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There Will Be Aliens


Chapter 1

Carlo Russo plucked the cigarette from
Grace’s fingers and put it to his lips. He wasn’t a smoker anymore,
had quit six years ago, but tonight he needed it.

Grace huffed. “It will be okay, you know.
He’s an ass.” Her dark blue eyes lit with anger. “My God, what an
ass he is. I don’t understand why you didn’t walk out of there a
long time ago.”

“I love him.”

She shook her head. “You don’t.” When he was
about to object, she kept on talking. “You love the idea of a
boyfriend. You love having something you can call a family. You
love belonging. You love having a home. You love someone needing
you. But you don’t love him.”

He stared, wishing he had a thousand pieces
of evidence to prove her wrong, but he didn’t. Ryan breaking up
with him hurt. It hurt way more than he’d believed it would. But
Grace had a point. It was not belonging anywhere that hurt the
most.

“You’re smart and good-looking. You’ll find
someone else.” She gave him a wet kiss on his cheek and stole back
the cigarette.

“Eww.” He rubbed his cheek. “Do I have
lipstick on me now?”

She laughed and blew out a cloud of smoke
around them. “It’s nothing that would kill you.”

He wasn’t sure. Lipstick probably had a
million different ingredients causing cancer and shit in them.

“Don’t pout.”

“I’m not.”

She linked her arm in his and rested her head
against his shoulder. “One day, you’ll find Prince Charming.” She
gazed at the stars. “Or we’ll build a spaceship and move to the
moon.”

Carlo grimaced. “The moon? You won’t get me
to set foot on a spaceship. Never.” He shuddered at the idea.
Astronauts had to have some severe brain damage to willingly leave
the planet. He looked at the stars. Out there, there was nothing
but eternal blackness. It was like being in a grave.

His heart beat fast as the night sky pressed
down on him.

“Stop it.”

Grace’s voice made him jump. “What?”

“You’re doing the claustrophobia thing.”

“Claustrophobia is not a thing.”

“Okay.” She shrugged. “But you’re doing it.
Your muscles tense, your breaths come faster.” She took another
pull at the cigarette. “I know the signs.”

“You were the one talking about the two of us
on a spaceship.”

“Space is never-ending. How can it trigger
claustrophobia?”

Carlo’s lungs shrank. “It’s dark, you can’t
breathe, there is no way out, and did I mention you can’t
breathe?”

“Easy, easy.” She chuckled and patted his
arm. “One, people like us will never go to space. Two, no one would
ever force you into a spaceship. There are enough idiots fighting
to get on one for there to be any room for someone who doesn’t want
to go. Three…I can’t think of a third, but it’s absurd to think
people like us would ever get near something as high tech and
expensive as a space vessel. I mean, imagine how many NASA people
we’d have to blow to see a picture of a ship.”

Carlo laughed. “NASA guys aren’t my
type.”

“Mine either.” She bumped his shoulder with
hers. “You’ll be okay.”

The sorrow weighed down on him again. “Will
I?”

“Of course. Ryan was a controlling bastard, a
cheating controlling bastard. You need to find someone who makes
you laugh, not someone who makes you worry that you’re doing or
saying the wrong thing.”

Ryan could be controlling. He demanded to
know where Carlo was at all times and called him every fifteen
minutes if he went outside the apartment. But Carlo had believed he
was that way because he cared, because he worried. The cheating…It
had come as a shock, and it flipped Carlo’s world. Was he blind?
Naive?

“Don’t think about him.” Grace bumped his
shoulder again. “You want another beer?”

“I think I’ve had enough. More than
enough.”

“Yeah? No one will be upset if you have
another.”

“No?”

“No. You’re living with me now—”

“I’m sleeping on your couch.”

“Yes, you’re living with me. And I say you’re
allowed to have another beer.”

Carlo sighed. He had nowhere he needed to be
tomorrow, nothing to do, so why not?

* * * *

Zenon Scoreceds Qhainqons steered the
spaceship toward the spot in the lush vegetation they’d agreed
upon. Agreed. He glanced at Brox Scoreceds Cruul on his
right, then at Anek Scoreceds Dhaankrors. They’d listed several
locations and then they’d blindly drawn one.

Pontybridge was a settlement like any other.
He didn’t know if it truly was since he’d never been to Earth
before. They’d spent a year perfecting the translation chip and
Ghurva Scoreceds Vracets, their linguist, had told them what areas
to scout.

Apparently, Earthlings had different
languages depending on where on the planet they lived. Strange
creatures.

Why they couldn’t decide on one language was
beyond Zenon. Communication would be much easier if everyone
understood each other. On Negudade everyone spoke the same
language. The name—how he and his crew all were named
Scoreceds—told others what area they were from, not the
language.

“Brace for impact.” The greenery came closer
and closer, and Zenon steered the ship to the dark water, coiling
like an unruly tail over the land.

The shuttle shook as it hit the surface,
making Zenon grit his teeth. He disliked landings and takeoffs. Or
dislike might be a too strong word—they were an inconvenience.

Unbuckling the seatbelt, he turned to his
crew. They were only four, and Ghurva hardly counted. So three able
warriors and one linguist.

“We take ten. This is a first try. If it
works, we might come back. If it’s worth the effort.” They’d been
on the ship for months, and it wasn’t a trip Zenon would volunteer
for again, but the planet’s future depended on it.

The others nodded.

“We go in, quiet and unseen. We take the
fertile and healthy-looking and bring them back here.” He glanced
at Ghurva. “Once we’re on our way, you install the language
chip.”

Ghurva nodded, and Zenon hoped it would work.
They had had no one to try the chips on other than themselves, and
Earthlings were fragile beings—or so he’d been told. He wasn’t sure
if he could trust the information.

Negudade wasn’t a big planet, about half the
size of this—Earth. He’d tried to say the word in the
Earthling’s language, how Ghurva had claimed it was pronounced by
the inhabitants, the Earthlings, but he wouldn’t try it again.

