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 Introduction

Some of you may know how this whole Hayven
Celestia thing got started. Back in 2010 or so I wrote the short
story Ten Thousand Miles Up, and considered, when I had the
time, expanding it into a full universe. (See: my propensity for
inventing worlds. How many am I on now? Eight?) Soon after Gre7g
contacted me and said he wanted to write a prequel story that took
place on the White Flower II. I said okay, he wrote
Skeleton Crew, and then Small World and things
snowballed from there all the way to more novels, including kicking
me in the pants to rewrite my short into Final Days Of The White
Flower II. I thought at the time, This is great, I’ve always
wanted a fiction setting where people can contribute more than I
could do myself. Of course, for a few years it was just me and
Gre7g.

Then in 2018, SixSydes slipped Gre7g his
story The Pseudonym, probably just intending it to be a
fanfiction piece. He read it, and loved it, then I read it, and I
loved it, and we tossed around the idea of inviting more people to
do that same thing and publish an anthology. This setting was made
for a thousand small stories, after all, rather than the obvious
big ones many prominent science fiction settings aim for. We had no
idea what we were doing (who does?) but we guessed at the numbers
we needed, then announced it, then hoped we’d get enough bites to
fill out a book.

The usual furry anthology tactic is to
entice authors with a broad theme that’s as wide-open as possible,
whereas Hayven Celestia has rules. They’re fuzzy and flexible and
suggest a wide range of possibilities, but they are rules
nonetheless, as we are building something with deliberate scope. So
imagine our surprise when dozens of people jumped into the Discord
wanting to contribute—some who’d only read one or two books, some
who really only read the species blurbs I’d posted on my galleries.
Which is excellent! It means the setting isn’t so esoteric that one
needs to be on top of the deepest lore in order to even hope to
contribute.

In the end, we had more than enough
submissions, and selected ten short stories. To that I added my own
which I’d been planning for a very long time for which this was the
perfect excuse, and Gre7g added two of his own—one directly
inspired by ideas developed in the Discord channel. But there were
so many submissions and contributions to the ideas present than
made it into the book, it shouldn’t be thought of as a
winner-take-all prize race but a collective effort. Hopefully soon
we’ll get to see even more.

—Rick Griffin


 The citizens
of the Krakun Empire operate a slave-based economy even for tasks
as mundane as housekeeping. But the people under this regime,
intelligent thinking beings of their own, have their own stories to
tell. Sometimes those stories take an unexpected life of their
own.

The Pseudonym

by SixSydes

Across the great stone bridge,
their shadows grew in the sinking sun, its deep orange rays
setting their scales aglitter. Lady Kaskkia lowered her crest until
the folds were nearly flush against her flawless blue hide, unable
to hide her disappointment.

“Why must the day end so soon?” she
murmured dejectedly.

“Fret not, my lady,” the old wyrm
breathed into her ear, his voice as rich as the emperor’s coffers
and as deep as a dreadnought’s engine. “There is always the next
time.”

He took Kaskkia’s delicate cheek in his
strong talons and pressed his nose horn to hers. His leathery palms
were plush to the touch, free of the calluses that marred the claws
of the working-class. Clearly, the male was high-born—as though his
fabulously deep pockets weren’t proof enough. She startled as he
pulled away, and watched longingly as he turned to pad off into the
sunset, his muscular haunches rolling under emerald scales as
perfect as his accounting. He paused for a moment, immaculate horns
catching in the crepuscule.

“Wait for me, dear Kaskkia,” he purred.
“Against your beauty, golds are no object . . . ”

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

Vatea stretched her aching arms high overhead. The
young geordian’s ashen fur was bathed a pale red in the barracks’
nighttime lighting. Her thumbs ached terribly, but it was nothing
against the excitement in her chest. 50,000 words of pure schlock
had poured onto her strand like a mudslide over these past nine
months.

She couldn’t be more proud.

Within minutes the book was up for
distribution in the online marketplace, her own artwork adorning
the cover alongside her alias—a meaningless string of aggressive
Krakunese glyphs vaguely resembling her name in its native
script.

She cradled the black mirror to her chest
and fell back onto her cot—then raised it again to check the time.
The harsh, blue glow assaulted her eyes, but even through narrowed
lids, she could tell it was far too late. She sighed and tucked the
device under her pillow. She would hate herself in the morning, but
for now, she could bask in her accomplishment.

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

“Ears up, sister!”

Vatea barely had enough sense to catch the
bucket as it barreled towards her. Her gloved paws narrowly closed
around the rim as its soapy contents spilled across her suit.

“C’mon girl, we’ve only a few more hours
until the mistress returns and the windowsill still looks like a
sty!” Aliane snorted, his fraying patience clear over the strand
network.

Her brother swabbed vigorously, clearing
away layers of dirt and debris long-since forgotten by their owner.
He was the only thing between her and the clan’s total antipathy,
suffering her daydreaming and covering for her when inspiration
struck and her paws streaked across her strand in the middle of
work.

Below them dozens of their clanmates worked
clearing away refuse, leftovers, and whatever else their owner
deigned to leave them. Some hauled their loads to the recycler,
others carried morsels back to the barracks to supplement their
store of rations. One suited figure looked like a one-geordian
carnival, her arms weighed down by a multitude of garish Tasty
Frooties recovered from the couch-cushions. Everyone worked with
all the strength they could muster.

Vatea could barely hold her mop. Aliane
growled unintelligibly as he mopped around her, frustration clear
in his lashing tail. He had only just finished and begun lowering
the bucket to the apartment floor when the door clicked and slid
open.

Mistress Akaskkyr padded inside, a living
monolith of splotchy azure scales. She shambled into her quarters,
her eyes sunken and distant, narrowly stepping over a row of slaves
struggling with a discarded drink can as she made for the
refrigerator. “Step lively, mammals,” she huffed, more dismissive
than derisive. Insult or no, the crew took her words to heart and
redoubled their efforts, focusing on her seat with particular
interest.

“And I thought you looked like
kerrati droppings, V,” Aliane whispered, following the mop bucket
to ground level with a bound. “Come, best to retire for the
day.”

From her perch Vatea could see their owner
rifling through the pantry like the world’s laziest predator,
coming away with a jumble of snack bags clamped in her jaws. The
geordians at ground level scrambled away at her approach. Akaskkyr
understood her erratic schedule precluded the servants from
finishing their tasks in her absence and allowed her servants free
movement so long as they were on duty. Even so, a few mangled
bodies had quickly taught the crew that she paid little heed to
what lay on her floors—refuse or otherwise.

The couch sighed as she settled in, the nest
of old velvet cushions swallowing her up as she took her strand
into her claws. A film, or whatever passed for film to the strange
beasts, flashed across the screen. Her muzzle remained
mirthless.

From what they could gather, she was some
sort of beauty consultant by trade; one of many given a meager wage
to sell scale-care products and inflate the egos of insecure wyrms.
Hearing her speak of it made the exercise seem tortuous, and they
often heard her nattering on to clients well past nightfall should
work demand it.

“Vatea,” Aliane called, “get your tail in
gear, it’s been a long day. Don’t want you running low on
ammonia.”

