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      What if home is on another planet?

      After getting transported to an alien planet, shepherd Heather has trouble adjusting to her new surroundings. When a chance to visit Earth for supplies comes up, she jumps on the opportunity, hoping it might help her understand what home really means to her.

      Daring pilot Atina from Kyven loves nothing more than to soar through the galaxy without ties to anyone or anywhere... until Heather steps on board of her spaceship and shows her what she’s been missing. 

      Despite being from two vastly different worlds, they sense a connection between them - but will their love be enough to overcome their challenges?
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      HEATHER

      The herd of white sheep looked comical on the purple grass of Kyven. It was clear they didn't belong here but they didn't seem to care, and instead were eating as much as their greedy stomachs allowed.

      I weaved my way through the sea of wool on legs and patted a few soft heads on my way through. Cloudling let out a soft bleat and I gave her an extra scratch between her ears. "I know, it's a lot to get used to, isn't it? New home, new planet, new food."

      As if she understood, Cloudling bleated again and ate a pluck of long purple grass, chewing on it leisurely.

      "You seem to be adjusting well." I ran my hands through her soft fur, picking out some thorny material from the nearby bushes that could leave nasty marks. “You’re doing better than me, then.”

      A light chuckle came from behind me. “I see you're still talking to the sheep, Heather."

      I turned and raised my arm to greet my cousin. "Hey! And you can't say much, you talk to the Highland cows."

      "Yes, but they're so much smarter, they actually know what I’m saying," Rachel said with a grin.

      "Agree to disagree." I patted Cloudling's head. "Don't you listen to her. I know you're very clever."

      She gave me a vacant stare.

      “Never mind.” With another scratch, I turned back to Rachel. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just came to check on you. You’ve been spending a lot of time out in the pasture.” She gave me a concerned look. “Is everything okay?”

      We wandered down the grassy hill, back to the farm. “Yes, everything is alright.”

      “You sure? You’re not regretting moving to Kyven?”

      “Well, we didn’t have much choice. The bank was about to take everything away from us.” I gestured around the foreign landscape. “And this was our only option apart from going bankrupt and losing everything we’d worked hard for. Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. Kyven is great.”

      “And you don’t miss Earth?”

      “I miss certain things about it. The smell of fresh hay, my breakfast cereal, and cheese.”

      “We have cheese,” Rachel pointed out as she held the door of the farm house open, grimacing. “Although I’ll admit that Highland cow milk isn’t exactly producing the best kind of cheese.”

      “Yes and it’s very tedious to make. I miss supermarkets. Yoghurt, milk in my tea, parmesan cheese, cream donuts. Oh, cheese strings.”

      My cousin laughed. “Well, I’m glad you said that because I have a favour to ask.”

      “Oh no, I know that tone. What is it?”

      “So, I talked to the Ta-Kavalla sisters and they seem in need of more supplies for their animal park. And I checked our inventory and we’re running low on feed for the cows.”

      “There’s plenty of grass,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, but the Highlands are a little more picky than your sheep. Anyway, they’re arranging a trip down to Earth and they wanted to know if you and I wanted to go as well.”

      I put the kettle on the stove. “So what’s the favour?”

      “I kind of want to stay with Tamsia. She’s amazing but she has horrid taste in interior design, so I want to keep an eye on her while we’re in the middle of building our house.”

      “You want me to go on my own?”

      Rachel folded her hands together. “Please? I’ll owe you.”

      “You already owe me from that week I scooped waste by myself, do you remember?” That had been back on Earth. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      “My wrist was sprained and I paid you back by taking Lorrie to the vet. You know how feisty that chicken was? She scratched both my arms.”

      “I lied to my parents about who drew smileys on the barn.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “I was six!”

      “Fine. I’ll go. I’m bored anyway and I could do with a new adventure.”

      “Bored?” Rachel gave me a befuddled look. “We got beamed up on a spaceship and we’re on an alien planet with purple grass and the most amazing animals ever. How can you be bored?”

      “I don’t know. It’s a different planet but it’s just the same-old life, just without money worries and stresses from the bank. It’s boring.” I finished making tea and handed Rachel one of the mugs. “So tell me more details about the trip. When is it? Who else is going?”

