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The quarantines had failed.

Even on the remotest islands, the least likely vectors. Hypatia lay limp on the last clean bed, her freak immunity to the rejection virus worth nothing since the food had run out. There was nothing left of her colleagues solid enough to consider eating.

It took people, live ones, to keep the power stations up and functional, and now there were … how many? Any but her? Contact between islands, between lab facilities had been down for over a week. The food had lasted four more days than that.

And now she was here. Listening to her own weak breath under the dim light through the high, narrow windows. The patter of the first summer rains tinked metallic on the roof and the gutters outside. They had come here to save themselves.

She didn’t have the energy to end it.

Nothing.

Hypatia lay on her side, but only just. Her right leg bent at the knee, and her belly and shoulders had drooped toward the mattress. The side of her face met rumpled sheets where a pillow should be. She’d stumbled there after a shower, a last draw on luxury before the hot water was gone. That had been … sometime last night?

I am nothing.

This planet should have been the one. It had reasonable temperatures. Breathable atmosphere. No advanced species and no fauna large enough to murder them.

All of us, gone.

There was no point in debating whether they could have discovered the virus ahead of time. It had caught hold and spread, and that was all that mattered now. Bodies rejected their organs. Solids broke down into liquids. Only a fraction of a fraction of a percent of them were somehow immune. Hypatia had put no less than four of her colleagues out of their misery before the virus could rob them of all humanity they had left.

And now there was nobody.

Mankind would not go out with a bang. No one would care.

We are nothing now. No one cares.

No one.

There was a burbling noise, and she thought it might be her stomach. Curious, as it hadn’t been able to protest in at least a day. But the sound came again, near the door to the room, and Hypatia let her eyes roll in that direction.

A man stood there in the shadows. A nude man, impossibly handsome. No one she knew.

And now I’m hallucinating.

The mirage cocked its head and wore a patient smile.

There was a swelling feel to her inner ears. Hypatia blinked hard to clear it. A near-intangible pop followed, and then … bitter? Ears didn’t taste. She was going to die insane.

And no one will care. No one, no one, no one.

The thoughts swam, singsong in her head.

“Do you know my words now, little one?”

Hypatia swallowed, almost no saliva left, and some noise vibrated her throat where she might have once made words. The man had stepped in her direction. She had no drive left to protect herself, even if it was a phantom of an unraveling mind.

“Yes.” He approached the bedside. “I see that you do. You are not insane,” he went on. “And I care about you. Very much.”

Something was different about his eyes. Even in the dim light, it was … the sockets. They were darker than most. And his movements were too smooth.

And then he was not a man.

The flesh of his legs went dark, and they bifurcated. Again, and again. Two became four. Eight. More.

Insane. Insaaaaane.

Any structure like knees or bones dissolved, and purple-black flesh curled the wrong way in all directions. A number of the limbs rolled up and over the edge of the mattress, and their owner came with them. When the first of the arms looped her extended calf, Hypatia’s muscles spent some last pitiful effort to raise her on her elbows. It wasn’t enough, and her palm slipped out from under her, wrist limp.

“There is no need,” he said, and another of the many arms drew her bent leg out by the ankle. In what was left of the light, she could make out rows of suckers along the lavender undersides of his limbs as they boiled over her legs.

“I see you are malnourished.” The beautiful face was still calm, the voice smooth like a dream above the rippling mass of limbs. Above where she lay mostly prone, energy or will to do anything else but watch this … being in morbid fascination. “You will have everything you need, as soon as we are done here.”

Done here?

The limbs were cool and heavy, climbing her thighs. They felt very real, and her chest jerked. Her body was trying to sob.

There were no advanced species here. They’d orbited for years making sure.

“Oh no, you were correct.” The still very human-appearing torso lowered him closer to her bare back, and a hand came up to brush her hair away from her face. “We landed here as you did, and perhaps not too late. For either of our peoples.”

Hypatia made a helpless noise when the first of the fine-tipped arms curled between her legs. She rolled her eye upward to see something like soft delight on the exquisite face. The eye sockets were definitely too dark. Purplish. A set of translucent lids blinked from the inner corners.

“Oh my,” he murmured with a look down between them where she couldn’t turn her head. “Your kind do have a number of openings, don’t they?” There was a sort of percussive hum in his chest, and something squirmed, slippery and indecent, along the cleft where he split her. “No matter. I will prepare them all.”

“Nnn?” She managed a croak of a question before agile flesh pushed into her pussy. Hypatia’s eyes went wide.

“And very warm,” he said. “Splendid.”

The thing worked its way inside, expanding and contracting for movement like some deep-sea creature. More fluid than her body could make on its own began seeping along her crack. There was too much of it. Too viscous to be hers. The hum came again from the creature, and she felt like she’d sat in a vat of the stuff. The mattress was growing damp.

A second exploring tip endeavored between her cheeks, cool slime on her pucker letting it try without obstruction.

“Mm, this one will be more difficult.”

Her heart fluttered behind her ribs, beats erratic with the last of her energy.  This … this thing was invading her body!

“No, no, little one.” A hand stroked down her back. “We will prepare. It will not hurt.”

And the first of it was so small. A delicate streamer amid gobs of fluid that could only be coming from him. Threading itself in while she lay there. Tapering wider while the suckers oozed past the tight ring of flesh, two at a time. He drew himself back at intervals, only to usher more of the copious liquid into her body. To pack her rectum deeper by turns until she could only leave her mouth open in horror as he moved in her insides, utterly alien, the fat limb stretching her while not a muscle strained to resist.

“There we are. Do you see?”

Even drained as she was, heat came roiling to life between her thighs. Her neck ached, turned to one side, and Hypatia twitched. Her knees jerked and she couldn’t take her eyes off the impossible being pinning her to the bed.

“Shh, we are almost done with this part.”

This part?

More of the limbs settled in, circling her calves, her thighs. Parting her further. “Here we go.” His tones were like a nurse giving medicine. Patient. Soothing. The pair of arms inside her began to move.

A breath rattled out from her lungs and her mouth hung open. The creature leaned low over her back and began with squishy and industrious limbs to ream out her defenseless holes.

Plunging in tandem, oozing through fluid, suckers rumbled in and out of one permissive entrance and the other more stubborn one. Her clit had swollen, and Hypatia didn’t understand how she had blood pressure left for the little bastard.

“You are doing well,” he said, while busy parts squelched between them. “I should have liked to best you in combat first, to prove my worth, but there is no time. Perhaps once you recover.”

The words fell on her back, meaningless. Her guts were alive with continual movement. The idea of recovery felt as foreign as the body meshing with hers.

“I believe you are ready.”

In a smooth motion, Hypatia was empty.

Ready?

He rose upright, and one of his hands tested the quality of the work he’d done between her legs. Fingers explored buzzing holes, slipped into the mess of her pussy. “Is it this one you use to carry your young?”

Hypatia let out a ragged chirp, the most noise she’d made so far, and her arms tried to swish among the sheets.

“Yes, it makes sense.” His body was changing shape again. She could see the purple-black flesh reforming from the corner of her eye. “I will anchor in both, all the same. It will be easier.”

Easier. What …

Where the familiar lines of his torso blended at the hip with alien limbs, a pair of new slick appendages sprouted, deep purple and twitching in the dim light. They stood upright, one jutting just above the other, stubby compared to the suckered arms, but still large enough to menace. If he’d been human, Hypatia would have called them …

No.

But when he crawled back over her, the traitor cunt and its asshole friend were not saying ‘no.’ The last of her pulse ratcheted up to a frantic level. He was setting the twin phalluses into alignment, her pussy all but swallowing the lower one down on contact, and the upper nocking in the relaxed dimple of her anus.

Hypatia looked back at him and hovered in some state she couldn’t describe.

“We are saving each other, little one. I promise.”

He pushed home, plugging both her sloppy openings at once. A groan rose up from her gut.

“Yesss, very good. Very good.”

The body sank atop hers until her cheeks and thighs pillowed against him. Until the alien cocks impaled her as far as they could. They were far less yielding than the arms had been, and her channels quivered around them.

Limbs began to snake under her body. To circle her ribs, to come up under her useless arms and grip her by the shoulders. He was rising up. Leaning back and taking Hypatia with him.

“Come now,” he said. “Like this.”

Her weight balanced on the fulcrum of her hips, thighs splitting around the mass of his many legs. Her knees bent as he angled her back, more than upright, to fall against the still-human chest. She might have knelt on the bed, but there was no need; suckered limbs wrapped her calves against the backs of her thighs, and more coiled under her breasts to suspend her over the dripping dovetail their bodies formed. Below, the size of the dark, wet spot on the mattress appalled.

The cocks began to milk in and out.

There was no other way to describe it. He didn’t need to buck his hips like a man. Hypatia couldn’t even say he had hips, in this form. The firm organs kneaded and surged on their own, churning into her body in a way that made her convulse.

“Easy. Easy,” he said. “I have you.” His face nuzzled at her ear where her head lolled back on his shoulder. The arms banding her legs snugged down, parting her further and squeezing the soles of her feet against her ass. The rhythmic plunging continued, a feeling of determination to it, now, and she swallowed, working to get spit going in her dry mouth. Trying not to choke on the moan he dragged out of her.

“Mm, do your kind take pleasure in the mating act?”

Slick limbs rose to circle her dangling wrists.

The mating act.

Hypatia refused to process the thought. A cluster of suckers on either side attached themselves to her palms and finger pads. Dozens of wet little mouths latched and pulled, one after another, rippling row by row. Why this made her breath come harder, she couldn’t say. And her groin nodded against the dual penetration, weak but encouraging.

“It seems you can.” More suckers found the soles of her feet, her toes. Her clit throbbed, unnoticed, and she rode on the slow plumbing of her ass and pussy, helpless to achieve more than this being knew how to give.

“How, little one?” The human hands were smoothing over her belly. Palming handfuls of her breasts. “Tell me and I will make it so.”

She’d spoken no words thus far, and still the creature had answered over and over the questions forming in her head. Horrified by the direction of her own thoughts, Hypatia imagined one of the slippery arms descending to where he split her. The tiny eager mouths attaching.

The idea had no sooner taken shape, than there was movement at her waist. Slithering and purposeful. Seeking.

“Like this, my treasure?” A series of suckers abraded wetly past the swollen nub of her clit. Hypatia shuddered. Groaned.

“Oh yes.” His tone was low. Satisfied and more human, as though he was improving with practice. Or she was. “I can make this pleasant for you, can’t I?”

The fleshy little cups scrubbed over her this way and that, raking her toward delirium. She’d worked up enough spit at last, and cried out, helpless against the fucking. Against sensation she’d asked for in her head, and he’d somehow heard her.

“Perfect,” he said. “But let us keep quiet, hm? We don’t wish to attract attention.”

One of the arms beneath her breasts climbed past her collarbone. Up her throat and over her chin. Her mouth was already open, and the appendage curled past her lower teeth, dragging more of that fluid over her chin. Onto her tongue. It was sour-sweet, and her salivary glands sang in alarm. Enough of the limb spiraled into a ball to stuff the entire inside of her mouth full.

For the first time, she was scared.

“Nnh?” Hypatia whined against a gag that squirmed as much as her own tongue.

“No, no.” He brushed palms down her shoulders. “Relax. Let me.”

A large sucker nestled over clit. Took hold and drew at her, rhythmic in its suction. Others latched to her swollen lips. Her thighs. The phalluses worked, one-two, one-two, and Hypatia’s eyes rolled back. The coil of flesh filling her mouth dulled her wail to a muffled warble.

“Lovely,” he said. “Our females would kill us for this. There are many who lose limbs, or worse.”

Cocks stuffed her. Suckers rippled everywhere. Acidic citrus flooded her mouth, and Hypatia wondered if the sticky webs of slime between her thighs tasted the same. She let her tongue move against the tip of the arm he’d balled between her teeth, to sip from the tiny cups, even as they secreted more of the addictive stuff.

“Oh, you—!” The knot in her mouth curled tighter, and the organs thrust deep in her holes. “Where did you—filthy, my little one, I had no idea!”

Hypatia made another inquisitive pass of her tongue, ruffling the suckers it could reach. Another of those deep, percussive hums purred against her spine from the creature’s chest, and every limb holding her tightened its grip. He fucked into her with a new vigor, and the restrained human, far, far down the rabbit hole now, committed to alien debauchery.

She scrubbed at the circular carpet of tiny mouths, her throat gulping citric lubrication while he tried to fit still more of himself between her parted jaws. The pumping organs positively violated her now, the draw on her clit from the most active sucker fierce.

Hypatia squealed against living flesh and bucked in the creature’s hold. Energy was seeping back into her system somehow, and her hips began the work of writhing on the twin cocks. A relay was forming, sensation bouncing between her asshole and clit, her pussy in the middle, buffeted from all sides.

“Yes. Yes!”

He pushed in deep, roiling inside her. Expanding. She tongued the larger suckers lodged just behind her lower teeth. The alien let loose something akin to a growl, and the vacuum draw on her clit fluttered wild. Hypatia screamed against the gagging limb and her parted knees butterflied in his hold. Bloodflow sang between her legs, and she came on him, every nerve wide open with current, pupils dilating so the room became bright.

Something new popped into her, where the lower phallus stoppered her pussy. It traveled the length of the organ, and his hands seized her upper arms in a tight grip. A final grunt and thrust made the new shape spurt, jelly-like and not liquid at all, against the entrance to her cervix. Hypatia shuddered in his hold, refusing to comprehend, and the alien’s limbs relaxed, though he did not release her in any way.

He inhaled near her ear, and the suckered arm slid out of her mouth. She swallowed, getting her jaw to work again. “You amaze, little one,” he said. The cocks took up their original slow rhythm again. “The first is always the greatest challenge. The rest will take time.”

“The … rest?” She rasped out the first words she’d been able to make since he’d appeared in the room.

“Yes, treasure.” The squishy thing he’d pushed out into her body began to nudge, of its own accord, at the tight canal that led to her womb. “My eggs only come one at a time. We will be here into the night before I implant them all.”

Implant?

With an obscene internal pop, the thing—the egg—moved into the next chamber of her body. It should have been more uncomfortable, and the purpose of all the fluid sloshing inside her came into question.

“It does ease the passage.” He’d sifted into her thoughts again. “You are clever for a race who only assumes one form.”

There was room again for him to push, and he did. The sucking mouth released her clit, only for another to replace it. No, not one. Two. On either side. The rest of the suckers clinging to her palms, her arms and legs and soles, shifted positions in a relay and took up their many strange kisses again.

She crumbled against him, weak this time from the knowledge of just how far she would have to go. The chest and face and arms he maintained in human form, a warm familiar comfort against her back. But all those other limbs, coiling, grotesque and exquisite, filling her holes, chasing her pleasure while they made terrifying promises for her body’s future. Hypatia let him, unable to care, unable to want anything else.

“Again?” he said, and a new sweet-sour ribbon of flesh teased between her lips.

She swallowed. Nodded. “Yes.”

With a hum of approval, he slipped back into her mouth. Not a coil this time, but a long, stroking limb. Hypatia abandoned sanity and sucked at him like a lover.

He groaned and squeezed her from everywhere. “Nnngh! You don’t understand what you do, I’ll—mmh! Unheard of!”

The cocks rooted home, and a second egg blurted into her. Sensation burst around her clit, and Hypatia came again, mewling on the flesh in her mouth. The overload all but masked the squirming snap as the new little globe rushed to join its twin.

Breath came ragged at her ear and the limb withdrew from between her teeth. “I think we’ll leave that, for now. Form of the Creator!” It sounded like an oath, and she was already exhausted from another climax when the organs between her legs took to their sticky business again. “I’d let you suck all day, it is … indescribable. But I fear it’s unhealthy for me to rush. We cannot afford the risk.” He pressed lips to her temple then, and Hypatia didn’t know if this was something his people did, or some human behavior he’d figured out how to mimic.

“Can you reach your pleasure again?” he asked, and suckers shifted in several places. “Safely?”

“I duh …” She gulped and rolled her face into the crook of his neck. He smelled … herbal. “I don’t know.”

“Mm, well perhaps not with every egg, then.” A larger portion of the tiny mouths let her go, including the one over her swollen clit. “Lie back, treasure. We have a long way to go.”

She sighed and let him cradle her body. He was still and warm now, supporting arms shifting gently to adjust his hold, while the cocks kept up their soft, busy work, far less aggressive now that she wasn’t suckling some sensitive part of him.

After a time, he implanted another, and Hypatia felt it squeeze home.

For the fourth, she rallied, and he made her come again, her cries trilling weak against his neck while he murmured low sounds of approval into her hair. The fifth and sixth came long after that, and her middle began to feel full. After seven, Hypatia lost count. The rest was a fever dream of alternately lolling weak and then squirming to bleat exhausted climaxes in the grip of his many arms. The windows went night dark and began to grow light again, and still he kept them joined. Her belly grew firm and round. Not so large and obvious as a human pregnancy, but the presence of the egg mass was enough.

What … what have we …

“Ptolarch.”

A new voice filtered through the haze of their coupling, but they faced away from the room’s door, and Hypatia could not roll her head toward the sound.

“Yes, Magistrand?”

“We’ve fou—oh.”

Awareness settled back in quiet layers, and it came to her that this one spoke with another male of his kind.

“Yes,” said the one who had mated her. “Oh.” Limbs that had held her for hours shifted. Cocks retreated from her body.

