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For all my fellow monster fuckers, who look at weird shit and think, “hell yeah I want to fuck that.”


And for the big girls who think no one will ever want them. I’m sorry, but you’re just wrong.
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About
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Joss

As far as I’m concerned, hell is being stuck at a soul-sucking retail job while your mom insists you go to nursing school and get back with your toxic ex. All I want to do is write about people falling in love and nurse my poor broken heart in peace. I definitely need a vacation...but getting abducted by aliens wasn’t what I had in mind. Although, when a smoking-hot green dude with horns buys me to set me free, I realize that maybe this is my chance to turn this catastrophe into a blast-trophe and live out my own alien romance...

Xollen

I can’t take it anymore—I’m so lonely and miserable that I’m willing to break every hygiene law on Billieu to hire some company for the night. But I should have known I was too stupid to handle even that. Instead, I find myself the sweaty, anxious owner of five female slaves, my entire savings account cleared out to rescue them from a fate worse than death. All I wanted was to free them, but when the soft, gentle human in the group asks to stay with me and help me get back on my feet, I can’t say no...

Joss and Xollen have a lot of work to do to get their new life as roommates up and running smoothly. There’s getting Joss set up as a citizen of an alien civilization, finding a new place to live, navigating how to work together, dodging Xollen’s terrible parents, and figuring out if the attraction they feel for each other is just that...or something more. 

Will finding each other prove to be a dream come true, or a nightmare they can’t wake up from?

Content Warnings: slavery, abduction, mentions of fatphobia and racism, internalized fatphobia, narcissistic parents, toxic relationships, manipulation and emotional abuse, mention of homelessness and housing insecurity, discussion of poverty, graphic sex scenes.

Tropes:  alien abductions, human women facing enslavement by aliens, alien peen/”what that dick do?”, MMC with anxiety, “get your ass to therapy” (and he does!), culture shock/fish out of water, hygiene laws, roommates.
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Chapter One

First Contact
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JOSS

I sighed, snuggling deeper into my pile of warm and cozy blankets as I pulled up Silent Love on my e-reader. I was pretty sure that the sexy but surgically muted alien assassin was about to bone down on the human woman he’d rescued from slavery, and I’d been waiting all day long to dive back into this juicy piece of sci-fi smut. It had been a long day too—we were approaching Valentine’s Day, and it meant my life was shittier for a couple of different reasons.

I worked as a cashier in a big box retail store, and so any time a gift-giving holiday approached I was treated to the absolute worst parts of humanity every time I clocked in. Valentine’s was better than Christmas at least, but there was still an awful lot of entitlement and screaming in my face. And the mess—oh my god why did people have to leave shit literally anywhere but where it belonged? It meant my closing shifts took forever, and I’d been late to my nursing classes more than once in the last few weeks.

It wasn’t like I really minded though; I hated getting chewed out by my professors, but I wasn’t really interested in the classes, or the degree, and was really just taking them to keep my mom off my back. She and her sister, my aunt, were both nurses, and she was determined for me to follow in the family footsteps and enter the medical field as well. But whenever I had the energy I engaged in my true passion—writing.

The energy was definitely not there tonight, so I was consoling my aching body and soul with someone else’s words. 

Just as I’d gotten comfortable I felt my phone buzz by my elbow. I glanced down at the screen and groaned when I saw it was my mom calling. Motherfucker. I set aside my e-reader with a longing glance at its screen and picked up the call. 

“Hey, mom,” I answered, trying to sound chipper. If I let my fatigue leak into my voice she’d get snippy with me and accuse me of giving her attitude.

“Joslyn,” she sighed, and I wished I could let out a sigh of my own. I knew that tone: she was going to lecture me. “Have you talked to Alex recently?”

My heart sank. He’d broken up with me months ago, but my mom still asked about him like she didn’t even know we were done. “Nope!” I trilled, swallowing down the bitter grief creeping up my throat. “He hasn’t talked to me since he asked for that hoodie back.”

My mother tutted, fabric rustling on her end of the call. “Such a shame, I loved Alex. He was such a sweetheart. And so handsome.”

Of course my mother had loved him—he was just like her. Putting on a kind face for the world, but as soon as the doors closed he’d been mean and hypercritical of me, tearing me down in the hopes that I’d rebuild myself just how he liked. Sure, he had been handsome, and pretty fit thanks to being a gym bro, but even though it still hurt it was definitely good that he wasn’t in my life anymore.

But I didn’t say any of that. I’d been talking it over a lot with my therapist Dr. Jackson, and we agreed that it was time for me to start withdrawing from my mother. She wasn’t listening to me or respecting my boundaries, and I was working too hard on myself, on fixing the wounds that my mother had gifted me, to deal with her anymore. It wasn’t an easy decision by any means, and had been years in the making, but in moments like this it was obvious that it was the right choice. 

