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Chapter 1-Rothren 

The light of our sun is so faint, so weak, in these dying years. It is a wonder that our plains were as 

verdant as my father once spoke. I was born much after that time, when now food is scarce and it is 

difficult to believe in a higher power. What would make this world and then condemn us to suffer like 

this?  

 

For surely if it created this world, it created Neff as well.  

 

It sounds innocuous. I would strongly debate that, as I sit here in the Laskel infirmary and hold my 

daughter's hand. Her gills flutter weakly at either side of her jawline. At one time In the past, her skin 

was the same beautiful swirled cream-and-blue that mine is. Today, the blues have lost their sky hue 

and retreated to a sad, dying twilight. The creams have washed out until, and now they are the same 

color as that which makes up the tent surrounding us.  

 

The tiny pink pustules stand out against her arms. The Neff virus is incredibly contagious, but I will not 

sit beside her in gloves and a mask as she takes her final breaths. I did so to her mother and I saw the 

repulsion reflected in my eyes in her own. In truth, she'd gone blind long before the disease took her, 

but I saw what a selfish creature I was. That's what mattered.  

 

Laskel is the final stop before Eilari will join her mother. It's the final stop for the majority of those in this 

area affected by the Neff. When the disease first appeared, it processed only a few per day. We still had 

time to perform funeral rites, to mourn our dead before the ritual land was needed for others. Now it 

stands filled with the decaying corpses of the dead.  

 

They don't bother to put the fires out any longer. They simply add bodies to the blaze.  

 

In desperation, we reached out across the stars to several of our allies. The Moul are too close to our 

own genes to risk their necks for us. The Enthinakisart are too frugal with their resources. To save 

ourselves, even we few left, we may have to break the will of our monarch.  

 

We are forbidden from contact with the Earthlings, but as it stands, they seem to be the closest in the 

near universe that have close to almost the same technology we do. Perhaps their doctors will see 

something that we are missing.  

 



Or they may not, and we may lose the fight against this plague. We may crumble from within and lose 

everything we have left.  

 

I glance down to see my daughter look up at me. Unlike her mother, she has not been given the gift of 

blindness. When she looks at herself, she sees the tiny bumps that will kill her. I curl my tail around hers 

and try not to hold my breath as those precious gills flutter--up, then down, weaker every time.  

 

"Telo?" she asks, her voice a weak rasp.  

 

Her tiny, premature canines will never grow into the fangs that press into my lower lip when she calls 

me by name. She will never get that chance.  

 

"I'm here," I murmur in return.  

 

"Where?"  

 

Her eyes see me without taking me in. I taste blood, the tips of my fangs piercing flesh. I can't help it. 

This is it.  

 

She is only four years old.  

 

It is all she will ever be.  

 

I try to answer her but the words won't come. Instead, my tail tightens around hers. It takes a moment 

for me to realize that her gills have stopped moving. Even her death throes are little more than a few 

sad twitches of her fingers.  

 

Tears fall, speeding up as this end settles like a blanket around my shoulders. I am alone. She was all I 

had left.  

 



A nurse dressed in more layers than I can count comes to guide me away. I'll have to go through a 

cleansing station to be returned to my home, among the scant population left. But what is the point? 

Constant cleanliness has done nothing for us. The Neff continues to spread no matter what we do.  

 

The nurse is so gentle with me. In better days, I would be gracious; grateful. Today, I leave my daughter 

in a bed, one that will hold another dying person the moment they remove her. My gills clutch tightly 

closed against the sides of my jaw and some part of me wishes it was my corpse, not hers. They care so 

well for the orphaned children that are left. She would have been cared for.  

 

My clothes will be burned. I am stripped, pushed into a cleansing unit, and the kindly nurse hits the 

button. He leaves. I sigh as the strange green gunk pours down over my head, a glob or two getting 

stuck to my horns. I shake it off and hold my breath. I am not a fan of this and I cannot bring myself to 

believe that it does any good.  

 

The dryer kicks on and the goop explodes into dust. This anti-viral stuff coats every inch of my body, 

supposedly killing off the Neff. If this gunk kills it, why don't they reverse-engineer some sort of vaccine 

or medication from it? It coats my tongue, despite holding my breath, and tastes like metal. If it weren't 

entirely impolite, I'd be spitting everywhere right now.  

 

Soon, the door snaps open and releases me back into my infected world. I walk the few steps to a water 

tank and dive in, glorifying in the use of my labyrinthian lungs. I gasp a pure, clean gillful of water before 

surfacing to taste the air once again. At the opposite end of the pool, another nurse awaits me with a 

fresh set of clothing. I look past her to see a pair of nurses approach the nearest fire. Between them 

they hold a small, black-wrapped form. With clinical professionalism, they chuck my daughter's body 

onto the pile with the rest. 

 

I watch as the flames take her home, back to her mother and her siblings. And for the first time since the 

Neff appeared, I consider joining them.  

 

"Are you getting out or what?" asks the nurse.  

 

This snaps me back to reality and I look up at her.  

 

"That was my daughter," I answer, my voice hollow.  

 



"That was a lot of people's daughters today. Are you getting out, or do I have to have someone come in 

there after you?" she answers.  

 

The brief respite of being waterborne once more is over. I swim across and step onto the landing with a 

muted sigh. The clothing shoved into my hands, I dress and walk the rest of the way home. I walk past a 

thousand empty homes to find my own, all of their owners long deceased. Our stone domes have never 

been my favorite domicile--I vastly prefer the way the Moul work with wooden structures. Now they're 

just a reminder of our failing civilization. Tombs without bodies.  

 

My home gives a quick genetic scan before I enter it, just to make sure I belong there. Once assured, it 

opens an airlock and I step inside. The door slams shut and the chamber quickly fills with water before I 

am allowed inside. My mate never much cared for a floodhouse, but after her death I hoped a more 

natural setting would encourage the health of my daughter and me. The scientists say we were born 

from the lakes, after all.  

 

It did nothing, clearly. I swim upstairs to her room, my mind ticking away. I own a ship that is capable of 

flight to Earth. I could go there, fetch a few intelligent humans away, and have them look into this even 

before the monarchy knew I was gone. Couldn't I?  

 

If found out, the sentence would be forced sterilization and exile to one of the many deserts that make 

up half the planet. With no water access, no food, and no care from the sterilization surgery, I would 

probably die within a day or two. Infection sets in readily, and with the Neff completely uncontrolled, I 

have little doubt that it would take me quickly. I glance around my daughter's room and feel an invisible 

hand tighten around my too-often-broken heart.  

 

What do I have to lose?  

 

For the last time, I go to sleep in the home that I built to impress my mate. I sleep in my daughter's bed, 

dreaming of a better time. We went to a river once, when she was only a few months old. I taught her to 

swim that day. She took to the water like a scoo, diving and dashing like she was born to do nothing 

else. Now, I can only imagine what that may have brought her in a later time.  

 

Would she have been a diver, hunting for food in the depths? Perhaps she'd have been one of the few 

surgeons that care for those who preferred to live seabound--before the Neff killed them all.  

 



The weak sun wakes me, sending rainbows all around my daughter's room. For one fine instant, I forget 

that I will never hear her call me Telo again. She will never call her mother Ala in my hearing. I am bound 

for other ventures, other places--ones that I really can't quite imagine.  

 

I slip out of my home the hour before dawn. My neighborhood is deserted, though I don't expect my 

remaining neighbor to be awake at this hour. She is an elderly female, all alone. I hope someone will 

check on her when I am gone. Thinking about it, I leave a note. The nurses still come to check our homes 

for the dead. They will find her and care for her.  

 

"I'm sorry to leave without telling you goodbye," I whisper to the door. "But maybe, if I go now, I can 

save the few of us left." 

 

And maybe if I had gone sooner, I would have saved my family.  

 

I clench my jaw, my gills flaring at the very thought. No, I wouldn't have left. Hadn't the doctors assured 

us during the initial outbreak, telling us that they had everything under control? The Neff was little more 

than a tiny, annoying virus that would go away within one to three days and we'd all be back to our 

normal lives.  

 

Then three days later, people covered in pink spots started to collapse in the streets and blood ran in 

the gutters.  

 

I smack my hand on the opening panel and step into my ship. There's a constant food supply station 

filled with healthy foods that I'd prefer not to have. I snatch a package of my favorite sweet and sit down 

at the control panel.  

 

"Close up and prepare for launch," I mutter.  

 

"Of course, Rothren," the ship purrs back to me.  

 

My hand pauses within the bag. I haven't heard her voice in... a year? Has it really been a year now?  

 

"This flight will not be logged," I say, hoping to hear her voice again.  



 

My wish is granted. "It is against regulation to fly an unlogged vessel." 

 

"I know," I answer.  

 

"As you wish, Captain," the ship replies.  

 

It is such a temptation to do nothing else but sit here and listen to her repeat my commands, remind me 

of codes, or even just read the former log on this ship. For people like my neighbors, I don't have time 

for that.  

 

"Launch preparations complete," echoes throughout the cockpit.  

 

"Launch, destination Earth--1.9 gammat 2.06.0." 

 

This time, there is no reply. The engines rumble to life and, somewhere, a siren immediately starts to 

wail. In other times, there would be a bevy of guards running to shoot me out of the sky.  

 

With most of them long dead, my craft escapes upward and far out of reach of our weaponry with no 

issue. I watch as my hazy, dust-colored planet disappears behind me.  

 

The fires burn stronger than ever. 

  



Chapter 2-Marie 

Nine in the morning sees me at the clinic, every day without fail. There are too many people depending 

on me to be there to take advantage of the vacation days I've saved up over the years. Mrs. Johnson 

needs a poultice for her gout, Mr. Croft is having pain only a bottle of CBD oil could touch. At one point, I 

grew half of these remedies in my backyard.  

 

That was long before this place came to be. It's been the work of an entire decade, but we finally have a 

clinic that is just as sensible, just as productive, as any typical doctor's office.  

 

In fact, my sister's traditional office is right across the road. We work hand in hand, her sending me the 

cases that modern medicine can't touch and me sending her the people that think a tincture is going to 

cure their stage IV cancer. Sure, it will probably help with inflammation or pain, but she's got access to 

stuff that might send it into remission. I don't, no matter what you've heard about the latest craze with 

turmeric this year. Great stuff for people with arthritis--if they've been tested for a variety of diseases 

that might interact with the components that makes it work.  

 

We were raised by our mother, bless her. She was raised in the Appalachians, in a time when you still 

boiled down blackberry leaves to treat your baby's bad case of thrush. Mom had a healthy respect for 

doctors, but there were plenty of times when snow blocked off the mountain paths and what were you 

supposed to do then? She taught us what to do in those situations and I grew it into a business.  

 

Jessie ran off and used it to get through college, to become the kind of doctor most thought about when 

they considered the title, white lab jacket and all. We disagreed on the reliability of medicines, on the 

process of sickness in the body, and so on. If push came to shove, when we were lost, we turned to each 

other--and we did the same for our clients.  

 

Mom passed away a few years ago, but at least she got to see us turn her legacy into help for so many 

people. I like to think she's still looking down on us today, guiding the hardest cases through our doors 

because she knows we'll take care of them. I don't know if that's the case, but I hope.  

 

Somebody has to be sending me all these people, anyway.  

 

I flip through the paper, yes, even in this day and age, and skim until I find my astrology write-up for the 

day.  

 



"Scorpio," I read aloud. "Tonight will bring you such wonders as you never dreamed possible." 

 

My tongue pokes out as I grab my phone to take a picture of it. I have a hot date with some guy from 

Jessie's work. Dr. Scott, I think? It doesn't matter. According to this, I'll have a great time. Personally, 

that's all I need. It's Jessie that wants the kids, the family, all of that package. I have enough work as it is.  

 

People and faces pass through my office, simply thousands of them before it's time for my lunch break. I 

know that they say in your thirties, you're supposed to slow down on eating everything you want. Just 

because it's delicious doesn't make it worth the calories or the risk of heart attack. I agree with that 

whole-heartedly, but there's a square of coconut cake left and I haven't had that in a million years. I 

snag it, pay for it, and that's lunch.  

 

By the end of the day, I'm exhausted. I'm starting to rethink this whole date thing. I'm ready to just go 

home and crash, but Scott Warren is supposed to be some kind of Casanova and it'd be nice to let him 

buy me dinner. I head home and throw myself in the shower. It's a nice apartment, but I could afford 

better.  

 

I'm just trying to save up for a car that's not from my mom's era. I'd like something with real GPS, you 

know?  

 

I really get my nails into my scalp, enjoying the scratchy feeling as I scrub my head clean. I wear my hair 

longer than most of those in my line of employment, dyed green at the ends as I have since high school. 

It turns a few heads when I enter the office, grab my nametag and start calling people in for 

examination.  

 

Clean, I throw on a robe and walk to my closet. There's not much in here that isn't flowery, explosive in 

color, or otherwise something that you'd find at a Grateful Dead or Woodstock concert. It used to drive 

my mom bonkers.  

 

Flicking through the clothes, I spot a bit of black cloth on the floor. There's a simple little black dress 

down there, complete with a slender white belt tie attached. Easy. Delicate. Timeless. I throw it on 

without so much as checking my reflection, rake a comb through my hair and grab my purse as I head 

outside.  

 

"I'll be back in a little while, Trixie," I call to the calico queen sitting on top of my couch.  



 

"Mrrlt?" she answers.  

 

Then she's right back to sleep. She could care less if I disappeared forever, so long as her automatic 

feeder stayed full. I suppose she and I aren't so different.  

 

I lock the door behind me and have all of a second to notice the weird blue light around me. Then the 

world is suddenly dark, full of stars and I'm staring at a thing that looks like it fell out of a terrible merger 

of Avatar and Beauty and the Beast.  

 

For some reason, I'm on the ground. Wasn't I just standing up? Horrified at this ugly thing, I throw 

myself to my feet and hurl my body away from it, off and into the nearest hallway. Why I'm in a hallway, 

I have no idea. Wasn't I just outside? 

 

"Wait," a polite, northern accent calls.  

 

I spin around, looking for the speaker but all that's there is this a six-foot-nine, hulking, partially furred 

blue-and-cream thing that's got horns and--are those gills? It opens its mouth and there are enough 

teeth in there to grind me to bits in a second.  

 

"Please." 

 

How does this thing know how to speak English, much less any form of human tongue at all? My fingers 

scrabble in my purse for a few seconds and I think that I've lost my can of mace just when my hand 

fastens around it. I whip it out and point it at the thing's face, pulling the trigger.  

 

Nothing happens.  

 

"What is that?" it asks, head tilting to one side.  

 

Its weird, wet, flat nose comes over to touch the metal, curious but not... entirely offensive. This close, 

this freaky animal-thing smells like the beach during winter. It's a rich, briny scent that reminds me of 

vacations with my grandparents.  



 

"It's mace. I'll spray you! Stay back!" I warn it.  

 

All the heat's gone out of my voice. It doesn't seem like it wants to hurt me but--wait a minute.  

 

Holy shit. I've been abducted by an alien.  

 

Though it looks like it may just be one of them. Do aliens usually run around in packs? They do in the 

movies. I just don't... understand. Aliens don't exist, just like dragons and all that other silly stuff. They're 

a figment of a sick mind or an overactive imagination, both of which can be cured by any number of 

herbs and corrective eating, by the way.  

 

"What is a mace?" it asks. He? It sounds like a he.  

 

"It's this shit, and I have no idea why it's not working," I growl, turning the bottle around to look down 

the tube.  

 

It's one of the worst human instincts imaginable. The burst of spray hits me directly in the eyes and I 

scream, throwing the can down and flapping my arms. Tears pour down my cheeks and breathing is out 

of the question. Now I've gone and disarmed myself, along with completely ruining any chance I had of 

protecting myself from this hulking thing.  

 

Something catches me under the legs and lifts me as if I weigh as much as a child. It hurries me along, 

the breeze tugging at my hair. There's a grating of plastic on metal and I'm falling into water.  

 

"Submerge yourself. You'll feel better," the beast thing encourages.  

 

It can't hurt, and at worst this thing drowns me, right? I take the best breath I can manage, that tastes 

like fire, and dunk myself into the tank around me.  

 

The effect is immediate. My nostrils fill with cool, soothing water that has to be more than just plain 

H2O. It's like aloe on your arms after a day at the beach and I manage to open my eyes. They're still 



burning, but the effect is tolerable now. Something that I can bear instead of screaming and smacking 

myself in the head.  

 

He peers in at me, worry written all over his strange features. Gills protrude from either side of a jaw 

that's wide and heavily boned. His dark green eyes blink as he observes me, set into a face that's too 

much a mixture of human and animal to bear. I do think the slim, curling horns at the top of his head 

are... interesting. That's a plus, right? 

 

That's when he closes the top to this tank and leaves me deep in water with no way to escape. He's 

hitting some panel full of buttons. A current flows through the water, but I'm already swimming to the 

top and gasping for the tiny amount of air trapped beneath the lid. I cling to the top, eyes shut tight.  

 

"What are you doing?" he asks.  

 

"I can't breathe!" I scream, though it comes out thready and weak.  

 

"Take a breath then," he encourages, motioning at the water.  

 

His gills catch my attention once more and I get it. He doesn't understand. He doesn't know. I beat on 

the top of the tank with my fist, trying to draw enough breath through the pepper spray and the 

splashing water to yell at him.  

 

I finally do. "Humans can't breathe water!" 

 

In an instant, the lid is gone. He rips it away, peering down at me and offering one lightly furred arm. I 

grab it, holding on for dear life as he draws me out of the container again.  

 

"My apologies," he frowns. "I had no notion of it." 

 

At least this time I'm on my feet. With the lack of water, there's a burning starting in my eyes again but it 

can't be helped. I can't swim forever and he has no idea what humans can and can't do, apparently.  

 



When I get my breath back, I shake my head at him. "It's not your fault. You don't know. Can I go home 

now?" 

 

"I'm afraid that isn't possible," he says, and I feel my heart sink.  

 

"Why the fuck not?" I snap.  

