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 CHAPTER 1 
 
    My designation is ErreckMXL7-GeneStatus: CARRIER. 
 
    That’s correct. Carrier. 
 
    It could be worse—I could be an Affected. At least on the surface, this way, I’m a healthy specimen because no physical ailments manifest themselves. 
 
    It’s merely my hidden set of genetics that pose the problem. 
 
    My people, the Genneӝt, were a successful planet full of bustling metropolises with interplanetary trade routes and treaties. Then one day, it was as if we were struck with a mysterious curse. We looked drunken, felt drunken, because those affected couldn’t control their limbs properly. It was as if everyone was attempting to walk across the deck of a pitching ship… but they were on the ground, attempting a simple path on a perfectly flat surface. 
 
    Because it was so widespread, it looked as if everyone was very suddenly terrifyingly ill, and nearby planets withdrew all contact with us. Our people were deported from other planets, some were killed and disposed of as if they were biohazardous. As a precaution against further rash action, our planet closed off all trade routes (which had dried up as pilots and planets feared to get near us or accept any supplies from our surface) and we entered into a self-quarantine until we could determine the cause of our mystery malaise. 
 
    Some affected were so gravely ill, they died. Many were too physically affected by the malady to be mobile. The few left began running diagnostics, developing tests, and consulting our brightest minds for answers. 
 
    We came to find that we had indeed been cursed—by genetics rather than magic, but it was just as mystifying and devastating. Genneӝt everywhere on the planet were displaying a mutation with a constellation of disorders that attack the brain and the spine. These disorders can manifest as little irritations, twitching muscles and stumbling in the early stages, and constant quaking and uncontrollable seizing as the individual's condition deteriorates. 
 
    We named our unfortunate disease Lʊʊnjaɠ. The word in our old language literally translates to loss of full control of body. 
 
    There is no cure. 
 
    We found three modes of inheritance for Lʊʊnjaɠ: a Genneӝt could receive a dominant gene from one parent, a recessive gene from both parents, or a silent mutation where neither parent possesses the disorder. 
 
    We discovered that three-fourths of our citizens were affected. 
 
    At this rate, we’d go extinct if we didn’t take grievous action. 
 
    Entire departments of genetics professionals were directed to begin researching ancestry and were placed in positions where they offered guidance to our youth in selecting safe potential matches. It seemed the wise thing to mandate that absolutely no Affecteds could be allowed to choose lifemates if they intended to reproduce. It was quickly made law that only the unaffected and carries paired to the unaffected could propagate. 
 
    But people were frightened. People love tragedy. The moment the restriction was put into place, it was suddenly as if every unaffected person fell madly in love with someone struck by Lʊʊnjaɠ. It was madness. 
 
    Today, there are very, very few unaffected, or Clears, as we call them. Very recently, our society has begun to see a shift, where our efforts to encourage Clear-to-Clear pairings has almost created a class system. 
 
    A troubling consideration. And yet, Clear-to-Clear pairs are the most direct method to bringing our civilization back from the brink of our disease. 
 
    My parents were Carriers who, through a fifty percent probability, carried down the dangerous half-mutation to me. As recessives, we carry only one unexpressed copy of this mutation and therefore lead completely normal lives. The latent gene that sits under my skin will forever remain dormant and unassuming and not be any consideration for me at all, provided I never aspire to have progeny of my own. In a scenario where I had such an aspiration, I would face the same quandary as my parents on who to match with, and the terror of watching the recessive inheritance lottery play out for my offspring. 
 
    To those who can afford the medical intervention and have no moral quandary with the practice, genetic modification and genome editing change everything—but if we thought our people were stubbornly resistant to pairing recommendations, they are vociferously against genetic engineering. 
 
    Thus, Affecteds are still being propagated. Nearly our entire population are Carriers. And while the latter group can enjoy a normal life, this is not true for the former. 
 
    To be born Affected is to be doomed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    As a former researcher tasked with eliminating our civilization’s genetic structural disorder, there was a fair bit of stress on my sector’s progress. And too few advances. I’ve since transferred to a much quieter department, where my focus is no longer on trying to create a cure, instead aiming to improve the quality of life for Affecteds. 
 
    Simmi, my lab partner, came from the Ancestry Research, Testing, and Reporting Office, where he officiated pairings’ matches once they were deemed within the bounds of genetic safety. 
 
    He despised his job. 
 
    Or, in Simmi’s words: “Management was encroaching on my autonomy to a degree that quickly became quite unbearable.” 
 
    Management is like this no matter what branch you work, of course. The true reason Simmi died inside at his former position was because there’s nothing worse than explaining to a set of poorly paired Genneӝt hopefuls that they will not receive official approval for their union because any resulting progeny will inherit the active mutation. 
 
    Outright refusing Affected-to-Affected lovematches seems harsh, but there’s just no getting around it. Not for our generation, or the next, or the next. 
 
    It will be a very, very long time before we eradicate this genetic curse. 
 
    It would help immensely if unsanctioned pairs didn’t couple—against sanctions!—and procreate anyway. 
 
    Their progeny suffer for their choice. 
 
    In Simmi’s and my current line of work, we research new and improved methods for propagating a rare carnivorous plant, the Morsuflos. From the bloom, we develop an extract—a sort of serum, if you will—that treats the symptoms of Affecteds. It’s no cure, but some lesser-plagued individuals can live mostly normal lives. At least for a time. 
 
    Simmi and I are seated in our U-shaped, recessed research lab where the inner half-circle is partitioned with glass panels, which allows us a perfect eye-level view of the ground. We count ourselves lucky to be in a branch of study that involves plant propagation. Rather than being trapped in a windowless office, we have a breathtaking vista—if we peer up above our subjects, we get a ten-panel view of sunshine and sky. It’s a welcome change from the greys and grey-er colors of our respective dormitories. 
 
    Behind our research plots is mostly untouched forest, which offers several old, unkempt walking trails. Not many of us hike anymore as a pastime. I’m uncertain why this is. If you’re not an Affected, there’s no reason you can’t. At some point in our recent history though (at least in the research sector), the able-bodied have shifted away from relaxing pursuits. It’s almost as if we’ve all developed mild cases of hypochondria, and one foot is kept poised over the threshold—living the life of an Affected entirely in our minds. 
 
    I’m pondering this, gazing out the viewer window in front of my station, under the premise of studying our largest Morsuflos plant specimen—but my musings have taken me far, far away from this office. Sometimes, I wish for… more. 
 
    Every one of my most basic needs are met. It’s silly for me to yearn for anything not necessary. 
 
    Yet I do. 
 
    Sometimes I crave touch so badly, I hug myself with my own tail, just to feel the squeeze, to be able to pretend, even if for a somewhat unsatisfying moment, that I’m being touched by another person. A female who has as deep a connection with me as I have for her. 
 
    It’s a foolish wish. I don’t have enough opportunities to interact with females, and I have even fewer opportunities to attract them. Most of my time is devoted to the study of killer plants and Simmi’s strange habits. 
 
    (I would focus less on Simmi’s eccentricities if I had a female, I think. She’d simply have to tolerate the amount of time I work with the plants; that I can’t change.) 
 
    Females want to spend time with their males, and understandably so. Females want a partner who can give them their full attention. Unless I change my field, that will never be me. 
 
    Thus, here I sit, daydreaming. 
 
    If plants were capable of taking offense, the Morsuflos wouldn’t mind that I’m ignoring it. It’s a hunter that thrives on the unwary. Although its blooms are astoundingly eye-catching with bright colors and interesting patterns, the rest of its features are dull and unremarkable. 
 
    Or hidden. 
 
    It has a powerful set of jaws that rest, tensed, just under the barest covering of soil. 
 
    Waiting for a victim. 
 
    It’s not a picky eater. It’s not uncommon for the Morsuflos to draw in prey of all kinds; it’s even snapped its jaws around unsuspecting Genneӝt hands in the past. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s captured and digested every native being on the planet at one time or another. 
 
    Unbeknownst to me, today the Morsuflos is about to attract a nonnative meal. 
 
    Movement draws my eye, and my jaw goes slack—because approaching cautiously is a creature unlike any I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Today the Morsuflos bloom is drawing in an alien. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
    There’s an inter-departmental moniker for Simmi and me: they (female colleagues who have visited our research sector; a rare phenomenon) call us the Toothsome Twosome, an embarrassing title neither of us have acknowledged. I’m still taken aback whenever I’m referenced alongside Simmi. I may match his tall frame, and have equally long limbs and as fine a tail, but I don’t possess near his number of dorsal tubes (large, hollow, tapered tubes that run down our spines in pairs. They’re nestled below our protuberances—which are larger yet, and inflate or deflate depending on our mood), or Simmi’s unbelievably long, thick pair of antennae. 
 
    When I first met him, I envied him for his antennae pair. 
 
    My pair of antennae are woefully small. I nearly fell prey to antennae extenders (and yes, even considered implants) but ultimately, I decided that I should have made such a decision when I first moved to this dorm hive. Because if I make an alteration now, everyone will be aware that I’ve made a cosmetic enhancement. Instead of being awed, this will cause everyone in my personal orbit to value them less, which will ultimately defeat the entire purpose of the alteration. 
 
    Despite no such flaw in his outward appearance, Simmi has not yet achieved a matematch. The problem isn’t that he doesn’t attract potentials: it’s his appalling personality. 
 
    Once, last solar, we were put on holovid with a researcher from another team, the acid yellow band around her upper right arm identifying her as a Clear. At the sight of Simmi or of the both of us, she’d flared her neurocranium crown-protuberances, an unmistakable sign of sexual interest, and asked for our Statuses. 
 
    Stone-faced, Simmi had answered, “Carrier.” 
 
    Stiltedly, I’d answered the same. 
 
    Her smile had turned brittle instantly, and the chat ended quite shortly thereafter. 
 
    Simmi hadn’t looked surprised at her rejection. The tight corners of his ever-scowling mouth said he was anticipating this reaction. 
 
    Simmi’s parents had reproduced four times. Of their four attempts, one was Simmi, a Carrier—and the rest were Clear siblings. In our society, Clears are given every advantage, and in households with mixed-status children, the unfortunately-borns can experience a particularly difficult early existence where they constantly feel second-rate. 
 
    I suspect this is why Simmi scowls, constantly. 
 
    With the arrival of an alien outside our window, the sheer surprise has actually forced him to make a new expression. 
 
    Simmi is gaping. 
 
    His dark eyes are round, wide with shock, and his upper fangs are even showing. His hands are planted on his microscope, and he’s squeezing the eyepieces and head as if by his unconscious will alone he can turn the equipment into a periscope. “What the vecktorian is that?!” 
 
    “Hells and a half if I know,” I breathe. 
 
    We watch, stunned, as the bipedal creature cautiously approaches the Morsuflos flower. It’s gazing at it raptly. The creature’s almond-shaped eyes are luminous and wide and strangely lovely, arresting and attention-grabbing in the way exotic things are. 
 
    I want to stop her—err, it, I mean. I shouldn’t ascribe it a gender without even knowing what it is. But the creature’s movements and strange form give me the impression that it’s feminine, as silly as the notion is. 
 
    And as she moves for the Morsuflos, panic bubbles inside me. I don’t want her—it—to die. 
 
    I’m half out of my seat, my knuckles poised to rap on the glass and startle her away, but she’s too fast. She reaches out for the bloom. 
 
    This is it, I think, and wish we’d had more time to study her while she—it, curses to the vecktorianth power, it!—was alive. Where did this creature come from? 
 
    But instead of attempting to eat the bloom, which will bring the flower’s springtrap jaws up from where they lie hidden, the creature peels back her hand’s skin—causing Simmi and I to rear back—and reaches for one of the nasty thorns along the Morsuflos’s stem, where she deliberately presses a slender articulated thumb. 
 
    The Morsuflos bloom shivers. 
 
    “What in the galaxy…” I breathe. I’ve been growing and studying the Morsuflos for nearly a quarter of my lifespan, and I’ve never seen it not snap. I’ve never seen it shiver. This is beyond peculiar. 
 
    The alien reaches for her rounded back, where she tugs something free. I peer at her, trying to see what she has and where it came from, and Simmi cranes sideways, his hands still squeezing his microscope, likely attempting to do the same. 
 
    We both jerk back when the alien raises her item aloft, and it glints with a metallic sheen. 
 
    Seemingly from nowhere, she’s produced shears. 
 
    With deft movements, she opens the shears and snips the Morsuflos’s head off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
    Shouts erupt from our side of the glass—Simmi and I are going mad, I realize dimly—and the alien creature’s eyes widen and she stares right at our viewer window as if she’s just now noticed us. 
 
    The plant’s jaws tense, the dirt lifting slightly, showing where it’s hidden the rest of itself— 
 
    ...But the jaws don’t snap closed and capture her. They fall completely still. 
 
    Honeycombs on fire. Instead of being consumed by the Morsuflos, she’s killed it. 
 
    Movements rapid now, her eyes darting to where we’re wildly pounding on the viewer partition, she uses a pair of long-handled pincers to deftly grasp and retrieve the Morsuflos bloom from where it tumbled down to the base of the plant—and somehow, she still doesn’t set off the deadly clench of its jaws. 
 
    The alien turns and begins to run. 
 
    “DON’T LET IT GET AWAY!” Simmi shouts, shoving at my shoulder. 
 
    With our sterile booties slipping on the slick-surfaced flooring, we race for the door, attempting without success to jerk the handle upright before the system finishes accepting our protocol numbers and the Disengage Locks command is fully approved. 
 
    Our haste causes the system to lock down, which forces the door panel to require our full pass permission data to be entered. Panicking, we struggle for calm and follow the vecking safety prompts. 
 
    Then the door asks if we’d be willing to reboot. (After all, we’ve bypassed the recommended bi-microt system reboot for two timespans straight now.) 
 
    What is normally a tired irritation becomes an antennae-bending serious inconvenience. 
 
    “NO REBOOT!” I thunder. “For all the hive! Just let us pass already.” 
 
    “When did this get so slow?!” Simmi shouts in my ear depression for the second time. 
 
    “Have we ever been in a hurry?” I ask incredulously, still unable to believe what’s just happened. Of all the plants we raise here, the Morsuflos is the most dangerous. Yet this creature was drawn directly to it, and she managed to take the Morsuflos. She stole a bloom without receiving more than a prick on her digit! What are the odds it was random? Then there’s the matter of this creature arriving equipped with tools. 
 
    Animals don’t carry tools. 
 
    What is she? 
 
    For the last time: not she. IT! 
 
    What does it want with the Morsuflos? 
 
    Finally, the door gives us clearance and I rip the booties off of my feet, beginning to run full-out, feeling a stretch in my legs I haven’t enjoyed since I was a boy, playing with my Affected friends before their days of carefree running were no more, and their movements became restricted to numb-minded stumbling. 
 
    I forgot how good it feels to run. How much it makes me feel alive. 
 
    As I said: buried in the stark details of the data and clinical trials surrounding the individuals exhibiting disease, most days it feels as if I’ve contracted a minor case of hypochondria. I go to my dorm feeling like I’m as good as Affected myself, so immersed in it I feel. 
 
    But running under the sun like this, the light and heat touching my skin plates, I feel as if I’ve been healed of this disease I live with constantly in my mind. 
 
    My body is soaking up the startling freshness, the rushing wind, and I’m overcome with an inappropriate-to-the-moment sense of tranquility. 
 
    I wonder if this is what the Affected feel when they’re initially treated with Morsuflos’s extract. 
 
    Perhaps so, and this creature cut off our best-producing Morsuflos’s bloom! 
 
    This reminder spurs me to increase my speed. 
 
    Thanks to my legs being much greater in length compared to hers, I eat up the distance between me and my quarry, and I hear Simmi not far behind us. 
 
    When I’m near enough, I reach out and snag the humped back of the alien—only to have her back slough off in my hands. 
 
    “AHHH!” I shout, dropping her heavy sack of back skin to the ground with a dry thud, and scrambling to put distance between it and me. 
 
    Simmi does the same, his feet kicking up dust in his haste to retreat. He’s grimacing and holding his side as if it pains him. “It’s probably an escape mechanism, like we used to lose our tails if captured.” His breath comes in harsh pants, no more used to sprinting than I. “Probably nothing to be alarmed about,” he advises—although, I note that he doesn’t get any closer to it than I do. 
 
    The alien scampers ahead, evidently unharmed after dropping a piece of herself, but after looking over her shoulder and noting that her pursuers have stopped well away from her pile of derma, she slows. She comes to a stop and turns, and she looks right into my eyes. 
 
    My breath catches. 
 
    I imagine if art appreciation were a modern pursuit, I’d attempt to learn to sculpt just so I could capture the interesting way her body repeats curves—they flow down from the bubble of her head, to the flare of her shoulder, to the pleasantly convex swell of her belly, to her curvilinear form which is replicated at her hip and the top of each thigh—it’s fascinating. She may be strange, but she’s striking in her unusualness. “You’re so ugly that you’re beautiful,” I feel compelled to tell her. 
 
    Simmi cuts me a sharp look, and I feel my cheekbones start to swell, which means my skin plates have started to rouge. 
 
    The creature’s gaze moves from me to Simmi. Still clutching the Morsuflos bloom, not taking her eyes off us, she takes two tentative steps in the direction of her sloughed skin. 
 
    “What’s it going to do?” Simmi whispers. “Reattach it and wear it around?” 
 
    “Shhh,” I hiss at him. “Who knows? Maybe there are nutrients contained in it that she needs and retrieving them is a necessity.” Kamēlos are like this—well, not like this, their humps don’t fall off—but they have a sort of dorsal pouch where they store nourishment in the form of fats. 
 
    We watch in fascination as—sparing us both extended wary glances—the creature hunkers down, reaches for her skin— 
 
    And she does indeed slip it back on, putting her arms through webbing holes and tightening her backhump to her inner spine by yanking a series of dangling flesh cinches. 
 
    “That is disgusting,” Simmi whispers before he doubles over and retches. 
 
    My stomach is curling too. (But mostly in reaction to hearing Simmi.) I might be more disturbed by the sight of her reattaching her skin if I wasn’t seeing the way she keeps the Morsuflos bloom held carefully throughout the entire process. 
 
    The bloom is precious to her. 
 
    This bloom is precious to us. 
 
    What does she know of it? What does she need it for? Are her people like ours? 
 
    “I’m going to catch her,” I announce, more to test if she understands our language than to alert Simmi. 
 
    “Don’t touch it; it’s not worth it,” he says miserably, clutching his stomach before he heaves again. 
 
    Her gaze flicked to me when I spoke, but quickly returned to Simmi, worry and perhaps—is that sympathy reflected on her open face? 
 
    I don’t let the opportunity escape. 
 
    Evidently unaware of my long reach, she doesn’t expect me to snatch her right off her feet, but I do. 
 
    She shrieks. 
 
    I almost drop her. 
 
    “Ugh, its backflesh touched you!” Simmi narrates, as if I don’t feel the heavy weight of her sloughable back slap into my arms as she flails in my grasp. 
 
    She kicks, and struggles—but this time, I know better than to touch her spinal region so she keeps her backflesh on, much to my relief—and she also doesn’t fight too hard, because she’s trying to be very, very careful with the Morsuflos. 
 
    “LEHT MEE GOH!” she howls. 
 
    “Unholy hells. Do you think it talks?” asks Simmi. 
 
    I turn her until she and I are face to face, and she goes quiet, even cringing. “Could be random vocalizations, I suppose,” I offer, “But why not? I was thinking that it’s unlikely that an animal would have tools.” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed those,” Simmi says, wiping his mouth against the back of his wrist, which produces a rasping sound that makes the creature’s eyelid twitch. 
 
    “Eeen-spayce-noh-won-kahn-heer-yoo-skreem, ALE-EE-ENS,” she breathes with a concerning shudder. 
 
    Being that much of my work revolves around individuals with motor tics, I study her even more closely. 
 
    I move to take the Morsuflos bloom out of her hands before she can crush it, but she adjusts her hold, still careful to keep her fist between the thorns, and with her other hand, she blocks me, bleating, “Noh! Pleees!” 
 
    My gaze cuts to Simmi. “These definitely sound like words to me.” 
 
    His gaze rakes up and down her odd form. “It’s still an alien, whatever it is.” 
 
    “She’s most certainly that,” I agree, taking her in. I sink down, keeping my hands clamped on her but needing her to meet my eyes. I speak slowly. “We’re taking you into custody.” 
 
    “We are?” asks Simmi. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to report it to whatever department might be equipped for dealing with nonnative exotics? What are we going to do, keep it in a lodent habitat? Feed it protein pellets and watch it run on the wheel?” 
 
    I try to urge her to walk with me, but she’s trying to pull herself free—to no avail of course, but it’s not stopping her from attempting. “I don’t know yet, but if there’s one of her hunting for Morsuflos blooms, there could be more.” 
 
    “Exactly!” shouts Simmi. “All the more reason to report it!” 
 
    I carefully run my claw along the clear, bubble-shaped outer skull of the creature, watching her watch me as I disagree. “Let’s wait.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    We don’t report our ‘freakish thief’—this is Simmi’s terminology, not mine. 
 
    I don’t consider her freakish. 
 
    But ten time-allotments of staring at her later, and we watch the creature suddenly do something very, very peculiar. She peels her belly-skin down the middle with a jarring zzzzt!, starts to shove it off her body, squats, and… 
 
    “Is it URINATING?” Simmi asks in horror. 
 
    It does indeed look as if she’s marking in the corner. “Uhhh…” 
 
    She jumps, startled—still urinating—when Simmi rips open the hatch to her containment enclosure (yes, one designed for lodents; it’s not as if we entertain alien species on a regular basis—we have nothing else to hold her in) and points to the tray of shavings. “Here! You urine mark here, combit! We’re scientists, not hostel maids!” 
 
    Earlier, she’d been resting on the shavings meant for her marking bin, but since they were fresh shavings, we didn’t think much of it. What was there to suspect? We concluded that perhaps her species eliminated on their sides. Or perhaps they secreted waste through body oils. Or perhaps any number of unknowns—we’ve never seen anything like her; we have nothing to compare her to. But it’s going to create quite a mess if she’s randomly spraying corners of the enclosure, and by the looks of it, she holds a great deal of water. 
 
    She squeaks at Simmi, sounding distressed, so I grab him by his neck plate and haul him back, letting the door slam shut. “Don’t shout at her—maybe she doesn’t know any better!” 
 
    Simmi slams four fingers to my chest plate. “What’s this ‘her’ business?” 
 
    Uncomfortable, I let my shoulder plates lift. “This specimen looks overtly feminine to me.” 
 
    Simmi eyes me incredulously. “How so? The bubble-head? The short legs? The dorsal section it can shed and reattach as if it’s painless? And did you not just watch it slough off its upper-self to piss?” 
 
    “Simmi…” I start, warning coloring my tone. He’s perilously close to insubordinate with how he’s addressing me. “You’re correct that we don’t know enough to accurately ascribe it a gender this early on, but as senior scientist of this research wing,”—with two employees, if I’m counting myself—“I feel I must warn you that if you continue to address me this heatedly, there are limits to the amount of insolence I’ll take before I enforce formality protocols.” 
 
    Simmi’s nares flare with emotion. “You really want to talk protocols?” 
 
    Ehhhm… 
 
    No, I really don’t. We’ve been arguing whether we should report this creature’s existence for the last five time-allotments we’ve held her in captivity. We both know what we should do—but to give up the opportunity to study her… 
 
    Simmi feels he didn’t sign on for the level of stress that this situation has created. I didn’t sign on for this either; never have I ever considered hiding anything, let alone something of this magnitude. But what will an investigative team do that we can’t? Absolutely nothing. They’re no better equipped to handle alien lifeforms than our laboratory wing. Our planet hasn’t seen aliens since our people frightened galaxy after galaxy by very suddenly displaying terrifying signs of debilitating disease. We’ve spent generations cut off from everyone outside of our celestial sphere. 
 
    Besides—Simmi and I should keep her because she took the bloom off of our research subject. 
 
    Simmi closes his tabulation device’s cover with a felt-lined snap. With disapproving, direct eye contact and chilly restraint, he presses his chair into his cube’s station. As he does so, the chair’s legs give a muted squeak of aggression, sliding over highly polished flooring. “Fine. If you’re going to pull rank, Senior Scientist? You can clean up after it.” 
 
    He manages to storm out with a remarkable amount of silence. He’s had an overlong shift; I imagine he’ll feel more rational tomorrow, provided we aren’t caught and punished for holding our tongues on the alien presence in our laboratory. Despite the near-palatable strain he left in his wake, with Simmi gone, I finally feel like I can relax. 
 
    Once I do, I find I’m starving. By now, I’d normally have taken a lunch, ended my shift, and enjoyed an evening meal. But neither Simmi nor I could peel ourselves away from observing our guest. 
 
    She’s still got the Morsuflos bloom; she hasn’t wanted to release it. Being as necessary to our laboratory’s work as it is, we have to wonder what serves as her attraction—the alien’s intrepid arrival and collection of our Morsuflos flower was not random. Do her people struggle with Lʊʊnjaɠ too? There must be some great purpose if she risked herself to breach our atmosphere and steal our bloom. 
 
    I pull my meal out of my insulated transportation tray, inhaling the scent of chopped weshmik and hard-boiled gredds. I bring the first spoonful to my mouth… only to wonder what this alien eats. 
 
    She hasn’t so much as touched the protein pellets that are stacked in the enclosure’s gravity feeder. 
 
    Against reason, I take up my meal and enter her domain. 
 
    She backs herself to her shavings, her sloughable spinehump pressing to the wall before she sinks down low, resting a rounded hind on short heels. 
 
    I brace my feet and sink down too, feeling my thigh muscles bunch as my weight comes down on my own heels. Pleased that I’m able to balance comfortably if I concentrate on my center of gravity, I peel back the translucent nanocover film to expose more of my food. 
 
    When I see the alien watching me—or, rather watching my food—with rapt attention, I offer her a cube of hagnot. “This is hagnot, a popular dish in the region I was propagated in. It goes through an interesting process when it’s made,” I offer conversationally. “As you can see, this dish is prepared using ruffled ribbons of soyk, which is made from a plant that yields a grain high in starches.” 
 
    I tip my tray to offer her a better view, and after a moment, the alien dutifully stretches herself up to peer at it, coming an increment closer to me, but not yet reaching for the hagnot cube. 
 
    “The grain is ground into a powder, mixed with mechanically processed water, and is then extruded into the stamped shape you see here.” I point to one of the soyk ribbons. “Layered one atop another, they’re separated by a new ingredient: jellied snout-cheese, seasoned sauce made of pungent bean curd, and finally, fermented Surströmm as a top layer. This is my favorite meal ration.” 
 
