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Chapter 1



Mari woke on a cold, hard floor thinking of eggs.  The last she remembered she’d been in the small coop with plastic trays balanced on her left arm.  She was collecting eggs from the youngest hens.  She’d already finished with six houses and stacked those eggs in the back of the cart.  So why was she lying on the floor?  Had she slipped and fallen and maybe hit her head?  Crap.  She wondered what had happened to the trays of eggs.  Probably every egg broke, and the chickens gorged on them.  Her sister would be really pissed off.  She’d already promised those eggs to the natural foods store.  Mari felt around with an open palm.  The floor didn’t feel much like the dirt floor of the chicken coop.  It felt like some kind of metal grating.  She didn’t hear the cluck of chickens nor smell that familiar dusty feather bird smell.  Mari smelled nothing aside from the musk of her own sweat.

“Open your eyes, Mari,” she muttered. “Open your eyes.”

She did open her eyes then, but Mari closed them immediately.  One brief look told her she hadn’t ended up on the floor of a chicken coop.  Fuck.  This could be bad, very, very bad.  Mari shifted onto her side.  Metal grating bit into her hip.  Jesus Christ!  Where were her clothes?  Her entire body felt exposed, cold.  No way…no fucking way…

Open your mother fucking eyes, Mari, and keep them open.

Mari’s eyes responded to her instructions. Lids raised, she stared straight into the face of another woman lying beside her, unconscious, on the hard, metal floor.  Oh my God…oh my God…oh my God…Visions of torture chambers and bloody horror movies flooded into her brain.  She fought back a scream.  Keep your mouth shut and get the hell up off this floor.  Figure out where you are.  Now.  

Mari pushed herself onto her knees and discovered she was  indeed naked as a jaybird.  Head spinning, fighting nausea, she staggered to her feet.  I’ve been drugged, she thought. That’s the only explanation.  Drugged and kidnapped.  Mari spotted a barred door, and she grabbed for it as her feet began to slip out from under her.  With a yelp Mari jumped away from the electric shock that rode up her arm.  Heart-pounding terror threatened to overwhelm her. Mari felt as wide awake as she’d ever been in her life. She wished to God she wasn’t.

Jesus fucking Christ!  Where the hell am I? 

Mari stared in horror at row upon row of cages. Some held one occupant, and some, like hers, had two.  All were women, all were naked, and all were unconscious.  Not all the women looked entirely human.  At least, they didn’t all look like the kind of human beings she was accustomed to seeing.  Mari choked back a scream when she caught sight of two large figures standing at the far end of her row of cages.  They wore what appeared to be some kind of jumpsuit, and both studied what Mari could swear was a hand held computer device.  It almost looked like a Blackberry.  It occurred to her that with everyone else unconscious, attracting attention to herself might not be the smartest thing to do.  Then she remembered that she’d let out a yell when she’d touched the bars, so she was willing to bet good money they already knew she was awake.

One of them lifted its head from the device.  It stared right at her.  It was a male. He met her eyes.  Even from a distance Mari could see his were yellow, cold, and very feline.  This person assessed her with a detachment that chilled her to the bone.  

Like some of the women lying in the cages he did not exactly appear human.  He was at least seven feet tall and was built like a running back with a muscular chest and long, lean, arms and legs.  His bronze complexion reminded Mari of a Native American, especially when she noticed the long mane of blue-black hair that hung to the middle of his back.  Mari’s eyes fell on his hands.  The person, or whatever he was, had fingers. Mari counted five claw-like fingers on each hand. Mari shivered at the sight.  Then she realized he wore sheaths or gloves of some sort that he used to interact with what looked like a computer screen.  

Mari heard him utter something in a guttural voice to his companion, right before he strode her way on his long, powerful legs. His strides ate up the distance between them.  Unconsciously, Mari backed away from the door of her cage.  In her current state, naked and vulnerable, if this thing wanted to rip her limb from limb, gut her, and eat her alive, he could.

He stopped in front of her and stared into her face.  Legs shaking, Mari ordered herself to meet his eyes.  She watched his nostrils flare, as if he could smell her fear.  How could he not?  She could smell it herself.  Being naked made it worse.  But, what was she supposed to do?  Attempt to cover herself with her hands?  That would be an exercise in futility.  His eyes roamed over her perusing her from head to toe.  He grunted something.  Even though the language sounded alien to her it was impossible to miss the dismissive tone in his gravelly voice.

He stood in front of her with his arms crossed and his eyes challenging. He was obviously waiting for her to cower and cringe.  Mari didn’t know where she was or what the hell was going on, but she remembered something she’d once read: the antidote to fear is courage. She realized she had no choice but to stare right back, step forward, cross her arms mocking his posture, and say loud enough for his companion to hear, “Fuck you, asshole.”  

The fucker laughed.  His laugh sounded human. Mari recognized it instantly.  She didn’t know if he laughed at her words or at her chutzpah, but the fucker laughed.

“That is good,” he said in heavily accented English. The words sounded slow on his tongue.  “You have courage, female.”  

Mari watched him shift his weight.  He seemed impatient.  “You should not be awake,” he stated in his very thick accent.

Mari shrugged.  

The man swept a sheathed hand toward all the other women lying on the floor of their cages.  “You should not be awake,” he repeated.

Mari ignored his statement. Instead she pointed at his uniform.  “I want my clothes.”  

The man grimaced.  

“You speak my language.  You understand what I’m saying.  I want my clothes.”  One thing at a time.

“You have no need.  You are a beast.  An animal.”  He enunciated clearly for her sake.  “An animal has no need of clothing.”

“If I’m an animal, then why do you bother to speak with me?  I want my clothes.”

He laughed again.  “You are like a trained pet.  Pets have no need of garments. Our buyers must be able to see the merchandise with imperfections and all.”

Mari’s heartbeat sped up.  She watched him tilt his head, as if listening for something, giving her the impression he could actually hear it.  She swallowed, hard.  He knows you are afraid.  Be brave anyway.

“Buyers?”  Her voice quivered.  “I am not a piece of meat.”

“To some you are,” he replied.  “We do not eat human flesh, but there are some who consider your species to be, what is the word…a delicacy?”

Mari felt bile rise in her throat. She knew she must have paled because he called down to his companion.  You will not throw up in front of him.

“You will go to sleep now, like the rest of this cargo.”  Mari watched the other man approach.  He held something in his hand.

“No.” She shook her head.  “No.  I don’t want to sleep.”

“It is…easier this way.” 

“Easier for whom?” 

“For you, of course.”

“No.  Don’t make me sleep.  I’ll sit here and keep quiet.  I swear.  Don’t make me sleep.”  Terror threatened to overwhelm her once again.  What if they put her to sleep and she never woke?  What if she went straight to a slaughter house?

“If you do not sleep, then you must be fed and watered and taken to relieve yourself.  We do not have the time to attend to your needs.”

“Show some compassion,” Mari urged.  “If I’m going to die, I want to know it.”

Both men stared at her.  They spoke to each other in their own language.  Mari tried hard to pick out individual words.  As a trained linguist she spoke French, Italian, Spanish, Russian, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, and Japanese in addition to her native English.  If she could discern a pattern, she thought, she could begin to understand.

“The females of your race are cowards,” the other man scoffed.  “You are no different.”

Mari forced herself to look at him.  His eyes were even colder than the first man’s.  “Until you stand in my place, you have no right to call me a coward.”

The first man gave what passed for a snort of amusement.  “Leave her awake,” he said in English.  “She will make the time pass quickly.”

The second man spoke a few words in his own language. From the expression in the first man’s eyes she guessed he did not like what he heard. His reply sounded brusque.  He turned back to Mari.

“We do not have sexual intercourse with beasts,” he said.  Mari blanched.  “If you require anything, I assume you will make noise.”  He turned and strode back the way he had come.

“I have a name,” Mari called out after him.

The man stopped in his tracks.  He turned on his heel and faced her once again through the bars.

“Only sentient beings have names,” he scoffed.  “No human has ever earned a name.”

“Mari,” she ignored his insult.  “My name is Mari Damon.  What is your name?”

The man stared at her, unblinking for a moment, then he spat out a jumble of words.

“Slower, please,” said Mari.

“My name is Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae.”

Mari reached a hand towards him as if to touch him.  The man looked at her in surprise.  He touched a sheathed finger to the bars of Mari’s cage.  They opened.  He reached in with his large hand and patted her on the head as one would pat a dog.  He said something.  Mari assumed his words were exactly what they seemed – good dog. 

“If you need to relieve yourself I will take you now,” he said, the tone of his voice gruff.  “I do not want this area soiled.”

“Yes.  Thank you.”

The man grunted at her and turned. Mari hurried after him.



* * * *



Mari lost track of time, but if she had to guess she’d guess that perhaps three twenty-four hour days had elapsed since she’d awakened.  She had no idea how long they’d kept her asleep or in stasis.  She pressed Ekkatt for answers.

Ekkatt grudgingly explained. “If we keep the cargo in stasis, we do not have to provide food or water.”  

“More cost-effective,” Mari commented.

  Ekkatt looked at her, thick eyebrows raised, though he said nothing further.  

She watched as he and the other man, Pana, repositioned the women every so often and put a machine over their chest that gave them some sort of readout.  Mari assumed it was their version of a heart monitor or pulse oximeter that doctors used in the hospitals on Earth.

 Mari studied Ekkatt and learned to read his expressions, his moods.  She knew when to sit in her cage and shut up. She began to sense when he felt reasonable.  Mari didn’t believe she suffered from Stockholm Syndrome as many kidnap victims did when they began to identify with their captors.  She hoped that if Ekkatt could begin to see her as a sentient being  he’d think twice about who she was sold to…if he had that kind of influence over his superiors.  She couldn’t allow herself to wonder about the fate of the other women.  She harbored no illusions about her limitations in that regard.  Ekkatt and Pana and the above decks crew had no intention of returning a single one of them to their homes.  Nothing she said or did would change that.

There were periods of times when the two of them were alone in the cargo hold.   Ekkatt seemed a bit more open then. He’d converse with her in his stilted English.  She’d listened hard to his conversations with Pana and struggled to pick out individual words. Their language sounded Semitic. It reminded her of the time she’d attended a wedding at an Ethiopian Coptic Church.  She’d understood quite a bit of the service.  Listening to the men talk to each other was like having a word right on the edge of her tongue that she couldn’t quite get out.  Given enough time, she could learn their language.

Ekkatt humored her, as one would humor a child, as if she amused him. He taught her a few words in his own tongue like come, stay, sit, hungry, food, drink, and move your ass.  She began to learn the difference between his tolerant laugh and his grunt that meant – get the hell out of my sight you filthy animal.  He even brought her a tunic without her asking for it.  

He’d seen her shivering and commented, “If you sleep, you will not feel the cold of space.”

Mari shook her head, no.  But, she had fallen asleep for just  a brief period of time. When she woke a threadbare tunic had been thrown over her.  Mari had been so grateful that she’d cried.  She’d huddled in a corner of her cage and kept her back to the men so they wouldn’t see her tears and realize how close she verged on breaking down every single moment.    

Pana had actually growled when he’d seen her approach wearing the oversized garment.  He’d had words with Ekkatt over it.  Finally he’d stormed off and shoved her out of the way, saying, “You stink, beast.  You’re stench follows me above decks.”

Mari rose to her feet cautiously, eyes fixed on Ekkatt.  “If you allow me to bathe properly,” she said, “I will not stink.” 

“You will be cleaned…you will all be cleaned, when we reach our destination.  We haven’t the facilities to bathe an animal.”

“If you came to my home,” said Mari, speaking clearly, “I would treat you with respect and dignity.  I would not call you an animal simply because you are not human.”

Ekkatt shot her a hard look.  “This ship is not my home, and on this ship you are nothing to me but cargo, valuable, but very filthy, cargo.”

“Then why have you learned my language?  Why have you bothered if I’m nothing but filthy cargo?  You and Pana?”

Ekkatt motioned to the sleeping women.  “When they wake they will need direction.  There will be fewer problems if they hear their own tongue.  Even your Earth cattle need to be herded, do they not?”

“Not all of them speak English,” said Mari.  “You have women here from all over my planet and some from other places, not only from earth.  Do you speak those languages too?”

“Yes, puppy, I do.”

Mari addressed Ekkatt in Japanese and he replied.  She tried French, and again, he responded to her question.  He didn’t know Latin or Greek, but he knew Spanish, Italian, Russian, Hebrew, Hindi and some Arabic.  

“What does she speak?”  Mari pointed to a woman who was definitely not human.

“Ciri,” replied Ekkatt.

“How do you know so many languages?”

“How do you?” he retorted.

“I…I lived many places growing up and I studied.  My father was…my father was in the military.  Do you understand?”

“Your father was a warrior?”

Mari latched onto this.  From the tone in his voice, Mari guessed that Ekkatt’s species respected warriors.  “Yes, he was a warrior.”

Ekkatt grunted.  A grunt Mari had come to recognize as an acknowledgement of sorts.

“Where was he when I took you?”

“What?”

“If your father is a warrior then where was he when I took you from that house of eggs?  A warrior does not leave his females unprotected.”

Mari didn’t answer.  She gazed around at all the women in cages.  “My father is dead,” she replied.  “He was killed in battle.”

“He should have given you to another, one who could protect you.”  Ekkatt’s voice was terse.

“It’s not our custom.  Women on my planet try to protect themselves.”

“You did not stand a chance,” he snorted.

“How do you know so many languages?” Mari repeated her question.

Ekkatt sighed.  “If I tell you, will you go to your cage and sit quietly?”

“Yes.”

“An implant in my brain.”

“You mean like a computer chip?”

Ekkatt appeared to think for a moment.  “You have this sort of thing in your world?”

“Not exactly.  We have computer chips. They can be used for many things, but not this, not yet.”

“Go.  Sit.”  Ekkatt dismissed her in his own language.

Mari obeyed.  

Later, Pana returned and relieved Ekkatt.  He surprised Mari by handing her a bowl of nutrient rich broth.  Ekkatt had explained they drank the broth during long space journeys because it contained everything needed to sustain life.  Mari found it filling and palatable.  The stuff tasted like a more concentrated version of her grandmother’s chicken soup.  She thanked Pana in his own language.

“You pollute my tongue, insect,” was all he said.

On what Mari estimated to be the fifth day Ekkatt said to her in his own language, “Return to your cage and keep quiet.”  He added in English, “Give me back the tunic.  We land soon; therefore, you must be exactly as the rest.”

He escorted her down the row of cages.  Mari knew he would lock the door behind her this time.  She halted in her tracks and turned toward the tall man.  Her green eyes sought his yellow ones.  “Ekkatt, can you buy me?”

Ekkatt stared at her as if he tasted something foul.  “I do not purchase living things.”

Mari kept her voice low.  “No, you merely steal their lives away.”

“You are in no position to challenge me.  I can snap your neck in one of your seconds.”

“Then snap it,” Mari hissed.  “I would rather be dead than sold into slavery, or forced into prostitution, or slaughtered for meat.  Do you hear what I’m saying?  I would rather you kill me now.  Let me make it easy for you.  I can attack you then you’ll be justified in killing me.”

Ekkatt roared with laughter.  He wrapped long fingers around Mari’s neck and squeezed.  

Mari didn’t move.  She held perfectly still and waited to die.

“You humans.  Your bodies are so fragile.  It takes little effort on my part to break you.  This god of yours, he was misguided in his design.”

A tear rolled down Mari’s cheek.  “Kill me,” she whispered.

Ekkatt lifted his other hand. Mari felt his fingers cool against her wet cheek.

“Another design flaw.  You leak when under duress.  I will not kill you, Mari,” the man spoke her name for the first time since she’d given it to him.  “I will do my best to see that you are sold to the right party, to someone who will appreciate an animal of quality.”



* * * *



Mari didn’t think it was possible to feel worse than she felt when she’d awakened that first day in the cage.  She was wrong.  While being herded like cattle through a chute the mass of naked, crying, clutching, screaming, pleading women of various colors, shapes, and sizes pressed forward.  Men of the same species as Ekkatt counted them as they passed, checked out the merchandise, and assessed their value.  Mari refused to be pushed through.  She held back,  waiting until the end, and was grateful when Ekkatt and Pana deliberately looked the other way.  She stepped out of the ship and strode between the electrically charged fences. Her face was impassive, her eyes and ears alert, and head held high.  

Mari could hear them talking amongst themselves. She could pick out a word here and there.  She imagined they were making casual conversation and discussing mundane issues like the weather or what they had for supper last night.  Maybe they were taking bets on which beast would bring in the most money or coin or whatever it was they used as currency.  It really was like a livestock fair.  Mari wasn’t at all shocked when a group of the tall men threaded their way through the women.  She stood straight and still while they felt her legs and arms, tugged down on her jaw to look in her mouth, and checked her teeth.  

She was glad hers were perfect, big, and white although she didn’t know if that counted for anything among Ekkatt’s people.  Maybe they had a thing for crooked teeth or sharp canines.  But, she’d noticed that Ekkatt’s and Pana’s teeth had been very straight and very large so perhaps their people valued good teeth.  She assumed they were omnivores despite their size, because their canines were not even as sharp as those of a human.  

She knew from what little information Ekkatt shared with her that most of the buyers were not of his species. Some were barely humanoid.  At least his species appeared human in most ways, in the ways that counted.  In the two arms, two legs, two eyes, two ears, one head variety.

      Mari heard one of the men bark an order telling them to move.  He spoke in his own language, but she moved automatically, understanding the word clearly.  She saw him glance curiously in her direction as the other women followed her lead, and she wondered if she’d made a mistake by drawing attention to herself.  Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of Ekkatt.  He was approaching the man who’d spoken, but then she was through the gate and she lost track of him.        

She and the other women entered what appeared to be a very large shower room, and for just a moment Mari was overcome by visions of old newsreels of the showers in the Nazi concentration camps.  Her heart began to pound. It only slowed when she noticed the bathing attendants.  These men were most definitely not of Ekkatt’s species.  They were small and slender and almost feminine in appearance.  Their only garment was a loincloth, so it was easy for Mari to see that their bodies were hairless except for thick yellow curls on the tops of their heads.  These men carried rolls of cloth, what looked like vials of shampoo or liquid soap, and combs and brushes of various sizes.  

The tall man who’d ordered them into the shower room appeared in the doorway.  The naked women scattered as he strode into the center of the room.  He scanned the crowd.  It seemed to Mari like he was looking for someone.  

 He was apparently looking for her.  Without hesitation, he headed her way, all seven feet of him.  Her first impulse was to shrink back, but she overrode it and stood her ground.  He walked right up to her and invaded her space in a very inhuman way.

“Turn,” he said in his own tongue.

Mari turned.  She felt his fingers, his sheathed fingers, move her long hair aside and trace the tattoo on her back.  He touched the ornate and detailed blue dragon tattoo she’d been inordinately pleased with.  The artist had stretched the tattoo from the middle of her back, across her right shoulder blade, and wound the dragon’s tail around her right upper arm.  The dragon’s spread wings reached from the base of her skull to her lower back. 

“What is this?” he asked her. His English was slow and heavy and his voice low.

Mari turned and found herself staring directly at his midsection.  She looked up into his yellow eyes.  “Tattoo,” she answered, keeping her voice steady. 

“What means this…tattoo?”

“It’s art…it’s body art.”

“No, what means this?  This creature on your back?”  He poked at her arm.

“A dragon.  The tattoo is a dragon.”  Mari searched for simple words to explain the symbolism and for a way to help herself out of this predicament.  “It’s a powerful beast on my planet, a beast like a god.”

“And you follow this god?”

“A dragon has power, yes.”

“He did not help you.  This god of yours did not stop my men from taking you.”

Mari was tempted to roll her eyes.  Who could have imagined she’d find herself discussing religion with a seven foot tall humanoid male who held her captive and would most likely sell her into slavery.

“A dragon is not my god.”

“Then why this?”  He poked at her arm again.

“A dragon gives…it gives inner power.”  Mari placed her palm against her chest.  “In here.”

“Show me.”

How the hell do you expect me to do that, asshole?  You’re seven feet tall, made of solid muscle and I’m five-six, one hundred and twenty pounds on a good day. I’m fucking naked, I stink to high heaven., My hair is a rat’s nest. My life is gone, my family destroyed, and I’m sick of looking at your butt ugly yellow eyes.  

The man leaned towards her with an amused look on his hard face.  He was close enough.  Mari grabbed him by his jumpsuit and jerked his body closer.  At the same time she braced her left foot and thrust her right knee into what she hoped were his sex organs with all the force she could muster.  When the air whooshed out of his lungs with a screening noise she knew she’d guessed right.  As his knees began to buckle, she slammed the heel of her right hand into his nose then brought her knee up one more time into his solar plexus. He dropped to the floor as Mari jumped away.  The shower room fell silent. All eyes stared at her in horror as everyone was certain she had brought death upon them.  The silence didn’t last long.  The petite yellow-haired creatures fled shrieking to the far door, pushing and shoving, trying to fit through at once in a chaotic mass.

“Run,” Mari shouted to no one in particular.  “Run you fools.”  She pointed after the little men.

The women, whether they understood her words or not, understood her meaning and did run, but it was too late.  Tall figures poured in from both entrances and sent the women scurrying to the corners in fear.  Mari stood above the man she’d disabled.  As she watched he groaned and tried to get to his feet.  His face was covered with blood.  

Is that a weapon on his belt?  Please God let that be a weapon.

Mari reached down and flipped open the clasp that held it to his belt, and she ripped what looked like a stun gun out of a holster.  

How do you work it?  How do you work the damn thing?

She squeezed the grip and the gun hummed in her hand.  If she’d been a cruel woman she would have tried it out on the man she’d injured, but she didn’t want to kill anyone.  She had no idea what the weapon was capable of.  She suspected the thing might be like a cattle prod, designed to herd recalcitrant merchandise without killing them, but she didn’t know for sure.  The one thing she knew was that she was an idiot and her actions had sealed her fate.  She was a dead woman. 

Well, if I’m already dead, I have nothing to fear.

Mari waited for the men to approach.  She had no doubt they would subdue her and take the weapon, but she would make them work for it.  She backed away from the injured man.  His arms still moved, and he could reach for her ankle and probably flip her across the room if so inclined.  Half a dozen men circled her.  Turning as quickly as she could, Mari waved the weapon in their direction.  Two men seemed wary.  Mari gauged the other four.  She saw astonishment in their eyes.  

Gee, a cow fighting back.  Imagine that.

Mari heard Ekkatt’s voice.  He growled something, and the men stepped away and gave her space.

“Mari,” he said, allowing her the dignity of a name in front of all those assembled, “Give me the weapon.”

“Fuck you, Ekkatt.”  She heard him snort at her words.

“Give me the weapon, Mari.  These men will take it from you in any case.  I am just trying to save you injury.”

“Protecting your profits?”

“No, you little fool.  I am protecting you.”

Mari stood very still and looked at her kidnapper.  

“Why?”

“Because in the two hundred years my people have ferried females of your race you are the first to act like a sentient being.  Give me the weapon.  Please.”  Ekkatt spit out that last word.

“What about the rest of these women?”

“I can do nothing for them.  Their fate is out of my hands.  Yours, perhaps, is not.  Your death will not alter their circumstances.”

Mari swallowed hard, and every fiber of her being knew that he spoke the truth.  She loosened her grip on the weapon, and the humming sensation stopped.  She held it out to Ekkatt butt first.  He took the weapon and handed it to the closest man while speaking at length and pointing towards the man she’d injured. That man had managed to rise to his knees still clutching himself.

“Come!” he ordered her in a gruff voice, and Mari followed him, obedient, shutting her ears to the cries of the women she left behind.  Ekkatt was right that she could do nothing for them, and there was nothing they could do to help her.  She took a small measure of satisfaction in hoping that perhaps these men would not be so cavalier the next time a shipment of human females arrived.



















Chapter 2



“Extraordinary.  An Earther did this, you say?  An Earther female incapacitated Leader Tril?”

“Yes, Chief Thame.”  Ekkatt watched the officer tap his nose with a long fingernail.

“This race of females has done nothing more than leak from their eyes and make hideous noises like the Brum.  In the two hundred years we’ve been harvesting them there has never been a reported incident like this.  Not one has ever fought back, or for that matter, awakened during the voyage, or learned a single word of our language before they were auctioned off.  Extraordinary.  Perhaps our scientists would like to see this one.  Is it a hybrid of some sort, do you think?”

“No, I think not.  I think…”

“Yes, Ekkatt?”

“My thoughts on the subject of human females are unimportant.”

“But you spent time communicating with this one, did you not?  You and Pana?  I would be most interested in knowing what the two of you spoke about.  If this female is one of a kind it could bring us a great deal of coin.  If there are others like it we could become wealthy beyond our wildest dreams.  We would just need to learn where to find more.  Perhaps they are a specific breed.  Perhaps there are others bearing the same mark.”

“No, sir. The mark is unique to this one.  I asked during the flight.”

“The female was born with it?”

“No, sir. She claims she paid another human to apply it to her body.  Apparently it is considered an art form.”

“They have a culture?”

Ekkatt had been flying these missions for twenty Attun years.  He was well aware that humans had a culture.  He simply chose to ignore that fact and do his job.  The Chief had never been out of their own solar system.

“Yes, sir, humans have a primitive culture of sorts.”

“How extraordinary.”

Ekkatt wished the man would use another word.  “May I suggest, sir, that you select this one for the private auction.”

“Private auction?  We usually reserve those slots for females from Rilad.  They are so rare, so hard to catch.  And sturdy, very sturdy.  Humans break so easily.  I have a special shipment of twelve females from Rilad arriving tonight.”

“Then the timing couldn’t be better, sir.  This human female took down Leader Tril, a man four times her size.  I think it might be more suitable than sending her to the meat market.”