 

"You are a doctor, aren't you?" He doesn't bother to answer my question. I scowl at him for it. 

 

"A doctor of natural medicine. In humans, not whatever you are." 

 

That seems to perplex him. Good. He deserves it. And what does he mean by it's not possible? I never 

consented to this.  

 

"My home planet is suffering from an acute viral infection," he finally says. "An outbreak. We need your 

help."  

 

"And if I fix this, you'll send me home?" I ask.  

 

"If possible. Of course. The monarchy may decide that it is impossible." 

 

I stare up into that strange face and I can't help but think he's almost cute, in the same sort of way you 

have a crush on a cartoon character when you're a kid. My brows knit. If I have to help him to get home, 

there are worse things.  

 

"Fine. What do I need to do?" 

  



Chapter 3-Rothren 

 

How quickly this human female slides from terrified to business. It is an admirable way to act in the face 

of this frightening, new, strange situation. I realize this must be worrisome for her. Perhaps she has a 

mate of her own. I gaze over her form and consider that it's likely this one hasn't borne children. From 

our studies, the hips tend to spread when they bear young. Hers, however, are quite tight---as is 

everything else my wandering eyes takes in.  

 

I slap the thought away. Humans are unfit mates for our kind, unable to reproduce, unable to cope with 

mating. Our monarchs have proclaimed it since the beginning of time. There is something to be said for 

mating for pleasure, but that ends quickly. It never turns out well and I spent most of my young life 

avoiding that trap. I must wonder if it would be such a trap if it were with a human, however. It is not as 

if they can chase us into the further reaches of space. They still have trouble reaching their own moon.  

 

We walk toward the small laboratory on my ship. It consists of only a few tables, an airlock for disposal 

and a few teetereats scampering around in a half-aquatic terrarium. Their many thousand legs and eye 

spots draw her attention. She leans back into me, staring.  

 

"What are those?" she sputters.  

 

"Teetereats. Nothing of interest. They simply perform well under stress, giving us time to experiment 

with whatsoever needs to be done," I answer.  

 

"They look like lime green millipedes with eyeballs all over them." 

 

Having no notion of what a millipede is, I simply blink at her. She shakes her head, murmurs a polite 

'never mind', and starts opening a wide variety of cabinetry. Everything is written in our language. It 

occurs to me that this could be problematic for her.  

 

"If you require translation, I am capable of it," I offer.  

 

The female turns her head and looks up at me. She is so very small.  

 



"I'd appreciate it. I have no idea what all these marks mean on these things," she shrugs, putting down a 

bottle of highly explosive fluid.  

 

I breathe a small sigh of relief. I believe their term for it is nitroglycerin, and though the compound is not 

precisely the same, the properties of dropping that bottle certainly are. She has no idea the danger she 

is in, the danger I have recruited her for, and some part of me feels regret at that. These humans are 

such gentle, innocent creatures and I must wonder if the monarchy is trying to preserve that. Our 

contact has certainly proven testing for this particular human.  

 

I don't even know her name. They have those, don't they? 

 

"Does your mate have a name for you?" I ask as she digs around in a pile of vegetation, all carefully 

sealed.  

 

"Don't have a mate. I guess he'd call me honey if I was interested?" 

 

"Your name is the prolific vomit of an insect's bounty?" What terrible parents she must have had.  

 

Her laugh trickles into my ears, so sweet that I can hardly stand up. My fingers grip the table beside me 

and I take a deep breath, trying not to lose control. Such a musical sound must be well missed in her 

home right now.  

 

"My name is Marie Mallory. Well," she pauses, staring at a three-leafed yaril's powdered roots. "Mom 

named me Marion. I've always gone by Marie." 

 

I must admit, this confuses me at some level but I find myself nodding, following along after her. I would 

give anything to make her laugh again. 

 

"Does it mean something, in your language? I was a linguist at home, before. I have never come across 

the word." 

 

"It's French for Mary, I think," Marie says.  

 



Why this English-speaking female is named something French, I do not entirely understand. We keep 

our names specific to our cultures. Perhaps the humans are more expansive with such things. She pulls 

out roots, stems, plants--this is where she knows what she's doing, I assume, because she seems to be 

looking for something in particular. Our physicians work with a mixture of plant-life and chemical 

components. I seem to remember that humans are largely the same. 

 

"What exactly am I trying to cure?" she asks.  

 

"The Neff. It is a virus that attacks the nervous system. Small pink sores appear on the body and the 

afflicted dies within a few days. Most of the time, in any case, my daughter lasted only two days," I say.  

 

She stops once more and frowns at me, "I'm so sorry about your daughter." 

 

My chest tightens and I close my eyes. This is a mistake. I see the nurses hurl my daughter's fresh corpse 

upon the burning pile all over again. To think that I am here staring at this female's body, when Eilari’s 

bones are fresh cinders beneath all the others that have died while I have been gone. I try to shake the 

image away, but it is too much. We will still be days returning to my home planet. It took nearly a week 

to get here. Even if Marie is capable of discovering a cure, how many will be left to receive it when we 

return home?  

 

I am a fool.  

 

Before Marie, I go to ground and sink to my haunches. My heart burns and I rub my forehead.  

 

"She was only four," I whisper. "Only four, no child should die so young." 

 

A pale, strange hand rests on my shoulder as I try to contain myself. I fail. The tears strike hard and fast, 

a sob shamefully escaping my throat. This is my life now, and should she prove to be anything other 

than perfectly helpful, this will be my death.  

 

Her arms slide around me. This is a hug, I know it from my studies. It is so much more pleasant than I 

could have imagined, warm and sweet. I can taste her scent on the air, a mixture of fruit and nuts that 

are foreign, interesting.  

 



Arousing.  

 

She wipes my tears away with a bit of paper from her purse, even as I rest my head on her shoulder and 

carefully return the hug. I do not wish to hurt her somehow. These humans seem to be a little less 

robust than my kind, given all of our studies.  

 

I do notice that the tears have ended.  

 

"I don't mind helping to slay a baby-killing virus, Rothren. I don't. I just don't want to end up dead like in 

some bad space movie. Okay?" she says.  

 

"When did you learn my name?" I ask, carefully running a finger through her hair. It seems to be the 

origin of that enticing scent.  

 

"It's on the drawing in the cockpit," she sighs.  

 

And my world threatens to stop turning. I had forgotten my daughter's drawing, a sketch pinned up 

behind my chair. She'd written my name so many times in all the languages I'd taught her. I should put it 

through a sealer when I get home, preserve it. A last gift from my little girl. Something to remember her 

by. 

 

The tears come unbidden again. Marie is there to hold me through all of them and I wonder what I did 

to deserve this. I have stolen this female from her home, her family, her friends. Yet she is so kind as to 

tolerate my ridiculous actions.  

 

I get a grip on myself some time later and draw away from her. She seems rather hesitant to let go, but 

there is work to be done.  

 

"Do you have anything that looks like a little red cup flower? We call them side-saddle flower, but you 

may know them as something else. I can't imagine that's universal," she chatters, obviously trying to 

help me save face.  

 



"You believe a flower may be enough to correct this problem?" I ask, following her to the herbal storage 

unit.  

 

"It worked for the Native Americans. It may work for you," she says.  

 

"Native Americans?"  

 

"Don't worry about it." 

 

With the ship on autopilot, I have no real need to steer or watch where we are going. Instead, I dig in 

with her and we search. Each packet has a picture of the plant it came from. I offer countless ones to her 

to inspect, yet none seem to match what she has in mind. The search is frustrating, but it is enough to 

put my daughter from my mind. For now.  

 

"Aha!" she chirps.  

 

It's one of the last bags on the ship, a flower that resembles a drinking container. There are only a few 

tired, dried flowers within but there they are. I stare at these little purple blossoms, finding it hard to 

believe that these may be the savior we have been searching for. Certainly, the physicians back home 

tried every possible combination of botanicals, didn't they?  

 

"This is exactly what we're after," Marie nods. "But we need the roots, too. The stems, flowers and 

leaves don't do much for this kind of thing. The roots can be boiled, ground down, and used to perform 

the likes of which miracles are made of." 

 

"Is it something that few people would consider to be a medicinal plant?" I ask, taking the bag from her.  

 

"It's not commonly used, no. The fact that it grows on your planet is wild, almost unbelievable-" 

 

"It doesn't," I answer, pointing to the small emblem on the back of the package. "This is from your 

world. We sent harvesters down every now and again for certain medicinal plants. This must be one of 

them." 

 



"It'd make sense," she says with a shrug. "It's been used for thousands of years back home, and for a 

pretty wide variety of ailments. Maybe it takes a little more than this to get you started, but I'd bet that 

it's a great start." 

 

A flower could have saved them all. I run my fingertips over this precious bag, the contents within so 

very potent. I have the roots here, somewhere. We simply used to separate each part of the plant and 

dry them in the conservant so that our medicines did not become mixed. A quick glance nets me the 

root system for this plant as well, buried well at the bottom of the bin.  

 

How many years has it been since I bothered to dig through here, to clean this out? How many of our 

people stock this sort of medicine, never knowing that a cure was mere inches from their fingers? If it is 

common enough for me to have, surely it is common in the laboratories.  

 

"May we make a second guess, just in the case of this not working entirely?" I request, my voice as 

polite as possible. "I trust your views, but this is a common ingredient on my planet. I have trouble 

believing that our scientists did not see it as a cure, test it, and find it wanting." 

 

"I can try to whip something up with the rest of this. There's some good stuff here," Marie says and I 

relax.  

 

Going to the monarchy with more than one cure, especially one that was likely untried by our scientists, 

is preferable. Out of instinct, I lean over and kiss her atop the head. It is affectionate, but I try to draw 

the line at that.  

 

I wish I knew what scent coated her hair. This close, it is engulfing me. I close my eyes and, for a 

moment, allow myself to stand there and inhale.  

 

"Do you like that?" she asks, her voice a purr.  

 

I open one eye enough to look down at her just in time to feel her hand scratch the creamy fluff on my 

chest. A soft, weak moan leaves my mouth before I can so much as protest to it. I hear her laugh and my 

toes all but curl. She has no idea what she does with that voice of hers. 

  



Chapter 4-Marie 

 

When my horoscope said it'd be one hell of a night, I wasn't expecting this. Now I'm solving the 

problems of aliens who-knows-how-far away from my house, my cat not caring, my sister completely 

unaware. I never thought this would be how I'd die, but hey, life is full of fucking surprises, isn't it?  

 

I scratch Rothren's chest, becoming quite aware of the low, rumbling, almost guttural tone of his moans. 

If he were a human man, I'd think he were getting aroused. Then again, my friend's Newfoundland 

makes the same sound when you scratch his ears and I'm certainly no expert on whatever Rothren is.  

 

But maybe I'm not too far off my mark. Something hard bumps my elbow and the very idea of what it 

may be chokes off my breath for an instant. I keep scratching his fluff since it's clear he's had a rough 

time as of late, but I sneak a precarious look over my shoulder and, oh.  

 

Wow. 

 

The toga-esque thing he's wearing does nothing to hide the shaft bulging against the cloth. It has to be 

as long as my arm. All I'm saying is, maybe there's some horse in his background too. Or elephant.  

 

Whale? 

 

"I apologize," he says, drawing my attention away from his impressive appendage.  

 

"Why would you apologize for that thing?" I chuckle.  

 

Another shiver runs through him and he bites his lower lip. His hips even bounce in the smallest possible 

way. He likes my laugh, of all things? I can't help but imagine these aliens cackling into each other's faces 

like hyenas, mid-coitus, writhing and moaning and- 

 

God, why does that turn me on? 

 



Don't get me wrong, it's humorous at the same time but having such control over Rothren, when I've 

lost control of everything else in my life, is a very large perk. If I don't think much of his toga, I wonder 

what he thinks of my little black dress? It's not as if he'd have any way to gauge if it's a normal thing for 

my people to wear, right?  

 

"It does insensible things quite frequently," he sighs, shifting so I scratch another part of his chest.  

 

"I suppose that's one thing common between human men and you," I smirk.  

 

I'm rewarded with, what I assume is, a small laugh from him. The sound is grating, but not necessarily 

unpleasant. I'm just not used to it.  

 

Having heard all about his recent woes, it's nice to get a laugh from him. I haven't made many men 

laugh in my day, not exactly being little Miss Popularity with the boys. Sure, I had plenty of attention 

when I was willing to give it, but few of them are as interested in folklore and herbs as I am. I wonder 

what his views on folklore are.  

 

As I draw back, my elbow bumps the edge of his shaft and he gives such a pure, frustrated hiss that I 

can't really help myself.  

 

"How long's it been?" I ask as I let my hand fall away from his chest, lower and lower until--ah, there we 

are.  

 

In response, he trembles beneath my touch. A long time, then, hasn't it?  

 

"Longer than I am accustomed to," he grits out as my fingers travel his length.  

 

The touch is light, teasing. I enjoy the way he squirms. Hadn't I intended to get laid tonight anyway? At 

least Rothren is interesting, more than just a pretty face across the street. My digits curl around his girth 

and give him the smallest possible squeeze. The gasp that leaves his incredibly fang-ridden mouth is 

music to my ears.  

 

I'm certain I can get him to make that sound again.  



 

Without bothering to ask permission, I give him a few rough strokes. His eyes roll back in his head and 

that's all I need. I reach down, peel the cloth up and expose him to revel in the--what on Earth is that? 

 

There are three prongs to the tip of his cock, each one curled like a corkscrew. They lay just so I'd have 

only been able to see the topmost of them, though all three are incredibly hard.  

 

I have to say, I'm a reasonable girl, but even in my wildest college days I was never presented with three 

things to impale myself upon. My mind turns over, making all kinds of use of my imagination. One for 

each hand--but wherever shall the third one go?  

 

My tongue slips over his head and his nails dig into his palms. He tastes like the perfect sushi rice--salty, 

but just with a hint of sweetness under all of the brine. I want more, and so I take advantage of the fact 

that he hasn't said no. I slide down until his head rests at the back of my mouth, savoring him.  

 

The stream of words that leave his mouth are completely foreign to me, but any girl with a little 

experience knows what those breathy gasps mean when they come from a rock-hard man. He's 

practically begging for more, so I take a deep breath and give it to him. This is immediately a mistake. 

This central prong is so thick that my throat bulges when he enters it, completely cutting off my air. My 

hands tighten on the other two, holding him close, as I fight my own gag reflex.  

 

It's then that his hands come to my hair and try to pull me away. Have I done something wrong? I look 

up at him, confused. He certainly didn't seem to be protesting.  

 

"If you keep doing that, I will never last the entire time," he breathes, his grip as gentle as it can be. "Let 

me help you." 

 

Unfortunately, I have to breathe. "Help me?" 

 

As if I've encouraged something, he grabs me and lifts me like I weigh no more than a sack of groceries. 

He lays me out on a nearby table and presses that long snout below my skirt.  

 

It seems his tongue is three-pronged as well. Better yet, they all move individually. While one sends 

shivers up my spine, plumbing my depths, another flicks across my clit. That one is an expert at making 



fireworks explode behind my eyelids. The third seems to be working on licking me from top to bottom, 

every single stroke.  

 

My thighs want to curl together, my hips beg to grind into his face. I'm at war with myself over just what 

to do with this man between my legs. I end up bucking toward him, close to the edge already. God, he's 

an expert and it's really more than I can bear. It's been seconds but it feels like years of torture, building 

toward an abyss that I'll never see my way out of again.  

 

And God, all I want is more.  

 

"Don't stop," I pant, twisting my ankles around the back of his head.  

 

Whatever he says in reply, I can't possibly make it out. Instead, the vibrations rattle down the tines of his 

tongue and deep into the sweet, dark part of my soul that wants everything he can give me. A single lash 

sends a sensation through my stomach that makes me stumble over the cliff and fall... fall... 

 

The orgasm is so strong that my knees end up pressing against my chest. I hear his soft, amused chuckle 

below as I lay there astounded. No man has ever made me do that before. I grab the tip of one horn and 

give it a tug. He draws back a damp face and raises slender, dark brows at me. How did I never see those 

before?  

 

"Find a way to get in me, or I'll throw you down and figure it out," I demand, flushed and breathless.  

 

Teasing, he flicks his tongue at me and wiggles each point by itself. Is it a mocking gesture? I certainly 

don't know, but it reminds me of the moment before I came and my heart leaps to my throat. Huge and 

hulking, gentle but overwhelming, he crawls over me and nestles against my cheek. I can smell myself 

on him, rich and satisfied, only another reminder of his absolutely magical tongue.  

 

"You're certain?" he asks, ever the gentleman.  

 

Or not. A pair of long nails twist one of my nipples through the fabric and I inhale sharply, my eyes 

squeezing shut. He toys with it as he waits for an answer. God, he intends to make me ask for it again. 

How do people ever complain about being abducted if this is what they have to look forward to?  

 



"You're killing me. Please," I beg, unashamed.  

 

If he wants me back on my knees, figuratively or literally, I won't complain.  

 

His hips rock forward and I feel that central prong press against my entrance. The bottom prong strokes 

lower as the third bumps against my clitoris. That tiny bump sends electricity coursing through my veins.  

 

"Please!" I squeak.  

 

It's all he needs. He drives home in one fluid swoop that forces him deep within me in not one, but two 

spots. I've never let anyone have my anal virginity, but the moment he's in I have no regrets. The 

sensation of being entirely filled in one smooth movement is a wonderous thing, something that I never 

knew I wanted until now. Why go home? No one will ever match this.  

 

Rothren rocks against me, his gills fluttering with the force of his breath. His brows knit as he 

concentrates on, what? I loop my arms around his neck, dragging him down against me. One hand slides 

back down to scratch his chest, something he seemed to like so much. He jerks against me and I hear his 

balls slap my ass as much as I feel it. They're heavy, full, begging for release as much as I am.  

 

I kiss the top of one of his gills and hear his breath pitch to a new level. His thrusts become ever 

stronger, working toward a place for both of us this time. For my part, I ride him back as well as I can. 

