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I flicked the edge of the hardened wax strip and cursed. It was too late to change my mind, but I deeply regretted letting my boredom lead me to this point. Taking a deep breath, I grabbed the end of the strip, and pulled. 

“Holy mph-” The pain sent a cold sweat across my entire body and I dropped the hair-covered wax to the floor with a squeak of lingering pain. One look at my partially denuded undercarriage told me that I couldn’t stop now, not looking like that. 

“Why’d you put the first strip down the middle, idiot?” I asked myself. I’d been doing that a lot lately, talking to myself, carrying on both sides of meandering pointless conversations. It was probably a bad sign, but there wasn’t exactly anyone else to talk to.  

“It looks like my pussy has a receding hairline,” I said. “There’s no way I can live with myself and leave it looking like that.” 

Giving myself my first Brazilian wax in six months had been my attempt at entertainment. It seemed like a good idea while I set up my little workstation, dusted every surface, sanitized and picked out my favorite lavender scented wax beads. Messing with the melting wax had kept me busy for almost ten minutes, and I’d even whistled to myself as I laid down that first, optimistic strip. 

Now I was looking at a naked, angry red patch of skin dead center in the unshaved forest I was sporting, it wasn’t as much fun as I hoped. The newly waxed spot was hot to the touch, like my skin was trying to warn me off pulling anymore hair out, and tender. But I’d already committed by virtue of my impossible to ignore bald patch, so the rest of my poor bikini area would just have to resign itself to the massacre. 

I sighed and dipped a fresh stick into the wax. 

“This was a mistake,” I said aloud, carefully pushing the hot wax down the next strip of hair. “Massive, painful mistake. I regret everything.” 

I swiped the wax into a handy little lip for easy pulling, if nothing else, I was a professional, and tossed the used stick away with a flourish. Looking around the empty spa, I waited for the wax to harden and wondered how long I could expect my latest distraction to last. 

Not long enough. I’d run out of things to keep me busy months ago. The spa had its own well, solar panels, a septic field, a huge stock of protein bars, protein shakes and green smoothie powder. An appetizing diet it was not, but when the world ended, and aliens invaded, you didn’t look the protein horse in the mouth. 

Whoops, I thought of the forbidden word again. Damn, I’d been doing so well, not letting my thoughts creep outside the protective walls of the spa. 

Eager to push reality aside, I grabbed the cooled wax strip and yanked. 

“Son of a-” I gasped in pain, pressing a hand to my abused skin and trying to gather the courage for the next strip.  

“You should never have let the roots get this established,” I scolded myself. “Every eight weeks and it barely hurts. But you let it go for over six months and now you’re paying the price.” 

In another life, standing in my workplace, pantless, talking to myself and clutching a dripping popsicle stick covered in hot wax would have been a sign of a mental break. But I hadn’t seen any of my coworkers in months, hadn’t talked to anyone in months, and frankly had stopped asking myself if I had a full inventory of my marbles. 

It was just me, the bright, semi-flattering lights, and the quiet playlist I’d been playing on repeat because it was all I had downloaded and the internet was no longer a thing. Come to think of it, hearing the same fifteen songs all day for six months probably wasn’t helping my mental health. 

Grumbling to myself, I propped one foot up on the waxing bed and tilted my hand mirror so I could get a decent view of what I was doing. I’d never actually done a full Brazilian on myself. Why would I when I worked with six other trained professionals and free spa services was a job perk? 

My inexperience was one of the reasons I’d let things get so hairy, and I was struggling to suck my gut in enough to see what I was doing. I’d lost a few pounds on a diet of protein bars and ‘health’ smoothies that tasted like the color ‘kelly green’, but I had just enough pouch left to be in the way. 

“Oooh, hot, hot, hot,” I chanted as I missed my mark and scorched a particularly sensitive area. Blowing out an exasperated breath, I straightened and waited for things to cool down. 

“This is gonna suck,” I announced to the empty spa. Contorting myself into position, I grabbed the edge of the strip, held my breath and yanked. 

BANG! 

“What the-” my hand stopped mid pull, tugging painfully on the last few inches of hair and I whipped my head around, looking for the source of the sound. A feral, ear-piercing scream drowned out my playlist and my stomach dropped. 

