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 CHAPTER 1 
 
    MITTEEKU 
 
      
 
    My gaze falls on an incredibly beautiful creature with wings of sparkling gossamer. The bright, shimmering colors are swirled and patterned and framed in bold strokes of black, and the overall effect reminds me of the princesses of my homeworld. 
 
    This makes me smile, and carefully, I coax the tiny beauty to crawl onto my hand. It’s so light and feels so breakable, yet it’s tiny feet seem to adhere to my scales with surprising strength. I watch, fascinated, as it slowly, jerkily, explores my palm. 
 
    Its wings spread out, the colorful outsides brushing my scales and leaving a pretty powder behind. “Like hobs,” I murmur. 
 
    It slowly closes its wings, then lays them flat again, but each additional movement is slower and slower. It’s hypnotizing. 
 
    Smoke blows from my nostrils when I acknowledge that I feel the compulsion to keep this newfound lovely. But I don’t know what it needs, and I would hate to treat poorly something so precious, even if my neglect was performed in ignorance. 
 
    I stretch my hand out to place the creature on a nearby metal formation that stands in a mound of shredded wood. The formation appears decorative, with thin flutes hanging down in a cluster. It sentries over what appears to be a dead garden; there is one lone shrub here, leafless, alone—dry and hibernating, most likely. The garden lies in a small alcove with a border of brick that leads to a set of matching brick stairs. Atop the stairs is an inviting, interestingly-designed door, with thick strips of beaten, swirling metal that manage to be as pleasing to the eye as they are functional for holding the wooden planks fast together. 
 
    I’m drawn to it, but I’m taking a great risk by standing in the open at all; I can’t go about peering at doors. No matter how greatly I desire to peer at this one. 
 
    My attention is stolen from examining it because a high-toned metallic clattering begins. It’s coming from the metal formation under my hand; I’ve disrupted it, and it’s putting up an alarm. 
 
    “Shhh,” I tell it, not certain it’s sentient but hoping it can obey commands if it’s either been trained or programmed to peal an alert when it finds a trespasser. “Stop that noise. I’m leaving.” 
 
    But the tiny, colorful creature still clinging to my scales has not alighted yet. “Off with you now; I fear I won’t be welcomed here and I must take my leave. Go on.” 
 
    It does not go. It will not let go—it’s tiny feet stick fast to my scales. My tail lashes behind me at the thought that time is running out and surely someone will come to investigate this chaos of noise soon. No matter how musical it sounds on the ears (and it is oddly musical), it is too loud to be overlooked. 
 
    I’ve never taken such care with my claws in my lifespan; barely applying more than air-taps to the length of the winged creature’s body, I try to nudge it onto the still-upset metal bell-clamorer. 
 
    I glare down at the ringing thing. “I will be forced to take measures to silence you,” I warn it. 
 
    But I’m too late; I no more than manage to lay down my threat when the decorative door to the house opens. 
 
    A female—a member of this planet’s ruling species known as humans—peeks out. 
 
    Human females are fair things. I’ve seen a number of them and all of them have lovely forms and pleasing attributes. 
 
    But this female... 
 
    It’s odd: in only a glimpse—a partial glimpse at that—I’m struck. I’m spellbound. She is the loveliest female of them all. Her hair falls in glossy waves that have me swallowing hard. Her eyes, striking and as attractive as the color of a summer-ripened luushu, glisten brightly and go wide as she stares at me in shock. 
 
    I stare at her in shock too. 
 
    Because she’s crying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    It’s been a bad morning. The babysitter quit and I had to call my supervisor and tell him that I’m trying to find a last-second replacement. I’ve called everyone, and I mean everyone—I’m even on an emergency list with a daycare twenty minutes in the wrong direction from work—just in the hopes that they get a kid picked up in time for me to drop my baby off and save my bacon. 
 
    So here I am, throwing myself at my supervisor’s feet, begging for mercy, because although I’m going to do my best, I might be late coming in. 
 
    After I deliver my news, he’s quiet for too long, his pause stretching out too much, and my already upset stomach starts roiling. I knew this was not going to be good. When he doesn’t break the silence, my nerves fray. This is really, really not going to be good. 
 
    And then I’m honing in to the sound of the regret in his voice. “Gwen… you’re a great employee. You really are. But this will be the third time you’re late. Three is the rule. If you’re not clocked in by nine, we’re going to have to let you go. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    I was late once because I had to turn around and pick up Chris from school when he got sick. Three days later, Austin caught it and I couldn’t leave him at the sitter’s—she had other kids to watch and, understandably, it’s kind of a big no-no to drop off your baby with a fever. He was basically that little monkey from Outbreak. I had to stay home and keep him quarantined. 
 
    Two times, I was out of options. Two. I get it, that’s not good—but I am a good employee. And I like my job. I need my job. 
 
    To my supervisor I say, “Please don’t give up on me yet.” 
 
