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I was dying of a hangover, trading burgers for cash in the crowded drive-thru when the world ended. 

I wasn’t buying food; I was serving it. Hot, greasy, cheesy burger-joint fare, with the air conditioner out and the temperature nearing a hundred degrees. 

My head was pounding, my stomach was cramping, and I’d sweated through my deodorant for the second time. Mentally smacking myself for not calling in, I shoved a brown paper bag out the window and frowned when a siren started screaming down the street. Then another, then another.

The woman I was trying to hand her food to let out a piercing scream that stabbed through my throbbing head like a knife and hit the gas in the middle of the drive-thru line. The front of her SUV slammed into the bumper of the car in front of her before she squealed out of line. 

I watched her vehicle fishtail out onto the road, her bag of food still in my hand.

What I didn’t know then was that I should have run screaming, too.

Because the aliens had just invaded Earth.

Everything happened fast after that. Our customers disappeared, hitting each other as they fought to get out of line and onto the road. I stared out the open drive-thru window as a massive shadow loomed in the sky, a ship the size of a football stadium blocked out the sun. Ships that looked like big, glass bubbles poured out of a hole in its hull.

A co-worker grabbed my shoulder and dragged me away from the window. I stared out at the street as one of the bubble ships zoomed over the sidewalk and scooped up fleeing pedestrians in a huge net. The trapped people screamed as the ship lifted them off the ground and up over the city. 

Penny slammed the window shut with a curse and hauled me back into the blazing hot kitchen.

Behind her, the other girl on shift, Taz, yelled, “What the fuck?” 

Her spiky red hair looked even wilder than normal as she stared wide-eyed out the window. 

“Into the cooler,” Penny ordered, her expression revealing none of the panic rising inside me. She turned her back to the window and grabbed Taz’s arm with her other hand, hauling us away from the unbelievable scene and into the restaurant's walk-in refrigerator. 

“This can’t be happening,” I said as Penny slammed the heavy metal door shut behind us.

“Freaking aliens.” Taz scrubbed her hands over her crazy hair and stared at the closed door. Her dumbstruck expression only drove home the crazy truth. Aliens were real, and they’d come to Earth.

Suddenly, my hangover was the least of my problems.

***
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I gripped my wimpy little paring knife and scurried toward the dumpster. The streets were dead silent. The sirens had faded a few days ago when the power went out and I’d never seen this town look so empty. Cars were scattered over curbs and trash was blowing everywhere. A long streak of red stained the centerline of the street and I tried not to look too closely.

I glanced behind me and Penny gave me a questioning thumbs up from the restaurant’s back door. I returned it. Despite her confident expression, the dark circles under her eyes told me that even the ever-calm mother hen of our group was feeling the effects of the apocalypse.

We were out of food and going stir-crazy. We’d been holed up in the walk-in, listening to the dwindling screams and explosions in the dark. No one knew what was going on or how bad things were on the outside. But we’d seen spaceships swooping overhead the few times we’d poked our heads out.

It had been a few days since there’d been any movement. And that big ship that had hovered over town had disappeared. On one hand, maybe it was safe to emerge. On the other, maybe everyone was dead.

Dylan, the only guy who’d been working our shift, had made a run for it yesterday and never came back. I was half-convinced that he was the source of the ominous red mark on the road.

Scanning the desolate parking lot for danger, I peered around the edge of the dumpster and squinted against the glaring sun. If it weren’t for the totaled vehicles, and the smoking buildings in the distance, I’d have no idea I was in the middle of an alien invasion.

There was no sign of life, extraterrestrial or otherwise.

Gathering my courage, I sprinted across the road to the carpool lot where I’d parked over a week ago. My crappy little Eclipse sat right where I left it and I headed toward it.

“Please still run,” I muttered as I reached it, awkwardly sliding between my door and the truck that had parked way too close to me.

My hand closed over the handle a moment before I saw the gaping hole in the hood.

“No,” I stared at the shredded innards of my now useless vehicle. Spinning a quick circle, I saw that every vehicle in the lot was just as destroyed. 

My plans to drive home and hide in comfort vanished.

BOOM!

An explosion rocked the street. I dropped to the ground, cracked concrete digging into my knees as I covered my ears. Debris rained down around me and I crammed myself underneath the truck next to my ruined car.

