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            THE ALIEN’S ZOOKEEPER

          

          ALIENS AND ANIMALS 1

        

      

    

    
      The stars gave her a mate... and a rhino.

      Tilly doesn't believe in aliens. At least, she didn't, until she gets abducted along with half the animals of her zoo. When you and your rhino are stuck in a cage on a spaceship, it's hard not to believe. One of them, an elf-eared female, seems ready to help her find a way back to Earth, but is that really what Tilly wants?

      Bavalla's messed up big time. She wasn't supposed to abduct a sentient being, but now that she's face to face with a female who's not only intelligent but also very attractive, she has to figure out what to do. Telling the Captain would result in severe punishment, but how do you hide a human who's very intent on saving not just herself, but all her animals as well?
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      BAVALLA

      Most Kyvens would kill for abduction duty, but after so many rotations, it had grown dull and boring. Maybe some would love the thrill of taking a fauna sample from a sentient planet without alerting the native inhabitants, but I barely read the descriptions of the creatures that the A-Beam was hovering over.

      Four-legged creature with stripes. Sure. Pink winged animal. Yup. Tiny ball with spikes. Why not? Slithery tube. Welcome aboard!

      I just slammed the green button as we hovered above the abduction site, beaming up all the animals from this supposed... What did this planet call it?

      I opened up my inbox and scrolled through my log for this cycle’s brief.

      “Soo?” I tried, not familiar with the word. No, that wasn’t quite right.

      I wasn’t sure what kind of aliens this world had but I was sure they were just as dull as all the others. At least they had a funny language to practise while I killed time.

      I kept my tongue slightly curled and vibrated it to make the right sound. Zoo.”

      By the time I was done practising their weird language, I’d beamed up all the intended animals. I did a mandatory scroll through the list of creatures but didn’t see any that qualified for return.

      “Great. Job done,” I declared as I turned off the A-beam and blitzed a message up to the Captain that we could prepare for takeoff.

      Another success. Or so I thought.

      It wasn’t until we were ten light-years away that I realised my mistake.
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      TILLY

      I woke up to the familiar sound of a snoring rhino. Brie was known to be the loudest snorer in the entire zoo, but having spent countless nights in her enclosure, I was used to it. Her snoring had become almost a lullaby to me. It was a reassuring, primal sound that resonated deep within me. Nothing like the noise my ex had made in her sleep.

      It was pitch black in Brie's stable. The lightbulb must have burned out while I was sleeping or maybe there was a power cut. Unlikely, but not unheard of. I should check on the other animals in case it wasn't just a faulty bulb. I sat up, placing my hands on the floor.

      Wait a second...

      This wasn't the hay-strewn concrete floor of her pen. My hands were touching cold, smooth metal. It didn't make any sense. How could the floor change while I was sleeping on it?

      I reached out for Brie, her thick, leathery skin warm and familiar. Her breathing was steady and her snoring told me she was her usual noisy self. I didn't want to wake her. If she realised something had changed, she'd be very unhappy and an unhappy rhino was not something you wanted within an enclosed space. Brie trusted me, but there was always a chance of being accidentally crushed by two tonnes of odd-toed ungulate.

      I pulled out my phone and turned on the torch. I was in a room about half the size as Brie's stable. My phone's light reflected on the metal walls, reaching up a lot higher than they should have. I couldn't spot a door nor any windows. Careful not to brush against Brie, I sneaked around her to check the other side of the room. Not a door in sight. How the flying monkey shit had we even got in here? No, there was a bigger question that I was trying desperately to ignore: where were we?

      The floor suddenly shook and I stumbled to my left, banging against the wall. Brie's snoring stopped and I froze, praying she'd fall asleep again. If this turned out to be a situation where I needed to defend myself, I'd wake her. I'd ridden her before - not that my boss would ever know that - and I could do it again, use her as a battering ram with horns that could gut whoever was playing a joke on us.

      A tiny voice in my mind told me I was deceiving myself. This wasn't a joke. Nobody would simply move a two-tonne rhino and her keeper. It was impossible. But what did that leave me with? Had I died? Was this some kind of purgatory, an echo of my last moments of life? Maybe Brie had crushed me in my sleep. My colleagues had warned me of that, but I'd ignored them as always. Whenever one of my animals was sick, I couldn't stand being away from them, even if that meant spending a night on a cold stone floor.

      I walked around the room, my hands sliding over the walls, looking for an indentation that could hide a door. Nothing. Panic was slowly creeping up on me. Until now, I'd kept a tight grip on my emotions, but I was starting to lose it. I was trapped. With a rhino. And I didn't know where.

      A thought struck me and I pulled up the maps app on my phone, hoping the GPS would tell me where I was. No signal. No GPS. It couldn't locate me. That wasn't good. Maybe the walls were too thick. But without a signal, I couldn't call for help. I was on my own. Well, Brie was here, but she wouldn't be much use. I doubted even her horns could break through these metal walls.

      "Hello?" I called out in a soft voice, hoping not to wake the rhino. "Can anyone hear me?"

      Only silence met my words. A shiver ran down my back. I shouldn’t panic. There had to be a logical explanation for this. Maybe it was just a dream. Yes. That made more sense than purgatory or the other option... alien abduction.

      I sat down, hugged my knees to my chest and tried to wake up from this nightmare.
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      BAVALLA

      It had been a good harvest. I was almost done making a list for the Captain, detailing our new cargo. The researchers would pay him a good price, which would make him happy, which would make me happy. Captain Brew was an erratic, unpredictable man who could be lovely and kind when he was content, yet turned into a raging beast when he got angry. I'd learned very quickly in my stint on the KIW II that it was best to keep any bad news from him.

      I checked on the last cargo pod. A massive animal lay sleeping, making a strange rasping noise. Was that normal? Maybe I should have the medic check on it. I was just about to turn off the screen when I noticed something moving behind the beast. A second animal. Offspring, maybe? I had to take a closer look. I'd once accidentally put an yver in a pod with a hulung and it had taken me days to clean up the mess. It was always better to keep species separate, but not if this was the beast's child. I zoomed in as much as possible and gasped when I realised this wasn't offspring. It was a Kyvenoid. Two arms, two legs, one head, just like me and my fellow Kyvens. Only the skin colour and the shape of her ears didn't match.