Chief Thame appeared to consider his suggestion.  Ekkatt waited in silence.  He didn’t hold out much hope.  Human females had gone directly to the meat market for decades.  It was a widely held belief that they didn’t hold up well under the stress of hard labor and they weren’t sexually compatible with most of the acknowledged civilized species.  As it happened, their scientists had determined that humans were physiologically compatible with his own species, the Attan-Ru, but to engage in sexual activity with a human was a sin against nature and a crime punishable by death – death for the Attan-Ru, not the human.  Under the law a human was no more capable of giving consent than an elba, a creature used to provide milk for children.

“Where is it now?” The chief interrupted Ekkatt’s musings.

“She was bathed and fed and she sleeps in one of the isolation cubicles in the upper section.”

“You seem to feel some affection for it, Ekkatt.  Like one would a pet?”

Ekkatt knew he had better choose his words carefully.  “I’ve never interacted with such a creature before.  I found it to be…a novelty.  I was curious to know what made this human different.  Perhaps we can find a better use for humans like this one.  If it goes to the meat market, we may never learn its potential.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you, Ekkatt.  I believe I will keep this one out of the market.  I’m shipping supplies to the Aswat Laboratory in a few days.  I’ll send the human along.  Perhaps our scientists can learn something new about the species and when they’ve finished, they can dissect it or send it back here to be sold.  Yes, it might prove very useful.  Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Ekkatt.  Most extraordinary.”

Ekkatt kept his expression blank.  He nodded and left the chief’s office.  Fucking cock sucker.  There were no curse words in his language.  His computer implant had allowed him to learn to curse in many languages, but he favored the more primitive Earther curses.  In this case, cock sucker seemed very apt.  



Ekkatt tossed his gear bag into his craft.  

“You are leaving?” asked Pana.  “Before the market?”

“Yes, I’m off.  I’ve flown four missions back to back. I need some time to recover before I head out again.  The chief will hold my portion.”

“You don’t want to stay and see what happens to your pet?  I hear the beast gave Tril something to think about.  The story has spread like wildfire among the men.  I’m sorry I missed that.”

Ekkatt shrugged.  “She’s not to be sold.  The chief is sending her to the Aswat Laboratory in a few days for study.”

“He’s a fool then,” Pana spat.  “I could make a fortune from that animal.  The human is an oddity.  Oddities pay well.”

“Perhaps you’ll find another on your next visit to Earth.”  Ekkatt’s reply was polite.

“Perhaps.  Do you remember where we found that one?”

“No,” said Ekkatt.  “They all look alike to me.  It’s hard to remember where we find any of them.”

“True.  Fly safe and rest well,” said Pana.

“Thank you.  Good hunting.” 

Ekkatt climbed into his two-seater and lowered the door.  He flipped the lock, checked the seals, and pressurized the cabin.  He strapped himself into his seat and opened a com link with the control booth.  

“Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae, requesting permission to lift off.”

“Permission granted, Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae.  Fly safe.”

Ekkatt powered up and lifted his craft straight up into the air.  When he’d reached the usual flight altitude he made a sharp left turn and sped away from the sprawl of warehouses that comprised the market.

“I…can’t…breathe…in here,” came a muffled voice from within his gear bag.

Ekkatt reached back and flipped open the clasp.  He heard the female suck in air like one who had been under water.  He regretted the need to practically suffocate her, but it was the only way to smuggle her out of the holding area.  Fortunately, her cubicle had been directly opposite an exit.  The entire unit was low-tech. It was a cost-saving measure.  No alarms.  No videos.  No guards except at the main gate.  No one expected the livestock to escape, and none ever had, until that day.  Ekkatt sighed.  So many firsts since this human had come awake.  Now he was a law breaker and a carrier of stolen merchandise. When and if the chief realized what had happened he’d become a hunted fugitive.  Perhaps the man wouldn’t figure it out.  Perhaps he’d believe she was sold by mistake to a meat merchant.  

“He’s not the brightest nail in the hut,” Ekkatt said aloud.

“You mean, he’s not the sharpest tool in the shed,” corrected Mari.  “Who?”

“I didn’t realize I was speaking English,” Ekkatt growled.

“Who’s not the sharpest tool in the shed?” she asked again.

“No one.”  Ekkatt turned around to glance at Mari.  She’d climbed out of his gear bag and was sitting cross legged on the floor of his ship, attempting to plait her hair to keep it out of the way.  She was naked again.  Even in the holding area livestock weren’t provided with any covering.  

He wondered if that was one reason so many of them died within a few weeks of their arrival.  They were thin-skinned, these humans, and the chief was right about one thing, they broke easily.  Looking at her now, he found that her nakedness disturbed him.  He’d grown accustomed to seeing her clothed while on the transport vessel.  It seemed inappropriate to keep her in this animal state.  Civilized men and women wore clothing.  Ekkatt grabbed an old shirt he’d left on the floor of the passenger side and tossed it in her direction.  

He watched her pick it up and hold the threadbare material against her cheek as though the fabric had been woven of the most precious thread.  She turned away from him.  He knew she’d done so because her eyes were leaking, and she didn’t want him to see.  Ekkatt felt her embarrassment and shame.  It occurred to him that the human had nothing to be ashamed of.  He, on the other hand, did.

“Put it on,” he said gruffly.

“Thank you.”  Her voice was very soft.

He turned to check his instruments, then he heard Mari’s voice just over his shoulder.  “May I sit there?”  

Ekkatt nodded.

Mari climbed into the passenger seat and studied the safety straps.  She glanced at him, her eyes traveling over his chest, to see how he’d fastened his, and she followed his example.  “They were going to kill me.”  She wasn’t asking him a question.

“Yes.  But not immediately.  Our scientists would have studied you first.”  He watched her shudder at his words.  She laid a hand on his arm.  It was the first time a human had deliberately touched him.  To his surprise he did not feel any revulsion.

“You must take me back.  Ekkatt, you must return me.”

Her words shocked him.  “I will do no such thing.”

“You’ve put yourself at risk for a human, for livestock.  They’ll come after you…Ekkatt, you can’t lose your life over me.  I can’t let you do this.”

Of all the things the human could have said, this was the last thing he expected.  An animal expressing concern for the safety of a sentient being?  “It is done,” he replied.  “There is no return.”

“Where will we go?  Where will you take me?”

“To my home.”

“And then?”

“And then, I don’t know.  You ask too many questions.”  

“But…”

“Quiet,” he ordered in his own tongue. The female shut her mouth.  But she kept her hand on his arm, and he didn’t tell her to move it.















Chapter 3



“It’s beautiful,” Mari whispered.  “Your world is beautiful.”  She stared from the window of the cockpit, watching wild rivers, sparkling emerald lakes, and rolling, grass-covered hills pass below.  On the horizon, she could see the rugged outline of mountains.  They seemed massive, larger than any mountain range she’d seen on Earth.  “Your sky is blue, like ours.”

“We have much water vapor in our atmosphere.  In that, our planets are similar.  Also in topography.”

“But it looks cold out there.”

“Yes, my world is colder than yours.”

“They will die without warm clothes.”

Ekkatt looked at her.  “They will die anyway.”

“Why?”

“They will be sold for food.  I told you, your meat is considered a delicacy among certain species.”

“Do you…do your people eat humans?

Ekkatt let out a grunt of disgust.  “My people do not eat flesh of any kind.  A true man does not eat flesh.”

“But you sell it.”

“Yes.  I am not in the habit of passing judgment on the dietary practices of others.”

Mari snorted in reply.  “Bullshit,” she said.  “You may not pass judgment on the dietary habits of others, but you pass judgment on the value of a life every time you grab a helpless woman and lock her into a cage.”

Up went Ekkatt’s eyebrows.  “So, now that I have saved an animal from the slaughter house, the animal presumes to pass judgment on me?”

Mari knew she was treading on dangerous ground, but she answered him anyway.  “Yes,” she replied.

“You have courage, little one, I give you that.”

“Why do you do it?”

Ekkatt didn’t bother to reply.  Instead, he pointed to a large river valley below them.  It stretched to the horizon and was bordered on each side by enormous snow-covered mountains.  The valley shone a vibrant jade green. Lush plant life reached up to the lower slopes of the mountains.  Ekkatt dropped their craft into the valley and flew just above the rushing river.  Mari’s eyes opened wide, and she stared at the sight, entranced by the beauty of this new world.  

“How did you fell Leader Tril?”  Ekkatt’s voice interrupted Mari’s thoughts.

“Hmm?”

“Tril.  You dropped him to the floor.  How did you do this?  He is a very powerful man.”

Mari leaned back in her seat and smiled at Ekkatt.  She knew her smile was a little smug, but she couldn’t resist.  “We have a saying among my people, the bigger they are…the harder they fall.  Have you heard it?”

 “No.”

“You understand the meaning though?”

“Yes,” Ekkatt answered in his own tongue, followed by a grunt.

“He was leaning in close to me, standing off balance, and he didn’t expect it.  I reacted…I acted towards him the same way I would act towards a human man who threatened me.  I could only hope that…that Tril’s most vulnerable…um…body parts were in the same place as those of a human man.  Apparently, they were.”

Mari stole a cautious look at Ekkatt’s face.  She watched him sit deeper in his seat.  After a brief moment of silence, he let loose a spate of words in his own tongue. Tossing his head back he laughed long and hard.  The corners of Ekkatt’s yellow eyes crinkled with amusement.  He looked so human in that moment. Mari couldn’t help herself.  Laughter bubbled up inside her, and she joined him.  This was the first time since she’d awakened in the cage that she’d felt the stirrings of hope and the first time she’d allowed herself to wonder if there might be some slim chance of a future in her future.  

When their laughter died down Mari asked, “What will you do with me?”

“I told you…I’m taking you to my home.”

“But Ekkatt…you’ll…you’ll be risking your family.  I can’t allow that.  You must drop me somewhere, somewhere off the grid.  I just need--”

“What is off the grid?” Ekkatt interrupted.

“It’s an expression we use to mean in the middle of nowhere, away from civilization. Um…a place people go where the authorities can’t find them.  No computers, no utilities, no record of their existence.  They survive by their own ingenuity, their wits.  Do you understand?”

Ekkatt made that noise Mari recognized as an amused snort.  “A place like mine.  I live, as you say, off the grid.”

“But your wife, your children…my presence will endanger them.”

“I have no family, and you would die quickly in my wilderness.”

Mari considered his statement.  She wondered why Ekkatt lived alone.  She had no idea what the lifespan of his species was, but he seemed the right age to have a family.  “Oh,” she said.  She glanced at the man.  She could tell he had wearied of conversation.  “Would you mind if I close my eyes?  I haven’t slept much.”

Ekkatt shrugged.

Mari interpreted the gesture to mean, suit yourself.  She released her safety harness and stretched.  “Ekkatt…”  The man turned in her direction.  She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  She hoped it was surprise she saw in his narrowed eyes and not revulsion.  “Thank you.”



* * * *



Ekkatt set his craft down in the clearing behind his cabin.  He came in low, hovering just above the trees, before landing, soft as a cloud.  The female lay curled on her side using his gear bag as a bed, and he was reluctant to disturb her sleep.  He knew how little sleep she’d had in an earth week.

You seem to feel some affection for it.  Like one would a pet?  The chief’s words bothered him, but he didn’t know exactly why.  Ekkatt stared at the human.  He’s seen thousands of them in the twenty years he’d worked as a trapper.  He’d seen all shapes, sizes, and colors, and not a single one had ever really registered with him until now.  Why should they register?  Once he took them the females remained in stasis for the journey, and they were handed over to the market attendants immediately upon waking.  His interaction with them consisted of turning them and monitoring their life signs.    

Oh, he could tell them apart.  He’d lied to Pana.  He could definitely tell one from the other.  Some were fat, some thin.  Skin color varied.  Some had dark hair, some light, a few had red hair, like flame, like this one.  

It’s why he’d chosen her.  The sunlight shining on her hair had attracted his attention.  If he hadn’t seen the red, he would have passed her by.  Female Earthers with red hair had always attracted his attention.  They seemed to be somewhat rare. They were a curiosity that brought a higher price at market.  Now that he thought about it this female was too slender. She did not have enough soft flesh.  The chief probably would have had to give her away as part of a batch.  He should have left her to her eggs.  But, he didn’t. She’d awakened, tried to hide her fear, spoken like a civilized person, and called his entire world into question.  What had the female said to Pana?  Until you stand in my place, you have no right to call me a coward. 



* * * *



 Mari woke in a bed, a real bed, with blankets and everything.  She kept her eyes closed, imagining for just a moment that she was in her own bed back home.  I’m lying on my own super expensive super brand new pillow top mattress, covered with my super soft down comforter.  It feels like heaven.  She didn’t remember climbing into a bed.  The last thing she remembered was falling asleep on the floor of Ekkatt’s flying craft.  

Mari sighed and turned onto her side.  She opened her eyes and they fell on Ekkatt.  He appeared to be puttering about what would pass for a decent kitchen in any hunting cabin on earth.  He no longer wore the dark jumpsuit she’d grown accustomed to seeing him in, and he looked smaller.  Not that Ekkatt could look small, but he was thinner, and his build was leaner than she’d thought.  She wondered if he’d worn some sort of body armor beneath the uniform.  He also seemed shorter, maybe five or six inches shorter.  Mari blinked a few times to clear her vision.  Ekkatt might be leaner without his suit, but it hardly seemed possible that he’d be shorter.  

Boots.  He was barefoot now.  He’d worn thick soled boots on the transport ship.  She bet it was so he could easily reach the second level of cages to turn the occupants.  It’d be easier than carrying a step stool.  

She wondered why they hadn’t built a ledge to reach the second level of cages.  Then she realized that would block access to the first level. Mari wondered what the hell was wrong with her that she was even wondering about this at all.  The women she’d arrived with might already be dead.  

Ekkatt had been doing this work for twenty years.  How many women had he taken?  How often did his ship swing by Earth?  How long had his people been abducting humans?  What made her think she could trust him to keep her from hanging in a butcher shop window?  Would returning her mean his own death?  Yeah, maybe, but what was to stop him from killing her and burying her body out here in the wilderness?  What?  

Jesus Christ…was he making pancakes?  

“What is that?  What are you making?  It smells heavenly, just heavenly.”  Mari threw the cover aside and jumped out of bed, her stomach growling.  She padded into the kitchen with Ekkatt’s old shirt flapping around her knees.  She walked up behind him and inhaled.  “What is that?”

“It is a, I do not know what you would call it in your language.  It is a type of bread,” he replied in his deep voice.

“It smells amazing,” said Mari, “I am so hungry I could eat a bear.”

“You eat bears?”

“It’s just an expression,” Mari laughed, “It means I’m starving.  What do you call it in your language?”

“Lehem.”

“Huh?”

“Lehem.  It is a sweet bread for morning.”

“It sounds like lechem, you know, lechem…bread in Hebrew.  You speak Hebrew.”

Ekkatt gave one of his amused snorts.  “You question everything, human,” he replied in English.  “Be quiet and eat,” he added in his own tongue.

“Yes sir.”  Mari smiled up at him, “But I need a bathroom.  You have a bathroom?”

“You wish to bathe at this moment?”

“No…I mean I need to relieve myself.”

Ekkatt grunted his understanding, and he pointed out the open door toward a small hut twenty feet from the cabin.

“Just like on the farm back home, Ekk…” Mari called over her shoulder as she trotted to the outhouse.



* * * *



Ekk?  This is meant to be funny?  Ekkatt watched Mari shut the door to the b’yat.  Humans.  Until he’d conversed with her on the transport he hadn’t realized they possessed a sense of humor.  Sentient beings had an awareness of the absurd.  He considered her remark when they’d discussed why the cargo was kept in stasis…more cost effective.  Not only did she possess a sense of humor, but she was pragmatic, intelligent, and perhaps even cunning. She’d certainly managed to wriggle her way under his thick skin and save herself from the fate of the rest of the cargo. 

And, what she’d done to Tril had been no more and no less than he deserved.  Perhaps it was merely that the survival instincts were stronger in this one.  Perhaps all human females with red hair behaved like this.  Maybe they were a more evolved subspecies.  Since Mari was the first human female he’d ever interacted with he had no way of knowing.    

She hadn’t stirred when he’d carried her into the cabin and placed her in his bed.  It was the same as when he’d lifted her from the egg house, but then she’d been drugged.  This time she’d merely been asleep, but still, it surprised him, the trust she seemed to have in him.  

He was her kidnapper after all.  Ekkatt and his coworkers called themselves harvesters.  They harvested humanoid stock from less evolved planets to sell for meat, for cheap labor, and in some cases, for use in various houses of prostitution.  Ekkatt had never paid much attention to the destination of each shipment.  

Two hundred years ago, humans were first imported to work the mines of Masetta.  However, the males were found to be intransigent and difficult to control, and they died quickly in the smoky subterranean pits.  The females were more malleable, but not strong enough to be used as beasts of burden.  Earth would have been removed from the list of planets to be harvested had not the inhabitants of Masetta found the females to be quite tasty.  

Human flesh began to appear on the tables of the wealthy.  The flesh trade became very lucrative.  Harvesters specifically sought out females with meat on their bones.  The Masetta preferred young females, they claimed their flesh was the most tender.  The tiny humans, the offspring of the species, were the most prized, until the plague erupted and the importation of human offspring was banned. Laws were passed making the possession of a human cub punishable by death, not only of the one found to be in possession of the cub, but the death of his or her entire family.  It was a measure born of desperation.  The plague had wiped out half the population of his planet. It was deadly to women and children.  The plague was the reason Ekkatt did not have a mate.  

Men of his world far outnumbered women.  Those women who had survived the plague and those born in the twenty years since, were prized and protected.  Their fathers, brothers, and uncles arranged matches. They searched for the most prosperous males and those who could keep the females safe and isolated in the event such a plague broke out again.  Ekkatt came in frequent contact with alien species.  He would never be considered a suitable match.

Ekkatt watched Mari exit the b’yat.  He saw her find the spigot he’d installed to bring spring water for washing.  She used the cleanser he’d left beside the basin.  She washed her hands and face, and then she rinsed her mouth like a civilized person.  He’d noticed on board the ship that she had excellent teeth, straight and white.  He wondered how she cared for them.  Perhaps he would provide her with tooth powder and a small brush.  He had extras in his storage closet.  

She ran some water through her hair and combed it with her fingers.  The sunlight shone through the strands and reflected fire.  Yes, that’s what he’d seen in front of the egg house.  That same fire.  He should have ignored it.  If he had, he’d be at the auction right now, counting his cills.  He would have  celebrated with the crew at the House of Pleasure, where he would reward himself with a paid woman and toss back shots of warmed istabuk, in that order.  

His stomach lurched a bit when he saw Mari walk to the high cliff beyond his garden.  She stood with her feet on the edge.  Would she throw herself into the canyon?  He began to go to her, but he stopped when he realized she simply gazed at her surroundings taking in the mountains, the valley, and the forests of his home.  He knew then that he could never return, nor could she.  He couldn’t harvest another human female. If anyone discovered what he had done he would be on the run for the rest of his days.  All because he was partial to red hair.

















Chapter 4



“Can I help you with anything?”

“No. Sit,” Ekkatt said in his own tongue.  His voice was harsh and he seemed irritated, so Mari sat without another word.  He set a steaming stack of flat bread on the table along with a plate of sliced fruit, handed her a cup of cold water, and another bowl of what seemed to be tea.  At least the steam rising from the bowl smelled herbal, and Mari noticed a few tiny leaves floating in the bowl.  Ekkatt sat across from her.  Despite her hunger, Mari waited to see if Ekkatt practiced some sort of ritual before eating.  She didn’t want to appear rude if he prayed or gave thanks to his creator..  

“Eat,” he ordered.

“You don’t, um, say something before you eat?”

“Say something?  What would I say?”

“I was just wondering if you have a prayer or something.”

“A prayer?”

“You know, like…thanks for the food, or give us this day our daily bread?  Like…expressing gratitude to a higher power for the food?  That kind of thing?”

“Do you?”

Mari grinned.  “Yeah.  Rub-a-dub-dub, thanks for the grub.  Yay God!”

“This is what you would call a joke?”

“Jeez, Ekkatt, yes, it’s a joke.  It’s an old camp joke.  Where is your sense of humor?”

“Camp?”

“A place where we, where humans send their children for fun.  They live in the, well, kind of like this, in the wilderness for a time to learn…things.”

“You went to this camp?”  Ekkatt shoved a plate in front of her filled with bread and fruit.  Mari didn’t see any silverware, so she followed his example and tore the bread into chunks with her fingers.  She popped a piece into her mouth and chewed with relish.  

“Delicious,” Mari said. “So damn good.  Thank you, Ekkatt.  Thank you for preparing breakfast.”  She noticed a slight blush in his cheeks, and she wondered if it was embarrassment or pleasure at hearing her words.  Probably embarrassment at cooking for a subspecies.

“Camp?”  Ekkatt prompted.

“Oh.  Yes.  I went to camp every summer.”

“And what did you learn?”

“I don’t think you want to know what I learned.”

“Why is that?”

The corners of Mari’s eyes crinkled with mischief.  “I learned what a boy looks like naked.”

Ekkatt spit out his tea.  An odd look came over his face, and Mari wondered if he would order her away from the table, but then he began to laugh.  He laughed in his deep voice, and Mari giggled along with him.  There’s just something about escaping certain death and dismemberment that makes you laugh, she decided.  Don’t think about the other women.  Don’t think about them.

“Eat,” Ekkatt said, his voice more congenial now.  “When you have finished, I will show you my land.”

They ate in companionable silence.  Mari helped him clean up, and he didn’t order her away.  He’d piped water into the kitchen.  It was cold, but she didn’t mind.  If there was water, she could bathe, cold didn’t matter.  Even when she’d gone camping, Mari had always bathed.  The water could be barely above freezing, but she had to wash her hair and her face.  She hated the fact that she stunk.

“Ekkatt?”

He grunted.

“I need to bathe.  I’m not accustomed to smelling like this.  I like to be clean.  Cold water doesn’t matter.  I’m sick and tired of stinking like an animal.”  She shot Ekkatt a deliberate look that said, don’t you even think it.  He seemed to read her mind because he kept his mouth shut.  “And,” she continued, “I’m accustomed to keeping my teeth clean.  Do you know what a toothbrush is?”

“No.”

“It’s a small brush, like what those little yellow guys at the market had to brush hair, but it’s to clean teeth.  Do you have something like that?”

“Little yellow guys?”

“Must you repeat everything I say?”

“The yellow ones are called Brum.”

“Okay, little brushes like the ones the Brum had.  What are they, anyway?  Slaves?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, you have a toothbrush, or yes, the Brum are slaves?”

“Both.”

Mari crossed her arms.  “We had slaves once.  We freed them.  It was two hundred and fifty years ago.”

Ekkatt made no response.  He stalked from the kitchen and left Mari looking after him.  He returned carrying several items, a towel, something that resembled a toothbrush, a small vial of powder, and a cake of soap.  As Mari watched, he set the things on the table and walked out the door.  “Come,” he ordered in his language.  Mari picked up the items he’d brought and followed after him.

They climbed the steep hill behind his cabin. Mari walked quickly to keep up with Ekkatt’s longer strides.  Near the top Ekkatt turned off to the side, and Mari saw where he was headed.  Twenty yards farther down the trail was a rock pool.  Steam rose from the surface of the pool and from the water spilling over the rim.  It was a lovely hot spring.  

“Oh my God, yes.  Oh yes…”  Mari pushed her way past Ekkatt.  She ran to the edge of the hot spring and stuck in a toe to check the temperature.  It was perfect.  Perfect.  Ecstatic, Mari rushed back towards him and threw herself into his arms.  She knew it was foolish and she knew she could knock them over the side of the trail, but she didn’t care.  Ekkatt had brought her to a hot spring, and she could bathe like a human being.  “Thank you,” she murmured against his chest.  “Thank you, Ekkatt.”

He set her back on her feet and shoved her in the direction of the pool.  “I will stand watch,” he said, his voice rough, “to see that you are not eaten by anything.”

Mari looked at him.  “Eaten?”

“Yes, we have large…” he seemed to search for a word, “carnivores in my wilderness.”  He leaned against the rock wall, crossed his arms, and stared at her, waiting for her to get into the pool. 

“Um..Ekkatt?”

He grunted.

“Could you turn around while I remove the shirt?”

“I have seen you without garments.”

“Yes, but that was when I didn’t have any say in the matter.  Now I do.  Could you please not watch me?  You can look the other way and I’ll…I’ll scream if I see a large carnivore.  I promise.”  Ekkatt raised his eyebrows, but he did as she asked.



* * * *

 

Her touch did not offend me.  Ekkatt could hear the female splashing in the pool behind him.  She made noises, crooning noises.  Perhaps they were the sounds of satisfaction.  It certainly took very little to please her,  lehem, a pool of hot water, a bar of soap, and a tooth brush.  He was amused at her sudden modesty, but he respected her words.  That was when I didn’t have any say in the matter.  Now I do.
 Yes, he had to respect her words.  

But he found himself oddly curious, and he stole a glance over his shoulder.  Mari stood in the pool with her back to him, and the water was almost to her waist.  She held the cake of soap in her hand. He watched as she ran it up over her side and down around her hips.  The muscles of her back and arms contracted with her movements making the dragon mark appear almost animated.  He turned slightly, so he could watch, fascinated.  He could just see the slope of her breast as she lifted her arm and washed beneath it.  He was stirred by the sight, and he felt shame again. But he did not know if the shame was because of his own behavior towards her species or because he looked at her as a woman, as a man would look at a woman.  