      “Sahra and Abby. They’re visiting her parents.”

      “Right, she’s the only one who didn’t disappear mysteriously. Oh, do I need a fake identity? The last thing I want is to get in trouble with the bank. I can’t imagine they’re happy with us running from our mortgage.”

      Rachel took a sip from her tea and pushed the mug away with a disappointed grimace. “Tastes rubbish. And you’d have to ask how Tilly does it whenever she visits. She’s still being wanted for the disappearance of all the zoo animals.”

      “When is the trip?”

      “Next week. A Kyven week, I mean. They’ve struck a deal with an old friend of Valla to make a detour to Earth. Someone called Ellabeth? She’s the captain of the ship.”

      It was tempting. Rachel was right, living on an alien planet was supposed to be exciting, but we'd been on Kyven for several months and I'd got used to the monotony of looking after the sheep. My cousin had her mate, just like the other two humans living nearby. I was the odd one out. Rachel tried her best to spend time with me, but I still felt like a fifth wheel all the time. Hence why I spent so much time with the sheep.

      Going to Earth would be a good break from my routine. It was kind of exciting to return. Back when Rachel and I had lived at our farm, I'd always dreamed of travelling the world. I'd wanted adventures. Being abducted by aliens - well, kind of - definitely counted as an adventure, but by now that excitement had waned. Coming up with a fake identity and hoping I wouldn't be recognised sounded like fun. Just the adrenaline kick I was looking for.

      "Alright," I said with a dramatic sigh. "I'll do it. But you owe me a favour. A big one."

      Rachel threw her arms around me and hugged me tight. "Thank you, Heather! I promise I'll look after the sheep while you're gone. I might even teach them some tricks. If they are as intelligent as you say."
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      ATINA

      The intercom chimed and the red lights on my dashboard flashed in warning.

      "Preparing to land," I said, reaching up for a switch. "Switching off the main boosters in five, you ready?

      My headset crackled with Katak's deep voice. "Heard, I'm ready to stabilise. Ready in five, four, three—"

      "Two. One," I finished the count as I killed the boosters. A tremor coursed through the shuttle before the stabilisers kicked in. Even though I'd done this easily hundreds of times, there was always a thrill when it went right and our ship didn't crash down.

      I checked the camera to make sure our landing dock was free and clear. It was getting dark so I pressed a button to put some of the bigger lights on for a better, guided view. Some pilots considered those the training wheels of landing a ship but I preferred delivering my passengers safely.

      As we neared the ground, another voice came through my headset. "Atina, status update."

      "Touchdown imminent in twenty ticks, Captain," I replied, guiding the shuttle into its bay.

      A set of orange lights flicked on and I danced my fingers over the control panel, calling a status report to figure out what was setting off the alarm. A long list of potential bugs rolled up the screen but none of them jumped out at me as a real issue.

      Katak's voice came through my headset again. "Ready to deploy legs on your cue, Atina."

      I checked the metre to check how far we still had left to go. "Deploy in two ticks. I'll set the count."

      "Understood."

      I allowed the ship to descend a little more before I reached up for another switch. "Deploy landing legs in five, four, three, two, one."

      "Legs are out," Katak informed.

      "Great. I'm going to turn off the secondary boosters, is the stabiliser holding?"

      "It's holding."

      "Good. Turning off the boosters. Prepare for touchdown in five, four, three—" A shock wave travelled through the ship as we made contact. I could feel the ship practically groan in protest and multiple lights pinged on around me.

      The captain's low voice screeched through my headset. "What was that?"

      "Sorry, Cap. Must have misjudged our distance to the ground but we're all set."

      "Do better next time."

      "Yes, Captain." I called for another status report again, relieved when nothing seemed to be on fire or damaged. Repairs were expensive and I really couldn't afford another deduction from my paycheck.

      I released myself from my chair and stretched the strain from my muscles, glad that we'd arrived. As much fun as it was to fly and zap through space, there was something to be said for home sweet home.

      On my way out, I ran into Katak coming out of the other cockpit, stretching his long arms. He stopped once he saw me. "What happened?"

      "I must've misjudged the count."

      "Really?" He seemed surprised. "You never misjudge."

      "There's a first time for everything."