BOOM!

I gritted my teeth, my ears ringing. A cloud of smoke blew across the lot and I coughed as the acrid fumes scorched my throat.

It had been dead quiet for almost twenty-four hours. Of course, the action picked up the moment I was out in the open. Army crawling further under the truck, I pressed my cheek to the ground and strained to see through the heat waves and smoke hovering over the road.

Thundering voices echoed somewhere in the distance and my heart started to pound. 

Could there be other survivors? Or had the aliens finally left behind their giant, floating fish bowls and started a ground attack?

Scooting forward, I winced as my bare knees dragged over the hot concrete. The voices were loud and moving closer, but I couldn’t pick out any words. 

BOOM!

The truck above me rocked in the aftershock and I bit my tongue to hold back a scream. That one was way too close. The tenuous safety of the restaurant taunted me from across the street and I cursed myself for being the one to volunteer to scope things out. 

It hadn’t been bravery that had driven me outside. I just couldn’t stand one more minute listening to my coworkers' bickering. Penny was keeping her cool, but Taz was a total nut, and I half expected her to burn down the restaurant in a fit of cabin fever.

Before I could gather the courage to bolt for safety, the source of the voices appeared.

I skittered back under the truck and tried to control my panicked wheezing.

They weren’t human survivors.

A group of massive creatures swaggered down the main street. Massive, and as bulky as bodybuilders, they walked on two bull-like legs and had giant spiraling horns jutting straight up off their heads.

Their skin was a mix of reds and purples, and shaggy, black hair covered their heads and shoulders. One of them swung an ax the size of me and punted a car across the street.

I was screwed.

The whole time I’d huddled in the cooler, I’d been picturing the stereotypical little green men. Scrawny, cerebral aliens that used UFOs and tractor beams to invade Earth. I was not ready to be faced with seven-foot tall, MMA fighters wearing loincloths and armed with battle axes. 

The group made their way down the street, tipping over dumpsters and smashing cars into scrap with axes, hammers and I swore, once, their fists. 

Booming laughter and shouting preceded them and I clamped my hands over my mouth to muffle my breathing as their thick legs and black hooves crossed in front of the truck that hid me.

Shit, shit, shit. They were right there. I could reach out and touch them if I wanted to.

I didn’t.

My heart was trying to beat out of my chest and adrenaline pumped through me, screaming at me to run. The flimsy paring knife lay in front of me, its dull pinky-length blade mocking me. I could pretend I could defend myself against a four-foot Roswell, nerd alien. There was no way my tiny knife would do shit against these extraterrestrial jocks.

One of them hit my car, and I flinched as the door caved in with a shriek, the whole thing rocking under the force of the blow.

The monsters were talking, deep voices booming out like oversized, alien frat boys as they played whack-a-mole with the whole carpool lot.

I snatched up my knife and scooted as far to the side as I could while staying hidden. If they hit this truck, and it didn’t crush me, I was going to run like hell for downtown. There were tons of alleys and corners where I could lose them. I just couldn’t lead them back to the restaurant.

Odds were I wouldn’t make it ten feet. But I refused to just curl up into a ball and wait to die.

One of the monsters let out a bellow, and the rest of them started yelling. I couldn’t understand anything they were saying but it sounded like they were chanting something.

“Ulto, ulto!” The call echoed out over the clamor of crunching metal and stomping hooves and I swore the bellowing turned to bullish roars of laughter.

Hooved feet stampeded toward me.

Shit, I’d been spotted.

I lurched up onto my hands and knees and scrambled forward. A massive hand clamped down on my ankle and I screamed as I was yanked backward into the air.

The faded white lines of the parking lot spun beneath me as I dangled several feet above the ground. I bit my tongue to hold back another scream and twisted to look at my captor.

The monster holding onto me was obviously male. Hanging upside down, I was nearly eye-level with his loincloth. And the slight breeze ruffled the flap of cloth, revealing an alarming amount of manly equipment. I snapped my gaze to his face.