    “I’m pulling for you, Gwen,” he replies, and this makes me feel both a spark of gratitude and a seriously suffocating crush of despair, because I don’t know how I’m going to pull a rabbit out of a hat for this one. 
 
    I end the call, dropping back against the cupboards, and sink to the floor. 
 
    “Mom?” Chris asks, his voice strident as he comes into the kitchen. “I don’t want to—” He stops dead when he sees me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Blonde like his dad, and almost as tall as me, my son is a cute kid mutating into a teenager. He’s all legs, arms, overnight growth spurts (ones that inevitably put him right out of every new pair of shoes that I buy for him) and he is emotions. I can almost guarantee that he was about to storm in here and tell me why it sucks that he has to go to school. But seeing me defeated and on the floor has one (temporary) benefit, yay—it’s derailed that tired argument. 
 
    I hate to worry him. But we are in trouble. 
 
    Austin starts crying, unhappy to realize he’s alone in the other room and the sound makes my eyelids feel hot. 
 
    I sigh. I start to, anyway. It ends up bursting out as an extremely wet sob. 
 
    “Mom?” Chris asks in full alarm now. “Mom, what’s wrong?” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him the truth: we’re screwed. If I lose this job, we don’t make the rent payment. If we don’t make the rent payment, we’re… I don’t know. I think there’s a grace period that might help if I can get hired somewhere else, but if I can’t find a new job in time… I don’t know what happens. I don’t know how to fix this. 
 
    Before I can tell him anything, I hear the wind chime start up by the front door. 
 
    It doesn’t sound like it’s being blown by a breeze though. It sounds like something is playing with it. More like caught in it. It wouldn’t be the first time; we had a zany squirrel decide to try using it as a jungle gym once. I shakily make it to my feet and cross to the door just as Austin wheels into the kitchen in his dino-themed walker seat. He’s no longer crying and he’s got a stuffed llama along for the ride. It’s old; one of Chris’s old toys, and this means Chris gave it to him sometime this morning, which Austin must have loved—he adores everything of his brother’s. He adores everything about his older brother, period. Chris wasn’t thrilled to have such a fawning baby brother, not at first—Austin’s a human puppy, always dogging his heels and wanting to be in the middle of whatever he sees Chris doing. But more and more, Chris is relaxing about it, deciding to view his situation more pragmatically: he’s being hero worshipped. And lately, he’s been helping out in the care of his very biggest fan. 
 
    I point to the toy and look at my eldest. “Thank you.” 
 
    Chris shrugs. “I didn’t want it anymore anyway.” 
 
    I give him a shoulder-squeeze, ignoring how he rolls his eyes. To Austin, I promise, “I’ll be right back, sweetheart.” The chimes are still going crazy, and I’m almost relieved to have something inane to focus on, something I can set free and send safely on its way. I wonder what I’ll see this time. 
 
    I don’t expect it to be a monster. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    Up until the point I actually get a glimpse of the thing setting off the chimes, my feelings are a mix. I’m a little overwhelmed, and a lot distraught. All my thoughts are on our current crisis. 
 
    That all goes out the window when I get an eyeful of the creature on our walkway. 
 
    He’s just wearing a crazy-detailed costume, my mind tries to assure me even as my adrenaline levels spike. 
 
    I’ve seen the uploads on Youtube—I couldn’t have missed them, they’re all over the Internet—someone got bored and decided to tour the city in one wicked cool costume. They interviewed some of the people who filmed him with their cell phones, and of course the interviewees said the guy’s suit almost looked real. Now I see what they mean. 
 
    Because deep down, I know without a doubt in my mind that I’m not looking at some guy in a suit. This is no convention-goer who’s testing out a kick ass costume. 
 
    Instinctively, I recognize that I’m looking at an otherworldly beast. 
 
    What’s in front of me looks a little different from what I saw in the video clips, but it’s the same kind of creature. 
 
    This one’s got a rucksack over his shoulder, made of some sort of shiny, silver, waterproof-looking material. His pants are black, badass carpenter pants—all sorts of pockets and straps. His shirt stretches over his super-wide shoulders and hugs every one of his muscles like a second skin, showing off his bulging arms, and his ridiculously defined abdominals. 
 
    That’s all well and good—real, real good—it’s the rest of him that’s rendered me speechless. 
 
    He’s got a pair of big horns that curl with flourish, and every bit of his skin that’s not covered by clothing looks plated in triangular-shaped scales. There’s almost a metallic sheen to them, a firebird red you don’t often see outside of the dangerous things in nature. 
 
    The creature has his hand held out, the back of it resting on the wind chime—and that slight unsteadiness you get when you hold out your stretched arm? That’s what’s setting the chime off—that and the fact that he’s trying to brush a butterfly off of his fingers. 
 