      And yes, it was most definitely a her. Unless the males of her species had two large bumps on their chest.

      I stared at the female. All my sense of achievement had vanished in an instant. I'd made a terrible mistake. If I was right about her being a Kyvenoid, then I'd broken the law. I'd abducted a sentient being. Captain Brew wouldn't just kill me. He'd torture, flay, dismember and disembowel me before. I couldn't even imagine how furious he'd be once he found out. No, not once. If. I had to deal with this as fast as possible before anyone else became aware. In a few hours, my colleagues would start feeding the abducted animals. By then, the female had to be gone. There was no way I could bring her back to her planet. The Captain would notice the change, of course, even if I had the authority to fly the ship. Which I didn't.

      I was in deep, fuming caca shit.

      Distressed, I paced back and forth in the cabin. Abducting a sentient being from any planet was considered kidnapping, a Grade A Galactic offence. How did I make such a rookie mistake?

      “Breathe, Bavalla, breathe,” I commanded myself, drawing in the filtered air. “You can fix this, you can fix this. You’ll figure out the Kyvenoid and you will get to keep your original bowels and skin.”

      I stood still in front of one of the metallic storage closets and looked at my slightly blue-ish body. Yes, I liked the way my current skin looked on me. I didn’t want to go through all the trouble to regenerate and grow new parts again. I might have enjoyed that while I was a juvenile, but I was long over it.

      So how did I keep the Captain from finding out my mistake? I supposed I could kill the Kyvenoid and dump her body on the nearest planet, but that didn’t sit well with me. Murder could be so messy, especially with creatures with life liquid. No way I would be able to cover up a spillage like that.

      Worried, I shot another look at the monitor, wondering what the Kyvenoid was doing. She kept running her hands along the walls and shuffling back and forth in the pod. Her mouth kept opening, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. Was she talking to the animal?

      I cranked up the volume of that pod and listened to the strange sounds she was making. Despite practicing some of her language, I didn’t understand a single thing even if the noises were familiar. Slightly squeaky, with lower and higher pitches. She looked distressed, and I didn’t blame her. There was a reason sentients were protected under Galactic law.

      Hmm… There was a thought. If she was sentient, maybe she could help me figure this out.

      No, that was one of the stupidest ideas I had in a long time. Why would I enlist the help of a foreign, potentially hostile sentient? I had no idea how dangerous this Kyvenoid could be so approaching it by myself was idiotic.

      I had to ask for help… But who on the KIW II liked me enough to keep this a secret from the Captain?

      The answer was easy enough. There was only one person who could help me. Amison.
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      TILLY

      No matter how often I traced the metal walls, I couldn’t find a single seam or indent that I could use to escape from the cell. My only comfort, and biggest worry, was that I shared the cell with a massive rhino. Brie would never hurt me on purpose, but if she got panicked, there was no reasoning with her.

      I rested my hands, sore from clawing at the wall, on her thick skin, tracing the wrinkles and folds like always. Brie let out a deep breath and adjusted her position, vibrating the metal ground. The cell wasn’t much smaller than her stable, but it had no water for Brie to drink or anything soft to sleep on. Wherever we were, this clearly was only meant as a temporary holding. Which brought on the next question. What were they planning on doing with Brie and me?

      A sudden flash of light startled the rhino and me, banishing the suffocating darkness. Spots danced in front of my eyes and I had to blink a couple of times to get my vision to work.

      A rumble passed through the cell and one of the metal walls turned translucent. I rushed forward and slammed my fists into the opaque wall, trying to break free again. It only took a couple of hits to realise it was just as unyielding and unbudging as before. And not just that. Two shapes appeared on the other side of it.

      Were those the people that had taken me?

      “Hey! Let me out of here!” I shouted, drawing their attention.

      The two figures brought their faces close and with a scream, I fell down. Those weren’t people… Those were…

      Strange ears… Holes in their neck… Weird eyes.

      No.

      This couldn’t be real. Were they… A… No, I couldn’t even think the word.

      Aliens.

      An icy shiver ran down my spine. So we were not alone? No, this couldn’t be real. I was hallucinating. Or dreaming.

      I gasped for air to settle the rising panic, but every breath just hurt more and more until my lungs were on fire and my head threatened to explode. I smashed my hands against my mouth, trying to stop the hyperventilating. If I passed out now, I’d be completely at their mercy, whoever they were.

      Gradually, my breathing slowed down and I regained control over my body. I was still shaking and quivering like a leaf, but the fog in my mind was clearing up.

      I dared look at the faces on the other side of the metal glass again and pretended I was just studying a new animal or watching one of my favourite nature shows with a narrator.

      “Look at them,” I whispered to myself. “Look how special they are… Notice their… strange ears. They’re slightly pointy and the shell is tilted outwards. Maybe they’re not ears, they could have a totally different function like for mating or communication. And…” Slowly, I felt myself calm down. “The colour of their skin is different in both specimens. The one on the right is slightly blue while the other is more of a… pink-ish with whiskers. I wonder what the significance is of the colour variations?”

      The two creatures on the other side of the glass were clearly studying me too, but it was easier to pretend that I was the examiner.

      “There seem to be slight openings in the neck of the right one. I count… three on either side. They look like nostrils. I wonder if they also breathe oxygen or if the air in this cell is specially made for Brie and me,” I wondered out loud.

      I pressed my hands against the wall. One of the two beings, the one that looked female, did the same. Her hands had six fingers, slender and delicate, but our palms were almost the same size. She cocked her head, her large eyes examining me closely.

      Maybe she wasn't female. Maybe I was simply applying my human concepts to an alien species. For all I knew, these beings reproduced in an entirely different way, having no need for genders. I pushed that thought away. I shouldn't be focusing on things like that. Far more important was how to get out of here, back to Earth. Maybe we were still there, cloaked so that my fellow humans couldn't see it. But the slight vibration in the walls and floor told a different story. We were flying. We might be far away from home by now. I didn’t know how long I'd slept for.

      Brie snorted and got to her feet. She stared at the beings with all the curiosity a rhino could muster. Which wasn't a lot. Brie was lovely, but not the brightest rhino out there. I put a hand on her thick skin, stroking her.

      "Easy, girl. Don't worry, I'll get you home."

