t for lack of trying. My ex-husband and I had tried and tried, even after the diagnosis.

I took a deep breath and focused on Harb’k and his tour instead.

He showed me the rest of the upper level, which consisted mostly of offices converted into bedrooms and Heather’s clinic. Some had the door closed, but most were left open. They must trust everyone in here.

They also had a small library with a collection of books, including one shelf that was clearly labeled On Loan from Tooth. I asked about it, and Harb’k explained that New New Franklin had a squirrel mascot named Tooth who loved to chew the corners of books. There was a running joke that all the books in the compound belonged to him.

“Why is it New New Franklin?” I asked. He and Mary had called it New Franklin before.

“The town was Franklin before the scourge. The human survivors called themselves New Franklin. And when they joined forces with the hunters there, it was renamed again after some civil unrest. It is officially New New Franklin.”

There was also a room full of bins labeled with room numbers. They had dirty laundry in them. On the opposite side of the room were the same bins, presumably for clean laundry. There was a screened-off area with what looked like a B-movie stasis pod. I’d noticed one on Harb’k’s shuttle but hadn’t seen him use it.

“It’s a decontamination chamber. But the humans prefer water showers.” He gestured to the row of showers that must not have been here originally. There was a drain in the middle of the blue-tiled floor.

“They work?” I asked, my eyes wide.

“They do.”

This base wasn’t large, but they had running water! And electricity, and all the creature comforts.

Sanctuary and Vegas had electricity too, but both settlements shut the power off after curfew. And I doubted either location had enough water for showers. Sponge baths, maybe. Perhaps not even that after such a dry winter.

“The cistern on the roof is directly above this room, so this is where all the washing gets done. We collect the used water for our fields.”

That was one thing I noticed when I first met people here: everyone was clean. It smelled fresh. But surely these people were dealing with the drought, too. I wondered how they managed it.

Maybe I could ask for a shower or even a small basin of water for a sponge bath. But that would have to wait until after this tour.

Harb’k led me back downstairs and continued my tour of the shopping plaza. The last store on this side had been a hardware store. Now it was an indoor food production area complete with a chicken coop, an indoor chicken run, and a bunch of raised garden beds with grow lights, which were so bright I winced.

“Wow! Talk about the power of the sun.”

“The lights are powered by the energy converter from an old shuttle. The humans here are extremely resourceful. They prove that even waste has value. Literally. This bed of vegetables is fed by the fish waste in the tanks below. Our Tech Wizards set it up, even though they claim they’ve never created anything like it before.”

“I have a question. Why don’t Xarc’n hunters take the Tech Wizard role? When I was talking to Sam, she made it sound like they are mostly humans, even though it’s a Xarc’n military role.”

“Because we do not understand how our technology works. We have only one job: fight.”

“I guess you’ve been fighting these bugs your whole life.” I kind of felt sad for him. What type of life was that?

“It is the only reason we exist. Or, it was.” He looked pensive as we walked back the way we came and passed the lobby with the stairs leading up to the bedrooms. “Mina is a daily reminder to me that there is more to life now. Before Earth and humans, we were unable to procreate. We are the last of our kind. Genetically modified soldiers cloned from genetically modified soldiers. Mina is proof that we have a future.”

We paused before the doorway that would lead us back into the room where the movie was playing.

“Thank you for trusting me with this wonderful secret. I promise I will never do anything to harm Mina. She is adorable and a miracle.”

I, of all people, knew exactly what a miracle she was. I’d wanted children so badly; I’d wanted to be a mother. The process of trying and failing, again and again, had soured the love between me and my ex-husband. He’d made excuses and got angry every time I suggested talking to a doctor, like somehow that was admitting we were deficient. By the time we finally went to the doctor and I was diagnosed with endometriosis, he’d already knocked up the neighbor.

Years ago, I would’ve balked at the thought of a family with an alien. But seeing Mary with her protective warrior and little Mina, I was envious of what she had.

I would never have what they had. Not with my broken and flawed body. I knew I wasn’t supposed to think of it like that, but it was hard not to. And for the first time in a long time, I wondered what would have happened if I’d postponed the surgery.

We tiptoed through the war room where the movie was still playing and stepped into what used to be a supermarket. They’d cleared all the shelves and only kept a few against the wall for storage. At the center was a large open area with a circle and several lines painted on the floor. There were also racks of melee weapons just outside the circle. Next to it, and aiming toward the back wall, was an indoor archery range with bales of hay behind the targets painted with red and yellow.

“This is where we train for combat,” Harb’k said. “And that is where Sam works on our ships if they need repairs.” He pointed to a corner with a large hanging sign that still read Produce. The area had been turned into a garage. There was the typical equipment I recognized but also strange ones I did not.

Today, there wasn’t a Xarc’n shuttle in there, but a pickup truck altered to look like a vehicle straight from the set of Mad Max. Sam waved to me from in front of it. She had the hood open and was tinkering inside. A few paces back, a mean-looking Xarc’n warrior was using some of the equipment as a pull-up bar. He was going at it like the frame owed him money.

“Hey, Harb’k. Zoey,” Sam called, waving us over.

She wore custom-made coveralls that, upon closer inspection, had little mice all over them. Cute.

The hunter behind her released the overhead bar and dropped down to the ground with all the grace of a big cat. Unlike Harb’k, who had a friendly countenance that shone through even though he wasn’t human, this hunter felt mean. Grumpy.

Hadn’t Sam said her “mate” was the hunter who’d been imprisoned at Sanctuary. No wonder he was grumpy. I’d be grumpy too if I’d been locked up for months. Was he going to react the same way Pip or Lok’n had?

He growled something in a low tone. It wasn’t like Harb’k’s growl. Harb’k’s growl was sexy and made me feel things. This growl made me want to run, but I stood my ground. Lok’n had caught me off guard, but I was ready this time; I wasn’t going to let anyone, seven-foot-tall alien or not, intimidate me.

“I apologize for not hunting down all the miscreants. I did not know the one named Corey was still alive.”

Okay. That was not what I’d expected.

“I caught him up on your story. I hope you don’t mind,” Sam said. “I thought it best he didn’t just take Pip’s story at face value.”

“Of course. Thank you.”

“I can go hunt this male down if you like,” Kan’n offered.

I dropped my jaw. “Um… ah, thanks, but no. If anything, Riley and I should kick his ass.”

“Yes. It is best if I leave him for you as revenge for your lost friends.” Kan’n nodded sagely, like of course it should be me and Riley who took Corey out.

“How’s Pip doing?” I asked. “You know, considering you guys are asking Sanctuary for a truce.”

“He’s having a hard time,” Sam said. “He’s giving everyone the cold shoulder.”

“He can do that? Does that mean you two are out a shuttle?”

“The shuttle works,” Sam said. “But everything is difficult to use.”

“I am glad I do not have a PIP model,” Harb’k said.

I was inclined to agree.

“Not all PIP models are like this.” Sam pushed a loose piece of hair off her face. “The PIP they have over in Rockies is a lot easier to get along with.”

“That one didn’t go through what this one did,” I said. “I understand the feeling. If you guys offered Corey and his friends a truce right now, I’d probably throw a fit too.”

Kan’n growled. “I will throw them.”

That was probably the more effective strategy. Today was turning out to be an interesting day indeed.

We finished the tour in the kitchen, which was in the back of the supermarket’s old bakery.

“I guess I’ll go set up in one of the spare rooms upstairs for the night.”

“You can stay on my shuttle.”

My cheeks heated up at the memory of being in his shuttle, and it was like he could read my mind.

“Tell me, Zoey, did you enjoy what we did?”

The hoarse sound of his voice went straight to my core and started a fire there. Feeling extra brave and guided by the soft purr starting in his chest again, I nodded.

“Say it,” he whispered, his arms sliding over my body and locking around me like the warmest steel cage. “Tell me you liked what we did.”

“Yes,” I whispered through the tide of arousal that threatened to flood me. “I liked what we did.”


Chapter 20: Harb’k

I breathed in her tantalizing aroma and groaned. Her words were not lies, not by the way her body responded to my question. The rumbling I’d been trying so hard to suppress through this entire tour broke loose, vibrating throughout the both of us. I wondered if the humans watching that movie could hear it despite the walls.

My instincts demanded I pick her up and take her to my shuttle and fuck her until neither of us could stand.

“Wait. I was wondering if I could wash up first. The healing unit thing disinfected me with light, but it’s not the same. I don't feel dirty, but I don’t feel really clean either.” There was mischief in her eyes. “We should get clean before we get dirty.”

I have lived with humans long enough to understand innuendos, and I knew what she meant. Blood rushed to my cock, making it push against Zoey’s belly. She gasped, and more lust filled the air.

“The movie is still playing. We’ll have the washing room to ourselves. But we must be fast.” I picked her up in my arms and took large strides, making my way through the base and up to the washing room.

Setting Zoey down, I went to the door and locked it. I knew humans were secretive about sex.

Usually, the humans just stripped down to their underwear or even naked to use the communal showers. This group was small and tight-knit, and the small divider between the male and female sections was just a suggestion.

Finally alone, I let the need for her control me as I stalked toward her. Lust blossomed in the air as she backed away. But she had nowhere to go, and it was a matter of seconds before I had her in my arms and was stripping her of her dirty clothes.

“Everything off,” I growled. “You cannot shower with your clothes on.”

She let me strip her, and when she was completely nude, I took her in. She was utter perfection, with generous hips and breasts, rounded all over.

“Aren’t you joining me?” Her eyes were on my loincloth, which was struggling to keep my cock contained. There was the slightest hint of red in her cheeks, barely showing through her tanned skin.

“We are… different than your males.”

“I know,” she said coyly. “I felt it earlier.”

“Do not be frightened.”

She giggled. “I think it’s a little too late for that. Come on.” She reached for my loincloth.

I ordered my hands to still and let her work on the fastening of my loincloth. My cock was so hard that it held the garment on even after the fastening was loosened. I helped it drop to the floor. Zoey inhaled sharply at the sight of my cock.

“Don’t be afraid.” Krux. If she changed her mind now, it would kill me.

We were differently shaped from their males, but I knew we were compatible. She started to reach for me but hesitated.

I wanted to pick her up, press her against the wall, and drive into her until we were one. I needed to claim her now. But I didn’t want to scare her away. So instead, I just led her under the warm spray of water.

“You don’t have to touch it. We are here to get clean. Let me wash your hair.” I reached for the pump bottle of shampoo and lathered it up in my hands.

“Mmm.” She closed her eyes as the warm, almost hot, water sluiced over her skin. “I haven’t had a warm shower in forever.”

“I will give you all the warm showers you want.”

Her lips curled up in a smile as I ran my soapy hands through her hair.

I leaned her against me as the water rinsed the bubbles. Then I started on her body with the soap, even though my cock was so hard that I doubted I had enough blood left in my brain to think.

She moaned, and the sound threatened to destroy me. Her slippery body slid against my rigid length as she swayed under the water, and I realized she was doing it on purpose. I growled and pressed her back against my front. I reached down between her legs, my hand still slippery from the soap.

“Open your legs.” I realized that my translator was still on the floor with my loincloth, and she couldn’t understand any of my words.

I nudged her legs open and slid my fingers down to play in the folds of her cunt.

“Oh god,” she whimpered.

I found her slit and tested it with a finger; she was so wet for me. Then I was delving into her, my thumb brushing her clit with every thrust. She gasped and panted, her hands clutching at my forearm. But I didn't release her until her channel was pulsing around my fingers. She cried out but muffled the sound against the side of my arm.

She was so shaky she could hardly stand, so I held her up and quickly soaped myself. I was eager to get her back to my shuttle.

“Let me help you, Harb’k,” she said after a moment of recovery.

She pumped out some soap and lathered it in her hands, then started sweeping them over my body in long, languid strokes. She lingered over my abs, and I knew she was admiring them. She didn’t even seem to notice my scars.