“He really wasn’t nice at all,” I said for the millionth time, bracing myself for her to reject my words. “He was pretty emotionally abusive.”

My mom sighed, and I could practically hear her roll her eyes over the phone. “Well, Joslyn,” she insisted, and I rankled at that—not only did she invalidate my abuse, but she refused to call me Joss like I preferred. “I know how sensitive you are, and I can’t help thinking that maybe you just took his helpful advice the wrong way...”

She was still talking, but the blood was rushing too loudly in my ears for me to hear her. How fucking dare she?! This was one of her favorite attacks, and I knew it well, but in that moment it came crashing in on me, how awful it was that she kept doing this, and how much more awful it was that I kept letting her do it.

I didn’t know if it was because I was so tired, or if I really was done and had reached my breaking point, but before I could stop it I was speaking again, interrupting her.

“Fuck you,” I spat, “just leave me alone.” I stabbed at my phone screen to end the call and blocked her number before she could call me back.

I stared at my phone, now dark and too heavy in my shaking hand, and felt a wave of tingling heat sweep all through my body as what I’d done hit me. My gut instinct was to unblock her and beg for forgiveness, the people-pleaser in me still so strong even after all the years I’d been in therapy. But I took a deep breath, then another, my eyes sliding closed, and tried to get control of my thoughts. 

After several long minutes, my eyes started prickling, and then a laugh bubbled up into my throat, and I wasn’t sure how much of what my body was doing was crying and how much was laughing—all I knew was that it felt like a dam had broken inside me and all of the emotion that had been trapped behind it surged out into my chest with so much power it was squeezing my heart and lungs. I was gasping for breath, tears and snot dribbling down my face, but I realized I wasn’t regretting it—I was scared of having made such a big decision out of the blue, I was scared of her finding a way to punish me, but I didn’t regret telling her off and blocking her. It was way overdue, for a lot of reasons.

I didn’t know how long it was before I managed to calm down, but the tears and unhinged laughter did eventually die out, and I slipped out of my bed and into the bathroom to clean my face. 

I was completely beat now, I realized bitterly, so when I flopped back into my blanket nest and saw my e-reader darkened to its lock screen I put it back on my nightstand and turned off the lamp, rolling onto my side and drifting off to sleep.

I woke up in an unfamiliar place, my bare skin shivering with cold. It felt like I was naked and lying on a slab of icy metal, but my body was so heavy I couldn’t seem to move it aside from opening my eyes. Blindingly bright lights seared into my tear-swollen eyes. I winced, squinting, and was surprised to realize I wasn’t alone. I was surrounded by weird sparkly jellomen, and said jellomen were hovering over me with some pretty intense tech clutched in their shiny, translucent hands. They seemed to be speaking, though not in English or even Spanish (which I didn’t actually know, anyway, since mom was white and my Puerto Rican dad died when I was two), and were gesturing at me. I found myself staring hard at them, entranced by the translucent brightness of their flesh, at the way it seemed to sparkle and shift as little lights blinked off and on from within their bodies like tiny fireflies. The jellomen were human-like in shape but had random spiky bits all over, and no faces I could see on their heads aside from their two big black eyes. One was bright red, one orange, and one yellow, and I found myself calling them Cherry, Orange, and Lemon in my head. Cherry seemed like he was in charge; he had the fanciest-looking tool and seemed to be doing the most talking. But without mouths, it was hard to tell who was saying what.

This is a weird fucking dream, I thought hazily, studying them as best I could while half-blind from the bright lights. But maybe it would get better and I’d get to have some saucy fun, like in my alien romances.

After a while of them gesturing and talking they seemed to realize I was watching them, and Cherry make a high whistling kind of noise that sounded surprised. They started jabbering louder and faster, almost like they were alarmed, and because I was certain I was dreaming I started laughing.

“Listen, guys, this is fun and all but you’re making me hungry and I’m getting pretty cold over here, so if you’re going to do something to me can we get on with it? I probably gotta get up soon so, y’know, let’s hurry this along already. Especially if it’s going to get sexy.”

All three fruity flavors froze, flinching back from me as I spoke. I laughed again, wiggling my eyebrows and winking at them. In real life I was still struggling with loving myself, with seeing my body for what it was instead of my enemy, but in my dreams I was free of that and able to be bold. I mean if you couldn’t be your authentic self in your dreams, then when could you be? 

My three new friends jabbered some more, and then Cherry took a gun-like implement from Lemon and twisted a dial on the barrel. 

“Ah, so we’re not getting sexy, then. That’s a real shame, boys,” I sighed, though really I wasn’t all that disappointed by this development. I was into some weird shit, sure, but I wasn’t ready to find out I was into fucking food tonight. 