There was not so much difference, when he thought about it, between this female and a female of his race.  The women of Attun-Ra were bigger boned, taller, heavier breasted, and their hair was blue-black like his own, but this human was not unattractive once one understood that she was a sentient being.  Mari was no more a beast than his own beloved mother. Ekkatt realized he had committed a grave sin.  

He was one of those who earned coin by sending sentient beings to their deaths, to the slaughter house.  In twenty years time he’d sent hundreds of females just like this one to market.  No.  Not like this one.  This one had opened his eyes.  He watched as Mari submerged herself and rose, her head thrown back, water streaming down her body, and he felt himself grow larger.  

Ekkatt had never seen a naked male of her species, but she said when explaining how she’d taken down Tril that their vulnerable body parts were in the same place. He knew his own scientists had confirmed that humans and the Attun-Ra had DNA in common and were sexually compatible.  At one point in time his government had considered using human females as breeding stock after the plague had decimated their own women.  Ekkatt’s band of harvesters had been asked to bring back two hundred of the most robust females they could find.  As soon as the government agent had taken possession of those women, they’d vanished from his thoughts. Ekkatt felt the blood rush to his face, and he turned around.  It was a sin to feel lust for a beast or for a subspecies.  That’s what the religious leaders of his world taught. That’s what they’d told the government.  After two years of heated discussion, the government informed the public that the plan for interbreeding had been abandoned.  The official spokesman said sexual intercourse with humans was a sin against nature, and the courts immediately made the act a crime punishable by death.  

Yet there had been quiet rumors over the years.  Ekkatt had heard them even though he spent so much time off world. The rumors hinted at the existence of a settlement of hybrid offspring and their Earth mothers, along with their Attun-Ra fathers, remnants of the state-run experiments.  He’d even heard stories of harvesters who’d had relations with their cargo.  He’d always dismissed them as rumors because the very idea of an Attun-Ra having sexual intercourse with a helpless animal, especially one in stasis, disgusted him.  

The idea that a real man would do such a thing…but Ekkatt was not so naïve as to believe that all men were equal in their hearts.  Here he was, standing on a ledge, imagining the very same thing.  Except Mari was awake, and she was not an animal.  She was as much a woman as any of his own race.

“You can turn around now,” he heard her say.  “Would you like to bathe?  I can stand guard for you.”  Ekkatt snorted.  That would be something to see, Mari facing the claws of a giant durra.

“No, I bathed early this morning,” he replied in his own language.  He saw that she’d wrapped the towel around her and rinsed out his old shirt.  She’d slung it over her bare shoulder. Water dripped from the wet shirt onto her feet.  She held the soap and other items out to him.

“Could you repeat that please?”

Ekkatt began to say the words in English, but Mari stopped him.  “No, in your language.  I think I caught most of it.  You bathed already?  Correct?”

“Yes,” he grunted, again in his own tongue.

“If you would make a habit of speaking to me in your language first before you say it in English? I might learn faster.  Would you mind?”

Ekkatt stared at her, knowing in his heart that this woman should loathe the very sight of him, and yet she did not.  She was asking for his help to learn his language.  What had she said to him on the ship?  If you came to my home, I would treat you with respect and dignity.  I would not call you an animal simply because you are not human.  She had never once treated him with anything but respect.  Her words made him wonder which one of them was the more evolved.

“I need to find you something to cover your feet,” he said, surprised to hear how harsh his own voice sounded.

“What?” he heard her ask in his own tongue.

Ekkatt pointed to her bare feet.  “Boots,” he said in both Attun and English.

“Oh, yes,” she replied, and a smile lit up her face.  “Thank you.”  

Now where in his world, was he going to find boots to fit her?

















Chapter 5



Three days later Ekkatt flew off in his craft.  Before he left he showed Mari where he stored his weapons, and he taught her to shoot one of the smaller guns.  To Mari his version of a gun was not all that different from those used by the police and the military.  She had no problem learning to aim and fire.  She just had to remember that the trigger mechanism was a bit more sensitive.  

Ekkatt put out the fire in the fireplace and closed and latched the shutters from the inside.  He advised her not to use the stove or any of the oil lamps for fear someone might notice smoke drifting up from the small chimney or light shining through the cracks beneath the windows.  He said, “If you get cold, climb into my bed.”
He
removed a huge wool blanket from a metal trunk, folded it in half, and wrapped her in it.  

“Stay inside,” he ordered, “Unless you have to use the b’yat.  And if you do, take the weapon with you.  Look all ways before you step through the door, and don’t go out at night.  I will return by sunset tomorrow.” Then he left, insisting she bolt the door behind him.  

After Mari watched the craft take off she did as he told her and closed the door and bolted it.  She leaned back against the hard surface almost overcome by a moment of pure, soul-searing, blind panic. She was alone. God-only-knew how many light years away from her planet surrounded by Attun-Ra who viewed her as subhuman and would gladly sell her for food or kill her on sight.  What about those carnivorous beasts in Ekkatt’s wilderness?  How would she manage if Ekkatt never returned?  What if his solution to their situation was to leave her here to starve to death?  Or freeze to death?  He could come back later, burn her body, and nobody would ever know.  Mari felt tears well up in her eyes.

“Oh for Christ’s sake, shut up,” Mari said aloud.  “He’s not going to do that.  He said we need supplies, so he’s going to get supplies.  Boots…remember?  Boots.”  She got a firm grip on her emotions.  

The nights were cold in the mountains, and the mornings were frosty despite the sun.  Mari hadn’t complained because it was enough to be alive, but she knew she wouldn’t survive long without warm clothing.  If she had scissors, a needle, and thread, she could rip up a couple of the woven blankets and make some clothes for herself, or she could remake some of Ekkatt’s trousers and shirts.  Mari searched through his kitchen.  She found plenty of sharp knives but no thread and no needle.  Surely he had to repair his clothing on occasion.  He didn’t have a wife around to do it for him.

Mari wondered why.  Not that she could judge the Attun-Ra, but Ekkatt seemed attractive. Mari considered him far better looking than Pana and certainly way more handsome than that insulting idiot, Leader Tril.  Mari doubted that man could lead his way out of a paper bag.  

 Ekkatt hadn’t mentioned anything about his family, but then he didn’t volunteer much.  He spoke when spoken to.  The word taciturn described him to a tee.  Mari didn’t even know why he’d saved her life.  She preferred to think he’d come to see her as a person, but who knew?  Maybe he viewed her more like a dog, and he’d become attached to her the same way a human might feel some affection for a stray animal.  Well, life as a dog beat dead any day.   It was way better than being subjected to experiments and then dissected.

Mari tip-toed into Ekkatt’s bedroom, and she worried that the mere sound of her footsteps could attract unwanted attention.  He told her if she got cold she could sleep in his bed.  His room faced the sun, and his bed was larger than the bed in the room where she slept.  Big man, big bed.  No surprise there.  She realized she felt a little chilled and fatigued despite two nights of solid sleep.  Besides, a day on this planet was about thirty-six hours long.  She had yet to adjust to the time difference.  Big man…big bed…big planet.  Mari wrapped the blanket tighter around her and climbed into Ekkatt’s bed.  She pulled his quilts up to her chin and curled onto her side.  Mari closed her eyes and inhaled.  She could smell him.  She could smell Ekkatt, and his scent comforted her.  It made her feel safe enough to set aside any worries about scientists and carnivores and dealers in human flesh.

















Chapter 6



He hated to leave her on her own.  The isolation worried him.  Anyone could come by, find her, and take her away.  As thin as she was she wouldn’t bring many cills, but someone could drag her away and sell her on the black market.  Or, she could be raped by a marauder, law or no law, and left to bleed out from a torn throat, or a giant durra could catch her and rip her to shreds.  Ekkatt tried to calm himself. This trip was necessary. If Mari was to survive he needed to find garments for her.

Winter would arrive in another few months.  The mornings were already brisk.  Mari hadn’t uttered a single word of complaint about walking on the cold ground in bare feet nor had she said anything about how exposed her bare legs felt beneath his shirts.  Perhaps if he kept her wrapped in blankets she would do all right, but that was only a temporary solution.  She needed warm, well-fitting garments and boots so they could move quickly over rough terrain if they had to.  Besides, it was cruel to expose her small body to the elements, and the cold would make her vulnerable to illness.  

Ekkatt did not like to think of himself as a cruel man, yet that’s exactly how he saw himself now.  He’d callously been harvesting her species and sending them off to slaughter for years.  If he’d ever harbored any doubts about what he was doing, he’d buried them quickly because he needed the money.  How else could he help his father pay for the care his brother required?  

Space travel was inherently dangerous, there were risks involved with harvesting, always the possibility of a mechanical failure, a crash landing, capture, few of his people were willing to take such risks, thus the share of the profits Ekkatt received was generous.  

Only his own race, the Attun-Ra, had adapted to the biomechanical implants which downloaded the many languages needed for his line of work.  He took pride in speaking multiple languages while space travel thrilled him.  The work allowed him to satisfy his curiosity about other worlds, even if those worlds  couldn’t compare to his own.

He knew damn well any species which employed a complex language to communicate was civilized.  Ekkatt had grown somewhat familiar with the regional dialects of Earth.  He understood clearly how rife with symbolism human languages were.  Creatures possessed of self awareness, who understood symbolic thought, were not beasts to be sold for table.    Humans were a smaller, weaker, less technologically sophisticated species, yes, but a sentient species nonetheless.

He’d come to realize that the direction of Mari’s thoughts was little different from his own.  If her reasoning process was this evolved, he had to ask himself how many other evolved females had he carelessly sent to their deaths.  Ekkatt didn’t like the answer.  Mari might not loathe him, but he felt enough self-loathing to more than make up for that fact. 

When he’d shown her how to fire his uustal, it had been obvious she was familiar with such a weapon.  She could have turned it on him and shot him dead for his sins.  Somehow he knew the thought never occurred to her.  She depended upon him for her survival, but that’s not what he’d seen in her eyes when he taught her to shoot.  Mari’s eyes were guileless.  She made no attempt to hide her feelings.

 

* * * *



 He’d seen fear in her eyes. He had seen curiosity, gratitude, delight, sadness, and anger, but he had never once seen murder or hatred.  Had her species been guilty of doing to him what he’d done to her, he would have murdered her in a heartbeat.  And if he had the time, he’d make sure she suffered before he killed her.  

Ekkatt harbored no illusions about his situation.  He did not possess the power to change anything.  Regardless of his new perspective on the matter, harvesting would continue and human female flesh would be served in the expensive eateries on Masetta and Banotke.  

Trade with the Banot was particularly lucrative.  He had decided, however, that the trade would have to go on without him.  He would collect his share and be done.  He hoped he wouldn’t be blamed for the disappearance of the female, but even if someone suspected him there was no proof.  After he collected his share, he’d go to his family home and speak with his father.  His father was a reasonable man, an educated man, and he would help him find a solution.  Besides, there would be clothes stored in the family compound, clothes Ekkatt and his brother had worn when they were young. They were items their mother had preserved, hoping that they would one day have families of their own.  

That was before she’d succumbed to the plague.  His brother was crippled the following spring. It was a time that came to be called the Wind of Death, for with the thaw had come the paralytic illness that felled thousands.  Those who survived the initial illness were left weakened, and their recovery took years.  Some, like his brother, lost the use of their legs.  Luckier than most, Ekkatt’s brother could walk with two walking sticks.  His father had retired early from his job as a government pilot to care for his stricken son.

Ekkatt had been off world, at the training facility on the second moon, when the illness struck.  Attun-Ra was quarantined.  He’d had to stay away for two years, helplessly waiting until the disease had run its course, while his family and friends sickened and died.  It took the scientists several more years to develop a vaccine and Ekkatt received a series of injections before he made his first trip to Earth.  The scientists had determined that just like the plague, the paralytic illness had originated on the small blue planet.  Mari’s planet.  Perhaps Mari’s people had a measure of revenge after all, Ekkatt thought.  The Harvesters passed by earth once every two years and took five hundred.  The diseases from earth had killed hundreds of thousands on Attun-Ra and caused a financial crisis.  The entire planet had been blockaded for the duration of the outbreak.  

He neared the warehouse complex and slowed his craft.

“Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae, requests permission to land.”

Ekkatt heard static for a moment and then, “Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae, permission granted.  Please land on the secondary landing site, Area Two.”

“Understood.  Why the secondary site?”

“Outbreak of Tist Fever this morning.  The guards will meet you at the gate and provide you with protective gear.”

Ekkatt felt his guts twist.  Tist Fever was nothing to him.  All the children of Attun-Ra had been exposed at one time or another.  They coughed for a few days, nothing more.  Tist Fever was deadly to humans.  They’d lost their entire stock four years before simply because one human had been inadvertently exposed.  The brokers entering the compound were supposed to be screened.  Someone had been sleeping on the job.  He and Mari had left just three days ago.  It took forty-eight to seventy-two hours for the first symptoms to appear.  That meant Mari had probably been exposed.  Fuck.  A good English curse word.  If so, she might already be sick.  

















Chapter 7



“How many have we lost, Chief Thame?”

“Forty-seven dead as of sunrise, seventy requiring medical care, the rest are in isolation.  I can’t market them until they’ve been certified disease-free, and that doesn’t count the one who disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

“Yes, the marked one.  I’ve lost track of her.”

“Perhaps she died and someone tossed her into the incinerator.”

The chief looked distressed.  “Perhaps.  No one is certain, and I can’t worry about that now.  I’m watching the best batch in years go up in smoke.  All our hard work turned to ashes. What a waste.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Ekkatt pretended sympathy.  “I went to a great deal of trouble to bring the finest.  I had hoped for an advance against the auction sales.”

“We’ll have to make another run.  I’ll have to round up a crew.”  The chief wasn’t listening to him.  “I don’t suppose you’re up for another venture?”

“Too soon,” replied Ekkatt.  “I need at least a month on the ground.  I’m sure Pana will be interested, possibly some of the others.  About the advance…”

“Yes, your brother…yes, I understand that you must pay for his care, but I can only reimburse you for the collection of the stock.  I can’t give you a cut of auction monies we may never see.” 

Ekkatt feigned irritation he didn’t feel.  “Earthers,” he said, filling his voice with disdain, “They are a weak subspecies.”

“But very delicious,” replied the chief.  “If any survive, the price will shoot up.”  The man rubbed his hands together in anticipation.  “Could be a boon if we can manage to keep the rest from falling ill.”

Ekkatt was rocked by the chief’s words.  “You’ve sampled the merchandise?”

The chief seemed a bit embarrassed.  “Well, it’s not that I make a habit of it, but you see, one should never sell anything if one is not certain of the quality.  Some of our customers are…well…quite particular.  As you know, the fatter females bring a higher price.  The meat is more tender, sweeter.  It tends to melt on the tongue.  Of course the different muscle groups each taste a bit…”

“Chief…” a handler interrupted, “We’ve found another section with the fever.”

“How many cases?” the chief asked.

“Three, so far.”

“Then separate out the rest, and get them into quarantine immediately.  I’ll be there in a moment.”  

Willing his face into an impassive mask Ekkatt watched the chief unlock his safe and pull out a roll of currency.  He counted out twenty large bills and handed them to Ekkatt.  “This will have to do.  We should know how many we have left for auction in a week or so.”  The chief strode to the door.  He turned.  “If you think you can manage another trip, I’ll make it worth your while.  You’re one of my best trappers.”

“I’ll consider it,” answered Ekkatt.  His smile was grim.  “I’ll definitely consider it.”

Ekkatt strode past the male receptionist with a nod.  He walked stiffly though the holding facility forcing himself to greet those handlers he knew.  Fortunately, everyone was distracted and had no time for small talk.  At the gate he removed his protective gear and dropped it into the bag provided.  He scrubbed his hands at the faucet.  He headed towards his ship, and once he was out of sight of the men he doubled over and began to vomit.  The retching was so violent he thought he would bring up blood.  Finally, the nausea subsided, and he sat back on his heels wondering where he would find the strength to face Mari. Yet he felt desperate to put as much distance as he could between himself and his chief, and what he had come to see as a house of horrors.  He hurried to his craft.

“Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae, requesting permission to lift off.”

“Permission granted, Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae.  Fly safe.”

Ekkatt lifted off as though he had all the time in the world.  He rose straight up, and when he reached flight altitude, he made a sharp left and raced to the cabin.  He had to get home.  He prayed to Mari’s helpless, ineffectual god that she still lived. 



* * * *



Darkness had long since fallen by the time Ekkatt landed in the clearing.  He was glad to see that for all intents and purposes, the cabin appeared to be shuttered for the winter.  Mari had heeded his warnings, but at the same time, his chest felt tight, and he was afraid of what he would find when he unlocked the door.  He stepped over the threshold, closed and bolted the door behind him.  All was quiet.  

“Mari,” he called out.  “Mari, where are you?”  He didn’t want to frighten her if she was sound asleep.  “Mari,” he repeated.  There was no answer.

Ekkatt didn’t see her curled up in his big chair, nor was she in her own bed.  He’d told her she could sleep in his bed if she got cold.  While the chill in the cabin didn’t affect him, Ekkatt imagined it would be uncomfortable for one such as Mari.  Ekkatt’s species could see very well in the dark, so he had no trouble making out the small lump in his bed, quilts piled over the top.  

“Mari,” he said softly, “I’ve returned.”

The lump didn’t move.  Ekkatt approached the bed and rested a hand on top of the lump.  “Mari.  I’m here.”  Still nothing.

“Mari…”  Ekkatt lifted the quilts with hesitation in his movements.  Mari lay there, covered by the thick wool blanket he’d wrapped her in many hours ago.  She didn’t appear to be breathing, and the thought that she might be dead cut through his chest like a knife.  At that moment she sucked in a ragged breath.  Ekkatt sighed with relief, but his relief was short-lived.  He touched her cheek, and he knew.  Tist Fever.  Fuck.  Fuck.  Fuck.  He had to lower her temperature, fast.

“Mari,” Ekkatt threw back the quilts and heard her moan, “Mari, you must wake up.  Mari, do you hear me?”  When he pulled the blanket off her, she began to shiver.  “Mari, I must get your fever down.  I will bathe you, and you must wake up and take…” he searched for a word in her language, “medicine.  You must take some medicine.”

“No…” she muttered, her eyes closed, “No. Cold.  No.”

Ekkatt lifted her in his arms and carried her to the kitchen.  He kept a washtub in there for use in the winter.  He could feel her shivering increase until it became quaking.  Her head lolled against his shoulder.  Ekkatt balanced her in one arm while he reached into a cabinet.  He pulled out a vial of brown colored liquid.  He managed to open the lid and suck up a dropper full of the thick stuff.  He sat in a chair and arranged Mari’s limp body on his lap.  

“Open your mouth.”

The human merely whimpered.

“Mari, open your mouth, and take this medicine.”

She tried to follow his instructions, but the effort seemed too much for her.  Tugging down on her chin, Ekkatt slipped the dropper into her mouth, squeezing out the liquid.  Mari grimaced but she swallowed.  Ekkatt then refilled the dropper and made her swallow again.  He grabbed a towel and laid her down on the floor while he filled the washtub, mixing hot water heated on the stove with cold water from the spigot.  

From experience, Ekkatt knew the normal human body temperature was ninety-eight point six degrees, a full degree lower than that of his species.  Judging by the feel of her skin, Mari’s temperature was pushing one hundred and four.  Over years of harvesting, he’d gotten quite good at estimating body temperature even without his hand-held monitor.  

When he guessed that the water was tepid for a human, Ekkatt pulled his shirt off her small body and submerged her in the tub.  Her eyes flew open, and she let out a yelp as the water covered her.  He knew it must have felt icy in comparison to the heat she gave off.  The woman stared into his face, as if seeing him for the first time.  Her green eyes grew big and round.  He noticed that her pupils were not merely green but the green contained specks of gold. They resembled the rivers of his world in the summer. They were a transparent emerald green with flecks of minerals that caught the sunlight.  He knelt on the floor beside the tub, and propping her up with one arm, sponged her face, neck, and chest, even wetting her hair.  Her head fell against his shoulder.

“Ekkatt…” she spoke his name around chattering teeth.  “Wh…wh…why?”

“Because you are sick, Mari.”

“You…you came back…came back for me.”

“Yes.”

“Wh…what do I have?”

“The Tist Fever.  It is common among my people.”  Now was not the time to tell her how deadly it was to humans.

Mari fell silent as he continued to pour water over her.  Her skin gave off so much heat that he almost expected to see steam rise.  The teeth chattering continued unabated.  Ekkatt hoped the medication would begin to work and reduce her fever.  He’d have to give it to her every four hours along with the baths.  Even if she survived the fever her lungs might fill with fluid, and she would suffocate.  That was how the disease killed humans. It filled their lungs until they drowned.

“Ekkatt,” came her weak voice.

“Yes, little human?”

“Perhaps you should…should kill me now.  It might be kinder.”

Ekkatt lifted her head from his shoulder and looked into her face. He was astonished at her words.  He saw the corner of her mouth turn up, and she managed to wink at him before she closed her eyes.  He realized she was teasing.  

“No, little human,” he said. “You will not die.”

“Little human,” she murmured.  Mari didn’t speak again for three long days.  

















Chapter 8



“No, I can walk by myself.  You don’t have to baby me, Ekkatt.”

“You sat up for the first time yesterday.  There is no need for you to walk to the b’yat.  I can carry you.”

Mari crossed her arms, and what he’d come to recognize as the stubborn look came over her face.  “I will walk.  It’s good for me to walk.  I need to move around, make my lungs work a bit.  I told you, I am no stranger to illness.  I’ve had something like this on earth.  It’s called Influenza A, and when you catch it, believe me, you wish you would die, but you don’t.”

“Because you are lucky.  Most humans die of Tist Fever.”

“Oh…now you tell me this?”

Ekkatt actually grinned at her.  “I did not wish to frighten you.  My people say that if one believes he will die, very often, he does indeed die.”

“Mind body connection.  We say the same thing on my planet.”  Mari stared straight ahead.  “Sometimes I forget,” she said.

“Forget?”

“That this is not my home.”

Ekkatt made no reply.

“All right.” Mari pushed herself to her feet. “I’m walking to the b’yat.”  She shuffled toward the small building. The long blanket he’d wrapped around her naked body trailed after her.  Ekkatt followed to make certain she didn’t trip and fall.  When she reached the outhouse, Mari turned and looked at him.  “Go,” she said. “Sit over there.”  She pointed to the step.  “If I need help, I’ll call you.”

Ekkatt sat leaning back against the cabin.  He closed his eyes, letting the warm sun wash away some of his weariness.  He’d barely slept in a week. He’d been determined that this woman would live.  Between the medicine and the baths he’d been able to manage her fevers, but then she’d begun to cough.  He feared she’d reached the end of her strength, and the disease would take her.  On the fifth day, miraculously, she’d rallied and swallowed some concentrated nutrient broth.  Now she coughed only in the mornings, and she’d been able to eat and drink for the past two days.  The woman had lost flesh.  He would help her gain it back.  She needed to be strong when the snows arrived.

Her body, while much more slender than the women of his own race, was otherwise the same, Ekkatt mused.  It was only her hair color and eye color that were different. Her skin did not contain quite as much pigment, but then he knew that the skin tone of human women varied.  It was considered a curiosity.  

Most of the species in his region of space were singular.  His own species, the Attun-Ra, all had yellow eyes, blue-black hair, and light bronze skin.  His people were taller and stronger than humans although he had noticed the occasional human who was every bit as tall and strong as an Attun-Ra.  Her people were softer though.  Those he harvested were generally quite fleshy.  Mari was not one of those, but her skin felt very soft to the touch.  

He’d come to enjoy the sensation of her beneath his fingers.  He’d found pleasure in the silk of her hair, and he’d taken comfort in the smoothness of her skin.  Ekkatt knew his own religious leaders would call such feelings a sin against nature.  Their opinion on the subject had come to matter nothing to him.  The little human, on the other hand, had come to matter a great deal.  

“Ekkatt?”

“Hmm?”  He kept his eyes closed, the sound of her voice caressing him like a soft breeze.

“I’m going to bathe properly in the hot spring, and then I’ll help you into bed.  You haven’t slept in days, and I don’t want you to get sick.”

Ekkatt opened his eyes and smiled.  “You will help me into bed?”

Mari grinned at him.  He knew she felt much more like herself.  “Yes, I’m putting you to bed. And you’re going to sleep until you’ve recovered.  All I need you to do is let me lean against you while I brush my teeth…and maybe give me a shove up the hill.  I can get down myself.”

“No,” Ekkatt stretched.  “I will accompany you.  I need to bathe as well.  Besides, this is the mating season for the giant durra.  They are very hungry this time of year.”

“I swear you’re making that up,” replied Mari.  “I think a giant durra is a beast your people use to frighten children, like our bogey man.”  She sank down on the step next to him.  Her arm pressed against his.

“What is a bogey man?”

“He’s a very bad man who comes at night and steals children away…” she stopped suddenly.

“A man like me.”

“No, Ekkatt,” Mari touched the side of his face with delicate fingers.  She rose up onto her knees.  To his surprise, she leaned over and pressed her lips against his.  “You are no bogey man.”  

He watched her eyes fill with tears, and the water leaked down her cheeks.  He reached a hand touching the wetness as he’d done on the ship.  

“You are crying for me.  Why?”

“Because,” she leaned her forehead against his, “because you’re a good man, Ekkatt.  A good man.  I see how you struggle with your conscience.  I can see it in your eyes.”

“I took you from your home.  I stole you away.  There were so many. I took so many…” his voice broke.

Mari wrapped her arms around him. She held him and comforted him.  Ekkatt slid his own arms around her narrow waist and pressed his cheek against her chest. He wanted the comfort of her body almost as much as he wanted her absolution.  He knew she was offering both.

