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He refuses to die...

The Hunter. When Bounty Hunter Fanian Uldri is contracted to hunt a human female for a wealthy client in a game called The Hunt, he believes it will be the easiest credits he’s ever made. An ordinary human wouldn’t stand a chance against him. Easy, right?

Wrong. The human he has in mind is proving to be more than he anticipated. In a game of will and wit, he finds himself enjoying the challenges with the female. Will he be able to turn this worthy adversary over to a male who won’t appreciate her, or will he defy his own rules and keep her for himself? 

She refuses to give up...

The Prey. As a struggling single mother of two, Miranda Murphey thought her life couldn’t get any worse. Then she woke on an alien planet trapped in a dangerous game that could mean life or death for her small family. Miranda knows her chances of winning and returning to Earth are slim but she refuses to give up. All she has to do is elude the hunter who intends to sell her and make her way to the finish line. 

With their lives on the line and the children’s safety at stake, Miranda has to trust the last person she’d ever thought she would—an alien who refuses to die no matter how many times she kills him.
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Miranda tucked the sleeping bag around her two children, creating a barrier against any bugs that wanted to crawl inside. The alien jungle was full of creepy things that made her skin crawl. Coupled with the constant moisture in the air, her days and nights were almost unbearable. 

Although thin and made from a material she didn’t recognize, the sleeping bag, provided from whoever had stolen them from Earth and brought them to this God-forsaken planet, was a welcome gift. In the morning, the sleeping bag would defy all logic and fold down to the size of an SD card that would fit in a slot on the wristband she wore. Another handy gift from her abductors. 

Adam, her four-year-old son, lightly touched the top of her hand, running the tip of his finger across her knuckles. His voice was as soft as a whisper when he said, “Mommy, your hands are shaking.” 

Miranda was relieved he’d taken to whispering like their life depended on them being quiet, because their lives did depend on it. They weren’t on Earth anymore, and there were things, aliens, in the jungle who were out to get them. But for what purpose? 

“I claim you.” That’s what two aliens had told her yesterday. They’d been two frightful looking things, coming from nowhere. They’d tried to trap her and the children, but at the last second, an alarm rang out, and the aliens dropped into the ground and disappeared. Miranda, and two others stranded on this planet, Ben, and Esme were more confused than ever.

Aliens. Alien planet. Alien technology. Alien bugs.

Her heart tightened and she gritted her teeth. She wanted to forget about all things aliens, but she didn’t have that luxury.

Miranda tucked the last bit of material around Lexi, her six-month-old daughter next. She didn’t try to still her trembling hands for Adam’s sake. There was no point in it. Her hands had been shaking uncontrollably since they’d awakened on this alien planet five days ago. 

Five days.

Five days of staring at a sky that was purple and pink instead of blue.

Five days of looking at a pastel-colored planet looming over them instead of the moon.

Five days of wondering how she was going to survive this ordeal with her children.

Five days with a metal collar she couldn’t remove around her neck. 

The only thing she was grateful for in all of this was that while her children had the same wristband that everyone else had, luckily, they weren’t fitted a collar.

“I’ve got the jitters is all.” She finally told Adam as she smiled down at them both, trying her best to suppress her fears for them. 

Pretend everything is fine.

Even though her lips quivered, her smile seemed to work. Lexi giggled and returned her smile with a two-tooth grin. She looked like a cherub with her fat, ruddy cheeks. Her normally pale Irish skin was now marred with red splotches. So was Adam’s. By the way the skin on her forehead and cheeks hurt whenever she touched them, she guessed the red splotches were on her as well.

They’d spent days under the oppressive sun without adequate coverage. Ben, the Marine from America, and Esme, a scientist from Mexico, had taken Miranda and her kids under their protection. Ben kept their small group moving at a grueling pace. Miranda wasn’t complaining. Much. He was the only reason the aliens stalking them hadn’t caught any of them yet. Ben was smart, resourceful, and so kind-hearted for taking on the responsibility of Miranda and her kids.

She was more than grateful he was with them but at some point, when things got hard—or harder—he would realize he was better off without the dead weight.