    As I blather on, she gradually relaxes, even changing her position to one where she folds down on her legs. The anterior surface of her knee joints is all I see; her weight rests along the lengths of her severely short tibia bones. This forces her feet to straighten behind her, pressing her ankles flat to the floor. The thick bottoms of her feet are exposed, and when I crane my neck around her to get a better look at what I think I see, she scoots back. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say. I point to her feet. “I’m simply curious—it looks as if you have heavily textured footpads. Your native environment must have very rugged terrain.” I imagine a craggy-surfaced moonscape, and wonder just where she came from. From all appearances, it’s somewhere harsh enough her body has adapted by way of textured feet and a nutrient-storing hump at her back. 
 
    Her gaze follows to where I’m pointing at her feet. When she swivels her head back to look at me, I set my ration tray down and adjust my position until I can show her the bottoms of my own feet, which are almost flat in comparison to hers. “See?” I say, pointing. “We have a somewhat textured surface of our own—more like claws, I suppose. It’s so that we don’t skid from the propulsion of a leap.” 
 
    I stop talking when she begins to scoot closer to me—walking by way of her kneecaps. “Oh,” I say faintly. “That’s odd.” 
 
    Perhaps entirely due to my expression as I take her locomotion in, she releases a light laugh. 
 
    It makes me smile. 
 
    Her gaze touches mine, her eyes very starkly defined with a ring of black, then of color, all set in an orb of glaring white. Her lids are shaded with heavy lashes, leaving me to surmise that she is also from a dust-covered planet. 
 
    As I take note of her features, she edges even closer, her skin swishing with her movements, and then she reaches up to her throat and touches a rounded black scale—shiny like a fish scale, right at the base of her neck. 
 
    The transparent skull-shield that acts as a partition between her delicate-looking inner skin from the environment retracts. 
 
    For the first time, I see her features unencumbered by the glare of this round covering. 
 
    I’d been thinking that our skulls are more cylindrical than her very round, pellucid skull. But her inner-skull is not round. It’s almost an oval. 
 
    She looks like nothing I’ve ever seen. Most lifeforms I’ve spied mentions of in our old textbooks depict people who appear much like our own race, or near enough. 
 
    This being is so completely alien. 
 
    And it’s as if she’s shrinking before my eyes with just this one alteration she’s made. Without her skull-shield, she appears even smaller than before. Perhaps it’s an elaborate defense mechanism—she looked like she’d be difficult to eat before, but exposed like this, she looks more like fragile prey. Which sounds like a terrible state to live in. I’d want to adapt too! 
 
    I’m frozen, staring at her, so I’m startled when she pulls the hagnot cube out of my fingers. 
 
    I’d been holding it out as an offering—but because she made me forget myself, when I feel it leaving my fingers, I jump. 
 
    She jumps too, and drops the cube on the floor between us. 
 
    We stare down at it for a moment, and I clear my throat. “Sorry.” 
 
    Grimacing—or what I believe is her version of a grimace, her features are all so pliable they pull and twist in such a way it should be beyond grotesque… but somehow isn’t anything other than visually appealing—she reaches for the dropped hagnot. 
 
    “No need.” I reach out to touch her wrist with two of my fingers, intending to stall her. 
 
    She snatches back her hand as if my intention is to burn her. 
 
    I huff a laugh. “Allow me to offer another apology.” I spoon up a second small serving. “Here. Eat this. Ignore that,” I use my tail to sweep the wasted portion behind me. 
 
    Eyes tracking my every movement, she tilts her head a little, her lips parting before she exclaims, “Eyym starrteeng too underrstahnd yoo!” 
 
    She seems highly pleased, and I find myself responding to her happiness. The corners of my mouth even lift. 
 
    She eyes this change in my countenance for a long time, but then she leans forward, hand outstretched, and she accepts the fresh piece of hagnot. 
 
    But she doesn’t eat it. 
 
    Trying not to overtly watch her in case being observed is the cause of her hesitation, I begin to consume my meal. 
 
    After a moment, she sniffs her portion. Her first bite is tentative, but her second is starved, and by her third, the hagnot is gone. 
 
    Wordlessly, barely sparing her a direct glance, I offer her another. 
 
    No hesitation this time, she accepts it. Her fingers are thick, with bright color on the backs, and dark bars of texture on the insides. Her arms have generous gatherings of flesh, so much excess that it bunches from just above her elbow to just behind her wrist. She’s colorful all over, not just in hue but in pattern, with bold shapes slashing down and across her limbs and torso and legs, serving as interesting ornamentation. 
 
    In comparison, my ‘skin’ is made of a complex organic compound, known as chitin. It is rigid in structure, and largely matte in dark colors. I do have markings, but I’ve never seen them. The conditions in which they’d luminesce aren’t likely to ever occur for me. 
 
    By the third shared piece, she begins the process of peeling off her skin like she did before she collected the Morsuflos head, tugging at her fingers and beginning to pull them off of her hand. 
 
    The moment I see this, I decide I’ve observed enough for one day. I rocket to my feet and back away from her. “I hate to be abrupt: I need to get back to work.” With that, I flee her enclosure. 
 
    Before I close the door that will separate us though, I turn back to break open the nanoplast cover from the sweetened half of a rhona luncheon bar. I keep the treat inside the package so that I can set it on the floor and edge it in her direction, avoiding the dangling skin of her hand. I even avoid looking at it, afraid it will be so gruesome that it will ruin what food I’ve consumed. Instead, I meet her eyes, and indicate the rhona bar with a wave. “Yours to finish in case you want dessert.” 
 
    I exit. From the safety of the other side of the glass, I unobtrusively observe her creeping to my meal. I abandon all pretense of other work when she finishes examining the luncheon bar covering, peels it back, and takes the rhona treat up in both her puffed hand and her skinned hand, and brings it to her mouth. 
 
    I note everything about her mandible that I can, watching how it articulates as she chews, and I observe the sleek lines of her throat working as she swallows. I’m pleased that, with her first bits of the rhona bar, her eyes snap closed in something akin to bliss. 
 
    A chuckle is shocked out of me when she turns the nanoplast cover inside out and begins to lick at the crumbs. If I had another luncheon bar in my possession, I would toss it into her enclosure just to watch her enjoyment a second time. Unfortunately, I do not have another and won’t be able to afford it until my next extravagance stipend is afforded to me. Thankfully, the alien is satisfied enough that when she curls up on her side in her bedding, she looks much less unhappy, and almost immediately falls into a fitful sort of sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
    The majority of our research is dry work, and I’ve caught my chin on my desk twice already as I struggle to stay awake. More than once, I’ve gotten to my feet with the intent to march out of the office door and retreat to my dorm for the darkcycle—but each and every time I’ve fastened my hand around the handle with all resolve to leave, my alien companion wakes and calls out pitifully. 
 
    It’s not a loud cry—in fact, it’s not much more than a whimper. But her broken “Plees dohnt leev me…” does me in each time. 
 
    However, I can’t put off sleep for much longer. It’s time for me to retire to my resting pad. I tell myself firmly that the alien will have to adapt to the conditions here and the schedule, and the sooner she experiences the routine, the sooner she can adjust. I put away my notes and charts, and it’s at the last moment that I remember she urinated in the enclosure’s corner. Ugh. As weary as I feel, I don’t want her having to spend all darkcycle with that pooling on her floor. Getting to my feet, I take up the cleaning supplies and enter her habitat. 
 
    Before I get five steps in towards her mess, she surprises me by yanking the supplies out of my hands. I watch as she takes over and cleans up the mess herself—proving she’s a cleanly species despite what Simmi feared. 
 
    Tired beyond belief, but strangely unwilling to leave her (and it is quite strange, because I’ve never felt this level of attention for laboratory lodents, or any of the creatures set aside for research, for example), I pause at the doorway. 
 
    She’s watching me, her formerly smooth brow now deeply furrowed, and she keeps setting her teeth on her bottom lip, as if she’s gnawing on her own mouth. It should be repulsive, but it makes her look somehow more fragile—and worried. 
 
    Sighing, I wave goodnight and make myself turn away. 
 
    “Wayyt!” she cries. “Plees…” 
 
    I cringe, trying to force myself out the door—but I can’t make myself go. I can’t leave her behind. 
 
    What if I take her with me? 
 
    The thought is insane. What happens if we’re caught? Long before my time, there used to be strict quarantine laws for the importation of animals and plants. There were stiff penalties for breaking them. 
 
    Those laws haven’t been enforced in parsecs though, simply due to the fact that nothing new has been introduced to our environment. Let word get out about your planet’s killing disease, and watch all of your quadrant’s solar system close their doors to you as if what plagues your citizens is virulent rather than genetic. 
 
    The alien’s eyes are pleading, mesmerizing me to let her follow me out of containment. My brain feels too overtaxed to think deeply on the ramifications of bringing her dormside, and because I don’t want to look too deeply on it, I close my eyes and swiftly unlatch her door by feel. If I don’t watch what I’m about to do, perhaps it’s not as serious a crime. 
 
    Keeping my eyes squeezed tightly shut, firmly facing the exit, I crook my finger at the specimen. 
 
    She rushes to me—but I hear her stop an arm’s length away—her length, not mine. 
 
    “I need you to be very quiet,” I warn her, finally looking at her, and putting my fingers to her lips. Without her face shield, she is directly touchable—and I should never have breached inside her facial no-bubble. The feeling of her malleable skin squishing against the hard chitin of my fingers is oddly intriguing. I know immediately this sensation will haunt my headspace. 
 
    She nods her head vigorously, as if she understands what I’m saying. Her eyes are bright with intelligence, and I wonder if she really can follow my meaning. 
 
    It’s my sincerest hope that she can, or I’m likely about to be arrested for letting a wild alien on the loose. 
 
    But if she can understand me, why can’t she speak my language back? Not for the first time, I wonder how she arrived here. Simmi and I bandied about many theories. It’s doubtful that our woods have a heretofore undiscovered lifeform. It’s more likely that she landed here by way of airship—but if so, if a ship touched down here, surely our planet still monitors skyspace? We should be in a fervor of activity. Officials should have descended upon our lab and woods, searching for the first visitor we’ve had in well over an age. 
 
    However, no one’s burst into the lab. No officials are combing the treeline. No one seems the wiser. 
 
    Although I obviously haven’t studied the alien for long, she doesn’t seem harmful. Despite this, officiates will treat her arrival as alarming, surely. They’ll treat her as if she is alarming, a threat. In our early civilization, history time and again proved that the appearance of visitors spelled initial disruption, if not outright war. 
 
    This is just one small being though. 
 
    Then again, Lʊʊnjaɠ is just a small crossing of genes. Simply a tiny, mutated disorder. Look how dangerous small things can be. 
 
    Especially when they have a chance to hide among a population. 
 
    It’s the height of foolishness to hide this alien. But for reasons I can’t articulate, I’m loathe to share word of her presence. 
 
    “I’m going to have to restrain you,” I warn her, and as if she can understand what I’ve just said, she starts to take a step back. But it’s too late—with my greater reach, I’ve caught her by the wrist. 
 
    Without giving her a chance to panic, I ignore her initial struggle, and tug her out the door, adjusting my stride so she can keep easy pace with me. 
 
    Once we’re out of the building and heading through the cantilever walkway that joins the hive of dorms to the study sectors, she’s quiet and docious, following at my side. Her head turns this way and that, taking in the utilitarian walls, windows, doors, and walkway. Still, I keep a hold on her. The only thing worse than holding my tongue about an alien presence would be to loose her on the unsuspecting. Perhaps she’d only race back to whatever transportation device brought her here—but maybe she’d wreak havoc. Perhaps she feeds on the elderly. Or feasts on infants. Or destroys books! 
 
    ErreckMXL7, you’re being ridiculous. 
 
    Until I can think rationally, I’ll simply hold her fast, take us to my dorm, and get some much-needed sleep. Everything can be sorted in the daycycle. 
 
    I’m well on my way to a walking-comatose state right up until we enter the stairwell, and the uppermost door two mere flights above us clangs open. My cardiac muscle clatters against my thoracic structures and my grip on the alien tightens. 
 
    She looks up at me sharply and grips me back, as if my nerves have become hers. 
 
    But the shuffling clatter of the person’s feet sets me at immediate ease. Unfortunately for them, but very telling for us, their erratic gait means the person who’s joined us is an Affected. Likely young, perhaps a family member to a dormer here, and they stopped by the units to visit. Affecteds usually stay in ground-level dwellings for their ease of mobility, but Affected visitors are common enough sights when they’ve been participating in a study trial with a nearby department. Whatever the reason, if my companion and I hurry, we’ll cross the floor and be out the lower door before whoever’s in the stairwell with us sees who (or is she a ‘what?’) shouldn’t be here. 
 
    My hand is outstretched and almost on the door to safety when the person on the stairs noticeably misses a step; there’s a painfully long pause, as if they're struggling to make their foot move where they need it to go. Instead, as is common when an Affected’s motor skills experience a hitch—they crash down the stairs. 
 
    The alien I have by the wrist gasps as a half-grown Genneӝt bangs down every stair and collides with the wall of the landing, sinking into a heap. 
 
    Pressing the alien to the wall slightly behind the waste receptacle, I use my eyes to silently urge her to please, please stay. I also use my shushing-finger against her lips again, and I’m very relieved when she nods with apparent agreement. She could be nodding to show her comprehension and instead of agreeing to stay, simply intends to slip away while I’m distracted—but I hope not. 
 
    I help the young man to his feet, dust him off, and ask him if he’d like me to Comm anyone. He rejects my offer—kindly, but all the same, it leaves me feeling distressingly impotent to his plight. 
 
    I’m stoically staring after him, not forcing my assistance on him, allowing him to have his pride as much as he’s able—so my breath catches when I see the female peeking out from her hiding spot, watching him pass by. She can plainly see his struggle, and she’s soon wearing a frown that reeks of sadness and confusion at the male’s difficulty-fraught progress. 
 
    He selects the door that will take him outside to the skylot. I call out a parting well-wish, and when he’s gone, I make all haste to return to my secret’s side. 
 
    She accepts my offered hand immediately, and we hurry to my dorm. 
 
    I’m not proud to say that I all but shove her inside. Not that she’s fighting me; I’m simply a slight bit more panicked than the situation calls for. I hope. Because although I’m in no way to blame for an alien life form slinking about our planet’s surface, I will be due some sort of reprimand for hiding her, won’t I? 
 
    It’s just for the darkcycle and GET INSIDE BEFORE SOMEONE SEES YOUR ALIEN! 
 
    I slam the door shut behind us and fall against it, breathing heavily and insisting to myself that I can’t hear sirens or alarms or the sounds of officials’ feet marching down the corridor, bearing down on us and ready to rip me and the alien out from where we’re hiding. 
 
    Shakily, I straighten, and I turn to arm the alarm. It’s set with my palm print, and doesn’t permit entry or exit without it so unless she reveals a propensity for vicious attack and removes my limb and takes my hand as a trophy, she’s safe enough to leave loose in the entirety of my dorm. 
 
    ...Which isn’t really large enough for the both of us to keep a comfortable separation of space. I end up unintentionally urging her to move further into my living area simply because I step away from the door. 
 
    I stop, letting her get her bearings and retreat as far from me as she’s able. I revive a little, just by watching her take measure of my quarters. She’s so interesting. 
 
    While she investigates her new surroundings, I slip past her and I avail myself of the facilities. I also take the planet’s quickest rinse in the mizzling stall, and barely pause between the forced-air panels to dry myself off before I return to her. 
 
    When I exit, it’s to find her looking nervous. I peer at her, wondering what could have upset her in the short time I was away. I don’t have much in my dorm for her to grow upset over. Yet, she gnaws on her lower lip again, before she glances at my resting pad. 
 
    I glance at it too. 
 
    It looks like a normal bed to me. Raised on a platform, sunk into the wall, forming a bedpod. There’s nothing very remarkable about it. The foam layer was sanitized just two days ago on my usual cleaning and sanitation day. 
 
    Locking my right leg, I bring my left leg behind it, hooking it with my ankle and scratching it, producing a whirring sound that catches her interest. 
 
    My brain feels like sleep-deprived sludge, but I try to make it operate for a little longer. “Do you need to relieve yourself before bed?” I ask, and there’s only a small delay before understanding plays over her features. Somehow, she is taking in the meaning of my words. I grasp her arm, and walk her to the facilities. “Not that you used it properly, but I don’t have a litter tray here,” I explain. “Is there any chance you would find marking in a voiding canister an acceptable option for elimination? Are you familiar with using one? That would be ideal. Otherwise, I suppose you could mark in the mizzling stall, and it’ll drain.” 
 
    I glance down to see she’s pursing her lips, setting them ruefully against each other. She gives me a single nictation, notable due to its length, before she nods. 
 
    “All right,” I say, and back out of the room, leaving her in case she will take the opportunity to void if offered privacy. She didn’t seem to appreciate Simmi barging in while she was marking before, though that could be because he was shouting at her while he did it. 
 
    While I’m giving her time to do whatever she’d like to (although marking is really her only option; everything in the bathroom save for the voiding canister and sink is keyed to function at my palm’s touch because who else would need to operate the mizzling stall in a single’s dorm?) I strip my only chair of its foam cushion seat, and when she returns to my side, I’ve laid it out in a resting pad fashion on the floor just outside of my room. 
 
    “There,” I say to myself. “What else… hmm.” Though the lodent enclosure has a gravity-fed water bottle, she never licked from it that I saw of. “Let’s get you watered.” 
 
    Straightening, I retrieve the single drinking glass that I was issued the daycycle I moved in, and run the tap until it’s filled halfway with water. I set this near the head of her bed. 
 
    When I back away and gesture down at my efforts, I command, “Lie down here,” as brightly as one exhausted Genneӝt can manage. 
 
    “Noh blenkets? Noh peelows? Seereeosslee?” she sputters a laughing sound that is quite pleasant. Almost trilling. I wonder if she’s some distant relation to an exotic species of bird. Some of our native birds can understand phrases and are musical like she’s just displayed. 
 
    “I should call you something,” I murmur to her. “Of course I’m certain you have a name, but since we can’t communicate in a way you could inform me of it…” And, if I’m capable of being honest with myself on this little rest and at this late hour, I’m excited to take possession, even small possession, of her this way. I’ve never had the pleasure of naming a thing. Not even for work. Many projects come to us pre-identified; numbered, or perhaps with an abbreviation if the project has been designated with one. They’re referred to simply by what they’re given. 
 
    Excitement crawls up my throat. Is this what creativity feels like? I wouldn’t know; I wouldn’t recognize it. I run through the names I’ve heard in my lifespan that I’ve found interesting or attractive for one reason or another. “How about Skytobrachion? Or Cisthene? Sarpedon?” 
 
    She raises her brows at Skytobrachion, but frowns at the other two suggestions. 
 
    “Skytobrachion it is!” I declare happily. 
 
    I’m pleased when she looks up at me and gives me a smile, even if it does appear a bit baffled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    When I exit my room in the morning, it’s to find a large, metallic maggot-like shape on my floor. 
 
    “What in the vecktorian hells?” I whisper to myself. “Skytobrachion, you can cocoon?” 
 
    The cocoonous sheathing slaps down and I leap backward, my back crashing into the wall, my tail whipping in front of me like some untrained defense mechanism. 
 
    Skytobrachion gives me a long, dry look. “Eets ah blayngket.” She gathers her long filament strands and shoves them away from her eyes. “Ehnd ghood mourneeng too yoo too,” she finishes on a mutter. 
 
    Face shielding still retracted, she looks oddly vulnerable lying on the floor. She’s sloughed her back skin again and this time, she’s used it to prop her head. 
 
    What a multifarious extremity. 
 
    I’m still marveling at it when she completely unnerves me by folding up her silver, crinkly cocoon, and unzips her back’s pouch. 
 
    I plant one hand on the floor to steady myself and lean down to peer inside it with her. 
 
    Skytobrachion laughs. “Eets a bahckpahck.” 
 
    I stare in shock as I see many stored items—not membranes of fats or some other inner-body process plant. Inside of her back she has inner-shelving and manufactured-looking supplies. 
 
    She pulls out a variety of bizarre objects that do not look organic in composition any more than my tapscreen, my writing instruments, or my electronic desk organizer back in the lab. I’m further floored when she reveals what appear to be plant leaves trapped between glass slides. Among them are two large glass sheets and they hold… 
 
    The Morsuflos bloom. 
 
    “Galaxies beyond!” I breathe, unable to stop staring. She’s turned it into a field sample. This thing she’s carried with her, on her—she hasn’t been carrying around a simple sloughable limb! This is a skin-like encased storage compartment, and Skytobrachion clearly has scientific inclinations. 
 
    Skytobrachion stands, and my attention is finally pulled away from her back pouch. 
 
    Having spent my lifetime observing defects in musculature, I recognize that her movements have none of the quick fluidness from yesterday. Instead, her movements are decidedly stiff and painful-looking. 
 
    Hesitantly, I form my fingers into a circle about mid-way along her arm, and give the area a testing squeeze. Just like each time I’ve touched her, I marvel that her body almost has an empty-cushy layer, like nothing I’ve ever felt. Evidently, it’s not enough padding to cushion her frame during rest periods though, nor was my chair’s foam. There’s little doubt that a solid floor surface beneath it all was not favorable for this soft-skinned creature. 
 
    My resting pad is made of the same material as the chair pad she bedded down on, so offering to trade resting spots the next sleep cycle won’t solve the problem. I extend my antenna, tugging on them while I think. Perhaps we can furtively bring bags of lodent shavings into my dorm and pile them for her to bed down on. Risky, but it’s not as if I can request a second resting pad for my single-status dorm. Even if I claimed that I required a replacement, it could take half a parsec for the paperwork to be approved, and the Dwelling Care and Management board sends a team to remove old appliances and fixtures when they bring in the new. The team would see that mine is perfectly serviceable and there’s no way I would be permitted to keep both without an explanation. 
 
    Doubt sinks its fearsome fangs into my psyche. Sneaking an alien into my dorm without permission—without her first undergoing quarantine—is the second most foolish thing I’ve ever done, the first being my failure to report her presence as soon as she appeared. 
 
    But when I look at her, I get caught up in emotions; yesterday, I didn’t want to share her with whatever team would be assembled to sequester this new and mysteriously attractive, comely creature. Last darkcycle, I felt guilt at the idea of leaving her all alone in an empty, sterile cage. I told myself, What’s one small alien going to be carrying that could make our situation worse? 
 
    But of course I’ve studied disease and the transmission of it. Some of the greatest infectious diseases travel by way of the tiniest organisms. 
 
    A cough can become a plague. 
 
    If she’s harboring anything harmful to us, I’ve walked her through a dorm stairwell that will see a frightful amount of traffic once the day gets underway. I can’t believe I was so selfish. Satisfying my curiosity and my feelings isn’t worth the danger I could be bringing to others, is it? 
 
    That’s rhetorical: I know the answer. It’s just… when I look at Skytobrachion, and she looks up at me, and smiles—curse me, it’s wrong, I know it’s wrong—but I also know I’d do it all again. 
 
    What a fabulous way to start the day; I’m harboring an alien, I’ve potentially brought harm to my planet, and I’ve learned I’m morally turpitudinous enough to deliberately repeat my actions. 
 
    I wonder if Simmi will remedy this… oversight... today. If he doesn’t, I should. 
 
    The thought acts like a beta-blocker on my heart-lifted mood, and I lose the easy smile I felt upon waking. Having someone to care for—if you disregard the potential danger she poses—made me feel less alone. Even before I’d opened my eyes, I’d felt infused with a foreign contentedness. Before today, I wasn’t aware that I felt existentially lonely, but it’s as if I’ve been touched by her presence all night—it was soothing, and pleasant. 
 
    I run a hand up over my skull, not even registering the scuffing sound the contact makes until Skytobrachion searches for the source of the noise. I drop my hand with a sigh. “You are enjoyably distracting, but I should really get you back to the lab, before the others in this dorm hive are shuttling off to work—and before officials descend on us in the event Simmi filed an official report of yesterday’s incident—ah, your arrival.” 
 
    A pair of facial pits appears on either side of her mouth, under the generous roundness covering her cheekbone structure. I can’t help myself: I step closer to her, and press a fingertip into one of the indents. 
 
    Skytobrachion’s eyebrows shoot up and her flesh brushes my fingertip as her smile falls, making the indentations disappear. 
 
    “Huh…” I say in consternation. 
 
    Slowly, a pit reforms under my finger, making my fingertip sink a little, and then sink more as her smile grows even wider. 
 
    “You are very, very odd…” I tell her, pulling my finger away to run it along the skin that stretches over the sides of her jaws, seeing if there are more of these dents. Some animals have heat-seeking pits that they use to locate prey—or, that’s our theory, at least. I have no theories as to what Skytobrachion’s might do. 
 
    As my careful examination continues, her shoulders begin to bob up and down, and I draw back to see that she’s laughing. When her eyes connect with mine, she squeezes hers shut, and she slaps her knees, laughing harder. 
 
    Charmed, I give her a few moments, and when she collects herself, I pat my leg. “Come, Skyto.” 
 
    She cocks her head, and a snorking noise escapes her nostrils. 
 
    I’m fully aware that she’s unlikely to be some sort of companion animal. All signs point to her being a sentient race of alien. But without a way to relay even the simplest words of conversation, the methods and commands of pet keepers seemed to me like they’d be a sound option for communication. When patting my leg doesn’t produce the desired result, I try to manipulate my lips to make an ingressive click and create a pressure drop with my tongue. A coaxing sucking sound results, and it works—I have her attention for sure. Her eyes even widen. 
 
    I take this as a good sign, and I call to her again. “Skyto? Come here.” For good measure, I repeat the pat on my leg, and wiggle three of my longest fingers to coax her forward—I haven’t seen pet owners do this, I simply get the inspiration to try it. 
 
    And perhaps I have a bit of a gift for pet training, because Skytobrachion—smiling in a way that presses her lips together firmly, as if she’s holding in sound—takes a measured step towards me. 
 
    “Good Skytobrachion!” I almost shout in my excitement—then I modulate my volume lest we alert dorm neighbors that I have an unauthorized lifeform presently in hiding. “Geh, that’s a mouthful. Do you mind if I shorten your call name to ‘Skyto?’” 
 
    She expels air through her nose. “Shurr. Whyy noht?” 
 
    She’s smiling, and her shoulders rise up a fraction in a non-aggressive fashion, so I take this to be agreement. 
 