“Mari, I would break you.”

“No, Ekkatt, there are men on my planet as big as you, bigger.  You will not break me.”

“My people…the religious leaders say it is a sin to mix with other species.”

“Listen to me,” Mari knelt before him.  “You’ve seen my people.  We come in many colors.  Two hundred years ago, a hundred years ago, even fifty years ago, it was against the law for humans of different color to marry, to fall in love.  Even today, some of our religious leaders preach that it is a sin, that mixing of the races is evil.  But it’s not, Ekkatt, it’s not a sin.  They are afraid.  They are afraid of change, afraid of the other.  Does this make sense to you?”

Ekkatt didn’t know how to respond.  He almost laughed.  A human, lecturing him.

“My planet has a violent past.  We’ve spent centuries killing each other over religious differences, cultural differences, hair color.”  Mari grinned, and he knew she was teasing him a little.   “People just like me have murdered millions of other people just like me.  And they believed they were justified.”

“But what I’ve done cannot be justified.  Nothing can be changed.  I cannot return you or stop the harvesting.  It will go on without me.”

“I know.”

“Then why do you not hate me?  Why do you not loathe the sight of me?  Were I to stand in your place, as you challenged Pana to do on the ship, I would want you dead.  I would want to kill you with my own hands.”  He’d said it. He’d finally spoken aloud the words that had been eating him alive.

He heard Mari make a choking sound.  He thought she would begin to cough, but instead she began to cry.  “You are not a cruel man.  I knew when I saw you that first day, when I was so frightened and you were kind.  You were gruff, but you were kind.  You heard my words, and you didn’t put me back to sleep.  You brought me a tunic…you gave me that dignity, that face.  I knew then that you didn’t see me as an animal.  You’ve made a terrible sacrifice for me and because of that, you can’t return to your life either.  We are both in exile.  Don’t you see?  Neither of us can go home.  What will your people do to you if they find out?”

“I will be put to death.”

“Well then, we’ll have to make sure they never find out.  Can we do that, Ekkatt?  Will it be possible to hide away from your authorities?  Does anyone know you took me?”

“No one.  It is assumed you died of the fever, and your body was thrown into the incinerator before anyone began the count.”

“Ewww…”

“What is this ewww?”

“It’s an expression that means ewww, disgusting…”

Ekkatt grunted.

“All right, enough,” he heard her say in a firm voice.  “Enough recriminations.  I want to brush my teeth, take a bath, and go to sleep in your bed. I’m too tired to do it by myself.  Come.  Help me.”  She rose to her feet, tugging at his hand.

Ekkatt resisted, holding her hand tight in his.

“You fought me.  You fought hard.  It took three of us to subdue you…at the house of eggs.”  

For the space of a few heartbeats, Mari kept silent, her face a blank.  Finally, her voice as quiet as his, she said, “I have no memory of what happened.”

“I removed it.  I did not want you to remember that particular fear.”

“Why me, Ekkatt?  Why me?”

Ekkatt sighed.  “I saw the sun glinting off your hair.”

He felt her legs go, and he scooped her into his arms.  He sat with her on the stoop, holding her, while she cried the salt tears against his chest.  Ekkatt comforted Mari the best he could, singing a song that mothers sang to their small children, and in time, she quieted.  Still, she did not lift her head while tremors shook her.

“I fought hard?”  He heard her ask in a soft voice.

“Yes.”

“Did I hurt anyone?”

“Yes.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“No.  I am good at what I do.  You gave Pana a bleeding nose, and the other, Sitwa, a bleeding mouth.  And we were all covered with the eggs.”

“I’m glad I hurt them.  I should have given you a black eye.”

“You may give it to me now, if you wish.”

Mari lifted her head meeting his gaze, her face tear-streaked, her smile crooked.  “I don’t wish.  We can’t go back, Ekkatt.  I have a second life.  It began on the day I woke in the cage.  On the day you spoke with me.”

Ekkatt hesitated before he replied.  “I do not know that I could be so forgiving.”

“Do you know what survivor guilt is, Ekkatt?”

“No.”

“You live with the guilt of what you’ve done.  I live with the guilt of what I haven’t done.  I didn’t help them.  The rest of them…the other women on that transport, they died, or they will die soon.  That’s the guilt I must accept.”

“There was nothing you could do for them.  Their fates were sealed the moment I captured them.”  He heard Mari sigh.  She snuggled deeper into his arms and the feeling was one of comfort.  

“Red hair, huh?”  Mari teased.  “You’re partial to red hair?”

Ekkatt could feel blood rush to his face, and he swore he was blushing like a human.

“If I’d known that, maybe I would have worn a hat.”

Ekkatt snorted as he understood her joke.

“Can you…can you help me bathe, please?  I’d like to shampoo my red hair, brush my teeth, and then…I think…I think I need to sleep for a while.”

“Yes, little human.  I will bathe with you today.”

Mari raised an eyebrow.

“And I will carry you to the spring.”



* * * *



Ekkatt lifted her with ease and carried her up the trail to the hot spring.  He set her down on the edge, removing the blanket she’d kept wrapped around her.  This time when Ekkatt looked at her, Mari knew he saw her as a man sees a woman, despite the fact that she wasn’t at her best. Even before the bout of Tist Fever, she’d begun losing weight, but Ekkatt gazed at her body with tenderness, admiration, and yes, unveiled lust.

He reached a hand toward her, his fingertips grazing her nipple.  He smiled as he watched it tighten into a small, pink bud.  Mari sucked in a breath. Her eyelids instantly grew heavy, but she forced them up, and she smiled back at him.  

“Your nipples,” he said. “They are so sensitive.  Many things make them grow erect.  The chill of the air, the touch of my shirt against your skin, the brush of my fingers, even the sight of the setting sun, and the rushing river arouses you.  His fingers traced a path across her chest, brushing the other nipple, eliciting the same response.  “It is automatic, this response?”

Mari didn’t trust herself to speak.  She nodded.  She watched Ekkatt’s nostrils flare.  She knew he could smell her arousal, could hear how wildly her heart pounded at his touch as his fingers traced the contour of her collarbone, and stroked the side of her neck.

“Your pulse is fluttering, here.”  He pressed lightly on her carotid.  “Mari, I do not wish to hurt you.  Your body is frail.  It is not sturdy like the females of my race.”

“Ekkatt, do you wish to be with a female of your race right now?”  Her voice was low, hoarse with desire.

“No, Mari.  I wish to be with you.”

Mari lifted up the corners of his shirt.  Ekkatt ducked so she could pull it over his head.  She tossed his shirt away.  This was the first time she’d seen him bare-chested.  Ekkatt had always been fully clothed in her presence.  Mari gazed at him in awe.  The man was hard and lean and sculpted, with a set of broad shoulders, a muscled chest, and a taut abdomen.  Mari noticed that just like a human, he had a navel.  Without thinking, she leaned forward and ran her tongue across it.  Ekkatt jerked but he didn’t move away.  Mari wondered for an instant how the sexual practices of his people differed from hers.  Perhaps they didn’t use their tongues or their lips, but when she stroked his chest and saw him close his eyes, she knew he didn’t care about any differences.  Nor did she.  

Mari brushed her hands over Ekkatt’s erection, and he growled.  He lowered her into the pool. She stood, water up to her hips, steam rising around her body, waiting.  “Look at me, little human, and tell me if this is what you want.”  He removed his loose trousers and Mari did look.  She licked her lips.  Ekkatt was very much a man.  He stepped into the pool and lifted her chin so she could look into his eyes when she gave her answer.

“Yes, Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae, this is what I want.”  To make her point, she touched him.  He was no different than a human male.  A big human male, Mari thought.  The corner of her mouth turned up in a half-smile.  

Ekkatt smiled back in his feral, cat-like way, the lids over his yellow eyes heavy.  “Turn,” Mari heard him say, his voice husky.  “The first day…the first day when I brought you to this place, I watched you bathe.  I liked the way you looked, the water lapping against your hips, the dragon mark moving with your skin as you washed.  Turn.”

Mari’s knees felt like butter left out in the sun when she heard his words, but she managed to turn around.  She glanced over her shoulder, and the fire she saw in Ekkatt’s eyes seared her to the core.  “Lift your hair,” he said.  Mari twined her hands in her hair and raised the long auburn curls to the top of her head.  Ekkatt’s fingers traced the dragon tattoo across her back, up to her neck, down to her buttocks.  He reached around her to caress the slope of her breast. His fingers stopped to toy with her nipple.  Mari let out a moan.  She felt his other hand wrap around her waist.  

He pulled her hard against him as he thrust his big, hard, thick, hot length along the small of her back, just above her bottom.  Mari let out a gasp.  Would he take her from behind?  Oh God…she didn’t know if she could handle him in that position, at least, not the first time.  What if that was the position his people preferred?

She felt his mouth along the back of her neck.  He dragged his lips over the curve of her shoulder.

“Your fragrance…the fragrance of your skin…” he murmured against her, “It…it is very arousing.  It makes me hard as the stones on these mountains.  Mari…”

Ekkatt turned her to face him. Then, he lifted her out of the water, sat her on the ledge.  Their eyes met.  Mari saw pure, unadulterated lust in his.  

“Spread your legs,” he growled.  Mari did as he ordered her, and he stepped between them.  “I don’t’ know if your people do this,” he murmured, “but I must taste you.”  He slid a finger between her legs, inside her.  “Here.” 

A sob escaped Mari’s lips, and she nodded.  Ekkatt dropped to his knees in the pool, pressing a hand on the inside of each of her thighs, spreading her wider.

“You are beautiful here,” he said, “Pink and glistening.”  He ran his fingers through the folds of her sex.  “So soft, like the most precious saaruan.”  Ekkatt lowered his mouth to her.  His tongue slipped inside her, tasting her, and he hummed.  

Oh.  My.  God.  Ekkatt was humming with his tongue inside her.  Mari threw her head back whimpering into the wind.  She wrapped her hands in his long blue-black hair and held on as his tongue slid upward. He found her clit.  He circled the swollen bud, licking around her, over her, and then he nipped her.  Mari cried out with pleasure.  

Ekkatt lifted his head.  “Have I hurt you, little human?  Do you wish me to stop?”

“Oh, God, no,” replied Mari, her voice hoarse. “Don’t stop unless you plan to fuck me…right…now.”

“Fuck you?”

“Yes.”

Ekkatt looked up at her with a wicked smile.  He rose to his feet, dragging a slick finger over her clit.  “I like that phrase,” he said.  “Say it again.” 

“Fuck me.  Please.  Fuck.  Me.  Ekkatt.”

He leaned down and bit her nipple as Mari moaned. 

“With pleasure, human.”  Ekkatt took one of Mari’s hands and wrapped it around the base of his cock.  “You control how I enter.  I will help you.”

Panting, wanting him buried deep inside, Mari ran the swollen head of his penis through her folds, spreading her moisture on him and  pressing him  against the opening to her body.  Mari wrapped her free arm around his shoulders and drew him closer. 

“Please, Ekkatt,” she whimpered, “Just, just…oh my God,” she cried out as he plunged inside.



* * * *



Ekkatt let out a deep, visceral groan.  He had never experienced anything like this female.  Her body gripped him like a fist.  She was so tight and so hot.  He heard her cry out his name, and he swore in English.  He didn’t want to hurt her, but he couldn’t stop.  He buried himself to the hilt. The pleasure of her body around his was something he couldn’t have imagined in his wildest dreams.  He withdrew nearly all the way and thrust again and again and again as Mari clung to him with all her strength. 

“Am I hurting you?” he managed to grit out in English.

Mari took his face in her hands.  “In a very, very good way,” she whispered, then she pulled his face to hers, laying her lips against his.  He didn’t know what she was doing, but he allowed it.  She nipped his lower lip with her teeth.  Without thinking, he opened his mouth.  Mari thrust her tongue inside in a blatant mimicry of his thrusts into her body.  An Earth custom, he thought, but then he didn’t care.  He threaded his hands in her hair and reacted, tangling his tongue with hers in the same rhythm as his hips.  

He felt Mari’s breathing quicken along with his own as she neared her peak.  She tried to pull her mouth away, but he held her in place, thrusting both his tongue and his uus without mercy now, out of control.  Ekkatt felt her tremors begin, vibrating all along the sensitive skin of his shaft.  Just then, Mari tore her mouth from his and screamed.  Aroused beyond measure, Ekkatt gripped her hips and thrust deep.  

“Mari…I…Mari…I am sorry…I cannot stop…when I…when I…” He growled like a wild animal as he bit down on her neck.  



* * * *



Mari’s orgasm struck like a bomb blast and she reeled backwards, tearing her mouth from Ekkatt’s and screaming out loud.  He thrust deep,  spurting his hot seed inside her.  Mari heard him say something in his own language. His voice sounded harsh and his words guttural and impossible to understand, and then he bit her neck.  His teeth were surprisingly sharp.  A part of Mari’s brain knew she should be shocked and horrified or that she should shove him away, but her body didn’t care.  Ekkatt’s action propelled her into the strongest, sweetest, most earth-shattering orgasm she’d ever experienced.  

With shaking hands, she clutched his head and held him as he sucked at the wound he had made.  His cock pulsed inside, while his body trembled.  After a few moments Ekkatt stilled. He pulled his mouth from the side of her neck and licked the wound with his tongue.  Finally he raised his head and looked into her eyes. His own were hooded, as if he was ashamed of what he’d done.  Mari saw her blood on his lips. She noted with astonishment that he had large canines.  

“I have marked you, Mari.  I am sorry.  It is…”

“It is what you do when you make love,” Mari finished for him.

He leaned his forehead against hers.  “It is a holdover from the days when we were hunters.  We tore our prey apart with our teeth.  Now we do not eat flesh…except…except for this.  When we are aroused…I cannot control…I have hurt you.”  Ekkatt began to withdraw from her.

“No,” she said.  He stopped.  “Stay.  Just stay.  I’m not ready for you to leave me yet.”

“Mari…”

“No, Ekkatt.  I’m fine.  I’m…fine.  Don’t pull out.  Don’t.”

She lifted her head and made him look at her.  “I have never experienced anything like this…like you.”  She kissed him, tasting blood.  It did not repel her.  Ekkatt’s action did not repel her.  She ran her thumb over his bottom lip, touching his canines.  They were already beginning to retract.  

“I have never…” Ekkatt began to speak, but he stopped.

“Never what?”

“The men who are mated have spoken of this.  They have said that when they reach their peak with the female, with their own female, they do this.  I have never before done this. I have always resisted.  I have never tasted the blood of a woman before.  Mari, you are sweet,” his smile was shy, “in both places I licked.”

Mari grinned at him.  “We have a saying on earth, there’s a first time for everything.  You did not hurt me.  You gave me…you gave me more pleasure than I ever dreamed a man could give a woman.”

Ekkatt grinned back at her. Studying his face, Mari realized he was a very handsome man, with high cheekbones, lovely slanted eyes, a Grecian nose, and his wide, sensuous mouth.  He did pull out of her then, and she groaned, closing her eyes.  Ekkatt stretched his arms around her and pressed her to his chest.  Boneless, Mari, leaned her head on his shoulder. 

“I should carry you to bed, little human.  You are still recovering.  We can bathe later.”

“Ekkatt?”

“Yes?”

“When you put me to bed, can we do this again?”

Mari heard Ekkatt snort as his broad chest shook with laughter.  He swung her up in his arms so fast her head swam.  

“Yes, little human, I would like nothing more than to do it again.”

















Chapter 9



“You know my anatomy,” said Mari, toying with Ekkatt’s small brown nipple. “But, I don’t know the names of your…parts.”

She lay with her head nestled on his shoulder.  

“Ah, my parts?  I have many parts.  Which parts are you most interested in?”

She knew he was teasing her.  She’d come to learn that Ekkatt possessed a very dry sense of humor.  “We can start with the most important part.”  She stroked his penis where it lay at half-mast on his thigh.  She felt it twitch beneath her fingertips.

Ekkatt chuckled.  “Uus.”

Mari lifted her head.  “Us?”

“No, uus, in your tongue pronounced as oos.”

“Oh, like uustal, the weapon you gave me…the pistol.  Same root word then, they both shoot something.”

“Yes,” Ekkatt snorted, “They both shoot something.”

“And this part?”  Mari leaned up on an elbow and she reached down and caressed his scrotum.  She watched the soft sac contract.

“Senn,” he replied, his voice low.  Mari felt his hand thread its way into her hair.  His fingers grazed her scalp.

“Nice,” murmured Mari, closing her eyes.  Her finger reached for the round bud of his nipple.  “This?”

“Tziva.”

“For men and women?”

“Tzivet for women.”  He put a hand on either side of her rib cage and pulled her on top of him.  He positioned her so her breast dangled near his mouth.  “I like your words better.  They are more…raw.”  Ekkatt took Mari’s nipple into his mouth and sucked.

“Which words?”  Mari breathed.  Ekkatt nipped at her, making her gasp. He rolled her beneath him.

“Fuck,” he said, “is a very good word.  So much meaning in one tiny word.  So many applications.”

“What do you…?” Mari moaned as Ekkatt went to work on her other nipple. “What do you call sexual intercourse?”

“Asam makay vesh ba.”

“That’s a lot of words to describe fucking.”

Ekkatt grunted and licked his way down her belly.  He lifted his head.  “I like the noises you make when I taste you, here.”  He spread her legs and licked her clit.  Mari whimpered.  “Yes, those noises.  I wish to see you, little human, when you reach your peak.”

“When I…when I come?”  Mari could barely speak.

“Yes,” Ekkatt grinned up at her. “When you come.  Another good word.  A very excellent word.”

When he finished with her, Mari felt weak as a kitten.  Moving her little finger was probably more than she could handle.  But then Ekkatt loomed over her. His eyes were mere slits, his canines sharp, and his hard length was pressed against her. Unable to resist, she opened for him.  He filled her completely.  

“You on top, Mari.” He reversed their positions. “So I can play with these pink tips.”  As Ekkatt tugged on her nipples Mari felt herself moving helplessly toward another orgasm.  He spread his legs and Mari closed hers, holding him even tighter within her body. Her clit rubbed along his cock with every stroke.  She heard Ekkatt mutter in his own language.  

“Oh, yes,” gasped Mari, “Ekkatt…yes…yes…oh God…yes…” as he thrust into her, hard. Through half closed eyes, Mari watched Ekkatt lift his head.  His mouth closed on her arm. With a low growl, he sank his teeth into her.  They climaxed together.  



* * * *



Mari woke to an odd humming noise and a gentle vibration against the side of her neck.  She pried her eyes open.  Ekkatt sat beside her on the bed.  He’d put the sheaths on his fingers, the sheaths Mari had seen him wear to interact with the computers on board the transport and when he’d flown his own craft.  

“What…what are you doing?”

“I am healing you.  The small wounds.  This...” he lifted up a hand, “machine will heal you quickly.  It is what you would call bio-mechanical.  One of the functions is to heal living tissue.  If you wish to continue to fuck me, little human,” he grinned at her, “I will continue to lose control.  I would not have your perfect skin marred in any way.  Lie still.” 

Mari closed her eyes and let Ekkatt work.  “What if you don’t have those?” she asked.  “What do your people do?”

“Some women wear the marks with pride.  They wish others to know they have been taken.  Others prefer to be healed.  You are tender, Mari.  I would heal you, and then I will feed you.”

“Mmmm,” she replied, “Sounds good.  I’m starving.  Speaking of which…you are a vegetarian yet I did notice that you seemed to enjoy the taste of my blood.  I heard your explanation, that it’s kind of a primitive reflex…like…oh, I don’t know, like crying.  If I’m very angry or sad, I cry.  If you are very aroused, you drink blood.”

Ekkatt finished and removed the sheaths from his hand.  He folded them carefully and set them in a drawer.  “We pride ourselves on our control.  The Attun-Ra do not show a great deal of emotion, at least, not to those outside of our family.  It was not always this way.  Long ago, we were a very violent people.  What you would describe as cruel, warlike, bloodthirsty.  Our stories tell us that we hunted the beasts of this world, and when we caught them, we ate them alive.  Some tribes did this to other tribes.”

“Cannibalism,” commented Mari.  “Up until the last century, there were a few isolated tribes on Earth that practiced cannibalism…they ate other human beings.  They believed that by ingesting their enemy, they gained his or her power.  It’s forbidden, you know, to eat another human being.”

Ekkatt cleared his throat.  “I have learned only recently that some of my own people have tasted human flesh.  I am sickened at the thought.  I am no longer convinced that the Attun-Ra are as civilized as we like to think we are, Mari.”

Mari’s mind spun as she listened to his words.  This man was no longer the man who had kidnapped her.  No, he had never been that man.  A leopard couldn’t change its spots.  If Ekkatt had always been cruel and indifferent she wouldn’t be standing here now.  

It wasn’t personal.  He didn’t take me because he hates me or my species.  He didn’t take me as a prisoner of war.  He took me because it was his job.  He was paid, and paid well to take me and others like me.  The Nazis killed Jews and claimed they were just following orders.  They told themselves the Jews were sub-humans, the same way the Attun-Ra have convinced themselves that humans are an insentient species.  I have made love with this man.  What does that make me?  A collaborator?  A traitor to my own species?  But Ekkatt has risked his life for me.

He’ll be put to death if we’re caught and I’ll be sent to a slaughter house.  I am in love with my enemy.  “No, you are a civilized man,” she replied.  “I don’t blame you.  If I blame you, then I must blame myself for…for caring for you.  I’m sorry, I have to pull a Scarlet O’Hara on you.”

Ekkatt appeared confused.  “I do not know this phrase.”

“It means that when one is faced with a conundrum that can’t be solved, one decides not to think about it.  I can’t think about this today, Ekkatt, I’ll go crazy if I think about it.  I’ll think about this tomorrow.”

“So you cannot solve this puzzle?”

“No.  I can only live with what today brings.”

“I agree.  This Scarlett O’Hara theory is very wise.  I will remember it.”  Ekkatt rose from the bed.  He suddenly stopped and stared at her.  “I do not believe I heard you correctly.”

“I said I’ll think about this tomorrow.”

“No, you said something else.”

Mari flushed.  “I said I care for you, Ekkatt.”

“Do you care for me because I have spared your life?” his voice was gruff.

Mari shook her head no.

“Then why would you care for me, little human?  I have done nothing but bring you sadness and death.”

Clutching a blanket to her chest, Mari rose up on her knees.  She put a hand on Ekkatt’s cheek and gazed into his eyes.  He had seemed so feral and so cat-like to her, but now that she knew him  and she’d been with him he seemed so warm and kind.  “No, Ekkatt.  You brought me life.  You don’t have a clue what I’m talking about, I know, but I was dead even before you took me. You gave me a second chance.  You gave me life,” she said, tapping her chest, “here.” 

Ekkatt appeared confused.  “I don’t understand.  I took you from your world.  I stole your life.”

“No, Ekkatt, you returned it to me.”

He grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to him.  His voice was hoarse.  “That thing you do with your mouth…against my mouth…do it now.”















Chapter 10



“I have prepared food.  I can bring it to you here or we can eat together at the table.”

“I’ll join you.”  Mari reached for one of Ekkatt’s shirts.  

“You need warm clothing,” he commented while studying her bare legs.

“Yes, and boots.  You were going to get me boots.”

Ekkatt smiled, his smile making the corners of his eyes crinkle.  “I’ll think about that tomorrow.  Come and eat today.”

“Ah,” laughed Mari, “I see that I am teaching you all the wrong things.”  She tossed on Ekkatt’s shirt to follow him to the kitchen.

“No,” Ekkatt shook his head.  “I like these things.  This kissing with the mouth is very…what is the word?  Erotic?  And, I enjoy the cock-sucking.  A very unusual sensation.  Just the memory makes me hard again.”

Mari heard him growl low in his throat while she stuttered out an incoherent reply.

“That is what you call it?  Cock-sucking?” he asked.

Mari cleared her throat.  “Well, yes and no.”  She giggled.  “We call…we call people we dislike cock-suckers.  It’s not a nice thing to call them, but the act…the act itself when done between two people who care about each other?  That is called oral sex or in English slang, a blow job.”

Ekkatt’s eyebrows lifted.  “There was no blowing involved.  You did not blow, you sucked, and you licked.  I think this blow job is a misnomer.”

Mari’s smile was wide. “Yes.  I sucked your cock, and I would say it was…um…one of the more memorable experiences of my life.  You…um…you made a big impression on me.”

Ekkatt must have understood her joke, because he threw his head back and laughed deep and throaty.  “I am bigger than your human males,” he said, his chest more than a bit puffed out with machismo.

“You are indeed,” Mari murmured.  She sat across from him at the small table. He served her a plate that contained a cooked grain similar in texture to Qinoa, a bowl with a soup of vegetables and the amino acid broth, and fresh fruit.  While reaching for another plate Mari discovered something similar to cheddar cheese, but since she hadn’t seen any cows she assumed it might be some sort of fermented protein paste.  Starving, Mari cleaned her plate.  Ekkatt offered her more, but she declined.  She wondered aloud how he managed to get enough calories with his vegetarian diet. 

“I eat far more than you.  You have merely been too sick to notice.”  He pointed at her.  “You must eat more.  You have lost flesh, from the flight and the fever.”

“Yes,” replied Mari, “I know, but Ekkatt, on my planet, I am accustomed to exercise.  I am active.  I haven’t been active here…for reasons which are obvious, but I need activity to stay healthy and regain my appetite.  Would you mind if I went for a walk this afternoon?”

“Into the mountains?”

“Yes, I want to see your mountains and your birds, if you have any, your wildlife, and maybe a giant durra, but not too close.”

Ekkatt snorted.

“Ekkatt, I want some fresh air. I need to use my own two feet.”