Miranda let out a sigh and slumped. Her hair, now stringy and wet, swung within Lexi’s reach. Lexi wiggled a hand free and grabbed Miranda’s hair with a grip that seemed too strong for an infant. Miranda peeled each tiny finger off and tucked her hair behind her ears. When Lexi gurgled her complaints, Miranda bent and placed a kiss on her forehead then moved to kiss Adam.

“I really like this camping adventure, mommy.” 

She’d lied to Adam about where they were. Telling him they were in a campground on an adventure excursion was easier than the real explanation. 

Adam yawned. His breath smelled like the protein bars, their only source of food. Like the sleeping bag, she was grateful food was provided. At the touch of an icon on her alien wristband, a small white ball would spring from the ground, delivering protein bars and water canvases. 

“The best adventure a family could ever hope for,” she whispered. “Now, get some sleep. We have another big day tomorrow.”

“I want to tell Esme good night.” Adam yawned again then smacked his lips. His eyelids were slow and heavy as he blinked to stay awake. “Where is she?”

Hm. Good question. Where was Esme?

Miranda sat back on her hunches and glanced toward the tree line. She narrowed her eyes, peering through the overgrown greenery, focusing on the muddy path leading to the lake. That’s where she’d left Esme to finish her bath in privacy. Ben put down the rock he’d been using to sharpen one of his military knives. His intent gaze was pinned on the path as well. 

The evening alarm blared. The disruptive sound came from nowhere but was everywhere at once.

“Not to worry. She’ll be back soon.” Miranda tried to convince herself of the words she spoke. She turned to Ben. “She wanted to finish her bath in privacy.”

Ben didn’t spare her a glance or a word. His gaze stayed glued to the path. Miranda wasn’t sure he’d even heard her. She turned back to watching the path and sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and nibbled.

Esme is fine.

I should’ve stayed.

Esme is fine.

She’s the one who’d asked for privacy and sent me away.

Esme is fine.

I should’ve forced the issue and refused to leave.

Esme is fine.

What if an alien got her?

Esme is fine.

Oh, God. Why did I leave her alone?

They’d only come across aliens once. But once was enough to give Miranda nightmares for a lifetime. Since they hadn’t encountered any today, Esme and Miranda had convinced Ben to let them take a bath in the little lake near where they’d decided to make camp for the night. God knew they’d needed it.

After walking all day and sweating, everyone had an odor about them that Lexi’s baby wipes weren’t cutting through anymore. Ben had only agreed after he’d walked the perimeter of the lake and made sure no aliens were around. From his narrowed eyes, deep-set frown, and pursed lips, he now regretted that decision.

“Sh-she’s coming back soon,” Miranda said under her breath, more to herself.

Ben finally pulled his gaze away from the trees and gave Miranda an uneasy look. He’d wanted to stay close while they’d bathed to watch over them, but neither Miranda nor Esme had wanted that and had voiced their concerns. 

“No worries. I’ll call to check on her.” He tapped his wristband. “Esme? You should be coming back now.”

Miranda’s teeth broke through the sensitive skin on her inner lip, but she couldn’t stop worrying it. She rolled to her butt then stuffed her shaking hands between her legs. 

I screwed up. I shouldn’t have left her alone. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

The only reason she’d relented and left was because Adam and Lexi had been yawning and she’d been so tired herself. It hadn’t taken much convincing for her to go. She’d asked Esme if she was sure, and after her confirmation, Miranda had gathered up her things and the kids and made her way back to camp. 

I should’ve stayed with her. 

“Esme?” Ben’s voice was tight with concern.

No answer.

Fear blanketed Miranda like a heavy weight. “I should...I should go back for her. Watch the kids, please.”

Before Miranda could stand, Esme came running up the path. Her brown eyes were opened wide, her mouth agape. Esme’s dripping dark hair clung to the sides of her face and her wet clothes stuck to her body. Something had scared her.

“I just had a conversation with one of the aliens!” Esme dropped to her knees in front of Miranda, clutching her chest as her breaths came out in hard pants.

Talked to an alien? Miranda’s jaw dropped.