Cherry leaned down, holding the icy barrel to my bare neck and making me hiss and flinch. There was a click, a prick, and then things faded to black.
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WHEN I NEXT WOKE UP I was laid out on a thin, upsettingly gritty cot in a cold, bare room that looked an awful lot like a cell. My mouth was cottony and tasted foul, and my head pounded with a nasty headache that had my eyes feeling swollen and hot. My ears were also really bothering me; they felt tender and a little swollen, almost like I was fighting off a double ear infection. I wasn’t naked anymore, I didn’t think, and when I finally got the strength to lift my head I saw I was back in my pajamas—a ratty old t-shirt and flannel shorts. No bra. Very old panties. A terrible look for being out in public. While I had my head up I looked around and was startled to see I wasn’t alone. In the dim yellow light I could see there were four other cots on the floor in here with people passed out on them. My head slammed back down when my weakened muscles gave out, but I managed to roll onto my side and prop my head back up on my hand, being careful of my sore ear, so I could keep looking around. 

My heart was pounding so hard it felt like it was trying to jump up into my throat and choke me, but I forced myself to take deep breaths and calm myself down. I didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t look good, and I’d probably need to keep my cool. My stomach still gave an ominous gurgle though, and I prayed nothing was going to come shooting out of me unexpectedly because I did not see a toilet. 

Once I’d calmed down a little I started taking stock of the room I was in: I was at one end of the plain rectangular room, with the other cots spaced about four feet away from each other. My nearest neighbor was lying on their side facing away from me and looked like they were wearing a fur coat. They moaned and rolled over onto their back, and I was startled to see that they were dressed like they were auditioning for Cats. The fur coat was actually a full-body suit, their face totally transformed by what had to be some really high-quality prosthetics to give an extremely cat-like face. If they would have used this person as a model for that creepy CGI movie it probably would have actually taken off, I thought. I even saw sharp fangs glittering from their sleep-slackened mouth, and the shine of long claws tipping their furry hands in the gloom.

Beyond the cat person was someone huge who looked a lot like an orc with an extra eye in the middle of their forehead. They, too, were asleep, but facing toward me on their side, and unlike me, they were wearing proper clothes that looked like some kind of armor. 

I realized that it probably wasn’t a person in a cat suit, now that I’d seen the orc. I swallowed, beginning to sweat with nerves, my efforts at calming down going out the window. Beyond the orc-person, it was too dark to make out much detail about the last two figures, except that one was very small and had either a really long scarf or a tail, and the person on the opposite end of the room was about my size.

“Fuck,” I cursed, dots starting to connect. “I better not be about to get asked if I want to play a game,” I muttered, lowering myself back down and curling into a ball. Humor had gotten me through a lot of tough times, but something was telling me I was in for something that would take an unprecedented amount of jokes to slog through. After all, I’d seen this before, if only in the filthy alien romances that featured abducted women getting rescued and wooed by sexy aliens. I wasn’t stupid: I knew that in real life that scenario was going to be far from flirty and fun. I swallowed, curling in on myself tighter. Okay, since it’s just me I’ll let myself have a little freakout. As a treat. And then I’ll get my shit together and try and figure this out. I can do this. I’m strong and capable. Would someone who just told their abusive mother to go fuck herself give up in the face of alien abduction? I think not. 

With no clocks or windows, there was no way for me to tell how much time had passed, but it seemed like it was probably close to an hour before my fellow cellmates started waking up. I was still scared as fuck, but I’d gotten some control over myself and no longer felt like I was on the verge of a panic attack. 

The next person to groan to life was the three-eyed orc, who took one look around and swore, rolling to their feet and struggling into a crouch. They patted themselves down, clearly looking for something, then swore again, more violently. 

“Fucking Veldar’s tits,” they hissed, and though the voice was rough and gravelly I thought there was something feminine about it overall. “Anyone else awake?” they called softly.

I raised my hand, sitting back up. “Yo. I think you and me are the first ones, though.”

The orc nodded, their eyes darting around the room. Keeping to their crouch, they crept around the perimeter of the room, giving each of the sleeping figures a once-over when they got close. “Any idea where we are?” they growled as they finished their recon. This person screamed military.

“Nope!” I responded cheerily, trying to lighten the mood. “And my name is Joss, by the way. Or Joslyn if you’re feeling fancy.” I didn’t trust my legs to hold my weight to go over and try and shake their hand, but I’d read enough alien romances with slave tropes to know that I probably wasn’t on Earth anymore, that I might have been the only human in this room, and that for all I knew a handshake was a declaration of war to this person. So I settled for a smile and a wave. Shit, hopefully that’s nothing dirty either. The heroines in monster romances made this stuff seem so easy. But now that someone else was up and seemed a lot more capable of handling shit, I was feeling a less overwhelming flavor of panic.

The orc grunted and lifted their chin in one of those cool half-nods I’d never been able to pull off. “I am Uraka. Have you seen any others while you have been here?”