My ankles won't quite lock behind his back, but by God, I try.  

 

Another kiss to the top of his gill turns into a trail of them down his neck and to his clavicle. He must 

love this, because each slam against me brings forth a heave on his part--as though he's trying to get 

deeper, plunge himself into my silky secrets and be lost there for good.  

 

He tips his head down and catches my lips with his own. We kiss and it's like honey in my mouth as I try 

to keep up with each tine of his tongue against my own, lacking one. He rumbles into my mouth and 

shivers against me. I have to break the kiss to gasp as the world goes white. No one has ever hit my g-

spot like that before.  

 



The prong of cock on my clit rubs against it on every downstroke, every upstroke, begging for my knees 

to buckle, pin together, recoil or drag him in. I'm in a daze of pleasure, hardly able to understand every 

delicious, slick movement for my own recognition.  

 

His teeth bare as his gills flap open. My body is on fire and only he can quench my need. I claw at him, 

everywhere, panting and whispering for more as he tries to give it to me. The table threatens to break 

beneath us. Let it fall. This is worth it.  

 

With a last, savage thrust he grips me with both hands and I feel the flood of his seed spurting deep 

within me, over my mound, pouring into my body. The spasming of his cocks sends me over the edge 

once more, liquifying my knees and deafening me to the lab around me.  

 

Even when it's finished, he doesn't pull away. He licks my cheek and inhales my hair as he curls up 

beside me. I fall asleep with my head on his chest, listening to the six-pump beat of his heart. 

  



Chapter 5-Rothren 

What have I done?  

 

She sleeps with her head upon my chest, dreaming of things that cannot be. Though I have sated 

something that so desperately craved attention, I cannot be what she will need me to be. Yet, when I 

breathe the scent of her hair and kiss her forehead, some part of me says that I will find a way to make it 

so.  

 

This is madness. I worry, for one of the signs of the Neff is abundant madness, particularly in males. We 

gibber towards the end, unable to form rational thought or concern. Many ran off cliffs only to fall to 

their deaths in the early days of the disease. As if to comfort myself that I am not dying, I kiss her 

forehead again.  

 

She dreams on. 

 

I wish I were able to. Instead, I draw away and head for the tank. A swim will take my mind off of things. 

It always does.  

 

Upon reaching the tank, I tap a button that will warm the fluid within. The lid snaps closed behind me 

and I allow myself to sink to the depths and consider my options.  

 

Will this human still wish to leave me? It is clear that we get along well, that there is some small 

connection between us. Neither species mates without some amount of affection involved, with a few 

exceptions. Our research states most of the humans go through a processed called marriage. It is a 

beautiful affair in which they state their love for one another, their hopes, their dreams for a bright 

future together, and their families applaud their efforts.  

 

Many of them are very poor writers, though their mates certainly seem to be convinced that the words 

they hear are a beautiful promise. They touch their hearts.  

 

Love is different at home. We mate for life, we are affectionate, but we have no ceremonies in such a 

manner. We may announce that we are mated to neighbors or family, but they simply nod and 

acknowledge it. In this time, as hopeless as things are, I cannot imagine anyone would care if I were to 

take a mate again or not. At this point I am not even certain anyone would be there to see it.  



 

"Star map?" I ask, lifting my head from the water.  

 

A picture of the map appears on the inside of the lid. We are more than halfway home already. It seems 

we are making excellent time. I wonder why it took so long to get there? Perhaps my autopilot has 

detected some sort of fantastic slipstream within the confines of space. Accessing this world more 

quickly in the future would be a wonder.  

 

I could use it when I bring Marie home.  

 

The very idea hits a wall in my mind that I dislike. I am far too interested in this human, too affectionate, 

for knowing her such a short period of time. Yet, I cannot stop myself. She is a charmer. Her laughter 

makes my body react in ways I have never known. I do not wish to lose that.  

 

But I promised.  

 

We do not break our promises. It is the behavior of the lowest common lifeform to do so. I disappear 

beneath the water again to turn it all over in my head. This is all such a problem, and one that I could 

have never thought to come. Surely, any female such as her would run away should I tell her that I have 

an attachment already. She would be crazed not to do so.  

 

A spot catches my attention in the reflection of the pool. I swim closer, twisting so that I may get a 

better look at the base of my tail. There, just where my spine ends, is a tiny pink spot.  

 

The Neff. 

 

I am infected.  

 

I am going to die.  

 

The cold spike of realization buries itself in my stomach and I wrap an arm around it, trying to hold my 

innards where they belong. My eyes close. When I open them, it will all be a bad dream. I will be back 



with Marie. We will be headed toward home, where she will cure those afflicted. The Neff will be 

defeated, never to trouble us again. I will not be ill. I will be fine.  

 

These are lies. I open my eyes to see that the spot remains, clear as it was before has been. The disease 

is mutating, it must be. I have not been near another potential mate of my people for a very long period. 

Unless we are guessing incorrectly over the incubation period of the Neff disease? Is there anything our 

physicians have understood correctly are correct with this ailment?  

 

A flash of anger sparks through me. I am going to die because these fools are incapable of performing 

their own job. It would be as if I were incapable of understanding the formation of language yet claiming 

that I am was a linguist. I huff through my lungs and realize--what is the point of anger? The majority of 

them are dead of their own inferior ability as it is. Have they not suffered enough?  

 

No, what I am angry about is my impending demise. It is normal for this to happen, so the nurses say. 

Denial will come next, that perhaps Marie will be able to cure me as well. No one who has the spots has 

been healed. It is 100 percent fatal once it is visible upon your body.  

 

My wife will be very displeased about my activities with Marie when I see her again. I do not think I will 

apologize. We mate for life, not until the end of time. When death comes, it is acceptable to choose 

another if so desired. She will understand.  

 

I lay my head against the side of the tank and sink to sit upon my rump. I will return home just in time to 

die upon that sickened rock. And I will break my promise. I will never be able to return Marie to her 

planet. Worse, it is possible that her species is immune. She may be trapped, starving to death upon a 

planet that she does not understand.  

 

What have I done to her? To all of them? I deserve this infection. I deserve this death. This is why we are 

forbidden from that world, even that section of the universe. They do not understand. They have no way 

to cope with what I am bringing her to bear.  

 

If I turn around, will it be too late? I could teach her to land the craft, how to send it back to my planet. 

Autopilot could take her home if it must, though what if she ran into trouble? There is no one who 

would be willing to risk the monarchy falling upon them to take an errant human back to her homeland.  

 



There is no way around it. I have condemned her in an attempt to meet my own goals. I wished to be 

the hero, through her, to save the others. Instead, I have brought misery to a creature so innocent of the 

world beyond hers that she considers herself to be the top of a ridiculous thing they call a "food chain".  

 

I rub my head against the polesthrine of the tank, wishing it would put me out of my misery. This 

beautiful female will suffer and I am a liar. There he is, Rothren Ket L'kan, sole remaining member of his 

school's faculty. He thought himself immune to the Neff so he dragged a human into something that was 

not hers to cope with.  

 

I knew this was a possibility. How could I not? But after all this time, I simply assumed that I had a lower 

chance of becoming ill. Hadn't I worked for months in the infirmaries before my wife became ill? Hadn't 

I tried to maintain my composure when it was she, not I, who caught the Neff virus? I remember staring 

down at her, dressed in so many layers of protection. What protection it was--half the nurses who 

caught the Neff were hidden beneath more than I was.  

 

Why here? Why now?  

 

Should I tell Marie that I will never be able to fulfill my promise? Or should I keep her in the dark, 

allowing her to hold out hope until that last moment when she finds me dead? It is my fault. All of it.  

 

Not for the first time I wonder if I brought the Neff home on my shoes, my clothing. I had followed 

proper procedure, but it is clear that procedure does little to prevent the spread. My wife did not leave 

the house for three months and sprouted pink spots across her tawny coat overnight. Just as I have.  

 

I take a deep breath and try to quiet my thoughts. It takes a good deal of effort, but I manage it in a 

short time. I must concentrate. They will throw my corpse upon the fire soon and nothing will matter. I 

will be another number in a line of many.  

 

I do not fear the flames.  

 

I fear for her.  

 



The lid snaps open at my command and I drag myself out. It is pointless to dry myself, this beast I am, I 

just give my fur a shake. If I were to become ill now, a secondary infection, it would be a blessing in 

disguise.  

 

"You were in there for a while." 

 

My tail lashes, knocking a table with a canister across the room. I spin to stare at her. How did I keep 

from seeing her? We are nearly certain that her species cannot become invisible, like the chameleons of 

her planet manage. Nearly being the most important word there.  

 

She sits on a bench, wrapped in a toq that is too large for her. The pale yellow compliments her ashy 

brown hair, her dark eyes. Were I not ill, I would throw her down upon that bench and repeat the 

mating, ripping her toq from her body and tasting her again. Instead, I walk to her and scoop her into my 

arms.  

 

"I have unfortunate news," I start, but I cannot finish. My throat chokes the admittance away.  

 

Her hands dig into the wet fluff across my chest and my eyes sink closed. Yes, it is arousing, but it is so 

very fulfilling at the same time. This is not just a sexual motivator. Mates rub their horns against one 

another's chest to play, to flirt. She has no clue what she is doing, but it is one of the kindest gestures I 

have felt in a long time.  

 

"Yeah, you like that, don't you? I don't know what kind of stuff your people are into, but this seems to 

be a hit," she smiles, unaware.  

 

"Marie," I whisper, gathering my courage.  

 

Then she curls her fingers just so and I put a hand against the wall to keep from falling to the bench 

beside her--or atop her. One of those would have happened, and I doubt it would matter much to me 

which one at the moment. I dream of a place in which I could impart another passionate filling of my 

genetic material into her, but this is not a priority. Soon, the madness will take me. I will be safer behind 

cage bars.  

 

I could not cope if I hurt her more than I already have.  



 

"Shh, just stand there and enjoy it. We can be up for a little round two in a moment. I want to try a few 

of those things again. I've never been to bed with someone as capable as you are," she chatters away.  

 

"Marie, we can't," I say as gently as I can.  

 

"Of course, we can, we just did. You didn't like it?"  

 

"It isn't that, Marie," I say, wanting to die with her name on my lips. "I have the Neff. There is a spot." 

 

She answers simply. Easily.  

 

"Oh, hell." 

  



Chapter 6-Marie 

 

Did I do this to him? Maybe the stress of being around me, dealing with me, did this to him. His 

daughter died from this disease, his whole world is suffering from it.  

 

...Does that mean he's going to die, too?  

 

I wrench myself from the bench and race down the hall. It's back to the lab again. We'll have to test my 

guess on him right now, I suppose. Though it's kind of crazy to do that without testing on something else 

first. If the roots aren't enough, we're going to be entering some very questionable waters. I don't know 

how long he has left, and I don't know how long this stuff will take to work.  

 

Back home it's not like we have to deal with frequent smallpox epidemics anymore. And here, I don't 

even have Jessie to lean on. I'm all alone, and as I stare down at this bag of roots in my hand, I hope that 

I'm enough. It's not just that he's incredible, it's that he's my only way home. If that's where I decide to 

go.  

 

Rothren comes wandering in and sits down to watch me.  

 

"Is this water potable?" I ask.  

 

"It is not precisely the same mixture as found on your planet, but it is very close. Yes," he answers.  

 

He sounds so defeated already. Those that are ill lose hope so fast. I flash him a smile but he doesn't 

bother to return it. Instead, he sits with his head in his hands and stares at the floor. I can't begin to 

imagine what he's thinking. Losing patients to incurable diseases is bad enough--I've seen what this line 

of thought does to them. Someone who believes themselves dead is already halfway there. It's why so 

many hospitals try to keep the patient hopeful until the bitter end.  

 

Though it may not be the most honest approach, I pour a bit of water into a beaker and set it to boil 

before I come over to him. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and give him another hug, something to 

reassure him.  

 



"We'll have to try this out first," I tell him. "But it'll be okay. We'll figure something out." 

 

"The madness will take me any moment and yet you sit here upon my lap as if I am a docile beast, 

willing to please you," he sighs.  

 

"Madness?" I frown.  

 

"Most males afflicted by this disease lose their minds to a stiff madness within the first two days of 

visible infection. They stalk, stomp, attack, even defile females and other males to subsist in a world that 

has condemned them." 

 

It takes me a moment to pick through his arch, carefully chosen words, to realize that he means they 

turn into sex-driven rapists. Or at least, I think that's what he's talking about. Perhaps they have another 

word for it in their language. It's not as if it's something he'd run into particularly frequently in ours, 

where rapes are hushed up and spoken of infrequently by all but reporters.  

 

I somehow doubt his home planet gets WGF7.  

 

"We'll give you a sedative to keep you relaxed and try to stop this 'madness' from affecting you, okay?" I 

give him a gentle scritch on his chest, but he pushes my hand away.  

 

"I intend to lock myself in a holding chamber. There are bars. Should you be successful in your brews, it 

is simple enough to release me once again. I will walk you through it prior to landing. If not, the 

autopilot will have a very rough landing and I would advise you strap yourself tightly to something," he 

says, voice dull.  

 

That done, he gets up and leaves me in the laboratory. I watch him go, shake my head and go to work. If 

nothing else, the ship isn't so big that I'll have trouble locating the cells. That's good, right?  

 

Work is hard. I grind, boil, heat, reduce. I watch as one attempt ends and another begins, brewing things 

that run a high risk of killing him as much as curing him. I would never do this to a human being, why am 

I doing it to him?  

 



Because he's dead if I don't. He may be dead even as it stands with what I'm making, but there's nothing 

that I can do about that. I'm his only hope. And it's not that it's the first time I've been in this position, 

lots of other patients have made me their last call. I'm especially good at prescribing herbal medications 

for pain when there is no hope. Yes, it may hurt their kidneys, but those kidneys are the healthiest thing 

on their body right now. They can take a hit for the pancreas that is about to go in a week and alleviate 

their sorrows, give them a good death.  

 

I want more than that for Rothren.  

 

I don't know if I can give it to him.  

 

Hours? A day? Innumerable time passes and I completely lose track of eating or drinking. My stomach 

rumbles but I ignore it. The medications are almost finished and I need to go test these. I wish I had 

another subject other than Rothren. It isn't fair to poison him if I've made a wrong calculation on this, 

just because he's the only one here.  

 

It's then that I catch sight of those weird lime green millipede things. Are they his pets? I don't think they 

are. I wonder if they're like their version of lab rats?  

 

There is a tiny pink bump on one's carapace. It's almost too small to see, but it gives me hope. I grab an 

eyedropper and a pair of tweezers. We are going to get to the bottom of this without hurting Rothren, if 

possible.  

 

I snatch the one with the pink bump and pick it up to look at it. It screams in a shrill, tiny voice and I 

nearly drop it. Does everything here have to be some kind of weird thing?  

 

When I recover, I drip a few drops of the first medication on that bump then plop it back into the tank. It 

skitters around, waving its many little legs in the air. I spend hours watching it. Though it doesn't die, 

there's no positive change, either. The bump doesn't respond to the root treatment. I let out a faint hiss 

and go grab the next medication.  

 

This one has an immediate effect. The bug-like thing rolls around in agony, screaming at the top of its 

lungs. I draw back, horrified. I like animals. The day I had to dissect a frog in class was a terrible one. I 

cried for weeks when the cat before my current one died. Seeing this poor bug flail is awful.  

 



Then it hops right up and scurries off, running to hide from big, mean me. The spot is gone, though the 

insect appears to be smoking slightly. I'm not entirely sure how that's going to affect a mammal. Is 

Rothren a mammal? He's certainly built like one and it is a question that I should have asked quite some 

time ago. I go searching for his cell block. The door next to the laboratory is open so I stick my head in.  

 

"You smell of all the wonders in the world," a tired, drunken voice grumbles out at me.  

 

"It's not usually nice to tell a lady that she stinks," I say as I step in.  

 

Losing track of time, I don't know how long he's been suffering. Drool coats the walls, along with several 

fang marks on the bars. His nails are all cracked and bleeding. The tip of one horn has been ripped from 

its home. While I've been frying bugs, he's been in here trying to cope with this the best he can. I reach a 

hand in to stroke the horn closest to me. He jerks away, hard at first but quickly losing momentum.  

 

"I could hurt you if you are not careful," he pants out.  

 

"You'd never hurt me," I argue. "We may have a cure. It made the bug thrash around and scream, but it 

worked. I'm not sure about mammal usage. We can try it, Rothren. It's probably going to hurt a lot." 

 

He lifts his head enough to look me in the eye. A single nod is all he can manage. I nod in return and run 

off to grab my concoction. If this does work, I've written down the combination based on the marks on 

the packages. Expert though I am, even I'm not positive about some of these containers. I think it's a 

mixture with elderberries, but if it's something native to his planet I'd never know it. My translator has 

locked himself in a cage to keep from hurting me.  

 

I really hope none of this is poisonous.  

 

With no warning, I throw the medicine on him. Like splashing a drink in his face. Thank God I'm a pro at 

that. He recoils, silent for a second. Then he roars, clawing at his face and dancing away from the bars. 

Steam rises from his skin as it begins to peel. My heart pounds in my temples. Great. I killed him. How 

could I have been so stupid? So careless? I can't stand here and watch him die.  

 

I know I'm a coward. I'm sorry for it, but I can't watch him start rolling around like that bug. I run away, 

tail between my legs, off to the cockpit. A quick glance at the panel tells me nothing--it's all in Rothren's 



language. Far in the distance I hear him gurgling. It's a horrible noise, one that I'm well acquainted with. 

It's the sound that people make when they're fading. Some call it a death rattle, but I've never really 

thought of it that way.  

 

Sitting in his chair, I put my hands over my ears and try not to think about it. I'm home alone with my 

cat. She meows and we go to get her favorite treat from the cupboard, a nightly ritual. We go back to 

the couch and lie down, sprawled, watching some new internet sitcom that's cheering on a political 

agenda or something. Half the audience has no idea what they're watching. It's too subtle. I laugh along 

with them, not really caring. Of all things, I am certainly not political.  