Like the others, he had bulky features. Mottled red and plum skin shone like he’d rolled in oil, and eerie yellow eyes stared back at me from his almost human face. Technically his face looked like mine. Two eyes, a nose, a mouth, but his jaw was way too strong, his nose was wide and flat, and his cheekbones looked military-grade. You could shoot this guy in the face and he wouldn’t flinch.

Unlike the others, his thick hair was a sun-bleached blond, and his massive horns were a creamy tan instead of black.

He hefted me higher, until we were nearly face to face, peering into my eyes with a furious sneer. One of the other aliens let out a roaring laugh, pointing at my face and slapping his bare chest like I was the weirdest thing he’d ever seen.

My captor’s lip curled as our eyes met and I decided I was going to slice that pissy look right off his face. He didn’t get to grab me and then give me a look that clearly stated how unimpressed he was with my appearance.

I jack-knifed up, my couch potato abs screaming for mercy, and slashed my blade across his forearm. He let out a deafening bellow and dropped me headfirst onto the concrete. My shoulder smashed into the ground, but I didn’t have time to curl up in a ball and cry about the pain.

Scrambling to my feet, I bolted for the road, only for a massive weight to slam into my back. My teeth clacked together and blood filled my mouth. If this bastard made me bite off my tongue, I was taking his in payment. 

I twisted in his crushing grip, jabbing my knees and elbows into his ribs, clawing at his eyes with my empty hand and stabbing wildly with my knife. The other aliens were shouting and laughing as my attacker grappled with me. 

Desperate to keep my only weapon, I slashed blindly at his face. A burst of satisfaction hit me as I felt the blade catch flesh. 

I knew I wasn't getting out of this alive. But he was going to regret grabbing me if it was the last thing I did. He roared in pain, his blood spraying over my face as it dripped down into his mouth.

Drawing my knees up to my chest, I kicked up at him with everything I had, my worn-out sneakers caught him right in the jaw. 

For a moment, I felt powerful. He was massive, pissed, and had arms as thick as my torso and I was kicking his ass. 

That’s right, welcome to Earth, bitch.

And then one of his giant hands swung around and grabbed my throat. I froze, pulse throbbing in my face as he slowly squeezed until the edge of my vision went hazy. My hand spasmed on the handle of my knife and using the last of my strength, I thrust up, praying I stabbed him. My blade hit resistance. I pushed through it and then my hands went numb.

This was it, this was where I died.
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I glared down at the tiny female. She’d fainted before I could do much more than grab her. My face was on fire. Her tiny weapon had carved a line from my eyebrow to my upper lip, and I could feel the pulse of blood dripping down my chin. It was hard to think past the blood rage she’d triggered, but I knew my face was the least of my troubles. 

Just before she’d passed out, she’d lodged that flimsy blade in my side.

Free for two hours, and I’d been brought low by a female the size of a flea.

Behind me, I could hear my band bellowing out mocking encouragement. The guttural chant of ul-to, ul-to, ul-to, burned me nearly as painfully as my wounds.

I let out a deep breath and pulled my hand off the female’s throat. She lay still, her face pale and splattered with my blood, her hand curled like she still held the knife that was now sticking out of me. With a hiss of pain, I leaned back, my bare knees grinding into the hard surface of the ground, and stared at the offending weapon.

“What a prize, little brother!” Kahlu crowed as he ambled toward me, his ax slung over his shoulders. “My congratulations on claiming your mate so soon!”

I glared at him and wiped the dribble of blood from my chin. I was used to the mockery, but my disappointment was too fresh for me to take it well. The female's gold hair was spread out beneath her, the shade even lighter than my own. That pale mane was the sole reason I was kneeling on the ground, bleeding from the face, arm, and belly.

My light hair marked me as qured, unlucky, cursed even. A superstition that had proved true my entire life and was being reinforced violently now. I’d seen those golden locks and called Ulto before I could think again. I’d been excited to claim a female with the same undesirable coloring as myself. Someone who would sympathize with my bad luck, and not hold it against me in our mating.

Just my qured luck that the moment I’d grabbed her, I’d seen those eerie green eyes. Of course I’d claimed a maer. What had I been thinking, claiming the first female I saw? And to make matters worse, she’d drawn blood the moment I’d realized my mistake, sealing my claim permanently.

Not that it really mattered, no turoch would willingly revoke his claim, and no other male would challenge me for the right to mate a maer.