      We made our way down to the exit hatch and I hopped down instead of using the ramp. It was more fun that way.

      My boots thudded hard on the metal surface and the spicy sweet scent of Kyven greeted me over the smell of oil, gas, and grease. There really was no place like home. It was a shame we weren't sticking around longer. From the morning briefing, I'd gathered we’d only restock and pick up some passengers before we went on our merry way again.

      There wouldn't be enough time to visit my brother or my two aunties, who always kept a jar of sweets ready for my brief visits. Hopefully I'd at least get the chance to buy some snacks at the terminal's shop.

      This spaceport was fairly small for Kyven standards, but at least it had a shop full of local delicacies. It was mostly aimed at tourists, but with no time to drive into the closest town, I had no choice but to get some overpriced goods there. Maybe I should get the captain a treat to apologise for the bumpy landing. I still didn't quite know what had happened. I was a good pilot, no, I had to have more self-confidence. I was the best. It was why Ellabee had hired me and had even paid me a bonus to sign with her crew. Maybe the shuttle was getting old. I should have one of the engineer chicks on the P0TA-2 check it out.

      While Katak supervised the loading of supplies, I went shopping. Near the spaceport's exit, a holo poster caught my attention. A new animal park with alien beasts was advertising that they were only twenty clicks from the terminal. Maybe I could visit them next time, if we had more time on Kyven. I also had my next shore leave coming up soon. Two whole weeks to spend planetside. I had no idea what to do with all that time besides getting spoiled by my aunties and annoying my brother.

      Deep in thought, I automatically pointed at things in the virtual shop display. My favourite snack bars were out of stock, making me even grumpier than I already felt. Everything was going wrong today. I wouldn't be surprised if the day continued like that. I didn't know anything about the passengers we were supposed to pick up, but I bet they were going to turn out to be spoiled brats like the last people we'd had on the P0TA-2. I understood that Ellabee was making good money by renting out two of the cabins to paying guests, but why did they always have to be boring, rude or pompous?

      I decided I didn't want to meet today's passengers, so I finished my shopping as fast as possible. The display told me that my purchases would be delivered to the shuttle five ticks before takeoff. Close, but if we got delayed by a bit, I'd be able to make up for that on the flight to the P0TA-2. Captain Ellabee would understand once I handed her the clovian biscuit I'd ordered for her.

      

      Back on the shuttle, I turned on the outside cameras to watch for our passengers. The manifest said to expect three of them, all females, one Kyven and two humans, whatever that was. Katak was finishing up the loading of the shuttle, slaving away while I put up my feet on the console in front of me. Living the pilot life. I grimaced and switched to a different camera angle. There they were, our three passengers, making their way through the hangar. They were on time, which didn't bode well for my last-minute shop delivery. Now I couldn't blame any delay on them.

      I turned on the boarding lights which illuminated their path onto the shuttle. The Kyven walked confidently up the ramp; she'd clearly travelled by shuttle and space ship before. Holding the Kyven’s hand was a brown-haired female who was laughing at something her companion had said. But who really drew my attention was the pale female behind them. She was more hesitant, looking at everything with wide eyes. She was a kyvenoid with two arms and two legs, but she was a little smaller than the average Kyven female. The top of her ears were rounded, which made it look a little as if someone had shaved off her pointy tips. Hopefully she was born this way and it was not the effect of an accident or worse. The human also lacked throat filters, but that was fairly standard for other alien species. Most aliens had their own way of gathering oxygen - or one of the other gases - some through specialised organs, other through their skin. The most striking thing about the female was her hair, a mop of curls in shades of red and orange, like flames sprouting from her scalp. It was such a contrast to her pale skin, so white as if all colour had been sucked from it. Standing between the two blue-skinned Kyvens made her look even more exotic.

      Did all humans look that way? If so, I'd quite like to visit their planet. This female was gorgeous.

      I zoomed in a little to see her more clearly. She stared at everything as if she'd never been on a shuttle before. Her pink lips were slightly parted. Was that pink natural? I wanted to touch her lips to find out.

      "Cargo is loaded," Katak reported through the intercom. I quickly switched to a different screen, feeling a little guilty over checking out the passengers. I'd get to see more of them soon enough, once we reached the P0TA-2.
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