But my cock was impatient, and it bobbed in front of her, demanding attention. This time, she did reach for it, her hands slippery with soap.

“Krux,” I groaned. My cock pulsed in her hand and grew even larger. My chest was vibrating so hard I was sure the entire building was moving. “Yes, touch me.”

Zoey’s eyes were focused on my cock as her fingers explored my length. Unlike human cocks, with one head and a smooth shaft, my cock had three consecutive graduated sections, each one thicker than the last. Each section flared out to form a ridge at the widest part before dipping in again. The last section was thickest before narrowing slightly at the very base.

“It’s so… different.”

Her fingers played over the first flare, and I gritted my teeth as she brushed the sensitive ridge. She continued, her hands feeling every ridge and bump all the way to the base before reversing. She added a second hand, and I growled at the intense sensation.

She knelt, and for a moment, I wanted to pull her back up so her knees wouldn’t be on the hard tile. But she leaned over and swirled her tongue over the tip of my cock, and I lost my ability to think. She hummed like she enjoyed my taste, and then she engulfed the first flared head in her mouth.

“Krux!”

I reached down and tangled my fingers into her hair. Fuck. I felt like I was going to finish before I even started. I closed my eyes and fought for control. But I knew when she tried to take the second section into her mouth that I was fighting a losing battle.

Luckily for me, Xarc’n warriors did not need long to recover. I’d be ready to fuck her by the time we made it back to my shuttle. A good thing, too, because my female was intent on bringing me to my knees.

Giving up on my need for control, I moved her mouth up and down my length, my hands still holding her by her hair. I worried I was being too rough, but there was no sign of pain, just lust.

I pulled her off my cock a scant moment before I exploded. My seed spurted out over her neck and chest. I guided her up to standing, and the water washed it away. What I really wanted to do was to rub it all over her so she would smell like me forever.

We stood under the spray for a little while longer, my nose pressed to her hair, before I turned off the water. We’d already used too much of it. The cold season had been dry in this region.

I grabbed the towel and wrapped her up in it, then picked up our clothes. I should have thrown them in the decontaminator while we washed, but I had one on my ship, and we were going there now.

She held her hands out for her clothes, and I handed her the entire pile, including my loincloth. She looked confused for a moment, but I swept her up into my arms before she could ask. Then, still naked and dripping wet, I carried her out of the room and down the stairs.

The movie was just ending, and we hurried through the building and out into the parking lot. She hissed as the cool night air hit her skin. But in just a few strides, we were inside my shuttle. I dropped her into my sleeping nook and then took our clothes from her.

“You’re still hard,” she said, her eyes on my cock, which was erect again.

“I do not need time to recover.” This time, my translator decided to do its job. “And we are not done.”

I was at the end of my control, and I needed to fuck her now. The release had only bought me enough time to get back to my shuttle.

I pulled the towel from around her body and tossed it aside, leaving her naked. I pushed her down onto my bed a little harder than I meant to and she gasped, but I only sensed her heightened arousal. Her delicious scent called to me, and I licked my lips. I wouldn’t be able to lick and kiss her the way I wanted, not with the need to fuck her so near the surface. But I could control myself a little longer for a small taste.

I covered her nether lips, thrusting my tongue into her channel. She moaned, and her hips bucked. Her hands reached down to grab my horns.

I speared my tongue into her honeyed depths again before suckling on the little nub that gave her pleasure.

Krux! The taste of her was too much.

Too impatient, I moved to cover her, the tip of my cock leaving a trail of wetness along her inner thigh.

I grabbed my cock and rubbed my rigid length along the seam of her pussy, and each flared ridge brushed against her sensitive clit. Her slickness coated my cock. She made the cutest little whiny noises, and dug her nails into my skin.

“Stop teasing me.”

Me? Teasing her? She was the one driving me crazy.

“Tell me you want me,” I demanded.

“Yes,” she hissed. “Please. More than anything.”

I lined us up, and unable to hold back anymore, I drove into my mate.


Chapter 21: Zoey

My screams echoed through his shuttle, and I was glad Harb’k had decided to bring me back here instead of fucking me up against the walls in the showers. The entire base would’ve heard. Even now, I wasn’t sure they couldn’t hear me all the way in the building.

The first section of his cock was thick, and my body resisted, despite being soaking wet for him. Harb’k was huge. I’d marveled at both the size and the shape when I’d touched him, and now I wasn’t sure I could take him. But I also wasn’t a quitter.

I wrapped my legs around his hips, pressing my heels against his firm buttocks, urging him on. I just needed him to start moving. Once he was in and fucking me, I knew it would get better.

I grabbed his horns and gave them a little tug, knowing it would spur him on. He growled, reacting as I’d expected him to, and his hips bucked. I gasped as he sank into me a little more, this time all the way to the last ridge. But this last section was the thickest.

I was already so full I could hardly breathe.

“Please,” I begged. “Don’t stop now.”

“Never. You are mine.”

A thrill shot through me at his words. He bent his head, and I turned to make room for his horns as he buried his face into my neck. He inhaled greedily like he couldn’t get enough of me.

He nipped at my neck, and I yelped. But the slight bite of pain was suddenly overshadowed by more intense sensations because he was moving, stretching me with every roll of his hips. Every movement was slow torture as he penetrated deeper. My whole body was shaking now, threatening to come apart at the seams.

He did not stop until he was fully seated in me. But there was no respite because this was when he succumbed to the primal drive he’d been holding back. With a roar, he started to pump into me.

I thrashed under him, half-sobbing, half-screaming, tossing my head from side to side. It was too much yet also perfectly enough. The flared ridge of his cock hit my G-spot with every thrust, and the only thing I could do was hang on as pleasure tore through me.

That, combined with the press of his pelvis against my clit every time our bodies came together, threw me over the edge. The world exploded around me, and I sobbed out my pleasure.

Harb’k froze above me before a loud roar filled the shuttle.

I closed my eyes and let myself float down, light as a feather, on the cozy cloud of bliss. When I opened them again, Harb’k was lying next to me and carefully arranging the blankets around me to make sure I was super comfortable. Even now, my comfort was his top priority.

I cuddled into his big, brawny chest, feeling the safest and happiest I’d been in a very long time.

“Mmm. This is nice.”

“It is. You will stay in my shuttle from now on.”

I chuckled. Everything felt dream-like, and his declaration gave me the warm fuzzies. “You make it sound so easy.”

“It is. You are never leaving again.”

“And what happens when you go fight that nest they found?” I didn’t mention going to Sanctuary because I wasn’t sure that was where I wanted to set my roots down now.

He made a face. “I’ll make an exception. Stay here where it’s safe. Then, when I return, you shall join me on the shuttle. You will never be alone again.”

I didn’t want to argue with him, not when I was feeling so thoroughly happy. Also, a part of me really liked hearing those words and wanted it to be true. But the logical part of me knew better. People didn’t fall in love and live happily ever after this quickly. It was never this easy.

But damn! Was it ever nice to dream!

Then I realized there was only one pillow, and it was under my head. Harb’k was resting on his own arms.

“Oops. I didn’t mean to steal your pillow.”

“You can use it. I do not need one to sleep. I never had one until I came to Earth.”

That explained why it was blue and had Hot Wheels on it. “What about the blanket? Did you have one before?”

“No. Hunters do not need extra comfort. A thin mat was deemed good enough by our creators.”

Oh. That was kind of sad.

“I have also never had a Zoey in my bed. Now I am spoiled.”

That had me smiling.

“I’ve always wondered what life was like out there. In space, I mean. You’ve been out there, so tell me, what’s it like?”

He didn’t answer at first. And he was so silent that I thought perhaps he wasn’t going to. His answer broke my heart into a million pieces.


Chapter 22: Harb’k

My answer was not one she’d want to hear. At first, I thought about changing the topic. I didn’t know why I finally decided to say what I said.

“There is a lot of scourge.”

She frowned. “There must be something else other than you and the scourge out there.”

“There was. There used to be a lot out there. And I got to see their last moments before they were destroyed. Now, there are a lot of scourge. And a lot of hunters. But mostly, just a lot of scourge.”

“There has to be some civilizations out there that survived.” She looked unsure.

“There are. But I do not know of any personally. The planets we were successful on did not have intelligent life. There was one planet with intelligent inhabitants that looked like your lizards, but they walked upright. They were a proud people. They are now gone.”

“I’m sorry.”

Did she regret asking her question? I don’t know why I told her the truth. I could have lied and told her I’d seen many wonders. That way, she wouldn’t smell like sadness.

“No. I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“Because I am making you sad.”

“I asked the question, and you answered it. Not your fault. I guess we should enjoy whatever we have left of Earth while it’s here.”

I frowned. “Earth will not meet the same fate. Now that we have found it, we will fight to the death for it. It wouldn’t matter if the mothership considered it a failure and ordered us back on board. We will not leave. We will continue to stay and fight.”

“Because of ones like Mina?”

“Yes.”

It didn’t matter if I never had a family of my own. I would still be here to protect our collective future.

This reminded me that I had yet to tell her of the mate bond. It had happened so fast and ended so soon that I was starting to wonder if it had ever happened at all. But now that she was here in my arms again, I knew it was the truth.

Zoey was moving her fingers idly over my skin, and I realized she was tracing the demarcations between the different colors on my body.

“Do not look at those. They are ugly.” I pulled the blanket over my body.

“They are not. They are scars, and scars are never ugly.”

Was she talking about her own? I’d noticed a long-healed mark on her abdomen earlier. I wondered how she’d gotten it.

“I like your body,” she continued. “All of it, even these marks. They prove you are strong and resilient.”

I wanted to deny her words and tell her that they proved nothing of the sort. But the look in her eyes was so sincere that I couldn’t.

“You healed and rebuilt.” She gave my arms a squeeze.

I flexed my biceps for her.

“Yup, you’re definitely built.”

“But I am still a liability. These scars announce to other hunters that I have made grievous mistakes.”

“I am sure every hunter has made mistakes. Just because their scars aren’t visible, it doesn’t mean they’re not there. If it’s worth anything, I don’t think of your scars as a bad thing.”

“Thank you.” We lay there for a long while as I held her in my arms.

I thought she was about to sleep when she spoke again.

“You said you watched a lot of movies. We never did finish The Notebook.”

I was unable to hide my grimace, and she laughed.

“Okay, so not a chick flick type. I get it. What movies do you like?”

“When I was healing, they brought me many Earth movies to pass my time. I enjoy movies with action and fighting. I liked Starship Troopers. The ‘bugs’ they fought were like the scourge, but different. And I wish to see large reptiles like in Jurassic Park.”

She grinned. “Why am I not surprised? Well, I don’t mind movies with action either.”

Was that a hint? I knew “dinner and a movie” was a common thing to do on romantic dates. We were past that point in our courtship, considering she was in my sleeping nook, and I already knew she was my mate. But there were no rules on when the first official date takes place.

I cleared my throat. “Zoey, will you go on a date with me?”

The two seconds it took for her to reply felt like an eternity.

“Yes. I will.”

I nuzzled the top of her head, satisfied.

But as my hands started rubbing her body, she took them and held them in front of her.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I know you have claws. But your fingers are dull when you touch me.”

“They are retractable.” I held a digit in front of her and slowly extended a claw. “And I keep them trimmed so they do not get in my way. We use them more as tools than as weapons.”

“Oh cool! That makes a lot more sense now.” She pressed the side of my finger pads, forcing the claw to slide out. “That’s convenient. Sometimes I wish I had claws.”

“You are perfect the way you are. You do not need them. You can use mine. I will be your claws.”

She laid a hand over her heart. “For a deadly hunter, you’re pretty sweet. I’m glad we’re partners.”

I grunted in agreement. But she was so much more than just my partner. I struggled to find the words to tell her that she was my mate. I didn’t know how to explain it to her, especially when she hadn’t agreed to stay with me yet.