 

Another gurgle creeps in and I tighten the hands over my ears. Now I'm at the beach house with my 

sister. We're little kids again. Mom, Grandma, Grandpa--they're all there, making sure we have a blast. 

I'm terrified of school after the vacation is over. The kids have never been as nice to me as they have 

Jessie and- 

 

His voice echoes through the halls in a wail I'd swear is from a banshee. I look over my shoulder to see 

the walls dripping from the amount of steam coming from him. Have I melted him? I can't fathom this 

much fluid coming from a body and still existing. This is horrible. What have I done to him? I should have 

just let the poor fuck die, maybe shot him to expedite the process for him. No, instead I've made his last 

waking moments some sort of nightmare.  

 

That's about when the door flies across the hallway and pings off the metal wall. It's half melted and I 

realize some of that steam may have been coming from the bars themselves. Did I make an acid that's 

rendered him unrecognizable? I entertain that for a moment, but then how would he have been able to 

fling the door like that? 

 

Another thought hits me. Maybe he's not just in pain. It may be that he's pissed off at me for what I've 

done to him. I sink a little lower in the chair and put my hands back over my ears. If he's coming to kill 

me for trying to help him, I don't want to see it coming. 

  



Chapter 7 – Rothren 

 

I have never felt anything so painful in my life. She wished to cure me. I hold no ire to her for such a 

splendid wish, but I had given up. I knew I was dead. Nothing stops the Neff, nothing slows it.  

 

The spot is gone.  

 

I saw it in the reflection of the door. With all the smoke from the melting metal, I had to fling it across 

the room just to relieve myself of my incarceration. Marie certainly wouldn't have been able to release 

me. She ran the moment I began to scream. Who could blame her?  

 

And Marie, intelligent and beautiful in her own way, has given me a second chance at life.  

 

I sneak around the front of my chair, looking down upon this trembling creature. The cure she has 

discovered burns, yes--I will be weeks in healing the scars this has placed upon me. At least I will be alive 

to enjoy those weeks.  

 

"Marie," I say softly.  

 

"Bumble, bumble, bumble bee," she whispers, her hands clenched tightly to either side of her head.  

 

My head tilts. What is a bumble bee?  

 

"Marie?" Is she ill?  

 

Her eyes crack open and she lets out a shuddering breath. I reach for her and she recoils, pressing 

herself into the fabric as hard as she possibly can. My heart breaks for her. She thinks I want to hurt her. 

This is the first time she's behaved like this since... since...  

 

Since I stole her from her home.  



 

Regret swoops in to nudge sadness out of the way. I'm bereft as I look her over. She has done something 

that none of our physicians have been able to do and yet, look at all that I have taken from her. Look at 

where she is now, cowering beneath me as if I would ever harm a hair upon her small head. I touch her 

cheek with fingers as gentle as they may be. Those same gorgeous eyes snap closed once more and she 

braces for the impact of... what?  

 

"Landing initiated," purrs my wife's voice from the autopilot.  

 

I glance back at the console and sigh. There is no time for gentle reassurances. I strap Marie down as 

quickly as I can, trying not to frighten her all the more. She is so delicate, so terrified. I place a kiss upon 

the top of her head and sink into a stationary chair beside her. The belts are so simple that I could do 

them in my sleep.  

 

She peeks at me from her chair, her brow creased. It's such a thoughtful look on her that I almost smile. 

Adorable. Instead, I try to keep my eyes on the view below. Everything is sand, rough and darker than I 

remember. How lucky are the humans to have a well-lit planet all their own?  

 

We sink toward my home and I take a deep breath. I've never enjoyed landings, but I can cope with 

them far better than I once did. As a youngster, in my father's ship, I threw up across our living room 

floor once. I was only four-- 

 

Only four.  

 

She was only four.  

 

How long has it been since my little girl died? Now, already, I spend any time at all not thinking of her? 

What a monster I am, to spend my hours thinking of anything else but Eilari. I realize this is natural. As 

one passes through the many stages of acceptance, we find ourselves considering that which placed us 

in this motion less and less. A lesser concern than finding food or mating, for instance. It simply seems 

too soon to me. Perhaps the illness has ruined some part of me. Perhaps it has affected my emotional 

core.  

 



Yet when I look at the sneaky creature peeking at me, I know this is not true. My chest fills with warmth 

and it takes all of my concentration not to smile at her. She is a sly one, a nervous one. If I have 

condemned her to my planet, I must try to make her the happiest that I can. 

 

It helps that it seems that she likes me as much as I enjoy her. I realize things are early, but I have not 

felt this way toward any female of my own species for so long.  

 

She saved me. Who else could have done that?  

 

I have no doubt she will go on to save however many of my people are left. As many as she can. She 

strikes me as the type. Despite her disorientation, look at what she has managed so far. She is a wonder 

and a delight, a magnificent specimen of her species for all she has no horns.  

 

A quick glance at her forehead makes her disappear entirely. No horns, but quite a pretty lot of strange, 

silky hair.  

 

"If you came to kill me, can you get it over with?" she asks, her voice quivering.  

 

"My dear Marie, I would never harm you," I say.  

 

That gets her head up to look at me. Her eyes widen and I motion for her to put her head back down. It 

is less than safe to sit as she is sitting upon reentry. Things can get bumpy and I cannot abide her being 

injured by such a minuscule event.  

 

And miniscule it is. We enter the atmosphere easily enough, careening toward the ground at breakneck 

speed, as always. Reverse thrusters slam in and we're slowing down as we approach my home... and at 

least a dozen of the monarchy's guard.  

 

Oh, dear me. I forgot about that.  

 

"When we land, stay in the ship," I tell her, frowning at the crowd I've drawn.  

 



Do they know where I've gone? I made certain to avoid logging the data. Perhaps they suspect. When 

the ship touches down, it chirps happily that we have arrived home. I ignore this, unbuckling myself and 

exiting the ship. Akthoses, long poles with laser chopping edges at the end, are thrust in my face.  

 

I was wrong. This is not just a guard group. Serethas, our monarch, stares down at me imperiously. She 

is a tall female with eyes like lanterns, stiff-backed and proud. She glitters with wealth and is covered by 

far less than any of the rest of us. It dates back to a time when we were a far more tribal people. To walk 

nearly nude through the streets and those to maintain a respectful distance, a reverent gaze, is true 

power.  

 

My knees sink to the ground and I lower my head, prostrating myself before my ruler.  

 

"You brought one back, Ket," Serethas sighs. "Why would you do this? You were a respected linguist. 

You were a well-to-do male. You will be again when our physicians outrun the Neff." 

 

"With all due respect," I say, without lifting my head. "My physician has already done so." 

 

The guards around me shuffle, uncertain. I doubt they believe me. Were I in their shoes, I certainly 

wouldn't believe the crazed renegade on the ground.  

 

"He has a spot," one of the guards, a male, says. "He has the Neff." 

 

"The color is wrong," argues another. "Gray, not pink." 

 

"She cured me," I say, looking at the first guard. "She saved my life. She will save all of us, if given a 

chance." 

 

"Bring this female to me," Serethas orders.  

 

The guards are gone before I can protest. There's a shriek from within my ship and a few of the guards 

remaining outside merely look amused. One of them chuckles. I want to strike him down.  

 



For her part, Serethas merely looks impassive. Were this human female not responsible for the first 

potential cured Neff case in all of our history, I would think Serethas were bored. In truth, she may still 

be. Our monarch is an impressive creature, though now that I know Marie, I must wonder how Serethas 

would cope with a situation in which she was thrust onto a strange planet and accosted by armed men. I 

cannot imagine she wouldn't scream as well.  

 

Marie is dragged out to meet our monarch. She looks at me, down here in the dirt, and frowns. I nod for 

her to join me, but she ignores me. A guard grabs her by the shoulders and slams her into the ground. I 

snarl, on my feet before I know it, flashing fangs and standing over the fallen human female.  

 

"Peace, Rothren Ket. Kolory, be gentle with this delicate species," Serethas chides.  

 

"As my monarch commands," the brute replies.  

 

I still wish to bite him. Though nothing will come of that. I will have to settle this another time, another 

place. I will remember that name. Kolory. A strange name. There can only be so many of those left.  

 

Marie grabs the arm I offer and I assist her to her feet. I will no longer collapse before a monarch who 

allows this female my sweet human to be treated in such a way.  

 

"You say the human cured you? How? Does she speak our tongue?" Serethas asks.  

 

"A potion, of sorts. I became ill in flight. She saved my life. She will save the rest of us, given time and 

ingredients. She has a list, a recipe. In her home, she is a physician," I answer. "She does not yet know 

our tongue. She can learn it." 

 

"If she can save us, I will allow you to live, Rothren. For I, too, am afflicted with the Neff. Most are," 

Serethas states, lifting her arm and showing me several pink bumps along her wrist.  

 

"If not, you both die." 

 

"This female is untested," the brute, Kolory, grumbles. "Who will carry out the sentence if she poisons 

us?" 



 

"Silence," Serethas says, gentle but giving him no ground.  

 

"Listen to me," I whisper to Marie. "You must remake your cure. If it has saved me, it will save others 

like me." 

 

"I'm supposed to throw acid on your queen?" she whispers back.  

 

"Precisely." 

 

She goggles at me like I've lost my mind and perhaps I have. I lean down and kiss her firmly upon her 

mouth, before my monarch, before my world. Kolory crinkles his nose and looks as if he may be sick. 

Others snort or look away, dishonored simply by my presence and my actions. I couldn't care less.  

 

Marie saved me.  

 

I love her.  

 

"I'll try," she says as I pull away.  

 

There is uncertainty in her eyes. I stroke her cheek and kiss her once again. I know that she can do this--

that she must do this. My Marie will be the savior of our world and what happens afterward, happens. If 

she wishes to go home, I will take her. I will fulfill my promise.  

 

But.  

 

When she looks back at me, with a face full of hope and sees the spot has gone gray rather than deadly 

pink, I believe with my whole heart that she will stay. I believe that she cares for me as much as I care 

for her. We may have a long road ahead, but I believe that we will make it to the end, together. She will 

save my planet as she saved me, and she will be a hero.  

 

Our hero.  



 

Marie. 

  



Epilogue-Marie 

Thank God for instant translation software. Without it, I'd still be trying to draw diagrams for these poor 

nurses.  

 

It's been six years and I'm still hard at work fixing the ever-changing Neff virus. This stuff evolves faster 

than a tadpole on steroids. We managed to save Serethas and her ilk. When Kolory Hesthu came in flat 

on his back about six months ago, I was tempted to let the virus take him. He's an ass. Whenever he has 

guard duty, he's always up my butt trying to find some way I'm out to kill them all.  

 

Paranoid, delusional fucker anyway. Even after I cured him, he still doesn't trust me. No idea what I ever 

did to him, because all I did was get abducted and come save everyone he cares about.  

 

Of course, now the spots are turning blue and they're harder than ever to find. The vast majority of 

people here have some kind of blue fur on them and the Neff has figured out how to match that 

pigment perfectly. It also likes to show up only in those spots. 

 

I'll keep fighting it until we finish it, I guess. Sometimes I miss home, but it's worth it to be with Rothren.  

 

Exhausted from a day's work, I walk from the lab toward our home. I have little doubt he's already 

there. His Human Languages classes tend to let out early. I guess they thought it'd be better to try to 

encourage human languages given that Serethas intends to send a scouting troop to Earth soon. She 

wants more doctors like me.  

 

I don't know if I really approve. It's been hard to adjust to this life, though Rothren does what he can to 

smooth over any strangeness. The first Christmas I was here, he cut a large branch from a tree and 

placed it against a corner. He was so proud of himself, I couldn't bear to tell him we usually had the 

whole tree. Besides, the branch was huge to begin with and our daughter looked adorable next to it.  

 

I smack my hand to the plate outside the door and wait for the airlock to engage. We've really got to fix 

this thing, it's getting rusty. At least there are people well enough now to fix it.  

 

The airlock pops apart and Rothren grabs me, twirling me around before I can so much as put my bag 

down. I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him for all I'm worth, grinning through it. His tail curls 

and twists around my leg, then up my leg, sneaking toward- 



 

I hiss and pull away, giving him a playful bop on the chest.  

 

"The kids are right there!" I scold.  

 

"You will still be entirely clothed," he smirks, unashamed. "My modest little human girl." 

 

I laugh and swat him again, "Put me down." 

 

"ALA!" comes the squeal from around Rothren's knee.  

 

She's beige, touched with her father's cream and already five. When did she turn five? It seems like it 

was just yesterday that I was holding this impossible little bundle. Hadn't the scans said it was 

impossible for me to get pregnant? Hell, hadn't I once sworn off children entirely?  

 

"My little Thethri, come here!" I say, sliding from her father's arms and kneeling.  

 

All four of them come rushing over. The nurses tell me I'm some sort of walking miracle for not getting 

pregnant already this year, given our streak--but I know something they don't know. I'm not telling them 

this time around. Human blood is immune to the Neff, giving my mixed race children full immunity. 

There's no reason for them to pull me away from my research again just to satisfy their worries. It's just 

too bad I can't reverse-engineer my own blood to make a vaccine. It doesn't work. It was one of the first 

things I tried. 

 

I bet Jessie could have done it. 

 

I'm tackled by my little ones, three boys and my little Thethri. It takes Rothren all of a second to join us 

in a dogpile upon the floor. Instead of helping me up, he just rolls around on the carpet with the rest of 

us. No more than I'd expect from my rascal of a husband. I kiss him once more before I pry myself away 

from my family.  

 



That lasts all of a second. I'm reeled back in and we spend half an hour in tickle fights or snuggling, 

sometimes mixing them throughout. It seems the children are very snuggly at this age, always wanting 

to be touched or held. I'm fine with that, so long as Rothren's there to snuggle me when I need it.  

 

And tonight, I certainly need it. We get the little ones into their pods for the evening before I fall upon 

the bed. I plop down a glass of green liquor made from some variety of not-rose, I can't remember the 

name. Even after being here for so many years, it seems as if there's something new to learn every time 

I turn a corner. At least the economy is starting to recover, there's food to get and Serethas isn't pulling 

down the emergency supplies anymore. The first year I was here, everything was stale biscuits and 

unfortunate eggplant-looking stuff that tasted like soap.  

 

Rothren climbs in with me, an eager look in his eyes. He knows I trend toward this liquor when I'm 

pregnant and I haven't confirmed it for him yet. He's hopeful, his gaze shining as he reaches over to take 

my hand. Perhaps the best thing about being pregnant with an alien's baby is that you can still enjoy this 

stuff. If anything, it seems to help the labor go easier.  

 

"Is there something you want to tell me?" he asks.  

 

He cups my face with both hands, almost holding his breath. I can't help it. I smile, then I crack up. He's 

such a devoted father. If he could repopulate this planet himself with me, I have no doubt he'd do it.  

 

Who would have thought I'd have ever ended up on an alien planet, saving lives and falling in love, with 

a little family all my own? 

 

"I may have a surprise for you in say, eight months or so," I grin.  

 

He all but glows as he leans down to kiss me, holding me like a precious thing. I could cure the Neff and 

he would be less enthused than the announcement of another child to our happy home. I kiss back with 

all I can and he sinks on top of me.  

 

"Shall we attempt to make it twins?" he whispers, voice hot against my ear. 

 

"That's not how biology works," I murmur back to him, suppressing a shiver.  

 



"It never hurts to try," he answers, and I laugh.  

 

"I love you, Rothren." 

 

"I love you, too." 

  



Healing Hands 2 
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Chapter 1-Jessica 

Six years ago, my life was perfect. I was a well-respected doctor with a wonderful boyfriend. My sister 

was... well, a little less than perfect, but still my sister. I had plans for a wedding, my parents adored me, 

and I was just... perfect.  

I was happy then. Sure, Marie and I got into the occasional snit about the difference in our professions, 

but isn’t that what sisters are supposed to do? She was some kind of herbalist, New-Agey-thingy that I 

didn’t fully understand. It didn’t matter. I still sent people to her clinic when I ran out of options. 

Sometimes, she even managed to help them when I couldn’t. It was nice to have someone that, sort of, 

had my back in this practice.  

 

Five years ago, my sister disappeared, but that was okay. I was coping. I could deal with what life 

handed me. We searched everywhere for her and, mostly, I just hoped and prayed that she knew how 

loved she was. The doctor she was supposed to meet for a date that night was found with his throat slit 

the next morning. His wallet was on the ground beside him. They'd called it a serial murder. I figured 

whoever got him probably got her too. I inherited her cat.  

I missed her every day. I tried to put it aside, but watching her practice slowly fall to shambles just 

across the road from my own? It was hard. Still, I made myself go to work. I made myself continue on 

with life. It didn’t really help. Yes, I coped. Coping doesn’t get rid of feeling like you’ve lost part of 

yourself. With no way to mourn, no body to bury, somehow that made it all the worse. 

 

Four years ago, my boyfriend realized he was gay and left me for a handsome guy. I didn't hate either of 

them, but I missed him when I was alone in my room. I guess the cat helped, but Trixie sucked when it 

came to the romantic companionship I needed. And she kept hitting the back button on my computer 

monitor when I was trying to watch Netflix.  

 

Three years ago, Dad got diagnosed with cancer. A month later, he died. I was down two family 

members and fate was far from done with me. Not that I necessarily believed in things like that, just, it 

was amazing how much trauma I was experiencing, year after year. I consulted a psychic, against my 

better judgment. She said things were going to turn around for me soon.  

Boy, was she wrong. 

 

Two years ago, the cat did the same thing. You know, I hadn’t even realized cats could get pancreatic 

cancer. That seems so silly for me to ignore. I’m a doctor. Everything can get pancreatic cancer. Poor 

Trixie didn’t even seem to be sick until I woke up to her vomiting blood everywhere. I gave her the best 

month I could, but at that point I was running on fumes.  

Dad had loved that cat. At least they were together now.  



