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SECTION ONE

ICE BALL

Samuel Martin had lived his entire life on Earth, nestled safely within humanity’s tender love and care. Most of that life was spent as a less-than-exceptional mechanical engineer. With his wife, the two scraped together an idyllic life in the midwest United States. He would jump from one odd job and soul-sucking contract to another. All in the constant pursuit of the almighty dollar and the ever-present expectations society had set upon him to be a “Real man.”

Samuel had assumed that was all his life would ever be. That was until the Galactic Union(GU) arrived and uplifted Humanity to an interstellar species.

After they took over, humans had food, water, and basic needs met. Yet many Humans found themselves out of work and living aimlessly. The GU would only allow a few Humans to travel to the stars with them. The exceptions were made for soldiers or those the GU deemed capable enough.

The rest of humanity had no challenge, strife, or tribulations. For some, their lives were still a daily grind, with little on earth meaningfully changing unless you were one of those rare few.

Samuel’s wife was among the former. For her, the challenge was not because of some job or life passion. No, Sarah had been diagnosed with brain cancer several years before the GU arrived.

Sarah tried to keep her head high for so long and find a reason to wake up each day. But her decay was slow, painful, and wrought with spats of forgetfulness. As her end drew near, she could not even recognize Samuel anymore.

Even with all of the GU power, medical technology, and ability to change the world, brain cancer was still lethal. No matter how much he begged, pleaded, and sought aid from the aliens, they never gave any.

Samuel spent years upon years of his life hating the GU, despising them for failing to save his wife, his one true love. During those years, Samuel became cold and distant from those he once knew. They were hardly his friends, hardly his allies, just those he knew in the barest context. None truly understood his loss and life without his dear wife, Sarah.

Not even his children came around to see him anymore. They all had decided helping their dear old dad cope was not as important as being among some of the first humans to travel to the stars.

Throughout it all, he held his head high. Putting up a facade to show the world. In reality, he was little more than a broken, hollow, and hateful man—someone with nothing to live for, with no actual goals.

Then, one day, the group he hated the most had the audacity to approach him, the GU. They sought Engineers and those with technical backgrounds to spread out into the farthest reaches of their influence. They wanted people to man locations in the far reaches of space—someone who could manage outposts alone. Likely someone who would not be missed by many.

Samuel initially denied the offer, telling the representatives to shove it where the sun does not shine. Yet, after months upon months of them asking repeatedly, Samuel gave in. He surrendered to the fact that nothing was left for him on earth.

Traveling amidst the stars would at least give him a fresh start away from Humans and aliens. He would have little to do other than keep some arrays active. At least that’s all the job had described.
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Baritin was, for the most part, a cold ball of ice. A small moon off in the furthest reaches of the GU, half the Milky Way away from Earth.

There were sentient creatures on it, the Varintol. However, they were reclusive and did not like interacting with the GU. Much like Samuel himself.

All he knew from the briefings was that the Varintol were a sentient humanoid species who lived in a tribalistic culture. Beyond that, they were unknown even though the GU had been on this moon for hundreds of Earth years. He had wondered why that was but never gave it more than a passing thought.

This arrangement was perfect for Samuel; their existence would not prevent him from keeping the satellite array functioning or the outpost in ship shape. The more significant issue for him was the indescribable cold of the moon; while Wisconsin reached low temperatures, the tundra was truly frigid. At its highest, the temperature reached zero degrees Celsius and was always under heavy snow and wind. There were some warmer climates near the moon’s equator, but that’s not where he was going. No, Samuel was going to a barren tundra on the largest continent.

Samuel braced slightly while the shuttle shook and shuddered as it reached the moon’s surface. He sighed, glad the several-week-long journey from Earth was almost over. The GU rushed him out the door so quickly he never even had the chance to sell his house. It was ridiculous. That was neither here nor there; the house would crumble and be forgotten like he would.

He thought about how much his life had changed; when he got married thirty earth years ago, he would have never imagined himself being anywhere but lounging on his porch, beer in hand with his wife at his side—now all of that was gone, nothing but a fading memory.

Samuel was not a young buck, being well past fifty. He had a rather large belly but was muscular for a man his age. Chopping wood and working actively on job sites kept his body from becoming frail, which, coupled with beer, had endowed him with a build akin to a powerlifter.

Running his hand through his thick salt and pepper beard, Samuel glanced out the window at the endless ocean of tall pine-like trees coated in blistering snow, fully anticipating this moon to be his lonely grave.

The shuttle lurched to a stop, and the back hatch dropped, offering him exit. The horrendous winds of the moon’s surface bid him welcome as icy fingers ran down his collar and instantly chilled him to the bone.

“Sir, please reach out if you need aid,” the pilot said via the intercom.

“Yeah, I will,” Samuel shrugged before hefting his backpack and stepping off the shuttle’s ramp into the knee-deep snow.

Samuel looked back at the shuttle as it took off and quickly vanished into the heavy snow. He thought about them leaving and realized he could, at long last, have what he wanted, to be forgotten. All it took was him coming to this horrible ice ball to make it happen. He had been forgotten by everyone else on Earth anyway. Here, at least, his reality matched his mentality.

Samuel paused, looking at the outpost. It was a small grouping of gray buildings covered in heavy snowpack. A small array of satellites and solar panels were on the roof. They were all covered in thick layers of ice. The outpost had not been manned in years; apparently, most species would rather not be left out here where your nearest help was weeks if not months away.

The main satellite dish on the mountain nearby was not visible through the near white-out conditions, but he knew it was there. He would see it soon while assessing the station after years of neglect.

The wind whistled like wailing banshees between the buildings, defying Samuel’s dream of being alone. But if that’s all that disrupted those plans, who was he to complain?

“Home sweet home,” Samuel muttered, trudging through the heavy powder.

Reaching the main building was a herculean task. He got it done by mustering up all the old man strength and stubbornness he could. Samuel pressed the button to open the door, But nothing happened. After a quick inspection of the frame, Samuel realized what was wrong.

The building was frozen solid, sealing the doors shut like a weld. It took several minutes of driving his shoulder into the door to crack the seal and have the door open. Once inside, Samuel was exhausted and covered in sweat, having not had to do any form of physical exertion like that in a while.

His last job that required him to do anything strenuous was years ago, and that was just a simple construction gig. There, he helped move bags of concrete and other supplies the young bucks felt they weren’t strong enough to do–those lazy bastards.

Why he had to do the physical labor was not beyond him. Samuel was not a young Human Marine; he was an old Engineer. Samuel could keep a mechanical or electrical system working like no other, but fighting, working hard, and lifting heavy objects were tasks he would rather not be saddled with at this point in life.

Samuel quickly took to settling in. First, he set the temperature to a comfortable level and ensured the satellites were in good order, at least what he could do from the terminals. He was pleasantly surprised that despite the arrays being out of care for years, they were fully functional. After reviewing the rest of the technical manuals for the satellite dishes, Samuel smiled; if there were no issues, the systems would run themselves. He was only the backup; at least the GU was truthful about that.

So long as nothing kept the systems and staples of his life from working, all he would have to do for the next few standard years was clean solar panels in the mornings and do regular maintenance. All of that was perfect for him.

He could be forgotten and go with the flow until he kicked the bucket and ended up as a man popsicle when the arrays and power eventually gave out.

Samuel sat down in the main room of the outpost and pulled out one of the MREs from storage. Glancing around, he could see a few rooms: Barracks, entertainment, an exercise wing, a workshop, storage rooms, bathrooms, and his workstation. But he hardly cared right now; letting his tired muscles relax was all he needed and wanted for the night. Samuel did not even inventory the weapons the GU gave him. He could do that later. Instead, he focused on the location’s solitude, enjoying his newfound peace and the deep snow surrounding his new home.

The rest of the day was uneventful, giving Samuel ample time to settle in and learn the relays. Even with the storm outside, his new life was starting on the right foot. Simple, straightforward, and with no one to bother him.





SECTION TWO

FUR BALL

Scarletra Ursana had lived the last few local years as a recluse. She had fled from her clan and home after years of Mother, using and abusing her over the course of her life. With the cumulative event being her attempting to force Scarletra to marry a young lad from another village for some political maneuver.

Farun was nice enough, but he was so young, inexperienced, and unsure of himself that Scarletra found him repulsive.

Scarletra would much rather enjoy the company of the older men in the village; their confidence, assurance, and experience set her body alight. But Mother would never approve, and the ones she fancied were either spoken for or uninterested in someone as young as her—even though she was an adult.

She had been blessed as an adult woman years before Mother attempted to arrange her pairing with Farun; that was when her mother gave her a name. The fact that Mother named her after the color of blood was repulsive. Mother wanted a warrior, a leader, an heir, not a crafter, even though Scarletra would rather whittle and make sculptures.

Scarletra stopped at a stream that trickled through the snow-covered rocks, hoping to soothe her drying throat. Today’s hunt had been long and arduous, with her only managing to hunt a single Khatnit stag. She dipped her large hands into the ice-cold water, washing the blood off her long claws. The water held her fur down as she brought the rejuvenating liquid to her lips.

Looking into the water, she paused, spotting her reflection. She looked tired. Her once bright golden eyes had little luster left. Her large ears were round, still soft, and perched atop her head, poking out of silver-gray ass-length hair. She sighed, seeing flecks of blood on her face; despite being alone, Scarletra still cared about her appearance, at least somewhat.

She was large, even amidst her species, standing nearly three meters tall, while most were around two. She had the arctic Varintol’s usual build, thick and heavy muscles covered by even thicker layers of insulating fat. She did not like that it gave her a large, imposing frame juxtaposed with her gentle nature.

Scarletra regularly hunted and killed but would rather not hurt anything unless she had to, much to Mother’s dismay. Scarletra would prefer to hold and cuddle the tiny creatures; they were cute and soft and did not insist she had to be a savage berserker or the next matriarch of the clan. They were okay with her being herself, even if they feared her.

The only other notable difference between her and the others from her now oh-so-distant village was her fur color. Dull gray and white stripes covered her entire body, offering her effective camouflage in the deep, never-ending winter.

Most of the village was one or the other, with a few that wore brown fur. But she had been blessed with a striped mix. A unique note of her alone. Without the camouflage it offered, she would have undoubtedly starved by now, so she saw it as a boon from the Great Mother.

Scarletra rubbed her hands through her thick fur, combing out any remnants of the scrub and bramble buried within. She ensured her light clothing did not have unwanted stragglers like insects or other parasites; Scarletra ran her large knife-like claws around her thick hips and large breasts, ensuring no bugs had found safety in the deep valleys and crevices.

Knowing none were there, Scarletra resumed her trudge through the green bows and deep snow toward one of the caves she called home. The caves are the only location where the judgemental eyes of her family could not find her despite their trying for years.
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Scarletra dragged her latest kill toward the cave, a heavy trail of blood sopping the snow behind them. Scarletra looked back at the creature and sighed. She hated seeing it. The kill was not clean; the stag screamed and flailed horribly when she ripped its neck open. The memory made her shudder. But she had to eat, and killing was the rule of nature in the tundras of Baritin.

The noises and the stag’s horrified eyes made her nearly tear up as a knot formed in her throat; no matter how many she killed, it never got easier. She did not want them to suffer even if she knew the Khatnit stags were plentiful. They were another of the Great Mothers’ creatures who deserve love and respect.

Why did killing them have to weigh on her so heavily?

Scarletra sighed, dropped the stag near the cave entrance, and headed inside to retrieve one of the sacks she crafted and some rope but paused before reaching the entrance. Her large ears fluttered when a strange droning pierced the howling winds and drew her attention, looking skyward at a large shuttle entering the atmosphere, passing overhead like a comet.

It was strange that a shuttle was heading toward the GU outpost. The GU tended to avoid Baritin. They had tried to establish outposts and contact the clans generations ago. But apparently, her elders’ gruff and stubborn demeanor was more than the GU wanted to deal with. So they built their large dishes and outposts in the reaches no one claimed, then left her family alone. She did not know if the other tribes still had contact with the people from the stars but assumed they were similar.

The GU never even left anyone at the outposts; they had been abandoned for years. Scarletra knew this because when she initially left her tribe to escape Mother, she tried to contact the GU in the hopes they might be able to offer her shelter and a new lot in life, but all of the outposts were vacant—no matter how many times she went back over the years.

Scarletra wondered how long the GU would be here, seeing this as her chance to get as far away from her old clan as possible, knowing they would eventually find her and try to drag her back into the fold, no matter how much she kicked and screamed. Seizing the opportunity, Scarletra rushed through the woods, uncaring of the trees she toppled and the boulders she tossed away in her wake.

Scarletra’s heart overflowed with anticipation. Her years upon years of isolation would finally come to an end. All she had to do was reach the outpost before the ship took off. She had no doubt the GU would welcome her and let her escape this tundra. They tried to bring her clan to the stars before, so why not her?

As Scarletra reached the precipice of a cliff that overlooked the outpost, her heart sank as the shuttle took off and quickly vanished over the distant mountains.

They had hardly been on the surface for more than a few minutes. Scarletra initially thought she had missed her chance to escape and have someone, anyone she could talk to, hug, or hold dear That was until she paid more attention to the buildings of the outpost nestled deep in the valley.

Someone was down there; they were slamming into the doors, trying to enter the most prominent building. Even with Scarletra’s exceptional vision, she could not make out any details about the individual from here. The kilometers of distance and the fluttering snow made them appear as little more than a shifting shadow amidst the gray buildings.

Scarletra smiled, her heart overflowing with joy before she stepped down the snowy cliff. Someone more agile and petite than her might have been able to sled down the side without disturbing the snowpack much, but her massive bulk did not allow her to do that.

Her descent was akin to a small avalanche as she plowed through the meters of heavily packed frost. She nearly tumbled several times on the way down when she collided with a few unseen boulders, but minor setbacks like that would not stop her now. All she had to do was make a good first impression.
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The sun had set long before Scarletra reached the GU outpost. Flood lights high above the facility bathed the area with bright orange light. Scarletra cautiously moved through the exterior gates and ambled past the smaller buildings.

The odor of the outpost was disgusting; it was heavy and acrid. The scent of oil, gasoline, and other chemicals caused her eyes to water. How the creatures of the GU could stand being around here was beyond her; she hoped the inside of their homes smelled less repulsive.

Scarletra took a deep, steadying breath as she neared the doors, worried her appearance would horrify whatever creature the GU had dropped off. Her massive frame was usually unsettling enough for her own kind. How an alien would react was unknown. For all she knew, they would like how she looked; she was big, huggable, and cute.

At least she hoped that they would find her cute.

The tales she had heard about the species of the GU said they were similar in size to the normal Varintol. At least if Mother and the elders were to be believed, they told tales of creatures lacking muscle, fur, and survival ability.

Scarletra did not want to put faith in the words of those horrible people, not after what they put her through. She had to see for herself.

As she neared the main building, she noticed the snow was disturbed by the actions of whoever was inside, likely from when they were slamming against the door. She spotted a small object poking out of the snow. Kneeling, she carefully pinched it between her claws.

She drew the brown tube along her nose, smelling it intensely. It smelled woody and earthy, reminding her of some of the mosses that grew in the southernmost reaches of her territory during the summer. The blissful smell sent a shiver down her spine. She had no idea what this was for, but it was made of some dried leaf and reminded her of what other warriors would smoke before and after a battle.

Scarletra tucked the curiosity into the belt pouch she used to store her few spices and other condiments and went to the door; she paused and curiously looked at it, her confusion growing as she could not find a way to open the metal hatch.

Her tribe used skins as doors, and you just simply pushed those open. She did not have the slightest idea how to open the strange metallic hatch the GU had constructed. She spent nearly half an hour clawing at the door, carving into the relatively soft metal, trying to see if that would open the door. No luck.

Having failed at her attempt to enter, she wandered around the outside of the building, trying to peek through the windows inside, but could not see through any of them. The inside was pitch black, and the ice was far too thick. It was so solid that even her clawing at the ice only gouged deep channels in the surface.

Scarletra growled in frustration. She hoped that she finally would have someone else to talk to. Knowing that the only other creature within several days’ walk was only a few weak layers of metal away was infuriating. Yet she was not going to destroy their home just to see them. That would in no way help her meet her new neighbor.

Her final attempt at making contact was knocking on the door.

“Hello, is anyone there?” Scarletra roared as she continued to bludgeon the entrance.

Maybe they could not hear, so she struck the door harder and roared at the top of her lungs. The metal began to buckle under her heavy strikes. She immediately stopped feeling nervous that her new neighbor would be upset at the damage she had already accidentally caused to their home. Why was everything so soft and so easy to break? She did not want to destroy anything, but it just happened. Hopefully, they understand.

Dejected, Scarletra rounded the area, leaving traces of her scent all across nearly every surface she could touch, hoping the creature inside would pick up on her subtle bouquet of spices and musk, allowing them to come and find her.

Afterward, she stomped off into the winter night and back toward her cave, knowing it would take her a whole day to return. She decided to attempt to make contact again another day after getting a proper gift of friendship for them. Even if it meant she would have to kill another creature to prepare it, doing so would undoubtedly help her when they meet.

Who doesn’t want a gift, after all?





SECTION THREE

SETTLING IN

Samuel slept like garbage, tossing and turning with little genuine rest, having woken up sometime around midnight to the slamming and roaring of some beast outside; luckily, the building should be safe and would not buckle too easily. That and whatever animal it likely just came to investigate the smell of the food he made; it was probably the only food in several kilometers.

He got out of bed and stumbled over to the light switch. The chill sent a shiver down his spine, making him wonder if something happened to the heating system. He flicked on the lights, and the blood-red emergency overhead lights activated instead of the typical white overheads.

“Fuck,” Samuel grumbled, realizing the storm must have knocked out the power, shutting off the heating and causing his systems to start running on their backup power banks.

“At least I have something to do,” Samuel sighed before putting on his headlamp and dressing in light skivvies.

The bright white of his headlamp beam made it far easier to navigate through the dark rooms of the station, making it a simple task not to knock his shin into any of the furniture. The iced-over windows offered him little light from the sun; it might as well still be midnight.

Once Samuel made it to the workstation in the maintenance room, he started to review the deep lexicons of instructions and maintenance manuals for the station’s innumerable systems and subsystems. He was glad the files were well-organized and easy to read through. Far too many times in the past, instructions or manuals might as well not be written in standard.

Whoever was here years ago was also a wise individual. They had left him handwritten instructions on troubleshooting the systems based on their experience manning the station. According to his predecessor, someone named Vasco, the power goes out at least once a week, with the main issue usually coming down to the solar panels being covered in snow. That made sense; if the solar panels could not catch the sun, the computer would say they must be broken.

Samuel made a mental note to read over more of Vasco’s words of wisdom when he had free time. Any amount of understanding of the outpost’s personality he could get would be helpful. For now getting the power back online was more important than reading notes left for Samuel’s ease of mind. Vasco mentioned the emergency power does not power the roof’s de-icers, and Samuel ran the risk of the roof caving in from the snowpack’s weight.

Samuel tossed on his parka and heavy thermal clothes. The gear was essential to survive any significant length of time on the moon’s surface; otherwise, it was far too cold for Humans to perform any essential maintenance in the frigid tundra.

He tapped the control panel built into his parka sleeve and set the temperature to hold the suit at a comfortable 24 degrees Celsius.

The tubes running inside his clothes twitched when the pumps attached to his belt activated and forced warm antifreeze around him, offering him steady warmth. The system did little to keep his face warm, but his thick beard and the faux fur-lined hood would handle that.

Entering the winter room and groaning, he lowered himself onto the creaking bench, his tired muscles and sore knees screaming at him each millimeter. They always did when he woke up, so he had just come to think of it as his body’s warm-up cycles. After all, any well-used machine needed a little warm-up to work correctly, and his old body was just another well-worn machine.

Slipping his boots on and quickly lacing them, he glanced around the room that kept the cold out of the main living area and let them store wet and drying clothes. It worked well for all of that, especially staging needed tools and the weapons the GU had given him, all of which were in packs and lockers across from him.

Pulling out one of his cigars and antique flip lighter, he chuckled while struggling to flip the lighter open in his thick winter gloves. The lighter had been in his family since World War Two when his ancestor made it out of an old bullet casing. The age proved that if you cared for something, it would last forever; the lighter was well over five hundred years old, give or take a few decades.

Samuel lit his cigar after pressing the button to actuate the doors, cringing as they scraped loudly against the door frame. That was odd since they worked fine the previous day.

After stepping outside, he realized why the doors were malfunctioning. When the beast slammed against the doors, they had buckled inward and cut deep gashes into the surface, exposing dozens of wires inside holes large enough to slip his gloved hand inside.

A growing sense of unease built in his chest while searching for any other damage the creature might have caused. To his horror, claw marks were on every window, including the one his head was next to when he slept. If that creature could carve into the aluminum siding, no doubt it could have smashed the glass and killed him.

He tried to spot tracks, but the fresh powder covered up any prints the creature had made. Not that seeing the tracks would have been much help; Samuel was not familiar enough with local fauna to identify animals by tracks alone.

“I guess I will need to inventory those guns and check the cameras from last night. Maybe they caught a good view of whatever this thing was,” Samuel muttered after taking a deep drag of his cigar, “Hopefully, this thing doesn’t come back.”

After Samuel was confident all of the damage to the building exterior was inventoried, he worked his way onto the outpost’s roof. A few near slips on the ladder almost had him falling into the snow below; at least the distance was short, and fresh powder would keep him from breaking anything.

Once on the roof, Samuel looked at the vast ocean of trees and the deep valley the outpost called home. Yesterday, it was snowing so heavily that he could not see further than a few hundred meters. Now, with the sun high in the sky, the full grandeur of his new home was at his fingertips.

The valley was part of a large canyon; two towering mountains covered in green coniferous trees stood high on each side of the outpost. They looked similar to pine trees, but Samuel knew they were not pines but a chance of evolution.

The massive deep space satellite dish stood proud on the western ridge, the bright morning sun bouncing off its iced surface. It was the main reason he was out here. While it essentially ran itself and needed no maintenance, he could use the smaller satellite dishes nearby to communicate with it for any non-mechanical issues. He knew one day he would have to go up to the colossal structure itself; everything left alone long enough would eventually break; Samuel knew that all too well.

For now, he had to clean off the solar panels and try to repair any damage done to the outside of the facility. So much for this being a do-nothing assignment; his first day already had him struggling to create solutions for problems he frankly should not have.

Cleaning off the solar panels was easy enough; the region was so cold that the snow had not congealed into a massive sheet of ice, so Samuel could wipe them off with his hands. The whole process only took him a little under an hour.

He glanced down at his sleeve-mounted control panel and ran a quick diagnostic.

“Thank you, Vasco, whoever you are. That would have taken me a while,” Samuel praised as the diagnostic spit out that the main power systems were green. The only error codes he received were from the creature’s damage.

Samuel struggled to remove all the damaged aluminum panels. Whoever designed these generic prefabs did not consider the panels would ever be covered in thick ice. The entire surface was tightly sealed by almost four millimeters of sleet, including the flush screws holding the damaged parts in place.

“Mother fucking stupid engineers, not purpose-building your creations,” Samuel grunted while chipping at the ice.

Situations like this were all too often a problem with prefab anything. They all followed the idea of being good enough to work because it was cheaper. Samuel preferred doing things differently than most other engineers; anything he built was for a purpose and designed from the ground up to accomplish a goal. It was, in a way, his raison d’etre.

Between Samuel’s old man strength and his sharp screwdriver, he made quick work of the ice and could use the tool for its actual purpose, not as a makeshift chisel.

Twelve panels in total were halfway destroyed. Samuel piled each twenty-kilogram panel in the garage nearby because the shop was both heated and had a welding unit. Samuel was glad he could at least take his coat off while repairing these things; being out in the cold would not make the difficult task of welding aluminum any easier.

He felt right at home inside the garage. The entire shop oozed dirty worker vibes. Oil stained the floor, and the walls had racks of components for the facility. Several battered shelves were overflowing with tools he could easily use to maintain any vehicle he could want to repair, from a motorcycle to a landing craft. Samuel only had one vehicle on his roster for now, and it was the shop’s centerpiece—the glorious engineering marvel known as the Varintluk.

The massive vehicle sported an environmentally sealed cab fit for up to a dozen people. It had been built with four large screw tracks, allowing it to glide over snow easily and traverse calm water. Both features would undoubtedly serve him well in the tundra.

The Varintluk had everything needed to survive for multiple weeks: food, filters, heat, solar power, and communication systems. The thing even had an auto surgeon inside; they were not perfect, but they worked fine for minor stabilization and treatment.

Samuel would have to take it out for a spin later. He had never been able to drive anything that large, and the bright orange vehicle looked oh-so-tempting.

“I will name you later on, beautiful,” Samuel growled, running his fingers along the front screw tracks.

After returning to fixing the damage, Samuel spent most of the day relatively in the zone, mindlessly going back and forth between the shop and the broken wall sections. He welded the patches over the aluminum using some of the extra raw paneling. There was little point in using the CNC machine to make new ones when the old panels could be repaired. Even though Samuel was not an expert welder, the patches he placed over the aluminum were at least airtight, something he was proud of.

Samuel also made quick splices on the wiring beneath the panels, which was good enough to eliminate the errors in his systems. Luckily, the shop had plenty of melting bridge connectors, making the job short and simple. The less splicing he had to do, the better. Especially since wearing his thick winter gloves gave Samuel the dexterity of a drunken hippo.

By the time Samuel was back inside the main building, he was exhausted, having not eaten all day, surviving only on his cigars and water.

Samuel inventoried all the supplies the GU had dropped off weeks ago. He had plenty of beer, freeze-dried food, and cigars. They also added many of the other small creature comforts he requested, which was surprising. Samuel expected the GU penny pinchers to shove a note in the shipping crates telling him to pound sand, but they seemed to have followed his request list to the letter.

He had to be somewhat careful with how quickly he used supplies since they only gave him enough for one local month. The conversion for time meant he had slightly over two Standard months of food. That was not a big deal since the GU would send a shuttle down with the same items regularly unless he requested something else.

At least he would be comfortable as he slowly froze to death out here.

Samuel sat to review the footage from last night last while shoveling rehydrated beef into his mouth. After not eating all day, the warm juices and salty flavor were a true boon. Had he not just poured the hot water into the mylar bag, he could easily have been tricked into thinking that a chef had freshly made the food. The food was another tick in his mental list of things the GU does very well. However, making survival food was not that difficult.

Pulling up the previous night’s videos was an absolute waste of time. The snow was so thick that all Samuel managed to see was the slightest glimpses of the beast. The best picture he got of the animal told him two things: the monster was bipedal and stood as tall as the roof of the single-story building.

“Great, all the more reason to get the guns ready,” Samuel grumbled.

After eating, Samuel returned to the entry room and opened the weapon cages. He paused in shock upon seeing the contents. The GU did a marvelous job supplying him with tools to keep the local flora and fauna a safe distance away.

There was an old pump-action shotgun with a red dot sight. It was chambered in 12 gauge and had plenty of ammunition stacked below it. He looked at the plastic boxes of ammo; there was a healthy mixture of slugs, buckshot, and birdshot.

Samuel could hunt some local animals with it if push came to shove. He had already seen several smaller birds and other creatures resembling foxes skittering amidst the trees. But for now, he was in no rush to start shooting everything around his new home, so long as they gave him a safe distance.

The rifle just next to the shotgun was the current military-issued sniper rifle. The WLR-1(Winter Long-Range Model One) was a semi-automatic magazine-fed weapon— that sported ten rounds of 12.7mm caseless love ready and at your fingertips.

Samuel hefted the black rifle and cycled the buttery smooth action. The metal clinking of the perfectly designed rotating bolt operating was better than sex to an engineer. He wondered how precise the design tolerances were but knew he would likely never have those answers.

He flipped up the iron sights and looked down them; seeing them glowing brightly made him smile. Samuel was excited about the weapon and its capabilities until he spotted the ballistically calibrated scope— that the GU failed to mount on the top rails.

“Well shit, I guess I will have to do that later,” Samuel sighed.

He knew the iron sights could shoot minute-of-man or at least minute of whatever lurked around his outpost. He just won’t be able to let the 12.7mm caseless ammo stretch its legs until he calibrates the optic. According to the weapon’s manual, the round, rifle, and scope together in the right hands should be capable of drilling a man-sized target at two kilometers. Too bad Samuel was not the right hands. So, he only expected to be able to shoot 500 meters accurately.

Samuel would zero the rifle tomorrow. Plus, needing to head out to find somewhere to shoot would be an excellent excuse to take the Varintluk out and put it through its paces.

The last item in the weapon locker had Samuel acting like a kid with a new toy if that new toy shot flaming hatred out of its front end with a fifty-meter range. What red-blooded man did not want a flamethrower after all? A massive bonus for the flamethrower was that it was not a backpack style, so he could easily set it down and work with his hands.

Samuel just had to keep some of the biodiesel tanks nearby and fill them up using the biodiesel synthesizer at the far end of the compound every few days. Now that Samuel knew a flamethrower was available, he would never shovel snow again. Work smarter, not harder, and whatnot.

This tool would also be perfect at scaring off whatever was lingering around his outpost. Be it here or on earth, Samuel could not think of any creature unafraid of fire. He certainly could not think of anything more horrifying than burning alive.

Before sleeping, the last thing he did was stage the loaded shotgun near his bed. Hopefully, he could get a hold of it and shoot back at whatever lurked outside before it caused him more work.





SECTION FOUR

HUNTING FOR A GIFT

Scarletra stalked the verdant pines of the forests a day’s journey north of her cave. She wanted to reach a particular section of her territory because of the animals there. The location was in one of the more harsh regions, with jagged cliffs and stronger than usual winds. But it was the only place her intended gift dwelled, the Lirit. A small furry creature enjoyed this area because there was a cave system and thermal springs underneath the mountains.

Scarletra also enjoyed the caves and thermal springs; they helped her keep clean and lounge about in utter bliss, a reprieve from the bitter cold.

Though she would never admit it to anyone, the warmth of the water reminded her of the large communal sleeping areas in her old village. She missed the tender care of that skinship. Yet, with how she ran off in the middle of the night and shirked her apparent destiny, it was doubtful she would ever have that kind of closeness again, even though the desire to have it gnawed at her soul like a pack of ravenous Purtirlin hounds.

Scarletra paused and looked down into the pit below her, taking a steadying breath to prepare for the jump. She dropped into the large hole, gritting her teeth to brace for impact in the deep snow surrounding the geyser in its center. She stumbled when her heavy frame landed in the shallow snow at the crater’s base, sinking almost to her knees.

Steadying herself, she looked down at the scalding water contained in the pool just centimeters from her snout; a wave of relief filled her, knowing falling inside very well would have given her severe burns or killed her. Plenty of animals in her territory fell victim to that horrendous fate; the remnants of those unfortunate creatures were visible inside the scalding water.

Sacrletra picked up her spear and checked to ensure its stone tip had not been damaged; luckily, it was as sharp as ever, and only one of the back-facing barbs had broken off.

She sighed and looked at the several caverns carved by the geyser’s flow. Any could be used as a hunting ground for the day since she could fit inside them, but the one she chose had the most green moss clinging to its walls. It would undoubtedly house the most life.

Stepping inside, Scarletra took a deep breath of the cooling air; the cave was far colder than when she was within arm’s reach of the geyser. She was glad because the horrible heat and hot steam made her fur heavy, weighing her down like she was walking through chest-deep snow.

Scarletra followed the deep greens and light yellows of the mosses and other short reeds that thrived in the relative warmth of the caves. Thick steam rose from the water, making each step filled with hesitance, knowing she was several hundred meters away from the water being safe to touch and that the ground was slick from the plant growth.

She slowly worked into the deeper chambers one by one, her ears constantly flicking back and forth, keenly attuned to any sounds from the gift she wanted to present to the GU representative. At the same time, she kept her eyes peeled, her vision skirting the lowest portions of the walls, searching for any of the small nooks and crannies the Lirit liked to use for their dens.

Skarletra had to rely on sight and sound instead of scent because the steamy water filled the air with the rotted egg-like scent of sulfur. She hated it when she lost all sense of smell; it felt like she was walking around nearly blind, causing her to constantly check over her shoulder to try and cover that blind spot.

Although relying on sight and going this slow was not all bad. She could bask in the glow of the bioluminescent flowers that thrived in the cave, giving the area a wan, yellow light.

Scarletra made it into one of the deeper sections of the cave complex, and the smallest skitter of movement across the flowing water drew her eye. Her head snapped to it, following her ears.

A small creature dove into a tight tunnel; it was so fast she only saw the telltale sign of the beast: its long, fluffy tail. She smiled, glad she had found the target she wanted and not some other random animal. Now, all Scarletra had to do was lure it out of the hole and run it through with her spear.

Scarletra lumbered through the waist-deep water, warmth pushing into her skin, soothing her aching muscles. She thought it was a shame she was here hunting today; otherwise, she would happily strip and lounge in the soothing oasis for hours. Like she did once a month or so to ensure her thick fur was clean and well-groomed.

Once on the other side of the water, Sacrletra leaned close to the hole and pressed her ear into it. After a few moments, the sound of the adorable little fuzzball chirping and moving around became clear. Looking in, she sighed; the creature’s burrow was too deep and had a turn in it. She hoped she could stab the beast from the entrance if it were short enough, but that would not work. Time for a new plan.

Scarletra kneeled into the squelching moss, reached into one of her pouches, and pulled out tinder and flint. Smoking the little creature out should work well enough; all the wet greenery on the walls would quickly create a large amount of smoke.

She carefully prepared her materials, made a small tinder nest, and pulled plenty of the grass and moss off the walls, placing it nearby, ready for when she lit the fire. After a few hard strikes and flying sparks, her tinder burned, and she pulled on the rest of the material. The greenery smoldered and gradually caught fire. A thick, heavy smoke flowed and filled the area.

Scarletra coughed, the acrid odor stinging her throat and nose. She quickly started to waft the smoke into the sett with one hand, holding her spear in a tense grip over her head, waiting for her prey.

After a few minutes of forcing the heavy smoke into the hole, the little creature inside began to squeal and cry in fright as the oxygen was sucked out of its home.

Scarletra listened carefully for the creature’s movement toward the exit, the Lirit’s only salvation. After a few moments, tiny claws scraped against the stone. She clenched her spear tightly as it got closer, waiting for the Lirit to come into view.

The Lirit burst out of the tunnel and barreled through her smoke fire, tossing hot embers and smoke back at Scarletra’s face.

Scareltra squinted as the burning materials battered her face. She could barely see as her eyes watered, but she could see just enough to spot the Lirit’s movement. She screamed in defiance and thrust the spear down; the creature cried in pain as the barbed points collided with its tender flesh.

Scarletra dropped the meter and a half-long spear, panicking to wipe the burning feeling from her eyes.

“Ahh, it burns,” she groaned, rubbing the thick fur of her forearms against her eyes.

As she frantically tried to soothe the searing in her eyes, the small Lirit continued to scream and cry. Guilt grew inside her, spreading like a vile infection with each horrendous cry. She had hoped she got a clean kill, but regrettably, in her panic, she failed to do so.

Scarletra’s eyes fluttered open, the wan light of the oasis coming into focus. Her heart cracked upon seeing the Lirit. The tiny creature’s beautiful and soft golden fur was matted by its blood as it desperately tried to crawl away with the spear shoved through its mid back, its hind legs limp, dragging through the slick blood.

“Oh no,” Scarletra said, quickly rushing to the Lirit.

She tried to grab the creature, but it growled and nipped, twisting out of her grasp. The pitiful animal fell into the pool of water and thrashed violently, trying to escape the gargantuan predator looming over it.

Scarletra dipped her furred hand into the water and grabbed the writhing creature by the neck. She put her thumb beneath the Litrits chin and quickly pressed hard. A shiver ran down her spine as the beast’s vertebrae turned to dust under the pressure. All of its fight and life left its body in an instant. Its fluttering round ears stopped moving, and the fear in its vibrant brown eyes vanished. Sarletra felt a weight like a million tons crush her heart like a bug.

“I’m sorry, little one; I need something to give them,” Scarletra sniffled, setting the limp body on the ground. She stared at the body, blood pouring from the wound, trailing away and dripping into the water.

She fell into an odd fugue state, hating herself for hurting the adorable little beast. She could not think of the last time she killed anything other than for her to eat, taking little solace in that she would hopefully feed her new friend with it.

Scarletra sighed after a few minutes and ripped her spear from the creature. She gently took the Lirit in her hands and dunked it in the water, ensuring its body was empty of blood and that the beautiful golden fur was pristine.

“Great Mother, I hope this was worth it,” Sacrletra muttered as she draped the limp corpse off a rope loop on her clothes.

Scarletra worked her way out of the caves, trying to ignore the feeling of the Lirit’s body rubbing against her thigh. She reached the entrance just as the geyser started to erupt. She tucked in cover and watched the grand display of nature.

The geyser roared like the largest animal on the small moon, accosting her for taking one of the creatures that called it home. She tried to ignore the baleful roars as incomprehensible amounts of steam and water erupted from the moon’s surface.

After the geyser had settled, she smiled, seeing a giant rainbow in the steam. Her cracked heart mended slightly, seeing a sign from the Great Mother that she approved of her actions.

“Thank you, Great Mother,” Scarletra said before she walked over to the slope and hoisted herself up to return to the outpost—and the person she hoped could fill the void in her soul.





SECTION FIVE

BEAST AT THE DOOR

Samuel was driving the Varintluk back to the outpost; the sun was high above, flittering through the canopy and gently caressing the snowy forest floor. Luckily, the day was clear, and no snow fluttered down to blind him.

The borders of the thick, everpresent forest were several meters away on each flank. Samuel had carved the small route in the trees using his chainsaw and careful maneuvering of the lumbering vehicle when he first went to the nearby lake. He was pleased with the tight, never-ending green tunnel before him. He could turn it into a proper ice road after a few more months, and some actual work, but the rough outline would do for now.

Samuel had spent the last two days away from the outpost to zero his rifle and become more familiar with the moon that would be his grave. Driving the Valintluk was a bonus for him; the vehicle would undoubtedly be a priceless commodity for his new life.

His time out in the wilderness was enjoyable and relaxing. Samuel could not think of the last time he had such a wonderfully lonely place to work and do something he enjoyed. Shooting a state-of-the-art rifle at some targets and watching the wildlife through its scope from a safe distance were things he could get used to doing—too bad ammo was not unlimited, so he would have to be frugal with his reserves.

The massive frozen-over lake he used as a target range was perfect. He had set up a few metal targets at 100 meters and quickly zeroed the rifle, only taking two magazines to ensure the sights were shooting true.

After that, he set up an old plate of rusted steel at 500 meters to see if the weapon’s documented accuracy was factual. He quickly learned that the rifle was accurate as he slammed round after round into the target, the echoing ring sounding like the chimes of heaven, filling him with warmth each time the sound bounced off the canyon walls.

He was initially afraid that with his bad eyesight and growing age, his shooting would be abysmal at best, but he still had it in him. At least now, whenever that gigantic monster returned, he could scare it away or kill it. The last thing he wanted was that thing ripping the outpost apart and causing him more work.

He wanted to let the rifle stretch its legs and shoot out to one kilometer, but he regrettably did not bring enough ammunition; having gotten carried away with shooting the gong, he had expended all the caseless rounds he had packed. That was not a bother; he could just make another trip in a few days.

Samuel rolled over a massive rock buried underneath a snowbank, sending a bone-rattling jolt through the Varintluk and into him. He gritted his teeth and cringed, hoping he had not broken anything. The vehicle was doing its job of letting him quickly move through the hostile environment of Baritin— breaking it several hours from home would not be an excellent start to his life here.

“However, it did have a few things that could benefit from an adjustment. Even with the heat on full blast, the cab was barely warm enough for Samuel to take off his jacket and enjoy his morning coffee. He had already decided to add working on upgrading the heating systems in the vehicle to his ever-growing to-do list. He had to keep himself busy somehow, and he had plenty of time to work on prototypes.

He had spent the previous night sleeping in one of the bunks just behind him in the storage area. Overall, it was comfortable, but the beds could use a bit more padding, which he could easily fix before he used the Varintluk again.

Samuel glanced up at the shaking necklace he hung off the rearview mirror. The little heart-shaped locket swayed back and forth, reflecting the sun into his eyes. The locket used to belong to Sarah. He could not think of a time when she did not have the little silver trinket around her neck.

He could not help but wonder how Sarah would have liked it here on Baritin; she had always enjoyed being out in nature. Even if the small moon was cold, it was beautiful.

Especially in the middle of the night, when you could see the rings of Jurtintal, the planet Baritin was orbiting around. It was such an unbelievably green color it looked like an emerald suspended in the cosmos—at least, that is what Samuel thought while he sat atop the Varintluk’s cab last night with a case of beer to keep him company.

Samuel pondered what name he should give the vehicle. He was unsure where he picked up the habit, but he consistently names his vehicles. Sarah would always tease him when he got a new car, and he would drive around for hours thinking of a name. It did not bother him then or now. Plenty of people name weapons, and he would name his vehicles; not doing so felt almost wrong.

He wanted something more robust, reliable, cutesy, and feminine than the German names he kept thinking of Olga, Ada, or Fenja; those names felt wrong.

The outpost came into view once Samuel burst out of the suffocating tunnel. The sun reflected off the heavy ice coating the exterior wall around the outside of the facility. A mighty, deep wind rolled off the mountains, fluttering visages of the snow whistled loudly through the pines, so much so he could hear it even over the roaring turbine engine.

The snow drifting through the pine woods looked sinister as if an army of ghosts were ducking in and out of cover as they assaulted Samuel’s new home. Samuel was glad the drive was almost over. His lower back had been aching for the last three hours, and he could not wait to stretch out.

The rest of the drive was relatively simple. Samuel had to occasionally work the Varintluk around some large boulders or snow banks. Most obstacles were not an issue since he cleared any fallen logs with a chainsaw on his way out to the lake, and he could just plow over any snowdrifts on the trail.

Samuel would have to come back with some explosives to clear the rocks, but he did not think they were part of the GU-supplied equipment. If not, some dynamite and plastic explosives would be on his next resupply request. Hopefully, the GU or his boss would not care if he wanted something so out of the ordinary, but he could likely justify it to them.
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Samuel carefully backed the Varintluk into the garage, doing his best to maneuver the trailing secondary cab of the vehicle in without slamming it into any of the high shelves or the workbenches in the far back of the room. He had never been great at reversing trailers, and this one felt even worse than normal ones. The vehicle felt floaty because the main cab and trailer had corkscrew treads. Samuel knew he would eventually get used to how the Varintluk handled; it was only his first time using it.

Thankfully, he did manage to get the vehicle parked without any real issues. A few near jackknifes, but nothing else.

Once Samuel hopped out of the vehicle, he quickly completed the post-usage checks outlined in the user manual. They were simple enough and needed to be done, especially after he rolled over that rock.

The post-usage checks were supposed to be done every time and would ensure the vehicle was still ready to drive. But the Varintluk was brand new and had not been driven till the paint peeled off, so he highly doubted it ran out of oil, had a fuel or hydraulic leak, nor had any of the panels fall off.

After he was confident that the massive boulder had not damaged anything beyond making a small dent in the heavy metal frame, Samuel hefted his trash bag and backpack out of the cab. He slung the flamethrower across his chest while the empty rifle was strapped tightly to his backpack using some paracord.

He groaned from the sheer weight of his equipment. His cold-weather clothes, pack, sleeping gear, and weapons pushed 50 kilos. Having this much gear on him was not ideal; moving was difficult, and his knees ached. Samuel knew he had some arthritis in them but never took anything for it. He would likely change that if he had to carry this much weight often.

Samuel already knew he did not want to come back outside today if he could avoid it, including return trips to the garage. So, suffering a little bit by only making one trip was worth it.

Halfway to the front door, he looked up at the solar panels; they glinted in the sunlight and were thankfully clear of ice and snow, meaning so long as that beast had not returned and destroyed the door again, he could hole up inside and start working on design plans for some of the upgrades he wanted for the outpost.

As Samuel neared the door, he paused, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. It took him a few moments to realize why he felt this way; the area was disturbingly quiet. There was only the sound of the whipping wind screaming through the outpost and the trees creaking as they were pushed back and forth by the breeze. There were no croaking birds, no skittering animals, or calls of the larger mammals echoing off the mountains.

He looked out to the forest, hoping to spot something that might explain the reason, but saw nothing beyond the swaying trees and snow falling from their limbs. Samuel tried to ignore the itching sense of unease growing in his chest like a cancer. He wondered if the beast had returned at first—until he turned his back to the forest and faced the door.

A massive roar echoed throughout the area and bounced off the valley walls for several seconds. The overbearing volume and pressure caused Samuel’s teeth to rattle and his heart rate to shoot into orbit.

Samuel slammed his fist into the button to open the door. The sliding hatch screamed like a worn-out radial bearing, shrill and high-pitched. It took several painful seconds until It began to open slowly; his eyes traced the surface, and his heart sank when he found the reason for the horrible performance. The god damned ice had grown thick and caused the door to barely fit into the recess of the wall.

Needing to wait until the door opened, Samuel flicked the safety off the flamethrower and whipped around. The pilot light ignited from the friction actuator built into the physical blockage safety. The bright blue flame shot several centimeters out in front of the muzzle, signifying the brush and ice-clearing tool was ready to keep him safe from whatever was approaching.

His eyes searched the area around him, frantically looking for any movement. Initially, there was nothing until there was the sound of another roar that rocked the entire world around him, causing a large chunk of heavy snowpack to slip off the roof and fall on his head, blinding him for a moment. A moment that felt like an agonizing eternity when a predator that turned the outside of his home to ribbons was nearby.

After quickly wiping his face free of snow, Samuel immediately caught sight of the beast. It was a massive ball of fur, far larger and faster than any creature he had seen outside of videos. If anyone had told him about an animal that large moving that quickly, he would have thought they were joking, but this was no joke.

The most he could tell with how quickly the monster was barreling through the nearly waist-deep snow was that it was bipedal and had gray-colored fur. All other details melded together in a blur of quick motions or were concealed by the titanic amount of snow the creature tossed up in its front and wake as the monstrosity barreled toward him. With every step, the monster looked like it was causing an avalanche on the flat ground.

The creature was about to breach the treeline and careen through the outpost’s exterior wall when Samuel roughly pointed the flamethrower toward it and depressed the trigger.

The small handheld flamethrower roared like a dragon, filled with hate and defiance toward the creature approaching Samuel. The indignant burst of flame arched across the distance between him and the beast, melting the snow and filling the area with scorching heat and wafting smoke.

Samuel slowly stepped back toward the door while the flames poured out of his tool’s muzzle, hopefully setting that gargantuan monster alight. But he was unsure because the smoke and flickering flames blinded him, his beard singed with hellish heat. He glanced back to ensure he was about to enter the winter room entryway.

His eyes fell on the now open door, and Samuel’s feet were ripped out from under him as he was knocked off his base. The air rushed out of his lungs as a wall of muscle, fat, and fur crashed against his chest, tossing him and the animal through the door.

The abomination’s heavy weight bore down on him, pinning him against the cold hard metal floor. His flamethrower was pinned beneath him, crushing one of his arms. His spine arched against the hard items in his backpack. The rifle’s pistol grip jutted up and pressed painfully into his side, only made worse by the plush, heavy weight of the monster that tackled him.

Samuel swung his free fist in the creature’s general direction in raw, primal action, hoping to scare it off. He expected it to collide with a hulking muscle wall, but it wasn’t. His hand almost bounced off the soft, plushy mound of fur and fat.

The beast holding him against the ground yelped in surprise and growled loudly at him just before a massive hand grabbed his wrist, slammed it down, and pinned his arm to the deck, holding it in place. He grimaced as a wave of pain shot through him as his wrist was crushed under the force.

Samuel closed his eyes, not wanting to see what came next, expecting the monster to clamp down on his face and crush his skull, ending him instantly. But after several moments without that, he heard the sounds of the beast grumbling and groaning.

He hesitantly opened his eyes, looked up at the monster, and immediately spotted the interloper’s soft golden eyes staring down at him, filled with what he thought was a frantic worry and concern.

The creature grumbled and barked at him again, fluttering large ears atop its head. moments before, it dragged its massive tongue across his face, leaving a thick slick of drool behind.

“What the fuck?” Samuel said in confusion.





SECTION SIX

INSIDE THE OUTPOST

Scarletra was tired and ran absolutely ragged. She had walked straight from the geyser hunting grounds back to the outpost, not even taking a night to stop and sleep at her cave. Not that stopping would have done her any good. The swirling anxiety in her gut would have kept her awake anyway.

When she initially crushed the scrub blocking her path, it kept her from seeing the outpost; she had little expectations at most of spotting her new neighbor lurking around the exterior of their new home. But what she saw caused her pause.

The Outpost was vacant and dark. She wondered if her new neighbor had already left before they had a chance to meet. A tiny sliver of anguish shot through her—she missed her opportunity to meet them.

Amidst the cold winds and distant heavy storm clouds, a sound ripped her from any thoughts of having lost out. A dull whine, deep and powerful, echoed through the trees. It was so constant and perfect in pitch that Scarletra knew it could not be from anyone other than the Outpost dweller, and luckily, the sound was getting closer and louder by the second.

Scarletra barreled down the hillside, hoping to firmly plant herself in front of their door with her gift before her, being as unimposing and hapless looking as possible. She knew she was scary and intimidating, even to most of her family.

Enough so in the past, they would use multiple members of the tribe to ensure she did what the elders and her mother wanted—threatening to hurt her if she resisted.

Scarletra was beyond glad she had escaped them. As far as Mother and the elders saw it, she might as well have been a living weapon—not a person.

Whenever she stopped and reflected on those times, she broke down, cried, and hated how she was born. Scarletra did not want to be a massive freak. She wanted her mother to treat her like the others, letting her pursue her dreams and happiness, but no. She was Scarletra, Scarletra named of Blood, Scarletra the Warrior, Scarletra the Killer.

That all was long in her past; her tribe would likely never find her. They were months away by foot, and there was no use spending that much effort in finding one defective tribe member. She alone should not be worth the effort to find—at least, she hoped that was the case.

The constant whining had died out when she burst through the snowpack and reached the edge of the buildings. She knew the source had made it here. The sound was so loud that it was easy for her to keep track of its rough location even through the thick pine trees, rolling snow drifts, and distant encroaching storms.

Kneeling next to one of the trees, Scarletra nervously gripped it hard. The tension of her instincts built inside her, and she felt like she was hunting prey. Scarletra caught herself losing to her ingrained nature. She dropped her spear in the snow and wiped her face free of her focused scowl. Neither would help her make a good impression; you should not enter someone’s house armed.

“I am not what she wanted. I’m Scarletra, the crafter, Scarletra, the young lady. Not what Mother wanted,” Scarletra repeated to herself several times like it was gospel, an act she had done often over the last few years.

She growled deeply, not at any creature, but at herself. She was better than that. She was gentle and only wanted someone to fill her empty heart. Not an opponent to slaughter.

As she growled at herself, the sound of the forest died beneath the command of the biggest, baddest thing in the area. Her species were the lords of the moon, and she was one of the most intimidating of them. That the world fell silent at her threat was not a shock. This whole area was her territory— and it was gut-wrenching that the little creatures still found her scary, even though they had lived under her charge for years.

Why did all the cute little birds and fuzzy animals have to find her horrifying? She didn’t want to hurt them. She would rather feed them and make little statues that showed off their adorable faces—but she was just a monster to the tiny critters.

Scarletra tried to ignore the slight movement of passing little creatures as she crept closer and closer to the outpost; they wanted nothing to do with her. Hopefully, her new neighbor would be different.

Her head was not quite held low, but a heavy feeling she was all too used to gripped her body like an anchor. With each step, Scarletra tried to push the sounds of their horrified chitters out of her mind and just focus on the next plodding step.

Scarletra paused as the area previously covered by the outpost’s exterior walls came into view. Her breath billowed before her, heavy steam wafting away on the gentle wind that tickled her fur.

Scarletra’s heart sputtered as a ray of sunlight breached the clouds high above and illuminated the inhabitant of the outpost as if the Great Mother herself was directing her eye. They dredged through the heavy snow toward the door Scarletra had carved up the previous day. Curiously, the door showed no signs of that damage; had they already repaired it in only two days? That would be insanely fast.

It would take her old village’s smiths months to restore that amount of metal if they could work with the material. Her village only worked with simple irons and other soft metals; whatever the outpost was made of was soft enough for the smiths to hammer it but was so unbelievably pure she doubted they could even comprehend working with it.

Scarletra thought they looked incredible, even with no idea what alien species they were. They had a hefty build, not unlike her species. They carried a massive backpack and other equipment, so they were likely hearty and strong.

The creature stepped carefully through the snow. Their long beard poked out from a hood covering their head. It resembled the manes of her species’ males. But it was bushy, whereas her species tended to have more stingy and light facial hair. Additionally, they had a set of green eyes that, even at this distance, were as hypnotic as the planet they orbited around.

Scarletra tucked herself behind the tree, gripping her chest and calming her heart before peeking back at the mesmerizing figure.

Considering their build, she wondered why they wore so many clothes. If what little of their fur she could see was anything to go by, they should be well equipped for the cold. It could have something to do with the GU. From what she heard from the elders, anyone from the GU would wear clothing designating their rank and role. If only she knew what these heavy blue coverings meant. If she did, she could address them adequately.

For now, the friendliest and most open approach would have to do. She would have to make sure she announced her reasons while approaching, so hopefully, her massive bulk would not scare them off.

Scarrletra jumped out from behind the tree that offered her meager concealment and rushed toward her hopeful new friend, being as loud as possible, hoping they would welcome her with open arms.

“Hi there! Please hold on. I have a gift for you!” Scarletra yelled at the top of her lungs as she rushed forward, trying to reach them before they entered the buildings.

The individual made no positive reaction to spotting her; they slammed their fist against some button and whipped around, shaking like a leaf. Scarletra felt somewhat bad about that; she was massive and understood the response, even if she did not enjoy it. But it would be fine; she just had to ensure they knew she meant no harm to them.

“Hold on, I swear I will not hurt you!” She yelled just as she neared the borders of the outpost. The snow was being tossed up behind her as she plowed through it.

The individual caught sight of her and turned in her direction. She initially hoped they had not overacted like so many others, but once the tool in their hands spewed fire, she knew they completely misunderstood her intentions.

Scarletra ducked off to a side, the hellish fire only missing her by a few centimeters, its blazing heat nearly catching her and setting her alight. Luckily for her, moving in waist-deep snow was as natural as breathing and was easy enough for her to do.

Thankful to the Great Mother, she was far faster and more capable than what the other person attempted to use to keep her away. Why someone would use a weapon that spewed fire was beyond her. That seemed downright cruel. Why you would want anything to suffer like that when it dies was a horrible idea; even her claws and fangs would be a faster death.

As she sidestepped, the weapon sound overtook the world’s ambient noise, washing away everything else, sounding like the strongest wind. As it wooshed past her, it filled her lungs with a sharp, disgusting scent. Like the odor that generally filled the outpost, acrid chemicals that her body knew instinctively should be avoided.

Scarletra quickly stepped out of the arc of the weapon. Too bad for her, she did not understand its full ability. Its flaming arc caused the area nearby where it was aimed to melt unexpectedly quickly, turning the snow into a slick, snot-like slush, leaving her skidding on ice.

As she slipped, her chest tightened, and she uncontrollably careened toward the man. She gritted her teeth, praying that the man was half as sturdy as he appeared since his and her fate was in the Great Mother’s control.

When she slammed into the man and fell inside their home, she knew they were. The new neighbor was undoubtedly the most dense thing they had ever touched. It felt more akin to her running into a boulder than any animal. She had no doubt they would weigh nearly double her weight if they were the same size as her. Their density was unbelievable. No creature that small should be this heavy.

She grimaced as their body crushed her large breasts. Thankfully, she was as solid as she was and wanted to meet them; otherwise, the jolt of pain might have sent her packing. The speed of the impact was incredibly painful. Massive or not, she was only a girl who loathed violence.

Scarletra failed to wrap her arms around them to shield her new neighbor from the fall. The speed and small area of the outpost entryway kept her arms only at their side.

“Oh, Great Mother, I’m sorry. I did not mean to do that. I swear I did not mean to scare you,” Scarletra assured.

She ended up straddling the individual, her hefty thighs squeezing them. If not for the situation at hand, she could think of several reasons she would like to be straddling the pleasant-looking and smelling individual, but that was something she could think of at another time.

“Are you alright?” Scarletra frantically asked.

Her question was answered, but not how she had expected it to be. The alien slammed a fist into her breast. She yelped in shock and pain. For a creature no larger than others of her species, their punch hurt far more than any other she had felt.

She gripped their wrist and slammed it into the ground. Luckily, she could overpower them because of their massive size difference, even if it was surprisingly arduous. The male felt nearly as strong as she was; even now, having them beneath her felt like she was fighting someone almost equal in raw physicality.

“Don’t punch my tit! That’s rude,” Scarletra growled, pinning them in place. “I am sorry I fell and tackled you. I swear that was not what I meant to happen.”

The man she held down winced, holding their eyes closed. They would not even look at her. Scarletra could hear their thunderous heart slamming in their chest. Undoubtedly, they were horrified of her.

“Hello? I’m sorry, but can you please look at me?” Scarletra pleaded as quietly as possible.

The man she held down gradually opened their eyes, slowly but surely, like they were peering at their parent, ready to scold them.

“See, I’m nice,” Scarletra chipperly purred before licking them in greeting.

Scarletra looked into their deep emerald eyes and lost herself momentarily in the individual’s details. Now that she was close, she was almost overwhelmed.

The hair on their face almost matched hers perfectly in the light whites and grays that made it up. His face had just the right amount of age. As far as she was concerned, the wrinkles on it were a sign of their experience. They looked nearly flawless; a few tiny freckles here and there did nothing for her—but were not negative.

Their eyes were even more hypnotic up close and might as well have looked straight into her soul; Scarletra just wished they were not looking at her with evident confusion and fear, but she could easily change that once she knew they wouldn’t use their weapon against her again.

The next thing she noticed was that the alien’s smell was divine. Now that they were inside and away from the scent of poison and chemicals on the outpost’s exterior, she took a deep whiff of their odor—savoring it.

They smelled like the little brown tube she had found nearby the other day. Woody and full-bodied, filled with just the right amount of musk and tart natural scent. Scarletra was beside herself; without thinking, she pressed her hips closer to the divine-smelling man, much to his confusion and discomfort.

His voice was deep and reverberating. Scarletra could not understand a word they were saying. The most she could tell was they were not too pleased with her pinning them down. Not that she cared much. Scarletra was over the moon having someone else around, and they were real. She could touch them, talk to them.

Scarletra shimmied herself back and sat on the ground. Regrettably, as she sat upright, she slammed her head against the ceiling.

“Fuck,” Scarletra grumbled as she rubbed the back of her head.

The man gradually got off the ground, grumbling, tossing his backpack to the side, and saying something to her; the language was smooth and flowed well off his lips, but she did not understand it. Few in her village spoke any Galactic Standard, and she was not privy to that knowledge despite being the daughter of the Matriarch.

“Sorry, I can’t understand you,” Scarletra replied while gesturing at them.

They clearly understood that, as they immediately shook their head and released an exasperated sigh.

The man shivered and looked at a screen attached to his wrist. His eyes went wide, and he hurried past Scarletra. Pushing a button next to the door, it quickly closed, sealing them in from the encroaching storm. Not that the cold would bother her, but it did them.

He said something once again to her while showing her the screen. The screen showed what looked like the mountains around them but from a bird’s view. Over them, a massive red wave was getting closer. Scarletra wondered if it showed the storm. That makes sense, based on their worry and the sounds of whipping winds growing outside.

After the man had closed the door inside the room, he doffed the items he was carrying, leaving his weapons and backpack off to one side of the small entryway. Scarletra watched as he moved; he had a little bit of a limp. That confused her initially because she did not see a limp when they were outside until she realized it likely was because she careened into them.

“I’m sorry. Are you going to be alright?” Scarletra asked, tilting her head.

The man looked at her, shook his head, and waved her off. He tried to say something to her but quickly remembered that Scarletra could not understand anything he was saying.

Scarletra reached down and pulled off her belt the gift she had managed to catch for him. She held it out, and as she did, she realized half of the beautiful golden fur on the creature had been seared off, leaving one side of the Lirit as little more than a smoking black mass.

Scarletra grumbled in annoyance that her gift had been ruined. The man looked at her with some amount of confusion evident. He seemed to understand what she was trying to do and gestured for her to follow.

Scarletra struggled to squeeze through the doorway leading deeper into the building. Her wide hips and massive bulk nearly stopped her, but after a few moments of shimmying, she popped through the door and stumbled against the sofa in the center of the room.

Scarletra looked up and expected to see the man staring at her with another judgmental look, but he paid her no mind; even with the somewhat large crash of her entrance, he only glanced at her before doffing his jacket. The heavy scent of wood and burning got more intense now that Scarletra could see him more clearly.

His build was just like that of her species; compared to the others from her old village, he was about the same height and composition, at least regarding muscles. He lacked fur, but that was not a big deal, especially since with his jacket off, she was given unfettered access to staring at his heavily muscled arms and short salt and pepper colored hair.

He gestured around the room and gave her some instructions. She assumed they wanted her to look around the room based on the gesture and short verbiage.

The main room was not expansive; it was only about five meters in diameter and just over three meters tall. She still had to duck regularly to avoid slamming her head on low points.

The center of the room had some furnishings. They were plush and soft but were far too tiny to support her build, so she did not try sitting on them. Instead, she lay the Lirit on the table at the center and turned her attention to several rows of items placed on racks against one of the walls.

The man went through a nearby door and started messing with a glowing piece of technology. It looked like some kind of crystal. As he tapped on the rock, the display on it changed gradually. His intense stare showed he was reading what was on the technological marvel.

Scarletra picked up several of the small objects and sniffed them. They had next to no odor. Something unnatural to her; even rocks had some lingering scents, but these had no smell. Their oddity caused her to recoil, and she quickly put them back on the shelves. Before she could explore other items, the man nearby barked something at her. Upset about something.

Should she not have touched his stuff? Was he angry now that he knew he was uninjured? Scarletra turned around; the man gestured at her gift on the table and spoke sternly. Now that she had the opportunity, she realized how strange his language was. It seemed so wordy; explaining something would only be a growl and gesture away for her, but he was going on and on about whatever his argument was.

The man walked closer and stepped around her. He grabbed a small white strip out and held it out to her. Scarletra looked at the fetish curiously. It took the man a few times to repeat the exact words over and over again before she reached out and grabbed it.

Once in her hand, the man gestured at his neck, mimicking collaring something. Scarletra tilted her head curiously. She looked between him and the item. She squeezed it, nervous she was misunderstanding what the man wanted. She was about to try placing it around her neck, but she did not realize she had already crushed the device.

It crumbled to bits as she brought it to her neck.

The man yelled something and ripped the remnants out of her hand.

Scarletra backed up against the racks as he yelled, accidentally knocking it over. The contents spilled across the ground and loudly echoed in the small room.

“I didn’t mean to,” Scarletra pleaded, holding her massive hands open for him to see.





SECTION SEVEN

NO WARM WELCOME

Samuel was somewhat relieved when he realized this beast did not intend to eat him. However, the method of showing that was not what he had seen coming. The beast ran its long, slick tongue across his face, causing his spine to tingle. That was odd in itself but was nothing compared to the fact that it buried his chest and half of his face between two massive plush and warm breasts. Each was larger than his head by far.

They were ridiculous in their size, each as round as a small beach ball. That’s not surprising because she was far more massive than any human. Enough so that she was nearly constantly slamming into the ceiling when she crawled back to let him up.

Before addressing why they were here, he spotted an alert on his arm-mounted control panel. Looking down at it, he watched a massive red wave flowing toward the outpost icon. The storm that was supposed to travel a few kilometers to the north had shifted. It was now flowing through the canyon and was about to batter the station.

That was nothing to worry about; the station could handle the winds and snow. The highest speeds were only supposed to reach around sixty kilometers per hour, so nothing special for this horrible rock—according to what he had been told when he took the job.

But with her here, he had no idea what he was supposed to do. Samuel hustled to close the door and button everything down. He would adequately address her in a few minutes. He swore they had a translator for the local lingua franca somewhere, but he would have to check the logs of what was in storage.

For now, Samuel worked his way deeper into the main building, signaling to the beast to follow. As he passed by the sofa, he heard the interloper struggle to squeeze past the door; when she burst past, she crashed to the floor with a yelp.

He should have expected that and tried to help her through. Her hips were at least two decimeters wider than the frame. He shrugged it off, hearing her complain and grumble while standing back up. After securing everything and looking up her species’ information, he could check to ensure she was not injured and see if she would leave. She was already interrupting his blissful solitude.

Samuel groaned and sat at the console. Following a few flicks of his wrist, he had ensured any of the satellites the wind could damage were folded away. He could not hear the wiring motors over the dull, droning storm, but the indicators on the screen showed him the progress as they slowly tucked into the building.

Luckily, they sealed away without issue; otherwise, he would have been back in the snow to fix that problem. Right now, he did not need that; enough problems had shown up today, namely one that was three meters tall and was currently lingering in the other room—at least he could not hear her breaking anything.

“OK, let’s see here. Local briefing, local briefing—Ah, there it is,” Samuel muttered while scrolling through the thousands of documents the GU had set him up with for this mission.

Samuel read through the briefing packet for local fauna. He was reasonably sure, whatever her name was, she was a member of the Varintol—the dominant and usually reclusive species of the moon.

As he read through the documentation on the Varintol, what little was outlined was useless to him; all that was on the main page was what he was already aware of. They had an odd mix of a matriarchal and elder reverence society, with the main leader being a female from a specified bloodline. Other than that, it explained nothing about them, their mannerisms, the locations of their villages, not even a rough idea of what they do to survive.

Until he spotted an addendum placed at the far end of the file.

Tapping on the file, an extensive medical document and research notes appeared on the screen. They were not recent and were last updated almost a hundred standard years ago. They must have been written by the first group who attempted contact with the Vartintol.

Samuel looked out the still-open door at his strange visitor. She was looking at a few of the storage racks, poking at a few boxes with her thick fingers, likely curious about the material. If what she had on her was anything to go by, she had probably never seen anything like plastics or extremely refined metals.

She wore some light brownish coverings with bits of the pelt retaining fur. They were well-worn. It looked like she was wearing what someone would expect in a tropical climate with how little they covered.

A set of straps wrapped around her neck and back were barely visible past her shoulder-length silver hair, tying a panel of furs in front of her voluptuous breasts, hugging them tightly. The small piece of cloth left her with a massive valley of cleavage and looked like it was a single swift motion from having her breasts pouring out.

Hugging her hips was what looked like a loin cloth that barely covered anything at all, and just like the garb over her breasts, it looked like her figure was about to bust open the knot holding it on.

As she reached high up on the shelf, Samuel noticed that she had a cute bushy tail about the size of a baseball. Its shape reminded him somewhat of a cross between a bear and a rabbit’s tail.

Beyond that, attached to her hip, was a belt with a myriad of simple pouches. What was inside of them was a mystery, other than the knife she had on her right side. However, calling that a knife was a bit of a stretch. It might as well be a machete, with how large it was. The blade was easily the size of his forearm.

Her weight was distributed into all the right places: her breasts, thighs, and supple hips. Her hips were wider than her breasts and shoulder, but not in a way that looked wrong; It was very fitting to her height. She moved her weight well, with an odd amount of grace now that they were out of the deep snow. She practically danced between the shelves as she stared wide-eyed and curious.

She started to bend over and look at a multitool on the lower self, poking at the polished metal tool. But that was not what caught his attention. The back of her lower covering raised slightly and revealed her large, round, and shapely ass. While Samuel’s late wife and past flames were not that large, they had a similar and full figure.

She did not look horrible; in fact, she looked inconceivably attractive.

He wondered what grabbing her soft, furry rear would be like. He paused for a moment and shook those thoughts out of his head. He was just trying to learn about her species and find the translator before sending her off. He was way too old to be thinking anything about romance or sex: His wife only died a few years ago—he had no right to even think about a human sexually, much less a three-meter-tall, furred alien, right?

Samuel turned his attention back to the medical documents and continued to read. Comparing it to her through glances, after a few looks, he was certain she was a Varintol. Everything about what he could see made sense, even if compared to what he was reading, she was far larger than average in literally every way.

Samuel tried desperately to find information outlining that she could survive the storm. For all he knew, she sensed it and was seeking shelter. To his dismay, the medical documents outlined little other than the basics of anatomy and what medical treatment the Varintol were able to receive. With the terminal being a wash, he just had to ask her.

A quick search revealed that there was a single translator on the base. Go figure: the GU determined that the Outpost only needed one translator because of the remoteness of the base and the reclusive nature of the Varintol.

He knew it was because of the station’s budget; a good translator was in no way cheap, costing as much as most people’s yearly wage. That’s why the GU or planetary governments fronted the bill for them most of the time. Cheapskates couldn’t have provided at least an extra if something happened to the first.

Samuel returned to the main room, where the supply list indicated the station’s translator should be. It was last listed as being placed on shelving unit number five. Luckily, that shelf was where she was messing around with a few of the wrenches. All that was fine so long as nothing was broken; for now, it looked that way.

Before he crossed the room, a golden hue caught his eye. He paused, looking at the table in the center of the room. The animal she was holding out to him was laid out on the table; he could tell she was offering it to him at the time. The thing was the size of a full-grown German shepherd. Samuel did not miss the fact that she held it out in front of her like it weighed nothing.

“Why the fuck did you put it on the table?” Samuel exclaimed, looking at her and pointing at the carcass. “I have a deep freezer.”

She turned back around after nearly dropping the multitool out of fright from him suddenly barking at her. After catching the falling wrench in her massive padded hands, she canted her head curiously, flittering her poofy ears before grumbling and growling.

“Right, I was after the translator,” Samuel sighed.

Thankfully, Samuel had not been in a situation like this in years.

He quickly picked up Galactic Standard once the GU arrived, having become fluent within six Earth months. The only person he had ever been in this situation with was his former instructor, and that was only for practice reasons because he had a translator he would just shut off to critique the student’s verbiage and inflection in the proper tongue.

Moving around her, Samuel grabbed hold of the translator collar. This model was the same kind that his old instructor had. Its sleek build was easy enough to conceal underneath someone’s clothing and thus was very popular for those in cities. It was an adjustable collar with an all-white exterior, making it more visually appealing for those who did not wear clothes. Likely, that visual appeal came at the cost of its structural integrity—most things worked that way.

Samuel held it out to the woman. She took hold of it in her hands, and he made the motions of collaring herself with it. The device used bone induction to transmit words to the wearer, while a small speaker on the front would translate her words for others. It was not a perfect solution, but it worked well enough for most conversations.

He knew someone her size could use it; plenty of far more giant aliens used that exact model, after all.

Samuel felt his heart crack as she raised the translator to her neck, and it crumbled into dozens of small pieces. He snatched the remnants from her grip and prayed it was just the exterior that was broken. But it wasn’t. He could easily see pieces of circuit board snapped in half amidst the components.

After everything she had done, Samuel got a bit peeved and felt his blood boil.

She had destroyed dozens of panels outside that he had to fix, freaked him out multiple times, tackled him, and undoubtedly sprained his ankle, something he still had to wrap. Then, she tossed a corpse onto his living room table, and now she broke their only chance of speaking so he could tell her to shove off.

“What the fuck is wrong with you!?” Samuel barked, raising his voice higher and higher as he continued.

She immediately held her hand up and backed up into the corner, pleading in that language of hers. That was not helping Samuel at the moment; he wasn’t listening. This moon was supposed to be his peaceful grave, somewhere he could do a job and be left alone. Yet on day fucking one that had already been interrupted.

“For the love of everything, do you know how much work you have caused me? And how much I will have to do to fix this!” Samuel yelled, shaking the crumbling device at her. “This thing is damn near irreplaceable, now you broke it!”

The massive woman started to lower herself to the ground, her back sliding against the back wall. She held up her hands and frantically gestured and whined and yelped. Desperately attempting to explain the situation.

Samuel hardly paid any attention to what she was saying or doing. He gathered up the remnants of the only chance he had to tell her to leave clearly and tossed them back on the shelf while he continued to yell.

“God dammit, what’s next? Will you break the door again? The heating? My solar panels? Or maybe my Verintluk?” Samuel yelled at the rest of the room, vaguely gesturing everywhere.

He looked back down at this arm-mounted control panel and continued to rant. “Fuck it and fuck you. I don’t want you here; people aren’t supposed to be my problem, and you aren’t even meant to be here. You should be off with your tribe. The storm should pass by morning. You will be fine. You’re built for it anyways.”

Samuel pointed at the woman aggressively, about to scream at her to leave his home. With his attention finally going back to her, he bit his tongue immediately and felt a knot grow in his stomach, seeing her reaction to him yelling at her.

She was curled into a ball pressing against the wall and was shaking like a leaf. Her head was covered by her arms, ensuring the only things left in the open were places she could be hit without too much damage. While he could not understand a word she was saying. He could easily identify that she was crying—like she was horrified by him.

“Woah, woah, woah,” Samuel said softly. “It’s alright. I can fix this thing.”

Stepping closer, now that he had a chance to take a closer look at her, Samuel was attentive. Samuel spotted patches of her fur on her forearms and shoulders, which had some scarring, barely visible through her soft fur, but there.

Samuel reached out and gently touched the soft, warm fur on her forearm, shielding her face. She flinched and pulled herself tighter out of reaction as she whined again.

“Hey— uh— you, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s alright,” Samuel said, rubbing his fingers through her silky white and gray fur.

She continued to cower and cry for several minutes, long enough that being slightly hunched over made Samuel’s lower back ache. Her whining and shaking lessened each time Samuel stroked her arm. Eventually, all Samuel heard was her sniffling slightly. At long last, she started to shift. Her fluffy ears popped out from her forearms, followed by her bright golden eyes hesitantly peaking over her arm at him.

Samuel could see the tears welling up in her eyes. That wasn’t right. His mother and wife both would have his head if they knew he made a woman cry, alien or not.

“See, it’s alright. I’m sorry about scaring you,” Samuel said, wiping the tears beneath her golden jewels.

Samuel still found the idea she was afraid of him mind-boggling. She could rip him apart with ease if she felt like it. Maybe she was more of a gentle giant than he initially assumed based on the damages she had caused.

Samuel groaned and stood up. He awkwardly extended a hand out of the massive Verintol. “Come on, I can get you something to eat.”

She hesitantly reached out, nearly retracting her hand several times. When she took his hand, her soft, down-like fur warmed his palm instantly. Whatever insulation her coat offered was no joke; he could swear his hand was already sweating.

When the giant buxom woman stood, she nearly pulled him back to the floor with her. If Samuel had to guess based on the force she gave off and her size, she likely weighed at least a solid five hundred kilos. While he was only a hundred and some change.

That prediction was given more credence when Samuel convinced her to sit on the sofa. The comparatively diminutive furnishing screamed in pain as it bowed and buckled under her as her soft thighs squished and flowed over the edges.

Several seconds later, it snapped nearly in half. The frame just beneath her loudly collided with the floor. Her eyes shot to Samuel, overflowing with worry and embarrassment. Clearly, she was afraid he would scream at her again when she began to grumble and whine.

“It’s alright,” Samuel said gently, holding his hands up.

She saw the gesture and muttered something while raking her claws on her fluffy thighs.

“Just stay there. I will clean up and get you something to eat,” he smiled before hefting the carcass off the table and heading toward the storage room.

Samuel quickly tossed the carcass into the deep freeze. Not that he had any plan of cooking it anytime soon; for all he knew, some parasite in that creature would kill him. He would have to do more research before ever considering cooking or preparing it.

Afterward, Samuel stuffed his left cargo pocket with a pair of MREs. There was no way he was going to be cooking right now. He might make breakfast in the morning, but for now, he was beaten and tired; the brown plastic bagged and freeze-dried meals would work fine.

He grabbed a pack of ice-cold beer from the walk-in fridge and turned to go back to his strange company.

A thought gnawed at the back of his mind as he closed the fridge: how she was acting. The Varintol were supposed to detest outsiders and not want anything to do with the GU. Why did she come here? That question, coupled with how she was afraid of him, he wondered if she seemed so eager because she was running from something.

He sighed and gave into the idea that he would not be able to know until he repaired the translator, and that would take him at least a day or two of uninterrupted work. God only knew when he would get that; If she refused to leave and he tried to force the matter, it’s not like he could force her out. She was too large for him to remove physically, and the only other thing he could see happening was she would cry again.

Neither solution was something he could stomach.

Samuel groaned and lowered himself onto the sofa next to her. He had never planned on anyone else being here, so he had to sit here; this was the only couch. Because the sofa’s surface was bending towards her, it pulled him down until her soft, warm thigh and hip pressed against him. He tried to scoot away slightly, but that did not work as he immediately started to slide towards her again.

She looked down at him and scooted closer, pressing her warmth into him. Having misunderstood why he was sitting so close. She grumbled a few things and leaned closer. Samuel averted his eyes from the view deep into her cleavage and focused on the food, praying the distraction might prevent any more misunderstandings.

He set all the Items on the table, putting a beer and one of the MREs in front of the woman. He cracked open the beer can and took a deep swig, the refreshing beverage soothing his dry throat and dousing the strange nerves growing in his gut. He should not be enjoying having her this close.

He leaned forward and switched on the portable electric kettle. Thankfully, he left it filled with water when he went shooting, so it was ready. The lights activated and indicated the short time needed until the water was boiling. It only took three minutes to boil the entire pot, which could make half a dozen of these premade meals.

Samuel looked at his meals label and smiled. It was beef stew, and she had spaghetti. Both were good options for out here in the middle of nowhere.

He opened the MRE but was interrupted as the woman gently poked at his side with her large finger. He looked over at her; she was carefully holding the plastic bag between two of her claws and sniffing its surface.

Samuel chuckled. He was not used to having anyone around who was not used to technology or modern convenience.

He was glad she was being more cautious after destroying the translator—though the freeze-dried meal was likely the only thing she did not have to be gentle with, it wasn’t like you could break the thing.

“Here, just follow my lead,” Samuel said, shifting so she could see the meal pack as he began to open it.





SECTION EIGHT

BEFUDDLED BEAR

Scarletra was glad her new companion was no longer angry at her. The way he was yelling and pointing at her dredged up some old memories of her tribe, mother, and father when she failed in the past.