I’d heard that scream before, late at night, while I was curled up on the massage table that served as my bed. The sound had haunted my nightmares for months, so utterly foreign to the normal sounds of nighttime. I’d never had the courage to peek out a window and see the source, preferring to pretend it was a feral cat and live on in blissful ignorance. 

But it had never sounded so close before. 

Still frozen in my awkward hunch, one hand gripping the half pulled strip of wax, I held my breath and shuddered as the scream came again. It sounded like it was moving around the outside of the spa. Another crash came from the back room, and I started hyperventilating. 

The main area of the spa was windowless, for obvious privacy reasons, no one wanted to bare their bits to an esthetician and anyone walking by. I avoided the reception area and its wall of windows because looking outside forced me to acknowledge how wrong everything looked now.  

There were no cars driving by anymore, no lit OPEN signs in the shops across the street, no walk-in customers hoping for a quick pedicure on their lunch break. No cheerful Milly, manning the front desk and the phone. All the windows did now was prove that my little bubble was a drawn out episode of denial in my grieving process for the world I’d known my whole life. 

I’d blocked the door to the waiting area when the first explosions started and I was alone in the spa for a deep clean day. But there was one other window, in the storage room, above the receiving area where we stored our deliveries. Back when we got deliveries.  

From the banging and crashing, something had come in through that window. 

My lungs burned from holding my breath and I exhaled woozily, trading in my frozen stillness for hyperventilation as the unseen ruckus suddenly stopped. 

What was I supposed to do?  

I wasn’t wearing pants, I still had half a wax strip clinging to my pubic hair, I had no weapons and since I’d been alone when I started this stupid project, I hadn’t even pulled the privacy curtain. There was nowhere to hide, and I had every light in the spa on full blast. 

Indecision and panic trapped me in place, even as the leg I stood on started to cramp from my awkward standing squat. 

I literally couldn’t have picked a worse situation to be in when reality came crashing into my little haven. 

The sound of heavy steps came closer. I couldn’t stop panting, I couldn’t move, my brain spinning every possible scenario as I waited for the intruder to show themselves. 

My eyes fixed on the door to the storage room, it swung open and a set of thick, black horns ducked through, followed by a huge, bright red face, and wide, red shoulders.  

It's the devil, I thought numbly as I took in the naked, muscle bound figure. He stared back, wearing nothing but a leather loincloth, a short tail flicking slowly behind him. There was blood streaming down his shoulder, dripping over his arm. Huge black hooves were planted shoulder width apart on the shiny floors I’d mopped this morning, and the person, alien, monster whatever, stared back at me with a shocked look I knew was mirrored on my own face. 
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My brain was still rattled from my near escape from the enraged percer sow outside, and I couldn't help but wonder if I’d imagined the strange scene in front of me. There was a human female in the cool, brightly lit building. 

That alone wouldn’t be enough to confuse me. This is the humans’ planet, there were mated females in my band, so clearly enough escaped and survived the invasion it was reasonable to assume there would be more. 

But this female wasn’t a skinny, sunburned, grime covered survivor. She was clean, her dark hair soft and brushed, her skin paler than any of the other females I’d met. And she was only wearing a shirt. Her bottom half naked, one foot propped up on a strange table, one hand between her legs, holding onto a purple strip of something. 

The hair between her legs was patchy, the skin inflamed like she’d half skinned herself but the open room is filled with floral, clean scents, not blood or suffering. 

I smacked the heel of my hand against my head and tried to understand what I was looking at. 

“This can’t be happening,” she said weakly. “I’ve finally lost my mind.” 

“I’ve lost mine,” I replied, stepping closer. 

She squeaked and jerked her hand up, her face turned red, a hiss of pain escaping her as she dropped the purple strip to the floor, exposing another bare patch of skin. 

She was pulling her hair out? Why? 

There was a flurry of movement as she lunged to the floor, grabbed a bundle of cloth and dragged her pants on while gawking at me. Her round eyes were huge with fear, hands shaking as she struggled with her clothes and I quickly raised my hands and stepped forward. 

“You’re in no danger,” I hurried to assure her. All the humans I’d met on Earth already had turoch mates, but this one clearly had never seen a turoch before. Her mouth kept opening and closing and she skittered behind the strange table like she expected me to attack her. 

