
  
    [image: The Alien’s Zookeeper]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 Arizona Tape and Skye MacKinnon

      http://www.skyemackinnon.com

      http://arizonatape.com

      Cover by Peryton Covers.

      Formatting by Peryton Press.

      

      All Rights Reserved.

      Please don’t pirate this book. We really wouldn’t want you to get abducted by evil aliens who specialise in dealing with pirates.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Sootie and Fudgestick, who brought a lot of animal love into our lives

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About Arizona Tape

      

      
        About Skye MacKinnon

      

      
        Also By Skye MacKinnon

      

      
        Also by Arizona Tape

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Aliens and animals logo]
        

      

      The stars gave her a mate... and a rhino.

      

      Tilly doesn't believe in aliens. At least, she didn't, until she gets abducted along with half the animals of her zoo. When you and your rhino are stuck in a cage on a spaceship, it's hard not to believe. One of them, an elf-eared female, seems ready to help her find a way back to Earth, but is that really what Tilly wants?

      

      Bavalla's messed up big time. She wasn't supposed to abduct a sentient being, but now that she's face to face with a female who's not only intelligent but also very attractive, she has to figure out what to do. Telling the Captain would result in severe punishment, but how do you hide a human who's very intent on saving not just herself, but all her animals as well?
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Bavalla

      Most Kyvens would kill for abduction duty, but after so many rotations, it had grown dull and boring. Maybe some would love the thrill of taking a fauna sample from a sentient planet without alerting the native inhabitants, but I barely read the descriptions of the creatures that the A-Beam was hovering over.

      Four-legged creature with stripes. Sure. Pink winged animal. Yup. Tiny ball with spikes. Why not? Slithery tube. Welcome aboard!

      I just slammed the green button as we hovered above the abduction site, beaming up all the animals from this supposed... What did this planet call it?

      I opened up my inbox and scrolled through my log for this cycle’s brief.

      “Soo?” I tried, not familiar with the word. No, that wasn’t quite right.

      I wasn’t sure what kind of aliens this world had but I was sure they were just as dull as all the others. At least they had a funny language to practise while I killed time.

      I kept my tongue slightly curled and vibrated it to make the right sound. Zoo.”

      By the time I was done practising their weird language, I’d beamed up all the intended animals. I did a mandatory scroll through the list of creatures but didn’t see any that qualified for return.

      “Great. Job done,” I declared as I turned off the A-beam and blitzed a message up to the Captain that we could prepare for takeoff.

      Another success. Or so I thought.

      It wasn’t until we were ten light-years away that I realised my mistake.
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      Tilly

      I woke up to the familiar sound of a snoring rhino. Brie was known to be the loudest snorer in the entire zoo, but having spent countless nights in her enclosure, I was used to it. Her snoring had become almost a lullaby to me. It was a reassuring, primal sound that resonated deep within me. Nothing like the noise my ex had made in her sleep.

      It was pitch black in Brie's stable. The lightbulb must have burned out while I was sleeping or maybe there was a power cut. Unlikely, but not unheard of. I should check on the other animals in case it wasn't just a faulty bulb. I sat up, placing my hands on the floor.

      Wait a second...

      This wasn't the hay-strewn concrete floor of her pen. My hands were touching cold, smooth metal. It didn't make any sense. How could the floor change while I was sleeping on it?

      I reached out for Brie, her thick, leathery skin warm and familiar. Her breathing was steady and her snoring told me she was her usual noisy self. I didn't want to wake her. If she realised something had changed, she'd be very unhappy and an unhappy rhino was not something you wanted within an enclosed space. Brie trusted me, but there was always a chance of being accidentally crushed by two tonnes of odd-toed ungulate.

      I pulled out my phone and turned on the torch. I was in a room about half the size as Brie's stable. My phone's light reflected on the metal walls, reaching up a lot higher than they should have. I couldn't spot a door nor any windows. Careful not to brush against Brie, I sneaked around her to check the other side of the room. Not a door in sight. How the flying monkey shit had we even got in here? No, there was a bigger question that I was trying desperately to ignore: where were we?