    Our eyes lock. (Uh—the big horned beast and me—not me and the butterfly. That might actually have managed to be more of a surprise.) The beast cups his hands around the winged insect and bounds up on our porch stoop—skipping the stairs entirely. He just launches himself right up in front of me. “Female? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “What?” I ask hollowly, half of my mind trying to panic while the other half is remarking how gently such a frightening creature is holding such a delicate butterfly. 
 
    “You are weeping. What has caused this?” 
 
    “Why are you holding a butterfly?” I blurt out instead of answering him. 
 
    He takes a moment to peer down thoughtfully. “Is that what this is? It’s very pretty.” His eyes flick to my chest—and I feel a shock hit me. An odd shock. It isn’t fear I feel. 
 
    It’s awareness. 
 
    But then I realize what he’s looking at, and I glance down at the embroidery on my blouse. In sparkling thread, butterflies flutter in a curling pattern along my throat’s hemline. 
 
    This is my lucky blouse. I tend to get the best commissions when I’m wearing it. 
 
    Thinking of my commissions reminds me that it doesn’t matter if this blouse’s color complements my skin and the cut flatters my stomach, and makes my boobs look amazing. Because unless a miracle lands on my doorstep in the next few minutes, I’m out of a job and we are going to be facing homelessness. 
 
    But bigger concerns! Sort of. Taller, way taller, for sure. I swing my eyes to Chris to see he’s goggle-eyed right along with me—and this is good, because it means the sudden deluge of stress hasn’t caused me to become delusional. Yet. I glance up at the very tall stranger and my common sense tries to reassert itself: monsters don’t exist. No matter how real his appearance looks, what he really is is a man in a costume. He has to be. 
 
    His deep voice startles me. “Can you help me release this butterfly?” He holds up his cupped palms. “I couldn’t get it to alight from my hand. I thought it might like your alarm perch—of course I wasn’t aware it was rigged to raise an alarm. I suppose this butterfly knew, eh? Wise little creature,” he says fondly as he lowers his eyes and uses a claw tip to trace the air above the butterfly’s slowly flapping wing, a ghost touch. 
 
    I sniff back my tears. “You know it’s dying, right?” 
 
    “What?” he gasps in what sure looks like genuine shock. “No!” He looks down in horror. “Why? Is it because I took it? I tried to be so careful…” 
 
    He looks like he’s about to drop to his knees and set it down on the stoop, so I take his wrist to stop him. Rationally, I know he has to know about the short lives of butterflies. Everybody knows that about butterflies. 
 
    But... he’s so appalled, it makes me want to comfort him. If he’s acting, he’s really good at it. One hundred percent—his expression, his posture, and the clear notes of regret in his voice… He looks so wrecked, I’d almost believe this is the first time he’s been informed that these beautiful things don’t last. 
 
    Two long ears make an appearance on the sides of his head; they unfold, like—like… not-fake ears. They swivel and flick, and do not at all look like costume pieces. 
 
    Austin has Lego sets in two sizes, and you can’t put the pieces together unless you find the bridge pieces. That’s my brain right now: I’m having trouble snapping together the sets of information I’m seeing, and the reality I know to be true. Either this is an over the top fx trick and I’m being filmed in an elaborate prank, or this guy… this guy is exactly what he looks like: Not human. 
 
    His eyes catch mine. These aren’t costume eyes. They’re a very real, otherworldly shamrock, and why am I not on the phone calling the police, or—I snap a glance at his horns again—the military? 
 
    Because his eyes are nice. And they’re imploring me to make this all okay. 
 
    I wish I could make things okay. I wish I could make lots of things okay. 
 
    I can’t. 
 
    This creature just wants to help this sad little butterfly. My chest rises and falls on a slow exhale. “It’s not your fault. And there’s nothing you can do—it’s really late in the season. To see a butterfly at all is rare, and that you found this one here...” 
 
    His eyes drop to where I’m touching him, and he stares so long that I let him go and apologize. “I’m sorry, I...” 
 
    His eyes snap to mine, the strike of green momentarily stunning me with their intensity. “Real beauties are rare.” His voice turns inward, like he’s speaking to himself. “How very blessed I am to have found myself here.” He holds out his cupped hands to me again, the dying butterfly so pretty as it lowers its wings to rest on him. “Will you show me how to make this one comfortable while it passes to the next realm?” 
 
    “MA!” Austin hollers, curious why I’m standing half outside. 
 
    “Hang on, buddy,” I tell him. Before I can answer our visitor, Chris pushes past me and hops down into the garden, making the loose woodchips fly up. “Give it here—I’ll help.” 
 
    The stranger sends me a glance as if he’s asking for permission, and without thinking, I give him a nod. He moves to join Chris, grimacing as he uses his free hand to collect a small metal tube from the ground where it fell off the wind chime. “I’m afraid I damaged your sentry,” he says apologetically. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assure him, feeling touched at his concern for an insect and my yard ornamentation, even if he is interrupting our day and our crisis-in-progress. 
 