 

Last year, Mom died in an "accident". She couldn't cope with Dad's death. She never got over it. Then 

one morning at 3:00 a.m., she drove off the edge of a ravine and left this world behind. Left me behind. 

All alone. And all my friends, all my coworkers, nobody cared. They gave me a giant greeting card and a 

basket of fruit. I guess apples were supposed to fill the holes left in my heart. For the record, they didn’t. 

They didn’t even taste good in the pie I made.  

It didn’t matter. I still ate the whole thing and half a quart of ice cream while my Netflix played smoothly 

on my laptop in my cold, dark, silent house.  

As if that wasn’t enough, as if I hadn’t endured through things that would break most people, last week, 

the clinic burned down. We hadn't been able to save someone's child from leukemia. The little boy had 

been one of my patients. I'd cried for days after he died. All he'd wanted was to go to Disney World, just 

once, and the trip had been scheduled for next month. They handed him the tickets, all wrapped in a 

happy mouse envelope, during lunch that day.  

 

By dinner he was gone.  

 

His father made himself a human torch in our lobby. It killed eighteen innocent people, six of them 

nurses who were intent on saving people on the top floor, God bless them. Those of us who remained 

were on semi-permanent leave. The hospital had to be demolished, rebuilt, pulled back together. It 

would cost the insurance company millions to replace all the equipment we'd lost. It would take a long 

time for things to get back to normal for everyone else.  

 

And for me? Normal waved goodbye a long time ago.  

 

I lay on my couch, Netflix blasting on my laptop. It warmed my belly as it probably crept closer to 

overheating. I could commiserate with that. Hadn't I burned out long ago? At this point, I didn't even 

know what I was watching. Something about a girl and a guy and their desperate struggle for affection 

or saving the planet or... hell, I didn't know. It couldn't be any less obvious.  

 

"Fuck it," I mutter, hitting the tiny x in the corner of the screen.  

 

Ten in the morning was plenty early enough to have a glass of wine, right? 

 

Right.  



 

Too bad that one glass of wine turned into one after another. By noon, the world was happily spinning 

to its side and I felt nothing. That was a nice change, given how the rest of my life had been going.  

 

"You know, Trixie," I tell the little cedar box of ashes over my fireplace. "This all starts with your mom 

going missing. Everything just went tits the fuck up after that." 

 

I toast the dead cat. Being dead, and a cat, she didn't bother to toast me back. It didn't matter. I was 

most of the way through my third bottle at this point. ...Third bottle? I had to put my hand on each one 

to count. One, two, three... ah. Fourth bottle. I consider slowing down, but that didn't sound like much 

fun.  

 

I also consider throwing some sleeping pills in the bottom of this bottle and just not waking up again. 

One last funeral for the family and it’d all be done. This screwy life of mine wouldn’t be able to hurt me 

anymore.  

 

"Easy there," I tell myself. "Don't be stupid. There's no reason for that kind of thought. It's the booze 

talking, not you." 

 

And that's when the lights went out. I scowl. No, I'd paid my electric bill. I grab my laptop, sloshing my 

wine across the keyboard and grumbling at it. The glass topples to the floor and, sticky though it was, I 

click through to my email, all the while thankful for my phone's hotspot. Right there was the 

confirmation that yes, I had remembered to pay my electric bill. 

 

Last month. 

 

Oh. 

 

Oops? 

 

Sloppy drunk, I drop my laptop right into the damn coffee table. It made a sad, tinny sound as it hit the 

floor and the case cracked. Maybe it was drunk, too, after the wine. I’d take it to a repair shop later, 

after I sobered up a bit. Even in my state, I couldn’t abide by driving drunk. Having seen what I’d seen 



walk into some of those ER wings over the years? Like that one family who’d been driving to Grandma’s 

on Christmas Eve and- 

Nope. No. Not going there. I close my eyes and smack my coffee table until I found it. Ah. There. 

 

I grab my phone and squint at the numbers. Speed dial was a life saver. It seems I'd called the electric 

company fairly recently. Had I? I certainly didn't remember that. Customer service's bright jingle stuck a 

staccato note in my temples that was going to burst my head like a watermelon. Like that guy who used 

to take a sledgehammer to them. Gallen... something or other...? 

 

"Customer service, how many I help you?" came a polite, male voice over the line.  

 

"Honey, there are so many ways you could help me," I sigh, clearly the cougar he needed in his life.  

 

"Ma'am?"  

 

"You ever been with a real woman?" This, this is what I’d sunk to.  

 

"...Um. It looks like the account tied to this phone number is overdue and currently disconnected. Were 

you calling in regards to that, Dr. Mallory?"  

 

The word 'doctor' brought me back to my senses. What was I thinking, calling this poor guy when I was 

in this shape? It was the middle of fall. I could just open the damn windows until I sobered up. At worst, 

I'd have to call back tomorrow to settle this. Had I really just made a pass at some customer service man 

who sounded like he was barely out of college? Yuck. Get yourself together, Jess.  

 

"Hey. Yeah. That. Um. Look. I'm pretty drunk right now. Maybe I should call back?" I hesitate, a little lost 

and maybe more than a little confused.  

 

"It's up to you, Dr. Mallory. You do have a checking account on file, we could ju-" 

 

His voice fell off into static, the loud and noisy kind that Hollywood uses when little girls are sitting in 

front of televisions.  



 

"Can you repeat that?" I ask.  

 

"Are you still there, ma'am?" my little customer service Casanova asks.  

 

"I'm still here, can you repeat what you said?" 

 

Nothing but static answered me this time. A few pops and a crackle may have been him trying to answer 

me, but the phone went dead before I got another chance to encourage him. I sigh and, without 

thinking, chucked it on the floor too.  

 

Crunch. 

 

Fuck me. 

 

The screen struck a corner of the coffee table. I grab it and breathe a sigh of relief when the screen turns 

on. A small crack stood out on one corner, but I could cope with that. A little bit of clear nail polish and 

I'd probably never even notice it. I try to call out again but there was no ring when I hit the send button. 

I try again and this time, the phone wouldn't even open. The electricity problem would have to wait.  

 

A huge cloud glides overhead. I could see the shadow on the floor, passing along just a little too quick 

for comfort. Was a storm coming? If so, they might accidentally turn my electricity back on with 

everyone else's. We tended to be a subdivision that lost power at the smallest breeze. Dare I hope that 

they would forget?  

 

It wasn't as if I didn't have the money. Like he said, I had my checking account directly tied to my electric 

bill. I just didn't trust their autopay system after it overcharged me and nineteen other people on my 

Facebook friends list for six months in a row. Now, I got my paper bill like my parents had in the old days 

and I looked at every day's charges. Twice, I'd found errors. I didn't know if they were intentionally 

screwing people or what, but I certainly wasn't going to give them free access to do it to me.  

 

The sky darkens all the more, but there’s a strange roundness to it. The shadow seems to be directly 

over my house, as if I were in a dollhouse and some giant child were hovering over me. I somehow 



manage to stagger to one of the windows and stare out of it. Crystal clear sunlight pours around the 

other houses. It’s only mine that’s covered by a shadow.  

 

I had all of six seconds to frown before my roof gave a horrific snapping sound. It sounded like 

something was on top of it--something huge! I run outside and shit gets weird.  

 

Atop my house was the most stereotypical flying saucer you can imagine. I stare up at the silvery… 

spaceship? That sounded ridiculous, even in my own drunken head. The thing looked like it belonged on 

MST3K instead of Mulberry Lane. Or maybe it was more like one of those carnival rides. You know, that 

thing that flings you around inside of it until you can grab the bar in front of you and experience zero-G 

atmospheres? Oh, what the hell were they called? Gravityboozle? No, that wasn’t it. 

A ramp descends from it, cutting off my train of thought. I fully expect little green men to come trooping 

out, or maybe those silver ones with the huge eyes and the bizarre heads. Instead, out comes this 

gigantic beast-thing that was part lion, part buffalo, part... part everything, from the look of him. He had 

to be at least nine feet tall, dressed in a gray, shapeless thing that tied at one shoulder. He, himself, was 

anything but gray. His mottled fur looked to be green and blue, streaked with bits of brown and cream.  

 

Once I got past the fact that some Eldritch horror had just landed on my roof, he was actually kind of 

pretty. I think that was mostly the wine talking. I mean, hadn't I just been hitting on some innocent 

customer service rep? Still, I’d been the type that’d attached myself to animated cartoon characters 

early on in life. Who didn’t have a crush on Scar from The Lion King when they were a kid? It… just never 

fully rubbed off. Not that I still had the hots for Scar, but I’d seen some really attractive werewolves in 

certain teen love movies over the past decade or so. 

This furry behemoth was right up my alley and the booze was not helping matters. I wonder what utility 

company he represents.  

 

I steel myself and yell up at him, "HEY!" 

 

That crazy thing turns his head and looks down at me. He carries some kind of stick with him and stands 

against it as someone would a cane. Maybe he was an elderly version of whatever he was.  

 

"You can't park here," I say.  

 



Was I listening to myself? Because him parking on top of my roof was the least of my worries right now. 

There was a beast thing on my roof, my electricity was out, I'd probably just ruined my laptop, I was 

almost out of wine- 

Priorities, Jess. Priorities. 

 

"Who are you to tell me what I can and cannot do?" the animal growls down at me.  

 

There was power in that voice. It was the sort of thing that stirred armies into battle or ground down 

riots on the street. His stance never changes and there’s no particular grit to it. I realize that he wasn't 

really growling--that's just how he sounded. 

 

I lick my lips with just the tip of my tongue. Girl, give me a strong man. 

 

"I own the house you're sitting on. Actually own it. I don't even have a mortgage anymore," I yell up at 

him. "Get off! The Parkins down the road have a mortgage! Go park on their house! Their insurance will 

cover it!" 

 

Drunk and proud, I lift my chin in defiance. I had won. My clearly logical, wonderful assault on his puny 

animal brain had worked wonders. I saw it in the precarious, confused tilt of his head and the frown on 

his face. Now all he had to do was get back in whatever thing he was in and go away.  

 

"Are you Jessica Mallory, sister of Marie Mallory? The human doctor?" 

 

And that cut through every drop of alcohol coursing my veins. I take a step back, my heart jumping to 

my throat. He taps the stick against the ground and a laser shot out of it, connecting the tines at the top. 

Perfect for slitting a man's throat.  

 

"Jessica Eve Mallory, doctor of planet Earth. You will come with me." 

 

He doesn’t need to say 'or else'. 

 

He says it anyway.  



Chapter 2-Kolory 

 

I serve in honor of our great monarch, Serethas. She is eightieth of the current dynasty, glorious in all 

ways and dedicated to her people.  

 

And that is why she sent me on some fucking fetch quest halfway across the galaxy for the pathetic 

sibling of Rothren Ket’s mate. Rothren's mate's sister.  

 

A special assignment, she had said. Picked because of my dutiful nature and my strong ability with the 

ladies. What a joke. In all my years, I have never had a mate and expect I never will. Serethas even had 

the gall to wink when she said it. Never before had my mind turned to treachery, but it is amazing what 

happens when you insult a male's ability to find love.  

 

Now this female mouths off to me. This annoying creature that wishes to lay her tongue across me like a 

lash. I have eaten beings greater than this and had room for a sweet afterward. I get nothing near the 

respect that I am so deserving of. Have I not given all for my people--everything that has been requested 

of me?  

 

It is never enough. Of course, it isn't. Don't we all learn the same legends as children? Of Afor the Great, 

many times great-grandfather of Serethas. He died throwing himself on the flames that threatened to 

engulf the only city in existence of his time. He was a hero, a martyr, and yet he is ignored.  

His son, Eht, the first of this dynasty for the actions of his father, became the true icon of our people. 

Afor never became more than a hunter, searching the lands for a speck to eat for his family in a time of 

famine. His son pranced into place and stole his father's accolades. Because his father was dead, for the 

good of all. This is celebrated, almost a religion among some of my workmates. To die for an entire city 

is some sort of twisted dream come true for a great number of the Royal Guard. 

 

Those that truly change history are never the ones who are honored for it. Afor has a statue in one of 

our remaining cities. It stands about as high as I do. Eht's statues line the Great Compound's entrance 

aisle. Filth, lies, opportunists. That is what our history is made of--what every history is made of. The one 

who lifts a sword to fight the battle is not the hero, the country is. The one who dies for a city is little 

more than a footnote to the great monarch that comes after him. 

 

Drivel.  

 



I poke the female along with the blunt end of my akthose. Were it up to me, we would simply invade 

this planet and wipe out those of this species that we do not require for a cure. What are they to me 

other than a threat? We are only here to find those who can assist in defeating the Neff virus, not simply 

trying to stall it. Though the human brought back to our planet continues to fight it, we see her losing 

ground. She tries, but the virus continues to evolve.  

 

We need a cure. We need a vaccine. She has the former in the palm of her hand, but the latter? She 

cannot touch it.  

 

Apparently, this human can do so much more than her sister. I doubt it. Long, skinny, filthy-haired, and 

stinking of sour grapes, this is supposed to be the hope that her sister wishes for us to bring? I realize 

that things may change over the better part of a decade, but I can see nothing here of value. I see only 

the promise of something that has now faded to dust. 

 

I was forced to take Rothren Ket's language courses, you know. I played stupid. I fought against this 

turning tide for these many human languages--but Serethas, as usual, in all her wisdom, was correct. As 

soon as I landed, this female came out squawking at me as the delingales did when I raided their nests 

as a child. Loud, but ultimately harmless, the delingales died out due to an inability to defend 

themselves from predators.  

 

We could do the same to these humans.  

It's just a thought.  

Somehow, I manage to get her onto my ship without putting my akthose through her endlessly-flapping 

mouth. Upon entering, she immediately flings herself at one of the windows and slides down the wall. 

Did she think she would break it?  

 

I laugh at her.  

 

She glares at me.  

 

This will go swimmingly. 

 

One smack of the button on the wall is all I need to pull up the ramp from her roof. Really, the 

technology is entirely outdated but this cheap model is enough for me. Most ramps pull up at a word 



from their owners these days. I must admit, getting her on the roof was a measure in and of itself. I had 

to pull her up one-handed. They don't weigh much, thankfully. Were she a proud, robust female of our 

kind, I may have dropped my weapon to haul her. Though I doubted if she were a female of our kind 

that she would have touched me to begin with.  

 

The streaked brown of my coat is enough to send most running. This human female is too stupid to 

know our ways. Our women would recognize an inappropriate male like me, one marked by the gods as 

infertile. We would never bear offspring, never continue her legacy or mine. So, what is the use of me?  

 

Cannon fodder. That is what.  

 

The door slams shut and I make my way to the control panel. It's a simple matter of jabbing another 

button or two and we're in the air. This cheap, out-of-date speedster is still capable of getting us 

between here and there within a few days. Good. The sooner I am bereft of this troublesome female, 

the better.  

 

And that's when the scarf slips around my neck. She thinks she can overpower me. Indeed, she yanks 

back with every bit of power in her body and I laugh through it. I snatch up the scarf and throw her 

across the silver floor as if she is a child. The horrified look she gives me is pleasing. She wished to kill me 

a moment ago. Perhaps now she realizes that is an impossibility on her part.  

 

 

"Continue in this manner and I will have no other choice but to imprison you until we get home," I say, 

staring down at the control panel.  

 

"Asshole," she pants, wrapping an arm around her ribs.  

 

"You attacked first." 

 

"You stole me!" 

 

"Did not." 

 



"Did TOO!" 

 

"Enough!" I snap. "Your sister has sent for you. If you cannot abide the summons of your sibling, share 

your anger with her, not me. I do what I am ordered to do." 

 

She cowers and I am fulfilled. This female should learn her place among our people from the beginning. 

Then she won't ask for an escort for another sibling and I won't be landed with the detail.  

 

Gods, I hope there aren't more of them. 

 

~ 

 

I return from using the facilities to find her twisting knobs and staring into different monitors. She could 

crash-land us on a planet she's never heard of and yet, the curiosity is there. As it is, I have yet to pay off 

this ship entirely and I would rather not take the strike to my bargaining credit for her ineptitude. I have 

no desire to purchase another ship. They are too expensive as it is. 

 

"Get away from there before your filthy ape hands destroy something," I command.  

 

"You have anything for a hangover?" she asks, sitting down on my chair. This female does not listen to a 

single thing I say. 

 

The nerve. I am tempted to eject this tedious human into space and let the darkness have her. I could 

run renegade, allowing my combat prowess to earn my keep among the stars. But I see Serethas in my 

mind, her head hanging in disappointment, and I cannot commit such an atrocity. I clench my jaw and 

grab Jessica under the arms, hefting her to her feet. 

She is so light in my arms, so delicate. I glance at the curve of her body as it presses up against my own 

and force myself to breathe out. Different, new, and intensely irritating. Yet I imagine how many would 

say the same of my own personality. Have I not been described as being as soft as a rythel rock?  

You use those to sand the sharp edges from your horns. I suppose I agree.  

The moment is cut short when I feel her body rebel. My eyes widen and then-  

 

"Oh, God," she whimpers, and proceeds to vomit across my gleaming floors.  



 

I am within the splatter zone. My boots are covered and I stare as the mess slides across the thousand-

credit pair. The floor is in no better shape. Revenge comes swiftly in this part of the galaxy. I drop her 

directly in the mess and she screams, pulling gooey, drippy hands away in disgust. My stomach attempts 

to follow hers. I manage to keep it at bay, barely. 

 

"You made it. You clean it," I say simply and kick my boots off beside her.  

 

Then I take my chair back and check my autopilot. There was a time, I am told, when people had to keep 

a close eye on star charts. I am so glad those days are long since passed. I have too many other things to 

do when flying to worry about if the ship is headed in the right direction the entire time I am in it. 

 

She wretches again and I wrinkle my nose. Not only is she a drunk, she is a lightweight. What does Marie 

see in this sibling of hers? I may not enjoy the human female that was whisked to our planet several 

years ago, but I do owe her a debt. As so many others, she saved my life when I became ill with the Neff. 

If it were not so agonizing, I would think I may owe her the retrieval of her sister.  