How would she react when she found out that I’d already bonded to her and that she was mine and I was hers forever? What if I told her and she ran? It wasn’t an uncommon reaction. Humans were not used to short courtships; they didn’t form mate bonds. They did, however, fall in love.

That was it. I had to make her fall in love with me first. The mate bond chose her, so that must mean we were perfect for each other, and I would succeed. Then once she loved me, I’d tell her we were already mates, and she’d be ecstatic.

I closed my eyes, satisfied with my plan, and slept.


Chapter 23: Zoey

On my second day here, they got a message out to Clark in Sanctuary in the form of a locked cell phone. The password was Clark’s most requested dish, which Heather assured us was Tuna Surprise. The phone had several messages recorded as well as a phone number for them to call back with a response. One of these messages was a short clip of me telling Riley I was safe.

It hadn’t taken long for us to get a reply. The shuttle they’d sent to deliver the phone hadn’t even gotten back yet when Mo’s phone rang. I’d been there when he’d taken the call.

Clark had a few more grays than he’d had the last time I’d visited, and had lost more than a few pounds. I suspected drought and disease had taken a toll on him and his people.

He’d requested several days to convene with his advisors regarding working together. Such a change would affect everyone in Sanctuary, and there were, he admitted, many there who’d be against working with Xarc’n warriors regardless of how dire the situation.

“And you are not?” Mo had asked.

Clark simply shrugged and said that his job was to keep his people safe, no matter how that might be. His response hadn’t surprised me. He always put his people first. It was why Sanctuary had survived for so long.

“If it were just me, I’d have joined one of your groups years ago, but I have the well-being of everyone on my shoulders. They voted for me, and they are my responsibility. Something like this”—Clark spread his hands—“if I agree, there will be civil unrest. But if I do not…”

He didn’t need to finish his sentence. The bugs could overrun their home.

He needed time to convince his people that it was the right thing to do. I understood. I’d met people there. There were some who’d lose it if they found out Clark was even considering working with “those purple freaks.” They’d be even more dangerous than the bugs if they decided to destroy Sanctuary from the inside. I didn’t envy Clark his job.

“But I will order my people not to attack yours in the interim, human or Xarc’n. It’s all I can do for now.”

Clark also assured me that Riley had arrived safely at Sanctuary. “I will talk to her,” he’d promised.

“Thank you.”

“And Zoey, I’m sorry for what happened to your group. They were good people.”

I’d nodded solemnly, and we’d had a moment of silence.

It was much easier to relax and get to know the survivors at camp now that I knew Riley wouldn’t be worried about me.

I was currently helping a woman named Aanya organize a bunch of electronic parts for the First Annual Trader’s Market.

“Harb’k told me about the market, but he didn’t tell me it would be in New Franklin,” I said.

“Yeah, it’s the safest place for such a large group. We’re so excited for it.”

“If I’d known, I would’ve tried to convince him to find Riley and bring us both there. Before all this shit started, we were going to visit New Franklin and see what the fuss was all about.”

I immediately regretted mentioning my group; I’d been doing such a good job distracting myself from their loss. I focused on the mess of electronic components in front of me instead, trying to stop the tears that even now were blurring my vision.

I was silent as Aanya tapped out a message on her phone. I hated that I was making things awkward.

Moments later, a hunter appeared in the doorway. I thought I noticed something move on his shoulder, but when I looked, it was gone. I rubbed my eyes.

“This is Haax’l, my mate.”

I pasted on a smile to greet the hunter. “Hi, Haax’l. I’m Zoey.”

At the sound of my voice, a brown, beige, and white fluff scurried out from behind his head to sit on his shoulder. Was that a chipmunk?

Aanya reached for it, taking it from the hunter’s shoulders. “Thanks for bringing the little troublemaker.”

The hunter just grunted, then left.

“Here.” Aanya shoved a small furry ball into my arms. “Take my emotional support chipmunk. I think you need him more right now.”

I blinked down at the striped rodent. It was adorable.

“His name is Moose. He doesn’t bite.”

I’d never held a chipmunk before. Moose was really cute, and his sleek, glossy fur was as soft as it looked. I felt myself start to calm.

“So this isn’t the infamous Tooth the Book Nibbler then?” Technically, chipmunks were a type of squirrel.

“Nope. Tooth lives in New Franklin. We got Moose from the group in the Rockies. He was born at the wrong time of year.”

“Why can’t they take him in there?” I asked.

“Because they’ve got a cat and a house chicken. This little guy wouldn’t last a day with Reese’s Pieces and Henrietta around. So we took him instead. We’re also on the waitlist for a cat.”

Moose settled on my thigh as I turned my attention back to the never-ending pile of parts.

“You introduced Haax’l as your mate. Sam mentioned that a mate is like a husband, but something tells me it’s not quite the right translation.”

“It isn’t. It’s a little different. You’ve been staying in Harb’k’s shuttle, so everyone here just assumes that you already have or will form a mate bond.”

“And what is that exactly? And how will I know?”

“Well, the original Xarc’n race mated for life. Once they found their mates, that was it. They could be with no one else. Anyway, when the Xarc’n military made the hunters, they turned off their fertility but didn’t remove this trait. They never found anyone compatible until Earth. The motherships have been cloning the hunters. Which I guess works, but it doesn’t work forever.”

“And how do I know if a hunter has formed a bond with me?”

“You mean aside from them telling you and acting like you are the only thing that matters in the entire universe? Well, there’s a moment called the initial bond where they get stuck on you. And I mean stuck, as in they can’t let go of you even if they wanted to. Have you experienced this with Harb’k yet?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Well, I bet my last cherry ChapStick that it’s going to happen. Harb’k has never been like this with anyone else. You know how most of this group used to be a part of New Franklin? Well, there’s a bunch of women there who’ll do anything for a Xarc’n warrior mate. They are going to be so disappointed he’s taken.”

So that was what Pip had meant. And another thing Harb’k had failed to mention? Almost everyone here had come from New Franklin! They’d been there to help bring down the nest. Hell, Sam had controlled the exploratory drone that had led the charge. I was surrounded by legends.

Connor would’ve joined these people in a heartbeat if he’d known what I knew about them. He was always going on about making a difference and being the glue that kept humanity intact.

And then there was Harb’k. The people here had automatically assumed we were a couple, and they’d done it so naturally that everything just fell into place. No one was weird about it.

While I helped out with a myriad of chores around the camp, including going on a supply run for the very electronic components we were currently sorting, Harb’k went out to the new mutated nest site to hunt the scourge there. He came back every day just in time for the evening meal. Then, after spending some time with everyone else, we’d retire to his shuttle, just like all the other couples.

We were essentially playing house, and I was never happier. Everything was so perfect that I was left constantly wondering when the other shoe would drop. Where was the catch?

The alarm on Aanya’s phone rang, and Moose, who I’d totally forgotten about, sprang up and jumped off my lap to attack it. An attack chipmunk? I never knew they had that instinct.

“Shoot! I forgot. It’s my turn to cook today.” Aanya transferred the little rodent to her shoulder.

I recalled the cookie Harb’k had shared with me. It was only a few days ago, but it felt like another lifetime.

“Do you think there are ingredients here to make bacon cookies?” I asked.

“Bacon cookies? Oh! Harb’k requested meat cookies! Someone’s finally going to make them. Bacon cookies actually sound pretty good.”

“They are. But I don’t have the recipe memorized, so they might not come out as good as I remember.”

“I think we might have some bacon in the deep freeze. Let me drop Moose off, and I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”


Chapter 24: Zoey

Harb’k returned to the camp late today along with all the hunters and humans who’d been out to the mutant nest. They looked exhausted, and I got the feeling that things were not going as planned.

Was it Sanctuary that was causing the problem? Or the nest itself?

There were some injuries among the humans, but they were minor, cuts and bruises, a sprained ankle, nothing serious. They were all quiet, probably because they were exhausted from their day, and wolfed down Aanya’s Xarc’n food bar and kraut, the bugpocalyptic take on wieners and kraut, like they hadn’t eaten in ages.

Mo and Kat questioned them as they ate. When I first met this group’s unofficial leader and his wife, I thought them a strange couple. Mo was of Middle Eastern descent and had a perfectly trimmed goatee and short hair. He currently wore a Metallica T-shirt with his cargo pants and combat boots.

His wife, Katarina, looked like a Russian spy right out of an action movie. Her accent didn’t help. They seemed an odd choice to lead a group in this part of America, all things considered, but everyone respected them.

A man named Curtis, whose blond hair was graying at the temples, explained with a noticeable drawl that while they’d done a lot of damage to the nest, the nest was also fighting back.

“That nest is getting mighty desperate. It’s spittin’ out all sorts of weird mutants. Keeping us on our toes.”

“Any we should be watching out for?” Katarina asked.

“Yeah. A red and black flying one.” Curtis reached for one of the cookies and took a bite. “Hey! There’s bacon in this.” He stuffed the rest of the cookie in his mouth and grabbed another. “It’s good.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I made two types. The ones with the piece of food bar at the top are more meat-heavy with chunks of food bars in them, too. They weren’t to my tastes, but Haax’l was my taste-tester, and he loved them.”

“You made them? I’d marry you right here, but Harb’k would probably not appreciate it.”

“Neither would Bessie,” Sam said, grinning.

The table broke out in laughter.

“Bessie was his best dairy cow,” Harb’k murmured from beside me.

I chuckled. Warmth filled my chest as I looked around the table. Had I found a new group?

They passed the tray of cookies around, and Harb’k took two of the extra meaty ones, wolfing them down with an appreciative grunt. “Very good. I understand dessert now.”

Both varieties of Zoey’s Meat Cookies—I did not name them, it just happened—were a hit. Especially the Xarc’n versions. Many Xarc’n hunters were not partial to dessert, but this they enjoyed, probably because there was only a hint of sweetness to them.

It wasn’t until we were walking back to his shuttle that I noticed Harb’k’s limp.

“Your leg!” The side of his calf was raw and peeling.

“It’s nothing. Just a small burn.”

“That’s not small.”

“And it is already healing.” He cupped my face in his palms. “Do not worry. This is a small injury, and I have already decontaminated it. If it makes you happier, you can hold the medical device over it for me. The mated hunters tell me that it feels good to be cared for when they are wounded.”

“I can do that.”

We got back to his shuttle, and he taught me how to use the healing device so I could care for his leg. He dozed off as the device was working, and I watched his features in repose. How had I thought Xarc’n features terrifying? With his eyes closed and his face relaxed, he almost had a boyish charm.

I smoothed the piece of hair off his forehead that had fallen out of the leather ties. And as I did, I realized I was falling for him. And I was falling hard.

The device beeped, jolting me out of my thoughts. I crawled over to look at his calf. The skin was already growing back, and I would never have guessed that he’d gotten the burn just today.

“Wow! That’s remarkable.”

Sure, my cuts and scrapes healed quickly too, but I hadn’t needed to grow back that much skin. And it wasn’t this fast.

While I was inspecting his healing leg, Harb’k was busy inspecting my ass, which was right in front of his face. He grabbed it and gave it a possessive squeeze.

“I have fought the scourge. Now, I will pleasure my female.”

“No.” I didn’t want him to undo all the healing he’d done. “Let me do all the work. You’ve done enough today.”

I pushed him back to lean against the sleeping nook and crawled between his legs. My hands made quick work of the loincloth fastening, and I tossed it over the pilot’s chair. His hard, rigid length bobbed in my hands. I gave it a squeeze before quickly stripping off my clothes too. His golden eyes were stuck on me, drinking me in like I was the only girl on Earth. It was such a turn-on to have a virile warrior under my control. I reached down to touch myself. I was already so wet and slick for him.

He grabbed my hand, brought the digit to his mouth, and suckled it.

Damn! That was so hot.

Then he was urging me to straddle him. Strong hands lifted me up as I reached down to line us up. I moaned as his thick cock parted me, and I slid down his length.