      My voice shook slightly, but I hoped she wouldn't pick up on that.

      "Eeeeezzzzyyyyyyy." The female alien parroted my words, although it barely resembled the original sound. "Guuuuuuuuurrrrrl."

      I swallowed a laugh. I wouldn't give in to hysteria. Not yet.

      The alien said something else in her own clicking language, then looked at me questioningly. Did she want me to repeat that?

      I tried to replicate her clicks, but without success. It sounded like I had a cough.

      The slits in her neck flared and her full lips turned upwards. Was it too much to hope that a smile was the same for her species? I knew that in apes, what looked like a smile was actually a threatening gesture. I very much hoped it wasn't the same for her.

      The other alien, who I thought was male, didn't smile or change his blank expression. He simply stared at Brie, who returned his intense gaze with all the nonchalance of a two-tonne rhino. Brie knew she was the strongest animal in the room. I was glad to have her on my side, even with the danger of being squashed by accident.

      The two aliens started talking again. I hoped they weren't discussing how to get rid of me. Or how best to cook me. Their conversation turned into something of an argument, with both of them gesticulating widely. Secretly, I rooted for the female. Us women had to stick together, right?

      After what seemed like a small eternity, the female pulled out a shimmering device the size of her hand. The way she held it reminded me of a phone, but there was no display that I could see. Again, I chided myself for assuming my understanding of the universe would be the same here. Of course, they didn't use the same technology as us. It would have been strange if she'd been handling a smartphone. Whatever it was, a hiss sounded when she rubbed the glittering device and lines appeared on the wall. I stepped back, bumping against Brie. She huffed but didn't move.

      The lines turned into a rectangle, just big enough for me and the aliens, but way too small for Brie. The wall inside the lines disappeared, yes, it disappeared. What had looked like solid matter turned into thin air. Wow. That was technology way beyond my understanding. I would have called it magic if I hadn't known otherwise.

      The male kept clicking at the female, seemingly unhappy with her decision to let me out. Before he could decide otherwise, I stepped through the doorway, half expecting to bump into an invisible wall. But no, it really was nothing but air. So weird.

      The female smiled at me again and reached out, her fingertips brushing against my throat. She gently stroked my neck in the places where she had slits, gills maybe. Her touch was ever so soft. Tingles spread from where her fingers met my skin and a pleasant shudder ran down my back. What on Earth was happening?

      She said something to me and pulled back.

      "I'm sorry, I don't understand. Don't you have some kind of translation device? They always have those in films. And books. Not that I've read any alien romance novels, not at all."

      I stopped babbling and shot a look at the male behind her. He was staring at me with a frown. The tips of his long ears were bent to the sides, which they hadn't done earlier. Some kind of gesture that I couldn't interpret. I hoped it wasn't a sign of aggression.

      The female muttered something that seemed to be directed at the male, then turned and beckoned me to follow her. Hesitantly, I walked behind her through a narrow corridor. On both sides, large containers were piled on top of each other. Muffled sounds told me I'd find several of my zoo animals inside. There was no mistaking Terry the tiger's agitated roar. He was a sweetheart when you scratched him behind the ears, but he could be fearsome if he was afraid or angry.

      "What are you doing with my animals?" I asked, not expecting an answer. "Why did you abduct them? Why did you abduct me? What are you planning to do with us?"

      She didn't turn and kept walking. The male was following at a distance behind me, not giving me a choice but to stay with the alien. We passed at least twenty containers before reaching a door. It slid open as soon as the female approached, giving way to a brightly lit room full of screens. No, they weren't screens as such. The images and data were shown on the walls themselves, either projected onto them or as if they were the screens. Two comfy looking chairs sat in the centre of the room. Weird, they looked so ordinary. Four legs, a backrest. Even though it was made from a strange material that looked like purple wood, it wouldn't have stood out in a fancy designer furniture store on Earth.

      The female sat on the left one and gestured to the other chair. Carefully, I sat down, hoping this wasn’t meant to electrocute me or something. That would be a nasty way to go.

      The purple wood was much softer than expected and slightly rubbery. The cushions were warm and moulded to fit my bum. How surprisingly comfortable. Not bad. Not bad at all.

      The alien used her glittery device again, and a loud noise sounded above me. I looked up just in time to see a chandelier-crown-helmet contraption descend from the ceiling. It lowered itself on my head and tightened against my temples.

      This better not kill me.
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      BAVALLA

      The Kyvenoid seemed distressed by the device I put on her head so I quickly switched it on. The mind translator didn’t work on every species so this was a long shot. At least she seemed to understand what chairs were for. That definitely implied she was sentient.

      A flash of purple activated the mind translators. The Kyvenoid watched me intently which I took as a good sign. I demonstratively gestured to the large button on my chair and then on hers. She hovered her fingers above it but didn’t seem confident in pressing it. She must not understand what it was for.

      I’d have to show it to her. I pushed the button and as I formulated my message, the screens in front of us transcribed my thoughts. One row of compact and efficient circles, dots, and dashes in our language and another long, long row of weird lines and shapes for the Kyvenoid.

      I’d gone for a very nice and simple message.

      Hello. (Can you understand me?)

      The Kyvenoid seemed startled at first. She said something back in her melodic speech type but forgot to activate the translator.

      I gestured to the button again and this time, she pressed it and while she spoke, the translator projected her words onto the wall.

      What is this place? What is this? (I need to get out) Wait, what’s happening? (Is it reading my mind?) I can see my thoughts on the screen. (That’s so freaky.) Make it stop. (Stop thinking. Ugh, it’s not working). Stop it. Stop it. Stop. (It’s not stopping).

      I sighed as I sat back. As expected, most sentients lacked the focus to use the Mind Translator efficiently. I knew this was a long shot and while I now had an insight into the Kyvenoid’s mind, it was agitating it more than helping us communicate. Still, if I could get her in a calmer state of mind, maybe she would be able to formulate a normal sentence.

      Don’t be alarmed. (I’m not here to hurt you. My name is Bavalla. Valla, if you want. Stay calm and concentrate on what you want to say.)

      The Kyvenoid read my message in her weird language and seemed to relax slightly. She drew in a deep breath through the holes in her nose and nodded.

