
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Talyra Trellar was born defective and kept isolated for eighteen years...
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TO ESCAPE HER RESTRICTED life, Talyra applies for a position on a spaceship where her defective features will not stand out among the alien crew members. Her life takes an unexpected turn when the ship lands on Earth. What she uncovers there will shatter everything Talyra thought she knew about her past.
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“MOTHER, FATHER, I’VE submitted an application for an apprenticeship on the Klutoko Three.” Talyra waited for the expected explosion...

“You have done what?” her mother shouted.

“It’s a spaceship, and—”

“I know what it is. Quonto, say something! Don’t sit there like a lump of lard!”

“Mother, the Klutoko Three is one of the biggest ships in the Goedong fleet, and it—”

“I don’t care if it is the size of a mountain!”

“It’s not just a trading ship. It’s also one of their passenger vessels.” Talyra listlessly began to spoon soup into her mouth while trying to ignore her mother’s shrill tirade.

Her father finally spoke and tried to diffuse the tense conversation by explaining to his wife. “Zuthera, Zudor Goedong’s fleet has the best and the safest ships. And don’t forget, it’s thanks to that company initiating intergalactic trade so many years ago that we enjoy our wealth and prosperity.

“I forbid it!” her mother shrieked.

“Mother, I’ve seen eighteen summers. I can make my own choices now.”

“Your father and I have sheltered you all these years for good reason. And you know what that is.”

“Yes, I’m defective. Do you know what, Mother? On the Klutoko Three, I won’t stand out. I investigated the ship thoroughly before I applied and watched holograms showing the diverse crew. I chose that ship because its home is here, in Vachuria, which means it will always return here for repairs and to pick up new cargo and passengers, so I can come home for visits. They’ve recruited crew members from across the universe to accommodate the alien passengers they also transport to various destinations. With such an eclectic mix, my appearance is inconsequential. For the first time in my life, I would have the opportunity to live free of judgment.” Talyra placed her spoon in the bowl. “I’m grateful you let me draw breath after I was born, but my divergence has made life arduous. Consider this...I don’t even know what the world looks like beyond the borders of our property.”

Her mother frowned. “Thanks to my evil cousin, who lived with us when you were born, your father almost faced imprisonment for defying the law after the king discovered your existence. Only your grandfather’s influence and connection to the royals allowed us to keep you, on condition we concealed you from the world. You know this well.” 

“Yes, you have recounted the tale repeatedly. The evil cousin conveniently died, taking my secret existence with him to the grave, and as long as I stayed hidden from schools, parks, and other children, and I was never to be taken out in public, you were given permission to keep me. But I was denied any semblance of a normal childhood. Don’t worry. I know the law, though I will never understand it. Who decides that an infant is defective and to smother it immediately after birth? To end the lives of young children who are found to be intellectually inadequate—the parents? The midwife? It’s inhumane. But putting that aside, since there is nothing I can do to change the law, it’s time for me to spread my wings and pursue an ordinary life. I’ve discovered a way to do that by enlisting on the Klutoko Three. If they reject my application, I will look for a position on another spaceship. Plenty of them land at Space Dock to refuel, deliver, and order supplies.”

“Zuthera, she has a point,” her father said, interjecting gently. “I’ve seen the eclectic crews on the spaceships when delivering fruit and vegetables to Space Dock. For the first time, she could experience normality. I support her decision.” 

“You support it? Of course, you always take her side. And normality? On a spaceship? And don’t overlook that she would be gone for long periods!” Zuthera yelled. “And since she is not allowed off our property, how will you get her to Space Dock? Or, if by any chance she got accepted, how would she be able to come home for a visit? It’s madness!”