Ben, who usually kept a straight-faced, military look about him, grimaced. “What the hell?” 

Esme swiped back the hair from her forehead and cheeks. “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

“Are you serious? Those aliens are after us! They’ll probably kill us if given a chance!” Ben stepped over Miranda and pulled back the kids’ sleeping bag. “We have to go. Now!” 

Esme held up her hand. “We already know the ending to this story. He didn’t capture me.”

The memory of yesterday’s encounter flashed in Miranda’s mind, and with it, bile rose to the back of her throat. 

One of the aliens had stepped from behind a tree. He’d been dark gray from head to toe, including his hair and eyes. His chin had four sections that hung from his face. His nose was broad and flat and had extra cartilage on the sides. His forehead protruded over his deep-set eyes. The alien hadn’t wanted to talk to them.

Miranda finally snapped out of her stupor. “But he could’ve! What were you thinking of talking to one of them?” 

Esme turned toward Miranda. “Well, I was thinking that I didn’t want him to leave me and come looking for you and the kids.”

And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Instead of worrying about their own safety, Esme and Ben were busy protecting Miranda and her kids. Admitting that her family was a liability to them was getting harder to ignore every minute of the day. If something happened to Ben or Esme, it would be on her shoulders. Guilt suffocated her and she turned away from Esme’s sympathetic gaze. 

Esme let out a sigh and squeezed Miranda’s shoulder gently. Esme had risked getting taken by an alien to keep Miranda and her kids safe. Because Ben was nice too, his fate would ultimately be the same. All because they were thinking of Miranda and not themselves.

Her kids weren’t Esme and Ben’s concern. Miranda had known from the beginning when Ben had told her they were heading out as a group she should’ve stood her ground and told him no. A firm no. Instead, the fear of surviving alone with two small kids on an alien planet had made her agree. 

Miranda dropped her head and closed her eyes briefly. Esme and Ben deserved a chance to survive this hellhole. That wouldn’t happen if they were saddled with her.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to say it like that,” Esme said softly. “I wanted to run, I did. But I didn’t want him to find you guys. Besides, he didn’t try to take me away or anything.”

“Is he coming for us?” Ben demanded. He clutched a very sleepy Adam and Lexi tightly in his arms, his focus back on the path.

Esme shook her head. “No, he left.”

Ben pulled his gaze from the trees and glared at Esme. His thick eyebrows drew together. “So, what did he do?” 

Esme sat back on her heels and let out a deep sigh. “He talked. He told me what the hell is going on here.”

“Really?” Miranda and Ben asked simultaneously.

Esme nodded. “And it’s totally bonkers.”

Ben cursed under his breath and handed the sleepy kids back to Miranda. “Wait. I think the others should hear this too.”

When Miranda had awakened on this planet, she’d found there were nine other adults who were just as confused as she was. None of them had any answers or plausible ideas about where they were or how they’d ended up here. They’d spent the first three days confined to a small area, trying to learn how to work the new wristbands that delivered food and medical supplies at the touch of a button and also called on a pod-like transportation system.

Of course, they had tried to leave their confinement without success. Thanks to the metal collars secured to their necks, anyone who’d attempted to breach the markers surrounding the camp received a nasty shock down their spine. 

The group hadn’t agreed on much of anything, but it was easy to see when they eyed Miranda’s kids that they viewed them as a burden. The fact struck home after the first-morning alarm had sounded, releasing them from their small prison. The others had opted to go their separate ways. They hadn’t wanted to take their chances with Miranda and her children. They’d left so fast that one hadn’t even said her goodbyes. 

Miranda cradled the kids, one to each shoulder and kept her voice low to Esme. “Are we in danger?” 

That’s all she wanted to know. She didn’t care if the alien Esme had talked with had left or not. There was more than one out there, and they could be surrounding them now.

Miranda caught her breath at the thought and glanced around. Her gaze searched through the trees. She vibrated with fear. “I mean, right now? More than we already are?” 

Esme shook her head, her expression earnest. “No. We’re safe for the night.”