    The hollow tube he’s holding is supposed to suspend from a little metal dangling thing. He fiddles with it, trying to get the pieces to stick together, but the chime has snapped off. There’s no fixing it. Oh well. This doesn’t even make my list of worries for today. I’m about to tell him exactly that when he opens his mouth and breathes fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    I stare down in shock at what the stranger just did. 
 
    To our windchime. He just… he just breathed fire on our… he breathes fire... 
 
    A dog’s deep bark makes me jump. A snarl follows, and my heart starts racing. “CHRIS!” 
 
    Coming at us is the neighbor’s dog. He belongs to the house directly across the street from ours. He’s not a nice animal. Usually, he’s locked behind a very sturdy fence, but evidently he’s escaped—again—and now the neighborhood’s resident hellhound is zooming straight for the stranger—and my son. 
 
    The stranger whirls, throwing out his arm to tuck Chris behind him, making his own body a shield against the dog’s oncoming jaws. 
 
    Then the stranger drops to a crouch, peels his lips back from his fangs, and roars like something the Earth hasn’t heard since the end of the Mesozoic Era. 
 
    The dog slides to a stop, eyes wide and butt plopping down right on the street’s asphalt. It’s lucky the road’s not busy at the moment or his days of neighborhood intimidation would be over. 
 
    “Go home,” the stranger orders the dog firmly, and brings his scaled tail in front of himself, slashing it through the air—far enough from the dog not to hit it, but fast enough that there’s a loud snapping noise, like the sound a whip makes when you pop it. 
 
    This dog, who’s never, not ever backed down when he has the chance to intimidate, spins and scrambles back to his house, yelping like he’s being chased by something scarier than he is. 
 
    Dirt clods fly up as it races across its lawn and launches through its doggie door. Our stranger stares after him for a moment, maybe making sure there’s no threat of the dog changing his mind. 
 
    When the stranger turns back to us, he finds me and Chris gawking at him. 
 
    His long ears lower. With a look back and forth between the pair of us, the stranger addresses Chris. “Are you well?” 
 
    Chris straightens, standing taller. “He didn’t even get close to me this time. I’m cool.” 
 
    Austin screams “Maaaaaaa…” 
 
    The stranger darts a glance in his direction, but then he looks down—and makes a quiet sound of dismay. 
 
    The butterfly has fallen to the ground, motionless. 
 
    He looks so, so... sad, that my mouth makes a crazy offer before my brain can shut the words down. “I need to check on my other son. Would you like to come inside?” 
 
    The stranger’s head whips up. Startling emerald eyes meet mine again. “I would be honored.” In one leap, he’s on the stoop again. 
 
    Chris tries to do the same thing, jumping straight from the garden box onto the stoop to get into the house—and he manages it, even if it takes him two tries. 
 
    I lift Austin from his walker and fit him to my hip before indicating with a wave of my arm that the stranger should enter our house. “Please, won’t you come in.” 
 
    I’ve never said this phrase in my life. I’m parroting things I used to hear my mother say—I don’t invite people in. I’m not social enough. Not on a normal day. As I guide everyone into the living room, I try for casual. “So… Is random spot welding a specialty of yours?” 
 
    The visitor clicks low in his throat from behind me as Austin silently gapes at him over my shoulder. “Not at all—and I believe you need some sort of additive to make a true, strong weld. I am concerned for the structural integrity of your bell-clamorer. It may fracture at the repaired section.” 
 
    Despite myself, I smile. “Yeah? Well that’s not one of my biggest fears for today.” I indicate the couch. “Have a seat.” 
 
    He does, deftly bringing his tail into his lap like it’s the most natural thing when one sits down. I suppose if you have a tail, it would have to be. He leans forward, planting his elbows on his rock-hard looking thighs. “What is it that you fear? Perhaps I might be of help.” 
 
    Absently, I zero in on the way he brings his claws together as he waits for me to speak. “You know what? Let’s talk about you first. Where are you from?” 
 
    I glance over at Chris to see how he’s taking this. He’s standing pretty much like I am: his eyes are round, his jaw is half slack—he’s basically ogling our stranger in awe. 
 
    I shift Austin so that his little back is against my front because he wants to  watch our visitor too. 
 
    Who wouldn’t? 
 
    Said visitor takes us in, and his tail flicks once before he knits his knuckles. “I’m originally from a planet far from here. A company of my people ventured to your Earth with a specific goal: they were to obtain the supplies needed to care for a colony of humans that are being fostered on a Gryfala’s preserve.” 
 
    A colony of humans? A planet far from here? “You’re… an alien.” 
 
    He smiles, and the small scales that rim his lips stretch and move with his soft amusement. “To you, it would seem so.” 
 
    He has a super, super nice smile. 
 