Since Negudade was such a small planet, they
only had one leader—Qheks Hannaek Koruts. Zenon didn’t dislike her,
but she’d been the leader for almost a decade, and it was time for
her to step down and make way for someone else.

Koruts, like any politician, did what she
could to remain in office, and securing the planet’s survival had
been a cause she’d pushed for the last two-three years.

Zenon didn’t say the information they got was
faulty, and if it was, he didn’t think it was a deliberate mistake,
but…

It was a little too good to be true to find a
species compatible with them. A species who could bear their
offspring, and who possessed all the traits they’d lost.

Too good to be true.

The teams who had surveilled the Earthlings
were linguists and scientists, not warriors. He wanted to believe
their intelligence was true, but how much could you learn from
circling a planet and listening to their information flow? He
didn’t trust the scientists when they said the species was
harmless, and he wasn’t sure mixing their genes would be enough to
bring back normal levels of dopamine and whatever else it was that
they’d lost these last generations.

He understood their excursion could gain
Koruts another decade in power should it succeed, but he wasn’t
sure it would. Still, they had to try something. Their population
had halved during the forty-eight years he’d lived. Another
forty-eight and the Negudade people might be extinct.

“Do all four of us go or do we split up two
and two? They’re small and weak.”

Zenon peeled back his lips and showed Ghurva
his teeth in warning. They’d gone through the operation over and
over, and he had some understanding for Ghurva being a civilian,
and not knowing the routine. You did not change an operation the
moment before you went in, that he should know.

“All four.” Brox stared at Ghurva, who
shrugged.

Ghurva was the most emotion-ruled person
Zenon had ever met. He’d never seen Brox or Anek shrug—he
never shrugged. It was an unnecessary motion.

“It would go faster if we split up—”

Zenon snarled.

Ghurva quieted and widened his eyes. Zenon
shouldn’t stare, but…who wasted energy on widening their eyes? He
tried telling himself it was a natural reaction, some of them still
expressed natural emotional responses in communication. It made him
tingle, which was strange.

Rubbing his chest, he nodded at Brox to take
the lead out of the spaceship.

A quick in and out, and then the trip back to
Negudade.

* * * *

Carlo stumbled on the even road. “Shots were
a bad idea, Gracie.”

She giggled and hooked her arm in his. “They
were. I want pizza now, and I know I’m gonna have a headache
tomorrow.”

Carlo sighed. He didn’t want to think about
tomorrow. What the fuck would he do with his life? He had no place
to stay since Ryan owned the apartment. He didn’t have a job since
Ryan owned the restaurant where he’d worked and had been
fired from. He didn’t have any money since, well, he’d worked as a
waiter in a restaurant.

“It’ll be all right.” Grace patted his
arm.

Had he spoken out loud? He didn’t think so.
“I wish we had some weed.”

“I’m not sure getting high on top of being
drunk will solve our problems.”

“No?” Carlo wasn’t so sure.

“Remember when we lived in the group home on
Mill Lane?”

Carlo shuddered. “I’d rather not.”

“How the fuck did we end up here, Carlo? We
swore when we got out that we would do something with our
lives.”

“We have. Neither of us is in prison, neither
of us has a drug addiction, and we’re not living on welfare. It’s a
huge step up.”

“Yes, but what about family, a nice house, or
a job we like?”

Carlo groaned. “I have to get a new job.”

“See what I mean?” She pulled at his arm,
gesturing at a bench bathed in the soft glow of a streetlamp under
a huge oak tree. Carlo shivered in the chilly March night but
allowed her to steer him to the bench.

As soon as they sat, the surrounding shadows
moved.

“What the…” He squinted. “What’s that?”

Grace clung to him. “Did you slip us drugs? I
think I’m hallucinating.”

He hadn’t, but could someone else have? But
why would they? Four huge black forms moved toward them. Carlo
sucked in a breath as he noticed white, gleaming teeth.

The aliens were eight-nine feet tall with
rippling muscles, midnight black skin, and…fangs. Not like vampire
teeth, but fangs—both upper and lower canines.

“Holy shit. They have dragon teeth.”

Carlo didn’t look away from the monsters.
“There is no such thing as dragons.”

“Are you sure?”

Right now, he suspected he was hallucinating
or dreaming, so maybe there were dragons in this reality. “No.”

One of the monsters took a step forward. His
skin was so dark blue it looked black, and he pointed a
sharp-looking claw at them. Three fingers and a thumb, Carlo noted.
Could’ve been worse, could’ve been tentacles. Then he swished a
tail, and Carlo yelped in surprise.

As they took a step forward in unison, he
flew to his feet. He might hallucinate, but he wouldn’t let them
take Grace without a fight.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Zenon watched one creature stand. It was
male. He’d seen pictures of them so they’d know what not to
take, but this man…He had fair skin, no visible claws or fangs.
Zenon suspected he could’ve watched him for years and not grow
bored. His eyes changed shape, his facial expression—he’d never
seen anyone show so much emotion. He didn’t know if anyone on
Negudade could harbor as much emotion.

Their information claimed Earthlings didn’t
have fangs or claws, and the man didn’t show any, but Zenon had his
doubts. A species wouldn’t survive if they couldn’t defend
themselves, and there were animals on Negudade that looked harmless
until threatened—then teeth, claws, spikes, or poison appeared.

He hoped they weren’t poisonous.

“Be careful of them.” He nodded at Brox to
attack from the right as he edged to the left.

Brox spoke in a low voice. “I’ll take the
female, you disarm the male.”

He appeared disarmed already, but Zenon
nodded. He expected the male would run off to save himself. A
Negudade would unless they were on a contract to protect the person
they were with. He took a quick step forward, so he could catch the
man when he tried to escape.

The female screamed, and the man, instead of
running off, hit Brox in the jaw when he tried to grab her. Zenon
stared. What was he doing?

Anek took a step forward, but Ghurva didn’t
as much as twitch.

Zenon studied Brox, but he looked unaffected
by the blow.

“Why isn’t he running?” Brox touched his jaw.
“He’s not strong.”