      Hello. (Be calm, be calm, be calm. Oh no, it’s already showing on the screen. No, be calm.) Hello, my name is Tilly. Where am I? (Yes, I managed a sentence to the weird alien. Oh no, now it says weird alien on the wall. Stop thinking about weird aliens. Oh, this isn’t working.)

      She quickly released the button and shot an anxious look my way.

      I laughed out loud. Her self-consciousness was adorable. At least there were to be similarities between our species and language patterns, even if they didn’t sound the same. We had greetings, names, and thoughts. This definitely changed the game.

      Hello, Tilly. (Welcome aboard the KIW II. If you have trouble using the translator, try using only your mind’s voice.)

      The woman nodded and made another attempt.

      (This is really overwhelming for me. Where am I? What are you going to do to me? Why did you kidnap all our animals?)

      I could see why she wanted answers to these questions. Just as I was about to give her my answer, Amison appeared in the room with a panicked look on his face. “The Captain is on his way.”

      “No!”

      “Yes. Hide the Kyvenoid!”

      Something about our conversation had to spook Tilly as her erratic thoughts projected on the screen.

      What’s going on? What’s happening? (Oh my god, I’m going to die. I’m going to die. I need to get out of here!)

      She ripped the mindset off her head and bolted out of the chair, racing back to where we got her from. Amison and I exchanged a worried look before running after her. If the Captain saw her, this was the end of my career. I hadn’t just accidentally abducted a sentient being, I’d let it loose on the ship.

      I hurried after Tilly, hoping to find her before the Captain did.

      “You go left, I’ll go right,” I instructed Amison. He jogged off, not nearly as bothered as he should be. Then again, his bowels weren’t on the line here.

      “Hello?” I called, only realising that without the translator, Tilly wouldn’t understand a word. That was annoying. Why did she run away? I thought things were going really well.

      I continued my search of the lower deck, checking all kinds of crevices and boxes. I wasn’t sure about Tilly’s capabilities, so she could be hiding anywhere. From the brief period I observed her in the enclosure with the grey beast, she was capable of curling up in a compact ball, but I didn’t know what else she could do. Liquify? Make herself invisible? Split up into multiple parts? Anything was possible with sentients which was exactly why we weren’t allowed to disturb them.

      A noise came from my right and hopeful, I went after it.

      “Hello?”

      “Bavalla.”

      My skin contracted. “Captain. What are you doing here?”

      My boss glared at me, his whiskers twitching. “I heard you made a grave mistake.”

      I gulped. How did he catch wind of this already? Did Amison tattle on me? If he did, he wouldn’t have warned me.

      No, I knew I could count on Amison. We always had each other’s back.

      “Captain, I assure you, I’m going to rectify my mistake. I know it should never have happened in the first place but I didn’t know—”

      He exposed his canines and hissed. “That’s no excuse. Come here.”

      I followed him back to my command centre, trying to ignore the cramping in my gut. The anticipated fear of being debowled was just as bad as the act itself.

      The Captain pointed at one of my screens. “Look. Tell me what the problem is.”

      I looked closer at the display, studying the four-legged creatures with large teeth and bushy manes on their head and around their neck.

      “They’re…” I zoomed in on the beasts, trying to figure out what the Captain was going on about. The two animals were pacing back and forth in their enclosure, their movements surprisingly similar to each other.

      Understanding dawned on me. “They’re both males.”

      “They’re both males!” Captain screamed. He slammed his fist on my desk as some of his spit flew on the displays. “Male, Bavalla! These species are hetero-normative. They need a male and a female to breed!”

      “I’ll fix it.”

      “How are you going to fix it? We’re already eleven light years away from their home planet! Our investors will not be happy. This is coming out of your salary, you hear me?”

      “Yes, Captain.” I nodded, not even caring about the reduction in pay. That was nothing compared to what he’d do if he found out about the Kyvenoid.

      I had to find Tilly or I was minced meat.
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      I eventually discovered Tilly back in the cargo bay, her hands pressed against the wall of her previous storage crate. Maybe she wanted to be back with her friend. Was that large being her partner? The Kyvenoid was clearly sentient and there had to be a reason why she'd been sleeping in the same space as the thick-skinned beast. I should check all the animals I'd abducted. Maybe the A-Beam had been wrong to categorise them as lesser species. Maybe they were all sentient and I'd made the biggest mistake of my life. It wasn't just the Captain who'd kill, gut and torture me. The authorities would come after me, too, and that would be no less pleasant. I had to fix this before it was too late.

      Tilly turned when she heard me approach. I held up my hands to show that I was unarmed. Weapons weren't allowed on the KIW II, so she didn't have to worry. It was just annoying that the mind translator wasn't portable. We were in exactly the same situation as earlier, unable to talk to each other. At least I now knew her name.

      "Ti-lllllll-y," I tried, twisting my tongue to replicate the melodic sounds she'd made. Her language was nothing like our harsh but fast Kyven dialect.

      She said something, pointing at the wall. Did she want to return to her mate? A strange sensation made my ears twitch. I didn't like thinking of her as mated. I didn't know why - no, that was a lie. I knew why. She was the most fascinating Kyvenoid I'd ever seen, even despite her pale colouring and tiny ears. Her hair was braided but a few strands had fallen loose, framing her face, highlighting her features. Her eyes, much smaller than mine, were bright blue, the colour of the Iparia Lagoon back on Kyven. I had to force myself not to stare at her breasts. I'd admired them on screen earlier, but in person, they were even more impressive. Kyvens - including myself - had much smaller breasts, but now that I'd seen her I realised that I was into big boobs. A lot.

      She banged her palm against the wall of the crate, shouting something.

      "You can't go back in there," I said soothingly, hoping she'd somehow understand my intention. "The Captain would notice and we'd both end up in trouble. He wouldn't want witnesses to my error, so I doubt you'd stay alive long enough to tell anyone. No, you have to come with me. I'll hide you until I can figure out what to do."

      She cocked her head to the side, clearly not having a clue what I was saying. Rak. I had to get her back to the mind translator, but she didn't look like she'd simply follow me.

      I touched the control panel on the crate wall to turn it translucent so she could see that the other being was alright.