“Yeah, I thought it was a dream at the time but I guess not, huh? When I first woke up there were these three spikey guys that looked like they were made of jello but with blinking lights all through them. I didn’t know what they were saying but there was a red one, an orange one, and a yellow one.”

Uraka sat down hard and wiped their hand down their face. “You are female?” they asked.

“Yeah. Uh...are you?” 

“Yes. And this felican between us is female. I am certain we are all female, and headed to the stocks as pleasure slaves.”

“Oh,” I squeaked, feeling hot and queasy all of a sudden. “What makes you think that?” 

“I do not know what this ‘jello’ is, but from your description, I would bet good credits that those were th'rak slavers.” At my blank expression, Uraka sighed and elaborated. “They specialize in female sex slaves and exotic black market meats.”

I swallowed, panic starting to make me feel sick. I did wonder, though, just how a whole race of people wound up specializing in something like that. “So since we’re all female we’re probably going to be slaves? Not meat?”

Uraka shrugged. “In my mind, either way we are to be meat.”

Bile surged in my throat, though I was able to swallow it back down and keep that much of my dignity, at least. Uraka didn’t look like she was panicking; she was just incredibly pissed, and it gave me a kind of hope. Surely someone as large and capable as her would have some sort of plan? And then I’d have something to do, something I could actually tackle, to make me feel better: help Uraka kick whatever ass she was planning to kick.

“Do...do you think we could try and escape?” I asked in a whisper, my eyes darting around the plain concrete room.

Uraka shrugged again. “We can always try, but they would just kill us instead. Slavers always protect against resistance well, especially the th’rak. Maybe if I had all my gear, or if everyone here had combat training we would have a chance. But tell me, Joss—are you combat-ready?”

I huffed, frowning. “No,” I admitted, crossing my arms over my free-hanging breasts that felt too prominent and heavy. Man, I really wished I was wearing better clothes. Or at least better underwear.

But I hadn’t spent the last five years with Dr. Jackson working on my self-esteem just to forget all she taught me at the first real test. “You are so strong, Joss,” I could hear her reminding me in her smooth, soothing voice. “You deserve good things happening to you, and you owe it to yourself to make those good things happen.” 

Man, I missed Dr. Jackson right about now. But thinking about her, about how she wouldn’t want me to give up, made me not want to give up either. Maybe I was being como una cabra, as my abuelita liked to say whenever I did something kind of dumb, but I thought I could trust Uraka. She radiated safety and seemed to be making an effort to be kind to me, even if she was tense and upset about the situation.

“Well, how combat-ready do you think you can make me before they come for us?” I asked the she-orc, uncurling the rest of the way from my panic ball. I was scared shitless and if I thought about the situation too closely I felt screams bubbling up my throat, but I wasn’t going to just sit here when I could be helping, could be doing something.

One of her thick eyebrows arched at me, followed by a decidedly wicked grin spreading over her olive green face and pulling her lips taut against her small tusks. The look in her three golden eyes said she approved of my question. “Let us see.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two

El Lonely Boy
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XOLLEN

My console lit up with another notification about an incoming comm from my best friend, Derris. Yet again, I silenced it and focused on the autopilot’s route to Quellor Station as if I could understand any of what I was seeing. I didn’t want to ignore him, of course, especially when this was the first time he’d reached out to me since he had mated to Gesea five lunars ago. But if he knew what I was up to way out here there was no way he’d let it stand.

What was it about best friends and their terrible timing? Lunars upon lunars with almost no word from him and as soon as I was about to do something stupid he was suddenly determined to talk to me.

I sighed, scrubbing my hand down my face and contemplating my life yet again. It was both a blessing and a curse that I couldn’t pinpoint any one decision that had tipped everything one way versus another. On the one hand, it helped me to not beat myself up over it too much, but on the other, it meant I had no way to stop it from happening again.

I had had a decent relationship with a beautiful and high-class woman, I had been in university studying to take over my parents’ media empire, and I had been feeling pretty good. I never felt truly good, but I had felt well enough. And then Verilla had left me, saying I was too sensitive and hideous for her to stomach me despite my family’s reputation and wealth, and I was failing all my classes, and I was feeling very far from good.

Loud blaring startled me from my rankling thoughts, making me jump and yelp. What in the name of the Goddess was that?

“Xollen Me’Tirri Be’Faan, why are you avoiding me?” Derris’s voice snapped, making my bowels feel slightly liquid.

“D-Derr?” I called tentatively, whipping around to try and find him.

“I sent the comm as an SOS. Now you have to talk to me, you piece of vrakaash.”

I winced. “I wasn’t avoiding you,” I tried. “I was...in the hygiene room?”

He snorted, the sound of a chair creaking in the background. “Xoll, I’ve known you since we were five orbits. I know when you’re hiding.” He cleared his throat, and when he spoke next his tone had softened. “Listen, I know I’ve been kind of...absent since me and Gesea made it official, and I’m sorry for that. I hope you know it wasn’t on purpose.”