Miranda didn’t believe her. She didn’t have the luxury of pretending her kids weren’t in danger. She took a deep breath, trying to steady her breathing, and tightened her hold on her kids. Protecting them was her only priority.

“Roll call,” Ben said into his wristband. “Ben, Miranda, the kids and Esme are accounted for.”

After splitting up, they’d decided to have roll call every night, and only at night. Ben didn’t think it was a good idea to communicate with each other during the day. Since he was the only one with military experience, they all trusted his decision.

“Min is here with Yesinia, Kaylin, and Danny.”

Miranda tilted her head and frowned. When they’d left the makeshift base camp, Yesinia and Min had gone in one direction, and Kaylin and Danny had gone in the other. Yesinia was an African-American from New York, and Min-Seo had been abducted from South Korea. Miranda didn’t know why they’d chosen to stick together, but they had. It had been more plausible that Danny and Kaylin would stick together. They were both famous. Kaylin was a mega-movie star and Danny a famous rock star.

“Payton and Jack are here.”

Payton and her dog being alone made sense to her. No one knew much about Payton. She’d kept to herself the short time they were all together and hadn’t tried to get to know anyone. She was also the only one who’d left without so much as a goodbye to their small group.

“Esme had a conversation with one of the aliens,” Ben ground out and shot Esme a dark look. She shied away and slouched at Ben’s disapproving stare.

“What. The. Hell,” Danny said. It was easy for Miranda to imagine Danny running his multi-ringed fingers through his dark hair. “Are you trying to end up like Mary Ann and Spencer?”

Esme winced. Spencer and Mary Ann were the only two who’d decided to stay at base camp. No one had heard from either of them since.

“Of course not,” Esme muttered. “But I was stuck in the lake and couldn’t think of another viable option. So I asked questions.” She shrugged. “And he responded.”

“I’m glad you found a boyfriend and all.” Payton’s sarcastic tone was easily discernable over the wristband. “But if you can’t tell us where the hell we are and how we get home, I’m logging off this party line and getting some sleep.”

“We’re on the planet Turolois.” Esme paused, her eyebrows creased together in thought. “But I forgot to ask how far away from Earth we are, but at least I confirmed we aren’t in Kansas anymore.”

Miranda’s stomach clenched. Bile bubbled up the back of her throat. She’d known they were on an alien planet, but to have a name for it was too much. She whimpered before she could catch herself.

“Mama?” Adam whispered in her ear.

Get it together. Can’t let them see me like this.

Miranda plastered a fake smile on her face, hoping it would reach her voice. “Shh, everything is fine, my babies,” she said so low that only he could hear. “It’s time to go to sleep.”

“Are you sure?” Kaylin asked Esme. “Couldn’t he be lying?”

Miranda tucked her children back into the sleeping bag. She kept the smile on her face even though her insides knotted and twisted. No matter the conversation going on around her, she would not let her children sense her panic. It must have worked because they drifted back to sleep in no time.

“I mean, he could’ve,” Esme responded. “But I don’t think so.”

“It’s time to face facts,” Yesenia chimed in. “None of this looks like anything we have on Earth, and that big planet hovering in the sky ain’t normal. We already knew this was an alien planet. We just need to know why we’re here and how to leave.”

“Let Esme tell us everything she learned, then we can ask questions afterward,” Ben said, eyeing Esme. “I don’t want her to forget anything while you guys are bickering. Go ahead.”

Esme closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Miranda sat on the extra bit of sleeping bag next to Lexi. When Esme didn’t speak for a few minutes, she whispered, “Esme?”

Esme opened her eyes, glancing from Miranda to Ben. “First of all, that alarm? When it goes off in the evening, the pods take the aliens away.”

The pods Esme talked about were something they’d learned about on the second day. By accident, Adam had touched a new icon on his wristband, and the ground opened up, and he’d fallen into one of them. Payton had also gone into a pod. She’d said there wasn’t dirt in the ground underneath their feet. Instead, there was an underground network of tracks there. 

“He said they have to go back to the lodge when the evening alarm goes off,” Esme continued. “They don’t have a choice. And when the alarm sounds in the morning, they’re free to come out again, but on foot. Xrez, the alien, called it the off-limit hours.”