The geordian shook herself and leapt down to
the plush carpet. Rows of her fellows streamed into the airlock,
all exhausted and grumbling from the day’s labor. She looked at
them through reddened eyes. It pained her to see them worn to the
bone while she had barely moved her swab a few meters. Aliane
looked back to her as he helped one of the older workmen
inside.

“Want a moment?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Just stay in the entryway,”—he reached out
to tousle her gloved ears—“and be sure to top up if you need
to.”

The last of them retreated into the airlock,
happy to fill their lungs with fresh ammonia. A resigned sigh
fogged the inside of her visor as the airlock closed behind her. In
the middle of the sitting room, Akkaskyr lay idly, her claws
fiddling at her strand. Vatea caught brief flashes of social media
posts, mostly from the inaccessibly wealthy the krakun obsessed
over, before she flipped to the online marketplace.

She supposed they could do far worse than
their owner. They had all read the stories that popped up around
the slave networks. Awful tales of crews being abused, culled to
the last for the slightest infraction or used as playthings to vent
the frustrations of their masters. The worst they had to fear were
a few missed rations and the interminable boredom—but even so, they
all knew this was no way to live. If not for themselves, then for
their kits.

Vatea remained at the mouth of the entrance,
slitted eyes watching as her mistress thumbed through selections of
books before stopping on one item. The krakun stiffened as a
familiar cover filled the screen. Vatea swore she could feel the
delighted purr rolling from Akkaskyr’s chest as her claws met the
shopping cart. Vatea exhaled as she entered lock and cycled the air
behind her, a thin smile playing at the corners of her muzzle.

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

The numbers flashing across her strand defied
comprehension. Vatea’s novels had always been popular—light, poppy
reads that played into the desires of every female (and more than a
few male) krakun in the empire—but this was insanity. The money
pouring into her account was obscene; golds upon golds flowing like
water into her open paws.

She bit back a squeak of excitement, lest
she wake the clan after such a hard day’s toil. She flipped to
another tab, the page she had bookmarked, favorited, mirrored, and
saved for offline use. On it lay a catalogue of starships, all vast
titans of gleaming metal that could put even Lady Kaskkia’s scales
to shame. She thumbed over one model with her pads: a great onyx
beast, larger than the whole damnable apartment and fast enough to
shepherd her entire clan far away from Krakuntec II.

She shivered with glee, so many years of
careful planning and at last, the end was in sight. She knew how
cheaply the krakun valued her people. She could repay Akaskkyr a
thousand times over and still have enough for her jet-black
steed!

Her eyes left the strand and floated over
her clan, her ninety-strong anchor for as long as she’d known.
Though none spoke it, in their eyes, she knew she was a freeloader,
a parasite, an aberrant somehow untouched by their consensus. She
felt their judgement as she spent day after day plastered to her
screen and hid her sorrow behind the glow of plexiglas, hopeful
that one day she could see her people return to the stars the old
Confederacy once roamed.

She looked to the kits, nestled to their
mothers’ flanks, having never known life beyond the plastic mesh of
their barracks or the carpet of their host’s abode. The thought
pained her and filled her with a renewed resolve. The night raced
by in a haze of accounting and numerical trickery.

Finding the encryption software, address
spoofs, and proxy servers that had allowed her to traffic on the
broader krakun networks had been a slow, dangerous affair. Many
other slaves were caught trying to access the greater
network—reading their fates had left Vatea retching into a swab
bucket for an hour. It was fortunate that many of the smaller
financial institutions cared little for the affairs of account
holders, only that they had the golds to invest.

She consolidated her capital, folding
accounts into one another until only one remained, the numerals
growing fat and glorious on her strand. It would take a long while
for the funds to complete their transfer, but the swelling numbers
gave her great confidence.

Aliane grunted as Vatea’s tail lashed
excitedly at his thigh. He had done more than his fair share
looking out for her over the years. Now she hoped to return the
favor.

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

Vatea pulled the airlock closed behind her, her HUD
glowing a gentle blue in her visor. All systems nominal. She
hesitated a heartbeat before cycling the airlock, drawing in the
deadly sulfuric gases and placing her life, all of their
lives, into her paws. She padded out onto the carpet, the
thigh-high fibers grasping at her suit, trying to dissuade her, but
her path was clear.

She soon found herself before the couch.
High above, the blue scales of Akaskkyr’s muzzle and the whites of
her scalera glowed in the harsh light of her strand, as did the
fresh field of crumbs and crumpled packages scattered around her.
Scaly thumbs scrolled unceasingly as she devoured page after page,
utterly enraptured. For a while Vatea stood at parade rest, paws
clasped neatly behind her back. She remained in a respectful
silence until it became clear she would sooner rot where she stood
than Akaskkyr notice her.

Vatea trembled, her hackles rising
uncomfortably within her suit, and for a moment she briefly,
shamefully, considered slinking back to her hovel. No, she
grit her fangs, I’ve come this far. She steeled herself,
stood tall, and opened her muzzle to speak—

“Ah, would you fetch another bag, little
thing?” Akaskkyr lifted an empty bag of some crispy, oily
meat-snack and shook it at her as though she were daft. Vatea was
unsure whether the mistress hadn’t realized the lateness of the
hour—or simply didn’t care.

“M-m-miss—”

“You seem to believe that was a question,
geordian,” the mistress grumbled, a slight twitch of her
luminous eyes betraying her annoyance.

“Ma’am please, I only wish to—”

A harsh growl strangled the words in her
throat, and the slightest shift in the krakun’s eyes made it clear
her attention was firmly on Vatea. “You only wish to what,
wretch?” She craned her neck downward until hot breaths seared
Vatea’s suit. “Bad enough I spend the day courting idiot clients,
but now I have to suffer backtalk by my own servants?”

Her claws tightened around the strand, and
Vatea swore she could hear the frame buckle.

“I do believe I’ve been rather lax with your
gaggle’s discipline these last few decades,” Akaskkyr hissed. “Do
you wish me to reconsider?” The beast’s lip curled and Vatea found
herself before rows of enormous teeth as long as her forearms.

She wanted nothing more than to cry, to bow
and beg forgiveness for her boldness. Instead, her digits worked,
her strand quaked in her gloved paws, her ill-gotten software
penetrated the apartment’s wireless network with ease, and the
overhead projector beamed to life.

Akaskkyr’s eyes flickered to the display and
went wide. She sat dumbfounded and jaw agape, her own immense
strand thumping to the carpet beside Vatea as she took in the
illuminated wall. There, in big, bold text, lay the final account,
filled to bursting with the sum total of Vatea’s career.

Instantly the geordian felt as though she
were flying and falling all at once. Only when the world stopped
spinning did she realize Akaskkyr had scooped her up in her
talons.

Vatea faced a battery of questions, all
while clinging to the softer scales of her owner’s jittery paw. She
quaked uncontrollably at first, half-sobbing as the reptile’s claws
flexed and curled overhead, each more than capable of running her
through like a saber. But as time went on, and she remained
un-skewered, she slowly realized the tension in Akaskkyr’s eyes was
more bewilderment than rage.

Vatea slowly found her confidence under the
mistress’s sharp gaze, and her answers went from a sputtering creek
to rushing river. She revealed her nightly sojourns, eavesdropping
on the krakun’s teleconferences to learn what they found most
attractive. How everything she learned of the aliens’ base desires
came from web pages and the nattering gossip Akaskkyr and her
friends shared. How for eight novels Lady Kaskkia had been little
more than thinly veiled wish-fulfillment for her exhausted,
frustrated owner.