The man glanced at them, looked over his
shoulder at the female, and said something. Zenon had a language
chip embedded, everyone on the ship did, but he couldn’t make sense
of what the male said. Perhaps he was breaking their contract. It
was the smartest thing he could do.

Water spilled from the female’s eyes. “Is the
female ill?” He didn’t look away from the Earthlings. When no reply
came, he glanced at Ghurva. “Ghurva?”

“I don’t know.”

“The male doesn’t appear alarmed by the
symptoms.” Anek took another step forward. “It’s most likely not
contagious, or he’d moved away.”

A strange tightness wrapped around Zenon’s
ribcage. Could the male be infected by whatever the female had?

Then the man nodded, and as he took a step
forward, the female jumped down on the other side of the strange
wide outdoor chair. She ran.

“Shall I go get her?”

Zenon nodded at Brox. “Anek, follow in case
there are more Earthlings around.” He took a step forward, and when
the man tried to hit him, he caught his arm and secured him—though
careful not to touch any of the pale skin in case it was covered in
poison—and slung him over his shoulder. He’d expected him to weigh
more. He was short but didn’t look unhealthily thin, so he
should’ve weighed more.

“Where are you taking him?” Ghurva gave him a
curious look—no one he’d ever met could give curious looks except
Ghurva. Another sign he wasn’t like most Negudade.

“I’m bringing him.”

“No.”

Zenon bared his teeth. “Are you questioning
me?”

“Captain.” Ghurva nodded, Zenon assumed to
let him know Ghurva was aware of his status, but he kept on talking
so it didn’t make a difference. “Our orders are ten females. No
males.”

“I’m taking him for me. We have space and
supplies for one more. I will have none of the females.”

Ghurva shook his head. Watching him made
Zenon dizzy. Why couldn’t he be like normal people and tell him
what he meant instead of using gestures?

“No, but—”

“Enough.” Zenon strode toward the ship while
the female’s scream came closer and closer.

* * * *

Carlo saw the ship.

Every fiber in his body went on high alert.
It was a small, round thing. Aliens. Spaceship.

He didn’t scream, but as panic set in, he
fought like a mad man. The beast holding him was huge and far
stronger than anyone should be. But he’d rather die than get on the
ship.

With all his might, he pushed forward, hoping
the alien wouldn’t suspect. He’d crash to the ground, but it didn’t
matter. Breaking his neck was a risk he was willing to take.

The alien’s grip slipped, and Carlo got a
knee up. With as much power as he could muster, he rammed his knee
into the alien’s nose and flung himself to get out of his hold.

For a second, he believed it had worked. The
alien grunted, the arm around him went momentarily slack, and he
tried to cushion his fall as much as he could. But he hadn’t more
than hit the ground until large, strong hands pushed him down.

Someone growled, Grace screamed, and he
realized they’d caught her—fuck!

There was a blow to the back of his head and
the world slipped away.

* * * *

Zenon’s heart beat fast as the male went
slack under him. Had he killed him? The uncomfortable tightness
around his ribcage was there again. He might have to see a healer
about it once they got back to Negudade.

Lightly, he shook the male. He hadn’t meant
to hurt him. It was only a light slap, a reprimand for fighting
him. Cold washed over him. Earthlings were far more fragile than
he’d believed.

“Be careful of the female.”

“What happened?” Brox came to a stop next to
the still lax male. The female had grown quiet as she saw the male
lie there. More of the wetness streamed from her eyes.

“He tried to escape, brought his knee to my
face to get me to let go. It was nothing, but he took me by
surprise.” Much like he had Brox before. “I pushed him down and
smacked him on the head. Not hard, but…” He gestured at the male.
“Did I kill him?”

The tightness around his ribs grew
tighter.

Ghurva crouched and rolled the male over.
“No, he’s breathing.”

“Load him.”

Brox met his gaze but didn’t comment.

“Ghurva, you might as well insert the
language chips while we go out to fetch the rest.”

Silence followed and Zenon looked around.
Anek’s face was blank, as was Brox’s, but Ghurva bit his lip—who
bit their lip? A part of Zenon wanted to roar at him to behave
like an adult, but they were here to bring these Earthlings back,
so they, hopefully, could get offspring more like Ghurva.
Individuals who felt things, who cared enough to want to
have offspring of their own. Beings who didn’t suffer from
anhedonia, as the scientists called it. People who bit their lips
and widened their eyes.

Zenon turned to Anek. “Secure them, the male
too. He’s not strong, but he’s tricky, and if Ghurva is focused on
inserting the chip, he might surprise him.”

Anek took the female from Brox and went into
the ship.

“You will get in trouble.” Brox spoke in a
low tone.

“I’ll take him as payment for the trip.”

Brox didn’t respond, but bent to pick the
male up. Something in Zenon’s chest shifted and he had to force
himself not to bare his teeth at Brox as he cradled the male to his
chest.

He needed a healer. Something was wrong with
him. There shouldn’t be any tightness to his chest. He was in great
shape, had aced all the physical tests and passed all the medical
controls.

* * * *

Carlo came to with a groan. Everything shook
and there was a sound of an engine loud enough to hurt his ears. He
tried to look around, but his vision was blurry.

Someone squeezed his right arm, and he
squinted in their direction. Grace. He tried to talk, but
his throat was too dry and the noise too loud.

Carlo sat up straighter and hissed as a wave
of pain and nausea rolled over him. What had happened? He looked
around, his vision still blurry, and it was too dark to make
anything out.

Seconds bled into minutes, and finally, the
roar of the engine quieted down to a low buzz.

“Are you okay?” He raised his arm to wrap
around Grace. They were strapped into seats, but Grace was leaning
into him as much as the seatbelt allowed. He moved as close to her
as he could.

“I have no idea.” The way she wiped her cheek
made him suspect she was crying, but no matter how many times he
blinked, he couldn’t get his sight to clear up. “Are you in
pain?”

He was. “It’s okay.” He swallowed hard. “I
might puke, though.”

She moved away and called out. A huge, black
creature stepped out of the shadows. The chorus of whimpers told
Carlo they weren’t alone in here.