    “Very good.” I check my wrist device; it’s the most wonderful invention I’ve ever splurged my extravagance stipend deposits to afford. It takes dictation, translates it to notes, informs me of the current and expected weather patterns, and it also relays the time. Unfortunately, the time displayed is not favorable. “Slow death to a field of stars! Skyto, I have disappointing news. I didn’t wake early enough to manage a trip through the mizzling stall before we leave, or to even make breakfast if we’re going to scurry towards the lab before other dorm inhabitants begin exiting for their daycycle shifts.” I consider her. “You didn’t seem interested in the protein blocks, but you liked my hagnot well enough?” Her head seems to bob with intention, so I turn, lost in thought as I take a mental inventory of what leftovers I can quickly combine to take with us. There isn’t enough left of the hagnot to make a meal out of it, so I settle on an unleavened, hollow bread soaked in ğurk—a semi-solid bacterial fermentation of nourishfluid. It’s a secretion rich in protein and vitamins, and is obtained from a native land grazer at great risk to the handler. It’s an extravagance—and its price reflects this. Simmi got me addicted to it (not literally—but nearly) moons ago and it’s a dismal moon’s passing when my deposit account can’t stretch for its purchase. 
 
    Hasty meal packed, we make way to the door. My palm print unlocks it, and we step into the narrow corridor. Skyto has reattached her back hump, meaning she has everything she came here with plus the bloom she took. If she has no reason to loiter here, on this planet that likely wouldn’t welcome her arrival, I’d understand her desire to make an escape. Why she doesn’t immediately dash from me and run for her freedom, I can’t say—but I can admit to myself that I’m relieved beyond analyzable reason when she remains at my side. In fact, I pass her small squares of ğurk bread as we move forward, and Skyto willingly follows me so obediently and so quietly to the lab, I’m almost giddy. Especially because we make all haste in doing it—therefore, we succeed in arriving well before the cantilever bridgeport has traffic. 
 
    But my excitement fizzles out upon opening the lab door. 
 
    Because facing us, expectant, is Simmi. 
 
    Simmi sits stiffly in his chair, close enough to the doorway that he blocks comfortable entry. “Ah, so glad you arrived—and you captured our fugitive.” His eyes skewer (figuratively) right through my exoskeleton. 
 
    Like a youth caught with his hand in the sun-dried sugardisk tin, I feel my zygomatic plates heating. “She’s not a fugitive, Simmi—or a prisoner.” 
 
    Simmi doesn’t deign to address this. He crosses his arms over his sternum. “I couldn’t sleep. Some time in the darkcycle, I opened up the lab to check on the subject only to find an empty enclosure.” The muscles that run along his cheekbones tighten. “The only thing stopping me from raising alarm was the certifiable hope that you had removed her from the lab and took her with you to your dorm—and that an alien lifeform whose existence and arrival we didn’t report wasn’t running around our planet, creating mayhem, escaped!” 
 
    Skyto sends a wary, wincing glance up to me, clearly able to ascertain that I’m being scolded by my subordinate. 
 
    “Well?” Simmi says finally, spreading his hands, eyes lasering into mine. “You don’t care to share the reasoning behind your asinine actions?” 
 
    “Simmi—” I start, but my attention is stolen when I catch a glimpse of the Morsuflos plant who technically is at the root of all these events. (...Ha! A witty little paronomasia to mention to Simmi when he’s in a more humor-receptive mood.) “Stars born above!” I gasp aloud. The Morsuflos plant Skyto beheaded has grown three stalkheads over a single darkcycle. “SIMMI!” I shout, pointing like a lunatic. 
 
    Skyto jolts beside me, and Simmi tenses—as much at her sudden movement as my unusual behavior. But then he turns to look out the viewer window, and he shouts an exclamation himself. “Spalpeen’s spurs!” 
 
    And beside ourselves with wonder, we both swivel our attention to the alien in our midst. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
    “Erreck, get a gaze at this,” Simmi says excitedly, his microscope’s eyepieces jammed to his eye sockets. “These are samples from the Morsuflos taken three days ago—and here,” he switches out slides, “Is the sample taken just now!” 
 
    Relieved at his turn in mood, and incredulous at this incredible news, I’m grinning. “Get your antennae out of the way so I can actually see them.” 
 
    Simmi moves so that I can get a look. When I’m done marveling at the slides, I pull back and look at the catalyst for this change. “Skyto, how did you do this?” Simmi and I have collected the Morsuflos’s blooms many times before; it’s never reacted this way. The only alteration in routine was the introduction of alien blood when Skyto fed the Morsuflos’s thorn her inside-skin’s thumb. 
 
    Simmi’s voice is disbelieving. “What did you call it?” 
 
    My shoulders hunch. “Skyto,” I mumble. “Skytobrachion.” 
 
    Simmi scoffs. “You are not calling it Skytobrachion.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s a terrible name—” 
 
    With painful dignity, I pull myself to my feet. “I didn’t think so—” 
 
    Off to the side of us, Skyto brings her palm up as her eyes roll in their sockets, and she slaps her hand over her face. 
 
    Simmi’s waving his hands. “And I found it as much as you. Therefore the equitable thing would be if I have half a say in naming it.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say thoughtfully. The sting to my pride dissipates somewhat, because it isn’t so much that Simmi doesn’t like my name choice; he’s only rancorously sour that he wasn’t included, and his opinions were unsought. “I suppose that’s fair.” I look to Skyto to see she appears quite bemused. I turn back to Simmi. “What if you give her a second name?” 
 
    Simmi’s shoulder plates tighten. “And then what? We call it by two names?” 
 
    We look to Skyto. 
 
    Skyto smirks, crossing her arms and leaning her shoulder into the wall, watching us watch her. “Myy nahyme ees Doktor Nan-cy Bjarnardóttir, ahstrobott-an-ist aff teh Kahmahnwehlth.” 
 
    We both stare at her. 
 
    Her quirked lip quirks even higher, and those facial pits display themselves again—still only the single pair though, one positioned on either side, so they may not be for anything to do with heat-seeking. She brings her thumb-like digit to her roundly protruding sternum. “Nan-cy. Eyym Nancy.” 
 
    Simmi eyes me sideways. “Do you think it’s trying to sway us on what we should name it?” 
 
    “Or,” I suggest dryly, “she already has a name and is trying to tell us what it is.” 
 
    Simmi makes an unimpressed hmmph sound, put out that he can’t name her now. 
 
    I look back at her. “Nancy?” I try. 
 
    She brightens and points to me like I have something she wants. “Yas! Yass, thaht’s mee—Nancy!” She brings her fist to her torso. 
 
    I point to my sternum plate. “I am ErreckMXL7, and this,” I clasp the air near Simmi’s shoulder, “is Simmi.” 
 
    Nancy tests the names quietly under her breath before attempting them for our correction. “Erikk ahnnd Seemee?” 
 
    Simmi folds his arms. “Sihmee.” 
 
    But I’m already nodding, pleased. “Very good!” 
 
    Simmi looks at me as if I received the lowest score on the elocution tests—which is not the case. I may not have had the honor of earning the highest academic achievements of my class, but I wasn’t deficient either. “It didn’t say my name right,” Simmi grumbles with narrowed eyes. “How is that ‘very’ good? At best, it could be considered ‘passable.’” 
 
    I wave his words away with my tail. “Don’t be exacting. Can’t you see her lip articulation differs from ours? She’s bound to struggle with pronunciation. We should be grateful she can manage as closely as she has.” 
 
    “You would say that,” he points out. “It can pronounce your name almost perfectly.” His eyes cut to her. “Sihmee. Repeat it, creature.” 
 
    Nancy’s lips purse. Then her lashes lower, and she gazes up at him from under her frilly, prettily fluttering lids. “Sammee?” 
 
    If she looked at me like this, I’d let her call me anything. 
 
    But Simmi throws up his hands, piqued. “Its pronunciation is deteriorating!” 
 
    I take Nancy’s incredibly silky inner-skin fingers and draw her away from Simmi as if distance will cause his words to hurt less. “She’s surely doing the best she can. Show patience, Simmi.” 
 
    He huffs and stalks to his desk. 
 
    I pat the back of Nancy’s hand soothingly, and I’m pleased when she flicks a glance up at me and doesn’t look upset at Simmi’s reaction at all. In fact, I’d classify her expression as almost mischievous. 
 
    Before I can analyze it, Simmi distracts me by calling, “Are you going to tabulate our findings, or will your tasks fall upon me?” Passive aggressively baiting, he adds, “Again.” 
 
    “I must go to work, Nancy,” I say apologetically, and Nancy’s teeth flash in a smile. 
 
    “Carry ohn,” she says. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    I get right to work. Taking up my notescreen, I cross the lab and move to greet the group Simmi and I have affectionately dubbed our team of little Lʊʊnjaɠ fighters. When I enter the chamber, behind me, Skyto, who’s following as tight to my heels as my tailspan allows, gasps in horror. 
 
    I spare her a glance before I turn back to our fighters, trying to see them as she must. Spread before us, row after row, are Genneӝt young with Infantile-onset Lʊʊnjaɠ. I quickly explain to Skyto that she’s not standing in some monstrous laboratory. These young were born cursed with the most detrimental levels of the disease, and yes, sadly—their conditions are shocking—but we’re here to help, not hurt. 
 
    Our work is of utmost importance to these infants. Each one of the young is in a life support pod, and each infant trembles uncontrollably. Sometimes, their seizing is so dire, they’re shaking too hard to cry normally—although we never hear their tiny cries anyway. 
 
    Technically, the babies aren’t here. 
 
    There are no babies in this room. 
 
    What we’re seeing are merely their very well-rendered holograms. 
 
    From this room, we can read each infant’s stats on the displays above their beds; we can visually monitor either their disease progression or their treatment progress, and with real-time evaluation, we work closely with caregivers to create and provide the latest test treatments we can offer. Genneӝt parents enroll their Affected progeny into the program in hopes that our work will benefit their offspring in some way. 
 
    We’re their last hope. 
 
    Over the course of this program, Simmi and I have watched a number of infants improve. Some of them go home with their parents for the first time in their lives. 
 
    We have also watched a number of our little fighters lose their battle. 
 
    Those are bad, bad daycycles. 
 
    The first daycycle Simmi arrived to this lab and had to watch an infant suffer before it expired, Simmi nearly walked out. No matter how much he hated attempting to educate hopeful pairs who came to the Ancestry Research, Testing, and Reporting Office, it’s unquantifiably worse to observe the results of those against-sanction couplings. 
 
    But daycycle after daycycle, he came back for the same reason that I stayed here: to check on our little fighters who lived. To silently cheer them on. And Simmi threw himself into the work, trying to develop ways to help the infants so they could be as comfortable as possible before they died. 
 
    But here’s a difficult truth: we can put all the hard effort in the world into our job; it still doesn’t make a baby’s struggles easy to watch. 
 
    Today, as I move down the row of holographic pod cribs so realistically virtually rendered that you wouldn’t know these infants weren’t nictating up at us, smiling at us instead of at their parents in their sterile hospital rooms—I’ll find that today is about to be one of the bad, bad daycycles. 
 
    Yahna-AFFECTED-6.8B is a beautiful little female, her features perfection, her face angelic. I’ve never wanted to tweak the tiny tail of a Genneӝt more—but of course we can’t touch her. She never even hears me say hello. But even Simmi has this ritual, a daily greeting to every child we get to know, and for some reason, this child’s charisma transmits even over hologram. 
 
    We adore her. 
 
    I ghost my thumb over the crown of her forecranium, and maybe her parents are doing the same, because her eyes close and she burbles in pleasure. She’s such a happy, lovely infant. 
 
    But Yahna’s form of the disease is acute. She writhes involuntarily, and experiences near-constant, recurrent seizures. Brain damage is a common result when a patient endures seizures to the degree Yahna does. This, coupled with a poor liver function (another common struggle for Affecteds), means that we’ve known Yahna’s life expectancy is short. A mere five orbits is what most Infantile-onset Lʊʊnjaɠ babies are given for prognoses. But still—I’m not prepared for when I finish up my data collecting, and I’m about to give her cheek a virtual pat, only the lightest graze—and she smiles (her parents must be right above her, perhaps waving at her in reality like I’m always drawn to do)—and very suddenly, Yahna starts darkly seizing. 
 
    I must make some sort of sound, because Skyto is suddenly at my side, staring down at Yahna with me. 
 
    Skyto takes my hand fast in hers. 
 
    I’d be more surprised, but I can’t pull my eyes from Yahna as she struggles. I hiss, snarling when her levels begin crashing, and her stats display begins to flash red. 
 
    Dimly, I’m aware of Simmi moving into the room, but he stays back, near the door. Here for Yahna, but incapable of taking any measures to save her—because there is no way to save her. 
 
    Yahna’s hologram abruptly cuts out. 
 
    Skyto shrieks as the entire pod crib disappears—and with it, Yahna is lost to us forever. 
 
    Too numb to be shocked, I don’t react when Skyto’s arm tentatively wraps around my hips. 
 
    Simmi appears as shattered as I feel. He says nothing, but after silently closing out the requests for her autopsy results, he sighs sadly, and returns to the main room.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    In our department, we, like so many others whose lifework faces grim sides, turn to gallows humor. Or, we would, if Simmi had a sense of humor. There are times when it’s really more like gallows-squabbling, and after losing Yahna in the daycycle, he’s been withdrawn and prickly. “I have agreed that the subject doesn’t have to sit in the lodent enclosure during diurnal hours,” Simmi starts in measured tones, “but could you please keep her from touching my things?” he finishes, his exasperation loud even if his voice never rises. 
 
    “First you complain that she’s staring at you so intensely that it’s deafening—” 
 
    “I didn’t use deafening. I said her staring was clamorous in its distraction. You make me sound as if I’m overreacting.” He snatches his writing instrument right out of Skyto’s fingers. 
 
    I hand her mine, and turn on him. 
 
    Before we begin what will surely be a vicious verbal battle, two audible claps cause us to pause. 
 
    We both look over at Skyto. She’s got a hand pressed on either side of her face, and her shoulders are bouncing up and down. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done,” I scold Simmi. “You’ve upset her.” 
 
    “Is that what the shuddering means?” He peers at her. “I disagree. I think the chuckling vocalization she’s emitting is laughter.” 
 
    It’s almost an inward sound, soft and half-suppressed. But Simmi might be right—the longer it goes on, the more it makes my cardiac muscle feel lighter to hear it. It’s a welcome sound, if laughing is what it is. 
 
    We could always use more lightness and laughter here. 
 
    After Yahna’s loss this morning, I’ve tried to force a stoic face. But I feel the empty spot in our Lʊʊnjaɠ room as if it’s a gaping hole in my cardiac muscle. 
 
    The more I focus on Skyto, the more I believe Simmi is right and she’s ringing with mirth—I’m nearly encouraged to join her with my own version of laughter. 
 
    Skyto sucks in a breath and wipes at her face, seeming to gain control of whatever emotion was the culprit of her reaction. She picks up the writing instrument I’ve given her to replace Simmi’s, and she goes back to what she was working on. 
 
    And she is working. Using uniformly-cut sheets of thin, fibrous substances, she writes and scrawls. Her characters look nothing like ours, so her notes (‘scribbles,’ Simmi deemed them) aren’t something we can make out—but she’s cataloguing something. And her sketches! She renders the Morsuflos so skillfully it could be a two-dimensional reproduction on a render-tablet. 
 
    Wondrous talent. 
 
    She also sketched Yahna. 
 
    That nearly broke me. When I’d cradled the render in my hands, Skyto quickly made a second sketch, and placed it on Simmi’s desk. 
 
    Very slowly, very carefully, Simmi had taken hold of his—and stared. 
 
    I was watching him nearly as closely as Skyto. He said nothing for so long, I realized he wasn’t going to speak. 
 
    Instead, he retrieved a bit of ğurk (which he’s only shared with me once, and only because he didn’t want to be alone in his newfound addiction), and without a word, he set it on the corner of my desk. I knew it wasn’t for me. With a sad smile, Skyto had accepted it, and Simmi had brusquely turned back to his desk, where he arranged Yahna’s rendering in the center of his planner board. Which was a surprise in itself—Simmi is very rigid about his organization, and not even family images belong in the middle of his list of tasks. 
 
    Something inside me heartily approves that Yahna’s memory is worth the disruption of well-ordered work. 
 
    Skyto has kept herself occupied, appearing as drawn as we feel. She’s been quiet and respectful as we performed the rest of the quotidian minutiae of our day. Early on, I’d been offering to share my tapscreen with her, about to show her how to operate it—when she shocked Simmi and I both by procuring something very like a touchscreen input device of her own (I took an ignoble amount of enjoyment in Simmi’s disturbed panic when she peeled off her sheddable skin hump and slit it open to dig her touchscreen instrument free) and neither of us could be ignorant of her non-animal status any longer—no animal is this advanced. Her actions following this revelation were also cause for wonder: she took out her saved Morsuflos head, the bloom pressed flat from her mode of storage, and she took up our fresh daycycle’s sample of Morsuflos petals for examination, and deftly prepared one of the petals between a set of slides. 
 
    She began to dissect the rest of the Morsuflos, proving she already had an intimate knowledge of our plant—or something like it—because she was careful to avoid the stickiness of the pollen-catching pistil as she separated this section of the flower into parts, and split open the ovary for examination. 
 
    By the time she began to adjust my microscope to examine her specimens, we were speechless. 
 
    For the count of a cardiac muscle’s single pulsation, anyway. 
 
    “That’s highly sensitive equipment!” Simmi had chirped in warning—but Skyto’s practiced, knowledgeable movements showed a confidence that silenced even his protests. Faintly, he mused, “She knows how to use scientific tools?” 
 
    “Highly sensitive ones,” I added wryly. 
 
    Skyto had snickered. 
 
    “See!” I rapped Simmi with the back of my hand, making a hollow sound against his carapace. He jerked from the breach of contact more than the force of contact itself. “I told you she understands us!” 
 
    When she started drawing a cell chart, we gave up all pretense of doing anything but staring over her shoulders. 
 
    *** 
 
    To my pleasure and Simmi’s initial dismay, when he and I finally wandered back to our usual stations to begin working in earnest, Skyto turned the lab tables on us (figuratively speaking) and looked over our shoulders. Well, around our arms, since she’s far too challenged in stature to see over either of us. After collecting a fresh sample of the monstrously enlarged Morsuflos, Simmi thaws considerably when Skyto begins assisting him with his preparations for amino acid extraction. She does it so well, he’s quite shocked. “How does she comprehend this?” he asks in wonder. 
 
    Skyto stabs him with my writing instrument. 
 
    “Geh!” Simmi almost falls out of his chair. The jab couldn’t possibly have punctured his chitin, but he’s quite surprised by the small alien’s daring. He straightens and his eyes narrow. “What I mean is: how is it you understand our specific scientific processes?” 
 
    I flick my tail in exasperation. “You’ve accepted that she must have arrived here by some extreme air-travel method, and yet you question if a basic laboratory process will be outside the scope of her alien understanding? For all we know, her kind once traded with our kind. Perhaps they taught us everything they know, and we’ve really learned to see our world through their borrowed scientific principles. Now stop treating her as if she’s soft-headed.” I move to stand beside Skyto, and begin to run my claws through her oddly attractive, haired scalp. 
 
    Skyto’s cheek pits flash with her smile and we return to work. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Did you finish tabulating those findings?” I murmur. When there’s no answer, I raise my head and glance around, confused. “Simmi, what are you doing?” 
 
    Simmi doesn’t glance up from where he’s bent over his tail. He’s coated it with some sort of polymeric substance; when he shifts, the coating does too, appearing somewhat elastic. “Hmm, yes,” he confirms. “I tabulated my half of the findings half the cycle ago.” He swipes a disinfecting cloth over his workstation around the outline of his tail. “And just look at this! I’ve developed a solution for keeping one’s tail clean from debris if one’s tail brushes the floor.” He looks up, and waves to indicate his spare limb. “A tail sheath.” 
 
    “Eets ay ji-ant kahndom,” Nancy sputters. 
 
    Simmi’s head tips as he studies her expression. Then he looks to me. “Did you know I’ve been swabbing the end vertebrae of my tail plating each rotation, and on average, I’ve found we can carry thirty-two hundred bacteria from one hundred and twenty distinctly different species on our extending appendage?” He raises his prophylactic measure. “But with this, now we’ll remain freer from germs.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” I tell him honestly. 
 
    “Thank you,” he says. 
 
    I nod. “I didn’t know your obsession with cleanliness could become more acute.” 
 
    Simmi sniffs and sprays disinfectant on his work station where his tail made surface contact. “Well, now you know not to underestimate my neurosis and the lengths I’ll go to defeat germs.” 
 
    Flicking my dorsal tubes at him and his neurosis, I turn back to my work station. 
 
    “Are we to continue keeping her as a secret then?” Simmi inquires, his voice deceptively easy or truly unworried. I hope it’s the latter. 
 
    Reaching for the latest medical journal, I make a point to slide it within viewing range of Simmi as incentive. Only the most breakthrough findings in our industry get recognition in this publication. “Just look at the way she’ll benefit our careers. Her biological matter made the Morsuflos blossom like we’ve never seen. Do you really want to hand her over to an unknown body of authorities?” 
 
    Simmi gives me a droll look. “I can’t believe you’re attempting to use our career advancement in your appeal. You should know that with such impressive results, I no longer disapprove. But let us not stand on pretense about why you’re reluctant to hand her off to our authorities. You like her.” 
 
    Stung, I fire back, “Of course I like her! She’s very… likeable.” Shaking off my defensiveness, I stand. “I need to make a Comm.” 
 
    “What for?” he asks. 
 
    I glance at Skyto, who has kept herself occupied, working diligently with the Morsuflos bloom for purposes only known to her. “I need to put in a request for supplies.” 
 
    Simmi scoffs. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “Nancy?” I call, and her head raises, her eyes’ lid-coverings sweeping rapidly up and down as if to clear away her deep thoughts. “Sorry to interrupt your work,” I tell her. “But I need to hide you.” 
 
    Her eyes go wide in alarm. 
 
    “Only for a short period of time,” I assure her quickly. Then I glance around the lab. “Now where to stow you…” 
 
    “Could put her back outside,” Simmi mutters. 
 
    Skyto reaches over and pats his back, right next to his longest dorsal tube. 
 
    Simmi shudders and erupts out of his chair, shaking her touch off as if she’s attempting to spread something communicable instead of simply sharing a kind touch. 
 
    My sternum juts as I inhale sharply, strangely inclined to attack Simmi for the slight against her—but I get no further in my aggression, because Skyto stuns me by sauntering in front of my chair—and dropping to her knees at my feet. 
 
    I stare down at her, not a thought left in my neurocranium—when Skyto closes one of her eyes, so that for a moment, she’s watching me out of a single eye, the other scrunched shut in some sort of... odd, one-side nictation—before she slides under my desk. 
 
    When her body brushes against my legs, I shoot to my feet, shocked at the contact. Taking a step back, I clear my throat. “Ingenious,” I praise her. “N-no one will think to look there.” I clear my throat and try to collect myself. I’ve never felt so far from balanced in all my lifespan. 
 
    Skyto easily remains out of the holoview as I take up position in front of her, standing with my hands folded behind my back, my desktop in perfect order, while Skyto’s occupancy below my waist is something I’m all too aware of. Her body is so warm-blooded that I can feel her heat radiating against my legs. Her alien smell is also distinct, but I… I find I rather like it. 
 
    She’s vaguely comforting—and oddly, quite exciting. Her nearness is almost a buzz on my chitin. Forcing myself to my task, I connect to the Allocator at the Resources Department for my dorm quadrant. 
 
    When our quadrant representative comes into view, I greet, “Greetings, this is ErreckMXL7-GeneStatus: CARRIER, and I’d like to put in an order for a companion creature’s resting pad.” 
 
    Here I pause, letting the officious, thin-featured man look down his considerable nose at me through the holograph. Somehow, each and every Allocator I’ve had the misfortune to contact has shown a great deal of the same apathetic disdain. It must be some unwritten requirement in order to secure the position: only Genneӝt with outstandingly wretched comportments need apply. It’s difficult to imagine that the position is so unbearably awful that it turns every officiate into an unmitigated wretch. 
 
    Said wretch glances at what I assume is my personal data screen, where he spends all of a nanotap before sighing an ill-tempered, “Denied.” 
 
    I take a moment to breathe through my flaring nares. I was expecting resistance, I remind myself. “Might I inquire as to why? On what basis are there grounds for denial of such a simple request?” 
 
    The man’s own nares flare and his brow flattens threateningly. “You aren’t registered as being approved for a companion creature.” 
 
    Squinting at him, I start slowly. “Yes, well—you see, I’d like to become approved. It seemed to me that a responsible first step would be to obtain the necessary supplies so that I’m prepared for a pet’s arrival.” 
 
    His eyes nictate sharply, one twitching up as he sniffs. “Denied.” 
 
    Baffled, I stare at his holo. “I beg your pardon, could you explain?” 
 
    “I told you,” Simmi sing-songs just low enough not to be picked up on the officiate’s end. 
 
    The man raises his tail to indicate my data. An unnecessarily rude gesture, alongside being dismissive, considered so because as Simmi pointed out, tails are somewhat unclean. “It would be a foolish waste of resources; your docket states you aren’t on a ground floor-level dorm. Therefore, you won’t qualify for companion creature ownership status and therefore, you need no companion creature resting pad.” 
 
    He raises a knobby finger with a meticulously-groomed claw to stab wherever on his side of the viewer will sever our transmission, but Simmi quickly cuts in. “My request to move to a ground-level dorm was finally approved last solar—and it’s now at ground level that I reside. May I qualify for greenery lifeforms now? File SimmiQRO1-GeneStatus: CARRIER.” 
 
    The man sighs irritably and taps his screens until he has Simmi’s data before him. But with the barest of glances, he coldly states, “Your ground-level dorm does not have a window, and is therefore not considered greenery lifeform-humane. Request denied. Good day.” 
 
    The holo empties byte by byte, going dark. 
 
    “Why is he such a miserable spalpeen?” I exclaim. 
 
    Simmi holds his hands flat out, palms up. “I wondered that myself last solar. I took the liberty of abusing my still-remaining access to the Ancestry Research, Testing, and Reporting registry, where I located his file. His parents are Clears.” 
 