“You do speak rather loudly in your sleep,
ma’am,” Vatea muttered.

She half expected to have her torso ripped
off for that, but the massive creature only turned her eyes
downward, her other three claws shuffling abashedly.

“They did seem a bit too perfect to be
coincidence,” the krakun sighed. “And my . . . Kaskkia’s,
emerald mystery mate?”

“Your ex,” Vatea croaked.

“Of course.” Akaskkyr paused, her muzzle
wrinkled, and she burst out in a snorting, hissing laugh—not the
mocking jeer she loosed on them from time to time—but genuine
laughter.

Vatea yelped as the claw pitched and she
rolled onto her back. She scrambled to right herself until the
weight of the mistress’s thumb fell heavily over her chest—the
ebony claw at its tip pressed dangerously to her visor.

“But genius or not,” Akaskkyr
rumbled, her voice still dripping with amusement, “surely you know
the severity of your crime? Slaves accessing unfettered networks is
a serious offense—you could well have ruined me.”

Vatea whimpered as the claw tapped against
her mask, thin cracks spider-webbing over her face until the hiss
of a tiny leak whispered in her pounding ears.

“And so, little thing,” the claw lifted away
to be replaced by a far more terrifying wall of fangs. “What is it
you want?”

The air between them was still as death.
Vatea tensed, her hammering pulse juxtaposed against the deep, slow
rhythm of blood pumping through the claw that held her.

“A ship!” Vatea blurted. “A Night-Talon
Mark-III, to carry the clan far, far away from this place!

“Please,” she sobbed pointing frantically
toward the numbers plastered proudly across the wall. “I only ask
that you place the order—the rest of the golds are yours, just let
us go, I beg you!”

Akaskkyr looked down at her, eyes betraying
little, but Vatea could feel that reptilian mind running the
calculations, and white, picket teeth spread in a grin as numbers
took shape in her head.

“I will allow it—” the krakun trilled,
lowering Vatea gingerly to the carpet and rolling her onto the lush
fibers.

Vatea scrambled upright, her heart light as
a feather. She bowed as deeply as her flexible spine allowed,
sputtering her thanks, her blessings, and her praises at the beast
before her. She might have hugged a talon if she weren’t certain it
would end in her smeared across the wall.

She turned on her heels and ran toward to
the airlock. She didn’t care what the hour was, the clan would be
so ecstatic—

She stumbled head-first into Akaskkyr’s palm
as it slammed down ahead of her.

“As I was saying,” the krakun hissed, her
eyes taking a predatory gleam that made Vatea’s instincts scream.
“I will allow it . . .  but I will need something more in
return . . . ”

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

Vatea stood on the tarmac, the sun warm against her
environment suit. Their generation had never been outside, and the
kits, in particular, were filled with awe at the massive world.
Ahead of them, rising like a great, six-legged beast, stood the
Night-Talon, its bay laid open like the entrance to paradise.

She took each of her clanmates’ paws in her
own, accepting their tears and gratitude, and then watched as they
took their first tentative steps aboard. They milled at the top of
the ramp for a while, hesitant, before disappearing into the lap of
luxury.

Only she and Aliane remained.

“You’ve done a great thing, sister,” he
pressed his mask to hers, as near as they could get to touching
whiskers in their suits.

“It will be greater still when you’re all
safely away.” Vatea smiled.

She had ordered the ship fully modified for
slave-use—under the pretense of having a full, permanently staffed
cruiser for an elite family. Even now geroo longshoremen used their
great towing machines to bring pallets of food and drink aboard.
They would need to rely heavily upon the recycler and onboard
hydroponics, but for a while at least, they could live like
royalty.

“Now go.” Vatea nudged him. “Lead them well,
brother.”

He smiled and turned toward the ship, the
clomping of boots on metal fading slowly into nothingness. She
watched wistfully as the final preparations were complete, and only
padded to a safe distance at the urging of the geroo staff. The
engines came alive with a mighty roar, the landing gear curled
under the hull like a beast ready to pounce, and the mighty vessel
lifted off into the atmosphere.

She watched the dot grow smaller and
smaller, and blinked the tears from her eyes.

“Are you quite finished?” Akaskkyr
drawled.

Vatea nearly leapt from her suit as a set of
claws thumped down to either side. The mistress’s scales were a
uniform, polished blue, dashed with a glittering powder that made
her flanks shimmer like the night sky. She had sunk a great many
golds into looking the part of her namesake and promptly revealed
to the press who the visionary author behind the nonsensical
pseudonym was. The boost in confidence it had granted her
showed.

“Yes mistress.” Vatea bowed. “Thank you,
mistress.”

“You’ve a great many things to do, little
geordian,” the beast said padding toward her taxi at a pace Vatea
had to jog to match. “I’ve signed a deal for no less than ten more
books, with an anthology or two thrown in for good measure. Oh! And
you must coach me on everything brewing in that mammalian mind of
yours. It won’t do to make a fool of myself on the networks!”

Vatea huffed her acknowledgment as her legs
pounded, checking her strand as she ran.

“Oh, I can’t wait to see the new apartment
on Krakuntec Prime! It feels as if I’ve started a brand new life,”
the krakun purred, a slight sway in her tail.

Vatea pressed send and slipped the strand
back onto her arm, smiling under her mask as a stream of encrypted
keys and navigational data flew up to meet the departing
Night-Talon. The void was filled with hidden gates and mysterious
places, and she was certain that someday, somehow, the clan would
find a true home. ◼

SixSydes is a Jersey-born electrician, turned US
Marine, turned amateur investor, turned full-time artist. He’s
always off chasing new and enriching subjects, but throughout it
all has retained a strong affinity for the monstrous, the alien,
and the unknown. From mundane musings to awesome adventures, he
believes there’s no greater force than the one between your ears,
and loves escaping into the imagination of himself and others.

When he isn’t taking on entirely too much
work, he can often be found hunched over a screen drawing all
manner of monsters, creatures, and beasts—many of which can be
found here: https://twitter.com/SixSydes


 The galaxy
is teeming with life, people unaware what danger waits for them out
in the stars. They don’t always get fair warning when the sky is
about to fall, but there are nevertheless signs and omens of its
coming. Even if nobody has the power to change the course of their
destiny, perhaps they can learn to live for a time with what they
have.

The Castaway

by Gre7g Luterman

Tinasca cocked his head in surprise and
stared at the strange track in the center of the game trail. “What
the . . . ?”

The kyacaotl got down on one knee and gently
touched the cold impression with a pad. He’d never seen anything
quite like it, and though he’d presumed—initially—that it had been
two tracks laid atop one another, on further inspection, that
didn’t seem to be the case. The print had clean edges all the way
around and the creature hadn’t slid while making the impression.
Running creatures often made distorted tracks, but this was clearly
a walking track.

He had spent years in the woods and seen
signs of every creature that lived here, so how could this look so
different from anything he’d ever seen before? It had roughly the
same area as a kya print, but instead of a tight oval, the print
was stretched—long and skinny. And weirder still, five distinct
claw marks crowned the print. What sort of genetic anomaly had an
odd number of toes?