When he started yelling, she panicked, thinking he would have beaten her like they did. So she instinctively curled up into a ball, trying to keep her stomach and neck covered. Having those cut open several times in the past taught her it was best to protect herself and take it; at least then, the flogging ended sooner. Her family just wanted to beat and keep her in line or to motivate her to fight—it was her fault anyway.

But he was different—The moment he saw Scarletra in distress, he stopped screaming and immediately tried to comfort her. When she gained the courage to peek out from the shelter of her arms, he looked at her with such gentle care and concern her heart melted.

If only she could understand what sweet words came from his gruff voice as he wiped away her tears and let her steady herself.

Everything that had happened was forgotten and forgiven when she took his offered hand. From her accidentally breaking his flibbertigibbet to now breaking his sofa in half under her weight. The handsome man seemed to be keeping patience for Scarletra and helping her acclimate to being inside his strange home.

Scarletra awaited him to return from the other room, twiddling her thumbs and trying not to touch or break anything else. She thought about his heavy build and muscles moving underneath his loose clothing to occupy her nervous mind. She was glad he took off that heavy coat once inside; it let her get a better view and take in more of his scent. Every whiff of that burning wood and sharp earthly tone was titillating.

Curiously, he was not as furry as his face led on. While he did have some light fur across his shoulders and arms, it was nowhere near enough to keep him warm. That heavy jacket must keep him warm and designate whatever his role was.

When he returned, Scarletra sat up, wanting to look presentable and confident for him. She brushed her silver hair behind her shoulders, making sure her face was clear, and she straightened out her clothes, ensuring nothing was clinging to an odd place.

He had a box tucked beneath one muscular arm and a pair of odd brown objects in his other hand. They shined and looked somewhat soft. Scarletra had yet to learn what they were but was confident he would explain.

The man lumbered over; with each step closer, Scarletra felt more nervous as his inviting scent grew thicker by the moment. By the time he had settled in next to her on the sofa, Scarletra’s heart was hammering so hard in her chest that it felt like it was moments from bursting.

Scarletra nearly jumped out of her skin when he settled in and slid next to her. His warm body radiated heat she could feel through her insulating fur. He pulled a short red tube from the box, placing it and one of those small brown parcels in front of her.

Picking up the brown thing, Scarletra hesitantly brought it to her nose, being incredibly cautious when she gripped it. She had already broken enough stuff in his home; she doubted he would forgive her for breaking more of what he owned.

She could not help but wonder what this thing was meant to be. It had next to no scent whatsoever, which slightly unsettled her. There was some writing on it, not that she could read whatever language it was; she was not even privy to understanding how to read her language, much less Standard.

Mother taught Scarletra’s sisters to read and write, but not her, because “you’re a warrior, you don’t need it yet.”

After a few moments of pondering this strange object’s purpose, she gently poked his side.

“What is it?” She questioned, scooting closer to the man.

He made a sound similar to a soft laugh before he turned slightly toward her. He held out the object and ensured she could see what he did with it. Pinching one of each side of the malleable object, he pulled, and the top split in two, turning the little brown thing into a bag.

Scarletra did the same, taking in the heavy chemical odor pouring out of the open bag before peeking inside. Several more objects were inside, each as shiny as the outside bag. Looking back at him, he nodded his approval before dumping the contents on the table.

She did the same and gently spread the items out from one another, curiously examining them.

Two small silver bags were incredibly lumpy like they were stuffed to the brim with whatever was inside. They reminded her of the bags she would fill full of nuts once a year on the southern end of her territory. Another little brown paper box had fallen out next to that, with more writing across its surface. Lastly, there was undoubtedly a tiny spoon, but unlike the wooden one she had in her hip pouch, it was made out of incredibly lightweight black material and shined just like everything else seemed to.

She wondered why so many things around the man’s home were shiny. From touching and smelling them, she noticed most were not made of metal, but they shined like polished metal. If only she could speak his language, she could ask him what it was.

Scarletra watched what the man did next with bated breath; everything was so different in here, and if the spoon had anything to go by, whatever these things were had something to do with food, and she certainly could eat, having not had a meal in almost two days.

He pulled out a small knife and made a slit in both the silver bags. The moment he did, a heavenly smell wafted out. It was the most flavorful and spice-covered aroma Scarletra had ever experienced. Her stomach grumbled, and her mouth instantly watered.

She quickly did the same with hers, hoping she could dig into whatever he was sharing. Although she used her claws to gouge holes in the metallic objects. Her rough blade was unnecessary; she could not replicate or repair the knife, so she rarely used it.

Like his bags, a wondrous scent filled her lungs when they opened. Scareltra stuffed her nose against the openings and took a deep, longing breath. One smelled of rich fat and delicious sweet sauce, while the other reeked of pure sugar. She had to wonder if it was right for her to have this.

Only the elders, her mother, the matriarch, and those she deemed worthy could have something so succulent. Her sisters and father were allowed them when her mother felt like treating them, but she had never been given that privilege.

“Is it alright for me to have this?” Scarletra asked, gesturing at the bag that smelled like candy.

The man reached over and took it from her. For a moment, she thought he realized he had given her something unbefitting her station. But he quickly poured warm water inside it and set it back down in front of her, a warm and incredibly gentle smile peaking through his beard.

She watched, puzzled, as he did the same thing to the other three bags, the heavenly aroma from each one intensifying after he set them back down and steam wafted out of them. The vapor danced with the wondrous aromas filling the room.

He pulled her out of the fog the potpourri of smells had pushed her into when he opened both small boxes. He held out whatever was inside it to her. It looked like some kind of bread, but it was far too light in color to be any bread she had ever seen. The bread her tribe made was made out of nut flour. Was this made with some other kind she had never seen before?

She reached for it hesitantly, and he laughed again, watching her. To assure her of its reason, he took the piece of bread and took a bite. It crunched as he did.

Scarletra, somewhat annoyed by his mocking, took the other and bit into it. It was sweet, sweeter than anything she had ever tasted. As she scarfed down the morsel, she wondered if the bread was this sweet; what in the Great Mother’s domain was inside the other bag?

After that, the man took his spoon and demonstrated how to eat whatever was inside the other bag. While the black spoon fit him, it was far too small for her, so Scarltra tried to use her own on the bags. She failed miserably; the wooden spoon she had taken hours of care to carve could not fit inside the opening even after she ripped the top completely off.

She sighed while putting her spoon away. Instead of making a fool of herself with the small utensil he was using, Scarletra decided to just eat straight out of the bag. Tilting the warm bag and drinking out of it, the flavor overwhelmed her every sense.

The one that smelled like fat was some kind of soup or stew. She was unsure, but it had meat and was very delicious, far more fatty and rich than what she usually scavenged and survived on. Whatever the red sauce was, it reminded her of some vine-grown fruit she could occasionally harvest during the summer. A pleasant mix of tart, sweet and full-bodied.

She hurriedly tilted it higher, drinking it so fast that the watery sauce poured out the side, past her supple lips, and into her cleavage. But she was so engrossed in the flavors and smells of the meal she had not noticed at first. To her dismay, only a tiny amount of food was in the bag—a mouthful at most.

“That was really tasty! Thank you,” Scarletra said, looking at the man.

His face was bright red as he paused mid-bite. Following his eyes, Scarletra noticed the dribble of liquid atop and inside her massive cleavage.

“Sorry about that,” She said before, snaking her long tongue out and licking the sauce that dripped onto her chest. Scarletra took her time to ensure she had wasted none of the food that had dripped down and that she was clean. Her dexterous tongue easily scoured her massive globes and canyon, lapping any remnants until her fur was sparkling and clean.

The man watched in stunned silence, hypnotized by the display. Scarletra took in a deep whiff of the air when she pulled her tongue back; another scent wafted off the man, one she swore she had smelled from other males in her village.

She leaned closer, following the familiar odor to his collar. He held his hands up and pressed them into her chest, seemingly trying to keep her back somewhat, but it did not matter. She pressed on until he was nearly lying on his back. She nuzzled into his neck and was finally able to place what the exact scent was.

Arousal.

While Scarletra had sex before, it was never quite enjoyable. It was done out of a social obligation her mother had placed on her. That and the tribe generally was open about mating and pleasure; she knew the odor well. She backed up slightly, staring into his deep green eyes.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting you to smell aroused after you yelled at me?” Scarletra smiled while sitting back up. However, she did notice his hands lingered for a short while on her ample bust. “I think you are attractive too.”

Once upright, the man averted his eyes, grabbed hold of one of the red tubes, and pressed it into her palm. He took another in hand and pulled at a tab on top of it. It hissed and popped for a moment when he did.

“Why are you shy about that?” Scarletra mumbled before mimicking him.

He drank out of the tube and sighed once he pulled it from his lips. Clearly, he sincerely enjoyed the flavor of the beverage.

Scarletra drank out of the tube she had opened. This tasted very strange. It bubbled and tickled her throat, causing her to cough briefly. Otherwise, it was not too bad in its flavor. Though Scarletra did recognize that the drink was alcohol. She made her own wine back in the cave, unlike this in any way. Hers was sharp and somewhat bitter, while this was soft, gentle, and easy to drink.

Scarletra sat and sipped at the beverage. This was very different from what she was used to eating. Her diet mainly consisted of raw or cooked meat. The variety was quite lovely. Having someone else to eat with was also a pleasant change of pace; Great Mother knew it had been years since Scarletra had even seen someone, much less shared a meal with them.

By the time she had finished the drink, the man was still slowly eating out of one of the bags, almost refusing to cast his gaze her way now. She wondered if his species was more reserved about sex. In the tribe, it was pretty much free game if they wanted sex for pleasure or mating, so long as it did not involve one of her mother’s chosen concubines.

Scarletra picked up the warm, sugary bag and drank it like she had the other bag, but slower so she did not waste any of the ambrosia. She squealed in joy as she swallowed the milky beverage. It was so unbelievably sugary it was unbelievable. This could be a meal for the Great Mother’s table, a divine gift fitting a grand celebration. But it wasn’t. This strange man from the GU had it.

Everything he had was delicious and far more flavorful than anything Scarletra had ever been permitted to eat or could scrounge for herself since leaving the tribe. She wondered if everything the GU ate was this good.

The man’s laughing caught her attention as Scarletra put the empty bag down. He was chuckling with a mouth filled with his food, watching her as she reveled in the delicious Ichor he had served her.

“What, it tastes good?” Scarletra said, slightly embarrassed.

The man swallowed his food and replied to her with a smile. Whatever he said, it seemed like he was being somewhat nonchalant about the whole ordeal, so at least he wasn’t making fun of her.

“Can I have another one of those?” Scarletra said while gesturing at the drinks.

He followed to where she pointed and nodded. He smiled while handing Scarletra another one of those heavenly tubes. At least he was more giving than her tribe would have been. Back there, she would have undoubtedly had to fight for a second of something so tasty and likely expensive.

Scarletra nursed the beverage while she watched the man finish his own meal. While she could eat way more than he served her, she did not want to beg for more of his food since he had only brought her one. The last thing she wanted to do was cut into his winter stores. It would be no good if she ate him out of house and home right after meeting him.

After finishing his meal, the man gathered the bags and other trash before leaving the room. Scarletra watched the muscles of his shoulder flex and twitch as he went. She wondered if he would be up for it if she posed the idea of having sex with him—but without speaking his language, she had to try and think of how to make her intentions understood.

While waiting for him to return, Scarletra tried to think of how she could go about that. If she jumped at him, it would likely freak him out. She could try to pull him into wherever she was meant to sleep, but that might still be too forward out the gate.

Scartletra had overheard some of her sisters and older women in the past brag about how they tried to seduce some more shy men slowly, leading them to the idea. She had never attempted anything like that before, but from what she heard from them, it could not be too difficult.

Get close, cuddle up, lick, and kiss them while being gentle and speaking softly. At least, that’s what Scarletra thinks she remembered; all that was so many years ago. But how in the Great Mother’s name could she do that? She had never been an initiator before. Mother had essentially thrown her at males she wanted to keep satiated for some time.

Unsure, she continued to sip at the drink, waiting for him to return. By the time he did, Scarletra had finished yet another of the beverages. Whatever they were, they were indeed something she could get used to having. It certainly tasted better than her homebrewed wine and was far more potent. She could already feel tingles running over her arms as she sipped at another drink.

Scarletra looked down at him as he sipped at his own drink. He was still somewhat blushing and keeping his vision off her.

She scooted closer to him. Her plump thigh halfway engulfed his own. “Come on, no need to act so shy. I can smell that you are aroused at least somewhat.”

He choked on his drink momentarily and looked at her with a meager attempt at a scowl. However, his horrible attempt at looking angry faded when she smiled brightly and lifted her drink to her lips. The man sighed, seeming to realize she was not giving up.

He made no effort to scoot away as they sat and finished the rest of the drinks, with each of them ultimately having a total of three. The only fuss he made was when Scarltra tried to half-hug him with one of her arms. But that quickly ended when she twisted and pressed his head into her bust.

He looked up at her from his warm burial, his green eyes filled with some amount of confusion but enough reverence that Scarletra understood he did like it. She figured out something he wanted, which was undoubtedly her breasts—apparently, species did not matter; males liked a supple chest to play with and be pressed into.

He pushed back from her and grumbled a few things before standing up. He walked away toward another room, gesturing for her to stay. But she was focused on something else. Scarletra could easily see that he had pitched a tent in his trousers, even if he tried to hide it.

By the time he returned, he had grabbed another box of this intoxicating drink. To Scarletra’s joy, this one was twice the size of the last one. Now, he knows how to treat a lady, at least when she wasn’t accidentally breaking his stuff. Giving her undoubtedly expensive booze and playing a little hard to get—what woman wouldn’t want that?

Acting like that is far more enjoyable than the men she had in the village before. They just wanted to get at it, get it over with, and flop over to sleep. She doubted they even liked her. She was just available, and her mother, of course, ordered them to bed her.

He settled back into the sofa and opened the box, pulling out one of the drinks. He quickly sucked down one of the drinks like it was about to run away. Scarletra laughed after he covered his mouth and burped. He looked at her smugly and gestured for her to do the same.

Scarletra shrugged; why not? It was just another drink, and he had plenty more as is. She opened her gullet and let the ambrosia flow. The liquid tickled her throat as it traveled down. When she set the tube back down, Scarlerta did the same and let out a loud burp that she felt in her very bones.

The man clearly thought that was amusing because he laughed heartily and slapped his knee. Before, he said a few short comments through his heaving breaths.

“Oh, so that is something you find funny? I thought you just liked my pretty face and body?” Scarletra teased, gently pressing her knuckles against his shoulder.

He chuckled and returned the gesture, though he pressed his against her flank due to their height difference, lightly tickling her. He commented on something and rubbed the back of his head, looking at her earnestly.

By everything, why did the Great Mother give the most attractive man she’d seen a different tongue? Scarletra bemoaned in her mind as he leaned forward, grabbing each of them another drink.

He tossed it toward her, and she accidentally stabbed the tube’s metal exterior with her claw while she tried to grab it. The small tube halfway exploded, covering her hand and arm in the sweet liquid.

“Dammit!” Scarletra exclaimed while she pulled the draining tube of her claw.

Scarletra quickly brought the hole to her lips and drained the tube. She sucked on it, causing its body to crumble. There is no sense in wasting it after all. Scraltra gasped for air as she finished sucking down her drink.

“Ha, I’m not one to waste a boon!” She boasted, looking down at the man and smugly smiling.

A smile he genuinely returned to her. He scooted closer, seeming to have relaxed a little bit. Scarletra leaned back against the back of the sofa, wrapping her arm around his waist and pulling him against her soft plush body. He tensed up once she pressed him closer.

“It’s alright, relax and let’s have a few more drinks,” Scarletra purred, rubbing her other hand through his salt-and-pepper beard.

He made a few comments but made no real effort to move. Scarletra smiled, feeling that she was succeeding in her attempt to have him relax and move toward what she wanted and what she was pretty positive he was interested in.

She reached over and pulled the box filled with drinks over. Sarletra was already feeling the effects of the other drinks as she accidentally grabbed it a little too hard at first; thankfully, it was just a paper box, so she did not break anything.

She set it down on her thighs, pulled one out, and handed it to him. He gratefully took it. After cracking it open, he leaned back and fully relaxed against her. She smiled, feeling his muscles and body melt against her.

She grabbed her own and started to drink with him. The two of them were still not able to understand each other. Despite that, the feeling between them was easy enough for both to gain some grasp on—comfort.

By the time the box was almost empty, Scarletra had squirmed and helped him settle between her soft thighs and breasts, each massive mound resting on his shoulders while they lay back on the sofa.

She felt him back up slightly, his rear brushing against her furry mound, causing her to moan softly. She leaned forward slightly and nuzzled against his head, taking in his heavenly woody scent.

“You smell divine,” she whispered, her hot breath rolling across his neck. He shivered ever so slightly. Scarletra smiled, seeing the outline of his hard cock in his trousers.

Scarletra moved her hand down his side and gently rubbed her palm against his member through his pants. They both started to breathe heavier as the alcohol gradually removed any inhibitions they might have felt.

Until Scarletra let her long, meaty tongue move across the back of his neck. He tasted like sweat and smoke; the combination set her inside alight, and her pussy nearly immediately started to soak. But apparently, that was a bit too much for him. He got up and said a few words to her after he turned around.

“What’s wrong? That was going well?” Scarletra said, with the slightest drunken slur in her voice.

He adjusted his pants, trying to pat down his cock, and keep her from seeing it. She found it cute that he wasn’t trying to rip her clothes off, but did not understand what he was complaining about. Both were healthy adults, after all.

She tilted her head and sat up, somewhat shaking her large chest at him while she played with the strap holding it up. He paused his complaints and, for the briefest moment, reached for the knot holding her revealing top on. But he sighed and shook his head, mumbling something clearly not directed at her.

He gestured for her to wait here and walked down one of the hallways he had not before.

After a short wait, he returned. Scarletra had hoped he would come back in less dress, having picked up on the obvious signals she had been giving him; how more to the point could you get than rubbing his cock?

But no dice. The man returned with a blanket and stuffed it into Scarletra’s arms. He said something while gesturing to lay her head on her hands, where she was.

Does he not have a bed? Or at least a pile of furs? Anything that would make a better place to sleep than this small piece of furniture. Does he intend not to sleep with her? Her intentions were evident, and he was physically reacting to them.

“Are you not going to sleep here?” Scarletra questioned, gesturing at the sofa.

He looked at her and then at the sofa before shaking his head and saying something. He gestured over his shoulder with a thumb in an assured tone.

Scarletra sat there, flabbergasted by the fact that he was walking away. She was an adult woman he was attracted to; why would anyone not jump at the opportunity to enjoy an intimate moment?

As he rounded the corner and headed inside one of the back rooms, Scarletra got up and moved to follow him.

This was not over, not by a long shot.

She was unsure if it was the booze, the years alone, or that she found his looks to die for, but she wanted to try at least once more to make her intentions known. Perhaps she needed to be more forward if gentle hints were not working.

Reaching the door, she mimicked what he did and pressed her fingers against the button on the side of the door. With a loud hiss, the door slid open. As it parted, Scarletra’s eyes went wide. The man was next to what was clearly a plush bed and had already taken his trousers off, leaving him in boxers that offered him as little covering as her clothes did.

He noticed the door open and turned to look at her, grabbing his trousers off the ground to cover his sensitive areas. Not that doing so kept her from seeing everything she liked. With his shirt off, she could see his entire figure.

His salt and pepper hair was cut short, and his bright green eyes looked at her in disbelief. Scarletra traced his heavy muscles and robust build with predatory intent, letting out the slightest growl. Even if he did not have full fur, the light color of his skin was hypnotic in the wan light of his bedroom; it practically glowed.

Scarletra shimmied through the door and tossed the blanket he gave her onto the bed. Once right before him, she gently took his hand and guided it to her breast. The rough texture of it was easy for her to feel through her fur. It took him several moments of staring into her eyes, but he eventually gently squeezed.

Scarletra mewled lightly as he willingly moved his hand over her tit, exploring her soft mound with little abandon, her nipples instantly getting hard and poking at the thin material that made up her clothes. Something he noticed as he stared at them, teasing him with what was underneath.

Thank the Great Mother; he understood her this time.

Scarletra leaned down, snaked her thick fingers through his beard, and cupped his chiseled jaw in her soft hands. As she tilted his chin up, she brought her soft lips to his, his beard tickling her lips slightly as she leaned further into the gentle kiss until his back pressed against the bed.

Scarletra broke the small, tender kiss and stared back into his glorious emerald jewels.

“Do you understand now?” She questioned in a snarky tone.

She knew the answer this time because his hand moved up and underneath her top cover and twisted her nipple between his thumb and finger.





SECTION NINE

KISSES AND COILS

Samuel was beside himself. He initially offered her some beer and food to cheer the massive woman up slightly after he yelled and scared her. It wasn’t like he was interested in her beyond that. Thus, what was currently happening was in no way what he had expected to happen.

Yeah, he did not argue with her cuddling, but he assumed that when he rebuked her in the living room, that would have been the end of her attempting to seduce him. Even if he would have struggled to sleep with a raging hard-on.

Then she came into his room.

With each step closer, Samuel felt his cock ache, it had been years since he had been with anyone, and dammit, she looked and felt divine. He nearly fell asleep buried between her massive and unbelievably warm breasts.

Samuel’s heart pattered faster and faster, her golden eyes traversing his form as she neared. Even that little growl she gave out was unbelievably sexy; as it rolled over his skin, it pulled goosebumps up in its wake. Never in all his life did he think he could find growling sexy, but here he was.

She knelt to meet him roughly at his level, but even on her knees, she still was half a head taller. When she guided his hand to her breast, he paused initially, confliction filling him, remnants of guilt and memories of his late wife guiding his hesitance. Looking into her golden eyes. Her slitted pupils looked at him earnestly, filled with lascivious desire.

She whispered something in his ear in a husky breath, pushing away any hesitation he may have had. Be it the years alone or just how unbelievably soft and gentle she was, he was unsure, but one thing Samuel did know, he wanted this; somewhere deep inside his subconscious, a voice screamed at him that this was right. As if a primal call from ancestors past demanded he stop fuddling about and say yes.

She pressed him against the bed as her supple, warm lips tenderly pressed to his. Samuel pushed his hand against her massive mounds, feeling his fingers eagerly welcomed in by her soft fur and rolling fat.

She muttered softly to him as the kiss broke. Her intense stare and imposing presence were unique, something he had never experienced. He was always the larger one in his past relationships and was the one to initiate anything. Having her being so forward was refreshing and tantalizing.

He felt like he was not the angry, nearly 200 cm tall, burly old man he had been for years. Her warmth and gentle pine scent pushed his mind and body to a youthful exuberance he thought had left him long ago.

“I am old, not stupid,” Samuel smirked, crawling his hand underneath the thin cloth tightly clinging to her chest.

She mewled as his fingers twisted her large, hard nipple. Samuel raised his other hand and ran it through her silky silver hair, brushing it out of her face. Letting him revel in her features. Her gorgeous reflective gold eyes, plush pouty lips, pink button nose, and velvety ears perched amidst the ocean of silver gracefully flowing from her head.

Samuel slid his hand up and gently massaged her ears; the warm texture pulled his hand in while she leaned against his touch. She let out a deep breath that kissed his skin and beard. She looked at him eagerly, as if she was waiting for further admittance to what he desired, as if him massaging her tit was not enough.

Cupping his other hand behind her head, Samuel brought his lips to her. They were far larger than any humans ever could be, but that in no way stopped him from enjoying the soft surface. She reached around, supported his back with her hand, and pressed against him until he was nearly flat against the bed. She teased him with her tongue, rolling it across his lips.

Giving into her overwhelming being, Samuel opened his mouth for her. Her tongue was thick and wide yet as dexterous as the hands of a surgeon. It felt like wet silk as it glided along every centimeter of his mouth. He tried to join her in the carnal kiss; it took her several moments to lessen her ferocity, but she held back and allowed him to partake, his teeth gently running along her sharp fangs, a lustful twitch away from cutting his pallet open.

They held each other tighter as their tongues slickly lapped against one another, neither fighting for dominance, instead allowing the other to pass and explore the other’s maw. Their lungs began to burn, neither wanting to pause as they sampled the other’s flavors.

She retracted her tongue and paused, catching her breath. Samuel watched it slip back between her lips, realizing how reserved she had been with her nimble appendage, having used nowhere near a quarter of it. It could easily have snaked throughout his mouth and filled it to the brim if she wished for that to happen.

She guided him atop the bed, her soft, fatty thighs encapsulated his waist. The slightest amount of wet warmth dripped from behind the curtain of her loincloth, soaking his boxers.

She leaned over, resting her breast on his bare chest, her silver hair falling down, enshrouding both of their heads. She wetted her lips and muttered a few words in a growly tone. Every motion she made from this close caused her bouquet of scents to invade his mind. Heavy pine, subtle hints of sweet berries, and sharp sulfur.

Her tongue rolled out and slickly caressed his face, a wet slick being left in its wake. She gently rocked her hips against his while she pressed her massive appendage back into his mouth. Samuel moaned as she unleashed more unbridled ferocity than their first kiss.

Her girth filled Samuel’s mouth to the brim as she tried to tie his tongue in a knot. Hell, she likely could pick a lock with how dexterous it was. He tried to meet her ferocity, but any amount of force was nowhere near matching her. She was so strong and forceful. The flat end of her tongue caressed the back of his throat as the invader entirely nestled itself in his warm, cavernous mouth. But the taste, her slick saliva, was sweet as candy and was only made more enjoyable with the taste of the faded hops from the beer they both had been drinking.

Samuel sputtered and felt himself drifting into a blissful fog. His body melted between her velutinous body and the welcoming fabric of the bed. He was practically drowning beneath her immense curves. Her breasts squished against him as she let more of her weight press into him.

He reached up and rubbed his hands against her upper ass, unable to reach much further. Her silken fur engulfed his digits, his rough palms greedily grabbing her large rump. He pulled down on her as much as he could, wanting more of her soft body against his. As his hands explored her massive squashy hips, he found the knot holding her small loin cloth on. He sunk his hand deeper into her malleable flesh and scooped the knot into his palm.

Samuel struggled to release the knot with one hand. Between her kisses, having him see stars, and the delicious scents pouring off her, he could almost not control his fingers—-almost. It took several attempts, but the knot slipped loose in his hands after a few moments. He took one of the ends of cordage and swept her loincloth away, tossing it to god knows where. Not that either of them cared.

She growled into his mouth, feeling his cock begging to escape his skivvies as she rubbed her yearning fold against it. She slipped her tongue free of his mouth, her thick, succulent saliva dribbling out of her mouth and onto his beard. She wiped it away with her thumb, watching him as he panted for air.

“Oh my god!” Samuel gasped, unable to comprehend the experience of the unrestricted kiss.

Her lips and tongue were as greedy as any animal, yet every action was gentle and controlled. She was clearly being very attentive to the drastic size difference between the two. Samuel had never been driven like that before and strangely enjoyed it. Somewhat already missing her slippery snake coiling and rooting around in his mouth.

She sat up and slipped the knot that held her meager garment tightly against her breasts. Samuel anxiously watched as the fabric fell away and landed on her round belly. Her gargantuan globes looked even better without the cloth. Each mountain of flesh held a wonderfully round shape and was capped with a tantalizing areola about as large as his palm. He had expected them to have no fur on them, but there they were in all their vibrant pink glory, taunting him with how hard her nipples were.

Samuel started to sit up, and she shimmied back off his crotch to let him. He was captivated by her appearance. Her ocean of soft fur was unbelievably gorgeous, and the stripes throughout it helped emphasize her figure, making her hips and bust only look more significant than they already were. Her gelatinous belly hung low, and her thick thighs concealed her pussy from sight, yet he knew it was there based entirely on the warm wetness that soaked the thin tent his cock had pitched.

She gently took his hand in hers, her silken palm and digits wrapped his entire hand in a warm embrace. He leaned in and rubbed one tit with his hand, slowly bringing his mouth to her other nipple, not wanting to leave either without his full attention. He stroked her soft mound with wanton desire. Her fur and doughy fat welcomed his touch; it moved and shaped itself around his kneading grip.

He tried to treat her nipple with half the mastery of her tongue. Rolling it between his tongue and the roof of his mouth. She brought a hand up and caressed his head. Her claws scraped against his scalp while she pulled his head tighter.

After a few moments of him playing with her tits like a kid with a new toy, she grumbled something breathily, pulling his attention from her delectable flesh to her eyes.

She repeated the same series of short husky barks yet again.

“I don’t understand,” Samuel said confused.

She scrunched her brow and frustratedly grumbled while she thought. After several seconds, her eyes lit up, having determined how to communicate her desire. She cupped Samuel’s hand that still held her breast and pressed it harder than he had been. She then repeated that growling request softly in his ear.

“I think I get the message,” Samuel grinned.

He took to massaging her wondrously soft breast harder than before. He even started to gently use his teeth on her perky nipple. The difference was immediate; a shudder rolled across her body as she moaned, the volume echoing off the small room’s walls.

She held his head tighter against her breast; the soft mountain welcomed him into its supple surface. He continued to treat her with the focus any girl deserved. Samuel might be a bit older, but he was no fool. If she wanted it harder, she would get that. A lesson he had learned from his many failed relationships and his late wife. They know what they want better than you do, so listen.

She arched her back and grew in volume as Samuel treated her nipple like a lollipop. The heat in the air rose as their stout bodies radiated their shared heat. She grumbled words between her heavy, ragged breaths.

Samuel peaked up, never stopping his nibbling on her nipple and massaging her mountainous tit. Her bright golden eyes were filled with a lustful haze. He had not expected her to be this sensitive from her nipples alone. Her hand traced down from his head and down his back, her sharp claws leaving small red scrapes as it moved. She looked down at him, peeking at her, and gave a beatific smile with the slightest hints of untamed desire in her slitted pupils.

She weaved her arm between them and pressed her silken palm against his chest, putting him back on his back. Not that he could resist even if he wanted to. Once she pushed him to the soft blanket, she leaned back down, uncoiled her tongue, and teased his neck with gentle, smooth licks. Samuel held her head and rubbed her fluffy ears from tip to base. The cutest content moan escaped her while he shuddered.

Her ears were surprisingly thin underneath the poofy fuzz that coated them. They were just as sensitive as her nipples. Each time Samuel rolled his fingers against the base, she would mewl and twist like putty in his hand.

“Oh, you like that, do you,” Samuel said, pinching them with a slightly increased force.

She peeked up at him and smirked. Just before she slowly licked down his body, her silver hair flowing around his flanks, lightly brushing him. She stopped at every detail, first his collarbone, then his pecs, giving each one a small kiss and slick roll of her tongue. She paused her southward motions and brought her plush lips to his nipple. Her slimy tongue flicked against it while her soft-furred palms caressed the tire that was his gut.

Samuel had never had a woman suck on his nipple before; it was initially a slightly strange feeling, but the moment she used her fangs and lightly nibbled at it, an electric arch of pleasure shot through him, starting there and shooting to his curling toes. He let out a gruff moan without even thinking about it. She paused and looked up at him, that smirk on her plush lips.

The Varintol woman knew what she was doing and was proud of it.

She continued and reached his boxer. Her fingers plucked playfully at the elastic while she watched him squirm as she kissed his inner thigh. She pulled down on his skivvies, and his cock flopped out and slapped against his rotund gut.

She paused once his member was in the open air. She looked at it curiously, eying every detail from his mushroom head down to his pendulous sack. Samuel wondered what was going on inside her mind. Her stare was so intense it was somewhat worrying, making him slightly self-conscious.

He wondered if her species might be more well-endowed. Hell, for all he knew, their cocks were utterly different, larger, differently shaped, or they might not have a cock. He was an engineer, not a xenobiologist, nor did the medical documents he read through go into that kind of detail.

She looked at him and smiled, saying a few warm words in that surprisingly intimate and guttural language she spoke just before any worry he had about his member was put to rest in a near instant. She slid her hand over and took his cock in a gentle grasp covering it completely. Her velvety fur teased his sensitive cock, feeling like he had slipped into a glove of warm silk. She licked her lips, watching him squirm in her deft control, slowly moving her hand up and down.

She dipped her head and unleashed her dexterous, slick tongue on his balls. She rolled them between her lips, growling low. The combination of her heavenly soft touch, tongue wetting his balls, and the base of his shaft, along with the vibrating of her growl crawling through him, was divine. Samuel started to see stars, his hands barely able to keep a meager grasp on her fluffy ears.

She looked up at him, analyzing his reaction as she moved her furred hand excruciatingly slowly. She teased the tip of his shaft with her thumb by rubbing small circles on its tip. Samuel moaned as she moved her hand ever so slightly faster. He had to wonder how in the universe did this feel so luxurious. Every motion she made felt like a calculated choice to push him closer and closer to the edge.

Samuel could hardly look at her. Those golden jewels were boring holes into him, bearing witness to his very soul. She had him like putty in her hands and knew it. If she could say the word, he would cum instantly. But something about her kept it at bay; he could not finish immediately, like some teenager who felt his first tit.

He let go of her ears and grabbed hold of the bedspread. This entire experience was beyond anything he had ever had, and she was just getting started.

She scooted up slightly and brought her lips to the tip of his throbbing cock, stopping mere centimeters from it. Her hot breath glided across his skin, causing him to ache worse than he was. She snaked her muscular arms over his thighs and around his back, lifting him slightly.

She paused, letting a sling of her thick saliva drip down onto his cock. The warm liquid slid down his shaft, glistening in the wan bedroom light.

His cock jerked the moment she pressed her wet tongue against the underside of his dick. She moved it up his shaft agonizingly slowly. She intensely stared at him, watching his chest rise and fall and his muscles twitch underneath his skin, like a predator lurking in the woods overlooking its prey moving closer to an ambush.

Once at the peak, she brought his tip between her large, supple lips. She sucked on the tip and rolled her tongue in circles around it. Samuel was captive to the feeling of her warm mouth. There was no hope of escape from his willing jailor.

“Oh god,” Samuel said, through heavy breaths; reaching down, he took two handfuls of her silver hair, holding her tightly. He felt that he would fly away in bliss if he did not.

As if jeered by that reaction, she brought him deeper into her mouth. Encompassing his entire shaft in her silky maw. Once inside, her tongue meticulously coiled around his shaft, squeezing it tightly like a viper choking its prey.

She started to rhythmically bob her head while her tongue slipped and slithered around his member. Each stroke was a blissful dance inside her satin mouth. Her soft cheeks, tight throat, and coiling tongue each brought on their own unique sensations. Samuel arched his back further, her meeting his higher position with support from her forearms. Her furred arms tickled him just above his ass.

He growled like an animal as his cock jumped and bobbed inside her mouth. His muscles and mind were all acting of their own accord. Without her support, he would be little more than a puddle of loose flesh, ready for her to do with as she pleased.

A wracking arch of pleasure pushed through him as she changed her tongue’s action. It began to lustfully lash at his cock, while her lips sealed around his base. The sensations of her contracting throat were punishing him. Each rhythmic tensing was soft as satin yet as strong as a vice. Her muscles accosted his member in unbelievably rolling waves, feeling like she was trying to swallow his cock whole.

“Fuck, I can’t hold out,” Samuel moaned.

His passionate companion seemed to understand his warning even with the language barrier. Undeterred by it, she increased her ferocity, practically begging him to paint her mouth with his thick seed.

She looked up at him while coiling her tongue around him again, stroking his shaft with her meaty, slippery appendage. Each time his cock throbbed, she only focused more, pressing every muscle and centimeter of her soft mouth to its limits. It all was too much for Samuel. It was beyond any pleasure he had ever known. Cloud Nine did not even come close to describing it. His mind was in orbit at this point.

Years of pent-up sexual frustration were pulled from him all at once. He tossed his head back in ecstasy and erupted inside her. She clamped down on him, holding him tighter as his cock poured thick cum down her throat. She moaned as loudly as he did, reveling in his release, and continued to suck. Like she was trying to pull a knotted rope out of him each time she did.

She slowly swallowed drop after drop. Samuel gripped her hair tightly and pulled as his whole body shuddered in bliss.

When Samuel finished painting the back of her throat with his hot white semen, she gently lowered his back to the bed and began to release his shaft from its silken prison. However, she left her tongue coiled around him. Laying her head against his thigh. She teased his aching member as she slid it up and down, slicking its surface with her delectable spit. Each time she touched the tip with its slippery surface, he groaned. Excessive sensitivity shooting pleasure through him like a bullet.

“Holy fuck, that’s too much,” Samuel sputtered.

She uncoiled her tongue from his shaft and smiled. She knew how quickly and far she had pressed him with just that.

She crawled up next to him on the bed, and he lay there catching his breath and trying to redefine what he knew as genuine bliss. Because whatever that was—blew anything he had ever known out of the water. It was not even a competition. If what his past lady loves were a match, the alien woman next to him was a roaring inferno.

She sank into the bed beside him, looking at him with lascivious desire. He turned his head to look back. Something about her enraptured him completely. While the blowjob was greater than anything he could have imagined, this feeling was blatantly different. It was more gentle and caring. He knew it wasn’t love or any nonsense like that. But it was something that urged him on.

“How about I do you now? I’m going to need a moment to be up for another go,” Samuel whispered, bringing his hand up to her cheek, which she leaned into without hesitation.

Samuel started to move, and so did she. It took a few moments to get her situated on the bed, where he could eat her out. They did eventually manage to get it done. Even if it took him gently guiding the massive alien to the position he wanted her in.

She lay before him, propping herself up on her elbows to see past the mountain of flesh and fur that comprised her breasts and stomach. He knelt between her tree trunk thick thighs. One of her hands kneaded at her breast with anticipation, one of her fangs biting her lower lip. Samuel could still not believe what he was about to do. He had been on this moon for all of three days, and he was about to eat one of the locals out.

Whether she had somehow hypnotized him, used pheromones, or he was just desperate, he could not say. But he could say with assurance that looking down at the alien beauty was something he could certainly get used to. Plump fat rolled off her and practically melted into the bed. Yet every one of her details was perfectly retained from her soft, curved hips, large stomach, and amazingly mountainous breasts.

His heartbeat stammered, unsure of what to expect. She had obviously been taken aback by the sight of his cock. Would he do the same? Would he freeze up? His mind filled with millions of thoughts about what he should expect, but none of the images he crafted were helping him jump at the situation. He was faltering and knew it.

He glanced up at her. Her golden eyes were overflowing with anticipation. Even if she was less than a few meters away. She seemed like she was lightyears from him. She grumbled words of encouragement and spread her legs wider, inviting him in.

It was now or never. Samuel took in a steadying breath and delved between her legs. He used her soft, fatty legs as support as he prostrated before her. Before he caught sight of her pussy, he spotted a warm fluid rolling down her massive ass and onto the sheets. The flowery yet raw aroma filled his lungs. Further down, her fur shifted from light gray to the most delicate pink as her skin was revealed.

A single slit mapped out by two puffy lips was front and center, displaying her womanly grace. Perched at the top was her engorged clit. It was nearly the size of his thumb tip. Samuel’s mouth watered as flowery liquid trickled out, soaking her fur and leaking to the bed. If she wasn’t ready now, he did not know what ready was.

He rubbed his thumb across the lip, parting it ever so slightly. That opened the floodgates, she squirmed, and more sweet liquid poured out of her yearning entrance. He slowly leaned in, his scorching breath teasing and tickling her soft and unbelievably plush body.

Dragging his tongue along her tender folds, she instantly moaned in pleasure as he sampled her flavors. Her syrupy juices tasted metallic and fresh. The sharp and inviting succulence only enraptured his mind more. He pressed himself nearer and pressed on. Wanting to treat her to something at least half as pleasurable as what she did for him.

Samuel peaked over the mountain of flesh between him, seeing that she had moved her hand from her wanting breast and was now nibbling on her finger, stifling her moaning slightly. Now, he can’t have that. She had him singing like a canary; he wanted the same.

She mewled and groaned, her body twitching as his tongue rolled around her labia and flicked against her clit with each lap. He was starting to get to her, but something simple like that would not get the job done.

He mouthed and kissed against her supple lips. Pulling out a trick he had learned from years of practice. He could not recall where he learned it from, but he methodically started to write the alphabet against her warm, leaking entrance. He sped up and slowed down randomly, delving in and out as he pleased. All just to keep her guessing and surprise her with new sensations as he went.

Anyone who had ever said engineers aren’t spontaneous had never been in Samuel’s bedroom.

That did the trick. She roared in delight when Samuel made it halfway through the galactic standard alphabet. He had expected he would have needed more to get a visceral reaction like that, but he wasn’t complaining. If anything, it pressed him on further.

Samuel buried his lips against her pussy, the whiskers of his mustache pressing against her clit. She arched her back and bucked her hips slightly to meet his agile tongue. Though he could not even compare to her coiling snake, he was holding his own. She growled in pleasure before sputtered words escaped her lips.

Her fluid leaked out heavier and faster each time he tried to press his tongue inside her. She was unbelievably tight. So taut, her muscular velvet insides clamped down on his tongue with each spasm and lustful mewl. Each time, she nearly expelled his tongue from her insides.

Samuel latched onto her thighs, his arms sinking into their soft surface like quicksand. He pulled himself tighter, meeting her gentle bucking, ensuring that each lick and draw of his tongue was fully utilized to draw her to pleasures she had not had.

Samuel turned up the heat on her, moving his attention to her clit entirely. He sucked on it like a piece of candy, dragging his tongue across it and repeating his previous trick by spelling words against her. His tongue the brush, her slick fluids the ink. She drew in a sharp breath and moaned some short words through her heavy breathing.

Samuel was smart enough to put together that she was asking for more. Just as she did to his cock he continued to suck on it and played with it like a button using his tongue. He moved one of his arms and slipped a digit inside her warm, welcoming, but unbelievably tight tunnel. As he started to make a come here motion with his finger, her meaty walls gripped his finger like a vice, refusing to let him go.

He started to circle her tender bud and tried to move his finger around inside her. He watched as she writhed on the bed sheets, lost in the feeling of the human touch. She grabbed the blankets, her claws digging deeply into the surface.

She was close.

Samuel kept up the pressure; he retracted his digit and gently pinched her clit between his thumb and finger, rolling it around like a joystick. At the same time, he pressed his tongue as deep inside her delectable tunnel as he could. He lapped at her inner walls, trying to paint them with his tongue. That was just enough. Her volume grew, while her words became more sputtered and sporadic.

The tight clenching of her powerful muscles met each draw of his slick appendage against her collapsing tunnel. Until every muscle in her body was slammed by a cascade of lust. She tossed her head back. Her claws tore into the bedspread. Her entire body spasmed as she came; every centimeter of her rolling mounds jiggled as she gave in entirely to the experience.

A wave of delectable cum poured out of her, soaking Samuel’s face, beard, and neck. The warm ambrosia poured down his gullet. It came so suddenly he nearly choked. But he kept his composure and carried on, pleasuring her through her lust-filled ride. She moaned and growled for almost half a minute until her body fully relaxed, melting into a content pool.

Samuel sat back up, her tallie clinging to his beard and face, the viscous slings holding him as he separated. They broke by the time he could fully see her. She lay panting, reveling in the afterglow of her orgasm. Samuel could not help but feel some amount of pride knowing he treated her to the same thing she did him. Old or not; he still had that dog in him.

“How are you feeling?” Samuel asked.

She did manage a reply through broken breaths. Not understanding her language made gauging her complete reaction impossible, but that amount was enough for the moment.

Samuel ran his hand through his slick beard, wiping away some of the juices clinging to his sodden hair. Not that it did much; she had thoroughly soaked him.

Samuel got closer and gently caressed her thighs. She mewled slightly at his touch. But did turn her attention to him. She looked at him with fog in her eyes, drunk in the high of her climax.

The last of her orgasm passed a short time later. She gradually sat up and brought her arms around Samuel. She nuzzled into his head, her heavy pine scent filling his lungs, and locked him in against her soft chest.

She muttered a few more words, slid her hand down across his belly, and rubbed her palm against his already hard cock. He looked into her coy smile and bright eyes. Knowing what she was asking.

“Yeah, I got one more in me,” Samuel replied.

Although, if he was honest, he was already spent. With all they had done already, he would not quit now. He did not know how young she was, but she was undoubtedly younger than he was. She had youthful exuberance in her eyes, unlike him.

If only he was thirty years younger. He could go all night with a woman like her if he was.

Either way, she was raring for more. The massive woman started to press him back to the bed. But he interjected.

“Hold on,” Samuel said, holding his hand up. Thankfully, she stopped. She fluttered her ears and tilted her head, obviously confused.

There was no way he was going to let her ride him cowgirl. That was just asking to be hurt. If she came and spasmed like she did again, that was a one-way ticket to becoming a human pancake.

Instead of allowing her to do that, Samuel stood on the bed; it was a bit awkward, but doing so was the only way he was at her height, even though she was on her knees. He leaned in and gently kissed her lips. She moaned into his mouth, her large hands grabbing his hips. The tips of her claws poking at his soft skin.

He mainly did this to let him figure out the logistics of how they could do this without him being crushed beneath her. If she was on all fours, he could have to stand to come at her from behind; alternatively, she could also lay flat on the bed. Samuel had options; he just had to think faster.

He was an engineer, dammit; coming up with solutions was his entire job description. Taking an employer’s desires and making them real. He could do this. He racked his brain, going through every option he saw. It took him a few more moments of gently kissing and trying to hug her massive body before he finally came up with the solution he wanted.

Samuel took a few moments to guide her to the headboard. He got her to put her back up to it and spread her legs. She seemed to understand as she smiled and watched him get between her thighs. Her eyes traced over his body and lingered on his throbbing cock.

This way, Samuel got one thing he liked. He preferred to look at his partner during a tender moment. It felt more personal to him. While yeah, he had plenty of times where he would go at it from behind. This was just better in every way.

As Samuel settled in, she grabbed and pulled him tight to her all-encapsulating body, lush fur and rolling fat welcoming him in. Pressing his cock against her furry mound just above her pussy. it almost felt like he was fucking her fat roll when his cock was engulfed by her fur.

He chuckled as she said a few words. Hearing her husky voice again made him want to fix the translator right now. Being able to fully understand what she was saying would, without a doubt, make this wonderful experience all the better. Though not knowing and only guessing based on her tone and inflection was fun. It felt like he was trying to solve a puzzle each time she said something.

Samuel snaked his hand down and grabbed his cock by the base; by feeling alone, he searched for her entrance, her massive body preventing him from looking where he was navigating to. After a few moments, the tip of his cock rubbed against her scorching hot and wet folds. She hugged him tighter the moment he pressed against it. She mewled and pushed forward, her lips engulfing his cocks tip in a warm damp hug.

“Are you ready?” he asked earnestly, assuming this would likely be a different experience for both of them.

She leaned down and ran her tongue across his face, leaving a slick trail where it touched.

Taking that as a yes, Samuel slowly pressed forward. She was so unbelievably tight, hot, and sodden. It was so resistant it felt like his shaft would snap in half before her velvet walls allowed him passage. Once halfway inside, her tunnel started to constrict tighter, clamping down on his member like a trap.

She mewled in enjoyment and rubbed her hand down his back to his rear. She heartily grabbed it and pulled, inviting him deeper. His face was fully engulfed by the malleable flesh of her chest as his member was entirely taken in by her warm pussy. He reached his arms around her body but could not close his hands together; she was just too robust. Instead, he grasped her doughy body, his fingers sinking into her warmth, giving him handholds of fur and fat.

He felt like he was trying to hug a water balloon filled with heavenly pine liquid. Her build was heavy and unyielding yet wondrously plush and hit every checkmark that he found attractive.

Once fully inside, Samuel paused, every bump and ridge of her muscles twitching and flexing, holding his member tightly.

“Ok, step one done,” Samuel boasted.

She urged him onward with a gentle squeeze of his butt.

“I’m getting to it,” Samuel chuckled.

Samuel started to slowly pull out of her, readying himself to thrust. Her undulating tunnel resisted every motion as if it was trying to suck him inside and refused to let go. Her body was giving him so many sensations it was mind-boggling. He could not process every stimulus he felt as he slammed back into her.

She was clearly helping him along with their lustful joining, rolling her hips and pulling him into her deepest reaches. She flexed her powerful muscles, ensuring her satin tunnel caressed his erection with care. The light moving of her supple, full hips was to die for. Each time he thrusted, it was a new sensation.

She was graceful and subtle in her motions. Each flex was elegant, like a dancer, and the bed was her stage. Her inner ring flexed and squeezed him in pleasure-filled waves.

Samuel moved his hands down to her hips, grabbing hold of handles of fur. He thrust deeper and faster, losing himself in the erotic dance her insides were subjecting him to. He might be on top, but it was apparent he was not the one deciding their pace. Her tight, quivering control was the master and commander of their erotic embrace.

He buried his face deeper in her bust, enjoying the silken softness across his bare skin. It felt like she had entranced him thoroughly and had him under her control. Her juices flowed richly and coated his crotch and flowed down onto the bed.

Her dance tempo increased as she lifted her ass slightly off the bed, giving her a free range of motion. Her hips gyrated faster, leading his thrusting along the trail they walked hand in hand. Both got lost in the pleasure as their dance song increased in volume, the roaring and grunting from each and the bassy thwaping of their meaty thighs colliding. Neither was rushing toward the crescendo. They kept the pace steady for some time, each teetering on the edge of orgasm.

Her massive hands explored Samuel’s body, taking in the details of his soft skin and hearty build. Each caress felt like a gentle breeze rolling across him. He would have joined her in curious exploration. But he was long gone. Lost in the deep forest of her gray fur and moist tunnel.

Samuel could feel the curtain call for their dance closing in. The bed rocked and slammed against the wall. The heavy thrusts caused the bed springs to cry out in agony. The posts holding the bed up gave way and buckled, bowing to their performance. But neither noticed it happen, each too lost in the heavy fog of ecstasy.

Samuel had no idea how much time had passed or how many times her welcoming insides yanked him in deeper. Everything was lost in the feeling of her. He did not even warn her that he was close this time. She could tell he was near the end. Be it from the grunting and moaning, his heart beating faster, singing in her ear, or his ragged breaths wafting up from her cleavage.

She clenched her muscles and yanked him over the finish line with her. She wrapped her arms around him and clawed at her arms. Not wanting to gouge into his skin as she climaxed.

Her legs gave out from supporting her weight, and they slammed to the bed as Samuel’s hot cum exploded deep inside her. Thick ropes pulsed out of his member and painted her walls white. Her climax only pushed him further. Her tunnel greedily milked his cock, ensuring nothing poured out of her. The vice-like waves of her fleshy tunnel were the peak of bliss. Her muscle control pulled him in as deep as possible.

They rode the high out, trying to move, but neither could muster the motions. Each locked in with the other. Their chests heaved, and their hearts intertwined as the night’s dance concluded.

Both lay propped against the headboard, panting and riding out the bliss of their joining. Neither seemed to be the one who wanted to move first and admit their dance had ended for the night. They remained joined for some time, allowing the peak of the experience to pass. Electric arcs of pleasure shot through them as they settled.

Eventually, Samuel peeked out of her luscious valley. Her head was laid back against the headboard, with steam escaping her lips with each gasp. He started to move, giving in and bowing out of the performance. She noticed his shifting and released him from the prison of her arms.

Samuel pulled his cock from her pussy, her muscles clenching as he did, nearly pulling him back inside. As his cock popped out of her, she mewled in complaint before a combination of their fluids rolled out of her. It trickled down her backside to the bed, pooling against her soft ass.

She slinked down from the headboard when he was out of her and laid flat on the bed. The smile on her face and the soft flutter of her eyes enraptured Samuel, tugging at his heartstrings. Why must he be a sucker for a cute set of eyes? He settled down next to her as the afterglow of the experience filled the room.

Both moved at the same time, obviously having the same idea. They caressed the other’s cheek gently. Though they could not speak to one another, the appreciation and joy both felt were easily communicated.

She scooted closer and laid her arm over him, pulling him against her warm fur. Though now it was coated in his sweat, it was still enjoyable. She licked his hair and said some gentle words to him. Samuel smiled before placing a small kiss on her lips. They held it for a long while. The kiss had no ferocity or lust, just a gentle understanding and appreciation.

Although this was not how he planned their interaction when she first burst through his door, he was not disappointed, and she seemed to feel similarly. They lay there for some time, appreciating the other’s sights, smells, and caring touches.

Neither knew when slumber ultimately took them. But Samuel could not argue that having her holding him gently while he meagerly attempted to hug her back as they drifted to dreamland was pleasant.





SECTION TEN

CONFLICTED CONFUSION

The wind outside whipped and crashed against the outpost’s walls, clawing at every surface like the cold fingers of the undead baying for the blood of those inside. The will of the moon doing everything within its power to reach them and suck away any and all life-sustaining warmth the building offered Samuel and his new large companion.

Samuel grumbled and gradually awoke from his most blissful slumber in years. His furred companion’s arm was still draped over his shoulder, offering him more warmth than any blanket. She held his back against her plush, fat body, one of her massive breasts halfway engulfing his head.

Her gentle snoring filled the air, sounding like a distant chainsaw revving every few moments. If Samuel had not snored regularly, it would have certainly kept him awake. But instead, her gentle reverberations were somewhat comforting, reminding him of driving in a car on an old gravel road.

She failed to notice him initially stirring, and it was a bit of a struggle for him to get out of bed. But after nearly half a minute of contorting himself, pushing against her hefty arm, and finding the will to leave the warmth of her embrace, he finally did. Thankfully, she was a fairly heavy sleeper.

The moment he was out from under her arms, she rolled onto her back and sprawled out, nearly filling the king-sized bed with her soft, overflowing fur. Samuel paused momentarily, letting everything that happened last night catch up to him. Seeing her blissfully in his bed caused a knot of guilt to tie in his gut.

“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath. “I should not have done that.”

Samuel quietly went to his closet and pulled out one of the blue jumpsuits the GU had provided him for this assignment. Slipping it on, he exited the room as quickly as he could, not wanting to disturb her but also wanting some alone time to process the vortex of emotions in his mind.

He fucked an alien— no, he got seduced by an alien and folded in nearly an instant. That was unbelievable.

Samuel was slow as he donned the suit he needed to wear outside, especially when a storm was going on. He lit his cigar and stepped out into the chilly morning. The snow was thick and coming down heavily, nearly white out. It was not as horrible as what he arrived in, but it was still bad. He made a mental note to check the weather when he made it back inside; hopefully, this storm would be over sometime today.

While he was atop the outpost, burning away the building snow, his mind was wracked with thoughts he had to process. What he was doing was hardly even amidst them; busy work like clearing the snow was nothing, especially with the flamethrower in hand—He could likely do it while sleeping.

He should not have done that; last night was wrong, he knew so in his mind—yet felt so right. Why in all the universe did he have sex with her? No matter what he did when he was on Earth, he had never done that since his wife died almost six Earth years ago. Even the women his family and friends tried to get him to go out with never did anything for him.

They were pretty, kind, and fun enough to hang out with and occasionally have beer. But they did not light a fire in him and certainly never made him want to have sex. As he saw it, that part of him died along with his wife.

Why was an alien of all things different?

By the time he cleared the snow off the secondary buildings’ roofs, his mind wandered more. Running through everything that happened, desperately trying to find something that he could use to logic this away.

Pheromones? His own frustrations? Resonance sound? His idle mind grasped at anything that might explain why he quickly folded. He even tried to justify that she got to him because he slammed back a solid eight beers. But he did that almost every day; there is no way that could be it.

He could not find any reason that made any sense. He kept returning to the answer that he just wanted to, but could not figure out why. He could try and say it was because his mind kept wandering to how the Verintol woman had his body and mind doing backflips on the bed. How she did half of what she did last night was beyond him. But that was still not right.

Through most of it, his mind was in some insane fog. She drove him beyond anything he had ever known. A small part of him liked it, even if everything he had ever known told him he should not. He had always been raised to be a one type of woman guy; was age or time changing that about him? What would his wife think of him if she learned that after she died, the first thing he did was hook up with some alien? Well, maybe not exactly the first thing, but it felt like it.

He felt somewhat angry at himself for enjoying every moment. She even had him enjoying her tongue writhing in his mouth. The fact he could not logic that away was equally frustrating and erotic.

After cleaning the snow off the roofs and returning to the winter room, Samuel only managed to reason that he could not allow that to happen again. He was here to do a job, be forgotten, and be left alone. Whenever he got the translator fixed, all he had to do was apologize for having sex with her and send her away—hopefully forever.

At least if he apologized, he would feel less like he essentially used her for a one-night stand. He could not allow that to happen again. Making connections was the last thing he had to do out here.

Once he was back inside the main building with his kit put away. He wandered over to the shelves and grabbed the fragments of the broken translator. Getting this thing fixed could clear all of this up and hopefully put an end to everything that was confusing him.

On the way to his workbench, he paused and listened carefully. He could still hear her snoring in his bedroom. At least that meant he could have time to work on this issue. She likely would want breakfast whenever she awoke; a large woman like her could undoubtedly eat. He paused and begrudged himself. Why is he thinking like that? She invaded his home, and he was just letting her stay until the storm passed. Her well-being should not be his concern.

Was he falling into some old habit of caring for people in his home? No, it wasn’t that, it wasn’t the same. When his kids were over at the house on Earth, he just gave them access to his food, and they would feed themselves. Her—he wanted to make food for her.

Samuel enjoyed that sense of wonder she had about the simple food he could provide. She looked at yesterday’s cheap beer and MRE like they were gold. Seeing her smiling and happily eating made him feel oddly fulfilled and caused a butterfly to flutter in his chest.

Samuel settled into the chair at his workstation and pulled up the translator’s information on his datapad. At least the GU was kind enough to provide him with that much. Now, he would not have to start from the ground up and reverse engineer this broken junk. With this, he could repair and modify it, making it capable of withstanding the true rigors it would face, namely her massive hands and unbelievable strength.

At least having a task did something to help him clear his head; coupled with the coffee he had made, all of those errant thoughts about last night’s transgressions faded into the background. Both worked for different reasons, but they worked.

Coffee because it was the start of a new day in his mind. It had been that way for decades. Every morning started with a hot cup of mud, no sugar, no cream. The bitter flavor and sharp scent welcomed him every morning. It was like a friend always waiting for you at home and was one thing he could not live without.

Whereas the translator was a semi-decent project for him to handle, the storm would be here at least until tomorrow, so time was no issue. That and the device was well enough complicated to let him stretch his mental legs. Having a healthy amount of diagrams and instructions to read was marvelous. Their cold calculation, formatting, and cleanly designed schematics were perfect. They quickly let him do what his job as an engineer was: to fix problems.

Samuel could easily do what he had done for years after his wife’s departure: take his emotions, bury them deep in his mind, and let cold, simple calculations come to the forefront to keep his thoughts from wandering to places he was better off avoiding.

He was well aware it was not the healthiest coping mechanism. His kids had told him as much for years. Even his wife did when his parents died. But it worked, and he was on the far side of the galaxy from anyone who could tell him otherwise. It wasn’t like the Varintol woman would harp on him about opening up; she could not understand him anyway.

Samuel lit another cigar, activated the air cleanser, and started to get to work. The air cleanser did an excellent job keeping his cigar smoke from setting off any alarms. While it was intended to keep smoke from soldering from doing so, it worked just fine for his alternative purpose.

He managed to get all the broken shielding off the translator and had the fragments laid out roughly in their proper shape. He took his time walking through each part, ensuring he had not missed a piece. He had been thorough in his cleanup and had all the parts.

When Samuel heard whatever her name was stirring, he ignored it at first, trying to focus on analyzing the fragments of the green circuit board and oh-so-precious electrical components. He was glad most of the resistors, transistors, and other microchips were mostly undamaged; The few that were, he would have to cannibalize some of them from around the outpost, but he was confident he could spare a few to get this thing working again.

Trying to ignore her only worked for so long. Samuel had just started listing the components he would have to find elsewhere when she lumbered into his workshop. Well, lumbered was not the right word. Just like all the other doors in the outpost, her entering the room was a struggle, from her ducking to half height to her trying to force her stomach, hips, and breasts through the comparatively diminutive door was difficult—Nothing here was built for someone that large.

By the time she popped through the door and nearly barreled into a shelving unit, Samuel had put down his work and turned his full attention to her. Once inside, she was crouched slightly, keeping her head from slamming into the ceiling. If Samuel could give her any credit other than what she did to him in the bedroom, she was intelligent and learned quickly.

Thankfully, she had dressed in her clothes before searching the outpost for him. Even if her clothes did next to nothing to conceal anything. Samuel added that to the ideas he possibly might do; if she was stuck here until the storm passed, he could at least look around to see if there was something she could wear that would be less revealing—at the bare minimum, so he could not feel this odd enjoyment of seeing her like that.

She said a few words in her odd language and ran her massive hand over her stomach. Another point to her: she was far better at pantomime and communicating without words than he was.

“Yeah, I can get you some food,” Samuel said while he stood.

He tossed his notebook on the table and walked past her to the storage rooms with the Varintol woman close behind. Her steps were quiet, shockingly quiet. But from how graceful she moved around yesterday when she first arrived, her initial entry excluded, he should not be shocked.

“Wait here,” Samuel instructed as they passed the main room. She happily sat back on the broken sofa and waited for him to return.

When he returned, she gently poked and prodded at the electric water pot he had used yesterday. In the manner she was trying to find buttons and carefully looking at the kettle versus its stand, she clearly wanted to understand it.

The sight made Samuel almost chuckle. Almost forty years ago, he likely did the same thing. He had always been the kid to ask why and how. Wanting to know what made things work and how to fix them. That was the whole reason he became an engineer.

After filling it with water, he quickly showed her how to work the pot. He then handed her two MREs and let her loose. Some of him wondered if she remembered how to prepare the freeze-dried meals.

She took both of them, smiled, and muttered a few more words. Before she quickly unpacked them and started to fill them with water. Samuel smiled and told her he would be back. Even if she could not understand the words, his gestures for her to wait while he walked off were simple enough, and she clearly understood.

Samuel left her there to eat. She would be fine for a few minutes. He had to use the long-range radio and quickly call base. He needed some advice on what to do with her. While he wanted to just send her off, for all he knew, doing so could cost him his job. He just hoped that his boss on the far side of the solar system would agree to his plan.





SECTION ELEVEN

CALLING OUT

Samuel wandered away from his Varintol companion, the conflict in his mind only growing worse as he did. While he knew she was more than able to eat a MRE without him—he wanted to be there.

Samuel worked his way into the transmitter room. This was one of the rooms in the outpost he had not even looked at yet, along with the exercise room and the spare bedrooms.

Glancing about the room, he took in the surprisingly simple decor. He had expected rows upon rows of workstations, radio controls, and switchboards, with various bits of needed information plastered on the walls.

Instead, he was welcomed to a room smaller than a closet. He could reach out and touch both walls with his hands without fully extending them.

Against the far wall was a single workstation, its translucent screen dark and energized. There were rows of hard copies of radio manuals and an old manual transceiver on shelves to the left, all coated in heavy dust. The entire room was illuminated by a single row of lights nestled into the ceiling, not unlike the rest of the outpost.

Samuel settled into the chair and activated the workstation and terminal. The dark crystal screen quickly glowed a bright blue and displayed a primary screen that offered little to the imagination. A simple code input, a projected typing pad, and two option buttons: send message and call signal.

He quickly typed in the proper code to contact the command center on the far side of the system, having put it to memory. Not that recalling an in-system code was very difficult. They were essentially a more expansive phone number, with a few digits placed in the combination for more designations.

VRT-05-334-457-GU9600

VRT was the system designator, while 05 indicated the 5th planet in the system. The remainder designated a section of the planet Erula, the city Guralnit, and the individual contact he was attempting to reach. Liro was directly in charge of any of the relay stations within fifty light years.

He stopped before he pressed the call button, glancing down at his wedding ring and trying to think of what he should explain to Liro. He wanted to avoid mentioning the previous night if he could avoid it. Especially because Liro knew Samuel was married—or at least had been.

When Samuel was on Erula, Liro and his bonded mate Kilett were kind enough to invite him to their home for a few days, feeding him and giving him a bed to lie in without question. They were so kind. Samuel did not want to imagine what they would think of him if they knew he cheated on the memory of his wife. Did he really cheat on her? No, but the heart is fickle, and he was set on that’s what happened.

Samuel scratched at his beard and sighed, having decided not to tell them about him hooking up with who might as well be a stranger. He would just get the information about what he is technically allowed or supposed to do in this situation. The Varintol were so reclusive the GU did not even include contact procedures for them in his briefing. So he was going at this blind right now.

He pressed the button to connect the call. After he did, a new display appeared with two sub screens, one with a video feed of himself, while the other showed a flashing connecting call indicator.

It took only a few moments before Liro’s video feed appeared. Behind him was a flat white background, with just the hint of the edge of the L-shaped desk that Sameul knew Liro used in his office.

Liro was a male of the species known as Jurintik. They were a species that were quite common across the entire galaxy, being in nearly every system and on every planet. Liro was, at least according to him, a young member of his species. Not that Samuel was able to tell. How were you supposed to determine the age of someone who looked almost exactly like a werewolf?

Liro brushed at his ears with his long claws, his shimmering chocolate brown fur glinting in the light of the office. His bright orange colored eyes looked tired. That was not surprising. Liro had to monitor over thirty engineers and workers over a large swath of space, arranging every logistical need and constantly filing reports on what signals bounced off each site every standard day.

That amount of paperwork would drive anyone to many sleepless nights.

“Sam, what’s up, brother? You caught me at the end of my shift. Have you run out of beer already?” Liro questioned with a faint smile on his lips.

Samuel had not even thought about what time it might be in Guralnit. Stuff like converting time to and from local time to another celestial body’s time was something he had not done too much. However, he should have just checked the times the GU supplied him in his briefing for working here. The information there had everything converted to using standard time intervals and converted to Universal Zero time, meaning no matter what planet or random celestial body you were on, your time was the same as everyone else’s.

Universal Zero time was something most people never used anyway. Typically, the military and the GU government were the most common users. Although you could say that Samuel worked for the GU government, despite the lack of support.

“Nah, nothing like that. You made sure I had plenty of what I need to do my job out here,” Samuel replied.

“Well, that’s good, that station is your home. I gotta make sure I do what I can to keep you comfortable,” Liro chuckled. “I would be a pretty cruel monitor if I didn’t at least try that much. So what can I do for you?”

“Well, we have a bit of a situation here,” Samuel replied, gesturing over his shoulder toward the main room that was out of Liro’s view.

“Oh, do tell? Did you already take the Verintluk apart and break it? Roof cave-in? Maybe you broke your rifle?” Liro replied with a bit of a chuckle. “If it’s something like that, you are on your own brother. You have the tools to make those fixes.”

“No, I’ve got a local eating in the other room and have no idea what I am supposed to do? Can I send her off? Or is there some procedure for meeting them?” Samuel replied.

Liro’s face shifted to one of confusion as his ears flicked around, similar to how a dog investigating something might do when searching for an odd noise. He was utterly silent for quite a while. Long enough that he somewhat started to worry Samuel.

After nearly a solid minute of the gears in his head processing what he had just heard, Liro’s face contorted to something unexpected—what could best be described as an odd joy.

“What do you mean you have a local? Like a Varintol made contact with you?” Liro asked hurriedly.

That was not the reaction he expected from Liro about the Vartintol. He was usually a calm, laid-back individual. The only time Samuel had seen him be incredibly excited was when Kilkett told them she would make some kind of cupcake for dessert. Was the fact she was here that unexpected?

“Yeah, she…” Samuel started.

“Why, what does she want? Did she tell you what tribe she is from?” Liro said but quickly devolved into a near-babbling mess as he started to ask questions so quickly that Samuel could hardly understand them, much less answer them.

“Hold on, slow down,” Samuel frustratingly growled.

Liro paused his frantic question, apologized for momentarily losing his head, but let Samuel continue.

Samuel then went and quickly explained what had happened from his arrival on the moon and what she had done so far, excluding their nighttime elopement. That information was kept firmly under lock and key. He also explained how he wanted to send the Varintol away after he fixed the translator.

To his credit, Liro took it all reasonably well, but the disappointment on his face was evident when Samuel mentioned that she accidentally broke the translator. He also seemed to look somewhat worried to hear that Samuel had yelled at her and caused her to cry.

“Ok…Ok… this is unprecedented. The Verintol have avoided the GU for nearly one hundred standard years. I will have to tell the GU representative in charge of Baritin and see what they want to do,” Liro explained. “He likely will want to visit and meet her.”

“OK, how long will that take? Because that does not sound like you want me to send her away.” Samuel said.

“You are correct there. If she wants to stay, let her. You have to fix that translator and figure out some information from her. Tribe name, what she wants…basically anything that could help us get a picture of who she is,” Liro said, tapping one of his claws on his snout. “As for how long that would be. I am not sure; it is likely a month or two. Sethun is on vacation right now, getting here and brushing up on what we already know about the Varintol. Then getting there might take a bit.”

“How long?” Samuel lightly growled.

“A month or two, man. The gears of government move slowly,” Liro shrugged.

That’s just fucking great, so Samuel was essentially stuck with her by his employer’s order, at least until he managed to get the translator fixed and the representative was here–however long that might take.

“Great, what if she wants to go wherever she lives? Do you expect me to follow her? It’s not like I can force her to stay.” Samuel begrudged.

“Oh, that’s a great idea, actually. Figure out where she lives. If you are out when the representative arrives, he could check there,” Liro praised.

“That was not meant to be literal,” Samuel groaned while wiping his face.

“Well, it was a good idea. What are you afraid of seeing some lady’s home?” Liro teased.

Samuel scoffed and did his best not to feel embarrassed about the remark. But somewhere inside him, he was a bit. He was not planning on having sex with her again, but he knew how well that plan worked last night. Going to whatever she called home, who knows what might happen.

Samuel caught himself picturing some massive log cabin in the middle of the pines and her essentially dragging him inside, ready to aim for a reenactment of last night.

“OK, is there anything else I should know?” Samuel coughed into his hand, relieving some awkward tension in his chest.

“Not really. This is kinda out of my element, brother. I’m supposed to manage you and the others, not diplomatic relations,” Liro started before he paused, and his eyes slowly moved behind Samuel while his jaw was slightly agape. “By the stars, she is massive!”

Samuel swerved the chair around, expecting the Verintol to be there, but how close she was was not on that list. She was so close Samuel could almost touch her. She was halfway jammed into the doorframe, trying to peer past Samuel to get a look at Liro. How in all the stars was she that silent as she moved? It made no logical sense; she was as large as a fully-grown grizzly bear. She should not be that silent.

She looked up at Samuel and whined a few words, worry overflowing from her golden eyes, as she pressed against the wall, trying to force herself into the tiny room. There was no way Samuel was going to allow that to happen. This room was hardly big enough for him to move around, much less her. If she did manage to get in here, she would drown Samuel in her body.

“Hold on,” Samuel said, gesturing at Liro while he stood.

He hurriedly walked over to try and help her out of the door.

“Hold on, I’m going to push you back,” Samuel said calmly.

She looked at him, unsure of the goal, until he pressed against her warm, plush body. She moved her hands and clasped the frame, helping him push her free. Her fur and fat did not make this easy. It was like he was pressing against a balloon filled with warm water.

Samuel pressed his shoulder against her as they both grunted and strained. After a few moments, she was free. The colossal woman stumbled and fell on her butt against the cold metal flooring, yelping slightly. She dug around underneath herself and pulled out a new crushed can. She looked up at Samuel and blushed slightly. He just sighed and shook his head.

Samuel walked over and helped her stand up. He held her hand and escorted her back to the sofa. He nearly sighed when Liro started to laugh. Yeah, it’s hilarious for him. He wasn’t the one sharing a home with the gargantuan woman that he could not speak to.

Once she was seated, Samuel repeated his instructions to her from earlier and his gestures for her to wait there. He did not need her digging through and breaking more things right now, nor would her getting stuck in another door be beneficial.

She grumbled for a few moments and seemed to try to argue that she did not want to wait. But stopped and perked back up when Samuel softly explained that he would return. Though he did not use any gestures, apparently, tone of voice was a massive thing to her regarding what he said. If Samuel did not know any better, he could swear she had to either be psychic or could understand Galactic Standard. How well she followed his instructions was uncanny.

After that, he returned to the terminal to resume speaking to Liro; the werewolf-like alien had a smug, shit-eating grin on his face.

“So why was she in her underwear?” He sniggered.

“She is not; regrettably, that’s all she wears,” Samuel replied sharply.

“Well, I mean, it can’t be that bad. She is cute and has a nice ra—,” Liro started, but Samuel cut him off.

“And with that, we are done here,” Samuel flatly said, moving his hand to disconnect the call.

“Hey woah, it’s a joke, man,” Liro defended.

“Knowing you, I doubt it. But I’m going to go fix the translator,” Samuel said. “Tell Killett I said hello.”

“Will do. Remember, clan name, her name, and anything you can get. Shoot me a message with that information as soon as possible. Oh, and keep her happy, no more making her cry. The last thing we need is the big scary human making the only Varintol we have had contact with in years run off,” Liro hurriedly said.

“Will do,” Samuel replied as he cut the call off, the screen instantly returning to its original basic format.

Samuel slumped in the chair, letting the reality of his new assignment roll over him; so much for any plan he had formulated. Translator or not, he was stuck with her for a little while. That, along with needing to keep her happy. Why was that his problem? He was supposed to fix mechanical problems, not tend to her. He signed up for that, not whatever this situation had devolved into.

Samuel sighed and stood up. If he would be dealing with her for an extended period of time, he needed to get her some clothes. A jumpsuit at the bare minimum; at least then, her soft, supple ass would not always be in the open air. He had enough to focus on without her figure distracting him more.

After shutting down the terminal, he left the room to see if he could find a jumpsuit that could fit her. There had to be something in this entire outpost that he could use.

However, with everything else not built for someone that large, he had an itching feeling that he would have to use the fabricator to dress her. He hoped he did not because otherwise, he would have to get measurements to ensure it would fit. Unless there was enough spandex to make something more universal. Wait, no, that would not help. Putting her in what might as well be yoga pants would only make keeping his eyes off her more challenging.

He made it out to the main room, and she immediately shot him a smile and stood. She said something in a questioning tone, but her cupping gesture at her face made no sense to him at all. He tried figuring it out for a minute or two but never got anywhere.

Samuel gestured and told her to follow him, wanting to keep an eye on her so she didn’t break anything else. She said a few more words in a questioning tone while following Samuel toward the storage rooms.

He really needed to get the translator fixed.





SECTION TWELVE

ODD ESSENCE

Scarletra followed the man into the other room, wondering who that other alien on that display was. They looked so different from her new companion. They looked like an odd combination of her and him. They were covered in fur but had a snout; they had adorable fluffy ears and were wrapped in a thick, healthy-looking coat.

Hopefully, they will come here one day. She already had millions of questions for the man here. She could further satiate her curiosity if there was another alien here. She could ask them the same things she wanted to ask the man here.

“Is there somewhere I can take a bath?” Scarletra questioned, mimicking splashing water on her face.

A nearby stream, a lake, anything at all. A puddle of relatively clean and unfrozen water would do at this point. Scarletra’s fur was coated in the scent of sex, sweat, food, and drinks. She felt oddly sticky because of the combination that clung to her fur and skin.

The scent was hardly an issue; she could barely notice it because the entire inside of his home smelled like he did, so that was drowned out by the ambient odors. But with how her fur felt, she could only imagine how disheveled she looked–and would rather not.

With the hot springs two days from here, she figured asking him about it would be a better option than making that long trek only to turn around and come back. He must have some way that he groomed and washed close to here. Hopefully, he would allow her to use it.

Clearly, the man did not understand what she had attempted to communicate. The confusion was evident on his scrunched brow and how he confusedly copied and tried to pick apart the gestures she made. Scarletra did not want to frustrate him, but they could not speak the same language, so this was all they could do.

If only there was some way she could just instantly understand him. From what she had heard from the elders’ stories, the GU basically wielded magic only ever mentioned in the epics of legends past. So she assumed he would have used what the GU representatives of the past had used.

According to the elders who were alive almost one hundred and fifty local years ago, the GU representatives from their childhood could use tools to speak and understand them in a matter of days. Maybe she just had to wait a little longer, and then he could do the same. She could not understand anything she was looking at; she saw no reason that could not be the same.

He led her into his sprawling home’s storage rooms from the living room. The same place he had retrieved the food and those delicious drinks from. They passed innumerable rows of shelves filled with boxes and other trinkets.

Scarletra’s eyes lit up as she traced the thousands of shimmering, colorful items. Each one fought for her attention. Whispering in her ear, beckoning for her to peek inside and see what mystery was within.

She fought off the call until she paused, spotting a box filled with thousands of small shimmering metal items. The temptation was a bit too much for her. She reached into the box and carefully picked a few of them up, pinching them between her thick fingers. Rolling it around between her thumb and finger was odd; they were sharp and had spiraling ridges running along them. A flat side with a cross indent was on the opposite side of the pointed end.

They were so small. Scarletra could never craft anything this detailed and precise, even if she used her claws and spent years trying. Any attempt to do so with the softest and most well-grown wood would crumble and snap.

How did the GU make so many precise objects?

Everything around the man’s house was like this. Built with precision and care and at such a quantity, she felt like it might as well be a dream—but this was very real.

Scarletra thought back to her old village; it would take them decades to forge enough metal to build one of the rooms and furniture here. They would never be able to replicate anything close to anything here.

“What are these?” Scarletra asked, holding them out in cupped hands.

The man noticed that she had stopped when she spoke; turning back around, he walked over to see the curiosity she was fascinated by. He peeked into her cupped hands and lightly chuckled.

He picked one of them up, said something short in a cute, smooth tone of voice, and then repeated the same word several times, moving the item each time to emphasize it.

“Skrooo?” Scarletra tried to mimic.

He smiled and nodded, then said “skrooo” again before he placed the item back in the box and gestured for her to put it back. She did as he asked; it was his home, and he clearly valued keeping things organized. Each fascinating item in his storage was neatly in its rightful place and was labeled with little symbols delineating what they were.

While Scarletra had no idea what a skrooo was, at the bare minimum, she was learning at least a little about what he owned. Trying to speak his language was odd. She had not tried to mimic anything he spoke up to that point; attempting to speak the Galactic language was very different; she had to use her tongue to make noises she does not regularly have to when speaking Verint.