He was about to ask what was going on when a
wave of nausea hit, and his stomach turned inside out.

Grace was yelling, but he couldn’t make out
any words. He tried not to be sick all over himself, but being
strapped in as he was didn’t leave him room to move around. The
stink of puke filled his nostrils, the taste of bile overtook his
mouth, and the fabric of his jeans soaked up the vomit on his lap,
and he groaned.

There was a lot of hissing and spitting, and
Carlo could make out a few words. Grace demanded a doctor.

There was tumult when another huge, black
creature entered the room or whatever they were in, and the two of
them unstrapped Carlo. Grace clung to his vomit-sticky hand and
tried to unbuckle her belt as well.

A new wave of nausea hit and Carlo bent over,
puking at one of the guy’s feet—bare, clawed, black feet.

The creature didn’t react. Carlo waited for a
hiss, a curse, a blow even, but he—he didn’t know if it was a
he—didn’t step out of the splash.

“I’m coming with you.” Grace was fighting the
buckle, and one of the creatures spoke. It wasn’t a word Carlo
understood, and yet he knew he’d said no.

“Yes.” Grace got the seatbelt off her and
stood. She hooked her arm with Carlo’s, and he grunted.

“Are you mates?” Again, the creature didn’t
say the words, and yet…Carlo didn’t have the headspace to analyze
what was going on. Were they mates? “Yeah.” Grace was his best
friend, and while he wouldn’t use the word mate, she was his mate,
wasn’t she?

No one spoke, and Carlo squinted, trying to
clear his vision. He got the feeling they weren’t pleased.

The two creatures led him and Grace into a
brightly lit room, and Carlo hissed as pain pierced his brain.

“You need to lie down.” Grace touched his
shoulder.

“I need a shower. Can you make them stop at
the next bus stop? I’d really like to go home now.” As he spoke,
his heart kicked into full gear. Were they being abducted by
aliens? Was he on a spaceship? He couldn’t breathe. Black spots
danced before his eyes, and his lungs refused to work.

“Easy. Take it easy. Breathe with me.” Grace
pushed at his shoulders, making him sit. There was a cot or
something, and he sat. “In.” She took a deep breath, and he tried
to mimic it. “And out.” She blew out a long breath. They continued
the procedure several times until his lungs let up a little.

“You’re doing great. We’re having us some
exposure therapy for your claustrophobia, and you’re doing
great.”

“Can we please go home?” He didn’t mean to
sound so pathetic, but…shit. This couldn’t be happening. It
had to be a dream.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Zenon cut through the atmosphere and left the
planet behind. It was easier to breathe now that they were on the
way. The male wouldn’t get off the ship, and there was no going
back.

“Captain.” Brox appeared in the doorway.

“Yes.”

“There’s been an incident.”

He put the ship on autopilot and turned to
Anek who was in the co-pilot seat. “Monitor.”

Anek confirmed he’d heard the order, and
Zenon got up to deal with whatever had Brox interrupting his
work.

“In the clinic.”

The clinic on the ship wasn’t like a clinic
on Negudade. It was a cot, and they had some tools to treat
injuries, not much else. “What happened?”

“The male is sick.”

“Sick?” Did he also have water coming out of
his eyes now?

“He is vomiting, and his mate is trying to
care for him.”

Mate? Zenon kept moving as if Brox
hadn’t spoken, but he wanted to hit something. “Why do you need me?
Ghurva is there.” Ghurva was far better equipped to deal with a
mated couple. Zenon had never met a mated couple, he’d only heard
tales about it.

“Yes, but we might have to euthanize him.
What if it’s contagious? We can’t risk him infecting the
females.”

The tightness around his ribcage was there
again. What if the male had infected him? Poisoned him? He hadn’t
touched him skin to skin, but perhaps he had some defense Zenon
hadn’t seen before.

Zenon didn’t respond. What was there to
say?

They entered the clinic and Zenon almost
winced at the stench. What was it? Poison?

Brox nodded and left.

The female they’d apprehended together with
the male sat on the cot, touching his arm while staring at Ghurva.
Not only staring. Zenon had never seen someone look as angry as she
did. He studied her to see if she’d grown fangs. No. Claws?
No. And there were no spikes coming out of her skin or any
visible poison.

“What’s going on?” He directed the question
to Ghurva, but it was the female who responded.

“Carlo has a concussion because some fucking
brute hit him in the head.” Those hostile eyes turned to him. “He
needs to be looked after.”

Zenon tried to make sense of what she said.
What was Carlo, fucking, brute, and concussion? He understood she
believed he—the male, he assumed—needed to be looked after. “Is it
contagious?”

“Are you deliberately stupid?” He would have
called what she did snarl, but there were still no teeth to make it
look threatening, so he didn’t know if it qualified as a snarl.

Zenon turned to Ghurva. “What does he
need?”

“Peace and quiet, and someone who looks after
him. It’s not safe for him to sleep with his brain swelling. He
can’t see well, and he might be sick again.”

Ghurva looked at the female and then Zenon.
“I don’t know.”

“Well, I know!” She was snarling,
Zenon couldn’t find any other word fitting for the way she made her
face appear. Mated individuals were willing to do whatever they
could to defend their mates. The tales told them there was nothing
more dangerous than a mated male, but the females could be
dangerous too.

Zenon waited a heartbeat to see if she’d
attack, but while those strange pale eyes were locked with his, she
did nothing to leave the male’s side. “He needs a shower and new
clothes.”

Zenon looked at Ghurva again. He wanted to
ask if it was safe to touch them, but he couldn’t with them
listening.

“Are you deaf?” Now the female stood, and
while Zenon didn’t move, he prepared to fight. Deaf, his brain told
him she was asking if he was hearing impaired, but the words
weren’t there—language chip. It was a neat invention.

“No.”

“So take him!” She gestured at the male.
“Shower him. Dress him. And put him somewhere where it’s dark and
quiet.”