      "Brieeeee!" she exclaimed and once again pressed both hands against the wall as if she was somehow hoping to step through it. I was tempted to open the doorway for her to release her from her anguish, but then I'd have to get her out of there again. I had to find a better way to communicate with the alien female.

      An idea hit me like Trausu's hammer. The mind translator had worked really well on her which might mean that she was similar enough to Kyvens for a diaccent implant. Of course, not everyone on Kyven spoke the same language, so we had implants enabling us to talk to those who didn't speak Kyven Standard.

      I had to find Mal. She was the only one on board who didn't speak KS, so she might have a spare implant lying around. But what to do with Tilly in the meantime? I couldn't take her with me. It was almost time for our morning meal and the ship's corridors would be filled with my colleagues on their way to the canteen.

      With a sigh, I did the only possible option. I opened a doorway for Tilly to return to her oversized mate. She shot me a look of surprise, then gave me a grateful smile and rushed into the crate. I hurried closer and watched as she flung her arms around the beast, pressing it against her ample breasts. My ears twitched again. I shut the door and turned away, a sour feeling in my mouth.
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      TILLY

      Brie was not a happy rhino. She grunted and huffed, but she rubbed against me, letting me know she wasn't angry at me but at the rest of the world.

      "Good girl," I whispered. "Sorry you were on your own."

      I ran my hand over her horn and her growls lessened as she leaned into the touch. Brie loved a good horn rub.

      "We've been abducted by aliens," I told her. Saying those words made it feel real, yet also totally ridiculous. Aliens. Abducted. A tiny part of my mind still clung to the hope that it was a dream or some kind of drug-induced hallucination.

      "We're on a spaceship and I have no idea how to get home. Or if we'll even get home. Ever." I closed my eyes and breathed in Brie's earthy scent. It always calmed me, grounded me.

      "I don't know what to do," I admitted, my voice barely audible. I hated feeling this helpless. I was someone who always found a solution to a problem, yet in this case, I was lost. There was no manual as to what to do when you and your rhino got abducted by aliens. At least there hadn't been any probing. Yet. If only I could talk to that alien female, Bavalla. That device she'd put on my head had been terrifying. I didn't like my mind laid open like that. It had taken all sense of control away from me and I still felt a little violated by it. At least now I was back with Brie. Yes, we were in a cage with no way out, but that was better than having my head cracked open by an alien.

      Brie let herself drop to the floor and I jumped back just in time to avoid having my feet crushed. Been there, done that. She was such a loving rhino, but she had no idea about her own size and weight. I bet that she'd have loved to curl up on my lap if she could.

      I joined her on the floor, using her as a pillow. My phone’s battery was dead, so I couldn’t even distract myself with mindless games. There was nothing to do but wait. Life sucked.
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      I must have nodded off. My eyes flew open and I jumped to my feet, looking around for whatever had woken me. The cage walls were still opaque and no door lines had appeared. Strange. Something had startled me. I shot a look at Brie. Her eyes were open too, her gaze flicking around the room, so it wasn't just me.

      A faint buzzing noise made me look up just in time to see something small and metallic rushing towards me. I flung out my hands, but it was too late. It hit my head and I stumbled back, a sharp pain reverberating through my skull. My back bumped against the wall and I leaned against it, my legs suddenly weak. The pain was worst near my right ear. I gingerly reached out to touch that spot, scared that whatever had hit me was some kind of alien insect ready to bite off my hand. But there was nothing. My hair was slightly wet and I wasn't surprised to see blood on my skin when I looked at my hand. It wasn't much, though, not enough to be a sign of a large wound.

      A shrill beep in my right ear was the final straw. I sank to the floor, clutching my head. What the monkey shit was going on?

      "Can you understand me?"

      I gasped at the female voice sounding clear and strong in my head. It was familiar yet not. Slightly synthetic with no particular accent, but with an echo that reminded me of a certain female alien.

      "I'll open the door so you can come out. Please don't run."

      The walls turned translucent again, revealing Bavalla. She waved at me with her six-fingered hands, a very human gesture for someone that looked so non-human.

      Carefully, I approached her. I wasn’t sure what she did to me, but I could understand her now.

      “Hello,” I tried. “Can you understand me?”

      Bavalla clapped her hands as she jumped up and down. “It worked! It worked!”

      I studied her in the same way I’d been watching animal behaviour my entire life. She seemed similar to humans in some ways, but there were plenty of things about her that were foreign. Minor details that I should pay attention to to make sure I didn’t misjudge anything.

      She seemed excited and from her energetic outburst and smile, that looked like it was a good thing. Just like humans.

      “Where am I?” I asked carefully.

      “This is the lower dock on the KIW II. We’re a cargo ship,” Bavalla explained. She kept a close eye on me, much in the same way as I was looking at her.

      “I think I know the answer to this, but what kind of ship?”

      The alien woman pressed a button and some of the outer walls turned translucent, giving me a good view of the dark nothing. “Spaceship.”

      “Of course, space… And where exactly are we going?”

      “Rotark, a trading planet in the Third Ring and from there, back home to Kyven.”

      I tried not to let my panic swallow me. “Any chance there’s a return trip to Earth?”

      “Earth,” Bavalla said slowly, like she was trying out the word. “That’s what you call your planet?”

      “Yes. What do you call it?”

      “Well… In our database, it’s Planet #47283. It’s not part of the Galactic Union so it doesn’t have a name.”

      My head was spinning from all the information thrown at me. Spaceship. Galactic Union. Trade planets? There was still a chance this was all a dream, but it seemed unlikely. My imagination wasn’t wild enough to make all this up. Unfortunately. I really wished I could just close my eyes and wake up in Bree’s stable with hay sticking to my clothes and my boss complaining about all the tasks of the day. While he was a pain in my behind most of the time, he really cared about the animals.

      Animals that were all in cages on this spaceship.

      “What are you going to do with us?” I inquired.

      Bavalla scratched one of her long, pointy ears. “Well… We’re supposed to hand over the creatures to our client on Rotark.”

      “You’re selling them? Why?”

      “I don’t ask questions. We get the order and we oblige. They could go to a private merchant or scientists, or to the food industry.”

      “That’s horrifying. You can’t do that.”

      I waited for her to elaborate, but the alien seemed embarrassed? I wasn’t sure if I was interpreting her expression right, but the hesitancy, the guilty look. It certainly felt familiar.