He shuffled carefully forward on his knees,
careful not to damage the print. There he found a second, a third,
a fourth. Whatever had left these prints walked on two legs—like a
person, not an animal—and had a stride length only a little shorter
than his own.

But if a person made these fresh tracks,
then why weren’t they wearing boots? Winter had blown over and
spring had taken root, but the weather wasn’t warm yet. Small
mounds of grimy snow lurked stubbornly in the deepest shadows. And
even in the sunny meadows, snowmelt from the higher elevations left
scattered, frigid puddles everywhere.

Hell, even if it had been the peak of
summer, the trail was far too rugged to hike without boots. Plenty
of thorns lay in wait to pierce a pad, loose rocks ready to twist
an ankle.

Tin leaned closer and sniffed the ground,
then jerked his head away in surprise. Strong! Whatever it was, the
creature had a really potent, musky scent.

[image: tmp_89c7d3bffa40a1d16f48d11f65e13344_50AB_M_html_m42460373.jpg]

Despite his leather coat, a chill ran down
Tin’s spine. He checked the charge on his rifle—nearly full, he
hadn’t fired a shot all day. A person with long skinny paws and ten
toes . . . way out here in the middle of nowhere?

Could it be an alien?

No, that was ridiculous! In the movies, UFOs
swooped down with guns blazing. Or they landed on the lawn of the
capitol and demanded to speak with the supreme chancellor. They
didn’t wander game trails like a lost hiker.

But if not a creature from another world,
then what? A monster? A lost link between people and animals long
believed extinct? An elaborate hoax to mess with him? Those notions
seemed even less likely.

Was he in danger? Did he need to start
barring his door at night? Oh, hell no. He’d built everything he
had up from nothing, survived far too much just to live in fear
now!

Tin had already checked his traps and been
headed home, but a stranger in his territory did more than pique
his interest. He looked up at the sky. Perhaps only an hour past
noon and the daylight was already fading. Rain clouds were blowing
in from the north, promising another frost by morning. A hard rain
would wash away the tracks, so if he wanted to follow them, he
needed to do it now.

He pulled his hood up over his long, pointed
ears and trudged ahead, sniffing as he went in case the visitor had
doubled back, trying to lure the kyacaotl into an ambush. As he
walked, he wondered what a creature from the stars might look like.
Would it have a gigantic head? Eyes that didn’t blink?
Antennae?

The rain began a half kilometer later, and a
half kilometer after that, the storm had reduced visibility to
almost nothing. He cinched his coat tighter around his waist,
trying to keep out the wind and rain. The game trail had melted
into a treacherous mudslide and the prints were long gone.

Tin pulled a flashlight from his pocket and
turned to work his way back home when a familiar scent tickled his
nose—a musk he’d smelled only a half hour before.

With flashlight in paw and following his
nose, Tinasca trudged only another hundred meters before he peeked
beneath a rain-sodden tree. He crouched, staring for a long while
before finally lowering his rifle. Whatever it was, it didn’t
appear aggressive. A big ball of fur and mud, the thing shivered
violently, ignoring him.

“Hello?” he asked, pitching his voice above
the pounding rain. “Are you all right?”

The creature stirred only slightly. Sad
golden eyes looked up at him a moment. It opened its muzzle—as if
to speak—but its teeth chattered too hard to form words. It curled
back up into a muddy glob.

Tin waited for it to do anything else, but
when it didn’t, he shouted, “You can’t stay here. It’s liable to
rain all night. You’ll freeze your fool tail right off.”

He waited, listening to the pounding rain.
Leaning closer, he gave it a gentle prod with the flashlight and
then another.

Tin expected it to snarl or lash out, but it
only curled up tighter. He studied it for a minute, trying to
imagine what it might look like beneath all the mud and grime.
Whatever it was, it wasn’t kyacaotl. It couldn’t be. It was far too
round, too thick. It was furred, but its pelt didn’t look
particularly heavy or warm—certainly not as thick as his own, and
he still needed a coat to keep the cold rain from soaking through
to his skin.

He didn’t see any sign of weapons, but the
strange creature did have some powerful looking leg muscles and a
thick muscular tail that looked more like a furry snake.

“Hey! Are you listening to me? I said if you
stay here, you’ll die.”

It had to be an alien, didn’t it? Was he in
danger by being this close to it? Was it emitting radiation? Or
perhaps it carried some disease deadly to kya? Those things always
happened in movies.

But he couldn’t just leave it here to die.
He’d never forgive himself. He certainly couldn’t call the
authorities for help, either.

Tin cursed his foolishness. “Take my paw,”
he said, bracing one boot against a rock. “There’s a cave you can
shelter in, only a hundred meters up the ridge. I keep some
firewood in there. Come on. I’ll show you.”

It didn’t move. It didn’t even look up.

Well, one thing was for certain, he couldn’t
drag it up there by himself. The creature probably weighed as much
as he did.

He took a step back and tried to think of
alternatives. With the tree branches in the way, he couldn’t erect
a tent around it. And even if he had an extra blanket with
him—which he didn’t—draping it over the creature would provide
little protection. Cold mud was pouring down the slope now, right
into the depression it huddled in.

He couldn’t build a fire here. The rain had
soaked into all the deadfall, and even if he got it going somehow,
it would never stay lit. But he needed a fire. It needed a
fire if it was to survive.

Tin looked around, getting his bearings
despite the poor visibility. His cabin was nearby, maybe two
hundred meters from here, and the path there would be downhill the
entire way.

This was a terrible idea, but the creature’s
reticence was leaving him little choice. He ground his teeth in
frustration and cursed his foolishness for a second time. “Okay,
I’m gonna try pulling you out, okay? Please, whatever you do, don’t
bite me.”

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

With his arms under the creature’s armpits, he
dragged it down the hill toward his cabin, stopping now and then to
rest his arms and catch his breath. Each time, he put an ear to the
beast’s nose to check if it was still breathing. It was.

“If yer gonna die,” he grunted as he toiled,
“I’d appreciate you doing it before we get to my cabin.
Otherwise, I’m just gonna have to haul yer carcass a second
time . . . get you far enough away from my home that I don’t have
to smell ya rot.”

If it heard him, it gave no indication.

The rain wasn’t letting up, and though it
washed away much of the mud that coated the creature’s dark brown
fur, the body was starting to go cold in his paws. Its armpits, at
least, no longer blazed hot like they had when he first pulled it
from its hiding place.

Despite his coat, Tinasca grew cold and his
teeth began to rattle. But he worried even more for the creature
and his tone turned less flippant. “Don’t die on me, okay?” he
said.

With the mud gone, he could definitely tell
that the creature was a person. It wore a decoration on its tail
and a device strapped to its upper arm. And stranger still, he
could see a small metal patch peeking through the fur on the side
of its muzzle. A cyborg? An alien cyborg? It couldn’t be some sort
of escaped creature that the government had whipped up in a
laboratory, could it?

It had to be an alien. An honest-to-goodness
alien!

Would it be dangerous when it
recovered—if it recovered? Would anyone come looking for
it—perhaps one of its friends . . . or maybe the government? What
would they do to him for taking it in? Would they kill him to hide
the creature’s existence?