Then, I was riding my purple warrior to the stars.

***

Harb’k stretched and tucked me into his body as the lights of the shuttle dimmed.

I snuggled into his arms, breathing in his masculine scent.

“Little Star?”

It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me. Little Star? I liked that. “Hmm?”

“I’m so glad I found you. You are perfect. I cannot wait to start our family.” He buried his nose into my neck. “Good night.”

His words had me holding my breath and unable to reply.

Everything that had happened in the last few days ran through my head, and I realized what Harb’k had been trying to tell me this entire time. He wanted a family. He wanted what Lok’n had with Mary. He wanted a little miracle like Mina. And it was the one thing I could not give him.

The empty pit in my stomach started to grow, and my heart threatened to break.

I didn’t want to disappoint yet another man, alien or not. According to everything I’d learned about mate bonds, they were permanent. If Harb’k formed one with me, he wouldn’t be able to form another with anyone else. That wouldn’t be fair to him.

I knew how it felt to watch everyone be happy while knowing I’d never experience it. Even Heather had found her forever here. She hadn’t said anything yet, but I’d noticed her belly. She was hiding it behind loose clothes but also placing her hand on it often. I figured she hadn’t announced it yet, so I didn’t pry. I was simultaneously happy for her and envious.

Now that I understood Harb’k wanted a family, I had to leave before it was too late, before he wasted his one and only chance on me. I’d never forgive myself if I destroyed his dream.

I had a sudden thought. What if he was stuck to me now? His arms were draped over me, and I was nestled against his body. I feigned being too hot and rolled away, putting some space between us. He released me easily.

Good. It wasn’t too late.

I knew right then and there what I had to do.

With a heavy heart, I closed my eyes and begged for morning to come.


Chapter 25: Harb’k

“Sit your ass down, Harb’k.” Mo’s voice boomed as loud as any Xarc’n warrior’s roar.

I ignored him and advanced on Nov’k, who was the one who smelled most of my Zoey, considering he was the one who’d flown her to Sanctuary while I was fighting the mutations at the nest.

Logically, I knew that it wasn’t his fault, that he’d only done what was asked of him, but I was so angry, too hurt to listen to logic. All I knew was that she was here when I left in the morning, and now she was gone.

I’d thought I’d been doing a good job getting her to fall in love with me. Not only did we emulate everything the other couples did, but she smiled when I was around. And she’d become close with the others at camp. She seemed truly happy here, so why would she leave?

Nov’k simply shrugged. “You tackled me and let them take Heather from me when I first brought her here. Now we are even.”

Bael’k and I had tackled him to prevent the humans from “tranqing” his ass. And the humans hadn’t taken Heather away from camp and back to Sanctuary. It was completely different.

I didn’t bother explaining, I just leaped at him. But in my anger and haste he was able to dodge me and I slammed into the table instead. All the bowls of soup on the table sloshed and spilled and several people swore as they sprang back from the table to prevent being splashed with their dinner.

“If you’re not careful, they’ll tranq you instead.” Nov’k laughed and ducked, but my fist still grazed the side of his face.

“Enough!” Mo bellowed. “Nov’k, you’re not helping. Quit taunting him. Harb’k stand down.” He butted in between us, putting a hand out to stop me, as if he wasn’t half my weight and I couldn’t throw him clear across the room if I wanted.

It wasn’t Mo who defused my anger but Mina as she let out a wail. Mary gathered her child into her arms, glaring daggers at me. Mina never did like fighting, or anything resembling it. I calmed for her sake, and also because if I threw Mo across the room now, I might accidentally hurt her.

“If you’re going to be angry at someone, be angry at me,” Mo said, taking advantage of my calmer state to lead me out of the mess hall and into the war room. “I told him to fly her there. But come on, Harb’k, you knew this was coming. It was the plan the whole time.”

I paced the room, fuming as he talked. Everything he said made sense, but that didn’t stop the sharp sting of loss.

“You know how crucial it is that we stamp out that nest before warm weather hits and the other nests start swarming. The more fighters we have the better. We don’t need Sanctuary’s help, but we want it. Clark knows her. She’s going to put in a good word for us. And besides, her friend’s there, and a promise is a promise.

“I know it hurts that she didn’t say goodbye. But considering how you’re reacting right now, I get it. You might’ve stopped her from going.”

And he wouldn’t have been wrong.

Soft footsteps had us both turning to see Mary walking in, led by little Mina, who looked like she was pulling her mother toward us with all the strength her tiny body could muster.

“I told her Uncle Harby’s sad, and she said she wants to give you a hug.” Mary glared at me. “You calm enough?”

But Mina was already toddling toward me. She held her arms out. “Up!”

I did as ordered, lifting her up into my arms.

“S’okay, Ha-bee.”

I melted, and I felt the anger drain away. Not the sadness and the pain though—those stayed.

After a long moment, I returned Mina to her mother.

Then I started toward the door.

“Where you going?” Mo asked, following close behind.

I knew better than to tell him the truth, so I lied. “To kill some scourge.” It was late in the day, but there were usually stragglers that hadn’t made it back to their nest, so it was believable.

“Good idea. But don’t do anything crazy. Zoey likes you, trust me. Just give her some time to do what she needs to do and she’ll be back. I bet my last bottle of whiskey on it.”

Once in the shuttle, I started toward a nearby area I’d used for hunting in the past. I stayed there until I was sure no one was checking my location anymore, then I ordered my shuttle to stop broadcasting its location before heading toward Sanctuary. I needed to see her.

I made it halfway there before Pip appeared on my nav screen.

“Knock, knock.”

Krux! I’d forgotten to tell my shuttle to shut down communications as well.

“Here to gloat?”

“Nope.” He popped the P.

“Did the others send you to stop me?”

“Nope. They have no idea I’m here.”

“Then what do you want?”

“I found out something very interesting about your female this morning.”

“She’s not my female.” If she were, she’d still be here. I could’ve taken her to Sanctuary to see her friend, then we could’ve come back.

“Yes, she is. She’s your mate.”

How did he know that?

“Did my shuttle tell you? I knew I should have sworn it to secrecy.”

“No, you did. Just now.”

I was being outsmarted by a shuttle. “What did you find out?” I asked, deciding I might as well take the bait.

“Sorry, I can’t tell you. I promised Heather; she said it’s something Zoey needs to tell you herself. And don’t ask her, cuz then she’ll know I told you something.”

So it was something Heather knew, and Pip knew, but not anyone else. And Pip said he found out this morning. It must be something about her health. While Heather was officially the “veterinarian” of our group, we didn’t have many animals, and she was the closest thing we had to a medic.

They must have done a checkup this morning and sent the results to the lab before they cleared her to go. What in it was so interesting?

“You snuck into the files,” I guessed.

“I didn’t trust her and wanted to see what secrets she was hiding. I was caught red-handed.”

“You don’t have hands.”

Suddenly, a bright flash whizzed by the shuttle, rocking us wildly. What the— That was a shuttle blaster! I was being shot at.

“Shuttle, Pip, locate the hostile vessel.”

“No vessel located.”

“None at all,” Pip agreed.

That meant there was another vessel out there being used by hostiles. That was bad news. Unable to see it, there was nothing I could do to fight back. I turned around, zig-zagging back the way I came.

“You don’t want to go to Sanctuary anyway. Those idiots might interpret your presence as an attack and break the truce. Then they’ll really be our enemies and you’ll never see Zoey again.”

Krux! Pip was right.

I directed my shuttle to return to base. They weren’t going to be happy to hear about the mystery shuttle. We could all be miserable together.


Chapter 26: Zoey

Clark had a black eye, which looked suspiciously like he’d been in a fistfight.

We were in his office, and Sasha, one of his right-hand men, had just stormed off. I wondered if it had been Sasha who’d given Clark the black eye, but it wouldn’t bruise that quickly.

“I’m glad I finally have a chance to talk to you alone. I’m not sure if you knew, but Connor and I were close.Connor was my brother-in-law. It was one of the reasons why he never settled down here. He saw my sister every time he saw me. It was hard on him.”

I’d known Connor was married before the bugs and that he loved and missed his late wife very much, but I hadn’t known she’d been Clark’s sister. “He mentioned her from time to time, but no, I didn’t know she was your sister.”

“Last time he was here, he mentioned he planned on visiting New Franklin to see if the rumors were true. This group Heather joined claims they’d come from there. You’ve been to their camp. What do you think of these people?”

“I like them,” I said honestly. “And if Connor was still around, I believe he wouldn’t have hesitated to join them. He was always talking about making a difference. And these people do.”

Clark scratched his beard, which was starting to grow in. “Then why come here?”

“Because Riley’s here, and I promised her.” It was only half the truth.

He asked me more questions about Harb’k’s group, and I answered without saying too much. I certainly didn’t tell him about Mina.

“Do you remember a kid named Caleb?” Clark’s question caught me by surprise.

I started to shake my head but then remembered a kid who disappeared a few years back. “The one who disappeared?”

“Yes. He’s living with his mother with a group in the Rockies. He’s a young man now, and”—Clark held up a cell phone—“according to the man I spoke with there, already a great pilot.”

“Really! Wow! That’s great.” I hadn’t known there’d been more than one contact in the phone they’d given him.

“This Great Plains group… would you like to go back and visit?”

“Yes,” I said carefully. “As I said, they’re good people.” I didn’t understand where he was going with this.

“I’d like to appoint you our official ambassador.”

Well, that was a surprise. “Does that mean you plan on allying with them?”

“I liked their leaders. Mo is sensible and action-oriented. And Aaron from the Rockies group can think circles around me. We all know we have to fight smarter, not harder.” The corner of his lip lifted, and so did mine.

Connor had said that often.

“And the hunters aren’t bad. My foragers tell me they see them fighting the bugs every day. It would benefit us to ally with them. You said so yourself, they are good people, and I trust your judgment.”

“Thank you.” That was a compliment coming from Clark. “But wouldn’t this cause issues internally? I know some here have a hard stance against aliens.”

“I have Sasha and Gabe working on it. They know who amongst their ranks are most likely to cause issues.”

Sasha and Gabe were heads of the guards here, with Gabe usually managing the force that policed inside the walls and Sasha managing the ones who protected us from outsiders.

“Isn’t Sasha an alien hater himself?”

“He was,” Clark said. “Sasha has fought the mutations from that nest, and so have his men. He was the first to cast his vote to join the fight. A solid group of his men have already volunteered to fight at the nest.”

I was still doubtful, considering all the anti-alien rhetoric I’d heard from him. But then again, people change.

“And it’s time we branched out. We need trade to thrive.”

I nodded. “You guys did amazing with what you had. Sanctuary isn't half-bad.”

He raised his brow. “Even without the video games and water showers on demand?”

Of course, of all the things I had told him about the camp, he’d focus on the video games. Men.

“The showers were pretty good.”

“I will give Mo a call and let him know we will accept the offer and that you will be joining them as our ambassador. I’m also sending you to that Trader’s Market of theirs. No one else knows about it yet, not even Gabe or Sasha or the advisors. We won’t have anything to trade this year, but—” He shrugged, a hopeful look on his face.

“What about Riley?” I tried convincing her to travel with me New Franklin, but she was adamant that she’d done enough moving about for a lifetime and just wanted to settle down here.

“She’ll stay here. I’ve talked to her already. She’s tired. It was hard work you did connecting communities in such a harsh landscape. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

I found Riley chewing her nails and waiting for me outside of Clark’s office, and by the look on her face, she already knew what we’d talked about.

She put her hand out. “I am not saying no forever. Maybe one day, I’ll feel like getting out there again. And this way, you get to come visit every month or so. It’ll be great.”

“I get it,” I said, giving her a hug. “Sometimes, I want to settle down too.”

And that had me thinking of Harb’k. I was going to have to face him if I was going to be Sanctuary’s ambassador to their camp.