“You might have waited,” the second said. “The ship is far more sanitary than this … place.”

“Oh no.” He helped unfold her knees. stroked her tacky skin. “This was the one. She would not have made it in time.”

Another face came into view alongside the ruined bed. This one was in no way human, but completely purple, its upper body bearing only the vaguest resemblance to the shapeshifter who mimicked her own kind. An act of consideration, she saw now, or perhaps an attempt at seduction. She was too weak to care, but the other one made a face she couldn’t understand.

“We found others,” he said. “From the larger islands.”

“Mm, how many?” Her lover caressed her face, making no bother to look at the other who stood near.

“Forty? Fifty perhaps. Male and female, mixed.”

“This is good news. She will not have to carry alone.”

Hypatia was able to look at his eyes now, direct without her neck straining to one side. They were lavender, like the undersides of his arms. The translucent, inner lids blinked at her again.

“What …” She let the back of her hand fall against his smooth, pale chest. “Who … are you?”

The creature smiled through a human face adopted just for her. “We are Nepenthe,” he said. “And we have found each other just in time. You may call me Io Rae.”

“High One.” The other sounded brusque, and she knew affront when she heard it. “That is most disrespectful.”

Io Rae hummed and traced her lower lip with a thumb. “You should see what ‘disrespectful’ things this one does,” he said. “And she is the first. No one has carried our young in a generation. She may call me whatever she wishes. And you will bow and call her ‘Ptolara.’ Because she is mine.”

The second Nepenthe stiffened. “I understand her position, Ptolarch, but—”

“Very good,” said Io Rae, pale purple eyes only on her. “Then let the others know. And we will be along shortly. Have them prepare the ship.”

“High One.” The other cut his superior some brisk gesture involving several limbs and boiled from the room.

“There are so few of us left.” Io Rae passed a gentle hand over her belly. “And only the males were able to flee our world with our minds intact. And now we’ve found you.” He raised her shoulders with the help of many arms and laid a reverent kiss on her lips. “What will I call you, little one?”

She swam in his gaze, world upending.

“Hypatia.”

“Then you will save us, Hypatia. The Nepenthe will survive.” He cradled her close again. “And so will you.”
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The recovered humans huddled together in the center of the cargo hold: it was the only single space aboard the ship large enough to gather the entire Nepenthe crew and the last of the statiform race they’d rescued from the water planet.

Dae Keth had located and gathered data on this world, and the Ptolarch had agreed they would route the ship here, all in high hopes of a location for a settlement. The salt content, however, of the painfully turquoise water covering most of the rocky planet, was far too high, they’d discovered. His people would have to exist in a compatible secondary form nearly all the time to tolerate it, and they’d learned already in the harshest way possible what could happen when their kind remained in altered bodies for too long.

But the Nepenthe had not been the only race to find the waters and scattered islands of this planet less than habitable. From what they were already learning, these bipedal aliens—hopeful colonizers, themselves—had not integrated well with the native microzoa over time. Some virus had spread and decimated their population. The clustered group emitting fear in nauseating subsonic waves in the hold of the ship at that moment were the only survivors his crew had been able to find. The bodies of their dead were no longer in a solid enough state to count with any accuracy.

The humans assumed various postures amid the ring of curious Nepenthe who kept to the outer walls of the hold. Some sat, some stood. Others were too weak to do more than lie on the floor. Ea Nir, one of their healers, made attempts to circulate containers of pure water among the survivors, but many were too nervous to accept the offer from one of his race. And when Ea Nir tried to shift his appearance to mimic theirs, in hopes of providing the humans with familiarity, there were some who recoiled even further.

For a race who could not shift form, their coloring and size varied to an impressive degree. Many of them were obscenely pale under their protective body coverings; the Ptolarch had chosen one such for his own. Dae Keth didn’t know if he would be able to tolerate such a thing, even if, as an incubator, the human would pass on none of its genetics to his offspring.

“Then don’t choose a pale one, Magistrand.”

His Ptolarch’s words came pushing into his awareness with a curling energy of private amusement to them. Dae Keth must have been letting his thoughts project, unveiled, for the High One to pick them up with such ease. He rearranged a number of his arms and shifted a glance away from the humans to his leader, seated on his left.

Io Rae occupied the interior of a hemispherical seat and appeared to be paying scant attention to the anxious crowd in the hold. Limbs that would normally drape over the seat’s edge, or gesture in the fluid way their Ptolarch preferred, busied themselves now with supporting and soothing the female human with whom Dae Keth had found him coupled down on the planet’s surface. An image the Magistrand would never be able to cleanse from his mind, to be certain.

“Eager to try it yourself, are you?”

Dae Keth shifted in irritation at the High One’s lightheartedness. Io Rae found humor everywhere, but the fate of their race was nothing about which the Magistrand preferred to make jokes.

Even now, the Ptolarch retained the face and upper body of a male human and spoke quiet words to the female he cradled. The female who was already carrying the first egg mass any of them had implanted since leaving Nepenth. It was the High One’s right to choose the first host, and this one had looked like she’d been in no condition to refuse, but how many others among the survivors would agree to aid his people in this way? Unwilling beings made poor hosts. ‘When one sows in poisoned soil …’ as the saying went.

Ea Nir approached Dae Keth and the Ptolarch, the healer still assuming the form of the bipedal race, still refining the bodily structures as he came. His fellow delighted in the art of shifting forms in a way the Magistrand did not.

“High One,” Ea Nir said. “Magistrand. I have done what I can for the moment. The ones who will take sustenance have taken it. Perhaps after you speak, the others can be convinced. Some will not last a day if they do not take in nutrients.”

“Then it is well we do not delay further,” said Dae Keth. “High One?”

“Indeed,” said Io Rae, his eyes never leaving his chosen. “Have we corrected the language barrier?”

The healer made a gesture with human-looking hands that didn’t translate. “We have, High One. The Magistrand ordered it at first contact, during our search.”

“Perfect.” The Ptolarch traced the tip of one of his natural arms over the swollen belly of his female, and it appeared to cost him significant effort to pull his attention from the human.

She hadn’t spoken above a murmur since their leader had carried her onto the ship, but her emotions roiled loud and clear, ebbing and flowing between general confusion and exhaustion. When her eyes moved to her own kind, she churned with fear; not for herself, but for them.

And shame, of all things. Her thoughts were not as clear as those of his people, but Dae Keth gathered shame was tied in with the mating act for this race. And it was somehow made worse by her brethren observing her and understanding the Ptolarch had laid claim.

Springing up amid that oppressive cloud of shame, however, were flares of some other impulse the female couldn’t control. Every time she met eyes with Io Rae, and he would mimic the upward curving lines of her mouth, hot gouts of lust would burst away from the human. The raw emotion would make Dae Keth’s flesh twitch with each eruption, and he could feel her work to suppress it every time. If he was this unnerved standing a respectable distance to one side, the Magistrand could only imagine what it felt like for his leader, with his new host nested there among his arms.

“And soon your own host. In your own arms. Trust me, this is what we’ve been waiting for.”

The Ptolarch began to rise from his seat, extracting his arms from around his female even as he added to Dae Keth’s thoughts again. On many limbs he stood, their natural deep purple a contrast to the pale human upper body he retained. All whispering in the cargo hold ceased as eyes turned to the High One. His host curled her limbs around herself in the depths of the seat, but watched, rapt.

“Human friends,” Io Rae began, and his voice carried. “We are Nepenthe.”

The group of aliens with their dry flesh and their tufts and manes of variously-colored hair looked from one another to the Ptolarch, and then to the Nepenthe standing along the walls. Some of them shook their heads or whispered, and Dae Keth could feel their confusion at being able to comprehend the foreign speech.

“This world has not been kind to you,” the High One went on. “We understand you sought a colony here and found only devastation. The survivors who surround you here were the only left living my crew has been able to find. Our equipment has run scans of all landmasses.”

There were breathy noises from the humans at this, and many exchanged looks with widened eyes.

The Ptolarch said, “We, too, came to this planet in hopes of a habitable place to settle, but the biosphere here will not suit our needs, either. As you are all that remains of your race on this world, we before you are the same. We cannot live here, and neither can you. To enable our joint survival, we would like to propose an alliance.”

One of the humans who was already standing pressed forward through the small crowd to confront the Ptolarch. Several Nepenthe shifted closer to their leader in the beginnings of defensive postures, but the female ignored them.

“What do you mean by ‘alliance?’ ” she said. Her stance was wide, arms bent and fists on hips, as though by making herself larger she would protect the others behind her. “No one proposed anything when they dragged us onto this ship. Your crew just herded us along like cattle.”

Dae Keth didn’t know what ‘cattle’ were, but he could respect the aggressive display this human made. The increased volume. The flash of black eyes amid deep brown skin, and the long, fine ropes of hair swinging from the crown of her head with her movements as she spoke.

The Ptolarch tilted his altered face to his second-in-command: it was the Magistrand’s place, like this human, to be the aggressive one. The one who cut and spliced, who planned and executed while their leader built goodwill.

“We removed you from a planet that was killing you.” The female turned her eyes on Dae Keth when he spoke. “Would you have preferred to stay and die?”

She looked him up and down. He, like the rest of the Nepenthe in the hold—aside from Ea Nir, and the Ptolarch in his strange chimera form—stood in his own natural shape. On his own ten, suckered limbs that never quite held still. The upper half of his body was broader than the humans’, though not entirely dissimilar in architecture. His two specialized arms were more dexterous than the bipeds’, as they didn’t have the ability to shift their phalanges into any other shape, and, as all of his kind, his head grew no hair or fur. The only follicles hiding below his glossy, dark purple flesh, were vestigial at best. The Nepenthe had not evolved in that way.

The facial structure of their two races was alike enough to find familiar ground: symmetrical eyes, mouth opening with food-crushing bony ridges inside. Additional small openings for scent and sound. The humans had more fleshy adaptations surrounding their sensory organs; more developed lips and external ear parts. When this one looked at him, so different from anything she knew, would enough of him be the same? Enough to accept what the Ptolarch wanted him to propose?

“So give us the choice, then,” the female said after nearly staring a hole through his body. “What do you want from us? Let us hear and decide.”

There was a collective bobbing of heads from the others around her, which Dae Keth understood as agreement. He could also feel the thrum of the group swarming to the idea of this vocal female as their leader, and some part of him approved, though he didn’t have time just then to inspect his reasons.

“The alliance we seek is simple,” said Dae Keth. “We help each other survive.”

The human eyed the Ptolarch’s chosen host, the only one of their number apart from the group, where she remained curled in the seat behind her new mate. “And how will we do that?” she said.

“The crew you see around you now?” The Magistrand gestured to the perimeter of the hold. “Like yourselves, we are the last. We are all who escaped our home world. We have no females among us—it is complex. We can explain in detail later, but for now what our Ptolarch proposes is this: that those among your survivors who are capable agree to host our young”—there were more noises of shock at this from the humans, but Dae Keth continued—“until a new generation of Nepenthe matures, and in return, we will provide for your people as our own until we are able to locate another acceptable colony planet for your settlement.”

Wild conversation broke out among the humans the moment he finished speaking, but their new leader made her voice go out over the top of the din, more than enough to hush the layers of noise.

“What do you mean, ‘host your young?’ ”

Dozens of alien eyes fixed their attention on Dae Keth.

“Those of you who possess compatible organs,” he said, “your females, unless our understanding is inaccurate—will allow us to implant our eggs and will agree to incubate them until maturity.”

More exclamations from the survivors who were strong enough to be vocal. The female who confronted Dae Keth made a hand gesture for silence. “We can appreciate a chance to make it off this planet alive, but I don’t think any of us wants to give birth to hybrid alien children.”

There were some grunts of amusement from the Nepenthe crew, but the Magistrand allowed the female’s concern as fair. How was she to be familiar their biology after only the shortest span of contact?

“They will not be hybrids,” he assured the group, “and there will be no live birth. Your people will only need to fulfill surrogate roles until our eggs develop.”

The female made her eyes narrow. “And then what?”

Her questions persisted and grew intricate, and a portion of the Magistrand grated at the slowing of the negotiation. But would he, himself, have been satisfied with less, in the humans’ position?

“The eggs will produce a hormone that will trigger their egress from your body,” he said. “They will complete their final stages and hatch in the ship’s nursery.”

This information caused a ripple of quiet talk among the humans, from the sounds of it, less agitated and more considering, but their leader pressed him to elaborate. “How many eggs?” she said. “How long are we supposed to host them?”

This female was bold. She would settle for no vague assurances when it came to the wellbeing of her people. Dae Keth suppressed the urge to snap that perhaps she might like to carry his eggs, if only to discover the details firsthand. Instead he gave her a rational answer, though her confrontational tone was plucking at instincts he’d best ignore, here and now.

“We implant somewhere between ten and twenty during a mating,” he told her. “I do not know how humans measure time cycles, to explain how long the incubation period will last.”

Dae Keth’s own attempts at joining with a mate and securing a safe growing environment for his eggs had failed miserably, and that had been cycles and cycles ago, back on Nepenth. Now, his position as Magistrand guaranteed him a host from the first round of surrogates his people could find. Should the humans agree to the terms, he would not have to depend on the chance of the lottery, as would nearly all the rest of the crew.

Perhaps he would enjoy implanting his eggs, given the opportunity. These human females were not built to maim the way his own kind could. The mating act might not be such a contest for survival. Without question, the Ptolarch had been enjoying himself when Dae Keth had tracked him down him on the surface.

As if cued by the thought, Io Rae spoke from behind his Magistrand. “From the feel of it,” he said, “my sense is perhaps two, nearly three of their normal hormonal cycles for our eggs to mature. Not nearly as long as a human gestation.” Dae Keth turned his head in time to see the High One make a doting gesture toward his chosen host. “And do you see one of your own already carries for us?” he said to the humans. “I have chosen her as my Ptolara.”

It was unlikely these beings knew the meaning of titles like Ptolarch and Ptolara, and their leader eschewed any sort of awe in favor of uncomplicated facts.

“So three months per compatible woman”—and here Dae Keth learned this new term for a female human from the associations her mind projected with the word—“and you provide for us until we find a colony planet?”

“Correct,” said the Magistrand.

She narrowed her eyes again in a way Dae Keth was growing to associate with the thoughts of skepticism that accumulated around her like small clouds. Rather than question him further, though, she turned and took a knee to debate with the others.

He tried to maintain patience. They were a paltry lot; the last of their kind, and no more intimidating for it than were his own crew. None were sized small enough to be younger than adults, as far as he could tell, though there were a handful who might be elders. They were surviving in the moment; doing their best to adapt in dire circumstances.

Whispered arguments rose and fell within the cluster of humans like waves. Occasional voices escalated, resonant, only for others to shush them with nervous looks at the surrounding Nepenthe. The Magistrand did well in his projection of thoughts to his crew, warning them to remain quiet and relatively still, so as not to provoke or terrify the aliens on which they were pinning their hopes.

After a time and what felt like a condensing of the hushed exchanges between the humans, the same female—the woman—rose to her feet again and faced Dae Keth.

“Before we agree,” she said, “we have conditions. I have conditions.”

Something about her last statement made the tips of a few of his arms twitch in amusement. Yes, if this one was going to take on a role as leader—a role her actions and demeanor appeared to suit her for, even as he sensed she’d had less opportunities to adopt such a position before the current crisis—then it was natural she might place the burden for some of the group’s demands on herself.

The Magistrand was growing to like this human.

“You speak for your race?” he said.

Her head bobbed once. “I do.”

“And what name to do I call you, Leader of the Humans?” There were some murmurs from the group at this, but Dae Keth had no idea what their formal titles might be. If they had and insisted upon them, he would no doubt learn in short order.

“My name is Yesmín,” she said.

At last. One of them aside from the Ptolara had a name.

“Then, Yesmín of the Humans,” he said, “I am Dae Keth, Magistrand of the Nepenthe. Our Ptolarch is Io Rae.” He waved an arm toward the High One. “Speak your demands.”

After eyeing him and Io Rae, and after a final glance at the group behind her, the woman spoke.

“First,” she said, “any one of our people who wants no part of this will be allowed to return to the surface. They know their own risks for survival.”

A reasonable request. Dae Keth did not have to consult any of the others before answering. “We are not a conquering race,” he said. “Any who wish to live out their days on this planet are free to do so. We will not prevent their leaving.”

An honest answer, if not lacking in motivation. The Magistrand felt the thought pool of the humans stir at his choice of words. ‘Live out their days.’ This water planet was a death trap for both their peoples. Some might choose to leave, but they would not last long.

“Second,” Yesmín said, “at least one of us who agrees to stay will still be allowed to go back down there and collect our data cores before this ship leaves the planet. And before any more of this ‘hosting’ begins.” She glanced at the Ptolara, behind him. “We can’t leave behind all the collective records of our race. None of us agrees to survival at the cost of that kind of erasure.”

Again, reasonable. His own crew was smaller than it should have been, as the remaining Nepenthe had sacrificed their own precious escape time and lives to secure similar records for their colony ship.

“Agreed,” said Dae Keth. “We can provide an escort, if you require assistance.”

The woman dipped her head at this. “And third,” she said, “I’m allowed to speak to her. In private.” Her eyes returned to the Ptolarch’s chosen and did not leave.