I was torn. I wanted to be mad at him, to make sure he knew my hurt, but this was Derris. The male who’d stood up for me against bullies, who’d made sure I had a fun birthday when my parents forgot or made it miserable, who was the only one who thought my art was worth spending my time on. I sighed, slumping back into my chair. “I know,” I told him quietly. 

I could hear the smile in his voice when he spoke. “I missed you, Xoll. It’s been too long.”

“I missed you too, you vrakaashaad,” I grumbled, a smile of my own twitching the corner of my lips.

He chuckled. “So why are you avoiding me?” he pressed.

“I was hoping you’d forgotten about that.”

“Not a chance. My ‘Xollen is up to something’ alarm has been blaring all day. What is it?”

I squirmed. “I-I can’t tell you, Derr. It’s...”

“Illegal?”

I jolted. How in the name of the Goddess did he know? I neither confirmed nor denied it, my tail lashing the air behind me. 

He sighed, and I could just picture his copper eyes squeezing closed, his mouth pressing into a hard line in exasperation. “Xoll...” he said in a warning tone.

“I just—I have to do something, Derr.” I waved my hand in the air as if he could see the gesture. “I don’t want to talk about it but I promise I’ve thought about it a lot and I’m—I’m sure.”

He was quiet for several minutes. “Is this about Verilla?” he asked quietly.

I tensed, spine snapping straight. “Not really,” I hedged. It wasn’t about her per se, but she was a piece of the equation. With my people’s extremely strict hygiene laws, physical intimacy between unmated partners was illegal, punishable by life in prison, and mating rights being taken away. But I was the only person I knew my age who was still unmated without any prospects whatsoever. 

I wanted to be touched so badly I ached. At this point, it wasn’t even about sex—although if I could get it I wouldn’t be upset. I just wanted to hold and be held. To feel someone’s skin against mine, their body heat seeping into me, without any PPE between us.

I could feel Derris’s piercing look across the comm and several planets’ worth of distance. “Just be careful, Xollen,” he said at last, and I loosed a breath in relief. I really did love Derris, he was a good male and a better friend. Gesea was a lucky female. “If you need someone to bail you out call me last,” he teased.

We chatted for a bit longer, then ended the comm, with me promising to call him once I got back home.

It was good to hear from my oldest and best friend, but it hadn’t helped my nerves to be reminded of just how risky all this was. But I felt...trapped. Desperate. I’d gotten a letter from my university saying I’d been dropped from my program, and on top of what had happened with Verilla, and Derris mating Gesea, and all the other matings that my parents were constantly shoving in my face, it had just gotten to be too much. 

I needed close physical contact. I was going to do one of the worst things a citizen of Billieu could do...I was going to hire a sex worker. I might just spend the hour cuddling them, but that was plenty deviant all on its own. 

This is why I was heading to Quellor Station: this particular rotting hulk of space trash had a reputation for catering towards billieuan clientèle, offering extremely discreet accommodations and certified clean workers. Not just of sexually transmitted infections, but of all illnesses. Given Billieu’s tragic history with disease, it was a necessary precaution to regulate physical contact so tightly—you never knew when a hug or a kiss would lead to the next Drowning Flu, after all—but it made for a miserable and touch-starved populace.

I was snapped from my brooding by another alarm, this one from my shuttle’s AI informing me we were on approach to Quellor so that I could strap in and prepare myself. The AI would handle the docking and clearance with the station’s systems while I got myself ready.

I headed to my quarters, where my private decontamination stall was located, to get sterilized and don my PPE. I didn’t particularly like the tight glass container and the astringent mist it filled with, but I did like how much safer I felt after I’d done it. Right outside the stall was the PPE dispenser, allowing me to don my mask, gloves, booties, and safety goggles as soon as I was sterilized. The faint odor of the mask and the papery scrape of the booties against the magsteel floors was a comfort, taking the edge off my nerves as it hit me that I was really doing this, I was really going to Quellor to try and slake my desire for touch with a stranger.

I made it back to the control console, limbs trembling and my tail wound tight around my leg to try and soothe my nerves. I strapped into the captain’s chair and accepted the docking bay the station AI had assigned to my ship.

I took several deep breaths and tried to calm myself. I could still change my mind once I got there and head home, I reasoned. No one knew I was doing this but me, and if I turned tail then so what? But it didn’t make sense to come all this way and not at least check it out.
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AS I STEPPED FROM MY private shuttle onto the filthy docks of Quellor Station—intensely grateful for the layers of protection covering me—I was struck by a glaring flaw in my plan: I had no idea where to find what I was looking for. Were there actual establishments I was meant to pick up a companion from? Did I need to make a reservation? What sorts of processes and decorum was I meant to observe? A wash of panic flowed through me as I realized just how many things I didn’t know, how much could go wrong. 