Some of her wondered if they could learn the other’s language. That way, they would no longer have to awkwardly flail their arms to try and convey information.

Even if she wanted to do either, she had never learned anything besides Varint and had no idea how to teach anyone to speak. She would have to think about that idea for a while. Maybe she could start by teaching him some simple words, like how he tried to teach her to say Skroo.

He stopped next to a set of metal boxes that stood vertically against the wall. Opening them up, he started to dig through them, pulling out various garments. They looked similar to his blue full-body suit, the only difference being their size.

He would read something inside the collar, then hold the suit before her, comparing it against her body.

Each time he pulled out another one and compared it to her, his focused eyes started to look more frustrated, and he began to grumble before tossing the diminutive garments into a growing pile on the floor.

Why was he doing this? Is something wrong with her clothes? Scarletra looked herself over, seeing if she spotted something out of the ordinary. What she wore was about the same as those in her old tribe. Her clothes were a bit ragged and worn compared to theirs, but they were in no way indecent and covered what they needed, namely, the thinner areas of fur on her breasts and groin.

She could admit she needed to make a new set soon but did not want to kill more animals to craft another pair of tops and bottoms.

After several more attempts, he seemed to have one he wanted her to try on. Scarletra took the one piece of clothing he was offering. He started to demonstrate and guide her on how to undo the front and put it on.

Scarletra looked at the piece of clothing hesitantly; it was strange. The material was somewhat thick and heavy. It was made out of some kind of tightly woven fibers, not unlike the baskets she used in her cave. Is this thing made out of skin? Plants? She was not sure. She did not think you could make clothes out of plants. But with the marvels spread around the room, she could believe it was.

The other odd thing was how it smelled. Scarletra brought it to her nose to confirm what she initially thought. Taking a deep breath, she confirmed it; There was no smell. She pulled it from her nose and scowled. That was unsettling. Everything had an odor; no, everything should have a scent. Why did this thing not?

Noticing that she seemed unsure of the garment, he encouraged her with a few gentle words.

Why did he have to be so handsome? That gentle smile and words made her fold like a cub being scolded by the elders.

Scarletra opened the front like he showed and quickly realized this would not work. Her feet could barely fit through the legs, but that did not stop her from trying. She drew it up along her legs, the fibrous material tickling against her fur.

Her attempt paused as the material tightly squeezed around her thighs. It was way too tight.

Putting this on was clearly important to him, so she tried to pull on the cloth harder, attempting to force it on, but the sound of the seam ripping echoed through the area. Scarletra looked up at him and frowned.

“I’m sorry, it won’t fit,” Scarletra said as she slipped off the now-tattered jumpsuit.

The man sighed, picked up the rest of the clothes he had tossed into the pile, and stuffed them back into the box. He grumbled and scratched his beard before pulling something up on that little screen he wore attached to his arm.

“Is something wrong with what I’m wearing?” Scarletra asked, pulling at her top a few times, lifting her breasts up and down.

He looked over and blushed, his face nearly as red as blood. He quickly averted his eyes, the scent of arousal wafting off him.

Why is he so sensitive to that? Is he that obsessed with breasts? She found his reaction endearing; at least she knew he found her attractive, and last night was not just a drunk event. But she did not mean that to be sexual in any way; it was just a simple question. It’s not like she was flashing him. Even if she did, he had seen everything she had already.

Instead of running off like Scarletra expected, he pulled out a small roll of measuring tape and started to use it on her. He took his time and carefully measured several places across her body: gut, hips, thigh, legs, arms, breast, and shoulders. He took these measurements several times and jotted them down. Scarletra did her best to not laugh as his gentle touching made her nearly laugh from how much it tickled. But a few small giggles did slip out.

The fact that he was clearly trying to have something that could fit her only made her more concerned that something was wrong with her clothes. She made these herself; it was something she prided herself in. They weren’t as intricate and detailed as what he or the tribe wore, but nothing was wrong with them, and they were hers. It took her weeks to make them. From hunting the animals, treating the skins, making thread from tendons, and fitting them to herself.

“You don’t have to make me any clothes,” Scarletra said, pinching at his jumpsuit.

The man softly replied and brushed her hand off before he squeezed between her and the shelves, heading back to the main room.

He could at least try and answer her. That was a little rude. But since they could not genuinely speak, she could forgive it.

Scarletra hurriedly followed him, wondering what he would do next. Would he tinker with that broken thingamajig? Use some fantastic device to make her clothes in moments? Give her more food? Show her around his expansive home, which seemed to always have a new and exciting device of wonder and mystery around every corner.

She did not care what it was. Everything here was interesting, new, and fun. She would see it all and understand it all eventually. How else could she ever become a part of the GU after all?

He went to the exit and donned his heavy warming gear. No matter Scarletra’s question or how much she attempted to interact, he gave her short, growled answers. Clearly, something serious was on his mind. He grabbed a long black weapon and messed with it briefly. He Inserted something that stuck out of the bottom and moved some parts that sounded like clashing blades.

How he held it reminded Scarletra of some of the bolt shots the tribe’s hunters would use for hunting large game, but his was much smaller and had no visible bolt it would shoot. Unless whatever that tube mounted to it was what the weapon fired.

As he stepped outside, he glanced back at her and watched her squeeze through the door frame.

Scarletra landed in the deep, fresh snow, relieved to return to the open air. The inside of his home was nice, clean, and far safer than her cave, but it was modicum warmer than her taste. It was not so balmy that she could not stand it; she would prefer it to be slightly colder, a few degrees at most.

The man pulled out one of his brown tubes and put it between his lips, lighting the end on fire. So, those things were not a type of incense. She would not have guessed they were a plant you were meant to smoke, having only seen other Varintol use pipes carved out of wood for that.

Scarletra never had much of a taste for it. Many of the warriors of her old tribe smoked, and she tried it a few times but did not like how it made her throat burn. The slight whisps and smells were pleasant to her nose, but smoking was a whole other issue. She could not stomach the idea of doing it herself.

“So what are we going to do?” Scarletra asked, brushing snow off her fur.

The man took a massive drag on his tube and leaned against one of the walls. He did not answer her this time. He looked off into the woods. Something was clearly on his mind. Not being able to pluck at his thoughts or speak his language annoyed Scarletra more each time he made no effort to communicate effectively.

She plopped in the snow between him and the woods, tilting her head curiously, watching him, trying to figure out his thoughts. They sat there while he gradually smoked the rest of the little brown tube. He continued to mess with the screen on his arm while she kept her ears flickering, listening for anything approaching; luckily, there was nothing. The entire time, that bit of a scowl was across his face.

That upset look was confusing and slightly perturbing. Scarletra couldn’t help but feel somewhat worried; had she upset him? Did she eat too much of his food? Did something the other alien said upset him? Or was he just this oddly expressive when lost in thought?

The rest of the time outside was almost precisely the same. He was reticent and focused while puttering outside, checking gauges, opening and closing doors, and watching the woods; she was tied to his hip, asking questions, warmly prodding at him when he grumbled, and helping him wherever she would not cause damage.

Upon returning inside, he settled down at a table with the remnants of the gift he attempted to give her yesterday. She settled in and watched curiously as he tinkered with the fragmented necklace.

Scarletra tried to connect with the man while watching, earnestly attempting to help. While she could not aid him much, she did hand him tools and supplies he wanted from tool boxes and shelves. The fact her massive build was keeping him from getting up and retrieving them was beside the point. She was still helping him.

Thankfully, he seemed to not hate that she failed each time he asked for something new. If anything, he only smiled slightly when she would pull out half a dozen different doodads. What else could she do? He would pick the item he wanted, and then she would put what he did not back where she found it, being extremely careful to return it exactly as it was.

This went on until the sun had set, and whatever that gift was genuinely was starting to return to shape. It went from being in dozens of small pieces to only a few much larger parts.

Scarletra yawned and rubbed her growling stomach. How in all the great mother’s name can he just sit here fiddling with the necklace parts for so long? He hardly even lifted his eyes from the tools and trinket for the last hour. He just continued to melt some metal wire and affix different parts to the larger green bits. How does that have anything to do with fixing the necklace? Couldn’t he just give her something else? Or nothing at all? She did not care much about receiving anything beyond what she already had; being allowed to be here was gift enough. The fact he tried to give her something was nice enough. It’s too bad she broke it; no one had given her a gift since she was a cub.

The amount of focus he had was beyond anything Scarletra had ever seen. He had not slowed down at all. Each motion was calculated, focused, and measured. Even when Scarletra carved sculptures, she needed to take a break every few hours. Her mouth would be dry, her legs would go numb, and her eyes would wander to anything but her current sculpture. Simultaneously, her mind would wander to her next meal—just like now.

Scarletra left him to his work and went toward the storage room to get them some food. She gathered a pair of his brown food packs for herself and one for him. While on her way back, she spotted a box of those alcohol packages he served yesterday.

They both had a lovely time laughing and drinking. She grabbed one of the smaller boxes and brought it along, hoping to cheer him up or have him relax a little. He seemed far too tense right now.

Scarletra heated the meals with water just as he showed her to do. She took a short break and stretched while she waited for them to settle? Cook? She was still unsure why the meals had to sit for a few minutes, but he had done that. So why would she not do the same?

Scarletra waited patiently for the food to be ready, but it was unbearable. She had not eaten since breakfast. Smelling the rich fat and delicious spices was causing her mouth to water. Unable to wait any longer, Scarletra opened some of the bread packages in her meals; she consumed the sweet, soft, and delectable morsels in one bite. She also opened one of the metal tubes and downed the refreshing alcohol. The cold, bubbly golden liquid helped ease the smallest amount of her concern for her new companion.

Once Scarletra had allowed the food to warm up, she scooped it all into her arms, quickly returned to the workshop, and plopped down on the ground next to him, not that he noticed she had returned.

“Hey, I brought you some dinner and something to drink,” Scarletra smiled brightly while she set the food pouches next to his work on the table.

He paused and looked over at the food, then at her holding out one of the drinks. He smiled brightly and nodded before taking the drink and saying a few calm words to her. Oddly enough, though, he did not eat.

As Scarletra started to savor her meal, he moved the pouches off to the side, setting them atop one of the many boxes he had been pulling tools and other parts from before he returned to his work.

“Are you not hungry? You have been working all day,” Scarletra questioned while whipping a dribble of stew off her chin.

He replied shortly but never shifted focus.

Scarletra sighed before continuing to eat and drink the alcohol, reserving herself to the fact he clearly was not interested in lounging about today.





SECTION THIRTEEN

BUSY BODY AND BROKEN BEAR

Scarletra yawned as she gradually woke up the following day. Her eyes dragged open from a deep, needed sleep. Ever since she had started living alone, she had not slept nearly as soundly as the past two days. She did not have to set traps, sleep with one eye open, or stay awake all night to defend her food stocks from opportunistic animals.

Being inside the man from the GU’s home was nothing like that. She could let her guard down, stretch out, and let the dreamlands fully envelop her. There were no threats, not even from her old tribe; it was terrific.

It’s too bad the man didn’t want to cuddle last night; that would have made the night bliss. Having someone close she could share warmth with was exactly what Scaletra needed. She grew up with someone always nearby when she slept, at least until she was deemed a grown woman. That was when the tribe’s treatment of her drastically shifted to how they would treat her until her escape—like used meat, a tool, an animal.

The thought and unconscious attempt to pull the man closer to her warmth made Scarletra realize she wasn’t in the bed. She reached up and rubbed the last remnants of sleep from her eyes, pushing away the last of her dreams of lush forests, green pastures, and warm summer breezes.

The man came into focus along with the necklace and the rest of his work area. He was still fiddling with the broken gift. But unlike before she had fallen asleep, the necklace was nearly in a single piece. There were only two of the large green pieces left. He was currently taking small pieces of copper and fusing them together. Next to the pieces of green material was a large box, nearly as big as his fist; attached were colorful wires leading the parts he was fusing together.

Had he not slept at all?

Scarletra glanced at where he had left the food from last night; the packets were precisely where they were when she passed out. She wondered why he had not eaten. Having worked all day and night, he undoubtedly must be hungry.

By the looks of it, the only thing he had for any sustenance was some steaming liquid in a cup next to him, along with him smoking several of those tubes. Scarletra could only guess that because he had formed a small pile on the ground where he had tossed the remnants once he was done with them.

She started to shift and felt something dragging across her shoulders. Reaching up, she pulled off a blanket that had been draped over her shoulders. It was green in color and very rough. But she did enjoy that the smell of his smoke clung tightly to the fabric.

When did this end up on her? Did he give her the blanket while she slept? If that was the case, how in the great mother’s name did he move without her noticing? She was nearly blocking the entire door of the minuscule room. Even though she could not figure out how he could have done that, the gesture was sweet and warmed her heart.

“Did you not sleep?” Scarletra questioned, scooting closer to get a better look at his project.

He did not say anything; he was clearly incredibly lost in thought. Scarletra looked over the drawings he had plastered on the wall above the necklace. The artwork was highly detailed, and the attention and care he put into it was evident; it showed a new necklace that was different from the original, that much she could tell. However, the majority of it she could not understand.

The drawing showed the box attached to the necklace’s center, with several long lines running along the surface. Each part had extensive notes written and mathematical calculations nestled neatly next to each drawing component.

It was such a complex design that she did not even attempt to grasp what it all said. Even if they could speak The Galactic Union’s language, an explanation likely would have taken her hours, if not days, to relatively understand it.

She peered over at him. His eyes were groggy and glasslike, with heavy dark bags hanging low beneath them. His dry, cracked lips were mouthing words as he worked but did not make any noise. His heart rate seemed unusually slow like he was in a trance, but a calm one far different from the bloody, violent trance she and other raiders fall into.

The sight of him so tired caused Scarletra to pause, a knot of choking her as she nearly gasped. She appreciated that he was putting in so much work to repair what she damaged, but this was ridiculous.

He should not hurt himself to fix the gift. If anything, he should make her repair it. After all, Scarletra caused the damage.

“Hey, can you look at me,” Scarletra quietly said, resting her large soft hand on his bare shoulder.

The man nearly jumped out of his skin when she pulled him out of his trance. He quickly turned his head in her direction, the sound of his heart rate jumping into orbit, sounding like drums in her ears.

In a panic, he gasped a few things to her, clutching his chest, making no effort to sign his intentions. He realized his folly after she confusedly tilted her head and fluttered her ears. The furless man brought his hand to his mouth and mimicked chewing.

“No, I’m not hungry. Well,I am, but that’s not what this is about.” Scarletra complained before she scooped his hand into hers.

He looked so tired that he had hardly even noticed that she had grabbed his hand and pulled it to her bosom.

“I’m worried about you,” Scarletra said, squeezing his hand tightly. “You need to sleep and eat.”

The man hardly even moved. He just tried to gently move his hand out from her grip while explaining the necklace; his other hand was gesturing between it and her.

Scarletra had no idea what he was trying to explain to her. His language was difficult to comprehend. She could piece together some patterns, but she had nowhere near enough exposure to guess the words.

She reached over with her free hand and grabbed one of the now cold bags of food, placing it in front of him on the desk.

“Eat,” she said flatly.

He languidly gazed over at the meal and grumbled. But he did pull it closer to him before sighing and holding his head low. Scarletta let his hand go when he reached across her to grab his spoon.

At least he was doing as she asked. She knew he likely did not need her to watch after him, but she felt somewhat obligated. He let her stay here; that little aid was the least she could do.

As the man started to eat, Scarletra leaned her large head against him, and the odor of having worked all night and day assaulted her nose. She scrunched her face and nearly gagged. He smelled like a vile combination of sex, sweat, rotting meat, and smoke. The combination was probably the most disgusting thing she had ever smelled.

“We both also need to wash,” Scarletra gagged, pinching her nose shut.

He noticed that and smelled himself, having a similar reaction to her. At least he realized that much. After he finishes eating, they could quickly go to a nearby river to bathe.

Scarletra sighed contently and nuzzled into his shoulder as he continued to eat. Not that she doubted he finished eating. He seemed to understand that it worried her and willingly complied. She just wanted to be closer to him; he was the only living being she had the chance to be close to in years, and she might be overdoing it, but that did not matter for now.

After the meal, he surprised Scartletra by rubbing his rough fingers gently behind her ears, tickling her slightly. He gently said a few calm words as she shifted her focus to look back into his tired eyes. Though they had a little bit more luster, it was not much. Either way, his gently caressing her was terrific. Was he more comfortable with her touch now?

She rubbed her hand on his lap and smiled, given some confidence now that he was willingly interacting back. That pushed some more life into his eyes, but it was not what she expected. Instead of filling with that calm, gentle care, he looked at her the other night while they cuddled. He looked almost in pain.

But why?

Scarletra had not scratched him or anything. She was attentive and cautious with how she touched him, ensuring she did not injure him. Without thick fur, he could easily be carved up by her claws.

He brushed her hand off him and stopped letting her lean into his touch.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Scarletra asked while he groaned and stood to move past her, gesturing for her to follow.
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The GU-man led Scarletra to an odd room. Unlike the rest of his home, there was no furniture. The entire location was clad with small white tiling and had rows of metal tubes placed above more metal dials to which he was drawing her attention.

He twisted the handle on the lower part, and water flowed from the upper tube. How in the Great Mother’s name did this work?

He gently grabbed Scarltras’ hand, guiding it to the water. It was warm, no, that’s not right, it was hot. Hotter than she expected. The man slowly moved the handle while speaking, and the water’s temperature changed. How? This was unbelievable. Scarletra never had warm water available. She had to travel to the hot springs if she wanted, but he had it whenever.

Scarletra looked at him, dumbfounded at the realization. She had planned on dragging him to the nearby lake and washing.

“You have fresh water?” she said, longingly ruining her hand through the warm water. Unable to believe that hot water was at their fingertips in the GU facility.

The man blew her mind this morning for the second time when he pulled out a small loaf-like item. She initially thought it was food, but he wetted it and showed her it was soap. The material frothed with bubbles as the water enveloped his moving fingers.

She took the bar and sniffed it. The odor was blissful and perfect, briefly transporting her to the southernmost reaches of her territory. It smelled like the most luscious flowers, as fresh and vibrant as the summer flowers she had gathered. Why could her soaps not smell this good? Hers were unscented fat-based bars she filled with grit to scrub blood and guts from her hands.

The man showed Scarletra how to use the soap.

“I know what soap is, but this smells far nicer than anything I’ve made,” Scarletra chuckled.

The man nodded, seeming to understand her before trying to leave. But she had other ideas. Scarletra grabbed his hand and guided him close.

“Are you ready to bathe?” she asked, nestling him between her breasts.

The man blushed and commented harshly, trying to push out of her arms. Clearly, he did not wish to join her.

“Why not?” Scarletra pouted, holding him strong enough to make her protests evident but not harm her new companion.

Bathing was little more than cleaning themselves, and besides, they could deeply clean the other’s fur and make sure nowhere was missed; in his case, she could clean his skin, but the intent was the same.

She was more than glad to do so. Bathing was another thing the tribe was communal about and something she had been missing for years. While she did her best to keep clean, regularly bathing in the hot springs, having someone help would be pleasurable. She could hardly imagine how well the man’s nimble fingers and lack of claws could massage her skin and deeply clean her thick fur.

He slipped from her grasp and shook his head. He said a few words to her, sounding almost angry. For the briefest moment, he started to raise his voice but paused, taking a breath before calmly finishing whatever he was saying.

“Why not?” Scarletra protested, halfway stamping her foot. Annoyed by how he had been avoiding her over the last day.

The man growled another statement and gestured to the side, drawing her attention to a towel. He quickly demonstrated its use and handed it to her.

“That didn’t answer my question,” Scarletra grumbled, crossing her arms.

Scarletra was able to smell his arousal and hear his heart stammering. That he was trying to resist her was odd; she could not understand why. They already had sex and were closer than she had ever been to anyone. At least he was someone she wanted to be around, unlike the warriors her mother tossed her at and insisted she keep them satisfied.

He obviously cared about her in some manner. He laid a blanket over her and did what Scarletra insisted, even if it took her being more forceful than she wanted.

He was letting her take a position as a bit of a Matriarch of his home, even if the idea of her being a true matriarch made her feel sick. She did not want to be her mother.

Why were things that would keep them close different? She just wanted to bathe together.

“Please let me wash you; it’s the least I can do after you let me stay here,” Scarletra insisted, stepping closer to him.

He apparently did not care about her protests and arguments. He said a few more words, gesturing at the faucet before quickly leaving her in the room to clean herself.

Scarletra grumbled and sighed.

Why not?

She could not think of any reason. It was perfectly normal to bathe together. Mainly because this was his home. Her cleaning him seemed right, but he would not let her show her appreciation. She tried to feed him, wanted to wash him, tried to help. No matter what, he just did not let her.

What was she doing wrong? It’s not like he had a mate. They were alone here. Their tending to each other was natural.

Scarletra thought about dragging him back into the room and forcing him to bathe but decided against it. She pressed herself to have him lay with her the other night. Now, he was avoiding her. She did not want to pressure the handsome man more since that seemed to be why he was not staying with her.

Scarletra tossed her clothes on a bench beside the towels and stepped into the flowing water. The spigot it was pouring out of only reached her neck, so she had to squat slightly to wash her hair.

The warm water was pleasant enough, but she did not like bathing alone when someone nearby could join her. She had been alone long enough. Why should she wash herself alone now? But he refused to be here.

The warm water flowed over her body. Seeping into her fur. This was almost as amazing as the hot springs north of here—Almost. She preferred them because she could engulf herself in the water.

The slick soap was also enjoyable. Scarletra could easily smell the beautiful scent that clung tightly to her. It was marvelous and beyond anything she had ever used. She wondered if there were other scents. The fresh flowers were lovely, but she wanted to smell more natural. Maybe a scent that resembled the smoke that clung to him? Or perhaps something close to the pine buds that grew outside?

Scarletra continued to wash, taking an extremely long time, hoping he would change his mind. But the man never returned, despite her many small prayers to the Great Mother.

Dejected, she slipped back into her clothes and returned to the workshop he had been in all night, expecting him to work on the necklace again. But he was not there. Even the mug he was drinking out of was gone.

Where did he go?

He was not in the storage room, bed, or the kitchen. Scarletra tried to follow his scent, but the entire place reeked of him, and the fresh soap smell oozed off her, so she frustratingly could not track him.

Scarletra went to the main room and plopped onto the broken sofa, waiting for him to return. At this point, she was annoyed, not quite angry, but was nearing that point.

They were not bonded mates, but how much he ignored her was perturbing. The fact she could smell arousal on him and that he tried to ignore it was wrong. If he wanted sex, all he had to do was try; she was willing.

Was something wrong? Did she do too much? She could not think of any reason he was acting this way. Were all aliens like this? Cold, distant, and vapid. She didn’t want to believe he was like that; he comforted her after yelling at her and obviously thought of her as more than just a stranger.

All of it was frustrating. He could at least acknowledge Scarletra’s desires and existence or try to explain what he thought by doing something other than shoving her away and growling.

Scarletra sniffled.

His home was starting to feel like her last years in the village. She was alone, but not. She just wanted someone to be hers, to be with her. Hell, she could live without sex or a caring embrace; just being treated like someone worth more than dirt would be nice.

Scarletra sniffled, and tears began to flow freely from her.

Dwelling in years of anxiety and doubt, coupled with what she thought was her only way out of crippling loneliness, treating her just like the tribe ultimately pushed her over the edge.

Why? Why? Why? What did she do wrong?

She was nice and tried to help, but he just ignored her. Maybe she should just leave? She was clearly just an annoyance anyway.

She rested her head in her palms and started to bawl before lying on the crushed sofa.

“What did I do wrong?” She sobbed. “I just wanted to be close. Great Mother, what am I doing wrong? Why am I broken?”

Being alone in the cave was better than this. At least there, Scarletra knew she had no one. Here, he was right there, yet he kept pushing her away. After she lost track of time, the door outside opened, and he called out. His voice carried in with the welcoming ice-cold breeze.





SECTION FOURTEEN

GARGANTUAN GARMENTS

Samuel could not help but feel he was digging himself a deeper hole trying to be nice to the Varintol woman. Yeah, he did not want to make her feel bad about having her stay here, but letting her understand that there would be some distance between them was for the best. He had to ensure whatever happened the other night was a one-time deal and nothing would come of it.

She would no longer be his issue if all went well in a month or two. The representative would take her away and fully integrate her into the GU. Either that or escort her back to her tribe. Both would firmly put the issue out of his hands and let him return to his needed solitude.

For all Samuel knew, she was lost, scared, and alone. Maybe that was why she seduced him. People do odd things when they are stressed, right? That would not be the most bizarre thing he had ever heard of.

Wartime babies were a phenomenon he had heard of. During high-stress times like war, the rate of male children born would spike in humans. If the human body can do that, why could her being stressed not cause her to cling to the first sentient she met. That was a logical solution to what he agreed to, right?

He could not think of anything else that did not wrack his heart and mind with guilt.

The Varintol woman was currently showering, and he planned on doing the same later. For some reason, she tried to get him to shower with her. Why in all the universe was the idea so tempting? He could not want that, right? He was married. Samuel had been happily married for thirty Earth years. He had only met this alien a few days ago, feeling like this was incorrect. He had to resolve this somehow.

“Fuck,” he frustratingly muttered, leaving the main building.

While she was occupied with bathing, Samuel went out in the garage, trying his best to not think of seeing her start to strip for the shower. That task was only made infinitely more difficult because he had to input her measurements into the fabricator.

So he had to think of her body to a degree; to his dismay, his pants were getting uncomfortably tight.

For the most part, the Varintol woman was human in proportions, other than her legs being slightly shorter than normal. Proportionally, it was like you attached a Human’s feet to their mid-shin.

She was just massive in every other way, from her round gut to her heavily muscled arms and legs. It was all bigger. He still felt shocked by that her chest was larger in diameter than his torso. He should not have been too shocked by that. But seeing her mountain of a chest put to hard numbers was surreal.

How in all the universe did she have a chest nearly 200 centimeters around? And hips about 220cm? How much muscle and fat was on her? Considering she seemed comfortable outside in the cold weather, wearing next to nothing on it had to be a good amount.

Hopefully, once this was over, he would never have to measure her again.

One and done, and whatnot. Knowing his luck, though, that would likely not be the case.

With all the fuss the fabricator made about the sizes he inputted, even the rudimentary AI had difficulty believing how she was proportioned as well. The program was set up with Human body proportions in mind, so he had to make all these odd adjustments to fit her remotely closely.

Samuel activated the program once he selected the lightest cloth the fabricator could produce: a lightweight cotton and nylon mix. It was meant for usage as shirts for him. But Samuel wanted to use this because she seemed to favor lighter clothing and did not want to have to do this again. So much so that he saved her settings under a generic “Varintol” preset, so in the future, a new garment would be no more than five button presses and an hour away.

An hour wait that had just started the moment he pressed the big bright red go button.

The moment he did, several arms on the inside of the fabricator sprung to life and started rapidly moving across the flat gray work area in the center.

The fabricator was a marvel of technology the GU had to offer. While it was, in its simplest explanation, an extruding printer, it was able to work with anything from simple metals to complex polymers. So long as what you were asking for did not need excessive post-processing work, the product would be ready to go once the generation process was completed.

Samuel synched his wrist-mounted datapad to the fabricator to alert him whenever the jumpsuit was completed. So, in the meantime, Samuel stepped outside into the lazily drifting winds.

Samuel took a deep breath of the icy air and stretched. He had been up all night and had neglected to eat. The only things sustaining him were coffee and cigars. He was surprised the bear-like woman did not wake up while he moved around her. He recalled Sarah was a far lighter sleeper and would have been awake the entire time. The sound of him soldering and talking to himself would have kept her awake.

He chuckled; his warm breath blew steam out in front of him. Like Sarah, when the massive interloper realized he had not eaten, she pestered him. Maybe that was one of the things he liked about her; their general mannerisms and the things they fixated on were similar.

It was only zero with a windchill right now, so it was a relatively warm day. Samuel unzipped his jacket’s front and let the cold breeze tickle at his skin, helping him wake up ever so slightly. Nothing compared to a whole night’s rest, but it was something.

Samuel pulled a photo from his jacket pocket and slumped on a nearby metal barrel. He looked down at the picture of him and Sarah from their wedding day and sniffled for a moment before he caught himself and buried that emotion deep. He could not cry; he had managed to keep himself composed for years. Six Earth years after the love of his life died was not the time to start breaking.

Yet he regrettably had to admit, even now, seeing a picture of them on their wedding day hurt, like someone was drawing a knife down his chest.

Sarah looked like an angel wearing her long, flowing wedding dress. Her perfectly shining brunette hair outlined her soft, gentle features like a halo. How he got so lucky to meet someone like her was beyond him. All his friends said he was lucky, and he agreed.

She was way too good for him.

Compared to Sarah, he looked like someone stuffed a lumberjack into an ill-fitting black suit. He still had a beard and a tire-like gut even thirty years ago. He looked so youthful, unlike the image he caught in the bathroom mirror when he left the Varintol woman. Compared to this picture, he looked ghoulish, half dead, a walking decaying corpse.

Any flame he had inside him had long since lost its luster. He was, without a doubt, a shell of the man he once was. He had no reason, purpose, or drive. He wondered if that was why the Varintol was itching at his mind; she was giving him something to care about again.

All his kids were long grown; they didn’t need or want dear old dad. Especially after Sarah died.

Samuel lost complete track of time sitting there reminiscing about better times. Days long since passed. It was a completely different life at this point. When he had meaning and a reason to wake up other than collecting a check. Before he realized it, the alarm on his datapad screamed at him, pulling him from daydreaming about the one person he could not help—Sarah.

He tucked the photograph away in his jacket, zipping it and the thoughts away, holding both close to his heart.

At least come tomorrow, Samuel would have the translator fixed. Then, he could adequately explain what was happening to the Varintol woman. Maybe then she would stop giving him that longing and pained gaze. Seeing it was horrible, and every time he denied her anything or tried to just stick to his work, her golden gems would soften and make him feel like he had to help her, save her, and give in to what she wanted.

Why did god make him a sucker for cute eyes? Why was life not playing fair? He just wanted to die out here. A slow suicide in his own fucked up reasoning.
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“Hey, are you almost done in the shower?” Samuel yelled as he kicked the snow off his boots and doffed his jacket in the winter room near the door.

Samuel did not hear a response as he picked back up the bright rose-red jumpsuit. He had few selections for colors that the fabricator could craft. He thought she would look nice in the jumpsuit if it was red. Even if he tried to tell himself, he made it that color because it was easy to see in the snow if he had to find her.

When Samuel spotted her in the living room, he knew he must have fucked up again. Though it wasn’t deafening, she was crying again. Unlike last time when she was cowering while he yelled, the Varintol was buckled over on the sofa. From here, he could only see her shoulder and back shuddering painfully in time with deep sobs.

“God dammit,” Samuel muttered while hesitantly approaching the front end of the sofa.

Samuel looked her over and felt like hammered shit. She looked horrified and like she had been freshly wounded by how heavily tears flowed from behind the fuzzy fingers clasped to her face. Samuel groaned and knelt, pain arching through his shot knees while tossing her jumpsuit onto the table. Getting her to wear it could wait. For now, tending to his crying charge was more vital.

“Hey, are you alright,” Samuel asked, rubbing his hand on her shoulder’s silky fur, knowing damn well the answer was no. But he did not know any other way to broach this, especially with the language barrier.

She tried to shrug off his hand before grumbling broken words between her labored breaths. Samuel sighed, unsure of what he had done. He just tried to stay a healthy distance from her. Samuel had already overstepped once, betraying his wife. He could not wait until he fixed that damn translator, but that thing still needed assembly at the bare minimum and likely several hours of tuning.

He wondered if he should leave her here and do that right now. If he did, resolving this issue might go smoothly. Each time she cried, it felt like a hammer slammed into him, cracking his resolve like concrete. He couldn’t do it.

Samuel gently sat on the sofa up near her head. It took some fenangling, with him gently reassuring her, but he managed to slip her head onto his lap. She immediately noticed that he squeezed his lap between her head and the cushions and looked up at him with confusion.

“It’s alright. I’m not mad at you. Please just bear with it a little longer,” Samuel said, running his thumb along her cheek and wiping away errant tears.

She sputtered and groaned more words in her guttural growlish language. Samuel nodded, sliding his fingers through her silky, freshly washed silver hair. He was bad enough with his emotions, much less someone he could not reason with.

Samuel looked into her bright golden gems and sighed. He knew this was not helping establish that healthy distance he wanted them to have, but what was he supposed to do? Be a heartless bastard to her? Let her cry here alone until she runs off?

For all he knew, his trying to push her away was bringing back more memories of whatever caused those scars on her shoulders and arms. If she had been chased off from the tribes, that could be the answer, but he hated not knowing. Either way, offering her this modicum of comfort for the time being was suitable. Even if the little golden band on the hand parting her hair felt unusually heavy.

“Don’t worry, I will fix this,” Samuel said with a weak smile, taking her hand in his grip.

She somewhat retracted her hand, clearly unsure about the myriad of signals he had been trying to communicate. But Samuel pressed on and snaked his finger between her and gently squeezed.

“It’s alright,” Samuel softly said, thumbing through her warm satin fur.

Apparently, he had made the correct choice in her eyes. It took her a few moments, but she shifted from her side to her back and looked up at him thoroughly. Her golden gaze held tightly to his features, staring straight into his soul.

Her supple body gradually relaxed, and she gripped his hand back. Her warmth on his lap and palm was as gentle as any summer breeze, along with the calm way she spoke, were beautiful and felt somewhat correct in his heart. He was being drawn back to a home he had not visited in years, just having her around and regrettably knew it.

Samuel gently reassured her whenever the Varintol woman started to sound like she was doubting what was happening, but his words brought her voice back down to its usual husky, calm tones. The vibrations of her voice were surprisingly calming, reminding him of a cat’s purr.

Samuel only intended to rest his eyes briefly, slouching back to relax with her. As he did, his eyelids quickly got heavy. No amount of caffeine in his system could fight off the onslaught of the all-nighter he pulled along with her talking to him about her worries and woes. Samuel’s sleep was deep and very much needed.

He had been stressing out too much with this. He had plenty of time to fix the translator and needed to worry a bit about himself. He wondered if the massive woman resting on his lap had a point when she forced him to eat earlier. As his eyes closed for the last time this day, he wondered. Did she plan this somehow?
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Samuel awoke to the Varintol woman gently jostling him awake. He grumbled and groaned, begging for a few more minutes. His over-exhausted brain could not comprehend that he had genuinely fallen asleep for any time.

He halfway argued more about sleeping longer until he felt warm, soft lips pressing against his. For yet another time in the last few days, his body reacted without his mind’s consent or conscious consideration.

As he woke, he gently cupped her soft cheeks and deepened the kiss slightly. They held it until he awoke further. Throughout the blissful kiss, as far as his semi-conscious mind could tell, he was kissing his dearly departed wife while dreaming—Right?

Samuel realized what was happening when the Varintol woman spoke in her deep, husky voice, and her warm breath tickled his beard.

Samuel pressed back from her, not quickly in any manner, but almost confused. He brought his fingers to his lips and ran through the ending of that dream. That was his wife during the last few moments, right? He was unsure, and that was what bothered him.

Samuel looked over at the clock above the main door. When did it get so late? The sun would be going down any minute. He groaned and ran a hand over his eyes, rubbing out any of the last remnants of sleep. He lost an entire day. How on earth did he end up falling asleep? He would have already had the translator finished right now if he had managed to stay awake.

The Varintol woman pulled his attention back to her. Samuel’s jaw nearly dislocated seeing her and his thoughts vindicated.

Red was indeed her color.

The Varintol woman was standing off the side of the table, gesturing at herself slowly while somewhat popping out one of her hips. He could tell he did manage to get the measurements she needed correct, at least most of them.

The rose-red jumpsuit hugged her graceful curves perfectly, outlining every detail of her significant figure. The Varintol woman was so tantalizing that Samuel had difficulty moving his eyes from one part of her gorgeous body to another.

The sleeves ended just at her wrists and had small zippers she could use to seal the arms off from snow, not that she would mind the snow.

The legs were a smidge too short and hugged her tree trunk-like thighs tightly. But she did not wear boots or shoes at all, so Samuel doubted she would mind having them be that way; she wasn’t like him and needed to tuck his base layer into his boots to keep snow and cold out.

The only other areas he might have to adjust if he refabricates clothes for her would be the chest, shoulders, and butt.

The shoulders and butt seemed slightly tight when she turned about and moved. Her deltoids were clearly visible beneath the thin layer of fabric, along with her extensive mountain-like traps. Her musculature could put any powerlifter or him to shame.

Her butt was in no way smaller and was made no less gravitic by her new attire. Samuel could still imagine sinking his fingers in. She even had her tail, popping out of the small slit in the back. It looking like a fist sized fluff ball that was adorable.

Those thoughts left his mind when why he needed to expand the chest area was obvious by her turning and leaning forward.

The front zipper did not make it past the midpoint of her breasts. Samuel could hear the metal screaming in agony as it tried to contain the supple fatty mass within her red jumpsuit. Samuel was never good at fabricating clothes. His were ill-fitting for that reason.

She spread her arms wide and smiled brightly, proud she managed to slip into the clothes. Samuel partly wanted to have her put back on her original clothes. But fuck, even he had to admit, the fact the jumpsuit showed off every curve, soft fat roll, and intense muscle was better than her being nearly naked.

Something about being unable to easily see the more primal details scratched an Itch Samuel did not even think he had anymore. His mouth was practically watering. The old engineer could not remember the last time he felt like this about anyone. Why in God’s universe was this Varintol pressing him so much?

She stepped closer, obviously exaggerating her hip sway. Dammit, she knew; there was no way she did not know what effect this was having on him.

She grabbed his hand and excitedly purred words in his ear. The growl in her voice crawled down his spine and burrowed deep in his mind. Nestling deep and caressing the Unga Bunga caveman that led to his first folly in bed with her.

“You look—amaz—,” Samuel started but snipped his comment early and averted his eyes. His heart stammered while he frantically searched for something to say.

She encouraged him with a gentle mumble and a caress of his shoulder.

“How do they fit?” He squeaked.

She smiled and gently cupped his chin, forcing him to look at her. She mumbled a few words before smiling, showing off her long, sharp fangs. Samuel felt the subtle scent of flowers on her, tugging his head closer. He was moments away from giving in before he caught himself.

He leaned back, thank high heaven she let him. That was about to be him fumbling himself yet again.

He shot up and slipped past the oh-so-tempting Varintol. Her body heat was trying to drag him closer.

“Let’s go eat,” Samuel coughed.

Samuel was fixing that translator tonight. He can’t keep living like this. The whiplash of every morning, night, and sight of her was killing him.





SECTION FIFTEEN

TESTING ONE, TESTING TWO

Samuel walked back into the workshop and looked over at the pile of garbage he had managed to build over the last two days. He had not worked under a time crunch like this in years, and it was definitely showing. He usually kept everything far more clean than this.

He had just slipped out of the clutches of the gargantuan woman in her new bedroom.

When he went and showed her one of the secondary rooms, she was welcome to sleep in; that way, she would not try to sleep in his bed. Some good that attempt and gesture did some good for him.

She hugged him and pulled him into the sheets when he showed her the bed, wrapping him in a warm, unbelievably gentle embrace and licking the top of his head while grumbling words at him. At least she was still wearing her jumpsuit, knowing he would have faltered if she was naked.

Thank god she seemed to understand that he was not going to have sex with her again; she did not make any attempt at all. It was just cuddling. The Varintol likely felt down about whatever she was crying about earlier. Why her not trying to seduce him bothered him was still concerning. Why the hell did he find it odd? She was doing what he wanted. Right?

After she had snuggled, groomed his hair, and cradled him, she eventually passed out. Denoted easily by her loud snoring and how her plush body practically melted against him.

Samuel’s unsealing from the canyon in her chest was not easy, but he did eventually wriggle free and fell to the cold metallic ground.

Samuel quickly showered once he slipped out of the room because tending to her and the unintended slumber had kept him from doing so earlier. The warm water and soap washed away his fatigue. Thankfully, he managed to squeeze this alone time in. He smelled like shit before. How she could stand cuddling him like that was ridiculous. He was well aware the Varintol had far more attuned noses than humans.

At least now, he was well-rested and could think with a fresh mind.

Samuel settled into the chair and ripped his blueprints from the wall behind the workstation. He carefully scanned every detail of them, from the basic sketch work to the compiled calculations.

When the hell did he make these? He must have been so zoned out yesterday he could not even recall having built and designed the translator, nearly to completion, too. In his fog, he had gathered all the jury-rigged resistors, capacitors, and battery systems needed to fix the translator.

To his shock, nothing was wrong with the plans or the translator.

The solder was well enough done, not perfect, but it would work. The solid-state battery bank was just off to the side. Samuel looked them over and realized he must have cannibalized them from one of his environmental suits.

He praised his sleep-deprived self for the insight to use solid-state over lithium-ion or lithium-sulfur. Solid states were more efficient, resisted cold, heat, and impacts, and could only catch fire if set alight. Even punctures would just cause electrical discharge.

If the battery was punctured, the Varintol woman would be in for a horrible few seconds; she might as well be wearing an electrical fence until the power dissipated. But that should not be a problem. He used the fabricator to create a suitable housing.

It was a simple steel box, but hopefully, that meant she would not break it. Samuel was short on steel reserves as is, and her necklace took up a solid chunk of what was on hand.

Why did the GU insist everything be made from a polymer or aluminum?

Steel worked fine for most things and was far more robust. It was a bit heavier, but that’s the trade-off you made for having such a high sheer, and tensile strength.

Either way, at least everything seemed sound, and he did not have to start again. All that was left for the night was to finish assembly and test the device.

Samuel quickly finished assembling the translator. He stuffed the reformatted circuit board inside and tightened the screws anchoring it in place. Due to the new housing, he stacked and wired the remnants of the original together, a few washers being used as spacers. It was rough, but should work.

Samuel then sealed and closed everything inside the simple steel case, ensuring he left the bone conduction readers out. They would be needed so she can understand him, and they don’t continue with one-way conversations.

Samuel cannibalized one of his old belts to make the actual collar. He did not need it because he almost always wore a jumpsuit or something with strings. He packed it with a few pairs of jeans when getting ready to move to the outpost. Samuel was not much of a leather worker and lacked the proper tools for the ordeal. But he could get things done in a pinch. That and the lack of tooling was nothing a few pop rivets and a handy drill could not solve.

Before Samuel realized it, two hours had gone by, but the deed was done.

Samuel set the device down and double-checked his design choices. This had to work. He could not waste any more time redesigning it. Hopefully, his years as a reverse engineer for computers left him with some talent.

He had built several access ports on the back of the necklace so it could be charged, have new software uploaded, and be opened up if needed.

Samuel pressed the on button, and the device spoke to him.

“Translator online,” the device squawked in a cold monotone.

“Fuck yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. Suck it, Carnian manufacturing. I still fucking got it,” Samuel boasted, driving a fist into his chest in pride.

Carnian Manufacturing was the company that created the original translator. They could eat their heart out. It only took him two days to essentially reverse engineer their tech. Not that their technology was complex; a fucking high schooler could build this, but now it was better, more user-friendly, and more robust. In his mind, he put their horrible original to shame.

Maybe he could sell this design. There had to be others who needed a more sturdy translator other than the Varintol. There had to be a market for more sturdy translators in the universe. However, he would need to rewrite the code, lest the true monster of the universe come at him—-lawyers.

If he did go through that pain, doing so might give him a solid retirement. That was something he could think about once the Representative took the Varintol out of his home, and he was no longer tempted just looking at her.

The last thing to do was test the device.

“Prepare for function test; Translate Galactic Standard to Varintol Language,” Samuel commanded.

“Understood. Translating Standard to Varintol for next standard minute,” The device replied.Samuel held the device to his neck and pressed the bone inductor behind his ear.

“Testing, confirm translation,” Samuel said.

Near instantly, the bone conductor vibrated powerfully, forcing the bones in his ear to resonate. The sound of the cold monotone processing his words into the Varintol language filled the room. He could not confirm the precise translation, but it was clearly her language. He did not doubt there would be some misinterpretations, but what else could you expect with a translator program a hundred standard years old.

“Setting adjustment. Set vocal output to female,” Samuel said.

He did not want her to sound like some droid; there were enough of them in the universe, and this is—well, was a high-end translator with the option to set an output voice in its code.

“Confirmed vocal output adjusted to Varintol Female,” The device replied, still in monotone.

“Run auto speech program,” Samuel said, setting the device back on the table.

“Running test,” the device chirped before speaking to him in a woman’s voice in Galactic standard.

Not that it really was speaking; the device was just raddling random words together with no coherence or direction as it went through every inflection that Galactic standard had to offer.

The voice was husky, deep, and plenty loud. It almost reminded Samuel of someone with a voice modulator, but such is the nature of using these things. They took away nearly all of what made someone’s voice theirs. At least it was a woman’s voice and was fitting for the three-meter-tall alien bombshell sleeping in the other room.

Samuel swelled with pride, hearing that he knew it worked. All he had to do was give it to the woman in the morning and adjust the bone conduction for her fur, and he was in the clear.

“Function test completed, all systems online, battery remaining will last for the next three standard months,” the device said, returning to its cold monotone.

That is a bit of a quirk. Samuel had not expected it to speak in that monotone every time the device was talking to the user—at least he would know when it was the translator and not her.

Samuel shut the translator off and went to the storage room. After the hard work and the success of his reverse engineering, he could use some beer and a warm slanted sofa to melt into for the night.





SECTION SIXTEEN

HUGS AND HELLOS

Scarletra awoke late the following morning. She rolled over in the bed the man had let her use and hoped to see him with her. But no, she was alone yet again. Just her in the dreary, empty bedroom, with little more than the bed and a closet she had yet to look into.

She had taken him willingly kissing her back yesterday and cuddling after dinner as a signal he was warming up to her. Was it not? The man had even stayed until she fell asleep; he must have slithered away at some point. But why? He seemed comfortable cuddling. He was not giving off the scent of arousal, but he didn’t argue either.

She wore the clothes he wanted and everything. The jumpsuit was lovely, but it did squeeze her in some places she would rather the garment not. Namely her chest. It hugged her tits a bit too much; she could not even close the front, not that her regular clothes covered them to a greater degree, but her typical top also did not feel like it was trying to force her tits to overflow.

Looking down, she could see that tight fit had caused one of her tits to pop out while she slept. Scarletra sighed and righted the new garment before rolling out of bed. After a few more attempts to close the jumpsuit and not have it cause her massive cleavage to only be made more pronounced, she gave up.

The thing was just too small. With how much the man seemed to like her breasts, She wondered if he made it this way by design. She could see it.

Scarletra took a few moments to stretch, touching her toes, cracking her back, and lowering herself nearly into the splits. She had neglected her daily routine of forcing tired sleep out of her heavy muscles the last few days; Yet, to her surprise, she was far more limber than usual. She wondered if it had something to do with staying here. Somewhere, she was able to let her hair down and fully relax.

Scarletra worked her way out into the living room after briefly pausing to force herself through the door frame. That was one of the few things she did not enjoy about the man’s home; why could the doors not be just a little bit wider?

Once out in the living room, Scarletra paused, and a toothy smirk quickly grew on her lips once she spotted her handsome host. The position he was in could not be called flattering by anyone’s standards. But that did not mean she did not feel her heart flutter at the sight.

The man was sprawled out on the couch, one leg dangling off it, his hands wrapped around a half-consumed can of booze resting on his prominent stomach. Around a dozen empty cans of the booze they drank were lined up on the table, as neatly as everything in his storage room; even the tabs were facing the same direction.

The only clothes he had opted to sport right now were his skivvies, leaving nothing to the imagination at all, a heavy outline of his member in the thin fabric.

Scarletra practically drooled seeing him so open and exposed, especially with how he set her body alight. One thing that only made that worse was after the first night. She had a comparison to her species. What he was packing in his boxers was longer, thicker, and was not covered in those odd fleshy spikes of the Varintol males.

Without a doubt, he was preferable for raw enjoyment.

But the raw enjoyment was something she thought of after she understood how attentive and gentle he could be. He seemed to care about her. Yet the fact he was still pushing back against that grated on her mind and was something she had pondered quite a bit while in the shower and over dinner last night.

Through those many times analyzing the events so far, Scarletra noticed a distinct pattern. So far, the only tactics that worked were subtle and less direct. Perhaps she needed to think of seducing and making him happy to be more akin to fishing than hunting; doing so might bear more fruit.

Scarletra was no fool when it came to tactics. She had to tempt and bait him in, not stalk and pursue like she had been so far.

Thinking back to the first night was a perfect example. How they cuddled on the couch, relaxing and laughing together, led Scarletra to an idea. A plan that was the ideal first gamut for her new strategy for getting the man to open up to what he obviously wanted.

Scarletra sauntered to the heavily snoring man and scooted up by his head. Similar to what he did for her yesterday, as gently as possible, she propped his head on her plush thigh and let him continue to rest. Scarletra was confident that waking up to a warm pillow would be nice for him; if she was lucky, the man might just decide to stay lying there for a while—and maybe more.

If she would act as the matriarch of his home in any way, she had to keep him somewhat happy, and her direct pressure was not doing that. If anything, her attempts so far were distressing him.

Her mother always did that with the men and women of the tribe. She was always forceful and imposed her will on others, commanding them to do as she willed or be punished harshly and violently. Scarletra was all too familiar with the pain and suffering of being punished by her mother. But that was a thing of the past, and she would not be like that.

Shouting, yelling, and hitting him and others like her mother would not help her. She would be no better than her mother if she treated him anything like the males in her village were. If a male wasn’t a helpful individual, Scarletra’s mother and sisters would use them as slaves for their wanton desires until they broke and fell in line. Or the males would quickly be forced to the frontlines of whatever conflict she had brewed up to eliminate them.

Scarletra rubbed her fingers through his beard and smiled. She would never do that to him or anyone. She was too gentle a soul to stomach any more violence. She chuckled as he muttered soft words in his smooth-as-silk language. She could not picture this man as one of the savage warriors of her old tribe. Perhaps as one of the older scouts or a crafter, but a frontline warrior? No chance.

Too bad she could not understand him. He sounded like he was in abject bliss right now and even had an adorable smile on his lips. This was probably one of the first times he seemed so relaxed since her arrival, of course, other than their first-night drinking and sleeping together. Leaning down and kissing him right now was oh so tempting, but she must hold back and lead him into the idea—so he at least thinks it’s his.

Scarletra reached over and fished one of the cans out from the box on the ground and opened it. She drank from it and pondered what she could do to lead him to the answer that she wanted: to be soft, gentle, and keep him comfortable, without all this fussing around with him, resisting her and himself.

Usually, when she was around, he smelled of arousal, but other sharper odors occasionally appeared. She needed to find out what they were. Considering the odd tart scent only appeared after he rebuked her advances, she assumed it must be the smell his species gives off when angry—but she was unsure.

He gave off some of the same odor yesterday during dinner; was it embarrassment? He would not even look at her at that time. So she could see it being that. Maybe the clothes he made for her were more attractive to him than her usual clothes. They were far less relieving, so she doubted it. Any male she had ever known wanted women naked as soon as possible. Although, that was due to their role in the tribe. If the woman was naked before them, it was a clear sign they would not be punished for attempting anything without the Matriarch’s approval.

It was all so frustrating.

Scatletra decided to try to get him to teach her his language. Hopefully, he could, so eventually, all of this could be settled through talking and making sure both were clear about everything. Only the Great Mother knew how long the task of learning to speak his language could take. What if it took years? Could she live like this that long?

Scarletra sat there for a long while, drinking out of the large case of booze, adding more cans to the rows on the table. She had sucked down a solid eight of the drinks and was hardly feeling anything from it. These things were not very potent but were delicious. She could tell it was affecting her, but nowhere near her homemade wine.

As she reached for another, the man lying on her lap began to stir.

Scarletra glanced down at the man; his eyes battled sleep and gradually creaked open. He grimaced and rubbed his temples as the light violently assaulted his somewhat bloodshot eyes. He must have a far weaker constitution than she does. The man was clearly brawling with some amount of a hangover. Scarletra can understand that feeling. Hangovers are never fun, but hell, it might be an excuse for him to finally stop pushing her away.

She knew how to make that black liquid he likes to drink in the mornings, having watched him brew some yesterday. She could make some of that odd tea; he might enjoy that.

“Good morning. How did you sleep?” Scarletra asked softly, running her hand gently over the man’s bare chest, brushing down his light fur.

He grumbled and groaned in his smooth-flowing language, clearly in some amount of complaint but not much. He had not even thoroughly looked at her yet. That won’t do.

“Well, perhaps drink less,” Scarletra retorted, smelling the heavy hops and decaying alcohol wafting off his breath.

Scarletra leaned over. Her lustrous silver hair draped down around him, making a curtain from the light, letting him open his eyes fully. Scarletra smiled gently and cupped his hands in one of hers, engulfing them in her soft fur.

“Is that better?” Scarletra breathfully whispered, filling the encapsulated area with the scent of the booze she was drinking and the floral odor of the soap she used while staring into his emerald eyes.

He smiled back and blushed slightly before releasing the can from one of his hands and grabbing hers. Well, the more gentle approach is working so far. Why stop now? Scarletra wondered how much more she could lead him to do right now. But how in the Great Mother’s name could she get him to make the first actual move?

That was something she had no real idea how to do. Being forward was the only thing she ever did when it came to sex and desire. It’s what her mother demanded of her in the past, or when she tried to get with some of the older men in the village.

Although Scarletra would admit, she felt more for him than just a sexual relationship. But she could not do much with that unless she could speak to him. With no other ideas, Scarletra decided to get him closer, tempting him to kiss her again.

Scarletra scooted her thigh further under him, bringing his head and body up onto her lap a little more and pressing her bust into his shoulder. After a short movement, her hand supported his shoulders and back while she turned so her head was facing the same way as his.

“Is that more comfortable?” Scarletra asked, fluttering her eyes slightly.

The man blushed slightly but smiled more. So far, so good. His hand slipped out of her grip and started to crawl up her arm toward her shoulder. With each centimeter, Scarletra’s heart sputtered faster while she prayed to the Great Mother for him to not stop. To not rebuke her yet again, this was working.

His hand caressed her shoulder and parted her hair slightly, letting in just enough light for his emerald eyes to practically glow. Good, focus on me for now, nothing else, Scareltra almost screamed in her mind.

Just before his hand cupped her cheek and pulled her closer, he paused. His eyes shifted to the small piece of gold on his finger. They locked onto it tightly before he sighed. No, no, no, you are so close, Scarletra bemoaned in her head.

“Don’t stop,” Scarletra whispered.

That only caused his gorgeous eyes to shift from the metal and lose their lustrous, dream-filled focus moments before they swiftly morphed into contorted, deep pain. His hand snaked back out from their little embrace while he pushed off her lap.

“Fuck, that was working,” Scarletra grumbled under a breath while she sat up next to him. She felt like she had just had a fish steal her bait off a hook.

Scarletra looked over at him, and he was looking away from her. He shifted awkwardly for a few moments, covering his manhood and oozing a mixture of arousal and that odd tart scent again. He said a few short words and stood to head toward his room, leaving her alone—again.

While that ending was still not ideal. That was definitely progress compared to Scarletra’s previous attempts to get closer to him. He did not yell, nor was he forceful as he left. But that pained look in his eye—She had seen hints of it before. This was her most clear view of it so far. What happened to him? Did she hurt him the other night? Did someone abuse him?

Scarletra fixed her hair and stood up, heading to the kitchen to make her host a cup of that strange tea he liked. She had a renewed sense of vigor. The subtle approach was working; she just had to keep at it.

Scarletra made it to the kitchen and pulled out what she needed. Despite her new fervor, one thing was bothering her. That ring he wore. While she did not know what it was, that piece of metal had something to do with his feelings. Did it belong to someone dear to him? The millions of possibilities of what the trinket could mean to him danced in her mind and stamped across her heart while she filled the mug and scooped in several tiny spoonfuls of the brown sandy substance into the hot water.

Scarletra watched it dissolve while stirring the liquid into his mug. She leaned in and took a heavy breath of the steam wisps rising off the water. The smell was strong, full-bodied, and sharp, making her shiver. She could not help but at least sip the odd black tea; who would not be curious about its taste. He liked it so much, after all.

Bringing the mug to her lips, Scarletra recoiled and yelped, spilling the liquid on the ground and her hands. The scalding liquid burned her lips and tongue. Thankfully, her fur was insulating enough that it did not affect her hands too much. She could feel the warmth, but it did not hurt at all.

It was hot, far too hot and she was going to make more, allow it to cool, and then bring it to his room, but the man spoke off to her side. Surprised by his sudden appearance, she quickly shifted and saw that he was now dressed in his usual jumpsuit and had that necklace he had been working on the last few days in his grip. He had a wide-eyed look on his face and was saying something frantically.

“Sorry—I–I–I wanted to give this to you, but I messed up and now ruined it,” Scarletra whined, gesturing at the black puddle on the floor. “Don’t worry, I can make more,” She continued as she scooped the mug off the ground and turned back toward the kettle.

The man quickly stuffed the necklace in his pocket and walked beside her. He took her hands without missing a beat while looking at them intently before saying gentle words and tugging her closer toward a basin with a faucet similar to those in the washroom.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to waste your drink. I will clean—” Scarletra started but stopped when he pulled her hands underneath the faucet and turned on the water, letting it flow over her hands.

He said a few short words, then looked at her with gentle concern. The look somewhat confused her. Why was he so worried? She only accidentally burnt her lips and tongue slightly. Her hands were not injured. Did he think she had burned them, too?

Scarletra tried to pull her hands out of the water when he released them, but he noticed and snapped at her shortly, pushing them back. Yeah, he definitely thinks that she scalded her hands.

“I didn’t burn them. But if it will make you feel better, I will leave them,” Scarletra agreed.

Scarletra watched the man groaning and cleaned up the mess on the floor using a roll of pieces of what looked like rolled-up cloth. He should not be doing that—she could clean it, and it clearly somewhat hurt him to squat that low. He peaked up at her, watching him. Her observation did not seem to upset him. He smiled and spoke gently to her as he continued.

After he cleared her mess, with deft control, he quickly made himself another mug of whatever that odd tea was and a second cup of it. The man walked up to Scarletra and shut off the cold running water before gently wiping her hands with another of those cloth pieces. His grip was soft and controlled, treating Scarletra like a young cub who needed help.

Scarletra’s heart melted, feeling his grip coil in and around her fingers as he closely observed them for any burns. His stare was unbelievably intense. The only other time he had shown this kind of focus was working on the necklace she had broken.

“I’m alright; thank you for caring,” Scarletra purred, taking his hands in hers.

The man looked back up at her and smiled somewhat awkwardly. He nodded and gently removed his hands from hers. He picked up the two mugs, handed one to her, and gestured for her to follow.

Scarltra slinked behind him and followed into the workshop. He settled onto the chair, placing his mug and the necklace on the table. He made a ‘come here’ gesture. Was this the moment? Did he finally give in? Was he inviting her this time?

By the Great Mother, let this be it, Scarletra prayed.

Scarltra set her mug down next to his and sat before the man. The man gently guided her closer. By the Great Mother, this was actually happening. All it took was her not initiating, and he gave in. If she knew it was that easy, she would have just laid on his bed and waited. Scarletra could not help but wonder, was the whole thing a species issue. Maybe for his species, the males were the pursuers and initiators—a bit different if it was the case, but not a horrible thing. Either way, Scarltetra could get what she wanted—hopefully.

There still was the issue of whatever that ring was about, but maybe he had time to mull over his reservation that involved the trinket while she made him his drink.

Scarletra’s heart nearly burst when he guided her head into his warm lap, ensuring her face was running across it so she was looking away from him.

“Please don’t be messing with me,” Scarletra whined, resting her hand on his thigh near her head. He just gave her a short, soft response that was so close to the tone he used in the bedroom that her mind started to run wild with ideas.

Scarletra peeked up at him, waiting, yearning to see what he would do to try and initiate something: kiss her, massage her ears, or maybe rub her shoulders? But when he started to move, she was immediately confused. The handsome man grabbed the necklace and gently placed it around her neck.

It looked nothing like the first one he had tried to give her, but Scarletra would not complain. She had not been given a gift since she was a cub, and he had worked so hard to craft her a gift. Who was she to turn down his hard work? Perhaps after whatever he had planned, she should make him a carving of something—does he like carvings? If so, what would he want? Those were other questions she had to figure out. The only way she could know was if she made one for him.

After a few more moments of her mind daydreaming about what he might do with and to her, the man moved his hand and gently caressed behind her ear several times; as he felt around, she lightly mewled as her anticipation grew. Something was different this time, though; he stopped pressing actively, yet she still felt something behind and just below her ear.

He reached around her head and touched the necklace for a few seconds, his chest gently pressing against her head. Now she was just confused—this was definitely not him finally trying to initiate. What was it?

Then, something she had not expected at all happened that made her confusion shift straight into downright bewilderment.

The necklace spoke to her.

What kind of magic could make items speak? The other day, she had seen a moving piece of art where another alien was talking to him. She had no idea what caused that to happen, so that this gift could talk should not surprise her, but just like with that other alien, this device spoke in his language. Why? She can’t understand the thing if it’s his language.

“Hey, can you hear me now?” The man questioned softly.

Scarletra instantly froze in place—shock overwhelmed her. Did he just talk? No, No, No, she is just going crazy. That had to be it. There is no way those old stories from the elders were true. How in the Great Mothers domain could the GU actually, after a few days, just speak to you?

Scarletra nearly hyperventilated but sucked in a breath to hold herself steady; there were several moments of thunderous silence, and the only break in the nothingness was Scarltra’s slamming heart booming in her ears. Has she finally gone mad? Was this it? After years alone and hope, had she finally snapped?

“Well, shit. I think I have to adjust this thing. Hold on,” the man said before reaching for where he cinched the necklace to her.

Scarletra grabbed his hand far more forcefully than she had intended to do to stop him. This thing let her understand him. Someone spoke to her, and she could understand them—-Scarletra thought she would never hear someone speak in a way she could comprehend ever again. For years, she talked to the Great Mother, the animals, and her carvings, but they could not reply. Now, here he was. How he was now speaking her language in her ear was beyond her comprehension. That was not an issue anymore, she could just ask him.

She shot up from his lap and stared at him dumbfounded but filled with hope. Some of her mind still refused to believe what she had just heard was real. The handsome man winced slightly as she gripped his hand tighter and leaned closer until their faces were mere centimeters apart. Their hot breath mixed in the diminutive gap between them, both feeling the heat rising off the other. The man blushed heavily and swallowed as her eyes drilled holes into his.

“Say something again. Please tell me I’m not crazy, and I just heard you speak my language,” Scarletra desperately pleaded.

“Uuhhh, you’re not going crazy—I think,” the man awkwardly chuckled.

“By the Great Mother, I can understand you!” Scartletra roared in delight while she scooped him up. She buried the man in the deepest, tightest embrace she had ever given anyone. “You have no idea how long it has been since I’ve heard anyone talk,” she continued while lifting her host entirely off the ground, nuzzling and licking his salt and pepper hair while hugging him as hard as possible.

This was unreal. The Great Mother has given her a great gift, the greatest gift Scarletra had ever received. Not only someone Scarletra could speak to, but someone she could hold, cuddle, drink with, and they were easy on the eyes. Scarletra had never wanted anything else since she ran away from the village years ago—Now that gift was nestled and squirming in her arms.
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“You are amazing. I thought I would never get to talk to you. Who are you? What’s your name? Why are you here? What’s your Species? Was something wrong with my clothes? Why are you pushing me away? Are you obsessed with my tits or something? Why are you making me sleep in another room? Can I move back into your bed? Why don’t you wanna have sex with me again, even though I can smell you do? Why don’t you have fur? How does this necklace work?” Scaretra ranted, opening her barrage of every question she had accumulated.

Each inquiry overflowed from her faster by the moment until she was speaking so fast her tongue and lips could not keep up with her mind asking them.

With each question, Samuel’s lungs began to burn, and he began to lose his mind. The massive Varintol Woman scooping him up and treating him like a ragdoll was not what he had expected to happen at all when they could finally talk. He could not even process the barrage of questions she was shooting at him. His whole mind was locked onto the soft feeling of her fur, her crushing embrace, the overwhelming scent of flowers, and the fact that he was rapidly running out of oxygen as she squeezed the life out of him.

Samuel struggled hard against her embrace, doing everything he could short of hitting her to get free. But The Varintol woman was on cloud nine. She was not even paying attention to anything he was saying or doing for nearly a minute.

“I caaa— Brrree–” Samuel wheezed into the warm, satin mountain of the Varintol woman’s breasts.

Samuel making any noise did not help slow her diatribe. He was overwhelmed by everything she was saying. Her booming celebration echoed off the walls, filling the room with tremendous sound pressure.

Samuel felt the pressure in his back and body increasing as her vice-like grip crushed his chest and lungs. Every time he moved, her grip rose in force; it was like he was thrashing in quicksand, each motion only sinking him further. A painful popping sensation rolled down his spine, causing him to yelp. Too bad his cries of pain were also covered by the woman’s thunderous voice. He started to panic at this point; she was moments away from killing him.

The last time she tackled him, punching her did get her attention, at least. Samuel felt terrible about doing this because merely yelling at her made her cry. If he hit her again—-this could not go well. But he was drowning in her breasts and would pass out in seconds if he did not escape. He only knew this because the sounds of his own heartbeat were overtaking all other sounds.

In absolute desperation, Samuel flailed as much as possible. Which was not much with his arms pinned down. So the only real hit he managed was driving a knee into her plush thigh. Thank god it got her attention.

She yelped and loosened her grasp slightly, letting Samuel pop his head from between her breasts. He gasped for air and opened his eyes. The edges of his vision snapped back from darkness. Samuel had never thought a hug would put him in a perilous situation. Yet here he was.

“Hey, why did you kick me?” The massive woman whined, looking down at him like he betrayed her.

“You–almost—suffocated—me!” Samuel sputtered through gasping breaths.

“Oh, Great Mother. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that,” The woman explained, desperation for forgiveness, oozing off her words and evident in her wide golden eyes. “So, can you answer the questions I asked?”

“One step at a time. Please set me down, and let’s get some introductions done…whatever your name is,” Samuel said.

“Of course, I’m sorry it’s been years since I’ve spoken to anyone. I am so excited,” she squealed, setting Samuel back on the ground and taking a step back, giving him an arm’s reach of breathing room. “My name is Scarletra Ursana—-Well, I suppose former Ursana—-I’m actually not sure If I still should use that tribe name,” Scarletra said, scrunching her brow.

Scarletra did that for a few seconds before shrugging away the errant thought of what proper name she should use. She just decided to drop her former tribe’s name. It did not matter to her anymore. “Please just call me Scarletra. And who are you?”

“My name is Samuel Martin. It’s nice to finally meet you properly, I suppose,” Samuel said, having finally caught his breath. “Now, what questions did you ask me? I was a little occupied with not dying when you asked them.”

Scarletra blushed slightly and sat back down in front of him, grabbing his hand and pulling it in close. She paused for a few moments and gave Samuel a wide, toothy smile filled with heartwarming joy that pressed her blush onto him. “Ok, so what I asked was—”





SECTION SEVENTEEN

WHAT DID I DO?

When Samuel agreed to answer Scarletra’s questions and sat in his chair with her firmly planted in front of him, he expected the ordeal to take a few minutes, maybe a half hour. How wrong he was about her; She was a boundless ocean of swirling questions and curiosities and had far more energy and enthusiasm than he had seen in a long time. Somewhat to his dismay, Samuel knew he would be stuck here trying not to stare at her cleavage for hours.

It had only taken a few minutes of idle and straightforward conversation for Samuel to cover the bare basics of things she was wondering about. The who, what, when, where, and why of his job, the outpost, himself, and the names of items she had already seen and used. Yet no matter what answer he gave, each question answered only branched out into another series of follow-ups. She was hungry for knowledge. No, that was not quite right; utterly ravenous was more like it.

Samuel did have to admit that seeing the passion in her bright eyes was refreshing and certainly had him enjoying the conversation. Her constant plucking at answers reminded him of when he was a young engineer out to change the world. He had never known someone to have a burning intensity fill their eyes from learning that the drink she had been enjoying was called beer.

Scarletra was about to drag him to the kitchen and have him help make some of it when Samuel told her he used to brew beer. If she knew how to make that ambrosia, she would never have to worry about drinking all of Samuel’s reserves. However, she deflated when he told her that he would have to request the supplies to be delivered so they could make anything similar. Scarletra chalked that up to the Great Mother, only granting her one boon for the day.

For the most part, Samuel earnestly answered the machine gun’s speed questions for her. Although he did avoid telling her a few details of his life that she had no business knowing, like how he initially took this job, hoping to essentially die out here.

With how much Scarletra seemed to care about his well-being, telling her that would likely not go over well with her.

Many of Scarletra’s follow-up questions focused on technical details around the outpost. Such as how the electric kettle warmed water? How did the plumbing in the bathroom bring them hot water, and the translator let her speak? She even asked about the flamethrower he used against her. Surprisingly, she was more curious about the tool than furious about him using it on her. Even when he explained how the biodiesel it used clings to and burns what it latches to.

For most of the technical answers, Samuel initially tried to satiate her by explaining that getting her to understand those things would take months, if not years, of classwork. And that if she did not have a solid foundation of how electricity, programming, metallurgy, and fabrication all worked together, she would not be able to even get close to grasping the technological depths.

That worked for the first few dozen times. But, each time he gave a near copy-paste answer of “you won’t be able to understand it,” her frustration visibly grew, evident in her shifting legs and grumbling tone. The pestering way she started to ask “Why” reminded him of his kids when they were no higher than his knee—Even his iced heart had to admit it was adorable.

Samuel could say many things about Scarletra, some good and some bad. One he had yet to decide where it belonged in that classification was her unyielding persistence. After a few too many times being told no, Scarletra was done taking his non-answers as acceptable.

“Alright, genius, try me. Tell me how that light works,” Scarletra huffed, pointing at the lamp mounted to the workstation.

To humor the massive Varintol, Samuel decided to break out some high school class knowledge. Specifically the absolute basics of how electricity works. Scarletra shocked him over the next twenty minutes, being easily able to reply with almost exactly what he explained. She even described the basics of Ohm’s law, even though he only told it to her once. How Smart is she?

“See, I can do it,” Scarletra boasted proudly.

“Alright, hold on, hotshot. Now let’s learn about its components,” Samuel replied.

Samuel then began to explain what electrons were, resistances, capacitors, and various other components that went into making the light. Scarletra did her best to try to understand, but Samuel might as well be speaking another language again. What in the ice abyss was a motherboard? Or a transistor?

“Fine, I understand… I’m not smart enough for that,” Scarletra grumbled, crossing her arms in disappointment.

“Nah, don’t take it that way. Your world is low-tech, and my job before moving out here was to understand how technology worked,” Samuel assured. “So long as you know how stuff is used, you will be fine in the outpost.”

“But, I want to know. Can you try and teach me?” Scarletra asked, leaning in and fluttering her eyes to hope and butter him up.

“Ha, you think I can teach you. Hate to break it to you, but you would have to know how to read, write, and speak Galactic Standard before I could do any of that,” Samuel replied, hoping she would end that train of thought.

He was no teacher and knew it. That and if Samuel did end up teaching her, that was just more time they had to interact, and she would tempt his resolve more.

“Then teach me how to do that,” Scarletra said with a smile, squeezing his hand.

“I doubt you have time for that. The GU rep will be here to meet you in a few months,” Samuel emphasized.

“Then help me learn,” Scarletra said, practically begging.

Samuel sighed and rubbed the back of his head with his free hand. Why the hell does she have to be so resolute? It’s not like she would be here long, and they have the translator anyway.

“Why do you want to learn Galactic Standard?” Samuel sighed, somewhat acquiescing.

“You just said why. I need to learn Galactic Standard to understand the other stuff,” Scarletra smiled.

Samuel rubbed his hand over his face and down his beard. Who the hell just agrees to learn a language so they can have questions answered? Where the hell would he even start teaching her? Could he get kid’s textbooks or something? He would have to after teaching her the basics of the alphabet and a few words. He was in no way a linguistics expert, after all.

Samuel paused, realizing he had done it again. He was already agreeing to this. What is with this woman? Why—-no, how does she do that?

Samuel clicked his tongue; if he was going to teach her Standard, she had to agree to help him with the report he needed to make for the representative. At least then, he wasn’t just agreeing because he wanted to. That’s what he would tell himself; It made his weak will for her sting less.

“If I teach you how to understand Standard, would you answer some questions for me? The representative for this planet wanted some things answered about you because your species aren’t exactly social to the GU,” Samuel bargained.

“Of course,” Scarletra said without any hesitation.

Scarletra did not tell Samuel that she would have answered pretty much any questions he had anyway. Anyone as gentle as him and willing to take her in was someone more than deserving of her trust. Although Scarletra would have to be careful to save him from the more intimate details of how her mother used her and the details of her clan’s favorite methods to spur her to fight for them.

“So we have a deal?” Scarletra beamed her bright smile and golden gems crushing any reservation Samuel thought he had left.

“Yeah, we have a deal. So why are you not with your tribe, and why here?” Samuel asked.

“Alright, so get ready for a long story,” Scarletra stated confidently.

Scarletra then went on and roughly explained how she escaped her mother and the clan’s treatment. She skipped how she was a warrior and regularly was forced to fight in her Mother’s precious wars or was used to satisfy visiting male dignitaries. She had used her cunning, wit, and a few overly drunk guards to slip off into a heavily shadowed night with nothing but a small backpack with some tools inside.

Next, Scarletra detailed her first year alone, how she struggled to locate shelter for weeks, sleeping in little snow shelters she dug each night.

Samuel raised a brow at that; small was relative, especially if Scarletra was involved. Small to her was likely the size of a sedan.

Scarletra glowed with pride when regaling him with tales of avoiding her old clan’s scouts and hunters, nipping at her heels every night. She painted painfully detailed pictures of how she learned to hunt, all by trial and error, with many a hopeful meal slipping from the traps she crafted.

Scarletra went into great fervor detailing her feelings when the hunters stopped tracking her after nearly a year, and she found the first cave she called home. She then roughly told him about all the other caves she had in her territory as a Matriarch of a clan of one.

Samuel resisted the urge to chuckle, seeing her counting them off on her claws and telling him what was nearby them that she enjoyed. He did note the word Matriarch, wanting to ask her about it later. If she truly meant that word and it was not just an odd side effect of the out-of-date translator. How she views herself in the outpost might be very different than he does.

Samuel listened intently as her tale neared its conclusion. Samuel became increasingly surprised, horrified, and amazed by the extraordinary woman with each month and year she described.

Her life over the last few years sounded like an adventure straight out of a fantasy novel written by someone with a far more vibrant imagination than Samuel could dream of having. She told tales of bravely fending off megafauna in the darkest of nights. She stood like a bastion against packs of lesser beasts attempting to raid her meager food stocks with nothing but her claws and teeth. And being warmer than any bonfire when she nestled into hot springs to rest.

Scarletra was a grand woman, and Samuel could not deny that he liked knowing she was capable. That one thing he always found extremely attractive in women.

Samuel knew that Scareltra’s persistence and cunning were likely some of the things that made her so inquisitive. If one could not be stubborn yet able to learn, one would definitely die alone in the wilderness. Baritin’s wilderness was anything but average; only the most hardy and creative people could survive in its austere, hostile environment without support.

Even now, Scarletra was likely trying to adapt to her new environment, life, and situation. Although being in the outpost with Sameul was a far safer option than the moon’s surface and weather, held at bay by the walls.

That many years on the run, traveling from cave to cave, scrounging off the land, sounded horrible. Samuel could understand why she wanted to escape like that and clung to him so much. Maybe he needed to lighten up on her when it came to cuddling? Hell, if he had been through a fraction of what she had, he would cling to the nearest person like they were life itself.

“So that’s everything?” Samuel said, sipping out of his now cold cup of coffee.

“For the most part. A few things here and there I don’t remember fully,” Scarletra lied. She knew every step of her life before and after leaving her tribe; she couldn’t forget a single breath even if she wanted to. Each moment might as well be burned into her soul.

“OK, I think I understand why you want to stay here. The outpost isn’t much, but it’s likely better than your caves or running from your old tribe,” Samuel said, scratching at his beard, trying to piece together a few details that did not add up to him.

Scarletra explained she ran away sure, and fought megafauna. But none of that matched the woman he saw the first day, giddy, happy, and afraid of him yelling at her. She was holding back on him. There had to be something else. Possibly, the tribe abused her, and she just did not mention it. Samuel wanted to press her on the subject, but everything she said seemed so earnest and truthful that he doubted she would not have omitted it on purpose without reason. Maybe he was just being paranoid and reading into the situation too much.

“My turn,” Scarltra purred, rubbing her palms together.

“What do you mean your turn?” Samuel asked, his train of thought being derailed.

“My turn to ask another question,” Scarletra said, propping her elbows on her crossed legs and resting her chin in her palms. Her soft face squished against her furry hands.

Samuel did not even have a chance to respond before Scarletra blurted out what she wanted to, genuinely wearing her heart on her sleeve once again.

“What did I do wrong?” Scarletra said.

“I’m not following?” Samuel said, puzzled.

Scarletra looked at him like he was stupid. As if he had just decided to wilfully be coy. She narrowed her gaze and paused, scanning his face like she was searching for answers. Her golden eyes were as sharp as her claws for those few moments.

“When I first arrived, you were open, nice, and seemed to care more about me. We drank, had sex, and then you changed,” Scarletra started.

Samuel grimaced, knowing where this was going to go. This was the part where she was about to put his sins on trial and demand an explanation for essentially using her to satisfy his repressed sex life. She was likely pissed at him about it, especially after all her advances and how many times he nearly reciprocated them.

“Now you are trying to avoid me. You won’t cuddle, stay in bed, kiss me, anything.” Scarletra counted on black razor-sharp claws before pointing a claw at him. “I can smell your attraction. I see you staring out the corner of my eye and know you like me at least somewhat. I like you too, and find you attractive. But by the Great Mother, I can’t understand why you are resisting how you feel.”

Scarletra paused and sniffed the air, her eyes burning into him again. She could easily pick up on the sharp odor he gave off whenever he was uncomfortable. She knew pressing him too much was something she told herself she would not do. But she needed this answer. Not having it was eating her alive.