 

"God, I'm... I'm sorry... I... where are the paper towels?" comes a sad, pitiful voice next to me.  

 

She hiccups.  

 

My forehead begins to throb. I scowl over at her. "There are clothes in the under desk of the control 

panel. You may use those. ...And when you finish, there is a bathing pool in the fifth room on the right." 

 

"Thank you," comes the weak tone again. 

 

I grunt. A tiny pinch of pity presses on my heart but I will not have it. This female did this to herself. I am 

not responsible nor am I attached to it, I lie to myself. Only lightweights vomit upon takeoff, no matter 

how much they drink. She smelled ghastly when I grabbed her, yet I have no doubt that she has smelled 

that way for a while. Perhaps she will take the cleansing dip and perhaps she won't--but I certainly hope 

so given that I must spend the rest of this trip with her.  

 

She cleans. I tip my head back and nap. We are well within the far reaches of space now, beyond her 

planet's ability to contact or reach. She will never see her home again and I am glad for it. She deserves 



some small amount of suffering for vomiting upon my crystal-clear floors and leaving her stinking filth 

on my boots.  

 

Even as I think it, I know I don't mean it. I am angry. I am always angry. I cannot remember the last time 

in which the slightest misgiving did not stop me from raging within. I was not always like this, even with 

the curse of my streaked coat. My gills flutter as I start to remember the last time I was on Earth, but I 

rub my throat and tighten my jaw. I will not think of that around this female. It brings me too close to 

weakness. I must be on guard with her, else she may betray me in the same fashion.  

 

There's a splash of fluid from behind me and I give a sigh of relief. It seems she's decided to take me up 

on that cleansing dip. Good. I hit a comm button on the dash.  

 

"Kolory Hesthu for Rothren Ket," I say.  

 

A pause, then a small beep as we're connected. As usual, no one is in the screen. The Ket household is 

often answered by their offspring.  

 

"Ala? Telo?"  

 

The voice is tiny, probably belonging to their three-year-old. What is his name? Olori? 

 

"Yes, Telo. Get him." 

 

The screen baps against something and I see the boy run away on small, rounded legs, shrieking for his 

father even as he goes. 'Telo' must echo throughout that neighborhood at night. Eventually, Rothren 

appears on the screen. He frowns when he sees me.  

 

"May I assist you in some fashion, Kolory?" he asks.  

 

"I have her." 

 

"Have whom?" 



 

"The sister. We are in return flight pattern as we speak. I thought you may wish to tell your," I do all I 

can to keep from grumbling the word, "-mate." 

 

"She will be thrilled. You must report this to the compound immediately," he says and I roll my eyes.  

 

"Yes, tell me my job. Goodbye," I tell him and smack the key to disconnect before he can reply.  

 

He's right. I do need to contact the Grand Compound to alert them of my capture. I do so immediately. 

  



Chapter 3-Jessica 

 

The pool felt amazing on my poor, sick head. Who would've thought that getting launched into space 

with no training whatsoever would be hard on a human body? I know it's not something we covered in 

med school, but I wasn't exactly shocked.  

 

Here I thought my lowest was happening when my electricity went out. No, now I was swimming around 

in some kind of alien goo with a hangover the size of Texas. That was after I scrubbed the alien's floors 

clean.  

 

My kick caused one heck of a splash behind me. I hadn't been swimming in so long and it felt so good to 

be clean. The cool, crisp... water? Was this stuff water? I had no idea, but the idea of grabbing a sample 

and analyzing it seemed like so much fun. Too bad, though. It wasn't as if I had a laboratory kit to figure 

it out, but a girl could dream.  

I doubted Kolory would know what I meant. He didn’t seem the science-y type. 

 

Kolory was an interesting name, though. I'd heard him say it over whatever sort of communication they 

had. Kolory Hesthu. How weird that they'd have first and last names, just like us. Or maybe it was more 

like a ranking system? I didn't know. Maybe they even hatched, but I doubted it. There was too much 

hair, too much many mammalian features to assume some sort of egg thing was happening with 

whatever this species was.  

 

I still didn't want to end up somewhere else. Most of me just wanted to tell him to turn the ship around 

so I could go home. Yes, my life was hot garbage right now, but that would change. Eventually. I just had 

to wait it out. Grit my teeth and bear it, you know? Except.  

 

...Marie. 

 

It'd been six years since I'd seen her. I missed my sister with a sullen pang that wouldn’t quite go away. 

Despite everything that had happened, I had always held out some flicker of hope that she was alive. 

The facts didn’t back it up. The cops had just assumed she was a corpse, MIA, probably some sort of 

trophy for whoever had killed them on their hot date.  

I’d protested, but it hadn’t mattered. We’d had a memorial service since there was nothing to put in the 

ground, which was somehow even worse than if there had been.  



 

 

 

Here I was now, learning that she probably wasn't dead. Unless Kolory was one of those X-files villain 

alien guys who stole thoughts from minds and used them against you, my sister was living on some 

planet far out in space. She'd certainly have been dead if she'd made it out on that date, and it was true 

that we'd found her car still at home. I'd just assumed that Scott had come and picked her up. He'd 

always been the chivalrous type.  

 

Did it mean that if she had gone on the date that I'd helped her to arrange, she would be dead 

somewhere? Floating in some lake, unmourned and undiscovered, because I decided she needed to get 

laid with the hottest bachelor at my clinic?  

 

The idea chilled me to the bone. Just how bad was my judgment if I'd wanted to send my sister to her 

death? I surfaced and treaded water, watching the ripples lap at the plastic-like surrounding that kept all 

this liquid in check. My sister was still alive. I still had family somewhere.  

 

Had she sent this asshole to get me? If she had, why? I had so many questions and absolutely no 

answers. I assumed if I went out and asked Kolory what was going on, he'd just snort at me and tell me 

to shut up and sit down. He certainly seemed the type, laughing at a woman on the ground in my state. 

Arrogant, sure, but his fur was so damn soft, so silky. I curled my fingers into my hands just so, shook my 

head to dismiss the thought of dragging my nails through it, and splashed through the water-not-water. 

 

I swim to the ladder and pulled myself out. My clothes were ruined, but I doubted that he would notice 

human sexuality. I mean, the guy was wearing a rag tied at one shoulder. We were a modest species but 

no other on Earth gave a damn if they wiggled their junk in your face. Everyone's seen a baboon or a 

chimp do that at the zoo. They say chimps are our closest animal relative and we aren’t offended. We 

laugh about it!  

 

My feet smack on the metal of the hallway walk, leaving little puddles as I drip-dried in his fancy 

spaceship. He couldn't complain about water getting on the polished surface when I'd mopped before I 

left. Lights twinkled on a panel near a door, green, blue, orange. I was tempted to smack the big red 

button right beside it when I overheard him. He was deep in conversation with something that looked 

like it might have been a female version of him. She was red, with much smaller horns and nearly as 

naked as I was.  

 



I don’t understand a single thing they were saying. Their language was fast-paced, but there was a great 

deal of head-bobbing going on. Maybe there was something to do with body language involved as well? 

Suddenly, the person on the screen let out a chuckle and pointed toward me. Kolory spun around and 

sighed.  

 

"What are you doing?" 

 

"I'm just observing, whatever it is you're doing. You still haven't explained to me why you're taking me 

to wherever you're taking me, what the hell my sister has to do with this, or anything else," I answer.  

 

"I don't owe you an explanation. You will be told at the compound. Until then, you should attempt to 

become sober and enjoy your flight. That is what they say on the televisions, isn't it? Within your 

aircraft?"  

 

My brows came together. How the hell did he have any idea what our airplanes said in their pre-flight 

videos? The image of him prancing aboard a Delta flight was hilarious, if completely improbable. Unless 

they were some sort of shapeshifter? Even so, I couldn't imagine his horns fitting underneath an 

overhead baggage cargo area.  

 

"They usually leave off the sober up part," I say. "How did you know that? Have you been on an 

airplane?" 

 

He doesn’t answer, merely grunting instead and turning back to his communication window. All right, 

well, I'd tried. I sit down in the chair once again and listen to him jabbering away. To amuse myself, I 

poke a few buttons on the console in front of me. Suddenly, we’re careening downward. The endless 

black reaches of space were rushing up to greet us, fathomless as the depths of the sea.  

 

I couldn't handle the pressure. My gaze was locked on the...is it a windshield if there's no wind? For lack 

of a better term, the windshield. My vision starts to fade and- 

 

"You just have to learn to get along with them," Marie says, a smile on her face.  

 

We sat on a beach. After a moment, I realize it was the beach from our childhood. The beach house had 

never been much to look at, but it'd been where mom took us when everyone else went to fancy 



resorts. It was affordable, back then, before the real estate moguls moved in and bulldozed everything. 

The house had been in the family for years, though nobody was ever entirely certain exactly how long 

"years" was. Grandma thought it'd been her great-grandmother's childhood home. I once found a bottle 

there with a 1782-year mark.  

 

"What are you talking about?" I frown at my dear, sweet sister. "Where are you?" 

 

Dimly, I realize I'd had this dream before. The two of us, out on the beach, talking as if we were children 

once again. It'd been a frequent visitor since she disappeared so long ago and I thought it was my mind's 

way of dealing with the death of a sibling we'd never find. For all I knew, she was using some kind of 

crazy alien technology to contact me from trillions of light-years away.  

 

"Kolory is kind of rough around the edges, but he's got a lot of good reasons to be," she says, looking off 

at the water.  

 

"Like what? Nobody pulled the dinosaur out of his-" 

 

"He'd probably tell you if you treated him nicely and asked him. It's not his fault he got assigned to this 

detail. It's not his fault that he's afraid of you." 

 

I snort, "Afraid of me? Come on. What's he got to be afraid of? That I'll puke all over his fancy ride 

again?" 

 

Marie only smiles off into the distance, as if she knows something I don’t. I try to wave a hand in front of 

her face, something to get her attention, but it’s no use. I sigh and the whole thing fades to black--just 

like it always did. How many times had I woken up in a cold sweat, desperate to call my sister and tell 

her about the dream I'd just had? Kolory had never turned up before, but everything else was the same 

as usual. 

 

"Come back. I command it. You cannot refuse a command from your betters," growls a voice in front of 

me.  

 

I struggle to open my eyes. Everything hurt so much and I am so tired. My head feels like it’s going to 

split open from the pressure.  



 

"It was a stupid, reckless thing you did. You have no idea what you're playing with, human. You could 

have killed us both, left us to rot somewhere on Ypernem. Do you know what they do to humans down 

there? Press that button again and you'll find out," Kolory swears.  

 

With every effort I possessed, my eyelids flutter open. The world spun and my stomach heaves. I close 

my teeth together until they ache, concentrating on the sweet taste of ginger. The memory flooded my 

mouth and throat, driving back the acidic taste of bile rising in my esophagus. It was a trick I'd learned 

when we were chopping up corpses in medical school. God, I was never donating my body to science. 

The things we did... 

 

"Look at me," Kolory snaps.  

 

I look at him with all of myself, willing him to understand that I wasn't trying to be stupid in this 

situation. I simply didn't know what I was doing.  

 

"You were busy. I just wanted to see what would happen. I'm sorry." 

 

"You are a danger to yourself and to my well-being. I will be glad to be rid of you," he says, pulling away. 

"Back to troopers who understand what they are made of and what they are for. Not you." 

 

The barb left piercing me as terribly as anything else, he stomps back to his chair and throws himself 

down. I watch him for a few minutes. His movements are as harsh as he is, tight, cramped. Angry. What 

is he so mad about? It can’t have just been me. He'd be done with me in a short time. Someone's 

shoulder muscles weren't that tense from dealing with someone unpleasant for a little while.  

 

"Why are you such a prick?" I ask, finally.  

 

"Why am I such a what?" he asks, looking at me over his shoulder.  

 

"A prick. A dong. A phallus. Cock, member, penis, shaft. Or haven't you got one?" I scowl.  

 



He stares at me, as if I were the one growing horns instead of him. It was only when he left the chair 

that I realize I may have gone too far with my insults. Was I about to die in the reaches of space to some 

asshole with a chip on his shoulder? I had to admit, it was more interesting than getting jumped in the 

streets by some serial murdering jackass.  

 

I expect him to hit me when he got to me. Instead, he puts his hands on either side of my chair and leans 

in, the gills on his jawline flapping precariously. God, what a jawline though. And those pecs weren't bad 

either.  

 

"Continue to question my genitals and I will be forced to prove you have no notion of which you speak, 

tiny, pathetic human," he rumbles.  

 

And my toes curl.  

  



Chapter 4-Kolory 

 

 

Had she completely lost her senses? In a moment, I could tear her limb from limb. I would flush the 

parts into space with little care. I could beg forgiveness from Serethas and have no worse life than I did 

at home already. The stupid female would be gone, my frustration with her vanished, and I would return 

to duty as usual. These humans usually died in pathetic ways, didn't they?  

 

Then I caught scent of her and drew back, confused. Was the female aroused? What sort of insanity was 

this?  

 

She follows me.  

 

"Weren't you going to show me how strong you were?" she smirks, grabbing my wrist.  

 

Oh, by all the stars, the gods loved their jokes. I yank my arm away and stalk off to the cleansing pool. As 

I go, I remind myself that I was certainly not running from the touch of a female that was beyond my 

rank and class. My tail smacks a few grooming implements from a shelf nearby as it lashed. I scowl back 

at it, tear open the lid to the tank and throw myself in.  

 

The first breath of water is like a second birth, drawing me down to the deep, rich history of my 

ancestors. They had been aquatic mammals, fierce beasts that conquered a world that had not yet been 

theirs. My claws rake across the sands at the bottom of the enclosure and I can’t help but imagine them 

slicing through fish as they caught ever so slightly. My tongue flicks.  

 

Hunt. Kill. Bring the food home to the young. Yet I would have no young. The gods had made certain of 

that, as they chose to do with many of my kind. We were to be protectors. We were not to worry 

ourselves with carnal desires.  

 

At the very thought of such a word, the female appears in my mind. She lies prone, gasping beneath me 

as I fill her with seed that would never produce an heir. Useless. Worthless. Yet somehow, fulfilling 

beyond measure. Her face, her eyes, the taste of her on my tongue as I- 

 



No. She is an irritation, not a potential mate. I have no interest in her as such, would refuse to think of 

her in that way--for my own safety as well as hers. I could not involve myself with her. She would not 

understand why. That Rothren had produced such half-breeds as he had was treachery enough, I could 

not allow myself to do the same. Not that I would have the chance even if I so desired it.  

 

Swimming clears my mind. I do a few laps around the pool before I feel a disturbance just above my 

head. There, perching on the edge, is the female. She dips her toes in the fluid, splashing it like a 

carefree child. I force my eyes away from the long legs, the curve of her thigh. Her strange, furless skin is 

a siren's call to me--one I am determined not to answer. I swim to the other end of the tank and breathe 

deeply of the oxygen-rich water around me.  

 

With a splash, she enters my pool. I peel open an eye to discover she had shed all but her underclothing-

-which did little to hold the imagination. I closed the eye once more, placing my palms in my lap and 

imagining the frozen tundra. My body did not care for that, ignores me, and continues to throb in places 

where it should not.  

 

Her waves brush past me and I can't help it. I scowl at her, hoping that my gaze pierces through the 

water and blackens her heart to a cinder. I dream of her demise as much as I dream of her supple body 

curled against my own, begging, pleading for the sweet release of--... 

 

Of what? 

 

Her hands replace my own, curious, exploring, and I want to slap her away. This is another mockery and 

I cannot cope with another female doing the same. I growl at her, for all the water does not conduct 

sound in any acceptable fashion. She cannot hear it, but it makes me feel better to give some rebellion 

to this female who continues to capture my attention against my will.  

 

She only laughs.  

 

I am a male. Any male would be hard at the sight of her, willing and interested in her body. Human 

standards of beauty seem to change based upon a great matter of factors, but for me, in this place, she 

is more attractive than any who has laid hands on me before.  

 



Though it takes all of my self-control not to growl when she stares at my curled phallus, I am soon 

rewarded by a hand placed around the shaft. So many have seen my cock and run, knowing what I am, 

but not this female. Her hands are too small for my organ. She must use both.  

 

It is possible that I spoke too soon, for a moment later she surfaces and leaves me in the cold depths. I 

watch her go, used to this feeling of being left behind by a potential mate. We kiss, our eyes lock, we 

retire to my barracks quarters and- they run. They all run in the end.  

 

She returns.  

 

Her hands motion me upward. I shake my head at her. I have no intention of returning to the surface, no 

interest in listening to her many reasons for why she left me here. She flails her hands at her face, then 

at mine but I have no idea what she's going on about. Jessica grabs my hand and yanks. I glare at her, 

yanking right back and dragging her against my chest. Yet she is suddenly struggling, eyes wide and 

terrified. Am I such a monster?  

 

She slaps me and kicks me in the groin. The pain, while familiar, is all-consuming. I choke on the water in 

my mouth and watch as she charges for the surface, flinging her head back when she breaks and 

gasping.  

 

Ah. Right. The humans seem to lack gills as we have, don't they? I forget the term, but I remember some 

class upon which I attended and they stated that humans cannot breathe as we do, in multiple 

environments. No, they must be exposed to air at all times. Wasn't that it? They die if they languish 

beneath the water for too long a period.  

 

What strange creatures they are.  

 

This one seemed to realize that she was dying and escaped me. The pain is fading quickly--she didn't kick 

that hard--and I swim up to join her.  

 

"Have you lost your fucking mind?" she pants at me. "You could've drowned me!" 

 

"That's right. Drowning," I murmur thoughtfully. That's the word I wanted.  

 



She stares, horrified. I frown at her, lost. My nerves hum as the silence grows.  

 

"You wanted to drown me?" she asks, drawing away.  