“What are you saying?” she demanded. “What are you doing here?” I stepped forward again and she clutched the edge of the table and swayed. “Don’t-don’t come any closer!” 

I froze, my hands still raised. The female was shaking with fear, I was terrifying her, but I couldn’t exactly leave, not with the percer circling the building.  

“I’m not your enemy,” I said slowly. “Please, do not be afraid.” 

Her chin trembled and she blinked at me, tears slowly filling her eyes. 

“Please don’t kill me.” 

She couldn’t understand me, of course. My shoulders sagged as I realized I had no way of convincing her I wouldn’t hurt her. 

Wait. My hand fell to the small pouch at my waist. Penny insisted we all took emergency supplies with us when we left camp, even though no one ever went anywhere alone. Thanks to her insistence, I had a med pack and a scavenged translator. 

Keeping an eye on the trembling female, I felt around in the pouch until I found the tiny lump of metal. There was no guarantee it would work, but Uriish had inspected all the syto tech we’d collected and was reasonably sure it was all functional. 

The prickly syto captain had not been happy that Adak and Penny wanted to keep all the translators intact instead of letting him tear them apart to repair his slowly failing shuttle. 

I slowly lifted the translator and showed it to her. 

“I have a translator,” I said gently, knowing my words would be useless but still wanting to explain. “It needs to pierce your ear to work, but you will be able to understand me.” 

“What is that?” she asked nervously, her wide eyes darting between my hand and my face. 

I swiveled one of my ears forward and pointed at the matching metal post that sat in the thick cartilage. 

“It’s an earring?” 

I shook my head and offered it to her, holding my hand out in the stretch of open space between us. 

“For me?” She didn’t look interested in taking it and I pointed to my ear again and nodded. 

The female swallowed hard, her body still wracked with terrified shivers as we stared at each other. Neither of us moved for a long moment before it became clear she wasn’t going to take my offering. 

This wasn’t helping her calm down, if anything she was breathing harder the longer I waited for her fear to pass. Keeping my movements slow and unthreatening, I reached back into my pouch, searching for anything that could reassure her. 

Something crinkled against my roaming fingers and I grinned triumphantly when I realized what it was. Ancestors bless Adak’s mate and her preparedness. I pulled the translucent bag from my pouch, it’s small paper note sealed safely from the elements. 

“Here,” I said, striding toward the trembling female. “For you.” 

The female cringed away from me and I quickly grabbed her hand and shoved the note into her limp fingers.  
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The devil had shoved a sandwich bag into my hand.  

Every instinct I had warned me not to take my eyes off the threat, but he wasn’t acting very threatening, and I didn’t think looking at him would save me if that changed. Besides, I had to admit, I was curious.  

Fighting to keep my breathing steady, I slowly dropped my attention to the wrinkled baggie in my fist and was met with an all caps READ ME!!! written in bold purple marker. 

Okay. Not what I’d expected. 

My hands were trembling and slick with sweat as I struggled to peel the sealed bag open and shake out the folded piece of lined paper. When I finally got the page flattened out, I was greeted with three stickers of kittens playing with yarn and a glittery peace symbol. 

A slightly hysterical snort escaped me, and I darted a wary look up at the invader still looming on the other side of the massage table. He flashed me a broad smile and tilted his head expectantly.  

Right, read the note. Clearly, he didn’t speak English, and clearly someone he knew did. Someone who thought kitten stickers would be enough to keep a terrified human from running away from a six-foot red alien in a loincloth. 

I awkwardly cleared my throat and held up a finger. 

“I’m reading it, give me a sec.” 

The alien’s grin brightened and I wondered if he somehow understood me. 

Swallowing down the whirling bubble of stress threatening to take over my body, I looked back at the sticker adorned note. 

Hello, stranger, my name is Penny and I’m a human survivor.  

If you’re reading this you’re probably standing next to a really scary looking red alien, don’t panic, he’s friendly.  

The hysterical laughter I’d been holding back escaped me in an obnoxious burst and I clapped a hand over my mouth to muffle it. Tears filled my eyes as I reread the first two lines of the note. 