“Your two feet are bare.  You cannot hike over the rocks on bare feet.”

“Well, there must be something I can do, other than just sit here.  Do you have a sewing kit?”

“I do not know this term.”

“If you have supplies, a pair of scissors, a needle, thread, I can make my own clothes, by cutting apart some of your old clothes or a blanket, anything.  Something that fits would be nice.”  Mari tugged at the hem of Ekkatt’s shirt.  “I can’t wear your clothes forever.”

Ekkatt leaned back in his chair.  “For you to be properly clothed, requires a flight to a settlement and I’m reluctant to leave you alone again.”

“You can’t take me with you, can you?”  

“No.  The danger to both of us is too great.  You are safer here.  Very few men know of this cabin and even fewer have reason to come here.”

“What about women?  Do any women know of this cabin?”

“There are no women.”

“No women on your planet?”  

“There are no women who would come here.  Women do not travel alone.  They are precious.  We do not leave our women unprotected.”

“You said something like that before, on the ship.  I’m not sure I understand.”  When Ekkatt didn’t answer, Mari asked, “Why don’t you have a woman?  I’ve been wondering because you are a very strong, intelligent, brave, generous, and kind man.  Why don’t you have a woman?  Or do you?”  

“I am not…I do not qualify for a mate.”

“Why the hell not?”

“On my planet, there are many more men than women.  The women are mated with the most promising males, those who can provide the most protection, the most…what would you call them?  Material possessions.”

“And you can’t provide those things?”

Ekkatt seemed to hesitate.  “I can.”

Mari had an epiphany.  “It’s your job, isn’t it?  You come into contact with insentient species, sub-humans, livestock.  You are not considered a catch. Is that it?  Full disclosure, Ekkatt.  I demand full disclosure.  Why don’t you have a mate?”

“What is this full disclosure?”

“It means I want the truth.  Tell me why are there more men than women on your planet, and explain the reason you don’t have a woman.”

“I have a woman,” said Ekkatt.

“Well, where is she?” 

Ekkatt rose from his seat.  He knelt in front of Mari and laid his hands on her thighs.  “Here.  She is right here.”

Mari’s eyes filled with tears.  She lowered her head to his and stroked his thick hair.  “Ekkatt,” Mari whispered in his ear, “where are your women?”

“Dead,” he hissed.  “They are dead.”

“What…what happened?”

Ekkatt stood and pulled Mari up with him.  “Come, little human, let us take your walk.”

















Chapter 11



Ekkatt wrapped Mari in a blanket to keep her warm for the hike to the top of the ridge.  She stood beside him, unflinching on the edge of a precipice, with her hair blowing in the strong wind.  The human was small and slender, with pale skin and green eyes, high cheekbones and a determined little chin.  She possessed perfect teeth and expressive lush lips that were capable of giving him much pleasure.  And the long, shining red hair.  Ekkatt decided that of the many things he had seen in his years of travel, this woman was the most beautiful of all 

“I trained on the second moon,” Ekkatt began.  He pointed toward the horizon where a pale crescent moon rose in an equally pale blue sky.  “There is a facility on the moon, a school for pilots, navigators, engineers.”

“When were you there?”

“Twenty-five years ago.”

Mari looked at him and squinted.  “How old are you, Ekkatt?”

“Forty-five of my years.”

“Damn.  You don’t look a day over thirty.”

“We are a long-lived race.  The life-span of my people is over one hundred years.  How old are you, Mari?”

“Twenty-six.”

“Young.  No wonder you are so enthusiastic when we…fuck.”  Ekkatt snorted when Mari punched him in the arm.

“Training.  Second moon.  Get on with your story,” she said, irritation sharp in her voice.

Ekkatt sighed.  “I was on the second moon when the first plague struck my planet.”

“Plague?  Like the Black Death?  The Bubonic Plague?  What plague?”

“A plague from Earth, from the Earthers we harvested.  From the…Mari…I am sorry to tell you…from the children.”

Mari’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh, my God, you took children?  Oh, my God, Ekkatt…”  

“I did not take children.  Mari, I would not have harvested children.  In any case, the importation of children was outlawed afterwards.  The plague struck first here, and then spread to the few planets that had already made their purchases.  But here it was the worst.  My planet was quarantined for several years, until the disease had run its course, and a…what you call a vaccine was developed.”  Ekkatt lifted his shirt and showed Mari a small round scar on his lower back.  

“Small pox,” Mari said in a hushed voice.  “The plague was small pox.”  She pulled up the sleeve of Ekkatt’s oversized shirt and showed him her vaccination scar.  Ekkatt studied it.  The scars were exactly the same.  “Small pox has been eradicated on my planet,” Mari explained.  “We had a campaign to vaccinate every person in the entire world.  On the entire planet.  

“I didn’t really need to be immunized, but because my family traveled so much, to Africa and Asia, and because my father was in the military…was a warrior, we all received the vaccine, as a precaution.  

“Ekkatt, small pox wiped out entire nations in its time on earth.  In our history…I don’t know exactly how to explain this…We are many people sharing one planet.  We are different tribes, in a sense.  You know that we are not exactly alike.  Hundreds of years ago, when colonists came from what we refer to as the Old World to the New World, they brought the small pox virus with them.  The tribes who inhabited the New World had no immunity to small pox, like your people.  

“Entire villages, entire tribes were wiped out, decimated.  In fact, the army used the disease as a weapon.  They would contaminate blankets with the disease, and then give them to the natives, and of course the disease would spread.  It was an early form of germ warfare.  Not the most shining moment in our history, I’m afraid.  So that’s what happened here?  You were infected by small pox?”

“We call it astaei patah, blood face.  I was not here to see, but I am told that the people bled from their faces, from the sores.  My mother, my sister, and my betrothed were among the first to die.  My father was a pilot, so he came in contact with many people.  One of those people must have infected him.  He and my brother survived.  They are scarred, but they live.  Thousands, hundreds of thousands of people died that year.  Their bodies were burned and entire cities were razed to the ground.  

“The following spring brought the Wind of Death, the paralytic illness that struck the young.  Many of those who became ill could not breathe and they died quickly.  Those who recovered could not walk.  My brother was stricken.  He walks with two sticks.  My father cares for him in our family compound.  I send them money to help with the care.”

“The money you make harvesting?”  Mari interrupted.

“Yes,” admitted Ekkatt.  “I am paid very well.  I visit my father and my brother, but I choose to live here in isolation.  If I am not flying out immediately, I come here for a period of time, to make certain I am not sick.  I have no wish to visit any additional plagues upon my people.”   

“Your brother contracted polio,” Mari said, her voice soft in the evening breeze.  “In my grandfather’s lifetime, many of my people died of polio.  Those who survived the disease are often crippled and they too walk with a cane or they use a wheelchair…a moving chair.  We have been immunized against polio too, since my parents’ time.” 

“Very much death for both our peoples.”

“Yes,” he heard Mari agree.  She said nothing more.

“I must return,” he said, “to the warehouse.  I must collect my money.”

Mari stared into space.

“Look at me, Mari.”  She turned.  Her face appeared uncharacteristically blank to him.  “It is blood money, I know this now, but we need it, you and I.  We need the money to survive whatever may come.  I cannot save them.  I can only save you.”

“I agree,” she said to him.  He saw her eyes fill with tears but they did not fall.  

“I do not understand,” Ekkatt said.  “I do not comprehend how you can agree.  I am taking money earned from the deaths of your own kind.  Why will you not fight me on this?”

Mari’s voice was even when she answered him.  “If I was with those women, if I stood in their place, and I knew that one of us, only one of us, had a chance to live, I would tell her to take it.  I would tell her to save herself and remember us in her prayers.  I would not ask her to die with me.  I would never ask her to die with me.”

Ekkatt took her hand and squeezed it.  

“Do you have sages in your history?”

“What is a sage, little human?”

“A sage is a venerated man, a wise teacher, a saint.  One of our ancient sages, Rabbi Hillel said, What is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow.  That is the whole Torah, the rest is explanation.  Go and learn.”

“What is this Torah?”

“Search your Hebrew file…the chip in your brain.”

Ekkatt closed his eyes for a few minutes.  “It is the law,” he said.  “A body of law that tells you how to behave toward other men.  Then you are what is called a Y’hudah?”

“Yes, I’m Jewish and you are Attun-Ra. I guess we’re both fucked.  Ekkatt.” Mari squeezed his hand back. “How do we stay alive?”

“I will speak with my father.  He is like one of your sages.  Perhaps he will know a way.”



* * * *

A week later, Ekkatt prepared his craft for a return flight to the warehouse.  He called to Mari, “You will follow my instructions?” 

“Yes, but I will bathe, Ekkatt.  You’ve said you’ll be gone several days. You cannot expect me to stay cooped up in the cabin the entire time.  I will be cautious, promise.  I’ll take the uustal with me to the hot spring,” she held up a hand, “Yes, I know to go only in the afternoon.  You’ve said the giant durra hunts in the evening and the early morning.  I will avoid those times.  I swear it.”

“Mari, the beast hunts silently.  You would not hear it until it is upon you.  I cannot bear to have you put yourself at risk.”

Mari rolled her eyes, a gesture he had come to recognize as dismissive.  “If what you’ve told me about this creature is true, I’m barely a mouthful.  Besides, there’s only one path to the spring and you can’t tell me this animal is like a mountain goat.  I doubt he can climb straight up the cliff.”

Ekkatt perused the little human in silence.  Her stare challenged him, but a corner of her mouth turned up in a half-grin.  “You may be barely a mouthful,” he said, “but you are a tasty mouthful.”  Mari laughed at his innuendo.  “You may go to the spring in the afternoons, but only in the afternoons. Keep your eyes and ears open at all times.  And your nose.”

“My sense of smell is not as acute as yours, Ekkatt.  What does it smell like?”

Ekkatt thought for a moment.  “I once smelled a pride of lions in the continent you call Africa.  Do you know the smell of a lion?”

“Yes, actually, I do.  We lived in Kenya for a time, and I encountered lions in the wild.  I also worked as an intern at a zoo where I cared for the big cats, the lions and tigers.”

“A giant durra smells much the same, but stronger.”

“Ah, so it’s a cat.  That explains a great deal.”

Ekkatt raised an eyebrow.  “Explains?”

“Nothing,” replied Mari.  “I assume it patrols a territory, hunts in the same area, more or less.”

“Yes.  If you hike to the top of the ridge and turn to your left, you will see many game trails leading down the mountain.  The giant durra I have seen hunts the forests below.  He prefers to stay within the trees.  I have not encountered the beast in the open, but...”

“There’s always a first time,” Mari finished for him.

Ekkatt nodded.  “You will stay away from the ridge.”

“Yes, sir.”  Mari saluted.

“This is a joke?”

Mari shook her head.  “No, it’s a military salute.  Go, Ekkatt, get out of here.  The sooner you leave, the sooner you return.  I will be okay.  The minute you leave I’ll lock everything up for the night and no one will know I’m here.”

“And you will not be sick when I return?”

“Oh, no,” Mari grinned, “I will most definitely not be sick.  Other than my sore feet, I’m feeling very well.”  She grabbed his jacket and pulled him down for a kiss.  

Ekkatt picked her up in his arms and kissed her soundly.

“You’re becoming very adept at this,” Mari murmured against his mouth.

Ekkatt growled in response.  No woman had ever aroused him as quickly as this human. He backed her against the wall and lifted the hem of his shirt from her body.  “I am glad you have no underthings to wear. You are so accessible to me, and we have only a moment.”  His finger slipped inside Mari.,  Ekkatt found her still wet from their lovemaking an hour before.  He felt Mari tug on the clasp of his trousers and free him.  He heard her gasp at the size of his erection.  “I want you here,” he said. “Against this wall.  Can you take me, little human?  Can you take me in this position?”

“Oh, God yes,” she breathed, wrapping her legs around his hips.

“Your god has nothing to do with it,” Ekkatt growled.  Propping her up with one arm, he ripped her shirt open and it fell off her shoulder, exposing one breast.  He dropped his mouth to her nipple, sucking, nipping at the tight, swollen bud.  His canines had elongated, so that he’d drawn a little blood.  The sight made him even harder.  Mari whimpered, but she did not tell him to stop.  Her eyes were closed and her face flushed.  He could smell her arousal.  The scent of her musk was very strong.  With one hand, he guided the head of his uus through her folds and began to enter her, cursing in English as he pushed inside, trying hard to control his movements.  He did not want to hurt her.

Mari wiggled in his arms, impaling herself inch by inch.  Ekkatt groaned.  He could not imagine how any man could resist the pleasure of such a woman, such a headstrong, powerful, funny, lively, confident, warm, tender, loving woman.  She might be small in stature, but she was large in heart.  When he’d buried himself in her tight heat, Ekkatt began to thrust, slow and gentle at first, then faster and harder, the sound of her moans driving him wild with need.

Mari’s head rolled back against the wall.  “Fuck…” he heard her say, her voice hoarse. “Oh…fuck…now, Ekkatt…now…please…please…”  

“Yes, little human,” Ekkatt growled.  He bit down where her neck met her shoulder. She screamed her release as he came deep within her, exploded within her.  Ekkatt was deaf, dumb, and blind to all but the feel, the sound, the sight, and the smell of the woman in his arms. 



* * * *



Ekkatt flew all night to get to the warehouse and holding area.  He wanted his money. By now, the chief should have sold the survivors of the fever, provided they had tested free of disease.  The closer he got to the facility, the tighter his chest became, but he knew he had to get his portion.  He needed the money he’d earned for the months of harvesting and risk.  He needed it so he could buy a way to keep Mari alive.  He loved her.  He loved her more than anything in his world.  He would do whatever he had to do to keep her safe.  

Ekkatt had begun to harbor a secret hope that he dare not share with her, that he would find enough cills to buy their way onto a transport and return her to earth.  He’d live with her there.  If you came to my home, I would treat you with respect and dignity.  I would not call you an animal simply because you are not human.  He knew then, when she’d said it on board the ship, naked, helpless, alone and frightened, that she’d meant every word.  

“Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae requests permission to land.”

“Permission granted, Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae.  You are cleared to land in your usual spot.”

“Then the fever has abated?”

“Yes.  All restrictions have been lifted.  You have complete access to the facility.”

Ekkatt landed and strode down the walkway to the holding area.

“Ekkatt,” called a voice.  Ekkatt turned.  It was Pana.

“It’s good to see you, friend,” Ekkatt said.

“And you,” said Pana.  “Are you here to join the crew?”

“No.  I’m here for my share.  I am needed at home.”

“Ah, your brother?”

Ekkatt nodded.  He caught the flare of Pana’s nostrils and he stepped back a few paces.  “I must find the chief.  I wish you good hunting, Pana.”

“Yes.  I believe we shall have very good hunting.  I plan to scout for more of the red hair.”

Ekkatt stopped himself from flinching at the words.  “Fly safe,” he said.

“And you,” replied Pana.

Ekkatt strode up to the guards at the gate.  He nodded in a friendly fashion, while they greeted him as always.  “Did you have a safe flight, Ekkatt Vom Baerkah Elae, son of Baerkah, son of Elae?”

“Yes, thank you.  I understand the fever has abated.”

“Yes,” replied one of the guards.  We were very lucky.  Most survived.”

“Then sales were good,” Ekkatt commented, hating himself.
            “Sales were excellent, the best we’ve had in years,” came the chief’s jovial voice from beyond the gate.  “Welcome back, Ekkatt.  Prepared to leave on your next mission?  I’ve got a transport ready to disembark tomorrow.  I have a full crew but there is always room for my best trapper.”  The chief clapped Ekkatt on the back.  Ekkatt gave him what passed for a smile.

“Not this time, Chief.  I plan to spend a few months with my father and brother before my next mission.  I’m hoping my share will cover some renovations we need to make to the compound.”

“I’m disappointed, Ekkatt.  This last batch was rich, very rich.  Two more years on the hunt and you could buy a new compound outright.” 

Ekkatt pretended to consider the suggestion.  “I’ve promised my father and brother.  I have an obligation.”

“Yes, I understand.  Is your brother’s weakness increasing?  Many people who suffered through the Wind of Death find that years later, their weakness becomes more profound.  My father suffers the same.  I’m disappointed, Ekkatt, but I sympathize.  Well…” he walked toward his office, “Let’s get you your share.”  

Ekkatt made a show of counting his cills.  He thanked the chief and wished him well then he went to clean out his locker.  When he’d used his gear bag to spirit Mari out of the facility, he’d had to leave some items behind.  He grabbed a spare bag from the storage closet and flipped open the clasp.  He piled in two pairs of sturdy boots, warm trousers, several thick jackets, a small uustal, more suitable for one Mari’s size, and a set of large knives which were always good for protection.  He slung the bag over his shoulder and left the unit.  As he approached the gates, one of the pilots stopped to chat.  Ekkatt did his best to hide his impatience. 

“You are like a man chafing to go after a paid woman,” the pilot said, with a laugh. “Just like your friend Pana.  He took off a short time ago, saying he had an urgent matter to attend to before we leave tomorrow.”  Ekkatt’s heart began to pound.  “The only thing Pana considers urgent is a woman,” the man joked.

He smelled her on me.  He smelled her scent.  I shouldn’t have been with her right before I left.  I shouldn’t have touched her.  I have to get to Mari.  I have to go now.

“What did you say, Ekkatt?”

“Nothing…excuse me…I remembered something…something I left behind in my craft.”

Ekkatt took off at a trot, trying not to appear in any distress.  He stopped at the guard station to wish the men well.  Fly safe, they told him.  

Pana has a head start and a new, sleek, fast craft, Ekkatt thought.  If he wanted to catch him he’d have to fly like a man possessed by the devil, as the Earthers said.  He hoped to her god that she would use the uustal.  Shoot him, Mari, he said in the silence of his craft.  Kill the son of a bitch.  

















Chapter 12



Mari knew she’d taken longer than she’d planned, but she’d wanted to rinse out a few shirts at the hot spring. She’d also brought along  Ekkatt’s nail clippers and the file to give herself a much needed nail trim.  She’d tried the hair remover on her legs and underarms.  Before he’d flown off, she’d asked him how he removed his facial hair, explaining in a self-conscious voice that some earth women removed the hair from their underarms, legs, and sometimes other places.  Ekkatt had looked her up and down for a moment and then he’d said, interesting, and he’d given her the bottle of lotion and explained how to use it.  

Weeks of half-assed grooming makes you appreciate the feel of nice, smooth skin, Mari thought.  Now if I can just invent deodorant, I’ll be set.  It occurred to her that there must be some mineral in the hot spring that changed her pH a little because she’d noticed that she didn’t really have a need for deodorant.  Maybe the water is like one of those crystal deodorant sticks, whatever those are.  

She’d carried everything up in a woven basket Ekkatt kept in the kitchen. s She’d packed the soap, her toothbrush, and the tooth powder along with her other supplies, including a clean shirt to put on after her bath.  She’d done exactly as Ekkatt had instructed.  For all intents and purposes the cabin appeared uninhabited.  She’d kept it dark and shuttered, hadn’t built a fire, and she’d been careful to lock the door behind her.  The key and the uustal sat on a nearby ledge where they were easy to grab if a giant durra happened by.  Fortunately, there was one way to the spring and she’d see and hear anything coming, she hoped.  Mari closed her eyes and leaned back against the rock wall.  Her mind wandered.  

Cats stalk their prey in near silence.  Maybe wearing a mask on the back of my head would help drive it off.  Villagers in India have had pretty good luck wearing masks on the back of their heads when they go to the water holes.  It’s the eyes, the eyes in the back of their heads.  Tigers are reluctant to attack if they think their prey can see them.  

Her eyes flew open at a faint noise.  You dope!  You’ve been drifting.  Ekkatt will be furious
if you get yourself eaten.  Mari listened with her mouth open slightly.  Yes, there it was again.  It didn’t sound like an animal, but she couldn’t identify it.  Keeping her movements as controlled and quiet as possible, she climbed out of the pool and pulled on the dry shirt.  She tied her hair back to get it out of her way.  She then stepped around the edge of the spring and picked up the key and the uustal. Everything else could wait until morning if necessary.

Mari kept to the edge of the trail and pressed herself against the cliff face.  She wore a gray shirt which helped her to blend in, but then, there was the problem with her hair.  The shadows were growing long, but she was still careful to stay out of direct sunlight.  

Whatever the noise was it came from the direction of the cabin.  Mari reached an overlook and, crouching down on the trail, peered over the rocky ledge.  She spied a ship in the clearing.  At first glance the vessel appeared to be Ekkatt’s. She felt overjoyed.  

Mari was about to run down the trail to greet him when she caught a sudden flash of green and dropped to her knees again.  There was no green on Ekkatt’s craft.  Mari crawled back to the edge and studied the ship.  The style was similar to Ekkatt’s vehicle, but this one looked new.  Had he ever mentioned another vehicle?  No.  He hadn’t.  There was someone down at the cabin, and it wasn’t Ekkatt.  If Ekkatt had returned and found her gone, she would have heard him calling for her.  He would be lecturing her right now on the dangers of being out so late in the afternoon.  Fuck.

Mari realized she couldn’t go down the trail nor could she return to the hot spring.  That would be the next logical place for someone to look. There was no passage beyond the hot spring so that was a dead end.  Her only escape was up, but hiking up the ridge would put her in durra territory in the evening.  Mari took a deep breath.  In her estimation, it was half-dozen of one and six of the other.  Then she saw a tall figure emerge from the far side of the cabin. His movements were slow and deliberate.  She recognized Pana.  He sniffed around the cabin looking for her.  He’d put two and two together.  

He must have seen Ekkatt at the warehouse and the tumblers had clicked in his brain.  Oh my God, it was my smell that gave me away…my smell on Ekkatt.  I shouldn’t have touched him before he left.  It would have been better to keep my distance.  What if he’s killed Ekkatt or turned him over to the authorities?  

Mari’s chest grew tight as if she’d forgotten how to breathe. Then she realized that if Pana had betrayed Ekkatt whatever agency existed to regulate the importation of humans would be here to pick up the contraband and return it to the meat market.  They wouldn’t be sneaking around.  No.  They’d come with sirens blaring.   Pana had something else in mind.  She doubted he’d killed Ekkatt, but she was willing to bet good money he’d learned Ekkatt didn’t plan to return directly to the cabin.  Son of a bitch.  She slid the key to the cabin beneath a rock and gripped the uustal.  She thought it smarter to take the initiative.  Her chances of survival were better against a giant cat.  Pana would have to follow her into its territory.

Careful not to disturb any loose rock Mari climbed up the trail to the ridge.  She kept to the trees as much as possible.  When she reached the top she crouched behind a man-sized boulder and looked down towards the cabin.  Pana was headed to the hot spring.  

His voice carried up to her, “Your stench precedes you, cow.  You befoul the air of my world.”  He laughed.  

He doesn’t know you have an uustal.  You have the element of surprise on your side.  If he catches you, you die.  If he leaves here alive he will betray Ekkatt, and the man you love, the man who has kept you safe, dies.  You have to kill him, Mari.  You.  Have.  To.  Kill.  Pana.  Mari jogged down the trail into the woods keeping her eyes and ears and her nose open.  I will find a place to ambush him. I will stay alive.

The deeper Mari ventured into the forest the more anxious she became.  She closed her eyes for an instant and reminded herself that animals could smell fear.  Pana could smell fear too, so she needed to keep it together.  What if the cat jumped her from above? Mari opened her eyes to study the thick trees surrounding her.  Nothing…nothing except for the careless noise Pana made behind her.  It was obvious that he had no doubts whatsoever about his ability to track her and catch her.  He considered her species far too stupid to avoid even the most obvious entrapment by an evolved species such as his.  Bastard.  Mari allowed anger to wash over her.  Anger was a far more effective emotion when it came to survival than fear. 

Is that a break in the trees?  A clearing would be perfect.  I could see him coming.  A clearing with a place to hide would be even better.  

Mari broke into a run. Then she remembered that big cats were attracted to running prey just like sharks were attracted to the splashing of a fish or a seal, so she slowed her pace.  As she neared the clearing a smell assailed her nostrils. It was the thick sweet ammonia of big-cat spray.  Mari followed her nose, eyes, and ears while scouting in every direction.  She stopped in front of a wide tree and looked up.  The claw marks were six feet above her head, and the spray was at shoulder level.  She touched it.  It was oily, warm to the touch, and smelled pungent.  He or she had marked his or her territory very recently, possibly within the past hour.  Mari glanced around and noted that several more of the trees were marked in exactly the same way.   She forced herself to take the time to study the rock outcropping at the far end of the open space despite the fact that Pana was closing on her.  The setting sun reflected red off the rocks, and the shadows were deep.  There had to be a small crack or crevice somewhere in that pile of granite.  She was small, small enough to slip inside and wait him out.  She would shoot him if he came close, or maybe the giant durra would come back tonight and do the job for her.  

She knew Pana would smell the animal well before she did and that he’d be wary.  He might even turn around, maybe wait for her somewhere along the route to the cabin.  If she held out long enough Ekkatt would return, and he’d see Pana’s craft.  But she knew Pana had probably thought of that himself.  If he couldn’t catch her immediately, killing Ekkatt was likely first on his to do list. No, she had to kill him now.  That was the only way to save Ekkatt’s life and maybe her own.

What does Pana want?  Me, plain and simple.  Will the presence of a giant durra dissuade him from his purpose?  No, not likely.  Pana thinks too highly of himself.  If he can catch me, he’ll drag me to his ship and do something…black market…a laboratory…a zoo…whore me out to patrons who prefer red hair...No, he has no intention of returning me to the meat market. I’ll bet a million bucks he hasn’t told anyone what he suspects or where he’s gone.  I have that in my favor.