    Despite the fact that he has scales and just admitted to being an alien—his face has really nice proportions. He’s big and broad and muscled—and somehow the feminine part of me is registering that he’s well-built, and therefore, overall, he’s quite attractive. 
 
     The whole room is suddenly warmer, or I’m having a hot flash. Flustered, I stutter, “Um, w-what’s your name?” 
 
    He growls. 
 
    I shrink back, edging in front of Chris, my hands moving tighter over Austin… only to realize by the way our visitor is watching me that this sound must be his name. “Try again?” 
 
    He obliges, growling again. 
 
    I grimace, not even sure where to start. “Muh...TEEk...ooh, this—” 
 
    His ears hop up. 
 
    “—this is tough…” I finish, but I trail off because his ears are dropping. “What is it?” 
 
    The alien’s mouth pulls down a fraction. Not in anger—it looks to me like sadness. “For a click there, your attempt bore a pleasantly uncanny similarity to the familiar form of my name.” He taps a forefinger—foreclaw?—on his thigh. “My family would use that form when they addressed me. I haven’t heard it in some time.” 
 
    “Oh.” I’m not sure what to say to that. My chest is squeezing funny. “Okay, say your name the way you want it said, and I’ll give it another try.” 
 
    He repeats it—and this time, he adds the ooh sound on the end deliberately. 
 
    I try to imitate this familiar form, because it means something to him—and this time, I catch that there’s a loud click amongst the growl at the beginning, so I give that my best attempt. 
 
    My best attempt is pretty darn poor. 
 
    Now he growls in light frustration (it’s not his name… I don’t think). “I do not know how to translate my name-sounds into ones pronounceable by a human. How vexing,” he adds, plucking at a sharp-looking bladed spike among several bladed spikes on his tail. 
 
    “Mitteeku,” my fourteen-month-old spits out. 
 
    Mitteeku slams to his feet, shouting, “YES!” He throws back his head, horns scraping the ceiling, and he makes a noise that’s terrifying in the extreme but seems to be a sound of alien celebration. 
 
    Twin punctures mark the spots where his horntips dug in, and two thin lines show where they dragged a little, exposing the gauzy stuff that… that does whatever it does. Surprisingly, no plaster dust falls from the ceiling, but the ends of his horns are now stained white, which gives them kind of an interesting, capped-look. 
 
    Austin claps, his blue eyes sparkling, proud of himself thanks to the reaction he’s set off. 
 
    Then he tries to eat his fist, because he’s a baby. 
 
    A baby who somehow just managed to copy an alien’s growl-click-grumble sequence and show the two fully verbally-functioning human individuals how it’s done. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding me,” Chris says. 
 
    I nod mightily, glad I’m not alone in my stupefaction. “Right?” I say, and take Austin’s fist before he can drool-soak it too badly. My son, The Human Saint Bernard. “You can’t say Mama but you can say Mit… Teek-uu?” 
 
    “Mitteeku!” Austin slobbers happily. 
 
    Austin—happy. It’s such a change from his normal attitude at this time of the morning. We’ve actually managed to disrupt the infamous tears-and-tantrum before-sitter routine. And speaking of—I’ve got an emergency to deal with. “Wow, this has kind of been a lot in one morning. I’d love to learn more, believe me, but we’ve got a situation that can’t wait. Not even for aliens.” I think of trying to explain this to anyone and not sounding completely wacked. I widen my eyes. “Make that definitely not for aliens. I need to call some babysitters, stat.” 
 
    “I wish Grandma and Grandpa were here,” Chris says. 
 
    He means my parents—not his dad’s. They’ve never shown interest in their grandkids, but my parents used to babysit Chris, and he loved them. 
 
    Man I miss my mom and dad—and for times like this, I miss having the security they provided—the beauty of knowing someone else will be on top of your problem when you call them? It’s priceless. I miss having someone that will always have my back. 
 
    The alien looks thrown. He’s still standing, horns still plaster-tipped, making them stand out even more if it’s possible—but instead of looking pleased that we can sort of manage to say his name properly, he now stares down at me in growing concern. “My translator cannot possibly mean… Tell me my translator is wrong.” 
 
    I try to review what the heck I said that might stun him like this. “Oh! Babysitters?” A startled laugh gets caught in my throat. “They’re like nannies—but for poor people.” 
 
    “Nanny,” he says, caught in a clear lightbulb-switches-on moment. His horns drag over the ceiling again as he bobs his head up and down. “This I am familiar with.” Yet, something about it is troubling him: it’s clear by the look on his face. “Why do humans refer to nannying as baby sitting? The entire term sounds like gross grounds for mistreatment.” The thick ridges above his eyes nearly meet. “How did it even originate? Does sitting refer to the literal act as some sort of punishment?” His tail lashes out behind him, coming a hair’s breadth away from knocking over a lamp. 
 
    He’s too agitated to notice. “Tell me it does not,” he demands. “That would be barbaric. There’s no need to sit on a youngling; it is a simple matter to garner their obedience—basic visual cues and voice commands suffice.” 
 