This made the Magistrand pause. He turned to Io Rae, who exchanged a look with his chosen. The pale female stood. She wore some loose protective garments now, as her race seemed to prefer, and as she’d insisted upon the Ptolarch scavenging for her before she’d remain calm among his kind. When she stepped forward, the High One inclined his head.

“Agreed.”

“And one last thing,” said Yesmín, pushing forward as though the very Ptolarch had not just addressed her directly. “I go first.”

Dae Keth studied her available thoughts and found them a weave of self-sacrifice and second-guessing.

“None of these women are having anything ‘implanted,’ ” she said, “until one of us has gone through the process and reported back to the group. And that ‘one’ is going to be me.”

The Magistrand found this last condition prudent on her part, but Io Rae spoke up from his side. “But one of yours has already ‘gone through the process,’ as you say. Will you not take the Ptolara at her word, when the two of you speak?”

Yesmín was not cowed. “We will take the word of someone who volunteered,” she said. “We have no way of knowing whether her mind has been compromised by all this.” She nodded in the direction of the Ptolara.

“And how do you know your mind won’t become compromised?” said the High One. His tone held amusement, but none of it bled over into the human.

“The condition stands,” she said. “I go first, I determine if it’s safe—physically and otherwise—for our women, and I report back. Either agree or don’t.”

Dae Keth watched Io Rae for his reaction to such an ultimatum, and the High One was achieving an impressive imitation of one of the humans’ smiles with the facial structure he mimicked. Approval radiated from his leader.

“Then we agree,” the Ptolarch said.

Low conversation rose up at this among humans and Nepenthe, both. A great many eyes remained fixed on the opposite race while they whispered about what was to come.

“There is but one thing left, Yesmín.” Io Rae’s voice was no louder than normal, but it rolled through the cargo hold and silenced the murmurs again. The leader of the humans blinked at him.

“You must choose from among us,” said the Ptolarch, with a wide gesture. “We are the last of our kind. There is no one of our number who would not be honored to have you as their host.”

The Magistrand saw what his leader was doing. A calculated move to diffuse some of the woman’s mistrust: allowing her the choice when he’d given his Ptolara none. Even as the High One spoke, many of the Nepenthe crew ringing the hold’s walls were either shifting their appearance to imitate the humans, or refining the mimicry they’d already begun, all in hopes of attracting the favor of their first volunteer host. The one, it seemed, who would decide whether there would be more.

Yesmín did not bother to scan the room.

“Him,” she said to the Ptolarch while keeping her eyes locked with Dae Keth. “He’s going to do it.”

Rich waves of satisfaction spread out from Io Rae. “You choose to be the Magistrand’s host?”

“That’s what I said.”

The Ptolarch smiled. “Excellent.”

Dae Keth stared back at the woman, and she folded her arms across her chest. What her plan was in choosing him over any of the others, he didn’t know. But it seemed he would be filling her with eggs, after all. And from what he’d seen of her mettle thus far, she might just be worthy.

 

* * *

 

It had been an exasperating day and night, but the humans’ conditions—as set out by their new leader, Yesmín—had been met.

The Magistrand had taken note: none of them objected to her stepping into the role. They didn’t bicker among themselves or divide into factions to put forward another to vie for the authority. Perhaps the majority of the survivors were simply too tired, too depleted to be anything but grateful one of their own might stand up and shoulder the responsibility. A great many beings, Dae Keth had learned throughout his cycles, thought they very much wanted to assume command. To make decisions. That was until, of course, they actually had to do it.

Three of their number had made the decision to return to the water planet. Two had been a mated pair, from the looks of them, and their thoughts as they said their goodbyes carried glimpses of grim determination for some final attempt at survival. They had also projected a fierce mutual possessiveness that had given Dae Keth some inkling as to why they might refuse at all costs to partake in the incubation process. The rare pair bond among his own people made minds irrational at times, as well.

The third to leave had been an elder female. Some of the others had pleaded with her not to return to the surface. They worried about her chances of survival for any length of time and—in their thoughts, but not aloud—about the knowledge they would lose as this woman left the group. She was some sort of engineer, it seemed, and even Dae Keth could admit regret at seeing such a mind leave. But this had been one of the conditions, and the woman waved off protests with a gnarled hand. She’d had enough of new struggles. This world was where she would pass the rest of her days.

Among the others, there were few connections the Magistrand could see. His crew had rescued them from island outposts scattered over at least a third of the planet. They’d found very few survivors in the same location, and from the patterns of their thoughts—which they did not guard at all—and slices of their conversation, he’d gathered that these were researchers. Workers. Almost none had familial ties to the others. A colony population like his own; they had not yet taken those risks.

Once the three had departed, that had left the Nepenthe with forty-two human refugees to support and, of those, twenty-two were female. Ea Nir would still need to determine how many of those women were capable of incubation.

A contingent of four of the remaining forty-two had returned to the planet’s surface with an equal number of his crew to locate sites still running on emergency backup power, and to extract their data cores, as agreed. Dae Keth knew nothing of this race’s data storage methods or capabilities, so he couldn’t say when the team returned carrying only a dozen or so cannister-like objects between them, whether this was an impressive amount of information they brought with them, or not.

Data cores and the departing trio had been the least of the Magistrand’s concerns, however. He’d boiled around the cargo hold while the Ptolarch himself had escorted Yesmín to one of the unused sleeping quarters on another of the ship’s decks, so the woman might have her private conversation with the High One’s chosen mate.

Io Rae had returned without the women, as unconcerned and amused by events and he nearly always was. It was Dae Keth who had to worry about things. Whatever the Ptolara told Yesmín, whatever impression the shrewd human left with, would determine the future of their peoples. The High One acted as if no possible thing his mate could tell the humans’ leader would endanger their chances at all.

In the meantime, he’d had to direct his crew to procure supplies for a temporary encampment centered in their cargo hold. Not only would the humans not be taking their place among Nepenthe until the Ptolara’s dreaded interrogation was complete, but should Yesmín be satisfied with that, they would then also have to wait while she vetted the implantation process.

Until Dae Keth proved to her the Nepenthe were not out to deceive or injure.

So much rested on so little. He’d been about to tangle his arms in a knot with all his restless circling of the hold, when the pair of women returned.

The Ptolara’s thoughts projected concern. Had Yesmín had understood what she’d been trying to convey or not? Would the last of her race choose to leave her alone among the Nepenthe? Her hand splayed low under the swell in her middle where the Ptolarch’s eggs grew, even now.

And Yesmín showed no more certainty in her own thought patterns than when she’d left. From what Dae Keth could glean, the human had more knowledge now than before, but it had satisfied some curiosities and irritated others.

Io Rae moved to be in physical contact with his chosen, hovering again at her shoulder in the assumed human form that seemed to put her at ease. The small female allowed the touch; even leaned into it, but it was Yesmín who had the Magistrand’s full attention.

She stepped forward and spoke to her people, who halted in the arrangement of their makeshift living quarters to hear the first of her verdicts.

“It’s not ideal,” she said, making her voice carry, “but we also have to be practical. Our odds of survival are much better if we leave with the Nepenthe, than if we stay and hope to discover solutions to the rejection virus problem. We have to keep open minds.”

The last she said with thoughts mirroring some kind of resolve on which she was barely maintaining a grip, and a few of the listening humans leaned close to whisper to one another. Yesmín stood straight and met Dae Keth’s eyes.

“If I don’t come back in a day,” she told her people, “don’t waste time hunting me down. Get off this ship. Defend yourselves if you have to. Open-minded is one thing. Blind trust is another.”

With a sweeping look for the cargo hold, the woman approached the Magistrand. For the first time in the Creator knew how long, Dae Keth had almost nothing in the way of a plan.

“You will allow this?” he said, looking down at the smaller being.

Her thoughts were a cacophony, and her jaw moved as though she silenced objections. “Before I change my mind,” she said.

And those words were what propelled them from the ship’s hold, Dae Keth leading and the lone human following along in his wake. A knowing gaze from the Ptolarch as they left did nothing to lessen the Magistrand’s concerns.

Almost as high within the strata of the ship as they could travel, the woman fell in behind him as he passed through the portal to his personal quarters. When he closed the portal behind them, the silence in the space—and her wary stare—nearly suffocated him.

When Yesmín managed to pull her suspicious glare away from Dae Keth, it was to cast it around the chamber. They stood just inside the portal on the only fixed flooring surface in the space. Only the Ptolarch’s quarters surpassed the Magistrand’s for size and quality, but all private spaces upon a colony ship were, by necessity, compact. Like every such space, there were compartments built into the walls for his material possessions. Discreet facilities for waste. Collapsible surfaces for any eating and drinking one might want to do in private.

And, like every place his people rested or relaxed, the remainder of the space—at least three-quarters of the room’s total area—consisted of a deep pool of water. Transparent, retractable floor covered the waterberth when it was not in use to avoid debris and other contaminants falling in, and it was at this feature of his quarters that Yesmín cocked her head.

The many fine ropes of her hair, reminiscent of his arms in some inert way, splayed themselves over her shoulders. Some tension in her muscles drained—perhaps his space on the ship was not whatever alien horror she’d been imagining—and she turned her attention back to Dae Keth.

“You don’t change your appearance like some of the others,” she said. “Hypatia told me your leader came to her looking like one of us.”

It felt like a conversational gambit and not an accusation. The human was making an effort to distract from a series of odd barriers they both would have to overcome. The Magistrand could respect this.

“You will want to refer to her as ‘Ptolara’ in front of the others,” he said, “but you are correct. All Nepenthe are capable of shifting forms, but there are those of us who have more of a talent for it than others. The Ptolarch is gifted in this way. Our lead healer, Ea Nir, as well. They enjoy the challenge of perfecting other forms.”

The woman let out a small puff of air through her nose. “More of an art than a science, then, is it?”

A unique way to phrase it, and Dae Keth let some of the anxiety bleed from his limbs, as well. “I would say that is accurate.”

“And you don’t seem like an art man,” she said. “Or, um … Nepenthe. I guess. I don’t know your words.”

The Magistrand moved a dismissive arm through the air. “I am not a politician. My responsibilities do not require others to like me. And I am proud to be Nepenthe. I have no desire to assume other forms without good reason.”

Yesmín wrapped fingertips among a section of her hair—the strands were tiny plaits, he could see now, not ropes—and nodded, eyes drifting. “I can understand that,” she said. “I don’t want to look any different than I am, either.”

As he watched her, some shallow drive within him gave thanks that his host was one of the humans with deep-toned flesh, closer to Nepenthe purple than the paler members of her race. He was not nearly as adventurous as Io Rae—any familiarity he could find in this woman would a blessing—but another part of him writhed under a thin veneer of shame that he should give such weight to appearances.

“And how can I understand you?” she asked, focusing again. “How are you speaking our language?”

“I’m not,” he said, with a true smile, at last. Would his facial features convey it to her? “I’m speaking our language. You are simply hearing me in yours. We provided the adjustment to your aural pathways as we found each of you alive on the surface.”

“That … pop in my ears? That’s what that was?”

“Correct.”

“How does that work?”

Dae Keth laughed, his first in some time. “You’ll have to ask Ea Nir, or one of the bio scholars. I have no idea how it works. I just know the feeling of how to accomplish it.” She gave him what he was coming to learn was a skeptical look, but he pressed her. “Can you explain every intricate function of your body?”

“Alright,” she said. “Fair enough.” Her dark eyes moved around the room again and lit on him at the end of their circuit. “But we’re going to have to figure out how some of this works. If this thing is happening.” She searched his face and inhaled when his inner eyelids snapped closed and open again.

He tried to shrug off the out-of-sync feeling that lingering on the fixed portion of the floor left him with, when under any normal circumstances, he would have long been in the water by now. They would have to come to it. They couldn’t delay forever.

“I agree,” he said. “Perhaps if you were to explain how your usual mating process takes place, and I do the same, we might find the best path forward from there. An attempt to meet in the middle.”

The woman eyed him. “Maybe. I suppose we’ll have to find out what the middle is. I mean I already w—human women already carry our own eggs inside us. The male just … fertilizes them. We give live birth.”

Dae Keth would not be capable of fertilizing this human’s existing eggs, but Io Rae had certainly found a way to implant his own. It was not as though the Ptolarch had given a lecture on the subject, however. The Magistrand had found his leader just as he’d completed the act.

“And how do your males go about fertilizing your eggs?” he asked.

The lines of her face changed, and she looked everywhere but at him. “Do I really have to have the birds and the bees talk with some alien who’s about to fuck me? Is that what we’re doing here?”

The meanings of all her individual words came through, but their collective ideas told him little. Birds? Bees?

But ‘fuck’. Dae Keth understood that one.

The connotations thrumming in her open thoughts did not coincide with the Nepenthe concept of the mating act. What her word implied was a pleasure joining. He felt implications of bright-burning intensity. Possible violence, depending on context.

This female thought he expected something far more intimate from her than the transfer of eggs. Rows of suckers rippled, involuntary, from the tips of his arms up toward his body. That Yesmín was even considering how to manage such a thing with him …

He tried to brush away the image of Io Rae cradling his chosen down there in that dingy room on the surface, his eyes glassy and expression sated.

The High One had absolutely ‘fucked’ his Ptolara.

The Magistrand of the Nepenthe colony ship worked to maintain the course of his focus: the good of his people. Make a host of this woman, and in such a way that she would be willing to make an affirmative report back to her people about the safety of the process.

But Dae Keth, who never allowed himself a respite from duty, was letting one word from this human send him into speculations on what might be possible. What it might be like, were he and Yesmín to … to fuck.

The woman made something of a cough and growl with her throat. Dae Keth shook his head and uncurled some of the tips of his arms.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “This is … new. For both of us.”

She gave him a look, with the line of her mouth twisted, and her thoughts told him this look meant frustration.

“Listen,” she said, “I can’t jump into this cold. It’s too much.”

“Cold?” Literal translations failed him, and her thoughts whirled too fast to pick apart for meaning. His quarters were an ideal temperature.

“I haven’t been laid in four years,” she said with some vehemence, body leaning forward for emphasis. “If we’re doing this, I’m getting something out of it.”

“Laid?”

“Had sex. Mated.”

Fucked.

Dae Keth was learning.

“Ah,” he said, “But you are getting something out of it. We are providing for your people. Food and Shelter. Protection. Assistance in finding a new colony planet.”

She folded her arms across the front of her, and the swells of her chest buoyed higher. If her kind gave live birth, then these could be breasts. Her garments stretched over them in subtle ways when she moved.

“And you’re getting an incubator,” she said. “Do you think you’ll be enjoying yourself while it happens?”

A series of images throbbed, alive in his mind, and Dae Keth appreciated for the moment that these humans did not appear capable of sensing thought.

“It is possible.”

Yesmín tilted her jaw forward. “Then you’re going to make sure I get the same. Magistrand.” The way she threw his title at him sounded like an accusation, and assaulted pride welled up in the Nepenthe leader.

“Wait here,” he said. “Touch nothing.”

He turned and opened the portal, toggling a lock on his way to secure all his storage compartments and the retractable floor. The woman opened her mouth to speak, but he was already closing her off in the space. Gliding down the corridor on the roiling mass of his arms.

She wished to enjoy herself? Very well. They could both surrender to such urges. But Dae Keth was not going into battle unarmed.

 

* * *

 

Of all the new information he’d absorbed, perhaps the most eye-opening had been the fact that Io Rae was more of a libertine than Dae Keth had ever imagined. The things he’d attempted with his chosen …

The things she’d done. Willingly.

His flesh strobed a brighter purple as he approached the portal to his quarters, but he calmed the reaction before entering the room again. He was the Magistrand of an entire colony, but the level of detail the Ptolarch had reveled in providing had been embarrassing, even for him.

Yesmín started when the portal dilated open. She’d moved to sit on the floor, her back against the adjacent wall. He closed them in the space again, and the woman looked at him without standing up.

“Have a good time?” she asked him.

“I apologize for the delay,” he said. “Shall we try again?”

“I didn’t think we’d started trying in the first place,” the woman said to the floor as she went through a series of maneuvers to get back to her feet.

He would have to do something about the budding antagonism in the room. It would not serve his people to enter this process with blood surging. Instincts wresting command.

“I would like to speak again of meeting in the middle,” he said.

“Yeah?” She eyed him, and her thoughts painted a picture of low expectations.

But he would try.

“I know I am foreign to you,” he said. “And I understand it might be … distressing. I can make it less.”

Her facial features opened, receptive but hesitant.

“You might be more comfortable,” he continued, “if I assume the form of one of your kind, as my Ptolarch has done for his chosen. I would change my face. My upper body. I will not change color.”

“Halfway …” She murmured, considering him with what he hoped were new eyes. “I thought you didn’t change forms without good reason.”

Would the offer of a smile convey?

It would if you’d shift already.

“Are you not a good enough reason, Yesmín?”

The human took her lower lip just between her teeth at this, her thoughts uncomfortable. But it was at just this sort of uncomfortable Dae Keth aimed.

“What shape would please you most?” he asked.

An image flared bright and strong in her mind, and the Magistrand seized it. One of her kind with whom this woman had strong associations. He allowed the form to ripple into place, from head to human navel.

Yesmín took an immediate step back and her face drooped on both sides. “Oh no. Not him.” She was shaking her head. “How did y—uh-uh. No.”

“This form does not please you?”

The human kept her eyes on the floor. “You look like my husband.”