Zenon didn’t react outwardly. His face
remained blank, his muscles relaxed, but everything inside him went
on alert. She wanted him to take care of the male? Mates
didn’t leave each other’s side, and they did not ask others to look
after them when they needed help.

Ghurva cleared his throat. “You want Zenon to
care for your mate?”

“I would prefer a doctor, but if this Zenon
guy…Gal? If Zenon is all you have, then yeah sure, send him to
Zenon.”

“I’m Zenon.” Zenon took a step closer.

“Then no. The fucker who hit him looked like
you. How many are you here? There was another who looked exactly
like you too.”

Zenon swished his tail before he got control
over it. Ghurva noticed and widened his eyes. Right then, Zenon
wanted to snarl at the stupid eye-widening, but he reminded himself
Ghurva was how he was supposed to be, and it was the rest of them
who’d developed into something that wasn’t Negudade. Or it was
Negudade, but not how Negudade should be.

“I hit him.” And he did not look like anyone
else.

“Then no.” She crossed her arms over her
chest.

Zenon glanced at Ghurva, then back at the
female, then at the male. He looked ill. Zenon feared he was
getting ill too because he had a hard time breathing.

“Look.” The female blew out a breath and
dropped her arms, her muscles visibly relaxed, which was a strange
thing in a hostile situation. Who allowed their weakness to
show?

Negudade females weren’t as physically strong
as the males, but they were often tougher, and they’d never leave
themselves open to an attack the way this female did. Zenon looked,
but he couldn’t see anything other than vulnerability. What was it
she wanted them to see? It had to be a trick. She was distracting
them from something.

Ghurva looked too, and Zenon suspected it was
worry he could see creeping into his eyes as they waited. He wasn’t
good at judging emotions from facial expression, but his guess was
worry.

“We’re looking.” Zenon probably shouldn’t
hurry her in whatever it was she was trying to show them. Anek
could fly the ship. He wasn’t needed right this moment, but part of
him wanted to run back to the cockpit.

The sound. Zenon didn’t know what it was, and
it was over too fast for him to determine, but it sent a tingle
down his spine. The female showed teeth, but she didn’t look
aggressive. Ghurva’s face went slack as he stared at her.

“You need to turn around to Earth. We need to
get him to a hospital and whatever your reason is to kidnap us,
we’re not the ones you want.”

Zenon glanced at Ghurva again. The male was
who he wanted. “We’re not turning around.”

The sharp intake of air and the way water
rose in her eyes had him taking a step back. Was it contagious?

* * * *

Carlo reached for Grace. She’d held it
together for longer than he’d believed she would. “Shh.” He rubbed
her back, though moving his arm hurt his head more than being
still. She cried against his shoulder, and he did his best to
ignore everything around him.

The aliens stood stock still. They didn’t
move, didn’t talk, and hardly breathed. It was as if they were
statues. Carlo looked at the one who’d gotten him and Grace from
the seats. They all looked the same, but maybe his skin was a
little paler. Maybe.

When he noticed Carlo watching him, he met
his gaze but didn’t speak.

“Is there anywhere I can wash up?” He had
vomit on his jeans. As soon as he remembered, he rearranged Grace
so he wouldn’t get her sticky. These might be the only clothes they
had.

The aliens wore pants. He was unfamiliar with
the fabric of the black pants that almost melted together with
their skin, and their shirts were so tight they looked painted on.
Carlo allowed his gaze to wander. Damn, they were fit. He hadn’t
noticed their clothing before. Why did they dress in the same color
as their skin? And how often did you see massive aliens in spandex?
Never. First, it might not be spandex, but it was something
similar. Second, you didn’t see aliens.

Maybe he was losing his mind.

“I’m not wearing spandex. Do you have a
washing machine?”

Grace giggled. It was her panic-giggle, the
I’ve-had-too-much-and-am-about-to-break giggle, and Carlo went back
to hushing and rubbing her back.

The fairer of the two aliens—even if it was
by only one shade—widened his eyes a fraction. It was the smallest
eye-widening Carlo had seen, but it was more expression than any of
them had shown so far.

“What’s that sound?” He nodded at Grace.

“That, my dear alien, is a woman having a
breakdown.” As soon as he’d spoken the words, Grace’s giggles
turned into sobs.

“What is she breaking down?” The alien looked
around the room.

“Eh…Her mind.” It wasn’t fair to say her mind
was breaking, but he didn’t know how to explain it any other
way.

The guy swished his tail. “Make her
stop.”

“You can’t stop someone from feeling.” Carlo
winced as pain sliced through his brain again. “She’s distressed.
Aliens came and took her from her home. She has the right to be
distressed.”

Silence settled in the room. It was
interrupted by the occasional sob from Grace, but none of the
aliens spoke or moved.

“Why did you take us?”

They didn’t reply, and anger built in Carlo.
What gave them the right to disrupt their lives? To kidnap them?
His life might have been crap, but it was his. He did what he
wanted, and he never wanted to go to space—never. His lungs shrank,
but he tried to halt it. Taking a deep breath, he did his best to
keep calm. The pain in his head didn’t get any better from him
panicking.

He could breathe. There was oxygen on the
ship, and it wasn’t small. It might feel as if the walls were
creeping in, but they weren’t.

“Easy.” Grace stood, hands on his shoulders,
and took deep breaths. He did his best to mimic them.

“What are you doing?” The more talkative guy
swished his tail again. Tails. Carlo couldn’t believe he was
in a room with black aliens with fangs, claws, and tails.

Grace glared at him. “He has claustrophobia,
and he was panicking.”

“I’m fine.” He sucked in a breath. He was
fine. He would be fine. Maybe.

“What’s…what you said?”

“Claustrophobia? It’s fear of small spaces.
Carlo fears space, you put him on a spaceship. Which is really
fucking mean.”

The alien widened his eyes again. “Fear?”

“Fear.”

“But—”

“Stop it.” Carlo had had enough. He wanted to
sleep, and hopefully, he’d wake up in his own bed…or on Grace’s
couch since Ryan had cheated on him. Oh fuck, his life was
ruined.