      The floor suddenly shook and I stumbled to my left, banging against the wall. Brie's snoring stopped and I froze, praying she'd fall asleep again. If this turned out to be a situation where I needed to defend myself, I'd wake her. I'd ridden her before - not that my boss would ever know that - and I could do it again, use her as a battering ram with horns that could gut whoever was playing a joke on us.

      A tiny voice in my mind told me I was deceiving myself. This wasn't a joke. Nobody would simply move a two-tonne rhino and her keeper. It was impossible. But what did that leave me with? Had I died? Was this some kind of purgatory, an echo of my last moments of life? Maybe Brie had crushed me in my sleep. My colleagues had warned me of that, but I'd ignored them as always. Whenever one of my animals was sick, I couldn't stand being away from them, even if that meant spending a night on a cold stone floor.

      I walked around the room, my hands sliding over the walls, looking for an indentation that could hide a door. Nothing. Panic was slowly creeping up on me. Until now, I'd kept a tight grip on my emotions, but I was starting to lose it. I was trapped. With a rhino. And I didn't know where.

      A thought struck me and I pulled up the maps app on my phone, hoping the GPS would tell me where I was. No signal. No GPS. It couldn't locate me. That wasn't good. Maybe the walls were too thick. But without a signal, I couldn't call for help. I was on my own. Well, Brie was here, but she wouldn't be much use. I doubted even her horns could break through these metal walls.

      "Hello?" I called out in a soft voice, hoping not to wake the rhino. "Can anyone hear me?"

      Only silence met my words. A shiver ran down my back. I shouldn’t panic. There had to be a logical explanation for this. Maybe it was just a dream. Yes. That made more sense than purgatory or the other option... alien abduction.

      I sat down, hugged my knees to my chest and tried to wake up from this nightmare.
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      Bavalla

      It had been a good harvest. I was almost done making a list for the Captain, detailing our new cargo. The researchers would pay him a good price, which would make him happy, which would make me happy. Captain Brew was an erratic, unpredictable man who could be lovely and kind when he was content, yet turned into a raging beast when he got angry. I'd learned very quickly in my stint on the KIW II that it was best to keep any bad news from him.

      I checked on the last cargo pod. A massive animal lay sleeping, making a strange rasping noise. Was that normal? Maybe I should have the medic check on it. I was just about to turn off the screen when I noticed something moving behind the beast. A second animal. Offspring, maybe? I had to take a closer look. I'd once accidentally put an yver in a pod with a hulung and it had taken me days to clean up the mess. It was always better to keep species separate, but not if this was the beast's child. I zoomed in as much as possible and gasped when I realised this wasn't offspring. It was a Kyvenoid. Two arms, two legs, one head, just like me and my fellow Kyvens. Only the skin colour and the shape of her ears didn't match.

      And yes, it was most definitely a her. Unless the males of her species had two large bumps on their chest.

      I stared at the female. All my sense of achievement had vanished in an instant. I'd made a terrible mistake. If I was right about her being a Kyvenoid, then I'd broken the law. I'd abducted a sentient being. Captain Brew wouldn't just kill me. He'd torture, flay, dismember and disembowel me before. I couldn't even imagine how furious he'd be once he found out. No, not once. If. I had to deal with this as fast as possible before anyone else became aware. In a few hours, my colleagues would start feeding the abducted animals. By then, the female had to be gone. There was no way I could bring her back to her planet. The Captain would notice the change, of course, even if I had the authority to fly the ship. Which I didn't.

      I was in deep, fuming caca shit.

      Distressed, I paced back and forth in the cabin. Abducting a sentient being from any planet was considered kidnapping, a Grade A Galactic offence. How did I make such a rookie mistake?