    “No one removed your access?” I gape. I shake myself, directing my thoughts to the issue at hand. “A mutate propagated from a pair of Clears,” I murmur to Simmi, who’s smirking. This means the officiate’s parents were both clear of the mutation, living a freer, more upscale life—and the officiate would have shared their perks—if his genes hadn’t mutated. The likelihood of being born Clear is so secure if you come from Clears, it’s almost guaranteed… but you don’t get to choose what genetics you emerge with. Not unless your parents are very wealthy and aren’t opposed to gene editing. “So close,” I murmur. 
 
    “And yet not far enough,” Simmi agrees with a grim, unimpressed expression. “His designation is six.” 
 
    “Do you speak true?” I say in horrified wonder. A designation number correlates to how many carriers are in any given ancestry, and an allocator of six!!! His family is just shy of pure! 
 
    He must have felt a terrible chasm from his Clear family. Not that this is any sort of excuse for his manner. Look at Simmi: he’s close to pure too, but at least he’s… 
 
    Hm. Perhaps it is a factor in how temperamental a being grows. “Thus, he takes out his genetic misfortune on everyone else,” I say in dismay. “He should join the club. We’re all Carriers here.” I hunker down. “Skyto—err, Nancy,” I correct, “You can come out now.” 
 
    She eases out, her eyes intent on mine, and I’m in the process of staring back, ensnared, when Simmi gives her a once-over like he can’t fathom why there’s a need to provide her a resting pad. “Why did you need a resting pad for her?” 
 
    “Because she didn’t seem all that comfortable on my chair’s padding, that’s why.” 
 
    Skyto moves to me, and places her hand on my shoulder, her expression conveying something to me, if only I could read her. “Thenk yew fohr tryeeng.” 
 
    Not certain how I should respond to her touch, I pat her hand. 
 
    One corner of her mouth jerks up, the tilt of it very pretty—as is the shine in her eyes, even for such an alien face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
    After a long day made longer by the need to wait until I could safely smuggle Skyto back to my dorm, I’m quite thrilled to see my resting pad again. I’ve just drifted off when I feel the foam depress next to me. 
 
    Jolting upright, I make an alarmed sound of, “AHH!” followed immediately by my brain processing the circumstances of my wakefulness, and I manage to add alarmed-sounding words to better address the situation. “Skyto? What’s wrong?” 
 
    She’s on her knees beside me, clutching my chair cushion’s foam, and she’s holding it tentatively, as if in question. Seeing that I’m awake enough to focus on her, she lays it demonstratively over my resting pad foam, making a double layer on half the span of the bedpod. 
 
    I nictate at her. “Simmi would have a fit in this situation.” After all, her lack of exoskeleton means she probably sheds something. The beauty of a foam pad bed is its ease of sanitation though, thus I don’t consider making her get down. 
 
    Somehow, I don’t think Simmi would care how easy the bed is to sanitize. Cozying up with an alien would be firmly in his Absolutely Never category. 
 
    I pat the foam. “Come on then. This is the best we have, I suppose.” But there’s really no supposing about it—if she needs softer bedding, this is all we have at our disposal. 
 
    Her skin makes its swishing and crinkle noises as she gets comfortable, but having spent a daycycle and a half in her company, I’m growing used to them. When she brushes me by accident, it’s the oddest sensation. Her soft to my hard feels unbelievably good every time we touch. 
 
    The heat radiating off of her is faint, but it too, feels nice. 
 
    And like before, simply having her presence in my dorm—let alone having her so close—makes for one of the most pleasant resting periods in my lifespan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
    The next waking cycle sees Skyto much more mobile, her muscles not having the stiffness they exhibited after she slept on the foam on the floor, which is a relief. I pat her puffy arm and assure her, “I’m going to bathe. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    I shuffle off to begin my morning necessities, but I’ve no more than stepped under the mizzling spray—the temperature perfectly adjusted for Genneӝt, the water chemistry matched to be the most favorable to our chitin—when my alien guest forces her way inside the unit. 
 
    The sight of her vecking nearly scares my chitin right off—because she’s skinned herself. She’s shed her thick, heavy feet, her swishy-sounding, dry, shiny, entire outerskin, and when I crane around her, I see she’s left it in a pile on the facilities floor like it’s some bizarre, hairless pelt. “This is so unnerving,” I tell her, my voice shaking. But what’s really unnerving is not the way she’s prancing under the spray in her innerskin, but how much I appreciate what I see. It should be grotesque, but she’s very sleek and well-formed, with no hint of angles anywhere. 
 
    Although, I suppose my inside layer of fascia is sleek too. 
 
    But I’ve seen flayed open cadavers in med school, and I never looked upon them and found their innards lovely. If they’d gotten up and run around like Skyto—I’d have run screaming from the exam room and veck what anyone else thought of my stoic male constitution. 
 
    Yet the view of this strange alien… my internal temperature is experiencing a sharp spike in reaction to the sight of her skinned body. Something is clearly wrong with me. 
 
    I actually have the urge to reach out and brush a touch over her skinned hide. 
 
    If someone wanted to reach under my carapace and touch my insides, that person would end up on the darkcycle newsvids for being a deviant. 
 
    Yet it’s suddenly all I can do to stop myself from giving in to the desire to be very, very deviant with her. 
 
    Appalled with myself, I stand in a stupor while she slicks back her head’s hairs, and sluices away the water that’s collected in the depressions of her eye sockets. She finds my cleanser foam, and avails herself of it, proceeding to scrub and rinse her body thoroughly. 
 
    I’m mute with fascination as she then drags her membranous skins into the stall with us, and scrubs them with my chitin sanitizer. When she feels they’re sanitized to her satisfaction, she tries to reach up over the mizzling stall’s containment door to stretch her skins—for drying, I presume. 
 
    I’d help her, but I can’t move—my eyes are too focused on the more prominent areas of her body that happen to jiggle and bounce with her struggles. 
 
    This is gruesome. Or, it should be. Why can’t I look away? 
 
    It’ll be a long while before I realize I never did get to wash. I’m too discombobulated by what I’ve seen to notice. I step out and indicate Skyto should follow me to the drying grid. Her steps become tentative as we near it, but she joins me between the forced air panels, and my third eyelids extend as protection in preparation of the currents that are about to strike—and for Skyto, I place my hand over her eyes. 
 
    She stiffens immediately, but she doesn’t pull away. Even when the air blasts us, she only jumps—then she’s clapping her hands over mine to provide further protection for her face. 
 
    And because Skyto is soft-membraned all over, the air draft is so powerful that it’s causing her skin to press in odd ways, as if she’s physically being pushed. I suppose, by air currents, she is. 
 
    It’s a strangely compelling sight to behold, but very quickly, I’m concerned it could actually grow to be painful for her. 
 
    Thankfully it only takes moments before we’re free of moisture. When the air cuts off, Skyto, her hairs queerly standing up in every direction, drops her hands and nictates as if her eyes have gone dry—but then she’s dashing for her heaped skins. She drags them onto the grate, and motions to me. 
 
    Quickly, I oblige her, stepping off and stepping on the grate to activate the dryer. 
 
    When her skins are dried, I watch, jaw dropped, as she shimmies them on again, showing no pain as she straps on inner membranes everywhere—on her feet, her torso and arms, her… ah, what looks as if it might be her seal for an inner groin tunnel area, I suppose—and then she’s dragging on her thicker outerskin and her larger, tougher outerfeet. 
 
    Every so often, she glances at me, and makes snickering sounds that, while they resemble a jeering sound my people make, hers holds no scorn, no sneer. Only a private sort of amusement—or it would be private, if her smile didn’t invite my system to grow as light-cardiac muscled as her mood seems. 
 
    When it’s clear she’s finished adding skins to herself, I’m better able to force myself not to be as distracted. I clear my throat. “Instead of gawking, I should have been securing our meal. Will we never prepare it without feeling rushed? Drat.” I turn, striding to my dorm’s kitchenette. 
 
    Skyto follows behind me, and somehow I can sense her smile warming my back with her irrepressible good cheer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once at the office, and after we visit our Lʊʊnjaɠ fighter room with no casualties today (good results—with our infants showing amazingly hopeful reactions to the latest batch of Morsuflos extract) Skyto begins to hum. It’s no bother to me, and, thinking she’s singing, I leave her to it. 
 
    But in the course of a lengthier conversation with Simmi, my ear discerns Nancy is actually repeating words Simmi and I are saying. It’s evident that she’s practicing our language: she’s employing humming to stretch her vocal cords to match our vocalizations. 
 
    At least, this is evident to me. 
 
    “What’s she doing now?” Simmi sighs, meticulously using a microscopic-dust collection cloth to buff all the plating on his tail before he gloves his appendage in his anti-germ stretchy creation. But he knows what Skyto is attempting, and he proves this when he suddenly muses, “What if we visited a museum and took one of the ancient translators? If we could make it operational again, perhaps it will match a language she speaks, and either we’ll be able to understand her, or she’ll be able to speak ours.” 
 
    “You want to steal?” I stare at him as if I don’t know him. “That’s illegal!” 
 
    Simmi’s look is cool, and holds much irony. “And harboring and hiding an alien would be considered...?” 
 
    I fold my arms over my sternum, dipping my chin in concession to his point. 
 
    Skyto huffs and her brow flattens. Her flexible lips purse before she carefully enunciates, albeit in a thick, exotic accent, “My translator is pick—picking,” she struggles, “up just fine. But speaking? Your language is—” Whatever she says next breaks from fluency. It sounds like, “—whaaacked.” 
 
    Her words are heavy, flat in tonal range and thickly delivered, but she is mostly understandable. “That was amazing, Sky—Nancy,” I correct myself, grinning at her so wide my upper row of fangs feels the tingle of the air hit them. 
 
    Skyto pales a little, the smile she returns to me a bit weak. 
 
    Simmi tosses me a look of utter disbelief before he leans so far forward in his chair, it squeaks, and he brings his head level with Skyto’s. “Allow me to inform you unbiasedly as to the rating of your progress. I won’t sweetğurk coat this like some of us: you need a considerable amount of work before you reach ‘amazing.’” 
 
    “Simmi!” I chastise, ready to shake his rack of expensive beakers. “Sky—,” I stop, and start again. “Nancy, you’re doing lovely—ignore him. He has a mordant sense of… everything, and he’s never had to learn another language. He also has an appalling lack of empathy.” 
 
    Simmi sends me an acrimonious look. “You’ve never learned another language either.” 
 
    “Yes, but I do have empathy,” I point out. 
 
    Unable to argue this, Simmi simply inclines his head before swiveling around in his chair. 
 
    Skyto steps towards me, pulling my attention away from my maddening officemate with ease. “I don’t mind you calling me Skyto,” she tells me, her words understandable but sounding foreign in her alien accent. 
 
    Simmi whips his chair around and nearly leaps between Skyto and me. “What would be your reaction if we compromised and called you Skynan?” 
 
    I send her a rueful smile. “If you’re amenable, I believe I can manage this pet name suggestion. And Simmi will be pleased because if you agree, he’ll finally feel like he had a part in naming you,” I explain. 
 
    Simmi raises his nose in the air, silently confirming my theory, and Skyto makes dry laughing noises through her small alien nares. “I think I’d like you calling me Skynan. And hey,” she says with an impish pat to his back, making him shudder, “This is a real upgrade from ‘she’ and ‘it!’” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
    It’s incredible that any work bore fruit for the next half of our shift. There are innumerable, burning questions between us, Skynan having a great concern for the Lʊʊnjaɠ infants’ situation. 
 
    Simmi and I have many questions of our own, and haltingly, the three of us manage to converse. The more we do, the easier communication becomes. 
 
    Simmi and I learn that Skynan hails from an array of like-formed beings called humans. Her life’s work is in the field of astrobotany. She was working on an exoplanet in the northern hemisphere constellation, when she grew curious about the ‘cursed planet.’ 
 
    That would be our planet. 
 
    From Skynan, we learn what the rest of the galaxy believes about us. Generations ago, historians recorded our people—a once-great people—suddenly begin to stumble and twitch and seize uncontrollably. Nearly every crew of Genneӝt was exhibiting the same strange, frightening condition. 
 
    “As a hobby, I research ancient plants and medicinal remedies.” Skynan hesitates a beat. “Everyone thinks your planet’s civilization is…” 
 
    “Extinct,” I guess. 
 
    She nods. “Your planet is a sort of bogeyman,” she says, brow furrowed as she tries to speak from the limited words she can pronounce and blend her own in. “How would I say fear… man?” 
 
    “We’re their darkcycle terror?” I offer. 
 
    She silently mouths the words, appearing to focus on the pronunciation of her new foreign vocabulary. “Yes, at least around the sectors I’ve traveled. No one’s heard from you in so long, rumors say your people died out from ‘stumbling plague.’ People are afraid of this place.” 
 
    “Then why did you risk it?” Simmi asks, aghast perhaps that she’d even face the possibility of infection should that have been the truth of our fate. 
 
    “For that.” She waves her hand to the Morsuflos. “Its potency is legendary, with literature that claims it aids in treating long-term motion sickness disorders. We have something like it where I’m from, something with promise, but not much potency. I think our plants might be related. Perhaps our races traded medicinal horticultures in some bygone, forgotten era, I’m not sure, but right down to the blood release on the thorns, they’re strikingly similar.” 
 
    We all look to the Morsuflos, whose stem is thicker and more robust-colored than even yesterday. “Your blood has had quite the effect on ours,” I tell Skynan. 
 
    Skynan nods. “Our blood gives a little boost to our own plant too. We don’t have as widespread a problem as your people do, but to our every individual who’s plagued with an incoordination disorder, they’ll benefit.” 
 
    Simmi scowls. “If our people would follow sound genetic recommendations rather than the strange machinations that exist in their loins, we wouldn’t suffer a widespread anything. In a spansworth of generations, no progeny would be propagated from genetically incompatible pairs. It’s simple. Couples are maddening!” 
 
    Skynan spares him a wry look—but not before flicking a curiously shy glance at me I can’t interpret. “Attraction is a little more complicated than pre-approved genetic compatibility,” she murmurs. 
 
    Simmi tips a thick, attractively long antennae in her direction, conceding. When Skynan’s eyes lock on it, I’m gripped with the inappropriate compulsion to rip his sensory appendages off his head. 
 
    Even aliens find large antennae attractive. My alien. 
 
    I glare a hole in the side of Simmi’s neurocranium. 
 
    But Simmi doesn’t notice. He’s too focused on Skynan. “We should synthesize your blood.” 
 
    I stop glaring at him. 
 
    Skynan warily shuffles back. 
 
    “What?” he asks, his third-eyelids sweeping over his eyes, which have downturned, slightly angled in his exasperation. “Her blood is like the ultimate fertilizer.” 
 
    “‘MiracleBlood-gro,’” scoffs Skynan. “‘Feeds plants up to half a standard solar parameter. Get yours today!’” she laughs. 
 
    “Well… ideally,” Simmi agrees. “How often can we extract units of blood from a human?” 
 
    Skynan stops laughing. 
 
    I glare at him again and this time he does notice. I cross my arms and tuck my hands under my arm junctures to prevent myself from plucking off his too-large antennae. “We will not feed her life force away.” When Skynan moves her gaze from Simmi back to me, I relax, the strange, threatened sensation abating. I try to parse the emotional states that have rushed over me. I quickly picture our hydrocarbon gas-powered burners, and imagine placing a beaker of my reactions over the flame and letting the heat boil down to the essence of my upset. 
 
    My status in Skynan’s eyes. 
 
    I’m feeling possessive of Skynan’s attention. 
 
    Simmi’s brows rise. “I did state we should synthesize her contents.” 
 
    Distracted by my revelation, I don’t have a chance to check my instinctive response to his words. I snarl at Simmi. 
 
    I feel as shocked as he looks—but my lips are still peeled up, my fangs bared. I’m frozen like this, processing that his words only seem vaguely threatening. Yet it’s roused this innate protectiveness for Skynan in a violent reaction. I’m struggling to settle it. 
 
    Skynan is the one to interrupt it. She approaches slowly and carefully from the side, reaching up for my hands which are held up at Simmi, claws spread. She takes my fingers in her few-fingered grasp. “Erreck?” 
 
    “Yes, Skynan?” 
 
    She smiles for me, but it’s a reluctant, sad thing. “Simmi has a point.” 
 
    Before I can gently sweep her safely to the side and mercilessly rip the throat from my coworker and closest companion—a baffling response, because even if I’m not nearly as germ-phobic as Simmi, I still wouldn’t reach into another being’s throat cavity without sterile gloves at least. Wait, wait, this isn’t right—this is Simmi. I have no cause to attack Simmi. I have no cause—or desire! to attack anyone! What is WRONG with me? 
 
    Eyes flickering to each of mine, studying me, Skynan says gently, “My airship is hidden here.” 
 
    My cardiac muscle seizes pulsating. 
 
    She must see panic on my face because she squeezes my hands in a surprisingly strong grip. Her voice pleads with me to understand. “You guys have been wonderful.” She swallows, her gaze nearly electric, trying to impart something to me, I’m certain of it. I simply don’t know what. “You’ve made me… I really…” She drops her eyes to our hands, her mouth making a rueful-looking line. “I really enjoy spending time with you.” Her lips firm as her gaze meets mine again. “But Simmi’s right. We should figure out how to replicate my blood. Someday, I’m going to return home.” 
 
    I run my grasp to her wrists, then her arms. “Please don’t go,” I beg, echoing the sentiment she imparted to me the darkcycle we met, with the same cardiac clenching intensity. Now it’s me who suddenly can’t bear for her to leave. “Can’t you stay?” 
 
    Simmi snorts, gaze moving between the pair of us. “Of course she can’t stay. She’d be in hiding here forever otherwise.” 
 
    Okay, I think. 
 
    Skynan’s lips quirk as if she knows what I just barely stopped myself from saying aloud. Her smile a still-sad thing, agreeing with Simmi’s statement even as her eyes desperately search mine, like she can’t bear the thought of parting from me either. “For the Lʊʊnjaɠ patients and—” her eyes skitter away for a moment, before, almost bashful, she glances at me from under her lashes and adds, “And for you, Erreck. I’ll stay a little longer. Until we can—” 
 
    I give up holding her by the arms and drag her into an enthusiastic pressing of sternums. Which she is not tall enough for. I haul her up in an embrace that more effectively facilitates this touching. “I am unspeakably enthused!” 
 
    Simmi sits down with a minuscule tray of ğurk, unabashedly watching us like we’ve become an exhibition. 
 
    I don’t even care; yet when Simmi’s gaze drops to the region of Skynan’s lower back—clinically, I note, but it makes no difference to my instincts—my lips peel back again and my throat begins to vibrate. “Look away from her,” I warn. 
 
    Simmi’s antennae sit straight up. 
 
    My thoughts are snarling, a red haze surrounding them as they circle and shout logic that goes something like this: That lower back belongs to Skynan and Skynan is MINE, therefore— 
 
    She laughs, and sternum-presses me back. When we pull away from each other though, she adds softly, “Erreck…” her eyes are searching mine again, “you understand that someday, I will be leaving for home?” 
 
    Her words are gentle, but they impact me with the force of a tailslap. To the face. Without Simmi’s prophylactic tail sheathing. 
 
    I may as well be struck and have germs. 
 
    My cardiac muscle sinks to the level of my toes. Bravely, I manage an agreeable nod. “Of course.” I swallow thickly. “Thank you for the time we’ve had, and for as long as you can manage to give me more with you. I… Nancy, I can’t tell you how much you’ve come to mean to me.” 
 
    Her eyes shine, as if the surface of them is filling up with glimmer. To my utter shock, they spill over, causing her skin to turn shiny in streaks. “Me too, Erreck. You’ve come to mean a lot to me too.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    Cycles later... 
 
    Human blood is rich in phosphorus, potassium, and nitrogen. These are not found in large amounts in our soil, and for parsecs, we’ve been feeding a blended worm-meal to our cultured plants. These three key ingredients were present in the meal, but not nearly in the amounts the Morsuflos evidently needs for true production. The Morsuflos thrives by digesting decomposed molecules, and the plant has enzymes that break down the organic matter fed into the bloom itself. Once we identified the makeup of Skynan’s blood, we identified what caused the growth and potency response in the Morsuflos. Then it became less a matter of creating an exact replica of Skynan’s lifeforce than to mix a compound that fructifies the Morsuflos. 
 
    This took time. This took collaboration. And working side-by-side with Skynan daycycle after daycycle was—is nothing like working beside Simmi at all. I’m aware of her on a constant, humming level—and then we close out each darkcycle together. 
 
    Sharing my resting pad. 
 
    It’s really no wonder that my mind turns to reproduction on a near-constant basis. 
 
    Specifically, human reproduction. 
 
    More specifically: the possibility of human reproductive compatibility, with say… a Genneӝt. 
 
    Skynan bumps her shoulder into my rib plating. “What’s got you so quiet over here? Simmi had a meltdown because I coughed and you didn’t even jump in to save me. He sprayed me down with disinfectant. He didn’t even warn me that he was going to spray me—I got some in my mouth, Erreck.” 
 
    My brows crash together. “You coughed? Oh no—Skynan, are you ill?” 
 
    Skynan tosses her head back and laughs. 
 
    I watch her too intently, for too long, and only partly because she might be ill. 
 
    Before I can look away, Skynan’s eyes open, and she catches me staring. She sobers, and straightens. Wiping under one eye, she smiles slightly. “I promise it was a very normal tickle in my throat; nothing more. I wasn’t sure if I should admit this, but I think it was one of my hairs.” She carelessly grabs a handful of her long, strangely-attractive hairs as if to show me that they move, and shed, and float into one’s mouth. 
 
    This I knew. I’ve found them everywhere. 
 
    So has Simmi. 
 
    It’s been an... issue. 
 
    However, unlike some less tolerant individuals, I don’t find Skynan’s hairs cause for alarm, or concern. In fact… I rather like them. If I’m honest with myself, I’m attracted to her—erm, to them, on her—the way they look on her. 
 
    Seeing her hold out her hairs for me to inspect... 
 
    My fingers flex in some sort of strange reaction, and I realize: I want to touch her. 
 
    Erm—her hairs. I want to touch her hairs. 
 
    Instead, I make a fist, and clear my throat. “I’m glad you’re not ill.” 
 
    Skynan peers up at me curiously. Without warning, she throws her body into mine again—lightly. Evidently a human way of seeking the attention of a coworker. “Seriously. What’s on your mind, Erreck?” 
 
    I exhale quietly, glancing away. 
 
    Skynan bumps herself into me again, more insistent this time. And it’s strange, but I enjoy the sensation so much, I wonder if I should keep quiet simply to see if she’ll bump herself into me with more force. Perhaps she’ll increase her contact area with my body in a rising effort to gain my attention. 
 
    That—that seems wrong somehow, doesn’t it? I clear my throat, and gaze down at her solemnly. “I’m curious beyond quantifiable measure about something,” I admit. “May I ask you a question?” 
 
    Skynan’s teeth glint with her large, teasing smile. “A probing question?” 
 
    I consider this. “I suppose so.” I peer down at her. “Would you be opposed?” 
 
    One side of Skynan’s mouth quirks, but her eyes are locked on mine, searching me. “With you, Erreck? Not at all.” 
 
    Surprised, I straighten a little. “You mean you wouldn’t respond to Simmi if he probed you for answers?” 
 
    Behind us, working on tabulation, Simmi groans. Then he grumbles something under his breath, but I don’t hardly catch it. It sounds somewhat garbled, like, “For stars’ sake, Erreck, she’s not interested in my probe.” 
 
    Feeling extremely pleased that Skynan holds a special place for me, I flick my antennae forward. “Excellent,” I say to Skyto, and clear my throat. “How does your kind reproduce?” 
 
    Skynan’s head jerks back the smallest increment, and she nictates three times in rapid succession. 
 
    I bring two of my fingers to my forehead, scratching my chitin lightly. Unfortunately, the sensation does nothing to alleviate my itching discomfort. “You see, your human form is nothing like anything I’m—I mean, we—are familiar with, therefore on a scientific level—” 
 
    Simmi mutters something. 
 
    “—I suppose I have curiosities about you—that is, your people, of course…” 
 
    Simmi scoffs. 
 
    Skynan’s gazing up at me, her eyes clear, intent. So, so focused. Her pupils seem larger than normal and something about this is making my cardiac muscle beat erratically. 
 
    Very erratically. 
 
    I glance at my sternum, concerned. Tapping myself on the chestplate until it settles into a normal rhythm, I glance back at Skynan, who is smiling at me slightly. 
 
    My cardiac muscle starts pattering faster, as if her expressions control my body. 
 
    Shaking myself, I think better of speaking further about any of my specific curiosities, and say instead, “Our neighbors on either side of us, according to our dated literature, are said to be similar in structure to my planet’s people. They reproduce by way of a host though, and offspring are birthed rather violently.” 
 
    “Messy business,” Simmi sniffs. 
 
    “We’ve never actually seen them ourselves of course,” I explain. “As you know, when word of our disease spread, we were locked out of commerce, and lost contact with… well, everyone.” 
 
    Skynan’s lips are pressed together, and she shifts on her feet. “I think,” she says, and glances up at me from under her lashes, “I’d like to answer any curiosities you have.” 
 
    I drop the writing instrument I’d been about to try to pick up. “Oh, good—ah, very good. Thank you.” 
 
    Skynan circles me slowly, which causes the strangest tingle of—of almost alarm to race up my spine—but it feels more pleasantly exciting than mere alarm. Confused, discomfited in an impossibly pleasurable-feeling way, I retreat from her under the guise of retrieving a host of note-taking implements. When my arms are full—too full to write, actually, I have to set items down—I croak, “Well… ah, I believe I’m ready when you are, Skynan.” 
 
    “Goood,” Skynan says, drawing out the word in such a way that it sort of… purrs from her. 
 
    My eyes have gone wide. 
 
    Behind Skynan, I see Simmi’s eyes have gone wide. He’s watching Skynan—specifically, he’s watching Skynan’s swaying hips. My (Skynan’s) swaying hips! 
 
    Without thought—and without any delay—I bare my teeth at him, and my protuberances flatten—a warning of impending combat, or it used to be. Genneӝt are no longer combative about anything; we’re too civilized. 
 
    Startled, I glance down at Skynan to see if I’ve frightened her, but her eyes have lowered, and she’s slightly smiling, so she must have missed my act of strangeness. 
 
    Thankfully. 
 
    I wrestle control of myself. 
 
    Simmi watches me with an assessing, keen stare. 
 
    “Let’s see…” Skynan starts, voice slow at first. “Generally speaking, at the most basic model, the male arouses the female with touches—” 
 
    “What touches?” I interject. Too loudly, I realize. I swallow and add, quieter, “Specifically?” 
 
