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Duped with a spa day,
Billa finds out that she is the chosen offering to an ancient being
from the stars. The massage wasn’t that good.

 


 


Billa has made her way
with menial tasks to get her from world to world. She has learned
to defend herself against other crewmen and switches ships when she
needs to.

Her latest ship
is unremarkable, but they have a two-day layover, and Billa wants
to spend some of her transport money. She has made arrangements at
the only hotel in town that would take reservations and had a spa.
Spa days are what she lived for.

Billa runs into
an ancient rite and finds herself with a starring role in the
festivities. When a drake emerges from a hole in space and tries to
take her as his tribute, the offering makes a run for it, with
temporary success.
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Chapter One

 


 


Billa rotated the
container, got it on the tracks, and sent it down the rollers for
the customs crew to catch it. After three hours of unloading, she
was nearly done. This was her first time with this crew and her
first two-day leave while a new cargo was arranged for loading.

Every part of
Billa’s arms hurt, but she pushed the last ten crates into unload
position, and then, she stepped down the ramp to the
loadmaster.

He looked
behind her, nodded, and scanned her implant. She saw the update
behind her eyes and smiled. “Back in two days?”

“Back in two
days. Loading is harder, Kekx.”

She nodded.
“This isn’t my first run, just my first run with this ship. I have
been doing this for four years.”

He paused.
“Huh. Sorry. I am used to just the noobs being willing to push the
cargo.”

Billa nodded.
“Understandable. See you in two days.”

She headed to
her quarters and got her bag. While most folk would just leave
their personal items on the vessel when they left, she had learned
on her first ship that it was not a habit women should get into. It
was the same reason that she pushed the cargo; it was a job that
kept her in the open and other crewmen away.

She had booked
herself a day at a hotel with a spa and could hardly wait, but she
had to run through customs first.

Billa waited in
line at customs and checked her hand unit before looking up. Huh,
this world must have a religiously driven government. Men in
religious garb were running the scans, and other personnel were
standing nearby, looking over their shoulders.

She shuffled
forward in line and had her cargo leave visa ready on her tablet.
Not all governments used embedded tech.

When she was up
to the scanner, she set her bag down on the belt, put her tablet on
it, and sent it through the side scanner. She got into position,
and the sterilizing beam burned off all exterior dirt and bacteria
while she remained with her arms crossed loosely above her head.
When the priest nodded for her to step toward him, she reached for
her bag.

“Are you of the
crew of the Kornali?”

She nodded. “I
am.”

The priest
nodded. “Several of your crewmen have come through already. Are you
joining them?”

“No, I have
separate plans.”

He smiled.
“Good. Take this to the customs official, and he will ask a few
more questions.”

Billa nodded
and took her bag, tablet, and the slip over to the secondary
customs. She was the only one in line, and the priest at the
customs gestured for her to walk through to the rear office.

She sat down
across from him, and he checked her reservations.

“So, Amorbilla
Kekx, how long are you staying?”

“Two days. My
ship leaves in two days.”

He smiled
brightly. “Are you aware of the festival tomorrow?”

“No.”

“It happens
twice a century. The folk gather in the central square tonight and
watch for the stellar event. Then, tomorrow, we celebrate another
successful dodging of disaster.”

She frowned.
“What is the stellar event?”

“Oh, you must
see it. It is wonderful for lovers. A child conceived under the
swirling stars is always lucky.”

“Well, I don’t
have a lover, so I will just have to come back in fifty years for
that luck.”

He chuckled and
nodded. “Of course. Apologies for overstepping my bounds. Now, you
are going to be staying at the Jalti hotel?”

She smiled.
“Yes. I was attracted to the spa.”

“Excellent.
Well, Miss Amorbilla Kekx, please enjoy your time on Daroe.” He got
up and bowed. He and the others were two feet taller than she was,
but that was fine. Part of travelling was meeting new and different
people.

Billa nodded
and left the office, seeking the exit. In ten minutes, she was in a
transport and on her way to the central hub of the city and her
delightful splurge of a hotel.

Billa wished
she knew what it was that sent her to the stars. The groping and
abuse had been a surprise to her sheltered experiences. But once
she had learned how to defend herself, things got better. She
learned which jobs to take and which ended up with awkward moments
where she had to pull a blade on a co-worker.