    My eyebrows rise, and I move to set Austin in his play pen. “While I’ll agree with you that you don’t have to sit on a child to reprimand them, I wouldn’t say keeping them in line is a simple matter.” I straighten, crossing my arms and facing the alien. “But if you can do it, consider yourself freaking hired.” For good measure, I add a snort. 
 
    He snorts too—but he doesn’t do it ironically, like I did. Actual smoke leaves his nose, a stream pluming out of each nostril, he’s so shocked. “You… You would hire me to nanny your fledglings—err—” his eyes cut to Austin and Chris, and he winces at their shoulders like he’s politely acknowledging that my kids don’t qualify to be called fledglings. It’s crazy, but my kids are pretty much completely wingless. “...Your younglings?” 
 
    The possibility of becoming a babysitter for the day is making him look awed. Starstruck, even. 
 
    I was only (mostly?) joking, but into my head pops a replay of Mitteeku with the butterfly in his hands. And then Mitteeku protecting Chris from the scary dog. 
 
    I ignore the part where he tested out his amature welding skills. That was yard-art stuff. Surely he won’t try to better his craft while he’s ‘nannying.’ 
 
    Wait—am I seriously considering this? Why? Because he was nice to a bug and he didn’t want to see a kid get bitten by an abnormally aggressive dog? 
 
    Because he treated a dying butterfly like it was made of rare crystal, and he put himself in the path of harm to protect my son—and right now, I’m desperate. 
 
    “Trusting the care of my kids to a complete stranger...” I say faintly. Let’s not get started on the fact he’s not from this planet. 
 
    It’s hard to say what makes his next words feel so sincere; his ears rotate back, his brow ridges wrinkle, and his tail wraps around his ankles as he brings one large, clawed hand to his chest, and makes a fist. “I know you do not know of my kind, but I am Rakhii.” His gaze doesn’t so much as waver from mine. “I promise you that I can be entrusted with the care of your younglings. I would guard them with my life.” 
 
    Chris’s face is a still-capture of hopeful glee. He’s not thinking of the dangers of being left alone with an alien lifeform—actually, scratch that: that’s exactly the angle he’ll brag about to his friends. But he has to know they aren’t going to believe him. He’s going to want to show his friends. He turns to me. “Everyone you leave Austin with starts off as a stranger. You don’t actually know any of the babysitters until you meet them.” 
 
    I rake my fingers through my hair. “Okay, solid point.” I give him an imploring look. “But I need you to tell me this is crazy.” 
 
    Chris grins and tips his head back to look at the alien, who is watching our decision-making process with interest. “Crazy awesome.” 
 
    I don’t normally leave the big life decisions to the teenager—but I’m low on options, and this alien’s presence is bizarrely reassuring. 
 
    And I wasn’t kidding: Chris has a good point. I feel more comfortable leaving Austin with Mitteeku than I have with some of the stressed daycare workers that were technically qualified for the job. 
 
    And human. 
 
    I spin the back of my earring, trying to think at a hundred miles an hour. “You wouldn’t be able to tell anyone,” I warn Chris. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” he agrees quickly. 
 
    I don’t hide my concern. “I mean it. News crews arrive? Mass hysteria happens, and then this epic show-and-tell show is over forever because he’ll be hauled off to a government laboratory and meanwhile, I get charges of child neglect because I left you and Austin.” I start pacing. “I mean, I don’t know what they’d classify as parental presence, but I don’t think an alien legally qualifies, you know?” I try to rub at my eyes without ruining my makeup—and then I remember that I was crying right before the alien showed up and startled me out of my worries because he was giving field hospice to a butterfly. And saving Chris. 
 
    I need to remember to fix my face if I leave this house. 
 
    You know: if I leave my children in the care of an extraterrestrial while I do that working-for-a-living thing that I kind of desperately need to do. “What I’m saying is, all the money you make mowing lawns will have to be wired to my state account so that I can buy cigarettes in prison.” 
 
    Chris’s lips quirk, and he squints playfully, a look I haven’t seen in awhile—a look I’ve missed. “Mom. You don’t smoke.” 
 
    I ruffle his hair, and he lets me. “Yeah, but I’ll have to trade my cellmate something so she doesn’t shank me and steal the good cot. Prison rules, you know?” 
 
    He crosses his arms. “Nope. Don’t know.” 
 
    I shrug. “Me either. I’d say we need to watch more TV, but today,” I gesture to the alien in our living room, “It feels like we have entertainment covered.” 
 
    “Where are your sires?” Mitteeku asks Chris. 
 
    “My sires?” Chris swings his head towards him, his face pure perplexion. 
 
    Mitteeku’s ears lift slowly, as if something is dawning on him. “Ah, I can tell from your expression that what I have heard is true: humans keep only one.” He turns to me. “Where is your mate?” 
 