    The corner of Skynan’s mouth twitches, and her facial pits are very deep all of a sudden. Her eyes are still lowered, and she places her hands behind her back. This has the accidental effect of shoving her cushioned sternum upwards. And very oddly, my eyes focus there, drawn for some reason. Of course, Skynan doesn’t notice this; she’s sweeping the toe-area of her strange outerfoot across the floor absently. “Well, he’ll often start with brushes of his mouth against hers.” 
 
    I try to imagine that. At first, I see a Genneӝt pair, and can’t imagine any sort of benefit to this. But then I picture Skynan’s lips that are so pliable, so soft—and I’m suddenly focused entirely on her mouth as she speaks. 
 
    “And his hands will touch her everywhere—human skin has so many nerve receptors. Humans love to be touched.” 
 
    My breathing has deepened for no reason at all. My fingers have also tightened around my writing instrument until I feel the internal components creak. I ease off from squeezing it. 
 
    “When she’s sufficiently aroused, the male climbs on top of the female and inserts—” 
 
    “On top?” Simmi says in horror, just as I’m saying, “Shush!” 
 
    I slam my pen nib on my writing surface, ready to take note of every divulged detail. 
 
    I should be just as horrified as Simmi at this idea. 
 
    But somehow, I’m not deterred at all to hear this is how Skynan would receive a mating—er, not Skynan specifically. Simply a female of Skynan’s kind. This is how a female, who looked like Skynan, would copulate. 
 
    I try to drag my eyes from her and can’t. 
 
    Especially with the way her gaze captures mine. 
 
    Very handily, I don’t need to glance at my writing surface to write notes. 
 
    “That’s beastly!” Simmi sputters. Then he makes a flicking motion with his auxiliary fingers, urging her to continue. “Go on—what else?” 
 
    Air pushes through Skynan’s nose in tiny puffs of laughter, but then she continues. “Uh, the man inserts his sexual member—which swells up and turns rigid for intercourse—into the woman’s vagina, and he thrusts his—it’s called a penis—into her body until he deposits semen—” 
 
    “Tell me the semen is in a clean packet form and not a fluid—tell me there’s no fluids involved,” Simmi chants, grimacing. 
 
    “It’s sort of a gel, actually,” Skynan says thoughtfully. “And there are lots of fluids,” she adds, tossing him a prankish grin that somehow hits me like a punch. “Lots.” 
 
    Simmi gags. “A gel?” 
 
    I’m forced to alter my stance, shifting uncomfortably to accommodate the suddenly swelling sexual member behind my groin plate. 
 
    “Ummhmm, and you can’t wash it off for anything because it’s super sticky too,” Skynan confirms. “Especially if gets in your hair.” 
 
    Simmi’s eyes could not grow larger. “You’d best be making this up to frighten me.” Without warning, he wildly slaps at his mouth. 
 
    He keeps slapping. 
 
    “Ah,” I say in understanding at the same time Skynan bites her lips. Not half a cycle ago, Simmi complained that he had one of Skynan’s hairs land on his tongue. 
 
    He was quite upset. 
 
    Now he lunges for his hand sanitizer, swallowing the contents he frantically pumps out. 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t ingest that…” I warn him. 
 
    “Shove it down your tube, Erreck! You insisted we couldn’t shave her; this is all your fault!” 
 
    “Anyway,” Skynan says over him, “the male’s semen travels towards an internal storing center where the female’s eggs are held. The sperm meets up with the egg on an internal, enclosed highway—” 
 
    Simmi’s eyes squint and his mouth gapes open as he tries to picture this. I imagine I look much the same. 
 
    “—and then the sperm fertilizes the egg and nine months later, you get a reproduction of the couple.” She glances at us—and then she’s shaking with a fit of chortles. “Don’t look so horrified, Simmi!” 
 
    Simmi’s still holding his sanitizer aloft, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth from where he was scrubbing it earlier. He’s leaning as far away from Skynan as he can possibly manage without lifting a foot to flee—and he’s staring at Skynan in the same kind of fascinated horror a small Genneӝt experiences when their parents share darkcycle tales meant to scare them to their beds. “Where exactly is a human female’s,” I swallow, and use her term, “vagina placed?” 
 
    “Between her legs,” Skynan answers matter-of-factly. 
 
    Simmi and I both glance down at the area between Skynan’s legs. 
 
    Skynan gasps a laugh and drops both of her hands to block herself from view. 
 
    I straighten. “Sorry!” 
 
    Simmi shudders and doesn’t apologize. “What does a human female’s egg-storing center look like?” He covers his eyes with one of his hands, and I see that it’s shaking slightly. “I’m envisioning a warehouse, one egg stacked on a level above another and another.” He drops his hand. “What happens if they aren’t fertilized?” 
 
    Skynan shrugs. “They die. They’re shed out. How do Genneӝt reproduce?” 
 
    Simmi’s clutching his sternum, looking like whatever he ate previous to this conversation is no longer agreeing with him. Perhaps it’s the sanitizer. “It’s a process nothing as close to horrifying as yours.” 
 
    Ours isn’t really terribly different from hers. 
 
    “Is the act of reproduction pleasurable for you?” I ask—and my voice is abnormally husky. 
 
    Simmi gives me a sharp look, eyes narrowing. 
 
    Skynan’s cheeks rouge. “Um, conception can be very pleasurable—the initial implantation is actually practiced as a frequent sort of bonding pastime. And a stress reliever.” 
 
    That sounds lovely. I feel stress. I feel stressed right now. 
 
    “Sometimes to scratch an itch.” 
 
    “Your reproductive equipment itches?” Simmi is positively beside himself with disrelish. 
 
    Skynan’s cheek creases. “Not literally. It’s more like a tickling desire to—to commit the act.” Skynan’s eyes dart to mine, before skittering quickly away. I’m not sure who’s cheeks have swelled more, mine or hers. “The delivery,” she adds, “is a whole different story.” 
 
    I know Simmi’s asking for clinical reasons, but in this discussion, I’m finding it more and more difficult to remove Skynan from the front and center example. All I can see is her in a variety of incredibly pleasurable scenarios, her stack of stored eggs eagerly awaiting the chance to be filled with sperm, or they’ll die. “Are you sad when your unfertilized eggs perish?” 
 
    Skynan’s lips part, then her brows pop up at the same time her shoulders make an upright motion. “You know, some women are devastated, if they want a baby. So I think it would be fair to say that some individuals are more affected than others when the, ah, ‘shedding’ happens.” She shrugs again. “But I don’t have a partner. Even if I had the desire to reproduce, I’m missing the other half I’d need in order to be a pair. And that’s just the way it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    When the darkcycle hits, Skynan is once again lying beside me, sharing my resting place. Where her closeness was soothing before, it’s still that—but it’s more. I feel very aware of her, in the way that a male senses a female, and I know it will be a long time before I succumb to anything resembling sleep. 
 
    It’s made a lot longer when I stare at Skynan. 
 
    I can’t help it; my gaze is drawn to her like my eyes are magnetic and she’s an iron-containing object. Wait, no—like she possesses an impossibly strong external magnetic field. 
 
    She absolutely does. 
 
    My third eyelids snap over my eyes, rehydrating the dry surfaces—dry because I haven’t so much as nictated. 
 
    Erreck, this is unhealthy. 
 
    Yes, but if I feed this compulsion now, perhaps I won’t stare at her all of tomorrow’s daycycle where it will be unhealthy and surely unnerve her. 
 
    Skynan’s thin, strange eyelids twitch. 
 
    I pull back, frowning. 
 
    They twitch again. 
 
    Nooo… 
 
    Why is Skynan *experiencing spasms*? 
 
    DON’T PANIC! 
 
    Carefully, I lay my hand across her smooth, silky forehead. 
 
    She doesn’t react. 
 
    When her twitching continues, I slide my fingers to her cheek, and pat her lightly—and insistently. “Skynan?” I whisper. 
 
    Her lips part, her mouth opening slightly—but she doesn’t speak. And her eyelids are still seizing. 
 
    Fear skitters up my spine. 
 
    She doesn’t have Lʊʊnjaɠ—she doesn’t! 
 
    The odds of her displaying late-onset symptoms of a mutation like or exactly like ours are so infinitesimal, it’s impossible to extrapolate. But logic does nothing to quell my anxiety. “Skynan, I am concerned,” I tell her, raising my voice a fraction higher—but not quite able to rise to my normal speaking voice. It’s the middle of the darkcycle; it seems wrong, somehow. 
 
    I bring my other hand up to her other cheek, and—if she weren’t caught in mid-seizing!—I would like how it feels to… to hold her small, soft face between my hands. 
 
    To stare into her eyes. 
 
    If only they weren’t flickering and twitching. It’s frightening. 
 
    “Skynan!” I whisper loudly, and—and I press inward with both my hands, squeezing her too-soft self very carefully. 
 
    Her face mushes between my hands—as malleable as if she were made of melting wax!—and I nearly draw back in shock. 
 
    But that’s when Skynan’s lids tap open. “Mwhaa… Erreck? Wbahts wrong?” 
 
    “You sound strange, for one thing,” I tell her, searching her features, not moving a muscle as I study all of her with intense focus. 
 
    “That’s becawse yourb squeebing myb faceb,” she points out. 
 
    “Apologies!” I draw my hands up and away from her. 
 
    Immediately, the lost touch makes my chitin tingle. 
 
    Skynan huffs a laugh, and her own hands come up to rub at her cheeks, making the roundness shift and move unnaturally. Well—probably naturally for her, I suppose. “S’alright. There a reason you woke me up?” 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. “You were spasming in your sleep, and I—” I shake myself, feeling the tension and anxiety ebb, seeing that she’s looking normal. “I was concerned.” 
 
    I jump when Skynan’s hand is suddenly pressed to my cheek. “Oh, Erreck—no, I’m not coming down with motor function trouble.” To herself, she mumbles, “I deserve an award for being able to say that at the crack-of-whatever-time this is.” To me, she explains patiently, “What you saw was probably rapid eye movement—it’s a stage of the human sleep cycle.” 
 
    My brows are drawn together and I can feel myself frowning as I try to concentrate on the information and not how very much I like the touch of her hand on my face. “That’s strange.” 
 
    She laughs tiredly, and drops her hand from me so that she can shift from her back onto her side, facing me. “Only to you.” 
 
    “I’m certain Simmi would say it was strange too,” I point out. 
 
    She laughs again, before yawning. “Only to your people then, how’s that.” 
 
    I nod. “Fair enough.” Not thinking clearly, I go back to what I was doing before I rudely woke her. 
 
    I stare at her. 
 
    “Erreck?” Skynan says, voice soft and half-asleep. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    Her lips stretch tiredly, and her lids are nearly touching, only barely peeped open enough she can watch me. “I promise I’m fine. You don’t have to watch over me, okay?” 
 
    Forcing a smile, I murmur, “Of course.” 
 
    But when she closes her eyes and drifts off to sleep again, I go back to staring, because the idea of watching over her is more settling to me than even the option of rest for myself.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
    The next morning, I should feel exhausted—but I don’t. I feel strange, I feel closer to Skynan, somehow. I surmise that an entire darkcycle of studying a female’s every movement is bound to elicit a stronger force of attraction. 
 
    And it is attraction that I feel. There’s a tense awareness I’m experiencing at her nearness; it only becomes more pronounced when she removes her skins. 
 
    I’m all too aware of the sexual tract that is centered somewhere between her legs, with its sperm highways and egg storage units, all of her internal equipment dormant until she’s aroused by a swollen-membered male counterpart who has developed enough of a bond to desire to reproduce. 
 
    Or… scratch an internal sexual itch. 
 
    When she steps into the mizzling stall, her fleshy areas jiggling in captivating ways, I squeeze my eyes shut. Because I’m not ogling her as has been my habit of distraction, I manage to sanitize myself today—and I run algorithms in my head until my groin plate feels less pressure to pop open. 
 
    Skynan hauls her heavy skins in with us to wash, and then she drags them onto the drying grid as usual—but very unusually, she doesn’t climb into all of them as soon as they’re dried. Instead, she only re-attaches her thin inner membranes. 
 
    One membrane bands around her suspended organs situated on either side of her sternum, then a larger membrane fits over this, covering her from her wrist to her shoulder on each side, and from her throat to the bottom of her torso. 
 
    From her lower-middle to her ankles, she wears form-fitting leg-huggers. 
 
    But under her leg-huggers, she wears a capping membrane for what I’m almost certain is her groin tunnel. It hides her seal completely. And it shouldn’t be of interest—but oh how it is—the capping membrane has frilled edges. It’s strange, and attractive. But what’s its purpose? If her seal keeps her groin tunnel from being exposed, is the capping membrane a further form of barrier? An anti-breeding seal? 
 
    I’ve never been so curious in my life. 
 
    Most daycycles, when I watch her apply her membranes, it’s all I can do not to pin her down and examine her. Today is more of a trial than normal. 
 
    “Erreck?” 
 
    I start sharply, and jerk my gaze up from where it had been pinned on Skynan’s nether-region. “Sorry, sorry—yes?” 
 
    Skynan’s lips are pressed together, flat—and her cheek-pits are so deep, I wonder if I could put the tip of my tongue in them— 
 
    Where did that thought emanate from? “Sorry!” I repeat again—and wince, because thank the Creator, she doesn’t know my thoughts—but it will seem suspicious if I continue to apologize to her for what seems like no reason. 
 
    Skynan’s really pressing her lips together now—she’s rolled them into her mouth, almost, and it’s an oddly endearing look. 
 
    I cover my eyes so that I stop staring. “Ah, Skynan,” I gesture blindly up and down at her, “We need to leave soon; time to finish adding your outerskins.” 
 
    “I’m going to leave my suit behind today. Your temperature and air are close enough I can function without it, and the suit gets kind of cumbersome, you know? I move around a lot better like this.” 
 
    “I’m not going to get any work done today,” I moan behind my hand. 
 
    “What was that?” Skynan asks, her tone even more sweet than usual. 
 
    “Nothing,” I mutter, still behind my hand. 
 
    Laughing, Skynan peels my hand away from my face. Feeling her degloved fingers touch my chitin should be grotesque. 
 
    Yet, it’s absolutely the opposite. I want her to press and feather her degloved self all over my carapace. 
 
    When we arrive in the lab and Simmi sees that Skynan’s discarded her outerskin in favor of showing her innards for all the world (thankfully, only us) to be subjected to, he retches. 
 
    Skynan lowers her backflesh sack slowly, studying his reaction. 
 
    “Stop it!” I tell him. 
 
    Skynan glances at him with a curious quirk to her mouth. “What’s his problem?” 
 
    I hesitate. 
 
    Skynan tips back her head to study me. “Is it the no-suit thing? Because that’s so hypocritical.” She turns on Simmi. “You don’t wear suits. You don’t wear clothes at all—you don’t even use blankets.” 
 
    Wincing, I explain, “Being that we don’t wear our innards on our outsides, it is slightly unnerving to us that you—well, we’re essentially covered in a protective sort of skin-shell, see?” I say, tapping my arm, losing even more of my already reluctant momentum at the way Skynan’s lips are stretching up in a disturbingly amused grin. “It’s, ah… disconcerting, to see you walking around, skinned as you are.” I wince again, unsure what to make of her reaction. 
 
    Skynan doubles over and whoops. 
 
    Simmi and I jump back. 
 
    Skynan makes her chuckling sounds for some time, but eventually, after Simmi has pulled some of his desk items closer to himself and further away from where she’s expelling happy sounds and yes—sigh, likely some minute trace amounts of germs and saliva—she calms. “These,” she says, peeling her upper membrane from her sleek innards, “Are clothes. Garments,” she adds, waiting to see if the words translate. 
 
    Simmi makes a face. “Aren’t your tissues fragile? Shouldn’t you keep your… your... soft, unshelled self covered?” He gestures to all of her. “Wouldn’t it be wise to keep your armor on at all times for the sake of your delicate tissues? 
 
    “I am covered,” she starts. “This,” she says, poking her very delicate-looking arm tissues, which depress concerningly-deep under such light contact, “Is my,” she raises both hands now, and displays forked, upright-held sets of forefingers. “‘Armor.’ It’s stuck on me all the time or I die. The clothes and suit are optional, technically, although humans usually require shirts and pants and stuff just as extra protection.” 
 
    “This is what you’re supposed to look like all the time?” Simmi utters, revulsion plain. 
 
    “Simmi!” I say sharply. 
 
    But Skynan takes his reaction well, if her quick grin is anything to tell by. “Yeah, Simmi. Underneath this—” she pokes herself again, and I can’t even blame Simmi; I’m ashamed to say we both shudder watching her do it “—I’m a bag of raw, squishy organs, and muscles, and—ready for it?” 
 
    “No,” he replies, face twisting already. 
 
    “Fluids, Simmi. Humans are full of fluids.” 
 
    Simmi’s limbs have been pulled tightly to his body, even his tail—which he doesn’t normally like to handle because of its unfortunate proximity to the floor, and therefore, germs. “That’s revolting.” He shakes his head, too horrified to say more. 
 
    Skynan turns her attention on me. “You don’t seem as terrified.” 
 
    I shift uncomfortably. “Well, to be fair, I’ve had more time to grow used to your skinned appearance.” I wave at her. “Er—your clothing-less appearance, that is.” 
 
    Skynan gives me an amused look. “It doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    Steeling myself as my reproductive organ attempts to make Skynan’s acquaintance by thudding insistently against my groin plate, I clear my throat. “I find you strangely appealing to my senses.” 
 
    Skynan’s smile widens. 
 
    Simmi shivers. “How?” 
 
    We ignore him. “You’ve never met aliens who wore clothes?” Skynan asks. 
 
    Relaxing, I answer, “We personally have never seen an alien before you. And the outerskin fashions of aliens in bygone eras past was definitely not what was covered in our history texts.” 
 
    I’m relieved to know I’m less deviant than I feared; I’ve not been experiencing lustful urges for a skinless alien, with all her nerve endings and tissues exposed. I wasn’t even certain how one would go about, ah, frolicking with a mate who was entirely skinned. It seemed to me this would be an insurmountable concern. 
 
    Skynan’s gaze stays connected with mine for so lengthy a pause, a strange heat blooms up my spine. The moment is nearly electrifying—if one disregards Simmi’s dry heaves.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
    I’m watching her sleep again. 
 
    And I know I’ve been watching her too much when Skynan wakes up and catches me staring at her—because I don’t feel embarrassed. By now, I hardly register that this is likely inappropriate. “Erreck?” she asks, voice only slightly muffled by the pull of sleepiness. 
 
    “Hmm?” I ask her, still admiring her silky, near-featureless skin. 
 
    “Are you alone here? I mean, besides Simmi.” Her skin-covered muscles bunch as she raises herself on an elbow and twists up in order to look at me. 
 
    “I have no family here,” I answer. 
 
    Skynan’s eyes instantly sheen over, and she sinks her teeth into her lower lip. “I’m sorry they’re gone. Do you—” 
 
    “Oh, no, they’ve not died,” I rush to say, hoping to take the broken look off of her face. “My parents are very much alive. I also have a sister,” I say proudly. 
 
    Her shoulders drop a fraction as she lets out a breath of relief. “You do?” 
 
    “I’ve met her twice,” I share fondly—and I completely miss the way Nancy’s happiness melts to horror. “She’s a Clear; my parents couldn’t love her more. She’s very bright, and when I’ve visited her via holovid, I thoroughly enjoyed discussing the Theory of… Skynan? Why do you appear emotionally disrupted?” 
 
    Skynan’s expression is stricken. “Did your parents kick you out because you’re a Carrier? Is that why they kept your sister but not you?” 
 
    “It’s not quite like that,” is what I manage, as I cast around for a way to explain. “Born a Carrier, my options always face limitation. It’s just good sense to provide the best resources to the offspring with the most potential, so when I came of age, as many Carriers do, I left home to pursue higher schooling and a career…” I pause as her stricken look turns into a wrecked one. “I’m not sure what exactly I need to say in order to convince you this is no cause to grow concerned over, but if you’ll steer me in the right direction, I’ll tell you anything you want to know if it takes that crushed look from your face.” 
 
    Instead of looking less crushed, Skynan attacks me. She wraps herself around my arm, and—unprepared for this somewhat welcome shock—I fall back, and she falls on me, crying, “Erreck, your life is so sad!” 
 
    Her hairs are blanketing over my face very, very fetchingly. It takes me two tries to form words. “It’s a far, far better lot than any Affected has.” 
 
    “I want better for you,” Skynan admits. 
 
    “I’m quite happy in this position,” I assure her—referring entirely to our current one, with her draped over me. 
 
    “How can that be true?” Skynan cries, starting to sit up. “Your dorm is tiny and devoid of—of any personality. You’re not even allowed to have a plant! And you work with plants!” 
 
    “Which is part of the reason my lack of plant ownership status doesn’t upset me,” I gurgle. The feeling of her hairs trailing over—and away from—my face ignites a strange panic inside me. Without thought, my hand wraps around the back of her cranium, and slides into her hairs, catching her fast. She smells clean here; her hairs hold scent, and what's more—her hairs smell like me. 
 
    Some part of me ruled solely by dormant masculine instinct flares to life and rumbles in pleasure that Skynan has bathed with me in my mizzling stall—because of this, she smells like me. Because she bathes with me alone, she wears no human males’ sticky claiming sperm gel in her hairs. 
 
    As she told me; she isn’t half of a pair. She has no male human to scratch her itches. 
 
    But here… if she wants me, Skynan has me. And I want her to want me. 
 
    I have felt very alone, even though I’m among my people. But with Skynan’s warm body spread over my sternum, with her strange softness melted over me like hot foam curds on well-aged ğurk, lonely is not at all what I’m feeling. To the contrary, with Skynan, I feel as if someone’s plugged a code sequence into my system that I’ve been missing. 
 
    I may not need Skynan in order for me to function, but I want her. I can’t go back to my mindless, rote days pre-Skynan; I’ll never again be able to settle for ordinary. She’s a high-powered source of lumens to my formerly candlelit world. 
 
    “Nancy?” I say softly. She hasn’t moved since I caught her by her hair. 
 
    Her voice is breathy and hushed but not frightened when she replies, “Yes, Erreck?” 
 
    Forcing myself to release my grip on her, I stroke my fingers through her hair strands rather than clutch her so tightly. “When I’m with you, I want something better for me too,” I tell her softly. “I want to join with you. I want to very much.” 
 
    Skynan’s smile turns shy, and her lower lip finds itself captured and taken prisoner by her teeth once more. “I want to ‘join’ with you too, Erreck.” 
 
    I do something I’ve been wanting to do for some time: I cup her face between my hands—careful not to smoosh her too-pliable, flexile features in my grip—and stare at her. 
 
    This staring is different, with her awake and aware and fully permitting me my eyefuls. Not stuck in a cycle of concern-inducing rapid twitches. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Skynan whispers, eyes searching mine. 
 
    I smile. “Just you.” 
 
    To my shock, Skynan lunges up and smacks her face into mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
    I rear back—almost taking her with me, but at the last moment I manage to release her face as I tumble off our resting pad. 
 
    My posterior lands on my tail, which should cushion my fall. 
 
    Except that my tail is no kinder a surface to land on than the floor. Especially when one considers it’s covered in a row of spike-like bony protrusions. “Ow.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Skynan squeaks, hands over her mouth before she drops the self-hold on her face and rushes for me. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you!” 
 
    I straighten, breath leaving my nose in a loud puff. “I wasn’t frightened.” 
 
    Skynan’s lips suck inward for a moment. “Okay. Is… ‘startled’ a word you would find acceptable?” 
 
    I consider it, and nod. “Yes, that’s fair. Startled is an apt description, thank you.” 
 
    Skynan smiles dazzlingly at me. “You’re welcome.” Then she shocks me by placing her hands on my shoulders. “Let’s do that again. Is that okay?” 
 
    With me sitting on the floor like this, we’re nearly the same height. “You want to strike your face against mine again? On purpose?” 
 
    Skynan grimaces, and brings a hand up to scratch at the corner of her eye. “It’s a kiss, you know—the brushing of mouths that I told you about?” 
 
    Mouth-brushes. A kiss. 
 
    When Skynan was describing human mating practices, I committed every detail of her human-mating list to memory. 
 
    I would never have guessed that a violent colliding of faces has anything to do with the human mating dance. Brushing mouths, with Skynan’s lips being so soft, sounded so gentle. Slow. 
 
    With great care, she shows me it can be. Leaning forward, she runs her soft lips over my unforgiving lips, exploring me. 
 
    When she pulls away, I find I want her back. “May I push my mouth on yours?” I ask. 
 
    Chuckling to herself, she bites her plump lower lip and nods. 
 
    I dive in, my hardness compressing her silkiness, and when I’m satisfied emotionally with this closeness but have developed a physical ache that’s nowhere near to being sated, I draw back. Her lips, I see, have plumped even more, flushed with higher color from the abrasiveness of my face. Worried, I bring my fingers around her chin ever-so-gently. “Do your lips hurt?” 
 
    Her eyes shine and her focus on me steals my breath. “No, Erreck, they don’t hurt. You’re making me feel good.” 
 
    “I had hoped so—you make me feel… everything,” I finish, breath stolen at the way she’s gazing at me, her lids lowering, her eyes almost black. It’s because of her pupils, I realize; they’ve expanded, nearly swallowing all her eye-coloration. “Has your vision changed?” I ask. 
 
    There’s a definite pause. Skynan nictates, her pupils shrinking a little, her lids lifting back to normal, not looking nearly as heavy. “No. Why?” 
 
    “Your eyes look…”—strange—“different.” 
 
    She tosses her head back, a quiet laugh escaping from her throat like a bark. 
 
    Oh my. Humans are strange. 
 
    “Arousal makes my pupils expand,” Skynan explains. 
 
    Excitement bursts inside my thoracic structure. By inviting me to brush her lips, Skynan is encouraging me to arouse her; I like her striking speed just fine. “Nancy, was your mouth-strike your signal that you want to mate with me?” 
 
    Skynan nictates. Then she licks her lips, the ends of her mouth quirking up. “I’d be interested to know what you’re thinking, Erreck, but yes—my end-goal is to mate with you.” 
 
    How sobering. How welcome. 
 
    To both our extreme surprise, my tail is suddenly wrapped around her midsection, hauling her closer. “Please teach me your signals. I wish to be very familiar with them.” 
 
    Skynan’s eyes are smiling. “Very familiar?” 
 
    “I never want to miss your interest,” I tell her, searching her gaze. “And if it wouldn’t offend, I greatly look forward to learning the set of human display behaviors which will attract your attention and encourage you to copulate with me.” 
 