Talyra watched her father tenderly pat his wife’s back, murmuring reassurances to pacify her. While her father tried to calm her mother, she studied them. Her parents were so unlike her. Coarse orange fur coated their skin, and unruly manes of wiry tangerine hair framed their faces. Pointed, oversized ears flanked their large, round, ebony eyes and stubby black noses perched above minuscule mouths. Talyra bore no resemblance to either of them. Her mother always told her that her smooth pink skin and thick, silvery-blonde hair were unseen on Vachuria. Her eyes were almond-shaped sapphires, not gaping black orbs, and her lips were too fat and her mouth too big. And she had another defect—she was short and petite, unlike the Vachurians’ hulking frames.

“I shouldn’t get so agitated. They probably won’t accept you anyway. You have no training of any kind,” her mother muttered.

Zuthera’s statement jarred Talyra from her thoughts. “That’s the purpose of apprenticeship, Mother. I’ll be trained aboard.”

“Trained in what?”

“As a security officer. It’s something I’d really like. I’ve always been interested in law enforcement.”

Zuthera scoffed. “A woman? Unfathomable. You’re just a delicate wisp, and—”

“Yet capable of anything a man can do,” Talyra interjected. Though small, she was hardy and nimble from years of helping the farmhands—workers who were loyal to her parents and had vowed they would never reveal her existence.

“Let’s drop this for now,” her father mediated. “As you said, Zuthera, her application may not even be accepted.”

“Quonto, you’ve always been too lenient with her. What if the king finds out about it? We were only permitted to keep her if we kept her hidden. Why don’t you forbid this nonsense? She will listen to you.”

“The king doesn’t involve himself with Goedong Trading, or who they hire for the crew on their ships. How would he find out? She is an adult now and can decide for herself. Frankly, it could be a positive move for her. What can she do here except idle around the house or work alongside the farmhands?”

Zuthera snorted in reply. “I have taught her plenty. We can make wares for the bazaar. And...she is my only child. Imagine the perils she would face in outer space. If anything happened to her... Remember, I am infertile. And the opportunity to buy another—”

“Zuthera! Stop! Watch what you say!” Quonto thundered. “For the gods’ sake! It’s a trade ship, not a warship! Enough quarreling.”

“A trade ship that also takes on passengers from other worlds. Do you really want our daughter to be exposed to a bunch of aliens?” Zuthera continued.

“Mother, that is prejudice. They’re people just like us, except they look different. You can’t keep me in a glass cage forever. I’m an adult now, and I’ve made up my mind.”

“You know the only reason we were allowed to let you live was if we agreed to keep you hidden.”

“Exactly. And the only way for me to come out of hiding is to leave Vachuria. I don’t want dessert. May I be excused?” Talyra asked.

“Yes, girl, go on,” Quonto permitted.

Talyra rushed from the table and bounded upstairs to her room, throwing herself on the bed in frustration. “I will not cry! I will not cry!” she chanted softly, swiping angrily at the threatening tears. She sat up and retrieved her tablet from the nightstand drawer.

When she opened her email, she noticed a reply from Goedong Trading. She hadn’t expected such a swift response, having submitted her application mere days prior. With her heart hammering, she held her breath and opened the message.

Dear Ms Trellor,

Thank you for your application. Please come to Space Dock for an interview. Bring your credentials. Your appointment is scheduled to take place four hours after sunrise on Drukan day, in room 304. Notify us immediately for rescheduling if this time is unsuitable.

Sincerely,

J. S. Stufondi, Personnel Officer

Goedong Trading

Talyra could scarcely believe her eyes. She pored over the email repeatedly before it sank in. Were her dreams becoming reality? Her exhilaration dampened slightly as she recalled her mother’s tirade. “How will Mother react to this news?” she murmured, staring fixedly at the message. Never mind. Father supports my decision...

*
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TALYRA INSPECTED HER reflection once more. She wore her best clothing—dark blue leggings, a lighter blue tunic, and black boots. Her lustrous flaxen braid was draped over one shoulder. She was as prepared as possible, barring credentials. She had none, though she had been honest about that in her application. Perhaps the wording of the response from the personnel officer was standard protocol.