Samuel hung his head, grabbed hold of his ring, and started to nervously fiddle with it, which brought those fresh memories to her mind.

“And that thing,” Scarletra lightly growled, gesturing at the ring. “I know it has something to do with that, especially after this morning. I thought you were warming up to me and wanted to get closer, but then you saw that ring. What changed?”

Well, that was a sharp change in tone for Samuel, each of her words felt like a sharp knife. For one thing, he did not know she could literally smell that he was attracted to her. God literally put the only woman he could not lie to in his lap when he tried to get away from everyone. What kind of joke was this? He sighed and looked up at her, pain filling his eyes.

“That’s something complicat—” Samuel started hoping to just push it off and not have to answer her.

But seeing Scarletra’s bright eyes staring at him crushed that idea. He couldn’t lie to her if he wanted to. That and if she could smell arousal, who knows what else she could pick out of the pheromones and scents that oozed off him when he felt guilty. Why did life have to be complicated? This moon was meant to be his grave, not a trial by emotional combat.

“I am married, and the ring is a symbol of that. When we had sex, it was an error in my judgment. We should not have done that in the first place,” Samuel sighed.

“Wait, you already have a wife? Who is she? Where is she? Why are you out here alone, then? You said this was your home earlier and that you weren’t planning on leaving,” Sacreltra questioned, tilting her head in confusion.

Scarletra wondered why that he was married would be a massive issue. If he was married, so long as she asked for permission from his wife and matriarch and got it, there would be no issues. That’s how every clan she knew of treated the matter. Marriage was a dedication to a partner, but if you wanted to sleep with someone else, so long as who you were married to was alright with it, no one really cared. Why was he upset about it? Was he afraid of his wife punishing him? If Samuel’s wife tried to punish him for that, Scarletra would take the beating; it was her fault for initiating it anyway.

Samuel paused and pulled the picture of him and Sarah out of his shirt pocket. He showed it to Scarletra. “That’s her. Her name is Sarah. To answer your other question, she is not here because she died a few years ago,” Samuel struggled to squeeze out, each word burning his throat.

Scarletra shifted and looked at the woman in the picture. Sarah looked gorgeous in the white dress she was wearing; it showed off her lithe, athletic figure well. A bit odd she was that scrawny. Scarletra had assumed Humans would have a physique close to Samuel; Varintol were generally similar in build; they mainly varied in fur and eye color.

Next to her was Samuel, although far younger. He still looked handsome and nearly as attractive as he was now. Save for that, he had no age in his hair and beard nor wise wrinkles on his face.

“How was our being intimate wrong then? If she is dead, then how are you still married? She would not be your home’s or clan’s matriarch anymore,” Scarletra asked, even more confused than when she had first asked the question.

Samuel paused for a moment, not because he was going to rebuke her on the matriarch statement. Sarah was not a matriarch; she was his partner, his love, and his best friend. No, he paused because he did not want to answer that question. No matter what he said, it would be the wrong answer.

Samuel’s wife was gone, long dead and gone. Nothing he could do would change that. He hadn’t been married in years and hated that he knew it. But doing anything with others felt like he was betraying Sarah and her memory.

Scarletra evidently picked up on how he was uncomfortable. Another thing the Varintol woman had in common with Sarah was that they could see right through him like a plane of glass.

Scarletra scooted closer and gently lifted Samuel’s chin so he would look at her, giving him a soothing smile filled with understanding, glistening fangs shimmering in the equally gentle lights of the workshop. Her soft touch pulled at his iced heart, cracking its frozen shell—not much, but some.

“It’s alright, you can tell me,” Scarletra urged. Her husky voice and warm breath lured the words out of Samuel.

“I miss her more than I have anyone. Then, when we had sex —I know I wanted it—but—but—I don’t know. I feel like she is slipping away,” Samuel twined.

“She was your fire? Warm and comforting?” Scarletra coaxed.

“I don’t know what that means,” Samuel replied, looking back at her with a fuzzy curiosity.

“It’s what the Varintol call those we love and care about. Someone to wake up with in the coldest winter and push away the cold for,” Scarltra professed.

Samuel nodded.

“I understand, just like when a fire burns out. Someone like that leaves marks: soot, coals, and an empty fire pit. But that pit is ready to be lit again. Do you see what I mean?” Scarletra soothed.

Samuel stayed silent for nearly a minute and almost started to sniffle. He clenched his fists like he was about to go ten rounds with his old, festering wounds. Why? Why did an alien’s analogy for letting go and starting again feel like a million pounds of guilt? It was the same drivel he had heard before. Go live again. Would she want you to suffer? Gone but not forgotten. Celebrate the times you had.

“Yeah, I think I do.” Samuel sighed.

“I’m sorry I was opening wounds,” Scarletra breathed.

“Don’t be. I suppose hearing something like that was what I needed. Honestly, you’re not the first person to tell me something along those lines. Before here, I was told that regularly,” Samuel wished, recalling the hundreds if not thousands of times his kids, friends, and coworkers told him he needed to let go.

“Well, those people seem to be quite wise. I agree with them. Hurting yourself because of someone’s absence helps no one and does not cast their memory in a good light,” Scarletra said, rubbing her soft-furred thumb on his cheek.

Samuel reached up and gently guided Scarletra’s hand from his face to his lap. He returned her proclaimed gaze.

“Can we move on from that topic for now? I still do have some things I have to ask you for the representative,” Samuel asked, in a desperate tone.

Scarletra nodded and gently sat back, giving the Human some space. Scarletra felt a massive weight off her shoulders. That entire interaction was as emotionally violent a change as fighting a Murialin. Where you are resting and hopeful for the night one moment, the next, a creature thrice her size divebombs you, eager to carry you off to be pecked apart.

Scarletra was glad that the tart scent of regret and longing was less prominent on him. Although it was still there. Knowing why he gave that off only spurred her resolve. She would keep up her luring tactics. She will draw Samuel out of his defensive shell, one small gesture at a time. He does not deserve to wallow in pain like this.

“Afterward—I suppose we can try to start teaching you some Standard,” Samuel crooned.





SECTION EIGHTEEN

SCARLETRA BORN OF BLOOD

“So, do you want to come to bed?” Scarletra asked while pushing her papers into a neat stack.

Samuel looked at her confused before shaking his head and tapping his neck.

Scarletra blushed and reached up, pressing the button to reactivate her translator. It chimed, then spouted that it activated in a cold monotone. It was odd that she could hear it both speak her language in her ear and make the same statement in Galactic standard out loud. It was like the magical device was trying to talk over itself.

Samuel had asked her to shut it off several minutes ago so it was easier for him to coach her on the pronunciation of the letters of the Galactic Standard alphabet.

Scarletra was happy that Samuel had agreed to try and teach her Galactic standard. He was definitely correct in saying she needed to understand it if she wanted to learn more. That was made painfully clear when she peeked at one of the manuals stacked in the storage room. The entire book was filled with drawings similar to what he had made for her translator, with just as much, if not more, writing.

The Galactic Standard alphabet was odd. Why did there have to be so many different letters? At least they did not change pronunciation when combined. Samuel told her about his first language, English, and spoke it to her with the translator off so she could hear it—English was not just odd, it was downright appalling with how the letters flowed together to make words. While it was an incredibly smooth sound when compared to the Varintol language, which consisted of growls, barks, groans, and various other throaty noises, that still did not mean that she wanted to even attempt learning it. Learning one language at a time was difficult enough.

“I asked, do you want to go to bed with me?” Scarletra restated.

“No, I still have some work to do,” Samuel said flatly, without hesitation.

“Are you sure? I know you are still grieving, but it would be nice to have a cuddle,” Scarletra smiled, standing up from the sofa and putting the pages on one of the storage shelves in the main room.

Samuel sighed and muttered something quietly, too quietly for her to discern any meaning from it.

“Yeah–listen, I appreciate your understanding, but I still have to send out that report and fill out my supply requisition. Now that you are here. We are running out of food far faster than my employer had planned,” Samuel said, pointing to the transmission room.

Scarletra had not thought that the GU was supplying him with food and other items, assuming he had to fend for himself after being dropped off. It made sense since they could travel amongst the stars and brought him from wherever Earth was so he could sit around and do nothing most of the time. She wondered if it was possible to visit Earth one day.

Samuel told her earlier about the extensive farms where he grew up. Scarletra could not believe there were endless kilometers of something called corn. Her tribe barely farmed at all; they did tend to some of the wild flora, but with how harsh the wilderness was, farming was almost impossible. She had heard tales of some tribes in the far south, where there was little to no snow for most of the year doing so, but had always thought those were just stories the men shared around the fire.

“I understand. I am going to the room I slept in last night,” Scarletra said before starting to walk away.

She stopped just before entering the narrow bedroom hallway and looked back, hoping to see him following her. Though she did not get that, she did spot Samuel and smirked. He quickly turned his head away, wiping the slight smile on his lips. He did his best to look like he wasn’t just watching her ass while she left. It’s not exactly what she wanted, but it’s a start.

“Whenever you are done, you are more than welcome to join me,” Scarletra purred, tantalizingly running her hand down her hips and over her rump, eliciting the cutest blush from Samuel.

“I will think about it,” Samuel coughed into his hand, embarrassed that he had just been sneaking another peek despite knowing she knew he had done it before.

Scarletra nodded and then went to her bedroom. Once inside the room, Scarletra slipped out of her jumpsuit and folded it neatly before putting it down next to her old apparel and the toting gear with her pouches of supplies. She had moved them in here earlier while Samuel was occupied with getting them food and beer for dinner.

She ran her fingers over the jumpsuit’s fabric, trying to feel more of its soft texture. The red suit was still something she could not comprehend; that it had such intricate weaving and no seams to hold it together amazed her. If she had to try and sell something like this to one of the traders who bustled between tribes, she doubted any would even attempt to purchase it.

This was likely the most valuable thing she owned. Her rough knife and metal tools back at the cave could not compare. It was one of a kind and made out of what any Matriarch would say only she could wear.

Scarletra fluffed her fur up and brushed it out of habit. She knew there were no insects or stragglers that would nestle themselves in her fur in the outpost, but old habits die hard, and not doing so felt wrong.

Scarletra nestled into the bed, the frame creaking under her weight, electing not to use the blankets; the room and her fur were plenty warm as is. She shifted her attention to the window, watching the snow batter against it, sounding similar to hundreds of people walking amidst the snow-packed trees.

Scarletra’s idle mind lingered on the thought a bit too much and pushed her back to her past. Scarletra the warrior.

Scarletra the bloody.
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That day had been frigid, far colder than the winter had been in a long time, not that she and the other raiders minded. She was only fifteen at the time. She and the raiding party were going to take advantage of the cold and a blizzard that was about to roll in and enlighten yet another diminutive tribe Mother had wished to see brought into the Ursana fold or kill them all—-she did not care which.

Scarltra stood next to her mother atop a snow-covered boulder. The wind whipped violently around them. She was clad in the finest furs for the momentous occasion of her becoming a woman. Not that, at the time, Scarletra understood how horribly this day would be scarred into her soul.

Below them were the other raiders, hundreds of them. All were adorned in the finest armor mother could acquire. Many wore hardened leathers from the south; the commanders wore metal bracers and chest pieces. Because this was her first battle and she was expected to lead the charge, she was not allowed to wear any armor, lest she shame her status as the future Ursana Matriarch.

In each warrior’s hand were axes, spears, swords, or other weapons of war. Their faces were cold and distant, but their eyes burned with fire, eager to spill the enemy’s blood. A feeling she did not share.

The crowd looked up at Mother and Scarletra, waiting for the ceremony to commence. They regrettably did not have to wait long. Mother was not known for her patience after all.

“Keep your eyes open, everyone. Today, we wipe the filthy Molun tribe off my planet,” Mother shouted over the whipping wind. “Today is a glorious day for us all. My daughter has at long last become of age and shall be given a name and will lead us to another victory.”

The crowd of raiders shouted loudly, overpowering the storm. A mighty thunderous call, defying the Great Mother’s rule of the planet, if only for the moment.

“Now, my child, are you prepared?” Mother stated, turning to Scarletra.

Scarletra nodded, well aware that was not a question, even if it was worded as one. She looked down at her mother. Mother’s golden fur was bright, shining, and well-groomed. It glowed like fire. Her piercing red eyes were as commanding as every word from her lips. Unlike the rest of the warriors, she was not expected to fight. Being the matriarch earned her, and only her, that right, and as such, she wore the finest Nulian furs. They were jet black and gave her an imposing presence.

“Excellent,” Mother sneered, reaching beneath her cloak and retrieving Scarletra’s gift. The only gift Mother had ever given her. “Hold out your hand, child.”

Scarletra complied, knowing if she did not, the crowd of raiders would bludgeon her half to death, and then she would be forced to go through with the ceremony anyway.

Mother pulled out a small bundle of dried red moss. Hurot’s spirit. The herb was used only once in a warrior’s life and granted them the savagery of Hurot, the god of war. It was the signature of her clan’s warriors and blessed them with the blood rage from then on.

Mother held it up above her, showing it to the crowd. They screamed for blood, shouting Hurot’s name, praying the god of war hears them and blesses the holy ceremony. Mother then turned and looked up at her daughter, a vile, disgusting grin on her lips, her sharp fangs glistening like daggers.

“My child, Hurot sees you, hears you, knows you, and shall guide your hand,” she shouted over the crowd. “Hurot demands your name. She will call out to you in battle and grant you her strength, her power. Let her guide you, Scarletra! Scarletra born of blood. Born to spill the blood. The future matriarch of the Ursana!”

That was the first time Scarletra had heard her name. No longer was she “child of the Matriarch” or any other nickname she had picked up along the way. That name was the only thing she would be from then on.

Mother then placed the Hurot spirit in Scarletra’s outstretched palm. The crowd shouted her name in rhythm, matched with fists slamming against armor and beating hearts. Sounding akin to the loudest war drums before a battle.

Scarletra faced the crowd and paused, her heart stammering as nervousness overflowed from her. There was no going back. Eating this would change her forever. Grant her the rage and, hopefully, the will to fight. She had never wanted to fight and had already become accustomed to being forced to practice until she was bloody and beaten. The name was Mother’s way of ensuring her dear daughter would never forget those lessons.

She had no choice. A part of her painfully prayed this would change her, make the pain of training go away, and bring a claw to the throat of her hesitance. So, with a heavy hand, Scarltra held the unnaturally heavy bundle of herbs and began to declare herself to the god.

“I am Scarletra! Future Matriatch of the Ursana! Hurot, grant me your strength and power as I lead the charge!” She shouted at the top of her lungs before shoving the herb into her mouth and swallowing. Oh, how much she regrets that moment.

There was nothing for several seconds after the Hurot spirit entered her body. Then it began.

Fire coursed through her veins, causing her to drop to her knees and scream in agony. Her heart increased to a fever pitch, feeling like it would explode any beat. She clawed at the boulder, gouging it deeply. The white snow below her shifted to the darkest, most violent crimson she had ever seen. Her mind fogged as the world around her grew silent; the only thing in that forest making any noise was her.

Mother stepped back from her, letting her will be done.

Scarletra’s muscles pulsed and tightened beyond anything she had ever known possible. The gouges in the rock got deeper as Hurot’s strength fed her power and whispered violence in her ear. She crushed the crumbling boulder’s shards to dust in her palms as the holy power of Hurot became hers.

“I am Scarletra. Born of blood, Slayer of the Usrans foes. I am the blessed of Hurot,” she roared, looking up at the crowd of eager, violent warriors. They parted for her, the target of her rage front and center.

The village of the Molun.

The small village’s fire burned brightly in the valley below, barely visible through the growing storm. Just seeing the flickering flames hurt and insulted Scarletra’s vision. How dare they exist. How dare they think they can set foot in the land that belonged to Mother.

Without even thinking of it, Scarletra rushed forth and down the valley’s slopes, leaving her sword behind. She only needed her claws and jaws to rip these animals apart, just as Hurot willed. She created a small avalanche in her wake and crushed trees, boulders, and any poor creature not fast enough to escape her uncontrollable blood lust.

Though she did not know it then, the tribe tried to follow her closely like any other attack. But she moved faster than any of Hurot’s blessed had ever done. She was a walking calamity, a disaster waiting to happen—no, a premonition of the end, released upon Baritin’s surface. A living weapon ready to be pointed at the enemies of the Ursana, just as Mother intended her to be.

Scarletra reached the village, her hunger for death growing. A pair of guards stood between her and the soon-to-be victims. But she approached so fast they had not noticed her presence until the massive wall of teeth and claws was upon them.

The young Varintol male standing guard nearest to her stood no chance. As naturally as breathing, Scarletra grabbed his face and crushed it like fruit. Blood, bone, and brain squelched through her fingers, feeding her fury. His body spasmed as his soul drifted to the icy abyss.

She swapped quickly to the second watchman, an older-looking woman with horror filling her eyes. Her fur was similar in its brownish shade to the corpse Scarletra tossed at her feet; likely, they were related. But such thoughts were beyond anything Scarletra was capable of while Hurot screamed in her ear.

The woman desperately clawed at a horn attached to her belt while trying to retreat. She was no threat, but in Scarletra’s rage, that did not matter. She was the enemy, and Scarletra the reaper.

Scarletra was on her before the woman had managed a yelp in panic. Hurot guided her to the correct solution, grabbing the woman’s shoulders and sinking her claws deep into flesh and bone. Before the woman screamed in agony, Scarletra clamped down on the woman’s head with her jaw.

It took less than a second for Scarletra to turn the guard’s brain and blood to delectable ichor that flowed down her gullet. A mind-altering ecstasy filled her. More potent than any drug, more warm and welcoming than a summer’s day.

Tasting the blissful flowing blood of war was when the fog of war set in.

Scarletra arched her back and roared, announcing to the world the birth of the monster she became. And giving herself to Hurot’s fury, allowing the god to guide her blessed through war.

Scarletra did not think, did not question. She simply fought like a beast possessed.

According to the other raiders, by the time they reached the village. Scarletra had already slaughtered the vast majority of them. The only ones left were those she simply had not sniffed out yet.

By the time Scarletra had regained her sensibilities the following morning, she lay in the snow of the village. To her horror, she was surrounded by the victims of what she had done. Men, women, children, even her own clan mates. They were torn to shreds, limbs scattered, throats ripped out, guts stringing from cold corpses. Any armor or fight they may have had was nothing to her. She tore through mail, shield, and bone alike.

The snow was sopped with cold, congealed blood, as was she. Scarletra looked out amidst the carnage she had wrought and shuddered. She had not registered the spear shoved through her gut or the uncountable slashes and stab wounds oozing her life onto the ground.

Scarletra sniffled and started to cry. She reached over and, in child-like desperation, begged for forgiveness from one of the bodies of the slaughtered. The disemboweled woman’s eyes were blank, but her face contorted in fear. Scarltra cradled the corpse in her arms, unable to process everything that she had done.

Scarletra shook her limp corpse, praying to the Great Mother the woman’s dull orange eyes would move, or she would whimper, announcing some small flame of life left inside her.

But no matter what she did, how hard she prayed or cried, the body’s eyes remained vapid, staring back at her, judging her soul.

She never wanted to kill anyone. A woman just like this was someone she could befriend and spend time with, just like Scarletra tried with everyone.

Why would she want to hurt them?

As she wailed in pain, Scarletra heard her Mother’s roar, proud and booming, echo through the grim battlefield. She looked up at the hills. Through tear-filled eyes, she saw Mother standing amidst the swaying snow-capped trees, arms crossed, a viscous approving smile on her face.

From that moment, Scarletra the Bloody was truly born.

Scarltra was ripped from her horrible memories, hearing the sound of Samuel’s door shut down the hall. Thank the Great Mother that he did not come in with her. She did not want him to notice that she had tossed herself into what might as well have been the worst memory she had.

Scarletra wiped the tears from her eyes and tried to sleep, but her mind was heavy with a horrible, looming thought. What if the outpost was next? What if her tribe found her and decided here was where they would target?

She shuddered, imagining her old tribe outside, preparing to besiege the outpost, baying for hers and Samuel’s blood. The calm trees and soft winds twisted by the war cries of the Ursana.

Thankfully, that could not happen. It had been years since they lost track of her. Scarletra did not even know if they were still looking for her. Hopefully, she was just a faded memory to them.





SECTION NINETEEN

FOLLOW UP

Samuel woke up early the following day. Despite that, writing his report on Scarletra and his adjusted supply requests had taken him several hours to complete, with it being nearly midnight by the time he went to bed.

He was about to go into Scarletra’s room and take her up on the offer for a cuddle and a warm bed to sleep in. But he decided against it just as he was about to open her door. He wanted to—but his heart wasn’t ready for it. When his fingers touched the button to actuate her door, it felt like the coldest wind rolled down his back, freezing him in place. He went to his own bed, promising to try to muster up the courage again tomorrow.

His entire report ended up being several pages long and included some of the security camera screenshots of Scarletra, so the GU representative had pictures of her. For some reason, they wanted those. Gathering those made Samuel feel a bit creepy. He had to go through the footage and find a spot that showed her entire body and one that was just her face, like some kind of stalker; why the fuck did the representative want them?

Still, he needed to do that and fill out his monthly requisition; if she kept eating and drinking at the rate she was, they would be out of food before the shipment was even sent out for its week-long journey through subspace here.

Samuel considered that animal Scarletra brought him the first day, pulled it out of the deep freeze, and moved it to the walk-in fridge to thaw. They would need to cook and eat that soon. So, later today, he planned on trying to butcher the animal.

Likely, he and possibly Scarletra would have to hunt for more animals and gather some edible local fauna for the rest of the month. At least once or twice a week, they would be living off the land; it’s either that or they would be going hungry. At least they had enough beer to last.

After dropping the carcass into the fridge, Samuel went back into the communications room to check for a reply from Liro or the representative since he had sent the file he had written on Scarletra to both of them.

Thankfully, they both had already gotten back to him overnight.

Liro’s reply was not much to be concerned about. He had a few questions due to some of the more out-of-place items Samuel had included in his request for the month. Go figure when you place a request for several kilometers worth of det-cord, a few thousand kilograms of either PETN(Pentaerythritol tetranitrate, also known as Semtex) or Trinitrotoluene(TNT), blasting caps, and detonators, your boss would ask some questions.

Although his verbiage was not really much of a question. It was more an exasperation of what Samuel was requesting.

Do you really need this? Was the primary reply on each line of his extensive report.

Samuel chuckled lightly as he wrote out his response to the reply. Samuel did his utmost to word his reply to ensure his request would be approved. So he wrote the most obnoxious corporate-sounding correspondence possible. The pages were overflowing with as much jargon and shlock he could fill in. Every line of his reply had at least one example of something like Par for the course, game changer, with all due respect, bite the bullet, no brainer, and the end of the day. And the cherry on the cake of his response was the ending Samuel knew Liro would one, get a chuckle, and two, groan about how cringe it was.

It behooves any monitor to ensure his workers are well supplied. With the utmost respect.

—Samuel Martin

Liro was an excellent monitor and one of Samuel’s only friends at this point in life. When Samuel stayed at his house for a few days, they got along swimmingly despite only having known one another for a few weeks. Their sense of humor, demeanors about work, corporatism, and general outlooks on life were so alike that Killet jokingly referred to them as long-lost brothers. Neither even tried to argue with his mate about it; they both agreed with her anyway.

Next, Samuel opened up the GU representative’s response. That was filled with answers he had not expected. Samuel was immediately repulsed by the representative’s entire tone. Sethun’s full message was the most perfect example of a government jackboot Samuel had ever had the displeasure of perusing.

It kept getting worse as Samuel went through each line.

There was not a single error in grammar, punctuation, or any flair in the writing. It was straightforward and to the point. But Samuel did not like how Sethun seemed amazed that he had managed to befriend a Varintol, thinking that Humans were incapable of anything but violence and were only valuable as soldiers. That was a little annoying, but not the end of the world.

Most Humans out in the wider galaxy were Soldiers, Marines, or Sailors in the Human Navy. So, his misconception of Humanity was likely widespread.

The next section of Sethun’s statement showed how much he actually cared about Scarletra. Which landed somewhere between a bug under a boot and a mosquito that had just bit you. There was not a single mention of sympathy for what she had been through, no mention of possibly helping her with some kind of trauma being isolated for so long might have done.

That heartless bastard did not even call Scarletra her, the entire document. Simply referring to her as “The Varintol,” “The subject,” Or “the anomaly.” Holy fuck, what does he think she is some kind of product to be bought and sold? He could at least pretend to think she was a person.

The only saving grace was that at least he did slip in that he was granting her conditional citizenship for the GU and should be considered one until he arrives and confirms her desire to remain as one. Granted, he only did this so he would be able to give Samuel his final instructions. And they confirmed that, yes, Sethun definitely thought of not just Scarletra as some type of product.

One of the desires Samuel had no intent of following through on; they could fire him if they wanted to as punishment for not listening to them, that would be better than this. Why in all the galaxy would Samuel pester Scarletra about helping the GU by being willing to reopen diplomatic negotiations? Specifically regarding whether they would be willing to allow the GU to start mining on their territory.

She had run away from them. There was no fucking way she would know if they would, nor would Samuel ask her to try to meet them like Sethun was implying he wanted.

Had this fucking diplomat even read the report?

The other request was one Samuel could see him asking about and understanding. Sethun requested that if Scarletra intended to remain a permanent member of the GU, she should learn how to work to some degree. Stating that aliens from low-tech worlds often could have trouble adapting if thrown into the deep end.

So he wanted Samuel to have her start working under him, with him as a mock supervisor. Although Sethun did make it very clear that he was meant to teach her, not treat her like some slave.

Samuel could see Scarletra doing some less technical tasks around the outpost. Possibly she could act as his tool monkey and assistant until she left with the representative or knew enough that she could do minor repairs independently, whichever came first.

Scarletra could do some manual labor; God knows there is always plenty of that to go around: clearing snow and helping load and unload heavy objects. Perhaps she could aid him in clearing out trees to build a rough road up to the satellite on the mountainside? He had been planning on doing that anyway. With her strength and just having an extra set of hands, that would be a far less straining task.

Samuel would have to think of what he would let her do and what she would even agree to do. For now, that was something he would just sit on. He did not have time to consider the safety concerns and what he would have to show her to even be safe when working around chemicals or other hazards the outpost had.

Either way, Samuel could deal with that whenever Scarletra wakes up. For now, Samuel had to perform his primary daily duties: daily cleaning of the roof and solar panels, checks of the Varintluk and its batteries, along with just a general inspection for damages outside. All that would take him well over the next hour, and he was starting to burn daylight.
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Most of Samuel’s daily work was done relatively quickly and did not need much for him to do. He started a morning walk around the outpost, giving everything a once over, not a detailed inspection or anything, but looking for apparent damage and corrosion. Spotting things like that was necessary for any long-term facility; after all, it’s easier to avert a problem than to fix it later.

That entire mantra is something Samuel had been attempting to do since he arrived here but had faltered in some ways once Scarletra landed in his lap. He had forgotten to clear snow from multiple areas of the outpost, had not done his daily checks of Varintluk once, nor had he made the three-day long trip up to the massive satellite dish looming high in the mountains for a basic once over.

Granted, the systems would alert him if something broke and needed repair up there. But that was why it upset him. He would prefer to do some primary corrosion prevention and avoid issues altogether.

As if God decided to have some cruel sense of humor, as Samuel cleared away more of the snow with his flamethrower, the trigger got stuck to the rear. Samuel sighed, and he inspected it without opening the housing, hoping that some condensation from inside just froze it to the rear. Too bad for him; whatever was the cause would take a total breakdown of the weapon to diagnose.

Samuel groaned, slung the weapon over his shoulder, and worked his way down the ladder, then around to the front door. As he went, he removed the fuel tank, opened all the lines to drain any excess, and ensured the pilot light was out. By the time all of that was done, he reached the front door.

He lingered outside a little bit, lighting another cigar. He sat and watched the wind listlessly drift through the trees and outpost walls. Something about the winds seemed off today; they were so calm and gentle, it was as if they were tired. A feeling he could understand.

Samuel glanced down at his ring while taking a drag of the cigar and thought about last night. How Scarletra was so understanding of why he was resisting her advances and that she was not angry about it. Although, he still had not expected this moon to be where he would start feeling any sort of way about anyone again.

The tart smoke burned his throat and filled his lungs. Yet the calming effects of the nicotine were something he could not live without. It helped bring his mind some clarity and focus. Something he desperately needed while he wracked his brain about what exactly he felt about the Varintol woman.

He indeed found her physically attractive, but they both knew that. No, what was it that he liked otherwise? She was brilliant, that was for sure. If she had some solid tutelage, she could quickly get a job as an engineer or maybe a mechanic.

She was emotionally adept. While Samuel could not be sure if that was because she had been alone for so long and was hyper-fixated or because she could smell pheromones, it did not matter.

She could read him like a book, and he knew it. No amount of lying or feigning ignorance would work with her.

Samuel pondered it until he flicked the cigar carcass into the snow. He had managed to piece together something else in the meantime. She caused him to feel something he had not felt in a long time. Little butterflies in his chest when she smiled at him or her golden eyes lit up about something she found interest in. God, why did she have to look that cute?

Samuel went inside, doffed his cold weather gear, and tossed the fuel next to the door. It wasn’t like he would be testing the flamethrower with fuel while inside, anyway, so leaving it there was fine.

Once inside the main room, Samuel’s eyes and ears were immediately drawn to Scarletra. She was sitting down on the sofa in the main room. Her papers for studying the Galactic Standard alphabet were laid out on the table. She was hunched over slightly and was diligently practicing the pronunciations for the alphabet and was trying to piece together a few words he had written down for her.

He had no idea what to teach her first, so he just gave her a series of words from things around the outpost, ones that were short and simple: pen, cup, mug, paper, sofa, bed, food. They were words she likely would need and want to know first.

While it is just a start, the fact she was pronouncing them well with no coaching was astounding. Samuel assumed it would have taken her a few days before she was piecing together words. But here she was.

“How goes the practice?” Samuel questioned.

Sacrletra’s ears flickered, and she turned around, that bright, vibrant smile on her lips, but something was slightly wrong with her eyes; they seemed tired. Did she stay up waiting for him? If she had, that’s one way to make him feel a bit guilty about having not opened the door.

“Sam, pen, cup, food,” Scarltra said in Galactic Standard, pointing at each item as she said it.

Well, that is impressive. Scarletra said them nearly flawlessly. Although she had a really unique and thick accent. It sounded like a mixture of someone from Russia and Sweden when they first learned Standard. She definitely was using a bit too much throat in how she spoke. But what else could he expect, considering half the words in the Varintol language seem to be a variation of a growl and a bark. Either way, nothing was wrong with what she was saying. He could understand her accent and all. He also could not deny how her words sounded appealing and fitting for her looks.

Although he had to wonder one thing. Sam? Really Sam? Samuel had not been called Sam in years. His mother was the last person alive to call him Sam. Not even his late wife did. But he had to admit, hearing Scarletra’s husky voice calling him Sam gave him goosebumps. So, he was not going to argue the point.

“Yes,” Samuel nodded.

Scarletra smiled and flicked on her translator. Before asking, “Was anything wrong with how I said them?”

“Nah, not a thing. That was perfect,” Samuel encouraged. If she was going to be learning that quickly, she might be speaking simple sentences by the time the representative did arrive.

“I’m glad it was not wrong. Are we going to practice more today?” Scarletra questioned, flicking her ears around.

“Yeah, we will. I just have some work to do first,” Samuel said, gesturing at the flamethrower. “Thing’s busted, and I need to finish clearing the snow. Then I still have to eat and have a chat with you.”

“What about?” Scarletra prodded

“The representative got back to me. He wants you to help out around the outpost. Though I won’t make you unless you are willing,” Samuel said, walking toward the workshop.

“I am more than glad to help,” Scarletra replied.

She honestly was surprised it took Samuel this long to ask her to aid around here. It was his house, and she was not the Matriarch—yet. So until then, her pulling her own weight was to be expected.

“Perfect. I will give you the full tour and tell you about some safety concerns after I fix this. Give me a bit, maybe an hour. Alright?” Samuel said.

“Alright, I am going on a walk, then come back. I realized when getting dressed I left my spear outside when I first arrived,” Scarleltra said with the slightest amount of embarrassment. She could not believe she had left her weapon in the snow for several days.

“You have a spear? I always just assumed you hunted with your claws and fangs,” Samuel replied, the slightest curious wisp in his tone.

With her build and appearance, her using tools like that was not expected. Then again, she did carry a knife on her belt, so a spear or even a bow and arrow should not be out of the realm of possibility.

“The Varintol have a lot of tools and weapons. We can chat about it after we figure out what work I should do, alright?” Scarletra asked, organizing her papers.

“Alright, have a nice walk, and be careful out there,” Samuel replied.

“I will be fine. Thank you for the thought,” Scarletra purred.

That Samuel did care about her was pleasant, even if it was just the simple gesture of asking for her to be cautious. She had survived alone for years; a few hours outside alone would not be the death of her at this point.
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Scarletra left the outpost, and Samuel settled into his workshop to work on weapon maintenance. Just as he expected, corrosion. The contacts that connected the battery to the trigger had rusted. When he had pulled the trigger earlier, the bridge attached to the trigger back fused to the other contacts.

What a fucking joke. You don’t clean a weapon for two days in a hinterland, and it breaks. This just told Samuel he would have to check the other weapons as well.

So that is what he elected to do.

After repairing the flamethrower, he returned it to the weapon cage and grabbed the WLR-1 and the shotgun. He could give them a good deep clean as well.

The entire process of essential lubrication and rust prevention took him about an hour in total. It was not difficult and was utterly mindless. That was not surprising; the weapons were made so the dumbest grunts of the Human and GU militaries could keep them working in the dark, so they were idiot-proof.

After he finished functions checks on the weapons and knew they would work, Samuel had one last thing he wanted to do—no, something he had to do. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the picture of him and Sarah.

The little picture felt unnaturally heavy in his grip. He had carried it on him constantly for years, always near his heart. He had to let go, even if it would hurt for a while, but he was used to that. He had been in pain for years, even before Sarah passed. They knew she would die from cancer long before it happened. Nearly a year before the fateful end, it was long, drawn out, and painful.

Samuel took the picture and tapped it over the workstation. He did not want to toss out the picture. That was a step too far. So, putting it somewhere, he knew where it was and where he would not forget Sarah was for the best. But doing this would no longer make the photo feel like an anchor in his pocket.

Samuel was not ready to fully let go. He was not about to take his ring off anytime soon. This was his way of trying some first steps.

After he did that, Scarletra returned to the outpost, loudly announcing her presence with a booming roar. She had a three-meter spear in one hand and a meter long in the other. The spear looked simple enough, made of wood, with a flint tip. Although calling it a spear seemed almost wrong. Its length and size were larger than most polearms.

Samuel got up and brought the weapons to lock up; as he did, he looked at the thick, long log curiously.

“What is that for?” Samuel asked.

“It’s for something I’m going to make for you,” Scarletra said.

“Oh, do tell,” Samuel spurred.

“No, that’s a secret. I will show you soon,” Scarletra smiled before hurrying back to her bedroom and stuffing the log in the closet.

Scarletra was not about to tell Samuel she intended to make a carving of his late wife and Matriarch. It was only fitting. Every Matriarch needed something to represent their memory. A painting, a building, a statue, a bust, something more than a pitiable ring any elder could have.

Scarletra just hoped she could finish without him peeking and ruining her gift.





SECTION TWENTY

HOME COOKING

After Scarletra returned from her room, they laid out the details of what type of help she could and hopefully would be willing to offer up to the outpost. Overall, Scarletra was more than willing to help with manual labor and learn how to do general maintenance of Samuel’s home. At least, that is how Samuel chose to interpret her words while ignoring the heat that flushed his face.

In reality, when Samuel posed the question, Scarletra licked her lips, leaned forward to show her cleavage, and in as saucy of a voice as the translator would allow, “I will do whatever you want, Sam,” finishing the comment with a wink.

That was a bit more than what Samuel was after, and it felt a little awkward that it was a tempting idea to grab onto—along with some other things she was teasing him with.

Moving on from the flirtatious answer with as little acknowledgment as possible, Scarletra grumbled her dissatisfaction that he still resisted but accepted the reason why.

He had no plans on asking Scarletra to do anything he would not do himself. Explaining that it could be dangerous otherwise and that he believed it would be cruel and frankly weird to ask more of her.

Samuel took some time to explain to her how she would be learning Galactic Standard and just doing general busy work around the outpost. Additionally, while he worked, she would stay nearby so he could teach her how to work on various things an engineer or a mechanical technician would be expected to be capable of.

There were a few questions about being an engineer or a mechanical technician, but a hurried explanation of their duties sufficed for Samuel’s intelligent companion.

Engineers were meant to draft, design, test, and prototype solutions to problems where there was no way to complete or to create whole new products to fill a need someone who hired you wanted.

Technicians were expected to perform essential maintenance and repairs on things that were generally commonplace and needed little more than some part to be removed and replaced or to perform upkeep.

Being a technician was something that Scarletra really did seem to understand, unlike being an engineer. Why she understood that was not what Samuel had expected. She spoke about it akin to a forge master, repairing armor and swords or a carpenter fixing shingles and slats on houses.

Now, it was Samuel’s turn to be confused.

Based on everything Scarletra had shown him for the technology she carried with her, crude leather works, stone tools, and an incredibly simple iron knife. Samuel had assumed the Varintol were at most within the equivalent of the Neolithic or Bronze Age of humanity, maybe the early Iron Age, if he was stretching his imagination.

Samuel was astronomically wrong about her and the Varintols species’ technological understanding, culture, and claim as the moon’s dominant species. Enough so that if it was a snake, it would have bitten him.

The Varintol were ages past the Neolithic Age and the Bronze Age. If anything, from what Scarletra had described, they were well nestled into the Iron Ages of technology. However, they did not sound like they were near an industrial revolution.

The Varintol had an understanding of iron, its acquisition, and its properties. The fact the translator had a word for iron should have tipped him off on this, but he had just never put two and two together.

How fucking stupid could he be? Scarletra has an iron knife, for god’s sake, but he just assumed it was an anomaly based on how crude it was–A one-of-a-kind thing made by a particularly curious craftsman.

But no, according to Scarletra, the Varintol had mastered the production of iron weapons and armor long ago, and the metal was somewhat prevalent in Varintol nations. Her knife had just seen years of wear and tear, and her being unable to properly maintain its condition.

Their language had no equivalent for steel. Samuel knew this because the translator could not specifically say steel in Varintol; instead, it just inserted the Standard word for it where it should be in the Varintol language for Scarletra.

When Samuel asked her about the metal and roughly explained what steel was, she confirmed it was made on the moon, but only tribes in the south did in any amount, and they did not share the metal or how it was made.

So it must have been discovered within the last one hundred standard years; that’s the only way the translator could not have a word for it, but it did, to some amount, exist. Too bad Scarletra claimed to be a craftsman and not a blacksmith. She might have been able to give insight into the metal’s quality if she had. She only knew the Varintol word for Steel was essentially the equivalent of saying ‘better iron.’ That was an apt moniker as far as Samuel was concerned, even if it was a bit crude.

Scarletra also told Samuel several other things that drove home the impression that the Varintol were far more advanced than he had imagined.

The Varintol had developed a clear structure of roles and professions far beyond the basics of what he assumed: hunter, gatherer, nursemaid, and warrior. No, they had developed crafters, weavers, cooks, blacksmiths, fletchers, and even herbalists.

Goods, services, and production naturally led their societies down the route of forming nations, armies, and trade networks. That led each Nation to move beyond simple barter, and they now used gold and other precious metals as currency.

It was a shame that Scarletra did not have any examples that Samuel could look at, but such is life. It wasn’t like she needed them when trying to survive in the woods alone. They would have only weighed her down anyway.

Scarletra also told him a little bit about the nations she was aware of. Even if it was only the closest ones to her old tribe, the Ursana.

The Lurua to the north traded in precious furs and were renowned for their hunters and scouts. Due to the mobility of their scouts and hunters, they commanded the second-largest swath of territory.

The Jurual, to the east, were hardy people. They traded in raw metals from the high mountains. They did not command a large land area, but the mountains and tunnels they made into their homes kept them safe from the Great Mother’s wrath.

The Guraen, to the west, specialized in lumber, but they rarely traded with the Ursana due to the distance between their territories and the danger it posed.

That distance was where the outpost just so happened to land in Barut’s hunting grounds.

The area was avoided by the Ursana and the Guraen due to there being a particularly nasty type of Megafauna, a massive six-legged monster the Varintol called Barut’s hound—hopefully, they never run into one of them. Based on her description and reason for the name, they will hunt you for weeks, never letting you rest and nipping at your heels until they kill you.

Who could have guessed the monster named in tribute to the Varintol goddess of hunting would be a nasty beast?

Lastly, the Harun lived in the warmer climate to the south. They sounded like the most prosperous nation by far, producing everything the others did and then some: metal, food, fish, salt, and lumber. Apparently, they were the most peaceful tribe and were actually open to trade with everyone. They preferred to just bribe their way into friendship rather than strong-arming others.

The fact that Scarletra had worded their politics like that and filled her words with hinted amounts of disdain made him all the more curious about her tribe.

When Samuel asked what the Ursana produced, Scarletra looked hesitant to tell him more about her old tribe, shifting awkwardly and averting her gaze. After some prodding, Scarletra relented and explained the Ursana tribe and nation really did not have a product they made; instead, their Matriarch would occasionally sell conquered lesser tribes as slaves or loan her warriors as mercenaries.

That made Samuel hungry to know more about her background.

He knew Scarletra had to be hiding something. Her scars, behavior, story, and information about her tribe. None of it added up. Unless the Ursana valued education far more than Iron Age humans did, there was no way she was just some crafter who ran away. She had to have access to education, a teacher, and someone to explain the equivalent of geopolitics to her.

What was she not telling him? And more vital than that, why was she hiding something from him? Had she been lying from the start about why she left? Was she some runaway slave or criminal? The slave part was not a big deal to him or the GU, both detesting it. But if she was some criminal for all he knew, he let a murderer into his house.

On the other hand, if she was just some warrior, he doubted he would mind. She was trying to restart and escape her past, a feeling he understood. How bad could the specifics of who she is be?

Samuel did not intend to, but while he tried to craft theories about what she was not telling him, he had been staring at her intently, taking in every detail of her red jumpsuit-clad presence as if observing her would help him reveal answers.

“Sam—why are you looking at me like that?” Scarletra questioned, feeling odd with how intensely he was observing her; it was like he was trying to pull her limb from limb with a discerning gaze.

A part of her was afraid she had said too much. Did Samuel know she was lying about what she did in the past? Or was it something else?

“My clothes aren’t going to fall off or something.” Scarletra teased, plucking at her cleavage, hoping that would be enough to drag him out of whatever thoughts he was dwelling on.

Scarletra was horrified by what would happen if Samuel knew what she did or what she was. She needed him to not think too much about her story, or he would eventually ask direct questions she could not avoid or sidestep by leaving out details. She was not Scarletra the bloody anymore and wanted to keep it that way—At least in his mind if she could. Life would be better if he never knew that about her past.

Scarletra would rather have Samuel know her as the cute, sexy, fluffy ball of sunshine he knew her as now. She prayed harder than she had in a long time that she would never need to tell him about that part of her and that her comment distracted him enough.

If Samuel ever did know about her—He would likely think she was a monster, a beast to be put down. She knew it would be that way, especially after Samuel told her about his peaceful, comfortable, and safe life before coming to Baritin. The loss of his previous wife and matriarch withstanding.

“What?” Samuel said, being ripped back from his theories and looking back at her fluttering, teasing eyes.

He turned nearly as red as her jumpsuit before averting his gaze. Thank the Great Mother that worked. Scarletra pushed off his eventual hatred of her another day. For now, he would not revile her existence.

Whenever—no—if she ever had to tell Samuel the truth, she would burn that bridge when she got there. So long as what led to her ripping open those old wounds was not bad. If it was the worst-case scenario she imagined—-she would have torn him apart in a blood rage, leaving him as little more than fuel for her rage and a bitter reminder that she was a beast of Hurot.

However, the thought of possibly doing that to such a gentle and kind man made her feel hollow and want to throw up.

By the Great Mother, if Samuel ever did learn of Hurot’s rage, let it not be that way.

“I said my clothes won’t just fall off from you staring. If you want them off—just ask,” Scarletra purred while shaking her supple chest in his vision.

“I wasn’t… thinking about that,” Samuel protested, standing up and moving toward the door.

“Are you sure? It certainly looked like you wanted a reminder,” Sacrletra purred.

Samuel paused just before the door and shook his head. Scareltra sniffed and basked in the scent of his arousal. At least his body was honest—that was more than she could say about herself right now. She was manipulating him and felt guilty about it. She let it gnaw at her heart, even though it was for his own good—at least, that was her justification for not telling him she could lose her mind in Hurot’s rage and kill everything she got her claws and teeth on—including him.

“That animal you brought the other day is in the fridge. Can you butcher it while I go and finish my work for the day?” Samuel asked, without looking back at her, not wanting Scarletra to see more of how tomato-red he was.

“If that’s really what you want me to do—-Sam,” Scarletra smirked, reveling in seeing a shuddering wave roll up his back and straighten slightly from hearing her call him Sam.

Now, that is what she wanted him to think of her. A temptress, a friend, someone he can rely on. Not some blood-sopped beast waiting to snap and rip his head off.

“Please do. Feel free to use the knives and kitchen counter as a cutting board; the trash is the metal chute next to the sink.” Samuel said while pulling his jacket off the hook next to the doorway outside.

“I will clean and prepare the Litrit for you, Sam,” Scarletra replied.

“Yeah, the Litrit. Sorry, I did not know what it was called. Thanks for doing that,” Samuel replied while he pulled his flamethrower from the locker and stepped out into the fluttering mid-day snow.

“It’s no problem,” Scarletra yelled just as the automatic door closed and left her alone inside.
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For Scarletra, butchering and cleaning the Litrit was a simple task. It was something she had done hundreds upon thousands of times before. The only hang-up she had was that it was half frozen, and the knives Samuel wanted her to use were no help despite them being made out of amazingly refined metal and being sharper than her claws.

Scarletra just could not get a solid grip on their tiny human-sized handles. It was like she was holding half a knife, leading her hand to slip and the knife clattering away. Thankfully, she never got cut by the razor-sharp blade.

So, to solve that issue, Scarletra used her own knife. That one fit her grip properly and was perfect for the task. It was heavy and allowed her to quickly break the frozen joints, ligaments, and bones. Scarletra removed flesh from bone with well-practiced ease as the knife slid through the carcass, drawing out guts and pulling the pelt free in slow and steady motions.

The process took Scarletra a little over an hour and a half. By the time she had the frozen muscle separated from the bones, tendons, and ligaments. Scarletra had made several piles on the kitchen counter, similar to what she did in her cave. The only thing she did not do was crack open the skull and larger bones for the brain and the fatty marrow. As much as she wanted to. Marrow and brain were succulent and a good source of energy.

Why did Samuel want her to throw any of this away? It was all useful. Yeah, he did have his GU technology to fill all their needs, but that did not mean she did not want to still use them. Throwing them out seemed wasteful and insulting to the Litrit’s life.

The bones could be made into knives, needles, hooks, spear tips, and arrowheads. While the ligaments, tendons, and most organs could be dried and weaved into extremely strong cordage for any usage. By the Great Mother’s name, the twine thread she used on her leatherworks were tendons.

The Litrits pelt uses were self-explanatory. Once tanned, it would be warm, soft, and ready to be sewn into clothing. While a single Litrit was not enough material for anything significant, she could make a hat or gloves for Samuel. He needed those and wore them whenever they were outside, unlike her.

She had never tried to craft anything like gloves or a beanie but could not imagine it would be too arduous. That might be a project for another day, perhaps when the next blizzard rolled in and they—well, Samuel was stuck inside until it passed. Or she could tackle the task whenever she had downtime between her other project and whatever Samuel needed help with.

Samuel returned inside shortly after washing the blood off her hands and ensuring there was no gore left in her soft fur. Having warm running water and fresh-smelling soap was terrific. It made cleaning herself up so easy. Never in her wildest fantasies could she have imagined having warm water whenever she wanted.

He walked over after dressing down into his undershirt, pants, and shoes. Why did he have to look so sexy? Scarletra wanted to grab him the moment he slipped a shoulder from his jacket.

“Great job, thanks for doing that,” Samuel said, coming over and inspecting her work.

“It’s no problem. I am just glad you wanted to eat the Litrit. I was afraid I took the life of one of Great Mother’s creatures for no reason,” Scarletra said, gesturing to the piles. “Are we able to use the parts for anything?”

“Like what, clothes and whatnot?” Samuel questioned, running his hand through the Litrit’s golden fur. Its velvet fur was soft but nothing compared to Scarletra’s. Comparatively, it felt like denim.

“Yeah, it’s only fitting we do,” Scarletra smiled.

Samuel shrugged and gestured at everything other than the meat. “Yeah, if you want, I won’t stop you. I was only interested in the meat because we will run out of food soon and will have to hunt some more before the next supply shuttle arrives. By the way, are you willing to help with that? I don’t exactly know where game animals are.”

“Of course, so long as we don’t waste the animal. I am not comfortable with the senseless killing of Great Mothers’ children.’’ Scarltra assured.

That was not unexpected after Scarletra wanted to use everything and had such a generally gentle demeanor. Her tribes were likely similar to old humans, where you simply had to use everything to survive. Actually, no, with how advanced the tribal nations were, that was probably a habit she built from scavenging alone for years.

“I understand. Now, can you move everything but the meat? I will start dinner,” Samuel replied while bending down to pull some pans from the lower cupboards.

“Can I help cook?” Scarletra enthusiastically questioned, trying to peek inside the cupboard.

“Sure, just move those things outside or into the workshop until you set them up for whatever processing you need,” Samuel shrugged.

“Ok,” Scraletra beamed, quickly removing the animal parts and taking them outside.

Scarletra was pleased that Samuel was okay with her using the parts. While she was happy here and likely not going anywhere, life was fickle, and she still had an inkling in the back of her mind that Samuel and the GU would not let her remain if they learned of her history.

So this was a regrettable step, but she wanted to make for an emergency backup she hoped to never need, along with being a possible gift for her burly and enticing companion.
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By the time Scarletra returned from burying the bones in the snow and draping the ligaments, organs, and skin from some of the metal cross beams on the outpost’s border fencing, Samuel had already begun to cook dinner for them.

Why did he not wait? She wanted to learn how to cook with the GU tools.

Scarletra instantly forgave him, starting the moment the heavy tempting smell of the rendering fat and lightly charring meat danced through the air and filled her lungs. Scarletra’s mouth watered and stomach grumbled loudly enough that Samuel noticed, turning his head at her curiously for a moment before returning to the grill.

Scarletra had not realized she was this hungry. While she did eat earlier today, it had only been once. She still had not expressed to Samuel that she needed to eat more than what she had been. She had only been eating at most two-thirds of her usual diet, and it was starting to get to her. Last night, she was half tempted to sneak out of her room and eat a few more MREs.

Scarletra especially did not want to tell him she needed more food once Samuel told her she was eating and drinking him out of house and home. At least he had a solution. With harvesting of game, she should be fine, and could make sure their harvests were bountiful enough to ensure they had plenty to eat and then some.

As Scarletra got closer to Samuel and the pile of cooked meat, a potpourri of other heavenly aromas joined the divine dance on her pallet. The smells were sharp yet full-bodied, rich and delectable. It was so overwhelming she could nearly not bear to be within arms reach of the cooktop.

Their varied scents reminded her of spices her mother imported from the south to ensure the tribe’s food was flavorful and delectable. After all, a happy and well-fed army of warriors would fight more than a starving, malnourished one under the best of conditions. Hurot knew they seldom, if ever, waged war in ideal conditions. The Great Mother despised war, so she was constantly troubling armies with snow, sleet, and her most extraordinary beasts. As such, keeping an army fed was the wise thing to do. Her mother put great effort and cost into ensuring it was done.

“Oh, by Oros, that smells amazing,” Scarletra moaned, rubbing a sling of drool from her lips.

“Oros?” Samuel said questioningly while flipping one of the steaks on the griddle, a fresh waft of melting fat filling the air.

Litrit meat was surprisingly tender and fatty; it had an excellent marbling running between thick and heavy crimson muscles. Samuel had tried some of the first few slices of it, and it practically melted in his mouth, putting any wagyu he ever had to shame. It was a bit gamey and tart. But that was nothing that some good old salt, pepper, onion powder, and garlic oil could not solve. Fuck, using those made this probably the best steak he had ever had. It was unbelievable.

Samuel was lucky that Liro made the extra effort to supply Samuel with supplies straight from Earth or close equivalents so similar that if he could not see the packaging, Samuel would never know the difference. Having all these familiar ingredients at least made it so he was not shooting blind when cooking for Scarletra. He wanted her to enjoy the first time he genuinely cooked for her and was not just shoving a mylar bag and water into her hands.

“Oros is the goddess of cooks and food. She prepares the meals at the Great Mother’s Hall,” Scarletra replied, resting her hand on his far shoulder and leaning closer to take a deeper whiff of the meat. Although with what Samuel was cooking, he might need to serve something to the Great Mother if Samuel could even go to the afterlife. Scarletra was not sure if Humans were welcome anywhere but the Icey Abyss. Her teachings about it always said the halls of the Great Mother were for the Varintol.

Samuel did not mind how close Scarletra had gotten, if he did not have his hands occupied with cooking, he would likely whip around and hug her. Hearing her curiously grumble and puff while watching him work was too adorable to resist. She had never seen the massive induction grill the outpost had active before and undoubtedly had questions swirling around beneath her silken silver hair.

Samuel peaked over and saw her wide eyes in amazement, tracking between the mound of cooked steaks and the grill’s extensive plane. As soon as he looked back, a warm, wet feeling landed on his bare shoulder.

“Scarletra, back up a bit. You are drooling on my shoulder,” Samuel chuckled, bumping his hip into her thigh.

“But I wanted to help!” Scarletra whined, leaning back and rubbing away the glistening drool off him.

“Sorry, the food is already done,” Samuel scooped the meat out of the skillet and added it to a massive pile. He had cooked the entire rear half of the Litrit, wanting to ensure Scarletra had enough food. “Go get us some beer from the storage, and I will bring the meat out to the main room,” Samuel added, just before chuckling when he turned and saw the adorable pout on her soft face.

Seeing that gentle little pout sent butterflies fluttering in his chest. He could not resist it. Samuel turned and gently caressed her face, giving her a warm smile. Scarlera put her hand atop his and held it, giving out a welcoming growl.

“I will teach you how to make some pancakes and sausage in the morning, alright?” Samuel said calmingly.

“Promise? You said you would let me help cook dinner,” Scarletra breathed, her breath warm, making Samuel’s smile grow like the warm breeze of summer was coaxing a seed to sprout.

“Yeah, I promise,” Samuel assured.

Scarletra nodded and gave an ear-to-ear grin. She had no idea what pancakes were but was happy to learn. She stared intently into Samuel’s emerald eyes and started to lean in to kiss his welcoming lips. But paused, remembering the plan she had concocted.

She cannot be the one to initiate being intimate. Samuel felt guilty last time. He has to come to her.

She stepped back and spotted a slight grimace on Samuel’s face like he was slightly disappointed that she leaned back. She did smell arousal on him and hardly any amount of that regret she had before. She wondered if tonight would be the night Samuel would want to cuddle up again.

“I will see you in the main room,” Scarletra said as she sashayed away, ensuring she wiggled her fluffy tail and her rump to temp the Human further. A detail Samuel did not miss.

Shortly later, they were plopped down onto the sofa and were fork and claw deep into the steaks. Samuel had taken his usual position pressed up against her soft thighs, while Scarletra’s mass ensured he would never be able to fix this sofa. Not that he minded too much. It was just an issue that both sides of the sofa sloped into her gentle, welcoming gravitational pull.

Samuel chuckled as Scarletra filled all five of her claws on one hand with skewered meat and cracked a can of beer open with the other. She was engulfing the food with unbridled ferocity. Each succulent morsel she ate elicited loud moans and caused her to happily dance in place.

By everything, how can she be so massive yet act like a little kid with candy?

At least Samuel only needed two of the steaks to be satiated. She was already on her eighth steak and third beer. Samuel knew he definitely had not been giving her enough food. He would have to note that and send an additional supply request to Liro because the one he sent yesterday only requested triple rations. That was definitely not sufficient. He needed to at least sextuple his initial assumption.

“This is good. It’s nothing like what I can cook over heated rocks or an open flame.” Scarletra praised just before she slammed back another beer, draining the can in seconds.

“Glad you like it. It had been a while since I cooked for someone. I missed it,” Samuel replied, popping open his second can of beer.

“Well, smart guy, I wanted to cook, but someone had to cook the meal without me,” Scarltra teased, bumping his shoulder with her elbow.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I said I will make it up to you,” Samuel chuckled.

“You had better. If I’m ever going to be the matri—” Scareltra started but bit her tongue, realizing she was about to call herself his future matriarch. “To cook for you, I have to know how to use the kitchen.”

Samuel set his beer and plate on the table and looked up at her. Scarletra had the slightest amount of blush on her face and had looked slightly away from him.

“The martri-what?” Samuel questioned.

“Matriarch,” Scarletra mumbled nervously after a few moments

Samuel honestly had just forgotten that Scarletra and the Varintol have Matriarchs so ingrained into their society. He had only been thinking about his own feelings about how their relationship might develop from his point of view. He had completely neglected the fact she liked him.

“Scarletra, Humans don’t really have matriarchs or patriarchs as you have explained them. Yeah, they exist in a couple, but it’s generally not like how your tribe has a single one at the top,” Samuel awkwardly explained.

“Wait, how does that work then? If you don’t have someone leading you all, does anything get done?” Scarletra questioned. “Was your wife, not your Matriarch, leading your family?”

“No, she wasn’t. Sarah and I were partners. We both tried to do our best and support one another. There were a lot of things just one of us could not do, so the other kinda filled the gaps,” Samuel replied, picking back up his beer.

“That seems odd,” Scarletra replied. Unsure how any family or tribe could function without a Matriarch giving them a single goal and vision.

Samuel shrugged and took a swig of beer. “I’m not sure what to tell you. That’s just how it was for me growing up. Mom and Dad, working together to get by.”

“Hmm, I will have to think about that,” Sacrletra replied.

“I don’t doubt you do. The idea would sound wrong to you. Hell, you just admitted you want to be my matriarch,” Samuel jeered.

“Well, yeah, I have. I still hope I can be,” Scarletra huffed. That was the whole reason she was trying these new tactics with him, since it would not be fair or right to just make him subservient.

Her mother did that, and those men were never happy. She wanted Samuel to enjoy having her as a Matriarch—even if she already planned on being non-traditional.

“We will see about that one, big girl,” Samuel chuckled.

“I guess we will see, little man,” Scarletra teased back, still confident she could convince Samuel that she could become his home’s Matriarch.

Most of the dinner from then on only consisted of small talk, but Scarletra still had one more surprise up her sleeve for Samuel. Scarletra unleashed her dexterous tongue and slowly and lasciviously curled it in and around her fingers. She exaggerated her moaning while cleaning up every last drop of fat and weep that had soaked into her fur.

Samuel’s heart stammered, and he tried to not stare and imagine what it felt like having her treat his cock like that. But it was near impossible. His pants got tight, and she leaned against him, knowing very well what she was doing to him.

“See something you like?” Scarletra questioned as she finished cleaning her fur.

“I–I– Uh– yeah. I do,” Samuel replied, grabbing their plates.

“Perfect,” Scarletra teased.

Samuel hurriedly moved away from her, taking the plates in hand. As he loaded them into the sink, he took a deep breath and questioned himself. How far could he go? How far should he go? The idea of going all the way with her still felt slightly wrong.

Samuel took a few minutes and made up his mind. He wanted to cuddle, dammit. It was nice and comfortable to have that amount of skinship again. He just had to not make himself feel worse by going too far.





SECTION TWENTY-ONE

CUDDLY CLASS

Samuel put the dishes in the sink and decided to try to reciprocate Scarletra’s affections, at least to a degree he was comfortable with for the time being. He returned to the main room and lightly chuckled, seeing Scarletra had relaxed further onto the sofa, letting her back rest against the arm, her supple, warm, fatty body overflowing from the side, with her silver hair flowing off the end of the armrest.

She looked in abject bliss while she sipped at another beer, even if the can was clearly too small for the massive woman.

Scarletra had slightly unzipped her jumpsuit, leaving the zipper near the bottom of her bosom, giving Samuel a tantalizing view into a massive canyon of furry tit. She had done this to allow herself some more cooling because Samuel’s home was still a bit too warm for her preference. It also let her tempt Samuel more, hoping that being more exposed would weaken his defenses without her jumping at him and humping him like some teenager in heat. She was positive Samuel would not appreciate her trying to rip his clothes off—as tempting as the idea was.

Scarletra’s ears flicked and flittered, hearing him approach. She lifted her head and smiled at the burly man, holding up a fresh beer for Samuel before placing it next to her hip while flashing a coy smirk.

“Come on, relax,” Scarletra purred.

Samuel chuckled and had to give it to her, Scarletra knew how to make things tempting and make a show out of it. Even if it was not as subtle as she had been over the last two days.

“What happened to you letting me go at my pace?” Samuel questioned.

“It’s just an invitation. We still have to practice Standard, and I hoped we could relax while you teach me a few more words,” Scarletra smiled brightly.

Scarletra was fully prepared for Samuel to say no and for them to just have a typical lesson. But she was also wise enough to understand that if one did not put out baited traps, one would never catch anything. Was she playing fair, showing off her furry bust a little bit more than needed, or ensuring the position they would end up in was him snuggled between her and the sofa? No, not at all. But she had to give him unmistakable opportunities to take the bait.

She liked to think her little plots and traps would make Rougal, the god of tricksters, and Barut, goddess of hunters, proud. They were some of her finest work and were far more elaborate than the traps she set up for game animals.

Samuel raised a brow. Scarletra was too intelligent and had to have planned this; she knew what her invitation signaled to him, which was evident in that smirk. And how, with every chance she could over the last two days, their actions would involve her trying to tempt and lure him in.

Dammit, Samuel would be a liar if he tried to say it wasn’t working—better than Scarletra likely imagined it would have.

“Alright, I give in. Let’s do this,” Samuel surrendered while walking over.

Scarletra’s heart fluttered hearing that. He took the bait and was finally giving her another chance. It only took three agonizingly long days to get him to agree to snuggle up a bit. She figured it would not have been that long with how much he was aroused. But maybe the wounds of losing his warm fire ached more than she thought.

Scarletra had never thought that way about anyone and had no frame of reference to how long those wounds bled.

She could picture her being his new matriarch, but that would not be for a while. For now, just him giving in and letting her closer was a step in the right direction.

Samuel got close and tried to squeeze next to her on the sofa, with him sitting down near her waist. Now, that would just not do; that’s not cuddling in anyone’s mind.

Scarletra wrapped an arm around his waist and gently pulled him over herself. He let out the tiniest, cutest little yelp of surprise when she did. Scarletra sandwiched him between the soft sofa and her encapsulating body.

It took a few moments for Samuel to settle between Scarletra and the sofa, with most of his body sinking against her velutinous surface. Samuel ended up with one of her tits, halfway consuming his shoulder, with his head leaning against her collarbone. Scarletra moved her leg to cross at his mid-thigh, her squashy leg practically melting around his.

“Is this comfortable?” Scarletra asked, draping her arm around him and resting her palm on his chest.

“Yeah, it is,” Samuel admitted, not arguing with her, pulling himself tighter against her.

Scareltra nuzzled against the top of his head and gently caressed his chest, taking a moment to revel in the small victory. “I’m glad you think so. Let me know if you want another beer. I can reach the case from here.”

Samuel looked back up at her and smiled with soft acceptance of the reality he just entered, “yeah, I will,” Samuel said, tucking the beer she had already gotten him next to his free arm.

They laid there, nestled against each other for a short while. Each had their mind filled with different thoughts, but they both had the same end—Safety and comfort.

Samuel was drawn back to long since faded memories. He struggled to remember how many years had passed since he snuggled up with Sarah—at least when it was not during her final days. Those times were not comfortable like this. He held Sarah to consol the dead; they both grimly knew it at the time.

Pushing those thoughts away, Samuel leaned his head against Scarletra’s neck, her soft fur tickling his cheek, doing his earnest to enjoy the company of the woman he was with and the life he had left. It took him a minute, but a warmth he thought long gone returned to him.

The same warmth you felt from a summer breeze, the comfort of nestling with hot cocoa by a roaring fire—Although his ring still weighed heavily on his finger, Scarletra was welcoming and peaceful to be with. A tenderness Samuel thought was beyond him entirely at this point in life.

Scarletra basked in having Samuel close, sharing warmth and understanding together. It had been so long she could not remember the touch of someone where it wasn’t done for some gamut or political maneuver that her mother wanted. No, this was her choice, her desire, her future—Not her Mother’s choice.

When Samuel laid his head against her collar, she returned the gesture by slowly rubbing her cheek on the top of his head. The smell he was giving off differed from anything he had so far and confused her. It was not that sharp knife-like guilt nor the hot and mouthwatering scent of his arousal. It was soft, gentle, and tickled her nose. The odor reminded her of wet moss and sweet fruit, like a safe grove to shelter inside.

That’s precisely what it did for her; as if commanded by the Great Mother herself, Scarletra’s heart willingly gave into the protection and comfort the pleasant aroma offered her, making her feel as light as a feather and a little less monstrous.

She did not know why, but something told her she had been waiting for this feeling and to meet someone who gave off this blissful fragrance.

What was this feeling? She knew she was attracted to Samuel and wanted to be his matriarch. But this feeling in her bosom was not what she thought that desire would be like. She did not feel powerful and in control. No, it was safe and protective.

The Goddess Levaal was whispering to Scarletta, urging her to seek more of this feeling, Scarletra slipped her hand down and gently grabbed Samuels, praying the goddess’ guidance was correct. When he grabbed back, the scent increased in thickness and intensity. Levaal plucked at her heartstrings like a harp and whispered her approval in the young Varintol’s ear.

They remained like that, comforting the other silently for long enough that their heartbeats and warmth matched flawlessly. A mutual understanding between two lost souls, that they were kindred spirits that needed no words to express care for the other. Time passed, and beers were drunk, but neither wanted to rush the moment.

“So, how do you want to teach me Standard today?” Scarletra whispered into his ear, breaking the long interlude they took in the others’ presence. She licked her lips and basked in his subtle shiver when her steamy breath rolled across his cheek.

Samuel snaked his hand between their thighs; the heat was overwhelming and nearly caused his hand to sweat, but he managed to fish out his datapad, “I was thinking of something simple. Think of it like flashcards: I will pull up a picture and say the word. Then you repeat it back. After we finish a few, we will see how much you remember.”

“Alright, that sounds simple enough,” Scarletra replied, not moving her head from resting against his.

“Yeah, sorry if it seems odd. I have not taught anyone Standard before,” Samuel admitted before sipping his now warm beer. How long were they just lying here for?

“I’ve never taught someone how to speak a language either. The tribe’s elders or an individual’s parents did that. So none of it seems too odd for me,” Scarletra assured.

“Alright, go ahead and switch off your translator, and we can get started,” Samuel said.

Scarletra reached up and flicked off the translator, “I’m ready,” Scarletra said in Varintol.

Samuel took a few moments to search the outpost’s network for a few items he wanted to start with. Today, he wished to cover some other items she would see around the outpost and likely would be interacting with often. Starting with the items they wore and used.

Samuel held up his datapad. He slowly enunciated the word to her, ensuring each syllable was clear: “Da-Ta-Pad,” he paused momentarily and then smoothly linked them for her to hear “Datapad.”

“Dat–uh-pood,” Sacratra roughly attempted to pronounce the word back.

“No, Da-Ta-Pad,” Samuel chuckled. Even when she was saying it wrong, the thick accent he knew she would have was already rearing its head.

Getting Scarletra to pronounce Datapad was an interesting new step for her. She had seen Samuel using it often and knew it had to be a helpful tool, but why did it seem like three words combined the way he tried to teach the pronunciation. She especially struggled with the sound she needed to pronounce in the middle, the sharp “tah.”

But after a while and undying patience from Samuel, they did manage to get her to pronounce the word correctly. To her frustration, she could tell she was wrong. Samuel sounded smooth and buttery, even with his gruff voice. She was just not able to replicate the natural flow and grace of speaking Standard—yet. Hopefully, that would come with time and practice.

“Good job,” Samuel praised, causing Scarletra’s pride to bolster.

“Thank Sam,” Scarletra whispered in Standard. Although her whispering pronunciation was even more appalling than at an average volume. Even she could hear her rough accent. But Samuel did not care. He enjoyed her accent; if he had to explain why it was appealing, the best answer possible was he found it exotic.

Samuel took a few moments to sip out of his near-empty can, the sound of the sloshing liquid clear to Scarletra, as loud as a rushing river in the quiet room.

“Sam beer?” Scarletra questioned, nudging against his head, having not yet learned the Standard words for ‘do you’ or ‘want.’

“Yes,” Samuel replied.

Scarletra leaned slightly away from Samuel to retrieve a fresh beer for each of them. As she moved, the relatively chill air of the room rushed into the gap between them, to both of their discomforts. Luckily, that annoyance only lasted a few moments before Samuel was firmly back in Scarletra’s warm embrace. Her fatty body bade him entrance as he comfortably sank in against her.

Samuel continued to teach Scarletra new words for useful things around the outpost. The majority of them were nothing more than single short words after teaching her the word for datapad. He needed to teach her how to use the datapad later; that way, once Scarletra had fully mastered the Standard alphabet, she could use one of the spare datapads to look up any words she needed to understand or could not read; at least then she could associate a picture with the word.

Galactic Standard was like that: once you could pronounce the letters in the alphabet, you could read Galactic Standard out loud. But without the context for each word, you were no better than a text-to-speech device.

Hours upon hours passed while they practiced. They chuckled, bemoaned, and praised each failure, correction, and eventual success for each word. While Samuel did not consider himself much of a teacher, having a student as brilliant and adaptable as Scarletra made this more manageable—and enjoyable.

By the time the sun had drearily left the sky and only left the massive emerald planet high in the sky, they had been enjoying the afternoon together for several hours. Not that either of them noticed; as far as they were concerned, the time had passed as quickly as a singular breath.

From the company, the laughs, the tender warmth, and the flowing beer, they had the most enjoyable time either experienced in a while. Both felt a tender yearning for the other growing ever so slightly, blossoming like a flower in springtime.

“Sam, thank,” Sarletra purred, pulling Samuel close from her side and between her mountainous breasts. She licked the top of his head gently. To her joy, he made no grumble or protest about it.

“Yeah, you are welcome. That was nice,” Samuel replied, reaching up and gently cupping her soft face.

Something about it felt different; Samuel had caressed her before. But why did this make her feel light as a feather? Scarletra let out a content growl and pressed into his touch. Samuel responded by slipping slightly higher on her. She helped him by cupping his rear and pulling him up until there was only a breath distance between their lips.

Samuel’s heart raced as she held him close. He stared back into her golden jewel-like eyes. He could feel her heart slamming like a drum against him. Scarletra bit her lower lip with a fang in anticipation of what he would do next but was still waiting for him to make the first move like he asked her to.

He traced her breathtaking, welcoming features. Her soft lips, yearning eyes, fluffy ears, and silver hair draped around her head, completing the gorgeous picture of the woman he was warming up to faster than he imagined possible.

“Fuck you’re beautiful,” Samuel whispered while Scarletra playfully dragged her claws up and along his spine, pressing just hard enough to remind him of how sharp they were.

Scarletra warmed up inside, regretting she still did not know enough Standard to understand what he said. That lush, mossy scent wafted off him again with every breath, making her not care too much about the words. Seeing him look at her like she was precious and giving her a protected warmth was incredible.

Scarletra reached up and reactivated her translator, never letting her other hand move off his lower back. “Can you say that again, Sam?” Scarletra purred.

The slight inorganic drone of the translator washed into her voice, to both of their disappointment.

The translator was fantastic because they could have more complex conversations and convey more than basic ideas. But so much of the tenderness of their natural speech was lost by using the device that forced them to hear monotone, un-expressive synthesized language.

Scarletra rewrapped Samuel in her arms and pulled him tighter against the soft waterbed of her body when her translator was active, preferring to hold him close.

“I said you are beautiful,” Samuel said again.

“I think you are gorgeous,” Scarletra growled playfully.

Samuel smiled, leaned in, and gently brought his lips to Scarletra’s, running his hand through her silken hair. She reciprocated the longing gesture by holding his head close, her sharp nails massaging against his scalp.

Their tender and slow kiss held no ferocity, lust, or hunger. It was calm and wrapped entirely in the other’s presence as the word faded. First, the sofa, then the outpost, followed by the entire moon.

Each quickly was lost in the sweetness and rich flavor of the other’s existence. They floated amidst the stars for the briefest moment, the only thing being the other.

They slowly released the kiss, with Scarletra’s fangs lightly pinching Samuel’s lip, not wanting the moment to end. Samuel rested his forehead against hers; they continued to gently caress each other and remained silent for a few minutes. The heavy scents of Scarletra’s flowery shampoo swirled and mixed with Samuel’s smokey and mossy odors. Those, combined with the tart fragrance of the hops on their breath, enraptured them. A delectable complimentary essence that was theirs and theirs alone stitched their minds and hearts together.

“That was a pleasant surprise,” Scarlera hushedly growled, vibrating the air around them.

“Yeah—well, it felt right,” Samuel smirked.

Scarletra celebrated in her own mind. The slow approach was bearing fruit faster than she could have ever imagined. But it was odd. She knew she still wanted to have sex with him, but that was nowhere in her headspace at the moment; she just wanted him to stay right where he was and allow her mind to continue dancing unabashedly in the emerald jewels, watching her intently. Just continuing to feel the slow, matched rise and fall of their chests.

But that tender moment sadly drew to a close when Samuel started to move.

“I’m going to go get ready for bed, a quick shower and whatnot,” Samuel said while regrettably sliding off her and standing up before he turned about and started gathering the empty beer cans and tossing them back into the box.

Scarletra watched him momentarily, silently begging him to return before standing and walking behind him. Scarletra knew that she promised to let Samuel be the one to initiate things and that promises were sacred, but Levaal might as well have been screaming at her from the heavens, “Ask him, you idiot. Now is the time!”

A part of her justified breaking the promise because this is what Levaal would do. And who was she to not listen to the goddess’ counsel?

Scarletra surrendered to the goddess’s urgings and wrapped him in her arms, pulling his back against her inviting frame. Samuel made no argument; instead, he reached up and clasped the back of her hand, rubbing it with his thumb.

“Would you want to come to bed with me?” Scarletra questioned softly, fully expecting to be absolutely shot down. But she had to ask. Had to hear an answer.

To her elation, she wasn’t immediately told no.

Samuel paused for several seconds, relaxing slightly from the surprise of her hugging him from behind. He looked up and behind her. She nervously bit her lip with a fang and fidgeted somewhat against him. There was a glint in her eyes he had not seen much. It did not look predatory like the other night; it was the same twinkle he had seen when she forced him to eat the other morning. Tender, concerned, and wanton.

“I won’t say no, but I want to shower first. Let me think about it there, alright?” Samuel requested earnestly.

“I understand,” Scarletra nodded, letting him go and slumping back onto the sofa.
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Samuel stood in the shower, letting the warm water roll over him. The steam tickled his nose while the warmth slid across his skin, pulling thoughts about the day to the surface. He did it! Willingly at that!

It did not feel wrong in any way. No, it was—euphoric.

Even kissing Scarletra did not wrack his mind with overwhelming guilt. Gone was the metric tonnage of crushing regret, a massive weight had been lifted off his shoulder. All it took was him giving in and letting the gorgeous Varintol woman in a little bit.

He still felt apprehensive about doing anything else with her. Even though picturing her riding atop him and watching her soft body gyrating made his cock harden and his heart rate quicken.

That step still felt wrong, as if there was a little demon on his shoulder, screaming in a harsh, raspy voice that Samuel did not deserve it after he failed Sarah, that he was married, and he would only let Scarletra down.

At the same time, on his other shoulder was a gentle angel that encouraged him. Gently, in a voice as soft as silk, carousing him to live again and enjoy the woman and time he had left.

Both bickered and argued their points every time he looked at or thought about Scarletra, debating to convince him of their argument, pulling at his heart and mind, threatening to rip him apart if he did not act.

Samuel gripped his chest tightly, feeling like his heart was being torn to shreds. He leaned against the wall, waiting for the pain to pass, but it never fully abated entirely. It did lessen but never fully left by the time he was clean and back into his skivvies. The empty feeling was still there, niggling at him.

Samuel stepped out into the hallway and looked to each side of him, one way leading to his bedroom, the other to hers. He sighed, wondering why emotions had to hurt so much?

In his younger years, before Samuel met Sarah, he had often wished to rid himself of pesky emotions and feelings altogether. That way, he could live a life of logic, reason, and analysis. Then Sarah showed him how much more there was to life, the joy, comfort, and love someone could give. Sadly, she also showed him the crushing loneliness and pain that came when love and joy were ripped away by the cruel, untimely hand of fate.

Maybe Scarletra had a point that he needed to attempt to move on, to live again. After seeing the massive inferno of life burning in her golden eyes, something was certainly set alight in him, as if a little of her flame was becoming part of him. After suppressing his emotions for so long, just looking at that radiance burned like fire.

Samuel gritted his teeth and knuckled down. He needed this and wanted it, no matter how much it hurt. Being around Scarletra brought him some level of bliss and consolation he thought had been out of his reach for the last six years. Life was always that way. Enough perseverance and willingness to struggle brought him success before, and it would again.

Samuel turned and walked outward Scarletra’s room. Each step was heavy and argued. His two states of mind fought to stop him and pushed him onward. Both bid for dominance with increased ferocity as he approached the hatch. One dragged him like an anchor while the other prised him onward.

Before he realized it, he stood before the portal to her room. Who would have thought a simple metal hatch could look so welcoming yet unbelievably intimidating.

He took a deep breath and lifted his hand to the button to open her hatch. Much like yesterday, he hesitated, a cold shiver running down his spine. This was the moment of no return. Once he did this, there was no turning back; he would reignite his fire and share what he could with Scarletra. He wasn’t even considering her leaving anymore, that was the last thing on his mind.