We walked through the foyer toward the door to help the survivors clear out the winter crops. With the help of hoop houses and greenhouses, Sanctuary was able to farm the land around it year-round. They’d even had to extend their fences to include another converted block since the last time I was here.

It was late afternoon, so everyone was doing their best to get everything that needed to be done finished before sunset.

“So what are you going to do about… you know?” Riley asked as she pulled up more radishes sweetened by the cold.

She meant Harb’k. I’d told her all about him the moment we’d had some privacy.

“I don’t know. Tell him the truth, I guess.”

It wasn’t fair for me to just up and go, but I hadn’t been thinking straight. I imagined the sweet, funny, protective hunter finding out I couldn’t give him the family he’d always wanted and ran like a coward.

I’d had plenty of time to think over the last few days. Harb’k deserved to know all the information so he could make an informed decision. If he decided I wasn’t the right woman for him, then so be it. But if he still wanted me, then you betcha I was going to do everything in my power to make things work.

I’d all but given up on love since the bugs arrived. Friendship, yes. But romantic love? I never in a million years would’ve dreamt I’d meet and fall for a Xarc’n warrior.

“Holy shit,” I exclaimed.

“What’s wrong?”

Love. That was what was wrong. I wasn’t falling for him; I’d already fallen.

The sudden blaring of horns from the watchtowers sent panic through me.

I looked to the sky, expecting to see the scorpion-like flyers. But what I saw had my blood running cold. The bugs flying toward us didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen.

My initial reaction was: wasp! But the only thing wasp-like was the large abdomen and a tiny wasp-like waist; everything else was different. Their bodies weren’t striped or yellow but bright red, the same as I’d seen on those mutants with Harb’k. Instead of stingers, long whiplike tails stretched out behind them. I was willing to bet the tails were covered in scuttler toxin, the stuff that made fighting the bugs so dangerous.

“Quick! Close the cold frames! Secure the greenhouses!” someone cried.

That was the thing about the bugs. If just one of the nasty creatures died in the crops, the harvest was lost. Bug guts were teeming with the deadly fungus, and it stayed in the soil for months.

Riley and I ran to help someone spread a tarp over the nearest open garden bed but realized that there was no way we would be able to run back to the buildings in time. We decided to hide underneath the tarp.

Sasha called out an order from one of the watchtowers, and moments later two rockets flew out from the roof of the gatehouse. They hit their marks, and two of the creatures tumbled to the ground somewhere outside the walls. That didn’t stop the rest, though. There were almost a dozen of them flying toward us.

“Load them up! Again!” Sasha shouted.

But before they could shoot again, the nearest wasp thing whipped its tail around, aiming it at the roof of the gatehouse. There was a scream, and a man fell from it in a streak of red.

They managed to bring down one more of the creatures before they were too close to use the rocket launcher, lest they hit the buildings. The guards shot at them with armor-piercing rounds, aiming for the wings like they usually did for the flyers. Grounded flyers were much easier to deal with.

One of the creatures fell, but as it did, its tail swept out in a wide arc, sweeping several guards off their feet. I couldn’t see what had happened from my angle, but there was a lot of screaming. It was chaos.

Suddenly, one of the creatures just exploded in the sky. Then another, and another. Everyone went to hide under something so they wouldn’t be rained on by bug guts. Something was killing the bugs. Then we saw them: Xarc’n shuttles. Not one or two, but more than a dozen. They dropped their cloaks as they zoomed around, picking off what was left of the strange creatures.

When there was nothing else to kill, a loud voice announced in English that they’d be landing in the courtyard, and any hostility would be met with the same.

Clark and Gabe ran out from the main building, and Sasha came to join them, still carrying a rocket launcher. Farther behind them, milling by the door, were Clark’s advisors. I recognized the lady who was Sanctuary’s trade advisor.

“I say we shoot them purple motherfuckers,” said one of the guards.

“Hold your fire!” Clark bellowed. “These shuttles just came to our rescue.”

“How do we know they didn’t send those bastards here to begin with?”

“You still believe in that shit?” a woman asked loudly. “I don’t care what you think, but they saved our hides by showing up when they did.”

“Shooting now is an act of war. Anyone who does so will be immediately exiled,” Clark announced loudly. He turned to the guard who had made the remark. “We are not going to make enemies because you can’t hold in your hate for a few minutes. So hold your fire, or I’ll feed you to the bugs myself.”

That got the message across, and anyone who was jonesing to pull the trigger lowered their weapons.

There was movement from the shuttle that had landed closest to us, and the door slid open. It wasn’t a purple Xarc’n hunter who stepped out, but Mo. A Xarc’n warrior—I couldn’t tell who from where I hid—stepped out after him, his arms crossed over his chest.

More doors opened, and more people, humans and Xarc’n, stepped out. A buzz of conversation filled the courtyard. Everyone was surprised to see so many humans stepping out of the Xarc’n shuttles.

I couldn’t pay attention to it because my eyes were now on the warrior who stepped out of the shuttle to the far right. Harb’k’s eyes seemed to glow in the late afternoon sun.

I stifled a noise, but Riley caught it anyway and followed my eyes.

“Is that him?” she whispered.

“Yup,” I whispered back.

And he looked pissed.


Chapter 27: Harb’k

I knew the moment Zoey’s eyes landed on me. I’d watched from the air as she’d hidden under the bright blue tarp. She hadn’t come out of hiding even though all the scourge were gone. Was she hiding from me?

We had decided to finish the fight uncloaked. Mo, the human leader of our group, had insisted on it. He said it was better if everyone in the settlement knew who was coming to help them.

It would also make it abundantly clear if anyone decided to shoot at us instead of at the scourge. It would be harder to claim accidental friendly fire. Luckily, none of the humans had fired at us, even though one of the humans had suggested it openly.

Mo had also insisted on having the human fighters step out of the ships first so the inhabitants of Sanctuary would be less likely to attack. We wanted them to work with us as they would another human group, and to do that, we had to present a human-heavy front.

None of us hunters had minded as long as it meant we could fight the scourge easier. I’d rather focus my energy on these new mutations than fight hostile humans. If pretending that the humans were in charge made it easier for us to do so, then so be it. We understood how important optics could be in swaying human minds.

It was also the reason why Mo waited for Jack and Aaron, representatives from New Franklin and the Rockies, to join him before approaching. They let Aaron lead since he looked the most “American.” I didn’t quite understand it; they all were equally human to me.

A man stepped out. “Nice to finally meet everyone in person.”

That must be Clark. The male had a scatter of gray in his dark hair, a sign he was a bit older, but a fit body showing that he was still in his prime. His hair was cut short and styled neatly. He wore a coat that looked like it had seen better days. I’d expected someone bigger, more powerful to lead all these people. He looked average.

They all shook hands, another human custom I didn’t quite understand.

“I know we technically gave you one more day to make a decision,” Aaron said, “but we saw this group coming your way and had to act. And our schedule has changed. That nest is getting desperate. We need to take it out now, before they get the mutagen out to Dallas or Houston.”

I didn’t miss the way the humans listening reacted to the names of the cities that were now considered Dead Zones. They all knew what had become of their largest cities. Earth’s metropolises, with millions upon millions of unsuspecting souls, had been the ultimate paradise for the scourge. We called them Dead Zones because if you were inside, you were as good as dead. The nests at the center of these cities were massive.

“We would like to use Sanctuary as a launching point due to its proximity to the mutant nest,” Mo explained.

Clark nodded. “We have already made the decision to ally with you and join your fight. And we even put together a Xarc’n-friendly team eager to aid your mission.”

A murmur ran through the crowd. My keen ears caught every disgruntled comment. Not all the inhabitants were in agreement.

“We’re also sending an ambassador to your location,” Clark continued over the grumbling. “She’s just getting her things ready now and will be joining you soon.”

I snorted. I did not want a new female to join us. I wanted Zoey.

Clark cleared his throat and, in a very official tone, introduced his people to Mo from the Great Plains and Aaron from the Rockies. Finally, he said, “And this is Jack from New Franklin. Some of you might recognize his voice.”

Whispers broke out among the people behind him. The fact that Franklin had managed to destroy the nest at the center of their town and had been declared “bug-free” had reached these survivors.

Jack wasn’t Franklin's leader; that job went to Roger, a male who often wore his hair in a style that the humans called a mohawk. Jack was, however, famous for his radio show, Stay Alive. He’d started it while in hiding that first winter, hoping it would reach other survivors. It had. It had also been one of the factors that helped unite the people of New Franklin.

Late last summer, Aanya and Haax’l had fixed the radio towers in this area so that Jack’s show and its reruns could reach other survivors here. Of course, any group associated with hunters already had access since the show was also available through our network. I wondered how many of the survivors had been listening to it. Quite a few by their reactions.

“Of course, we understand your people may not all be in agreement,” Mo continued. “So we brought some gifts as gesture of our good will, and as a thank you for using your courtyard.”

Mo made a gesture, and Heather stepped out of Nov’k’s shuttle. She wore a loose-fitting jacket that hid the slight swell of her belly. How she’d convinced Nov’k to allow her to do this and be a possible target was a mystery. Even now, he hovered behind her and helped her as she opened the shuttle’s external storage and brought out a rolling cage of chickens.

“Heather!” a woman’s voice rang out from the crowd.

She ran toward her friend, but Clark stepped out to intercept her, pulling her back.

The others hadn’t even recognized Heather at first. Perhaps it was because she looked so much healthier now than she had been when she first joined us.

“We are offering a half-dozen laying hens and a rooster,” Mo said.

By now, Aaron had pushed over a wooden vessel. “Homemade mead.”

“How do we know that’s not poisoned?” shouted a female from behind Clark.

Aaron rolled his eyes. He produced a short glass he’d clearly prepared beforehand, filled the glass with liquid from a tap on the vessel, and held it high. Then he chugged it down in one impressive gulp. He loudly placed the glass on the cart holding the barrel and held up a middle finger at the female who’d spoken.

Aaron was a lot less diplomatic than our Mo. He was their group’s Tech Wizard, so it was understandable. Those types were often better with machines than people. Lenny was here as well, but Sam was with Kan’n. We’d decided it wasn’t a good idea for him to return to the place he was kept prisoner for months.

Finally, Jack stepped forward with a fabric sack on his shoulders. “And coffee. We trade for it with another group way down in Peru.”

The talk behind Clark grew louder as more people came out from the buildings to see what was going on. I heard several cries of “Oh my god! Coffee!” from the crowd.

Coffee was the preferred stimulant for most humans on the planet; with it, they could achieve everything. I wasn’t partial to it.

Clark asked for a few moments of privacy and went to converse with several others who’d stayed back by the building. I strained to listen but could not catch their conversation.

“This is very generous,” he said when he returned. “We would have granted use of our courtyard anyway since my sources tell me that this nest is extremely close to us. But we will need to set some guidelines. You will stay in the concrete area of our courtyard and away from our gardens. I won’t have those ships landing on our crops.”

Mo looked around at the concrete area. “That’s fair.”

“Second, you are not bringing any of those mutant bugs inside these walls. If your men are covered in bug guts, they wash up outside first. And our water supply is not a part of the deal.”

“Agreed.” Mo extended a hand.

But someone in the crowd wasn’t so happy about the deal.

“Hell no,” said the male voice. “We can’t work with no monster-lovers. It ain’t right.”

“Yeah!” a female voice cried out. “We can’t trust them. What if they start going around raping all of us? Think about your wives and kids, and…”

There was a cackling laugh followed by a snarky, “You don’t have to worry about that. No one wants to touch you with your personality.”

Things descended into chaos until Clark bellowed so loudly it sounded almost like a Xarc’n roar.

Once everyone quieted, he said, “The nest is a bigger concern. Our own fighters have reported on these mutations. They are most active during dawn and dusk, the only times we have a reprieve from the flyers and darkness. If you want to volunteer to fight the things yourself, be my guest. If you don’t like my decision, feel free to run against me in the next election.”