      “Well?” I prompted.

      “I might have abducted you by… mistake? You’re not supposed to be here.”

      Great. There was one thing worse than being abducted and that was being abducted by mistake. They didn’t even want me, just the zoo animals. Even if it was irrational, that kind of stung. Who knew being rejected by an alien felt so bad.

      “What does that mean for me?” I inquired carefully.

      Bavalla sighed. “I’m not sure. But if the Captain finds you, I’ll be disembowelled and you’ll be sold with these creatures you love so much.”

      I tried not to burst out in tears and show how vulnerable I was in front of Bavalla. While she seemed to be kind, that meant nothing. I’d read enough books to know they pretended to be nice to prisoners to trick them into compliance. That wasn’t going to happen to me. I would not be one of those poor, powerless women and I certainly wasn’t going to be sold.

      Despite my attempts, Bavalla seemed to notice some of my distress, and she placed a six-fingered hand on my arm. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Her touch was surprisingly soft and warm. Her fingers were long, slightly tinted blue like the rest of her. It was unfamiliar but not as strange as I first thought it to be. A lot of Bavalla was very human-like, and under the right circumstances, I could imagine magazines casting her as a cover model. A beautiful unknown.

      I just had to make sure I wouldn’t be fooled by her pretty face. After all, she’d abducted me.
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      BAVALLA

      I drummed my fingers on my desk, watching the monitors around me as we neared the solar system of Donto’rk with its seven moons. That meant we were only nine circulations away from the trade planet. We’d stop there to unload the earthly creatures and receive payment from our employer for a job well done. Until someone discovered Tilly.

      I glanced behind me at the slender woman resting under a blanket on the bench. She was voluntarily unconscious, or asleep, as she called it. She had been reluctant to leave the grey beast but it wasn’t safe for her to stay in the cells. I’d almost had to force her to take a shower, but in the end, she’d agreed. She was now wearing some of my own clothes which were loose on her smaller frame.

      It was strange watching over her, but I didn’t mind. She didn’t seem like she wanted to cause me trouble so that was something at least. If we could reach an understanding, and I wanted to, I’d be able to safely return her to earth and nobody would ever know about my mistake.

      The light above one of the small monitors flashed red and I checked the screen to see who wanted access to my quarters. It better not be the Captain…

      Relieved, I recognised Amison by the signature stripes running across his face and allowed him in.

      “I found a solution!” he chirped as soon as the doors locked behind him. “There’s a Smuggler on Donto’rk that owes me a favour. He’s set on an expedition that will take him past Planet #47283.”

      I clapped my hands. “By Iparia, that’s fantastic. Except… We’ve not scheduled any stop on Donto’rk.”

      Amison sat down on my desk, his green eyes sparkling the same way they used when he was a boy and got in much more trouble. “That’s the fun part. If something happened to the blasters or the circuit, the Captain would be forced to make an emergency maintenance landing on the nearest planet. Which is—”

      “Donto’rk. You’re a genius.”

      He bowed slightly, his whiskers twitching as he smiled. “I love a spot of trouble.”

      He didn’t have to tell me.

      "We're going back to Earth?"

      Tilly sounded as tired as she looked. She'd half sat up on the bench, her eyelids drooping. I wanted to reach out and push one of her loose curls behind her ear, but I stopped myself. Soon, she'd be back on the way to her home planet. I shouldn't get attached. It's something Captain Brew made very clear when I'd joined the crew. Never, ever get attached to the beasts we abduct, no matter how cute. I'd felt like there was some back story to this, something he didn't want to talk about, but questioning the Captain usually ended in pain.

      "I'll talk to you later. Have fun with your Kyvenoid." Amison signed off, giving me a smirk. I wasn't quite sure what that was about.

      "Earth?" Tilly repeated.

      "Yes. If I can pull it off. I need to damage a part of the ship so we have no option but to land on the closest planet. That's the easiest part. Then I'll somehow have to smuggle you off the ship and find Amison's contact. Who probably wants credits for this favour. It's not going to be straightforward. And—"

      "Wait," she interrupted me. "What about Brie? And the other animals?"

      "Brie?"

      "The rhino. The animal you abducted me with. All our rhinos are named after cheeses, just like the penguins are... it doesn't matter. I can't leave her here, not to be sent to some slaughterhouse. These are precious animals. Rhinos are endangered and she's at breeding age. She's important for the survival of her entire species! You can't take her to be killed, please!"

      Her eyes had changed, turning strangely wet. Was she injured? Maybe a side effect of the diaccent implant?

      "What's wrong with your eyes?" I asked.

      "Huh?" She wiped across them with the back of her hand. "Those are tears. Sorry, I'm not usually this emotional. But you have to help me save Brie and the others. I won't leave them."

      She was confusing me. I was giving her the chance to return to her home planet just like she'd wanted, but now she wanted to stay? Because of some beasts who likely weren't even sentient? I didn't understand her. Technically, that shouldn't surprise me. She was an alien. I'd met enough other species to know that we all had different ways of thinking. Even though Tilly looked very Kyvenoid, her brain worked differently. If she had a brain. I shouldn't assume.

      "If you stay here, I don't know what's going to happen," I told her, pushing away my frustration. Rak, why was I even getting worked up about this? She was a grown female, she could make her own decisions and deal with the consequences.

      "I can't leave Brie and the other animals. I've worked with them for years, they're basically my family. Is there no other way? What if I talk to your Captain? It was an honest mistake, you didn't mean to abduct me-"

      "No," I growled before I could stop myself. My ears itched with agitation. "If you talk to him, there's a good chance he'll throw you out of an airlock. No witnesses. That's his rule. Officially, we're just a trading vessel operating within the laws of the Intergalactic Union, but Captain Brew likes to bend the rules. Sometimes, I wonder if he's slowly turning us into pirates... but you don't need to know that. You have to leave. Without the animal."

      The look of utter despair painted across her pretty face was heart-breaking. A moment ago, everything had seemed simple. Well, kind of. Smuggle her off the ship, hand her to Amison's friend and hope she'd get back to her planet. End of story. I'd get to keep my job and my body intact. I'd forget about her, those gorgeous eyes, those strangely round ears, those full lips that I'd love to...