Samuel pressed the button with more force than he intended to. But if he did not force it, he felt he would not have taken the step and let himself flounder.

The door parted, and the heavy scent of Scarletra’s flowery soap filled his lungs. As if banished by the breeze, the demon on his shoulder screaming he did not deserve happiness evaporated.

Only now that he was at the precipice did he realize whose voice the counter to his contrition was Scarletra’s. Her voice was the little angel egging him on.

Scarletra lay in the bed; her graceful, womanly figure was sublime in the dim light of the room. The prominent details were as flawless as the first time he saw her. Round hips, flowing curves, and a robust, hearty grace that made her all the more ethereal.

Scarletra’s attention was drawn to the now open door, twisting around her silver hair draped away like a veil, allowing her eyes to befall him.

“Sam, are you coming to bed?” Scarletra asked with a quiet yawn.

“Yeah,” Samuel replied, stepping in and letting the door close behind him.

Samuel slowly approached the bed but paused. Now that he was within arms reach, he froze. His attention had been locked on the gorgeous woman in the bed and had failed to notice the neatly folded jumpsuit on the seat. Only now did Samuel realize Scarletra was lying there, letting him get a full view of her natural womanly grace.

“Oh my god,” Samuel muttered, eyeing her up and down, somewhat slack-jawed.

“Is something wrong? Scarletra questioned, propping herself up on her elbows.

Samuel averted his eyes, trying to ignore the tightness in his skivvies and roseing of his cheeks. But Scarletra’s anticipatory staring was not helping him in the slightest.

“I–wasn’t expecting you to be naked,” Samuel mumbled.

Scarletra looked Samuel up and down. His scent and appearance were causing her increased confusion. He smelled aroused, yearning, and guilty all at once. The thin fabric of his underwear clearly had pitched a tent, but he would not look at her. Why?

“I always sleep naked; it’s comfortable,” Scarletra said, scooting to the edge of the bed and grabbing his hand.

“Could you put something on?” Samuel asked.

“But the jumpsuit is uncomfortable to wear while sleeping,” Scarletra pouted.

“Please,” Samuel spilled, casting a glance at her. “It’s a bit too—tempting if you’re naked.”

Scarletra sighed. Why was he being so difficult? They had already slept naked together. Was it so horrible if they did it again?

“Will you leave if I don’t?” Sacletra asked, already having figured the answer would be he would.

“Yeah—I’m sorry—I’m just not ready for that,” Samuel admitted, the words felt like he was forcing acid down his throat. He was supposed to be a man, confident, strong, and capable, but just looking at her naked was impossible. He could not imagine what she thought of how shy he was acting.

“I will put on my old clothes. They don’t chafe as much. Would that be alright?” Scarletra purred.

“Y–y–yeah,” Samuel conceded.

“Lay down, I will get them on,” Sacreltra said, standing and kissing the top of his head.

Samuel lay in the bed and tried to contain his hammering heart. He listened to Scarletra grumble and dig through her closet. Did he upset her by basically strong-arming her to make a concession for him?

After a few moments, Samuel peeked over at her. Scarletra had slipped into her leather top and was bent over, pulling out the loin clothes-like garment she wore when they first met. The view was phenomenal; her fuzzy tail wagged back and forth while she tantalizingly rocked her hips. The mountain of her ass front and center, even the wan bedroom light, could do little to conceal its magnificence.

Even now, having conceded that he wanted to be with her more. Like Sarah, Samuel could not rationalize his way out of his attraction to Scarletra: Sexual and not. The situation just was what it was, and he had to accept reality.

Samuel caught sight of that log and spear of hers; both were stuffed into the closet, he was still wondering what the log was for. He could not figure out what she planned on doing with a two-meter-long fresh-cut log. He would never have any use for something like that unless he was building a house or other large structure. What in the universe was it for?

As his mind wandered to possible uses, Scarletra turned around and gestured at herself proudly. “Is this better?” Scarletra asked.

“Much,” Samuel replied.

“Good. So you aren’t going to run off while we sleep again?” Scarletra questioned, a hint of teasing in her words.

“No. Listen, I am sorry, I did that. I wanted to get the translator done, and I wasn’t expecting you to drag me in with you,” Samuel sighed.

Scarletra did not reply to that one. Instead, she sashayed over and slipped into bed with Samuel. Surprisingly, she did not force him deep between her bosom like last time. Instead, Scarletra shimmied down so their faces were next to each other. She stared intently back at him, draped her arm over him, and rested her silky palm on his lower back.

“I am sorry, I didn’t know you were mourning the loss of your fire,” Scarletra admitted. “I likely would have been a bit more—gentle if I knew.”

“No, believe me, you were plenty gentle, I still just was not—Yeah— was not thinking—” Samuel started, but was cut short when Scarletra’s candy-sweet lips gently pressed into his.

He reached up and attempted to hug her back to deepen the kiss, but Scarletra brushed his hand down.

The kiss only lasted a few moments, but it was a blissful eternity for them both.

“You talk too much sometimes,” Scarletra teased, licking his ear.

Samuel could not speak for several seconds. That was something he missed about cuddling Scarletra. Her tongue. It was surprising, engaging, and so intoxicating. Luckily, he did not have to speak, as Scarletra had more.

“Don’t worry about what happened. We have cleared that up.” Scarletra assured, running her hand down his back.

“But if you insist I wear clothes while we sleep together—for now,” she said with a coy wisp, “can you make me something less restrictive than the jumpsuit? Like your shirt and underwear?”

“Yeah, I can do that in the morning,” Samuel assured.

“Perfect. For now, let’s get some sleep,” Scarletra replied, resting her chin atop his head.

“Goodnight, Scarletra. Sleep well,” Samuel replied, hugging her tighter, allowing his body to relax against her warmth.

She let out a content and long growl in response.

They lay there for several minutes in silence, but sleep quickly found them. Both were easily lulled into a deep, restful slumber by the other’s presence.

While neither knew what forces drew them together, be it the hand of fate or the meddling will of the Great Mother and Levaal—neither cared. Having someone to hold and confide in after years alone was warm and comforting for them both.





SECTION TWENTY-TWO

HUNTING TRIP

By Oros, was there anything that Humans made that was not delicious? Everything Samuel had shown and cooked for her over the last four days was mouthwatering and unbelievable. From the flavor to the texture, and even the condiments and sauces that went alongside the meals—It was so sublime she could imagine Oros, or the Great Mother, snatching him away just for his knowledge of cooking alone. However, at this point, Scarletra would do everything she could to prevent that. But what good was one cursed Varintol when facing a god?

Scarletra moved a swathing wave of bacon grease over from one side of the griddle with a spatula and simultaneously poured fresh pancake batter onto the golden ambrosia. Just hearing the sizzling batter and sputtering bacon made her mouth water. She wanted to dig in right now—but she wanted to wait to eat breakfast with Samuel. Even if a few slices of bacon might have made it into her mouth while she cooked.

Hopefully, she would not have to wait much longer. Samuel was currently out in the garage. He wanted to modify a few parts of the Varintluk so she could ride inside the vehicle with him instead of plodding alongside it while traveling to the hunting grounds.

He also mentioned that he wanted to adjust the built-in sleeping area for the vehicle, believing the area inside was too small for both of them to fit. Scarletra did not doubt him; when it came to GU technology, he knew better.

Scaletra flipped the pancakes and then quickly scooped up the last of the bacon onto a rack for them to cool off. Once this batch was done, they would have all the food they would need for breakfast and lunch. Scarletra had already made several kilograms worth of bacon and nearly two dozen pancakes, which should be plenty to keep both of them fed, during the drive out to the hunting grounds she had keyed Samuel onto. Samuel wanted her to prepare this much food simply because, as he said, “I would much rather get there, get the hunting done, and not have to worry about stops.”

Why he felt that way was beyond her; it wasn’t like it was too much trouble to stop for a few hours, find a few small animals and eat them. If he simply did not want to have to walk around more in the snow, she would gladly hunt them while he prepared a fire to cook the food. Unlike Samuel, she did not need to cook meat but preferred to simply because it made less of a mess in her fur. Blood could be a massive pain to clean, especially if there was no stream or shower nearby.

While Scarletra was loading the food they would take with them on the trip, a piece of bacon slipped off the spatula and landed on her tank top, leaving a greasy stain.

Just like Samuel had promised the morning after they started sleeping in the same bed nightly, he set the fabricator up and had it create an entire ensemble. Half a dozen sets of snug-fitting short-shorts and tank tops. Both were as black as night and had been made with the same soft, stretch, and pliable material from which Samuels boxers and t-shirts were made.

She was thankful for that; having something closer to the attire she had worn for years felt natural. She also thought they looked amazing on her, showing off more of her gorgeous glistening fur, and complimented her womanly assets well, having caught Samuel stealing more glances—not that he had to, he could just ask. Or stare for all she cared, but if he did stare, he better understand that it would be an invitation as she saw it.

Scarletra did enjoy the jumpsuits he had made for her, but much like him, unless she was going outside for a while, she only wore her skivvies. Although their idea of an extended period could not be any more different.

She mainly wore the jumpsuit if she was going into the woods. It kept insects and parasites out of her fur and made her nightly checks for them a moot point. Samuel, however, wore his environmental suit just to step outside unless it was a hot day; in those cases, he only slipped into a jumpsuit and boots—now that was when she could not keep her eyes to herself.

After Scarletra had the food and the rest of her clothes packed into a duffle bag and set it next to Samuel’s, he returned from outside. The winds howled loudly, announcing her shivering, grumbling companions’ arrival.

“God, the winds are bad today. My suit barely did anything,” Samuel shuddered, cleaning snow off his collar and beard.

“It wasn’t that bad when I cleaned the snow off the roof earlier,” Scarletra replied.

“Well, yeah, you also have a built-in jacket,” Samuel quipped. “Did you make coffee? I need to warm up.”

Did she make coffee? What kind of a stupid question was that? If she had not, Samuel would have been grumbly and groggy until he got his hands on some. That and she drank it with him.

Scarletra reached over and grabbed their steaming mugs and sauntered over, then handed his steamy brew over. “I also filled your thermos and stuffed it into the bags with the food for the drive. Are you ready for breakfast before we go out, or do you need more time to finish your work?”

“I can eat, and no, once we have breakfast, we can get moving,” Samuel smiled, taking a sip from the simple unaccented mug. “The sun is about to rise after all. We want to leave soon.”

“Perfect, food is in the kitchen. Go ahead and serve yourself,” Sacrletra replied, gesturing to the door she had just squeezed through.

Samuel nodded and walked over to the kitchen, with Scarletra shortly behind. They quickly served themselves their massively different portions, with Scarletra’s tripling his meager amount of bacon and pancakes.

The fact he ate so little was still something she did not understand. Samuel had tried to explain to her how, just based on the variation of their size and muscle mass, she needed at least twice his daily calorie intake. That amount was calculated before they accounted for her daily walks amidst the verdant pines and whipping winds—so it was more of a guess.

Scarletra was not so stupid to not understand that one needed to consume more food to have enough energy to be out and about for long periods and not die. However, the detailed explanation that the GU and his species had about calories and nutrients was overwhelming.

Maybe someday she could comprehend the idea of a calorie and basal metabolic rate. But that day was not today. Today, simply eating enough so she wasn’t hungry and taking pleasure in the godlike combination of bacon fat, plush pancakes, and sugary syrup was enough. And, of course, enjoying the warm, eye-opening sensations of coffee.

“Thanks again for making breakfast,” Samuel said before stuffing a piece of buttery, syrup-sopped pancake into his mouth.

“It’s no issue,” Scarletra mumbled, her mouth packed with succulent, fatty bacon.

She genuinely meant that. The two of them generally did not even need to ask the other to cook any meal. They had ended up on a nearly identical daily working tempo. If one was not busy while the other was working on something around the outpost, the other would prepare the meal.

Scarletra could still not do much around the outpost alone, so she had cooked most of the meals over the last few days. But on a few occasions, she was either tending to the drying Lirit materials, clearing snow, or working on whittling the statue of Samuel’s late wife so he would cook. It was a simple system and routine they both naturally had just fallen into.

This system gave Scarletra a rough idea of what Samuel had meant by his wife being a partner, not a matriarch. She could not picture her mother ever doing half of what she did daily around here. Mother would rather lounge about and force the men of the village to wait on her hand and foot or just have one of her daughters do the rudimentary chores that needed to be done.

But it wasn’t like that here. So long as Scarletra was capable of doing something, she was more than happy to help. If she was uncertain, Samuel was always there to help her eventually understand the process.

“How long are we going to be out for? I only packed enough food for today?” Scarletra questioned.

“We will be back tomorrow afternoon, most likely. Worst case, we are out for a few days,” Samuel replied, twirling his fork.

“Won’t Liro be upset with you being gone for that long. What if something breaks?” Scarletra asked, setting down her now empty plate and licking the bacon fat off her claws.

“Nah, the Varintluk has communications and supplies for a week. If something does break, the computer will let us know, and we can come back,” Samuel casually replied.

After breakfast, a quick shower, and slipping into one of her jumpsuits, Scarletra grabbed her spear, donned her load-bearing belt, then stepped outside and met Samuel in the Varintluk. Eager and ready for the long, nearly eight-hour drive out to her hunting grounds.
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Scarletra and Samuel were trudging up the side of a steep hill out in the woods, a half day from the outpost. The sun was high, casting heavy, intimidating shadows around them.

Each step Samuel took was a struggle. His rucksack weighed heavily on his back like it was crushing his vertebrae; his legs felt like iron, and his muscles begged for a break. They had only been climbing for thirty minutes and were not even halfway up to where Scarletra wanted to go, so he was not about to stop. The snow crunched and shifted beneath Samuel’s heavy footfalls, each step threatening his stability, nearly causing him to slam face-first into the white powder.

His lungs burned like fire. The frigid gale-force winds wound through the trees and clawed down his throat, ripping heat out from his lungs. His heavy environment suits thermal regulators pushed more warmth, attempting to compensate. It was abject agony as the machine desperately tried to keep his internal temperatures stable. Too bad the fucking thing was not working well. The simple AI’s objective of keeping him at 37 degrees was not helped by his body naturally heating up from exertion. Uncomfortable, yes, but not deadly. Thank god it was not that horrible at its functions. Samuel had enough projects, and building a new suit was not one he wanted.

He glanced up and spotted Scarletra’s red jumpsuit, clear as day, drifting through the trees. With how slow he was compared to her, he wondered why he thought this would be a good idea. He was twice her age and half her bulk. A mountain climber and outdoorsman, he was not.

Scarletra was in her element. She steadily moved ahead of Samuel, scouting for any signs of the Khatnit that lived in the area’s hills. The snow did not bother her at all, nor did the low temperature. As far as she saw it, the day was quite pleasant, far better than many of the days she had over the last six years. Even with the backpack she carried, it might have been a proper size for Samuel, but for her, it was puny. It did not even weigh much, maybe 25 kilograms at most.

She was excited to see how Samuel intended to use that odd weapon of his to hunt the Khatnit. She had initially agreed to go with him, assuming they would both be using spears and would have tracked, stalked, and killed a few game animals together. But Samuel insisted that they did not have to work that hard. She only had to get him within a few hundred meters of them, and he could do the rest.

She had seen the hunters of her old tribe use bows and arrows, along with javelins, to hunt animals, but those were only effective to maybe fifty meters or so. So she was slightly skeptical of his claims that he could guarantee kills from several hundred, but she would have to see.

“Hey, are you doing alright?” Scarletra said just loud enough for Samuel to hear, not wanting to scare any Khatnit that might be just over the ridge.

Samuel leaned against his rifle, placing the butt in the snow, not wanting to fill the muzzle with the heavy snowpack. This day sucked enough. The last thing he needed to do was turn his only rifle into a pipe bomb.

“Yeah, I am,” Samuel heaved, giving her a shaky thumbs up.

Samuel knew he was not about to die, but dear lord, he felt like he was about to. This had to be some of the most challenging hunting he had ever done. No, it was the most physically demanding thing Samuel had ever done as well. He was not much of a hunter, but Samuel hunted every year in the upper peninsula in Wisconsin, a few hours away from his home.

However, calling sitting in a treestand for hours on end waiting for a whitetail “hunting” would likely piss off anyone who went trudging through Montana or Colorado for Elk.

If this experience so far had shown Samuel anything, he needed to do two things: start using the exercise wing in the outpost, because dear god he was out of shape, and find some way to become twenty years younger; maybe then he could hold a candle up to Scarletra.

“I will catch up. Just keep going to the crest,” Samuel said, waving her on.

“Not a chance,” Scarletra said, starting back down toward Samuel, covering the roughly hundred meters between them in a near instant.

Scarletra knelt next to Samuel and rested her hand on his back. She glanced around and ensured she did not hear or see anything worrisome. “Did you forget that this area is the domain of Barut’s hounds?”

“The big wolf things, right?” Samuel questioned.

“Massive. It takes a dozen hunters to take one without several deaths. Even then, they would have to have bait, traps, and ambush Barut’s chosen beast,” Scarletra explained, heavy concern in her voice. “I doubt either of us would survive if one hunted us.”

“Then how did you survive in their territory for years?” Samuel groaned.

Scarletra grimaced and turned her head away, not wanting to explain that whenever she ran into them, blood rage overtook her, and she only managed to scare them off. When Hurot was watching her, she was too much trouble for the beasts to attempt to eat; they both would likely die that way, and no creature wanted to die—not even them.

“I just avoided them or ran away,” Scarletra lied, “so we have to be careful.”

Scarletra knew there were none around right now. She could not smell or hear them. Barut’s chosen beasts were many things: massive, savage, cunning, and powerful, but stealthy was not a word she would use unless it was a juvenile.

“If I go ahead, one might attack you. So, would you like me to carry you?” Scarletra asked.

“How about no. You picking me up and dragging me to bed is awkward enough. Let’s just go slower, alright?” Samuel grunted while standing, nearly stumbling when the snow gave way under the combined weight of him and the rucksack. Luckily, Scarletra reached out and steadied him.

“Are you certain? I could easily carry you,” Scarletra pressed.

“I am,” Samuel replied, stepping off to continue the grueling march up the hill.

“Aww, but you are so cute when I pick you up. You squirm and argue but smell like you enjoy it. It’s adorable,” Scarletra interjected, walking alongside him.

“I’m not cute,” Samuel argued.

“Oh yes, you are,” Scarletra teased, nudging her knuckles into his cheek.

The rest of the hike took them about an hour to complete. It was in no way less grueling, but Scarletra attempting to convince Samuel he was cute made it more enjoyable. Although the first ten minutes of that quickly turned into both teasing and flirting back and forth, it was essentially a game of chicken to see who would either give up first or be too embarrassed to continue.

Scarletra naturally won.

When they breached the trees and exited onto a near barren tableland, only thin scrub brush waved just in front of them, leading down into a capacious valley for dozens of kilometers. Sparse patches of trees dotted throughout the valley, while a slightly thicker scrub was in the center, as red as blood.

No doubt it would take them an entire day just to reach the height of the other crest on the far side. Thankfully, that was not the plan.

Samuel looked down into the vast, open, snow-covered landscape. The dreary overcast made the already ethereal sight only more so. Something was odd about the landscape. It almost called to him, welcoming him to gaze at its grandeur and soak in its stories.

The long valley was a god-sized draw, with pine-covered hills jutting up on the sides. Samuel initially assumed it might have been a river long since frozen over, but no, it could not be that. It was too flat. The elevation change from where they were to the lowest point in the valley was maybe a hundred meters despite it being twice the width of the Grand Canyon.

Despite the strangeness of the land, it was undoubtedly alluring. Was it the wind? The red grass? Or the odd width? Something about the place felt right. Was he starting to honestly think of Baritin as his home?

“Wow! This place is beautiful,” Samuel gasped.

Scarletra rested a hand on his shoulder and grunted, turning her sight to join in, looking below at the swaying red grasses.

“Indeed, Akam’s scars are hauntingly beautiful,” Scarletra solemnly replied as if she mourned the sight of them.

“I feel like there is a story behind that name,” Samuel replied.

“A long one,” Scarletra crooned while scanning every detail of the horizon.

That did not surprise Samuel, with how often Scarletra had referred to various gods and characters involved with their stories. The Varintol likely had many stories to interweave what was probably an extensive pantheon.

“Let’s get set up somewhere the animals we are after will be. Want to let me know when we get there?” Samuel posed.

Scarletra dragged her eyes from the red flora to Samuel. The look in her eyes took Samuel aback. It was not the soft, gentle one he was accustomed to. Something about it looked almost regal like she had boundless confidence. But that was only there for a flash before the usual comfort returned.

“Yeah, I can. Come on, we will go to those trees,” Scarletra pointed at a gaggle of scraggly pine halfway down the hillside. “The Khatnit like to shelter there at night and will likely arrive soon. Let’s go.”

“Lead on,” Samuel replied, wanting to defer to her wisdom.

It took them an additional half hour to make it to the trees. Once nestled inside, Samuel began to teach her what Human hunting was like in the modern day. They broke branches and set up a quick makeshift hunting blind that offered them a view down the valley but would make them all but impossible to see.

Looking around while setting up, Samuel was glad he let her lead. Scarletra was definitely correct. There were a lot of animals that called these trees home.

The center of the hundred-meter circumference patch of pine was filled to the brim with tracks and flattened bedding areas. Apparently, even the Khatnit were not fans of being snowed on, with all the bedding spots he could see set as deep in the cover as possible, nestled between thorny, thick bushes.

They set up in the center of the blind, with Samuel seated on his rucksack, his rifle on one shoulder, the handguard resting on a stick with a split in it, acting as a crude monopod. Simple but effective. Scarletra had plopped into the snow so her head was roughly at the same level and covered by the lush branched greenery.

“Would you still like to hear that story while we wait?” Scarletra asked in a hushed whisper.

“Of course. We might be here a while,” Samuel whispered back.

Scarletra told Samuel a tale that deserved to be in the epics of the Prose Edda. Her hushed whispers only made the story seem all the more mysterious and grandiose.

According to the legends of the Varintol, these wide canyon-like structures resulted from a great betrayal amidst their Gods. The Great Mother’s husband, Akam, attempted to strike her down, hungry for her power, with the aid of their sons and two of their daughters. His claws were sharp and vast, and he cut the Great Mother deeply and carved the five valleys in the area, all perfectly in a row. Not that Samuel could see the five valleys, but he was not about to interrupt.

When the Great Mother bled, the red grass sprouted from the wound. This was, as far as the story tells, the only place on the moon where this grass grows, showing how, despite the ensuing battle and slaughter of her husband and nearly all of their children, that was the only wound Great Mother had ever received.

Following the battle, the Great Mother was tired and needed to rest. To ensure her remaining children were safe and taken care of, she became Baritin, her body the very ground they would rule. Her care was left to those loyal to her in the betrayal—and leaving them the punishment of the traitors.

To adequately punish the surviving traitors, their brethren stripped them of their god-like powers and condemned them and their descendants to the fate of mortality. They would live and die, forced to walk atop their greatest sin and pray to her for salvation.

For the very wind and snow were her fury for their actions. Every act of nature was defined by her mood for someone on her surface.

The final sentence the remaining gods bestowed to their once brethren was the males befell to the rule of the females. Not because the gods trusted the traitorous females but because, through cunning and trickery, their brothers had led their sisters astray. So, the only way for the women to gain favor in the gods’ eyes and not be cut down where they stood was to lead and atone for their willingness to follow the traitors.

So that is what led the Varintol to have a Matriarchal society. That did not come as a surprise to Samuel. If that was the basis of their origin story, getting away from anything ingrained like that would be nearly impossible. Hell, humans still followed the words of God, Allah, and hundreds of other gods, many with similar ideas.

Samuel was about to ask some questions about the other gods, wanting to learn more. The exciting tale of how the moon was formed piqued his curiosity, but before he had a chance, Scarletra nudged him and drew his eyes to the tall, blood-colored grass.

Samuel peered down his scope. What he saw at first gave him pause: the trees were moving? No, they weren’t moving; they were migrating, hundreds of knurling jutting branches weaved through the ocean of red. It wasn’t until the Khatnit breached the cover that he realized they were antlers, tall and proud.

It did not take long before dozens of the beasts had flowed out of the grass. Each looked nearly identical, save for the complexity of their weaving antlers. They stood on six legs, two large ones in the front and four in the back. They looked similar to an Elk solely based on their body type, but their heads and fur were wrong. They were shorter, thicker, and topped with ears that jutted straight out to each side.

By god, they were massive, majestic beasts. Each likely weighs half a ton.

“Well, show me how Humans hunt,” Scarletra urged him.

“Is there any of them I should not shoot?” Samuel asked, unsure if, like deer on Earth, you tended not to shoot females.

“No, any of them will do. There are millions of them in this valley alone,” Scarletra assured.

Samuel nodded and focused down the scope, trying to pick out his first target. He was planning on shooting several, but they had to get at least one, so he wanted the first shot to count for something and only wanted a kill shot—after the first round is out of the barrel, who knows how they would react. They had never been shot at by a gun and might not respond, or they could bolt and be gone in milliseconds.

After taking his time, Samuel picked out his target. It was a massive animal. Even without his magnified scope, he could see its bulging, powerful muscles flex and move while it grazed beneath the snow, rooting for something.

“Alright, I’m ready,” Samuel said, letting his cross-hair settle on the center of the creature’s chest. He waited, breathing slowly, only removing slack from the trigger as his cross hair was perfectly over where the Khatnit’s heart likely was. Millimeter by millimeter, the moment of truth got closer.

Scarletra leaned forward and rested her chin in her hands, waiting to see what Samuel’s weapon could do. Her heart thumped loudly in her ear as she intently focused on the herd two hundred meters away.

The trigger broke, and thunder echoed out from their position. Recoil pressed softly into Samuel’s shoulder. The first 12.7mm caseless round hit perfectly, boring deep into the majestic beast, splattering its crimson blood across the snow. The Khatnit collapsed in the snow without even taking a step, it’s cold grave welcoming it.

Spurred on by the success, Samuel shifted aim to the nearest other Khatnit and continued to fire. He was slow and methodical with each trigger press, trying not to miss a single round.

Samuel could not believe how well this was going. He had already downed three and shifted to his fourth, although this one was in a dead sprint and would be more difficult. The entire herd had noticed their friend’s deaths, and all began to scatter at the first shot at the fourth target.

Samuel was excited and eager to keep going, wondering how much food he could get them. But he was alone in his enthusiasm.

Scarletra clamped down on her ears when the first shot sounded. The pressure overwhelmed her and ripped away all her ability to hear, replacing it with a shrill chime, eerily similar to a Julital’s cry of the hunt.

Scarletra’s heartbeat shot through the roof, and adrenaline poured into her. She collapsed to her side on the ground. The thundering roar of the rifle was unexpected and shocked her— Far too much.

Scarletra’s vision pulsed red, and her muscles clenched and twitched. The rifle’s report was not some tool bringing them food. No, it was the roar of enemies, the drums of war, the screams of Hurot, the god of war. Hurot roared in Scarletra’s ear, urging her to challenge the weapon so near to her chosen warrior.

Scarletra slammed a hand into the snow, digging her claws straight into the permafrost as effortlessly as running claws through a flowing stream. Scarletra roared at the top of her lungs, the start of overwhelming, uncontrollable rage flowing like fire through her veins. The mighty call overpowered the gunfire in defiance and caused the already fleeing Khatnit to quicken their escape.

Scarletra, with what little of her faculties were left, begged the Great Mother to stop her and not let what was coming to happen. She could not let this happen. She would kill Samuel. Tear him limb from limb and turn him into nothing but a horrible reminder of her fate.

Samuel watched the rest of the Khatnit flee for a few moments, disappointed by his performance, watching their antlers fad into the grass. But his attention was ripped back to Scarletra, her screaming stabbing at his heart.

He looked over at her, dropped his rifle in the snow, and rushed to her.

“Scarletra, are you alright?” Samuel questioned, resting his hand on her. His heart clenched, seeing her writhing and clawing at the snow in pain.

The moment his hand touched her, Scarletra’s eyes snapped to him, her pupils as large as her eye. Her deep snarl was feral and filled with venom, violence, and fury, sending a shiver down his spine. She looked furious.

“Woah, Woah. Take it easy, Scarletra,” Samuel said, “it’s alright.”

Scarletra’s glare traced Samuel, her eyes picking out every detail of his body that mattered when she started to lose it: neck, skull, gut, limbs, and eyes, all fantastic easy targets for her to debilitate her enemies.

But that look of fear and concern in his eyes might as well have shot her like one of the Khatnit. His eyes were deep, emerald, and familiar. The soft green was the only other color in the ocean of crimson she saw and pushed into her mind.

Scarletra breathed deep and slow, her conscious mind locking onto the detail. Gradually, the red faded, and all color returned to the world. Even once her heart had settled, she did not move, not wanting to hurt Samuel.

Samuel saw her relax and hesitantly rubbed his hand on her cheek. “Hey, are you alright?” Samuel questioned.

“I can’t hear you,” Scarletra mumbled, still keeping her hands away from him, fearful she might still snap.

“Oh, fuck, I forgot to make your earplugs,” Samuel replied.

They remained there for a long while while Scarletra relaxed fully and dwelled on the reality of what she nearly did. She almost killed Samuel, the only person she had.

Scarletra sat back up, but her eyes never left Samuel during the interim. Throughout it all, she wondered, How? How, in the Great Mother’s name, did she not freak out and slaughter Samuel? She had never been pulled back from the brink before. While some of her was glad she did not, it was still confusing.

“Hey, can you hear me now?” Samuel asked, speaking somewhat loudly.

“Barely, my ears are ringing,” Scarletra replied.

“Don’t worry, that will pass.” Samuel assured, “I am sorry, I forgot to give you ear protection. The sound must have startled you.”

Startled her? Did he not see the look in her eyes? Or the gouges in the ground? Had he not realized he was a moment away from being slaughtered by the monster who shares his bed? Whatever the reason, Scarletra could use that and not admit it to him. All she would have to do in the future was never be around that weapon again—or just be further away.

“Yeah, it did. It hurt my ears,” Scarletra lied.

“Again, I’m sorry about that,” Samuel said, standing up and gesturing to the field, “But we have food for a while.”

Scarletra stood beside him and looked out over the field, and her jaw dropped. Half a dozen Khatnit lay dead and dying on the ground. If she had gotten one, it would have been an excellent hunt, but in a matter of seconds, Samuel had slaughtered them. This rifle truly was a devastating weapon. Something she had never imagined possible.

“Wow,” Scarletra exclaimed.

“Yeah, we will be fed for a while,” Samuel said, grabbing her hand. “Sit here and rest. Again, I am sorry. I will drag them closer, then we can dress them and make a sled to get them back to camp, alright?”

“Ok, Sam,” Scarletra replied, glad he offered her breathing room.

Samuel grabbed some rope and headed out of the blind, treading through the knee-deep snow. As Samuel made it halfway, he glanced back, a haunting feeling in his chest. He had been attacked by an animal before when out in the woods. That look Scarletra had when she was on the ground was not hers. It was the hateful glare of a beast. Samuel hoped he was mistaken. But knew he was not.

Was she about to attack him in some fight or flight response?

Scarletra sat there and watched him lash one of the Khatnit with rope. A knot in her gut, her mind lingering on how close that was to the end of the greatest thing she had ever known. She let the guilt grip her tightly like fangs gouging her throat. Scarletra wondered if she should leave? If she did, Samuel would live longer and would never have to face the reality of trying to put her down like an animal.

Scarletra stood up and walked deeper into the small group of pines. Not because she was leaving—yet. She would try to talk to Samuel about it later. For now, she could not let Samuel see or hear her break down.

Scarletra slumped down, her back to a tree. She pulled her knees close and sobbed. Bemoaning and despising what she was. She did not want to be a monster. She wanted the little life she had with Samuel to be her reality, not just her playing pretend because he did not know the truth.

“Why Great Mother? Why? I just want to be normal again.” 





SECTION TWENTY-THREE

CALL OF MARUVAK

It took them several hours to get the Khatnit loaded into slings and dragged up the shallow hillside. They were lucky that Samuel had decided to pack tarps and hundreds of meters of rope beforehand. If not, the action would have taken them well past midnight and not just into the kissing end of twilight to accomplish. Even with the speed increase, the sun was well down by the time they had the carcass’ back at camp.

The entire process was grueling torture. Samuel could only manage to drag one of the massive beasts a few meters before he needed to take a short break to catch his breath and allow his environmental suit to regulate his internal temperature.

Scarletra, on the other hand, had no difficulty with this task. Her build and years scavenging a life on her own had prepared her for such an easy hunt. She could drag two of the Khatnit at once, tying the line around her waist while at the same time tossing one over her shoulders in a modified fireman’s carry.

The only downside to that was she soaked her back in blood and viscera since they had yet to drain the Elk-like beasts.

They lugged the animals back to the little gully they had parked the Varintluk inside, taking shelter from any storms that might befall them and offering them safety from any megafauna that might have called this region home.

Once all the Khatnit were inside the gully, Scarletra quickly hoisted them high into the trees and slit their necks open with her knife, wanting them to be drained of blood soon so it did not coagulate in the meat or freeze inside their muscles.

While Scarletra did that, Samuel set up a small fire next to the Varintluk and set out some simple cooking supplies to prepare MREs for them and heat up something to drink. While the cold might not bother Scarletra, it was biting his neck.

The entire time they worked on their own setup for camp, Scarletra was acting odd. She was nowhere near as chatty. Being this quiet while they worked next to one another was haunting. They always chatted, practiced words, or poked fun at one another.

What was wrong?

Samuel would, on occasion, peek at his large companion, trying to get a gauge of what was going on. Her eyes were sullen and distant, with a methodical focus unbefitting her usual sweet cinnamon roll demeanor. Samuel wished he could read her mind right now more than ever.

“Scarletra, you feeling alright?” Samuel asked, pouring water into a pot over the now bright fire.

She did not respond to him. Scareltra’s mind was off in her own world. Well, that’s what Samuel thought it was. Until he stepped on the right land mine.

“Is it about whatever happened when I started shooting the Khatnit?” Samuel questioned, keeping a keen eye on her.

That was undoubtedly what this was about. Scarletra’s ears folded, and her back straightened out. She gave a muttered expression that was either so obtuse even the translator did not understand it, or sometime during their moving the Khatnit, she had willingly deactivated the device.

“Look, I don’t know what that was about, but you can talk to me,” Samuel assured, stepping closer to her.

Scarletra did not even look back at him. She slipped her knife back into its sheath and walked off, quickly vanishing into the darkness several meters beyond the flickering firelight. As much as Samuel wished, he could not follow her and see what was happening. There was no way he could catch up if he wanted to. She could easily be several kilometers away by the time he grabbed his rifle and set off.

So Samuel did the only thing he really could—Wait.

After all of the work was done and dinner was ready. Samuel settled into his camp stool and started to eat one of the MREs, an open case of beer next to him. Samuel hoped having a nice meal would help Scarletra relax and let him broach the subject of whatever was going on with her.

She was not acting right, and that look from up in the hunting blind was genuinely horrifying.

Samuel slowly nursed his meal, the warm scent filling the area with delicious herbal scents. He turned to look at where she had gone, just in case, hoping that with her preternatural stealth, she would be ambling back into camp.

But no. His headlamp pierced the darkness, casting dark, lurking shadows amidst the trees. Samuel could trace Scarletra’s tracks to the illumination’s edge before the gloom overtook them.

Where the hell did she go off to? She had been gone for almost a half hour.

He paused and considered following her briefly but decided against it. If any of the monsters she had warned him about were in the area, the Varintluk would be far safer than stumbling half-blind through the night. Even with the relatively bright illumination from the planet above, seeing much further than a few meters without his headlamp was impossible. The heavy forest strangled and subdued any light that the canopy allowed to the white ground below.

Samuel hoped Scarletra would return soon enough; she had left her spear and the rest of her kit here, and he was worried about her being alone again.

There was no way she would just vanish on him like that—-Right?

Samuel sat alone next to the Varintluk, poking at the fire with a stick, listening to the sounds of what reminded him of croaking ravens, and hooting owls off in the distance. He found that odd because the sun was already down and had been for several hours at this point. But then again, Samuel spent the afternoon hunting what might as well have been six-legged elk, so similar birds existing on the moon were not out of the realm of possibilities.

He had not seen the nocturnal animals of the planet firsthand since his arrival nearly a month ago—at least as far as he knew.

The sounds of the creatures fluttering wings battered the trees overhead, and snow dropped off the limbs to the ground below. Samuel looked up, and through the bright white beam of his headlamp, he could barely see what he assumed was the creature. Although saying he could see it was a misnomer, all Samuel could see was a pair of bright eyes reflecting back the light, staring at him with what looked like abject curiosity. They tilted periodically, and that shrill hooting sounded again.

Samuel reached down to his arm-mounted controller and flicked on the floodlights mounted on the Varintluk. With a hefty thunk, the powerful lights cast the forest brighter than daylight in an instant.

Samuel grunted in surprise, and the creature high in the trees shrilly squawked and complained about suddenly being blinded.

The beast fluttered away and only offered Samuel a fleeting glance at what his mysterious companion looked like. A head far too large and bulbous for the rest of its body, with its eyes massive and protruding from the top. Attached to its white as-snow body were four fluffy feathered wings, each possessing wing claws it used to hand off the tree. The little beast flapping carried it over the canopy and off on the winds and into the dark and lonely night.

It was a shame that the little beast had run away. Samuel was undoubtedly curious about whatever it was. Was it analogous to an owl? Or possibly some flying mammal? But that was neither here nor there. His mind was in reality elsewhere, filled with images of a three-meter-tall fluffy woman wearing a red jumpsuit. That still had yet to return.

He could not help but wonder, where did Scarletra go? Did he do something wrong? Was she upset at him? Millions of possible answers swirled inside his gut as he cracked open a beer, started to nurse it, and stared at the fire—like the flickering flames would give him answers.

Hell, with how magical this moon seemed to be, for all he knew, there was some god of the Varintol who would answer. After all, Scarletra seemed to put a lot of stock in the Varintol gods.
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Scarletra had left Samuel at the Varintluk several hours ago. While she did not have a method of telling time, she knew at least half the night had gone by at this point because the emerald green planet that Bartitin orbited had gone from kissing the trees on the horizon to high in the sky.

She needed the time away from him to clear her head and reflect on the fake little life she was forming with him. Everything Samuel knew about her was nothing but a facade, a falsehood, a myth, and a fable; in her mind, that’s what she was.

Too bad Scarletra had convinced herself, as far as Samuel would see it, the Scarletra he knew was nothing but a lie. The thought of him calling her a liar hurt, stabbing her gut like a spear.

It had only taken her a few minutes of jogging up the hillside before Scarletra had settled atop a cliff. She was several kilometers away from Samuel. He was smart enough not to follow her up here. Right?

The entire journey here was jagged, rocky, and a constant struggle to not slip off the cliff faces. She rested her head in her palms and looked over the vast ocean of swaying pines and glistening snow. The reflecting light off the planet gave the entire panorama a faint emerald glow. The cold pines punctuated the ethereal beauty the Great Mother offered her misbegotten daughter.

Scarletra knew she had to tell Samuel the truth at the bare minimum for his safety and her own peace of mind. If Samuel truly wanted to be around her, he had to know the real her, all her horrible blood-covered past and all. But the guilt of even possibly telling him all of that tore at her heart like the teeth she had used to rip apart hundreds of The Ursana’s enemies.

He would not accept her, knowing she was a monster, a living weapon. A beast that had slaughtered hundreds of innocents, all in the name of some war her mother and matriarch wanted.

Scarletra bowed her neck over the jagged cliffs several kilometers below her, imagining them like a waiting knife. A dark, crawling, yet oh-so-familiar feeling bubbled inside her. Something she had experienced many times since she had abandoned her old life, family, and home.

It was a soothing, inviting, yet niggling voice in the back of her mind, telling her how easy it would be to just step off, and let the winds carry her down to the waiting blades of rocks and crags.

It would all be over.

The pain, guilt, and regret all wiped away in a matter of seconds, leaving nothing but her mangled body at the base of the jagged spires.

Oh, the call of the void, how tempting it was. It beckoned, caressing the edges of Scarletras’s mind, offering finality. The end of her fight and surrender to the call of Maruvak.

Cold, uncaring, yet accepting—even of a monster like herself.

Scarletra first heard Maruvak’s call in her first year alone. It was after many failed attempts to find food. She was to the point where she was eating bark for several weeks. Back then, it was nearly silent. But those berries looked so tasty, and they were right there—knowing they would have ended her hunger and pain.

What other thoughts would land idle in the mind of someone who only struggled to wake up for the sake of waking up? Back then—no, until she met Samuel, that is how life was. You work, fight, eat, and survive to do it again the next dawn. Sure, she had improved and found some solace in her carvings, but that only did so much.

She sighed and averted her gaze, knowing she could not do it. No matter how loud the call of the void had become over the last few years or how many forms it took to tempt her soul. There were just too many things she was afraid of: her family finding her, her ripping Samuel apart, starving slowly and painfully like she nearly had for years.

However, chief among Scarletra’s fears was death.

Scarletra had wondered what ending up in the icy wastes and in the care of Maruvak would be like—Great Mother knew she had plenty of time to ponder that possible reality over the last few years. Mainly because it was a genuine possibility from dusk till dawn.

From the elders’ stories, being taken by the skull-headed goddess was no boon, blessing, or care. No, it was a curse. One worse than death, so vile and hated that would see your name stripped from utterance—Although the Ursana likely already bestowed her with that “honor.”

Only those who died as cowards were claimed by Maruvak. The rest all found themselves in Great Mother’s care—and what else was she but a coward? She had run from her home, family, birthright, and destiny.

Scarletra knew she had given herself a fate far worse than the one her mother had branded her with. At least Hurot staved off that fate and kept her alive.

If she gave in to the skull-headed goddess’s call, she would wander amidst the ancient trees until the end of time. Haunting them as a horrendous vile specter whose purpose was to drag others to a similar lonely fate. A true, never-ending loneliness.

Scarletra looked off into the distance, the bright lights of the Varintluk easy to spot amidst the landscape, defying the natural order the Great Mother’s children had established. Even just seeing that radiant light in the darkness gave her a sense of belonging, of safety. No matter how far she was, that light would be waiting for her, with Samuel there.

Scarletra sighed and worked her way back down the snow-sodden slopes. Ready to return to Samuel, having made up her mind—She had to tell him. If Samuel did not know the truth, Scarletra would not feel right to stay in the same bed as him or share a room. He had to see the truth and accept her for the monster she was.

Scarletra’s journey back to the Varintluk was calm and uneventful. None of Barut’s hounds were nearby to bother her. The only animals she ran into knew better than to attempt to hunt her. She would have ripped them apart anyway.

While on the way, Samuel must have settled in for the night and shut down the lights of the Varintluk, leaving her only the light bouncing off the planet and snow to guide her return. Not that she had any trouble retracing her deep footprints or following Samuel’s scent throughout the pines.

Scarletra reached for the door to the Varintluk and tentatively opened it. The welcoming scent of Samuel’s smokey odor flowed out and eased her wracking nerves—somewhat. Not enough to change her mind. If anything, it reinforced that she must tell, show, and warn him of the cursed savage in his home.

Scarletra paused after closing the door; Samuel was nestled in the blankets, leaning against the back wall, leaving plenty of space for her to slip into the sleeping area. He had even left blankets out and ready for her.

Her heart ached, questioning if she deserved him. She had heard Levaal whispering to her about him. But should she listen to the goddess? Did a cursed monster like her deserve any goddess’ favor? Even Hurot’s.

Scarletra was tempted to join him, the care and willingness he had left for her obvious. But it was not right—not until he knew the truth.

She slumped into the passenger seat instead.

Scarletra looked out into the darkness of the forest, the swinging corpses of their prey swaying lazily in the breeze, several carrion eaters having perched atop the now frozen bodies. Scarletra chose to ignore them for the time being. They had enough food to last them several weeks with this hunt alone. Others of the Great Mother’s children taking their meager fill would not change that.

Sleep came slowly to Scarletra, her mind never genuinely settling. The Goddess’s words argued in her mind, body, and soul, each bidding her to listen.

Levaal, urging that all her children deserved love. Hurot argued that Scarletra’s soul was hers, and lastly, with the vile icy words of Maruvak staking her claim that they only had a claim to Scarletra so long as she did not surrender to the skull-headed goddess.

She needed to tell Samuel. Until she worked up the courage to rip the spike out of her soul, she would feel no better—-and she knew it.





SECTION TWENTY-FOUR

PSYCHO SHIPMENT

Scarletra brushed her claws against a towel she had snatched out of the showers earlier, cleaning off any remnants of splinters and shavings from the fatty hardwood she was using to craft a statue of Samuel’s late wife.

The upper half of the carving was coming along well. It captured Samuel’s wife’s likeness in near-perfect detail. Thankfully, Samuel had posted the picture of Sarah over his workstation, letting her check the picture once or twice a day while gradually pulling the statue from within the raw wood. Having that available made making a lifelike, graven image far simpler.

That was the only thing that made the carving process more manageable. Whenever Scarletra made representations of the gods and goddesses, she could rely on the descriptions from stories and Edda’s to craft their image as closely as possible.

But in this instance, close would not do; it had to be absolutely flawless. Sarah deserved to be immortalized adequately, and Samuel would undoubtedly prefer that the statuette resemble a life-like depiction of his warm fire.

Scarletra still did not fully understand how Sarah was not Samuel’s home’s matriarch but had spent much of the last week pondering the idea, trying to wrap her head around the idea of joint leadership and partnership Samuel had explained to her. Even if that agonizingly long time questioning everything she had ever known caused her mind to spiral into a vortex of confusion and self-doubt.

Samuel had explained that Sarah was his best friend and filled the gaps in life he could not. Both of those ideas she could understand, but they made her regret the constant lies she had been feeding him. She had plenty of friends before becoming an adult; her sisters and some of the other cubs in the village—hell, even some of the warriors she had lived and fought alongside were people she could call friends. Well, at one point in her life.

Scarletra knew that friends don’t lie to each other, even if they thought it was better in the long run.

Scarletra knew the effects and goals of lying to others; none were beneficial. Great Mother knew that lies and tricks only led one down a path that needed more of them to keep up your facade. Her mother and former commanders might have told the world they worshiped Hurot, goddess of war, and would proudly face and fight you with honor.

But Scarletra knew different, and they were indeed more than happy to listen to the guidance of Rougal, the youngest of the Great Mother’s children, the god of tricksters and gamblers.

They were revoltingly prideful to trick their enemies in combat or politics, ensuring they would get what they wanted, no matter the cost, whether in gold or blood. Their castles of lies and the horrendous monsters lurking in the halls were built entirely out of their willingness to gamble with the lives of those they supposedly cared about.

Scarletra always wondered how anyone trusted them, Mother, especially. With how willing they were to deceive others, how could they possibly be believed? All this time, questioning her role in Samuel’s home brought thoughts to her mind.

Was she any better than them? Scarletra doubted it—Since meeting Samuel, all she had been doing was lying to his handsome, enrapturing face.

Scarletra glanced up at the clock and sighed, realizing how much time had passed since she woke. Several days ago, Scarletra learned how to read the standard symbols of time and knew it was already nearly noon. Shortly, Samuel would arrive and knock on the locked door, trying to get her to leave her room and help him unload supplies. His monthly shipment of supplies would break the atmosphere within the next few hours, and he had been preparing a landing area for the shuttle all morning.

Helping him unload the shuttle would be the most prolonged interaction they would have had since the hunting trip. Unless Scarletra was puttering around the outpost completing simple tasks Samuel had given her, studying Standard using one of the datapads or eating, she had secluded inside her room with the door shut and locked—contained in a cage, just like a beast of war, and death deserved.

Samuel had taken notice and had damn near had to drag her out for meals or to have her study with him. Scarletra just could not look at him until she thought of how to bring up her issues and admit her lies to him. Each word he spoke over the last few days was as dreadful as the screams of her victims, digging into her brain like shards of glass. The white of his smile, usually as warm and inviting as a sunrise, felt as cold as the most horrendous blizzard.

While looking at him was bad enough, she did not even have him to keep the bed warm. She was not going to sleep with him until she admitted what she was. If she could not tell him the truth, she would at least keep that promise to herself—for his safety. Scarletra did this despite hearing Levaal in her dreams, begging to stop this self-flagellation.

Scarltra reached over and sipped out of her water flask. She had kept it in her equipment and filled it daily since the hunting trip; if she did not, the water inside would go rancid. Afterward, she returned to the log and resumed running her claws across it in slow, meticulous strokes, not letting her razor-sharp weapons slip even a millimeter out of place while carving Sarah’s long, flowing hair.

Scarletra allowed the attuned focus of her craft to take over; Time might as well not have existed. It was just her, the wood, and the ingrained weapons she now used as tools. Before Scarletra realized any time had passed, Samuel knocked on the door just as she was beginning to carve Sarah’s thin neck and the chain of a necklace that was wrapped around it.

“Scarletra, the bird will be here in a little bit,” Samuel said, muted heavily by the metal door. “Can you come on out? I want to give you a safety brief before they arrive.”

Safety brief? What in Great Mother’s realm did she have to be briefed about before moving a bunch of crates and other cargo off the shuttle? It could not be that complicated, right?

“Be out in a minute,” Scarletra replied in Standard, letting all her study time show fully. She could nearly understand Samuels’s daily conversations and respond without the translator. Speaking in Standard still took some brain power, which was unnatural, but maybe that would come in time. If she found a way to tell him the truth and was even allowed to stay at that point—she would burn that bridge when she got to it.

Scarletra wrapped the totem in a towel and tucked it away before donning her jumpsuit, flicking back on her translator, and heading to the door. Ready to have the pain of her lies laid before her yet again.
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“Alright, so what boxes are you not supposed to touch?” Samuel asked, chewing on his lit cigar. He was just loud enough to be heard over the billowing winds and whipping snow running down his collar.

Today was a moderate day on Baritin. The winds were strong, but not too much. The wind offered enough cover to only allow you to see a few hundred meters, perfect for concealing an army moving toward a target. The temperature was not even that bad, just enough that the pads of Scarletra’s feet and the tips of her ears went ever so slightly numb.

“Don’t touch and be extremely careful near anything marked with a yellow triangle and bursting bomb,” Scarletra grumbled, rolling her eyes, following behind him toward the landing zone. To her annoyance, the scent of his smoke was barely detectable in the whistling wind.

Samuel had explained that those were explosives several times already. He even went into enough detail for her to grasp what a bomb and explosives generally were. Although she had never seen anything like that before. The tribes to the south had weapons that sounded similar but primitive; knowing how dangerous they were, she would listen to him without faltering.

Samuel’s description of how even the most minor and least potent explosive he had ordered would rip her limbs off or kill her in an instant was a heavy deterrent to fiddling with them like she tended to most other things he owned. However, why he said she should not eat them despite smelling like candy was absurd. Why would you make a weapon smell like food? And why would she eat something that could kill her in the blink of an eye?

Samuel looked down, checked his arm-mounted control system, and flicked on the storm lights for the rough landing pad the outpost had. If you could even call the square of bright floodlights low to the ground, pointing between the garage and the main building, a landing pad. When Samuel arrived, the pilot did not even bother using it; he had touched down just outside the fencing, likely to avoid threading the needle with a multi-trillion credit spacecraft while being buffeted by a storm.

If today’s pilot had anything going for them, the winds and snow were far more gentle today. It was just another day on Baritin so long as the winds were below 20 KPH, and it only snowed half the time you were awake.

Samuel glanced up at Scarletra once the lights were on, illuminating her gentle features. He wondered what was going on with her; she seemed more distant today than she had the last few—and that was saying something. She had hardly been willing to look at him while he explained the dangers of explosives and broke down the plan of how they would split unloading the gear while assuming the pilot wanted nothing to do with helping them.

The fact she was acting so distant since their hunting trip was wrong, ungodly wrong. She had locked herself in her room and did nothing but study and eat. Getting her to leave the room for just that was a struggle. She did not even want to stay in the same bed as him. How lonely the bed felt was surprising. Samuel had not expected to yearn for her velvet fur and gentle caress while they slept as much as he did. Not having Scarletra in his bed made the soft covers feel like sandpaper on his skin. He wanted it more than a lost man in the desert who craved water.

Samuel would not let this go on for much longer; she could not keep avoiding him. For god’s sake, they lived together, and he wanted her to stay around. He clarified that he wanted to try to have a bit more of a relationship with her, and she agreed then, fuck, it was her idea.

Had Scaletra changed her mind or something?

“Go ahead and put on your ear protection,” Samuel said before he slipped his electronic earmuffs underneath his parka’s hood.

Scarletra pulled the earplugs out of her cargo pocket and pressed them into her ears, the world’s sounds muting slightly. Samuel told her they were meant to keep her from losing her hearing from being around thunderous events and items: the shuttle, his weapons, or the explosives. Apparently, long-term exposure to those can lead to her becoming deaf.

That phenomenon was news to her. How in the Great Mother’s name could you lose your hearing by just being around things? She still had her hearing after being around the rifle before. But who knows, maybe muffling the sound might keep her from losing it if Samuel ever used the weapon around her again—she can pray for that, at least.

Samuel flicked on the radio function of his ear muffs and settled near the landing pad, lowering himself onto an overturned barrel. Scarletra dropped into the snow next to him and looked at the bright lights of the landing zone, not focusing on anything in particular, her mind too occupied with errant regret and self-loathing.

Neither tried to speak with the other after they were seated. Both horrendously thought they did something to upset the other and wanted to bring up the issues later—when they did not have a fully loaded restock shuttle a few minutes out.

It was a shame the GU could not give him an accurate ETA. They wanted him available all day to catch the bird. He only knew the aircraft would be landing around noon when he got a radio call just after breakfast. Even then, that ETA was wildly inaccurate. They sat there waiting long enough Samuel had a few more long drags left before burning his fingers on the cigar’s rosebud.

“Samuel, this is your resupply shuttle, and oh so happy to be here, pilot Moi. I am five minutes out. Are there any issues with the landing site?” The sound of the pilot crackled over the communicator attached to Samuel’s hearing protection.

“Everything is ready for your arrival, no issues on our end. See you in a few minutes,” Samuel replied, depressing the PTT(push to talk) on his muffs.

“Roger that,” Moi replied with a happy twang.

Scarletra looked over at Samuel, confused about what he was talking about. It took a few moments for her to realize he must be talking using that device trailing from beneath his hood and hanging in front of his lips.

Samuel flicked his cigar off into the snow and groaned while standing up. He offered a hand to help Scarletra stand up, “Come on, the bird is almost here. We want to get away from any jet wash.”

Scarltra hesitantly took Samuel’s hand, fearing touching it would be like a knife, and stood up with him. He guided her further from the landing site, never letting her hand go. Despite that, she tried to gently tug it away a few times, but he only persisted, holding her hand tighter and looking at her with concern.

Why does he have to look so amazing? Scarletra bemoaned in her mind. She wanted him. But her past—-He would hate her if he knew. Levaal, please help me, she prayed while they moved behind the main building.

“Alright, Samuel, I can see your landing lights. ETA sixty seconds,” Moi nearly screamed on the radio.

Samuel and Scarletra stood behind the building, waiting for the shuttle to arrive. Their eyes locked on the swirling snow just over the landing pad. Waiting to see the lights of the landing shuttles engines to pierce them.

Without warning, the massive shuttle swooped in overhead, only several meters over the high exterior walls of the outpost. Samuel raised his hand to block the harsh gale of rocks, ice, and snow that the aircraft’s four powerful in-atmosphere engines had kicked up. On some form of instinct, he also stepped in front of Scarletra to keep the debris from slamming into her face, not that the gesture meant much because she also covered him by wrapping her massive arms around him, pulling him tight. Funny, despite both of them struggling with their emotions, they still moved within a heartbeat to help the other. Not that they noticed—-yet.

So much for his idea of taking cover to stay out of the jet wash, this pilot was either half-blind, half-mad, or both, to be flying that low and that fast in this weather–especially with several tons of high explosive aboard.

With a level of control and grace Samuel had never seen, the pilot performed a maneuver that definitely was not standard in training. The massive jet black aircraft’s nose went downward, the entire square fuselage nearly going vertical, almost scraping against the snow.

The four tilting engines roared louder, overpowering every sound in the storm. Red flames shot meters out of their thrusters, increasing the thrust enough to bring the aircraft from nearly a hundred kilometers an hour to a gentle, leisurely drift in less than a second.

As gentle as a butterfly, the rear of the landing craft lowered as the engines slowly shifted vertically. The craft rolled to a stop dead center in the landing area, its nose kissing the ground, followed by the front landing skins, then the rear.

Samuel was stunned. What kind of maverick ass psycho pushes an airframe like that? And in the middle of a low-class blizzard, next to buildings with several tonnes of high explosives aboard.

“Was that normal?” Scarletra asked as the engines died down and ultimately shut off.

“Not in any way?” Samuel replied, looking up at her just as puzzled.

It took them several seconds to realize both tried to guard the other when the engines roared overhead and drowned out the world. A brief, awkward pause filled the air with a deafening silence. Neither figured being close like this would feel this uncomfortable when they thought they messed up, but both had a lot on their minds. Neither were willing to just rip the band-aid off.

“Let’s go get the cargo unloaded,” Scarletra said, letting go of Samuel and stepping around him toward the shuttle.

As the pair neared the shuttle, they could see massive nose art just below its blackout windows. It looked like a buxom female goblin, wearing a bright red bikini, riding a bomb. Samuel wondered how cliche nose art could be and found it amusing that pilots still liked personalizing their birds, even out here in the depths of the GU, naming the machine and all. In this aircraft’s case, the name Roaring Rainy was written in gold on the massive bomb.

Scarltrtra gave the art a curious glance but otherwise paid the painting no mind. She was more interested in getting an up-close look at one of the GU shuttles, having only heard of them in stories or seen the one that brought Samuel to her—er, the outpost.

Suddenly, the pilot’s hatch opened wide. A short, diminutive alien leaped out and landed hard in the snow, somewhat stumbling by the sudden depth. They raised their balled fists over their head and hollered surprisingly loud for a creature that tiny.

“Woooh, hell yeah! Did you two see that?” Moi exclaimed, his enthusiasm flowing out of him like a warm breeze.

Neither knew what species Moi was, but they were slightly over a meter tall. What little skin they could see protruding from his bright orange jumpsuit was dark green. His eyes were jet black with no visible sclera. Atop his head was a black woolen beanie with long ears jutting straight from the sides. On his chest was a large golden medallion, the details of it neither could make out in the snow.

Scarletra and Samuel shared a slight weary glance, neither feeling trusting of their cargo’s pilot. He looked ridiculous and boisterous as all hell. Something both disliked for different reasons. Samuel because that type of action could hurt someone. Scarletra because she preferred to keep level-headed company.

“Oi, can neither of yah talk?” Moi shouted, walking closer.

“We can talk, but what the fuck was that?” Samuel replied, gesturing at the resting aircraft as its ramp opened. “Do you have any idea how much high explosive you have in there?”

Moi briefly looked back at the shuttle before locking with Samuel and shrugging, “Yeah, I do. I have a full roster of everything down to the last kilogram.”

Samuel was beside himself, not quite furious, but was getting close. He could overlook not knowing and making a mistake, but that was willful ignorance, dangerous ignorance at that. Yeah, PETN and TNT were relatively impact, drop, and friction-safe. But the critical word was relatively.

They still could go off if jostled hard enough.

“What? It’s all in there, strapped down, and you have one of the best fighter—er transport pilots in the GU behind the stick,” Moi bragged, gesturing at himself.

Samuel and Scarletra could not deny that what Moi had just done was downright stupid and dangerous beyond anything either had seen, but it was impressive. At least nothing horrible happened that they could see. Samuel had no idea if the shuttle was rated for the G-forces Moi just subjected it to, but that was his issue, not Samuel’s—Thank god for that. Samuel did not want to learn how to fix a fucking spaceship on the fly.

“Alright then, let’s go start unloading this stuff,” Samuel groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Oh, chief, before that, I gotta piss. Are you alright if I go do that first? You know, been behind the stick twelve Standard hours and whatnot,” Moi asked, ramming a thumb over his shoulder.

Twelve? What the fuck was Moi doing? It takes an hour to descend from the atmosphere. Samuel knew that the shuttle had autopilot, having spent plenty of time playing games with the pilot who brought him to Baritin from Erula, which took almost a week. Thank god these ships do have autopilot; playing cards with the other pilot was a great way to pass the time. Too bad Samuel could not remember his name.

“Yeah, just go piss. Where is the dossier so Scarletra and I can get started,” Samuel replied.

“I left it on the back ramp. See you and Chiefet in a minute,” The overly boisterous and proud pilot said before scurrying off behind some nearby boxes.

Samuel and Scarletra went over to the back ramp. The cabin was packed, stacked nearly from ceiling to floor with boxes upon boxes of supplies. At this point, Samuel did not find anything he was looking at shocking. It was just another full shipment container for another job, nothing more, nothing less.

Scarletra, on the other hand, was amazed, curious about every wire, panel, box, and tube stretching throughout every surface of the dropship’s sides—at least what she could see from the ramp and peaking around the boxes.

“Sam, what is this? Scarletra asked, pointing at some red metal tube connecting the ramp to the aircraft.

Samuel glanced up from the dossier and shrugged. “No idea, likely a hydraulic line,” he said before quickly returning to the papers, ensuring everything he requested was delivered. Thankfully, everything was here.

Scarletra deflated a little bit at that. She did enjoy hearing Samuel calmly and methodically explain anything she asked about in detail. Not getting a little hip pocket class on the odd tubing was no fun.

“Alright, according to this, the explosives are all packed near the cockpit up front. So, let’s get to work on unloading things. Go ahead and start taking things inside to storage. I will move boxes out of the shuttle and put them off to the side for you,” Samuel explained, signing for and hanging the dossier back up where he found it. “And whenever Moi gets back, I will have him help you, alright?”

“Alright,” Scarletra nodded, grabbing hold of two boxes and getting to work.
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“So, Chief, what do you need a hand with? Want me to start digging the bombs out of the gear?” Moi questioned, walking up to Samuel as he set a box out in the snow.

Samuel stood from his slumped-over position and groaned, his back not enjoying the position he had just put it in.

“Not a chance,” Samuel said flatly, doing his best to not sound angry at the pilot from likely nearly blowing himself and them up. There was enough PETN and dynamite on this shuttle to level a city block, and this hot head obviously did not care to respect that amount of power. “Go help Scarletra with moving the food and other supplies inside.”

“What, why not? I got it all the way here. I wanna play with the bombs,” Moi complained,

“That’s exactly why I don’t want you or her messing with them. I’ve done demolition work for decades and won’t accidentally blow myself to high heaven. Also, it’s explosives, not a toy,” Samuel rebuked, letting a bit of a growl out.

“Come on, Chief, I won’t do anything too dangerous. I can handle it.” Moi attempted to protest, but his words were only received as begging.

“Moi, you might be as much of a hot shot pilot as you–” Samuel started.

“I am the best pilot in the GU!” Moi interrupted.

“Yeah, yeah, the best. But I am the engineer, the only one here qualified to handle those things, and I am in charge of the outpost. My answer is no,” Samuel said, returning to the ship to grab another box.

Moi did not get it. He was a fantastic fighter pilot, a decent worker, and could be trusted. At least before accidentally dropping a bomb on a frigate bridge, no one questioned him. It wasn’t like Moi meant to blow it up. When he buzzed the ship, it was just to show off to the ship’s commanders, whom his last squadron had just saved from pirates.

How could Moi have predicted that when he quickly shifted course, the mechanical clamps holding the 5-tonne bomb to his fighter’s wing would fail? The post-investigation even proved it was the fault of the stupid part, not his.

But that frigate commander’s crew and the GU navy did not care. As they saw the situation, Moi must have meant to kill the entire warship command. In reprimand, and with his otherwise clean record in consideration, they did not jail him. No, they condemned him to a worse fate.

Moi was never allowed to be in any ship with “bombs, lasers, kinetics, mass destruction weapons, or any other possible weapon until he retired in a few years.”

Fuck, just stab a pilot in the back.

It was a fate worse than death. Now, all he had was his new love. Good old Roaring Rainy. A reconfigured M678 VTOL(vertical take-off and landing). So long as he broke nothing, his current command was happy to leave him be; they did not give him any tasking other than doing sub-space runs. Fuck he had not even felt the rush of FTL in years, and oh boy, he itched for it. The tingles on your skin and your gut wrenching as you sped and slowed beyond what your mind could understand. It was better than any drug. But that was not his life anymore, so he sought thrills elsewhere.

Yet this human engineer told him no, keeping him from playing with fire. Moi could respect the guy for it. Not a lot of people had the spine to tell anyone no. With that respect and the fact that Samuel was condemning him to go hang out with a bombshell thrice his size, he agreed to suffer his fate.

“All right, Chief. I will go help out—Scarletra, right?” Mio questioned.

“Yeah, Scarletra,” Samuel replied, returning, lugging a few boxes.





SECTION TWENTY-FIVE

PUSH-OFF PILOT

“Moi, for the last time, I’m not interested!” Scarletra growled, turning away from the pilot to bring three more boxes in from the outside, annoyed by the pilot’s insistence on getting into her jumpsuit for some “Fun.” “I would assume that telling you once was enough.”

She hurried along with the work that needed to be done, ignoring his requests to wait and give him a chance; thankfully, creating a wide gap between them in only a few strides was easy enough to do, even if she still had to listen to his grating, sharp voice for a few moments—at least until the door slammed shut on his face.

Scarletra was in no way interested in the pilot, not only because of his insistence on getting her to hear his claims of his prowess in the bedroom, but his horribly scrawny build and general behavior just annoyed her.

The diminutive alien hurriedly followed behind her once the door reopened, struggling to move through the snow nearly up to his waist. How could an alien be no higher than her thigh?

Once outside by the shuttle, Scarletra spotted Samuel lugging some of the explosives away; the odor that wafted off him in the breeze was strange but subtle. It reminded her of a weird yet sweet candy, just like Samuel had warned her. She initially assumed he must be mistaken because he does not have the sharpest senses, but no, it really was sweet. She could not effectively describe the heavenly aroma at the moment because the scent was diluted amidst others, and this pilot was one wrong move from her kicking him half to death.

Especially after he decided to open up with his failing attempts at “flirting” by smacking her ass and claiming he could “climb her.”

What the fuck is she to the pilot, just a tree? Or some other kind of fucked up prize to show off?

“What, ain’t like that old man out there can treat you right. I can!” Moi argued, grabbing hold of another box.

Scarletra rolled her eyes and chose not to acknowledge that comment. Who in the Great Mother or Levaal’s world did Moi think he was? He hardly knew her or Samuel at all. If he acted like this at the tribe, Mother would roast him alive for dinner.

The way Moi’s head was firmly in his own ass reminded Scarletta too much of how so many of the younger warriors used to act, thinking they were the Great Mother’s gift to the world, or to the young women around the tribe, despite them having no right to even attempt without asking the Matriarch or the mother of the woman they fancied.

Regrettably, that behavior was also far too familiar for Scarletra. From the visiting diplomats, Mother gave her no choice but to tolerate and spend more intimate time than she wanted to remember with them.

Either way, so long as the little man kept his hands to himself and did not decide her rump was something he could play with, they would hopefully not have issues—only Samuel was allowed to mess with her like that, if he wanted. And at least Samuel had the common courtesy to ask first.

What made so many young men act like that? What in the Great Mother’s name was wrong with this pilot? Even if Scarletra’s Mother was generally horrible to her, at least the basics of proper manners were amidst how she and her sisters and the rest of the tribe were taught.

“Let’s just finish the work Samuel has given us. Once that’s over, I don’t know. At that point, aren’t you leaving?” Scarletra said, trying to hint at what she wanted.

“What are you trying to get rid of me already, big girl?” Moi replied, trying to catch up with the half-growling Varintol woman, undeterred by the vague threats. He could do this; he just had to be persistent.

Scarletra shook her head and kept working, knowing most of the supplies had already been unloaded because Samuel had already started to unload the explosives from near the cockpit of Moi’s aircraft. Hopefully, the little goblin could hurry up, stop gawking at her extensive figure, and get out of here. Scarletra needed to talk to Samuel, and having an interloper in their—er his home was not helping.

“Yes, there are other things Samuel and I need to do,” Scarletra replied flatly.

“How bad could it be? Not like I’m really interrupting,” Moi jeered.

At least that told Scarletra one more thing about the man. He, like Samuel, did not have a keen sense of smell, letting him gauge how others were feeling with no words needed. If he could, Moi could easily pick up on her genuine frustration.

“No, I will be frank, you are interrupting a lot. I had to study and do other projects today. Instead, I have you following me around like a cub,” Scarletra replied. Excluding how, as soon as the Pilot was gone, she would speak to Samuel and tell him the truth about the Monster he invited into his bed.

“I can’t be that bad,” Moi complained as they entered back inside from the snow.

Oh, if only it was that way, but no. Moi was no better than a young cub, an annoyance always underfoot, who needed to be taught not to be there by a strong mother or more learned men.

Scarletra knew she had no right to do any disciplinary acts to the pilot, as much as she wanted. Besides, finalizing her plan to speak candidly to Samuel was essential and deserved her attention and respect, unlike Moi. The filthy little pervert.
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It took Samuel a few hours to unload the explosives and safely put them in the garage. The vast majority of that time, he was pleasantly left alone by Moi—the last thing he needed was to have the pilot blow his hand off by tugging on a brick of PETN, or, god forbid, he thought the shiny blasting caps would be fun to mess with.

Samuel might be able to explain many things to his boss, but ‘Oh yeah, your pilot thought playing catch with high explosives was a good idea.’ It was something he doubted even he could get away with. Especially if the Goblin-like alien was missing fingers, a hand, or half a torso.

Halfway through his solo work, the other two settled in nearby, though how they did it was weird. Even by the standards of this moon that’s crawling with megafauna and other aliens and had a massive population of pseudo-viking bear people out there, it was strange.

Scarletra settled onto the edge of the landing platform, datapad in hand; she immediately shut off her translator and clearly tried to ignore Moi completely. Despite her not so subtle hints, the short goblin-like alien was constantly attempting to read whatever she was studying or nestle close.

Knowing Scarletra, she was likely just reviewing lessons on how to read Standard. If that’s the case, why ignore Moi? The pilot was probably far better at the language than Samuel was, it’s not like Samuel grew up with it after all.

However, even in passing, Samuel could tell Moi was being a bit too touchy for the massive bear girl and was starting to get under her skin. Scarletra was generally strong-willed enough, she could handle the meter-tall alien if he crossed a line. Right?

Samuel would figure that issue out later; he still had a few hundred kilograms of explosives to secure.

After Samuel had finished tucking away the explosives, Moi was clearly irritated that Scarletra was trying to not listen to him. By the time Samuel made it next to the waiting duo they had already changed subjects—somewhat.

“Chief, why does Scarletra not wanna talk to me?” Moi complained, gesturing at the Varintol and walking closer.

“You’re rude,” Scarletra replied flatly in Standard, tucking away her datapad.

Samuel still found it mind-boggling how quickly she learned even though she had only been practicing the language actively for several weeks.

“I have done nothing wrong,” Moi protested.

“I don’t know about that one, buddy. I’m certain you broke a few rules of safe transport already,” Samuel quipped, jamming a thumb toward the now locked-up shed.

“Well, maybe a few guidelines there. The only other thing was hitting on the big girl here,” Moi replied, gesturing at Scarletra, who watched them intently.

“What exactly did you do? Scarletra is pretty patient, and if she thinks you’re rude—I’m inclined to believe her,” Samuel surrendered. It wasn’t like the Varintol woman did not have his number within a few minutes of their meeting; she was preternaturally sharp.

Moi looked a bit away from Samuel, his bravado slipping. Moi was boisterous, bold, and honest. It would not be the first time those personality traits landed him in hot water—and the outpost was Samuel’s.

“I might’ve slapped her ass and asked her if she wanted to fuck,” Moi admitted.

Samuel paused, processing that. He felt almost angry at the little goblin-esc man for several reasons. Where in the universe would that ever be okay to do? And why the fuck would he not be mad at him for slapping Scarletra’s ass? Samuel could admit at this point that he had feelings for Scarletra and that she likely had some amount for him, even though she was hiding something. She was one of the sweetest people he knew—and Moi was fucked up for doing that to her.

Samuel had worked with enough people over his nearly 55 years of life and knew that screaming and getting overly worked out about something would not help, even if throttling the pilot would be enjoyable for a moment. He had to be rational. His ability to look at things rationally and not freak out made him a halfway decent engineer, lead or not.

“Moi, dude, that ain’t cool,” Samuel said flatly, crossing his arms. “Why in all the stars would you think it’s okay to just do that to a woman you don’t even know?”

“I mean—I don’t know,” Moi replied sheepishly.

Moi was honestly unsure of how else he could go about it. That’s what had always worked when hitting on women in the clubs; being forward alongside gloating about how he was a hotshot fighter pilot usually was all it took to get a girl in bed for at least one romp—and that’s all he was really aiming for here. It wasn’t like he planned on spending a long time here, an hour or two more at most. That way, he could boast to other pilots about getting with a chick as big as her.

“See, rude,” Scarletra half growled.

“Look, I am sorry. If it was too much,” Moi replied.

“Yes, too much,” Scarltra replied, “that’s not nice. Sam wouldn’t do that.”

“Yeah, well, the old man could not handle a woman like you anyways,” Moi said, turning to face the Varintol, nearly cutting Samuel out of the conversation.

“No, Samuel can. Not you, though,” Scarletra grinned, easily able to pick up the defensive twitch Moi gave off, trying to build himself up by knocking Samuel down a bit.

Moi turned and looked at Samuel. The human shrugged. While Samuel was not one to advertise his relationships, he would not deny what happened when Scarletra just admitted it.

“Well, I did not expect that to be why,” Moi replied, shifting from defensiveness to a curiosity neither Samuel nor Scarletra wanted. The little fuck just was too curious and honest for his own good.

He immediately launched into a series of passionate questions about their love life. Samuel was quick to shut that shit down, wanting to keep the curious pilot far out of his love life and Scarletra’s. What they did was not his business.

While Scarletra did not seem to care in the open. She found it horrifying how each question, before Samuel closed the pilot’s inquiries, was more lewd and intimate. The pilot started simple enough, and it was good, but was ending with horrendous questions about what her pussy tasted like.

Thank the Great Mother that Samuel was in charge of the outpost and was willing to intervene on her behalf because her claws were itching to grab the little bastard.

“Alright, Moi, that’s enough. I could overlook slapping her ass because you apologized, now you’re just crossing lines. Scarletta, you too; not everyone on this moon has to know about anything we have between us.” Samuel gestured at them both with a knife-hand.

Scarletra gave an annoyed huff but made no further comment.

“Well, chief, can’t a guy ask what it was like without getting the cold shoulder?” Moi protested.

“No, now do me a solid and bounce. I’m certain you could be doing your job elsewhere. If I hear another word about any of this, here now or ever, I will send every recording of what happened to your boss,” Samuel replied.

“Fine,” Moi complained but did not want to cause any more issues on the subject. He had caused himself enough trouble, and Samuel’s glare was enough to warn this would be the end of the subject before Samuel kicked his teeth in. That was a type of force Moi did not need more of.

He was a pilot, dammit, not some warrior.
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Getting Moi into his ship and leaving did not take too long. A half hour at most. Samuel half expected the man’s ship to suddenly “need maintenance” and ground him here for a few hours, but no. Instead, the four tilting engines roared to life and quickly carried him away, leaving Scarletra and Samuel alone in the whipping snow.

“You alright?” Samuel asked.

“Yes, I’m going to eat,” Scarletra quickly replied before going inside.

Samuel was okay with that. He still had some work to do anyway, following her inside. After returning inside and updating all the inventories via his datapad, Samuel started back toward his workbench, not even glancing around. He was certain Scarletra would have locked herself in her room with food—again, ignoring him. But no, he was pleasantly surprised to find her waiting for him near his workbench, with a case of beer

“What’s up?” Samuel asked.

Scarltetra looked at him, then averted her eyes for a second, clearly trying to think of how to say whatever it was properly.

“I want to talk,” Scarletra said in her thick accent, still not having reactivated her translator.

Samuel settled into his chair with a pained growl and fished a beer out of the case. If it was whatever had made her acting so strange the last few days, he did not doubt she brought the booze here as some liquid courage. Hell, for all he knew, it might not be the worst idea—but he truly had no idea.

He knew Scarletra was hiding something about her past, which could be horrible. He hoped this would clear it up, no matter how long this conversation might take. Although she might have to reactivate that translator to ensure nothing is missed.

“Sam, will you hate me?” Scarletra asked, grabbing herself a beer.

“I doubt it. I can’t think of anything that would make me do that,” Samuel replied, opening the can and sipping.

Scarletra awkwardly shifted and grumbled a few words in her original language. Samuel had no idea what she said, but she knew how she just called herself a liar and a monster; saying it like that first, she hoped, would make this easier, but it did not. She sucked down the beer and let the liquid alleviate what felt like what might as well have been a fire in her throat.

Samuel rested a hand on her shoulder. It was plenty easy to tell how difficult what she must be trying to say was. Scatletra took in a deep, steadying breath and grabbed another drink.

After they sat there in silence for a few minutes, both nursing a beverage, Scarletra looked over at him. “Sam, I lied to you. No, I have been lying to you.”

“I know,” Samuel replied flatly, hoping that admitting what she no doubt saw as a revelation was not one at all would make this ordeal easier on his Varintol companion.

Scarletra’s giant golden eyes looked intently at him. She sniffled a few times, muttering words out in Varintol before her hand slowly reached up and flicked on her translator. That he knew she was lying was unexpected, a welcomed thing, but now she knew some questions would go both ways, and she wanted the translator ready.

She sniffled and wiped a tear from her eye, trying to think of what she should possibly ask. Did she not act right? Did she do something? Was it the other day out hunting? What in the Great Mother’s Domain did he mean he knew? And How?

After Samuel reached down and gently rested his hand in hers, she settled on being straightforward. She had to be, no more lies, no more fake whatever the fuck she had been being with him.

“You knew,” Scarletra choked. “How?”





SECTION TWENTY-SIX

RECONCILE AND REFRAME

Samuel wiped another tear off Scarletra’s velutinous cheek. Her vibrant yet pained golden eyes stared back at his gilded emeralds. How the massive Varintol woman intently held his gaze was near haunting, as if she judged every twitch and tug of his brow.