Would I be alright searching the station’s nexus access point for this information? Sex work was generally legal now but was it legal here? Was it only legal sometimes? Would I get picked up just for running that search on Quellor’s access hub because I was billieuan? Would my government be able to track that search and use it to arrest me? My hands were getting uncomfortably sweaty in my gloves. 

I spun on my paper- clad heel, ready to retreat and call this trip a bust when I heard a snippet of conversation flit past me.

“...bay 13, I think. Real fresh cargo, untouched.”

Their companion whistled low, barking a laugh. “You ever have pussy that fresh, Gart?”

“Pfft, hell no. With this ugly mug I’m lucky to get any at all...” the two males slipped out of my hearing range, and I found myself compelled to go to docking bay 13. Perhaps it was nothing, but then again, perhaps it was a lead I wouldn’t need to incriminate myself to get. Worst case scenario, it was nothing I was interested in and I would go on my way.

Before I could think too much about what I was doing I scrambled over to the information desk for a map. I was tragically far from docking bay 13, I discovered, but if I shelled out for station transports I’d make it there in five minutes, give or take.

What’s the rush, really? I found myself thinking. You’re just going down there to take a peek. More to satisfy curiosity than anything. I took several deep breaths to try and fortify myself, my tail still wound soothingly around my leg. But I couldn’t ignore the way my heart was pounding, the way something I couldn’t name was tugging at me deep in my belly. As if something big was about to happen.
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Chapter Three

Crazy Orcs Make the Best Friends
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JOSS

I decided that if the jellomen didn’t kill me, Uraka would be able to handle the job nicely. My muscles were weak and rubbery from what felt like hours of lessons on basic self-defense. I appreciated what Uraka was doing for me, truly, but also I definitely hated her and would gladly have ripped her smug face clean off her skull.

“Come on, Joss! Really come for me, put some spirit into it!” she called, bouncing easily on the balls of her feet. I was so tired, and so sweaty, and seeing her there looking fresh and spry and oh-so-dry had me wanting to weep.

“I don’t know how much more spirit is left in my body,” I wheezed, hating the whine I heard in my own voice. “I’m not as strong as you,” I admitted quietly, almost without meaning to. Like many bigger girls, I tried my best to love my body, to appreciate it and fill myself with confidence, but a lifetime of being told I was lazy, weak, gluttonous, and pathetic because of my weight was hard to drop. And whenever my confidence faltered, whenever I felt vulnerable or too visible...well, that old insecurity would hit me like a freight train. And seeing how weak and ineffectual I was next to Uraka on top of this being a stressful and scary ass situation...well, it was definitely rearing its ugly head. All I seemed to be able to think was that I’d never be able to do this.

But Uraka just snorted. “Strength is nothing, little one. What is strength worth if you don’t know how to use it? Stop thinking about what you cannot do and focus on what you can. This is what I have been trying to teach you!”

I wanted to believe her, I really did, but my emotions were just running too high, and to my eternal shame I found tears pricking at my eyes. My can-do attitude had finally run out, it seemed. “But what if I can’t do anything?” I asked softly, my gaze falling to the dirty floor. I mean, look at my track record: I couldn’t finish my degree, couldn’t land a partner, couldn’t lose the weight, couldn’t figure out what I wanted for a career, couldn’t even keep my damn cactus alive (RIP Prickly Pete). Uraka meant well, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she only thought so highly of me because she didn’t really know me.

Uraka’s three eyes softened, the third in the middle closing. “You have been told this before, that you can’t do things?”

I nodded, sniffling pathetically. Uraka abandoned her fighting stance and crossed the space we’d cleared to grip my shoulders in her huge calloused hands. “Many people have told me this as well. ‘Uraka, you are too dainty the join the vanguard’, ‘Uraka, your tusks are much too small to hope to rip out a veshtun’s throat’, ‘Uraka, that knife will never be able to pierce my tough hide’...” Okay, so this orc lady might have been a little more insane than I first realized. But I couldn’t deny that the hands on my arms were comforting. “It makes it all the sweeter when you prove them wrong and do all the things they said that you could not, and more. 

“You are doing well for your first lesson, I promise you. But what I do not teach you now I may not be able to teach you later, yes? I am going as hard as I can because I do not know how much time we have. So tell me: can you find more spirit for me? Can you find that spirit for you?”

Goddamn, this crazy orc was going to make me cry. Dr. Jackson would love Uraka, I decided. I straightened my shoulders and wiped away the lone tear falling from my eye, nodding. She was right; I didn’t know how much time we had, so we had to make it count. Self-pity time was over.

By now the other three sleeping women were awake, and while the felican, whose name was Djelani, was watching us closely—especially Uraka, I thought, and if I wasn’t mistaken Uraka was flexing and showing off just a little under Djelani’s appreciative green gaze—I was the only person interested in Uraka’s hasty self-defense lessons. 