* * * *


Chapter 4

Zenon grew dizzy from all the back and forth.
One second the female was taking care of the male, the next the
male was taking care of the female, and then they switched again.
There were so many emotions, he grew confused.

“Ghurva, wash the male.”

Ghurva widened his eyes. “I don’t—”

“I don’t need anyone to wash me. Show me
where the shower is, and I’ll be fine.”

“You’re not showering alone. What if you
fall, get dizzy, vomit again? You can’t—”

Zenon held his breath for a second. “So,
you’ll wash your mate.”

“No!”

“No!”

He looked at Ghurva. Mates didn’t wash each
other? Zenon hadn’t had anyone wash him once he’d grown old enough
to do it himself, but he figured mates did if there was a need for
it. He’d always imagined showing a softer side to his mate if he
ever found his. No one did anymore. He believed, maybe as they’d
grown more emotionless, the ability to mate had been erased. It was
as if they were unable to connect with another being.

An ache spread in his chest again. He must be
ill, must have gotten something while on the strange planet.

“Trust me, he doesn’t want girl cooties.”

Zenon didn’t recognize the word, but it had
to do with sickness, that much he understood. “Is it
contagious?”

“Very.” The female…laughed? Zenon believed it
was a laugh, but he’d never heard one other than from a sound file
they’d been given before the mission.

“No.” The male shook his head, winced, and
grew, if possible, paler. “Bucket?”

The female looked around, spotted the small
laundry basket in the corner, and dived for it. Zenon didn’t stop
her. He didn’t think she could hurt them with a basket.

She held it up in front of the male and he
retched. Negudade didn’t retch, but he’d seen animals do it. The
stench intensified again.

The male grimaced. “Oh, fuck me.” He
scrunched his face, and the female gently guided him down on the
cot.

“Be careful what you wish for. These guys
look mighty frisky to me.”

“Do they? I didn’t notice.”

Zenon didn’t know what they were talking
about. Judging by the information snippets the language chip
provided him with, he guessed they were talking about copulation,
but it seemed like a strange moment. Unless the female was in heat.
He pulled in a deep breath, but all he could smell was the sour
stench of sickness. Did Earthlings go into heat? Negudade didn’t,
but some animals did.

“Rest.”

“I’d really like to wash up. And brush my
teeth.”

The female caressed the male’s forehead and
pain spread in Zenon’s chest when the male closed his eyes.

A few seconds later, the female stood and
walked over to Ghurva. Zenon took a step forward. He didn’t think
she’d attack, but better to be prepared.

“Look.” She spoke so low, he held his breath
to hear better. “He has a concussion.”

“What is it?” Ghurva glanced at him, but
Zenon didn’t move a muscle.

“When someone hit his head—” She gave them
both a narrow-eyed stare, “—his brain was hurt, and now it’s
swelling.”

“He’ll die?” The tightness around Zenon’s
ribs was back. Had he killed the male? With one small slap? Were
they that fragile?

“I don’t think so. It’s not too bad. But he’s
had them before, and it gets more and more dangerous the more you
have them.”

“He’s had them before?” Who had hit the male?
Zenon’s claws dug into the palm of his hands as he curled his
fingers into fists.

“Look. He needs a calm place to rest,
preferably a dark place without any harsh lights.” She gestured at
the spotlight in the ceiling. “He’ll be tired and will want to
sleep, but someone needs to wake him up every hour to make sure he
isn’t unconscious.”

“You’re his mate.” She should do all those
things.

“We’re friends, yes. We grew up together, but
Carlo is…He doesn’t want people taking care of him.”

“Carlo?” She’d mentioned it several times,
but it didn’t translate into anything.

“Carlo.” She gestured at the male. “His name
is Carlo.”

Oh…Part of him wanted to look away,
but he changed nothing in his expression and didn’t move a muscle.
He should’ve understood it was a name. “What’s your name?” He
didn’t know if he’d be able to distinguish her from the other
females. They all looked the same, but it would be good to know her
name.

“Grace.”

Her name translated as elegance—a strange
name. She was small, but all of them were, and she was thin and
fine limbed, but, again, all of them were. “You’re Grace and…Carlo
is your…brother?”

“No, not brother…okay, let’s say he’s my
brother, it’s close enough.”

“You’re not mated?” Ghurva studied her with
interest.

“Mated as in…married? No, Carlo is gay. You
people are okay with queers, right? Or maybe you’d want to turn
around and drop us off on Earth?” The look she gave them was
hopeful.

Zenon didn’t know what gay or queer was, but
they weren’t turning back.

* * * *

Carlo squinted at the massive black creature
bending over him. His heart sped up, and he looked around for
Grace. Had he fallen asleep? His head hurt, and he was so tired he
had a hard time staying awake.

“Come with me.”

The alien hadn’t said those words, and yet it
was what he heard. Maybe he was dreaming. He tried to sit, but the
room spun around him.

“Easy.” Grace was by his side, hooking her
arm in his. “Are you dizzy?”

He wanted to nod since he was too tired to
speak, but it hurt too much to move his head.

“Perhaps you should carry him.”

Carlo tried to figure out who he was to
carry. He didn’t think he could carry anyone right now.

Strong black arms lifted him from the cot,
bridal style.

“No.” Carlo wanted to struggle, but every
motion caused a wave of nausea, and he didn’t want to throw up
again. The warmth seeping into him as the alien cradled him against
his chest had him groaning—hopefully, they’d think it was from pain
and not the warmth.

“Be careful.”

Carlo wanted to tell Grace he was, but then
the alien grunted, and he realized she wasn’t talking to him. The
harsh light piercing his eyes disappeared as the alien moved. A
tail swished by, and Carlo closed his eyes. This couldn’t be
real.

“Who hit you?”

The gruff voice didn’t speak words, but he
still somehow understood the sounds flowing in the dark.

“I don’t know. A big, black guy with a tail
and claws.”

The alien grunted.

“Before. Who hit you before?”

Carlo grimaced. “What did Grace tell
you?”

“That you’ve had this before.”