 

I stiffen. "I have no desires with you no matter what senseless, ridiculous situation you have gotten 

yourself into. I had no interest in culling you from the human herd and-" 

 

Her lips lock on mine and I fall silent. Fire floods me and every fiber of my being screams for the viscous 

fluid around us to quench the flames. Instead, she swims forward and molds her body to mine. Thigh 

touches thigh, knee to knee, soft lower belly pressed into my groin. I am hard in an instant and falling 

entirely under her spell. Are humans some sort of magical being? They never covered this in class.  

 

I hiss as she draws back and reach for her, grabbing her by the hair and pulling her close once more.  

 

"Perhaps I should drown you if you leave," I growl. She quivers against me like a frightened animal. I love 

it.  

 

"Perhaps you should take me, right here, right now," she says, mocking my speech patterns. 

 

Then she kisses me again, giving me no time for a reply. This female thinks she can silence my voice? 

Two can play that game. I shove her off and press her against the nearby wall, my teeth snap around 

that thin, pale neck. I taste blood, but I smell fear. I have only champed her a bit, enough to set her 

straight. Something about her terror sends a quiver through my groin. At last, I am the impressive, 

dominant male that I was always meant to be and- 

 

She pulls me closer. I strain toward her. The head of my cock brushes past something soft, silky, and 

welcoming. Her moan rattles past my teeth, up and out of her lips. I dare not consider how long it's been 

since I mated with someone, anyone, of my own species much less any other. The universe is too aware 

of our standards, too aware of my deformities, to find me an attractive mate. Yet this human, this 

deliciously ignorant human, has no notion of this.  

 

I release her throat long enough to pull back and get slapped again. Her eyes sparkle when she does it. 

She is egging me on, encouraging this fierce and vicious taking of her nubile body. When I don't 



immediately respond, she slaps me again, harder this time. I bare my teeth at her, the bestial thing she 

sees me as.  

 

I am rewarded by a squirm of her legs beneath mine, the curl of her toe running up my calf. I have no 

desires for this female. I am also not in a spaceship headed toward my home planet with her.  

 

"Filthy mutt," she whispers, her voice trembling. "Arrogant asshole. You could never have a woman like 

me of my own, free will. Not in a million years." 

 

"Praise the gods I care nothing for your free will," I snap.  

 

With a curve of my hips I slip my knee between her legs and spread them. Her head tips back, another 

moan sighing from her nose, as silenced as it can be. Her grip on the side of the tank is white-knuckled, 

clinging for all she's worth to this game that we play. The tiny marks on her neck are already healing, 

covering themselves from the world. I lick them to encourage it. She grinds her pelvis into my leg and 

gasps.  

 

I use my teeth to tear the flimsy fabric across her breasts, snapping it fully in two. It hangs from her 

shoulders as I draw a nipple into my mouth and suckle like a newborn. She writhes, beyond teasing me 

and in some happy world of her own. There, I exist as a tool of pleasure and likely little else. I will make 

her seize, capture her in the palm of my hand and then I will do the things she has only dreamed of.  

 

Then, perhaps, we will explore the regions she has never dreamt existed before.  

 

She rides my knee, my thigh, her underclothing still sadly attached to her hips. Has she forgotten them? 

I haven't. We will tend to those later. Instead, I switch breasts and bite down, careful of the soft flesh. 

Yet, this creature deserves this lesson. She has teased out the animal within me. She only has herself to 

blame.  

 

Her hands snap to the sides of my head, a shrill noise leaving her as I roll the nipple between two, long 

incisors. I am just at the brink of piercing her, as so many humans have done to themselves. I wonder if 

she would enjoy that? I increase the pressure ever so slightly and her fingers curl.  

 



With one savage snap of my jaws, I mark her. She squeaks in a way that assures me. I draw my head 

away only for a moment, then attack the other and pierce it in the same manner. This brief pain doubles 

her efforts upon my leg. She chokes out sound after sound, each one more desperate than the last.  

 

And then I pull away. She stares at me, lust and hatred in her face. How dare I stop?  

 

In answer, I lift her from the pool and carry her toward my sleeping chamber. She understands.  

 

She will be mine. 

  



Chapter 5 -Jessica 

 

Now this kind of abduction I can handle.  

 

Those strong, sinewy arms lift me as if I'm made of little more than air. He clutches me to his chest and I 

melt against him, beyond the hesitancy that I once had. Why I had it in the first place, I have no idea. 

He's all bark and no bite.  

 

Well.  

 

Maybe a little bite.  

 

The coarseness of his fur scratches over my recently savaged nipples and I find myself gritting my teeth 

in the best of ways. His steps are hurried, though I'd be at odds to call them desperate. There's no way 

that this big, strong buck doesn't have his choice of females on his home planet. That I'm about to 

become one of them, however much he's annoyed me, I'm excited in more ways than one.  

 

When we arrive in his room, it's an odd array of nothing and yet far too much. There’re bits of clutter 

throughout, like a teenager's room full of snack wrappers and other detritus. Yet, there's not a single 

decoration in here. Nothing to brighten the place up or give it a certain feeling--except for the shackles 

on the walls.  

 

And that's where we head. His grip on me tightens as we approach. He has nothing to worry about. I 

don't intend to make a break for it after he's carried me to his lair. My toes curl at the very idea of his 

lair and I can hardly help myself. Sure, he annoys me but isn't that half the fun? of this  

 

He slams my wrist into the first cuff and lets me dangle there as he attends to the opposite. I fight back, 

briefly, just enough to give him a little sport. I had a boyfriend like this, once upon a long time ago. He 

liked it when I squirmed and  

 

He lowers his head to kiss me and I snap my head up, smashing my forehead to his nose. Kolory snarls, 

pulling away, his eyes bright with barely restrained fury. I see claws sprout, long and fearsome, from his 

hands. The fist tightens and he wants to kill me for daring to strike him.  



 

Under it all, I see his cock give a wild bob, enthusiastic and ready to go where no space alien warrior 

man has ever gone before. I lick my lips at him, ready to fend him off again--only to give way in the end 

and writhe beneath him like a horny teenager. I think he loves the play as much as I do.  

 

"Filthy mud-sucking ape," he spits at me. "You insult me, you strike me, and you think you can get away 

with it?" 

 

"I don't think, furball," I smirk. "I know it." 

 

Then his lips are on me again, shutting me up as he slides two of those long, harsh-looking fingers deep 

into my silky heat. I moan against his lips, spreading my legs so he has better access. I allow his touch for 

a long, wonderful moment. Were I not such a terrible, rebellious abductee, I'd be begging for more.  

 

Instead, I kick him in the knee. I hear a snort of laughter before he yanks himself away, proud and livid 

once more. Our game continues. I think I might love this bizarre creature from another world.  

 

"Strike me down once more and I will be forced to show you the true power of my species," he growls, 

looming, bestial.  

 

If he doesn't get inside me soon, I may rip these cuffs from the wall and attack him. Still, I must play my 

part, mustn't I? 

 

"Get your filthy paws off of me," I hiss. "I'm a fuckin princess where I come from. My father will have 

your head." 

 

And that does it. He chuckles, the anger vanishing from his eyes.  

 

"A princess, are you? Am I your dragon?" 

 

There's a purr in his voice that wasn't there before. I bite my lower lip, trembling, as a rush of fire colors 

my body. I'm more flushed than a virgin.  



 

"You could be, if you play your cards right." 

 

He runs a me-slick claw over the inside of my palm and I swallow down whatever biting thing that I’d 

considered saying. Learning that a new spot is so sensitive after my experiences is enough to turn my 

head inside out. I reach for him with my toes, running them up his thigh. When I try to hook my ankle 

behind his hip, he slides forward and kisses me again. It's soft, smooth, and I can't help but wonder if his 

mate is going to try to kill me after this.  

 

It doesn't matter. This is more than worth it.  

 

The tip of his strange, ribbed cock presses against my yielding lips and I let out a shuddering sigh against 

him. If I had the leverage, I would arch against him. Instead, his claws roll down either side of my body. 

They pause only to further tease my freshly pierced nipples and I remember those wonderful fangs of 

his. Then the claws dig into my hips, just at the brink of breaking the skin.  

 

Kolory hilts himself within me in a single, savage thrust and I smack my head back against the wall, 

crying out. In space, no one can hear you scream. It's a damned good thing, because on Earth we'd be 

arrested for the sound coming out of me. My leg climbs his hip, toes curling and uncurling. His balls 

weigh heavy against my ass and I grind toward him, desperate to sink more of him into me.  

 

I can't manage it. We're as complete as we can be, his body crushed against mine and pinning me to the 

wall. His heavy breath comes in a panting growl just over my ear. A quick glance from the corner of my 

eye shows me his lips drawn back in a haphazard snarl, his eyes squeezed shut. What he's experiencing 

must be as strong as what I am.  

 

Perhaps I can give him a bit more.  

 

When I was younger, the idea of Kegel exercises was somewhat new in my household. Yet, I clung to 

them. He benefits from years of practice as I clench muscles around him that most people fully ignore. 

He's made me howl. Maybe I can get the same reaction.  

 

His sharp intake of breath is all the reward I need. A strangled grunt comes from somewhere in his 

chest, not quite making it from his lips. He opens one eye to narrow it at me, then withdraws his cock 



nearly to the tip and rams it home again with enough force that it hurts. But I'm not one to complain. 

We may no longer be trading verbal barbs, but this is as much a test of wills as anything else.  

 

The smack of flesh against flesh, his heavy rhythm, sets his gills to fluttering almost at eye level for me. 

They are strange, novel things and the scientific part of my mind stows away the option to question him 

about them further when we finish here. The more rational, sensible part of me is aflame as every nerve 

response in my body narrows down to my hot center. Kolory is a master, a wonder, a dream.  

 

Did I ever truly live before I fucked an alien? No. No, the alien is fucking me and I feel like a lightning rod 

in a thunderstorm, every snap of his hips driving me closer to the brink.  

 

I can't. He has to lose this. I'll never hear the end of it if I allow him to win.  

 

I turn my head to the side and capture his lips once more, my tongue exploring each wild, dangerous 

fang with a curiosity I haven't had in ages. He draws away only to fasten those same teeth around my 

throat, his claws drawing blood against the tender skin of my hips, my ass. I let out a squeak and his eye 

snaps open.  

 

A satisfied smirk appears on his mouth, as much as it can through the bite. I see the lip draw back. I 

sneer down at him and he thrusts, harder, deeper, intent on rending me in two. He's going to split me 

and I try every way in the world to aid him, my legs wrapping firmly around his back and dragging him 

into my starving flesh.  

 

"Beg me," he says, drawing away from my neck enough to speak.  

 

My blood is on his claws, his teeth, my inner thighs chafed by his fur even as I writhe beneath him. I'm 

drunk on his briny scent, the heavy ocean aroma that sends me back to my childhood beach house--

which is one hell of a thing to think about when I'm this close to orgasm. I stare into his eyes and I snarl 

down at him.  

 

"Never." 

 



The grin he gives me is all lust and menace, the animal within us both devoid of anything but this 

moment in time and the primal rutting taking place. It's enough to turn my legs to jelly and, despite their 

biting into my wrists, I am so glad for those cuffs. I would be on the floor right now without them.  

 

He redoubles his efforts, a monster bearing down on my sweet and nubile form, like in those romance 

novels I used to read in my high school days. This beast, this animal, this horror exploits my weaknesses, 

smashes my boundaries and ravishes me to please only himself, and I love it. My tongue lashes my lips 

as I strain my head back against the wall, moaning his name for the universe to hear, ignore. I am so 

close, but I must outlast him.  

 

Ragged breathing creeps its way from my neck to my breasts and the points of those fangs threaten to 

savage me again. I push my shoulders backward, working for every bit of leverage I can muster. I hear 

his rumbling, gasping chuckle and I spend every ability I have left to tighten my grip on him below. His 

swelling, twitching cock ribs its way deep into my wetness and I know he's as close as I am.  

 

A hand slips around from my hip, delves between us and strums my clit like a guitar string. It's dirty pool 

and he knows it. The fucker.  

 

My world shatters as I buck against him, helpless beneath the tidal wave that is my orgasm. I twist, I 

squirm, I cry out to an unknowing, uncaring blackness in space and time, each freezing as previously 

unknown sensation rocks me to my core.  

 

I ride it out as best I can, my head spinning as I come back to some sense of reality. The satisfied smirk 

he has on his face is replaced only by a gritting of his teeth and a silent snarl. A sensation, deep within 

me, of being hosed down with his seed. Every nerve ending I have sings to me a song of his own release 

and I lift my head to nuzzle his cheek as he comes, trying to be with him in this moment as much as he 

was with me.  

 

As he finishes, he lets out a tremendous sigh and rests his forehead against the wall. I trail kisses from 

the bottom joint of his ear, which I can barely reach, to those crazy gills along his jawline. He tilts his 

head toward me, no longer a rampant dragon but my own sweet, gentle beast. I press my forehead to 

the joint of his jaw and there we remain for time beyond time. A wonderful place in which only the two 

of us matter, we exist only for each other in that period, that quiet space of ours. 

  



Chapter 6-Kolory  

 

"So, this Neff is what I'm supposed to create a vaccine for, and you want me to get started on it before 

we even get to your planet?" 

 

She says it so casually, as if the Neff virus hasn't wiped out billions of my people. I watch her soft mouth 

form the words, only half listening. This female, poking at the closest thing to her human bread that I 

have available, captures my attention so easily that it mystifies me. How am I to concentrate? It is an 

impossibility with her on my ship.  

 

"Kolory." 

 

"Yes," I say, frowning at her. I replay her words and clear my throat. "Indeed. Serethas would prefer you 

have some notion of what you wish to do prior to landing. If you are capable of finding a vaccine before 

touchdown, she will reward you." 

 

"Serethas is your queen thing," she taps her rali and tears off a chunk, tasting it. Her brows shoot up. 

Clearly, she enjoys it. 

 

"More than that. Without her, we become nothing more than our former tribal family units. Her lineage 

is what keeps our society a whole." 

 

"Why would your whole society crumble without her? There's nobody else that would step up to lead?" 

She's challenging me, searching for a lie.  

 

She doesn't understand. There's no one else, especially now. Before the Neff, Serethas had siblings. 

Hundreds of them, in fact. Her father kept a great number of mistresses besides his mate. He was well-

known for it. Our monarch is the last remaining figment of our society, of our permanence and our 

legacy. She is the one who understands how things must work in order to continue our weak existence 

in the face of the Neff.  

 

Without her, we are nothing.  

 



This is not so in human society. They have multiple leaders, multiple methods in which to choose them.  

 

I frown at her, for the first time considering her equal enough to strain myself to find an answer. She 

does not appreciate it. I see it in her face. Instead, she pulls another chunk from her food and stuffs it in 

her mouth. My brow furrows upon my eyes, giving me a heavier scowl than I usually wear. It is 

impossible to explain to this human what our monarch means to us.  

 

Still, I must try.  

 

"We are willing to go to your planet and risk horrors for a mere whim of hers," I say. "For the smallest 

request, we fly across the galaxy to find things under the threat of humanity's nervous eye." 

 

"Are we feared out here?" she asks and I barely restrain my laughter.  

 

"You are feared on your home world because you are dangerous, violent animals. Out here, you die as 

easily as anyone else. You are a herd animal, one that thrives in mass numbers. That is all there is to it, 

you-" 

 

"Did humans hurt you?" 

 

I stare at her, dropping my nofen. My human grapefruit spills upon the table we sit at. Does she know? 

Has a human left some sort of scent upon me to tell others of their conquering? I draw my head back, 

nervous for the first time in so many years. Since another human disarmed me in such a way.  

 

"I'll take that as a yes," she frowns.  

 

"I never confirmed such a thing. Do not note words that I have not spoken," I say, my voice tense.  

 

With minimal effort, I am as taut as a bowstring and ready to be plucked. How does she do this to me? 

Never before have I had a female treat me in such a way and I... dare I say that I enjoy it? It seems like 

years ago that I hated her, wanted nothing to do with her except please my monarch and spit in Rothren 

Ket's face. He doubted I would bring his mate's sibling.  

 



I must defeat these urges. She will leave just as so many other females have. I make a face at her, pick 

up the curved slender utensil and try to hide my position on such things. I am too vulnerable around her, 

Jessica, beautiful and simple name that she has. I fight the emotion away even as I spear my grapefruit 

once more and plop it back on its plate.  

 

And yet.  

 

"They rounded three of us up on an excursion to collect herbal remedies," I mutter.  

 

She is stiff, rapt with attention and boring a hole through me with those magnificent eyes. I stare down 

at my plate, plucking a bit of meaty pulp from the center of the great yellowish thing. Humans have such 

odd fruits and vegetables. We crave them so.  

 

"I escaped with my life, barely. They trapped us in a cell, struck us with medical instruments and forced 

us to participate in experimentation. I have no notion of their reason. If nothing else, we attempt to 

explain to any abductees why we require their services. Their sole reasoning seemed to be to harm us, 

to stress what level of pain we could receive without breaking. The others in my team lost their lives. I 

returned to great avail, the cargo with me. I did not walk correctly for some six months." 

 

Hands rest on my shoulders. While I've been staring at my plate, she's run up behind me. Her arms wrap 

around my chest and she hugs me as tightly as she can. My heart flutters. I silently tell it to shut up.  

 

"No wonder you're no fan of humans," she murmurs, fingers raking through my chest fur. It takes a good 

deal of self-control not to purr.  

 

"Your sister has been little help as well. She irritates me. Annoys me," I grumble, poking my fruit away.  

 

"Well, that's no real surprise. She's always been kind of a pain on some level," Jessica speaks into my ear 

and I shiver. "I'd never hurt you like them. Not in a million years. You're a good guy, Kolory." 

 

Her sweet innocence, her ignorance, amuses me. I smile and lean my temple against her forehead. "I am 

far from being a 'good guy', Jessica." 

 



"I think that's the first time you've used my name." 

 

"Should I continue to do so?" 

 

"I prefer it to 'female' and 'human', lover," she purrs, nipping the tip of my ear.  

 

With a sigh, I turn my head up to face her. "There is work to be done." 