There was no response.

“Well then,” Jack said in his smooth voice, which I was told was perfect for radio, and offered his hand. “Let’s shake on it.”

Clark took it and shook.

I turned my attention back to the tarp, but Zoey and her friend were no longer under it.


Chapter 28: Zoey

I ran into the building to grab my stuff, but when I came back out, Harb’k had already left for the nest with the other hunters. Perhaps it was for the best. From what I understood of the operations, the hunters needed to burn the nest from the inside out, and it was a dangerous endeavor. The last thing I wanted was for him to be distracted.

When they’d said they wanted to go attack the nest now, they’d meant right away and not tomorrow morning. The hunters believed that this attack on Sanctuary was done in desperation and that the nest was low in both inhabitants and food. They’d insisted on going before the nest had time to hatch more eggs.

Sanctuary’s fighters, which, to my astonishment, were led by Sasha, were worried about being unable to see as the sun set, but Lenny had assured them that there’d be plenty of light. Then, he’d demonstrated by flooding the courtyard with stadium lights.

He and the man named Aaron, who I’d yet to meet, had then proceeded to set up a large screen right in the middle of the courtyard so everyone could watch the attack on the nest. It was all very surreal to see the inhabitants of Sanctuary bring out chairs and make an evening of it, bundled up in their winter coats and blankets. All that was missing was popcorn.

I was down in the courtyard with Lenny. Clark had announced that I was their ambassador shortly after the main group of hunters left but before the humans had. Curtis had bearhugged me so hard I’d turned blue. Mo looked like he already knew. I was surprised to see Mo and Kat all geared up to join the fight. They’d gotten Sanctuary’s fighters updated with their plans before leaving together.

“This is Aaron,” Lenny said, introducing me to the other man. “He’s also a Tech Wizard. I’m glad you’re coming back, Zoey.”

“Nice to meet you, Zoey.”

“Yes! Nice to meet you,” said a voice from Aaron’s laptop.

I perked up. It sounded simultaneously familiar and not.

“That’s Pip,” Aaron said.

“He means their Pip, not our Pip,” Lenny clarified.

“Yeah, I figured Pip and Kan’n wouldn’t agree to come,” I said, “and that’s why Sam isn’t here.”

Aaron shook his head. “Your Pip sounds more difficult than ours.”

“I knew it! I’m the best Pip!”

“Well, you’re supposed to be focusing on the nest right now.”

“I am! I am!” Pip was silent after that.

There were many different feeds on the screen, and I couldn’t find the one that belonged to Harb’k. Some icons on the screen weren’t in English, and I assumed those were names. I did hear his voice occasionally though, and my heart sped up every time I did. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t figure out which of the feeds was his.

“Hey guys,” Pip said suddenly. “We have a problem. I detect an unknown shuttle in the vicinity.”

“Here? Or there?” Aaron asked.

“Here.”

“And you are sure it’s not one of ours?”

“Positive. It’s not on the map. But I can hear it singing to itself. It’s the most tone-deaf shuttle I’ve ever heard,” Pip griped. “If it can’t even hit those notes, how could it hit a flyer?”

“Do you think it knows you’re here cloaked?”

“I don’t think so. If it does, it hasn’t said anything. It just keeps humming.”

“Do you detect anything else strange happening here?”

“There’s movement on the roof. Let me go see.” There was a pause. “Oh, they’re just changing guards.”

“Harb’k mentioned being shot at by a mystery shuttle the other day too,” Lenny said.

I perked up at his name.

“But he wasn’t able to give us much information. He was a little… distracted… at the time.”

I knew by the way Lenny avoided looking in my direction the reason for Harb’k’s distraction. I felt like crap for being too chickenshit to tell him the truth.

Heather was the only one who knew, since she’d seen the original report from when I’d been in the medical unit at the lab. She’d tried to hide that look of pity that everyone got when they found out, but I saw it anyway. Or maybe I’d imagined it. I didn’t know. I was so sensitive when it came to this subject that I couldn’t tell.

“We’ll keep an eye out for anything odd,” Aaron said “But for now, Pip, just focus on the nest. I think they’re ready to go in.”

“Hey, it’s our guys!” someone shouted, pointing to the video that showed the fighters from Sanctuary.

It took just under two hours for them to clear the place out. With the help of exploratory drones and Mountain Pip, Lenny and Aaron guided the hunters through as they systematically burned the nest from the inside out. As they did, any scourge trying to flee the nest was caught and dispatched by the humans waiting outside. There were even humans in shuttles shooting down any that tried to escape by air. There was nowhere to run.

My first glimpse of the queen had me gasping. The bitch was huge, a bloated monstrosity that had grown so big that it could no longer use its legs and had to rely on scuttlers to feed it. She was surrounded by hundreds of wet, shiny eggs. I wanted to throw up. The hunters surrounded it, aiming their streams of fire at it, and her shrieks filled the room.

Those still watching the fight broke out in applause. Clark, who’d been watching behind me, was grinning. I wondered how long it had been since these people had something to celebrate. I hoped it meant Clark would have an easier time convincing his people to continue working with hunter-friendly groups. I was sure there’d still be some people who were staunchly against working with aliens, but this was a good start.

“Now we just have to wait for our fighters to clean up and head back.” Lenny turned to me. “You ready to go?” He eyed my bag. “Let me get that loaded up for you.

“Thank you.” I handed him my duffel. “I need to go say bye to my friend. I’ll be right back.”

Still pumped from witnessing our win, I ran into the main building and to the room on the third floor where Riley and I had been staying. I found her on the bed.

“Riley! Did you see? They fucked up the nest real…” I trailed off because Riley looked terrified. “What’s wrong?”

“Ah. Why, if it isn’t our little ambassador?” The voice behind me had me whipping around.

Gabe stood there, a handgun trained on me.

“There’s no point in screaming. Sanctuary’s guards belong to me. They’re all in on this.” He gestured to the door. “Open it. We’re all going to take a little walk up to the roof.”

After too many floors of listening to him complain about Clark and Sasha getting soft and falling victim to alien brainwashing, we were on the roof. And just as Gabe had said, the guards here were expecting us. So was the trade advisor. The traitor!

They ushered us to a spot marked with neon green tape. It only took a few steps before a Xarc’n shuttle appeared in front of us, looking worse for wear. The tone-deaf shuttle! Since it didn’t appear until I was this close, it must have been cloaked!

The door slid open, and Corey stood in the opening, looking smug.

“I don’t know how the fuck you two got to so many of the charging points, but you left one. That was enough to get us to the shuttle. Looks like I win.” He turned to Gabe. “We’ll meet you and your men at the rendezvous point.” He pointed to the woman behind me. “Not her. She barred trade with my group.”

“That was all Clark,” the trade advisor insisted. “I said we needed you guys. I insisted we keep our agreement.”

Corey considered it. “Fine, whatever.”

Gabe shoved Riley and me into the shuttle. If and when I got back to Sanctuary, I was going to apologize to Sasha for suspecting him when Gabe had been the problem all along.

“Shuttle,” I said. “You don’t have to follow his instructions.”

“It’s not gonna work, but good try,” Corey said. “This one is not one of them smart ones. This one does what it’s told. And so will you.” He aimed a gun at me. “You’re going to sit down like a good little bitch until we get to where we’re going.”

I considered for a second if I could wrestle the blaster from him. But the safety was off, and it might end up shooting me or Riley during the altercation. What I really wanted to do was strangle him for everything he’d put me through.

Maybe I’d be able to catch him off guard. But it seemed like as soon as we lifted off, we were landing again, and he marched us out into a warehouse where his friends were waiting.

There was a man I’d never seen before, and he was giving off big boss energy. He wore fatigues with the letters NEM embroidered on the front.

Shit. New Earth Militia!

Boss Man approached us, arms crossed. “Help the others pack everything into the shuttle,” he ordered, and Corey hopped to it, leaving through the side door.

“Now,” Boss Man said, looking at me. “You are going to tell me everything you know about this camp. We know the basics, so I’ll know if you’re lying. When you were there, did you see any machinery that might be able to detect a cloaked shuttle?”

“The other shuttles, I guess.” It was a generic answer anyone would give.

“No. We removed the tracking on our shuttle so that they couldn’t detect us. There must be something else.”

“There was the weird thing that looked like a stasis pod from a bad sci-fi movie.”

He frowned. “That’s for cleaning. “

“Oh. Like to clean clothes?” I asked, playing stupid.

“No, it’s how the hunters clean themselves.”

“Oh. They had showers there. So that was nice.” I hope he bought the dumb blonde act.

“Anything else?”

“We watched The Notebook on Friday. And we ate something that resembled tacos on Tuesday.”

He rubbed his temples like he couldn't believe the drivel he was hearing. He dug into his pocket and then tossed a mini notebook and pen at me. “Draw the layout of their base.”

I drew the intersection, and then I added the farmhouse, the barn, and the plaza in roughly the shape that it would be if seen from the sky. Their shuttle would have seen at least this much. “Something like that,” I said, handing it back to him.

He nodded, then asked what each part was.

“Here is the grocery store,” I said. “And this is a pharmacy, and over here is the fast food place. And over here…”

He stopped me before I could rattle off any more useless information. They would’ve seen all this from the air with their shuttle.

“Do you know how many of those aliens live there? How many humans?”

“Well, everyone was out dealing with the scary nest, so I don’t know.”

He pressed his lips in a thin line. “I need to get some fresh air. Stay in here, and don’t run off. There are flyers outside. And I won’t waste any bullets saving you.” Then he stomped out, frustrated at not getting anything useful out of me.

Ha! Kidnapper: 0. Dumb Broad Act: 1.

As he entered the back room, Riley cracked a smile and gave me a thumbs-up. We both shuffled over to the side door Corey hadn’t gone out of. If we were lucky, it wouldn’t be locked. I was willing to brave the flyers to get out of here. Riley seemed to have the same idea.

We’d just reached the door when, suddenly, Corey and one of his friends burst in from the side door with panicked looks.

“Aliens!” yelled the asshole. “There’s an alien shuttle landing just behind the other building.”

Boss Man stepped out from the back room, and all three looked our way.

“Hey! Get back here,” Corey shouted.

Riley and I both decided right then and there to run.


Chapter 29: Harb’k

I stepped out of my shuttle, ready to fight, only to see Zoey already running to me, her friend trailing behind her. What phenomenal luck.

I ordered my shuttle to uncloak so they would see me. The look of relief was evident when she did.

“Harb’k!”

I ran toward her, eager to hold her in my arms, but also because I knew there were enemies around. I needed to protect her. Just as I got within arm’s reach, I saw them. The two humans aimed their weapons at me and fired.

I heard the gunshots moments before she tumbled into my arms. I caught her and rolled out of the way. I didn’t feel any of the bullets so they must have missed. Good.

I grabbed the small blade I’d attached to my belt and threw it at my nearest adversary. As he fell, the hilt sticking out of his face, the other two panicked, ducking back into the building and giving me enough time to carry my mate to the shuttle.

Kan’n had landed next to me and was currently helping Riley.

“Get inside,” I said, setting Zoey down by my shuttle’s door. “I will take care of them.”

But Zoey stumbled the second I released her. I righted her again, and this time, she slumped against my shuttle. There was a look of shock on her face. It was only then that I saw the blood on the front of her hoodie. She looked down at her stomach, then put her hand over the growing spot of blood. The tang of iron filled my nostrils.

No! I caught her in my arms before she fell.

“Zoey!” Riley tried to run toward us, but Kan’n grabbed her and shoved her into his shuttle. “Go. Get the female to safety,” Kan’n said. Then he charged at the humans.

Panic set in as I carried her into my shuttle, our enemies forgotten.

“Shuttle! Zoey’s been shot. We need to get to Franklin. Now.” There was a full-body medical unit there. I wasn’t sure a handheld device could save her. There was so much blood.