Slinging her bag and a shawl across her shoulder, she hastened downstairs, where her father waited to bring her to Vachuria’s Space Dock. “Where is Mother?”

“Sulking in the bedroom. Never mind, we should leave now to arrive on time. It is half a day’s travel. Don’t forget to cover your head with the shawl your mother gave you. And if another transport passes us, hide your face,” he reminded her.

Talyra draped the shawl around her head, ensuring her braid was tucked away. She stepped into the hovercraft. She’d been in it before if her father took her along to inspect their lands, but never outside their vast property. The excitement of finally seeing the world beyond her sheltered space almost overshadowed the excitement of the interview.

*
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SEEING SO MANY NEW things made the lengthy trip go by quickly. Although she had seen images of Vachuria on her computer, that was nothing compared to seeing it for real.

The transport crested a hill, and for the first time, far in the distance, Talyra could see the sprawling cityscape beyond the restricted zone that had contained her entire life. Her breath caught at the sight. It was a new world opening before her, the first of many she would encounter if she was accepted.

The sleek craft glided through the outer rings of Vachuria’s capital city, its crystal spires jutting like amber fingers toward the perpetually bronze sky. Being careful to keep the shawl around her head to hide much of her face, Talyra pressed her hands against the viewport, mere inches from the barrier separating her from a world she’d only glimpsed in holovids.

The craft decelerated as Space Dock loomed ahead. The busy dock was a colossal orbital structure resembling a metallic snowflake, with massive docking arms extending from a central hub. Ships of all configurations, from nimble personal shuttles to massive freight carriers, were nestled against its edges.

“The third arm,” Quonto pointed. “That is where the Klutoko Three is docked.”

Talyra’s eyes followed his gesture to a sleek vessel nearly half a kilometer high, its gunmetal hull gleaming under the station’s lights.

The hovercraft glided to a stop at the bustling Space Dock, its doors hissing open. Talyra stepped out, her eyes wide with wonder. Her heart sped up as she took in the sight before her.

Her father asked, “Would you like me to accompany you?”

“No, Father, I should do this alone.”

“I’ll wait here for you. Good fortune, child.”

Talyra walked into the Space Dock building, her heart pounding with excitement and nervousness. “By the stars,” she whispered, drawing in a big breath while drinking in the cacophony of sights and sounds.

The dock was a hive of activity. Beings of all shapes, sizes, and colors moved purposefully through the cavernous space. Many of them were aliens who were not allowed to set foot out of Space Dock or tread on Vachurian soil. Holographic displays flickered overhead, announcing departures and arrivals in a dozen different languages. The air hummed with the sound of engines and the chatter of a thousand conversations.

Talyra undid the shawl from around her head and draped it around her shoulders. She followed the signs to room 304 and entered a long corridor with offices on the left and floor-to-ceiling windows on the right, giving her a magnificent view of the tarmac. Her boots tapped a determined rhythm on the polished floors. Flutters of excitement raced through her when she saw several spaceships parked on the huge tarmac. As she approached the designated room, she straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath before opening the door.

Talyra entered a small reception area with several empty chairs. There was another door with the word Personnel Officer in gold lettering. She knocked on it and waited, then knocked again.

“Come in,” a voice called from inside.

A middle-aged man sat behind a desk, scrolling through a holographic display. He looked up, his face showing surprise, then closed the hologram and gestured for her to take a seat in front of him.

“Miss Trellor, I presume? I am Officer Stufondi, the personnel officer here at Goedong Trading. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, extending his hand.

Talyra shook his hand firmly, her nerves settling slightly at his friendly demeanor. “Thank you for considering my application, Mr. Stufondi.”

“Before we begin, you stated in your application that you are a Vachurian.”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“And your parents are Vachurians?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I don’t understand.”