The word translated to him as ‘mate’, though in some more ceremonial sense, and Dae Keth flashed back to his natural shape. “And he …” There would be nothing good behind her reaction. He’d leapt at that first image without thought.

“He’s dead.” Her voice was flat. “Four years.”

The Magistrand made a percussive trill of apology, low in his throat. “I am sorry, Yesmín.” And after a pause, and a softening of his voice, “Would you like to think of another? Another male who pleases your eye?”

She wouldn’t look at him. “You can read my thoughts?”

He did not need this revelation to become an obstacle. “If they are loud enough,” he said. “Another of our abilities that is ‘more of an art than a science’, as you say. If you choose to ally with us for a time, I can help you learn not to project, unless you wish it.”

The woman made him wait while she considered, and Dae Keth did his best not to look at the silent conversation her mind had with itself.

“Alright,” she said at last. “This, then.”

Her thoughts formed a new picture, clear and strong, but with less attachments, he felt. Dae Keth allowed the likeness to spill over him, though again, he eschewed the human legs. His own ten arms would be much more suited to what lay ahead.

“Better?”

Yesmín dared to let her eyes travel again, and when she found his new form, her chest rose and fell with her breath. “Wow. Um … yeah.” She took a step in his direction but stopped herself. “That’s … as close as I’m going to get. Probably.”

The way her gaze wandered let him know his efforts had been a success. A glow of pride warmed the Magistrand—it was rare for him to shift forms, but he was not entirely without talent.

“I think,” he said with his agile new human tongue, “you will want to remove your protective coverings. Unless you are cold?” She’d said something about being cold, earlier.

“I, um …” The woman glanced around the room. He tried not to allow her nervous thoughts to incite any of his more predatory urges. “I’m not cold. No. I mean … you’re probably right. You’re not wearing clothes already.”

The protective layers were ‘clothes’, then. He got a sense from her of some shame in going without. “We don’t feel the need,” he said, hoping to reassure. “Unless to protect ourselves from elements. Or injury.”

She let out a breath. “Of course you don’t.” With a shake of her head, Yesmín began to peel away the layers of fabric. Her hands made complex movements, dexterous and precise when they arrived at some of the intricate fastenings that kept the garments in place. Even the hard coverings for her feet joined the pile she folded and placed on the floor. The extremities were like her hands, in a way, but the digits were shorter, and did not look specialized for as many uses.

He took note of additional short patches of fur when she stood. At the fork of her legs—anatomy about which Io Rae had recounted an obscene amount of details—and perhaps a shadow under her arms. That he might touch all these places and discover their texture had the tips of several of his arms curling onto themselves again.

Something about this transition had changed the woman’s demeanor. She did not close her mouth while breathing anymore and observed him in a more blatant fashion. Her bare feet moved her another step or two in his direction.

Dae Keth smiled with human lips now, and hopeful thoughts fluttered in time with the sweep of her eyes. Yesmín came within reach of him and lifted a hand, but then stopped.

“Can … can I …?”

“Of course.”

He should not be enjoying this as much as he was, already.

The woman unfurled her fingers and extended a cautious hand. The five padded tips met with his chest, ever so tentative, as though the contact might shock or burn. When no such thing happened, she let the fingers splay, warm against his skin.

Dae Keth took efforts to prevent any of his arms from curling around her limbs in response. While his upper body structures in his natural form were not so different from these bipeds, the mass of his long, suckered arms, on which he moved about and performed so many tasks, would be most alien to this woman. Her thoughts could tell him when she was ready to brave his touch.

  “You feel … wet,” she said, dark eyes on the place her palm now pressed and slid over the muscle of his chest. This close, he now saw that instead of an inner eyelid, a thin line of fur fringed the edges of her single outer lids, fanned and ciliate to brush away debris in the air.

The lines of her curved and swelled and coursed in every direction. He could see muscle groups beneath her skin that promised powerful movement on her human legs. Her flesh was not monotonous in color but varied from brown over the larger expanses to night-dark at the round nipples centered on each breast; paler on the palms of her hands and shell pink inside her lower lip. Brighter for the tip of the tongue that darted out to wet that lip. 

There was a delicate twitch at her throat, the pulse of at least one beating heart.

In her alien way, Yesmín was beautiful.

Dae Keth did not want to fail her.

“You know what you feel like?” She allowed her touch to glide up, around the curve of his shoulder. “A stingray.”

There was no repulsion in her tone. “And what is that?” he asked.

“It’s a water animal.”

“These were on the planet below?”

“No.” Her thoughts drifted, hazy, but she brought her other palm to splay beside its twin. “On our home planet. I got to touch one when I was very young. It’s almost … velvety.” She pushed the pads of her fingers along his contours. “Soft. Luxurious,” she said, explaining her choice of words.

Ready. Perhaps.

“A large beast?” he asked her. “This ‘stingray?’ ”

Yesmín shrugged a bare shoulder. She stood very close now, mesmerized by her own hands on his altered form. “The ones I saw were small.”

He couldn’t have delayed longer if he’d wanted. Arms spiraled around her legs, twining their limbs together. He sent another to circle the narrowest point at her middle, to drag their bodies close. She was dry and soft as sand against him, and Dae Keth slipped one of his own hands—human-looking, at the moment—over hers, so she might feel the quickening of his three hearts.

Human eyes rolled up over their hands, past his throat and mouth, to meet his.

“I am not small.”

It was a juvenile thing to say, but the urge to attract her overwhelmed. Their limbs tangled already in a mess the Magistrand decided he would very much like to continue making.

“Noo, you are not.” She drew out the words to make them mean more than the obvious, and Dae Keth preened inside to sense both fear and excitement in her thoughts.

“I’ve heard your kind have a much higher core temperature than our people,” he said.

Her breasts swelled with her breath at this, warm and smashed between them. “You’ve heard?” For all her nerves, the woman did not wriggle to leave his hold.

“I have.” The Ptolarch had waxed on well beyond necessity on the topic.

“You don’t seem to care about privacy at all.”

Was that … flirtation?

“We’re not a secretive people,” he said, and one of his rear arm tips traced out an unlock pattern on the floor.

The transparent portion began to retract, and Yesmín’s head turned at the sound. Quiet and smooth, the waterberth covering slipped away into its slot along the room’s outer wall. Still, clear water awaited, and Dae Keth unraveled their limbs.

“Join me?”

He’d slipped over the ledge before she could answer, and his body went almost limp in comfort the moment it met the water.

Dry and gritty from his planet-side exertions, the Magistrand indulged in a backward roll. The feeling of cool, liquid home rushed past his skin, even in part-human shape, and he jetted once to the far side of the pool and back, his arms curling and pluming behind to propel him along.

The surface shimmered in wavelets when he rose up again, and Yesmín stood at the edge of the fixed floor, watching him with wide eyes and fussing hands.

“Is it … safe?” she asked. “For me?”

The waterberth was deep enough that he might submerge himself to rest, but if the human entered, he suspected the level would barely reach the lower curves of her breasts.

“You are very safe, Yesmín.” He drifted closer to the edge and looked up at her. “For what reason would I lure you into harm? I want you to carry my eggs.”

The woman closed her eyes and gave a slow shake of her head. Muttered something under her breath that might have been an imprecation or a prayer.

In a relay of bent limbs, she lowered herself to the floor and sat on the ledge. Her feet dipped into the water, and the human allowed it to come halfway up her leg, to the swell of muscle before the knee joint. She did not come further, but leaned there on her palms, and Dae Keth decided her posture would serve him, in the beginning.

He approached the human where she sat, his ten arms pushing him along from below the water’s surface, while much of his upper body remained above, in the open air. When he arrived alongside her bent legs, Dae Keth tapped out a quick, specific rhythm on the rim of the stationary floor with his fingers that looked so much like hers. Lights glowed to life, all submerged along the perimeter of the waterberth. They were enough that he could set the overhead lighting to a dimmer level, and Yesmín let her eyes roam, watching the changes as he made them.

It was now, here, that he would begin implementing advice from Io Rae.

Gently. Slowly. They are not our lianae. She will not expect you to fight her—you will terrify her with that sort of aggression.

The Magistrand allowed one of his arms to come feeling up from below and to curl around a female ankle when he found it. The woman took in a measured breath and let her eyelids go closed until she exhaled.

“Are you warm enough?” he asked.

She made some noise of dry amusement. “I see you specifically didn’t ask if I was ‘comfortable.’ ” she said. “I’m warm enough.”

“A good place to start.”

Water lapped at her legs, the light below the surface making them brighter there, and Dae Keth moved in front of her knees. Another of his arms sought another ankle. She was warm. More of his long, suckered limbs took an interest, and the rows of tiny cups clung to her skin, pulling his grip higher until it climbed from the water and wrapped around each knee.

Her jaw had gone slack.

If she were a Nepenthe female—a liana—they’d be locked in a battle for supremacy right now. Instead, Yesmín sat there, stunned, while his arms drew her knees wide and he ushered his upper body between them, there at the ledge. He brought his human hands out of the water and braced them on either side of her. Those dark eyes made their way up to meet his.

“Earlier,” he said, and each of his suckers that touched her could taste her neural tension, “you referred to me as ‘some alien who’s about to fuck’ you.”

Dae Keth thought she might implode from exhaling so far and not taking a breath. He leaned closer, their strange dynamic a thrill, and made his voice quiet. Gentle, as the Ptolarch had said.

“Is that what you expected when you agreed to be my host, Yesmín?” His arms curled around the largest portion of her upper legs. “That we would fuck?” He dragged her closer to the edge. Closer to him.

“Oh god.” The words shuddered out of her, and it could only be a good sign, if she was invoking a deity.

The Magistrand brought one of his human hands up to trace out the shapes where her throat settled into the top of her chest. The valleys between and below the breasts. Lights from under the water cupped the lower curves of her body, and a map of tiny bumps had broken out over broad areas of her skin. Her nipples had become smaller, darker points.

Io Rae had been very specific.

“I understand,” he said, “that there is a place I might touch you, where you will call out for your god again. Many times.”

The white of her teeth sank into her lower lip. “There … is,” she said, “but … please don’t let that be the first thing. I—I need to work up to it.”

Work … up to …

The translation was inexact, but her thoughts were enough.

“What should be the first thing?”

Her eyes scanned back and forth, searching him. “A … kiss maybe?”

The image her mind projected with this suggestion was strong. Clearer than he might have expected, considering she was imagining attempting such an act with him. Dae Keth smiled.

“Show me.”

Yesmín gave him a final helpless look before her focus moved to his mouth. A mouth that should be shaped just as her vision of that human male she’d made plain in her head, if his abilities had served him. This would be new for the Magistrand, as well: interacting with this altered physiognomy.

The woman tilted her face up and closed her eyes, just as her initial thoughts had shown him. Dae Keth came down to meet her, ready for anything.

When her lips met his, it was one of the softest, most unique contacts he’d experienced with another being. Not the brutality of a Nepenthe joining, but a tentative entry into a mutual agreement. Yesmín entreated with that first touch for him not to hurt her. For them to find some pleasure together.

It was novel. Exciting even, but he let the woman lead the way in this act that could bring ease to her fears.

Her jaw pressed them closer, and lips cushioned between them. The human had muscles even here, tiny, but agile in their subtle way, and she applied her mouth in a delicate way against his.

And then that tongue he’d seen slipped out. Tested him.

The nerve endings in his borrowed form danced like moonlight on a sea. So much to feel, to taste with this human mouth. She pushed further, entering his space with the slick organ that wove her speech, and rewarded Dae Keth for his patience.

The Ptolarch had been correct. The inside of her mouth was so far the only part of this woman that felt normal to Dae Keth. Familiar and wet, while the rest of her skin was so dry. If he did not horrify her, there was at least one other place he’d been told would feel like this.

He tilted his face. Made to reciprocate, his own tongue in this form gliding to join hers, his jaw moving to deepen the connection. Some low noise hummed up from her chest, and her unguarded thoughts swirled with surrender; shame commingled messily with acceptance of the present.

Dae Keth could see why this ‘kiss’ among her kind would serve as an overture to their greater acts of pleasure. His suckered arms curled this way and that below the water’s surface, restless. Two already circled her upper legs, and three more left the water, climbing. Seeking possession.

One of Yesmín’s palms had risen to lay on his chest, and she worked herself against his mouth, growing confidence chasing any dregs of fear. The moist heat of her breath unfurled between his lips when another of his arms went around her waist, squeezing, but never crushing. She was not trying to escape.

Yet.

His last two free arms explored, orderly rows of suckers tasting, latching to curves and planes in relays to pull his touch along. Words came to him through her thoughts as he met each new place: hip, navel, shoulder, nipple.

There came a point when Yesmín was no longer active in the kiss. She only held herself upright, breath coming uneven as Dae Keth learned her flesh.

Pride bloomed in his chest, the same as when he admired an efficient crew under his command, and the Magistrand broke the one, wet contact. Her eyelids fluttered, and her hazy focus tried to land on him again; first his face, and then her eyes slid down between them to take in his human arms still braced on the ledge, while his natural, glossy limbs draped about her as living seaweed on rock.

The picture had to be as alien for her as the meshing of tongues and lips had been for him. Dae Keth hoped she found in it the same exotic sensuality.

“Does a kiss please you elsewhere, Yesmín?”

A fine shudder was her first reaction, followed by vivid thoughts that showed him—as Io Rae had described—just where else he might taste her. But her words evaded, parts of her mind rebelling and still unprepared to request it aloud.

“Just about everywhere,” she said, closing her eyes again.

It wasn’t a prohibition. Perhaps a plea for him to understand without an admission of what … yes, what her thoughts were telling him made her feel a traitor to her purpose here. With him.

Dae Keth leaned in to begin a new kiss at the side of her face and, in immediate confirmation, Yesmín turned her head, exposing her throat to him. She wanted what he’d read in her thoughts. He would not make her feel the shame of asking for it. It could be his fault. The Magistrand never felt guilty about the few pleasures he took for himself.

The soft skin of her throat was a new terrain to explore, smooth and yielding under the nuzzle of his human lips, the clamp of his human teeth. The woman took in air and her spine curved, arching the breasts and stiff nipples toward him. He brought one of his human hands away from the ledge and wrapped it in her dangling plaits, an anchor to hold her head back; to keep her vulnerable in this way that elicited response he might never achieve in a liana of his own kind.

There was more. More of her. The structure of bones beneath her flesh made her hard in unexpected places. At the base of her throat, for example. He drew his tongue along the smooth ridge there, and this portion of her gave up the mildest taste of salt. Her throat gave up another moan.

The breasts, were they sensitive, too?

Yes. Yes they were. His mouth there had her leaning back on a palm, pressing her body into his attention. The dark nipple was a bud of texture for this borrowed tongue of his to learn, and Dae Keth made a percussive trill of sound in his chest when one of her hands rose to splay over the back of his skull. To encourage.

And when he tugged the tough little point into his mouth with a firm suction, the woman squirmed. Pressed herself to him, and his eyes came open. There at the ledge, he felt the other wet mouth from the High One’s account, this one as hot and pliant as the first, sliding against his body.

Noting success, Dae Keth brought a group of suckers from one of his busy arms to bear on her other nipple while he continued his discoveries with the first. She gasped at the new sensation, and immediately after it, the Magistrand learned this human enjoyed a light nip of teeth, as well.

But these were distractions. He knew where she wanted the kiss.

“Lie back,” he said as he lifted his head, but the woman was in a fog. Two of his natural arms served to drag her with a gentle care until her shoulders met the floor. Dae Keth sank back into the water, though the original two of his arms still circled her thighs and held them wide.

Here. Here is where they would mate, and her thoughts of his mouth there made Yesmín tremble.

Though the rest of her skin was a deep brown, the glossy center where her legs met became complex. A scatter of fur, ruffled flesh, dark like her nipples, but a hint of pink at the center. He brought himself close, and inhaled a rich, humid scent. Fascinating.

He kissed her.

Yesmín let out a sound he might mistake for pain, if he were of a race that could not sense thought. She wanted this, but also had no experience to cope. Not with one of his kind, at least.

The heat from the surrounding flesh was greater here, but Dae Keth brought his tongue to this kiss, as well.

“Holy shit!”

It was a profanity from her, he was sure, though it made no sense. Her body tried to open to him and close him out at once. Her desires were clear, however, and his arms kept her from fleeing pleasure.

The Magistrand plied his soon-to-be host with these kisses. He lapped with his tongue. He explored crevices and entrances with the nimble organ, all while she squealed and squirmed. Here was the passage where he would penetrate her and implant his eggs. And here was the second Io Rae had mentioned: a waste opening, but if this female was like the Ptolara, she would accept his anchor here, when the time came.

Yesmín panted, spine inverting so that her breasts fell back when he sent a curious arm to survey her mating channel. It appeared compact, but he was able to introduce an impressive length of suckered flesh before the space inside felt full. A higher core temperature, indeed! 

Her noises were low, drunk and floundering now, and he left the arm in place to learn her inner textures, its tiny mouths mapping and tasting every surface. Where he could, he made the kisses continue. Until they encountered the source of her urge to have his affections center here.

“Dae Keth.”

Her hand came to squeeze at his shoulder, and her thighs drew up nearer to her body. She presented herself to him, and the Magistrand accepted such an offering with a new greed.