    Eyes not leaving mine, Skynan’s lips quirk even higher. “Happy to teach you.” It’s her turn to hold my face between her hands. Patiently, she places her lips against the unforgiving surface of my face, leaving almost no spot untouched by her softness. At least until she gets to my eyes. 
 
    She hovers, her lips over my nictating orbs. Finally, she huffs a laugh. “You have to close them.” 
 
    Dutifully, I do. “But why—” 
 
    Her lips tap to my eyelid, and I jerk out from underneath her, my third eyelids wicking over my ocular surfaces. 
 
    “Erreck?” she asks, tone a tad wary. “Not the eyes?” 
 
    “Why would you try?” I ask in confusion. “Simmi would have a fit.” 
 
    Skynan sits back, arms folding over her sternum, right under her bi-globes. “I would never have tried to kiss Simmi.” 
 
    An image flashes into my mind of Skynan leaping on Simmi, her face on his. A kiss. My antennae jerk upright. “I don’t like you saying his name in our resting spot.” 
 
    Skynan’s brows rise. “You started it—you said his name first.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agree, surprising her when I rise up to catch her by the back of her neck and around her shoulders and drag her against me, holding her to my sternum. “But I care very much when you say his name here.” I take a deep breath, gazing down at her. “Please close your eyes.” 
 
    Her mouth firms and her nose goes up, but after a moment, she closes her eyes. 
 
    Carefully, I try to touch my mouth to her lids, but they’re even softer than the rest of her, even more delicate. Against the thin skin that flutters slightly under my contact, I whisper, “I’m sorry for my reaction. I wasn’t expecting it. This is… very alien for me.” 
 
    Eyes still closed, Skynan’s hand reaches up, patting my neck, my cheek, until she finds my jaw. “For me too. We are very alien to each other.” 
 
    I move my mouth to her forehead, nuzzling against her there where I feel the skin is more resilient to my chitin’s attention. 
 
    Skynan lets me do this for a few moments before she moves out of my hold in favor of going back to putting her lips on me. It’s like she’s learning my body by way of her face. I did ask her to show me how to encourage her. I suppose for her people, this could be a regular courtship ritual, and in that light, I’m quite grateful she’s taking the time to teach me. I want to reciprocate in case she enjoys receiving my touch as much as she apparently enjoys giving. Because I have very little sensation, I focus on her, on her reactions when I touch her, and find she seems to be growing more and more aroused. I can touch her anywhere and she responds. Brushing my fingertips at the almost downy-soft skin behind her ears makes her bite her lip. Nuzzling her throat makes her respirations accelerate. Running my hands down her arms, over her elbows, and catching her hands makes her shift and squirm. 
 
    She also shifts and squirms when I brush my touch down her side. 
 
    “Let me take off my clothes,” she pants. “I want to feel you.” 
 
    I find the concept interesting: she can sense my touch through her garments enough to get excited. I wish my chitin was as responsive to her. 
 
    However, I still find I’m mentally aroused simply because she’s trying to please me, because she’s touching me and taking the interest and time to explore me. 
 
    When she’s completely naked, my antennae brush over her belly, and her skin flutters at her flanks. I repeat the touch, and her knees open to receive me between them. When I adjust so that I can nuzzle her at the juncture of her legs with my mouth, Skynan gasps, “Yes! Please touch me there, with your… tongue.” 
 
    My eyes snap open. Over the line of her body, my gaze connects with hers; it’s a small contact, but she throws her head back and arches her spine, as if the power of our gazes locking alone is pleasing to her. 
 
    If she believes touching her with my tongue will bring her more pleasure, I’m more than willing to investigate. 
 
    Tentatively—not in the hesitant sense, but in the careful, mindful sense—I stick my tongue out, and tap her between the legs. 
 
    Skynan’s entire body twitches and her hands slap to either side of my head. “Yes! More!” she instructs. 
 
    But I’m beyond being able to hear her for the moment. Her taste is being absorbed on my tongue, a tart, musky sweetness like nothing I’ve ever had the pleasure of sampling before. If there were a food like Skynan tastes, I’d spend all my extravagance stipend on it. 
 
    Hungrily, I drag my tongue along the seal between her legs, up to a small protruding organ that, when I pinch and roll it between my fingers, makes Skynan writhe and moan and beg for me to keep touching her. 
 
    I’m so excited as I watch her reaction to my playing that I stab my tongue too firmly against her seal—and I shove right inside of her. 
 
    More of her taste rolls down to meet my tongue. Her sounds become squeals, and she blindly reaches for her garment, using her top-covering to cover her face, suppressing herself. 
 
    I wish she didn’t have to. Each and every one of the sounds that escape her makes me feel positively feral. 
 
    As I lick her, my antenna grasp her firmly by her hips—and they may not be very big, but I’m pleased to note they’re strong enough to pin her in place. 
 
    Her whole body stiffens suddenly—but before I can do more than feel alarmed, her entire body hugely, languidly, relaxes—she falls boneless and limp, or she would, if she weren’t panting for breath. When she drags her garment away from her face, she’s wearing the biggest grin I’ve ever seen. 
 
    It makes me feel seven dormitory floors tall. 
 
    I lip-brush the silky inside of her thigh. Skynan raises her head and looks at me dreamily. Then her eyes widen. 
 
    Concerned at her startled expression, I pull back so I can glance at myself, following her gaze, and— 
 
    Shocked, I stare down and as a glow flares to life across the surface of my chitin. 
 
    “Luminescent,” Skynan breathes in wonder, wobbly as she sits up, her fingertips touching down on the markings, tracing over me in ways that should evoke no particular sensation let alone the rabid desire for her that her touch is igniting. 
 
    I meet her eyes, my gaze no doubt filled with all the wonder I feel. “Yes. It means my body believes I’m taken.” 
 
    “Heck yes you are—or you’re about to be,” Skynan says, and her eyes are heavy-lidded as she examines all of me. “You do want to do it like this, right? Or should we do something else...?” 
 
    “Stop?” I ask in horror. 
 
    She throws back her head and laughs. “I meant: do you want to be on top?” 
 
    I want whatever she’ll have with me, any way she wants to join with me. I scramble up onto the resting pad, towering over her even on my hands and knee structures. I’m so excited, it feels as if my sternum is about to burst open. “Now what?” 
 
    “I’m on Control,” she breathes. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Contraceptive and hormone control; no offspring,” she explains, her fingers tracing up the outer ridge of my arm. 
 
    “Oh. I’m sterilized,” I say in a rush, pressing my lips to her stomach, unable to stop myself from touching her. 
 
    Horror eclipses Nancy’s sultry loveliness. 
 
    I rush to rectify this. “It was voluntary. To cut down on the number of Affected being propagated, the program offered voluntary sterilization. Mostly they accept the applications of Affected individuals, but they also approved my application.” 
 
    “What made you make the decision?” Skynan asks, voice careful. 
 
    Grimacing, I try to put my motivation into words. “The progeny we work with may not be mine, but from the way it harms my emotional state to observe their struggle, and the way it hurts my mental state to watch them lose every hard-fought battle… I know that it would all be infinitely worse if I propagated, and it was my own offspring I’d doomed to an Affected bassinet.” 
 
    Skimming her hands over my shoulders, Skynan says nothing to this. Her expression looks pensive, so I don’t speak either, and instead, turn my attention to furthering my education. I have a very studious nature you see, and I intend to learn all of Skynan. With my fingers. 
 
    And my mouth. 
 
    I really enjoy learning her with my mouth. 
 
    When her body has tightened and relaxed for the third time, Skynan encourages me to trade the area between her legs in favor of suckling her bi-globes. 
 
    They’re delightful. Malleable, springy, cushioned lumps that just encourage me to squeeze them and press them together and suck on the strange tips that harden. 
 
    While I’m exploring them with abandon, Skynan encourages me to mount her, positioning me between her legs, her thighs climbing my sides until she’s lined up her breeding channel against my groin plate. 
 
    Instinctively, I press myself against her, grinding. 
 
    Skynan moans. “Inside me, I need you inside me…” 
 
    I lean back. As if by her command, my groin plating lifts, and my crozier—my hooked penile projection—extends. 
 
    Watching this, Skynan’s gone frozen. “What… do you have there, handsome?” 
 
    Oh, I like it when she calls me handsome. My sternum bows out with pride. “This,” I say confidently, grasping the thick length of my base in my hand, “is my crozier. It stores itself in a coil.” 
 
    “Huh,” she says faintly, her knees sliding off of me as she sits up. “There’s ah, a lot of it there, isn’t there.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agree. “It’s primary function during intercourse is to extend the length of a Genneӝt female’s groin tunnel. When it isn’t turgid with desire, it retracts.” I draw my fist down my shaft, simulating the grip of a female, shoving the ring of muscle here low enough that my crozier engorges in girth, making Skynan’s eyes widen. 
 
    She scoots closer. “What does this do?” she asks innocently—but her touch as she captures the curled hook of my crozier in her hand is anything but innocent. 
 
    Voice gone hoarse, I explain, “The hook bounces against the fleshy frontside tunnel of a female.” 
 
    Suddenly, Skynan’s crowding my lap again, her smile so wicked, my eyes nearly cross. “Is that so? I believe I’m going to enjoy this in my tunnel.” 
 
    My crozier stands straight up. 
 
    “I fervently hope you will,” I agree, claws gripping the silken skin at the backs of her knees, raising them to my sides again. 
 
    Skynan grabs my crozier about midway up the shaft, and draws it towards herself. 
 
    Her touching me makes me make some noise—garbled platitudes mostly—and my teeth chatter, my fangs clacking as sounds of appreciative agony break from my throat. And when she guides my length into her body, I’m certain I’ve died and found the afterlife. 
 
    She feels so, so good. 
 
    She feels phenomenal. 
 
    I fight myself until I plant my hands into the resting pad on either side of her head, where my clawed digits give in to the instinct to dig in. Instinctually, I want to clutch onto Skynan—but with her soft skin rather than hard plating, I don’t dare give in to the urge. I imagine it though, that it would be safe to gather her into my arms and hold her as tightly as I want to, to wrap myself around her so that Skynan is captured with me forevermore, just like this. 
 
    That scenario is far, far too tempting. 
 
    As if she can read my mind, Skynan bites her lip, smiling up at me, and she places her hands on my shoulders. “Are you going to move?” She slides one of her hands down my sternum, stopping her touch low on my abdomen. “Pull back.” 
 
    With heaving breaths, I do. My crozier is revealed, glistening with Skynan’s wetness: her excitement for this act. And for me. At this thought, my hips buck forward, and I shove back inside her. It’s an inelegant, unintentional move—but we both groan as her inner walls are force-fed my length. 
 
    Skynan slips a hand between us and I follow her fingers with my gaze, and watch raptly as she touches her protrusion, stimulating herself underneath me. 
 
    I yank my hips back, my tail snapping behind me, and I plunge back inside her, thrusting hard enough to make my standard-issue resting pad slide on the smooth, flat frame it rests on. To keep Skynan from scooting away with it, I wrap my long fingers around her thighs and jerk her onto me, making her posterior spank against my chitin. 
 
    “Oooh!” Skynan pants, eyes rolling back in her head. Intrigued, I thrust, and let her body slide away an increment as the resting pad beneath her is pushed forward another fraction, and then I jerk Skynan back to me, pounding into her with wet, loud sounds. 
 
    Her posterior flesh ripples satisfyingly when I connect with it—when any part of me connects with it. I’m overtaken with the urge to slap and squeeze it, and I’m rewarded with the sight of Skynan seeking out her top garment again so that she can muffle her building cries of ecstasy. 
 
    Suddenly, her inner channel begins to ripple. Pressure increases from along the tip of my crozier to the base where I’m sunk to inside of her, because her insides have become a vise. 
 
    A spendpod rockets up my shaft, expelling into Skynan so forcefully, even my dorsal protuberances suck in. 
 
    My spendpods will be empty of course… although, I didn’t account for her alien body’s reaction: will she be able to absorb my organic seed material or will her body react negatively? 
 
    All worry, all thought stops when the curved end of my crozier bumps past an inner obstacle and slips into a snug tunnel nook inside Nancy, where the tip unfurls slightly—and begins to brush against her wildly. 
 
    The noise Skynan makes is barely muffled by her top garment. 
 
    Every time my crozier tip pets her insides, her insides flutter in response—gripping and clutching my shaft. I’m being hit with wave after wave of inward pleasure-shivers, and I’m gazing down at Skynan with an abundance of overfull feelings spilling out of my cardiac muscle region—when Skynan goes utterly still beneath me. 
 
    “Skynan?” I slur through worried but entirely uncooperative mouthparts. 
 
    Skynan’s muscles begins seizing—and so does my cardiac muscle. “Skynan! NANCY!” My hands clamp over her arms, and her shaking intensifies. 
 
    Oh no—NO! She’s caught in a fit of the Lʊʊnjaɠ shakes like I’ve only ever seen in the worst cases. But it’s not as if she can spontaneously develop Lʊʊnjaɠ from me, so is this from my seed plug? How do I stop it? How do I save her?! 
 
    Panicked, I begin to move back with the intention of separating us. 
 
    My crozier doesn’t like this. 
 
    Skynan likes it even less. “Nnnnuh!” she squeaks sharply—and she yanks me back over her, her foot adding pressure on my posterior to bring our groins flush. 
 
    “OHMIHGORKKKK—!” I bark as fire rips through me on the inside. 
 
    Skynan screams into her garment as my crozier punches a second seedpod inside her—and she wraps her legs around me tighter, raising her hips, grinding us together. My crozier feels like it’s turning white-hot and the contents of my skull are surely melting. 
 
    Panting, Skynan breaks out of her attack and collapses beneath me, and the same sheen that makes her skin sparkle also makes it stick to my plating. Carefully, I try to peel up from her enough to peer into her face. “Are you hurt?” Everything in me relaxes at the sight of her massive, thrilled smile. 
 
    “No, Erreck,” she sighs happily. “I’m amazing.” 
 
    “You are,” I agree. 
 
    She laughs breathlessly. “So are you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, cheekbones swelling. “Thank you.” 
 
    Skynan gazes at me, her expression turning thrilled and even softer, if possible. 
 
    THUD-THUD!THUD-THUD!THUD-THUD!THUD-THUD! 
 
    There’s a banging between us, hard and galloping. It’s probably a bad sign, it probably means we’ve killed each other in our drive to mate like mindless beasts, but it’s really, really difficult to work up concern at the moment. 
 
    If we die here, I have no regrets. 
 
    Skynan gasps and her hands fist over my plating. Her entire body experiences a wracking shudder. 
 
    “Nancy!” I shout helplessly. There is something wrong— 
 
    “It’s—” she gasps, before she covers her mouth, muffling an oddly exciting shriek. (What is the matter with me? My female is currently in the throes of what appears very like a small death and I want to sexually attack her—again.) 
 
    Nancy throws back her head, shuddering under me again. “It’s a goood thing,” she cries far, far too loudly. 
 
    At a loss for what else to do, I can only brush back her hair with one hand to soften what I do with my other hand: I cover her mouth. “Shhh, my beautiful—” 
 
    She’s caught in another fit of shaking, her muscles trembling, her eyes rolling back, and my concern ratchets up a few thousand degrees. 
 
    Her hands close over my wrist, but it isn’t until I feel that her lips under my palm have formed a smile that I ease from holding the makeshift sound barrier from her face. When her eyes focus once more, she manages to speak. “Erreck, I’m not hurt. I’m experiencing some seriously good feelings. Normally, a girl gets aftershocks for a little while after an orgasm. But… whatever you’ve got going on? I’m getting the full, real deals happening to me over and over. I don’t know why, but,” her eyes lock on mine with a lust-fueled fervor that does nothing to quell my body that never quite stopped hungering for hers, “THANK YOU.” 
 
     I hum in understanding. “Your system is reacting somewhat similarly to Genneӝt female then; absorbing the seedpod is supposed to be a pleasurable process. Your reaction certainly seems—” I pause and roll us, so that I’m on my back and now she’s shivering atop me, with me still locked inside her, “to be—” 
 
    I clap my hand over her mouth just as she starts to wail, her insides clamping around my thickness, “intense,” I finish, grinning. 
 
    When she finishes for the moment, she’s nearly become a liquid. “Oh my gosh!” she gasps when I remove my hand. “I’m going to keep orgasming like this every time we have sex? For real?” 
 
    I find myself unable to stop the smile that spreads over my face, pleased to the marrow with the glow of satisfaction surrounding us. “It would seem so.” 
 
    Skynan kisses me then, and she keeps her lips flush against mine when she’s hit with the next wave of her pleasure, feeding me her sounds as her insides squeeze me to a fuller hardness. 
 
    I draw my fingertips over the smoothness of her back, somehow still enjoying the bareness here, despite her not having a dorsal in sight. Because Skynan’s appearance could be no deterrent in the face of my infatuation. 
 
    Infatuation. Ha! That’s too mild for what I feel. No: this is love. I’ve never felt it this strongly, not for anyone, but I recognize it with a certainty that steals my breath almost as completely as Skynan’s incredible, wet drugging kisses. 
 
    Thump-thump. Thump-thump. 
 
    The racing, pounding beat over and behind my sternum plate is slowing. I put my hand between Skynan’s bi-globes, the twin lumps of extraneous tissue shuddering so captivatingly with her heaving breaths. After a moment of holding my hand against her, I realize what my side of the thumping beat is—and I realize what her side must be. “Is this the rhythm of your cardiac muscle?” I ask, full of awe and wonder. 
 
    “Ibbtizz,” she mumbles through slightly kiss-swelled lips, the smile in her voice clear. Sluggishly, her hand moves to my sternum so that our arms are crossed as we touch over the cardiac muscles of one another. “Can I feel yours… oh! There it is.” I love the dreamy look in her eyes, the relaxed muscles of her face as she near-drowses on me. 
 
    I give her a moment to enjoy herself before I shift her so that her sternum is resting over my ear depression. The sound of her life-pushing organ after such a strenuous workout is a lovely, lovely thing. “I’ve never heard one up close before,” I share. “Yours over my ear makes me feel warm on the inside. Full. Happy.” And now I empathize with the couples who know they can have no future together, yet they risk everything, even the future of any accidental offspring, to stay together. 
 
    It’s not because they’re careless. 
 
    It’s because they care for their lovemate so very much—and damn the genetics, because they’re helpless to be apart from the one being who makes their cardiac muscle soar—makes their rhythm sing. 
 
    Skynan may be a Clear to my Carrier, or galaxy only knows, she could have her own human version of a dreaded Carrier copy hidden inside herself—but even if I weren’t sterilized, I would want her for the rest of my forever anyway. I want her so badly, I don’t care about consequences, or rules, or where we live or if one of us has to hide. I’ll go where my Skynan goes, do what she does, for the rest of my days, if she’ll let me. 
 
    I want that. 
 
    I want this. 
 
    My arms come around her, and tighten firmly enough that she mewls slightly. 
 
    When I move to release her, she mutters, “No, keep holding me. I like it tight.” 
 
    “You’ve made me intensely addicted to a tight grip too.” 
 
    “Ha, ha, my alien jokes—thank you, I think.” 
 
    I stroke her sticky, rapidly cooling human skin. “It is a compliment, my nugget of affection.” 
 
    Nancy snorts. “If that’s an endearment, we can stick to Skyto and Skynan, just saying.” 
 
    I set my snout into the crook of her neck, content to simply lie here and experience her pleasure-ricochets with her. My crozier shivers and fans out with each of her inner-shudders. 
 
    Instead of basking in it, Nancy shoots up, her pupils dilating, her limbs beginning to tense and tremble—and her insides are experiencing much the same, quivering along the length of my shaft in a way that makes me grit my teeth. Her breath saws out of her. “Erreck, I can’t help but notice your, ah, ‘crozier’ is nice and stiff and… petting me. Would you be interested in a second round? I can do all the work—” 
 
    Folding my hands behind my head, I give her body a long, suggestive perusal. “I’ll agree to lying still for this second ‘round’ if you’re amenable to me taking back participation for our third?” 
 
    With a half-laugh, half gasp, Skynan slings her hips forward, rocking on me, stealing both our breath so that there’s no more talking. Not for the next three rounds. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
    I feel changed as we enter the laboratory. The daycycle has dawned more beautiful than ever before. Not that I saw the literal dawn-event; we rise too early for that—we must in order to sneak Skynan into the lab. 
 
    We end up doing some extra sneaking once we arrive. 
 
    Skynan beckons me to check on the status of the waste receptacle bio-bags, which are stored in the utility closet. She actually draws me inside of it, shutting the door after us. 
 
    I stare down at her. “I feel as if you’ve almost lured me here.” 
 
    Skynan smirks up at me. “What do you mean almost?” 
 
    We fornicate in the utility closet. 
 
    It ends with me on the floor, on my back, with Skynan collapsed over me, twitching every so often as she’s hit with pleasure-shudders. Her kneecaps are resting on her folded garments so that she could straddle me without injuring her sensitive floor-contact points whilst doing it. 
 
    “How ingenious,” I’d said, marveling. 
 
    “Wait ‘til you watch me move in reverse cowgirl,” she answered, her hands landing on my shoulders and lightly squeezing. Then she turned herself around. 
 
    Watching her ride me for half of the mating in reverse cowgirl was something far, far beyond ingenious, I can promise you. Knowing that she’ll be feeling the effects of my spendpod for parsecs as she tries to concentrate on work later is just plain satisfying. I have no doubt she’ll achieve studiousness—but she’ll be thinking of me with every pleasurable secret shudder. 
 
    I’m petting her hair when she sighs happily and glances around us. “Simmi has been busy.” 
 
    “The floor is gleaming,” I agree. 
 
    “We should probably get back out there before he needs to open the closet and get out more cleaning supplies.” 
 
    “Mmm,” is as close to an agreement as I can manage, because she’s sitting up, and her bi-globes are at my face level. 
 
    Let’s just say it’s a blessed thing that Simmi cleaned the floor in here, because Skynan’s hands slip off her garments when she’s down on all fours, teaching me to take her from behind. 
 
    It’s glorious. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “That closet is disgusting. What could you two possibly have been doing in there for so long?” Simmi asks when we exit. 
 
    Skynan squeaks and shivers and instantly I’m glaring at Simmi, because he may not be able to guess what she’s experiencing, but I know. 
 
    He stares at us suspiciously, but when he says nothing, I admit nothing. And Skynan? She sends me a look so private I want to knock Simmi to the floor for having seen it. 
 
    Of course I restrain myself. 
 
    Simmi doesn’t seem able to decipher Skynan’s private look; he cocks his head, peering at her even when she turns and sashays to her workstation. She experiences another small shiver once she gets there. 
 
    Simmi narrows his eyes, glancing back and forth between us for a moment before he shakes himself and straightens in his seat. He addresses us both. “As agreed, Skynan has stayed long enough to synthesize her blood as a nutrient and soil additive for plants. As you’re aware, this has made our Morsuflos grow rapidly, expand hugely, and produce more potently.” He glances between us again, but this time, his look is more measuring, and for me… almost pitying. “I suggest Skynan take her leave, and soon.” 
 
    “WHAT!” I shout. 
 
    Skynan though, doesn’t look outraged. She’s immediately looking torn. 
 
    Seeing this, Simmi nods to her and for the moment, ignores me. “Again, as you know—in our research of her effect on the plants—and thereby the reactions of our subjects—we hit upon the splendiferous discovery that Skynan’s blood has altered compounds in the plant makeup itself. But Erreck,” Simmi says urgently, turning fully to face me alone. “I’ve been putting extra time in on this, and I’ve found that her blood supplies something that’s CURING Affecteds, not just treating them.” 
 
    “That’s…” I start, “That’s wonderful!” I think of all our little fighters. My gaze moves beyond Simmi to Skynan. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    Simmi blocks my view of her. “It is,” he says gravely. His forehead tips in my direction, and instinctively I brace for whatever he’s about to impart. He gives my new bioluminescent markings a meaningful glance that seems to say you poor fool. Because in Genneӝt, it tends to happen when a male’s system considers itself happily mated. “And it’s about to cause massive shockwaves in our community, you know it will. It’s going to be nearly impossible to keep our secret ingredient,” his long antennae tips to Skynan, “from being found out. And then they’re going to want to farm her blood, not let you breed on her. Maybe... maybe if you weren’t a Carrier, they’d consider allowing you to reproduce Skynan—and assuredly, they’ll want to reproduce her,” he says, eyes wide with heavy meaning, “but realistically, they aren’t going to select you as the prime genetic specimen to compliment her. So.” His eyes drop from mine, and he nictates several times before he stands, and forces a smile for Skynan. “I suppose this is the beginning of goodbye.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
    “This calls for a celebration!” Simmi exclaims, pushing away his chair so he can access the lowest section of his desk. 
 
    “You’re raiding your extravagance drawer?” I sputter. 
 
    Skynan glances between him and me. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Where extravagances are stored,” Simmi replies. 
 
    “Okay. Tell me about extravagances. You guys don’t seem to have many of those.” 
 
    I make a face. “We can barely afford to. They cost far too much.” 
 
    Skynan’s eyes narrow. “Why?” 
 
    Simmi hums. “The steeply-priced extravagance fee system was instituted to keep the dorms clean and free of clutter because then residents are forced to mostly stick to the absolute basics.” 
 
    Previous to Skynan’s arrival, I focused my attention on affording extravagance beverages and foods. “We receive an extravagance stipend every payment cycle. It’s a privilege to purchase extravagance in a dorm.” 
 
    Skynan’s watching Simmi pull out crackers and seasoned ğurk as if they’re made from precious alloys. At their price, they might as well be. “What’s considered ‘extravagant?’” she asks suspiciously. 
 
    “Anything not a standard-issue fixture is an extravagance,” Simmi answers. 
 
    “Simmi has a drink and food dispenser that adds fizzles to any liquids he processes through it, for example,” I tell her. Her eyes are almost troubled as she listens. “It isn’t nutritionally necessary but it makes the dining experience more enjoyable. Therefore? Extravagance.” 
 
    Simmi passes out a barrage of delights. 
 
    “Thank you, Simmi,” I say, touched to the cardiac muscle because I know this is no light thing for him to part with. 
 
    Simmi’s tail waves my words away and he bites into a cracker. “What’s next for you, then, Skynan?” he asks her in a rare, jubilant mood. “Will you be returning to your homeworld?” 
 
    My cardiac muscle feels as if it drops to my feet. NOT YET! Say Not Yet! 
 