For a moment, he considered leaving it there
and running away, but the impulse faded just as abruptly as it had
appeared. He had nowhere to go. He was the only one living in the
area. Whether or not the creature survived, anyone who came looking
for it was certain to blame him.

Back at his cabin, he groaned as he pulled
the creature up the three short steps to his front door. He finally
pulled it out of the rain, closed the door behind them and
collapsed, panting. When he’d regained some of his strength, he
stood, added a couple logs to the fire, and checked on his visitor
once more.

Alive, but clearly in a bad way. He couldn’t
find any wounds on it, but it had stopped shivering. Tin was no
doctor, but he doubted that was a good sign.

“Damn it,” he grumbled. For the past hour,
he had been looking forward to warming up in front of the fire and
relaxing with some tea, but the creature still needed help. He
couldn’t let it die now just because he was tired.

He rolled up the rug, exposing the wooden
floor before the fireplace. Unlike the rest of his tiny cabin,
where the boards were broad and set flush against one another, he
had used narrow slats here and spaced them farther apart, exposing
the thick gravel bed he had laid as a foundation.

This was where he preferred to take his
showers from fall until spring—shielded from the cold mountain air,
basking in the warmth of his fire, the water draining away beneath
his home.

Tin still missed the hot and cold running
water he had back in his apartment, but the bathing area he had
built for himself was one luxury the cabin could still claim.

Opening the door, he quickly filled the
kettle with rainwater and hung it back over the fire, then he
dragged the creature across the floor to his regular bathing spot.
“Sure hope a warm shower’s gonna be enough,” he whispered. “I wish
I had a bathtub for you to soak in, but I’m afraid this is the best
I’ve got.”

The creature didn’t wake as he bathed her—at
least, he presumed it was a her. He tried not to get too personal
with the soap and hot water, but he saw no obvious evidence that it
was male.

When he had finally scrubbed away all of the
dirt, he collapsed against the wadded-up pelt he used as a rug.
“Well, that’s all I know to do for you,” he whispered. “I just hope
it was enough.”

Tin glanced over at the battery meter on the
wall and let out a sigh. The sun hadn’t been out long enough for
the solar panel to bring in much of a charge. There’d be enough
power for the lights tonight if he didn’t waste any juice watching
television. That’s probably for the best, he decided. I’m
so tired that I’d just fall asleep the moment I turned it
on.

He covered the alien with the rug to help
her stay warm. Then he put some extra wood on the fire, switched
off the lights, and laid down in his own bed to get some rest.

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

Ava woke in darkness—groggy and wrapped in something
fuzzy. The only light she could see was the dim orange of some
embers that glowed a couple meters in front of her.

She sniffed the air—it was wonderful! Close
and cozy, smoke, soil, and cooked meat, wet fur and subtle alien
scents. The combination spoke to her at a primal level that she
never knew existed.

She sniffed at the blanket and her heart
skipped a beat. The fluff around her was not synthetic. The blanket
had once been a living creature’s pelt! What sort of mess had she
stumbled into? Was there some monster, hiding in the darkness,
waiting to make a blanket out of her?

She swallowed and tried to control her
trembling. “Hello?” she whispered. “Is anyone there?”

“Hello? Hello!” asked a voice in the
darkness. It wasn’t speaking geroo, though. She suspected it was
the kyacaotl dialect Karakorum.

Her eyes searched for the speaker but soon
the room’s lights began to brighten. A male kya stood beside the
wall, adjusting a control. Ava startled and scrambled a few
centimeters farther away. He wasn’t . . .  wearing a mask. Her ears
perked in surprise. Why was he naked? Perhaps because he just woke
up?

Although very rare, she’d seen small tidbits
of video without their masks. She suspected that they didn’t wear
them inside their own homes, but in the videos, removing their
masks was a prelude to an inevitable sex scene.

She tried not to think of her favorite such
scenes—the ones she kept buried many folders deep on her strand—and
her ears burned a furious red.

“Hey, you’re awake,” he said. “I was
half-expecting that I’d be digging your grave this morning.”

Grave? It wasn’t a word she knew, and she
didn’t recognize the idiom, but she doubted it was anything good.
“No, I’m awake,” she said. “But I . . . ”—she looked around the
small cabin—“I don’t recall coming here.”

“You speak Kara?” he asked with surprise.
“Well, that’s a relief. I’ve never had a head for languages and was
afraid I’d have to spend the rest of my days trying to make sense
of yours.”

“No, there’s no need for that,” she assured
him. “I’ve been studying your languages for a long time. Are my
words clear?”

He stepped closer and knelt before her. His
neck and belly were white, while grey fur surrounded his eyes. The
rest of his pelt was russet orange touched with dabs of black.
She’d watched hundreds of hours of kya video, but this was her
first time sitting within arm’s reach of one—the first time she’d
seen any alien in person. Her heart beat faster with
excitement.

“I can make em out well enough,” he drawled.
“Yer voice’s pretty strange.”

Ava’s ears drooped. She beat her forehead in
frustration with the heel of her fist. “I’m sorry,” she tried to
explain. “I spent most of my time learning Eastern Steppe. I didn’t
even realize that I’d need to know Karakorum—”

He touched her wrist. “Nah, not like that. I
meant your accent is . . . exotic. I like it.”

She pulled her ears against her head to hide
the blush forming rapidly inside them. “If by exotic you mean from
a very far away place, then I suppose that’s fair,” she said. “The
light from my star won’t reach your world for a couple thousand
years.”

He whistled, his fingertips lingering on her
arm a few moments long. “Sounds very far away.” Then he reached
over and picked her strand up from a pile. “I washed the mud off
your phone, but it’s pretty busted up.”

He handed it to her, and she stared at the
badly cracked screen. No matter how hard she tapped it, the
communicator remained dark. “Shit,” she sighed in geroo. Without a
strand, how was she supposed to contact her ship?

“Did you really come here from outer space?”
he asked. “Where’s your ship?”

She frowned and pointed at the ceiling. “I
got lost, separated from the others. I slipped down a slope and
banged by arm against a rock. When I couldn’t contact the others,
they probably left without me.”

“Is your arm okay?” He lifted a paw toward
her.

“It’s sore,” Ava said. She raised her elbow
and massaged her upper arm with the opposite paw. “But I don’t
think I broke anything. Well, other than my strand, I mean.”

“I’m glad you’re okay,” he said. “Could just
as easily have bashed your brains in or snapped your neck.”

She put a paw to her throat. What a horrible
thought! She never would have guessed that just walking around on a
planet could be so dangerous. She moved her fingers and then again,
searching for the familiar sensation of her necklace, but it was
missing. “My necklace!” she gasped.

The kya turned. “It was muddy too,” he said,
reaching for where he had picked up her strand. “I rinsed it
off.”

Her heart galloped in her chest. No one had
untied her necklace since she was nine! The one her mother strung
for her as a cub wasn’t long enough, so she had chased her father
and brother from the apartment so they could restring the beads in
private. Ava had felt this same panic then, sitting there without
it, sweating. Her mother had sung to her to keep her calm while she
worked.

But this was a completely different
situation! A stranger, an alien—and a male alien at that—had
taken it from her while she was unconscious. She had never felt so
violated. “Give it back!” she cried. “Give it!”