It was only the sparest dollop of flesh, above the entrance where his arm curled. A pert little nub, but when he took it in his mouth, the woman blossomed open as though she would feed it to him.

And to hear her speak his name.

Dae Keth lavished attention on the tiny gem, delighting in her desperate writhing, her pleading sounds. Already, his Nepenthe flesh was exuding the viscous fluid that would prepare her to accept his eggs, and he wriggled his arm inside her, coating her passage for what would come.

Her noises reached a fever pitch, and Dae Keth kissed her as her thoughts swam in affirmatives to urge him where and how.

There it was.

There. If he stuffed her channel just so, with little twitches and a flutter of suckered mouths. If he latched his mouth to the nub and suckled …

The woman growled and sharp ridges at the ends of her fingers dug into his shoulder. Muscles within her began to pulse and squeeze. Dae Keth did not stop.

He brought more arms to hold her at her waist. He palmed handfuls of the taut-nippled breasts. He made her wail and jerk until she was limp and shaking her head.

Come. That is enough. You still have a long way to go.

The Magistrand had brought this human pleasure as she’d asked—and had become far more aroused than he’d expected in the process—but now he let her go. Drew all his arms back, even from inside her, and swished them in the water, bathing himself in liquid comfort.

She lolled there at the edge of the floor, ribcage heaving and sated. Her feet slipped over the ledge and sloshed into the water. After a time of catching her breath, Yesmín’s eyes were on the ceiling. Her own lazy hands roamed her body.

“That … that was …”

He could not repress a smile of accomplishment. “Did you ‘get something out of it,’ Yesmín?”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes I did.”

The woman pushed herself up on an elbow to find him again, and Dae Keth returned to the ledge. When her fingers slipped between her legs, as though to assure her she was still intact, she came back with digits glossed in both their fluids. To his mild horror, the human raised them to her mouth.

“Hmm.” She cocked her head after slipping that pink tongue out to sample. Met his eyes. “Is this … is this you I’m tasting?”

It was his turn to be at a loss for words.

“Well, I, um … yes?”

“Hm.” The quick grunt of a sound would have been inscrutable without the benefit of her thoughts. The woman cleaned her fingers by putting them in her mouth, considering. She did not hate his taste.

Dae Keth slipped between human knees again, and Yesmín allowed it. After the release of her pleasure, many of her earlier reservations had fled—he could see it in her lax muscles, her serene posture as she waited for him to get close again. Curiosity threatened to boil him from the inside out.

“Will you … answer a question?”

Will you truly ask this aloud?

She looked down at him, where he hovered in the water, his human forearms resting on the floor on either side of her thighs, his shoulders of a height with her navel.

“Maybe.”

Dae Keth could respect the tactics of not leaping to agree simply because he’d plied her with sensation. But this was a day among days. If ever he could act out of character and display some licentiousness, surely it was here. Now.

“Is it true,” he began, “that women—human women—are willing to”—Form of the Creator, he was going to say it—“to take Nepenthe arms … into their mouths?”

“Your … arms?” Her eyes traveled from his hands to his elbows, skeptical.

He shook his head in amusement. “No, these arms.” A pair of suckered limbs crept over the edge, but rested, idle.

Yesmín took his meaning. “I thought those were tentacles,” she said.

Bipeds. Honestly.

“These are arms,” he said, glancing at his insulted appendages. “I am not a … a squid.”

“Alright,” she said, placating, “they’re arms. Where did you hear this rumor, anyway? Though I can probably already guess.”

“The High One was explaining his joining with the Ptolara.”

“Nepenthe just … talk about their sex lives with one another, do they?”

Her tone alone told him that with humans, this was not so. “I did explain we are not a secretive people,” he said. “And I had only asked for the information from him because you became frustrated discussing it.”

Yesmín watched him for a breath, considering.

“That’s fair.” She slid a hand from her knee to rest on his forearm. Her fingertips traced patterns on his skin.

“Do you confirm it?” His words came out quiet, as though perhaps he could deny them if she questioned what she’d heard.

“I mean, if he said it happened …” Yesmín gave a delicate lift to one shoulder. “I don’t know why he’d lie to you about it.”  Her pattern-making fingers wandered from his human arm to the suckered one resting alongside it, and she explored the texture there before meeting his eyes again. “Are you saying … you want that?”

It was the Magistrand’s turn to squirm. How could she be so direct about something so … so …

“It’s … among Nepenthe,” he said, “it’s extremely taboo. By claiming someone performs this act, it’s … a heavy insult.” Things in his chest cringed. She would understand, and she would be horrified. He had gone too far, no matter what the Ptolarch had told him.

Yesmín’s smile returned, slow this time, and her thoughts were … devious?

“And is that what you want from me, Dae Keth?” she said. “You want me to be a dirty girl for you?”

Rows of suckers clamped and unclamped all along his arms at her tone, at the sound of his name, but …

“Girl?”

Her smile grew. “A young woman. Inexperienced. Innocent maybe.”

This human did not seem any of those things, but Dae Keth could perhaps see the implications. Power games.

“But why would I want you not to be clean?” he asked.

“Dirty is taboo,” she said. “For us.”

Concepts shifted together and Dae Keth shivered. Smiled in understanding.

“Then yes, Yesmín.” He let his arm twine about her wrist. “I would like you to be a ‘dirty girl’ for me.”

There were the teeth, biting her lip again. She wriggled closer to the edge and held his gaze. Lifted the wrist with his arm curling around it, palm up, until the fingers turned backward to point at her face.

Tongue followed teeth to slide along her lip. The human tilted her head, only breaking eye contact for long enough to find her mark, and then watching his eyes again to take in the reaction.

Yesmín drew the hot, pink organ along the tip of his arm, from the base of her palm to where it curled around the first of her fingers.

Dae Keth shuddered.

“Yesmín.” He could hardly make words. To see her—to feel her!—doing … that. “That is … mmnnhh.” His inner eyelids drifted closed and then open again with the rolling of his lavender eyes.

“Why, though?” She still held his arm near her face. “Why is it so bad? Among your people?”

He shook his head and the rest of his jealous arms clamored beneath the water’s surface. The one she held gripped her palm, her forearm with its suckers, shameless. “We use our arms for everything,” he told her. “To move about. To manipulate objects. To complete tasks. They are not food to be placed in a mouth. Or words to come out of one. They are … filthy.”

She returned a subversive eye to the limb she held.

“Are they?”

Again with the tongue. And again, she watched him as she did it, tracing that slow path that only ended in another of her smiles. This woman was taunting him. The Magistrand hovered between her knees, slack-jawed.

Almost as agile as one of the arms, her tongue extended to draw the whole tip into her mouth. When she pulled him in a light suction, Dae Keth nearly fell backward into the berth. His human fingers dug into the meat of her thighs.

Yesmín lifted her chin until the arm tip slid out, over her lower lip. “Are they sensitive?” she asked, and then dipped her face to lick her way down the tapered end, again.

“The … the suckers aAAre—Creator!”

Hot, wet mouth surrounded him, and she scrubbed the texture of her tongue among the first, tiny rows of delicate mouths. Dae Keth had to brace himself, but his greedy arm was already curling further, trying to ball more of itself inside the scalding little space.

Yesmín gave a musical hum, and he felt her thoughts accept his advance as a challenge. Her lips parted wider around him, and she lapped at larger, more reactive suckers the more of his length she took. There had to have been some limit, because her other hand came up to circle the invading limb, to halt his progress.

But progress had been more than enough.

The Magistrand tried to hold himself upright on his human arms while she lathered attention on him as though it were acceptable. As though it were not a shocking act.

In her mouth. Her mouth!

She closed her eyes. Dragged some of him out with her grip so he could see the obscenity. All his suckers smearing fluid over her chin as his arousal began to seep.

“You taste like …” Her tongue cleaned her lower lip. “Limes.”

Her thoughts were clear. Some small, green fruit. She swallowed him down again.

No one. No one had ever. No liana, no raja. It was too much. The sight of it. The very idea.

Dae Keth moved without thought. The rest of his arms pulled him up over the edge, crowding between her legs, looming into her space until the woman had to lean back. Her eyes got wide, but he was carrying her shoulders to the floor, weighing her down at the hips with the living mass of his arms.

She let him. Melted into it, reaching to smooth palms over his chest while her many plaits splayed over the floor behind her head. Yesmín opened wider for him, and the Magistrand groaned.

“Shameful,” he said, reveling in it. “Do you like the way I taste, human?”

The woman writhed on the floor and moaned her affirmative, eyes closed and legs splitting around him. He could feel her mating organs, slick against his flesh again, and not from his own excretions.

Another of his arms slunk to join the first, the relay of sucking mouths leaving a wet trail between her breasts. This arm crept behind her neck and around before scaling her chin. The length of flesh already between her lips pulled back enough to make room, and the second tip slipped in alongside the first.

Yesmín opened her eyes at the breach of the second arm to see him braced above her on human palms. Could she understand? Could she see on his face that this was the most lecherous thing the Magistrand had ever done? Whatever she saw, it didn’t slow her. Dae Keth felt her tongue trace along between the two limbs, the attention to his suckers blatant.

He couldn’t stop himself. Arms began climbing her body like vines. How many could she take? How many could he, before he collapsed from too much sensation?

A third tip. A fourth.

They fought and played with her tongue, and the woman spoke unintelligible words around him.

A fifth and sixth and she could not move the muscle to make anything near speech. Just muffled grunts. Her hips began to rock against him in a rhythm.

His seventh and eighth arms rose to catch her wrists. To pin them to the floor at her sides. Some guttural noise came from her chest at this restraint, and Dae Keth only saw the whites of her eyes as they rolled up.

“Take the last two, my chosen?”

Dangerous words to blurt in what was supposed to be a political encounter. But she was nodding, mouth already agape with six of his arm tips.

He pushed the last two into the fray.

The tapered end of each limb was barely inside, but Dae Keth could feel her from so many points at once. And then from the group, one of his arms chose to be the instigator and filled the hot cavity with far more than the tip.

Yesmín’s lips stretched taut and her tongue writhed against him. The dominant arm began to scrub its length in and out, the rows of round mouths singing against receptive flesh. His own clear fluid began to leak down the sides of her face around all the invading arm tips.

His grip on her wrists coiled tighter and the Nepenthe Magistrand indulged in impossible vulgarity. The dirtiest parts of him squirmed in this woman’s mouth, and she choked and sucked and moaned in a delirium.

And then she began to swallow.

Human muscle drew at his leading arm and, before he could stop it, a length of him had slipped down her throat. Wet, spluttering noises vibrated up his arm. Ruffled the seven other tips. Breath hissed in and out of her nostrils. When she opened those dark eyes and looked at him, Dae Keth’s body jerked in its pleasure.

It was not the same peak he’d achieve from implanting his first egg, but it was unlike anything he’d ever felt. Currents raced along his arms. He could see his own skin vacillating between bright purple and black. He shuddered, open-mouthed, hunching over her until he thought his human arms might give out.

When the crest subsided and he had an iota of self-control, Dae Keth pulled his arms away. The one down her throat made her cough, and the front of her neck bobbed in its wake. He let go her wrists, and she brought a hand up to sluice his fluids from her face. Drank him off her fingers.

“Dirty enough for you?” Her voice was hoarse.

“Exceedingly,” the Magistrand said, tingling arms circling behind her waist. Dragging her to him, even as he carried them both backward toward the water. He leaned to kiss the shameless mouth, and could taste himself, sticky and acidic.

“Are you ready to be my host, Yesmín?”

She let him cradle her there at the edge. Let him place more kisses along her throat and shoulders.

“I … don’t know,” she said, head lolling. “But yeah, I should … w—yes.”

“Yes?”

“I’m …” Yesmín inhaled. Exhaled. “I’m … ready.”

It was likely to be the best he would get. They were in his quarters for a purpose and, while they had been blessed to give and receive pleasure, their agreement was for her to experience the implantation process.

He pulled them into the waterberth. Arms circled to carry her well away from the ledge, out into the middle where he was most at ease. She clung to him and let her eyes move around the water’s surface, curious.

Dae Keth was growing addicted to sharing these kisses in human form with her. So many nerves. And she was so responsive. He tilted his face down for more, and she met him with ease, the act becoming familiar between them.

Below the surface, one of his arms curled behind first one of her knees and then the other to hoist and bend so she would split for him. So he could align. His mating sheath stirred inside him and began to explore the warm, underwater contact of their bodies, seeking the place where it might extrude.

Between kisses, she panted, palms on his chest. “Do you … how do we do it?”

There. The place he’d entered with the tip of an arm.

“Do you have a—oh!”

Nepenthe muscle injected his sheath into her body, the viscous fluids his skin produced in arousal slicking the way. It began to expand. To fill. Above it, his anchor jutted out right after, a reaction his system couldn’t help, even though he’d attached to her from the wrong position for it to be of any use.

“Oh—oh my god.” Her hips moved, but he was holding her close. Water rippled around them, and one of her hands splashed into it to feel for herself where they’d joined. She was so hot inside. So hot.

“What is this?” Her fingers found his anchor jutting semi-firm and pointless above the link of his sheath.

“It’s my anchor,” he said, arms shifting around her back and beneath her thighs in support. “I understand the Ptolarch coupled with his chosen while she was facing away. And apparently the females of your kind do have dual openings, similar to our lianae. He was able to join them for the duration that way, but I won’t be able. Not from this position.”

Human eyes widened. “The duration?” She squirmed against him.

“It will take the whole night at least,” he said, “to implant all my eggs.”  His sheath rippled at the suggestion.

“Th-the whole night?” Her hands moved to his human arms and gripped, as though she would push him away. “I … this is real.” Her gaze darted. “This is really real. Oh god.” Her feet kicked underwater, thoughts choppy with waking fear.

Dae Keth held her tighter. Pressed their bodies close.

“Be still,” he said, and the words came harsher than he’d intended. “I … I need you to … be still.”

“Why do I need to be still?” Her voice had risen, panic spreading.

The thrash of her thighs made him twitch inside her. Blood flushed beneath his skin and his control jittered. She was not a liana. She might not maim him, but his body didn’t know the difference.

“Mating instinct,” he said through a tight human jaw, his chin buried in the meat of her shoulder. “Your struggling will set it off. We have to overpower our females. Best them in combat.”

“In combat?” Her feet tangled in his arms. Her spine twisted. “Dae Keth, I don’t—I don’t know, if I could just have a min—”

“Form of the Creator, shhh!” He wrapped her tighter. “Be still! I don’t want to harm you!”

But the human female was beyond reason. He was an alien trying to mate her, and the reality was too much. She thrashed in his grip, a live catch, and he saw purple.

Subdue.

A noise of aggression churred in his throat.

Implant!

He had her by the elbows, suckered arms circling, dragging her limbs behind her back. More arms fought her wild legs below the surface until he had a grip high on each thigh and forced her wide so she had no leverage to eject him.

The woman was babbling pleas and profanities in her own tongue, but he was a Nepenthe in mating fugue, and all higher thought had gone but to give her his eggs and flee with his life.

The base of his anchor scrubbed, useless along the seam where his sheath already pumped his fluids inside the woman. Her hands tried to grasp and claw, but he secured them as well, arms dragging them down and away under the water. If he couldn’t keep them joined in the usual way …

An arm tip rose to wriggle below his sheath.

“Dae Keth!”

He squeezed it past that second entrance and did not go slow. The female squawked at the invasion, but he needed to lock them together. His sheath began to churn in and out, working toward the ejection of that crucial first egg. Within the tighter rear entrance, his arm tried to imitate the work of his anchor, balling itself up into a mass too large to be pulled back out.

“Oh god! Oh god, Dae Keth!”

He couldn’t tell even from her thoughts whether she wished it to stop or continue. Inside her, his organ plumbed, its inner passage expanding. The egg dropped, and he could feel it slipping along the path in his body. Lining up.

Dae Keth jerked his makeshift anchor toward himself, sealing them together so there could be no mistake. Slippery and firm, the egg squirted along his sheath, halting and then blurting forward with the rhythmic contractions of his tissues.

When it popped free into his host, The Magistrand roared with sensation.

Yesmín let out a cry and thrashed where he kept her impaled, his makeshift anchor balled tight and holding her fast. His human arms compressed her ribs in their grip, and he rode out the ebb of shuddering muscle spasms.

She was at least two things with him, there in the water, and one of them was alarm.

“It’s … movING!”

“It seeks”—he grunted with a final splurt of fluid to follow the egg—“a chamber for incubation.”

The woman made a yip of sound and bucked the cradle of her body against him. “It’s … it’s in my …”

Something of horror and wonder made her thoughts hazy and clear at once. Her breasts swelled against him with the heaving of her ribs, and Dae Keth remembered to loosen his grip. The fugue was fading with the first egg secured and their bodies locked together—they’d passed the critical point, and it would now be a matter of endurance. 

He allowed their upper bodies to separate and loosed his hold on her arms. When he could see her face again, she met his eyes out of breath, and with a slack jaw.

“Have I hurt you, Yesmín?”

“N-no?”

The human didn’t know what to make of their joining. Neither, entirely, did Dae Keth. It wasn’t as though either of them had ever mated outside of their species. Her internal tissues shifted, caressing his sheath. All his limbs were intact, which could not always be said for a successful coupling with one of his own kind.

She brought a wrist out of the water and turned it this way and that in the wavering lights from below. Rows of reddish marks decorated her arm where his suckers had contributed to the restraint. More would be waiting on her thighs, when he released her.