A dart of fear shot straight to Talyra’s stomach. She had not mentioned in her application that she was different. “Sir, I was born defective. Because my grandfather is directly related to King Tuloferon, the king granted my parents special dispensation to keep me...as long as they kept me secluded on our property. That is why I was homeschooled, as stated on my application. This is the first time I have been beyond the borders of our estate.”

“I see. Except...you are slightly more than just different. Do you have siblings?”

“I am an only child. My mother was unable to have more children after me. Being different is one of the reasons I applied for a position on a spaceship. The spaceship crews are so diverse, from various planets, that I wouldn’t stand out.”

“And if I reject your application? Since you are not supposed to leave the borders of your parents’ estate, hiring you could be a big problem.”

Her heart pounded harder, and flutters of anxiety crept up to her throat. “The Klutoko Three belongs to a Vachurian fleet. That’s why I chose to respond to the ad. If you deny my application, I’ll wait until a spaceship from another planet has a vacancy. One way or another, I must leave Vachuria if I am going to have any kind of a remotely normal life.”

“And you think you will find that on a spaceship?”

“Freedom, yes. And with so many diverse personnel, I wouldn’t be judged on my appearance.”

“Thank you for your honesty. I am well aware of our laws and that the royal house wants our population to remain pure and untainted. That is also the reason why they don’t allow people from other planets to settle on Vachuria or even for aliens to visit beyond Space Dock. I don’t agree with many of the laws, and a lot of people share my views and feel the same. One day in the future, I can foresee an uprising against the present regime. To me, you don’t look defective at all. Different from Vachurians, yes, very different, but quite pleasing to the eye. How a Vachurian couple could have produced such a smooth little woman is beyond me. But...let’s get straight to it then, shall we?” Mr. Stufondi said, leaning back in his chair. “I see here that you are interested in the security officer apprenticeship aboard the Klutoko Three. What makes you think you’re suited for such a position?”

Talyra launched into her prepared speech, detailing her physical fitness, strength, quick reflexes, and problem-solving skills honed from years of assisting on her family’s farm. She spoke passionately about her desire for adventure and her eagerness to learn new things. “I love to read, especially mystery and suspense stories. I’ve always been more than interested in law enforcement and solving crimes.”

Mr. Stufondi listened attentively, nodding occasionally as she spoke. When she finished, he leaned forward with a thoughtful expression. “I must say, Miss Trellor, your enthusiasm is quite evident. Although there is virtually no crime aboard our vessels, by law, we are required to have a security detail in place. However, as you mentioned in your application, you lack formal security procedures and protocol training. How do you plan to overcome this obstacle?”

Talyra met his gaze unwaveringly. “I understand that I may not have the conventional background for this role, but I am a quick learner and dedicated to mastering the necessary skills. I am willing to put in the hard work and commitment required to excel in the position.”

Mr. Stufondi nodded. He appeared impressed by her determination. “That is a commendable attitude to have, Miss Trellor. We value initiative and drive here at Goedong Trading. If selected for a permanent position, you will undergo rigorous training to ensure you are equipped for a security officer’s responsibilities.” He paused for a few moments to gaze at her thoughtfully before continuing. “I have several more interviews to conduct. You can investigate some souvenir stalls and shops or wait in the reception area.”

Talyra opted to wait in the reception area. She watched two burly Vachurian males enter Stufondi’s office, and her heart sank. Were they applying for the same job? She wouldn’t stand a chance against the big, muscular men.

The time passed by too slowly. Each of the men came out of Stufondi’s office and left. Had they been hired?

After what seemed like forever, Stufondi’s voice sounded over an intercom. “Miss Trellor? I will see you now.”

She entered the office. Stufondi studied a tablet before looking at her. “Take a seat.”

Why didn’t he just get it over with, that she wouldn’t be hired? She sank to a chair and tried to look calm, though inwardly she was trembling...

“I’ve made my decision and would like to offer you a trial period of one journey on board the Klutoko to assess your capabilities and compatibility with the crew. This will be an opportunity for you to demonstrate your potential and gain hands-on experience in a real-life setting. How does that sound to you?”