      Stop it, Valla. What the caca shit was going on with me? I had to concentrate. I wasn't going to be able to make rational decisions while mooning over this Earthling.

      "I'm not leaving Brie," Tilly said, her voice hard despite her eyes still leaking. "I'm going to find another solution. I'm good at solving problems, trust me. I was the one who figured out why Tate and Tom, my colleague's favourite chameleons, didn't get offspring."

      I wasn't quite sure what she was on about. Lots of words that didn't make sense, but that may have been due to the diaccent implant.

      "Why didn't they?" I asked to humour her.

      "Because they were actually Tate and Tamsin. They were two females. I figured it out and I made sure they got some males to mate with. Not that it worked. Turns out they preferred to be with each other. We'd found the first lesbian chameleons in the country, to my knowledge. And I'm rambling. Totally rambling. Sorry. I do that when I'm nervous."

      I got up from my desk and took a seat on the bench next to her.

      "In Kyven society, I'd put an arm around you to show my sympathy. Is that agreeable?"

      Tilly looked at me with a strange expression. "You want to hug?"

      "That word doesn't translate, but it sounds nice."

      Her lips curved into a small smile. "Okay."

      I gently scooted closer and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. She was warm, almost hot. I hadn't realised her body temperature was higher than my own. There was so much to learn about her species. This was a first contact situation. Quite literally. I was touching a newly discovered species. My younger sister would go crazy once I told her. She was a researcher specialising in interplanetary genetics. Maybe I should ask Tilly if I could take a blood sample. It would be the perfect birthday gift for Sahra.

      "That's it," I exclaimed. "She's going to know what to do."

      "Who?"

      "My sister. Sahra. She's clever, really clever. She got a scholarship to study at the best university in our sector of the galaxy when she was just eight rotations. She'll have a solution."

      Her eyes widened slightly. "You think so?"

      "I'm going to call her right now. She knows all about laws and regulations, maybe there's something I haven't thought about." Reluctantly, I unwrapped myself from Tilly and sat down in my swivel chair. I was only authorised for a couple of long-distance calls but calling home to Kyven didn’t count as that.

      I typed in the area code for my sister’s pod and waited for the connection to go through. It only took a few chirps before she answered and a little hologram of her was projected onto my desk.

      Mini-Sahra waved at me. “Hey hey! Are you home already?”

      “No, we’re only halfway. I have a question for you. It’s…” I paused, trying to find a good way to phrase this without incriminating myself. All these calls were recorded and could be requested by the Captain at any time. “Remember that time when we were playing at the Iparia Lagoon and we caught that rare blue salimino? The one with the four eyes on its back?”

      “I remember. We showed it to our tutor but she was furious that we’d taken it out of its natural habitat.” Sahra’s hologram rubbed her stomach. “I can still feel that disembowelment.”

      “Exactly! So is there a way we could have claimed legal ownership over the salimino?”

      Sahra stared at me. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, yes,” I lied. “So, legal ownership?”

      My sister clicked her tongue pensively. “I don’t think so. The salimino is a protected species, which means all of them belong to Kyven. Do I want to know why you’re asking about this?”

      I glanced back at Tilly who was listening intensely and shook my head. “No, it’s better if you don’t know. What if it wasn’t a protected species?” I tried, thinking back to the weird creatures we’d taken from Earth. While they were all flagged as rare specimens in my database, I didn’t see any of them fall under special protection. Otherwise, we wouldn’t have been authorised for this trip.

      Sahra thought for a while. “There’s an old law that might apply. Of course, it depends on your circumstances and how complicated you want it to get.”

      Already expecting the lecture she was about to break into, I leaned back and sighed.

      “Tell me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      TILLY

      Everything about this ship was unbelievable. From the transparent walls I could walk through to the weird thing Bavalla put in my head, and now what I could only describe as a futuristic call device. If I told anyone back home about this, they would think I was flying cuckoo mad.

      I watched Bavalla talk to what I assumed was a projection of her sister. The little holographic figure certainly looked like her. They had the same, blueish colour and similar pointy ears, but Bavalla looked slightly more muscular.

      I could only half follow their discussion. The deeper they dived into Kyven law, the less sense it made. The translator thingy kept inserting words that didn’t really fit and after a while, I gave up on listening. I wasn’t sure why, but I trusted that Bavalla would figure out a solution.

      Instead, I wandered around her quarters. There were all kinds of screens and one of them had a feed of Brie’s cell. I watched the large rhino shuffle back and forth, huffing and puffing at the lack of space. While the zoo didn’t have the largest enclosure for her, it was massive compared to the tiny square they kept her in.

      She kept flicking her ears back and forth like she could hear all kinds of things. She paced up and down the wall I’d disappeared through, and I wanted to believe she was missing me. I certainly missed her. Her large presence and rough skin were reassuring. Nobody messed with me when I had a rhino at my beck and call.

      Bavalla ended the call and the projection of her sister disappeared. She turned back around and I didn’t have to understand Kyven’s body language to realise it wasn’t good news.

      “And?” I asked, trying to remain hopeful.

      The alien woman shook her head. “Unless there’s a way to make your Earth a part of the Galactic Union before we arrive at the trade planet, I’m out of ideas.”

      I gestured to where Sahra’s projection was earlier. “What about the old law your sister mentioned?”

      “That only applies if you’re a Kyven citizen. Which you’re not…”

      My stomach sank. This couldn’t be the end. I wouldn’t give up Brie or any of the others. What was the point of returning to Earth where everyone would look at me like I was crazy, or worse, accuse me of stealing the animals?

      No, I wouldn’t let this happen. If I could herd elephants and handle hippos, I could deal with this. Somehow. How was I supposed to claim ownership over the animals when I didn’t know the laws?

      A light flashed on above a small monitor, and the face of the other alien appeared on the screen.

      Bavalla frowned. “That’s Amison.”

      She pressed a button and with a hiss, the doors slid open to let the feline-ish man in. Despite his pink-ish complexion, the stripes on his face and whiskers certainly reminded me of Terry the tiger. His lips pulled into a big grin. “All set.”

      “All set… for what?” Bavalla sounded alarmed.

      “Maintenance on Donto’rk.”

      “No, no. We’re not doing that anymore.”

      “You said it was a fantastic idea.”