The small figure with a tail was named Wren, and she looked so much like the Pokémon Mew that it had me wondering if maybe the guys over at Gamefreak had somehow gotten a photo of one of her people. The only thing that was missing was that Wren couldn’t float, and wasn’t psychic...maybe. I hadn’t been able to figure out where the hell she’d been talking out of yet, since she didn’t seem to have a mouth. At least, not one where I’d expect it. The last woman and the only other human in the group was Ghena. She was strikingly gorgeous, with large doe-like eyes, full pouting lips, high razor-sharp cheekbones, and a lithe, delicate frame. Perfectly mussed auburn hair and a light dusting of freckles all over her tawny skin completed the picture, and if it weren’t for our situation I’d’ve probably been a little jealous of her. 

But what did prettiness have to do with where we were going, wherever the hell that might be? We weren’t on Earth anymore, and might never be ever again. It hit me all at one, like I’d been dunked into an icy tank of water: I was free. 

Not literally, obviously, but in terms of the insecurities that I’d been struggling with my whole life, in terms of the judgment of others that had tricked me into thinking that there was something wrong with me and my body just because it tended toward squishiness...I was free. I stood up straighter, realizing that this was what Dr. Jackson had been trying to get me to see when she’d said that my body wasn’t good or bad, it just was. And even if I wasn’t as strong as Uraka, I was still strong enough to keep up with her. I’d been the first one to wake up, and whatever they’d used to knock me out wasn’t hitting me as hard as it was Djelani, Wren, and Ghena—and wasn’t that a good thing?

I’d been giving myself a hard time for so long, telling myself in one moment that I was beautiful and good and worthy and then letting myself undo that in the next. But I wasn’t on Earth anymore. I had been abducted by aliens and would be fighting for my life, and having more weight to throw around was going to come in handy. Being able to resist drugs that knocked me out was going to be valuable. 

Fuck, had my body been good this whole time, and I’d just been too well programmed by my culture’s fatphobia to see it?

Uraka put her hands up, palms out, so I could keep practicing my punches. “Twist from the hips and shoulders, little one,” she coached, her gold eyes watching me move. “You generate more force this way, putting your body weight behind it. Picture someone you hate; it helps put fire in your spirit.”

Easy: I pictured Alex’s smug face twisted in distaste, telling me I shouldn’t wear a form-fitting dress or that I’d look so much more put together if I was blonde. I pictured my mom and the way her mouth would purse any time I’d eat anything other than salad or chicken breast in front of her. I thought of my classmates, giggling and making comments about my big butt and jiggly thighs. I pictured my doctor telling me over and over again that I must be lying about how much I was eating and exercising because I was still fat despite everything. And I pictured the little girl I’d been, crying her heart out in her room because everyone who looked at her saw too much and not enough at the same time.

I managed to hit Uraka’s palm hard enough that she staggered back a step, her muscles jumping under her olive-green skin to absorb the impact.

“Good, Joss,” she urged me, grinning. “I will make a warrior out of you yet.” Despite my lingering fears and frustrations about my situation, I beamed with pride. “Again,” she barked, getting back into position. Nodding, I returned to the stance she’d shown me.

After what felt like another hour, I was officially too tired to stand, flopping onto my abandoned cot. “You guys sure you’re good? It’s a great workout, really takes your mind off of things,” I called out to the other three females in the room with me who’d declined self-defense lessons earlier.

“Um...maybe I could try?” Ghena said in her soft rasping voice, her hands gripping the hem of her oversized sweatshirt and twisting it. She bit her full rosy lips, clearly nervous. “Um, that is, if you don’t mind.”

“Certainly!” Uraka crowed, waving her up. “Were you watching what I was doing with Joss?” At her nod, Uraka smiled. “Good, then show me what you have learned.”
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Chapter Four

Meat Market
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XOLLEN

I had really, truly stepped in vrakaash now. 

This wasn’t a bordello. This wasn’t any sort of establishment where one could hire a sex worker, in fact.

This was a meat market. The three gentlemen standing before me in front of a glowing holoscreen with privacy filters engaged were th'rakkans, and they were selling slaves. A pair of mean-looking yvrenii males were leaning down towards the screen and dragging the pads of their fingers along the serrated edges of their tusks.

“They’re guaranteed untouched?” one asked, crossing his thick arms over his broad chest. “How do you know?”

“We contracted top investigators to seek out these targets. Their every communication, their medical history, and our own scans have verified this. We are honest traders, sirs,” the red th'rakkan assured his potential customers.

The orange th'rak peeled himself away from the group and approached me, bowing his translucent head in greeting. “Are you interested in our wares, sir?” he hissed, his tone making it clear that if I wasn’t shopping I wasn’t welcome. He seemed very skeptical of me, his black eyes narrowed. I supposed he probably didn’t see many billieuans in his line of work.