Mari stopped worrying about noise.  She checked to see that she’d clicked the safety on the uustal.  She rolled the weapon up in her long shirt and tied it tight, hoping the safety wouldn’t release while she scrambled over the rocks.  There was a crevice near the top.  It faced the clearing and it looked just big enough to hold her.  She didn’t know what kind of creepy-crawlies lived on Attun-Ra. If luck was on her side they weren’t too poisonous.  Mari had climbed before when she’d gone rock climbing at the Dells in Wisconsin.  She might be afraid of the big cat and Pana, but she wasn’t afraid to climb. 

As Mari reached the crevice she heard Pana’s voice.  He sounded close behind her now. He’d switched tactics,   calling for her in a nice voice like she was a wayward dog.  Squeezing into the crack in the thick granite, Mari turned to peer out over the open space.

“Human, show yourself before you become a meal,” Pana called.  “The durra will not take pity on you.  I can protect you.  I can keep you safe.  You will not return to the market, human.  I swear it.”

Yeah, you have something worse in mind, asshole.

Mari heard snuffling behind her and, quick as a rabbit, she ducked her head.  A heavy cat scent preceded the nose that poked into the crevice, a large, black feline nose.  Mari got a quick impression of enormous canines.  They reminded her of those of a saber-toothed tiger.  Heart pounding, holding her breath, she pressed herself against the rock wall, trying to stay as far from the opening as she could.  The nose disappeared and a questing paw was inserted.  Mari quickly pulled the uustal from her shirt and slammed the butt of the weapon against the fur-covered appendage.  With a soft grunt the cat withdrew its paw.  Pana’s voice carried into the crevice.  It sounded like he had almost reached the clearing.  Mari heard the soft, nearly silent pad-pad of the big cat as it moved away.  She risked a peek out the opening in time to see a huge, leopard-spotted, furry back and long golden tail leap over the rocks.  The cat vanished into the nearby trees.

“I know you are here, human.  The stink of the cat offends me only half as much as yours.  Come out.  I will save you, not eat you.”  Pana laughed at his own joke.  

Mari made no response.  He would trail her up the rocks.  There was no doubt in her mind about his ability to find her.  She had only a few moments to prepare.  She flipped the safety off the uustal and waited for him to appear in the opening.  There was no way could he squeeze his big body inside nor would he be able to pull her out.  But he’d try anyway.  That’s when she’d shoot him. Unless, she thought, he decided to starve her out.  She heard the clatter of rocks as he climbed after her.  No, he wasn’t going to starve her out.  

You stupid fucking idiot, Mari thought, you poor bastard.

The terrible screams shook her to the core. They seemed to last forever.  Mari covered both ears, but nothing could block out the bloodcurdling sound.  When the noise finally stopped, Mari remained still for a long time trying to gather her courage.  She forced her legs to move towards the opening of the crevice.  She had no choice.  Was Pana dead and had the cat gone?  She peeked out.  The cat had vanished and Pana along with it.  Mari’s eyes followed the wide trail of blood that led from the foot of the outcropping into the trees.  

She slid out of the crevice, took a deep breath, and peered in every direction, cautious, hoping the cats hunted alone.  Just to be safe, she climbed clear around to the other side of the granite face.  It was steeper and the surfaces were jagged, but it was preferable to being exposed on the same side as the cat.  

By the time Mari jumped off the rocks her hands and feet were covered with blood.  It didn’t matter.  Reaching the security of the cabin mattered.  Praying that Ekkatt was safe mattered.  Clutching the uustal in her hand, she crossed the clearing and headed back up the trail.  Her pace was measured, deliberate, and quiet.  She hoped the cat would take his sweet time feeding.  Fifty yards in front of her Mari caught a movement in the brush.  She stopped in her tracks, backed up against a thick tree trunk, and aimed the uustal. Ekkatt stepped out of the shadows.  

Mari didn’t mean to cry, but her eyes filled with tears anyway and a sob escaped her lips.  Her legs began to shake.  She lowered the weapon and, heedless of her own safety, raced into his arms.  Ekkatt cradled her, holding her as if she was the most precious thing in the universe.  

“Pana?” he asked, his voice very quiet.

“Dead,” she answered.















Chapter 13



“Will you look for his body?”

“Tomorrow, midday.  I will bury what is left.”

“Ekkatt, the cat…leave it.  Please, don’t go back up there.”

“Mari, I have lived in this wilderness for many years.  I understand the habits of this cat, as you call him.  He has made a kill. He will sleep tomorrow.  I know where his den is and I will keep my distance.”

“Ekkatt…”  Her eyes pleaded with him.

“Pana has been many things, good and bad.  He was my comrade. I must bury what remains of him.  Tomorrow is not my day to die, Mari.  I promise you.”

“It’s my fault that he’s dead.  It’s my fault he came here.  He smelled me on you.  Because we…we…”  Her voice broke.     

Ekkatt stroked her tangled hair.  “It is no more your fault than mine.  Yes, he caught your scent, but he made a choice to act as he did.  He could have had me arrested and sent the…the livestock inspectors here to retrieve you, but he did not.  He did not wish me caught, he merely wished you for himself.  He said to me once that he could make a fortune from one such as you.  He called you an oddity, and claimed buyers will pay well for oddities.”

Ekkatt pulled his little human closer.  She trembled in his arms.  Her actions had been reckless and desperate, but she’d been very brave to lead Pana into the giant durra’s hunting territory.  For once her size had been in her favor.  Small as she was she had managed to keep out of the animal’s reach while Pana had left himself vulnerable to attack.  The man was raised in a large settlement. He’d had little use for the open countryside.  Ekkatt, on the other hand, had grown to manhood in the mountains studying the habits of the animals around him.  It was one of the things that made him such an effective trapper.  

Now he would have to take Mari with him to his family’s compound.  It was too risky to leave her alone again.  Both times she’d nearly died.

“If Pana had reached you,” Ekkatt began, almost afraid to ask, “would you have shot him?”

Mari lifted her tear-streaked face.  “Yes.”  She lowered her head back onto his shoulder.

“Good,” Ekkatt replied, his voice louder.  “You must never hesitate.  Your life will always be in danger on my world.  Do you understand, little human?”

“Can we return to my world?” Mari asked, her voice muffled against his shirt.

“If such a possibility existed, I would not hesitate.  But I do not hold out much hope.”

She lifted her head and looked into his eyes.  “Then you’ve considered it?  Because every day that I remain on Attun-Ra, I become more of a threat to you.  My presence puts your life at risk.”

Ekkatt pressed a hand to the side of Mari’s face.  “I refuse to give you up.”  His voice was fierce.  “You are my heart, my mate.  There is no going back to what I was before.”

Mari’s voice was gentle.  “I won’t have you die for me.  I won’t allow it.”  

“We will not die.  We will live.  I swear to you, Mari, we will find a way.”

“What do we do?”

Ekkatt could see the exhaustion in her eyes.  “First you allow me to tend to your wounds.  Then we eat and we sleep.  Tomorrow will come soon enough.”



* * * *



 Ekkatt sat Mari at the table in the kitchen, where he cleaned her cuts and bruises.  Donning the biomechanical sheaths he began the healing process and  relieving her discomfort.  When he finished, he heated up a vegetable stew, spooned it into two bowls, and served it with some lehem left over from the day before.  When they had finished eating he combed the tangles out of Mari’s hair and plaited it for her with gentle fingers. Finally, he tucked her into his bed.  She was asleep before her head hit the pillow.  

Ekkatt stared at Mari and watched tremors shake her small body, even in sleep.  He didn’t think it was the giant durra itself she found disturbing.  She claimed to be familiar with large felines.  It was the scream.  His heart had nearly burst within him when he’d heard it, loud and clear, from his landing pad near the cabin.  He’d been terror-stricken as he had believed he’d heard Mari’s death scream.  

Ekkatt grabbed his light stick and left the cabin.   Pana’s craft would have to go, and in order to get rid of it he needed to find Pana’s gloves.  Most likely, Pana removed them before he searched for Mari.  Ekkatt expected to find them in the cockpit, but they weren’t there.  He checked the entire craft.  No gloves.  

He did, however, find a supply of dried food, containers of water, and more ominous, a coil of rope, along with syringes filled with sleeping serum. It was the same serum the trappers used when they harvested humans.  Ekkatt piled everything into Pana’s gear bag, tossed the bag out of the craft, and leapt to the ground after it.  There might come a day when he and Mari would have need of these things.

Ekkatt switched off the light stick, preferring to use his own night vision, and he followed the tread of Pana’s boots.  The man had exited his craft and moved first to the far side of the cabin.  Mari said she’d seen him step out from behind the rear porch.  There, on the railing, sat his gloves.  Ekkatt picked them up and stuffed them in a pocket.  Good.  Now he could fly Pana’s craft and hide it where no one would ever find it.  Pana’s desire for secrecy would work in his and Mari’s favor.  Obviously, Pana had known that if Ekkatt ever figured out what had happened to Mari he wouldn’t be able to say a word about it  without signing his own death warrant.  

He hoped to be long gone with her by the time I returned. I would never have found her.  He would have sold her to the highest bidder, after tasting her himself.  Ekkatt felt sick.  Over the years, he’d heard the quiet hints of Pana’s predilection for intercourse with unconscious human females.  Not on his flights, though, never on his flights.  Ekkatt had always supervised the man closely.  Perhaps Mari was right. Perhaps a burial was not necessary.  Perhaps he should let Pana’s bones lie.  Leave the cock-sucker for the scavengers.

















Chapter 14



Mari woke to gentle kisses.  Ekkatt held her in his arms like she was made of spun glass and as if anything but the softest caress would break her.  

Mari stroked his long hair.  “Stop, Ekkatt.  I know what you’re trying to do.”  She reached for his hand and stilled it.  “You don’t have to be afraid, and you don’t have to apologize.  It’s not your fault.  I’m not broken.  Really, I’m still in one piece.”

“I nearly caused your death…again,” he said.  Mari saw the worry in his yellow eyes.

“There are many ways to die, my love.  Many ways.”

“But Mari, I would not be the way of your death.  Why do you smile?  What is there to smile about?”

“You,” Mari replied.  “You.  Life.  I’m alive today.  You’re alive today.  No one can predict what will happen tomorrow.  Who knows?  Tomorrow we could be hit by a bus.”

Ekkatt appeared confused.  “I do not understand the analogy.”

“It’s something we say on earth.  It means appreciate today because tomorrow we may die.  I’ll tell you a story.  I’ll try to keep it short.” Mari shifted herself up onto her elbow.  “When you found me, when you took me, I was dead.  Not literally, but my heart had grown cold.  My sister had brought me to her farm because she feared I would take my own life.  Do you understand what I’m saying?  Search your language file.  What is it called when a human takes her own life?”

Ekkatt closed his eyes, searching his memory.  “A suicide,” he said. “But that is illegal among your people.  It is against the laws of your god.”

“It happens.  I wouldn’t have followed through, but my sister feared I might.  When you found me collecting eggs, I was thinking about it.  I wished I was dead.”

Ekkatt pushed the hair out of his face, as he asked, “Why would you wish such a thing?  You are healthy, you are intelligent.  Why would you wish to die?”

“Twenty months ago, no,” Mari paused a moment to think. ”Twenty-two months ago, my husband and my newborn son were killed in an automobile accident,” Mari sighed as she lay back on the bed.  “I missed them, and I wished to join them.  I still mourn them, Ekkatt. I doubted in here,” she pointed to her heart, “that I’d ever find another man to love,” her voice broke.  “Or that there was a future for me.  I didn’t believe in,” Mari began to cry. “I didn’t believe a man such as you existed.”  

Ekkatt reached for her.  There was no sound in the room aside from Mari’s quiet sobs.

“You blame yourself for this automobile accident?  I think you do.  Why?”

Mari spoke through her tears.  “It should have been me.”

“You should have died?”  Ekkatt looked incredulous.

“No.  I was late.  I’d left the baby with my mother, planning to pick him up myself, but my class went late. David, my husband, drove to get the baby.  There was an ice storm that night.  Do you understand?”

Mari couldn’t quite tell how much he comprehended, but Ekkatt nodded.

“David blew a tire, and the car slid on the ice, plowing over the guard rail of a bridge.  My husband and my son ended up in the Iowa River.  They drowned.  The police told me David tried to get the baby out of his car seat. My husband might have been able to save himself, but instead he went back for the baby. If I’d been driving, if it had been my car, none of this might have happened.” She met Ekkatt’s gaze.  “You don’t understand everything I’m saying, do you?”

Ekkatt sighed, running a gentle thumb across her lower lip.  “I do not understand all the words, but I understand what happened.  Your mate and your child are dead, and you feel responsible.”

“I did, until the moment I woke up on your ship, alone, confused, and terrified.  I knew all that blame was pointless.  It was pointless.  It had been a waste of time.  My husband and my baby died.  I lived.  Wishing to be dead didn’t bring them back, did it?”

“No.”

“When I sat in that cage, cold and naked, and about as far from home as I could get, I realized that if the situation had been reversed, if I’d been in the car, and I’d died with my child, I wouldn’t want my husband to do what I’d been doing.  I would want him to live, to be happy, to love again. Start a new family.  I wouldn’t want him to pray for death.  Ekkatt, I don’t blame myself anymore.  I don’t want you to blame yourself for Pana.  You are doing the best you can to keep us both alive.  I have to admit our circumstances aren’t optimal,” Mari smiled a crooked smile, “but we have to play the hand we’re dealt.”

Ekkatt appeared to search for a moment.  “Play the hand we’re dealt?”

“We play games on earth, card games.  We are given a certain number of cards, and we have to play with those cards we’re given.  In other words, make the most of what we’ve got.  Does that make sense to you?”

“Yes.  It makes much sense.  That is why you said you were dead even before I took you, that I had given you a second chance.”

“You heard that, did you?”

“I hear everything you say, Mari.  My hearing is much more acute than yours.”

“Yeah…yeah…yeah…” Mari teased, wiping the tears from her face.  “Your hearing is better.  Your eyesight is better.  Your sense of smell is better.  You are stronger and faster and oh-so-much larger in certain places than the average human male.  I get it, Ekkatt.  Now bring all those marvelous qualities here, and make love to me like you mean it.”

Ekkatt grinned at her.  “That will make you feel better?”

“Oh yes, fucking you will make it very much better.”  Mari grinned right back.

“Ah, if you feel that way, then there is something I would like to try.”

“Really? What?”  Mari asked.

“Yes, a position that is of significance to my people, but I have been concerned about your size in comparison to mine.”

“Sounds intriguing…”

“That is what I appreciate most about you and fucking, little human, you are so eager, so primitive.”

“Oh yes, big Attun,” Mari laughed. “When it comes to fucking, we humans take pride in our primitive behavior.”  She let out a shriek as Ekkatt grabbed her by the ankles and pulled her from beneath the blankets.  He flipped her onto her stomach.

“I want to watch this dragon mark while I fuck you.  The day I saw you in the hot spring, you made me hard.  Like now.”  He pressed his swollen cock against her thigh.  “I find this portion of your anatomy appealing.”  He squeezed her bottom.  “It is round and smooth, and I like the way your waist meets your hips, with this curve.”  His hand stroked her hip.  “I can see a hint of pink, here.”   He ran a finger through the wet folds between her legs.

“Oh…Ekkatt…”

“Stretch your arms above your head, Mari, so I can watch the dragon move.”

Mari did as she was told.  She felt a long finger slip inside her, then two.  She heard herself whimper.

“You are wet for me, human, so wet, and I have barely touched you.”

“Touch me more then…”

Ekkatt growled and pulled her up onto her hands and knees.  He lay on his back, slid between her legs, and brought her to his mouth.  His tongue lapped at her; his teeth nipped.  Mari cried out at the pleasure. It was almost too much.  She tried to move away, but Ekkatt kept a firm grip on her hips and held her in place.  He licked wherever he wished.  His tongue slid inside her as she came, and Mari heard him growl. She felt the fierce vibrations from his throat as his tongue lapped at her.

Ekkatt pushed her back up onto her hands and knees, moving behind her.  Both desire and fear pooled in Mari’s stomach.   Ekkatt was big. He was so big that she didn’t know if she could take him.  

“In my world,” his voice sounded low, deep, “the first mating is always like this.  With the man behind.  I want you this way, Mari.  I will take care not to hurt you, but I want you this way.  I have wanted to fuck you like this from the moment I saw you in the spring.”

Mari sobbed at his words.  She wanted him this way just as much as he wanted her, but he was so thick, so long, and so very hard.  He pressed against her as she gasped at the sensation and the pressure.  “I will take care, little human,” Ekkatt repeated.  He trailed kisses from the back of her neck down to her bottom.  “Be at ease, I will not hurt you.”



* * * *



Ekkatt gazed at the rounded bottom he held in his hands.  His eyes wandered along the curve of her lower back, and he watched the motion of the dragon tattoo as the muscles beneath Mari’s skin rippled.  He could see the glistening pinkness between her legs and the opening to her body.  Just the sight aroused him so that he feared he would reach his peak before he had entered her completely.  He forced himself to keep his movements slow and careful.  She was so small and so tight, and in this position he would be buried very deep within her.

“Mari…I…”

“Yes, Ekkatt.  Yes.”

He pushed the head of his uus inside, and she whimpered.  Her heat surrounded him, her body gripped him, and her noises made him harder than he’d imagined a man could be.  Although he felt her flinch he drove himself deeper. He pulled back and thrust again but took care to keep his movements measured and controlled.  He began to murmur soft words of love in his own language. He soothed her and calmed her. At his words, Mari’s muscles relaxed, and she was able to take more of him.  He withdrew from her again, nearly all the way, then he pressed himself home and plunged deep within her.  Mari jerked beneath his hands, but she didn’t pull away.  He heard her exhale and he could feel the mouth of her womb against the head of his uus. The realization struck him that he had already given her what her god had taken from her, another child. His child.  The revelation of their fertility and the knowledge that he would have descendants filled him with joy.

“Mari,” he growled her name while he told her in his own tongue how much she meant to him. He thrust again and again. He was nearly mindless with need.  He heard the pleading in her voice, and he feared he was hurting her greatly.  

“Shall I stop?” he managed to ask between gritted teeth.

“Oh.  God.  No,” Mari answered.  “If you stop, I’ll kill you.”  

“Fuck…” Ekkatt mumbled, “Fuck.”  His canines extended, long and sharp, as he lowered his head to her shoulder. He thrust, hard.  He bit down and tasted Mari’s blood and heard her scream as she peaked with him, tight as a fist, milking his seed from him. 

Ekkatt’s entire body shook. He felt the same tremors course through Mari’s slender form.  He licked the wound he’d made on her shoulder as she murmured something unintelligible.  He waited for a few moments to allow his uus to decrease in size before he withdrew from Mari’s body.  He rolled onto his side pulling her with him.  She sighed and pressed her back against his chest, resting her head on his arm.  Ekkatt brushed her hair away from the bite marks on her neck. He licked her again and cleaned the wound.  He would heal her in a moment.  For now, he was content to lie down with her, holding her safe, knowing that they were a part of each other in the manner of his people.  “You are in one piece?” he asked.

Mari chuckled.  “Oh yes, one very satisfied piece.  I’m not quite sure I can do that often. It’s a bit intense, but it was worth it, Ekkatt, most definitely worth it.”  She snuggled deeper into his chest. 

“We are mated,” said Ekkatt.  “We are mated for life, you and I.  This is agreeable to you?  To be mated to a man of my race?”

Mari turned in his arms to kiss him with her lips soft and sweet.  “The most agreeable thing in both our worlds,” she replied.

“Then you must come with me.  I cannot leave you here alone any longer.”

“Where will we go?”

“To my father.  He may be able to help us.  He is a wise man and may be able to find a way for us.  Now it is most important that we survive.”

Mari leaned up on an elbow and lifted her eyebrows.  “Now it’s more important that we survive?  I’ve been sort of thinking all along that it’s pretty important we survive.”  

Ekkatt laid a hand on her belly.  “You carry my child,” he said simply.  

“Huh?”

“We have made a child, Mari.  I gave up hope long ago of having any descendants.  You carry my child,” he repeated. 

“How is this possible?  We’re from two different worlds.”

“Listen carefully, little human, I will tell you what I know.”

Mari turned to him, giving him her complete attention.  

“Twenty years ago, two hundred human women were brought here.  I know this because I was sent to hunt for them.  It was my first mission.  Our scientists had learned that we, the Attun, and your race are genetically compatible, that we can produce viable, healthy offspring.”  He watched Mari’s mouth open, but no words came out.  

“They were mated with men chosen for their…” he searched for the right word, “their willingness and good health.  The experiment lasted two years.  It was hoped that your women would provide a solution for the loss of ours.  The results of the pairings were promising, but then the religious authorities began to stir up the population and turned men and women against the scientists. The experiment was officially declared a failure and ended.  Sexual intercourse with humans was made a capital crime. The women, their offspring, and their Attun mates vanished.”  

“What happened to them?  Were they killed?”

“I think not.  Over the years, there have been rumors that they were relocated.  No one knows where.  I think they are still alive.  I was not here when this happened.  I was off world, but my father piloted for the government.  He may have heard something.  He may have information that could help us.”

“What if he turns us in to the authorities?”

“He is my father, Mari, he will not do that.  He is what you humans call open-minded.  He has suffered enough loss that I do not believe he would ask the same of me.”

“When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow.  Today I must hide Pana’s craft.”

“Do you still intend to bury his remains?”

“No.”

After a moment, Mari asked, “Where will you hide his ship?”

“I will sink it into the lake, the mineral lake we flew over on our path here.”  Ekkatt watched a look of pure panic come over her face.  He took her hand and lifted it to his lips.  “It is not the same.  I have no intention of dying in the water.  The ship is built to float.  I will merely set it down on the surface of the lake and blow the hatches.  I can escape through the top.”

“But you’ll have to swim, and the water must be so cold.  I saw ice flows in it.”

Ekkatt snorted.  “The cold is nothing to me.”

“If someone flies over the lake, will they be able to see the outline of the ship?  Think for a minute.  It’s important.”

“I have thought.  The water is a dark blue color from the minerals.  It is very deep, by your measurements, over two thousand feet.”  

Mari sucked in a breath and blew it out. “How do you know?” she asked.

Ekkatt shrugged.  “I know the lakes of my wilderness.”

“No,” she looked at him, her face stark, “How do you know?”  Mari pressed her hand over his, still on her abdomen.

“Come little human, sit here.”  Ekkatt leaned up against the headboard, pulling her onto his lap.  “I felt the heartbeat.”

“You felt the heartbeat?  How?”

“Mari, what part of my body touched yours intimately?” he teased.

“Through your cock?  You could feel a little tiny heartbeat through the tip of your cock?  You’re kidding, right?”  Mari tossed her head back and looked at him with amusement on her face.

“Yes.  Through my cock, and your blood tastes different to me.  Richer.  I do not understand this kidding.”

Mari laughed.  “It means to joke. I’m wondering if you’re joking.”  Ekkatt stared, unblinking, into her eyes.  “Oh, you’re not joking. Ekkatt, you’re serious?”

“Yes, Mari.  I am serious.”  When he felt her breathing quicken, he wrapped his arms around her.  “You are sick?”

“No, I. No.”  She broke free of his embrace and ran from the bedroom.  Ekkatt jumped up and followed her.  He found her standing in front of the cabin.

“Mari?”

She held up a hand, and he stopped.  “I think it just hit me, Ekkatt.  I think everything just hit me at once.  Being here, with you.  The fact that I can never go home again.”  She pressed a hand to her abdomen.  “A child.”  Both glanced up as a shadow flew over them. “What is that?  Is that a hawk?  That looks like a red-shouldered hawk.”  

Mari shaded her eyes as she stared up into the deep blue sky.  An ekk
ekk
ekk sound floated to them on the wind.  The first bird was joined by a second.  “Ekkatt, you have hawks here?”

“For two hundred years.  The first of my people to visit your world found this creature to be impressive.  They captured hundreds of breeding pairs from several of the large flying species and released them here.  The hawks, as you call them, have thrived on my world.  We have many such as these.”

“What do they eat here?”

“Small mammals, similar to your rodents, and the flying creatures we call tzipurim.”

“Birds.  You use the Hebrew word?”

“Yes.  It is a good word and it describes their song.  Like the birds of prey, they are not native to my world.”

“What do you call the hawks?”  Mari pointed upward.

“Ekkatt means hawk, but each species has its own name.”

“You are named for an animal from another planet?”

“My mother was fond of the large birds.”

“Ekkatt?”

“Yes, little human?”

“If I faint, will you catch me?”

“Yes, little human, I will catch you.”  He scooped her up in his arms and held her.  “Mari?”

“Hmmm?”

“What was the name of your child…your son?”

“Ari.  His name was Ari.”  

Ekkatt kissed the top of her head.  “Ah,” he said, “Lion.  It is a strong name.”















Chapter 15



“In less than one of your hours, we will be there,” Ekkatt said.  Mari had been uncharacteristically quiet during the flight.  He could read her thoughts. They flitted across her face like tiny Earther butterflies.  She wondered if she would lose another child.  It wasn’t hard to guess what worried her.  It would not happen.  He would find a way to keep her safe and to keep their child safe.  “When we arrive, remain in the craft while I make certain there are no visitors present.  If it is safe, I will come to retrieve you, but you must cover your hair with the blanket until we are inside.”

“We’ve gone over this, Ekkatt.  I’m very clear on what I’m supposed to do.”  She sat in silence for a moment.  “Ekkatt, how do I greet your father?  What on earth…” Mari suddenly grinned, and her pensive look fell away, “What on Attun-Ra do I say to him?”