      “I changed my mind.”

      Their exchange was very quick and through the translated words, I could hear their rhythmic clicking.

      Amison shrugged, not seeming very bothered. “Well, we’re making that emergency stop. If you want to use my contact, you know where to find me.” He shot me a curious look before he took his leave.

      “He’s not going to tell the Captain about me, right?” I questioned.

      “No, we’ve been friends since we could walk. He’s a troublemaker but reliable.”

      I chuckled. “That definitely sounds like Terry.”

      “Terry? Who’s Terry?”

      “The tiger.” I pointed to one of the screens where I could see him pacing up and down. “Him.”

      Bavalla let out a rumbling sound that resembled a roaring laugh. “He does look like Amison. They have the same whiskers! That’s hilarious.” A bell chimed and she looked at the device around her arm. “Oh, it’s time to recharge.”

      She walked to the bench where I’d been resting and opened it up, revealing the strange inside. It resembled a bed, but it wasn’t quite that. It looked more like the inside of a coffin or sarcophagus.

      Bavalla climbed in and put a headset-like device on that rested against her temples. “You should remain in my quarters. If someone tries to come in, press the purple button there. That should keep everyone out. I won’t take long, I’ll only do a short cycle.”

      “A short cycle of… what?”

      “Recharging,” she repeated, sounding confused as she gestured around. “How do you think this is all powered?”

      “Wait, so this sleep isn’t for you, it’s for the ship?”

      She scratched her head. “What’s… sleep?”

      “What I did earlier. When I napped on the bench?”

      “Oh, the unconscious thing.” She chuckled lightly. “No, I’ll be aware the whole time. I just have to remain still while I’m attached. It’s better if I don’t speak too much either.”

      That sounded incredibly boring to me but she didn’t seem bothered. I clicked my tongue as I looked around, only realising what I was doing when Bavalla shot me a funny look. Oops. I quickly stopped, hoping I hadn’t just said something vulgar or weird.

      “What am I supposed to do while you… recharge?”

      "You can use my console. Ah, wait, you can't, the translator only works for spoken language. But I can turn on a vidreal for you, maybe something about the fauna of Kyven? That might interest you."

      "A vidreal?"

      "It's a video that shows the real world. Not a ficreal. Don't you have those?"

      "Ah, a documentary. Yes, why not, I'd love to know more about the animals of your homeworld."

      She pressed some buttons on her hand device and the largest of the room's screens showed the intro credits of whatever film she'd chosen.

      "Won't the sound disturb you?" I asked when music began to play. It reminded me of some tribal dance with traditional instruments and drums.

      "No, I often listen to music while recharging. Now unless you have any other needs, I'll power down."

      My stomach growled. "Actually, I could do with some food."

      Valla grimaced and her ears flicked to the side, almost like Brie's sometimes did. "I'm so sorry. I should have thought of that. Of course, you're hungry. What do Earthlings eat?"

      "Uhm, we're omnivores, we eat pretty much anything. But maybe stick to vegetables, I'm not sure I'm brave enough to try some strange alien meat today."

      She got up from her bed-pod and led me to the other side of the room. When she pressed her hand against the wall, a small opening appeared. "Hold your hand against the scanner and it'll deduce what nutrients you're lacking. It'll create a meal perfectly customised to your needs. I'm sure this will work for you since it's not specific to Kyvens."

      I copied her, feeling a tiny vibration when I touched the wall. A low buzzing started on the other side of the opening.

      "It'll be ready in a click or two. Now I really need to lie down or I won't be able to do just a short charge cycle."

      I watched her as she lay down and closed her eyes. A moment later, she froze. It didn't look at all like a gentle falling asleep, instead, it seemed like her body had simply stopped. Weird. I'd have to ask her more questions about this once she woke, but for now, I'd leave her in peace. It had to be awful to lie paralysed like that without actually sleeping. At least she had the documentary - the vidreal - to listen to.

      The buzzing sound grew louder until a bowl appeared with a plop. It was made from the same glossy metal as the walls. I took it gingerly and inspected the contents. Grey mush. It didn't look appetising in the slightest. My stomach growled again. Well, it wasn't like I had a choice. Since I hadn't been given any cutlery, I dipped a finger into the gruel. It was warm but not too hot. I gave it a sniff. Nothing. Not even the slightest scent. It was making me hopeful. No taste at all would be better than tasting awful, right?

      Cautiously, I licked a tiny amount off my finger. I gasped as flavour exploded in my mouth, followed by the feeling of butter melting and soothingly running down my throat. The cacophony of flavours was so chaotic that I had a hard time recognising any of them. It was like someone had blended all my favourite foods into one. There were notes of vanilla and cinnamon, yet I could also taste something spicy that reminded me of a good curry.

      There was no holding back. With a quick look to make sure Bavalla still had her eyes closed and wasn't watching me, I used my fingers instead of a spoon, shovelling the pudding into my mouth. Yes, that was a much better word for it. Pudding sounded so much more appetising than gruel. Only when the bowl was empty did I realise the documentary was still running. I hadn't paid any attention to it. I sat the bowl down on the floor and gasped when it dissolved, melting into the metallic surface. What the squawking parrot! This technology was almost like magic. I remembered that quote of some random famous person who said that we see everything we don't understand as magic. People in the middle ages would have burned anyone at the stake who showed them a car, let alone a phone.

      A giant blue animal appeared on the screen, reminding me of an elephant with three trunks. Olly would be so jealous. He was born with a malformed trunk, although he never let his disability stop him. He was the most energetic little elephant calf I'd ever come across. Had he been abducted too? My insides clenched at the thought. I couldn't bear to imagine him in one of those cages, destined to be eaten or used as a research subject. I wished I knew how Bavalla's screens worked. I'd have to wait until she woke up to find out if Olly was in the cargo bay.

      I forced myself to focus on the documentary. The three-trunked elephants were called hiolpos and they were very common in the North of Kyven. They were extremely intelligent and had apparently been trained as guard dogs. Well, guard elephants. The video showed a Kyven male standing next to a hiolpo, stroking one of the animal's trunks, while the animal had the other two trunks wrapped around the man in something of a hug. So cute. I totally wanted to meet a hiolpo and see what they were like compared to the elephants I worked with.
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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