I barely suppressed a shudder, disgusted at the thought of there being slaves here, and was torn about what to do about it. I could contact the authorities and hope that Quellor Station wasn’t being bribed by these three and would actually respond, and quickly. This was unlikely, if Quellor was anything like any other station I’d ever been on. I could just walk away, turn tail and leave the knowledge of this behind me like the not-my-business I could argue it was.

Unbidden, an image flashed through my mind of the poor souls being held in captivity, my mind conjuring the faces of my loved ones in their place, since I hadn’t seen the slaves’ faces yet. I pictured their faces twisted, haunted, warped with fear and agony, at the whims of monsters.

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t just walk away.

But what could I do? Like most people from Billieu, I avoided physical confrontation because of its high bacterium transfer risk, but it also scared me and was something I knew I was in no way equipped to handle. I was tall and had some muscle from keeping to a fitness regimen, but I had no real strength, and even less coordination.

What if...what if I bought them? I had inherited 1.5 million credits two solars ago from my uncle when he passed. I was up to a little over 3 million now with interest and the rest of my savings. It was all the money I had in the world, since I didn’t work and my parents had cut me off when I was ejected from the business program, but surely I’d be able to figure something out. Could I really leave those females behind when I had the means to help them?

“I am interested. What do you have for sale?” I heard myself say, my tail squeezing my leg harder.

The orange th'rak seemed to look me over, assessing my net worth, perhaps. I wasn’t dressed extravagantly—I had wanted to blend in while I was here, after all—but the quality of my clothing and the jewelry I wore in my ears and draped over my horns was unquestionably fine, if simple. Seemingly satisfied, the orange th'rak led me to the screen and tapped a button on his wristcom to allow me to see what was on it. The two yvrenii had moved on, and it was just me and the th'rak now.

On the screen, five portraits of sleeping females were displayed along the top, with a live feed of a cell with the same five females up and moving around. There wasn’t any sound, but it looked like the massive yvrenii female was fighting a much smaller one of a species I’d never seen before. But no—they weren’t fighting, the movements were too slow and controlled for that, and the yvrenii was gesturing, clearly demonstrating to the other female how to perform a grappling maneuver. 

“What is that smaller one that the yvrenii is fighting?” I asked, curious. I couldn’t tear my eyes from her, from the sensual curves of her exposed flesh, the gritted determination plastered on her little face that gave way to shocked delight as I watched her land the move the yvrenii was showing her. It was doing very odd things to my chest.

“Human, from Earth. A planet in restricted space, very rare. Especially at this price.” One of the th'rakkans clicked a button on his wristcom and prices appeared beneath the portraits.

I whistled low, my eyebrows shooting up towards my horns. Heavenly mercy, but that was a lot of credits. Each of the three women whose races I recognized were listed at 250,000. But the humans were over 1 million each.

I had just barely enough to buy all five of them.

Wait, what am I thinking, here? I could buy all five of these poor souls from these slavers and then set them free. But I wouldn’t be able to support them once I freed them; I’d be completely broke. I’d be on public care. I’d have to work for the fine things I’d grown accustomed to. I’d never had to work before, and had only recently moved out of my parent’s palatial estate to try and find my own way after they’d stopped supporting me. I was borderline helpless, with no practical skills, and would probably be dead without my credit reserves to smooth my way.

It would be beyond stupid to do this, no matter how good my intentions were. I mean, what if I was caught with them? The authorities would never believe I had purchased five females being sold as bed warmers out of the goodness of my heart.

But if I didn’t, what would happen to these five helpless beings? The yvrenii might be alright, but the others? Especially that tiny, soft-looking human—what would happen to her? What would happen to that smile she’d given so freely to her companion? I felt sick to my stomach thinking about what those two yvrenii males would have done to someone like her.

“I’ll take them,” I heard myself saying with horror. But with pride as well. I was being reckless, foolish, impulsive beyond sense—but I was doing something. And I realized in a flash that I didn’t think I’d ever been able to say that before. All my life, I’d gone along with what other people wanted for me and just forced myself to like it. I didn’t know what it said about me that this was the situation in which I’d finally found my backbone, but oh well.

“Which one?” the red th'rak said, pulling a tablet from an unseen spot on his person.

“All of them,” I managed to reply, switching on my wristcom to initiate a transfer. It wasn’t real yet, what was happening. It felt like I was still stuck in the time several minutes ago when I was just watching this screen and thinking about what I could possibly do to help instead of doing this insane thing.

All three th'rakkans froze, regarding me, their postures wary and tense. “All...five? Are you certain? You have the credits?” the red one asked after a moment.

I nodded, flashing him the screen strapped to my wrist that was displaying my account balance. 

It would be a tight squeeze, fitting five extra passengers on my little shuttle, especially when one of them was an yvrenii warrior. But I was committed now. If I backed out these three would probably kill me and try to steal the credits. They might even be planning on doing so anyhow.
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