    I need more time! I want to be able to convince Skynan to join with me permanently—because for me, we may as well be fused together physically. From now until the end of my lifespan, I’ll want to be fused together with her physically. I didn’t make the decision to mate with an alien lightly, and what we’ve been doing has been far more than merely sharing pleasure; I’ll never be able to part from her now. I just need to convince her not to part with me. The chance to woo her suddenly feels like sand escaping through my fingers by the aid of a whipping wind. Not yet—please, I need more time to coax you. 
 
    The beautifully recent memory of her stretched out on top of me, her head resting on the unforgiving surface of my sternum, how right she feels against me: I won’t survive if she leaves. I can only see the bleakest of futures for myself. No Skynan to liven up the motions of my daycycles. No Skynan to smile with. To laugh with. To cheer up. To defend from Simmi. To rescue Simmi from when she’s feeling feisty and mischievous. No Skynan to snuggle against me so sweetly when her system pulses slowly with pleasure from my seedpods. 
 
    It’s not only that I’m going to miss the nebulas out of her. It’s that I cannot stand the thought of missing her at all, not even for a moment. 
 
    “Erreck?” Skynan asks suddenly, her voice holding concern. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I focus on her. “I’m sorry. I was deep in… thought.” 
 
    Skynan’s brows are pulled close together. “Yeah. It looked like it.” She bites her lower lip in that way that always makes Simmi cringe, but secretly, I completely enjoy observing. “You okay?” 
 
    I self-evaluate. “I suppose I’m feeling mostly satisfactory,” on the surface, “but I wouldn’t say I’m feeling especially good, or exceptionally well.” 
 
    Simmi, in a rare moment of empathy, or maybe just kinship, pushes his ğurk towards me. “Have another helping.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, although I’ve lost all appetite, even for extravagant food. 
 
    Skynan studies me in silence for a moment while I glare down at a cracker. “Erreck, are you upset at the thought of me leaving?” 
 
    Her saying the words—just laying them out like this—it makes my sternum feel as if it’s cracking in two. “Yes!” I hiss. “I am.” And without warning, intense pain flares inside me—nothing physical, this is all a manifestation of my strong, strong feelings for a cloth-covered, soft-skinned, hair-and-skin-cell-shedding alien female. 
 
    My alien female. 
 
    Who will be leaving me. 
 
    If she doesn’t want me beside her when she goes, I’ll never… I’ll never see Skynan again. 
 
    I’ll never again look forward to the daycycles with excitement, where we’ve coexisted so easily in an office space where I used to frequently consider sealing my coworker in a chemical vat whenever he became an irritation. She won’t be my secret partner as we sneak to and fro from my dorm, where we reside so companionably together. And no more lying next to Nancy during the darkcycle, where I get to watch over her, and be the only one who knows that she twitches in her odd way for approximately ninety decimals per sleep cycle. 
 
    A rattling, crackling noise disrupts my spiraling thoughts—and I realize it’s me making the sounds, my sternum punching out hard, and dropping fast. 
 
    Simmi’s watching me in shock. 
 
    My gaze moves to the one whose reaction matters the most to me. 
 
    Skynan’s eyes are on me, but she doesn’t look astonished. 
 
    She appears… hopeful. “Erreck, I’m sad when I think of leaving you too.” 
 
    “Yet your countenance doesn’t currently reflect sadness,” Simmi offers. “I’m confused.” 
 
    I hiss at him. 
 
    Simmi’s frozen look tells me he wasn’t expecting this. But then his eyes gleam, and the end of his tail flips itself over. He turns his attention to Skynan but addresses me. He raises his tail, acting as if he’s idly beginning to wipe it down. “If no one else is going to address the metaphorical massive, prehensile-trunked herbivore in the office, then I will. How would matehood work for the two of you when Skynan must remain a secret—and when she plans to return to her home?” 
 
    My already souring mood nosedives and crashes to the ground like an airship shot out of the sky. 
 
    Skynan turns a patient look on Simmi. “We’ll work it out, Simmi. Erreck and I need a chance to talk.” 
 
    With the hand holding his tail up for cleaning, Simmi flicks his auxiliary fingers. “Of course. Continue. I’m nearly experiencing bated breath for hearing the outcome of this.” 
 
    “Thank you for your support, Simmi,” Skynan says, cheek pits flashing. 
 
    Simmi nods absently. “Oh, you’re welcome.” 
 
    If I could roll my eyes like Skynan, I would. “Stop talking.” 
 
    “That will make this discussion very difficult to have,” Simmi notes, still intent on removing all germs from his tail. 
 
    “I mean you,” I tell him. 
 
    “Ah,” Simmi says, folding his antimicrobial cloth into quarters so it will better fit between the upright triangular plates of his tail. “That makes more sense.” 
 
    I give him a loud look. 
 
    Skynan laughs. 
 
    Immediately my attention is back on her. “I need you—” I force myself to alter my declaration, because Skynan has a good cardiac muscle, and I don’t want her to feel trapped. “Would you consider becoming my mate?” There. You managed to ask her; not beg. But my hands are shaking. My antennae are trembling too; everyone can see it and I don’t miss Simmi’s muttered, “This is almost painful to watch,” as he openly stares. 
 
    Skynan nods shyly. “If you want to be mine, Erreck.” 
 
    “YES!” I say so fervently, she full-out smiles. She looks relieved. 
 
    Haltingly, I move to her, and take her small hands in mine, raising them to the level of my sternum, to my racing cardiac muscle. “I don’t know how we can make this work, but Skynan—I want to be beside you all of the time.” 
 
    Simmi coughs into a cough-isolation net (an invention he championed for hard in his former position, where he had to deal with the general germ-carrying public). “That’s not the only place he wants to be.” 
 
    Skynan rolls her eyes in his direction. “We’re having a moment, alone—please.” 
 
    Simmi draws himself to his full height “Well! My apologies for thinking it was acceptable to take part in conversation when it happens in our significantly small, shared office space.” 
 
    Skynan twists to face him. “I’m sorry, Simmi; I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. It’s only that Erreck and I are working out relationship goals before we… hmm, what word won’t terrify you?” 
 
    “The list is very small,” Simmi says amicably, taking up a microbe-defeating rasping cloth in order to buff the end of his cleaned tail. 
 
    “Erreck and I have life decisions to make. Matehood decisions,” Skynan declares to Simmi—but her eyes are on me. “And then we’re going to bang each other’s brains out.” 
 
    If it’s possible for a cardiac muscle to explode from joy; mine does. An exploding organ should be indescribably painful, but it’s the lightest, most wonderful thing I’ve ever felt. “I don’t even know if I know what that means,” I breathe, clutching my sternum as if it could stall any other organs from bursting with happiness, “but I want to do it with you.” 
 
    Simmi scoffs. “It sounds violent and threatening. Do humans have the ability to scramble good sense? She seems to have successfully hijacked yours.” 
 
    I ignore him. “I know you can’t stay here, Nancy. I will go with you,” I vow. “Wherever you go—I want to be beside you.” I stare down at her, willing her to feel my sincerity. 
 
    Skynan’s lips curve, and the sheen over her eyes almost makes them seem as if they dance. “I hear that’s not the only place you want to be?” 
 
    Despite the strength of my feelings, and the depth of commitment with which I mean my declaration, I huff a laugh, my eyes never leaving hers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
    By the dawn of the next daycycle, we haven’t discussed much. In fact, nothing of import at all. 
 
    We practice procreation though, lots of it—not that the two of us could produce offspring, but the exercise is choice. Skynan and I couple frantically under the spray of the water—standing upright during the entire encounter!—and I’m nearly moved to take her again when she’s standing in front of me with my hand closed protectively over her eyes during the dry-off. She’s so enticing that I can’t help myself. As soon as she’s dry, I’m toppling us to the floor. At least I manage to do the gentlemanly thing and it’s my back that lands on the unforgiving drying grates. Her knees suffer a little, but she declares after that it was worth it. 
 
    When we race, breathless, to arrive at the office before anyone else is moving in the dorms, we attack each other as soon as the door shuts behind us. Just our mouths; we’re aware we’re no longer alone. 
 
    Unfortunately for Simmi, he’s the unwilling viewing participant to this, and he calls, “That’s revolting.” 
 
    Most unexpectedly, I’m suddenly bristling. Swiftly I press Skynan behind me, putting myself between her and Simmi’s judgement. In my extreme, instant aggression, I appear nearly a half size larger than normal thanks to my instantly-swelled dorsal protuberances. I feel almost as shocked as Simmi appears—but I try not to let this show. “I will pop off one of your tubes if you insult Skynan like that again.” 
 
    “Shh,” Skynan soothes, grinning as she pats me on the sternum. “Calm down, tiger. He’s just uncomfortable at the idea of an alien encounter.” 
 
    I turn enough that my eyes can meet her dancing ones. “But they were divine encounters.” 
 
    Simmi makes a disgusted noise. “I was referring to the fact you had her pressed up against the waste receptacle. Do you know how much bacteria that surface alone is likely harboring?” During his complaint, he stares at the waste receptacle near the door where, indeed, I had thoughtlessly pressed Skynan. 
 
    “Oh,” I say. “Sincerest apologies for assuming, Simmi.” 
 
    Simmi sniffs and stands. 
 
    I take Skynan in my arms again and try to control myself so that I’m lip-brushing, not attacking her with my mouth. 
 
    Apparently, I need more practice. “Will you two get a dorm?” Simmi sighs. 
 
    I groan and set Skynan away from me. She should really maintain a safe distance. “We can’t rush to the dorm for furtive coupling every time the urge overtakes us—unfortunately,” I say to Simmi, though I’m sending Nancy a hot look. 
 
    “Use the facilities,” Simmi says with a sigh. “But for galaxy’s sake, be quiet.” 
 
    He moves past us to press the waste receptacle further against the wall and more out of the way—and to do this, he uses the end of his writing instrument. 
 
    This done, he then pitches this writing instrument into the waste receptacle and procures a new one. Because Skynan had shifted closer to watch him in the throes of an obsessive-compulsive episode with a rubbish canister, when Simmi turns, he pokes his new instrument into Skynan’s back to urge her to move out of his way. 
 
    “Simmi,” I warn, “I’m experiencing an aggressive reaction. Please don’t physically engage Nancy.” 
 
    Simmi stops, gazing at me with interest. “Really? Are you exhibiting symptoms of territoriality and/or protectiveness?” 
 
    “I believe so,” I confirm. 
 
    Simmi flicks Skynan’s shoulder with his long fingers. It’s a light flick; but to my system, he may as well have viciously attacked her. Because without a second warning, I lunge for him. 
 
    I haven’t used my fangs since I was a toddler, and graduated from wearing mouth guards when I learned the control not to bite when other children attempted to claim my toys on the playground. But I recall I was very good at using them—my fangs, not the guards—I almost always got my toys back. 
 
    Simmi must have been a much more civilized child, because he barely lands any bites to my vulnerable areas at all—most of his attempts do no more than glance off my almost waxy-surfaced chitin. Waxy because mated males can produce a shine, a smoothent that makes them harder to grasp in battles if we were an uncivilized people who engaged in battles. 
 
    I’m very suddenly feeling very uncivilized. 
 
    Simmi grabs one of my antennae threateningly, making me swiftly return to myself. “I’m done,” I declare after I spit his arm out of my mouth. 
 
    “Are you certain?” Simmi asks. 
 
    “I am. Don’t break it.” 
 
    Simmi releases my antennae and immediately procures a disinfecting cloth for his gnawed-on limb. 
 
    “Any damage?” I ask when I see him checking his arm for dents. 
 
    “Thankfully no,” he returns. “But what an interesting development,” he muses. 
 
    “What is?” Skynan asks, a little horror leaching into her voice, matching the still-stunned expression on her face. 
 
    I stand, but before I dust myself off, I offer Simmi a hand up. He accepts—although he still washes his hand after. 
 
    “It’s interesting,” he answers Skynan, “That Erreck is so aggressively territorial over you.” He sends me a sardonic look. “Rather touching.” 
 
    Skynan looks to me and I clarify. “Genneӝt aren’t an aggressive people. We haven’t been for a very, very long time.” 
 
    Strangely, this bit of news wipes the uncomfortableness from Skynan’s expression, and she gives me a warm, thrilled stare. “Oooh.” 
 
    Simmi and I both cock our heads at her sound. Simmi glances at me. “I believe that’s human-speak for ‘Erreck is getting ridden all darkcycle.’” 
 
    My cheekbones rouge—but Skynan simply sends me an affirmative grin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “What will you do about your family? Our superiors? Our research? Are you planning to simply disappear?” Simmi asks reasonably, not a half-cycle later. 
 
    Troubled, I clutch the adjustment knob on my microscope, but I’m not looking into the lenses. I’m staring sightlessly past the lab table. “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “How do we explain your disappearance?” he asks—also reasonably. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “We could remove your tail,” Simmi says calmly… 
 
    NOT REASONABLY AT ALL! “What?!” 
 
    Skynan squawks. “WHAT!” 
 
    “Think about it,” Simmi says, voice perfectly rational. “One small act of dismemberment and arson and we’ll have provided a plausible explanation for your disappearance, one that officials and your family members will be able to accept. I can create a controlled explosion in the lab, blame it on you, and it will explain your death neatly.” 
 
    “One small act of arson,” I mutter in disbelief. 
 
    “And dismemberment,” Simmi adds as if I’ve forgotten. 
 
    “Why his tail?” Skynan cries. She knocks over a stack of her notebooks, making them flap to the floor. 
 
    Simmi settles back in his chair, hand to his chin. “The predominant reason being that it’s not a limb necessary to his survival. And just think,” he addresses Skynan, his tone turning chipper, “You’ll no longer be the only freakish one without a tail.” 
 
    Skynan’s eyes narrow. “I spit on your chair.” 
 
    Simmi leaps from his chair like it’s on fire. He can’t soak it in disinfectant fast enough. 
 
    Meanwhile, I’ve started packing up my station. “Let me think about,” I say worriedly to no one.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
    By the end of our shift, we have a plan. An uncomfortable one that Skynan is vehemently against, I’m queasy over, and Simmi seems to be looking forward to with a little too much glee for a Genneӝt who prefers not to deal with unpleasant liquids (such as saliva, bodily fluids, blood) until it suddenly comes to amputating part of his officemate. 
 
    I try to soothe Skynan. “He’s correct that this is the neatest way for me to leave the planet. Otherwise, there will be questions, and it isn’t like Simmi can provide answers, not without admitting he helped me harbor you.” 
 
    Skynan frowns, her brow furrowing prettily. She’s obviously not liking this news, and more, she’s worried for Simmi. Then she looks up at us with hope. “You could both come! Where I’m from, we’re used to lots of races. You won’t feel like the odd alien out, believe me. And my family, they just want to see me happily matched. They’ll accept you as my mate, Erreck, and Simmi, they’ll accept you as a friend. We’ll be happier there, with more freedom. You’ll see, I promise.” 
 
    I turn to look at Simmi. 
 
    “Simmi, will you come with us?” Skynan pleads with him. “Seriously, it’s a big world out there! And we have these places called cleanrooms. You’ll love cleanrooms.” 
 
    Simmi squints. “Why would I find this appealing? Besides the name, I mean.” 
 
    Exasperated but giddy at the alternative to dismembering me, I think, Skynan laughs under her breath. “Because, they’re the cleanest places on worlds. They are stringent about maintaining like zero particulate matter and organisms. They’re absolutely sterile environments so they can build computers and work with pharmaceuticals and things. It’s basically going to be your kind of happy place.” 
 
    Simmi’s antenna lift. “That does have an appeal.” But then he drops his gaze to his notes for the daycycle. “I thank you for the invitation, but I have no interest in delving into a new culture on a new planet full of new and stressful experiences.” 
 
    “Simmi…” Skynan pleads—but she pronounces his name correctly, Sihmee—and she manages it without a hitch. 
 
    Instantly, Simmi’s dropping his tapscreen and using his writing instrument to point at her. “I knew you knew how to say my name!” 
 
    She doesn’t acknowledge that she’s been teasing him by mispronouncing it all this time. She only folds her hands in earnest pleading. 
 
    Seeing this, Simmi smiles softly. “Again, I thank you for the offer.” He shakes his head. “But I’ll stay. I’m afraid I don’t have the constitution to be surrounded with beings’ bodies as freakish as yours—no offense whatsoever,” he assures her, quite serious. 
 
    Nancy snorts, but it sounds as if she’s producing her amused sound from underwater. Her nasal cavities sound full of liquid. 
 
    How alarming. 
 
    Simmi must find it so too because he widens his eyes and spreads his hands in a silent, This is exactly what I’m referring to, you strange little thing. But then he pauses and his gaze flits away as if he’s uncomfortable with what he’s about to share. “You should know that I’m uncharacteristically touched with emotion that you’d ask.” His eyes come back to rest on her. “Thank you. It means… it means an unquantifiable amount to me.” 
 
    Nancy looks as if she’s about to produce eye-liquid. 
 
    While he’s distracted and growing tense watching her rapidly-wetting eyes, I move in and clasp Simmi in a hug. 
 
    He goes unnaturally still, giving me three cardiac muscle-pulsations until his tail taps the back of my hand. “This is incredibly uncomfortable, but yes—well, yes, I suppose I’ll greatly miss you too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
    By the end of the workcycle, we’ve thoroughly defiled the lab’s elimination facilities. Simmi declares that he’ll need to burn the room, and decides this is where my tail (i.e., me) will meet its ‘accident.’ How he’s going to string together a plausible explanation for why there was a chemical explosion in the facilities, well, that’s on him. 
 
    Skynan’s pupils are still dilated slightly, and she’s still shivering and shuddering from the aftereffects of being plugged with my spendpods—but I want to pin her down and spear into her, shoving past my pods and expelling another into her hot, tight grip. It’s debauched, to be so consumed by these thoughts. But from the way Nancy’s eyes continue to linger on me hungrily, I believe she too is contemplating the idea. 
 
    But this would be the third time that I’ve been forced to haul her off for frenzied mating, and apparently three times is Simmi’s tolerance limit per daycycle. 
 
    Because soon we’re both shamefaced before Simmi, who stands, hard upper lip curled, glaring down his snout at the pair of us. He shows us what he’s holding in his hand: a set of small vials. “I have here anti-lust injections. If you two insist on cavorting all the daycycle long, I will be forced to issue you these suppressors!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “I thought he really was going to give us those shots,” Skynan whispers when we’re properly ensconced in the dorm. 
 
    Well… ‘properly’ might be a stretch. 
 
    I rutted her right up against my door. 
 
    It was a long torturous wait until the stairwells would be clear enough for us to rush here and couple. We were wild and fevered for each other by the time we reached here. 
 
    If I worked in a field other than science—music, for instance—I’d have access to a sound-dampening room, and that would be ideal. Because when we made it back and locked the door behind us, I wanted to be loud with Nancy. I like how she is loud. I wanted to drop my hand from where I was forced to muffle her sounds and finally hear just how the invasion of my crozier in her soaked tunnel makes her scream. 
 
    But we forced ourselves to be quiet again. We restrained our urges to tear at each other and cry out our pleasure. I’m leaning more against the door than her body, blocking her against it and stroking my claws carefully behind the sensitive backs of her ears. I make sure to drag my touch down the silky spot at her nape, massaging the smooth skin that covers her small, dorsal-tubeless back. 
 
    I stroke down her arm, encountering a bandage from where Skynan has been donating small amounts of lifeforce. We treat it as a mixture, separating it and analyzing the compounds to further our Lʊʊnjaɠ studies. 
 
    “What’s that beeping?” Nancy pants. 
 
    “What beeping?” I try to say, but my words are barely understandable, because I have a mouthful of Nancy’s breast. I’ve been bent over her, gently sucking on her, enjoying the way her body shivers harder through her reactions to my spendpods with my mouth loving her like this. Honestly, I’m not really hearing much of anything behind her labored breathing. I lick her nipple before releasing her, spinning her, pinning her against the door with the intent to mount her this way. 
 
    I grasp Nancy by the hips, lifting her until she’s on her toes, and bending my knees to adjust our heights while she braces her hands against the door and throws me the most lascivious grin over her shoulder. 
 
    “Erreck, I apologize if I’m disrupting…” 
 
    Nancy and I both freeze, confused as Simmi’s voice washes over us. Then I realize he’s contacting me via holovid. Thank the galaxy, the accompanying image viewer is turned off—something Simmi is controlling on his end, because otherwise I didn’t think to alter the viewer setting for privacy. Prior to Nancy’s arrival, I’ve never needed it. 
 
    “But I have incredible news.” Despite the excitement his words seem crafted to evoke, his tone is heavy and infused with secret meaning. “Leaders from the Lʊʊnjaɠ Institute and Clinical Center are here to congratulate us on our startling breakthrough in treatment research for infants. They arrived late, but they’re not going to hold off until the daycycle to discuss these matters of import with you.” Simmi’s voice takes on a more guarded tone, as if perhaps someone has neared him enough to thoroughly overhear his transmission to me and Nancy. “They can’t wait to meet you and begin your transfer—oh dear, how could I slip? The director wanted the honor of bestowing this surprise. Erreck: we’re about to be transferred to new dorms in new sectors so we can continue our success, now with larger teams.” Simmi forces a chuckle. “I already asked, but it sounds as if it would be difficult for us to keep a companion animal with our new mandated schedule.” 
 
    Simmi is warning me that change has descended. 
 
    Simmi is warning me that it would be difficult for me to keep Nancy if I try to stay long enough for changes to be instituted. 
 
    “Simmi…” I start, but my voice cracks with emotion. 
 
    Nancy’s fingers squeeze my sides where she’s still holding me. It’s silently reassuring. I gaze into her face, which suddenly looks as gutted as I feel. To Simmi, I try again to speak. “We… I thought we’d have more time.” 
 
    Simmi’s voice sounds heavy too, but he forces joviality—convincing no one, surely, but he tries. “Yes, well, there’s no time to waste now. Things are about to happen very quickly. I expect a team of dorm inspectors at your door soon to be sure your dwelling is in order before your transfer. Best tidy up before they arrive,” he finishes, his voice failing him. “I suppose… I suppose I should let you go so you can go about your preparations.” 
 
    “Oh, Simmi…” I say, clutching Nancy, who has wrapped her arms around my ribs tightly. “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    Nancy presses her mouth against my carapace, and when that doesn’t muffle the sad sounds she’s making, she pulls back enough to cover her face with her hands. 
 
    I add a hand over hers too because she’s loud enough Simmi hears her—which means whoever is with him can hear the odd noise too. “Sounds like you’re already moving things around and getting ready,” Simmi offers to cover for us. 
 
    “There’s so much I want to say,” I tell him. 
 
    Simmi clears his throat. “Me too, Erreck… and… Skynan knows,” he says, making Nancy’s Genneӝt-given name sound like an idiom used to stress something is true, masking that he’s addressing her in code, “I… appreciate your friendship. It’s surprising, but I’ve come to treasure it.” 
 
    Nancy makes a rough sound behind our hands, still staying as muffled as she can. 
 
    Simmi’s next words sound like he’s smiling and speaking through his teeth. “Time to go, Erreck! They’re leaving now so they can escort you. They want to get started immediately, you understand. Best be ready to leave. Good—” Simmi sounds like he turns to cough, and his voice is rough when he returns. “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Simmi,” I whisper. 
 
    The transmission beeps and then goes silent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    I am ErreckMXL7-GeneStatus: CARRIER. 
 
    Carrier. 
 
    It could be worse—much worse. Opportunities for housing, food, careers, a mate—it could all be limited merely due to my designation. Upon learning that I carry a copy of an unfortunate genetic disease, beings could allow my status to dictate how they interact with me for the rest of my future. 
 
    But Nancy’s people are not like my people. 
 
    They accept us. 
 
    They accept me. 
 
    The freedom from the sting of my designation is an unexpected... relief. 
 
    Thanks to Simmi’s warning, Nancy and I managed to escape in time. I left my meager belongings, which mostly consisted of extravagance food and a few small personal effects. To my surprise, Nancy was the one to race around my dorm, gathering all she could of my things (and the last scrumptious brick of ğurk) in her back pouch before we crept out the door. 
 
    I was stymied as to how we would access the woods where her ship was hidden without being seen by the officials invading Simmi’s and my laboratory, but Nancy assured me her ship could discreetly come to us. 
 
    That’s precisely what it did. 
 
    She called it, and it arrived silently, swiftly, and cloaked. 
 
    Being that it was so late in the darkcycle, the street was empty as we boarded it. Nancy set the coordinates for her home planet. As we sat side-by-side during takeoff, I tried to alleviate my nerves by making inane conversation. I lamented the lack of my sleeping pad, and Nancy took my hand, smiling at me softly, with understanding. She assured me that her bed was large enough for the both of us, and she teased that it was far superior in comfort. She also assured me that we would obtain anti-microbial covers for all the furniture (of which, she personally owns more than two pieces; they are also not on loan from any department). She’d added proudly that these covers even keep out a parasite called a dust mite. 
 
    I will admit that this was the point where I began to grow concerned. If Simmi had heard that Nancy’s furniture harbored microscopic mites, he’d have marched Nancy into a mizzling stall and drowned her there. He’d likely incinerate any hardgoods she owned thereafter, just to be safe. 
 
    I, on the other hand, attempted to think more rationally. Was I concerned by the idea that microscopic arachnid-like mites infested human bedding and relaxation furniture to the point that anti-parasite covers were a necessary invention? Yes. But despite the terror I faced at this news, I was determined to go wherever my Nancy went. And I did. 
 
    She’s my love. I can face anything as long as she’s beside me. 
 
    We worry about Simmi, and I regret that I wasn’t able to provide closure for my family, but we take heart that Simmi will in no way be held culpable for my mysterious disappearance. Not when officials overheard him speaking to me, proving I was alive and well just before they attempted my collection. They won’t expect him to know why or how I left. My family will be baffled, but after being warmly, wonderfully welcomed by Nancy’s family, I’ve come to understand that mine… well, they’ll continue on without me, and it will cause them very little discomfort. In contrast, Nancy’s family was quite worried when she temporarily lost contact with them. They’re beyond grateful to have her back. 
 
    And they’ve adopted me with literal, open arms. All of Nancy’s people are as welcoming as she said they’d be. Aliens are common here (and among so many humans, I am considered an alien lifeform). Due to my stature and what Nancy explains is my fierce mien (a claim that surprises me to no end), the peoples on Nancy’s planet initially treated me with wary respect. Soon enough, their regard warmed to easy acceptance. Nobody suggested that our genetic makeups be investigated when we announced our intention to marry. Instead, they threw us a great party, inviting hordes of people, and making delectable foods of all kinds. They made me a custom-sized suit, which sparked my interest in wearing garments like humans do. I almost always wear a shirt now, because it makes me feel more professional. (Which makes Nancy snicker, because in her people’s culture, it is considered quite relaxed if one doesn’t accompany their shirt with the nearly-requisite pants.) 
 