    I feel myself frown. “I don’t have a mate. He divorced me, and the kids… he doesn’t want…” I wince for Chris, because it’s enough that his dad doesn’t call him, doesn’t send birthday wishes or Christmas cards. I don’t need to say it out loud: my ex took off and never looked back, not even for Chris. “I don’t have a mate. Their ‘sire’ is not in the picture.” 
 
    Mitteku’s eyes seem to sharpen—they’re definitely glowing greener. I glance down when a shimmer of movement catches my attention—it’s his scales’ color. It’s shifting. He’s turning more red, like Rudolph’s nose—but not like Rudolph’s nose at all, because this alien does not look innocent and harmless, and if he plays with anyone, it won’t be reindeer games. 
 
    As his gaze holds mine, the intensity of his stare sets off another full body hotflash. 
 
    “Mom,” Chris cuts in. “Are you going to lose your job?” So point-blank and blunt. 
 
    I shake myself and break eye contact with the alien. I hate that Chris worries about our livelihood. 
 
    Early on in my marriage, the boys’ dad felt that we shouldn’t talk about our finances in front of our kids, and I’d agreed. He didn’t want to saddle them with that responsibility. But he took off, and this is our reality: I’m not made of money. 
 
    So when Chris got mad at the beginning of the school season because I said no to the latest-trending expensive sneakers, I sat him down and explained our circumstances. I went on to stress that he didn’t need to worry because we manage—but we are not at the place where we can afford the top-of-the-line and top-tier priced shoes. 
 
    After that frank discussion, my son and I seemed to reach a level of understanding that I wish I’d had with my own parents when I was his age. Now, when I can’t plunk out the cash for the extravagant non-essentials, there’s no more resentment from my teenager. Same for when I’ve had to pick up extra shifts; he may not like it when I’m gone more than I’m home, but he understands what needs to be done. 
 
    Of course, all of this progress will be somewhat moot if I get fired for not showing up on time. 
 
    I grab Chris by the collar and tug him to the doorway where we’ll have some privacy, but I can still keep an eye on the alien. I blow out a breath. “I can’t believe I’m asking this, but do you want to skip school today?” 
 
    Chris’s eyebrows rise. “You have to ask?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Right. I don’t even have to ask.” I rub my aching temple. “Rules: you stay here today.” 
 
    Before he can cheer, I break the downside-part of the news. “I know you hate diaper duty, but I trust you to take care of Austin. Only you. You watch your brother, you hold your phone at all times, and in case of emergency, you call 911—but don’t tell them an alien is the reason you’re calling, just warn them a really big guy is scaring you, okay? They won’t believe you about the alien but they can…” I dart a glance at the hulking, scaled behemoth. What the heck can anyone do to stop him if he doesn’t want to be stopped? And is there any chance that help will even arrive in time to save my kids? I bring both of my hands to my temples, the ache turning into a percussive drumbeat that makes my eyeballs throb. “Oh man, I can’t do this, this is insane, what if he—” 
 
    “Mom,” Chris says with a firmness that snaps me out of my panic. 
 
    I take him by the shoulders and make him face me square-on. “Am I doing the right thing?” I whisper. 
 
    Chris’s eyes widen and his chin drops. “You're asking me?” 
 
    A knot forms in my throat but I force out my words with bald honesty. “You're the only one I can ask.” 
 
    Chris clears his throat, the noise crackling a little. He brings a hand up to scrub at the back of his head, which makes his hair stand up in disarray. Physically it makes him look younger—but in this moment, staring deep into his eyes, I’m watching another layer of maturity emerging in him. “I think it’s gonna be okay. I don’t think this guy is going to hurt us.” His gaze darts to the alien, before cutting back to me. “I can handle Austin,” he assures. “I can,” he affirms as if I need the extra convincing. Maybe we both do. “You were watching Aunt Eilean when you were my age.” 
 
    This is true; I was his age and already watching my little sister. But before today, Chris hasn’t been ready to take on the mantle of this much responsibility. He doesn’t seem as mature as when my parents tasked me with babysitting. At least, he hasn’t—not until this moment. 
 
    I search his eyes again, eyes that are so much like the ones I see in the mirror every day, and I feel my nose start to sting. “I’m so proud of you right now.” 
 
    Chris groans and drops his head back dramatically to cover the fact that he’s ducking a little because he’s embarrassed. “Ugh, Mom, don’t cry.” 
 
    Movement has me glancing away from him to see our butterfly-rescuing alien crouched on the floor, giving us privacy while he slowly explores the area. He gently lifts a stuffed otter from where it’s fallen by Austin’s playpen. When Austin lunges for the bars of his baby-cage and reaches out for this (one out of his gazillion) stuffed friend that isn’t already in the pile of stuffed friends filling the bottom of his playpen, the alien carefully passes it to him. 
 