Talyra’s heart sped up with surprise and excitement at the prospect of proving herself. “I graciously accept your offer, Mr. Stufondi. I am eager to embark on this journey and show you what I can contribute.”

“Excellent,” Mr. Stufondi said with a smile. “I doubt the king will ever be aware of you leaving the borders of your home. He does not involve himself with Goedong Trading. It should be safe to say that if I don’t report your...eh...diversity from Vachurians, you’ll have a safe home on the Klutoko Three. We will make arrangements for your trial period. You will need to undergo a medical examination before signing the contract. I will arrange that immediately. Please wait in reception for Doctor Trunkotto, the Klutoko Three’s chief medical officer.”

Talyra was so excited that she was ready to jump out of her skin. Did it show? It felt as if she glowed all over. Was her face red? She left the office and sat in reception to wait for the doctor. Will he take me to the ship for the medical, or will he do it here somewhere? What if I don’t pass?

She didn’t have to wait very long. A man came into reception. He was very tall and thin, and to her amazement, he had six arms with hands that had six digits each. His skin was striped black and white, and one black and one silvery-white eye gazed at her. Long, thick, white hair, with one black stripe on each side of his head, was tied back from a thin, angular face.

“Miss Trellor?”

She stood and nodded. “That’s me.”

“Follow me.”

He led her out of reception, down the corridor, to another door. The sign on it read infirmary. She didn’t have a clue what that was, never having been to a doctor in her life. 

“Please take your clothes off behind that screen, and I’ll ask you some questions while you undress,” he told her and pointed at a tall screen in the corner.

“All my clothes?” she asked while moving behind the screen.

“Yes. I need to examine you from head to toe. Which species are you?”

“I am a defective Vachurian.”

“Interesting. I am aware of the Vachurian law and am surprised they allowed you to live. I would ask how, but you can explain later. How much do you weigh, and how tall are you?”

“I don’t know.” She heard his deep sigh.

“Age?”

“Eighteen summers.”

“Have you ever suffered a serious illness?”

“No.”

“Accidents?”

“No.”

“If you’re ready, you can come out now.”

Feeling rather bashful because she had never been naked in front of anyone except her mother, Talyra hesitantly stepped out from behind the screen, holding her arm across her breasts and covering her pubes with her other hand.

“Please get up on the examination table.” He gestured at the high table against the wall.

Talyra climbed up on it and sat on the side, still trying to hide some of her nudity. But that didn’t last long. The doctor stood before her and lifted both her arms and raised them while two of his other hands examined her breasts and her abdomen, and the remaining hands moved her legs up and down.

“You are extremely different from the other Vachurians I have examined. Do your parents look the same? What about your mother? How many breasts does she have?”

“My parents have much darker skin and orange hair all over their bodies, and my mother has eight breasts. I’m not like them at all. As I said earlier, I am defective.” She shifted uncomfortably on the table and glanced down at her two breasts, which, according to her mother, were too fat and ugly. But did the fact that she was so different really matter in this instance?

He ran a small instrument over her body while another hand extracted something from her wrist with an instrument. The six arms and hands moved fast and in perfect sync. He stepped away from the table, looked at one of the instruments, and nodded. “You appear to be in perfect health. You may get dressed and return to see Mr. Stufondi.”

Talyra quickly got off the table and returned to the screen. She heard him leave the room. After putting her clothes back on, she hurried back to room 304 and wondered what to do, wait or knock on the door... She knocked.

“Come in.”

She closed the door behind her and stood awkwardly waiting for him to say something. Finally he spoke.

“Ah...finished already. Take a seat. Do you have a tablet or computer with you?” Mr. Stufondi asked.

“Yes, I do.”

“Doctor Trunkotto gave you a clean bill of health, and I have your contract ready. It’s valid for the six-month trial period, but the contract stands should you be hired on a permanent basis. I’ve just sent it to you. Please read it before signing.”
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