 

There is disappointment in her eyes, but she strokes one of my curved horns and it's all it takes for me 

to close my own and cease seeing such a sad sight. I give another sigh and rub my head toward her 

hand, but it is gone in an instant. I try not to regret my statement. There truly is work to do and we must 

see to it. We must find a cure, a vaccine, something that will stop the Neff before things become even 

worse. Her sister toils back home to little avail. She can cure us, but she has yet to be able to fully stop 

the disease.  

 

Having a single station on a ravaged planet capable of healing the exceptionally ill is not enough nor has 

it ever been. Her clinic is constantly inundated with the sick, the dying. She saved me from the Neff 

while a child gasped his last breath not two beds from me. She is only one human. She can only be 

expected to do so much. Yet, I wonder if that is where part of my frustration lies with her. Marie has 

saved us in part, why can she not finish the project?  

 

Jessica walks away, headed back to the chemistry enclosure. I watch her go, caught up in my reflections. 

Even this brief distance is painful on some level. If not for the Neff, we could be swimming in my ship 

and enjoying such carnal pleasures from one another. The others must come first and some part of me 

hates them for it.  

 

After a time, I follow her.  

 

"Things aren't quite the same in here as they are on Earth, but I think I can manage to smash my way 

through anything in here and understand it, Kolory," she says, her voice tight.  

 

"I am... sorry, that we must make this such a priority," I say, leaning against the doorframe. "I know how 

this must make you feel. Thousands still die in the far reaches of the planet. We have to stop it." 

 



"Have you had this Neff?" she asks as she sets out an array of laboratory equipment. I have some small 

knowledge of it, but I am far from being an expert.  

 

"Your sister saved my life when I received the infection. Two others died as she cured me," I answer, 

then hold up my hands when she raises her brows at me. "Your sister did what she could. She is only one 

human, one person, and she can only move so fast." 

 

"I am, too." 

 

"You will manage," I tell her. "I know you will." 

 

"I'm glad you have confidence in me," she frowns down at her supplies. "I'm not so sure I do." 

 

"Then allow me to assist you in what I may." 

 

And she does. We spend the next countless hours as a pair, working our way through the implements in 

the laboratory as they are labeled. Unfortunately, they are labeled in our language and not her own. It 

would be impossible to label everything in every language in the galaxy, especially when there are ones 

out there with no markings whatsoever. Just look at how many languages exist within the human race 

alone. An impossibility, I tell you.  

 

Yet, we struggle along as best we can. This is for them, not us. I yawn over a beaker of some gray fluid, 

an anti-toxin she's brewing over a low flame. My head tips down and I nearly set my coat aflame. She 

splashes me with a bit of water from the autotap.  

 

"No catching on fire, Kolory. I won't have that gorgeous fur singed on my watch." 

 

"Only you would believe a teporasi's coat was anything more than an insult," I yawn, trying not to smile.  

 

"I don't know what that is," she frowns.  

 



I've spoken the terrible word and the silence grows between us. All trace of sleep washes from my head, 

my limbs, and leaves me filled with nothing but the cold heaviness of dread. She is staring at me, waiting 

for an answer, a look of confusion and wariness on her face. My breath escapes my lungs. Is this panic? I 

must not succumb to it. Her sweet ignorance has given us time to form a bond and I must ruin it, must 

tell her that we will never have our own children. That we will never be a whole family.  

 

We will never have a lineage together.  

 

"Teporasi are..." I start, but my throat freezes up. I desperately do not wish to ruin this budding 

relationship. I must.  

 

"We are marked by the gods as infertile, unfulfilled beasts of burden and war. No other among my kind 

have swirled brown into their coats such as this." 

 

"Oh. You, too?"  

 

And then she goes back to her work.  

 

I blink at her. What? 

 

"Me too?" I repeat.  

 

"I always wanted kids," Jessica shrugs. "God didn't have it in His plans for me. I found out a couple of 

years ago, after Marie disappeared. I've gotten used to the idea, thought about adopting and all, but the 

time was never right. So what if you're infertile? It doesn't make you less important or less of a person." 

 

My mouth hangs open. I realize that it is an overstatement in a great many human literatures, but this 

simple view astounds me. Somewhere beneath my breast, my heart sings. My mate is a teporasi of her 

own kind. She does not care that I am streaked with brown, in fact she finds me beautiful. She thinks 

that I am worthwhile. That I am worthy. 

 

She smiles up at me and presses her fingers gently upon the underside of my jaw.  

 



"Close that. You'll draw flies." 

 

I obey. 

  



Chapter 7-Jessica 

 

This is more complicated than I thought it would be.  

 

I continue my work even as we begin the landing sequence. I'm strapped into a small chair just in case 

things get a bit bumpy on the way down. Some part of me is excited to see my sister again, but the rest 

of me is busy staring into a microscope and watching as my fourth attempt at a vaccine is eaten alive by 

this sinister virus.  

 

I wish I knew where this came from. Figuring out the origin of this terrible virus would certainly help 

associate it to others I'm more familiar with. I could try common cures in that direction, but as yet it 

seems like it reacts the same way to everything I try. Nothing stops the Neff for long. No wonder Kolory 

was sent so far from home to snatch somebody that might, maybe, be able to find a cure for this terrible 

thing. 

 

We touch down with a soft thump and something scaly and unpleasant comes to life in my stomach. The 

reptilian thing slithers up toward my throat and I force it back down with a hard swallow. Will they kill 

me if I can't fix this? Will Kolory let them? I can't imagine it, but wouldn't it be worse to sit and watch 

him killed by these savage-sounding creatures than be killed myself?  

 

When Kolory appears at the door, he's armed and dressed once more. The laser blade of his akthose 

gleams with a promise I can't bring myself to consider. I trust him. He wouldn't let me get killed on this 

planet so far from home.  

 

"We must go. Serethas awaits us," he says, holding his hand out for mine.  

 

I give it willingly, and he leads me off the ship. The first breath of air is raw, though not entirely unlike 

Earth's oxygen. I guess I should be thankful for small favors, but all it does is make me uncomfortable. I 

stare across the treeless wasteland and recoil ever so slightly against Kolory. Nothing has prepared me 

for this dead land, so much like the place I went to college in. I didn't like staring across vast reaches of 

desert then, either. In the distance, odd blue-green rock formations pierce the sky and I can’t fathom 

what kind of mineral they’re made of. 

Kolory said his people were dying in droves, but he never mentioned the sky was stained red with their 

blood.  

 



"Jessica Mallory," comes a gentle, commanding voice. "We welcome you in your own tongue." 

 

"Bow," Kolory hisses in my ear as he crumbles to his knees beside me.  

 

Instead, I look up into the eyes of the magnificent and mostly naked creature before me. She seems 

taken aback for a second before she smiles, all fangs and candy. I reconsider, take a deep breath and 

lower myself to my knees.  

 

"Thank you for your kindness, your, um, majesty?" I try. Kolory squeezes my hand. I think I've done well.  

 

"I have no misintrusion per the thought of your kind understanding our customs, Miss Mallory," 

Serethas says. "Can you save my people or not?" 

 

"I'll do what I can, but so far I haven't managed to stop it," I answer honestly, lost as to what dictionary 

she pulled the word 'misintrusion' out of. I can't expect aliens to be fluent in American English, I guess.  

 

"I appreciate your efforts," she says softly. "Were you to have some sort of test subject, would it help 

matters?" 

 

"It may," I frown up at her. Is she going to sacrifice one of her own? 

 

"Very well," and she spouts some incredible manner of language at those around her. 

 

Kolory tenses beside me. His head lowers and as I open my mouth to ask him what's wrong, his arm 

shoots into the air, fist clenched. It is honestly hard for me to understand if the next words exchanged 

are argument or agreement. This harsh language is very fast and neither of them makes much in the 

way of facial expression. Given Kolory's reaction, I must think it is the former rather than the latter.  

 

"I wish you well, Miss Mallory. The gods’ blessings upon you," Serethas says at last, and then her litter is 

carried away by brown-streaked warriors so much like my own Kolory.  

 

"What did you just do?" I frown over at him.  



 

"I agreed to be your test subject." 

 

**** 

"I can't believe you're doing this," I snap at him as armed guards put him in traction.  

 

"You really can't?" he frowns at me.  

 

I can, but damn it, that's not how the phrase goes. I can't expect an alien to understand that, I guess, but 

I sigh at him and scowl. The idea of him being sick… 

 

"You will heal me," he tells me.  

 

And I just hope he's right.  

 

"She will or I guess she'll have to find some other jerk to hook up with," Marie says, ever so helpful from 

my right.  

 

I glare at her.  

 

"I still can't believe you fell for him. He's such a jackass," Marie snorts.  

 

"You fell in love with their equivalent of an English teacher and you failed it four times in high school." 

 

"Shut up." 

 

"It's our native language, Marie." 

 

"Fuck you." 



 

I give her a gentle shove, which she returns. God, it's so good see my sister again but I wish it'd been 

under better terms. You know, like a wedding or something. Maybe she could've had them come get me 

to meet my nieces and nephews--of which there are way too damn many. When she's not working, she 

must spend her entire time on her back. Rothren's cute and all, but he's not my type. He's too tame, too 

mild, too polite.  

 

No, my type is getting strapped down like a wild animal. Because apparently the Neff can turn these 

poor people feral, like rabies can in our animals back home. This virus is a nightmare. What a mess.  

 

Marie moves forward with the needle loaded with a vile black fluid that will kill my lover if I am not fast 

enough. I snatch it from her.  

 

"Let me do it," I breathe and she nods, backing off.  

 

"You're sure about this, Kolory?" I ask as I look down at him.  

 

And for the first time since I've met him, other than mid-coitus, he looks at ease. Maybe he's always felt 

he was meant to sacrifice himself for the betterment of his kind. It's not as if it's so strange. There are 

thousands of humans, first responders and disaster volunteers for instance, that feel the same way. 

They're the heroes we don't deserve. Does that make my Kolory one, too?  

 

He is to me.  

 

"I am," he answers and closes his eyes. "You can do this." 

 

I steel myself and the needle bites into his flesh. I slam the plunger down and fling the syringe away. I 

want to throw up. My fingers fasten on the edge of his bed, clinging there as I take one breath and then 

another. On the third, I turn away from my patient and start to force my mind to think of him only as 

that. It seemed cruel to me, in medical school, to step so far from my own kind just to be able to treat 

them. I learned over time that it is the only way to do so without losing your mind.  

 

How do you tell a child they are going to die if you can't stop yourself from crying with their mother? 



 

Work begins. I lose myself in it. Marie and I work around the clock to save Kolory. She informs me that 

most of them do not live longer than seventy-two hours, which is plenty of time to make a very good 

attempt at saving him. Three days is more than most of the patients I sent to her when they were on 

death's doorstep.  

 

Sometimes her cures even kept them going for another week or two. Those precious days, precious 

hours in which to say goodbye to their loved ones and come to terms with their end-of-life status were a 

gift. Between us, we gave it to so many that I lost count.  

 

And by hour sixty-five, I begin to think we may be giving it to one more soul.  

 

Kolory is in a delirium. He pants and sweats, his coat soaked through with moisture and laying flat upon 

his skin. The tiny green pustules are everywhere. Apparently, they were once pink, like smallpox in 

humans. Now, they've moved on to evolve into something far more heinous in appearance. Clinical, I 

check him over. His pulse is weak, tired, and begging for a rest. Flecks of blood come from his gills and 

the poor inflamed things stand open as wide as possible on either side of his jaw.  

 

Marie sleeps on a cot requisitioned to us by Serethas's personal guard. We barely eat, spending eighteen 

hours on and six hours off---the minimal I trust to get some amount of rest. Yet, I wish I didn't have to. I 

would prefer to continue working on Kolory, but my head is drooping on my shoulders. Marie is stirring 

and I know she will cast me off to bed soon. I take Kolory's hand in mine and kiss the top of it. He may be 

gone before I wake.  

 

"I love you," I whisper to him. "Don't go before I'm up again. Please. I want to see you one last time." 

 

"I'll do what I can to keep him around, Jessie," Marie yawns behind me. "Get some rest. You're dead on 

your feet." 

 

I sigh up at her, but I know she's right. I collapse on the cot and I'm unconscious before my head touches 

the pillow.  

 

**** 

 



My sleep is a dead, dreamless pit from which I wish I could never awaken again. Haven't I lost enough of 

those I love over the past however many years? Maybe I'm more disease than the Neff is. I seek the 

quiet blackness of my own demise as I rest.  

 

No such luck. It feels like a second after I've fallen asleep that Marie is shaking my shoulder. I squint up 

at her, the world still wrapped in cotton.  

 

"I'm going to tell Serethas he's passing, Jess. I'm sorry. I thought you'd want to be with him," she says.  

 

Her face is full of lines, of defeat. I notice a single gray strand atop her head and breathe in the reality 

that I am about to lose my big, strong alien.  

 

"Go," I tell her. "I'll take care of Kolory." 

 

And that's all she needs. She's off.  

 

I'm not ready for what I see when I lift my head. Kolory lies upon his back as he has for the past few 

days, but now foam trickles from his gills. His breathing is terrible, so watery that he may as well be 

gasping ocean instead of air. He strains against the bands that hold him in place, but it's his eyes that 

ruin me entirely. That blackness I reached for stares back at me, his pupils fully dilated in... terror? pain? 

insanity? I don't know what it is.  

 

I swallow my tears and stroke his poor head. He gnashes his teeth at me and I withdraw.  

 

"I'm sorry, Kolory. You put your faith in the wrong person," I whisper to him and feel my heart break.  

 

As I reach for a pen, I scratch myself on a stray bit of exposed metal on one of the tables. I hiss and move 

to bandage it, but Kolory starts to seize. I grab him as best I can, pressing a bar between his teeth so he 

doesn't tear his own tongue off with those sharp fangs.  

 

It's only when I draw back that I see the blood smeared near his snout... and the pustules receding. 

Everywhere my blood touches begins to clear, rapidly, as if it's offended by my very genetic makeup.  

 



I brush my bleeding hand over his arm and watch the same thing occur there as well. My breath hitches. 

Have I found a cure? Another swipe of my blood over his leg results in the same measure.  

 

This is the breakthrough we needed twelve hours ago. I snatch up a pair of needles, some tubing and 

some tape. I may be too late, but I can try. I insert the first needle into my arm, watching as the tube fills 

with blood. I connect it to the second needle, taping the first in place. A direct transfusion is insane. I 

don't know what the impact on me will be.  

 

I stab him with the other needle anyway. 

  



 

 

Epilogue-Kolory 

 

It's been a year since I woke up on a table, strapped to it with a pain in my arm. Jessica was unconscious 

on the floor beside me. In no manner should anyone be capable of breaking through paracarbide 

strapping.  

 

It was no more than paper to me.  

 

Marie saved her. Rothren kept me from going insane as she did it. For a few days, I hated all three of 

them. Then I realized she'd cured me. Further testing showed that not only was I immune to that 

particular strain of Neff and the one I'd defeated before, but none of the known strains managed to 

corrupt my body in any capacity.  

 

Ket's woman may have found a treatment, but it was my Jessica, my mate, who found a cure. And it 

nearly killed her.  

 

My poor sweet mate spent a month on her back, through which I attempted to provide interesting 

entertainment. She particularly enjoyed the salet piercings I brought along for her nipples, and what my 

tongue did to them in lieu of being able to mate. For so long, she was too weak to lift her head. When 

she did, she kissed me.  

 

And I told her I loved her.  

 

They engineered a vaccine from Jessica's blood, replicating it through copy technology so she didn't pass 

out. She still fainted a few times, trying too hard to fix a world that wasn't hers to correct in the first 

place. I still do not fully understand how her blood works, but it is some manner of vaccine she received 

as a child that allowed her to pass the antibodies on to me. They made quick work of the Neff once they 

were within my body.  

 

Serethas promoted Marie and my Jessica to head of the medical board. They draw a fund each month 

that has our two families set for life, yet I cannot bring myself to refuse service to my monarch. She 



welcomed a pair of broodlings, two males, only three weeks ago. The royal family requires protection. 

As Senior Guardian of the Crown, the first of the title, I take pleasure in assuring the safety of our new 

princes, long may they live and long may their lineage reign.  

 

Speaking of lineage, the sister of my mate is pregnant again. If someone does not clip Rothren, we will 

be overrun with Kets in a generation or two. She says she intends to name a male after his Uncle Kolory. 

I told her not to curse the poor child. She shoved food into my hands and sent me along my way.  

 

I approach our home with a feeling that, only a short time ago, was so foreign to me that I did not 

understand it. Hope makes your step lighter, your heart fuller. I tap upon our door, the food balanced 

precariously along with a very important folder in my hands.  

 

Jessica, my divine mate, opens the door and tilts her head at me. She is tired, but she does wonderful 

work.  

 

"Marie sent more food with you home again? Is it her chicken Alfredo? Because I'd kill for it," Jessica 

says as she steps to the side.  

 

"I keep meaning to ask why you humans have named this chicken Alfredo only to kill the poor beast," I 

answer as I put the bowl of sauce, meat and noodles upon our counter. The automatic heater starts, 

well, automatically.  

 

"We... We don't name him Alfredo," Jessica smiles as she swings her arms around me. "It's something in 

another language. Italian, I think. It's the sauce on it, maybe. I don't know. Am I a chef?" 

 

"No," I place the envelope on top of her head and draw her close. "You are the most intelligent female I 

have ever known. And you're going to be an incredible... mmm, father?"  

 

She snatches the folder off her head, blinking up at me, "Mother. But. What? We were chosen?" 

 

"A girl, three years old. Her ala was taken from her by the Neff and her telo ran away when the 

pregnancy was confirmed," I say, barely above a whisper.  

 



I can hardly believe it is happening myself. Jessica, in all her glory, figured out our language in a matter 

of weeks. Now, she flaps through the folder and I see tears in her eyes. We are expecting, in not so 

much of a way that Marie is, but in our own. The only way that we may, in a place where the Neff no 

longer exists.  

We will raise this girl with a telo that serves the royal family, and an ala that saved our world. 
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