“Oh, goody. It has a name,” Payton drawled.

Miranda ignored Payton’s sarcasm and latched onto Esme’s words. Off-limit hours equaled safe. At least at night. 

“He could’ve been lying about that,” Danny said. “Lull us into a false sense of security. Then while we’re sleeping, come and get us.”

Miranda inhaled sharply. Her gaze locked on Esme. Lying? She hadn’t thought about that. She’d been so quick to hope for safety. 

Esme made sure to meet Miranda’s eyes then shook her head. “I witnessed it. The alarm rang, and he disappeared.”

Just like the aliens last night.

“What did he tell you before he left?” Min asked.

“What’s on our wrists is called a comlink.” Esme held hers up while Ben and Miranda both studied theirs. “The aliens have one too, but don’t worry, theirs is on a different frequency. We can’t talk to them, and they can’t talk to us. The comlinks have different available options. We’ve already figured out everything it does except for the one that shows what Level we’re in. I have a single line. That’s because I’m still in Level One of The Hunt.”

Miranda noticed one line on hers and checked Adam and Lexi’s as well. They all had a single line.

“The characters on the side of that are universal numbers, and it’s on a countdown, letting us know, well, if we could understand it, it would let us know how much time we have until we reach Level Two.”

Miranda had guessed the funny characters were some kind of countdown that very first day. Every time she looked at the characters, overwhelming dread fell over her.

“Wait. Back-up,” Ben said, breaking his own rule. He held up a hand and frowned. “What do you mean ‘Level One’ and ‘The Hunt’?” 

“Xrez said we were taken from Earth to be participants in a game called, ‘The Hunt.’ The aliens tracking us are called hunters.” She glanced at Ben then Miranda, hesitating over the words she said next. “We’re being hunted as prey. That’s what he called us. Prey.” 

Miranda gasped. “Oh, my God.”

Hunted? Prey? She started to shake, the urge to grab her kids and flee was overpowering... The only reason she didn’t was because there was nowhere to go—no place to hide. Her stomach clenched, the contents threatening to come back up.

Ben ran his fingers over his low cut buzz, then dragged them down his face. “Holy shit.”

That wasn’t reassuring. Ben usually had all the answers and plans. Miranda pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “How do we survive this?” 

“We’re prey. This gets better and better,” Danny muttered.

“We have to get through three different Levels,” Esme continued as if she hadn’t pulled the rug out from under them. “Each Level is progressively harder than the first. It’s part of the game.”

“But it’s not a game. This is a hunt,” Yesenia said slowly. “Aliens are like, for real hunting us down.”

Both Miranda and Esme nodded. This wasn’t like any game Miranda had ever played. This was surreal. She was supposed to be at home in Ireland.

“Yeah, hunters come here to capture prey,” Esme said. “If they capture us, they get to keep us—for a price. The lower the Level, the cheaper we are. Right now, in Level One, my survival skill set is meager. I’m considered weak. Xrez said most of the hunters are looking to capture Level One prey for mates or whatever.”

“Hell no. I’m not trying to be anyone’s mate or whatever,” Yesenia ground out.

This gets better and better. 

“No one wants that,” Esme said. “That’s why we have to survive and not only make it to Level Three but finish it. If we finish this without anyone catching us, then we’ll get freed and can go home. That’s what Xrez said, at least.” 

Esme made it sound so simple. Anger welled in Miranda, pushing some of her fear aside. “And how the hell are we supposed to make it to Level Three, huh? We don’t know what we’re supposed to do, where we’re supposed to go or how to avoid those...those...things!”

“We have to survive,” Esme told her firmly. “The better at it we are, the faster the countdown and quicker we get to the next Level.”

Be good and fast? Oh, is that all? How can she be either of those when she had to worry about cloth diapers and bottles? Miranda threw up her hands.

“So how do we make that happen?” Min asked.

“The more independent we are, the faster the countdown will go. Payton’s countdown is probably going faster than mine. She’s alone and displaying proper survival skills while Ben, Miranda, and I rely on each other. Xrez said that we can still progress, but not as quickly as someone who’s going it alone, though.”