Scarletra leaned against Samuel while sniveling, her massive head pressing tightly against his firm muscular shoulder, wondering why and how, in the Great Mother’s command, he could have seen through her attempted ruse? Even now, with her punctuated sobs and fear, she needed to understand how he knew?

She had worked so hard to not tell him, but it was all for nothing. He admitted he knew; it felt like a massive relief, a weight of burden ripped from her chest. The words “I know,” by the Great Mother, those husky words might as well have been a spear through her heart. She had been lying for nothing; all her efforts and days silently moping to piece together this conversation did nothing but hurt the only person she had cared about in years.

Scarletra halfway broke down, begging Samuel for forgiveness. Even though, as she saw it, she was being coherent and made perfect sense while asking him to understand that she was so afraid he would make her leave. Or he would think she was the animal she knew herself to be—and hate her for it, condemning her to a life alone.

On the other hand, Samuel could not comprehend almost anything she was saying. Her voice was overloading the translator’s abilities. She lacked clear verbiage, and her sheer volume caused the translator to pick up maybe one out of every ten words. Eventually, Scarletra slowed down enough for him to make out a few begging half-phrases.

“Sam—how?” Scarletra choked out between a pair of sobs.

“Hey, hey, hey, slow down. I can’t understand you.” Samuel pleaded.

Scarletra only cried harder, hearing that all her preparation was also worthless. Samuel could not even understand her. Not only was she a Monster, but she was also stupid.

“Scar, your story and actions didn’t add up. I’m not stupid.” Samuel replied, going on despite her current sobbing, knowing she could at least hear his side. “Flat out the intelligence, knowledge, and craftiness you have did not make sense; You had to have some kind of teacher, formal training, and access to knowledge.”

Scarletra grabbed the hand he rested in hers tightly, a bit too tight for Samuel’s liking, but her tears and heaving chest were too much for him to complain about. Samuel had read her like a book from day fucking one. That he kept her around after he figured something was off was horrifying; he opened up his home and heart to her despite knowing. Scarletra might have thought she was a monster because of her curse, but now she felt like a vile abomination.

Compared to her, the worst creatures of Maruvak would make more pleasant company. At least those sins against nature would look you in the eye, insult, and then kill you. She has just been stabbing Samuel in the back for no reason.

“Unless the Ursana tribe cared about education far more than my species at the roughly equivalent level of technology, you had to be more than some simple crafter while growing up.” Samuel softy said, running the hand she was not crushing on her plush cheek. “Take all the time you need, and just be honest with me. I hate seeing you like this.”

“Sam—can I get a hug and a minute first?” Scarletra requested.

“Uh, sure, but—” Samuel started, but Scarletra tugged his arm and caused his words to end in a yelp.

Before Samuel could finish his sentence, Scarletra had dragged him across her body and buried him against her. Her cleavage engulfed his entire face, and she held him tight to her form, barely giving him enough room to breathe. At least, unlike the last time she hugged him this tightly, he still could look up and see her and was not suffocating in her welcoming canyons.

Samuel took a moment to recover from the sudden shock and returned the hug to the best of his ability, but her massive, squashy frame did not let him reach all the way around, not that either of them cared—Scarletra especially.

Scarletra had been alone for so long, stewing in her emotional struggles. Having someone around to lean on was euphoric, more than she imagined it would be. That Samuel had not just told her to leave immediately on admitting she was lying was equally fantastic—although admitting she was lying was the easy part. She prayed to Levaal that he would not despise her because of her past. Could this kind and caring man love and accept a monster whose trail to meet him was bathed in blood?

“Once I tell you, you will hate me!” Scarletra quaved, her tremoring arm struggling to hold onto Samuel like a vice.

“I won’t—” Samuel began.

“You don’t know you won’t. You don’t know the monster I am,” Scarletra protested.

“Then tell me,” Samuel pleaded, gripping her plush sides.

They sat there for a long while. As they did, Scarletra’s powerful heartbeat was in Samuel’s ears, sounding like a panicked drum. Her pained tears landed warmly in his salt and pepper hair, soaking to his scalp. Samuel was not going to interrupt her need here. It takes a lot of guts to admit you lied or were at fault, and not allowing the buxom bearish woman her time would not help.

Scarletra was trying to savor this. For all she knew, once she told Samuel, he would kick her out of his home. Treating her like the living abomination she was. Even if she knew this moment of his warmth was an extension of her lie, she wanted to pretend he was there for her— even if it was for just a few more seconds.

After she had steeled her nerves, managed to mostly abate her crying, and was prepared for the upcoming trial by emotional combat, Scarletra began to weave her story from far further back than Samuel had expected. Literally from her earliest memories of the main village of the Ursana. Although what she described as a village sounded like a modern town on earth in size with several hundred if not a thousand inhabitants.

Their culture sounded as absolutely insane as she had hinted at before. A culture that values warriors, war, and honor. An honor that was centered around serving the goddess Hurot. There was also honor in other noble professions: a form of religious leaders and specific trades, namely the smiths, cooks, and carvers. They were valued because they aided the war efforts far more than the others through weapons, food, and tools.

Then Scarletra explained what her role was. A warrior—well, that did not express the point accurately. Scarletra was made into what might as well be a berserker at a young age, being forced to ingest some moss that altered her mind. And had been used in hundreds of battles after bloody battles, leaving crimson snow in her wake. The worst part was how she said she could not remember the fighting; Scarletra would just wake up after being covered in blood, guts, and viscera and surrounded by bodies. Not just the bodies of Ursana’s enemies but also her own allies, including, at one point, one of her sisters.

That news did not shock Samuel too much—it was a bit horrifying that Scarletra’s mother would do that to her daughter. Humans have done the same thing for centuries, giving drugs and other poisons to their troops to take advantage of the effects, from ancient times to now with modern stimulants. But this was different; it wasn’t some man from an old story of humanity eating mushrooms and going mad for a few hours. No, according to Scarletra, it was permanent. Even today, when she got genuinely angry or had to fight for life and limb, she would enter a trance and slaughter everything she could touch.

“I’m afraid I will kill you if Hurot calls to me. The other day, when we were hunting, the sudden loud noise freaked me out, and I almost killed you,” Scarletra explained.

“Ah, is that what happened,” Samuel pondered.

Samuel wondered how much effect it had on her and what it did exactly. Not that he could ever truly know; He assumed it had to do with her amygdala or at least her species equivalent. Considering it gave her strength beyond normal, jacked her heart rate, and put her in a near-blackout trance, her Fight-or-Flight response was the only theory he could drum up.

“Yes, I don’t want to hurt you or anyone. That’s why I was hiding away,” Scarletra admitted.

“I’m sorry you went through that and all those fights. I can understand why you did not tell me about that,” Samuel admitted.

“Do you want me to leave now that you know?” Scarletra questioned after a few long, drawn-out moments of silence. Her golden eyes looked toward the door as if she knew the answer already.

Samuel leaned his head against her and took a moment to ponder it. Did he? She had issues from her past, but they were her past, and Scarletra was not the horrible monster she described herself as. Also she was clearly making efforts not to ever be considered that horrendous Hurot-possessed berserker. If she stayed with the GU, fighting wars would never be an issue for her again. She would be safe, happy, and able to do whatever she wanted. Especially with how quickly she learned, Samuel had no doubt that the Varintol could do something menial to pay for a place to live and then study to do more if she wanted. Either way, she could live comfortably.

“Of course not. Why would I want you to go because of your past?” Samuel said with conviction.

“Because I might kill you like the monster I am,” Scarletra restated.

“You don’t want to kill or hurt me, or anyone for that matter; Hell, you are the sweetest, gentlest person I’ve ever met,” Samuel assured. “Scar, I’ve watched you try to lure the small creatures closer in the woods, cooing that you want to hug them. I can’t think of a monster that would want to cuddle a tiny furred animal.”

Scarletra blushed slightly but could not deny what he was saying. She tried to pet some of the little four-legged animals living in nearby woods almost daily. They were so cute, and she had been trying for years; with each attempt, she prayed they would finally let her cuddle and cradle them. She was unaware that Samuel had watched her doing that.

Scarletra leaned down and licked the top of Samuel’s head a few times before gently muttering between wet strokes, “Thank you, Sam.” Scarletra felt like a massive weight was off her shoulders. She was free to be herself now, not that there would be any changes in how she acted other than she would not have to step around specific topics like they were thin ice.

After licking his hair for a few minutes, Samuel silently accepted her expression of care, mainly because he enjoyed it. Scarletra nuzzled against his neck, and her soft fur tickled him. The Great Mother and Levaal truly smiled upon her, bringing such a wonderful man to her.

“No problem, but I want to know everything you can tell me. I am honestly a bit curious to hear more about your Mother and what happened to you while growing up,” Samuel requested.

“I can,” Scarletra agreed, stopping her nuzzling and smelling his delicious smokey scent.

Because Scarletra had already told him the worst part of her life, visiting the rest was not a massive request. She lessened her grip on him, letting him turn around and settle into her lap for more beers and stories while holding him.

Next, Scarletra told more about her Mother, the grandiose warlord’s role. Apparently, as is tradition with the Varintol, once you become the clan’s matriarch, you are referred to as Mother by your tribe. Still, in her case, the matriarch was her biological mother. That gave Samuel a funny thought that technically made sense based on everything, and with how Scarletra had been feeling, he figured a bit of a joke might be good for her.

“So wait, are you technically a princess then?” Samuel joshed, taking a sip from his second can.

“Technically, I suppose that is true. Although I do have six sisters, older and younger. But Mother favored me as next in line for her because of my size and ability to fight. Which was not good for me in any way,” Scarletra replied with a chuckle.

“Why is that?” Samuel questioned. “While you have explained your mother is a brutal warlord, would she not want her daughter to be a good leader? Or prepare you to become a Matriarch?”

Scarletra sighed and thought about that while reaching over for her sixth beer. She wanted to put this in a way that did not make her sound pathetic, but she doubted that was possible. However, Samuel had been so accepting of her past that he likely would not care.

“She essentially tortured me to ensure I practiced and learned how to be a matriarch. That treatment was one of the reasons I did not do well when you yelled at me.” Scarletra replied, “Along with her forcing me to lay with diplomats from the other tribes, trying to butter them up for negotiations. While my sisters were treated similarly, I, without a doubt, got it worse.”

“Ah—that makes sense. It was horrible, but if your Mother selected you as her successor, she probably was trying to raise you how she was raised.” Samuel groused.

“I never asked nor really thought about it. I simply ended up hating that vile woman,” Scarletra admitted. “I ran away and have been alone for years because I hate her. Being alone was better than daily torture.”

“Still, you aren’t alone anymore,” Samuel said, looking up at her. His heart warmed, seeing her vibrant smile had returned.

“Yeah, I suppose I’m not,” Scarletra replied, leaning down, kissing his head, and gently growling.

Scarletra continued to tell Samuel more about the village, her people, her sisters, and even more about the myriad of caves she had used as shelter for the last few years. She mentioned decorating them extensively with carvings, pelts, and other things she found curious over the years. Samuel could not deny wanting to see at least one of them. Thankfully, Scarletra was more than willing to show him but warned taking the Varintluk would be a several-day trip, as her in a full sprint took nearly all day—and lord knew she was faster in the trees than the lumbering vehicle.

Scarletra opened up further to him about life, and what she had done without the vague attempt at censoring everything with the crude lie she was some crafter, and he started to admire her more. Knowing the truth about her now, Scarletra was even more impressive in his eyes.

She was adapting like she always had, but away from the violence, bloodshed, and survival; She was attuning her life and happiness to what a more normal person would want and have.

“What do you want to do once you are off this rock? The representative will likely expect you to want to leave based on what he already knows.” Samuel questioned once they had settled from real conversation and simply basked in each other’s company.

“I wanted to just learn more for you. Do I have to leave? I would rather stay with you.” Scarletra questioned.

That answer nearly floored Samuel, almost choking on a sip of beer. He had expected her to talk about her crafting or something along those lines or possibly going on an adorable rant about what she thought the wider galaxy might be like. Her implying she would rather stay here was not on the list of expectations—having assumed she was just doing what he said around the outpost because he told her it was the expectation to be here.

Samuel shimmied up from Scarletra’s lap, a bit to her surprise and worry. Was staying a proper line in the snow? Samuel had told her the GU representative would take her, but she assumed there was no option. Now she knew there was one.

Samuel gently caressed her cheek, smiled, and said in a hushed, husky breath that she adored, “Of course, you don’t,” as he leaned in and gently kissed her.

Scarletra gently wrapped her hands on his hips, guiding him against her while holding the long, understanding kiss. She leaned against the wall, letting gravity sink him into her plush body. By all that was divine, Levaal might as well have been screaming at her how that mossy, warm odor that began to pour off him meant he wanted her. She prayed to the goddess of love Samuel would keep going and entirely accept her as his warm fire.

Once Samuel broke the kiss, that little angel and demon on his shoulder started staking claim to him and his future. Arguing about his need to move on or cling to the past. But the angel finally won out between Scarletra’s fanged smile and the angel’s prising. The vile shade of guilt stood no chance. The demon’s harsh condemning statements lasted for little more than a second before the little abomination faded, and he felt near weightless.

Samuel could not fake it or deny it anymore. He did not want this remarkable woman to leave. If she left, he would feel worse than he had in years.

Samuel reached up with a hand and rubbed Scarletra’s ears softly, causing her to lightly moan from the massage. Simultaneously, he re-engaged the kiss, far deeper this time around, both their hands pressing the other forcefully, their teeth touching in surprise because they both tried to continue their sensual acceptance.

Scarletra’s massive velvet tongue pushed past his diminutive appendage and filled his mouth to the brim, running along his teeth and palette. He could only manage a few supple licks against her meaty tongue and fangs. Even so, they had an equal amount of lust, ferocity, and care for that moment. They moaned into the other’s mouth and accepted the other sweet as candy flavors. Scarletra’s other hand took one of Samuel’s entire asscheeks into her fuzzy palm, giving him a firm squeeze, her claws teasing him through his jumpsuit.

After a blissful minute of their tongues coupling and writhing like two animals trying to find shelter in the deepest blizzard, they leaned their foreheads against each other, looking into the other’s eyes.

Scarletra waited, knowing she had to let Samuel make the first move; if he wanted it to end there, she would regrettably agree, even if she had already felt her body flush with anticipation. Thank Levaal, she did not have to wait long.

Samuel gently reached up and snaked his hand between their bodies, caressing the zipper to her jumpsuit.

“Sam, don’t unless you mean it,” Scarletra licked her lips, challenging his decision, offering him one more out.

“I do mean it,” he replied, pulling at the metal zipper.





SECTION TWENTY-SEVEN

SOLICITOUS SILK

Samuel slowly lowered Scarletra’s zipper, the humming vibrations tickling at his fingertips. Slowly but surely, her forest of fur grew more canyon-like and begged to be released. Eventually, Scarletera’s two massive globes could not be contained and overflowed from the garment, ripping the zipper from his hand.

Seeing Scarletras womanly mounds again made Samuel’s cock as hard as tungsten. He eagerly pinched and massaged one of Scarletra’s hard pink nipples while plunging his other hand down inside her jumpsuit opening, her warm fur welcoming him back.

“You really are excited,” Scarletra moaned.

Samuel’s hand snaked past her mountainous furry belly and reached her wet, waiting folds. He smirked, feeling slick dripping onto his palm when she opened her legs wider. “Of course I am. Is that a complaint?”

Scarletra giggled and pushed Samuel so he was straddling one of her legs before kissing him deeply. She feasted on how his eyes lost some focus, giving in to the candy taste on her lips. “Not at all,” she growled.

“Good,” Samuel gasped when they parted.

He began to massage a slow circle against her pussy. With each lap, she rocked back and forth, methodically encouraging him. At the same time, she rubbed his rock-hard cock through their suits with her squashy thigh. The temptation to jump at him and coil her tongue around his stiff member was agonizing.

Her wait was horrendously long, time rolling in on itself, yet he never got closer to what she wanted. Samuel clearly enjoyed watching her brow twitch and her mewl in frustration each time his finger neared her slick blossom’s center. He teased and tempted her until her flowery scent filled the air and was one stroke from ripping his clothes off and forcing the matter.

The moment his coarse digit prodded against her entrance, Scarletra shifted her hip forward and clenched, pulling him deeper than he intended. She gasped and knocked her head back against the wall, nearly cumming from his digit being shoved so deep and quickly. Her sopping folds were as tight as a fitted mold and kept quivering as he took a slow, systematic rhythm—all intended to make her want more and enjoy every step.

Scarletra’s growled moans were sporadic, struggling to keep time with the bliss from Samuel’s caress and kisses on her nipples, along with his rough fingers challenging her tunnels’ powerful flexes at random undeterminable intervals.

Samuel swirled his tongue around and nibbled at her nipple; his beard tickled her sensitive areola while she began to gently fully unzip her jumpsuit, allowing her stomach to pour out and halfway engulf samuels arm with silken fur and plush fat. The extra heft did not deter him. No, if anything, it pushed Samuel to double his efforts. He stuck his thumb up and pressed gently against her clit with each stroke, flicking it like a light switch.

Samuel pressed another finger into Scarletra’s tight, unyielding tunnel. He enthusiastically put them into action: scissoring, opening, closing, alternating, never the same thing twice and never in a planned design she could guess at as fog set into her mind.

She leaned her whole back against the wall, letting her butt slide further out toward the center of the room. She lounged as her hot love poured out with more flow, wetting his palm further.

Scarletra ran her hand across Samuel’s back, pressing her claws tight against it. By the Great Mother, his little shiver made her wetter, hungrier, and more switched on.

“You are amazin—Fuuu!” She started, but her words morphed into a sharp yowl when he circled her hard clit like a joystick.

“That’s it, just relax, Scar,” Samuel growled before nibbling at her nipple harder.

Scarletra melted against the floor and wall, all tension releasing from her powerful muscles as Samuel continued. Each nip and press deeper drew louder and louder moans, nearing the point where she was screaming in ecstasy at thunderous volumes. Every moment she was denied this for weeks was brought to the forefront of her nerves and exploding in blissful satisfaction.

As Scarletra saw it, there might as well have been a waterfall dripping from her, feeling her wet love rolling down her backside and soaking her rump. But she did not care. This was beyond comparison. His scents, touches, grunts, and groans. All formed a cacophony of singing birds in her mind. By Levaal, she understood what love was now. Samuel would give and not want—but she yearned to give back.

Her quivering tunnel rolled in waves, trying to fight to keep a hold of his enthusiastic fingers as they spread her open with slow, capricious motions. Scarletra’s formidable muscles squeezed tighter and tighter, making Samuel battle against them to stay lodged in her. He pushed his shoulder into the motions, slamming knuckle deep with his two digits. She yelped and almost lost herself to the experience fully.

Each time he sheathed inside, his fingers caressed her g-spot. That was what tossed Scarletra over the edge of climax. With little warning, her womanhood squeezed so tight it felt like his fingers might break. At the same time, any attempts to keep herself upright were given up on; they slumped to the ground while she roared in ecstasy, soaking her jumpsuit with a warm wave. The leg Samuel was riding pinned his own to the ground while Scarletra pulled him tight, burying his head into her squashy globes. Her claws dug against his back, puncturing his jumpsuit and drawing the slightest flecks of blood—not that either noticed at the time or cared.

Samuel nestled tightly against his Varintol lover, her chest rising and falling in time with ragged, husky breaths. It took her a minute to fall back down from the heights of pleasure and her warm breath caressing his skin before her golden eyes fluttered open, taking in the sights of the gorgeous emerald-eyed man, holding his presence with an appreciation she had never known.

“You have no idea how amazing it is you don’t have claws,” Scarletra purred, nuzzling her soft furry face against his. “It’s like your hands were made to pleasure someone.”

“You’re one to talk. Your whole body feels like silk,” Samuel chuckled, returning the gesture and massaging her soft stomach just above her pussy. “I could not even imagine having knives on my hands.”

Scarletra gently released Samuel while sitting up. “On that subject—could you turn around and take off your suit? I smell a bit of blood.”

Samuel raised a brow, trying to remember when she might have scratched him hard. To his annoyance, he was too in the moment and could not recall, but he did as she asked, slipping out of his jumpsuit and sitting up, leaving him in his boxers. Her eyes lingered on his cock tent, causing her to wet her lips.

Scareltra’s soft velvet hands gently caressed his back. “How bad is it?” Samuel questioned, shivering at her touch.

Scarletra took a moment to examine the wounds and wondered how serious an injury Samuel could withstand, having never seen him hurt. Samuel had five tiny puncture wounds over his right shoulder blade that perfectly aligned with her claws. She had seen far worse injuries; these ones hardly even had a few already drying drops of blood; using her best judgment based on what she could see and his reaction, she spoke up.

“Nothing bad, just tiny pricks. Does it hurt?” Scarletra asked, pulling Samuels bare back into her encompassing body.

“Not too bad. I can hardly feel the pokes you gave,” Samuel replied after thinking about it momentarily.

“That’s good. I was afraid I hurt you,” Scarletra said, leaning in to rest her head on his shoulder.

Samuel reached up and hugged her head with a single arm and nuzzled against her for a moment. Samuel peeked up at her and wanted to give her one of the acts she had given him. Simply because it felt like the correct thing in the tender moment. His relatively tiny tongue dragged up her cheek, lightly tickling her. “You didn’t,’’ he assured.

“Aww, you’re so cute,” Scarletra cooed, licking him back and slowly moving her velvet palm along his thigh.

“Didn’t we have this argument before? I’m not cute,” Samuel smirked.

“Yeah, but I still know you are cute—even if you don’t,” Scarletra winked.

Samuel scoffed, knowing that argument would get him nowhere. Scarletra wholeheartedly thought he was as cute as a bunny if their talk on the hunting trip was anything to go by. Either way, conceding that point to her was not bad; it made her happy, even though it felt oddly emasculating and comforting.

“Now, I think we have something else to take care of, my cute little human,” Scarletra breathed in his ear, eliciting a massive shudder from that and her fluffy hand rubbing against his throbbing, thick cock through his boxers. “Now, promise me you won’t peek for a moment, my little fire.”

“I won’t,” Samuel quavered without a moment’s hesitation.

“Good,” Scarletra said, as soft as her fur, releasing him and stepping toward the main room with abject grace.

Scarletra had a plan and had grown to enjoy laying little traps to lure him in. Even if the “trap” she would use was so simple, any layman could understand her intentions—and Samuel was vastly more intelligent than that.

Samuel did as she asked and waited patiently, the room’s relatively chilly air pulling up goosebumps on his back. Even though the sounds of her lightly moaning and moving around were oh-so-tempting to peer at. For half a minute, his cock might as well have been trying to cut through his thin boxers, aching with every heartbeat and breath.

“Ok, I’m ready,” Scarletra mewled after what felt like a torturous eternity.

Samuel’s vision went black as he quickly turned around. Scarletra had tossed her jumpsuit at him, and it draped over his head. The soft, thin material filled his lungs with her sweet, flowery scents, something he found more comforting than anything else on this moon. Samuel slipped it off his head, and the sight of her womanly grace made his cock twitch and burst forth from his boxers fly, like the damn thing had a mind of its own and wanted what he saw.

Scarletra lay on her side atop the cold concrete floor. She had raised one leg in front of her, propped up on her toes, leaving a clear view of her glistening womanhood, pink and perfectly nestled in an ocean of velvet gray fur. She propped her upper half up on one elbow while her other hand slowly brushed her rump’s thick fur.

“So, do you like what you see?” she asked with a coy wisp and flutter of eyelashes.

“God, yes,” Samuel croaked, sounding akin to a kid in puberty whose voice cracked.

“Perfect, now come on,” Scarletra invited, lifting her upper leg skyward in an impressive display. Despite how large she was, her flexibility put gymnasts to shame.

Samuel got up and ripped his boxers off, nearly tripping from his haste; she lightly chuckled at him, and he blushed, realizing how close he came to falling into her waterbed-like body—not that it would have been a bad thing.

“Are you alright?” Scarletra giggled.

“Yeah, I’m good,” Samuel laughed, his heart racing.

Samuel straddled the thigh to her lower leg, and she rested the other against his shoulder, supple flesh rolling over his shoulder, and she bent her knee over it, keeping him close.

Samuel looked down at the massive woman; the only thoughts in his mind were the stripes in her fur, golden eyes, and the lustful bite on her lip. Samuel thought differently of Scarletra than his late wife, but one thing was the same: he wondered why god would give him someone this amazing.

Scarletra tightened her leg over his shoulder, pulling him entirely against her supple tree trunk-like thigh, sinking partially into her. A damp, warm fog engulfed Samuel’s crotch, being only millimeters from plunging back into her.

“Don’t keep a lady waiting.” she prised.

Samuel smirked, reached down, and grabbed the base of his cock, rubbing the tip slowly against her sopping pussy. Their desire to begin growing with each agonizingly slow drag up and down. Scarletra moaned, feeling her wet folds parting just far enough for her lips to encapsulate the tip of his cock.

Samuel found it incredible that if he took this position with a human, he would have to lean in and be somewhat ready to thrust downward. Scarletra was not like that at all, she was the perfect height to let him enter with ease—like their bodies were made for each other.

Samuel slowly pushed deeper, savoring every flex and squirm of her welcoming insides. She was blazing hot and fully encapsulated his member in her attentive care. Halfway through, Scarletra flexed her inner ring and yanked him to the hilt. Both moaned as Samuel bottomed out inside her, his cock pushing against her cervix.

Samuel used one arm and kept it wrapped around her thigh, the other greedily grasping her short, fluffy tail like a handlebar. He had never messed with her tail before, but my god, he needed to more often, especially when they had sex. The second he gripped it, Scarletra mewled, and her pussy clenched like it was about to rip his cock off.

“Fuck, that’s a lot,” Scarletra moaned.

“Yeah, but I like it,” Samuel replied in shock.

“Same,” Scareltra said, grasping her massive mammary and twisting her nipple, pushing her pleasure further.

Samuel began to rock back and forth, struggling to move against her powerful grip. Yet each millimeter he managed to move was blissful. Each time his cock threatened to pop out, Scarletra pushed on his back with her leg, keeping him inside. Each time Scarletra’s thick fur rubbed against Samuel’s gooch like a silk carpet, the feeling was at first a little strange, but now it quickly became another part of her to enjoy, feeling like feathers tickling his sack, thighs, crotch.

Their ferocity grew gradually, getting faster and faster. Both savoring the sounds and touches of the other. Samuel’s heavy sweat poured out and soaked into her fur. His rich, mossy, and smokey scent made Scareltra want nothing more than to hold out for him so they could climax together like they had their first night. But that was a fight she was not going to win.

Samuel clutched her leg in what felt like a claim to her. With each thrust, he tugged on her tail, a shock of pleasure wracking her, making her pant like an animal in heat. She felt her moment of no return getting closer each time his member slammed against her womb, stretching her will thinner and thinner, like a rubber band ready to snap—until at last, on one of her clenches, she roared in bliss cumming harder than she had before, sending her to absolute bliss.

Warm tallie covered Samuel’s cock as Scarletra’s entire body clenched hard, keeping him from moving for several seconds. The volume filled the room and valley in her husky praise of their efforts. Her insides coiled and rolled so hard he felt like she was trying to draw his entire pelvis inside her.

After several seconds of her euphoric roaring tugging at his mind, body, and soul, her body relaxed, melting into a painting, moaning, prising puddled.

“Go faster,” Scarletra pleaded to Sameul, her leg muscles having given out in the dreamy experience.

“You got it,” Samuel said through ragged breaths.

Without Scarletra’s aid, Samuel grabbed her plush body tighter and resumed the motions as fast as his heaving lungs and tired legs could. Even without her clenching, waves of euphoria shot through Samuel like a bullet. Each slam sent a new round through his mind, forcing him into a blissful fog. He pressed himself to the absolute limit, unable to focus on anything but her.

Waves rolled across her plush ass and belly with each collision; they rolled up across her back and breasts before crashing like a tsunami against her head, causing her to mewl and moan, begging for more.

The time, weather, moon, and universe did not matter to them; They only cared about the other. All faded away, leaving just them. Two rutting animals pleasuring their mate.

Samuel felt his ability to resist exploding inside her, waning, coming closer with every stroke; she felt the throbbing of his thick member getting faster, nearing the frantic patter of his heart. “Scar, I’m close,” Samuel exclaimed, not that she needed the warning.

Samuel buried his cock to the haft, painting her insides with thick heavy ropes.

“Sam, yes!” Scareltra wailed in ecstasy, each lustful drop greedily accepted by her yearning body, wanting the feeling of his thick seed, staking claim to her never to stop.

As soon as Samuel finished cumming, the fatigue of the experience slammed into him like a wall. He pulled out of her with a struggling pop and instantly felt lightheaded and panted desperately for air. As Samuel’s body saw it, their love-making might as well have been a marathon at a sprinter’s pace. He nearly collapsed to the cold ground. But Scarletra’s massive hands gripped him and pulled him down to lie with her.

Samuel’s head was atop her arm near her head. They held each other close, chest to chest. She tossed a leg over him, ensuring as much contact that could be made between them happened. Both welcomed one another with no abandon.

“By Levaal, can we do this every day?” Scarletra questioned, her heavy breathing billowing his beard.

“If that’s what you want,” Samuel replied, too exhausted and still far too wracked with bliss coursing through him like fire to argue or comment on, it might be too much for a man his age.

They lay there enraptured in the other’s presence while they landed firmly back on Baritin from their wondrous high. Samuel was the first to move, not unlike earlier; he wanted to return a gesture she gave him. Samuel gently licked her cheek several times, her eyes closing, accepting the aftercare.

After several repetitions, she did the same, but her long dexterous appendage slicked from his collarbone to cheek with no effort. Samuel shuddered from the warm, soft caress.

Both smiled beatifically. No words were needed for them to understand they had become the other’s warm fire, lover, and friend, an experience both had yearned after for years. They just needed to find one another.

“Sam, want to go to bed?” Scarletra purred.

He softly pressed his lips against her massive plush ones for but a moment, wanting to kiss her again just to drive the point home to himself. “Yeah, let’s go.”

Samuel started to stand to go to their bed, but Scarletra had a claim to make. She quickly scooped Samuel up, cradling him in her arms.

“Whoa, what’s up with this? You know I don’t like being picked up,” Samuel protested. Looking up at her golden, caring gems.

“Awww, look how cute you are,” Scarletra smirked, “Are you really not going to let me carry you to bed?”

Samuel tried to argue the point in his mind how he could possibly reply, but his thoughts were cut short when Scarletra squeezed his butt and kissed him with unbridled passion. Her velvet snake pushed into his mouth full force, licking the back of his throat, gagging him, and traversing toward his gullet. The silken appendage tossed him back into the fires of bliss. He moaned loudly and clung to the massive woman around her shoulders.

Why does her being so forceful make him feel so yearned for?

She slipped her tongue back, leaving his mouth vacant, empty, and his tongue horrendously alone.

“No, I’m not going to argue,” Samuel assured, fog still in his mind.

“Good, let’s go to bed,” Scarletra growled, carrying her prize toward the bedroom where they first spent a blissful night together. But now they would spend another as a genuine couple—with many more to come.





SECTION TWENTY-EIGHT

TREPID TRAVELING

The chipper sounds of a guitar, banjo, and fiddle filled the Varintluk’s cabin with the pleasant, well-timed tones of good old bluegrass and heavily accented English ripped straight out of Appalachia. Scarletra wanted something to do other than study while they made their two-day journey to the cave she used to call home. So Samuel busted out one of his wireless speakers and an MP3 player, letting her scroll through it and act as their DJ for the trip. She had a little bit of trouble operating the relatively small device, barely able to hold it in her hand and use her other claw to press the buttons. But she was managing.

The fact she settled on bluegrass and other country songs was initially unexpected. Samuel had figured something heavier would be to her liking. However, the sounds of the weighty drums and screaming rock and heavy metal riffs hit a bit too close to home and dredged up uncomfortable memories.

So here she was, bobbing her head along to the song and attempting to sing the chorus in her thick accent despite it being in a language she had no idea how to speak. Samuel just chalked it up that music really can be a universal language.

Scarletra wanted to return to this specific cave to retrieve some items and bring them to the outpost, namely furs, drying racks, tools, and some of her carvings. Especially now that Samuel finally admitted that he wanted her to stay, she had to move in and did not want to leave them behind. Thankfully, the Varintluk would let them only make one or two trips; if she had to go back and forth on foot, it would take her weeks to complete the relays.

They were only a few hours away from the midpoint in their route for the day; the sun was high and bright with no snowfall, but the oppressive bows hanging over the forest cast imposing shadows at all angles. Nothing so horrible they couldn’t see obstacles, but it was just dark enough that Samuel had to occasionally yawn or stretch to keep himself awake. Now, he was sleepy because of the lack of light, as well as his eventful week. Scarletra had not been joking about wanting to fuck every day.

Samuel wanted to do that with her and had risen to the occasion. But she was filled with boundless energy and pressed the idea of once a day. They had been going at it so often that he wondered if her species were built more like a rabbit than a bear. There was not a single room or surface that they had not fucked on over the last week.

Just yesterday, when Samuel returned from filling the biodiesel generator with extra wood, Scarletra was waiting for him on the couch, naked with a sharkish, hungry invitation to break its frame further. Who was he to deny her? Tired and sore as he might be.

The only part about that somewhat upsetting him was that he had fallen behind on some work he wanted to tackle. Namely using the explosives to carve a route from the deep space satellite high in the mountains to their home. If they dedicated a week of camping, digging, and a healthy dosage of explosives to the project, any trips up there would be short. It would no longer take him three days to get there and three to return. Samuel had someone who would be waiting for him to return after all, so getting back home actually mattered again. Ensuring they had plenty of time together was worth the few days of exhaustive work.

The Varintluk gracefully rolled through a thick area of trees, the dense canopy opening to a vast field and a bright blue sky, allowing Samuel plenty of time to pour himself a cup of coffee. His cup had gone dry hours ago. He could have asked Scarletra to pour some, but the thermos was on his left, and with him weaving through tight squeezes, he did not need her squashy frame pressing against him, causing them to crash. They weren’t going incredibly fast, but the sentiment still stood.

While Samuel was pouring a steaming cup of the black ambrosia, the radio squawked, and the smooth tones of Liro of all people came over. “Sam, how copy?”

“Can you get that,” Samuel asked while trying to pour with his hands and using his knees to not have the Varintluk go off course.

“Hello, we hear you,” Scareltra replied, picking up the handset and speaker combo.

“Who are you? Where is Samuel? He is the only person who should be on this network,” Liro replied, his confusion evident even through the crackling radio.

“Liro, this is Scarletra. Sam told you about me,” Scarletra insisted, scrunching her brow at the question. Who else would be answering Samuel’s radio?

“Scarletra? I thought you did not speak Standard?” Liro questioned.

“Learned from Sam. Still not good,” Scarletra happily replied, clearly enjoying the chance to use the radio. Samuel had taught her how to use it just in case of an emergency, or he was just away when communications came in.

“Well, that’s impressive. Is he able to hear me?” Liro replied.

“He can,” Scarletra replied, looking as Samuel slid his thermos back into the door’s pouch.

“Perfect, I just wanted to let you two know that the Sethun is two weeks away. They turned and burned that shuttle pilot who just returned from there,” Liro explained.

Two weeks? Moi had left only a week back. Did that little goblin really fly so fast in subspace to cut the travel time in half? Samuel wondered about it for a few seconds and then accepted that the little maverick doing so would be in character.

Scarletra resisted the urge to chuckle; Sethun and whoever was escorting him here would likely be miserable while traveling with the bold pilot. It was a bit of a cruel thought, but she found the idea of someone else being subjected to the little pervert to be funny. Even though she was not excited to hear he was returning.

Scarletra glanced over at Samuel, nodding his understanding of the message.

“We will be ready. Anything else?” Scarletra questioned.

There was radio silence for nearly the next minute, long enough that they wondered if the reply had even been sent out. As Scarletra brought the handset back to her mouth and was about to reply, it crackled loudly.

“Nope, I got nothing else. But hey, you two, stop being strangers. I hear from the other outposts at least every few days. You two have been radio silent for nearly a month,” Liro huffed.

Samuel set his coffee cup on the flat dashboard and held a hand out to Scarletra. She placed the hand mic in his palm. “Is that not a good thing for you? Less work?” Samuel chuckled after clearing his throat.

“Yeah, but come on, brother. If you two don’t check in at least every few days, for all I know, you have bit the dust,” Liro replied.

Samuel and Scarletra shrugged at that, silently agreeing that they could handle it unless they needed help. Between Samuel’s weapons and tools and Scarletra’s craftiness and ability to defend herself from most animals, few things threatened them.

“We will think about it. For now, brother, I’m driving and can’t talk. We are about to enter the trees,” Samuel replied. With the end of the clearing a few dozen meters away, he had to choose between chatting with Liro and holding his coffee. No offense to his brother from another mother, but that was hardly a choice.

“Sam, can I talk to him,” Scarletra questioned, poking his side gently.

Samuel shrugged and passed back the handset to her. She greedily took it in hand, clearly enjoying having someone else to talk to. He could not blame her; if he had been alone for years, he would have been starved to speak to people, and Samuel did not like people.

“Liro want to talk?” Scarletra purred, cupping the hand mic in both hands and looking at it expectantly.

“Of course I do, Scarletra. At least one of you wants to talk,” Liro replied with a smug boast.

“Cheeky bastard,” Samuel muttered under his breath.

They happily spoke ad nauseam. The conversation lasted until the sun was setting, and it was time for them to set camp. They covered everything Scarletra could talk about without using her translator. Including her and Samuel’s relationship, much to Liro’s amusement and Samuel’s embarrassment. Fuck it, the man would have learned eventually, might as well get it out of the way early. And with her telling him now, at least Samuel did not have to. But undoubtedly, Samuel would receive private communications asking to fill in the gaps in the story created by Scarletra’s budding vocabulary.
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The vibrant hues of the northern lights danced gracefully overhead, shifting between every color of the rainbow as they ebbed and flowed. Them and the gargantuan emerald planet nestled amidst the twinkling stars was a sight to behold, something many people would spend their whole life trying to find back on Earth.

“It’s stunning,” Samuel breathed as Scarletra pulled him closer.

They lay outside the Varintluk, having laid blankets above and below them. Not that either of them needed the blankets. Scarletra’s fur and Samuel’s suit did just fine for keeping them warm. But relaxing with the others after the long drive and spending time outside the cab in nature’s beauty was bliss. Their sleeping quarters were in the vehicle anyway. So they would retire there soon enough.

“It is,” Scarletra replied in standard, her heavy accent booming in the otherwise near-silent night. The only other sounds beyond their hushed words and rhythmic breathing were the distant croaking of birds and the howl of beasts crawling through the groaning pine bows.

Being out here using Scarletra’s arm as a makeshift pillow was a wonderful experience for Samuel. They would go stargazing once or twice a year when he was with Sarah. With Sarah, the positions would be reversed, but with how massive Scarletra was, him being the big spoon while cuddling was nearly impossible. It was something he had gotten used to over the last week.

Despite how late it might be, neither wanted to move and sully the moment. The evening thus far was perfect. Scarletra had taken time to build them a fire while Samuel prepared food. Dinner was nothing fancy other than a simple soup, but amidst the chilly winds, it was calming. Their little chats were far more open, earnest, and straightforward. Now that Scarletra had such a firm handle on Galactic Standard, Samuel could listen to her, not some electronic facsimile of what she wished to communicate. Save for a few missing words here and there.

Despite their relatively peaceful life, this was Baritin, a dangerous and inhospitable moon in most of its climates. And they were deep within Barut’s hunting grounds, an area not even the warlike Ursana dare to travel in without desperate necessity.

Baritin apparently had some objections about the happy couple’s relaxed stargazing.

Samuel’s heart dropped when a ripping low growl pierced the night. He tossed off the blanket and shot to his feat. Whatever made that noise was close enough that he could feel goosebumps on his skin. Although nothing could have prepared him for how close that was.

Just beyond the edges of the firelight, dozens of reflective green eyes stared back. Moving just outside the clear line of safety of the fire, dozens, if not hundreds, more shadows crawled slowly back and forth. Be it a trick of the light or a genuine count of whatever these shaded creatures were, Samuel could not tell and would rather not know.

Samuel scooped the pump action up from leaning against the Varintluk’s side and switched on the attached flashlight. Swinging the weapon towards the first set of eyes in shaking hands, the creature of shadow was revealed.

As large as a wolf, with a coat of spotted greens, whites, and grays. Its oversized jaws snapped in a hungry challenge, slings of long drool dripping to the snow. The part about it Samuel found most unsettling was its eyes. Those two sulfur-yellow beads stared back at him with hate and venom. Far more than any simple beast ever could.

This thing and the legion circling their camp were intelligent, painfully so. Samuel glanced around the area, expecting the beasts to have closed in on them from the flanks and rear. But they weren’t. They hesitantly stepped in and out of the firelight, biding their time and waiting for the moment to overwhelm them.

He and Scareltra stood with their backs to the Varintluk, watching the encroaching crowd as they prodded at the firelight. Something was off about the way they were acting. They seemed afraid. No fear did not cover the idea; they were more weary. There was no way that was because of him or the threat of a shotgun blast to the dome. These beasts, whatever they were, had never seen a human and would not have an ingrained caution against humans or firearms like so many intelligent earth creatures.

Then Samuel realized why they were acting this way. They only glanced at him when the light passed over them. Otherwise, their attention was firmly on Scarletra. Her deep resonant growl drowned out the pack’s own. A solidified warning to them. He had been so hyper-focused on the predators under the bows and the sound of his heartbeat that he had neglected to remember Scarletra was an apex predator on this moon, far more so than Humans. Sure, human technology might tip the scales in his favor if push came to shove, but the Varintol needed no tools to be just as, if not more, intimidating.

“Should I shoot and scare them off?” Samuel questioned, deferring to her experience living the Barut’s hunting grounds.

“No, the Gurintla won’t attack. Likely just hungry.” Scarletra replied, momentarily pausing her growl.

No shit, they are likely hungry and probably were looking at them like an easy meal. Hell, they might have thought they were already dead and just wanted to be sure by checking slowly. With how unsettlingly intelligent the biggest one looked, Samuel would not put it past them.

“Well then, what do you propose? They are getting closer,” Samuel said, flicking the safety of the pump action off.

He knew shooting right now was a bad idea. Scarletra did not have her earplugs in and was already on edge. He would be risking Hurot calling to her if he did. He was resolute, though if push came to shove, he would take that risk and fill the pack leader with buckshot before it cleared five meters. He would not let them touch Scarletra.

Scarletra gently lowered the shotgun’s muzzle. “No need for a fight. Trust me,” Sacrletra assured with a commanding growl.

It would be wonderful if there was no need to fight, but Scarletra’s claws were still proudly displayed. Samuel nodded and kept the weapon in a low, ready position. He hoped Scareltra was correct. Otherwise, the Autodoc in the Varintluk would be busy all night stitching and disinfecting the wounds they would undoubtedly receive–if they survived. No matter how strong she was, and even though the shotgun offered him a standoff, there still were at least fifty Gurintla in the swirling pack. Samuel was not much of a gambler, but he would bet on the pack in a heartbeat.

Scarletra proudly stepped forward, regality in her stride. Just as she would if she was addressing a group of rowdy soldiers. Samuel used to wonder about that presence she occasionally showed, but after learning about her past, he understands it now. She cleared her throat and breathed deeply before unleashing a thunderous roar.

All sounds were drowned out by her command, her defiance. The bows of the trees shivered in fear, dropping snow onto the ground, showering the now frozen pack of beasts. The ground beneath them shook like a small earthquake.

Samuel’s chest quaved, diaphragm vibrating as the pressure nearly caused him to buckle over and vomit. He would be facefirst in the sleet if he had not used the shotguns to brace himself.

The moment her voluminous roar cut off, Scareltra scanned the cowering beasts, pride filling her chest as their tails tucked, and they slowly backed away. She was the master of this territory and would not be threatened by them, nor would they dare bare their teeth at Samuel. Most of the lessons Mother taught her about being a Matriarch were useless, but she still knew how to command respect from beasts or mortals when needed.

They looked between one another and Scarletra hesitantly, as if there was still a question of if this was a fight they wanted. To help them decide, Scarletra strode toward the pack leader, her shoulder back and head held high, a venomous glower in her eye as she looked at something truly beneath her.

That simple act did it.

The instant her foot lifted, its eyes locked onto her, fear oozing out of them, just as they should. With a short yelp, the pack leader whipped about and dashed away from the flickering firelight, his pack following shortly behind.

Samuel stared in awe as the shadows around the fire flowed like water, weaving in and out of the trees, desperately following their leader. Scarletra sighed, dropping her facade. She took a few moments to turn around and walk back to the fire, wrapping Samuel in her arms and pinning his weapon between them.

“Are you alright?” Scarletra questioned.

Samuel’s racing heart took a few seconds to relax and catch his breath. It also took a moment for his mind to process the eternity of what likely was only a thirty-second ordeal. He had never been hunted by a pack of anything and would rather never experience that again. But Scarletra got them through it with no injuries on either side.

“Yeah, I am,” Samuel replied, sounding somewhat shaken.

“Good. Let’s get some rest, just in case bigger animals come,” Scarletra breathed as calmly as if they were just relaxing at home.

For her, animal encounters like that used to be a daily thing. They had decreased after a few dozen brawls with packs or lone beasts. They had learned fighting her was a quick way to meet their end. Thankfully, this pack took the warning. An open fight with Samuel nearby would not be easy. How could she keep him safe while also not listening to Hurot?

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Samuel replied, stepping back and turning toward the Varintluk’s cab.





SECTION TWENTY-NINE

COZY CAVE

Reaching Scarletra’s cave took them until sundown, mainly because they had to navigate many massive boulders and a few cliffs, but she could easily guide Samuel. Having her around was better than having a GPS.

Scarletra pushed open the massive pelts she draped over the entrance to this cave. The welcoming scents of where she called home for years greeted them. While there was not much in the little cave compared to the outpost, it had everything she needed but never all she wanted.

A mountain of pelts lay in one corner that she used as a bed. Dead center was the remnants of a fire ring and a cooking rack suspended over it. Laid in neat, tidy rows on crude shelves were all the products Scarletra had spent countless days crafting: hooks, clubs, spears, traps, rope, sinew line, baskets of dried meat, and even a few framed backpacks.

On the far end of the room, atop a plinth carved from stone, were immaculate statues of wood, each depicting a different god or goddess of the Varintol. Their figures were as varied as the items they carried in hand and what they represented.

Some were hulking monstrosities, while others were lithe hunters. Most carried weapons, but others clung to items precious to their domains, such as Levaal swaddling a young cub.

Scarletra was proud of them, but she was far more prideful about the legion of smaller statutes covering the floor. They were her dear friends, and she had spent more time with them than was probably healthy, talking to them over her eternity alone. They were models of the creatures that covered the region she claimed as hers, running the gamut from wolf like beasts to the smallest, rarest bird.

“Wow! You were not kidding that you had a lot of stuff,” Samuel commented, taking in the sight.

“You have no idea,” Scarletra replied, walking toward the plinth.

She pulled out her flint and steel and began to gradually light candles. Each flickering flame illuminated and brought more of the cave into perspective. One by one, strike by strike. Scarletra had been busy over the years.

Carved into the walls were steps of shelves, each row packed to the brim with more little statues and other supplies. The shadows had previously kept Samuel from witnessing their grandeur, but now he understood thoroughly.

“Sam, meet my friends,” Scarletra said, gesturing at the high looming carvings and toward the depictions of the gods.

Friends? That was an odd way to put it. But she had said that talking to her works was her only social mockup, so Samuel did not judge. Samuel slowly walked up toward the plinth, the eyes of the other carving watching him like gargoyles guarding their home.

He looked over the Varintol gods and was amazed. The detail and clean workmanship were enrapturing, the one front and center especially. She was taller than the others and built out of a different, far brighter wood. The Varintol was hugging herself; there were massive gouges in the side of her chest, and her face looked pained yet somehow at peace. Scarletra had even set some rough yellow crystals on the surface to act as eyes.

It took Samuel a few moments to remember all that Scarletra had told him of the gods, but he remembered them all.

This one was The Great Mother, she had to be.

She was gorgeous and had a similar build to Scarletra. Looking at her, Samuel felt an odd sense of comfort in her forlorn look. Possibly because he knew the story of her sacrifice to care for her children until her dying breath? Or it could be because the statue reminded him of the woman who wormed her way into his heart.

He traced the line, remembering each name and quips about what each god and goddess represented. He doubted Scarletra would appreciate it if he did not recognize them. Lord knows she mentioned them enough.

While they were all stunning works of art, from Levaal’s gentle motherly grace to Hurot’s fierce gaze and flaming sword, one held his attention more than the rest: the representation of Maruvak.

Scarletra had placed the skull of some animal over the head, giving the goddess of death a foreboding, almost threatening look. The flickering candles cast the eye holes in shadows as dark as midnight. Those dark pits stared into his very soul. That presence was aided by the sizable two-handed ax in her hand. It was no grim reaper scythe, but it was no less intimidating, and he could picture the goddess of death cleaving a dying Varintol in twain with it, claiming their souls for her undead legions.

“Sam, are you going to keep staring or help me?” Scarletra questioned, having already started to gather items off the shelves.

Samuel shook his attention from the haunting visage and turned to help. “Yeah, let’s get to work.”

They had a lot of packing to do and not much sunlight left. He doubted they would even get the shelves clear before they would have to use the Verintluk’s lights to let them keep working.

Samuel was undoubtedly right about the amount of effort they would put in that day. It was absolutely grueling. After their two-day drive, Samuel’s back hurt, and this was not helping him. Samuel groaned and picked up a crate, his spine cracking like a glowstick.

Scarletra, in the meantime, was chipper and eager to work. Life would be much easier if only Samuel could have that kind of energy again. Hell, he would settle on a new spine. Yet life had not handed him those cards; instead, he had to deal with being an aged individual.

As Samuel started to stack some of the pelts to get ready to roll them into self-contained makeshift rolls, Scarletra rested a hand on his shoulder, carrying a hundred-kilo basket of dried food under the other arm like it weighed nothing.

“Leave those out. We can sleep there tonight,” Scarletra said with a wink.

“What, don’t want to stay in the Varintluk?” Samuel questioned.

“I want one more night here. It’s been home for so long,” Scarletra replied, a longing in her voice, sounding almost like guilt.

He wondered if she was almost regretting her decision to move in or if her tone was just the pensiveness almost everyone got before a massive life change. Samuel nodded and put the pelts back. If she wanted to stay in her old home one more time, who was he to argue. “What do you want me to grab then?”

Scarletra thought about it momentarily, looking over the items she had in the cave. Samuel had told her on the way to think about what she wanted to bring home on this first run. The Varintluk’s storage area had a lot of room but was limited. So they should be getting the essentials first.

“Get the rest off that self. I will move the statues,” Scarletra replied.

“Why bring the statues?” Samuel questioned.

Scarletra looked at him like he was stupid. She had worked on the representations of the gods for months, ensuring each was flawless. It would be a waste to leave them here to rot. They needed the gods watching over their home; not having a place of worship and offering would be improper.

“I want them,” Scarletra replied.

She was not confident enough with Galactic Standard to communicate that complicated thought. Instead of flicking on her translator and explaining, she waited to see if Samuel wanted more details. Thankfully, he put her needs over any curiosities drumming in his head.

“Alright, I will double-check your lashings once it’s time to stop for the day, alright?” Samuel said, turning about and looking at the packed shelves for what item would send pained waves down his creaking back.

After a few horrible hours of lugging Scarletra’s luggage and strapping it to or stuffing it into the Varintluk, they called it for the day, having opted to finish work in the morning. At least Samuel called it because he was exhausted.

Samuel and Scarletra settled around a roaring fire she had lit using the last of her wood storage in the area, enjoying a quick meal. Scarletra had moved the statue of Maruvak out already; that thing gave Samuel the heebie-jeebies. Eating with the statue constantly watching and judging him did not sound enjoyable.

Dinner was reasonably quiet, not that either couldn’t find things to chat about. Both were exhausted from the trip and the work and took a break from talking, having done so constantly for nearly two days. They liked one another for sure, but even they had some limits. Stuck thigh to thigh and shoulder to shoulder for 16 hours a day while one was occupied with driving was one of those limits. Unless it was an important topic, the companionable comfort of having the other close by was enough.

Samuel observed as Scarletra ate some of the dried meat and rough bread from storage, dipping it into the gravy he had made. He watched with wonder, still struck by the reality of her moving in. The thought of having another woman living with him was still surreal. Fiddling with and rolling his wedding band around, he watched Scarletra lick at a drop of gravy that had escaped her mouth.

Scarletra noticed Samuel messing with his wedding band but did not say anything. She would instead bring it up after they settled in for the night. The last thing she wanted was for her to open that wound and for him to decide to sleep in the Varintluk. She would bring it up after they had a bit of enjoyment with one another, and he was wrapped in her arms. She would ask more about Sarah, needing to understand more of the life of the man she cared about.
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Scarletra draped her arm over Samuel and smiled, smelling his mossy, smokey scent. They had just finished another roll in the hay, or in this case fur. If Samuel’s fogged eyes were anything to go by, she had passed her oral exams with flying colors.

Samuel’s performance was, as usual, nothing to scoff at; her rump was battered and likely bruised slightly after his thighs and pelvis slammed into it from behind for the last half hour. It was a fantastic few rounds, and the hot feeling in her core made her more eager to continue, but Samuel was clearly spent and would not be up for a fourth or fifth round tonight.

She reached down to his rump and pulled him higher in the mountain of soft furs, bringing his head to her level. Scarletra licked his cheek a few times, letting Samuel’s ragged breath steady. Once he had steadied himself, the gesture was graciously returned to her enjoyment, even if his tongue was puny.

After a few cared licks, Samuel cupped her cheeks gently before kissing her, playfully running his tongue across her lips. Scarletra, of course, pushed against him and slipped her tongue over his and coiled it in his mouth, writhing it just enough to hear him blissfully moan.

By Levaal, hearing him enjoy her kisses was to die for.

Breaking the kiss, Samuel brushed away her hair and relaxed. Taking time to enjoy that with her and the fur blanket Scarletra covered them with every centimeter of him felt like it was wrapped in plush satin.

“Feeling good?” Scarletra whispered, snaking her arm underneath Samuel’s head and wrapping it down his back.

“Yeah, that was nice. I’m exhausted and can’t go again, sorry,” Samuel replied.

“I know,” Scarletra giggled, rubbing her nose against his. “I won’t ask for more.”

Scarletra struggled to think of how to ask Samuel about his late wife without coming across as rude or miscommunicative. She wanted to know more about his family, life, and what brought him here to Baritin. She, in all reality, knew very little about his past other than that Sarah had died from some disease. Scarletra had made a few guesses about his life based on his actions, but those were nothing more than wild speculation.

Scarletra could activate her translator but would rather not. Now that she could speak rough Galactic Standard, Samuel would only hear her, not that little gray box strapped to her neck by leather. They should listen to each other’s tones and inflections, not assume based on words and body language. That was how she thought of it, at least.

After a long pause between them, Scarletra had settled on what to say, “I want to know about your family.”

It was not subtle, but with Scarletras’ Galactic Standard lexicon being about as shallow as a plate of cereal, the straightforward approach was the limit of her tactfulness.

The question surprised Samuel, not because he was uncomfortable telling her about his past, but because generally, after they had sex, the docket was cuddles, sleep, or maybe some more beer, not an earnest question like that.

“Sure, what do you want to know?” Samuel replied.

“Sarah, your family, your home,” Scarletra purred.

That would be a lot to unpack. It was only fair that he gave her the truth. Samuel rolled onto his back and looked at the shadows dancing behind the rows of carvings. He sighed and thought back to his hometown of Rhinelander and started at the beginning when he was a young lad ripping apart any electronic he could get his hands on.

Over the next two hours, Samuel laid out everything he could remember about his life. While none of it was particularly exciting or as horrific as Scarletra’s, it was the honest truth.

Scarletra listened intently to each detail he explained about growing up in a small manufacturing and lumber town, going to a massive city to get an education, and what began as a whirlwind romance with Sarah. The two of them accidentally met on their first day of college, having literally bumped into one another, with Samuel’s coffee ruining her book. Their first date was him buying her a new one and perusing a bookstore.

The way he described Sarah was enrapturing. Each time he told her a story about their little adventures, his eyes would light up, and he would smile. Even his language changed slightly. He was using far more grand and descriptive words, enough so Scarletra had to pause him to ask what some of them meant.

Once she understood everything he had said, Scareltra smiled meekly, confirming an understanding. Samuel was undoubtedly in love with Sarah; his initial hesitancy to Scarletra’s advances was understandable.

Samuel then brought Scarletra some pause. He expanded the tales about his life from focusing on Sarah to their children. Scarletra did not know they had kids; it should not have been surprising, but with him being out here alone, she assumed he had no one left on Earth once Sarah died.

But no, Samuel had left three kids on that faraway planet; granted, they were grown and had their own families when he came here, but he just left without telling them, vanishing from their lives without a trace.

“Why would you not tell them?” Scarletra prodded, assuming Sam would be tight-lipped about that.

He sighed and scratched his head, a look of anguish on his brow. “They had not talked to me since Sarah died. I figured they wanted nothing to do with me anymore. I don’t blame them. I wasn’t exactly a happy or nice person when she first died.”

“I’m certain they miss you,” Scarletra replied, rubbing her hand on his chest. “Maybe message them?”

“Maybe,” Samuel replied before continuing his story, pushing off the topic of his children.

Samuel loved all three of them: Blair, Tom, and Alex. But he had no idea what he could say to them or their kids. Could he honestly admit to them he was so lonely that running off to the far side of the galaxy to die cold and alone seemed like a good idea at the time?

After Samuel’s kids were grown and out of the house, he and Sarah slowed down. She retired, and he kept working day in and day out until Sarah got sick and died.

At that point, his tone shifted; he was a bit more sullen but kept soldiering on, refusing to leave out any details about how his house fell into disarray, and he never did anything other than work or drink to a stupor.

“Then I moved here, wanting nothing but to be left alone and be forgotten about,” Samuel sighed, finishing his tale.

He looked over at Scarletra, expecting her to pity him or something along those lines but nope. Her bright eyes were as warm as ever. She scooted closer and rested her head on his shoulder.

“You are not forgotten, Sam. You have a lot of life left,” Scarletra whispered.

“Yeah, I know that now,” Samuel replied, draping his arm over her shoulders and kissing her silver hair. “Let’s get some sleep, alright? We have a lot of work tomorrow. You can ask me more then, ok?”

She growled her agreement and listened to his heart drumming in her ear. Samuel quickly fell asleep, having struggled to stay awake while recounting his life. Scarletra was slow to follow.

Instead of passing out, Scarletra stared intently at Samuel, reflecting on his life. It sounded comfortable and fulfilling. In a way she envied that his life was peaceful and filled with love; she had never had anything like that and wanted it. Her life was not like that until recently.

Scarletra wondered how much of an existence like that they could forge together. They had a home, had each other, and plenty of things to keep them busy within Hurot’s hunting grounds: building the road, her finishing Sarah’s memorial, and learning more about her new lot in life. They would be busy for sure. But a part of Scarletra wondered if somewhere in that active existence, there was time for children or visiting other places in the universe.

Scarletra could ask Samuel about those topics later. He needed to rest, and spinning herself into a tisy would not put her to sleep. Scarletra snuggled close to Samuel, basking in his smokey scent, and shut her eyes, melting against him.

As Scarletra dreamed that night, Levaal tempted her with what could be. Laying out desires that Scarletra had never experienced before, having assumed a monster like her was beyond the light of the goddess of love. Her crystal-clear dream certainly made the idea seem so blissful.

She stood just outside the outpost, but the area was not covered in deep snow. No, it was coated in gentle grass and moss, as green as the planet Baritin orbited. A breeze rolled across her fur, and the blissful scents of flowers and moss filled the air, dominating every other odor.

A babbling chirp brought her attention to a little cub swaddled in her arms. The cub had the same emerald eyes as Sam, with fur as black as the hair from his youth. He was a handsome little Varintol. Scarletra did not know how she knew it was a boy, but she knew immediately.

Grabbing her attention from the swaddled babe, giggling and high-pitched roaring rolled out of the lush forest, little birds flying away and vanishing into the sky. Shortly after the announcement, a small pack of young Varintol burst forth from the thicket. Their appearances run the gamut from orange, black, and white; one even had gray stripes like hers.

They laughed and jeered while bounding through the field between the outpost and the forest. As they made it halfway, what they were running from came cutely stumbling through the brush. An equally as enrapturing Samuel, wearing shorts, a tank top, and a brimming smile. Her heart sputtered. He looked as equally mouthwatering as handsome.

The clan that was undoubtedly theirs reached her, giggling and shielding themselves from him. Clinging to her legs while asking her to save them from Sam. Scarletra ignored their pleas and watched the handsome human approach with boundless confidence. Samuel tickled the babbling cub, quietly speaking to him.

Scarletra reached up, cupped his chin, just as she did daily for the last week, and leaned closer. The dream drew to a close just as Scarletra leaned down and planted her lips on his sweet as-candy ones.

Scarletra awoke late in the night, her head still firmly on Samuel’s chest, a light drool on it. While she was not cursing the goddess for ripping her from that heavenly fantasy, Scarletra had to admit Levaal was an intelligent and cunning goddess. Pulling her away and making her look her desire in the eye was as crafty as any ambush.

Laying there, Scarletra continued to listen to Samuel’s slow breathing, light snores, and powerful heart. Sleep did not come easy for her at that point. It was as if Levaal was still pushing her hand, making Scarletra stew in the thoughts of a future with Samuel.





SECTION THIRTY

GHOST OF THE PAST

Moving Scarletra’s possessions into their home was calm and uneventful; no beasts of the world challenged them while camping, nor did any storm batter them during the trip through the alpine. It was a wonderful experience, letting them kindle their relationship a little more each day through small gestures of care and aid, cooking for one another, having items on hand the other needed, and, of course, cuddling to keep each other warm against the biting cold.

While Scarletra had the ideal images of life, Levaal had shown her in dreams swirling around her headspace the entire time. She had yet to bring it up to Samuel, not for any lack of desire or malicious attempt to force another family upon him, but because they were thrust waist-deep into tasks upon returning.

Samuel had to repair several solar panels damaged by a passing storm, while Scarletra focused on learning the repair process. None of it was too difficult, other than splicing wires. They were puny, and her thick fingers had trouble holding them and using the lighter. Thankfully, Samuel was patient and understanding about the issues with her anatomy. He let her try repeatedly until the work was to his standards.

Scarletra knelt before the totems of the gods. Having the representations of the gods close at hand was terrific, setting them up just off to the side of the outpost’s main door, along with several metal bowls for offerings.

Samuel did not seem to mind her morning religious practices because she prayed first thing in the morning and did not hinder any of their daily duties. He had even joined her a few times, wanting additional lessons about the Varintol pantheon. But Scarletra was not able to tell him more than she already had. Her practices, stories, and understanding of each god and goddess were slightly better versed than most Varintol, but she could not hold a candle to the Priestess.

The Priestesses have every word of the stories flawlessly memorized. They could spend days speaking on any of the gods and what lessons can be gained from their tales. Scarletra could remember hearing them tell her stories of Hurot’s battles almost daily under their tutelage. A small part of her wondered what Suluna was doing nowadays.

Over the last week, Scarletra had prayed to two specific goddesses more than the others. Firstly, the Great Mother for general guidance and protection over the outpost, Samuel and herself, hoping the Great Mother could keep their workload low and free time high.

She had also given libation to Levaal so the goddess would cherish the young couple. If it would not seem pathetic, Scarletra was fully prepared to beg the goddess of love and life to keep her and Samuel’s relationship safe and allow it to bear as much fruit as possible. This was her first chance at having a blissful life; coveting it was only natural, and she would take all the help possible.

Samuel left the outpost several hours ago to gather wood for the biodiesel generator, needing to restock after their long trip to and from her cave. Scarletra had tried to go along, but Samuel insisted he did not need her as all he would do was cut apart tree limbs before loading them onto a sled and returning. To her chagrin, her cute human companion would not budge on the matter no matter how much they argued that it was dangerous, so she acquiesced and let her warm fire go alone.

Without Samuel around, Scarletra planned to continue working on Sarah’s memorial after praying. The statue was almost entirely done. All that was left was refinement and final checks. The work would be done in a week or so with her available time. Thinking about how Samuel would react made her heart patter and chest ache with anticipation. Would he like it? Think it was nice? Or despise the idea? She was unsure but would finish the project and proudly present the gift to her warm fire.

The worst way he could react was crying in agony. While it was not a pleasant thought, Scarletra knew it was a possibility. She prayed before Levaal to guide him to a gentle grieve, not a baleful wail. While Scarletra would help, cuddle, and comfort him no matter what, she would rather not see the cute human crying.

As Scarletra prayed and burned pine before Levaal, a vile scent rolled in on the gentle breeze, combining honey, wine, and blood. She was intimately familiar with it but never wished to experience that foul odor or woman attached to it again. Her fur stood on end as the snow crunched and trees rustled behind her.

Looking around for the source, there was nothing but the trees gently swaying and the cold whistling of the winds traveling down the mountainside. Scarletra’s heart stammered momentarily, hoping she just had imagined it. Still, she took a deep whiff of the cold air and adjusted her head to face upwind to confirm the thought. Scarletra sighed, quickly pinpointing the region of the alpine slopes the violent scent was drifting from.

“I know you are out there, Finnula,” Scarletra challenged in Varintol, her voice echoing far and wide through the valley. “I also know you aren’t alone.”

The valley was silent for some time, long enough for Scarletra to wonder if an arrow would slam into her chest while waiting. Finnula generally did not enjoy ranged warfare, but it had been years, and a lot could have changed. Eventually, the interlopers began to make their move, slinking forward through the pines like ghosts.

Finnula breached the thicket, marching forward, confidence oozing off her and the posse of scouts spreading out into a reverse wedge in the open ground between the forest and the outpost.

“I thought the misbegotten third daughter had been long taken by Maruvak, but I guess we were wrong in that assumption,” Finnula leered, pulling an ax from her belt.

Scarletra knew Finnula well, having fought together in several campaigns before Scarletra was named or cursed by Hurot. That she and a scouting band were at the outpost was concerning. Mother did not waste assets of feckless acts; they had a purpose for being in Barut’s hunting grounds, and there was no way it was meant to be peaceful.

“What do you want?” Scarletra growled as Finnula stepped out from the center of the wedge toward Scarletra, stopping just out of arm’s reach but at the edge of axe range.

“I was just sating a curiosity. We encountered a strange creature out there with a roaring tool cutting up trees. I swore I smelled you of all people on that thing, so—-,” Finnula started.

“What did you do to Sam?” Scarletra snapped, knowing very well the clan would have made no qualms with hurting, enslaving, or killing him, given a reason.

But Finnula was particularly cruel to the village men; she did not even need a reason other than that she felt like it. If she hurt Samuel, Scareltra’s desires to not be violent be damned; Finnula would not take a single step before Scareltra ripped her head off.

Finnula paused momentarily, not backing up at the outburst but looking Scarletra up and down curiously, paying keen attention to her attire and nylon rigging. She glanced back at the outpost before her cold cobalt eyes locked back on Scarletra.

“We didn’t touch that thing. I just wished to see if Hurot was blessing our campaign with the Guraen by bringing you to light after all these years,” Finnula sneered, patting her ax head against a shoulder. “Mother has been wondering when you would come crawling back to her, begging to be given another chance.”

“That’s not happening,” Scarletra replied. “I have a new home and clan.”

“What makes you think you have a choice?” Finnula said, gesturing at her scouts. “We have you outnumbered, and blessed by Hurot or not, you can still be taken down.”

Scarletra extended her claws, having no other weapons on her. She quickly assessed what was in front of her, taking stock of her tactical situation. She did not want this to devolve into a fight, not with Samuel close enough and likely to return any moment. If possible, Scarletra would end this peacefully and not fight at all, but she doubted Finnula would have any desire to be talkative, like usual.

The orange-furred Varintol was not blessed by Hurot, but she was still dangerous with an ax, just like the one taught in her grip. She was the closest to Scarletra and was fast, but not as quick as Scarletra. If peace could not be brokered, her jaw would be ripped off before the ax could move from her shoulder.

Scarletra carefully traced over the other five Varintol scouts; she did not know them by sight or smell, so they were an unknown factor. That did not make her feel any better about the situation at hand. For all Scarletra knew, they were cursed like she was, and this field could become a bloodbath.

They were armed with bows, spears, axes, and even javelins and wore subdued, hard leather armor. So, their being cursed was unlikely. Mother rarely sent out those guarded by Hurot on simple scouting missions.

Assuming the six were just regular scouts, with Hurot’s curse, Scareltra could not just take them in open combat but would slaughter them. She would not come out of it unscathed, and they could get a lucky hit and kill her. Her heartiness was one of the few things about Hurot’s rage Scarletra appreciated; most strikes that would debilitate meant nothing in the blood rage. If an attack did not kill her instantly, her body would keep fighting while Hurot possessed her mind.

“Finnula, we both know you don’t want this fight as much as I do,” Scarletra snarled in a warning.

Finnula sighed and looked back at her troops. They were all greenhorns with little to no real experience. But they all knew the tales of Scareltra the bloody. They were nervous, unable to keep their weapons still or stop staring in awe at the living legend in front of them. If Finnula was being honest, she was horrified of trying to capture Scarletra; There was no way they all would make it out of this upcoming fight. Most would die, and the survivors, if there were any, would be walking wounded, unable to fight.

“Where is the honor in not fighting,” Finnula shrugged, accepting her duty and expectations as a unit leader and a warrior of the Ursana. “Mother would have my head if I did not even try.”

There it was, the good old Ursana sense of honor. Scarletra had heard preachings about it from Mother enough times that just thinking about it made her ill. There was no honor at all in the Ursana’s twisted framework. It was not about upholding good morals or being selfless, no it was a glorified suicide pact.

“Is there anything I can say to make you not do this?” Scarletra nearly pleaded.

Finnula was about to reply when a new voice broke through the tension between the two warriors.

“Scar, what is going on,” Samuel said, walking past the Varintol scouts, rifle slung across his chest, leaving a sled of branches behind him.

The scouts watched him in awe or morbid curiosity; no male in their village would dare to enter their formation. Mother or any commander would severely punish any so bold. They must have wanted to see what their commander did, or they just did not know what to do themselves to stop the strange-looking male.

Scarletra screamed internally; this was bad, no, it was horrendous. Samuel had just walked into what was about to become a slaughterhouse and was either unaware of the danger or simply did not care. She had to get Samuel out of there. He would not stand a chance if Finnulla attacked him in melee, even though Samuel likely weighed the same amount as Finnula. She was a warrior, and he was not a fighter.

“Did you not hear me?” Samuel asked, nearing the interloper commander. “Who are these people and why are they on our land?”

“What do you want, you deformed male?” Finnula growled in Varintol.

Samuel paused for a moment, looking at Finnula a glare on his brow. Samuel was clearly upset that they were there. He glanced back at Scarletra, his eyes clearly seeing her claws, he already knew this was not a good situation, but was not about to just start shooting people.

He shifted in the snow, his hand landing on the pistol grip of the rifle, and started to step toward Scarletra’s side. “Scar, what’s her issue? Are these people from one of the other tribes or—” Samuel started to say but was cut off when Finnula punched him in the jaw, knocking him to the snow.

Scarletra’s heart clenched and raced, seeing Samuel land limply in the snow, not moving, the sound of that hit was heavy. Finnula in her usual way held nothing back when she felt slighted by a male. Scarletra growled loudly, and her vision flushed red, something Finnula did not take notice of.

“Can’t you see the women are talking you filthy little cur?” Finnula yelled at Samuel with authority, stepping closer, raising her ax, blunt side toward Samuel, readying to hammer a lesson into him.

Before Scarletra or Finnula realized it, the flag had been dropped. Scarletra slammed full force into her former comrade digging her claws deep into Finnula’s shoulders, picking her up and slamming her into the frost like she weighed nothing.

Scareltra bellowed her defiance, accepting her curse to defend their home. Hurot roared in her ear, guiding her mind and body to hyper-violence. The last thoughts of consciousness, as Hurot took over, were simple: Protect Sam no matter the cost.





SECTION THIRTY-ONE

SKIRMISH, AND SHOOTING

Holy shit that Varintol hit hard. Samuel had been in plenty of bar brawls in his life and had been punched in the face at least twice as many times. Either way, that sucker punch was unbelievable. It was like being slapped across the face with a sledgehammer. While the Varintol generally had a more plush fatty build, that did not indicate their strength. That heavy figure just concealed dense layers of muscle that hit way above their weight class.

That woman, whatever her name was, was a few centimeters shorter than Samuel but had knocked him out cold in one shot. What the fuck was that for anyway? All he did was walk up and was going to try and figure out what was happening. It wasn’t like he was going to attack her or something. Well, that was the initial thought, now he certainly was more than willing to clobber her back after that cheap shot—woman or not.

Samuel pressed out of the snow and wiped the powder clinging to his face and beard, readying to take stock of the unraveling situation. However, what he saw was not something he was fully prepared for.

Samuel had expected and was prepared for Scarletra and those six soldiers to be fighting. He could already feel and hear her roaring loudly and the sounds of them shouting in their harsh guttural language when he first regained consciousness.

But as he traced the field now turned into a kill zone, he suppressed the urge to vomit. The once bright white snow was a deep crimson, and blood gushed out of Scarletra and the other Varintol. They had already moved to surround her, but that did little other than keep them within arms reach.

One of the original six had already had an arm ripped off and was writhing in the snow, clutching the stump, blood oozing out between their fingers. They were not long for the world; even a medical dolt like Samuel could tell there was no coming back from that without immediate aid, and none of the others could take their eyes off Scarletra lest they meet the same end.

Calling what was going on a fight did not encapsulate the event properly. Scarletra was outnumbered and wounded, and was controlling their pace. One would lash out, and she would swat away their weapon with bare hands, then retaliate with a hit, using claws, teeth, or a sword she must have removed from the hand of the dying Varintol.

Her attacks left her back open for those short moments, letting another jab at or cut her. Scarletra’s back was already cut open and was pouring blood out, soaking her fur and the snow around her.

One thing that surprised Samuel was that the orange-furred Varintol was still standing, ax in hand, and was barking orders to her warriors, trying to keep them in some semblance of good order and discipline, without a doubt, that was a challenging task when facing someone like Scarletra who was beating them out in sheer violence of action. She would occasionally peer over her shoulder back toward the woods. She was waiting for something, likely the rest of her squad lurking nearby.

Samuel popped into a kneeling position, resting his elbow on top of his knee; he took aim at one of the Varintol, which would not put Scarletra directly in his line of fire. Under normal circumstances, he would say this shot was dangerous and should not be done, but desperate times called for desperate measures. And he would be damned if he sat here and watched Scarletra slowly be stabbed and flayed to death.

Peering down the scope, Samuel settled the crosshairs on the Varintol with brown fur. He snaked a gloved finger into the trigger guard while flicking off the safety. Samuel paused to look at the woman’s face after Scarletra clawed across it. The abject look of fear in her eyes was palpable. She was undoubtedly as horrified as Samuel was.

For the time being, Samuel knew he could not think like that. He needed to help Scarletra. Even if this was dangerous, he would aid her in whatever way an old man could. In this case, that just happened to be 12.7mm caseless ammunition.

He pushed the thoughts of how he was about to snuff the life out of another sentient being from his mind, electing to think of them as little more than animals. As fucked up as the idea sounded.

Samuel let out a breath completely, the steam wafting away. Samuel was not the most incredible shot in the world unless he was prone and had plenty of time to walk shots in. But being no more than fifty meters away from his target, he could not miss.

The trigger’s break surprised him, which was good; that’s exactly how his father and grandfather had taught him to shoot. The WSR-1 gently pressed into his shoulder and declared his defiance to the Varintol. The hypersonic crack and the unsuppressed report of the rifle drowned out the world, echoing off every surface of the valley.

His target lurched when the bullet tore straight through her armor and skidded off into the snow. She looked down in confusion at the massive hole in her chest and the remnants of her heart and lungs that splattered across the powder and the orange-furred Varintol.

She did not even get a chance to look back at Samuel before Scarletra noticed the pause in attacks from that side and bit down onto the dying woman’s head, crushing it between her jaws. If that Varintol was not dead where she stood from the bullet, she certainly was now.

Shifting his attention to the others, Samuel was horrified to see the commander and another Varintol had left Scarletra and were rushing toward him. In a panic, Samuel ripped two quick shots into the closer one’s chest, both landing just above her diaphragm. She did not even clear two more steps before collapsing and tripping the commander.

Based on how suddenly the Varintol fell, he must have severed her spine with at least one of the bullets. She likely was still alive and bleeding out, but her lower body would be paralyzed. But that was not his concern at the moment.

After recovering, the commander sped up and started to sprint at him, roaring with hate and venom in her breath. Someone had to teach the Varintol the ways of modern warfare and that rushing a man with a rifle that was already off-safe and pointed at you was a bad idea. While he could not do the former with only the WSR-1 and the concern to end this fight to protect Scarletra, he could easily do the latter.

Gesturing the rifle at her, Samuel drilled out the rest of his ten-round magazine, peppering the Commander with 400-grain slugs. Blood erupted out of her back as each of the seven rounds passed through her armor and torso like they weren’t even there. Despite the 12.7mm round having significant force behind each hit, it barely phased the enraged woman. She just kept running and screaming despite the waterfall of blood trailing behind her and out of her mouth.

“Fuck, why won’t you die,” Samuel yelled, turning around and running, trying to gain some distance from the psychotic woman.

She was gaining on Samuel with every step; his chest heaved and lungs burned, struggling to quickly retreat from the furious woman. Samuel made it to some boxes he could use as cover. Looking back, the woman had slowed. She was definitely bleeding out but was still slowly jogging toward him. At least now he had time to reload.

Samuel dropped his empty magazine in the snow and sent another home before sending the bolt forward. Aiming the weapon back at the woman, Samuel could see the recognition and pained acceptance in her eyes. She knew it was over, but she kept trying to reach him.

It was something he could respect in a way. Having the drive to not give up even when facing overwhelming odds was a trait few had. Either way, his respect did not matter for now. Samuel ran a Mozambique drill on the feebly charging woman. The first two into her chest did little other than make her stumble, but the bullet that made her head explode in blood and viscera put her down permanently.