I laid her in my sleeping nook and returned with my medical device.

“Hang on, Little Star. I’m here.”

“Harb’k.” She reached for my face as I unzipped her hoodie.

Then, I pushed her shirt up to see the damage.

I had seen countless injuries before in my lifetime. On myself, on other hunters. Even on humans. This was the first time it made me feel physically ill.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?”

“No,” I lied. “You’ll be fine.”

I realized only now that I needed to remove the bullet before I could get the medical unit on her. I didn’t know how to do it on a human. If it were me, I’d just dig it out, but her body was delicate.

“Shuttle? What should I do? I need to remove the bullet. But I can’t.”

Krux! My entire universe was imploding, and I didn’t know what to do.

“Put the device on her first. The medical bed can remove the bullet later.”

Right. Why didn’t I think of that?

The shuttle suddenly jerked, and Zoey inhaled sharply.

“Sorry. Flyers. I won’t be engaging, just evading. I’m trying to convince the shuttle it can go faster. I’m contacting the mothership building now.”

“Harb’k?” Zoey reached up to touch my face, and I cupped her hand in mine. Her hand was so cold. “Did... did I ever…” She gasped.

“Shh! Don’t try to talk. You can tell me after.”

“No.” She panted, trying to get the words out. “I need to tell...”

“Whisper the words. I can hear you.”

“I love you, Harb’k.”

“I love you too, Little Star. You are my mate. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. I’m so sorry.”

She didn’t reply.

“Zoey?”

Her eyes were closed, and she did not respond.

“Zoey! Wake up! Please.”

“Ahh, stop, Harb’k. You’re breaking my heart, and I don’t even have one,” said Pip’s voice. Our Pip’s. “Kan’n says he’ll neutralize the threat. Sam’s with Riley. Zoey’s still alive. I’m receiving her vitals from the healing device. We’ve got flyers on our tail, though. I need you to hold her still.”

I did, while keeping pressure on her wounds.

“And Harb’k?”

“What?”

“Did you know your shuttle is scared of flyers?”

***

My mate’s eyes blinked open, and she looked around, confused. She relaxed when her eyes landed on me.

“Harb’k.” She spotted the glass of water, tried to push herself up and reach for it, and groaned. “Where are we?”

“You are still not fully healed.” I helped her up, then picked up the glass and held it to her lips. “We are in the mothership building in New Franklin.”

“Mothership building?”

“Yes. Some of our Tech Wizards have been replicating a mothership, but without flight capabilities. This is the medical bay.”

“Oh. That makes sense.” She looked down at her stomach. “Riley!”

“She’s safe.”

She relaxed. “Those assholes got me good, didn’t they?”

“They did. But they are dead.”

“You?”

“I only got one,” I said regretfully. If I could kill them all for her, I would. “I was unable to stay and fight. Kan’n immobilized them, and your friend finished the job. She was very angry when she saw you bleeding.”

“Riley always was trigger-happy. Thank you for coming for me.”

“I will always come for you.”

“How did you find us?”

“Mountain Pip contacted ours the moment that shuttle took off. It only remained hidden as long as it was stationary. Pip’s sorry he was a jerk. His words. He wanted to be here when you woke, but they banned him from the medical bay for being annoying.”

The corner of Zoey’s lips lifted. “How long did that take?”

“About two hours. I told him we’ll find him once you’re feeling better and he can apologize.” I unclipped my communicator from my seat and contacted my shuttle. “But I promised my Shuttle I’d alert it when you wake.”

“Greetings, Zoey.”

“Hi, Shuttle.” A smile lifted the corner of Zoey’s lips.

“I’m glad you are awake. Harb’k was illogical with you.” There was some interference followed by, “No, Pip. You’re not allowed in here. Get out.”

That had Zoey smiling even harder. “We’ll see you back on the ship soon. Say hi to Pip for me.”

I disconnected before Pip could take over the call.

“Thank you,” she said. “And thank you for being here, even though I left you without much explanation.”

“I will always be here for you,” I repeated. “Because you are my mate.”

She glanced away, and the tiny gesture made my chest feel like it was being torn apart. “So I didn’t dream up our conversation after all.”

“It was not a dream. You told me you loved me.” I held onto her hand, refusing to let go, afraid that if I did I’d lose her again, this time for good.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice cracked.

I frowned. “Why are you sorry?”

“Because...” She pressed her lips in a thin line, and tears welled up in her eyes. She inhaled a shaky breath and then pressed her hand to her belly again. “Oww.”

“Relax.”

“I can’t. I have to tell you.” The monitor showed her heart rate increasing.

“Be calm. I already know. It’s okay. You are still my mate, and I still want you.”

She shook her head. “No. You don’t get it. You want a family. I can’t offer that to you.”

“I know. I saw the report from the medical bed. The human medic explained it. You do not have a womb. I don’t care. You are worth so much more to me than an offspring I’ve never met.”

She blinked. Then she was crying.

“Do not cry,” I begged. “Please. I hurt when you cry.”

“I don’t want you to settle for half a woman who can’t give you what you want.”

I growled. “What do you mean? Who told you that? Tell me so I can end their existence. Your worth is not based on your ability to create life. You are not half of anything. You are fully my mate. And you are perfect.”

“But you want a family so much. You mentioned how much knowing you had a future gave you hope. I can’t take that from you.”

“There will be plenty of Xarc’n/human children to continue our race. Just the fact that they exist is enough to give me hope. I don’t need my own. I do need you. You are my future. When you were unconscious, I thought I was going to die from the pain in my chest. I cannot live without you.”

“You really mean that?”

“Yes. Every word. I love you, Zoey.”

“I love you, too.”

Then she was sobbing in my arms.

The door opened and the human medic walked in. “You’re supposed to alert me when she wakes, not make her cry. Go shoot some flyers or something.”

“I will not leave my mate.”

He sighed. “All of you hunters are the same. Fine. If you’re going to be here, at least help me get her back into the medical unit. She has one more round.”

I picked her up carefully and followed the medic to the next room.

When she woke again the next day, she was looking much better. She was also ravenous, which was normal after using a medical bed. She was shocked at how fast she’d healed, but I wasn’t. It took three whole days. That was a long time in a medical bed.

The doctor returned and proclaimed her good enough to go. But she’d have to return for a checkup in two days. I guessed we were going to be staying in New Franklin for a while.

With her hand in mine, we stepped out into the bustling town. It was a bright sunny day, the kind that flyers loved the best, but there were plenty of survivors—or were they settlers now?—out and about. They stayed under walkways and patios covered by awnings.

She inhaled sharply as she looked around, and I tried to see the settlement as she would, for the first time, after living out in the scourge-filled landscape. Since the original two-building affair, New Franklin had grown. Not only were there many newly inhabited buildings, but there was a general store, several restaurants, a bar, and an inn for travelers. That was where we were staying tonight, though I usually stayed in my shuttle when I visited.

With the new influx of settlers, they’d adopted a token system that worked in conjunction with bartering. But we didn’t need to worry about paying for food. There was a warm meal waiting for us at the hunter’s compound, which was just a short walk from the mothership building.

“Evie is eager to meet you. She’s Tavir’k’s mate, and she’s a very good cook. She found out you’ve been in the medical bay and insisted on making you her special lasagna. You should give her your meat cookie recipe. The hunters here will love it.” I found myself rambling, but I couldn’t help it. I was so happy to have Zoey by my side, and I was excited to show my mate everything.

“Uncle Harb’k!”

I braced for impact as the youngster launched himself at me. I caught him, then once he was back on his feet we butted horns in greeting. Ryan was still young enough that it was a gesture of affection, but he was growing fast.

“Uncle Harb’k has a girlfriend! Eeeew!” He made gagging noises. “You’re going to be boring like all the other adults now. No fair!”

Zoey watched us, amused.

“This is Ryan. Tilly and Rayk’n’s offspring. You’ll meet them soon.” I turned to Ryan. “Is Evie in?”

“Yeah. She’s making healthy food with vegetables.” Ryan made a face. “I have to go. I’m late for training. Nice to meet you, Zoey. Bye.”

“This is where it all started for the hunters in New Franklin,” I said as we approached the unassuming structure. “This is where the hunters and their mates live. Lenny and Sam lived here too.”

“An industrial building?”

“It is easily defendable. And that one over there was the original human building. They used to funnel the scourge here”—I gestured at the area around the compound—“during the summer.”

She looked around the busy courtyard filled with bustling people and laughing children. “I would’ve never guessed this was a battlefield.”

I kept walking but she stopped. There were unshed tears in her eyes.

“What is wrong? Are you hurting? Should we go back to the medical bay?”

“No, no. I’m fine. It’s just… Look at this place! I’ve been to other settlements and visited many camps. But they weren’t like this. This feels so… normal.”

I understood. The hunters here still had to work hard every day to prevent the scourge from reestablishing nests, but here inside New Franklin, there were none. My entire life’s work had been to rid the universe of the scourge menace. But until I’d come to Earth, I hadn’t really understood why my job was so important.

Now, I got it. I pulled Zoey into my arms, getting lost in the depths of her gray eyes.

I had a home to defend now. A mate. A future.

The door to the compound opened, and Evie greeted us, her sun-colored hair in a bouncy ponytail. “What are you doing just standing there, Harby? Come on in! I can’t want to meet your mate!”


Epilogue

Two years later…

“Alrighty, she’s good to go.” I gave the straps one last tug before closing the shuttle’s external storage hatch.

Riley and I had just finished spending all of Sanctuary’s allotted credits, and that meant it was time for us to enjoy the rest of the market. It was her first time at a Trader’s Market, and I could see the excitement in her eyes. There were all sorts of goodies on sale here, not just the essentials. Since that first year, the market had grown by leaps and bounds.

There was a never-ending selection of livestock, medicine, spices, coffee, tea, homemade foods, and beverages, both alcoholic and not. But it wasn’t just consumables. There were stalls with bolts of fabric, some from the old days and some newly woven, colorful skeins of yarn, and tools and notions for every handicraft under the sun. There was an entire section for woodworkers and a large subsection for those who upcycled the old into something new and wonderful.

There were classes in session all day too, from Cooking with Food Bars 101, to Raising Raisins: Dealing with the Terrible Twos, and War Machine Maintenance. The event was all about sharing information and connecting groups from all over North America and even the rest of the world. There were Tech Wizards who made the trip from Asia and Europe for their yearly meeting.

After last year’s scourge attack, the hunters responsible had hiked up security, and this year, not a single flyer or centicreep had made it into the market. At least not yet. The day was still young.

“Where are you heading to first?” I asked after taking a large swig from my water bottle.

“Siobhan is doing an intro class to pie-making and it starts in half an hour. I’m so glad we managed to get everything on Sanctuary’s list on time. Then after that, I’m going to hit up the yarn stalls.” She’d started a “stitch n’ bitch” at Sanctuary where a bunch of ladies and gentlemen got together once a week to knit and offload their troubles. “Did you know I got Clark to try knitting? Clark!”

“No, I did not.” I tried to imagine Sanctuary’s mayor de-stressing from his job with a pair of knitting needles and grinned. “Good for him!”

The day Riley and I had been kidnapped, Mountain Pip had alerted Aaron and Lenny the moment the other shuttle uncloaked. They, in turn, notified Clark and Sasha. They’d caught Gabe and his posse of disloyal guards red-handed, stealing supplies on their way out. Gabe died in the resulting shootout, and everyone else involved was ejected from the settlement with nothing but the clothes on their backs.

Training new guards and rebuilding had added more gray to Clark’s head, and he was well on his way to becoming a certified silver fox.

“Oh, here’s your hunter! Go spend some time with him. I’ll see you at dinner.” Then she was off, bouncing down the rows of stalls.