I was stuck with her. Pale hair, evil green eyes, sharp knife and all. I cursed my luck again and gritted my teeth. My band would never let this go. I’d be hearing jokes at my expense for the rest of my life. Every drunken celebration would become a roast of my rotten luck. Every turoch we met would laugh at my expense, and make bets on whether the maer had shriveled my male parts with her blood-sucking, thorn-filled sex.

I shuddered at the thought. I’d rut my own hand till I died of old age before I stuck my cock anywhere near this creature. If only it was so simple to avoid the rest of her.

Grabbing the handle of the short knife, I pulled it from my side with a grimace. The wound was small, and the blade was too short to have pierced very far, but I knew it would hurt like fuck for at least a week. If it didn’t trigger a healing sleep, and leave me stranded and defenseless on this strange planet.

The rest of my band circled my new mate.

“You’re not bringing that thing,” someone grumbled. “She’ll drain half the camp in our sleep.”

Kahlu snorted and slapped my back hard enough to bruise. “Our unlucky brother wouldn’t dare anger Padru and Suuhi by abandoning his claimed mate.” He grinned at me, clearly enjoying my misfortune.

No turoch would willingly anger the ancestral sire and dam of our species. Ulto was sacred. If I set aside my mate after claiming her, I’d be a pariah. No band would fight with me, no female would accept my gentling. 

I stared at the unconscious female in front of me and ground my teeth. Ulto was permanent, the demonic maer was my mate until one of us died. I’d wasted my one chance at a mate and a family. 

The best I could hope for was to do my duty by this creature until she died of starvation. Because sacred bond or not, I wasn’t letting her feed on my blood to satisfy her unnatural diet. Maybe she’d attack one of the others when my back was turned and he’d kill her for me.

A tooth-jarring explosion shook the ground and we all turned toward the giant pillar of smoke in the distance.

“We need to move.” Kahlu’s face turned grim. “The sytos will be calling reinforcements and our brothers deserve their freedom.”

He was right. My bad luck didn’t mean much when several hundred other Turochs were still imprisoned in the belly of the syto ship. When our band had overpowered our masters, we’d used their scout ship to shoot the massive cruiser out of the sky. 

It had been a risky move, and no doubt we’d caused the death of a few of our fellow slaves. But it had been worth it for a chance to free the rest. We had to reach the downed ship, collect our brothers and conquer this strange new planet.

We wouldn’t get another chance.

I hefted the female’s limp body over my shoulder, grateful at least that she didn’t weigh much, and trudged after my band. I’d survive this trial. Like I’d survived my parents selling me to the sytos, my decade of enslavement, and our desperate rebellion. 

My mane was pale, there was no denying I was qured, but now I was a free turoch. I wouldn’t let this inconvenient female I’d claimed ruin my first day breathing free air.

I tilted my head back, letting this new sun warm my skin, and took a deep breath. Despite everything, it was still the best day I’d had in years.
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This was the worst day I’d ever had. Worse than when I started my period on a field trip in middle school and was too embarrassed to ask Mrs. Hartfield for pads, worse than finding out my first boyfriend was cheating on me, worse than realizing I’d been working at the same shitty fast food joint for three years and had no idea what I was doing with my life.

This was even worse than the day the neighbor accidentally ran over my dog. And that had been the single most traumatic event in my life ‌until now.

I’d regained consciousness half an hour ago, and found myself hanging upside down again. Though this time, my face was pressed to a broad, slick back, and I could feel a massive hand resting on my ass. Staring down his back, I realized my captor had a tail sticking out over the edge of his ratty loincloth. It fell to his knees and had a little tuft of yellow hair at the end. 

Good lord, what had my life become?

I watched the ground zip by, that freaky tail waving in front of me like a constant reminder that I was held captive by an alien, and tried to ignore my pounding head and the raw burn on my elbows where I’d skinned myself on the concrete.

Honestly, I was shocked I was alive.

When I’d stared up into the alien’s bloodied, enraged face, and felt his giant hands come around my throat, I’d been sure he was going to kill me.

Apparently, I wasn’t that lucky. Who knew what he had planned for me? And after stabbing him in the face, I doubted he was feeling merciful.
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