A human survivor was talking to me. Not in person, but for six months I’d been convinced I was the only human left alive on the planet, and I was holding tangible proof I wasn’t. The relief was so intense my chest hurt. 

I wiped my arm over my streaming eyes and kept reading. 

I know it’s a lot to believe, but if you’ve survived this long you’ve probably seen a lot you’d never have believed a year ago. There are two kinds of aliens on Earth right now, turochs and sytos. 

The big red guys are turochs and they’re on our side. The blue ones are sytos, DON’T APPROACH THEM. They’re the ones who invaded us and they’re still a threat. 

The situation is a lot bigger and more complicated than a note can explain, but we have a safe place for you if you want to come. We have food, water, weapons and friendly faces. 

The turoch who gave you this note has a translator that will allow you to understand him. It looks like an earring and unfortunately has to pierce your ear to work. If you want nothing to do with us, he’ll leave you alone, his translator already lets him understand you. 

Good luck, Penny 

The note ended with another kitten sticker and a drawn heart. 

It was the most beautiful, silly, human goodbye and I found myself frantically rereading the note just to feel the presence of another person. 

Turochs, sytos, translators, a safe place. It was too much information and not enough all at once. I was desperate for more, for a whole book of reassurance and humanness and at the same time, I was so overwhelmed by the moment I wanted to shut my eyes and check out for an hour just to process. 

For a second I did just that, shutting my eyes and holding my breath until my racing thoughts slowed down. 

There was a scuff of movement and my eyes flew open. The red guy was still here, how had I forgotten? It was a good thing I'd never left the spa, clearly my situational awareness was crap. I had the self-defense skills of a newborn fawn, just holding still and hoping the predator didn’t realize I was right in front of them. 

I licked my lips and cautiously met the devil’s-the turoch’s eyes. They were yellow, and almost sparkling with eagerness. 

“You can understand me?” I croaked out. He nodded and lifted the little piece of metal he’d tried to hand me before. That was probably the translator.  

I hesitated a moment, torn between instinctive fear and the desperate need to know more. 

“You have to stick that in my ear?” I clarified, noting the grime and blood spattered over his hands and arms. “Like pierce the skin?” 

He nodded again and flicked on long, furry ear toward me, showing off the matching glint of metal hidden in the curve of cartilage. 

“Okay,” I slowly reached out and plucked the tiny object from his calloused fingertips. “Let me just-” 

I stared down at the slightly rusty translator and looked back at the filthy male who’d handed it to me. 

“I’m going to disinfect this really quick.” I said. There was a jar of alcohol wipes on my work station and I grabbed a handful. Ripping open the first packet, I laid the wipe down on the table in front of me and used another wipe to clean the tiny translator as well as I could.  

Hopefully the rust wouldn’t give me tetanus. 

Was I really doing this? The moment I could properly talk to this alien, any delusions of normalcy would be toast. Already I knew more about the outside world than I had five minutes ago. 

I knew what aliens had invaded Earth, which were friendly, which were not. I knew other humans had escaped the initial attack, I knew I could leave and talk to someone other than myself. 

Did I want that? Could I handle the new reality past the safe bubble of the spa? 

I didn’t know. But for some reason I kept moving. Laying the (hopefully) sterilized translator on the clean wipe, cleaning my own hands and then thoroughly wiping down my left ear. Once I was confident I’d killed as many germs as I could, I looked back at the translator, noting the semi-sharp end of the metal post. It was almost as thick as a small screw, way more painful than the needle that had pierced my lobes as a child. 

There was no way I could force myself to shove that through my own ear. Hell, I was still standing akimbo because my unfinished Brazilian stung like a bitch. 

“Can you help me?” I asked, hesitantly. It felt weird to let a total stranger stab me, let alone an alien I couldn’t understand.  

The red guy nodded and reached for the translator. 

“Wait, wait!” I yelped, watching as his blood and dirt covered hand paused an inch from my recently cleaned translator. “Let me wipe you down.” 

He froze and darted a confused look at me as I snatched another packet, ripped it open and flapped the thin wipe open. I grabbed his thick wrist and held his hand between us as I quickly scrubbed the grime from his brilliant skin. One wipe wasn’t near enough surface area to cover his huge hand, and I had a small pile of dirty wipes and scattered wrappers by the time I was confident I wouldn’t get some terrible infection if he touched the translator. 