Ekkatt grinned back.  Her sense of humor had returned and that encouraged him.  “You greet him.  You say, Peace be upon your house, Baerkah Vom Pes Rena, son of Pes, son of Rena.”

“Do I shake his hand?  Do I bow?  Do I look at his face?  Do I look at the floor?  What do I do?”

“He will offer you his right hand.  You will take it and press the palm to your left cheek.  You will say, Betak kar sa benot, Baerkah Vom Pes Rena, sik Pes, sik Rena.”

He heard Mari repeat the words, committing them to memory.  Betak…peace?”

“Yes.”

“Kar sa benot…upon your house?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, got it.  Will he be offended?  You know, offended that an insentient being is befouling your language?  Perhaps he won’t even want me to take his hand.  I’m sort of, um, human.”

“I believe he will be surprised, curious, of course,  but I don’t believe my father will be offended.  I can explain everything to him before I introduce you. If he wishes us to leave, then we leave.”

“And if he does?”

“We vanish into the wilderness.”

“Ekkatt?”

“Yes, little human?”

“What does a giant durra normally eat?”

“Herd beasts.  We have many.”

“I haven’t seen any.”

“They are very shy, but in truth, they are plentiful.  The giant durra has no shortage of prey.”

“Do you have other large carnivores in your wilderness?”

“Some, but they rarely attack an Attun.  There is a lesser durra and several smaller species of what you consider felines.  In my lifetime, I have only heard of the giant durra attacking an Attun.”

“How big is the lesser durra?”

“The size of your tiger.”

Mari appeared to consider about this.  “Our tigers attack people on occasion.”

“Ours do not.  Aside from the one.” 

“The cat was magnificent, Ekkatt.  The most majestic creature I’ve ever seen.”

“You looked at it?”

“Yes, when it failed to drag me from the crevice and Pana made noise, it turned and sort of leapt down the rocks.  I’m curious.  I really wanted to see what it looked like so I stuck my head out and watched it disappear into the trees.  Its paws were huge.”

Ekkatt shook his head.  “You astound me,” he said.

Mari crossed her arms and looked at him.  “Why?”

“Very few inhabitants on my planet would ever want to see a giant durra in its natural environment.”

“But it’s an amazing animal.  So big, so powerful.  If it hadn’t been for…”

“For Pana?”  Ekkatt asked her.

“Yes.  If it hadn’t been for that, the experience would have been sublime.”

Ekkatt scrolled through his language chip.  “Sublime is a word you would use to describe a beast that brings death with a single swipe of its paw?”

“Yes, Ekkatt.  I can admire the beast without wanting to be eaten by it.”

Ekkatt thought about her statement for a time.  Finally, he asked, “You were not afraid?”

“Oh,” she replied, “I was afraid, but not the way you think.  I knew he couldn’t get me in that small space.  The mere size of a giant durra is overwhelming.  I respect his power and understand the danger a creature like this poses, but the natural world has never frightened me like humans have.  Humans are capable of great evil, Ekkatt.  Even when they believe in their hearts that they are doing the right thing, sometimes that’s when their actions can be the most evil.  My only fear was that Pana would manage to kill the poor thing. The giant durra was all that stood between me and Pana’s intentions.  Does that make sense to you?”

Ekkatt snorted.  “Poor thing?”

“Yes, poor thing.  I wouldn’t want the giant durra to become collateral damage just because Pana wanted me.”

“What is collateral damage?”

“It’s kind of a military term.  It means that in order to get your target, to kill a very bad person, you snuff out the lives of innocent people too.  The giant durra was innocent of any wrongdoing.  I’m sorry for Pana, but I’m glad the cat lived.”

“I am glad the cat lived too.  I owe the cat a debt of gratitude.  Mari, are you truly sorry for Pana?” 

 “I’m sorry he made the decision he did.  It’s sad his decision led to his death.  Are you sorry he’s dead?”

“No.”  Ekkatt made a sharp right turn and descended through the clouds.  “My family compound,” he said.

Mari looked over the vast open plain. It was so much like an African veldt.  Golden grasses waved in the wind and enormous herds of hoofed animals scattered at the sound of Ekkatt’s craft.  “Magnificent,” she breathed. “Simply magnificent.”

















Chapter 16



“Peace be with you, father.”

“And with you my son.  It’s good to see you.  Have you just returned from off world?”

“Yes.  I’ve been back a month or so.  You look well, father.  How is Tirrit?”

“Better than you might think.  His symptoms always seem to improve in the autumn.  He’s in the outbuildings.  You are just in time to help with the weaning.”  Ekkatt’s father clapped him on the back.  “It’s very good to see you, son.  You’ve been gone a long time.”

“Did you hire herdsmen this season?  To bring in the bulls?”

“I hired several men from Reyne, but they won’t be arriving until the new moon.  It’s a good group of weanlings.  Your brother and I are very pleased.  The market price of milk has been holding steady, and the price for wool has increased.  I expect to do well this year.”  Ekkatt’s father steered him towards the outbuildings.  “Come, Tirrit will be glad to see you.”

Ekkatt slowed his pace.  “Father, is there anyone in the compound aside from you and Tirrit?”

Ekkatt’s father raised his eyebrows.  “No.  Tirrit has been doing so well that we’ve sent Seppa home to his mother for a time.  She has need of him.  Why do you ask?”

“I must speak with you and my brother, and I do not wish for the presence of any prying ears.”

Ekkatt’s father stopped.  “This is important, then?”

Ekkatt nodded.  “It is a matter of life and death.”  

“Then we will fetch Tirrit and discuss the matter inside.”



* * * *



The red-haired human took Baerkah’s hand and greeted him in the civilized manner of all Attun.  She said, Betak kar sa benot, Baerkah Vom Pes Rena, sik Pes, sik Rena, and he was charmed.  It had been eighteen years since he’d seen, smelled, or spoken with a human.  The scent of his son clung to this one.  Before Ekkatt uttered a single word, he understood why his son came home.  She introduced herself as Mari Damon, daughter of Ethan, daughter of Jennie.  Baerkah introduced her to Ekkatt’s younger brother, Tirrit.

“Father, have you saved any of the clothes Tirrit and I wore when we were young?  Mari needs warm clothing and boots,” Ekkatt asked.

“Son, I can do much better than that.  Come,” he said to Mari in his own language, and she rose from her seat.  “How much do you understand, little one?” he asked, his voice kind.

“I understand a few words,” she replied in Attun.  “If you speak slowly, it is easier for me.”

“Wonderful,” smiled Baerkah, “Wonderful.  How long, Ekkatt?  How long has it taken her to learn to speak our language?”

Ekkatt cleared his throat.  “She began to learn on the voyage, and we have spoken in both Attun and English since that time.  Mari is a linguist.  She speaks many earth languages.”

“She woke on the voyage?”  Baerkah asked, his voice sharp.

“Yes.”

“Then you will not return to this line of work?”

“No,” Ekkatt replied.

“Good.  Come and I will show you some items I kept from many years ago.”  He took Mari’s small hand in his and strolled with her to Ekkatt’s former bedroom.  Ekkatt and Tirrit followed.

“Ekkatt, do you remember your old hiding place?  Where you and Tirrit used to go to try to avoid your chores?”  Ekkatt and Tirrit both snorted. They sounded very much like young boys again.  “There is a large chest stored in there now.  Pull it out please.” 

Ekkatt shoved several boxes of books and papers aside.  He felt for the tiny latch at the back of the closet and flipped it, revealing a small storage space, just big enough for two teenage Attun boys.  He found a large metal case and dragged it out into the center of the room.

“It’s vacuum sealed,” said Baerkah.  “You open it here.”  He pushed a button.  The lid of the case popped open with a hiss.  Mari gasped and dropped to her knees.

“These are human,” she looked up at him, her face pale. “These are dead human?”

“No,” replied Baerkah, “No, they are…” he searched for a simple word, “extra.  Do you understand extra?”  The human shook her head with what he assumed to be a negative.

“Father?”  Ekkatt sounded as confused as his little human companion.

“Tell her these clothes are extras.  They are items that remained behind after the government stopped the experiments eighteen years ago.  The clothes were not taken from dead women.  She may have whatever she needs.  Please explain this to her, Ekkatt.”  He watched Ekkatt kneel beside Mari and speak in her language, his voice animated.   Baerkah and Territ exchanged glances when she threw her arms around Ekkatt.  Ekkatt’s response confirmed his suspicions.  His son had given his heart to a human.

“Mari,” said Baerkah, “You will stay here and find your clothes.  Tirrit and I must speak with Ekkatt.  Do you understand?”  

“Yes, I understand,” she replied.  It pleased him when she took his hand.  She stood up from the floor, balanced on the tips of her toes, and brushed her lips against his cheek.  “Thank you,” she said.  Baerkah had not experienced this human kiss for eighteen years.  Not since the day he’d flown his friend Kosti and Kosti’s human mate into the wilderness of Zotha.  Lara had kissed him like this and said the same words, thank you.



* * * *



“This human is your mate?” asked Tirrit.

“She is.  Mari is my mate.  We will leave as soon as she is properly clothed.  I would not put the two of you at risk.”

“No, Ekkatt, you misunderstand.  There is no need for you to leave.  You are my brother.  This is your home.  I am merely asking the obvious question.  I had thought there would never be a mate for either one of us.”

Ekkatt sat in a chair rubbing the side of his head.  This was not the reception Ekkatt expected.  His father and brother sat down and waited in silence.  The three men could hear Mari in the other room squealing with delight at her finds.  A corner of Ekkatt’s mouth turned up in a very human expression of amusement.  

Ekkatt threw up his hands.  “I don’t understand.”  His father and brother exchanged a look.  “Why do you have these clothes?” he continued.  “Why have you not banished me from the compound?  How can you accept a human in you midst with such…such equanimity?  Your attitude makes no sense.”

Ekkatt’s father pulled his chair closer.  “How many years were you on the second moon?”

“Five.”

“A great many things happened during your time there.”

“Yes, I know, the plague, the Wind of Death, yes, much sadness, mother, Tirrit, Aspa.  I know, father.”

“You were chosen for your aptitude.  You made a good pilot. Your abilities as a tracker and a trapper were uncanny.  I remember you scored the highest in your class.  But you were not here when so many died.  You did not witness it, thank the fates.”  

“I’m sorry, father.  I should have been here.”

“And that would have changed things?  Do you think your presence would have made things better?  I was grateful you were on the moon, safe, out of harm’s way.  But, I have a question for you.  What were you taught about the human race?”

“I was taught their habits, their anatomy, and physiology. I was taught how to transport them safely.  I learned of the diseases they carry,”

“No,” his father interrupted, “What were you taught about their social structure, their intelligence, their cognitive functioning?”

“That they are an insentient species.  They do not feel pain or loss in the way we do.  That they are a subspecies of humanoid which has not evolved beyond the animal stage, they have no souls.”

“And what do you believe now, my son?”

“I believe, as Mari would say, that everything I was taught about humans is a crock of shit.”  

His father lifted an eyebrow at the sound of English words. 

“I believe it is a lie,” Ekkatt explained.  “Their culture may not be as technologically sophisticated as ours, but cognitively they are every bit our equal.  Perhaps the humans are better in some ways.”  

As Ekkatt spoke those words, Mari appeared in the doorway.  She wore a pair of trousers with many pockets.  They hung low on her hips, and she’d cinched them with a leather belt.  She’d pulled on a tight shirt and a fitted sweater over that.  Ekkatt noticed the way the clothes outlined the contours of her body in a way that was somehow more arousing than seeing her naked.  Mari pointed at her feet and he looked down.  “Boots,” she said in his language, a big grin on her face.  “Boots.”  She twirled around and pulled up one leg of the trousers.  “Socks.  See, Ekkatt?  Socks.  For the first time in weeks, I feel like a human being,” she said in English.  “Thank you, Baerkah.  No words enough to thank you.”

“You are welcome, Mari.”  Ekkatt’s father turned to Tirrit.  “Would you take Mari to the kitchen?  Ekkatt and I must finish our conversation.”  

Ekkatt noticed the look that once again passed between his father and his brother.  “Mari,” he said in his own tongue.  “Go with Tirrit.  He will make us food.  I must speak with my father.”  He knew that Mari caught the tone in his voice and though he suspected she wanted to ask what they were talking about she nodded and accompanied Tirrit from the room.

“Mari would ask you, what’s up?  It means, what secret have you been keeping from me, father?”  

“Do you recall my friend, Kosti? He became a general.”

“Yes, I remember him.  He trained with you.  He visited here many times when I was young.” 

“He lost his mate and his two daughters to the astaei patah.”

I’m sorry for him,” said Ekkatt.

“That is not my point.  My point is this, the women you retrieved, the first two hundred, were brought her as part of the government run experiments to be mated with Attun men. My friend Kosti felt he could not ask the men under his command to do anything he would not do.  He wanted to set an example.  Of the women you brought, one hundred and forty-seven survived an outbreak of Tist Fever.  Of those one hundred and forty-seven, eighty-eight adjusted to the move to our world and accepted mates.  Their mates were chosen from the ranks of our military, Kosti’s men.  Kosti himself accepted a female, Lara.”

“So it’s true?  The experiment was a success?”

“Not only was it a success, it was a miracle, Ekkatt.  Human females are more fertile than our females.  They have more frequent cycles.  From what Kosti told me, on Earth they are fertile every twenty-eight to thirty Earth days.  Here, that changed slightly and their cycles lengthened to…oh…every forty-eight days or so, yet in comparison, they are six times more fertile than our own females.  I suppose when a species is shorter-lived, they must reproduce more often,” his father mused.

“Then they had children?  Were they healthy?  Did they live?”  Ekkatt needed to know.

“Yes, viable offspring.  Male and female children.  Further research showed that these hybrid offspring were also capable of reproducing, of mating with our people.  More women were brought and more men volunteered.  You assumed all the women you harvested were sold at market.  If it makes you feel any better, not all were sold as meat, Ekkatt.  Kosti sent buyers from the lab, they posed as meat brokers.  They selected the healthiest women and paid a premium price to keep them from auction.  When the government officially ended the experiment, there were over five hundred mated couples with young children. Several hundred infants had been born.”

His father’s words rocked him.  Over five hundred mated couples and several hundred infants and young children.  “What happened?  What happened to them all?”

“In the beginning, I did not know.  I wondered if they had been put to death.  But then my friend brought his mate and his daughter here.  Lara gave birth to her second child, a son, in your bedroom.  Tirrit and I hid them for two years.  Kosti visited when he could.  One day, Kosti arrived and begged me to help him vanish with his mate and his children.  He feared the religious authorities.  They were sniffing out any remaining hint of bestiality, sexual relations with humans, and he asked that I fly them to the colony.  That was the first I’d heard of it.”

“What is it?”

“It is where the authorities took the women and children and the Attun males who refused to leave their mates.”

“Where is this place?”

“In the Wilderness of Zotha.”

Ekkatt met his father’s eyes.  “The government claimed they had razed the entire area after the plague.  It is off limits.  Pilots are not even allowed to fly over the region.”  

His father nodded.

“Father, do you believe they are still alive?  Do you think the government has left them alone?”

“I do.”

“Why?  Tell me why.”

“Because the children of these human women and our Attun men hold the key to our very survival as a race.  We are dying,  Ekkatt.  There are not enough fertile women to sustain our population.  The government knows this.  Kosti told me.  Our leaders merely wait for the right time, for the religious authorities to see the truth of the matter and sanction these relationships, to instruct the people that humans are not beasts. That they are indeed sentient beings, and then the government will integrate these children into our society.”

“Does the government still buy women?  Tell me, father…do you know if the government buys these women secretly?”

“I suspect the answer is yes, but I don’t know for certain.”

“Father, my chief, Chief Thame, admitted to me that he… eats the merchandise.”  Ekkatt saw his father blanch.  His own stomach felt queasy at hearing the words come out of his mouth.  “I have to believe he is not the only one of our people to commit this heinous act.  I cannot stop him.  But perhaps you can, after Mari and I have gone.”  

“Once I know you and Mari are out of harm’s way, I will see that the proper person is notified.  I still have friends at the academy.”

“Then you’ll take us where you took Kosti?  Father, Mari carries my child.  It is imperative that we leave while it is still early. She must give birth to our child in safety.”

“You can stay here through the winter.  Tirrit and I will hide you.”

“No.  That is only a short-term solution.  We may stay a few days, no more.”

“I’ll take you, son.  But you must be prepared.  No one can enter the air space.  I’m not certain how far the colony is from the perimeter, and I must take care to drop you where there are no patrols.  It is wilderness, Ekkatt, dangerous.  There are no patrols because of the giant durra.  You and she will have to climb over a steep mountain pass.  The human body is much more fragile than ours.  Can your woman do this?”

“Mari’s body may appear fragile, but her will is strong.  Yes, she can do this.”

“Um…” Mari interrupted, “Territ and I have prepared food.”  Ekkatt was proud to hear her say the words in Attun.

“Then let us eat, Mari,” his father replied, “Thank you.”



* * * *



Late that night, wrapped in each other’s arms, Mari listened while Ekkatt filled her in.  “Are you willing?” he asked. “We must go soon, before the child is too big.”

“Let me repeat what you’ve said, so we both know that I understand you clearly.  Attun men, like you, and human women, like me, are living with their children in a settlement in a restricted area, a place called the Wilderness of Zotha, which sounds unnecessarily scary and overly dramatic.”  Ekkatt snorted. “Your father will fly us in your craft to a drop on an area of the perimeter that is unguarded because of the number of giant durra in the general vicinity, where we will proceed to climb over a mountain pass. If we make it over the pass and a giant durra doesn’t eat us, we search for this settlement.  That about it in a nutshell?”

“It will not fit in a nutshell, Mari.”

“Oh Ekkatt,” Mari stuck her tongue out at him. “You take me too literally.  It’s a human saying. It means something is way too big to fit into a nutshell.  It’s satire.”

“You do not wish to attempt this?”

“Oh, no, my love.  On the contrary, hooking up with this colony is our only hope.  No way in hell am I willing to put your father and brother in danger.  What is the punishment for harboring a human?”

“Death.”

“See?  It’s always death.  Don’t you have the option of paying fines or incarceration or fifty lashes or some punishment other than death?”

Ekkatt leaned up on an elbow and touched her face.  “We are a people of law,” he said.  “Very few of us break the law.  It is rare that the death penalty is invoked.”

“I heard your father tell your brother something about eating flesh, your people eating the flesh of my people. Will whoever did that be put to death?”  She watched Ekkatt’s adams apple move up and down as he swallowed hard.  For a moment, he looked as if he would throw up.

“No.  They will be disciplined, perhaps made to take a cut in pay.”

Mari’s stomach lurched. She shoved Ekkatt away and ran for the bathroom.  Ekkatt held her while she vomited.  Mari heard him mumbling in his own tongue.  Finally she sat back, drenched with sweat, and with the taste of bile in her mouth.  “Sorry, Ekkatt,” she said, a bit out of breath.  “That’s not exactly something you want to hear when you’re pregnant.  What were you just saying?”

“I said, forgive me.”

Mari rolled her eyes.  “Enough with the guilt already.  It’s not your fault.  I’d like to invoke the death penalty for whoever is eating human flesh, but it’s not your fault.  How soon do we leave?”

“A day or two.  I must pull together some supplies.”

“Do you have packs?  Backpacks?  Sleeping bags?” she asked.

“These things are?”

“Packs with straps that you sling over your back when you hike, to carry supplies.  Sleeping bags are insulated bags to sleep in.  They keep out the cold.”  Mari thought for a moment.  “Tents?  Do you have a tent?”

“What is a tent?”

“It’s a lightweight, portable house that you set up at night to sleep in and take down in the morning.  It protects you from inclement weather.”

“Yes, the military uses such things so my father will have them.  I will carry the gear.

Mari let Ekkatt help her up.  She brushed her teeth again with the tooth powder.  “I can carry forty pounds,” she said.

Ekkatt snorted.  “That is more than a third of your weight.  I will not allow you to carry so much.”

“I’ve been on a number of what we call backpacking trips.  I can carry forty pounds,” she repeated, feeling stubborn.

“But you were not carrying my child on those backpacking trips of yours.  You will carry what you can, I will take the rest.  Do not fight me on this, little human.  You will lose.”

Mari pulled Ekkatt’s shirt off over her head and tossed it onto the floor.  She climbed back into bed.  “I’m hot,” she said.  Quit whining, Mari.  You sound like a big baby.  What is your problem?  Oh…I don’t know…maybe the hope that there’s a colony of humans and Attun out there, and the fear that there isn’t.  

“What are you afraid of, Mari?  You have faced a giant durra.  You faced me and stood your ground.  What is there to fear now?”

“I’m afraid to answer you.”

“Why?”  Ekkatt laughed.

“Because I’ll cry and I don’t want to cry.  It’s a human weakness.  It’s a human frailty.”

“No, on the contrary.  I believe it is a human strength, this ability to feel so hard that it leaks out of your eyes.  I have discovered that your race possesses great passion.  Your strength and perseverance may be contained in a small package, but those qualities are very large in you.  What are you afraid you will cry about?”

“Oh, Ekkatt,” Mari sighed, “I’m afraid they won’t be there, the colony won’t be there.”

“Ah, is that all?”

“Is that all?  What do you mean, is that all?  That’s the biggest all of all.”

“Little human, they will be there.  I know this.  I feel it, how do you say, in my bones.  The colony is there.  What can I do to reassure you of this?”

“Go out and get me a hot fudge sundae and French fries with a lot of ketchup.”

Ekkatt looked at her like she was speaking Mongolian.  She grinned at him.  For all intents and purposes, she was.  “Oh, you Attun, what will I do with you?”

Ekkatt took the hint.  “This,” he said, and he flipped her beneath him.  “Those fitted garments you wore today are most becoming on you.”  He nuzzled her neck.  “They make your breasts and your bottom more apparent to the eye.  Your breasts are small, but very high.  They are in perfect proportion with the rest of you.  I like your human clothes.”  Ekkatt lowered his mouth to her already erect nipple.

“Oh, do you, now?” Mari gasped as his teeth grazed her.  “Perhaps I should have worn the bikini I found in the trunk.  You might appreciate that.”

Ekkatt lifted his head.  “Bikini?  I do not know this word.”

“Another time,” Mari said, as she steered him to her other breast.  “Now, I just want this.”

















Chapter 17



Mari took Tirrit’s face in her hands and kissed him on both cheeks.  “Ekkatt, would you translate for me?”  Ekkatt stood beside his brother and nodded.  “Tirrit, there are many beautiful women on my world who would consider themselves fortunate to have a man such as you. The walking sticks wouldn’t matter to them at all.”

Ekkatt blushed and translated for his brother, who blushed even redder.  Tirrit sputtered for a moment then he replied, “I am fortunate to have a sister such as you.”  He placed a hand over her flat belly and Mari did not pull away.  She realized he was blessing her when Ekkatt translated his words.  “May the child within you grow healthy and strong and wise in the ways of both our races.  Fly safe.”

“Thank you,” Mari replied in Attun.  She climbed into the back of Ekkatt’s craft and watched through the open cockpit door as Ekkatt embraced his brother possibly for the last time.  A tear slid down her cheek which she wiped absently with the back of her hand.  When they’d packed their gear Ekkatt’s father had commented that he hoped to see his descendants in his lifetime.  Mari was glad he held onto that hope.  Once he dropped them into the wilderness, hope would be about all they had.  

Baerkah flew low to avoid detection.  For a time Mari observed the terrain they crossed from the cockpit widow.  Attun-Ra was a wild and beautiful place. It was lush and big.  The mountains seemed higher and more rugged than those on Earth; the rivers were wider and faster. The trees were taller and  their trunks were thicker.  She didn’t doubt that the climb over the mountain pass and the subsequent search for the colony would be challenging.  Mari found herself drifting and growing drowsy as she listened to Ekkatt and his father converse in soft voices,.  Perhaps it was the pregnancy. She curled up on the floor of the craft, and resting her head on one of the backpacks, fell asleep.  



* * * *



“She sleeps,” said Ekkatt, casting a glance over his shoulder.  “I fear I am asking too much of her.”

His father followed his gaze and looked at her.  “Based upon everything you’ve told me, she seems strong enough, stubborn enough.  Kosti and Lara made the attempt with two small children.”

“You have no idea whether or not they reached the colony.”

“No, but Kosti thought it possible.  I don’t believe he would have risked the lives of his mate and the children otherwise.”

“Perhaps he felt the danger of doing nothing was even greater.”

“Perhaps.  But if that was his reasoning, he would have told me to expect trouble after they were gone.  He did not.  He didn’t tell me much, only that he needed this favor.  Of course, I agreed.  Lara and her children were very precious to me and to Tirrit.”

“Father,” Ekkatt paused for a moment, “What did the children look like?  Human?  Attun?  Both?”

“Ah, the children were robust, well built.  Both of the children were born with the dark hair of our people, their skin a bit lighter in color.  Lara’s daughter had her father’s eyes, but her son, the infant born in our home, his eyes were green, a lovely gemstone green, like Lara’s, like Mari’s.”

“Was this Lara as small as Mari?”

“Are you concerned about the birth?”

“Yes.”

“Lara was smaller than our women, but larger than Mari.  I think…” his father hesitated, “I think all will be well.  If the colony exists, and I am convinced it does, and if you survive the journey, and I believe you will, she will give birth to a healthy child.  There will be trained medics there, Ekkatt.  Kosti told me that a number of the scientists involved in the original study took human mates. They accompanied them into exile.  I imagine they still live.  They can help her.  By now many of their children must have been born into our world.  Besides, the Attun volunteers were military.  They have medical training.”  

“Mari has already lost a child.  I would not have her lose another.”

“She had a mate on earth?”