The human palm rose to his chest, to place the pads of the five digits there. And then she extended her spine. Tilted her face.

Kissed him?

After his inner eyelids snapped closed and open a few times from shock, he sank into the gesture. Her tongue was slow, the palm on his chest, now sinking to his side in a lazy grip. When they relaxed apart, Yesmín’s features had softened, tired, but her earlier panic had drained away, as well.

“You said ten? Maybe … twenty eggs?”

He slid his human hands into the water to grasp and squeeze the parted rounds of muscle that had worked her bucking hips. “Can you endure?” he asked. The tips of her long plaits dripped now and made tiny ripples at her back.

She gave him something of a smile. “Do I have a choice?”

“You do.”

Dark, human eyes regarded him, the heat of her still clutching his sheath and arm. “I … I’m kind of terrified,” she said. “Of what comes after this. Incubating? I mean … I have to go out and tell all the other women that they have to agree to …” She made some vague motion of her head. “To allow something that … that none of us had any experience to prepare us for?”

The Magistrand allowed her to sit with her worries a few breaths longer, before asking, “What do you want, Yesmín?”

She chewed her lip. “I … said I would do it.”

“But now one of you has had experience,” he said. “Aside from the Ptolara.”

The woman closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. Her thoughts turned not with disgust for him, but for fear of the unknown to come. An ache in her being for a dying people. She did not wish to disappoint them. To tell them there could be no agreement with the Nepenthe.

Dae Keth did not wish to return to Io Rae a message of failure, either. The High One had trusted him in this.

“Yes,” she said at last, opening her eyes. “Yes. The rest.”

Relief spread out in his veins.

“It will be easier, I think, if we were to realign,” he said, glancing down to the place they came together in the water. “I would be able to anchor properly, and support you in the water as you grow tired.” He withdrew his coiled arm from her second entrance, unraveling the length as he went. Yesmín let out a noise that rose at the end with the rush of slick flesh and suckers.

“Permit me?” he said, when she only stared at him.

Yesmín nodded, and the front of her throat moved up and down.

The heat of her still surrounded his sheath, and the Magistrand was reluctant to break the seal. He pulled his suckered arms from around her thighs but continued to use one of the limbs to hold a knee of hers up, nearly out of the water.

“Bear with me.”

He ducked his upper half sideways below the surface, under the lifted knee, his body reorienting at the pivot point where they joined until he surfaced close at her back. The woman’s legs tried to paddle, and her arms flailed to keep her upright, but he had her. They were still one.

His human arms slid around her middle, and Dae Keth could now tuck his face alongside hers. “I am sorry,” he said, “for the fugue. It is difficult to control.”

Yesmín shifted and rested her forearms atop his. “I panicked,” she said. “You … didn’t hurt me. I just … everything’s new.”

Yes. Everything was new. There were far more Nepenthe males—raja— than there were human females capable of incubation. If their races made an agreement, each raja would request an opportunity to implant. There would be more than one round of hosting for each woman. His kind tended to seek pleasure and successful matings over pair bonds, but Dae Keth was no longer certain, with Yesmín in his arms, her thoughts washing around him, that he would remain composed while seeing her swollen with another’s egg mass.

If you used your rank to your advantage, it would be a first.

But who was he, to claim an entire female as his own? The Ptolarch?

And did she want to be claimed?

“This time,” he said, breaking from unhelpful worries, “shall we return to pleasure? I am learning what your body enjoys.”

She made some breathy noise of amusement, “Well, when you put it like that …”

Dae Keth smiled. “Come,” he said, “lean back. I will help us float.” And with that, he sank backward so his own torso could drift on the water’s surface and drew the woman along with him.

Again, he had suckered arms lifting the backs of her thighs, letting them fall bent at the knee, above the water, wide so she was spread for the work of his sheath. Yesmín let her head loll back at this and swished a hand overhead to trace the side of his face with wet fingers.

He made a conscious effort to retract his anchor, so he might realign and inject it where the tip of an arm had gone before. Her hips tried to point at the ceiling when he did, and she took in a gasp of air. The process with his true anchor was more fluid, and far slower than his arm had been earlier, when it had forced its way inside all at once. It took him long moments to fill the rear cavity, and he watched her nipples firm up to tiny, dark points again, as he did.

His anchor swelled, just inside that ring of muscle it held open, and locked them together again. At the peak of expansion, his sheath took over and began to churn. To work up stimulus within his body to eject the next egg.

“Mmm, Dae Keth.”

An exotic luxury, to hear his name murmured in this context by an alien being. He would have more of it.

They floated together, there in his waterberth, eyes on the ceiling, her back to his chest. A pair of his arms climbed the sides of her body and slipped low, between the human legs he held apart. Rows of his sucking mouths sought the fleshy areas that parted around his pulsing sheath. Sought and latched on, to pull at her skin in delicate ripples. He made sure at least two found that critical bead of flesh he’d discovered with his mouth, back there on the ledge.

Yesmín made a sharp sound and clutched at his human arms. Her hips tilted. He made sure the suction continued.

There was only so much momentum his sheath could generate on its own, but now he might work with his anchor. An arm was one thing, but the specialized member could perform in a tandem he could achieve in no other way.

The second mating organ lodged in her body—swollen now so that he could feel his sheath rooting alongside, only thin internal tissues between—began to move. The bulbous shape inside, preventing its early removal, began to bob along its own length. As it built force, the motion jerked the woman’s twin entrances against the place where their bodies coupled.

“Dae Keth! Wh—! Oh!”

Water sloshed around them, now. He used free arms to keep her thighs wide, to circle her ribs and tread rows of suckers across her breasts, her nipples. His busy anchor pulled her onto his pulsing sheath, over and over with rough hitches of contracting muscle. When her noises escalated, so did his flights of fancy.

“Perhaps I will ruin you for human men,” he said.

Tiny mouths shifted and suckled between her legs, and the human squealed. Spurred to boldness, Dae Keth brought an arm tip to curl over her shoulder. To climb her neck and seek that gaping mouth.

“Perhaps they cannot provide so much pleasure at once.”

Whatever rabid reply the woman had for him, it fell apart around the flesh he stuffed between her lips. Her eyes rolled back, and she sucked with abandon, muffled cries enthusiastic as he practiced every last thing he’d learned all at once.

And then the second egg dropped.

It was out of him before he’d realized it was coming. His body bent around hers, tightening the seal, hunching him with the stimulus of ejection. Yesmín was long gone to her own delirium and twitched atop his human chest.

The Magistrand could not stop.

He hadn’t attempted a mating in cycles. He’d doubted his crew would even encounter this opportunity to save their race. But now that he was sheath-deep and anchor swollen, there was no higher thought. There were only her wild sounds, and how he could keep them coming.

There was only to fill his host full of eggs.

Yesmín wailed and thrashed.

Dae Keth fucked her.

There were times he slowed. He could taste the exhaustion on her skin, see in her thoughts the tenderness of her entrances from his continued exertion. He murmured to her alternating words of filth and soft encouragement.

By the time he was sure he’d released every egg, her middle rose in a small, round hill above the water. They were both limp and barely clinging together, the tips of his arms he could see almost lavender where the blood had rushed away to his mating organs.

She did little more than twitch when his anchor subsided and withdrew from her body. Her eyes were glassy and on the ceiling as he turned beneath her, his upper half leaving the water at her side. His human arms supported her floating form, and he used the last of his energy to guide her along the surface to the ledge, where he lifted her up and out.

Yesmín lay on the floor, head rolling toward him. One of her hands drifted to where her skin was taut from what he’d put inside her.

She is full of your eggs. You have a host, Dae Keth.

“What do you wish, Yesmín?”

The Ptolarch had agreed on protection for the humans, but in the moment, Dae Keth felt a greater debt.

“Tired.” She blinked slow lids at him. “So tired.”

He reached out and dragged several of her dangling plaits out of the water. “Do you wish to rest? Before you return and report to your people?”

Yesmín closed her eyes. Her throat moved. “No,” she said. “I don’t want to make them wait longer.”

“Then I will help you.”

Dae Keth made his way out of the berth and onto the fixed floor. She accepted his aid to sit upright, to maneuver back into her garments.

 It was the kiss that caught him off guard.

When they drifted apart from the warmth, she looked more ready to collapse into sleep than ever.

“What are we going to do now?” she said.

Dae Keth smiled.

“Remake both our worlds.”
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Kiral didn’t know what was worse: trying to survive alone on an island or attempting to navigate the politics of this alien clusterfuck.

He folded his arms over his chest and watched with a raised brow as discussion rippled out among the motley band of survivors. He stood on the periphery of the group, as he did in any gathering, eyes and ears wide for opportunities.

The woman Yesmín—somehow their collective spokesperson and negotiator, where nobody else had grown the spine—had returned after long hours with the Nepenthe second-in-command looking exhausted and conspicuously swollen. Just like the other one. Hypatia.

He didn’t know Yesmín. She hadn’t been from his outpost. None of the people huddled here in this alien cargo hold had. Kiral was the only survivor which was, not to put too fine a point on it, probably just as well. His station mates and his last identity had almost met, before the rejection virus found them. It would not have been ideal.

Nearly all the Nepenthe had left the hold to go about other tasks while both their races had awaited a verdict. But with Yesmín’s return, the ship’s numerous crew—who made Kiral imagine something mostly humanoid attempting to fight its way out of an octopus—began to trickle in from other parts of the craft, and to crowd in, lining the hold’s walls, again.

They were the color of the deepest purple bruise, these beings, with traces of lavender where it appeared their skin might be thinner. Many of them morphed from shape to shape before the humans’ eyes, most in attempts to mimic the structures of the last surviving people from Earth.

It wasn’t insult, nor was it aggression or any attempt at disguise. It felt, he wanted to say, like when visitors to an animal exhibit stood on the outside of an enclosure and made attempts to imitate the animal’s sounds. There was fascination there. A desire to discover whether their mimicry would be perceived as communication. It was fun for these beings. Ignorant, and possibly misguided, but fun.

The women among the humans were the decision makers here. Yesmín had declared the implantation process safe, if lengthy and tiring, but there was no way it wouldn’t be foreign and bizarre. The hushed debate had boiled among the women for some time now, and they’d been questioning Yesmín like she was on trial. The vehemence was simmering, however, and Kiral could see more and more nods of consensus. Whatever fate they were choosing for humanity, they appeared to be coming to an agreement.

Kiral had his preferences for the outcome. He did not want to go back to the surface.

Yesmín got to her feet again, knees shaking as she rose from one of the makeshift seats the Nepenthe had provided. Other conversations in the room fell off to an expectant hush.

“We will make this alliance, Ptolarch.”

Kiral’s shoulders dropped in relief.

“Our capable women will host your eggs,” she went on, her voice the slightest bit hoarse now, as it carried. “And in exchange, the Nepenthe will provide for us, and assist us in locating another suitable colony planet.”

Murmurs rose up around the hold. Heads bent together to whisper, Nepenthe and human alike. It might be a naïve agreement, but it made better odds of survival than staying on that fucking planet.

“Then we are pleased to make this agreement, Yesmín of the Humans.” This from the one the Nepenthe called ‘Ptolarch’, and Kiral smirked at the ‘title’ the alien had assigned to Yesmín.

The one who had announced himself as Magistrand, who’d left with Yesmín and pumped her full of eggs, hovered between the two groups on indecisive tentacles—arms? Legs?—before moving to join the woman, where she stood at the head of her group. A wise move on the alien’s part, as summoning Yesmín to leave her people and stand at his side just now might have cast the decision in an ill light. Had her loyalties changed? Did this alien think he owned her now? The budding truce needed none of those doubts poking holes in it while it grew.

And Kiral noted this Magistrand hovered at her shoulder in a way that smacked of both pride and protective urges. If the rest of the pairings could go as smoothly, the agreement with the Nepenthe might not be a disaster at all.

But if they did not? What leverage did his people have? They’d be trapped in this ship until the aliens decided to land it. The women could threaten to destroy the eggs they carried, but that would only be a valid threat if the Nepenthe needed willing hosts. There were way more of the shapeshifting crew than there were humans. At least three to one, if not more. If they wanted cattle locked into a breeding harness, by what means would the bedraggled refugees prevent it?

The Magistrand slid a humanoid arm around Yesmín’s waist, and she allowed it. Women among the group eyed the pair with blatant curiosity, and Kiral saw what he might classify as a few covetous looks among the Nepenthe.

If they had wanted captive incubators, however, they wouldn’t have bothered with all this negotiation. The last of humanity was all on this ship, now, aside from the three who had chosen to leave. The Nepenthe could have had the lot of them imprisoned, restrained, subjugated in any way. They could have had all the remaining women fat with eggs, if that was their plan.

And it did not appear to be. Kiral was an excellent liar. He knew when people were putting on a show.

But these are not people.

Not human people, anyway. And they could change their entire appearance as easily as he might change the part in his hair. What Kiral wouldn’t have given for that ability on any of several dozen occasions in his past.

When some of the buzz of conversation died down, the Ptolarch spoke again.

“If your able females will choose among us, as you did our Magistrand, Yesmín …” The alien made a sweeping gesture with a human-looking arm at the Nepenthe crew watching from the perimeter of the hold.

Some of the women exchanged glances.

“N-now?” One of them spoke up. “It’s too soon.”

“Too soon,” came several overlapping, quieter echoes.

Yesmín’s brow knotted, and Kiral did not envy her position of having to broker cooperation between the two groups. She said something low to the Magistrand, who shook his head.

“You don’t have to go through the process right now, tonight,” said Yesmín to the crowd.

“The cargo hold is not equipped to serve as a living quarters,” said the Magistrand. “As some of you will be hosting our eggs, one of us will be hosting each of you in our personal quarters aboard this vessel. The arrangements should be made before we depart.”

More uncertain looks from the survivors—the men and older women in particular—as many had likely not given the matter thought, once they understood they weren’t personally going to be involved with the egg situation.

“Come,” said the Ptolarch. “Meet us. Let us greet like friends; we are all the survivors of our races. Let us begin our journey together.”

The women Yesmín had convinced continued to scan the gathered Nepenthe, many tight-lipped and with folded arms. Their leader closed her eyes and looked very tired. When she opened them again, Yesmín turned in to the group and motioned for the women to circle close. They did their best, for as many of them as there were.

Yesmín spoke in quiet tones, and Kiral couldn’t make out words from where he stood, but he recognized a cadence both dogged and encouraging. There was a pause in her speech, then she said something else that had the familiar tune of both tension-relieving joke and sales pitch. Several of the women stirred the group with low crackles of laughter. A few sets of eyes left lifted from the huddle to watch the aliens again.

Their leader straightened her spine and held out a hand to another woman in the group. The second woman—who wore what looked like a med tech uniform that might have been clean once—swallowed, took the hand, and let Yesmín lead her out of the safety of the circle.

One of the Nepenthe stepped forward; the one who had been attempting to circulate water and food among them, who had used alien equipment to asses vital signs and health. This one remained formed in an imitation of human appearance and did so in a more convincing manner than most of the others. He had given his name as Ea Nir, but the only way Kiral could tell him apart from the humans at this point was his clothing.

The Nepenthe—as the humans all had to get used to—wore no garments, and so while many of their attempts at mimicking body structures were successful, the simulation of additional layers, not part of that body, tended to be cruder. The shapes moved in ways that weren’t quite right, and it might have been uncanny enough on the eye for his people to prefer the aliens not bother, only the alternative was nude imitations of the human form, and that had proven to be beyond the current bizarreness limits of most.

Ea Nir made some complicated gesture with a human-looking hand, which Kiral took as a greeting, and began to speak to what might be one of the last human med techs alive. The woman’s eyes were round, but she responded, and the Nepenthe healer gave her a perfect human smile in return. A conversation began, halting but sincere.

So Yesmín was playing matchmaker.

Something in this interaction punctured the bubble of inaction among the survivors. A few more of the women took steps away from the crowd, some going in pairs, a braver number alone, and Nepenthe, in all stages of shape between their natural form and pseudo-human, moved away from the walls to meet them.

Kiral stood and watched it all.

Our first contact with an alien race, and this is how it’s going to happen, is it?

But it wasn’t only the women who would need to choose.

And now that the agreement was struck, Kiral needed to worry again about his own problems. His eyes wandered among faces. Pairs and clusters of beings beginning the most unprecedented dialogues in the history of humanity.

Some spoke in earnest, gesturing. Some were hesitant, hovering at the outskirts of other groups, listening but not joining yet. Some hung back entirely, still maintaining quiet discussion among their own kind.

Kiral spoke to no one, and so it was his observing eye that landed on a single Nepenthe who did the same.

The alien had not left his place against the outer wall of the hold. He’d not shifted form in any way and did not exchange any quiet commentary with others of his crew.

There were no others. Any Nepenthe who’d stood at this one’s side had since emerged into the mingling of races to seek their chances of impressing one of the women who might be a host to their eggs. This one stood in the shadows below the catwalk that circled the high-ceilinged space, the occasional lateral blinks of those odd inner eyelids the only movements he made. As if he wished to remain unseen.

I know you.

Kiral chose.

It was less that he walked away from the remaining hesitant humans, and more that he allowed the conversations and bodies to slip away from him. It was something of a talent. People tended to notice his absence only after he was long gone—Kiral made sure of it.