“Mhm.” He rested his cheek against the
alien’s chest. So warm.

“Who hit you?” The voice was growlier.

“Lots of people. I can’t remember them all.
I’m a foster kid, I’m a fag, and I was plenty annoying as a
teen.”

Carlo wanted to look at the alien, but the
corridor they were in was too dark, and his eyes wanted to close
despite him fighting them.

“I think I’m falling asleep. Sorry.”

“I’m taking you to wash up.”

In Carlo’s mind, he nodded, but his head
didn’t move. “You’re warm.”

The alien didn’t reply.

“What’s your name?”

“Zenon Scoreceds Qhainqons.”

“Your parents must be cruel bastards.”

No reply came and Carlo wished he had the
energy to open his eyes to see if he’d offended the big brute. “Do
you have something shorter people call you?”

“Zenon.”

“Okay, Zen. I’m sure your parents are
awesome…” Cat aliens? No, he didn’t look like a cat, but the tail
was confusing. His nose was flat and his cheekbones high. The
teeth. Whenever Carlo tried to remember what he looked like, all he
pictured was teeth, claws, and a tail.

“I didn’t know them.”

“Aww poor baby, are you a foster kid
too?”

The silence following made him squint at Zen.
The light ahead was dim, but it wasn’t dark anymore.

“This is my cabin. I’m the captain, so I have
the biggest space.”

“Good for you.” Carlo didn’t move. He
could’ve stayed in Zen’s arms for a long time. It was warm, and
while there he didn’t have to think about what he was to do. He was
on a spaceship with aliens, and he had no idea where they were
going or why they’d taken him. Maybe they would eat him. “Do you
eat humans?”

“I’ve never tried it.”

“Ha!” Pain shot through his brain and he
winced. “Fuck, that hurt.”

* * * *

Zenon watched Carlo as he scrunched his face
up and slowly lowered him, feet first, to the floor. As he let go,
Carlo rested a hand on his arm for balance. Zenon didn’t know what
to do about the swaying.

He opened the door and gestured for Carlo to
enter. “In here.”

When Carlo didn’t move, he grabbed his arm
and guided him in through the door and toward the washroom. He hit
the lights and gestured at the corner with the water drizzle.
“There is a water purification system on the ship, but don’t let it
run for too long. It takes time before the water is available
again.”

Carlo widened his eyes. “You’re drinking the
water I shower in?” He looked as if he was about to retch again,
and Zenon searched for a bucket.

“No. We have drink packs.”

“Oh.”

When Carlo didn’t vomit and didn’t move,
Zenon studied him. “Undress.”

“You just want to see me naked.” Carlo
squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s so damn bright in here.”

Zenon turned off the light.

“Fuck, now it’s too dark. I can’t see
shit.”

He was talking about copulation a lot. Zenon
had been with a female once, but he preferred to pleasure
himself—but he seldom did. He’d heard the other males talk about
females several times and knew he was alone in his thinking, so
maybe it wasn’t uncommon to be thinking about copulation often.

“Do you want a female?” Maybe Earthlings had
sexual relations often. The tales about Negudade in the olden days
told of much more physical affection and closeness than they
practiced now.

“I want to be clean, but I’m too dizzy to
move. I fear I’ll fall.”

Zenon stepped closer and carefully tugged at
the fabric of Carlo’s shirt. Underneath, his pale skin was covered
in intricate patterns. “What’s on your skin?”

“You can see in the dark?”

“Some.” He didn’t see as well as in light,
but he could see there were patterns.

“Tattoos.”

There must be something wrong with the
translation because it came across as tapping, which didn’t fit. “I
don’t know what it means.” He held his breath. Never would he have
admitted his ignorance if there had been a Negudade around.

“Like permanent paintings in the skin.”

Zenon didn’t reply. They had paintings, old
paintings, back at Negudade, but no one painted anymore. It was a
lost art form.

He unbuttoned Carlo’s pants and refrain from
commenting on having a pair of pants underneath the pants. They
were of a softer material and were without pant legs. Strange. He
grabbed the elastic and pulled them down.

For several seconds, he looked at Carlo’s
sex. It was smaller than his own but similar. He didn’t have any
hair though, but Carlo did. There was some hair on his chest, a
string of it from his navel down to his sex. Darker than on his
head and almost curly. Zenon wanted to touch it.

“Have you seen enough?”

No. “Of?”

Carlo snorted. “Help me into the shower, and
you can ogle me while I wash up. Pervert.”

Zenon didn’t know how to interpret the
statement, and he wasn’t sure he should ask about it either. “Walk
into the corner. The water comes from above.”

“I figured.” Carlo took a step, then swayed
and grabbed Zenon’s arm. “Fuck, I’m worse off than I believed.”

There he went, talking about copulation
again. “Why do you talk about reproduction all the time?”

For a few seconds, everything was quiet, then
a low, soft laugh filled the bathroom. Zenon was stunned and hoped
Carlo couldn’t see his face in the dark. He stared in wonder as
warmth wrapped around him and filled his chest. He’d never heard a
sound like it, and he never wanted it to end, but it did.

“It’s a swear word. You use it to intensify
what you’re saying. Fucking good is better than just good.”

Zenon went through what he’d said before he’d
asked—he was worse off—so worse than worse? “I’m not sure it
translates correctly.”

“You thought I wanted to jump your
bones?”

Why would anyone want to jump on someone’s
bones? “What would you do with my bones?”

The sound was back, but this time it was cut
off by a hiss. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts my head.”

Zenon turned on the water, and Carlo howled,
or maybe howled was the wrong word. He made a lot of strange
noises.

“Fuck, that’s cold.” His teeth made noises
now.

“It’s water. Of course, it’s cold.”

“W-What?”

“Water is cold.”

“No.” Carlo stepped right into him. His wet,
naked body was flush against Zenon’s, and heat bubbled from inside.
His sex grew hard and his skin tingled. Maybe Carlo was poisonous
after all. His skin wasn’t numb like most poisons made it, but
oversensitive.