He reeled back from her outburst, then with
trembling paws, he quickly handed her the strand of glass beads.
“Take it. I’m sorry!”

Ava turned away, doubling over as she took a
few calming breaths, clutching the necklace to her furry chest.
When she finally felt in control of her emotions, she cursed
herself. “I’m sorry. I overreacted,” she whispered, turning slowly
back around, facing him once more. She gave him a smile and watched
as his stiffened posture relaxed. “I know you didn’t mean anything
by it, but you just don’t touch a geroo’s necklace.” She quickly
counted all twelve of the pink beads and tied the ends behind her
neck.

“I . . .  I . . . ” he whispered. “I was
just trying to help.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” she repeated, touching
his knee with her pads. “There was no way you could know. It’s not
like you were one of my ship mates, doing it maliciously. I
shouldn’t have made a big deal about it.”

With the necklace back in place, she ran her
fingers over the reassuring sensation, the twelve little bumps that
crossed her throat. “It’s just . . . geroo typically only take
their necklaces off twice; once when we take a mate, and once when
we . . . ” She lowered her ears in frustration. The kyacaotl didn’t
have recyclers. “I don’t know a word in Karakorum for it.” She
pushed her fists together, then pressed out with her fingers to
represent expansion. She even wiggled her fingertips for a little
“sparkle” effect. “When our atoms are disbursed.”

“When you die?” he asked.

“Not the word I was looking for,” she said
with a shy smile on her ears, “but yes, then.”

“Is that what your people are called?” he
asked. “The geroo?”

Ava nodded. She put out a paw for him to
touch. “My name’s Ava.”

“Tinasca. Friends call me Tin,” he said.
Then shaking his head, he added, “Well, used to.”

“Not anymore?”

He shrugged. “Been living out here by myself
for a very long time. No one to call me anything, really. When I
pulled you out of that muddy hole, you were the first person I’d
seen since I left.”

“Under the tree?” Ava’s eyes opened wide. “I
remember now! I was trying to keep dry.”

“Weren’t doing a very good job,” he snorted.
“If I hadn’t drug you down the mountain and dumped two dozen
kettles of hot water on ya, I doubt you’d have made it. They don’t
have coats in space?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t rain on my
ship. I did see rain in your video broadcasts. Water falling from
the skies seemed so absurd, but I thought it might be like standing
in the shower. I had no idea it would be so awful.”

“It can be nice in the summer,” said Tin,
“but you have to take the weather seriously on Alamatol. We’re
gonna need to make you some sort of coat before you get stuck in
another downpour.”

She smiled hesitantly. This kyacaotl seemed
a most curious sort of person. He had saved her life when there was
nothing in it for him. He said, “we’re gonna need to make” rather
than “you need to make,” as if he were taking some ownership of her
problems. Who did that? “We?” she asked.

“Well, er, um . . . ” he mumbled. “I figger
if you’ve lived your whole life on a spaceship, you might not know
how to tan hides, how to stitch them together, how to oil the seams
so the rain won’t soak through. I mean, you would want help on
that, right?”

“I would,” she agreed, grinning wide.

Tin pulled away slightly, a suspicious note
in his voice, “What?”

“I’ve just never met a person like you,
Tinasca,” she said. “You remind me a bit of what my grandparents
had described.”

He lifted his chin a few centimeters. “Oh?
What was that?”

“They said that before we came to your
system, that the geroo helped each other out, even when there was
nothing in it for them. They said that there was a sense of
community, of everyone working together.”

He cocked his head. “But . . . not
anymore?”

“No, not anymore.” She sighed. “It used to
be that we all got the same amount of the most important
resource—years. Everyone got sixty years and not one day more, no
matter how important they were. But now that we’re here, the
company is terrified of messing up operations, and they’re not
discarding anyone without their value being scrutinized.”

“So . . . ” he said, “it changed how
everyone acts?”

She nodded. “Everyone wants as many years as
they can get. Everyone works their tails off to appear as the most
important geroo in their department—even sabotaging their coworkers
if need be. No one helps out anyone else. They’re all terrified
that someone else will get those extra years . . . instead of
them.”

“I’m sorry, Ava,” he whispered. “That sounds
like a terrible environment.”

“It is,” she mouthed silently. She stared
down at her paws for a moment, then closed her eyes and sniffed.
“It’s strange. All these years of studying your people, I always
wondered what kyacaotl smell like, but your scent is so faint Tin.
I can barely smell it at all. It’s like you’re a hologram, like
you’re not really here.”

“It is? I bathed yesterday.” He lifted his
arm and sniffed the back of his wrist. Then added with a chuckle,
“Well, twice if you count getting stuck in the rain. Perhaps I
washed it all off? Or maybe geroo noses just aren’t that
sensitive?”

Her ears fell slightly. “Huh. I always
thought they were,” she said, sounding disappointed. She sniffed
the back of her wrist. She could smell her own scent just fine.

With a discernible hesitation, he held his
arm out to her.

She paused a moment, too. Geroo were always
able to smell those around them. So, no one had ever offered her a
sniff. She wasn’t entirely certain how to react. Was it strange
smelling a stranger’s arm? Or worse, would it be rude to reject his
offer?

But she was oh so curious and she didn’t
want to break any of his cultural norms, so she lifted her paws
until her fingertips were just barely touching his fur. Then she
leaned slowly forward until her nose almost touched his wrist.

Even this close, she could scarcely catch
his smell. If anything, his scent was still stronger from the bed
he laid in night after night, despite it being farther away.

“No?” he whispered; his voice almost
inaudible.

She leaned in a little closer, sniffing his
elbow and then his upper arm. A little stronger now but still she
doubted that she could ever differentiate his aroma from another
kyacaotl’s, should she encounter one.

She could feel him leaning toward her, each
of his breaths making her fur on her shoulder dance. “Better?”

Ava leaned closer still until her nose
touched his neck. She reached under his chin and—cupping his
cheek—let her fingertips linger at the base of his ear. The geroo
buried her nose in his fur and took a few long breaths. “I smell it
now. It’s soft . . . gentle.”

“Your scent is so strong. Lucky for me. I
mean . . . lucky for both of us,” he whispered, not pulling away,
“or I never would have found you.” The silence between them was so
complete that when he swallowed, it seemed almost deafening. “The
rain had erased your tracks. I could scarcely see anything, so I
followed my nose to where you were hiding.”

She looked up into his eyes only centimeters
away. “Really? You could? You did?”

He nodded, whispering, “I’ve never smelled a
musk like yours.”

Ava looked away but only barely turned her
head. She flattened her ears against her head, embarrassed. “In our
society, males prefer the females with the biggest curves and the
strongest scent. That’s what they find attractive.”

Now he reached out and touched her throat. A
thrill ran through her. She had never shared such an intimate
moment with anyone. “Then they must consider you a goddess,” he
whispered, eyes closing.

What are you doing? hissed a small
corner of her brain. He’s an alien!

She leaned in a little closer and rubbed her
face against his own. But he’s a sexy alien, she reminded
the hesitant corner of her mind, forcing her worries aside. Alien
or not, she was enjoying the moment. She felt happier now than she
could recall ever feeling before.

He traced a fingertip along her jawline.
“And what of the males in your society?” he asked. “What do you
find attractive?”