      “Breathe, Bavalla, breathe,” I commanded myself, drawing in the filtered air. “You can fix this, you can fix this. You’ll figure out the Kyvenoid and you will get to keep your original bowels and skin.”

      I stood still in front of one of the metallic storage closets and looked at my slightly blue-ish body. Yes, I liked the way my current skin looked on me. I didn’t want to go through all the trouble to regenerate and grow new parts again. I might have enjoyed that while I was a juvenile, but I was long over it.

      So how did I keep the Captain from finding out my mistake? I supposed I could kill the Kyvenoid and dump her body on the nearest planet, but that didn’t sit well with me. Murder could be so messy, especially with creatures with life liquid. No way I would be able to cover up a spillage like that.

      Worried, I shot another look at the monitor, wondering what the Kyvenoid was doing. She kept running her hands along the walls and shuffling back and forth in the pod. Her mouth kept opening, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. Was she talking to the animal?

      I cranked up the volume of that pod and listened to the strange sounds she was making. Despite practicing some of her language, I didn’t understand a single thing even if the noises were familiar. Slightly squeaky, with lower and higher pitches. She looked distressed, and I didn’t blame her. There was a reason sentients were protected under Galactic law.

      Hmm… There was a thought. If she was sentient, maybe she could help me figure this out.

      No, that was one of the stupidest ideas I had in a long time. Why would I enlist the help of a foreign, potentially hostile sentient? I had no idea how dangerous this Kyvenoid could be so approaching it by myself was idiotic.

      I had to ask for help… But who on the KIW II liked me enough to keep this a secret from the Captain?

      The answer was easy enough. There was only one person who could help me. Amison.
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      Tilly

      No matter how often I traced the metal walls, I couldn’t find a single seam or indent that I could use to escape from the cell. My only comfort, and biggest worry, was that I shared the cell with a massive rhino. Brie would never hurt me on purpose, but if she got panicked, there was no reasoning with her.

      I rested my hands, sore from clawing at the wall, on her thick skin, tracing the wrinkles and folds like always. Brie let out a deep breath and adjusted her position, vibrating the metal ground. The cell wasn’t much smaller than her stable, but it had no water for Brie to drink or anything soft to sleep on. Wherever we were, this clearly was only meant as a temporary holding. Which brought on the next question. What were they planning on doing with Brie and me?

      A sudden flash of light startled the rhino and me, banishing the suffocating darkness. Spots danced in front of my eyes and I had to blink a couple of times to get my vision to work.

      A rumble passed through the cell and one of the metal walls turned translucent. I rushed forward and slammed my fists into the opaque wall, trying to break free again. It only took a couple of hits to realise it was just as unyielding and unbudging as before. And not just that. Two shapes appeared on the other side of it.

      Were those the people that had taken me?

      “Hey! Let me out of here!” I shouted, drawing their attention.

      The two figures brought their faces close and with a scream, I fell down. Those weren’t people… Those were…

      Strange ears… Holes in their neck… Weird eyes.

      No.

      This couldn’t be real. Were they… A… No, I couldn’t even think the word.

      Aliens.

      An icy shiver ran down my spine. So we were not alone? No, this couldn’t be real. I was hallucinating. Or dreaming.

      I gasped for air to settle the rising panic, but every breath just hurt more and more until my lungs were on fire and my head threatened to explode. I smashed my hands against my mouth, trying to stop the hyperventilating. If I passed out now, I’d be completely at their mercy, whoever they were.

      Gradually, my breathing slowed down and I regained control over my body. I was still shaking and quivering like a leaf, but the fog in my mind was clearing up.

      I dared look at the faces on the other side of the metal glass again and pretended I was just studying a new animal or watching one of my favourite nature shows with a narrator.

      “Look at them,” I whispered to myself. “Look how special they are… Notice their… strange ears. They’re slightly pointy and the shell is tilted outwards. Maybe they’re not ears, they could have a totally different function like for mating or communication. And…” Slowly, I
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