She collapsed into the snow without a whimper, not that he cared right now. The unfettered screams from around the corner were more concerning. Samuel moved back closer to Scarletra and the ongoing melee. Scarletra had moved out into the fields just past the gates, likely having gotten sight of whoever the commander was waiting for. Finding the battle was made easy by the sheer volume of clattering swords, axes, and unbridled screams of pain and fury.

Tracking the fight was also made simple by the spor they had left. Well, spor is not correct; massacred bodies left strewn about was more accurate. Some were missing legs, arms, and heads. One thing that unified them all was their chests and limbs, which were covered in scratches that oozed steaming crimson onto the ground.

Scarletra must have slaughtered seven of them on top of the initial squad. That was just a rough estimate, as counting them would take time, and their mangle cadavers were everywhere. They likely would be finding bits of these Varintol for weeks.

Samuel followed the rivers of red ichor. With each fresh puddle he plodded through, worry choked at him. How much of this blood was Scarletra’s?

Reaching the gate, Samuel struggled to hold down his breakfast. Scarletra had told him she went into a berserker trance when fighting began, but this was unreal. Scarletra had one of the younger-looking Varintol by the upper and lower jaw, holding her up off the ground. The young woman flailed and kicked at her desperately while the others drove spears in and out of her side, ripping her shredded jumpsuit even further.

Scarletra screamed so loudly Samuel struggled to breathe under the pressure. Pulling more and more, the woman’s frantic kicking grew in fervor. Her cheeks ripped open, followed by the horrendous snap of her jawbone. The woman’s eyes rolled into the back of her head, falling limp from shock. But Scarletra did not stop. No, she was just getting started.

Ripping the woman’s lower mandible off, the woman’s tongue lolled out of the gaping bloody hole. Scarletra tossed the limp body at another attacker before turning and jamming the bone into the eye socket of her next target. Blood and clear fluid poured out and soaked the woman’s leather armor while she screamed in pain for only a moment, that moment only existing because Scaretra had yet to force the bone back and into her brain. But once it reached there, she spasmed violently, collapsing into the powder while whimpering words in death.

Scarletra turned to another fighter, teeth bared, and lunged at them, continuing her mad assault against the enemy.

Samuel spotted movement on the treeline; another group of Varintol were rushing out into the field, all too eager to join in the fight. Samuel propped his rifle against the gate and aimed in. He had to trust Scarletra to handle the others in melee. Lord knows she had already killed thrice that, and with the gut-wrenching display he just witnessed, he had no real doubt she could handle it.

He tracked the first target, a golden-furred Varintol, pulling back her arm and getting ready to toss a javelin into the fight. Did she not worry about hitting her comrades? Either way, her arm could never arch and launch that two-meter weapon when she stopped. Because Samuel had jerked the trigger, the bullet smashed into her shoulder and ripped the arm clean off, blood flowing as she looked dumbfounded by the wound.

Samuel was surprised by how the Varintol were reacting to gunfire. He had expected some pause, reservation, or fear, but there was none. They fought valiantly and treated his tool as another part of the cacophony of war. It was a bit of a shame. He hoped that shooting one would have scared the others off.

Either way, that was neither here nor there for the moment. Settling his crosshair back on the armless woman, he squeezed the trigger. The slug hit her just above her bright blue eyes, the cap of her head exploding, and she collapsed dead in an instant.

Samuel hammered two others with fire, having difficulty tracking them while in full-bore sprints, but after a few quick shots, they were hit, wounded, and bleeding, stopping them so he could efficiently dispatch them.

It was strange doing this. Samuel had expected more of an impact, a feeling inside him from killing other sentient creatures. But there was no shame or guilt. No, if anything, he was proud of the efficiency, solely because each body on the ground meant another threat to Scareltra was gone for good.

The last two Varintol had almost reached Scarletra’s ongoing brawl. Samuel tracked the slow one, having made it from two hundred meters to now a measly seventy from him. An easy shot if the bitch would just hold still, but her chosen weapons were twin hand axes, so she had no plans on stopping.

Snap, the bullet left the rifle with a roar, finding its mark just below the woman’s neck, going in one shoulder and out the other, tearing every bone, muscle, and vein in its path. She sputtered and grasped at her bleeding neck, having been cut open by flying bone fragments. Falling to her knees and dropping her axes, Samuel knew she was not an active threat anymore and moved the rifle to the last woman. Scarletra beat him to the punch.

His optics settled on Scarletra, grabbing both of the woman’s arms and agonizingly slowly increasing the pressure. The Varintol screamed, wailed, and desperately attempted to escape Scarletra. But claws digging into her biceps made each thrashing attempt an abysmal failure.

Samuel had half a mind to shoot the woman’s head off, to at least end her suffering, but Scareltra was too close. All he could do was wait. He averted his eyes, but that made it no better. The popping and slowly increasing sounds of ripping flesh drove his mind to conjure up the scene in his head. Samuel threw up into the snow, his body wrenching.

This was madness, utter insanity. He was an engineer and had a peaceful life, but in an instant, he willingly shot multiple people and was kneeling in brain and blood just to protect Scarletra, who tore through her former tribesmates like a machine. Samuel tried to justify it all and logic out of it. In the end he knew he made the right call, even if hearing Scarletra’s fight made him ill.

The screaming ended after another deafeningly loud crunch echoed out. Samuel nearly threw up again when he could swear he heard lips smacking and chewing for a moment. A spat sounded out, followed by some grunts and groans. Silence fell over the area. Only the frantic thumping of his heart could be heart.

Standing around cover, Samuel hoped Scarletra would have regained control of her faculties and calmed down. But no, somehow, even in all the chaos of the battle, she had somehow kept track of him. She stood in the open, holding the body of the last enemy in hand. Her jumpsuit was nearly falling off, its tatters whipping in the wind, giving Samuel a view of the extensive injuries across her body.

Her golden eyes glared at him from below a now halfway missing ear. Not a single aspect of the woman he loved was in those eyes. No, that was Hurot through and through. Samuel would have gladly tended to her wounds and told her it would be alright if she did not immediately roar and charge toward him.

“Oh fuck,” Samuel shouted, and he turned and tried to sprint to the door.

His heart drummed quickly in his chest, shooting to speeds he did not know possible on hearing that roar directed at him. Each rushing footstep was difficult, snow trying to keep him still as Scarletra neared, ready to rip him to shreds.

He peaked back and she was gaining steadily on him, having already crossed the gate’s threshold and covered fifty meters, whereas he had only made it a solid fifteen. Looking back to the door, Samuel put every ounce of effort into moving. He had to make it, not just for his life’s sake but for Scarletra’s; if she did kill him in a rage, she would never forgive herself for it. Even if running seemed cowardly, it was all he could do to protect her now that the battle was over.

Samuel reached the door and slammed the button to actuate the door. It slowly began to open, the hydraulics slowed by the cold.

“Not the time, you piece of fucking shit!” Samuel yelled, kicking the door.

He glanced back and saw death only meters away. Scarletra, soaked in blood, was tossing snow up in her wake, every fiber of her being dedicated to vivisecting him with her claws. Samuel’s heart dropped. He didn’t want any of this for her. She deserved peace, happiness, and joy. But those fucking Varintol just had to show up and ruin it all.

If he made it out of this, he would find some way to get Scarletra out of this valley and further away from her old family. Maybe they could be reassigned to the moon’s far side or placed near the tribe to the south. Anywhere, the Ursana had no chance of locating her and driving her to this horrible curse.

Samuel desperately tried to squeeze into the creaking open sliding door. Just as his gut was about to pop through and he would enter the sanctuary, Scarletra reached him. Her massive hand grabbed his arm, squeezing it with such force that he felt his bones bow. She dragged him out of the door frame and slammed him against the wall, holding him up by one arm.

“Scarletra, it’s me. Stop,” Samuel pleaded.

She did not listen. She growled words in Varintol and dragged a claw across his face, sadistically chuckling while carving his cheek wide open. Samuel screamed, blood pooling in his mouth. That only egged her on further.

She chuckled and grumbled a few words, smelling him, soaking in his fear’s sweet, delectable taste. Relishing in his squirming like a cat playing with their latest kill.

“Scar, please don’t,” Samuel begged.

Her bloody mouth opened wide, the scent of blood and other viscera filling his lungs. She brought her jaws over Samuel’s head, readying to end him. She licked across his face, taking his blood, sweat, and tears in, savoring it like ichor.

In what likely was a moment of madness, Samuel stopped screaming and struggling against her. He knew he was dead. He had given up. While Scarletra had called him delectable and a treat once or twice, he never thought it would be literal. So he laughed. In a moment of abject horror, his mind chose to laugh, of all the things it could have done.

Scarletra, upon hearing that, paused and stopped closing her jaws to crush his skull. She gasped and pulled her head back, looking at him, desperately soaking in Samuel’s state. At least her eyes were back to their usual gentle gaze.

Scarletra was back in control.

She frantically looked around at their surroundings, herself and Samuel clearly still piecing together everything. She opened her mouth like she was about to say something but closed it instantly.

“Hey Scar, you alright?” Samuel awkwardly asked, trying to get something out of her.

But the answer he got back broke his heart—silence.

Scarletra’s body quivered, and she let go of his arm, letting him fall into the snow, before turning and darting off out of the outpost just as quickly as she had pursued him moments ago. Samuel could not understand any of the words coming from her, but he recognized the tears welling in the corner of her eyes just before dropping him.

“Scar, wait!” Samuel shouted, standing up to follow her.





SECTION THIRTY-TWO

RUNNING, CHASING, CHASTISING.

Samuel trudged through the deep snow, the light on the end of this weapon bathing the area ahead in white light. He had slowed from a jog to an agonizing march. His lungs burned with each chilled breath, the hair around his lips having frozen into a solid slat from his breath’s steam several hours ago.

He shifted the backpack on his shoulders; the measly fifteen-kilogram load was now much heavier than when he scooped it off the sled in his pursuit of Scarletra. Fatigue was a bitch like that and made every action a struggle, especially because he was already exhausted from cutting up trees and lugging the wood back to the edge of the outpost and the flush of adrenaline following the fight.

The zephyr had been getting worse since setting out. When Scarletra first ran away from the outpost, there was a light breeze punctuated with random gusts; now, the wind creaked the bows above and screamed through the branches like wailing undead. It was as if the moon was berating him for being stupid.

Even he could admit this was a horrendously foolish idea. He willingly went out in the middle of the shaded pines at night with nothing but a rifle and a few full magazines to keep him safe. If that pack of hounds Scarletra shooed away earlier in the week returned, he would be in for another fight to the death—an idea he would rather not linger on.

While clamoring up and over a ledge slightly higher than his height, Samuel wondered if the biting wind and slippery route Scarletra had taken were the Great Mother’s way of dissuading him from pursuing her misbegotten daughter. But that might just be him feeling oddly poetic in his exhaustion; he had not actually started believing the Varintol gods—right? That would be blasphemy; Thou shalt have no gods before me and whatnot.

An interesting thought, he would linger on it later; for now, the next agonizingly heavy step was all that mattered, and he would not be dissuaded by any amount of obstacles or weather. They could be put in front of him by Scarletra, the moon, or whatever God or Goddess that wished to keep him away. No matter what, finding Scarletra was his mind’s singular focus.

The spor Scarletra left in her wake was incredibly obvious: thick trails of blood, disturbed snow, clawed trees, and even a few dead Gurintla. The poor things likely thought she would be easy to attack, kill, and eat in her wounded state, but they learned otherwise at the end of her claw.

One part about tracking Scarletra that worried Samuel was the blood. Not just the horrendous amount of it but the quality of it. He was not the most experienced tracker or hunter but knew that bubbles in blood trails meant your lung was punctured, and the small spurts in regular intervals likely meant she had a vein cut open.

Although curiously, both qualities only existed in the first few kilometers. At this point, almost no blood was left in the footprints, other than a few flecks here and there. Was all of that blood, not hers? He had seen her take countless injuries throughout the fight. She had to be injured. Half of one of her ears was missing, for god’s sake.

Samuel could only think of two logical answers to why Scarletra would no longer be bleeding profusely: her species had coagulation abilities far beyond Humans, or she was about to run out of blood. Thinking intelligently about the situation, he doubted it was the former; Scarletra’s tracks showed no signs of slowing down. If anything, her gait was increasing in length. If she was about to bleed out, she would be nearly crawling, not sprinting.

One thing stuck in his mind from the second he set off and was emphasized by each agonizing crunch of snow: Why was she running from him?

She had freaked out and tried to attack him, but that was not her fault. Her stupid mother rewired her brain with drugs years ago. Scarletra could not help when Hurot called her name. And she regained control before killing him; there was no reason for her to run away. Samuel had forgiven her, even if his heart still clenched when remembering her wet, blood-soaked maw dripping saliva onto his face and readying to crush his grape like it was nothing.

That he survived her was a miracle. No, it was a blessing of either Levaal or the Great Mother.

Samuel looked around after breaching the alpine layer and coming to a vast open field overlooking the moon’s deep valleys, scanning the steep mountains for any direct sign of Scarletra. He was unaware if she had any caves nearby, but she had to be going somewhere. She would not just find some random spot to plop down after all the Hounds of Barut were in this area, which would pose a danger to her, especially when wounded. She was too bright to expose herself to that risk.

After half a minute of shivering scanning, he saw motion. Just at the top of the horizon, several kilometers away, the massive emerald planet outlined the visage of a Varintol. They had barely vanished over the ridgeline when Samuel caught sight of them. Good lord, she is fast. Traveling to the ridgeline would take him several hours, yet Scarletra had gained that much distance from him while he was actively tracking her. If she did not slow down or stop at some point tonight, she would always outpace him at this rate.

Samuel’s body already ached, imagining halfway crawling up the steep slopes of snow and sharp rocks, moments from slipping and tumbling for several kilometers to the dagger-sharp ridges below.

But Scarletra was worth any pain or risk. She needed him, and he needed her.

Samuel double-checked the environment, looking for any possible megafauna that would cause him issues. Thank the Great Mother, there were none; it was just him, the endless pines and rolling snow. With no other options to reach her, Samuel stepped into her next footprint and followed her path through the dagger-like ridges. Concern for her churning deep in his chest.
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Scarletra was utterly exhausted by the time she crossed the razor-edged ridge. Half a day ago, she ran away from Sam and the outpost— as far as she could tell. She thought that’s how long it had been; at a bare minimum, the sun had set at least once, but tracking time was nearly impossible, with her regularly fading in and out of consciousness. For all she knew, it had been several days or weeks.

But that was unimportant. Keeping Samuel safe was the only thing that mattered. As such, her escaping Samuel, the outpost, and that happy little lie she had been living was paramount. Scarletra genuinely wished she could believe what Samuel said: she wasn’t a monster and deserved a happy life.

But that was wrong, disgustingly wrong. There was no way some animal who nearly ate the man she loved deserved any of that. The only thing she earned was a slow, agonizing death. At least that way, she would not listen to Hurot again and just fade into nothingness.

With every step she made from the outpost, the idea of just giving in to Maruvak felt more and more tempting; Samuel would be safe if she did. But her cowardice kept her from leaping off the cliff’s edge and saving him the trouble of looking for her.

On occasion, during her long run, she would peer back and try to see if Samuel was being stupid by trying to follow her. She thought she spotted a powerful light amidst the trees a few times, but she was unsure because of how foggy and unfocused her vision was. For all she knew, the lights were the specters of Maruvak already hunting her down. Or they might even be the death god’s chosen wielding torches.

She had lost a lot of blood in that battle. Nowhere near as much as she had several times in the past, but in those instances, she had someone to treat her wounds and make sure she would not succumb. These ones she just left open to fester, bleed, and remind her of what she was—-an abomination.

That she ended up being half destroyed during that brawl was unsurprising. She was out of practice with fighting and had no support in the melee, while the Ursana scouts had plenty of backup. Scarletra did see some wounded that did not look like she killed them, but was in no state of mind to ponder their strange wounds while routed by the ghosts in her mind.

She heaved and struggled to breathe throughout the entire trip. The sounds of crackling, popping, and her mouth refreshing with the copperish tang of her own blood with each exhale. One of those spears or swords cut her very deeply and punctured her right lung. She pressed her hand against the wound below her tit, trying to let her breathe more easily, not that it did much good; her warm life essence still seeped into her fingers there.

At least all her other wounds had already closed and scabbed naturally; none of them were severe or life-threatening, but they throbbed horrendously. Each painful step through the snow or over the jagged rocks reminded her of the hundreds of lacerations, punctures, and abrasions across her skin.

At least Samuel would never get a good look at her like this. She would prefer he remembers the happy woman cuddling him, not her bleeding like a stag pincushioned with arrows.

All she had to do was keep moving through the pain, and eventually, he would not be able to find her, and all those lies would be a memory, ready to fade into nothingness—just like she would. Both would be buried by the passage of time and compounding snow.

Once the planet was high in the sky and the sounds of the croaking ravens, whipping winds, and Barut hounds had settled for the night, Scarletra slumped down next to a rock on a cliffside. Her muscles were no longer capable of carrying her much further if she wanted any chance to defend herself if an opportunistic predator came by while she slept.

Not that it would really matter if they did.

After that slip-up, letting some Barut hound rip her limbs off would be for the better. At least then, she would just be gone. Samuel would get over it, move on, and continue to live just as he did for years. Alone and unbothered by her pestering questions, rampant seduction attempts, or the danger of having her nearby.

As her eyes slowly closed and the chilly winds caressed her battered body, she could not escape the thought of Samuel being alone again. Of him going through losing someone he cared about again. The idea hurt but was a necessary step if he was to survive.

But each time she pictured him smiling, she recalled that abject look of horror he held when she came to her senses. That thought made her imagination run rampant and stab her repeatedly in the brain with a hot knife. She would not have regained any sensibilities if she had not tasted and smelled Samuel’s smokey odor.

The first thoughts she would have had after Hurot released her would have been his mangled corpse, and her mouth filled with his blood, brain, and bone. The mere thought of it sent a cold shiver down her spine.

“Fuck, I’m horrible,” Sacarletra muttered, falling asleep from a combination of blood loss and sheer exhaustion.

Unlike the last few weeks when Scarletra dreamed of holding Samuel in her arms, Levaal did not visit her that night. No, these were not dreams; they were nightmares of premonition imposed on her by Maruvak, who was not shy about her message.
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Scarletra stood just outside the outpost walls; the cold wind battered and tore off skin and fur each time it buffeted her. Strangely, the ripping and tearing flesh did not hurt; it was not pleasant either—it was just a dull tugging, like when Samuel used a comb and found a knot in her fur or hair.

Looming high in the sky were not the emerald vales of the planet; instead, the ghastly white skull of Maruvak stared down at her, judging her existence and every move through a pair of glowing crimson eyes that were as wide as they were deep.

“Go forth, young one, take what you wish,” Maruvak laughed, her voice booming, oppressive, and seeming to be coming to Scarletra on the winds. “But it will cost you dearly.”

Scarletra tried to question what the cost would be, but once she opened her mouth, to her horror, each one of her teeth fell out one by one, coupled with the horrendous snapping of bone. Frantically, she clasped her hand to her lips, trying to hold them in, but her fangs and teeth phased straight through her grasp, leaving her mouth filled with blood.

Scaltra looked down at her teeth, unsure of what was happening. This was all so real; she knew it had to be a dream, but every tooth breaking sent a shot of pain as horrendous as a dagger stab into her mouth.

“Go on, keep going. The first price has been paid.” Maruvak taunted with a deep, grave laugh.

Scareltra screamed in agony and fell to her knees, choking on her blood. The fluid poured down her gullet; no matter how hard she tried to vomit or cough to expel it, the fluid had a mind of its own and filled her lungs further.

“Now, now, now. Princess born of blood. Is that how you treat a goddess’ guidance? You should be honored I am witnessing you. Just as you once prayed to my dear baby sister while eating her chosen mosses,” Maruvak chastised. The skull-headed goddess’s words burned like fire in Scarletra’s ears, like the sound conveyed primal, unfettered hatred.

Scarletra’s wails were slammed to silence, crushed in an instant.

“Scar, where are you?” Samuel choked, barely audible over the wind and Maruvak.

She breathed deeply, knowing she had to find him; if any goddess made a deal, it should be taken as truth. They would not lie to their followers, even if they were spiteful and tactless.

Stepping forward, Scarletra tripped and landed on all fours in the snow. She attempted to stand back up but found her arms and legs were now stuck, as if ice had burrowed into them. Pulling with all the might she could muster, the ice holding them gave way, but the next part of the toll was evident instantaneously.

With each limb she freed from the snow, unworldly pain arched up from her fingers and toes; every one of her claws was ripped from their base, a long slick sling of muscle, and blood trailing to her claws wedged in the frost. Scarletra did not care that it felt like fire burning through her veins each time she removed a part of herself. She had to go to Samuel.

By the time all of her limbs were free, the snow beneath her was soaked red with blood, and her entire body felt numb. This was worse than anything she had experienced in combat, but this was the cost Maruvak demanded of her for wisdom—so she would give it gladly.

Limping into the outpost, Maruvak laughed at Scarletra’s pain and suffering, reveling in each whimper and pathetic little sob the once proud woman let slip. Scarletra tried to ignore the goddess taunting her, and the increasing gale force winds that shred her skin off to the muscle.

If Levaal or the Great Mother could see Scarletra now, they would likely laugh at her. She looked pathetic, barely able to walk and struggling in what felt like an endless eternity, all to get the chance to see what wisdom Maruvak was offering her, just to possibly see an option to be with Samuel where she could not harm him.

After what felt like years, Scarletra finally caught sight of Samuel. He was kneeling in front of the statues of the gods and goddesses, his hands clasped in front of him. That was odd. She never did that when she prayed, but after a moment or two, she realized what he was doing—begging.

He would be one of the last to beg of all the people she had ever met. He was stubborn, proud, and set in his ways. Just getting him to let her carry him took coercion each time, with him still not admitting he enjoyed it. The fact he was before the gods begging for help to include Maruvak must have been why that goddess reached down and decided to meddle in Scarletra’s life. Why did he have to care about her so much? He should have just gone to bed and forgotten her. Not beg for powers above them to aid.

Approaching him from behind, he stopped his wailed pleading, stood, and turned to her. Strangely enough, he looked at Scarletra with a confused, concerned look. “Scar, are you alright?”

Scarletra tried to respond, but no sound escaped her lips. In frantic worry, she reached out to touch his shoulder in assurance, but her clawless bleeding hands passed right through him. Desperate, she screamed, tried to hug him, tried anything to let her feel him and communicate. She needed an answer. She paid the toll to be with him, but nothing happened.

“Aww, you’re so cute,” Maruvak sniggered. “I hope you understand now, little princess. A monster like you, declawed, defanged, and silent—still cannot have what is not your destiny, happiness given by my dear little sister or a fighting prowess by my other sister are not your destiny. Oh no, you’re destined to be mine until the sun dies.”

Looking up at the sky, the skull grew brighter while Maruvak’s cruel laughter grew louder and louder until the blinding white light and the horrendous throbbing in Scarletra’s mind were all she could experience. She choked under the weight of each booming chuckle, overflowing with venom, indignation, and assurance.
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Scarletra shot up from her slumped-over position, gasping for air. That dream from Maruvak was horrendous, Scarletra was glad it was over. She felt horrible enough, in both body and mind. The cruel goddess pointing out the obvious and rubbing salt in her wounds was right up Maruvak’s alley, having had many nightmares gifted to her over the years.

Before Scarletra even had a chance to recover fully from the dream, Samuel’s voice breached the howling winds, and a light brighter than the sun landed on her.

“Scar, there you are,” Samuel gasped while slowly approaching her. “Good god, you made it far.”

Peeking up and shielding her eyes, Scarletra could barely make out his outline, but she could see that he had his rifle in his hand, lowered but still vaguely pointed in her direction. Scarletra’s guilt-addled mind and fear of his reaction to meeting her began to freak out, and she desperately grasped what she saw as the reason he was out here.

After seeing her fighting, Samuel must have rebuked his words of tender care. He was armed and chased a wounded beast; the only reason one would do that would be to put it down. Samuel must be out here to shoot her and stamp out any semblance of her being his warm fire, it only made sense. She tried to kill him, and no one would truly love a monster.

“Shoot already,” Scareltra groaned, sitting back against the rock, surrendering to her wild misconceptions.

“What?” Samuel replied, flicking off the weapon light, slinging the rifle, and stepping closer. “Why would I ever shoot you?”

“Because I tried to kill you,” Scareltra replied, looking back at him.

Now, she could get a good look at Samuel with the light off. He looked half as bad as she did. His clothes were scuffed up by the rocks, sweat beaded and froze to his brow, and his beard looked like a solid chunk of ice. Then there was that cut on his cheek, caked in dried blood. If Hurot had guided her to give that a few centimeters lower, she would have slit his throat.

“We can talk about that later. Let me tend to your wounds first,” Samuel replied, doffing his backpack and setting it next to her before reaching for her hand.

“Don’t touch me!” Scarletra growled, pulling her hand away and scooting out of reach, “Don’t even look at me. Just go away and leave me alone.”

Samuel paused and swallowed. He had assumed this would be an uncomfortable conversation, knowing how Scarletra felt about her condition. But now Scarletra was just being unreasonable. They could never move on if he left, and he was putting his foot down this time.

“I’m not doing any of that,” Samuel replied, “For fucks sake, I came all the way out here because I was worried about you.”

“I don’t see why. I gave you an out to get away from a monster—” Scarletra started, but Samuel had enough.

“Stop calling yourself a monster. I’m sick of telling you that and reassuring you of that. You are not some mindless killing machine. Yeah, you have some problems with violence. I got to see that first hand.” Samuel said just below a yell, pulling Scarletra’s full attention to him. “But at the end of the day, that was not you.”

Samuel never yelled at her since the first day they met. That he was doing anything close surprised her and made it evident he believed in what he was saying even though he was wrong.

“It was me, Sam. I’m dangerous. Being around me will just get you killed,” Scarletra replied, gesturing at her destroyed clothes and wounds covering her. “You need to leave and forget I existed.”

This fucking stubborn bearish woman. What the fuck did she think he was, some feckless weirdo. Not a chance; he made up his mind, and she would listen to him, the easy way or the hard way.

“Ok, obviously I did not make my idea of ‘it wasn’t you’ clear enough. So let me explain,” Samuel replied, plopping down in the snow beside her.

Scarletra tried to stand up and escape Samuel, not wanting to hear his argument. She knew what was best here and was only trying to protect him. But the moment her feet found anything close to purchase beneath her, Samuel’s hand grabbed hers and yanked her back down with ease.

Scarletra knew Samuel was absurdly strong for his size. But he had been gentle with her since their first meeting when he bruised her tit.

“And if you think you’re leaving, you’re wrong. I will follow you if I have to,” Samuel barked.

Scarletra paused and looked over at him. His emerald eyes, although tired, were burning with conviction. This stubborn man had made up his mind, and Scarletra knew well from their classes and other lessons when he made his mind up, he would move heaven and earth to see it through. Even if half the time, all he did was build some new doodad or solution on the fly.

“Fine,” Scarletra grumbled, “how was it not me? Last I checked, I was a breath away from eating you.”

“How much do you remember?” Samuel questioned flatly, not missing a beat and knowing precisely what he would say.

Scarletra grumbled and growled, pulling her legs into a hug and averting her eyes from him. “I saw you get punched, then nothing until I tasted you. I’ve told you before, what happens when Hurot calls me.”

“That’s my point. It’s not your fault. It’s whatever your mother did to you years ago,” Samuel groaned, leaning back against the rock. “I just want you to understand that and that I’m not mad. Until those assholes arrived, we had no issues once I knew about the trance you can go into.”

Scarletra paused and lingered on that idea for a while. She had never thought of it in that way. As she was raised herself, the call of Hurot was the same. Both were just her. Even if one, she never truly knew what happened but only knew what she did afterward. Samuel had a point that it could be perceived as not her fault. But that still did not solve the issues at hand—the Ursana.

“OK, if it’s not mine, then what must I do to return to the outpost?” Scarletra questioned. “Maruvak showed me having to remove my teeth and claws to go back, but you would still not want me. I am unsure what I must do to be forgiven.”

Samuel reached over and patted her head, being careful about any of the wounds on her and ignoring the thick, matted blood soaking her usually fluffy fur. “Ok, now you are just cutting your nose off to spite your face.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Scarletra replied, leaning into Samuel’s gentle touch.

“It means you are overreacting and are being self-destructive. You were never unwelcome at our home,” Samuel replied, emphasizing that it was their home, not just his. “We just have to make a plan now that your family knows where you are. With the representative arriving, we can ask for reassignment to another outpost on the moon. There are dozens of them.”

Scarletra leaned against Samuel, glad he still thought it was their home. The idea of them moving somewhere else was not a bad idea. She moved constantly to avoid them for years, and they only found her this time because Mother apparently decided to wage war against the Guraen and were moving scouts past the outpost.

“Do you think they would let us?” Scarletra questioned

“I do. Especially once we explain the situation, I doubt they would keep us there anyway. They don’t want us or the equipment to be damaged. That costs a lot of money and time to fix.

“I will trust you, Sam,” Scarletra replied.

“Good. So long as you are trusting me, can I tend to your wounds before we go home?” Samuel asked

Scarletra laid down, her head in Samuel’s lap. “There is no need. All my injuries have closed, besides my lung,” Scarletra assured. “I heal very quickly, even if right now they still hurt.”

Samuel petted Scarletra’s non-injured ear and relaxed, letting her lay her head in his lap. “Well, if that’s the case, we can have the auto surgeon look at you once we return. Do you want to go? It is very late.”

“Can we just rest here for a while?” Scarletra questioned.

Samuel wanted to argue the matter, knowing dozens of predators could likely smell the blood on her, but he could not deny he was exhausted, so resting for a little while did sound pleasant. “For a little bit,” Samuel replied, gently rubbing her cheek.





SECTION THIRTY-THREE

THE CAVALRY

After returning to the outpost the next few days were relatively uneventful. They had to spend a reasonable amount of time preparing everything for the representative. Well, at least Samuel had to. He was not about to have Scarletra do anything with how injured she was.

Samuel did not let her leave the bed for three days, waiting on her hand and foot so she could be allowed ample time to heal, rest, and recuperate. Though she did push back a bit, insisting that her injuries would not keep her from working and helping. His stubbornness easily won her over, especially the concerned look in his eyes.

Between bringing Scarletra food and performing his regular duties Samuel spent the first day moving all the now-frozen corpses out of the outpost and burning them. He did not want the bodies left out to attract megafauna, nor did he want the representative to see the bodies. Samuel could show him the security camera footage of the events if he wanted proof of their claims and desire for reassignment; remnants of the massacre should not be needed.

Moving the corpses was a massive pain for Samuel. The Varintol were painful to look at. The majority were mangled beyond belief by Scarletra, while the ones he shot were at least mostly intact, save for gaping holes. While removing the corpses near the gates, something odd caught his eye. A trail of old blood and a rut through the snow.

One survived and must have limped off while Samuel followed Scarletra. He had half a mind to grab his rifle and tie up that loose end. But he could not bring himself to do that. Fighting to defend Scarletra in a heated battle was one thing, but actively choosing to go find a sentient to blow their brains out felt like a step too far.

With Sethun arriving in less than a week, the Varintol couldn’t make it to the Ursana village and return before Scarletra and Samuel had vacated the area. Samuel would do his best to be on high alert during the interim, knowing that this group of soldiers were scouts and more could be just over the horizon.

Everything was going so smoothly until a storm to end all storms rolled in for two straight days. It was so sudden it caught both Samuel and Scarletra off guard. They had been asleep when the notification system on Samuel’s datapad set off alarms in a way he had never experienced. A loud alert system screamed at him in standard that damage had occurred.

The primary satellite up in the mountains had sustained damage from the storm. To Samuel’s chagrin, there was such extensive damage that the computer could not even run a diagnosis from the outpost. This meant Samuel had to go up to the satellite to manually run wires and fix whatever went wrong.

That brought them to their current and regrettable situation; Scarletra would have to meet Sethun and explain why they needed to be extracted from this area immediately.

“You have everything you need, right?” Scarletra questioned while Samuel tossed on his boots.

“I got everything I should need. There are supposed to be tools and all the replacement parts I need up there.” Samuel replied.

Scarletra nervously fidgeted with Samuel’s backpack, having cooked him lunch and stuffed it inside earlier. “Do you have to go? I am nervous about meeting Sethun alone.”

“Yeah, I do. Don’t worry; you will do fine with meeting him, and in a few days, we will be getting out of here.” Samuel replied, standing and walking up to her. “All you have to do while I’m gone is make sure you pack anything we need.”

That was not the only thing she planned on doing while he was gone. She was going to double-check the craftsmanship of Sarah’s statue. As soon as Samuel returned, Scarletra would give him the gift she had spent weeks working on. His being away would be an excellent chance to ensure it was flawless. While they had other issues, having something else to do other than dwelling on her family would be good for her state of mind.

Scarletra was going to miss having him to snuggle with, especially because over the last week, he refused to have sex, claiming she would bust her stitches, despite her only having a few under her right tit, where her lung was punctured—and holding her ear together.

“I understand, but I still don’t like it. What if there is a warband just over the hill? They will kill you—or worse. And what if they come here?” Scareltra bemoaned.

Samuel reached up and patted her shoulder, “It will be alright. Just keep that ax you took from the commander nearby, alright?”

Pulling him into a hug, Scarletra nodded. Even though both were armed and would be cautious, the idea of leaving Samuel alone still worried her. All it would take would be them running into another scout unit alone, and it would likely be over. Samuel might be able to repel them given enough distance with the rifle, but she would rather not put that to the test.

“Alright, just please be careful,” Scarletra said, looking down at him buried in her bust.

“I will. I will radio you every night and morning,” Samuel smiled.

“Good, I will look forward to it,” Scarletra replied, leaning down and kissing Samuel deeply, neither wanting to be separated when the Ursana were on the move.

After letting Samuel go, Scarletra walked him out to the Varintluk and watched as the taillights vanished into the swirling snow, leaving Scarletra to stew in her worries about his return and meeting with the representative in two days.

Why the fuck did the GU care so much about that Satellite? Samuel tried to explain its role in the system’s communications and that without it contacting the wider GU would be impossible. However, she did not have a strong enough grasp on the concept to understand more than they needed it to be working as soon as possible.
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Looking up toward the calm, clear sky, Scarletra crouched behind some heavy supplies outside the outpost, knowing damn well that Moi was piloting the ship and might attempt to recreate his dangerous stunts as last time. She hoped this time the little bastard would keep his hands to himself. Why did that one have to return out of all the pilots in the universe?

From the word she had gotten from Samuel that morning, he would be back in two days. The damage to the satellite dish was far more extensive than he had initially thought. At least he seemed to be in high spirits and enjoyed the time there. It is a shame Scarletra could not have gone there with him; she wanted to work with him. But she had her place in their relationship and roles in the outpost, and he had his own.

Either way, once this was over and they were safely away from the outpost, they would have plenty of time to work together, safe, sound, and without the Ursana ready to rip their throats out in some misguided holy crusade.

It was not a long wait for the ship to arrive. Scarletra’s data pad chirped and informed her of the transport arriving. Unlike Samuel’s, hers did not have a direct line of communication to shuttles bound for the outpost, so Samuel had just sent her a message.

Breaching the lead gray overcast, Moi’s shuttle came into view, unlike last time the little gremlin brought the ship in from on high and in a gentle, caring manner. No theatrics, insane stunts, or thrill-seeking. That was curious. Scareltra assumed the little bastard would have no qualms with subjecting Sethun and his entourage to a horrendous trip until Scarletra caught sight of said entourage; they were intimidating.

Pouring out of the ship was a platoon worth of GU soldiers; at least, she assumed they were soldiers based on their attire and equipment. Each was clad from head to toe in black, wearing armor of the same color, leaving no skin, fur, or scales exposed. Most carried rifles not unlike Samuel’s, but they were far shorter and had magazines thrice the length of the ones in Samuel’s rifles.

The few that did not have that set up had what looked like heavier weapons with belts of ammunition leading into them. Scarletra spotted one with the same rifle as Samuel, that alien was far shorter than the rest but was far more agile, quickly moving over the top of the snow, barely even leaving prints.

The GU warriors were fascinating, and that curiosity in her brain racked up a million questions instantly, but she held it in for now; Scarletra had no doubt she would have a chance to meet them while they waited for Samuel’s return.

After the platoon of soldiers flowed out of the ship and took defensive positions around the location, a trio of individuals emerged behind them. Two were clad in similar attire to all the other soldiers; one stood nearly as tall as Scarletra but had a similar appearance to Liro, evidenced by their long snout and ears that poked out from a black helmet. By the Great Mother, their eyes were intense; even in the drifting snow, their whitish-blue color was piercing.

The other soldier was a far smaller, avian in build with a pair of wings flowing out the back of their armor; in one hand, they carried a large bag, and their other hand supported a small weapon similar to the primary rifle the other soldiers had, but clearly was a more handy version. The gun was likely not made for an assault but was more of a sidearm, not unlike the dagger she and many other Urasana carried when at home in the village.

The other individual, the other two flanked, drew Scarletra’s eye heavily. They stood a head shorter than Samuel and had a survival suit similar to his, only theirs was bright orange. A brown leather bag was in one hand, while the other was tucked inside a coat pocket for warmth.

After stepping off the ramp, the tall soldier spoke into a radio, and the shuttle began to lift off. They all waited as Moi took off; the sounds of his engines were so loud they would not have been able to hear each other anyway, so waiting for the sound and jet wash to pass was all they could do.

“Mr. Sethun, it is lovely to meet you,” Scarletra said once the ship and the annoying goblin esc man left, angling her head down in a slight bow.

“Miss Scarletra I presume,” Sethun replied in a smooth voice. “I am surprised. I was under the impression you did not speak standard.”

“I did not, but Samuel taught me,” Scarletra replied.

He paused and looked at the taller soldier next to him as if for some form of advice, but the werewolf-like alien shrugged and gave no other input. “Well, that is impressive. Allow me to introduce Captain Shama and our medic, Stulit.”

The men and Scarletra nodded in acknowledgment of the other but kept it at that; not much else was needed between them. If they required a more in-depth introduction after Scarletra explained the going-ons of the outpost, they would get one then.

“Now, sir, would you like to come inside, along with your soldiers? I have a lot to explain, and you all probably are not built for the cold like I am,” Scerletra said, gesturing to the main building, doing her best not to sound pleading.

Scarletra did not care about the cold; she worried Ursana scouts were already watching them, and keeping the warriors out of sight as much as possible would be for the best.

“Thank you for the invitation. And yes, while Shama’s men are quite capable, I’m certain even they do not wish to be in frigid temperatures like this,” Sethun replied, gesturing at the soldiers spread out around the outpost.

Scarletra turned and began to move to the door; as she did, Shama addressed his men with authority Scarletra had not heard in a while. “Everyone fall in on the lady.”

The squads flowed in after Scarletra, Sethun, Shama, and Stulit in smooth, well-practiced movements. None of them wasted any energy while leaving defensive positions.

Scarletra sat on the broken sofa while Sethun, Shama, and Stulit sat on chairs across the table. All the soldiers stood around the main room, filling it to the brim. In an intimidating display, they were all dead silent; Scarletra could not think of any time other than while scouting when any Ursana squad was quiet, much less a whole platoon.

“Now, miss Scarletra, can you explain what you need to tell us? I was under the presumption that this was just a meeting to discuss your integration.” Sethun earnestly questioned while unbuttoning his survival suit, clearly uncomfortable with the heat.

Scarletra sighed and looked around the room. Each set of eyes was on her, waiting to hear what she had to say. She had passed word to large groups before while filling her role as the future matriarch, so this was nothing new. But something about these aliens’ myriad shapes, sizes, and builds made it intimidating—the soldier’s black-as-night masks did little to help with the foreboding, judgmental feeling.

Shama watched her keenly after removing his face covering, letting Scarletra look at the golden fur around his face, but half of it had clearly been burned off and healed long ago. “Take all the time you need, Scarletra. Spare us no detail. I need to know exactly what’s happening,” He said with authority that one could only learn from years of combat trials.

Scarletra nodded and began to weave them a tale outlining all the critical details from the day she ran away up to Samuel having to leave for the deep space satellite for the next few days. She included every relevant detail and explained that she and Samuel were more involved than just friends, even if she kept the significant information to herself. Samuel did explain that not everyone needs to know, and she could agree: their favorite positions and ways to get the other to finish did not seem vital to the issues at hand.

Throughout her briefing, Sethun looked horrified. Each new detail brought a look of horror and disgust to his gray-skinned face. The man clearly was not built for austere situations like this, having been used to peace, love, and care. Scarletra doubted the man had a violent bone in his body.

The ones who held more of Scarletra’s attention were Shama and Stalit; neither flinched as the story went on. Each would occasionally whisper to the other or jot a note on a datapad. They clearly relied on the other’s wisdom when tackling issues. Their demeanor was comforting. They had boundless confidence, showing that this was just another day at the office for them.

After nearly an hour of listening to Scarletra explain the current on-the-ground situation, Shama finally made a reaction more than a simple nod. Just calling it a reaction did not do the man justice; no, he took command.

“Alright, team leaders make a watch roster, two men on at all times. The rest of you go condition one and get outside until the shifts are disseminated.” Shama said firmly.

With zero question to his instructions, the rest of the soldiers charged their weapons in a cacophony of loading and checking chambers before filing outside, save for four of them, who quickly began to speak with each other. The display surprised Scarletra, having never seen how a whole unit armed with the rifles of the GU operated.

They were efficient and well-practiced in everything she had seen so far. If they waged war with such precision, they could quickly annihilate a single warband. They likely could handle two or three without many issues. A comforting idea, to be sure.

“Now, Scarletra, you said those bodies were out back, correct?” Shama questioned.

“Yes, they are out back. Samuel burned them there,” Scarletra affirmed.

Shama stood up and gestured for Stulit to follow him, “Perfect, we will be back. You two get comfortable while we work. Team leads, hurry up. We have to start working on defenses and try to raise Samuel to get him back, most ricky tick.”

“Yut,” the four team leaders barked in flawless unison.

“Wait, Shama, aren’t you being a bit too forceful?” Sethun questioned, “Can we not attempt to be diplomatic with the Ursana?”

“Sir, no, I’m being cautious. If they are as she describes,” Shama said, gesturing to Scarletra, I doubt they will wish to be talkative. And I have to protect my HVI’s(high-value individuals). Now, you can try diplomacy on your side if they show up, but the moment that goes sideways, I’m enforcing the last five hundred meters of that diplomacy and getting you all out of here without issue.”

Sethun nodded reluctantly, having surrendered to the fact that this mission was one the captain and his men would have to take point on. They always managed defenses, but this time, by the looks of it, there might actually be combat.

Once the soldiers had dispersed around the outside, Scarletra turned to Sethun. “Is there anything else I might be able to answer that is more pressing to your job—sir?”

“No, not now. Let’s wait inside where it is safe and let Shama handle the defensive plan. He will let us know what is and is not safe,” Sethun replied.

“Oh, if that is the case. I am going to go speak to Shama. I was a warrior in the Ursana. I might be able to advise him,” Scerletra replied, standing, knowing her in-depth knowledge of their tactics, units, and abilities would come in handy in any defense.

“But Scarletra, would you not rather just wait until it is safe? Moi won’t be back for at least two days. I’m certain Shama has a handle on this,” Sethun protested.

Scarletra shook her head in a bit of disappointment. While she understood the GU was not the Ursana and they did not have a warlike culture, a small part of her still respected a man or woman who could at least show a spine and did not wish to cower. “No, it’s my home they have to defend. I intend to aid them as much as possible,” she replied before walking outside.





SECTION THIRTY-FOUR

FAMILIAL LOVE

Shama was more than happy to have Scarletra’s assistance with allocating his forces and determining where the Ursana forces would likely approach. But he did not want Scarletra outside or assisting in any other way after hearing her small amount of advice.

Even with her arguing that she was a warrior and could fight to defend her home, he would not budge on the matter. Insisting that her curse of Hurot was more of a liability to his soldiers than an asset. He was not wrong that her having to fight would be a massive risk to everyone around her, but she still wanted to assist the efforts.

Somewhat dejectedly that night, Scarletra remained inside the outpost and attempted to reach Samuel, but no matter how much they radioed out, they never received a response from him. Scarletra and the Captain assumed Samuel was either still working on the satellite dish or had passed out and slept. At least, they hoped that was the case.

If something terrible had happened to Samuel, Scarletra would have to go and try to find him. She owed him that much but doubted the Captain would be for it. Perhaps Scarletra could convince him to send one of his squads as scouts to check at the satellite dish, but a trip like that would take well over a week by foot, especially if they were not Varintol, so that would be a hard sell.

Once the squad leaders established the watch schedule, the troopers came inside and settled into one of the empty rooms. Scarletra was asked by the captain to explain the Varintol’s general battle plans while they busted open some MREs. She was more than happy to tell them everything she could about the Ursana’s army. At least these soldiers were attentive; too many Ursana soldiers ignored tactics and relied on the hit-it-harder strategy.

She also answered their follow-up questions, most of which were about how large and robust the Varintol were. The relief on their faces was palpable when Scarletra explained she was massive even by Varintol standards, with most only coming up to her chest height. The soldiers were also relieved to hear the Ursana used few ranged weapons in combat, finding the idea less than honorable.

Little else happened that night beyond Scarletra loathing being alone in bed. Samuel would call her in the morning and be back by the following day, at least if everything went well. Then, they would not be separated like this again. They would have a new home and bed and be safe. But her life was never that easy, and this was no exception.

“Sir, get outside. We have a massive formation at the tree line,” one of Shama’s soldiers named Grimtal yelled as he burst into the main area while everyone else was eating breakfast.

“Everyone get up, grab your rifles, and move to your positions,” Shama commanded, setting his coffee on the table and slinging his rifle.

Every one of the GU soldiers dropped their food on the table and quickly got up to follow Grimtal back outside. Each double-checked their chambers and equipment while moving. It was unnecessary to check; they knew their weapons were loaded, but it was a good habit to double down on yourself during pre-combat checks and inspections.

Scarletra and Sethun got up along with the troopers, but Shama shot them an icy glare as they did. “Scarletra, wait here. We will get an assessment of the situation and figure out what’s going on. I doubt they want to talk.”

Scarletra was about to argue the issue, but Shama clearly caught onto her glaring at him. “Scarletra, I don’t want you there unless I have to. They might just decide to jump if you make an appearance. Please trust me. I will send a runner if we need either of you out there.”

“I will trust you. But I’m keeping my ax handy,” Scarletra retorted.

“I would expect nothing else,” Shama smirked, pulling up his face mask. “Sethun, let’s see if your silver tongue can talk down a warlord.”
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To Shama’s dismay, heavy snow was falling in the area, obscuring the looming army on the other side of the clearing. The massive formations of soldiers were barely visible; their tight formations looked like legions of slowly swaying shadows waiting to rush forward and rend flesh from bone. They roared and spoke to one another at such a deafening volume that Shama could not understand them despite being fluent in Varintol.

He attempted to get a rough count of how many soldiers his mere thirty soldiers were about to contend with but had no accurate idea. A company-sized element was visible from where he stood, but there were three other sides of the outpost and the endless leagues of forest just past the clearing they could be hiding in. For all he knew, there were several warbands out there. Based on the stories Scarletra had told him, it was likely there were thousands of Ursana soldiers waiting.

All his soldiers had taken their positions behind rough barricades they had established the previous night, spreading out to the left and right, all weapons trained on the lurking crowd. The only exception was Vintor; he had taken his WSR-1 and set up atop the outpost’s roof, giving him the best position to put his rifle to use.

Like Scarletra had told them, there was no direct sign of who was in charge. Shama was not a fan of dealing with tribals or low-tech worlds. Their leaders tended to lead from the back or have insanely inflated egos because whatever God they worshiped chose them to lead.

While he did not wish to do this because, as he saw it, the idea of a parley was stupid and a waste of time, he had to attempt to keep his men’s lives safe. And Sethun would not let him live it down if the troopers just started to lay waste to the Ursana.

“Whoever is in charge, come out. We wish to talk,” Shama bellowed in Varintol, stepping into the open field.

That was at least one of the things his troops had over most generic GU troopers. Anyone assigned to a political security detail had to have at least conversational mastery of every language their region offered. In this case, they had no less than twelve they regularly studied.

Making contact like this was a horrible plan. Shama and Sethun were so exposed. At least his troopers were ready to open up with machine guns, rifles, and grenade launchers should this go sideways; that should let him retreat to cover before the wave of Varintol reached him.

To his challenge, the Ursana fell silent. Shama snickered under his breath. Had they not expected another species to know their archaic language? The winds whipped hard across the field, billowing the snow between them all, only the slightest movement visible in his enemy’s ranks.

“Shama, I’m not certain about this,” Sethun said quietly. “They do not seem eager to speak.”

“Well, it’s a little late for that. Don’t worry; we will keep you and Scarletra safe. If I call the end of the talk, we are done, alright?” Shama whispered back. “Just do your best.”

“I will try to keep this cordial and prevent violence,” Sethun assured in a woefully quivering tone.

“Keep steady, sir. Remember Scarletra’s briefing. Mother respects power and authority,” Shama reminded, to which Sethun nodded his understanding.

Sethun was a decent politician but was incredibly young and inexperienced. Shama had seen him broker some good trade deals, but this was different. He was negotiating what could be the start of a war. If the Ursana did kill the troopers, the GU might just decide to retaliate with greater force, both knew that.

After an agonizing wait, the army of Varintol separated slightly, and a pair of figures gradually came forward. As Scarletra predicted, they were still armed, but at a bare minimum, both had their swords in scabbards.

Once they were close enough for Shama to get a good view of them, who they were was obvious. It was Scarletra’s mother and one of her sisters.

One who had to be Insela, the eldest of Scarlatra’s sisters, was quite the looker. She was far thinner than the usual Varintol, but that in no way meant she did not have a presence about her. If anything, it indicated how active she was compared to the other Varintol. Which was a statement for an arctic-based species. They were always blubbery, but not her.

Her fiery fur was barely concealed under a lamellar armor vest, leaving her heavily muscled arm in the open. Like Scarletra, her eyes were a pair of golden gems placed neatly inside her angular facial features. Barely a fleck of her brownish hair was visible beneath a nose bridge helm and aventail.

That amount of armor she had was a surprise; from what Scarletra explained, the Ursana were usually sparing with metal armor. But all hers was made of well-refined and polished steel.

It was a shame Shama would likely be spreading her guts across the snow soon; he would gladly ask a lady like that out for a drink back on Erula. But life is funny that way; all the hot ones had to be crazy.

The Mother, on the other hand, was a vastly different beast. Golden fur was shown proudly through light robes that brushed elegantly in the breeze. Mother had a more womanly, buxom figure but held none of the grace her attire or well-done hair would generally be associated with. Authority, command, malice, and greed overflowed from her crimson gaze like a vile curse.

Looking at her gave Shama a creepy feeling. She was a meter shorter than Scarletra, but the family resemblance was uncanny. You could change a few details about her fur, and they could be sisters.

“Well, who are you?” Mother asked, in a harsh growl.

“I am Sethun, the GU representative to this moon, and this is my security commander, Captain Shama,” Sethun coughed while gesturing to his side.

Mother momentarily looked both up and down and turned her attention to Shama. “Hmm, a male military captain, how quaint. I am surprised the GU allows lessers to command troops,” Mother chuckled.

Shama made no comment but kept looking between the Mother and daughter’s right hands, resting tensely on the pommels of their weapons. It was generally not his place to speak during diplomatic proceedings, and this woman was clearly just trying to get a rise out of him. He would remain a silent, stoic observer unless Sethun tried to do something off the wall.

“Well, miss—” Sethun started to say.

“That’s Mother to you, you insolent cur,” Insela snapped, causing Sethun to jump slightly at the outburst, with Shama resting a palm on his back to steady the young politician.

“Now, stop that. This male is not of our tribe and would not know his place. I am certain they wish to protect themselves like all others do and are here to surrender.” Mother said, gesturing to Shama and Sethun.

Sethun had to suppress a laugh. This bitch seriously believes they would surrender? If this comes to blows, it will be a blood bath on her end. Sure, his men would have to be careful to stay out of melee, but talking guns and watching their ammunition could do that. They have a hundred and fifty meters of standoff, after all. There is no way this woman truly thinks she would make it out of this unscathed.

“Thank you, miss. I am sorry if there are any issues with our being cordial. But I earnestly mean no offense.” Sethun replied in his most clean politician voice.

Shama hated hearing Sethun talk like that. The man sounded plastic and fake as all hell, but the method generally did defuse situations. Even if it was a complete facade meant to put the other speaking at ease, it was too bad that it only worked when Sethun had power. But Mother clearly commanded the conversation.

“But I regret to say, our surrender is not why we wish to speak to you.” Sethun continued.

“Oh, then, are you handing over my runaway daughter in exchange for your lives?” Mother retorted.

Sethun paused for a moment and considered his following words carefully. Likely to prevent the daughter from drawing that blade and deciding the talks were over. “No, miss, I wish to see if we can resolve this scenario without any bloodshed on either side and allow us to all walk away happy and healthy.”

“It is rare to see a male with some brain between his ears. I would require you all to give me my forlorn loin fruit. She has abandoned her tribe and needs to be judged for it,” Mother sneered. “She is little more than an escaped murderer who has killed dozens of my soldiers over the last few years.”

A vile, wicked grin grew on Insela’s face on hearing that. If what Scarletra told them about their Ursana commanders and her family, Insela was more than happy to beat a prisoner half to death. She likely was imagining bludgeoning her sister and torturing her while Scarletra is in chains and cannot fight back.

“Perhaps there is something else we could offer? Scarletra has been granted citizenship in the GU and cannot be bartered off without due process in court. She has her rights and is not a criminal in my government’s eyes but a refugee,” Sethun explained calmly.

Mother paused, crossed her arms, and tapped a long claw against her forearm. Her eyes scanned the group of shifting soldiers in position against the outpost’s walls.

Using the distraction, Shama needed to confirm one of his trump cards. He was sure of the answer; he wanted to get warm and fuzzy.

Shama reached up and clicked his PTT(push to talk) twice; while it was not any official form of communication, he and his team’s sniper had been in situations like this enough for this to have been ingrained.

After a few moments, a return of two squelches came in over his earpiece. Vintor has eyes on them and has a shot at one of the two women in front of him. Shama could not direct him to ice the daughter first without compromising his plan, but Vintor was experienced and could likely see that Insela had armor on and would take priority.

Insela, for her part, showed how keen of an eye she has. She did not miss Shama’s motion. Instead of calling him out, she shifted her grip to draw her sword, not just groping the pommel.

“Now, Mr. Sethun, I am certain you can see your situation. Surely, you understand that I am blessing you by even giving you this option. Most enemies would never be given this option; I would simply direct the vanguard to push in and filet your toppers. Be reasonable,” Mother hissed.

“Mother, is this even necessary? We can simply slaughter them and take her,” Insela interjected.

“It is necessary. While this is an opportunity we will not allow to pass, we are on a campaign against the Guraen. One day, you might understand how to use forces well like Scarlatra did,” Mother growled, twisting around and shoving a claw against Insula’s breastplate. “And you would do your best to hold your tongue. You are merely here to witness the negotiations.”

Insula stepped back and lowered her head. “I am sorry, Mother. I spoke out of turn,” she pleaded.

If running the tribe through fear like that is how their culture was, Shama and Sethun could see why Scarletra was so keen on escaping and had lived for years on the run. One wrong word and Mother would rip her own daughter’s head off.

Twisting back around, Mother put on a toothy grin that was unsettling to Sethun. “Tell me Sethun. According to my elders, the GU initially approached my tribe with a desire to mine and set up these little outposts. Is that correct?”

“I believe that happened, but that was a hundred years ago. I was not even alive at the time,” Sethun replied.

“Marvelous, then how about I add that the GU would be unbothered mining within my territories and open all forms of trade?” Mother questioned, eyeing the weapon and armor Shama had. “I am certain we could make efforts to benefit each party?”

That came as no shock to Shama. She might have some gravitas, but a warlord is just another warlord. Of course, she mentioned wanting GU weapons, having likely heard about Samuel’s rifle from the scout who saw what rifles can do.

What worried him was that Sethun was clearly considering the offer. He immediately pulled out a datapad and looked over the planetary scans of estimated resources on this moon.

“I do think that might be something I could—”

“Not agree to,” Shama said, placing a hand on Sethun’s shoulder. “Sir, it’s time we stepped back; this is not going anywhere.”

“Shama, but—,” Sethun began to say but choked on his words when Shama’s cutting glare landed fully on him.

“Sir, we cannot trade lives for some rocks,” Shama whispered in his ear.

Sethun swallowed audibly and glanced between the Captain and Varintol pair next to him. While Sethun was not a military man, he trusted Shama, having been pulled out of more than one bad situation by the wise warrior.

“I am sorry, Miss Ursana, but that is not something I could agree to,” Sethun said, turning toward Mother, evident reluctance in his voice.

Any semblance of cordialness and calm fell from Mother in an instant. Her soft demeanor faded and revealed the cold, heartless soul underneath. “It is a shame; I hoped you would be reasonable, but it is your funeral,” Mother growled, her red eyes burning like fire. “Do not worry; my warriors will enjoy making slaves from any of you who survive.”

“Ha–I hope you are ready to meet whatever god you believe in. My men won’t go down like that,” Shama retorted. “It’s not too late for you to walk away, you uppity bitch. Because I guarantee one of you won’t make it to that treeline if you intend to fight.”

“I am going to have fun breaking you especially, Captain,” Mother replied, emphasizing his rank in a mocking tone.

“So that is a no then?” Shama replied.

“Definitely, ready your forces. We will attack shortly,” Mother said, turning about with a huff.

Insela looked Shama up and down with a growl and lick of her lips, attempting to look intimidating, but all she managed was to look like a joke of a warrior to the experienced soldier. A warrior will fight and win, not boast like some animal.

“Don’t say I did not warn you,” Shama replied, slowly backing up. “Sir, get inside right now and grab Samuel’s shotgun just in case.”

“I am sorry—I considered that offer—I just know we have been trying to get that for—” Sethun began.

“Now is not the time. We can debrief that later; just remember people first, sir.” Shama replied, pressing the representative onward.

Shama had seen enough political fuckery leaving people to die. In combat, in prisons, hell, even on the streets of larger cities. Shama could stomach slaughtering combatants, but civilians and innocents were different. Scarletra, Sethun, and Samuel were definitely in the latter category; he would not sit by and watch Sethun make a decision he would regret later on. Shama knew there was no way they would be allowed to walk if they gave Mother Scarletra.

“Very well. Best of luck, Shama,” Sethun chirped before rushing back to the outpost.

Shama continued to slowly backstep, not giving his back to the looming warband. “Are you boys ready for a fight?” He said into his radio.

A quick series of affirmations, grunts, growls, and excited yips came from his platoon. By the stars, these lads had been pent up and needed something to fight. They had not gone through Special Forces training to babysit, but every operator had to do their stent on political guard at least once for damn good reason.

You would be alone and unafraid against who knows what. In this case, there were warbands of religious fanatics trying to reclaim a young woman whom they saw as their next leader. As much as he hated to admit it, this was just another day at the office for himself and the troopers, eager to get the show started.

Shama made it to the line with his men and knelt behind cover. “Vin, you still have eyes on them, right?”

“That I do, sir.” The sniper quickly replied over the radio.

“Perfect, don’t make me a liar. One of them cannot reach the trees,” the captain replied, causing a slight sadistic chuckle to pour out of the machine gunner next to him.

“You got it, sir,” Vintor replied.

The sound of dozens of safeties being released simultaneously could be heard even over the whipping wind. A horrendous knot formed in Shama’s gut. One he had experienced many times before. The slight nervousness before any engagement. He believed in his team, but these were not good odds. Fuck, this was an insane plan. Only thirty men against what was likely a battalion. God, how much he would give for some directional mines, air support, and a few more platoons.

But you fight with the army you have, not the one you want. So all he could do was pray that Scarletra had already gotten ahold of Samuel and that the Human was on the way back.

So long as the team did their jobs and did them well, they could make it through this and hold out until Moi returned the following night. Why Sethun insisted on him dropping off another diplomat to the southern tribes on this trip was beyond him, but now they would pay for that choice in blood, guts, and lead.

Without any warning to the soldiers on either side of the clearing, Vintor’s 12.7mm rifle cracked like thunder. He hit one of the duo in the back just before they returned to the lines. The daughter slumped to her knees, clutching her gaping wound.

The soldiers looked at them in horror, watching blood pour freely from their commander. On the other hand, Mother was calm and unperturbed by the act. She turned about, raised her sword, and roared a command of charge to the front line.

Before Vintor even had a chance to line up another shot, the front lines of Varintol roared and declared their defiance. Without missing a beat, the vanguard surged forward with teeth, claws, swords, shields, and axes ready.

Meeting their first steps, Shama settled his rifle’s red dot on one of the charging Varintol, let out his breath, and depressed the trigger.





SECTION THIRTY-FIVE

FIRST WAVE

Shama and his troopers opened up on the charging group of the Ursana tribe’s vanguard. Most of his soldiers were firing their C-7 rifles. A short, handy weapon, blasting seven-millimeter caseless ammunition at a blistering 1000rpm. But his troops were far better than wasting ammunition by dumping magazines with reckless abandon, even if the weapons recoil mitigation system could easily keep them on target at this range.

The carbine-armed troopers quickly changed from one snarling Varintol to another, popping three to four rounds center mass. Just enough to get them to stumble and fall in the deep snow, waiting to be trampled by their so-called comrades.

The sight was maddening and made Shama somewhat sick. While Shama and all his troopers were trained to step over the first man during a breach. The Usrana were bleeding, crushing, and charging right over who were presumably their sisters in arms without even sparing their crying and begging allies a glance.

They were not even slowing their charge in the slightest, no matter how many Varintol ended up screaming and choking on their own blood in the deep snow.

The Ursana back lines, still concealed within the verdant pines, did not seem to care about the massive casualties their vanguard was taking. Instead of demanding a retreat, they began blowing horns and pounding on war drums. It might have been intimidating without the gunfire echoing off the ridges and ice. Yet with the roaring and haze of modern warfare, their coordinating signals and attempts to bolster their troops might as well have been whispers.

Shama’s bolt locked back on an empty magazine; in quick, practiced motions, he dropped the empty magazine and let it fall to the ground—it was useless at that point; they had no extra ammo to reload them with anyway. He slammed a fresh forty rounder home and released the bolt, chambering a new round with a metallic clang he adored.

“Vin, what’s it looking like over the first ranks? It’s a little hard to get a good view from here,” Shama questioned over the radio.

“Not too bad at the moment, Cap. By the looks of it, their lieutenants are having trouble keeping some spearman formations in order. These losers can’t even get them to breach the treeline and move on the flanks. I think we might have rattled the lower-ranked officers, at least,” Vintor replied, the thunderous claps of his rifle keeping a steady rhythm while he spoke.

“Good. Start picking those leaders off. Keep them in disarray,” Shama ordered, returning to the encroaching wave of meat, now only seventy-five meters from the line.

Just as Shama’s rifle landed on the snowy barricade in front of him. Meralu, next to him, let out a cruel, long burst with the Z1-P belt-fed machine gun, affectionately called ‘the zip’. The weapon was chambered in the same ammo as the C-7 but shot a freakishly high two thousand RPM.

Most troopers found the weapon heavy, unwieldy, and impossible to control in bursts larger than four to five rounds. Meralu was not one of those troopers. He was a hulking monstrosity of a Farun’se who made Shama look scrawny.

“Fuck yeah, get some bitches!” The feline-like alien screamed while leaning heavily into the weapon and dumping twenty-round burst after twenty-round burst, keeping his pace by holding the trigger down for a solid two seconds at a time.

Each defiant salvo from him and the other soldiers wielding zips cut swaths of the charging horde down like a scythe through grass. Their victims exploded with blood, bone, guts, and severed limbs. Their walls of lead and tracers ripped through the front two rows of the attackers. Their shields, armor, and mass meant nothing to that amount of lead.

Shama heard one of the troopers dump a grenade launcher round out of an under barrel. The hefty and hollow bloop of the weapon stood out amid the sharp cracks and snaps of the rifles.

Watching the forty-millimeter egg arch through the air, it slammed into the plate armor of one of the lieutenants in the back ranks, exploding on impact. Whatever she was before this battle, she was no more. Her entire torso from the waist up was disintegrated by the HE round. Too bad none of the Ursana were behind her to be showered in bone and metal frag—that was a damn good shot, after all.

So far, the trooper’s fire had been doing a decent job of keeping the enemy at bay, but the Ursana kept coming like a wave of never-ending monstrosities. They had closed the gap to a measly twenty-five meters. They were close enough that Shama could already see the whites of their eyes, see slings of bloody spit between their fangs.

“Fuck why won’t they just go down!?” Shama questioned.

The Ursana were undoubtedly tougher than any other tribal they had ever faced. Most sentients went down after one or two seven millimeters to their A-zone. But these women needed at least four before they dropped. It was like they were all cranked out on painkillers and combat stimulants.

He had not seen this resilience since fighting against the Free Space Syndicates troops a decade earlier while rolling with L.O.S.T. Those brutes the FSS used for shock troopers were just like this. Still, unlike them, the Ursana had no modern body armor or rifles to shoot back with.

Too bad there was no solace in that fact. Nor would it help that the Ursana were about to slam into their line. The Ursana were simply way too fast in the snow. That twenty-five meters of standoff was only good for a few seconds.

Shama aimed at another Varintol with a wicked curved blade raised high, ready to bury that edge into him. With timed practice and precision, he quickly ran a Mozambique drill on her, the back of her t-box exploding and coating another with brain and bile.

The freshly painted Varintol grabbed her dead comrade by the back of her armor and hefted the corpse up as a shield. Shama drilled the rest of his magazine through the woman’s thin leather armor and body, his muzzle stuffing into the wound as the living shield bearer slammed into him.

Her fur and flesh sizzled from contact with the hot metal. Adding a horrible acrid scent to the vile potpourri of blood, guts, gunpowder, and gun oil.

Apparently, that fire was not enough to stop the shield bearer. Shama’s weapon ran dry, and he was run over by the screaming warrior. She ditched her shield, tossing her dead friend atop him. She slammed her foot on her friend’s back, pushing him deeper into the cold snow. She screamed in fury and reared back, ready to split his head open like an egg. Just as her ax reached its zenith, the woman’s head snapped to the side, and she went limp like a puppet with its strings cut.

“Sir, get your ass up,” Command Sergeant Kellul shouted, kicking the body off his commander.

Kellul, his second in command and platoon sergeant, was a well-seasoned Jurintik not unlike himself. He was a rough-and-tumble fighter who was all the more willing than most to get stuck into a fight. But had a calm, commanding presence that everyone in the platoon respected. Shama could not have asked for a better platoon sergeant in this situation.

Shama levered back to his feet and brought his rifle to bear, changing the magazine. Kellul stuffed his rifle muzzle into the mouth of another Varitol and blew the back of her head out.

“Thanks, brother,” Shama shouted over the roaring gunfire and cracks of supersonic rounds.

“Don’t thank me yet. Get back to the second barricade. I will cover you. Teams one and two are already moving.” Kellul replied.

Not questioning the words of the far more experienced sergeant, Shama whipped around and rushed through the snow, his heart pounding like a hammer against his ribs.

“Set!” Shama shouted just as he crouched behind the drums of their barricades midway between the walls and the outpost’s main building.

“Moving,” Kellul retorted, just after dropping another charging Uransa trooper.

Shama quickly traced his fire from right to left, allowing Kellul to take a position on his right side without stepping in front of his muzzle. Once Kellul started to return fire, Shama quickly radioed to Vintor.

“Vin, what’s the word on their forces?” Shama questioned.

“They are holding where they are, sir. We only have about a dozen of the vanguard left. I don’t think they enjoyed me decapitating a dozen lieutenants.” The sniper snickered cruelly.

At least, that was some good news. If the Ursana were holding position, once they finished up with the vanguard, his troopers could push back forward and adjust their fighting plans for this type of fighting, namely using more explosives and any other tools they had available. They could not survive more open combat like this without a better plan. Fatal funnels, phase lines, the fucking high ground. This outpost was not meant to be a combat outpost, and the arduous task of defending it made that evident.

Taking stock of the battle unfolding, he saw that one of his troopers off to the right was jamming a knife into a Varintol who reached the second barricade, stitching the cold steel in and out of the sobbing woman’s throat faster than a sewing machine. While she desperately tried to push the looming brute off by his face, her claws could not dig in through his scaley hide.

It was a shame she ran into Bracul. He was likely the only member of the platoon who could handle any sentient in a one-on-one melee, having trained with knives and swords for traditional reasons in the past. Now, he just carried that 30-centimeter blade so he could run someone like her through.

The other side of the battle had all but died down. One of his troopers was applying pressure to a wound on his shoulder, having been sliced open by one of their blades. “Stulit, get over here!” Shama shouted, directing the medic in the proper direction.

Once the battle had ended, the GU soldiers did not move. They remained ready for another assault for a solid half-hour, waiting for another psychotic charge. It never arrived, much to their relief.

“Kellul, get me a report on our ammo and wounded once everyone gets back up to the primary defensive line,” Shama ordered.

“You got it, sir,” Kellul replied.

Once everyone had resumed their positions at the front defensive line, getting sit-reps from all team leaders took half an hour. In total, each trooper had used three of their twelve magazines, and they had three walking wounded. Shama would prefer not to have the injured keep fighting, but he could not afford to be down anyone.

“Team leaders rally near the main doors,” Shama said over the radio.

Once the four team leaders and command sergeant were on him, he disseminated his intent for the moment. “We have another day of this, at least. I want us to break down to fifty percent on the line, with everyone else on rest. I will go inside and check on the HVI’s. Everyone else, try to steal some sleep while you can. Keep your radios on full blast and weapons on you. If they charge, you have at most a minute to be back on line. Everyone understand me?”

A subtle nod from each of the team leaders was all he got and needed. They quickly decided what teams would be up for now, broke down that they would run two-hour shifts, and returned to their teams.

As they moved, Shama pondered their current defensive perimeter and realized his main issue was that they lacked a hold-off method, directional mines, area deterrents, or anything they could use to keep the forces from overwhelming them. He needed to ask Scarletra for supplies to bolster the defenses.
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Samuel had just finished the repairs on the satellite dish. It had taken him far longer than he believed it would, so he worked overnight and into midday to ensure it was done as quickly as possible. As soon as he turned on the Varintluk, the radio was in one hand, calling back to the outpost, and a cup of coffee was in the other.

“Scarletra, are you there?” Samuel questioned.

“Samuel, are you alright?” Scarletra frantically asked, practically screaming into the microphone. “The Ursana have not found you, right?”

Samuel stretched, letting out some of the work tension from his shoulders, and looked out the front windshield, scanning the area around him. He kept his eyes open whenever he took a break but did not spot anything throughout the day or night.

“No, nothing has happened up here. I just wrapped up and was about to start my way back,” Samuel assured, clearly able to tell Scarletra was not in her right mind.

“Please hurry home. The warband is here, and the soldiers have already been in a battle,” Scarletra informed him.

“Fuck, alright. I will floor it home and update on anything that I see.” Samuel replied.

“Please hurry. Moi will be here tomorrow, and we will all be leaving,” Scarletra pleaded.

“I will; I’m starting to drive now,” Samuel assured, pressing the pedal down and feeling the massive multiton survival vehicle lurch forward toward the lush pines at the top of the alpine layers. “Is there anything else I should know?”

“Hold on, the Captain wants to talk to you,” Scarletra said, followed by a long silence over the handset.

“Samuel, this is Captain Shama of the GU army. I need some supplies. Do you have any issues with us using the explosives that Scarletra said you have? I have a demolitions trooper here who knows how to use them and the dangers. And may I arm one of my troops with your flamethrower?” The captain questioned in a smooth voice.

“What kind of a dumb question is that—Use it. It’s not like I’m going to from where I am,” Samuel replied.

“Fantastic. I just wanted to be sure because Scarletra would not let me near the shed without your permission,” Shama said, ending his words with a frustrated growl.

That was curious. It sounded more animalistic than a human. Shama likely was another form of somewhat animal-like alien species. That sounded somewhat like a dog or a wolf’s growl. Perhaps he was of the same species as Liro? But questions like that were neither here nor there.

“Ah—sorry about that,” Samuel said, not expecting his warning of not allowing any of the soldiers to touch them would be taken that literally.

“Don’t be. I actually have a big ask of you. About a kilometer from the outpost toward you, there is a ridgeline. I want my troopers to set up a phase line of explosives in the gully below it. They can provide cover for themselves, but I would like you to take your rifle and give them aid.” Shama said.

“What— You know I’m not a soldier, right? I am an engineer.” Samuel protested, shifting the Varintluk to avoid several trees.

“Yes, but from there, you can see the entire battlefield. Update us on everything we cannot see and, if necessary, take a few potshots at a few outriders. I would spare my sniper, but he is on another mission with another one of my troopers,” Shama explained.

Samuel thought about it, running through the risks and the benefits of what doing that could accomplish. He was not keen on shooting more people, but his desire to protect Scarletra was far more. If it was to protect her, he would slaughter every one of them.

He might have failed Sarah and could not save her from cancer, but he could help keep Scarletra from her old family.

“Please, Samuel, I need your help defending your home. I am down to twenty-five able-bodied troops and a handful of walking wounded.” Shama pleaded. “Your explosives will level the playing field for my men, and we need to set up these phase lines.”

Samuel chuckled. Never in all his life would he have expected a military man to be begging him for help. Not that he needed to do that. Samuel would do it without a doubt in his mind.

“I will let you know once I’m there and report what I see. Send coordinates to my datapad,” Samuel said.

“Thank you, I will, Shama out,” Shama said before cutting communications.

Samuel hung the handpiece and gripped the steering wheel hard enough to turn his knuckles white. The sun glinted off Samuel’s wedding ring, the last anchor holding him to Sarah and his past.

Samuel sighed, seeing it and thinking about what he was about to do. Literally about to enter the trials of war to save another woman. He would not forget Sarah, but it was time to move on.

Without hesitation, he pulled Sarah’s locket from the Varintluk’s rearview mirror. Slipping the ring on the chain, he stuffed it into his pants pocket. Safe and ready to be put away whenever he was wherever he and Scarletra called home once this was all over.

Sarah would undoubtedly be glad to see that he had moved on from what happened. That is, if she could see him on the other side of the universe. Who knows, maybe Samuel’s faith had been wavering lately. Perhaps his god really wasn’t to be thanked for the second chance. Levaal, or The Great Mother, might be to blame. He thought that because of Scarletra’s gravitas regarding Varintol gods. The way she described them and told their stories was infectious. He wanted to believe them and wanted to hear more stories from her.

Samuel took in a deep breath and lit a cigar before damn near flooring the pedal. There were still dozens of kilometers between him and the ridgeline Shama was talking about, and that was still a solid six hours away if he was pushing the Varintluk.

That was before he had to fulfill the scouting and overwatch mission for the GU troops. Like when he was fighting the Ursana scouts, it was odd. His heart was not pattering and frantic; it was steady, calm, and prepared for what he had to do to protect the woman he loved.





SECTION THIRTY-SIX

GULLY GUARDIAN

The sun had passed its zenith several hours before Samuel had set himself up atop the ridgeline Shama had asked him to set up on overwatch. The wind caressed his beard and heavy survival suit, trying to dig through them and rip the heat from his skin.

The last few hours were illuminating, bringing the Ursana’s efforts to capture Scarletra into a whole and equally horrific perspective. Up and down the mountainside across the valley were thousands, if not tens of thousands of troops: shadows of cataphracts, spearmen, bowmen, and even lumbering Hurots chosen, weaved in and out of vision as they set up camps.

Their encampments were along the entire mountainside, the orange glows of their fires shining like gemstones within the green, white, and gray ocean. Samuel and Shama knew they were going to have to move fast, but this was lighting a fire under their asses. If they did not set up a breakout soon, the Ursana would surround them and set in for a long, drawn-out siege.

Something they would easily be able to win due to the GU forces meager numbers, lack of supplies, and the nearest GU military vessel that could aid with orbital bombardment or on-the-ground troop support being several weeks away, orbiting Erula and unable to come to their support quickly enough.

Shama had made an executive decision that Samuel could not argue with. Samuel would provide the support as requested, offering Shama’s troopers aid with covering fire and active reconnaissance from his overwatch position.

With Samuel’s additional battlefield intelligence, an addendum was made to the plan. Samuel would take the Varintluk and rush down into the outpost to give the team an extraction, doing his best to avoid outriders, scouts, and Great Mother forbid cataphracts while hurrying through the verdant pines on the rough road he had established several days prior.

So long as all of that worked, Shama, the soldiers, Scarletra, and Sethun would load up in and on the Varintluk. They would then break out to the south, heading for the lake Samuel had used as a target range once or twice since arriving there. Moi would be ready to pick them up and get them off this frigid hellhole.

Overall, the idea was solid but would undoubtedly be opposed by the Ursana. Samuel had already spotted outriders and their supporting bowman infantry slinking through the trees on both sides of the outpost, using the frozen river and gullies as defilades to keep them from being observed by the soldiers inside the outpost.

With the sun beginning to set over the mountains, the GU soldiers were preparing to make their move, and Samuel had to do his utmost best to fulfill his role, no matter how small that role might be.

Settling in behind the scope, Samuel activated the rangefinder built into it. The scope did not auto-adjust for distance or windage but had plenty of milliradian indicators that would give him a quick idea of his holds, even though he would be guessing for most of his shots.

Several figures began to move near the outpost, all clad in black with rifles and machine guns in hand. The show had begun. Captain Shama had explained to Samuel they would be pushing out several hundred meters and laying out rows of explosives to set up points so they could blast away swaths of the Ursana all at once—and hopefully drive the low-tech forces into disarray when the world erupted from beneath their feet.

Just as that plan entailed, like a group of silent specters, the soldiers quickly found their way into the low points of the gully. They slithered their way forward until they were nearly two hundred meters from the outpost and began to set up charges crossing the frozen river.

Constantly scanning the area around the soldiers and further away from the outpost, Samuel looked for any sign of the Ursana outriders or scouts watching or pushing in on the hard-at-work soldiers.