She sighed and let her lips trace the side
of his warm muzzle, just barely touching him. “The galaxy is a cold
and uncaring place.” She closed her eyes too. “I think that the
most attractive males are . . . the kind ones.”

And then the two were kissing, their tongues
in each other’s mouth for many long moments before he finally
pulled away, panting.

“No, we shouldn’t,” he said.

“No?” Her voice held both surprise and
disappointment.

“You’re an alien . . . and I . . . and
you . . . ”—he swallowed again—“could be like cub blocks.”

“What?” She grinned at him. “Cub blocks?
What are those?”

He stared with wide eyes. “You
know . . . um . . . the toys you give little cubs, that teach them
colors . . . and shapes.” When she didn’t react, he added,
“They teach them that you can’t stick a square peg in a round
hole . . . ”

“Oh!” she giggled quietly, covering her
face. Then she kissed his lips. “Is that what you
have . . . a square peg?”

He blinked, straightening slightly. “No,
it’s . . . round . . . ”

She bit her lip, wanting to blurt out, My
hole is round, too! but was terrified of killing the mood.

“It could be like cub blocks, I suppose,”
she whispered. “Or it could be wonderful.”

——  .°·:*.˙•˙.*:·°.  ——

Tin lay on his back, panting for breath. His heart
raced and exhaustion tugged at his eyelids.

Ava rested her chin on his stomach. Her ears
grinning wide, she ran all her fingers through the fur on his
chest. “Well, that was fun.”

Tin tried to nod but could hardly lift his
head. “It was,” he agreed.

She crawled along his body until her chest
rested on his, then caressed his right ear with her pads. She
gently pushed it back and forth experimentally. “Your ears do
move,” she whispered.

“Of course, they move,” he said. “Why? Does
that surprise you?”

“Because they don’t.” She pecked his lips
with a kiss. “You made me feel so good, but still your ears are
neutral. I can’t even tell if you’re happy.”

“I am happy!” he said, lifting his head just
enough to kiss her back. “It’s been so long since I’ve enjoyed
anything, much less something as amazing as this morning. I don’t
have words for how good you’ve made me feel.”

“Well, your ears don’t show it,” she said
with a pout, stroking a pad along the ear’s edge until the tickle
flicked her finger away.

“I’m sorry. That’s just how we raise our
pups,” he said with a shrug. “Hide your emotions. Don’t let anyone
see how you feel.”

“That’s sad,” she said, running her claws
through the fur on his cheek.

“Is it?” He didn’t understand why it would
matter to her.

Tin’s index finger touched the metal panel
on the side of her muzzle. “What happened here? Did you get
hurt?”

Her ears smiled. “Nah, not an injury. It’s
an implant. I had to get that installed before I could come to your
planet.”

“They made you have surgery?”

Ava shook her head. “They didn’t make
me. I volunteered. I was the first in line. Your atmosphere is
poisonous to geroo.”

His eyes opened wider with concern. “Our air
is poisonous?”

“To us it is,” she said. “Too much chlorine.
Wouldn’t poison me immediately, but certainly not healthy long
term. So, I volunteered to get a sodium pump installed.”

He’d only ever heard of surgery to repair
wounds. He’d never even contemplated changing his body just to
adapt it. “Whoa. You let a doctor cut into your face, just so you
could come here?”

Ava nodded. “I’ve spent my whole life in
orbit around your system, imagining what it would be like to come
here. There was no way I was gonna miss my chance.”

He stroked a pad around the triangular
panel’s edge. It was about three centimeters long and two
centimeters tall, coated in white enamel that contrasted with her
dark brown fur. Three round screws bolted the corners in place.
“So, this thing filters out the chlorine?”

“Not exactly. It pulls sodium out of my
blood. When I inhale, the sodium bonds to the chlorine in the air,
so it won’t be harmful.” With a frown, she added, “Makes everything
taste salty though.”

He kissed her, deeply, his tongue caressing
the reaches of her muzzle. With a chuckle, he said, “Perhaps that’s
what makes you so delicious!”

Her ears blushed and she didn’t even try to
hide them.

“Would you like some water?”

“Oh, yes, please!” Ava replied. She smacked
her lips as if realizing she was thirsty.

Tin slid from beneath her arm and rose to
his paws, but when he tried to walk away, she grabbed his tail and
held tight. Unable to leave, he playfully added, “I can’t get you a
drink if you don’t let go.”

Still, she didn’t release him, so he turned
his head deliberately until she met his eyes.

“In a moment!” she purred; her ears wide in
a smile. “I’ve been enjoying your front side all morning. Let me
just have a moment to enjoy this side as well.”

Now his ears did lower in embarrassment, and
she seemed to enjoy that as well. With a wide grin, she let his
long tail slip slowly from between her fingers.

When Ava had finished gulping down the water
he brought her, she marveled at the heavy mug in her paws, turning
it slowly about. “What is this cup made out of? I’ve never seen
anything like it before.”

“Really? It’s just ceramic.” Taking the mug
from her, he set it aside so he could snuggle back against her
body.

“And what’s that?”

He cocked his head at her. “You’ve never
heard of ceramic? Of pottery?” She shook her head, so he explained.
“You take clay—that’s a kind of dirt—and squish it into the shape
you want, then cook it in a fire until it stops being squishy.”

“Really?” she whispered with wonder clear in
her voice, her eyes glued to the mug on the floor.

“Well, there’s more to it that that,” he
explained, “but essentially, yeah.”

Ava put her arms back around him and
squeezed him close, making him gasp. “Everything about your world
is so fascinating! The plants, and the rain, and the dirt that
turns into cups, and the kind people. I love it all! I never want
to leave.”

That was a notion he rather enjoyed. After
so many years alone and to have it all upended in a single day—he
didn’t want her to go either. He stroked her shoulder with the pad
of a finger. “But not everyone on this world is kind,” he
whispered.

She closed her eyes and rubbed a cheek
against his chest. “But you are, Tin.” When he stared at
her, she added, “You knew nothing about me. I could have been a
horrible person for all you knew, and still, you carried me all the
way down the mountain and saved my life. I don’t know anyone who
would have done that for a stranger.”

He kissed the top of her head. Her scent was
so strong, so strange, but he supposed he could get used to it.

“I love learning about your culture,” said
Ava, “like the masks your people wear when you’re in public. What
does yours look like, Tin? May I see it?”

“I . . . don’t have one,” he mumbled, ears
still held motionless, hiding his shame.

“What?” She stared for a moment before her
ears lit with understanding. “Oh! I read about this. Someone scored
a ‘coup’ on you. They stole your mask and now they have three days
to return—”

He put his fingers over her lips and shook
his head. “No, Ava. They took my mask and destroyed it. I’m an
outcast—exiled. That’s why I live all the way out here, alone.”

Her ears twitched in confusion. “They did?
Why?”

He looked away, so she squeezed him
tighter.

“Tell me, Tin. Please?”

Tinasca sighed. He hated even thinking about
his banishment, but she deserved to know the truth. “It was shortly
after I took a mate. My best friend thought it would be funny if he
tricked me into thinking that she had cheated on me.”

“What?” she gasped. “That’s cruel!”

“Kyacaotl can be like that sometimes,” he
admitted. “I had to work all night and my best friend got my mate
drunk. Then, when I came home, he climbed into bed with her so that
I’d think that she’d betrayed me.”