“Maybe he’s just trying to break us up,” Miranda said, glancing from Esme to Ben.

“No. I think he’s telling the truth about that,” Danny said. “Me and Kaylin met up with Yesenia and Min earlier today. Now our countdown thing is going much slower than it was when we were by ourselves.”

Miranda grabbed Ben’s hand and compared her comlink to his. Their countdowns were going at the same pace.

Ben pulled his arm away. “It’s a good thing we’re synced, Miranda.”

If they were synced, it meant they would reach the next Level together, but it also meant she was holding Esme and Ben back. They couldn’t be independent if they were worried about helping her and her kids.

“So, we should split up?” Min asked.

Split up. That’s the only way Ben or Esme would make it out of here alive and back to Earth. She’d known that before, but now this was visible proof of it.

Without the kids and me, Ben and Esme have a chance to go home.

Miranda pulled the flap of her sleeping bag back and crawled inside to cuddle Adam and Lexi. Any one of the others could survive this on their own. But Miranda? She wouldn’t be able to do it. Not with two kids under five.

There wouldn’t be any help carrying Lexi, and with Adam walking on his own, there would be more rest breaks. 

Even with those thoughts weighing heavy on her mind, she couldn’t be so selfish as to let Esme and Ben sacrifice themselves for her. She wanted to stay together, but she would do what was right.

Esme shook her head. “We don’t have to split up.” 

“But if we don’t, we’ll stay in the game longer,” Yesenia stated.

“So even an alien knows I’m a burden, and you guys would be better off without me. Nice,” Miranda muttered.

Esme opened her mouth, but Miranda didn’t want to hear any of her reassurances. Miranda turned her back on Esme and Ben. 

“I really want this crap to be over, but I also don’t want to be on my own,” Yesenia said.

“I guess I’ll be the first one reaching Level Three,” Payton said.

“Yeah, but you’re also out there by yourself with no one watching your back,” Esme pointed out.

“It’s not the first time,” Payton replied.

Miranda shut her eyes and focused on her own plan.
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The evening alarm sounded, signifying the end of the day which meant prey were off-limits. Fanian Uldri, like every other hunter in The Hunt, fell into a personal transportation pod and was whisked from the active gaming arena. Every evening the pods located the hunters, tracking them via the control collars secured tightly around their necks, and collected them from anywhere they happened to be on the planet. 

Any hunter lucky enough to capture prey before the alarm could call a pod that would take hunter and prey directly to the processing center. It was the only time that option was available to them.

For the second night in a row, he wasn’t one of the lucky ones. His pod propelled forward at breakneck speed, traversing a series of intricate tracks that was undoubtedly not taking him to the processing center. 

The tracks were lit with glowing white lights, making the other pods with the same destination as his visible. Fanian recognized some of the hunters within the bubble like structures. They wore disgruntled expressions at being forced to return to the communal lodge for the night. None of them could venture out again until the next day.

While the hunters were sequestered in their communal lodge for the entire night, prey were able to move throughout the arena, relocating from where hunters had seen them last to another hiding spot or area. It was one of the major advantages prey had over the hunters. The other advantage was the ability to call for a transportation pod and escape a hunter’s grasp. The number of times a pod could be called was determined by which Level the prey was in. 

Fanian’s pod stopped abruptly, and he lurched forward within the confined space. The top of the pod slid open, and with it, the ground above moved aside, allowing the waning sunlight to peek through. If he had to, he could jump out, easily clearing the space, but like the night before, a surge of air rushed from unseen vents in the pod’s floor, ejecting him. Fanian landed gracefully on the wet grass in a crouch before standing. The ground slid back into place as if it had never been disturbed at all. 

The engineering it took to make an underground traveling pod system was something he pondered often since arriving on Turolois. The technology it took to build such a place which catered to many different species was incredible. But he wasn’t sent here to wonder about the technology that made Turolois a unique gaming planet. He had a very specific job to fulfill. 