I swiped a clean wipe over his knuckles one last time just to be sure and realized what I’d just done. I was touching an alien, I’d grabbed an alien, and manhandled his huge hand like it was nothing. 

My throat tightened for a moment as I stared down at his hand. He had five fingers, just like a human, and short, blunt nails over dark red nail beds. There were dozens of tiny scars over his boxy knuckles, and tiny speckles of purple dotting the back of his hand. His skin was hot and smooth despite the scars, and he felt bizarrely normal compared to how he looked. 

I looked up at him through my lashes and felt my face flush when he grinned lazily at me. 

“Sorry, that was...aggressive,” I muttered. Both his ears perked at my words and I spotted his short tail lashing excitedly behind him. There was a little tuft of black hair at the end of it, and for a brief moment the hulking male looked cute? 

I really had lost my mind. 

I dropped his hand and pushed the translator across the table toward him. 

“Just use your clean hand to touch it,” I mumbled, reluctantly moving around the table to stand next to him. My hair was already tied back, because waxing yourself with loose hair was just asking for a disaster, and I pulled the ends over my shoulder and tilted my head to the side to give him access to my sacrificial ear.  

He said something in reply, his voice a low rumble that made the hair on the back of my neck prickle with something that wasn’t quite fear.  

I squeezed my eyes shut and braced myself. “I’m ready.” 

The alien laid a heavy hand on the back of my neck and tilted my head slightly, his skin burning against mine. A tiny gasp escaped me at the contact and he rumbled something else I couldn’t understand before grabbing my ear and quickly forcing the metal through it before I could flinch. 

I yelped and instinctively pulled away, almost falling before he caught my arm. 

“Over quickly,” a cheerful male voice reassured me. 

My eyes flew open and I gaped up at him. 

“It actually worked,” I blinked up at him, poking at my sore ear. 

He tilted his head to the side and grinned, he was awfully smiley, this alien. 

“Of course it worked, I wouldn’t hurt you for a piece of broken tech.” He offered me his hand, the clean one. “I am Tovis, formerly a syto slave and gladiator. Now a free turoch of Earth.” 

“I-” words failed me for a moment as the last few minutes hit me all in a rush. I was talking to an alien, apparently he used to be a slave. He had a name, Tovis. He was trying to shake my hand.  

The jarring contrast of the human greeting combined with the pure alienness of Tovis made my head spin and I stared blankly at his offered hand. The world I’d been clinging to was over, there was no way I could shove this new development under a rug and go back to the shadow of a normal life I'd been living in. 

He said something else, his voice suddenly distant and muffled and my vision blurred. I had just enough time to be embarrassed that I was the stereotypical fainting maiden before I passed out. 
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I caught the human female when she crumpled. Smooth dark hair spilled over my chest as I lifted her in my arms and carefully moved her to the strange, padded table beside us. Her eyes were already fluttering open by the time I laid her down. She groaned and covered her face as I moved back a step, so I didn’t loom over her. 

Penny had warned us about the looming. I wasn’t the tallest turoch, but I was still much larger than this female and she already seemed to be on the flighty side. 

“I can’t believe I just did that,” she moaned, her knees coming up as if she was attempting to curl into a ball.  

My tail flicked against my legs as I stared down at her. She was adorably embarrassed, and adorably human. I couldn’t wait to claim her. I’d have to convince her to come to camp for my claim to be valid, though I supposed I could always bring someone here to witness my ulto if she was reluctant to follow me. 

Vret, I decided. He didn’t like venturing too far from camp, his old injuries made long distances painful for him, but I knew my friend wouldn’t attempt to steal a female out from under me. I couldn’t say the same for the other, mate-hungry turochs at camp. 

We’d been free for six months, and despite frequent searches, no other humans had been found.  

“Have you eaten?” I asked, loving the red flush on her face as she peeked through her fingers at me. “The other females often feel weak when they haven’t eaten.” 

“Human females?” she asked hopefully. 

“Five turochs in my band have taken human mates,” I said proudly. “The rest of us have been searching, but you are the first to be found.” 