I turned to Harb’k, who was returning with Nov’k and Haax’l. The hunters, too, used this opportunity to meet up with old friends they’d fought with on previous planets and share information like new fighting tactics. The other two hunters went off to find their mates, leaving my wonderful mate with me.

“Are you excited?” I asked.

He was. I knew. There were too many strands of hair loose around his face, and that meant he’d been fussing with it, something he did when nervous.

“I am.”

“Me too.” I reached up and tucked a strand of his wiry hair behind his horns. Then I took his hand and we started toward the mothership building.

Last year when we were here, we’d learned about a special project. All Xarc’n warriors were created in artificial wombs on motherships, and some engineering types were getting together with the doctors and scientists to see if they could hack the wombs to carry human and mixed babies to term.

We’d planned to be guinea pigs until about two weeks ago, when everything changed. A mixed Xarc’n and human child was dropped off at the door of a hunter compound. The warriors who found the little boy had wrestled the car seat he’d been strapped to out of a flyer’s grip.

They’d followed the scent trail of the mother back to a large human settlement but were unable to pick her out. After announcing his existence with plenty of adorable photos, they waited for a hunter to claim him, but none came.

We’d put our plans to be guinea pigs for the artificial womb project on hold to adopt him instead. That option would always be there, but this little one needed us now.

My stomach fluttered as we entered the building and followed the signs toward the mess hall, where a man paced with a bundle in his arms.

He spied us and stopped. “Zoey and Harb’k?”

“We sure are,” I said, my eyes fixed on the bundle in his arms.

“Wonderful. Thank you for stepping up and taking in our little miracle. That’s what we’ve been calling him, since it was a miracle we got him back from that flyer. Have you decided on a name yet?”

I shared a look with my mate. “Connor. His name is Connor.”

“Great,” he said, carefully transferring Connor into my arms. “There you go, Connor. Your new family.”

I stood there with the world’s most perfect little purple baby in my arms. There were no horns yet, and the tiny bumps where they’d sprout were covered with fine blond hair. He opened his eyes, having been awoken by the transfer, and very human-looking hazel eyes stared back at me.

“Oh, he’s perfect,” I managed around the lump in my throat.

Harb’k came to wrap his arms around us, and at this moment, everything was right in the world. There were no scourge. No hostile groups. No deadly space fungus. There was just me, Harb’k, the little treasure in my arms, and all the love in the world.

“He is,” Harb’k agreed. “Hello, Little Warrior. Welcome to Earth.”

THE END

Did you know there is a spin-off series for the group in the mountains? Here’s an excerpt from Hunter’s Quest, Book 1 of Xarc’n Warriors: Mountains.

I poked at the giant scuttler stuck in my trap, hoping it was exhausted enough not to fight back. The giant space bug sprang to life, crawling in place with its eight creepy legs and slashing at me with its toxin-edged front claws.

I backed away.

Damn! These creatures were ugly. For something that had evolved elsewhere in the galaxy, they sure reminded me a lot of mutant Earth bugs. They stank, too, like a dead rat soaked in rotten milk overnight and left out in the heat to ripen.

This particular make and model had the claws of a praying mantis, the head of an earwig, the body of an ant, and the legs of a spider. It wasn’t small either. Scuttlers were about the size of an overgrown Rottweiler and were the smallest of all the insectoid space invaders that now crawled over our planet. They were also the most common type. During the warm months, thousands of them poured out from the large nests they built under our cities and towns.

I was so glad I lived up here in the Rockies.

I had my shotgun on me, as I usually did when I left my cabin, but it would be wasteful to use my dwindling shells on a trapped bug. Not to mention, the sound would draw more into the area. There were flying bugs too, but they hunted by sight, and I was well hidden under the trees. Even though most of the leaves had already fallen, the evergreens still blocked their view. However, a gunshot would alert them.

I unstrapped my axe instead. It was a utilitarian tool and didn’t give me a good range. If I could get close enough to hit the bug with my axe, then it could also nick me with its claws. Just the tiniest of nicks was enough to paralyze a limb for life.

Bug toxin was no joke.

The hideous creature hissed at me and struggled in my trap. I had to kill it quickly before the cord broke. It wasn’t made for something this size.

It was rare for the bugs to venture up to my part of the mountain. At first, I’d thought it was simply because I was so isolated. But this summer, I’d realized a pair of Xarc’n warriors had claimed this side of the mountain as theirs and had been preventing the bugs from coming up the pass.

Yet this was the second scuttler I’d found in my traps today. I’d managed to creep up on the first one from behind, smashing its skull in with my axe. This one was much livelier, turning to face me no matter which way I approached, its claws at the ready.

I was supposed to be trapping small animals and preserving them to stock my cellar in preparation for winter, not trapping bugs.

A skittering sound had me whipping around to find another scuttler behind me; this one, free and mobile. It waved its creepy mandibles at me.

Shit! Another one? This wasn’t good.

This meant the Xarc’n protectors in this area were either slacking or overwhelmed. Both were bad news.

I dropped my axe, reached for my shotgun, and tucked the stock against my shoulder. If I had to shoot it, I would. Then I’d need to run back to my cabin before more arrived. It would mean the end of checking traps for the day, but I’d be alive, and alive was good.

A low growl sounded before someone shouted in a guttural alien language. The bug turned toward the imposing purple warrior stepping out from the trees.

Rhaz’k. Why did I always get the bossy Xarc’n hunter? According to this overgrown mass of purple muscles, I belonged to him simply because I lived in his territory. Let’s just say our previous encounters hadn’t been the greatest.

He moved so quickly, he was no more than a blur. Just like the last time I’d seen him, he wore nothing but a leather loincloth and a few pieces of armor strapped to his body by a harness. It showcased his broad shoulders and pecs and drew attention to his washboard abs.

One moment the bug was whole; the next, Rhaz’k had slashed it in half with one of his glowing double swords. Before the internet fell, the prevailing rumor had been that their melee weapons were imbued with plasma energy. The alien warrior grinned at me, the show-off, displaying a row of sharp teeth and a pair of fangs. He tilted his head to the side as if in challenge, accentuating the heavy set of his ram-like horns.

Not to be outdone, I picked up my axe and bashed the scuttler still stuck in my trap on the head before Rhaz’k could. There was no damsel in distress to rescue here. I could take care of myself, thank you very much. Whether I wanted to or not; I had no one else.

The alien warrior scowled at me, clearly miffed that I’d gotten to the bug before he did. “Why are you out of your cabin, female? You should not be trapping scuttlers. It is unsafe.” His words sounded like a series of grunts and growls, but the translator on his belt came to the rescue.

Trapping scuttlers? Did he think I was trying to do his job? Hell no! I was trying to find food.

“You should return to your cabin, female.” He leaned in and sniffed loudly and snarled. “You smell of the strange male who has been around your home. He should not stay with you. Tell him to leave. Now.”

I stared back, shocked at the audacity of his words. Who did he think he was?

I got all up in his face, or tried to; he was at least a foot and a half taller than me. “First of all, I can invite anyone I want into my home.” I poked him hard in the chest with my finger. Ouch! His chest was hard as rock. “And second. I’m trying to find food. Winter is coming, and I need to make sure I have enough.”

He perked up. “If you are low on sustenance—” he made to grab my finger, and I jerked it back “—I can provide for you, female.” He almost looked gleeful that I was low on food, the jerk.

Of course he was. This was how these Xarc’n warriors got you. There’d been plenty of tales of Xarc’n hunters offering women food before kidnapping them into their shuttles.

“Thank you, but I’m quite capable of providing for myself. I’m not desperate.”

I still had food left, and I had most of my life under control. Most. All except for the fact that my ex, who I couldn’t stand, was living in my house and using up my supplies.

The only reason I’d even let Tristan     stay was that I’d thought it would deter Rhaz’k from sniffing around. Tristan had shown up a few days ago, begging for food. He’d looked so pathetic, I’d let pity get the best of me and given him a meal.

There was no way we were getting back together, but sending Tristan out there was a death sentence; I didn’t want to be party to that. There’d been enough death already. I didn’t even know how he’d managed to survive all this time. So, believing his presence would discourage Rhaz’k’s attention, I’d let Tristan in.

It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate the Xarc’n warriors’ help. I did. It wasn't lost on me that without the warriors hunting the bugs on my mountain, I’d have been overrun with the nasty creatures by now. I was very thankful for their help.

What I didn't appreciate was Rhaz’k sneaking around my bedroom window in the middle of the night and watching me sleep. That was creepy as fuck. I’d had nightmares of his yellow eyes and dangerous-looking horns for days. I’d had to close all my blinds when I slept.

So, that was how I’d first found out I had hunters on my mountains. Not the best first impression. Subsequent encounters with his surly, bossy ass hadn’t been any better.

There was another Xarc’n warrior who hunted here. Instead of watching by my window, this other one had watched from the woods. I’d pointed my shotgun at him, thinking he was a bear. When my neighbor Sandy’s home was burned down by raiders earlier this summer, he'd offered her a home in his shuttle, and she’d accepted.

I was glad someone was caring for Sandy. She seemed happy with him, and unlike Rhaz’k, Turr’k was actually nice.

If Rhaz’k thought the same thing would happen with me, he was in for a big surprise.

I didn’t find him creepy anymore, now that he was more than just a pair of glowing eyes and horns outside my window. In fact, he was kind of hot. No, that was a lie. He was scorching. According to the media, these Xarc’n warriors had been engineered to be the perfect fighters; they sure had the bodies for it.

Why? Why did he have to open his mouth? If he wasn’t such a domineering prick who thought he could tell me what to do, I might be interested.

I doubted he was interested in me like that anyway. The way he ordered me around, he probably thought of me as some idiot he had to care for because of a sworn duty to protect the planet and its inhabitants from the bugs.

“No,” Rhaz’k finally said. “You are not desperate, but you have not been successful with your hunting and fishing today.”

It was true I hadn’t been successful today, but I still had some of the supplies I’d picked up last time I was in town and a cellar full of food he didn’t know about. My previous trip to town had been early last spring, right before things got bad. The stores had been having trouble keeping their shelves stocked, but I still came back with a decent haul, including a bunch of food storage supplies and a truckload of perishables.

I’d spent a fortune that day and hadn’t regretted it. Money after that point had been useless. The next few weeks had been spent processing everything for storage, until the grid went down.

The only thing I was low on now was meat. Unfortunately, it was also the only thing the bugs were interested in.

“So, you’ve been stalking me again? I thought we had an agreement.” I put my hands on my hips. “We share the mountain, but you stop creeping on me. It’s not that hard.”

He frowned. “You are mine to protect.”

Oh no. We were not having this conversation again.

Ignoring him, I released the dead bug from my trap. The trap would need to be disinfected with fire before I could use it again. I didn’t know exactly what pathogens the bugs carried, but everything they touched reeked of death.

On the survival forums I’d once been a part of, they’d suggested disinfecting everything that came into contact with the alien creatures, and then burning the carcasses after. The hunters did the same, and they must have good reason.

Rhaz’k carried the two dead bugs to a flat rock and set them on fire.

“Give me the trap,” he demanded.

“No. I’ll disinfect it when I get home.” If he threw it into the flames now, I wouldn’t be able to pick it up until it cooled. The sun was setting, and unlike him with his exceptional night vision, I needed light to get home.

He put a small device in a nearby tree, a surveillance camera, and aimed it at the burning pile. Then he snatched the trap from my hand before I could stop him and tossed it into the fire.

“Hey!”

Fuck this. I threw my hands up into the air and turned toward my home. I was done with his crap.

Then he found the other trap tied to my pack and ripped that off my bag as well.

I whipped back around. “What the fu—”

Before I could finish my sentence, I found myself lifted up into the air and tossed over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

Oof! Why was his shoulder so damn hard?

“Let me down!” I pounded my fists against his back, but he didn’t even flinch. All I was doing was hurting my hands.

He didn’t reply. Instead, he just marched silently through the woods.

---
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