Fanian pushed the wayward thoughts from his mind. The study of science and technology was a part of his distant past and no longer relevant to his current life. With his thoughts refocused, he stared at the lodge. It was a massive structure that looked as though the surrounding jungle would swallow it up in a few short years. As he stood there, other hunters were thrown from their pods, dotting the area around him. 

There were grunts and curses as they hit the ground, some awkwardly. En mass they lumbered toward the lodge’s double doors, though a few turned to stare longingly into the jungle, knowing they couldn’t return until the morning alarm. If anyone tried before then, their collars would send an electric shock directly to their spinal columns, rendering them powerless while they succumbed to convulsions and pain. He’d witness that last night.

Fanian blew out a hard breath and glanced at the jungle with the same pitiful look as the other hunters. He hadn’t planned to spend another night here. Humans were supposed to be weak and easy prey. He’d intended to catch one quickly the first day, then be on his way to his client. After failing the first day, he’d still had high hopes the second day. Now, here he was, returning to the lodge to endure another horrible night in a communal living area.

“We can’t go back,” one of the hunters said to him as he also watched the forbidden jungle.

“I’m very aware of that.” Fanian didn’t glance the hunter’s way.

“Which human are you after?” the hunter asked.

“Any of them.” When it was apparent Fanian didn’t plan to engage in further conversation, the hunter grunted and strode away.

Who he was after was Fanian’s business and his alone. Az’ud, his client, had made one request when he’d contracted Fanian to enter The Hunt on his behalf. He wanted a mate, a strong human female, to bear his children. While there were seven females left in the game, only one had caught Fanian’s eyes. 

The mother. 

Fanian had been able to observe her from afar. The Dar’E hunter who’d followed the group she traveled with challenged any other hunter who ventured too close. From what he could see, the mother had rudimentary survival skills and the burden of children. Without her companions helping her, someone would surely catch her in Level One. Fanian just had to make sure he was that hunter. To do that, he needed to work out an understanding with the Dar’E.  

Fanian surveyed the returning hunters he competed against. Not finding the one he looked for, he balled his hands and finally stalked toward the entrance. If Fanian—or rather his benefactor—had paid for the upgraded package, he would’ve been on his way to a private executive suite with all the amenities needed to secure prey fast and efficiently.

Az’ud had paid for a spot in the expensive game and any remaining credits were Fanian’s to keep. It was the sole reason he slept on a cot and ate in a dining hall shared by most of the other hunters. The cheapest package allowed more credits staying in his account.

Fanian had been in worst accommodations. When he’d first come to this galaxy, he’d been homeless and without any credits recognized by the monetary system here. If it wasn’t for a kind-hearted merchant, he would’ve probably died. With help, he’d survived. It had taken him years to build what he had. He still wasn’t financially stable, but that would change as soon as he delivered the mother to Az’ud.

Fanian planned to retire as a bounty hunter and make the necessary upgrades to his spaceship. 

As he crossed the threshold and entered the lodge, cold air draped over him. The sweat dotting his skin immediately dried. He inhaled deeply of the clean air, knowing the smell would be much different when he reached the communal area.

Another hunter entered and pushed past him with a low grunt. Fanian narrowed his eyes on the hunter’s back. With the mood he was in, he could’ve ripped the hunter’s head from his shoulders. The only reason he didn’t was because of the collar and the pain it would elicit if he broke one of the rules. In Level One, hunters were not allowed to harm each other. That rule didn’t apply in subsequent Levels, not that he expected to stay in The Hunt that long. In and out, that’s what he hoped for.

Fanian quickly forgot the other hunter as the Dar’E maneuvered past him. One look at the Dar’E’s muscled frame, and Fanian knew he’d make a formidable opponent. The Dar’E didn’t glance at any of the other hunters. Normally, Fanian wouldn’t engage, but there was a matter they needed to discuss. 

Fanian grabbed the Dar’E’s arm. The Dar’E stilled. The hair covering his face and neck stood on end. A warning bell went off in Fanian’s head, but he ignored it, sure the Dar’E wouldn’t want to end his night in a convulsing fit.

“I want the mother and her children,” Fanian said bluntly. 

“Remove your hand from my arm.” The Dar’E’s warning came in a low rumbling voice.