“Five women,” her voice was hushed as she sat up. “I really thought I was the only one left.” 

“There are more humans, males.” I reassured her, my ears flicking back as I recalled the only other humans my band had encountered. “But they were not friendly. The females called them a gang. We had to drive them away from our camp because they attacked one of our supply patrols.” 

She blinked up at me. “There’s a gang of violent men roaming the city?” Her voice pitched up alarmingly and I hurried to reassure her. 

“We haven’t seen any sign of them in months, they have moved on.” 

Her mouth opened but she didn’t say anything. 

“Have you eaten?” I asked again, wondering if she was going to faint again. Aside from her blush, her skin still looked too pale, and her eyes hadn’t lost their panicked wideness. 

She grimaced. “I had a protein bar for breakfast, I think I just got-” she waved a hand around vaguely. “Overwhelmed.” 

I’d eaten a few ‘protein bars’ since arriving on Earth, they were barely better than the ration bars the sytos threw to the slaves. This was something I could fix for her. What better way to begin wooing a female than with food? 

“I have meat,” I said, reaching into my belt pouch for the jerky I’d brought.  

The moment I presented the paper wrapped bundle she snatched it from my hand. 

“Holy shit,” she breathed, tearing away the packaging and revealing the strips of seasoned meat. She devoured the first strip with the violence of a percer sow and I grinned to myself. This female didn’t know it, but I was already planning all the gifts I could bring her, she’d accept my claim in no time. 

“What is your name?” I asked when she finally slowed down to savor my lunch. 

“Oh,” her cheeks puffed out and she quickly swallowed her food. “Sorry, I’m Jessalyn, you can call me Jessa.” 

“I am honored to meet you, Jessa.” Every male instinct in me was bursting with the urge to trumpet an ulto claim, but with no witnesses it’d be little more than show. “I am sorry I frightened you.” 

Her brows drew together and she trailed her gaze over my body. 

“No offense, but why did you burst in here? And why are you bloody?” 

“Ah,” I looked back toward the small dark room I’d emerged from when I’d first spotted her. Somehow, I’d already forgotten what had driven me to take shelter in this strange cool building. My ears pinned back in shame as I realized I hadn’t been keeping track of the percer who’d almost taken my head off. 

“I was being attacked by a percer, the window I broke was too small for her to fit through.” I frowned as I rotated my ears, straining for any sign the percer was still stalking the building. They were persistent hunters, it could be hours or days before she abandoned her hunt for me, especially with the scent of my blood still in the air. 

“A percer?” Jessa’s voice trembled, I’d frightened her again. 

I scratched my injured arm, wishing I could tell her there was no danger. But with a percer roaming the area, there was always danger. 

“Percers are large predators,” I admitted. “The sytos bred them to fight us in the arena, a small breeding group escaped when we crashed here.” 

“And there’s one outside?” she whispered, darting a fearful look at the room I’d come from.  

“It can't fit through the window,” I promised. I wasn’t lying, but it would be wise for me to check the rest of the building for weak spots. “But I should deal with my wound, so the scent of blood doesn’t encourage it to try.” 

“It can smell blood from outside?”  

I sniffed, noting the heavy herbal scent filling the air. Jessalyn’s home reminded me of a nicer version of a syto ship, enclosed, cool, the atmosphere completely contained. 

“The scent in the air may be covering my trail.” 

Jessa scrambled off the table and aggressively tapped a small white pod on the counter, a plume of steam erupted from an opening at the top and the herbal scent thickened until my nose burned. 

I sneezed and shook my head. “I doubt any creature could smell me over that.” 

She blew out a shaky breath and pushed a strand of hair out of her face. 

“Okay, noted. I’ll be keeping all the diffusers going full blast from now on.” She paused for a moment before slowly turning to face me. 

“Did you say mates?” 

I perked up at the subject change. 

“There are five mated human females in my band,” I confirmed. “They are very happy and well taken care of.” 

Jessa closed one eye, and squinted the other at me. 

“Mated to...other turochs?” 

“Of course.” I grinned at her. 

“How does that work?” she asked, then held up a hand and shook her head. “Nevermind, don’t answer that. I’m not ready for more information.” 