Only when his shoulder blades rested against the cool metal of the wall, and the lone alien was a dark mass in his periphery, did he bother with words.

“Would you prefer not to be chosen?” He was only loud enough for the Nepenthe at his side, and he kept his eyes on the crowd milling in the center of the hold. For a time, the alien said nothing, but Kiral knew better than to think this observant one hadn’t heard him.

“By the wrong one, yes.”

The foreign voice was deep, and Kiral still didn’t altogether understand how the races were able to share a language. That strange pop in his ears when they’d been brought onto the ship was somehow involved, that was all he could put his finger on.

“And how do you know which is the right one?” said Kiral.

There was movement from the corner of his eye, and he wanted to look, but kept his focus trained on everything else in front of him. It was a game they played now; a delicate one, but he had committed. This one would understand him. He knew it.

There was a low noise from the Nepenthe. A chuff like amusement, but it was so much more difficult when Kiral didn’t know what their sounds meant.

“I find these things tend to sort themselves out,” said the alien. “If one only waits. And pays attention.”

Fine hairs stood up along his arms.

Yes. This one.

“My name is Kiral.”

“Kiral,” the Nepenthe repeated, as if trying out the name. And then, after a pause, “I am Mur Desh.”

 Dark shapes moved at his side, and Kiral no longer had to keep his eyes from the alien, because the enigmatic being had left the shadows of the wall and was moving away into the hold.

Kiral quit leaning and blinked. He’d been so sure.

What did I—

Mur Desh halted and turned his head to speak over a deep purple shoulder. “Have we mistaken each other, Kiral?”

Holy shit. No we have not.

He closed his mouth. Shoved himself away from the wall and followed in the alien’s wake.

Almost none of the others took note of either of them as they wove a path to the opposite side of the cargo hold, where doors made an exit into other parts of the ship. The sole exception was a nod between Mur Desh and the Ptolarch; worth it to note that the two were on familiar terms.

Kiral spied other human-Nepenthe pairs firming up as he left the crowded space behind. The med tech and that Ea Nir were among them.

But Mur Desh moved at a steady pace on his roiling mass of suckered arms, and they’d soon rounded a bend in the corridor that led away from the hold. The noise of introductions and negotiations fell away at their backs, and here Kiral’s world both narrowed and expanded at once. Gone was the last of anything he knew—humanity and all its particular games and strategies—and opening up before him was utterly foreign everything.

So what? He’d chosen an alien to house him? Now what? Where were they going? What would happen when they got there?

He wasn’t a woman, so he had no value as an incubator. No hurry to get him full of eggs.

Kiral went where Mur Desh led, the round-walled corridor making another curving turn, and the angle of the floor rose just enough under his feet to let him know they ascended to another level of the ship. The grey surface they moved over was like nothing he knew; it had the slightest spongy give under the soles of his shoes, and his footsteps made no sound on it. There were fewer lights as they went, until at last there were only dim, blue markers glowing at intervals in twin parallel rows overhead. The darkness and color had Kiral’s thoughts wandering to alien sensory capabilities, visible light spectra for them.

And then Mur Desh made an abrupt right turn. Kiral nearly strode past him before he realized there was no longer anyone to follow down an empty hallway.

There was not so much a door or portal where the alien had veered off, but more a branch of the corridor that spiraled in a new direction until its walls opened up into a larger space.

A much larger space.

Mur Desh meandered ahead of Kiral into a vast, multi-tiered hall that had the human’s jaw slack and head on a swivel in his attempt to take in the entire scene at once.

It was a cyborg of a place, the organic and inorganic veining through one another in a way that made him feel tiny. If a bracket fungus could have formed itself into an architecture inside a bowl, it would look like this place. Tiered levels above the main floor, where he stood, cantilevered out from the walls at intervals that had no human logic, ramps connecting them along the outer wall. Alien flora in containers burst or draped from everywhere in dark greens and purples like Nepenthe flesh, punctuated by the occasional specimen in waxy white.

A soft glimmer of artificial lights, embedded in patterns Kiral didn’t understand, on every wall or freestanding furnishing, provided the only illumination in the space. The shifting glow, in more blues and, here and there, greens and pinks, beaded the edges of glossy leaves, sheened the surfaces of low tables and benches tucked in among the light banks.

Guard down as he turned in place to wonder at the cultivated, alien grotto, Kiral forgot himself and paid no mind to his tongue.

“Is this … are these your living quarters?”

 Mur Desh made a sound that might have been amusement, and Kiral felt the tops of his ears heat.

Of course these aren’t his quarters. Who would need this much room?

“No,” said the alien. “This is a data repository,”

Kiral goggled some more, but his eyes changed focus to Mur Desh when the Nepenthe spoke again.

“I am not the Ptolarch,” said Mur Desh. “My personal quarters are not large.” Some flat surface like a high table peeked out among draping flora, and the alien drew a pattern along its rim with his webbed fingers that so closely resembled human hands. In response, the underside of the table added a greater glow of blue-white light to the space where the Nepenthe stood. “After the crowding in the hold, I thought we might both appreciate space to breathe. Perhaps become acquainted without feeling cornered.”

“Considerate,” said Kiral, his gaze wandering again. The intuition behind his snap decisions tended to work in his favor, but he let a breath go in the alien surroundings. Let his shoulders drop, so he might be more relaxed and alert in the event his instincts had failed him. “This is a beautiful space,” he said—a low-risk conversational gambit. “Our data storage facilities tend to be utilitarian. Not anywhere a person would want to spend time.”

The Nepenthe responded with some facial expression akin to a smile. A steep learning curve, the body language here. “This is not utilitarian?” He gestured around him with the tip of a suckered arm.

“Well.” Kiral reached to feel the leathery texture of a broad purple leaf close at hand. “All the plants? The lighting?”

“Humans aren’t using photosynthetic energy?” Mur Desh sounded disbelieving. “You must have had plant life on your home world.”

Kiral snorted and looked at the floor. By the looks of this lush, humid archive, it might be better if he didn’t explain in detail the way humans had left their planet.

“So what was your role?” When Mur Desh spoke again, Kiral felt the change in subject. “Down there on this watery planet that has managed to entice and repel both our species?”

Kiral met his lavender eyes and then smirked, his gaze sweeping the repository again. Mur Desh had a way with words.

More alike every minute.

“Data work, coincidentally enough.” He began to move again, letting his steps meander among the containers. “We came from Earth—our home planet—with all these methods of communication we’d been using for decades. Centuries.” He glanced at Mur Desh. “A long time. But when we set up outposts here?” He shook his head. “This planet’s magnetic field … I don’t know. There are others who could explain the specifics. Well. There might be. I don’t know who we have still alive. Either way, the means we thought we’d use to get information from outpost to outpost, between islands …” Here he made a vague gesture. “The data would arrive with random packets just … scrambled.”

The alien cocked his head. “We become so accustomed to what is reality,” he said. “To what we know is the way things work. And then we have to flee everything we ever knew, and hope our collective understanding is enough.”

It was an acknowledgment that the Nepenthe followed, but far more philosophical than the simple affirmative Kiral might have expected. He cleared his throat.

“Exactly,” he said. “And so I was the one responsible at my outpost for correcting the scrambled data. There was a basic knowledge component. Really anyone could educate themselves on what caused the issue. Methods of troubleshooting. But there was an element of talent for it. The mangled data groups were like”—he looked upward, searching for a description—“puzzles. There were patterns to them some of us were good at picking out.”

Why he stared so hard at the plants and glimmering lights while he explained all this, Kiral did not fully understand. ‘Modest’ was not a word he thought anyone would use to describe him. Perhaps in this foreign environment, the skills he might boast of among his own kind felt primitive. The accomplishments of a child next to all this.

“And you?” he asked Mur Desh, ready to shift the focus.

The alien made a noncommittal motion of head and shoulders. “The Ptolarch doesn’t dare give me an official title.” He moved around the table-high surface he’d activated for more light. “There would be … objections. To leadership endorsing someone with my ideas.” Those eyes met his again, cryptic. “The rest have little use for me,” he said, “but the Ptolarch, the Magistrand … a few others of rank, they do seek my council, from time to time.”

Well, fuck me.

Had Kiral realized the Nepenthe was going to give such an evasive answer, he might have been less forthcoming with his own. What was the end game here? Aside from two wary and manipulative creatures having spotted one of their own in a crowd.

“You didn’t have to leave the hold with me,” said Kiral, switching tactics from peeking around curtains to whipping them aside. “I can’t host your eggs. What do you get out of this?”

Mur Desh made an abrupt noise that Kiral took for a laugh. “I’m supposed to get something?” Several of the suckered arms wriggled, a movement he had no idea how to interpret, and the alien wandered in his direction. Kiral turned him a skeptical eye. “The Nepenthe will have opportunity,” said Mur Desh. “You won’t incubate for me, but one of your kind will, at some point.”

No. Too political. Kiral didn’t buy it.

“But what do you get?” he said. “Right now.”

Mur Desh gave him a bland look but said nothing.

“There’s no free lunch,” said Kiral, aiming to provoke. “You’re going to let me live in your space? Give me food? I watched you back there. Let’s not pretend either one of us doesn’t look for advantages.”

The Nepenthe folded his webbed palms together. “Are you offering … advantages?” Had he been human, Kiral was sure the question would have come with a raised brow. The alien face had no hair. Its eye sockets had a different structure. So much to not understand.

“I’m being realistic,” Kiral said.

“You believe I will have use for you?” said Mur Desh. “Beyond fulfilling my part of our races’ agreement to sponsor one of your kind? In what are you skilled, human?”

It was a goad, and Kiral knew it. He was also just insulted enough not to care.

“Telling lies,” he said. “Fucking.”

He cringed a little inside at that last one, but it was usually him who did the running people in circles. He enjoyed it less when he was the one walking backwards.

Again, the noise like laughter from the alien. Kiral’s brow furrowed. “You find it amusing?”

“Your kind aren’t able to lie to us,” said Mur Desh. “You have no sense of guarding your thoughts.”

No sense of guarding …

“You … know our thoughts.” It had to be bullshit. Yet his legs had a tension in them as though they wanted to back him away from this being.

“We find it surprising how inaccessible this sense is for your species.” The Nepenthe moved sideways and feathered an idle hand through something deep green and fern-like in one of the waist-high planters. Lights on a backing wall plate shimmered in response.

Kiral squinted. “I don’t believe you.”

Translucent eyelids blinked at him in a lateral snap. “Tell me two truths and a lie, Kiral of the Humans, and I will discern among them.”

What kind of fucking stage trick was this? Even a good guess still had a decent chance.

“Fine.” Kiral frowned. “I had four brothers.”

A nod from Mur Desh, and Kiral held up his first finger to begin a count.

“I was dishonorably discharged from the fleet back on our home planet.”

Another nod, another finger.

“I have a tattoo of my family name on my back.” Three fingers. Kiral gave him a doubtful look.

The Nepenthe smiled, and Kiral had the sense it was both a true smile at the same time as being an impressive imitation of human expression.

“They are all lies,” said the alien, who made his way to stand in front of Kiral.

No. Fuck him. No way.

“You have no broodmates.” Mur Desh lifted a webbed hand to close a purple finger over one of Kiral’s, snuffing the first lie by curling the digit back into his fist.

“You were never discharged,” the Nepenthe went on, “and in fact the rank you attained feels impressive, from the weight of the worry you put on another discovering that truth.” He covered and bent a second finger. Kiral had to look up to meet the taller being’s eyes.

Not possible. No one knew about that. No one left alive, anyway.

“And you have no permanent marks on your body.” Mur Desh wrapped a gentle grip around the third finger, covering Kiral’s hand so that it became a loose fist. “They would make confirming your identity too simple, or so you believe.”

 Kiral’s jaw was slack. Without paying attention, he’d stepped backward. A table edge thumped into his spine, and Mur Desh followed where he went. Velvety slick alien flesh still surrounded his raised hand, all his falsehoods contained there.

“And Kiral is the name you call yourself now,” said Mur Desh. “But it was not always. Was it.”

Fuck. Me.

It wasn’t a question. But Kiral had no answers. He didn’t know if he could make words at all, just then. All he could do was stand there in the new knowledge that his one advantage was lost, and try to breathe.

“So, no.” The Nepenthe’s words were quiet. “You can’t lie to me.”

Blue and green lights played on the lower edges of the alien’s face. The pale purple eyes were complex and clear, like a shallow lake. Ovoid pupils seemed to breathe with the rest of him. The place they touched, the hand covering his, was not a threat. It was a test. Would he retreat. Lash out?

He felt one, or possibly more, of the suckered arms shift near his ankle.

“But you do claim to have other skills, Kiral.”

There was a stillness in the humid air. His heart flickered in his chest like the expanse of tiny lights on every wall. He swallowed. There was no flight map for this.

“You … want to …”

He had never bumbled like this. Not even as a teenager.

“It wasn’t my intent when you spoke to me in the hold.” Mur Desh tilted his head. “But it also wasn’t me who brought it up. And I will admit”—exotic eyes wandered down and back up in a frank assessment—“it has been quite some time.”

Nope. No question. And now it was just Kiral stalling for time. Why hadn’t he seen this coming?

“Some time since …” He leaned backward with an edge of furniture making a line along his ribs.

Something curled around his calf.

“Since I turned to another for pleasure.” Mur Desh’s entire focus was on Kiral, and the feeling overwhelmed.

“So much for not being cornered,” Kiral said, with glances to the repository on either side of the alien occupying most of his field of vision. What had been promised as a non-claustrophobic space had shrunk to the sphere containing only him and the Nepenthe, who had not let go his hand.

“You are enjoying this game,” Mur Desh said, shifting closer still. “Your thoughts give you away.”

Kiral’s cock twitched, one step behind his brain.

Shit.

At last, the alien let go his hand, but only to glide a light touch over his wrist. Down his arm. Kiral shivered.

“I can assume the form of one of your females,” said Mur Desh, “if that would help ease your mind.”

Kiral shook his head. “I … prefer men.” He cleared his throat. “Males.”

An alien shoulder lifted, as if this made no difference. “A male then.” Shapes in Mur Desh’s face began to shift.

“No.” Kiral put a hand up, catching himself for only a second before he laid fingertips on a Nepenthe chest. “Don’t,” he said. “Just be … be who you are.”

Mur Desh held his gaze and, after a thoughtful pause, what little he’d changed reverted back to its original state. “We did make an astute choice, didn’t we, you and I?” Lavender eyes dropped to take in the hand on his chest. “Your experience won’t be familiar, if I retain this form. It doesn’t dissuade you?”

Kiral chewed at his lip. Splayed his fingers in fascination over alien flesh. “I’ve had plenty of familiar,” he said. “I don’t see a point in trying to convince myself this is something other than what it is. Are you not bothered?” He watched the lavender eyes for a reaction. “That I can’t choose to have … purple flesh? More than four limbs? I certainly won’t look like one of your females.”

Prehensile arms wrapped and squeezed around both his legs now, ascending at least to his knees, as alien as the subject in question.

“The transfer and incubation of eggs is a biological process,” said Mur Desh, as though he gave a lecture, and they were in no way half-entwined. “Beyond that,” he said, “we don’t tend to take sex into account when seeking a pleasure joining.” Alien hands braced on the table edge, on either side of Kiral. “And I am quite sure we are each capable of pleasing the other, just as we are right now.”

They were so close they might have kissed, had the Nepenthe known what that was. The alien had a scent. Like green things. Kiral swallowed.

“That’s what you want then?” he said. “For me to please you?”

“You claim to be adept.” There was no impatience in Mur Desh’s tone. If anything, he heard amusement. “But I can see you prefer clear terms. Yes. That is what I want.”

Kiral glanced to one side and back again. “Here?” he said. “Not in your private quarters?”

The Nepenthe smiled and lifted a hand to trace the collar opening of Kiral’s shirt. “Mm, would that be humiliating for you? If someone were to see us?” Mur Desh cocked his head. “Ah, but no. You are not ashamed of your choice to share your body. It is that others might see you, vulnerable.”

Damn!

How the fuck was he supposed to ‘guard his thoughts?’ This alien knew everything, and just as quick as Kiral knew it. How the hell did they function like this?

“No one will enter this place,” said Mur Desh, brushing right past Kiral’s worries about the security between his own ears. “Your people don’t know the way, and none of mine will think to come to the repository with everything else going on. Others will not be privy to what we do.” The alien’s smile showed ridges that reminded him of teeth. “Unless you wish them to, Kiral.”

Unless you …

This smooth motherf—it was Kiral who kept people stuttering! Who made jaws go slack and breath come shallow while he maintained the seduction at a high, rolling boil. He had done more weird shit than half the fleet, and charmed plenty of other men into doing it with him, and he was going to stand here, waving away the vapors like some fluttering virgin?

I think the fuck not.

He locked eyes with Mur Desh and reached behind his head to pull his shirt over the back of his neck. Shoved the garment out of the way on the tabletop at his back. Why should it even matter? He hadn’t seen one lick of clothing worn among the many-armed race.

Light glimmered in the alien’s eyes. “I had wondered whether you would shed your layers. Will you leave the rest?”

Kiral refused to look anywhere else while he unfastened his trousers. He would not back down. Not now.

Under the fascinated Nepenthe gaze, he shucked everything down past his knees, underthings, too, and pushed them off onto the floor until he was bare. Even his feet. Mur Desh gave him just enough room not to bump his head when he straightened.