“Please tell me you have warm water wherever
we’re going.”

“Negudade. The water bodies are warm during
the heat waves.”

“No, no, that’s not what I want to hear. I
want you to tell me you’re taking me somewhere where the men are
easy, the drinks are free, and the showers are steaming.”

“I don’t know what you mean with easy, but
you can drink the water in your well for free, and if you boil it,
there will be steam.”

Carlo swayed again, and Zenon wrapped an arm
around him, not realizing what he’d done until his hand touched
wet, cool skin. If he was poisonous, he’d get it on him now. He
held his breath, observant of any reactions, but nothing
happened.

“I’m sorry, but I think I have to lie down.
The room is spinning.”

Zenon bent and lifted him much like he had
before. It only took him a few steps before he was by his bed.

* * * *


Chapter 5

Soft bedding surrounded Carlo, and he
groaned. “I’m sorry.”

“Why?”

“I’m keeping you from your job, and I never
meant to steal your bed.”

“I was the one who hit you.”

Carlo froze. Fuck. “You hit me?”

“I didn’t know you were this fragile. You
kneed me in the face.”

Carlo didn’t respond. It wasn’t any old alien
he was talking to, it was his kidnapper. “Why?”

“You tried to escape.”

There was no emotion in the statement, and
Carlo shivered. “Yes, but you were kidnapping me. You are
kidnapping me. Why?”

“I wanted you.”

Carlo let it sink in. Was he a pet? A…slave?
“You wanted me?”

“We’re here to get females, but I saw you
and…You’re my payment for the trip.”

“You fucker.” If he’d had the energy, he’d
attacked.

“I’ve had sex.”

Carlo closed his eyes. He couldn’t deal with
this right now. His head hurt, he was tired beyond belief, and he
was in an alien’s bed. “Zen, do you realize it’s wrong to take
people against their will?” Maybe they didn’t have a sense of right
and wrong.

Silence stretched. “I argued against it, but
it’s to save our planet. And we’re stronger than you.”

Not a comforting reply. “I’m aware, but when
you’re strong, you have to be kind.”

“I’m fair.”

No, this was far from fair. “I’d like to be
alone now.”

“Grace said you shouldn’t be alone.”

“You listen to Grace but not to me?” He
guessed it was good he was willing to listen to Grace.

“She is a female.”

“I’m aware.” What did Grace being a woman
have to do with anything?

“Females rule the planet.”

Oh? “So you have to do what the
females tell you to do?” His muscles relaxed on the soft mattress,
his mind drifting while he waited for Zen to answer. Shivering, he
tried to pull the cover over him, but his limbs weren’t
cooperating.

“Here the males must do as I say, but I
follow the females’ orders.” Zen pulled at the cover and tucked him
in. Carlo didn’t respond. He allowed himself to relax, willed his
muscles to unclench and the darkness to consume him.

When Zen gently shook him, he growled and
pushed away his hand. “What are you doing?”

“Making sure you’re not unconscious.”

“I’m not.”

Quiet once again engulfed him, and he drifted
back to sleep.

A second later, someone shook him again.
“Hey. What are you doing?” He tried to push away the hand
preventing him from sleeping, but his motions were sluggish.

“Making sure you’re conscious.” Zen’s voice
was low in the dark, and Carlo shivered. He didn’t want to think
about the dark, tried not to think about what was outside the walls
of the ship, and he pretended Zen was human. His mind presented him
with an image of Ryan, and he opened his eyes to make it go
away.

“You already did.”

“It’s been two hours.”

It had? Carlo didn’t believe him. He was
right here. Zen had shaken him, and then he’d shook him again.

“We’re putting the ship on autopilot for the
night. Anek will monitor the screens, but I have to be back in a
few hours.” The mattress dipped, and Carlo tensed.

“What are you doing?” He’d meant to sound
firm, authoritative, but it came out as a whisper.

“I need to rest.”

“In my bed?” Carlo held his breath while
waiting for a reply.

“It’s my bed.”

Fuck. “Yes, but you put me here.” Had
he? Or had Carlo gone there himself? He couldn’t remember. He’d
showered in the chilly water, then he’d…He was naked. “Zen?”

“Yes.”

“I have no clothes.”

“You’re in bed. No one wears clothes in
bed.”

No one? “You’re in bed.”

“Yes.”

“Are you wearing clothes?”

“No.”

No. “Look, I’m sure you’re a hot guy,
but I’m not up for any vigorous activity.”

“I’m a healthy temperature.”

Carlo snorted. “I see. I meant I’m sure
you’re attractive.”

“I’m strong-willed and successful.”

“Okay.”

“Are you strong? For your kind?”

Carlo adjusted himself on the bed, wincing as
pain sliced through his head, but laid so he was facing Zen. “Nah.
I’m an average guy, never accomplished much.” The familiar
disappointment in himself spread in his chest. He was thirty-four,
and he hadn’t done shit with his life. “I’m out of work, and I’m
sleeping on Grace’s couch.” Was living in Grace’s apartment.

“Because you’re her brother, and you’re
looking out for her.”

Carlo laughed but regretted it when his brain
exploded into a million pieces. “No, not at all. Grace is the one
looking after me. She’s always looked after me.”

“You fought to protect her.”

“Of course.”

“Because you’re under contract to do so.” His
voice was matter-of-fact.

“No, no contract. Grace and I grew up
together. She’s my best friend. I’d die for her.”

“She’s your mate? She claimed you weren’t
mated.”

Carlo wasn’t sure what he meant. “We’re
friends. Don’t you have a friend?”

“Brox, Anek, and Ghurva are with me on this
ship.”

Carlo considered it for a second. It could be
they were friends, and they were all part of the crew, or it could
be…“Are you the only ones on the ship?” Had four aliens kidnapped a
bunch of humans? Considering how big and strong they were, Carlo
suspected they could have.

Zen was quiet for a long time. “You won’t be
able to overpower us.”

So four guys, all in all, running the ship.
“For how long will we travel?”

“Months, more if something happens. We have
supplies for six more
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