The Dar’E was much larger than Fanian. The size of his arm alone was bigger than Fanian’s thigh. The Dar’E could hurt him, but killing him was a different matter entirely. Fanian doubted the Dar’E even knew what species he was. Givveks weren’t native to this galaxy, and with his remaining people scattered throughout the universe, they were few among many.

Fanian released the Dar’E’s arm as a goodwill gesture. He thumped a balled fist to the middle of his chest, a universal greeting in this galaxy. “Fanian.” 

The Dar’E returned the greeting but didn’t offer his name. Some hunters worked in groups, but most were solitary and didn’t enter The Hunt to make friends or exchange names.  

“You’re following the large group of prey,” Fanian said. “I have an interest in the mother and her children.”

When Az’ud had learned this round of The Hunt was filled exclusively with human prey, he’d put out a contract for a hunter to procure him one. The payday was something Fanian couldn’t pass up. 

“And this matters to me, why?”

“You follow them. No other hunters can get close. The rules state we can’t poach your prey if you actively hunt them.”

The Dar’E stared at him with dark eyes that threatened a fight Fanian wouldn’t back down from if initiated. They’d both end up convulsing on the ground if it came to it. 

“I’m well aware of the rules.”

“Is your plan to take them all?” 

If that were the case, he might not have a choice but to kill the Dar’E after all. He would have to be quick about it, suffer the consequences afterward. The punishment, albeit painful, would be well worth the result. He would heal and recover in time to continue The Hunt tomorrow. With the Dar’E out of his way, the mother and her children would be his. They could be in the processing center by tomorrow night. Fanian liked that plan very much.

The Dar’E grunted. Fanian narrowed his eyes, letting them roam up and down the Dar’E’s formidable body. “I think you can afford it, but that would be costly.” 

The Dar’E’s expensive clothes were made to protect him from the elements. The fibers in his bodysuit shielded him from the harsh sun. Everything about him screamed of wealth and credits to spend. “And greedy.”

When Fanian made a left, the Dar’E would make a right toward the executive suites. There he would have catered meals. He would shower with real water instead of relying on a sonic shower. His clothes would be laundered and plentiful, his every need taken care of.

“If I’m greedy, that’s my business,” the Dar’E growled.

This was the type of situation where Fanian would typically use his gift. Some called it a compulsion; others called it an allure. It was a little of both, but his species called it zvodny. It meant to tempt. The only problem was that it was temporary. Even if he used his gift on the Dar’E tonight and told him to move out the way allowing Fanian to claim the mother, the effects wouldn’t last until the morning.

“Then claim who you want and get on with it. Some of us have business arrangements to fulfill. My buyer doesn’t care what Level I acquire his mate. His only requirement is that she be able to provide him with children. The mother is a perfect choice.”

“You’re a contracted hunter,” the Dar’E sneered.

Fanian didn’t mind how the Dar’E viewed him. Some people thought contracted hunters were worse than the opportunistic hunters. Opportunistic hunters were just as their name implied. They went into The Hunt, blindly, as scavengers, seeking out the weaker and easy prey. Prey they could easily capture in Level One, the cheapest round of the game. The prey caught there were mostly used as domestic help, lower level mates, or pets. 

Contracted hunters worked for individuals who couldn’t participate in The Hunt themselves and only cared about one thing. Credits. They would do anything to keep the credits flowing into their accounts. Lie, cheat, steal. Nothing was considered off-limits. Not even hunting a mother and her children

Fanian ignored the disdain in the Dar’E’s voice and the disgusted look on his face. “You don’t want Level One prey. I know your type.” Fanian smirked. “You’re looking for someone valuable. Level Three prey. Move out the way so I can claim the mother. Not all of us have power, prestige, and credits handed down to us. Some of us have to work hard for each scrap we’re given.”

The Dar’E snarled, “Do I know you?” 

Fanian could’ve mentioned that the elusive owners of Turolois were Dar’E. Which family he didn’t know, but it didn’t pass his notice that the Dar’E standing before him shared the same species. Coincidence? Fanian didn’t believe in coincidences. 
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