Ava covered her muzzle with a paw.

He gripped his paws into fists, shaking at
the memory. “I was so angry; I didn’t even stop to wonder if it was
true. I grabbed one of their mugs and threw it,” he whispered.
“I’ll never forget the beer spilling everywhere like it was in slow
motion. I can still hear the sound it made when it shattered
against my friend’s head.”

Tin squeezed his eyes shut and a tear rolled
down his cheek. “He apologized over and over before he passed out.
I rushed him to the hospital but . . . there was nothing they could
do. He drifted in and out for days before he finally died.”

“Oh, ancestors! I’m so sorry, Tin.” She
shook her head in disbelief. “And so, they exiled you?”

He sniffed and nodded. “I’m dishonored. I’m
a murderer. I deserved worse.”

Ava wiped away his tears and caressed his
cheek with her paw. “No, you . . .  But what about your mate?
Didn’t she understand?”

He shrugged. “What’s to understand?”

“That it was an accident!” she cried.

Tin covered his eyes. “ . . . That’s not how
it works.”

“Why not? You never intended to kill
anyone.”

“That’s not how it works,” he
insisted. “It didn’t matter that he was just having a laugh. It
didn’t matter that she was passed-out drunk. What matters is how I
responded. I was tricked. I overreacted. My
actions resulted in the death of my best friend. I took a simple
game, a simple joke and I turned it into a life-or-death matter
because I couldn’t control myself, because I couldn’t think through
a situation. There’s no place in society for someone like me.
That is why I’m outcast! That is why she—why no female—would
shame herself so thoroughly just to stay with me. That is
how it works.”

Ava stood in silence for a long while.
“Well, perhaps that is how your society works.” She pulled him
closer, holding him tight. Then in the quietest voice possible, she
whispered in his ear. “But that’s not how love works. I
would have come with you.”

When he shook his head, she explained, “I
don’t care about shame, about what anyone thinks of me—not cold,
uncaring people, at least. I never have. And besides, my ship is
full of geroo . . . and only the richest have any space to
themselves. But I’ve seen your forest. You could walk for hours and
never see another person here. I know this must feel like exile to
you, for me it would be . . . paradise.”

“Oh, I don’t think you would have enjoyed my
first few years of exile,” he admitted with a grunt. “Living in a
cave, sifting through a garbage dump to find tools. Life is good
now . . . now that I’m self-sufficient. But it was a hard road.
Honestly, I don’t think many would survive it. I know my mate
wouldn’t have. She made the right decision.”

He trailed his fingers down her back,
lingering on each bump along her spine. “And now you’re part of my
world, but for how long? Will your people come back for you? Will
they take you away from me?”

She shrugged. “Without my strand, I’ve got
no way to contact them. If you had a radio, I could try calling
them, but I don’t even know which frequencies they’d be listening
to.”

“You don’t think they’d come back with more?
With a search party?” he asked. “Comb the forest until they find
you?”

“Perhaps if I were important, like the
captain or something,” she admitted. “But I’m just the team
translator. There’s lots of geroo on board who can speak
Karakorum.”

“But that doesn’t make sense, Ava. Even if
you’re not as important to them as the captain, you must have some
value, right? They’ve invested time into your training and—”

“And I represent competition for their
years. If I didn’t come back and they did, then that just shows
they’re better than me, that they deserve more years. And many of
them are waiting for their chance to have cubs of their own! Every
time a crew member is lost, that’s one more drawing to see who can
become parents, one more chance to have a family. And with so many
geroo living past sixty, those chances don’t come around nearly as
often as they did in my grandparents’ time.”

“Wow. It sounds like finding the kya has
brought out the worst in your people. I’m so sorry.” Then his eyes
opened wide. “Hang on a moment.” He pulled out of her grip and
knelt beside her. “If you were the team translator, then what were
the others on the team?”

She refused to look him in the eye and his
heart pounded faster. “Ava? You said it yourself. I’m the only
kyacaotl around for kilometers. Were you coming here to talk to me?
Were you supposed to translate what I said so I could speak with
the rest of your team?”

She turned away from him, wrapping her tail
around her hip and holding it close, as if for comfort.

“Ava! Tell me! Why did you come here?”

“My team was supposed to abduct you,” she
admitted at last. “Since you live out here all by yourself, they
figured that no one would notice if you disappeared.”

Tin stared in silence, his pulse pounding in
his long ears. “Kidnap me?” he suddenly shouted when his voice
returned. “Why?” When she didn’t answer, he grabbed her by the
shoulders, spinning her around and shaking her. His voice more
desperate than frightened, “Answer me!”

“To learn more about your people,” Ava
whispered, still refusing to meet his eyes. “We’ve been listening
to your radio transmissions for decades, but we’re getting to the
point where the only way to learn more is to talk to one of you in
person.”

“B-but why not just go talk to our leaders?”
he asked. “Abduction? There’s no need for that!”

She shook her head. “You don’t understand
how things work, Tin. It’s not just geroo up there on that ship. My
owners, the krakun, they’re awful people. They won’t make their
presence known until . . . well, until it’s too late.”

“Your owners? Too late for what?”

“Too late to say ‘no’,” she said with a
shrug. “They’ve got my people out there, melting down asteroids,
building a new fleet of ships for your people to fly.” Ava dabbed
at her eyes with the back of her wrist. “So, you can work for them
just like my people do.”

“I . . . don’t believe you,” Tin said, but
he wasn’t certain he meant it. He didn’t sound like he meant it.
“I-if your ship was building a fleet of spaceships, we’d see it. We
have telescopes and stuff!”

“You do,” she agreed. “When the krakun came
to my planet, we hadn’t learned how to even make aluminum. We had
no telescopes, so the krakun just hovered in orbit. But your people
are already in space, so this time they’re hanging back on the edge
of your system. Our ship is big, but that far out, it’s just a tiny
dot in an asteroid field. Unless you knew exactly where to point
your telescope, you’d never spot them.”

She wiped at her nose. “When they’re ready,
they’ll fly down here and act like heroes, act like they’re
providing you a way to escape. No one’ll mention that
they’re the reason you’ll need to escape.”

He turned her chin so she couldn’t look
away. “Escape? From what?”

“Whatever they can set up that’ll make a
million kya want to escape. On my world, they set us up to
overpopulate. The geroo were starving, so we jumped at the chance
to serve with full bellies.”

“My people would never fall for that,” he
huffed. “We’re taught from birth to watch for trickery.”

“I so wish you were right,” whispered Ava.
“Despite how they exiled you, your people deserve better. All
people do.”

“Well, we have to do something!” He stood
and paced nervously around the tiny cabin. “Warn someone. Tell them
not to fall for whatever your owners are planning.”

“You’ll stop countries from fighting each
other? Stop tyrants from ruling their people with a metal grip?
Stop natural disasters, plagues, and blights? Stop poverty?” Her
ears gave him a faint smile. “Face it, Tin, there’s always people
stuck in shitty situations, so there’ll always be people who will
risk everything for a better life. Your people span two whole
planets. Honestly, the krakun may not have to do anything to find
enough volunteers to crew their new fleet.”

“Fleet of slave ships.” He scowled at
her.

“Fleet of slave
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