Rather than twitch under the perusal of bold alien eyes, Kiral stood there, spine straight, weight on one leg in a light challenge. It was better than trying to cover himself in a nervous fig leaf of hands, as though any of that was likely to matter to the Nepenthe.

Your move.

Mur Desh gave him a smile and lifted a hand. “May I?”

And here we fucking go. You are about to go down this road with an alien.

Kiral nodded.

Webbed fingers rose to touch the side of his face. To push against the stubble of beard there, and then up along his temple to explore the texture of his hair. The pace of his heartbeat ramped up, no matter how cool he wanted to play it.

“Fur in some places and not in others,” Mur Desh remarked. “A common adaptation on your world?” The exploring touch left his head to trail through the sparse hair on Kiral’s chest, and then to dip under an arm.

He muttered some response to the incongruous academic question. If the alien had asked him to repeat himself, he wouldn’t have been able. His head was like a sieve for rational thought with the many-armed purple being touching him as though he were an expensive curiosity at a bazaar.

“What would you do?” said the Nepenthe, withdrawing his touch. “If we were in your territory, instead of mine? If I were a human you wished to entice?”

Kiral allowed his thoughts to touch memories of men he had ‘enticed.’ At least two who’d spent their last days on the planet below. A darkened server floor, banks flickering with dim light, not unlike the space they stood in, now. Hurried breaths and small, wet sounds in a far back aisle between racks.

“I’d suck your cock until you forgot your name,” said Kiral, taking the dive.

Something glinted in Nepenthe eyes. “The pictures your thoughts show me are intriguing,” said Mur Desh, and now one of the prehensile arms crept along the bare skin of his ankle. “The sheath I use to implant my eggs would be the closest match for this ‘cock’ of yours”—and here, the alien’s focus dipped to that same organ of Kiral’s, which already plumped and twitched at the mention—“but I can’t afford to lose an egg down your throat. And if you are as skilled as your … very confident thoughts make you out to be …” A tilt of Mur Desh’s head carried an ocean of innuendo, even across species. “Then I almost certainly will.”

Kiral would never deny he had a thirst for the exotic, but his body’s response to a speech both jarringly alien and seductive at once came as a shock, even to him. His erection stood out, stiff and shameless, and his mouth had gone dry while that lavender gaze held him.

“Do you have … something else? You want to put down my throat?”

Nepenthe features shifted into what was most definitely a grin. “As a matter of fact, I do.” The tip of another suckered arm rose to curl around one of Kiral’s dangling wrists. If his cock got any harder, it would turn to glass.

“Though I admit,” Mur Desh said, tugging Kiral closer with the circling grip, “the images in your memory intrigue me. You brought pleasure to your partner … what expression do you use for it?” Something agile flicked along the back of his calf. Higher. “Yes. ‘On your knees.’ ”

Oh shit.

“I believe I would enjoy that,” the Nepenthe said.

For several heartbeats, Kiral could only stare up at him. It was him who was used to shepherding partners along to the places he wanted. But now another made suggestions, and nothing in him wanted to resist.

Kiral sank to his knees, eyes on that alien face.

Waiting.

Where he expected—he didn’t know what, some phallus? Another bizarre limb the Nepenthe might introduce? Instead, one of at least ten sinuous purple arms curved around his back. Up over a shoulder, where rows of tiny round mouths propelled the limb in a relay past his Adam’s apple. The tip of the arm, slick where it hadn’t been before, mounted his chin and drew a line along Kiral’s lower lip.

So this is what he wants.

Kiral made his jaw slack. Accepting.

Nimble alien flesh eased into his mouth.

Then the taste hit.

His salivary glands twanged, the slick film coating Nepenthe skin acid like citrus. The sour jolt came not as a ‘no’, but a decided ‘yes’, and Kiral closed lips and tongue around it to let the flavor permeate.

When Mur Desh made a low, shuddering sound, and his inner eyelids floated halfway closed, some still-functioning part of Kiral’s brain did the math. This wasn’t just the equivalent of a blowjob he was giving, here. This was something more. Something dirty.

He brought a hand up to trace fingers along the arm tip, where it left his mouth. Kept a careful watch on Mur Desh while he took a gentle hold of the limb and fed more of it inside.

The Nepenthe groaned.

It wouldn’t be the first time he’d won someone over by doing something obscene. Kiral drew the curling tip deeper and ruffled his tongue through the suckers—from which the acidic fluid issued, he learned—and the thicker part of the arm circling his back pulled him closer. Rows of larger mouths along his shoulder blades and spine latched on and tugged at his skin.

Kiral let his hands drift up, lost for a moment, as there weren’t hips, per se, where he’d braced himself to work the cocks of his past. His touch landed on something of a waist, if he could call it that, where Nepenthe arms branched out from torso, and let his thumbs press into the velvety, purple flesh.

Two more eager arms found his wrists and began to coil, reaching around to his elbows to pull him close. Another questing tip rose to one corner of his open mouth and pushed its way inside to compete for space.

Squirming lengths of muscle began to scrub in tandem along the sides of Kiral’s tongue. Neither he, nor Mur Desh, would look anywhere but at each other’s eyes while the act played out. Large areas along the Nepenthe’s face and neck began to gutter between the deep purple he’d already seen and a much brighter hue. More and more slick flesh crammed to fit in the cavity between Kiral’s tongue and palate, his lips stretching taut, jaw wide.

He wanted to push back. To not be a mere passive recipient of whatever brand of alien debauchery this was, but to actively work at Mur Desh’s pleasure. He ran his palms up his new lover’s sides, squeezing. Did his best to work tongue among the forest of tiny cupped mouths that slipped and slid between his teeth, along the insides of his cheeks.

There were low, rhythmic sounds from deep in the Nepenthe’s chest at his efforts. Movements became more forceful and erratic and, much like a human would have, Mur Desh palmed the back of Kiral’s skull to hold him in place. To use his mouth.

A glut of the citric fluid coursed under his tongue, and something about the taste made his balls tighten. Mur Desh let out a growl of triumph Kiral understood on some primal level and forced a final length of suckered flesh further, deeper, until he gagged, and it slid into his throat.

When his muscles convulsed in attempts to expel the foreign body, the alien shuddered. Several limbs tightened their grip on his shoulders, his arms, his neck, and Kiral let his eyes water. He let himself choke and sniffle while Mur Desh flashed purple and black, the one rapacious arm working in and out amid obscene glottal noises and obstructed coughing.

“Kiral!”

A vicious plunge and aggressive bark of noise all but shoved Kiral to his heels, but then the alien limb withdrew so fast it took his breath with it. He would have fallen forward and landed on his palms if Mur Desh hadn’t been in the way. As it was, the Nepenthe gathered him close with the help of way too may suckered arms. Kiral had to turn his head to the side and endure a round of recuperative hacking after the assault on his gag reflex.

There was a time he couldn’t measure in which the two of them only struggled to breathe. Mur Desh to ease down from his peak, and Kiral to grapple with what had just happened. Many limbs wrapped his kneeling body, even as the effort in his muscles gave way and he sat back, ass on heels.

And then, movement.

Nepenthe arms pooled around them both, a flowing mass, and Mur Desh sank low in a fluid motion a human could never achieve by going to their knees. Webbed hands smoothed over his shoulders, flattening to trace the contours of his chest. His eyes rose to meet the alien’s, and they were at a level, now.

Mur Desh had called out his name.

“Consider this an apology, Kiral.” There it was, again.

“For what?”

“For underestimating.”

Something agile and slick brushed the underside of his scrotum, and Kiral sucked in a small breath. At least two of the suckered limbs curved around his upper back, and he felt lines of round mouths tug at the skin.

“Come.”

Enough of Mur Desh’s arms found a way to push between Kiral’s knees, under his buttocks and out to the free space behind him, it was as though Kiral straddled a lap. He didn’t know what to do with his hands and ended up resting them on the Nepenthe’s upper arms, which made the alien smile.

Citric fluid tingled on his chin and swollen lips as he stared into lavender eyes, curious but no longer tense for the alien’s next move. He allowed his body to relax into foreign, cradling limbs. Between them, his prick bobbed, incorrigible.

“A great many images formed in your mind,” said Mur Desh, “while you worked for my pleasure.” The hold of the limbs adjusted on Kiral’s back. “This was among the clearest.”

Shifting movement below, as though a slick, heavy rope dragged along his thigh, and Kiral dropped his eyes to see a curling arm tip reach for him. To spiral around his cock, tiny sucking mouths attaching from the narrow purple tip to drag more of the exotic limb, thicker as it went, up around the jutting heat of his erection.

Kiral shuddered and his spine hunched. Mur Desh held him up, the causal strength in those two supporting arms a small terror he pushed to the side. Sliding, Nepenthe flesh wound from his base to his plump cockhead, so close together that all he could see was the weeping slit peeking out at the top.

As Kiral stared, open-mouthed, the spiral grip contracted. He let out a ragged groan. The alien made a soft noise. Amusement and satisfaction.

“It is not a human mouth, but I believe it will serve,” said Mur Desh.

And then a sleeve of little round mouths began to suck.

“Shit!”

Kiral’s ass flexed, thrusting his hips up. His grip shifted to the back of Mur Desh’s neck, to brace. The agile limb surrounding his cock began to squeeze and tug.

“You have strange profanities, human.” The Nepenthe made some attempt to have his taunt sound bland, but Kiral knew his reactions entertained. “Do I take them to mean you enjoy yourself?”

Something wriggled from below, and then another arm tip lashed around the base of his testicles in a circle.

“Nnh!”

Fuck profanities. He couldn’t make words.

“Like this, yes?” More nursing mouths, where the delicate skin stretched taut, and his balls stood away from his body in the alien hold. “You don’t have to speak it, Kiral. Your thoughts will show me.”

The Nepenthe must have been able to sift through his mind more efficiently than he could label what was there. Every affirmative, no matter how vaguely formed, seemed to fuel each new stroke and pull.

Kiral closed his eyes.

Mur Desh did unheard of things to his captive prick. His oversensitive balls. More of that viscous fluid seeped from the suckered limbs, and the alien’s hungry work made squelching noises around his sack and pole. Kiral’s breath made shallow huffs, and there was a new sensation. Warm. Humid. His lover nuzzled his face below Kiral’s chin, and what had to be an alien tongue slipped out to taste his throat.

Their bodies pooled there, entangled on the spongy floor of the data repository, lush fauna dampening their sounds in the massive space, tiny lights flickering from every niche and wall. His knees parted around an impossibly attentive lover, hips beginning to move in that rhythm of the release he wanted.

“There is more,” said Mur Desh, words hot at Kiral’s ear as the alien pressed their upper bodies together. “You have strong memories. Pleasures shared with more than one at a time? Enchanting.”

Whatever the Nepenthe murmured came to him only as a sensual blur, its colors and flavor running together with the slick, moving wonderland engulfing his cock and balls, driving out all ability to process language.

Until a new touch crept up inside his thigh from behind.

A tapered limb, wet and seeking, wriggled along his taint. Between the cleft of his muscled cheeks.

“Here, is it?”

Kiral made an embarrassingly high-pitched noise when the fine, agile tip squirmed at his entrance. Exhaled in a rush when it pushed its slippery way into the knot of muscle.

“Mm,” Mur Desh confirmed. “Yes. Here.”

The invasion did not stop.

Alien fluids did away with any resistance as more of the limb snaked into his hole. His jaw was wide in disbelief at the ease with which he took more, more, the girth increasing, as it went.

And the mouths! The suckers!

He made some insensible bark of sound. Nepenthe flesh began to slough in and out. There was no relief on his cock.

“Mur Desh! Rrrggh!”

“Yessss, cry out my name, Kiral. We have chosen well.”

Kiral could only make animal sounds. Multiple dexterous limbs catered to every sensitive focus. A surging, squishy arm worked in and out of his asshole, slathering his thighs and cheeks with fluid as it went, the pace growing too brisk for him to catch his breath. The first busy arm still spiraled in a grip on his shaft, tugging and suckling in cascading waves, and there was no forgetting the other that squirmed around his balls.

A webbed alien hand rose to grip his throat.

Kiral spluttered.

I’m gonna … gonna …

“Yes,” said Mur Desh. “You will.”

The writhing flesh scrubbing his rectum bunched. Curled. It nudged forward and prodded a place that made Kiral’s world explode.

“AaghhFUCK!”

The orgasm came from inside his bones.

Unceasing alien limbs milked his spurting cock, pumped wetly into his ass. He knew his nails bit into the back of Mur Desh’s neck, and each time the coiled appendage tapped his prostate, radial bursts of light went off on the insides of his eyelids. He let out a yell with each, as though he’d been shocked, and the slickness lubricating his prick grew hot with the mingling of alien fluids and his own semen.

The sensations went on—on!—until he thrashed in the Nepenthe’s hold.

Too … too much!

It was unsustainable. The tip of his cock blazed with more feeling than he could process.

“St-stop! I ca … I can’t!”

A noise vibrated in Mur Desh’s chest that could have been a growl. The movements slowed. Eased.

Kiral’s chest heaved. Muscle relaxed and slid from inside him, sending a shiver up his spine with the long pull of slick, nubby suckers past his fluttering hole. The grip on his shaft eased, massaging their combined juices along his hot flesh before the arm let go altogether. There was a final, gentle squeeze to his sack before the Nepenthe disengaged.

“I was worried it might not translate across our races,” said Mur Desh, lifting a webbed hand to pry the violence of Kiral’s grip from his shoulder.

“Nnh?”

If there hadn’t been arms supporting his back, Kiral might have collapsed to the floor.

“I thought it best to make the effort before boasting.” The alien cupped his jaw in both hands, and Kiral opened his eyes to a lavender blink and a subtle smile. “I, too, am adept at ‘fucking.’ ”

Kiral blinked back and wanted to laugh. Parts of his body still twitched.

On impulse, he tilted his face and kissed Mur Desh on the mouth. It was not a human mouth. And it was not a human kiss. But if the Nepenthe was in his thoughts, it would be the gesture that mattered.

“It is still possible for me to change shape,” said Mur Desh in a much quieter voice. “I could give you this affection in the way you expect.”

Kiral shifted on his lap, knees demanding he unbend. He traced fingertips along the lines of the purple chest. “Perhaps another time,” he said. “My tongue knows enough lies. I like the truth for a change.”

“Then ours is a fortunate alliance.” Limbs moved beneath him, rearranging. “Do you wish to stand?”

Kiral nodded and got his feet under him, brows climbing his face at the amount of clear liquid sheening his thighs as he did. His clothing was a haphazard pile on the floor, off to one side. He made a face, and Mur Desh made another of the sounds like a laugh, rising tall on his many arms once more.

“It will matter to none of my people if you don’t put them back on,” he said. “You will be able to wash in my quarters, if you have a need to be dry.”

Kiral eyed the clothes he’d make sticky if he wore them again, right now.

You just fucked an alien.

“Are we likely to pass anyone on the way?” he asked.

“It is possible.”

The human—whose birth name was not Kiral, though the Nepenthe chose to honor it—looked around the strange space, with its exotic tech and its abundant alien fauna. Returned his focus to the being he’d chosen out of a crowd.

What did it matter?

“Fuck it,” he said, and bent to scoop up the garments, ready to leave.

They’d become ‘better acquainted’, alright.

“Then follow again,” said Mur Desh, accepting his choice to go nude.

Kiral fell in behind the Nepenthe as he turned and led them back to the corridor.

In an immediate test of his discarded inhibitions, another pair moved past, just as they entered the hallway. Another Nepenthe, this one imitating the form of a human from face to waist, as some of the others had done, and another human man in the alien’s wake. The other Nepenthe only nodded at Mur Desh, and kept moving. When the human saw Kiral, naked and sticky, his eyes bugged. Kiral gave him a smirk and a shrug of one shoulder.

It was no longer his own people he had to impress in order to get anywhere.

“Did you know that one?” Mur Desh asked, as they rounded a new corner within the ship.

“Only for the last day or so,” he said, strolling along behind. “We met when your people brought us aboard.”

Kiral didn’t know what to do with the wide-open feeling of reaching for a truthful answer, first thing. It was almost a new skill, to avoid assessing which of a series of falsehoods might serve him best before responding. But just like his clothes, it didn’t matter.

He couldn’t lie to Mur Desh.

Ahead of him, the Nepenthe waved a suckered arm. “But you will get better at guarding your thoughts, Kiral. I will be sure you learn.”

He wanted to laugh. The statement was a testament to how poor he was at it now.

They arrived at a portal, inset into the corridor wall. Mur Desh stopped there and turned to him, lavender eyes devious.

“But you can still lie to humans for me. Can’t you.”

The Nepenthe smiled at this, and dental ridges showed from behind his narrow lips.

Oh yes. Kiral had sniffed out one just like himself.

It was terrifying.

And exhilarating.

His skills had been sought after before, but not like this.

“Yes,” he said to Mur Desh, stepping close enough to place his hand alongside the webbed alien palm, where it pressed to the door. “Yes, I can.”

“Then come inside, Kiral.” The portal dilated open beneath their hands. “And we will do what survivors do.”

Kiral raised a brow and looked the Nepenthe he’d chosen up and down. “What’s that?” he said.

Mur Desh returned a keen grin.

“Whatever we must.”
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