    Nancy’s work often takes her to other planets, and I tag along for the ride. She studies and grows plants in all sorts of environments, and it is a vocation I soon share and take to with enjoyment. 
 
    We still work on raising varieties of the Morsuflos, and thanks to Nancy storing the Genneӝt-version seeds in her back pouch, we’re growing the more potent version of the Morsuflos from my planet. Many locales in the galaxy have peoples with motor disorders, and our hope is to help get them treatment. 
 
    “Erreck?” Nancy calls, tugging me from my musings. My cardiac muscle leaps with joy at the mere sound of her voice. 
 
    “Yes, my beloved nugget?” I answer back. 
 
    Nancy laughs. “We talked about this! Not nugget. Never nugget!” She moves in behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist. “The parents are here.” 
 
    “Mom and Dad are here?” I ask, pleased. When Nancy’s parents insisted that I, their adopted son-by-law, start calling them by their informal parental titles, I was greatly affected in the emotional sense. 
 
    “Yep,” Nancy says, a smile evident in her voice. “Dad thinks him and Mom finally worked out the recipe for ğurk.” 
 
    “Truly?” I breathe, too excited to hope. 
 
    Nancy’s arms squeeze tight before she leans around to look up at me, keeping her hand braced at my hip. “I told them you’d taste test the batch.” 
 
    I spin, taking her with me. “And I will! Let’s not wait; it’s best served chilled, you know.” 
 
    “I know. They’ve got it on dry ice.” 
 
    I pause, angling my chin down until it touches my neck so that I can catch her eyes. “What’s ‘dry ice?’” 
 
    Nancy grins. “Wait ‘til you see! You are so much fun. Everything is so new to you. When nothing surprises you anymore, we’re going to have to abduct Simmi so we can have fun shocking him together.” 
 
    Nancy has been as distraught as me over our friend Simmi. We want him to be happy, and now, after living among humans, I want this for him too. Very much. I give her a smile. “I’m on board with this plan.” 
 
    Nancy’s expression turns keen. “Really?” 
 
    Mom hollers, “What are you kids waiting for? This ğurk is best served cold, you know!” 
 
    I bend my knees, and without warning, I scoop up Nancy, who shrieks in surprise. “Coming, Mom!” I call over Nancy’s laughter. 
 
    The End ♥ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BONUS DELETED PAGE 
 
    Because of the timing of events in Simmi’s story, this got cut, but I thought you might like a peek at a little note from Erreck & Nancy. 
 
      
 
    Many Daycycles Into the Future… 
 
    DEAR SIMMI, 
 
    Greetings from your good friends Erreck and Skynan! (Penned by Erreck because I can write in Genneӝt, but overseen by Skynan and sent with her approval.) 
 
    HI SIMMI!!!! ♥ *mentally touching your chair* XOXO 
 
    (^Above, you will see a note written by Skynan in her human language. I am slowly learning it, very slowly, but she wanted me to tell you her message is a special hello just for you. Ah, my mate is a generous soul.) 
 
    If all has gone smoothly, you’re heading a new position and adapting to a new work environment and office climate. I’m sure you’ve thoroughly disinfected and forcefully reorganized your coworkers’ stations by now. 
 
    We aren’t certain how we’ll get messages to you yet, but I’ve been writing them to you faithfully. We may decide to abandon the idea of delivering them and just collect you and take you with us. That would simplify things! 
 
    We are writing to you this daycycle with joyous tidings: we procreated! I had my sterilization reversed (what a delightful procedure)— 
 
    (I’m being entirely sarcastic) 
 
    —and Skynan birthed our beautiful son in what the locals call a state-of-the-art hospital. The establishment was nothing like the medical institution you and I are so familiar with. Simmi, there were so many healthy children. It was the happiest wing of a hospital I have ever seen, which was fitting, because it was the happiest day of my lifespan. 
 
    (Skynan is claiming now that it was her happiest day too. This is proof of mothering hormones at work because human birthing is not like Genneӝt birthing. Simmi? Fluids, agony, crying: it was a warzone, a battle with no enemy—just a hard-won victory at the end. My poor mate did not have an easy assignment. But as she does with everything, she did so wonderfully well.) 
 
    As you can imagine, it is with unspeakable relief that I can relay more good news: our son did not inherit Lʊʊnjaɠ. Our offspring is a Clear. 
 
    I… the freedom from anxiety whenever I think of his future as genetically Clear… well, you understand. You of all people can imagine what I feel when I imagine having grandprogeny who will never be assigned a genetic designation. 
 
    It’s wonderful. Everything is wonderful. 
 
    There’s only one thing we wish we could change: we miss you, Simmi. If we do not receive a response from you, we’ll make good on our threat to find a way to abduct you and bring you here with us. 
 
    With much affection, 
 
     Your dear friends Erreck, and Skynan, and progeny.** 
 
    (**Note: Our son is yet unnamed because we’ve not yet come to an agreement on what we shall call him. We aren’t arguing: we simply haven’t found a combination to suit him. It is traditional among Skynan’s people to give offspring two names (no case file numbers) and I proposed Umielt or Skaffultplarus. Skynan is attempting to find a traditional human name to pair with one of my name-suggestions. 
 
    In the geographical location we settled, the local aliens (especially humans) typically have three names, the last being an identifier of a family unit, and we need to settle on two names that fit well with our last name, Bjarnardóttir. I believe Skynan will choose Arthur; she continues to cycle back to this human-name. Then it will simply be a final decision on the order in which the two names are officially recorded. Perhaps if you are abducted in the near future, you can help us decide by casting your vote! Truly though: we wish you well, Simmi. We hope you’re happy.) 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Note to You: 
 
    SIMMI GETS HIS STORY? 
 
    Of course Simmi gets his story! :D ♥ You can find it riiiight here: 
 
    https://amzn.to/2VO5IaP 
 
    Happy Drive-by Book Trivia time!! =D This is where I slam you full of random tidbits & infobites you may or may not already know and you’ll probably never need--but sometimes it’s kinda entertaining to learn these things, so here we go! 
 
    I’m afraid to tell you where the idea for this story came from… 
 
    But let’s do it anyway, because trivia is fun. Especially the weird behind-the-scenes stuff! (I just hope you still think so once you’ve peeked behind the scenes…) 
 
    This all started because of Kelsey Nicole Price & her husband Matt introducing me to ThinkGeek.com (RIP, ThinkGeek) where I came across this super cute spoof of a children’s picture book, AN ALIEN NEXT DOOR: IN SPACE NO ONE CAN HEAR YOU CLEAN by Joey Spiotto. 
 
    Seriously. You have to see this! It’s so cute ;D https://amzn.to/2B7BFkX 
 
    Pretty solid fact: We were all traumatized by a certain ALIEN movie franchise. Therefore, I just know I’m going to lose some of you right here. Because… okay, yes: a xenomorph-like creature was the inspiry for our hero and his people. 
 
    (**Emphasis on ‘inspiry!’ Our hero and his people aren’t dead ringers for the slavering, Pharyngeal jawed movie monsters… if that helps at all?) 
 
    But Waaait! XD Hear me out—isn't this like the ultimate Beauty and the Beast? 
 
    It totally fits the morale of the fairy tale! If you can fall in love with a creature like that then you can accept any kind of ugly. Erm, if you can see past the scary beast to the heart of gold beneath, then go you, you get yourself a sweet monster! (I’m pretty sure that’s how the fairy tale goes. If not, let’s only retell it in fun ways.) 
 
    ANYway, so this book, this children’s! picture! book! features a creature from our nightmares who suddenly becomes this humorous, relatable clean freak who keeps houseplants and walks his little facehugger and showers affection on his yellow tabby cat. It’s frickin’ adorable (even if, admittedly, it’s pretty damn twisted at the same time). 
 
    And so, *clears throat, tugs at collar* I was thinking: what if this terrifying-looking race of aliens was cultured, and super refined, and rigid, and borderline OCD about everything, and absolutely nonthreatening? What if they are terrified of us? And what if we look like freaky little beasts to these giant hulking monsters—yet one of these monsters is captivated by the alien, just as the hideous self-skinning beast is enchanted by our hero too? 
 
    Sheer morbid curiosity compelled me to see where the story would go. At first, my face was doing this in preparation: O_O 
 
    But it was really, really fun! I had a blast searching for enchanted roses and landed on the neatest flowers-with-teeth inspiry. I Pinterested the heck out of a bunch of artists who make delicate clay flowers with some fearsome fangs and teeth. (Totally cool.) I looked at a lot of real-life carnivorous plants, and went crazy planting bulbs and dahlia tubers this spring—claiming ‘research.’ (Pink Dr. Suess dahlias (no, I don’t know their real name, that’s just what we call them) and ‘carnival’ streaky dahlias (unfortunately, no idea on the real name for these either) became my absolute favorites. They’re gorgeous. Now we need to dig up the tubers and see if we can keep them safe over the winter, as our happy little sub-zero zone is apparently a nuh-uh climate for these beautiful flowers to survive perennially.) 
 
    I needed a curse to go along with my enchanted flower and my beasts. The curse over the castle became a genetic misfortune over a land of people. The real-life condition of the Genneӝt aliens' disorder is based on Spinocerebellar ataxia. There’s so much more information available online now than there was a few years ago and it’s wonderful to see there’s been progress in testing for the disorder. Spinocerebellar ataxia happens in both people and animals, and you never know who has the mutated gene for it until it doubles up and expresses itself on unsuspecting offspring. There isn’t yet a cure but in some cases where the ataxia has been impairing the body’s ability to utilize vitamins, high doses of vitamin E can improve a patient’s neurological condition OR stop disease progression if it’s administered early. Thankfully, in fiction—especially in a Beauty and the Beast retelling where there gets to be a magical break in the enchantment—we get to have recovery and happy endings for all affected <3. YAY!!! 
 
    'Medusa head ataxia' kept coming up in articles during searches, and the name Medusa stuck out strong. Cue waaaay too long sessions of pointless (for this project) but entertaining research on Greek mythology. However, it wasn’t entirely fruitless: Dionysios Skytobrachion happened to be an author who penned details about the Medusa legend back when legends were being born. And that’s how Nancy got her alien name =D. (But it was almost, almost Audrey ala Little Shop of Horrors’—yes, the infamous carnivorous plant from the movie and plays. XD) 
 
    Originally, Nancy’s name was Orri Bjarnardóttir. After Erreck proposed Skytobrachion, it was shortened to Skytorri. I liked it! But then a couple of wonderful readers began discussing the fact that they never see their names used for a romance story heroine lead. 
 
    I was fascinated. 
 
    I had never seen ‘Nancy’ as a heroine's name either, despite it being a common name now and throughout history. Huh! So, I snapped up that Name Challenge and grabbed Nancy! (Bye Orri! Maybe another time, another book, another hero!) 
 
    Because combing facts about the condition involved a whole lot of latin, inspiry led to our flower getting its name origins from flos morsu, which in latin translates (um, so says Google) into bite flower. Therefore: Morsuflos! :D 
 
    More word inspiry: Lʊʊnjaɠ originated from Jake Leg Syndrome. Sufferers of Jake Leg contracted this malady from drinking improperly distilled moonshine, and they stumbled or had severe difficulty walking due to the resulting paralysis. Jake Leg + Moonshine became Loonjake which became Lʊʊnjaɠ. FUN. 
 
    Whew! 
 
    Before I say goodbye, I want to shout out a special, heartfelt thanks for reading this book. To all you beautiful souls who rent and purchase my stories: you allow me to keep writing them with the lights on. I cannot, *cannot* express how much I appreciate you. If you get the chance to review: Thank You for this too. It helps so much!! I am so thankful you read my books and tell others to do the same! 
 
    As always, I hope your next read is a wonderful one <3. 
 
    Much love and many Rakhii hugs, ]:D 
 
    Amanda ♥ 
 
    Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/cR_CNf 
 
    Bookbub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/amanda-milo 
 
    Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/16779020.Amanda_Milo 
 
    https://AmandaMilo.com/ 
 
    Facebook.com/groups/325214527918396/


 
   
  
 

 Cosmic Fairy Tales 
 
    In addition to the book recommendations I try to share at the end of each story, I’m going to give you links to the Cosmic Series. Contaminated is part of the Cosmic Fairy Tales collection, where a couple of authors got together to retell beloved tales with a sci fi twist. Each story is a standalone with an HEA and they can be read in any order. Enjoy your journey should you explore the other titles in the collection! 
 
      
 
    Rampion by Susan Trombley 
 
    https://amzn.to/32lOns4 
 
      
 
    Escaping Wonderland by Tiffany Roberts 
 
    https://amzn.to/35AVRJV 
 
      
 
    The Frog Prince by Tracy Lauren 
 
    https://amzn.to/2pl81Ga 
 
      
 
    The Hunchback by Regine Abel 
 
    https://amzn.to/2MfgiV0 
 
      
 
    The Lion and the Mouse by Emmy Chandler 
 
    https://amzn.to/2BeLdul 
 
      
 
    The Ugly Dukeling by Bex McLynn 
 
    https://amzn.to/2nPwS4D 
 
      
 
    Jackie and the Giant by Honey Phillips 
 
    https://amzn.to/33xJg8w 
 
      
 
    I’ll add some “Cures for a Book Hangover!” Because how do you get over the last book that put you into a book-fog? YOU FIND ANOTHER GREAT STORY =D. 
 
    This first recommendation is one I haven’t read yet, but I’m looking forward to it because a beloved reader said this: 
 
    I love the exoskeleton idea. I mentioned the "Winter Market" story - and the female lead in that story had a real exoskeleton (she couldn't move normally without it due to a congenital defect and lots of drug abuse). 
 
    Sounds neat!! It’s a short sci-fi story in an anthology titled Burning Chrome by William Gibson. https://amzn.to/2Mg1OV6 
 
    As mentioned earlier, if you’re looking for a cute gag gift for someone who suffered facehugger horror in their nightmares after watching ALIEN movies, I recommend therapeutic viewing/laughing as a healing tool with AN ALIEN NEXT DOOR: IN SPACE NO ONE CAN HEAR YOU CLEAN by Joey Spiotto, https://amzn.to/2B7BFkX 
 
    Another spoof gift: Jonesy: Nine Lives on the Nostromo by Rory Lucey, https://amzn.to/35BjIJw 
 
    LIES by Kylie Scott. Oh my land, spies and humor and OTTERS were mentioned—I LOVED it!! https://amzn.to/2VHLjEn 
 
    Speaking of Kylie Scott, somehow I missed Repeat. What? How? I haven’t read this one yet, but it’s now on my ereader. https://amzn.to/2nNjUUR 
 
    If you’re looking for more Beauty and the Beast, check out Marina Simcoe’s To Love a Monster, https://amzn.to/2IUyiSJ 
 
    Penny Reid’s Kissing Galileo made me happy. https://amzn.to/33woJRI 
 
    But I loved Motion https://amzn.to/2OTegM3, Space https://amzn.to/2IU5bij and Time https://amzn.to/2ppdX0G by Penny Reid even more. 
 
    Dear Kristen Ashley, I’m sincerely looking forward to Lahn’s twin getting his own book. But until then, I grabbed Fast Lane https://amzn.to/2MN2gt3. So help me, if this is the beginning of a series, I’m soooo gonna stalk you. You know… harder than I already do. 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Books & Audiobooks by Amanda… 
 
      
 
    Want to check out what else I’ve written? YOU’RE SO SUPER ♥. *Heart Eyes* 
 
      
 
    Arokh and Angie’s story ebook: https://amzn.to/2A6sH9T 
 
    This book is also available in Audio, narrated by the talented Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2N7WXHF 
 
      
 
    Zadeon and Callie’s story ebook: http://amzn.to/2EZEitg 
 
    Audiobook voiced by Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2Nx8WxR 
 
    (WARNING: This one has some Dark times. This couple’s love is beautiful though, and they get their Happily Ever After.) 
 
      
 
    Brax, Tara, and Tac’Mot’s story is here: http://amzn.to/2FeuFGl 
 
    Audiobook narrated by Teddy Hamilton and Callie Dalton: https://amzn.to/2zUkHWu 
 
    (If you had to classify this one, it’s almost Reverse Harem. This is an MFM book, which means there are two (alien) guys and one woman but it’s not *quite* menage, because Brax is a Rakhii, and you know this means he doesn’t share his female. Slight problem: his female is bonded to Tac’Mot.) 
 
      
 
    Dohrein and Gracie’s story: https://amzn.to/2Qn4lwo 
 
    Audiobook voiced by Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2s6gN96 
 
      
 
    Blind Fall, the standalone story that answers the question you’ve all been asking me: “Is the guide dog okay?” 
 
    Spoiler: She’s MORE than okay. ♥ This is Breslin and Sanna’s story. If you read this one, I hope you have fun. 
 
    https://amzn.to/2PvoaAm 
 
    Audiobook narrated by Teddy Hamilton and Callie Dalton: https://amzn.to/2WImX17 
 
      
 
    Beth’s Stable, a reverse harem romance for movie-lovers. Just trust me. ;) 
 
    https://amzn.to/2ZFxyLx 
 
      
 
    A fun side project *Not* related to the Stolen series: 
 
    Valos of Sonhadra Series 
 
    Alluvial, Book 1: https://amzn.to/2OhfX33 
 
    Tempest, Book 2, written by Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2uPfihv 
 
    Galvanizing Sol, Book 3, by Amanda Milo & Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2AgxDZE 
 
      
 
    And Simmi’s book, CONTAGION: https://amzn.to/2VO5IaP 
 
    And a random coloring book that I drew for fun: https://amzn.to/2MSk3Pu 
 
   
  
 

 ♥ The I’m Gonna Kick Myself Later List ♥ 
 
    Pssst! I want to thank as many of you as I can--but right up front, know that I forget Very Important Friends EACH AND EVERY TIME that I try. How? HOW? I don’t know! So if you don’t find your name, I apologize in advance, and if we ever get to visit, I’ll try to buy you ice cream. (Unless you’re lactose intolerant. How do you feel about your very own Na’rith pirate then?) To Susan Clarke for sharing the quotes that moved you and made you FEEL--it’s been so cool to see!! <3 Thank You!!! To Ronika Williams because you’re dearly loved, as are you Megan Chandler, and Hayley Benitez (cinnamon. Toast.), and Deborah Marble!! DeAnn Holt Gurley (you are SO getting abducted! ...Don’t be scared.), Jennifer Ballam! Larisa Crawford, Patty O'Brien, Clare De Krey, Tasha DiCoio, Candice Cartwright, Pam Chilton Meadows, Tera Griffin, Lori Baker Swenson, Iris Wilkinson, Randi Canter, Sandra Velázquez, Stephanie Baum, Jessica Lewis, Nienna Weeper, Jaime Oden Herrera, Heather McMillen, Andrea Bergman, my audiobook soulmate! Roslyn Stuart, Sarah Nuckols, Brigitte Beschorner, Twilla Love-Thiam, Yashika Bailey, Marissa Olesen!!, Lee Allen Was Kimber, Ana Paula Fernandes, Courtney Green, Morgan Hatfield-Tafoya, Androulla Michael, Teresita Reynolds, Sara Pearson, Alex Terpstra, Linda Russell, Mireya Romero, Amber Burns, Lori Sophia Ann, Kim Malone, Janet Seavey, Sara Vermillion, Amanda Murphy, Laura Davis with your beautiful sense of humor, Amanda Swick, Sherri Sterling, Iolanda Toyne, Ciera Parr, Sharon Marshall, Åimee Graham, Kathryn Schilling, Dravon Walker, Taryn Richardson, Melissa Taylor (who buys Duct Tape for abduction days--you have to love a woman who stays prepared!! :D), Jenn Freeman, Victoria Kubasta, Caitlyn Carraher, Serena Akeroyd, Georgia Milionis-Peets, Alyssa Higley Fogg, Janete S. Lawson, Julie Desormeaux, Serena Buffaloe, Yui Phitchaya Monsintorn, Amanda Heroman, Rachel Smith, Lisette Williams, Sara Beth Carter, Kaila Brieann, Becky Cannon Snaith, Marlena O, Eileen Mary La Chaussee, Janete Lawson, Karen Douglas, Tracy Madden-Nichols, Book Pauper, Melissa McGuire, Emily McKay, Katje, Shana Smith, Katie Spence, Kat Quinn, Elizabeth Zafiris, Cindy Sherwood, Karen O’Connor, Becky Snaith, Catherine Woodgate, Gerri McCann, Nicole Upshaw, Michaela Osei, Barbie Hamilton, Becky Matthews-Pease (you are SO cool!), Katie S, Ellen Gibson Morris, Heather North, Kelly Barber McCormack, JoAnna Mercer, Lori Bibliolatry, Jamie Torbert, Dana Chapman Wood, Tina Entzian, Samantha K Bookey, Tatiana Joyce, Joy Starr, Tammy Cavin, Della Bankert, Melody Diaz, Tiffany Trumm Jorgenson, Lisa MarieTree (Thank You for hilarious memes!), Hattie True (SAME!), Susan Graham, Julia Wright, Christiane Gordon, Erica Watts, Rachel Selby, Sue Handshoe Bec, Kayla Lopez Stone (and Baby Milo Lopez Stone♥), Gaby McQuillan, Jessica Dawn Stevens, Jo-Anne Granger-Murray, Hope Janes, Kylie Romney, Joyce Sebo, Christy Gardner, Katherine Rose Spence, Audrey Sellers, Jane Loyless, Melissa Smith, Ann Barrington, Katherine Burger Eftink, Andie Luton, Pam Gardner, Lizandra Navarro, Deborah Elliston, Susan Hudson, Julie Bailey, Allison Barnes, Susan Deahl, Cassandra Neves, Heather Bennett, Marian C., Chloe Gross, Jeannie Berry Harwell, Melissa Martinez-Miraglia, Christina Ihara, Ann Hupe, Diana Jerkins, Victoria Galyon, Petra Ruck, Jen Winters, Niki Boyle, Brandie DeRosia-Zuber, Amor Pagsanjan, Nancy Reibis, Joyce Paige, Christina Miles, Elizabeth Nitzsche, Melody Brown Steeger, Nancy Port, Sarah Spiegel, Elizabeth Greene Boros, Lindsey McBride, Sue Mitchell, Amy Wright, Lisa Peterson, Vicky Moya, Trena Hoskins, Christie Howell, Christine Chomout, Katie P, Theresa Lewis, Clare McGauran, Becly, Romy Villegas, Sammie Jarrell, Amy Mathis Green, April Harding, for always cheering in my corner and shouting from the rooftops when there’s good things to share, Scott Harding, because you’re up for anything (and I mean anything) and you do it all with such good humor!, Brenna Ford, Rachel Ric, Rebecca Wheeler, Brittany Jobe, Esther Zeigler Burns, Kelly Clark-Huey, Dear_Lizzy, Laura Gail Walker, and to Erin Mahoney, who shouted “Jacklegs!” at traffic and made her teenager question her sanity. HA HA HA! This made my DAY--I’m so happy you enjoyed Beth’s Stable and adopted a pirate curse :D. 
 
    To Jeanette Lynn, Naomi, Kelsey, Tiffany, Poppy, Marina, Bex, Regine, JM and the rest of the ladies and gents who share, support, and amuse. 
 
    To the sweet and funny and wonderful Nancy Van Winkle Palmer at VanSpunky Reads! 
 
    To the ever-generous & bright Ripley Proserpina and Reviews After Dark! 
 
    To Kim Aziz who pulls triple duty silently and ceaselessly in every group she steers--your book love shines bright ♥ 
 
    To Jo Bubbles at The Book Pimp Blog =D “Here goes: I sped, I followed too closely, I ran a stop sign, I almost hit a chevy, I sped some more, I failed to yield at a crosswalk, I changed lanes in the intersection, I changed lanes without signaling--all while running a red light, and speeding!!! ...Be gentle.” 
 
    To Cyndi at Audiobook Romance for promoting Won by an Alien and Blind Fall. <3 
 
    To Under the Covers Book Blog! 
 
    To The Jealous/Possessive Hero book group!! 
 
    To Reverse Harem Readers: SO MANY THANKS!!!! 
 
    To Kate Botting at Romance with Aliens, who is a champion for books!!! (And Garrus <3) 
 
    THANKS FOR SHARING!!! ♥ 
 
   
  
 

 Beta-reading heroes: 
 
    To Lyda--I hope you got to take a day and go fishing. <3 May you enjoy happy memories every time you hop on the dock. 
 
    To Kitty for your willingness to drop everything and read a raw book. You’re like a cowgirl who breaks in the green horses and turns them out as fine parade horses. Or barrel racers. Champion, big-belt-buckle-winning barrel racers. (With hot cowboys on top, mmm… ;) 
 
    To Hayley, who practically catches piranha with her bare hands. Mother of three and error-catcher extraordinaire. 
 
    To Dawn, for your sharp wit, lovely insight, your cheerleading-with-a-riot-sweater, and absolutely perfect movie quotes. 
 
    To Ronika for loving Levi, Tac’mot, and troublemaking Rakhii. And for being such a badass at catching & corrections. 
 
    To Tammy; tortoise-keeper, volunteer otter-wrangler, and at the top of my list to call if R doesn’t bail me out of jail for rescuing river-cat-snakes from the wild. 
 
      
 
    Farewell for now, Reader. Thanks for joining me on this adventure.♥ 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 About the Author 
 
      
 
    Amanda Milo is a collector of the randomest trivia. Did you know that Kiwi fruit plants have separate genders? You need both in order to make Kiwi fruits happen. Isn’t that cool?? 
 
    She’s concerned about river otter bite pressure—she hasn’t had a chance to test this out, but frankly, this is the part that’s holding her back from appropriating and testing the relocation (aka wildlife theft) of a small family of adorable river otters. 
 
    ...To the bathtub. (They’re basically like slick-furred rubber duckies, but with lots of teeth, right? Right.) 
 
    Extended contemplation of this plan has led to the permission to adopt more ferrets, which makes her very happy. So does her extensive, wacky-patterned, thigh-high sock collection—though ferrets, it must be noted, do not play well with pretty socks. The crazy, clawed thieves! 
 
    She invites you to hang out with her in the Amanda Milo’s Minions Facebook group. (She didn’t name the group! XD Readers have great senses of humor!) 
 
    And thanks for spending time with her story. She hopes you had a lovely time. ♥ 
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