I closed my mouth, hoping my disappointment didn’t show in my face. There was no rush, I was the only male who knew she even existed, I had time to woo her before someone else tried to swoop in and claim her. 

“If you’re hiding in here, I’m guessing it's not safe for you to leave yet?” Jessa cast another anxious glance toward the room I’d entered from. 

I shrugged. “The percer is likely still watching the building, but if you wish me to leave, I can wait in the other room until it’s safe for me to go.” 

She sighed. “No, I’m not going to make you stand in the supply room. It’d be weird and rude.” 

She squared her shoulders and stared up at me for a long, silent moment before forcing an overly bright smile onto her face. 

“Since this is your first visit to the Green Health Day Spa, let’s get you started with a pedicure.” 
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So, clearly I’d lost my mind. 

I wasn’t one hundred percent sure how I’d lost it. Either I’d hallucinated a huge red guy with horns bursting into the spa, or he was real and I'd just denialed my way into pretending he was a customer and not an alien. 

Whatever the case, he was perched uncomfortably on one of the massage chairs that I’d previously thought were absurdly large, but forced him to wedge his arms out in front of him in order to squeeze his massive body between the wings. 

I dragged my stool in front of the chair and started setting up supplies I hadn’t touched in months. It felt good to fall into the familiar rhythm and I felt my disjointed thoughts settling the longer I let myself pretend that everything was normal. 

Tovis was just a body building client with an extreme sunburn and affinity for cosplay head gear. I could handle that, certainly wouldn’t be the weirdest pedicure I’d ever given. 

I glanced at the huge, black hooves currently soaking in the water bath and my eye twitched. Maybe it was the weirdest pedicure I’d ever given. 

“So, anything interesting planned for the rest of your day?” I kept my eyes firmly on his hooves as I pulled, first one then the other out of the water and dried them with a towel. They were heavy, and his legs were so long he had to do a weird sort of half crunch to give me room to work. 

“I’m supposed to be on a supply run, but I got separated from the rest of my patrol,” he said. “Once it’s safe, I’ll have to go find them.” 

My hands tightened on the damp towel as I set it aside. Supply run, patrol, safe, all words that treaded too close to the unspoken line in my head. Reality had hit me hard, and I needed a moment of fake normalcy before I accepted everything that had been thrown at me. Besides, weird alien quirks aside, it was so nice to have another person to talk to. I quickly translated his words into something more palatable. 

“Oh, shopping, that’s fun.” I nodded jerkily and hesitated as I reached for my usual supplies. Normally I’d do a quick foot massage, then a cuticle remover, but Tovis didn’t have feet to massage, and while his red skin did meet the tops of his hooves in a cuticle, I wasn’t confident in messing with it. 

If I accidently hurt him and he kicked me, my head would probably go flying like a bowling ball. 

“Is it okay if I touch your legs?” I asked. “I can do an ankle massage with a nice peppermint oil.” 

He was silent for a long moment and I dared a glance up at his face. His head was cocked to the side, his eyes scanning me curiously and I had a strange moment where I pictured him looking down at me from his point of view.  

If I was weirded out by meeting an alien and coping by pretending he was just a normal appointment, how was he feeling? 

“I’m not making you uncomfortable, am I?” I blurted out. I had sort of just shoved him in the chair and started manhandling his hooves. Delusion was a hell of a drug. 

“I’m not uncomfortable,” he said, his shoulders curved toward his face and his back twisted to fit in the too small chair. He was definitely uncomfortable. 

“Ankle massage?” I squeaked out again. 

He shrugged and did his best to lean back. 

“I don’t know what that is, but you can do whatever you want.” 

Those were dangerous words to say to someone who had been trapped alone in a spa for six months. My eyes flicked to a bottle of sparkly nail polish on a nearby shelf. His hooves were huge, I could do so much nail art. 

“You’ll love it,” I said far more confidently than I felt.  

Pouring some oil into my palms, I warmed it up and wrapped my greasy fingers around one of his ankles. Despite Tovis’ massive size and imposing hooves, his ankles seemed almost dainty in comparison. They were still almost as big around as my bicep, but I could feel all the bones beneath his skin, as if there wasn’t much muscle or fat protecting them. 
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