The first two rows of charges were no issue, with little more than a few smaller creatures skittering amidst the trees, drawing Samuel’s attention momentarily. After nearly half an hour, Samuel was starting to wonder if the Ursana had any idea the soldiers had left the relative safety of the outpost and were putting the Captain’s plan into motion.

That was until a flash of crimson caught his eye further up the frozen river bed. Samuels’s tight muscles screamed at him, squirming slightly in a seated shooting position, angry at moving after having not moved for hours.

It took a few minutes of searching, but eventually, Samuel’s scope found what he had spotted, and it was not good news. There was one of the cataphracts lumbering down the river with a group of ragged male Varintol bowmen languidly marching in front of her. Unlike what you would see back on ancient Earth, the woman in red was not atop a horse; no, her mount looked like someone had crossbred a bull with a wolf.

The creature was a strange combination of the skeletal structure of a lupine, with the heavy set build and long hairy fur of a wooly mammoth. Four massive horns jutted up and out its head. Adorning those gigantic horns were small jingling silver and gold trinkets glistening in the firelight from a lantern attached to her hip.

Samuel noted them, called down to the soldiers below with his datapad, and informed them of the encroaching threat. They quickly sought out defensive positions and waited, giving Samuel the ultimate decision as to whether or not the engagement would happen.

By watching the woman’s actions, it was easy to determine that this fight would happen. She would look ahead at the outpost and encourage the ragged men along with a few barked orders that were audible even from nearly a kilometer away.

Even with the language barrier, the bowmen clearly were not too happy to follow their so-called leader’s direction. She would scream, poke, and prod at any stragglers with a massive halberd, ensuring they stayed in line and kept closing in on the outpost.

By the time Big Red was two hundred meters from the troopers, she was just within seven hundred of Samuel. Just close enough, he could confidently hit her on a first, if not second, shot.

At his range, he knew the 12.7-millimeter caseless round would drop approximately 2 meters and carry a whopping four thousand joules of energy on target. That was nothing to scoff at, just about the same amount of energy as a 25-kilogram weight hitting you at 105 kilometers per hour. Only hitting you in an area the size of your thumb. But those were just rough estimates off the top of his head.

Aiming about as tall as she was high over center mass, one of the milliradian marks was firm dead center on her gambeson coat; now all Samuel had to do was wait for the bitch to stop moving to get the party started. He hoped that by dropping her first, the bowmen would scatter to the winds, thinking the will of Hurot had just struck down their vile commander. If they did not, the soldiers below would mop them up quickly.

Taking a deep breath and slowly letting it out, the crosshair settled in her chest, and the world faded out as Samuel fell into the zone entirely. There was no cold, wind, or snow; nothing else existed for those few moments other than himself, Big Red, and the slowly increasing pressure on the trigger.

With a crack of thunder, the rifle gently pushed back into his shoulder. Half a second later, the round exploded the haft of the woman’s halberd in half, severing it just above where her armored hand gripped it, sending flying shrapnel all over her.

Due to the vast distance between them, the sound of the rifle did not reach the woman for another two seconds. It was just long enough for her to look at the upper half of her weapon sticking out of the snow and at the remnants in her grip in confusion.

She looked off into the distance towards where Samuel was. He could have sworn that through some preternatural means, she could see him. Her bright blue eyes looked at him with hatred and disgust, but it was too late. Samuel had already corrected his aim, holding it off her back half her width and letting his second shot loose.

The woman lurched and shuddered once the round ripped through her chest. She looked down at her armor, trying to comprehend what had just happened, but she never had an opportunity to reach an answer.

The GU soldiers down below opened up on the formation before the bowman had registered that their commander had been cut down by sniper fire. The zipping staccato of their machine guns echoed off the rocks, pines, and ice, making the already blistering fire rate seem even more so.

Through his scope, Samuel watched the bowman get torn to shreds by the machine gun fire. Tracers whizzed past the panicking soldiers, tiny red streaks of hate tracking from one soldier to another, putting them in the ground in job lots.

Most sentients, once they had witnessed the effects of rifle and machine gun fire, knew to seek cover as quickly as possible. It was too bad most of the Ursana who had seen the weapons business end were already dead, so only one or two did. But it meant nothing with what came next.

The grenade explosions tossed up dust and snow, leaving nothing but black craters filled with mangled corpses in their wake. Several seconds after seeing the explosions, the dull whumps reached Samuel’s position.

Being this far away from the battle felt surreal; it felt so impersonal, like he might as well be playing a video game or watching a movie. He knew those were sentients dying down there, but he felt nothing for them. They were just specks in the distance; it wasn’t like he could hear them screaming or feel their warmth while they died. Samuel sighed and pushed those thoughts away; now was not the time to linger on thoughts like that.

After the short thirty-second engagement, the roar of weapons died down, and deafening silence coated the valley. Everyone within several kilometers knew a plan was in action now. Undoubtedly, Mother would not take the loss of another platoon lying down.

Samuel scanned the gully where the Ursana forces were; the area was bathed in blood, with a few of the bowmen writhing in pain on the ground. Even the massive mount that Big Red rode lay in the snow, blood pouring out of innumerable gunshot wounds.

A quick bit of motion caught his eye. One of the males had survived unscathed and was trying to crawl away. He dragged his face through the ice, trying to keep himself as low as possible, more afraid of the troops down there, likely unable to comprehend that a man nearly an hour’s walk from him had him in sight.

Samuel sighed on seeing him. Why did he have to live? The last time Samuel let one of the Ursana go, things only got worse. They might not even be in this situation if Samuel had hunted that scout down and ended her. He would not make that mistake twice; aiming in, letting out a breath, he quickly and coldly tied that loose end.
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Over the next two hours, the soldiers worked silently below, setting up dynamite, PETN, det cord, and wireless detonators. No more of the Ursana dared to make any more attempts at the troopers, likely having made that decision based on another platoon of their soldiers having vanished following a horrendous thunderous roar of defiance by the GU troopers.

“Samuel, we are all done here. You are good to wrap it up; thanks for the support,” one of the troopers said over a datapad call.

“Got it. I will be down there in a few hours to pick you all up. Do me a favor and tell Scarletra I will radio her later, OK?” Samuel requested.

“We got you, see you soon,” the trooper replied before cutting off the call.

The sun had already gone down a half hour ago, letting the hundreds of fires the Ursana had set up give the valley a looming orange glow like there was an eternal twilight amidst the trees.

While moving toward the Varintluk, Samuel’s mind wandered to what Scarletra would be doing now. The captain was not letting her get stuck in fighting, which was good. Scarletra is a kind, loving person and should not be out here in the middle of this war. Samuel and the troopers would keep her safe because it had affected her life enough—she deserved that peace.

Scarletra was likely trying to bury herself in books, reading, or something, trying to keep her mind occupied. He chuckled, imagining her picking the brains of some of the soldiers, trying to learn more about them, their species, and the GU. Great Mother knows she has tried to learn about the GU from Samuel, but he had such little experience in the wider galaxy he could hardly give her accurate information.

Just as Samuel swung the door open, an arrow slammed into the metal door with a dull thunk. Samuel scrambled away from the door and tucked behind the front of the Varintluk, attempting to seek cover. As he reached the front and was about to turn around, a large shadow beneath the trees nearby moved.

Snapping the WSR-1 to his shoulder and flicking on the weapon light, a Varintol bowman stared back at him, his weapon low, but an arrow knocked. His eyes were wide in shock, likely wondering why he was now looking into something as bright as the sun.

This was the first time Samuel had seen a male Varintol up close. He had a similar build to the females he had seen but looked horrible. Scraggly and patchy fur and a gaunt, looking face. Unlike the other scouts, he wore no armor; instead, loose rags draped over his body, and held a rough leather quiver to his hip.

Samuel was aware the Varintol, and the Ursana especially, were fond of using slaves in their society; it would not be shocking that they did in warfare. But Samuel had no opportunity to question the moral implications of the scenario. This man and whoever was out here with him were trying to kill him and keep him from Scarletra.

Samuel ran the trigger quickly, riding the tight reset while slamming a bill drill straight into the scout. He was not aiming at this range; he was just putting the target in the center of the bright white beam of the flashlight and shooting.

Six rounds ripped flesh from bone, spraying mists of crimson across the cold snow. Before the Varintol had realized what had happened, he slumped to the ground, missing an arm and half of his upper torso. If he was a slave, at least that was a quick death.

A massive roar broke the silence of the night, rattling Samuel’s bones. The other scouts clearly took the gunfire as a sign that their ambush had failed and were starting to move. The sounds of roars, breaking branches, and crunching snow grew to a nightmarish volume.

Samuel quickly put a fresh magazine into his rifle and rushed down the hillside, wanting to put as much distance as possible between himself and the Varintol.

There was no way he would be capable of winning this fight if he stayed in that clearing. If he wanted to live through the night, he would have to follow the mantra, “You can fight a hundred men and win; you just have to fight them one at a time.”

Samuel twisted his scope to one power, letting him use it like a pseudo collimator. Samuel whipped around; his white light illuminated the route he had just rushed down, showing off two more of the pathetic-looking Varintol males. His optic settled on the first one’s head, and a single round sent him careening into a tree trunk, momentum carrying him into it with a dull crunch.

The other was far more hearty and needed a Mozambique drill to stop. His first two rounds landed low and ripped out the snarling man’s lower back, while his third hit him just below the eye. It was not a perfect drill, but it did the job, letting his axes fall from limp hands and collapse after a single step.

Bounding through the snow toward another piece of cover a few dozen meters away, roaring shadows moved alongside him, barely visible in the wan light. He needed to move faster and pressed himself to do so; Samuel’s lungs heaved and struggled to draw in the frigid air. Each breath felt like icy daggers cutting his throat. His heart rate spiked and slammed like a drum in his ears.

How the fuck does Scarletra run around in temperatures like this like it is nothing? It is insane. If he kept sprinting like this, he would be on the ground having a heart attack. Don’t the Ursana know old people aren’t supposed to do intense cardio like this without a warmup?

Before Samuel reached the next boulder, he was ripped off his feet by a heavy blow to his ribs, sending him flying against a nearby tree, the wind leaving his lungs, leaving him gasping like a fish out of water.

A deafening roar sounded out, pulling goosebumps out of his skin. Looking up, his eyes struggled to focus on a female Varintol wearing hardened leather carrying a buckler and sword rushing toward him.

Samuel scrambled to fish his rifle out from beneath himself. He barely managed to get the weapon to his shoulder before the Varintol was on him. The two quick rounds ripped the woman’s jaw off and severed her spine, causing her to collapse atop him.

He almost looked like a badass, saving himself from injury in just the nick of time. But physics still was an uncaring bitch, no matter where in the universe you were.

The Varintol woman’s sword plunged into his calf, the weight of her body forcing it through his muscle, sinew, and survival suit like they did not even exist. Instead of a blood-curdling scream, he let out a rough grunt, not even registering the injury to his leg. He was more concerned about the armored dead woman’s warm, vile blood pouring out of her mangled face and onto his own. Samuel moved his face away from the spurting stream and gagged.

After shoving the woman off, Samuel’s troubles were still not over. Another scrawny male Varintol slammed into him, both rolling down the hill, tossing up snow in their wake. They tumbled for what felt like an eternity, crushing small bushes and rolling over jagged rocks.

Their hellish tumble stopped when they fell off a small cliff, falling two meters down into the snow with a soft thud. Taking the moment of shock they both felt to his advantage, Samuel grabbed the Varintol’s wrists and took control of them for the moment.

That was far too easy, this Varintol was weak and not healthy. Samuel muscled himself atop the Varintol, straddling his hips, pinning the mangey attacker in the snow. The male lashed out with teeth, his jaws snapping between hateful, spiteful curses. While Samuel could not understand Varintol, he could feel the venom rolling off the man’s breath and the manic look in his dull gray eyes.

With his weapon being no better than a bludgeon at this distance, that’s precisely what Samuel opted to do. In one hand, he raised the rifle over his head and screamed in defiance bringing it down onto the man’s face. A heart-churning crack sounded out, then another, and another. Each time the buttstock collided with the man, it shattered more of the attacker’s skull.

Samuel was seeing red. He did not want to fight any of them, or kill any of them. But Scarletra’s stupid mother was causing all this violence, death, and murder. His mind was in such a rage he did not even notice that, unlike Scarletra or the scout he had just shot, this male did not have claws. None of the males he had fought up here did. It did not matter and Samuel kept smashing the man’s face.

After Samuel took control of the rifle with both hands and drove it into the man like a sledgehammer, the Varintol’s screams morphed into begging, then sobbing, then little more than gurgles as he choked and spit teeth, blood, and cerebrospinal fluid across Samuel’s chest and face.

After half a minute of screaming in fury, Samuel stopped crushing the caved-in skull of a long-since-dead man. His chest heaved in agony as he looked at what might as well be ground meat, but Samuel’s mind still could see the pleading look on the Varintol’s face just mixed within the wet slop.

Slinking off the man’s corpse, Samuel flicked off the weapon light, sitting against a tree in the cold darkness. He had no idea how many more Varintol were in the area but doubted there could be many more scouts.

After a few minutes, the thumping of his heartbeat had calmed. Samuel listened to the sounds of the mountain around him, praying to the Great Mother that no more scouts were about to charge him. Thankfully, the entire area was calm, except for a voice piercing the darkness. A feminine voice rolled down the ridge he had come from. They chuckled and joked in Varintol. It was not getting closer nor further away—they must be near the Varintluk. But why was there only one voice?

Samuel struggled to stand; once on his feet, he realized his calf had been ripped open, warm blood pooling in his boot. He flicked on his headlamp and looked at the wound, nearly vomiting when he saw the massive laceration in his muscles; an oozing stream of blood poured out the gaping cut, sopping his pant leg and pooling around the boot heel.

“Fuck that’s not good,” Samuel groaned.

He regretted his decision to leave his backpack in the Varintluk. Without it, he had no medical gear on him. This was a venous bleed, and he did not have long to staunch the bleeding before he would pass out. While he was not a medical professional, he knew enough about first aid to realize he had a few hours at most.

Wincing, Samuel bit his lip to keep himself from yelling in pain with each tortuous step up the slopes. He had to make it back to the Varintluk. The auto surgeon and his first aid kit were in there. Without those, he would not survive the sword wound, much less the night or the extraction.

Trudging up the slope, he could barely see anything in front of himself, the light of the green planet giving him just enough contrast to see the trees and the ridge he had run down. Focusing on the sounds between the trees, Samuel ensured no Varintol would get the jump on him again. Luckily, by the time he reached the ridge, that woman’s voice was the only sound other than snow beneath his plodding steps.

It was odd. She did not sound frustrated or angry or like she was ordering others. She sounded curious. She was speaking to herself about something similar to what Scarletra did before she had the translator.

Peeking up and over, through his blurry vision, one of the Varintol cataphracts was digging through his backpack and inspecting each item. Her beast of burden sat beside her and the Varintluk’s open door. The cabin lights illuminated the area, bathing her shimmering lamellar armor in an orange glow.

This must be the leader of these scouts. Why she decided to start looting before seeing his body was beyond him, but it was her funeral. Samuel had to make it to the Varintluk, and her curiosity or presence would not stop him.

Samuel dropped his half-spent magazine and sent a new one home, wanting a fresh ten-rounder ready for this fight. The magazine catch clicked loud enough that whatever animal she used as a mount stood up and began to growl in his direction.

Great Mother, why? Why could you not make this easy? Samuel bemoaned in his mind. The jig was up; he had hoped to have killed one of them before they noticed him, but that was out the window. The moment the creature growled, the woman dropped his backpack and drew her sword, slowly walking toward him, barking words of challenge.

Just as he had done with the others, Samuel shouldered the rifle, leaned out from cover, and bathed the duo in light brighter than sunlight. The cataphract did not seem surprised, but the change did give the mount a moment of pause. It was just enough for Samuel to settle his sight on the rider’s chest.

His gunshot snapped, and the heavy round tore through her upper sternum, causing her to collapse into the snow. Samuel did not know if that killed her outright, but it did not matter. The beast, having noticed its rider collapsed, rushed forward, but this animal was nothing. For fucks sake, Scarletra was more horrifying than this thing, and he did not want to hurt her.

Running a quick bill drill on the animal, several rounds bounced off its thick armor-like bones, not unlike bears back on Earth. But at least one bullet whizzed through the creature’s eye, popping it with a grotesque glistening ooze.

Collapsing to the ground with a thunderous artillery-like boom, the animal did not even whimper as every portion of its nervous control gave out instantly. Samuel sighed in relief, having expected that to be far more trouble than that. At least now he had a clear line to reach the Varintluk. He was too exhausted to fight much more; sweat and blood covered him. At least he had some fresh clothes in the vehicle.

Limping forward, the sound of that woman’s voice caressed his ears. But unlike before, it was weak, sputtered, and gurgled with blood. Limping up to where the woman had fallen, illuminating her with his rifle’s light, she was clearly still alive. Golden eyes filled with sorrow and defeat stared vaguely in his direction, likely unable to see his face from behind the weapon light.

Samuel wondered if this woman could be saved if he could stop killing for the night. But the woman reached up and roughly groped at the muzzle of his rifle while muttering vaguely, clearly not able to focus on anything at all, having missed the nearly static object several times. She was a goner; there was no saving her, even if there was a surgical team in the Varintluk.

He raised the rifle, ready to put her down and end her misery. But Samuel paused, seeing a small tear in her golden eyes. He tried to press forward and pull the trigger, but the crisp one-kilogram pull felt like it weighed a ton.

Sighing, he put the weapon on safety and sat in the snow. Samuel didn’t know why he couldn’t shoot her and sat with her–like so many other things since arriving here. It was just the right thing to do.

Pushing his grip into hers, Samuel looked up at the stars and let the woman rest. He could not help her and knew it. To his surprise, she gripped his hand back; it was weak, gentle, and held no malice.

In an odd way, they were both victims of their circumstance. Samuel had to reach Scarletra, but so did this woman. They simply had goals that led them to this fate. Perhaps in another world, another life, other circumstances, they could have been friends, neighbors, or anything other than a pair of strangers hell-bent on killing the other.

“I’m sorry it had to be like this,” Samuel said, knowing the woman could not understand him.

The woman did attempt to respond to him; her words were weak and soft, but she was at least listening to him.

“I will be here until the end. It’s all I can do,” Samuel admitted, hanging his head while squeezing her hand tighter.

They sat there for a long while. Samuel could assume it was maybe ten minutes, but he would never know. His body purging adrenaline made all sense of time twist and warp. Either way, before he realized it, the woman’s slow, wheezing breath stopped, and her grip went slack.

“May the Great Mother welcome you into her arms,” Samuel said in solemn prayer, resting the cataphract’s hand in the snow before picking up her sword and the gear she had been rifling through.

Tonight was horrible, undoubtedly one of the worst nights of his life, but it was far from over. Samuel was about to use the auto surgeon and call Scarletra to update her. But from where he was, he could see muzzle flashes erupting from the outpost. Samuel slapped a tourniquet around his thigh to hurry himself along and returned to the driver’s seat. He could have the damn leg fixed later.

His night might be sucking, but the others were having just as bad of one. Samuel couldn’t let himself fall into a pit of self-pity. He had a job, and they needed him to do it. Lighting another cigar, Samuel gritted his teeth and pressed the pedal down; his torn apart and still wounded calf panged in agony, muscles ripping further once the pedal hit the floor.

He would make it to them. He would save Scareltra.





SECTION THIRTY-SEVEN

HUROT’S RAID

Since the last major offensive, the teams had set up several different phase lines and fallback points to allow any future charges or attacks sent out by the Ursana to be reacted to with bounding controlled retreats, as opposed to a mad scramble with blades at your heels like the first.

At least Samuel had provided one of the team’s cover for that step in the plan, along with intelligence on the Ursana forces and movements. Although the news given was not encouraging. If anything, it was worse than Shama could have ever imagined.

Legions of cataphracts, bowmen, auxiliaries, and other forces were nestled high in the verdant pines, just out of sight of the outpost. While the Ursana’s initial tactics were barbaric and rudimentary, their leaders were not stupid; they were well-experienced warriors at the end of the day. They knew the GU forces were contained within the outpost and had concealed their forces accordingly. They just had no way of knowing Samuel was up on the higher ridges, providing regular intelligence updates.

For an old man who said he was not a soldier, Samuel certainly was proving himself to have the right stuff for the job. Shama might offer the Human a tentative role in the platoon for a short stint or two—provided they survive this ordeal.

Samuel’s judgment of the Ursana likely attempting to besiege the outpost was wise. It would be an almost assured victory for Mother and her savage ilk, with the effort likely only costing little more than a few platoons of auxiliaries, slaves, and a few lieutenants. As efficient as Shama’s men had been so far, with the numbers Mother had at her disposal, the first battle and few probing skirmishes since then meant nothing in the grand scheme of things. Even if they only slammed t-box shots from then on, they would be black on ammo long before denting the enemy’s numbers.

Shifting upward in a seat he commandeered from the inside and brought to the first row of barricades, Shama looked out over the 200-meter no man’s land between the treeline and the battlements. Frozen bodies covered every meter, halfway buried in fresh powder, along with arrows from the last skirmish.

The Ursana had apparently decided that lobbed-range attacks from within the pines were better than being cut down in job lots. Not that Shama could blame them for the change; The tactic was solid but inefficient since they were essentially using indirect fire. Not one of the troopers had been hit by an arrow yet, but the outpost and battlefield were bristling with near misses.

The heavy greenish blue of his NVGs made every detail of the massacre painfully visible; each face contorted in pain, severed limb, and glinting weapon were as clear as day. That and the shifting shadow of a Ursana scout, watching the outpost from their observation point nestled in the bushes.

The scout likely thought they were invisible in the dreary starlight and green luminance from the planet above. They would be if their enemies were their fellow low-tech warriors, but they were fighting the GU, and their technological edge made the scout’s attempts at stealth a moot point.

The vast difference in capability and effectiveness was made all the more evident by the pair of shadows slinking through the snow toward the back of the scout, suppressed handguns raised and white cloaks draped over their shoulders, concealing black uniforms, rucksacks, and long rifles.

Most civilians tended to think black was the ultimate night camouflage, but that was just a misconception created by movies and video games. In reality, when it was dark enough for jet black to conceal, what you wore did not matter—you could be naked, and it would have the same effect.

Vintor and Urtrel quickly and silently dispatched the Ursana scout with a shot to the back of the head. Killing her was a good sign; they must have captured and interrogated an Ursana soldier while looking for Mother and setting up some surprise gifts for the Ursana throughout their camps.

After a quick call and countersign with IR lights to keep the Ursana none the wiser of their command and signal, the two troopers flowed across no man’s land like a pair of silent specters, keeping their heads on a swivel and being cautious to not disturb any of the bodies while moving—not that any more Ursana lookouts were visible from what Shama could see.

“Urtrel, go back to your team. I will brief Cap and get the show started,” Vintor instructed subvocally, like the well-experienced sniper and scout he was.

Urtrel grunted and lumbered off to his place on the line. He was a good trooper but was far less talkative than the rest of the team. That was why he had gone with Vintor on his austere mission; both had to focus on the mission and not want to get stuck in a fight and be nearly silent throughout the operation.

“How did it all go?” Shama questioned as Vintor settled into the snow, not needing a chair like the far older and worn down Captain.

“Pretty shit, Jushla. The mook we nabbed up couldn’t tell us much that Samuel had not already relayed. Other than how they plan on bringing some Hurot Chosen down to raid us. I have no timeframe, but likely it will be a good old zero-dark-thirty raid,” Vintor sighed after tossing his hood up, keeping the snow from running down his collar.

Jushla, the Captain’s first name. He and Vintor had some history together, far more than the rest of the platoon; both had been a part of L.O.S.T before this. While every platoon member was some form of special forces, they were the only two who staked claim to being a part of that coveted and cursed unit in the past. Because of that shared history, Vintor would always call the Captain his first name when alone—not that he couldn’t all the time; no one would dog him for it.

It was unsurprising that the Ursana would raid them late at night. It was a tried and true tactic. Getting to see what the Hurot’s chosen were capable of was something Shama did not look forward to seeing, especially after reviewing the footage of Scarletra when she was in a combat trance.

The gentle and kind woman he had spoken to for several hours today ripped through armor and soldiers like they did not exist. The thought of going against forces that savage was concerning. Could they hold off a wave of them and keep everyone alive?

“Great, well, we will wake everyone up shortly. What about the gifts and search for Mother?” Shama asked, cracking his neck.

“Mother is a ghost. I could not find hide nor hair of her; she is likely higher in the mountains, defended in the heavier encampments. As for our gifts, here you go,” Vintor handed a wireless detonator over to Shama. “All of the IEDs are next to sleeping troops or near their beasts of burden. We did manage to slip the incendiaries into what we think were food wagons.”

That was a mixed bag of news. Shama doubted killing Mother would have done anything to destroy the Ursana’s morale. But that wasn’t why the sniper team was lurking in the shadows of the Ursana anyway; Vintor was supposed to kidnap her. That did not work out and was frustrating. Having her as a prisoner might have been something they could have leveraged against the daughters to call off the siege and give up on Scarletra.

“Alright, go get the rest of the team ready. We are bumping back up to everyone online, just in case they still run the raid after we blow a good chunk of them to high heaven,” Shama instructed.
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Shortly later, the entire platoon was back to the barricades and ready to get the show started. Several more tools had been added to the team’s arsenal since their last skirmish with the Ursana probing raids—thanks to a generous donation from Samuel and Scarletra and the team’s efforts to quickly fabricate them.

At Kellul’s insistence, every one of the soldiers under their command had picked up one of the Ursana weapons and roughly stuck them through their belts: axes, swords, and hammers primarily, but one or two had donned a buckler and dagger.

None of the troopers were exactly proficient with traditional weapons, save for Bracul, who likely was just as if not more comfortable with a sword or ax as he was with a rifle. But having them would at least grant them a bit of standoff in a melee compared to the small fixed blades on their plate carriers.

Additionally laid out in front of each team member’s positions were several electronically-timed pipe bombs crafted out of lead pipes and scavenged electrical components from unnecessary items around the outpost. Thankfully, this place was as well stocked as it was, so plenty could be used. And none of the team had issues with Grunts-and-Crafts during downtime.

Vintor was atop the outpost, managing the clackers for the buried explosive charges set up every twenty-five meters across no man’s land. The teams who were set up to watch the flanks handled their own rows of explosives for when the riverbeds and defilade on the flanks fell under assault.

Shama had no idea what trooper had taken the flamethrower but knew it had been snatched up by someone. Samuel’s shotgun, however, was attached to his hip. He had cut the barrel down from 71 centimeters to 35, as close to the magazine tube as possible.

While it wasn’t an actual breaching weapon, that wasn’t the point. It was filling a middle-ground role. The buckshot and short build made it handy and heavy-hitting, especially between barricades, where the range was only about twenty meters.

They were as prepared as possible; once they set off the explosives tactically planted inside the Ursana camps, the hornet’s nest would be firmly kicked. What happened at that point was anyone’s guess—but the platoon were all expecting the proud warriors of the Ursana to deem the team as cowards that they should rightfully cut down and charge.

None of them would have to wait any longer to know the answer. Shama tightly clutched the clacker in a gloved hand and looked up and down the line, receiving nods from the team leaders. He flicked the safety bar off and actuated the clacker three times, just as his training had taught him.

For a brief moment, there was silence. It was just long enough for Shama to wonder if the charges were duds; that seemed unlikely because dozens of them had been set up, each with triple backup detonators.

Then it happened. The explosions of ten-kilogram IEDs ripped across the valley, trees shuddering under the power of modern explosives, changing the Ursana’s understanding of war forever. No matter where they were and how safe they felt, even though Shama could not see them, they were well within his team’s reach.

Through the trees, the luminance of the fires grew in intensity, making the concealed camp locations visible even from the outpost. As soon as the echoes of the bombs passed, the screams began, horrendous, horrified, and confused. It was a shame that they could not see the tribe through the trees; based on the volume and the frantic shouts, they must be in utter pandemonium.

The team did not have to wait long for their question of how the Ursana would react. Kicking the hornet’s nest had moved Hurot’s chosen timeline up from zero-dark-thirty to right now. Through the caterwauling auxiliaries and other frantic troops, a low, steady, droning roar rose in challenge and grew for the next minute.

It was odd; they were not yelling any words. It was just screaming, unbridled, raw, primal, and oozing with rage that you could feel in the deepest recess of your instincts. They were coming.

Like an avalanche was rolling beneath the bows, the trees cracked, shuddered, and cried. Hurot’s chosen barreled through the trees toward no man’s land and into the waiting soldiers’ fields of fire. Safeties clicked off, and IR lasers danced around the trees, waiting for targets to appear.

With teeth and claw-bared, a dozen of Hurot’s chosen burst through the treeline on all fours, snarling and snapping their teeth like wild animals. They bound over bodies, knee-deep snow, and each other like none existed. They would not be deterred. That they were only two meters tall instead of the three that Scarletra was did not make Shama feel any better about this engagement.

They looked like true savages. His understanding that they genuinely did not know what they were doing made him feel no better. If anything, it made him feel an odd sense of guilt. At least the scouts, warriors, cataphracts, and dragoons they had slain so far were cognisant of their choices. These women were just in a mindless drug-induced fury. But they were good targets, and that was all that genuinely mattered.

The platoon opened up with a cacophony of gunfire. Zip’s tracers struggled to track the low-to-the-ground enemies; their twisting and bending motions and preternatural speed made it seem like their bullets were traveling right through them. Shama hoped it was just a matter of that they were missing and not that Hurot’s chosen were so cranked up in a rage they felt no pain. All they could do was lay more hate and hope for the best.

“Frag out!” One of the troopers tossed a pipe bomb out toward the charging beasts, landing with a soft thump in the snow. The bomb exploded with a loud, hateful boom, tossing snow, meat, and dirt up, concealing the charging horde for a moment.

“Hold off on that. We can’t see shit with the dust-up,” Shama shouted. “Stick to regular weapons.”

Before a response came, or the dust had settled, the Ursana that took the brunt of the explosion burst forth from the cloud with one arm missing and jaw hanging slack, barely held on by loose skin. That amount of damage was telling about the Chosen’s state of mind. They were not just durable; they were rage-given flesh.

Without needing any extra instruction, the teams on this side of the outpost began to attempt to hit the charging berserkers in the head, knowing nerve kills would be the only thing that put an end to their rampage. Shama’s troopers were smart like that and absorbed the battlefield’s information like a sponge.

But the enemy was just far too nimble and aggressive. Before even half of the original dozen had been wounded, much less put in the dirt, they had crossed no man’s land and collided with the GU troopers.

Shama’s focus was drawn to one that leaped the meter-tall barricade himself, and Buric had taken cover behind. The heavily muscled beast slammed into Buric and tumbled into the snow several meters behind the barricade, knocking the man’s C-7 from his grip. Without missing a beat, the snarling, slobbering, enraged woman sunk her teeth into his shoulder and bit a massive chunk out of him.

As Shama let his C-7 fall to his sling and swung the twelve gauge off his hip, Buric continued to fight even as the woman ate him alive. He drove his knife in and out of her stomach like a machine, blood pouring out and soaking his uniform, while the berserk brown-furred Varintol bit into his upper arm and snapped the bone in half, swallowing his bicep, bone and all.

Shama muzzle thumped the Varintol in the temple, and pulled the trigger. The far side of her head erupted as the eight double-aught buckshot pellets turned her brain to mush, with her collapsing atop his dying teammate.

At least, like everything else, Hurot’s chosen seem to still die once their head is gone.

“Doc, we got wounded over here!” Shama shouted, pivoting outboard to ensure no more of Hurot’s chosen were advancing on him. To his dismay, another one was about to leap over the barricades, tossing snow in her wake.

His first shot went out before she lept, peppering her shoulders and chest with buckshot. The second was by the time they were in mid-air. Unlike the first, it was not a solid impact because Shama was backstepping. The shotgun load skidded along her fatty stomach, ripping it open.

The attackers’ guts poured out and trailed in the snow as she landed. She whipped around and swiped at Shama with dagger-like claws as if she had not just taken a fatal wound. The attack was fast but not fast enough. Shama drove the shotgun’s muzzle into her eye and blew the back of her head off.

To his surprise, even with that amount of damage, the Varintol tried to crawl forward and attack him, biting, growling, and screaming for his blood in the name of Hurot. But that effort did not last long. Only a heartbeat later, all semblance of life faded from what was left of her vibrant orange eye, and her body fell limp, blood soaking the snow.

“Sir, if you are done with that, get back to the line. We got more incoming,” Meralu shouted before letting a burst of the zip fire off. Not even giving Shama a moment to breathe. That was not a good sign of how this combat tempo would go.

Shifting his attention between his bleeding teammate and trees, Shama had to make a call he did not like. Buric was likely not going to make it, having already stopped moving–but that did not mean he was dead. On the other hand, a platoon of bowmen and a squad of cataphracts had arrived just outside the treeline. If he did not press the fight, everyone here would die, not just Buric.

To his dismay, Shama switched back to his C-7 and propped himself against the barricades. Praying Doc reached Buric quickly, but heaven knows how many of the screams he heard from the platoon were from others in a similar situation—for all he knew, Doc was already dead.

Just as he settled against cover, the squads on the periphery began to open up on the Ursana. Machine guns, rifles, grenade launchers, and the earth-shaking explosions of the flank phase line explosives joined the sounds of battle.

“Vic, if the cataphracts charge, use the first phase line; everyone else, start popping those bowmen,” Shama bellowed, not even bothering to use his radio.

Aiming in and settling his laser on the front row of the bowman, Shama pulled the trigger, focusing on the fight at hand. He was worried about how many men went down against Hurot’s chosen—but he could not think about that. The battle for the outpost had just begun and likely would continue throughout the night.
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Scarletra nervously paced back and forth inside the main room and had been for the last few hours. Each minute that passed, her nerves were stretched further and further. She felt one wrong moment from snapping and lashing out at any sound.

Not out of anger or because Hurot whispered in her ear, but because a pair of the soldiers had told her Samuel would call her, check-in, and let her know everything would be alright. But that was hours ago, and he had yet to reach out. Since then, with the soldiers occasionally shooting at Ursana skirmishers, it was like a noose was around her heart.

Scarletra would reach out herself, but Shama had her datapad and was using it to communicate with Samuel to know what Mother and her sister’s troops were doing.

All this time, idle with nothing to do, gradually drove her insane. Any errant thought, nightmare, or fear gripped her mind tightly until another reared its ugly head. Had the Ursana attacked and killed him? Was he out there wounded and alone? Did one of her sisters grab him and drag him to slavery?

All of those thoughts drove her to further compounding nightmares. She Imagined her sisters fileting Samuel, torturing him for information, or, if they felt inclined, claiming him as their newest toy to use for pleasure until he broke, becoming little more than a mindless slave they would pass around for enjoyment while on a campaign.

If Scarletra learned any of that happened, the GU be damned; she would rip through all of the Ursana and tear her mother and sister’s hearts out. Knowing all too well that would be a death sentence—Hurot’s rage or not, she was still mortal. No one would stop her, not even Shama and his men.

A part of her was tempted to grab a case of beer and down it just to try to put herself at ease, but she knew that was a horrible idea. If the Ursana breached the building, she would have to try to keep Sethun safe and fight the urges in her soul to let Hurot take over. If she was drunk in any way, that would be impossible.

“Scarletra, please have a seat,” Sethun gestured to the broken sofa.

That same attempt at being gently commanding and collected she had seen him give when they first met was evident. Although his attempts to maintain it were clearly wearing on the man. It was a front, and she knew it.

Scarletra shot him a side-eye glower. She probably glared too much there because the puny man’s spine shot straight, and he fidgeted nervously under her gaze.

Sethun is a strange man. She had no idea what species he was, nor did she care. He had gray skin, a gaunt frame, and eyes that were solid black. From beneath his cowl, flecks of black hair popped out.

The scent around him was also odd. It was artificial and somewhat reminded her of the oil Samuel used in the Varintluk and to lubricate his weapons. That a man like this smelled so appalling concerned her. Mainly because no other creature she had met had. It was unsettling and not natural.

Unlike Samuel and the other males she had met from the GU, he acted far closer to the males from the Ursana tribe. Constantly looking around nervously and trying to fade into the background. Was he not meant to be a leader of some kind? Should he not be confident and in charge like Samuel or Shama?

Scarletra knew very little about him, though. Since he arrived, he has failed to broker a deal with Mother, retreated inside, and ate the food Scarletra had prepared for the troopers and him. Besides that, he was always on his datapad and reading, likely trying to ignore the reality of the army knocking at their door and baying for their blood.

Why on Baritin did he not take up arms? He was meant to be a leader. Sethun, at least if not fighting, should be supporting the warriors. But he had done nothing. Because of that, Scarletra essentially wrote him off the same way she would a useless cub.

“No, I would rather not,” Scarletra replied, groping the butt of the ax stuck through her belt. “I need to be ready to protect you.”

“Miss Ursana, please. We are in good hands with Shama and his men,” Sethun insisted. “They can keep us safe.”

Just as Sethun finished, a massive explosion rocked the area, causing the world to shake like lightning had just struck the outpost. Several of the shelves shook and started to collapse around them. Sethun cowered where he was; any semblance of his attempted bravado faded instantly. He tucked his head into his palms and brought his legs against himself, failing to notice the rack of tools falling towards him.

Scarletra lunged forward and shoved herself between the shelf and Sethun, shielding the small man with her bulk. With a massive clattering sound, dozens of tools fell to the ground around him. Scarletra grunted and bit her inner lip, stifling a scream when several of the tools stabbed into her back and shoulder.

Shoving the shelving unit back and letting it clatter away, uncaring of where it landed other than not crushing Sethun, her attention fully turned toward him. “Are you alright?”

“I–I–I am, thank you,” Sethun sputtered.

“Good,” Scarletra said, standing up and rubbing an arm over her back and shoulders, pushing whatever stabbed her out of her skin, feeling them tug for a moment before popping out, letting the metal tool clatter to the floor and blood ooze from the fresh punctures.

“Scarletra, are you alright?” Sethun questioned, seeing the bloody items on the ground.

“I will be fine. I was an Ursana Warrior for years; those little stabs are nothing,” Scarletra replied, righting one of the shelves.

“Are you certain?” Sethun said, sounding pleading.

Scarletra rolled her eyes, with her back to him. Sethun should take her word for what it was, Samuel usually did. Then again, Samuel could read her like a book. She could not lie to him even if she wanted to; That and if he saw her even with these minor injuries, he would treat her like a little cub, forcing her to be treated.

Great Mother, why was he too cute to say no to?

“Yes, I am,” Scarletra said flatly.

Just as Scarletra was about to go over to the next shelf, the door outside opened, the sounds of the fight outside growing in volume. Doc Stulit was dragging in one of the injured troopers by their body armor.

“Scarletra, come here and give me a hand,” Stulit asked, looking back at her, his face and uniform bathed in blood.

Finally, something she could do other than sit here idle, waiting for Samuel to arrive and take them to Moi. She rushed over to the medic and grabbed the trooper’s armor, helping Stulit drag him towards the center of the room, leaning his back against the table so the passed-out trooper was seated.

“What happened?” Sethun said somewhat frantically, gesturing at the soldier’s missing arm with a tourniquet tightly lashed to it, clearly not used to carnage.

“Hurot’s chosen grabbed hold of him and ripped his arm off,” the medic said flatly, not even looking up at Sethun. He just continued to remove magazines from the man’s armor and assessed him with slow-eye glances.

That one of the chosen got a grip on the trooper and survived was a shock to Scarletra. It was over if she grabbed you in any fight she was involved in. She would rip limbs off, eat the enemy, or gut them alive, giving no quarter—-other than Samuel, that is. He managed by some miracle to survive.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Scarletra asked, wanting to be of more use than just dragging a passed-out man.

Stulit looked up at her and shrugged. His demeanor was calm and collected. Even his eyes were as icy as the winds. Scarletra had seen that look on many of the doctors in war camps. This man was used to seeing critical injuries, and this event was part and parcel to him.

“Sure, I have others I need to get in here,” Stulit replied, removing a pouch from his vest and handing it to her. “Apply the bandages in there to his wounds.”

“I will do my best,” Scarletra replied.

“Good.” he nodded before looking to the representative. “Sethun, grab any magazines and ammo from his kit and stack them on the table. He won’t need it. I can distribute it once everyone injured is inside,” Stulit instructed while turning about and rushing out the door.

Sethun took a step forward but paused, earning him a basilisk glare from Scarletra. A venomous judgment she had not used in years. But this man needed a strong leader; she was the only one there and would be that matriarch. “Come on, help at least a little.”

“I—Uhhh,” Sethun started but was stopped by Scarletra.

“Sir, they are dying out there to help us. This is the least you can do,” Scareltra growled.

Sethun stared at her momentarily but trepidly stepped forward, his hands shaking, while removing unused magazines from the trooper’s armor.

His action, as simple as it was, earned him a warm smile from her. At least he was doing something to help, as was she. Neither was just being dead weight anymore.

This was not how Scarletra planned on helping the fight, but it was not bad. Tending the wounded at least gave her idle mind something to focus on instead of wondering where Samuel was. Opening the small pouch, Scareltra slowly but surely wrapped the man’s wound in bandaging to prevent infection. All was going well until she touched the bone protruding from the nub.

The soldier screamed in agony and lurched forward, gripping at the injury. Sethun backed away and went even more pale than usual. Scarletra, on the other hand, would not allow herself to be shocked. She reached forward and gently hugged the man.

“Hey, hey, it’s alright. You are safe now,” Scareltra whispered, letting him thrash and scream as he pleased, uncaring of injuries she received or his panic.

After a brief time of him fighting her touch, the man stopped screaming and looked up at her, confused.

“It’s alright; you are safe,” Scarletra gently reassured him.

To her surprise, even though he had passed out moments before, he could respond and confirm he understood with a wide-eyed nod. She could not remember the man’s name, which was a shame, but that he willingly was injured to protect her was enough for her to give her all to him.

Shortly after the trooper’s arm was wrapped and he had calmed, Stulit returned with another injured trooper. The first of many throughout the night.

Treating the initial wounded took several hours; between more explosions, gunfire increasing in intensity, and needing to keep Sethun calm, her hands were full. Scarletra had never been trained to be a doctor but knew enough to apply bandages and stuff wounds for Stulit. Thankfully, that is all he wanted her to do.

Once all their injuries were no longer life-threatening and she had consoled the panicking troopers, she did her best to keep the wounded calm and comfortable, wrapping them in blankets, giving them tea, and talking gently with them.

The troopers were amazing people; despite grievous injuries, they seemed to be in good spirits and were talking with one another and with Scarletra. She only had to yell at them a few times when several tried to get up and return to fight once or twice. But her yelling, followed by a long hug and her telling them they did their best but should not die senselessly, kept their butts firmly planted where they were.

Scarletra was glad she could do this much for some of her saviors. She stayed up with them until the sun started to rise. Before Scarletra realized how much time had passed, Shama limped inside the room. One of his arms was bandaged, and a massive gash across his snout, with blood pouring out of it. Nearly no magazines were left in his plate carrier. He carried a bloody sword limply in his hand and had his rifle and shotgun slung.

She started to get up with her last medical supplies, assuming he was the next trooper to be treated, but he raised his hand to stop her.

“Get your stuff ready, and prepare them to move. Samuel is only a few minutes out,” Shama said through ragged breaths, barely audible over an explosion outside.

Over the last few hours, Scarletra had nearly forgotten about Samuel; she had been so focused on the soldiers and Sethun. Just hearing his name slammed her with a wave of anxiety. All the questions from earlier accosted her mind again. But she could not allow that to fog her mind right now.

“I will get them ready,” Scarletra replied, praying to the Great Mother her warm fire was unhurt.





SECTION THIRTY-EIGHT

EXPLOSIVE EXTRACT

With the pedal essentially glued to the floor for the last six hours, Samuel was only a stone’s throw away from the outpost. The sun was beginning to rise, but the high mountains around the outpost concealed it; the sky had shifted from drab grays and blacks to a vibrant orange and crimson red.

Samuel did not like seeing the vibrant crimson. The golden statement of ‘red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning’ echoed in his mind. The sky was not a deadset lousy omen, but it was not good either.

The first two hours of his journey after the ambush were not horrendous; adrenaline was still pumping through him at that point, keeping him coherent and any throbbing pain from his wounds at bay. But that could only last for so long.

As time went on, the pain and soreness gradually grew. Until every fiber of his being was in agony. With torn muscles, built-up lactic acid, lack of sleep, and his open and exposed muscles, no part of him was spared from pain and suffering. Not even his mind.

Having been awake for nearly two days, the lasting effects of sleep deprivation were weighing on him, namely in the impact of the slightest amounts of hallucinations. Occasionally, Samuel could swear he could hear a woman over his shoulder whispering to him. He had never heard who it was, but it was soft, maternal, and assuring him of his action’s justness, from killing the cataphracts, scouts, and slaves to giving Scarletra comfort over the last few months.

Strangely enough, the voice spoke to him about that last cataphract whose sword he now bore. The motherly voice referred to the woman as Silfa, daughter of the wilds, and thanked him for being with her until the end, and she returned home.

Samuel had never heard the cataphract’s name before, was he going mad from blood loss or sleep deprivation? There is no way the voice was real and was actually the Great Mother speaking to him, right? But the implication of until she returned home felt prophetic and certainly weighed on the mind of a man-raised Christian.

Either way, with Samuel’s fading mind, he did not have time to focus on those questions. Instead, he pumped himself full of as much caffeine and nicotine as possible in an attempt to keep awake. After his fourth cup of cold coffee and his second cigar, Samuel started to feel sick, so he switched to water and tolerated whatever came his way. Illusions and hallucinations included, even if the voice seemed to be giving him a play-by-play of his life on Baritin up until now.

At least he did not encounter any more Ursana for the rest of the trip through the winding pines.

Any assumptions of his that the others were having a far worse night than him were not unfounded. No, they were drilled into him on breaching the trees and entering the final stretch of open ground near the back gates.

The vibrant pure white snow was so red it was nearly black, the sheer amount making the area dip down around the outpost. Not that the dip meant much when the bodies around it were stacked like cordwood.

Just before Samuel breached the back gates, another explosion ripped through the air in front of the outpost, sending limbs and meat flying over the hellish battlefield.

GU troops were manning the edges of the fences, firing rifles and machine guns at an Ursana shield wall, slowly approaching. Their attempts were valiant but ineffective as hundreds of bowmen at the treeline showered arrows down onto them, only allowing short sporadic bursts at the attackers.

One of the GU troops noticed Samuel and rushed over, holding one of the Varitol shields over his head, catching several arrows during the run.

“Samuel, it’s great to see you. Back up to the garage, we need to hook up the trailer. We will get Scarletra and the wounded out and pack them inside the Varintluk,” Shama commanded. “Once you park, meet up with Crunla. He needs help in the explosive storage.”

Samuel was not about to question the man, recognizing him by voice alone. Without hesitation, Samuel threw the vehicle in reverse and moved to the garage, where a trooper who was too wounded to fight but not enough to help him hook up the trailer waited.
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Scarletra slung the duffle bag containing all her worldly possessions she could not live without: the statue of Sarah, Samuel’s tools, pictures of his family, her clothes, and other knick-knacks from around the outpost she knew he would want to keep.

Over her jumpsuit, she was wearing a nylon version of her load-bearing equipment; Samuel had made it for her a few days ago because it was more robust than the leather version she had crafted. This one was not bad by any means. At least she could adjust what items and pouches were on this one in minutes using the clips attached to the back.

Along with her gear, she staged two spears near the front door and had Finnula’s ax attached to her belt. Hopefully, fighting was off her docket, but who knows what would happen at this point.

“Are you ready to go?” Scarletra asked the man who was missing an arm.

He gave her a weak nod before she scooped him up into a bridal carry, the same way she always carried Samuel.

“You are going to be fine,” Scareltra assured while he grabbed hold of her webbing gear to keep himself steady.

If she carried the wounded in other ways, such as over her shoulder or tucked under her arms, this would only take her one trip, but because she prioritized their safety, this was the best method. Any arrows, javelins, or sword strikes would hit her and not cause them further injury.

The medic planned on making the secondary runs to get the last of the wounded. So Scarletra only had to perform this one run and would rest in the Varintluk’s cab until they reached the exfiltration point; That and do everything in her power to not lose her mind to the call of Hurot in the upcoming chaos.

They all lined up at the door, ready to go through the breach into the muffled war outside. Screams, gunfire, clattering swords, and explosions created a horrendous symphony just beyond the thin metal barriers. Glancing down at Sethun, the diminutive man was shaking like a leaf. Not that Scarletra could blame him. War was a unique hell where anything could happen.

“Everyone remember, stay close. We will all go straight to the garage, no deviations,” Stulit said, flicking the safety on his rifle off.

Without waiting for a confirmation, Stulit pressed the button to open the door; the sounds of the battle bathed over them all. Scarletra looked down at the man she was carrying, using him to remind her why she needed to keep calm and in control.

This man she barely knew trusted her to get him to safety and ensure his other friends’ efforts, injuries, and deaths were not without reason. The idea of letting him, and the other soldiers she had been tending to all night, down was horrible. It felt like a brand was searing her mind.

The moment the main door opened, they burst into the bloody snow. It squelched and slopped beneath each footfall. Around the retreating party, the world was in abject bedlam.

Across the field just beyond the outpost walls, hundreds of bodies of the Ursana were spread out, with cataphracts standing over them on mounts, poking and prodding at another wave of enslaved Varintol. They meekly held wooden shields, with spears poking out and thrusting at the GU soldiers near the front.

The heavy stomps of the mounts crushed the remnants of their comrades beneath clawed feet. The mere sight of it wracked Scarletra with guilt, recalling a time when such carnage was just part and parcel to her. Hell, before she loathed her mother, a sense of pride might have befallen her, knowing the enemies of the Ursana were dying, even with her comrades dying in job lots.

Before she could reflect on that, a trooper roared over the outpost. “Blowing phase line three” erupted thrice before the row of mounted soldiers and back rows of spearmen were nearly vaporized by an explosion of such magnitude she and the rest of the soldiers around all stumbled.

Scarletra looked away from the showering guts and body parts, barely concealed by the dirt and snow kicked up by the detonation. Scarletra looked back and grabbed Sethun’s hand. The small man was starting to lag behind and needed to keep up. Any delays in the movement would surely cost them dearly.

“Take cover!” one of the soldiers near the walls yelled just as another volley of arrows was loosed from the treeline.

Being able to take cover would be a fantastic idea, but all the troops and she had none offered by both the troops on the ground and attacks from the air. With nothing available, Scarletra yanked Sethun up and nestled him in her arms with the injured trooper, shifting slightly to show her back to the trees but never slowing the run.

Arrows peppered around them, slamming into the snow, bouncing off the buildings, and jamming into her upper shoulders and one just below her neck. Sharp jolts of pain wracked her mind, each one causing a short growl, and Hurot screamed at her to fight back. To rip the enemy apart.

“Are you alright?” Scarletra asked, gritting her teeth and tasting blood pooling in her mouth.

Her two passengers looked up at her wide-eyed but nodded in confirmation. Scarletra smiled weakly but as assuredly as possible. She could not allow herself to slow down now; they both needed her to keep going.

Putting all effort into running, Scarletra ignored the following warning of an incoming volley, feeling more arrows slamming into her back. She pushed the pain out of her mind and bit her lip hard. Arrow wounds would not kill her quickly. It would take hours of bleeding for her to succumb to feeble injuries like them.

The twenty-five meters to reach the garage might as well have been hundreds of kilometers, days of travel. Each moment dragged into another, becoming longer with each ragged breath. The world nearly faded away as Hurot screamed at her to attack, the vile goddess command drowning out even the explosions of the GU grenades.

By the time Scarletra burst into the garage, she was muttering repeatedly that she was not a monster, not a killer, and she would keep the two safe. She did not hear if her passengers had any comments to her during that time; her entire being was focused inward, trying to shut out the war around her.

Inside, several troopers were hooking the trailer up to the Varintluk. Oddly enough, Samuel was nowhere to be seen, and the intense scents of oil and other chemicals kept her from immediately locating her little fire by scent, but she knew he had to be there. The captain said he was here after all—Shama would not lie to her, right?

“Get them loaded up,” Stulit said, peeling off and turning to return to the main building for the other wounded. “I will be back.”

“I will,” Scarletra confirmed before pulling the main door of the vehicle and opening it up. She froze in place, feeling like she was standing in front of the largest Barut Hound in the universe, and its teeth just sank into her throat.

The cab reeked of blood, not just blood—Samuel’s, having put his specific scent to memory after she accidentally hurt him once and cut him while in a rage. It coated the entire front seat and floor, coagulated and drying at the edges. What the hell happened? Where was Samuel?

“Scar, come on, let’s get inside,” Sethun said calmly, having picked up on her spiked heart rate and sudden statue-like presence. “I am certain Samuel is fine.”

“But—” Scarletra started but was cut off by Captain Shama’s arrival.

“Samuel is alright; he and my demo trooper are working on something fast. He will be back in a moment or two. We can’t get started until you all are inside. So mount up,” Shama said, just before shoving a Varintol back from the door with a shield and shoving his sword through her eye.

She paused and looked between the cab and Captain Shama, hesitating. She needed Samuel, needed to know he was alright. Shama’s words were assuring, but they were not confirmation.

“Come on, Scarletra, Samuel will be here soon. Trust in the captain,” the trooper she was carrying said.

“Ok,” Scarletra whined after a few moments.

They lumbered past the seats and took their places in the back of the Varintluk’s sleeping area. While she allowed Sethun to sit alone, the other trooper was another story entirely. Scareltra kept him nestled in her arms, holding onto him like an anchor, keeping herself from losing it. If the trooper had any complaints about his treatment, he kept them to himself and let the massive woman hold him like a teddy bear.

For the next few minutes, Scarletra fidgeted and nervously grumbled, trying not to think much about Samuel’s state or the sounds of screaming troopers just outside. She did not want to go back to her clan, but the soldiers dying and being hurt for her still was horrendous.

Why could Mother have not just left them alone? For the first time in her life, she was happy. Then, that vile woman had to come and try to rip it away from her daughter. Even though they had not seen each other in years, Mother had not changed.

She stewed in herself before the rest of the injured were loaded inside the Varintluk, and the rest of the troopers had fallen back to the garage and were almost ready to load up.
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“Shama, we are ready to go,” Samuel shouted, limping back to the Varintluk, his leg panging in agony with each step.

The platoon commander raised a sword he had commandeered from one of the enemy and parried a blade destined for his head before reposting, shoving the shadowy iron blade through the woman’s neck, before backstepping toward the garage.

“Everyone load up!” Shama shouted, blocking another blow from the encroaching hoard.

The rest of the soldiers slowly back-stepped, covering one another with swords, axes, and rifles, and one even brought Samuel’s flamethrower to bear, keeping an entire squad of Ursana ducking behind their shields, fearing the sticky hellfire that spewed from the weapons front.

In less than a minute, Samuel had loaded up inside the Varintluk. He spared a glance into the rear and caught sight of the wounded. While he did not have an exact count of how many troopers had arrived, he knew the few in the trailer and the four injured were not all the men Shama started with. They had to have taken significant casualties already, but now was not the time to mourn.

Mainly because the only ones who had yet to join them in the Varintluk were the sniper on the roof and Captain Shama himself.

In the back was Scarletra. This was the first time he had seen her since the battle had begun, and she looked awful. Whenever they made it out of there, he would give her the most peaceful life he could. She deserved it after this.

His usually happy cinnamon roll of a lover was curled into the furthest corner possible, arrows sticking out of her back while she meekly cried. Her body quivered and jerked nervously with each wracking gunshot and exposition outside. Samuel could not imagine what was going through her head right now.

He would comfort her, offering her safety and a tender hug, but he had to be strong for her sake and fulfill his role as a driver. If someone else did, they would be down a gun, and Great Mother knows they needed all weapons on target for their breakout.

“Cap, we are moving,” Samuel bellowed, seeing the last of the troopers enter the trailer; revving the powerful turbine engine, the clutch engaged and began to shoot the vehicle out of the open garage doors.

Captain Shama turned about without missing a beat and stowed his sword before leaping onto the side of the front cab, just outside Samuel’s open window. He showed his undying trust in the troopers he had left, as they immediately began to cover his motions with barking defiant weapon fire, cutting down the Varintol he was sparing with only a breath earlier.

“Perfect, get us alongside the building on the way out. Vin will hop on then,” Shama said, wielding his rifle with one hand and popping sporadic shots at encroaching Ursana. “Once he is onboard, floor it.”

Without question, Samuel veered the vehicle to direct them closer to the outpost’s main building. With an amount of agility Samuel never knew a man no larger than a meter tall was capable of while armed with and wearing no less than twenty kilos of kit, Vintor ran and leaped clean from the roof and landed atop the Varintluk’s cab, landing with a hefty thunk. The small man’s legs were briefly flung in front of Samuel’s vision as he righted himself up top and attached his retention line to the storage racks.

Samuel floored it, watching the tachometer jump straight to 25 thousand RPM. He was nowhere near redlining the vehicle and, regrettably, would not be able to until they breached the trees, which would be nearly an hour from now.

Just as the Varintluk reached the first row of trees, the Ursana began to flow out of the edges of the outpost’s back entrance, trying to follow the Varintluk. With a cruel, almost sadistic laugh, Shama pulled a clacker out of his vest; Samuel knew precisely what it would be going to—Samuel’s and the Captain’s final departing gift to the outpost.

“Brace–brace–-brace,” Shama shouted just before slapping the clacker three times.

All troopers ducked low behind the gunnel and clung tightly to the sides. Samuel watched in the rearview mirror as the remaining tonne of explosives in the outpost went off all at once. He and the demolition trooper had rigged them just before their exit.

What an explosion it was. The trees did not just quiver and bow to the explosion; no, they collapsed under the massive wave of force. One tonne of TNT is no small amount, and a part of Samuel wished he would have waited until they were further away but knew they had to blow it then for good effect against the Ursana forces.

Everyone within 25 meters of the storage, as in everyone still within the outpost walls and nearby, were dead instantaneously. They turned to vapor, or fell to the ground with lungs exploding and internal hemorrhaging, killing them before any of them knew what happened.

The outpost befell much the same fate. The once proud structure was torn to bits, caught in the blast radius, sending shrapnel flying hundreds of meters and tearing through the Ursana like a wave of death.

Everyone out to one hundred meters collapsed, being knocked unconscious by the shock wave rolling over them, rupturing eardrums, and scrambling their brains like eggs. They all fell to the snow without so much of a whimper.

Most at the further distances were still alive but would be down for days, if not weeks, from the traumatic brain injuries. They were the ones that were hard to look at. They screamed and writhed in the snow. Unsure of what to do as every fiber of their being had just been slammed with enough force to toss them several meters.

The Verintluk, thankfully, was around 250 meters from the epicenter, so only the windows of the vehicle exploded as the wave of force rolled over them all and caused Samuel to brace to keep steady. All the soldiers ducked as low as possible, attempting to not feel the wave knock the air from their lungs. Most did, but not all were that lucky and would need a minute or two to recover.

Scarletra was one of the unlucky sorts. She immediately began to panic. Her hypersensitive hearing and the glass raining down around made her clutch the man she cradled tightly while she screamed to Samuel about wanting to go home and wanting this all to be over. The man’s pained screams joined her as she crushed him with raw, primal strength.

Doc and Sethun jumped to console the screaming woman while Samuel was far too busy driving. Even though he attempted to talk to her, she was far too gone, too scared, and too out of it to even focus on him.

Scarletra had always been hypersensitive to touch and reassurance that way. Samuel just could not be there for her that way at the moment; hearing her crying for him, yet only being a few meters away, was torture.

Thank the Great Mother, the pair did manage to get her to calm down and stop screaming, even though she still clutched the trooper like a babe in her arms. They would all be goners if she had lost it to Hurot’s call this late in the game.

Samuel wished he could take her to where she was calling home, but where they had been calling home was now up in smoke and fading away in the verdant pines, with few members of the Ursana moving around it. The once happy place for Samuel and her was now little more than a grave to hundreds of Ursana, made into the site of a massacre in an instant.

All thanks to Samuel and another one of the troopers, who were willing to use every explosive all at once to set up their final retreat. Samuel did not regret what he did to ensure Scarletra’s safety, but the sight of the hundreds of Ursana collapsing in the snow would haunt him for the rest of his days.

Thankfully, that display seemed to have dissuaded most Ursana from advancing on the GU troopers. Over the next two hours, their trip was done in relative silence, none of the troopers feeling a need to speak about what had just happened; their heads were firmly still in the game. The only noise in the cab, besides heavy, labored breaths, was Scarletra sputtering and the men around her trying to console her.

Shama and the rest of his troops did keep watch on some outriders that followed at a distance of a few hundred meters, tucking in and out of trees, tracking them. But they never came close enough to pose a threat to them. So, the troopers held their fire, not wanting to waste their limited ammunition.

After they burst into the open ice of the lake, they finally received notification from Moi. He would be on-site in sixty standard minutes. After a quick discussion with Shama and Samuel, they agreed to meet at a set of fingers on the far side of the lake. That location was just far enough that with the Varintluk being pressed to its limits, they would arrive around the same time.

Flooring the Varintluk and not allowing it to slow down until the end, Samuel did his earnest to focus, barely able to keep himself awake through fading consciousness. Thank the Great Mother Shama, still hanging off the front of the cab, noticed him fading and quickly jostled and reminded him he needed to stay awake, gesturing to the outriders who were encroaching on them.

With that only having to happen once or twice, the team reached the fingers at the far end before Samuel realized it. He pulled the Varinltuck in so it was abreast of the fingers; the remnants of the platoon unloaded, taking defensive positions, including Samuel, who took his WSR-1 and his last magazines and hefted himself up top next to Vintor.

Shama stood off to the side, looking as proud as a man battered like he was could; he watched the few dozen outriders with squinted suspicion, keeping tabs on them. They lurked around four hundred meters away but never drew any closer.

“What the fuck are they waiting for?” Vintor questioned anyone who would answer.

“Us to leave,” Shama said assuredly. “We wiped out a large amount of them. I doubt even they believe they could take us.”

That last explosion killed hundreds of them in one fell swoop. To religious fanatics and tribals, that might as well be an act of god. These Ursana outriders were not stupid and knew they would die if they got close enough. Shama did not want to waste the ammo killing them this far away.

“Well, why are they watching us?” One of the troopers raised the point.

“Hell, if I know, keep tabs on them. If any of them get within 200, pop them,” Shama commanded.

They watched the outriders for a while, a platoon of cataphracts joining them, but no other soldiers arrived. Without a doubt, their infantry forces must have been decimated by the bombs because none even reached the treeline on the far side by the time Moi’s ship began to circle overhead.

Both were welcomed sights for sure. Perhaps because these riders were far enough from Mother, they decided on the better part of valor and would rather live to see another sunrise.

“Sam, go check on Scar. I got sniper fire,” Vintor whispered.

Samuel glanced over at him and was about to argue the point, wanting to see this to the end, but a short nod from Shama over Vintor’s shoulder told him not to press it. The remnants of the platoon could handle two dozen riders, especially with a few hundred-meter standoff.

Samuel passed Vintor a pair of magazines and slinked off the edge of the Varintluk, slinging his rifle over his chest. He stumbled at the bottom of the Varintluk and needed a moment to steady himself, his calf screaming in agony when he landed.

Samuel looked around and spotted Scarletra slumped in the snow, leaning against the Vainrtluk, with one of the soldiers lying beside her. Doc Sultit had already attended to any wounds Scarletra had received during the retreat, leaving her shoulders and back covered in bandaging over her jumpsuit.

Limping over to her, Scarletra’s ear fluttered, and nose twitched while he got closer. She looked up at him. Her lower lip was halfway gnawed off from her attempting to keep control of herself for the last few hours. Blood poured out of her halfway-chewed-off lip.

Great Mother, she looked tired. None of the vibrance he was used to was in her eyes. They looked placid and stared right through him. With how much crying she had done over the last few hours, Samuel doubted she could anymore, even if she wanted to.

“Hey, Scar, how are you feeling?” Samuel asked, knowing damn well it was not good.

“I want to go home,” Scarletra sniffled, scooting aside to let Samuel sit.

“Me too,” Samuel replied, laying the rifle across their laps and resting beside her.

Fuck he wanted to go home more than anything. Going back to them just puttering around the outpost day in and day out, but now they would have to find a new home. They could try to find a new location on Baritin, move to Earth, or go anywhere in the universe. It did not matter to him so long as Scarletra was there. But they could talk about that soon enough once they were both safe.

Leaning against Scarletra, Samuel reached up and rubbed her cheek gently; at the same time she still leaned into his touch and clutched his hand.

Samuel’s eyes felt heavy being this close to Scarletra after days of being awake. Her wrapping an arm around him and pulling him against her squashy frame certainly did not help, and was nearly putting him to sleep.

“What happened to you anyway? You look like shit.” Scarletra questioned.

Samuel sighed and explained how the group of Ursana had attacked him the previous night, how they cut his leg open, and how he sat with the Varintol woman while she died.

It was not a pleasant memory, and Scarletra could tell it was weighing on her human. Killing anyone was horrible and would wear on you. Scarletra was happy that Samuel offered the woman some comfort at the end. Most are never given that simple compassion on a battlefield, and that he took her blade as some kind of respect was the just thing to do for her memory—enemy or not.

Although Scarletra never bothered to explain to Samuel the reality of the lives of the slaves, he had cut them down without hesitation. The last few days would be horrible enough for him without that reality brought to light. In her own mind, not telling him was sparing him further guilt.

As Samuel began to pass out from sheer exhaustion, Scarletra was not expecting him to mutter about the woman he killed further, assuming that was the end of the story. But he began detailing how he heard someone talking to him on the drive and told him the name Silfa—daughter of the wilds.

That was someone Scarletra had known in her days as a soldier. They had shared a camp many times before Scarletra had run away. In many ways, like Scareltra, that woman did not enjoy war but was a victim of Mother’s hunger.

That Samuel knew her name should not be possible. Unless he somehow understood Varintol and Silfa told him her name, or the Great Mother actually thanked him on the winds. Either way, that was not important for the time being; Samuel was passing out and did not need to think about such enigmatic thoughts.

He deserved to rest.

Scarletra leaned over and shielded Samuel from the billowing snow as Moi set the shuttle down nearby, washing the area out in white snow and rocks, concealing the warriors a few hundred meters away from sight.

Like silent specters the remnants of the platoon flowed inside, patting one another’s shoulders as each peeled off the Verintluk and went inside.

Shama, like the leader he was, came over and signaled Scarletra to help Sam aboard. Dutifully they lumbered onto the craft and joined the other injured near the front so the medic could keep tabs on them after Scarletra carried Samuel and the other injured.

“Moi, take off. We are all onboard,” Shama said over the radio after confirming all the gear and personnel were inside.

As gentle as a summer breeze, the engines revved and lifted the shuttle off. Shama stood at the ramp, watching the soldiers at the far end of the frozen lake. Scarletra’s eyes never left the captain or the last remnants of Baritin during take off.

Scarletra would not know it then, but that was the last glimpse of the moon she had called home. The sight would take her years to truly comprehend, but it would come with time, like all things.

Just as the shuttle doors closed, leaving the bay in near darkness with only the dim red overhead lights offering illumination, the Captain turned about and walked toward the cockpit. On his way by, he spared a glance at all his troopers, Scarletra, and Samuel.

With the red lighting, it was odd, he looked soaked in blood. In a way he and the rest of the men here were. They had the blood of their comrades, and countless Ursana on their hands.

Despite that reality, Shama did not look guilty about the enemy. No, he was holding a distant glare, but only when he looked into the eyes of the still-living men. Scarletra nodded to him, knowing that look.

Shama would be back. He had left men behind; behind dead or not, they were his men, his brothers, his family. Scarletra understood that aspect of being a soldier, and in a way almost felt anguish for him, knowing he could not show it in front of his surviving troopers.

That man’s time on Baritin was not over. For him and the fourteen of the original thirty troopers, their war against Mother was just beginning. Their having an opportunity to strike back was a matter of when, not if.

But for Samuell and Scarletra the nightmare was over. They could finally live their lives together, going forward without the threat of her family or anyone. They could finally have the life of peace they had talked about.





EPILOGUE

Sarah Martin leaped down from her seat and rushed out of the kitchen. Her little furred feet carried her through the living room, where Dad’s and Mom’s chairs were near the fireplace. Where they spent many days playing games and watching cartoons after school.

In the dead center of the wall was a brick hearth with a crossed sword and ax that Mom and Dad promised to tell her about when she was older.

She slipped slightly while rounding the corner up the massive staircase Mom and Dad had built years ago, but she righted her flowing floral dress while excitedly clamoring up the tall hardwood stairs.

Everything in the house was generally a bit bigger than the norm on Earth just so Mom could get around easily. She was massive compared to Dad, but Sarah did not find it odd. It was what she was used to, after all.

Dad did assure her one day, she could be as massive as Mom so she would not have to reach or use a stool to get things down. That day could not come fast enough for the young lady.

Once at the top she burst through her parent’s bedroom door, it clattering against the wall. Their room was very different from hers. They had a massive bed built right into the floor, covering half the room, a large walk-in closet, and their own bathroom.

Her room was half the size of theirs, but unlike the dull wood trim and greens they painted their room in, hers was bright blue and pink and had flowers everywhere. Her room was far cuter. Why did adults want their room so boring? She did not understand; they could have it however they wanted. So why make it boring?

She also did not understand why they needed railings along the walls, outlining their bed and they refused to tell her. But that was not important right now; Her target was in sight and in range.

The slowly rising and falling mound in the blankets centered in the large plush bed. Dad was sawing logs and sleeping in as usual. But she had something to say about that. Leaping as much as her tiny frame possibly could, she landed atop him, shouting happily.

“Daddy, wake up!” Sarah roared, hearing him groan as the wind left his lungs.

Samuel rolled to his side with a groan, rubbing his eyes and letting his oldest Varintol daughter shimmy so she was atop his chest. The excited way she tended to wake him up, withstanding, he loved the little teddy bear.

It took Scarletra a few years to convince him to go to a fertility clinic and have kids after they built this house after demolishing the remnants of his old one, but he regretted none of it; the little tike was perfect. He was still shocked at how efficient the GU geneticists were, letting couples of non-compatible races essentially impose traits onto a built genetic code.

He had heard some couples did not like the idea, not thinking the kid was theirs, but he wasn’t like that. Both of their daughters were Varintol and were his through and through. Little Sarah here, a name Scarletra insisted on for their first, had hair as black as Samuel when he was young and sported green emeralds just like he did.

Everything else about Sarah was Scarletra through and through, from how she acted, how inquisitive she was, and even how much the little one wanted to cuddle. She was glued to his lap most days after school.

“Good morning to you too, little teddy bear. What’s up?” Samuel groaned, still recovering from the impact.

Sarah was not too heavy yet, only thirty kilograms, but would one day be as large as Scarletra. Since there was not a lot of Varintol genetics to sample, she is, in a way, a modified clone of Scarletra. So, at least for now, Samuel could survive her jumping on him–in a few years, though, she would tower over him.

“Daddy, wake up. Mom says breakfast is ready, and it’s the first day of school,” Sarah said chipperly, pushing down on his shoulders with her fluffy palms.

Without missing a beat, Samuel shot an arm out of the blankets and pulled his tiny daughter into a big hug, nuzzling against the giggling little girl. “OK, OK. I know you would not let me live it down if I did not walk you to your first day of school.”

“Yeah, and you promised you would and that we could work on the car after school,” Sarah reminded him through her giggles.

Sarah was just like Scarletra, insanely intelligent, and wanted to fix a car Samuel had sitting in the garage to learn how they worked. Why a girl barely over the age of seven wanted to learn to work on cars, he could not say. But his little daughter was quickly becoming quite the tomboy amidst the girls of Rhinelander.

“Don’t worry, I won’t forget,” Samuel replied, sitting up with her. “Come on, let’s go eat. Mommy won’t forgive either of us if we skip out.”

Samuel hefted her into his arms and limped out of the room wearing his shorts and tank top. He and Scarletra had started to wear light clothes when sleeping over the last few years. Mainly because Sarah or Silfa would regularly come into their room at night, wanting water or, in Silfa’s case, mom to cuddle her.

Scarletra did not mind the idea of being naked around the kids. Still, with some of Samuel’s insistence, namely, because it was not normal on Earth or the midwest United States, they compromised and just wore underwear or other skivvies.

A limp was one thing that still affected Samuel after Baritin, even now, nearly eight years later, despite how good a job the Doc did patching him up and the GU medical treatment following that fateful day. He was just too old to make a complete recovery, not that he minded. Unless you paid attention you would not notice, and it did not slow him down at all.

It was much to Scarletra’s enjoyment, whether in the bedroom or not, although Scarletra had insisted and started to take charge a lot more in the former. Hell, his sex life was so good he regretted not letting Scareltra ride him for so long. At least now, with the bars around the bed, she could grab them, and there was no real risk of her crushing him during intimate moments—even if his pelvis felt like it was being hit with a jackhammer when she was wildly energetic.

Once inside the dining room, the heavenly and full body smells of breakfast wafted over them. Rendering fat, freshly hunted venison, pancakes, and the ever-present coffee, all were staples in the Martin clan’s house.

Whatever Scarletra said about him years ago about being blessed by Oros, she had surpassed him by far in cooking skills, although that was one of the many parental duties they had shared without issue for years.

After putting Sarah back in her seat, Samuel kissed the babbling little Silfa. Their second daughter looked just like Scarletra but was only half a meter tall. She was so cute; Varintol had far longer and softer fur when they were cubs, somewhat like a kitten. Silfa looked like a ball of fluff with flittering ears and an aptness for tossing her Cheerios all over her highchair and the floor. But he and Scarletra did not mind; she ate most of them.

“So, how did you sleep?” Scarletra questioned from the massive electric range at the far side of the kitchen, not turning away from cooking breakfast.

Samuel smiled at her and felt warmth in his heart. She still liked to wear short shorts and a tank top that hugged her curves flawlessly. Unless it was the dead of winter, Scarletra’s clothes varied little, but she did enjoy sundresses and other more breezy clothes. Such is life when you are a Varintol and live in a far warmer climate than Baritin.

However, today, she wore an apron atop it all to keep any grease off her, making her look all the more enchanting. Since they had kids, gone were the days of him waking up to Scarletra only wearing the apron, but he could easily live with this.

No matter how many years went by, she still looked gorgeous. How Levaal decided he deserved a woman like her was beyond him, but he would not complain. Walking up behind her and giving Scarletra a massive hug, she contently mewled, and he pulled her tight.

“I slept wonderfully,” Samuel said, resting his head against her velvet fur.

Following their little hug, Scarletra bent around, kissing Samuel gently, hugging him close, and licking his cheek.

“Eeewww!” Sarah complained, never having liked seeing her parents kiss, lick, or nuzzle one another.

They both chuckled and looked over at her, having expected that reaction. But she was just a seven year old kid. When she was older, she would understand. Maybe when she was eighteen or twenty. Samuel was not ready for her to start dating or thinking about anyone romantically. He was not even prepared for the idea of a young hormonal Varintol running around the house. But that day would come eventually. Hopefully, Scarletra could offer some help because Sarah and Silva will both be massive compared to him in those days.

“Go, sit down. Breakfast is ready,” Scareltra said, playfully patting Samuel’s butt, causing him to chuckle a little bit.

After they all had a calm, relaxing breakfast, Sarah hurried and grabbed her book bag and met Samuel, Scarletra, and the swaddled Silfa on the front porch. The cool autumn breeze met their little clan.

“Alright, little cub, what are you not going to do now that you are in second grade?” Scarletra asked, kneeling next to Sarah.

Sarah fidgeted and looked nervously at Samuel like he would save her from answering, but they both knew better than to not answer Scarletra.

“I won’t disassemble my classmate’s things again,” Sarah said bashfully, twiddling her thumbs.

“Good, just make sure you do your best in class, and let me know if little June wants to come by tonight,” Scareltra said, nuzzling against Sarah.

“I will, mommy,” Sarah replied, hugging Scarletra back.

“Come on, Sarah, we have to hurry, or you will be late,” Samuel said, offering her his hand.

After taking his hand, Sacreltra kissed Samuel’s cheek and wished him a nice walk and to hurry home for some alone time since Silfa would have to nap in a few hours. Samuel assured her he would be home soon, excited to spend some time together without the kids.

Walking with Sarah down their driveway, Samuel looked at the carvings of the Varintol Goddess and God’s Scarletra placed alongside it. They flanked the driveway on both sides and were as detailed as everything she crafted.

Samuel and Scarletra said their daily prayers to them in the evening, along with Sarah. Silfa would join them soon enough in that daily ritual. She was just too young for now.

Scarletra’s carvings had been selling surprisingly well all across Earth and the Sol system. Especially once people learned Scarletra would make one-to-one life-like statues of their loved ones, just like the ones in front of their garden.

Scarletra had Samuel build a massive concrete base between the garden plots and the gravel road when they first built the house. She did not tell him what it was for until she placed a carving of his late wife, Sarah, on it. How she kept that statue hidden from the trip from Baritin was beyond him, but Scarletra was crafty.

He would be humiliated if Sarah or his kids had seen how horribly he cried when Scarletra showed him the lifelike representation. The only person he ever wanted to see him cry like that was Scarletra, and he planned to keep it that way. He has cried since then, but it was not happy crying or anything like that. It was ugly and horrendous. The last of his mourning, and Scarletra was the only one there for him through that.

Not that the kids he had with Sarah would even know he had moved on, or that they had younger siblings. They left for the stars while he was on Baritin. No matter how much he and Scarletra tried, they could not track his three eldest down.

Since Sarah’s statue went up, the number of statues of the family has only grown. His statue stood front and center, with Sarah’s to his left and their kids trailing from there. Standing at an accurate height to his right was one of Scarletra, with a whopping ten spots for the kids she wanted to have.

Samuel had yet to broach the topic that ten might be a bit too many for his retirement and her sculpting business, but he would burn that bridge when he got there. For now, though, enjoying the walk through the woods around their property and the brisk Wisconsin autumn breeze while taking his lovely little daughter to school would do. Life was simple, happy, and filled with a love Samuel and Scarletra had thought was beyond them. Both would not change a thing about what they had.
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