“Her husband, her mate, and her infant son died in an accident.  Their vehicle crashed into a river.  They drowned.”

Ekkatt’s father grunted.  “How long ago?”

“Nearly two earth years.  I would give her back what she lost.”

“Ekkatt, you cannot give her back what she lost.  You can give her a new life, but you cannot give her back the old.”

“I do not wish to lose her.  She has my heart, father.”

“I know.”

“Humans leak when they feel deep emotion,” Ekkatt began.

“Yes, I remember,” his father interrupted. “They shed tears.”

“I think it is a good adaptation.  I think perhaps our race would be better for it.”

“Perhaps future generations,” his father replied.

Ekkatt remained silent.

“You will give her the supplements?  Human females require a diet richer in vitamins and minerals than our females.  Especially when they are carrying a child.  They are omnivores, you know.”

“Yes.  I am familiar with their dietary habits.”

“So you understand that she may need to eat flesh, especially now?”

“It has occurred to me.”

“And you are willing to provide this for her?”

“Whatever Mari needs, I will provide.”

“Then I am satisfied.”

Ekkatt snorted.  “You are satisfied?”

“Yes.  I take great comfort in the fact that our line will not die out.  I trust you to keep her safe and provide many grandchildren for me.  The day will come, Ekkatt, when our people will open their eyes to see that their very survival depends upon those they think of as animals.  Your children will live as free men and women here, on Attun-Ra.”

“You have become a prophet, father?”

His father smiled.  “No, Ekkatt.  For a brief moment some years ago, I dreamed a dream, and it was perfection.”

“Father, the human female, Lara, her son…”

“I could not leave with them. Your brother needed me, and I feared the authorities would find her and our son and kill them.  I could not have survived that.  Kosti was my dear friend and her mate.  She belonged with him.  It was the only way I knew to keep her safe, to keep your little brother alive.”  

“Father, I swear if they still live, I’ll get word to you.”

Ekkatt’s father laid his hand over his.  “No,” his father replied. “Don’t risk it.  One day, I’ll know the truth.  It is enough.”

















Chapter 18



“Have you gotten the lay of the land?”

“Yes.”  Ekkatt pointed up to a break in the cliffs.  “I see the route.  Two days.  It will take two days.”

“Two days to that point?” Mari spoke up.

“Yes,” replied Ekkatt.  He’d spoken in Attun. She had understood his words.

Mari nodded.  “Yes, I think two days is about right.  I suspect that finding our way down the other side will be more difficult than climbing up this side.”  She walked toward the edge of the trees.

“Do not go too far,” Ekkatt called after her.  He watched Mari open her mouth and sniff the air.  

“Nothing,” she called, “and I have to pee.”  

Ekkatt inhaled deeply to check for any trace of the big cats.  There was none.  “It seems safe,” said Ekkatt, “but stay close and yell if you hear anything.”  Mari grinned and saluted before she turned and sauntered off into the trees.

She has courage.

Ekkatt checked the straps on the two packs.  His mouth twitched when he saw the black eyes Mari had painted on the back of the packs.  She claimed some villagers in the country of India on her planet had successfully driven off man-eating tigers by wearing eyes on the backs of their heads.  He wasn’t certain this would work with the giant durra, but anything was worth a try.

Ekkatt opened the packs to see that the flight hadn’t disturbed anything.  He shifted the med-kit to the front of his pack just in case they needed something.  He’d brought warm clothes, socks, extra boots for both of them, wool blankets, and waterproof wraps.  He’d pulled out his father’s old happa, what Mari called a tent, and a large bag for sleeping.  They would have to share, but it would be better for her sake.  His body would keep her warmer than a sleeping bag.  They could not risk a fire, so he’d brought as much dried food as he could carry.  

He’d compromised with Mari.  He’d wanted to carry everything, but she’d demanded he let her carry a share of equipment and supplies.  Her pack weighed a little over thirty earth pounds, his near ninety.  He’d brought along several uustal, one to sling over his shoulder and another for his belt.  Mari would carry a third.  He had plenty of ammunition, three knives, and an earth machete.  Mari had two short knives, and she’d insisted that he carry something she called pepper spray on his belt.  

She’d found two canisters of the stuff in his father’s vacuum sealed chest.  She claimed they were effective against large carnivores on her planet and that the spray incapacitated them without killing them.  He’d laughed when she’d instructed him to make certain to point them at the cat, not at his own face.  

“I’m serious,” she’d said.  “It’s easy to make a mistake with this stuff.  If you spray yourself, the cat might not eat you, but you won’t be moving for a while and I can’t carry you.” 

“Ready,” called Mari, coming from the trees.  

Ekkatt helped her with her pack then he slipped his own over his shoulders.  “Can you see the game trail half-way to the ridge?”  He saw Mari squint in the direction he pointed.  She nodded.  “We follow that,” he said.  “You walk in front.  If there is a giant durra in the vicinity, it will attack from the rear.”

“Not with the eyes,” said Mari.

Ekkatt smiled at her.  “We shall hope.” 

Mari smiled back.  “Any chance we can make the summit in one day?”

“Unlikely,” Ekkatt replied, “but I would like to reach a treeless area before nightfall.”

“Above tree line,” Mari commented. “Then we better get a move on.”  She tightened the straps on her pack, checked her uustal to see that she’d clicked on the safety, and with a determined step, set out in the right direction.

Ekkatt followed close behind.



* * * *



The climb took three days.  They’d hiked directly into the territory of a giant durra. It had taken them an entire day to skirt the area the cat had marked.  Both suffered sleep-deprivation.  Ekkatt stood guard over Mari by night. She, in turn, spelled him for several hours after sunrise so he could doze.  Ekkatt knew she took the opportunity to vomit in private, or puke her guts out, as she put it. He knew it to be a physiologic response to the early stages of pregnancy.  He wished there was something he could do to help, but once Mari had emptied her stomach she seemed quite well for the rest of the day.  He knew she must be feeling fatigued, but she tried very hard not to show it.  No matter how steep the climb she pressed on.  

As they’d both suspected, climbing down was much more technical than climbing up.  “It always is,” Mari observed.  On the steepest sections, they’d lowered the packs with a rope and free-climbed down.  Ekkatt wanted to rope them together, but Mari refused.  She claimed it was safer if they remained separate.  He understood why.  Climbers roped together tended to die together.  He could break Mari’s fall, but he had to admit that she could not break his.  If he fell, he would pull her from the wall, and they would both be lost.  On one particularly difficult section, he’d stopped on a ledge so she could rest.  He pointed off in the distance.

“Mari,” he said to her, “Look there.  Do you see that rounded hill?”

She nodded.

“If we are separated, if something should happen to me, take as much food as you can carry and all the weapons and go in the direction of the hill.”

“Nothing will happen to you,” Mari insisted.

Ekkatt took her hand.  “Be reasonable, little human.  If something happens, go to that hill.”

“Why?”

“As your people say, I have a gut feeling.  I think they are there, the colony we seek, somewhere beyond that hill.  Swear to me you will go there.”

“Okay, I’ll go there.  But nothing is going to happen to you.  Got it?”

“Got what?”

“I mean, do you understand?  Nothing is going to happen to you that we can’t fix.”

Ekkatt grunted and offered her the water bottle.  He watched Mari’s throat work.  She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand  then returned the water.  He took a long drink.  He loved this woman.  He loved her with every fiber of his being.  He would be lost without her.  He wondered how his father felt, losing two women.  But he’d had no choice, Lara had to go.  Either that or risk her death and the death of her children.  Ekkatt had sworn to his father that if she still lived he’d find her and his half-brother. 

Ekkatt glanced at Mari’s face.  Her eyes were closed and she leaned back against the rocks, napping.  He noticed that she fell asleep quickly because of the baby.  He wished he could make their way easy, as easy as walking up to the main gate and asking for admittance, but his father had explained the troops guarding the gate and patrolling the perimeter had no idea what was within.  They’d been told they were safeguarding the citizens of Attun-Ra from the original site of the astaei patah, that entire villages had been razed and were off-limits until the ground tested free of disease.  Because of the rugged mountains and the isolation this was the only unguarded path in and out.  

Ekkatt sighed.  Much had changed since the plagues.  The females of his world could not even attempt such a climb.  Before the deaths, yes, but over the past twenty years the women of Attun-Ra had been sheltered, petted.  Their lives had been made as comfortable as possible.  He doubted a woman of his race could survive in this wilderness, yet Mari seemed at home.  She never complained.  

She looked down from the heights and controlled her fear.  She climbed up when it was necessary, and she climbed down when necessary.  She had good eyes. Even though his were better, she’d been of help in searching out game trails and finding the easiest pathways.  She’d mentioned that she’d done such things before, but he hadn’t taken her seriously, yet there was no denying she was competent in the wilderness of his world.  Not merely competent but tenacious. Mari was a survivor.  

Ekkatt closed his own eyes, allowing himself to drift.  The giant durra did not hunt this high, so aside from the danger of a fall they were safe.  We have to reach the colony before the snows…another month.  Perhaps three weeks of food remain. When it is gone, I will have to hunt the small game.  I must feed my mate, and I must eat or we both die.      Ekkatt…Ekkatt…Someone hissed his name.  He opened his eyes slowly.  

“Don’t move,” Mari whispered in his ear.  “Don’t move a muscle, not even your head.  Stay still as a stone.”

Ekkatt heard the warning in her voice and he complied.  Out of the corner of his eye, he watched her hands slowly reach for the canister of pepper spray.  Her eyes glued to a point beyond his head, she removed it from her belt and flipped up the leather flap covering the nozzle.  “Close your eyes and hold your breath.  No matter what I do, don’t move until I tell you to.”  Her voice was low, her mouth barely moving, her eyes focused on something he couldn’t see.  “Close your eyes,” she said.

Ekkatt did as she ordered.  He heard a hiss and felt a fine mist on his skin.  Off to his left, came a loud scrabbling noise, then Mari threw herself on top of him.  Ekkatt heard a clatter of stone as something rolled down the mountain.  Mari placed her hand over his eyes while he heard her begin to cough uncontrollably.  Ekkatt sucked in a breath and wished he hadn’t.  With his throat and lungs burning, he began to cough like Mari.  He managed a quick look at her face from between her fingers.  He saw that tears streamed from her eyes. He heard her gag as if she would vomit before he was forced to close his eyes again.  They were on fire.  He felt Mari rip the water bottle from his belt. Even though she still coughed, she poured water onto his face, dousing his eyes, nose, and mouth.

“You don’t produce tears,” she gasped.  “I have to get it out of your eyes.”  She put the bottle to his lips.  “Drink.”

Ekkatt drank.  He felt helpless.  It took ten minutes before he managed to open his eyes and keep them open.  He found Mari on her hands and knees, bent over his legs, still coughing, staring down the talus field.

“What is it?”  Ekkatt asked in a hoarse voice, “A cat?”

“No,” coughed Mari, “That.”  She pointed to something gray in color.  It writhed on the rocks twenty feet below.

“Fuck.”

Mari looked at him, horror in her eyes. “Ekkatt…what is it?”

“Sephatha, very toxic.  Very deadly toxic.  Poison fangs.”

“Shit, Ekkatt, it was about to bite you when I sprayed it.  Are there more of those suckers?”  Her eyes darted back and forth.

“Most likely.  We need to move from here.  They live in a nest.  We must be close.”

Mari jumped to her feet.  “Then let’s get the fuck off this ledge.  That thing creeps me out.  Are there lots of these in your world because I’ll take a giant durra any day.  There was this milky white stuff dripping from that sucker’s fangs.”

“Venom.”

“Ekkatt, I think I’m gonna be sick.  Go kill it.  Please. Go down there and shoot it.  Or if you don’t want to shoot it, I’ll shoot it.  For God’s sake, somebody shoot it.”

“Be calm, Mari, I will take care of it.  But we must climb down.  Go to the packs.  Keep hold of your spray in the event you see another sephatha.”

“Yuck.  Just, just yuck.  Are these common, Ekkatt?  Tell me the truth.  Are these common?”

“No, Mari, they are rare.  I have only seen one in my lifetime.  Now two.”

“Ick.  One is more than enough.”  She shuddered.  “I’m climbing down that way,” she pointed in the opposite direction of the wriggling reptile. “Then I’ll make my way over to the packs.”   

“Mari,” Ekkatt warned, “Keep your eyes open and watch where you put your hands.  Do you see that bare space?  Where the rocks level off?”

“Yes.”

“Pull the packs to that space and wait for me there.”

Mari nodded and set off.  With his eyes still burning Ekkatt watched her pick her way down the slope, making certain there was nothing more dangerous in her path than a loose rock.  Then he approached the sephatha.  If Mari hadn’t used her spray, it would have bitten him, and he would have died within a few hours.  He could add resourceful and quick-witted to her qualities.  Pepper spray.  Ekkatt snorted.  Mari was full of surprises.  Looking at the sephatha, he suddenly understood what she meant by the word, yuck.   



* * * *





“You didn’t kill it?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“It was merely protecting its nest.”

“You found the nest?”

“Yes.”

“How many little sephathas?”

“Oh…enough.”

“Enough to do what?  Kill an entire colony of Attun?”

“Little human, you are not afraid of the teeth and claws of the giant durra but you fear a small reptile?”

“Yes.  It was gross, with that venom dripping off its fangs.  Ewww!”

“What is this gross?”

“Disgusting.  Sickening.  Makes me want to puke.”

“Yet you didn’t shoot it.”

“I was afraid I’d accidentally shoot you.  The pepper spray scatters and a perfect aim isn’t as critical, besides, it’s nonlethal.  If I hit you, which I did as you recall, you wouldn’t die.”

“You would prefer that I return and kill them all?”

“No,” Mari snuggled closer to Ekkatt in the sleeping bag.  “They have as much right to live as we do.  I just don’t want one of them crawling in here with us.”

Ekkatt wrapped his arms around her and tucked her head into his shoulder.  “They live in the rocks.  You do not have to fear them.  We must have stopped very close to the nest.  They are not usually so aggressive.”

“If I hadn’t opened my eyes when I did, you could have died.”

“But you did open your eyes, and I did not die.”  Ekkatt chuckled.  “I am very impressed at the lengths you went to, to save me, despite the grossness of the sephatha.”

“You’re welcome,” said Mari, and she leaned over to brush her lips across his.  Her hand slid across the front of his trousers.  “I feel something stirring here.”

“You wish me to use it?”  Ekkatt teased.  “The process would be complicated in this bag.”

“Oh, no,” replied Mari, “Easy as pie.  Let me show you.  I just need access to the one part.”  Her head disappeared for a moment as she kicked off her panties and unfastened Ekkatt’s trousers.  She climbed on top of him, tossing her shirt aside.  Ekkatt took the hint and cupped her breasts with his palms, pinching her taut nipples.  “This is what we humans call a quickie,” Mari breathed.  She reached down and positioned his shaft between her legs.

“Mmmm, warm,” mumbled Ekkatt.  

“Very,” replied Mari as she slid his length into her, inch by inch.  She rubbed her clit against the base of his cock.  “There’s something about a sephatha attack,” she moaned, “that makes one very horny.”

“What is horny?” murmured Ekkatt, his hands roaming her buttocks.  

“It means,” panted Mari, arching her back, her hips moving up and down as she rode him, “I want to fuck your brains out.”

Ekkatt growled and flipped her beneath him.  He plunged deep, as Mari whimpered like a kitten.  “When you use these words, I cannot control myself.”  Ekkatt voice was rough.

“Then,” Mari gasped as he thrust again, “don’t.”  



* * * *



Mari pulled the sleeping bag up over her shoulders.  She tried to slip off Ekkatt but he held her in place.

“Stay,” he said in a soft voice.  “I like your body on top of mine, and I have not finished licking your shoulder.”

“I’m not too heavy?”  Mari felt her body bounce as Ekkatt snorted.  “Good answer,” she said.

“This saying, to fuck the brains out, where does this come from?”

“I don’t know,” Mari laughed, pressing her face against his chest, “but it’s quite colorful and definitely says what it means and means what it says.”

“I will remember it the next time I am, as you say, horny.”  

Mari giggled at his words, while Ekkatt replied by squeezing her bottom.  “You humans use much colorful language when it comes to matters involving physical intimacy.”

“Yes we do.  We can be rather crude.”

“But the crude language arouses me greatly.”

Mari hid her grin.  “I’ve noticed,” she said.  “Ekkatt?”

“Hmmm?”  He licked at the bite mark he’d made.

“You sleep.  I’ll take first watch.”

“No, little human, you do not see well in the dark. Besides, your sense of smell is not so acute.  I will take watch in a moment.  I merely want to lie with you for a time enjoying the comfort of your warm body.”

“I’m wide awake though, and I want to look at the stars,” said Mari.  “Remember, these stars are all new to me.”

“Ah,” Ekkatt scooted over and Mari shifted onto her back.  “Then look, Mari.  The stars are beautiful.  It is why I fly.  I love to look at the stars.”

“Do you name constellations?  Do you know what constellations are?”  Mari saw Ekkatt close his eyes for a moment.

“Star groupings?  You name star clusters, correct?”

“Yes.  We name groups of stars for heroes, mythical creatures, and ancient gods.  Our constellations move, or appear to move. You understand?  We call it precession, the apparent movement of the constellations in relation to a fixed point on earth.  So, a constellation rises at a different point on the horizon over spans of time.  Does that make any sense?”

“We have constellations,” Ekkatt replied.  “We call them kohavae tuchan.  Star spirits.  They rise and set like your constellations.  In ancient times, my people used the kohavae tuchan as seasonal guides, as a calendar.  We use them as a directional guide in the wilderness.”

“Our constellations were used as calendars also.  Sailors still navigate by the stars,” said Mari.  She crossed her arms behind her head.  “Show me some star spirits.”

Ekkatt pointed directly above their heads.  “There are twelve stars there, see if you can find the shape.”

Mari followed his finger.  “I’ve never been very good at this, except for Orion’s Belt and the Big Dipper.”

“Look at them with soft eyes.  See them all together, not as individual stars,” Ekkatt instructed her.

Mari gazed upwards and allowed her eyes to lose focus.  She stopping picking out stars and instead looked for patterns.  She turned towards Ekkatt and grinned.  “It’s a giant durra.”

“Yes, it is the ancestor of all feline species on my planet.  Its name is Matu, the first durra.”

“And I suppose there is a sephatha up there?”

“No,” Ekkatt pointed to Mari’s right, “but there is what you would call a giant water reptile, that cluster of stars rising above the cliff, Hakonitt, the man eater.”

“Like our crocodile,” Mari yawned.

“Sleep, little human, I will show you more kohavae tuchan tomorrow.”  Mari allowed Ekkatt to pull her close. She fell asleep cradled in his arms.















Chapter 19



Ekkatt pulled out the last of their dried food.  He added water from the nearby stream, sealed the bag and shook it to rehydrate the protein supplement.  Mari had finished the vitamin and mineral powder three days before.  He took a hard look at her.  His woman was too thin, especially now.  It couldn’t be helped.  He’d had to cinch in his belt too.  He would hunt the next day.  Mari needed food, and they would need a permanent shelter soon.  The nights had grown much colder and the days shorter.  Ekkatt wondered why they hadn’t come across an abandoned settlement or a hut, anything to indicate the Attun had once lived in the region.  It was as if the area had deliberately been allowed to revert to its natural state.  Ekkatt knew that before the plague the region had been populated, not heavily, but populated none the less. Surely they’d left something behind. If so, he and Mari hadn’t discovered it yet.

They’d reached the hill more than a week before.  They’d climbed to the top, hoping to find a sign of civilization on the other side, but there was only more forest that stretched as far as the eye could see.

Ekkatt glanced over at Mari.  She stood at the edge of the clearing with her eyes closed and her head tilted at an odd angle.  He wondered if she felt sick again.  Her queasiness had increased now that they’d run out of the supplement.  

“Mari,” he called.  “Come and eat something.”  She didn’t reply.

“Mari,” he repeated. “Come.”  Again there was no reply so he carried the bag to her.  Perhaps she was asleep on her feet, a concept she’d explained to him a few days before.  

“Ekkatt,” she began, her eyes still closed, “you said you don’t have any canines on your world.”

“We do not have that species, no.  Come, Mari, you must eat.”  She opened her eyes and looked at him.  

“If you don’t have any canines then why do I hear a dog barking?”  

Ekkatt stopped in his tracks.  “That is not possible.  I think you have been too long without sleep and have eaten too little food.  Eat.  You must have heard the crack of a branch.  Perhaps a tree fell.”  He opened the bag and handed her a piece of the protein concentrate.  He watched as she chewed the leathery stuff with a thoughtful expression on her face.

“No,” she said. “It was definitely a dog.  I heard a large dog barking.  It may have been more than one dog.  The sound came from that direction.”  She pointed through the trees to their left.  “Do you smell anything bad in that direction?”

Ekkatt sniffed the air.  He opened his mouth and inhaled, trying to gauge the various scents of the forest.  “Nothing bad.”

“Then I want to go that way,” she said.  

“Mari, I do not know what you…”

“There,” she interrupted, “there it is again.”

Ekkatt found himself mimicking Mari’s posture.  He closed his eyes, tilted his head, opened his mouth slightly and listened.  She was right, the distant noise did sound like the bark of a dog.  He’d heard dogs many times.  On Earth, the animals had seemed to sense his presence when humans could not.

“Can you locate the sound?” asked Mari.

“Yes, but Mari, while I do not know what this noise is, the one thing it cannot be is a dog.”

“Ekkatt, that’s a dog.  I’m telling you.  It’s a dog.  If your people can bring women here then they can sure as fuck bring dogs here.  That.  Is.  A.  Dog.  Where there are dogs, there are people.  I’m going to hike towards the sound of that dog, and you will come with me.”  She crossed her arms and stared at him.  “What difference does it make anyway?  If it’s not a dog then we die regardless of which direction we go.”

Ekkatt shrugged.  He couldn’t argue with her logic.  “Then eat.  We will pack up and follow your barking dog.  Your reasoning is impeccable, little human.  It always has been.”

He saw a corner of Mari’s mouth turn up in a weak smile.  “From the day I woke up?”

“Yes, from the day you woke up.”

“How long has it been, Ekkatt?  Two months, three months?”

“Perhaps three of our months.”

“You know, it’s odd,” she said, “but I barely remember a time when I didn’t know you, when I wasn’t here.  It feels as if I’ve always been with you.”

Ekkatt understood exactly what she meant.  He no longer thought about his life before Mari.  

“I did not realize how little I had until the moment you woke up.  What did you ask for, Mari?  Do you remember?  Did you plead with me to return you to your home?  Did you beg for mercy, for food, for water?  No.  You were angry and you said, fuck you, asshole.  You asked for your clothes, like a civilized person.  I had never spoken with a human before, other than to tell them to move or go there or sit or stay or wait.  Everything you said to me on that voyage opened my eyes.  I could not close them again.  If you say that sound is a dog barking, then I agree, it is a dog barking.  If it is not, well then, it is not.”

Mari stared at him for a moment.  He watched her eyes fill with tears.  “I’ll eat if you eat,” she indicated the remaining protein concentrate.  “If you don’t eat, I don’t survive.”  

He pulled out his portion of the food and ate it quickly.  

“Ekkatt,” she said, “I must warn you that if it isn’t a dog, I’ll probably cry.  You should be prepared.”

Reaching out a hand, he stroked her hair.  Mari had kept it braided, but still, there was no avoiding tangles.  They hadn’t been able to bathe properly in weeks.  He didn’t care.  The strands shone a deep, dark red in the sun.  Mari was beautiful, despite the smudges of dirt on her face and the dark circles beneath her eyes.  

“I think,” Ekkatt began, “I have never loved you more than I love you this day, little human.”  He watched Mari’s eyes fill with tears once again.  They spilled over her lashes, sliding down her cheeks.  

Mari threw herself into his arms, knocking him backwards a few paces.  “Damn you,” she cried.  “I wanted to be the one to say that.”

Ekkatt held her until her sobs quieted.  She finished her protein supplement, and they repacked everything in silence.  Ekkatt helped Mari adjust her straps.  Both packs were quite a bit lighter than they’d been at the start of their journey.  The two of them followed the intermittent sound through the forest and arrived at the base of a high ridge by late afternoon.  There the sound vanished.  

“On the other side,” said Mari.  

Ekkatt didn’t argue with her.  Together they wound their way to the top of the ridge, where they stood side by side, looking down over the valley below.

“German shepherds,” Mari spoke in a hushed whisper.  “Ekkatt…look…dogs.”

“And kir, there are kir,” Ekkatt mumbled, as stunned as Mari.  “The dogs are guarding the kir.”

The shock was so great at first that neither of them noticed the tall, young men standing at the edges of the flock until they heard one call out to his fellows.  He pointed in their direction.

“Fuck me,” breathed Mari, “Masai…”  Before Ekkatt could reach her, her knees buckled and she sat down heavily on the grassy slope.  Tears streamed down her cheeks.  “I lied,” he heard her say.  “I said I would cry if there weren’t dogs.”  

Ekkatt slid the pack off his shoulders and dropped to the ground.  He pulled her against him.

“We have found our home, little human.  We will live, our child will be born, and she will live without fear.”

“She?”  Mari asked?

“Yes, Mari, I feel it in my bones…she.”



* * * *



Tails wagging, the dogs were the first to reach them.  Mari wrapped her arms around the closest German shepherd and buried her face in his thick hair.  She inhaled.  The dog smelled of home.  Mari had traveled across the galaxy to her death only to find a new home and a man who loved her with all his heart.  She heard voices, speaking in Attun, English, French…she lost track.  She felt Ekkatt’s arms slip around her. He lifted her from the ground.  

“All will be well, my little human,” he murmured in Attun.  “All will be well.”



THE END
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