At the hotel,
she thanked the driver and exited the transport. The hotel door was
opened for her, and she walked in, checking in at the desk. The
population of Daroe was generically slim and tall. It made her
compact frame seem out of place, but she didn’t really care. She
just wanted a hot soak and a massage. Her needs were simple.

“Ms. Kekx, if
you would like us to take your things to your quarters, you are
more than welcome to begin your spa day.” The clerk was wearing a
graceful gown, and she smiled brightly.

“Um, sure.
Which way?”

“I will escort
you. Please, come with me.”

Billa had paid
to be taken care of, so she followed the willowy woman down the
hall, and when she caught the bit of moisture in the air, her head
lifted.

Humidity was a
precious commodity in space. She truly missed the scent of trees
and the waft of mist off a lake or river.

“Begin your
ablutions with a shower and then proceed through the rooms and the
pools. Your clothing and bag will be taken to your room. Ask for
anything. Meals or beverages will be brought to you at your
request. Welcome to the Jalti.”

The woman bowed
and smiled. “Thank you for choosing us.”

Billa was so
looking forward to the baths that she nodded and went into a
cubicle, shoving her clothing out with her foot. The actual water
was far better than the sonic cleaning. Despite the beams at the
port, there was nothing that she loved more than a hot shower or
bath.

When she was
clean, and her hair was a thick, dark cape down her back, she
wadded it up into a coil, wringing it out before she tied it in a
knot. The robe that the clerk had hung on the outside of the
cubicle was dark purple with wide sleeves.

Billa returned
to her clothing and got two of her monofilament blades. They slid
into the sheaths installed between her breasts against her sternum.
A tiny pinprick of blood showed where the blades went in, but her
skin soon closed over them.

Armed, more or
less, Billa headed to the first of the pools, and she hung up her
robe and slid into the water for a soak with a happy sigh.

The rest of her
day and into the evening was spent getting massages, having food
delivered, and drinking enough fruit juice to float her
eyeballs.

Her final
massage was accompanied by a glass of wine.

“I don’t
usually drink.”

The masseuse
continued to work on her back. “It is traditional. After this, you
will be able to go and watch the stellar alignment firsthand.
Everyone else has already gotten ahead of you.”

She grimaced
but finished the cup of wine, shuddering at the bitter aftertaste.
“No wonder you only do this once every fifty years.”

The massage
continued, and Billa felt relaxed. She tried to stay awake, but it
was no use. She was going to miss the party.

 


The air was
cold, but it was loud. Billa opened her eyes, and she had to squint
against bright lights and a wall of sound.

“What the
fuck?” She was standing up, but her wrists were fastened below her
hips, causing her to lean up against the wall.

Her robe had
been replaced with a very gauzy gown in dark purple. She leaned
back against the stone behind her. She couldn’t get to the blades
under her skin, but perhaps she could get her hands out of the
cuffs. If they were designed for a larger frame, she had a
chance.

She worked her
hands against the metal as the attention of the crowd turned
skyward. She glanced up and saw a heavy swirling of darkness
between the stars. A line of bright spots lit up, and the darkness
tore open, belching out a huge creature that she could barely make
out.

She looked
around and worked at her cuffs. She had no interest in being tied
to that rock when he got down.

She got one
hand free and quickly held onto the cuff so that at a glance, she
wouldn’t look free. Her right hand slightly tore as she got it
free, and she gripped the cuff as well.

Billa was
trying to find a place to run to when the creature landed on the
edge of the long platform that stretched across the city.

It paced slowly
toward her, and she stared at its royal purple eyes as it
approached. There was definitely intelligence in there, but that
didn’t help her as it opened its jaws and a long coil of its tongue
moved toward her.

“Nope.” She
ducked as the tongue would have touched her, and she sprinted under
its belly and whatever was happening above her head. Billa was
nearly free when the tail slammed down in front of her.

The crowd was
shouting, apologizing for the unworthy sacrifice and jeers from her
crewmates who were calling out that she should just take it.

Fuckers.

She faced the
tail and refused to turn around. There was a blast of air behind
her, and the tail used remarkable dexterity, wrapped around her,
and lifted her up so that she was eye to eye with the beast.

He huffed
again, and his tongue extended, trailing down her arm and around
her abraded hand. She winced while his tongue examined the skin.
His eye lit up red, and the priests went insane.

There was
screaming and hugging and a lot of crying.

The creature
looked at her, and his tongue trailed delicately over her face.
When it reached her neck, she felt a pinch, and then, she was
headed to the open jaws.

Aw, fuck.
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