    Chris is watching too, and while this oddly heartwarming sight provides a distraction, I take the rare opportunity to yank my eldest into a super quick attack-hug, which he immediately squirms out of, as expected. “This is the craziest thing we’ve ever done,” I confide. “But Mitteeku… I feel like this could work. He seems trustworthy.” 
 
    Mitteeku’s ears flick and his tail curls up in a way that looks happy—and I wonder if this discussion hasn’t been a private conversation at all and he’s actually been able to hear us this entire time. 
 
    I don’t raise my voice when I address him. “Mr. Mitteeku?” 
 
    Confirming my suspicion, immediately his eyes are on mine. 
 
    And I have no doubt that his attention never really left me. 
 
    At my utterance of mister, his ears also cocked, and almost idly, I wonder what titles his people use and what his translator is translating. Instead of asking, I urge myself to move fast. “You are hereby on temporary nannying probation-testing. For now, you can stay.” 
 
    His tail, which coiled up like a snake in a charmer’s basket when I said probation, had unraveled at you can stay, and now waves at the bladed end—but with little shudders, like it’s repressing excitement. I choose to ignore this to the best of my ability, and continue on. “I’m trusting you. I’m trusting you to not bring trouble to my family. I’m trusting you to watch over my kids as carefully as you cared for that butterfly you stumbled on—” 
 
    With a suddeness that stuns me, he stands and shows his teeth—make that his FANGS—and I jump. 
 
    But then I realize he’s not snarling at me. He’s grimacing in horror. “I did not stumble on it—I vow I did not. These toes have tread on no innocent.” 
 
    I glance down at his feet, and see he has only three toes on each foot. Big, big wedge-shaped ones, but the alien says they haven’t been stomping on innocents, so that’s awesome. I blink up at him. “Uh huh, well, like I was saying. I’m trusting you.” 
 
    He crosses the room so swiftly that he’s taken my hands before I can process that he started moving. And I start blinking a whole lot more because his hands swallow mine. “I am honored.” 
 
    He looks so sincere that I feel some of the tension leave my shoulders. But I also feel my face go hard and I promise him with my eyes that I mean every one of my next words. “Don’t you dare do anything to my kids, you understand? So help me, if you do anything to my kids I will nail your ears to the wall.” 
 
    Confusion seems to cloud his gaze before his ears slap back and fold against his neck. He squints one shockingly-green eye. “To clarify, you intend this to be a threat?” 
 
    I squeeze his huge fingers as I lean forward. “That’s right. I don’t care how big you are. I will hurt you.” 
 
    He stares down at me solemnly. “I would never intentionally cause harm to any belonging in your rookery. I will take the greatest care of your offspring that I am able. You have my vow.” 
 
    He lets go of my hands so he can lower himself to one knee. 
 
    With his horns, he’s still taller than I am. But we’re at eye level, and I cannot believe how much faith I’m putting into a complete stranger—a complete *freaking alien* stranger—but I’m doing it because I feel that he means what he’s saying. 
 
    “All right,” I concede. “Good. Here’s the other thing: you don’t put a finger on them. I’m not kidding around.” 
 
    “Kid-ding…” he mouths. 
 
    “Chris will handle Austin. Chris is basically the man of the house, and you are his wingman. That cool with you?” 
 
    His tail sways at wingman, and again, I have to wonder what his reference is for my words, and how well his translator is following me. 
 
    I sally forth. “You do not invite other aliens over. You do not do anything dangerous near my children. You don’t do anything dangerous in this house at all, period.” 
 
    Maybe I should have him stay in the backyard. Tell him he can only come in if a burglar breaks in, or if the house starts to burn down… Except that house fires are so fast—he’s got a better chance of getting the kids out if he’s already inside with them. And then the no-touching ban is lifted, but only for extreme emergencies, I should make that clear— 
 
    Mitteeku tilts his head, and the scales at the corners of his eyes crease. “I understand your overall message. I will follow your directives.” 
 
    I step back. “That’s great.” Wonderful, actually. 
 
    This is happening. I’m immediately gripped by the I’m going to be late for work! anxiety, and I go into the usual morning-frenzy action/routine. “Chris?” I half-bark, sounding like a gentler form of a drill sergeant. “Your lunchbag is on the counter—don’t forget to toss it into the fridge if you’re not going to eat it, okay? Deli meat’s in the fridge, microwave meals are in the freezer—” I send a speaking glance at the giant in our midst—“Don’t feel bad if you have to make up a few more than normal for our new friend.” 
 
    “Got it,” Chris says as he retrieves his lunchbag, opens it, and tosses Mitteeku a bag of chips, which the alien catches only to examine in confusion. 
 
    Racing to the door, I steeple my hands. “No fighting, and—” I twist and point to Austin, who brought this habit home from last month’s disaster of a daycare: “No biting.” 
 
    Mitteeku startles, his brows pinching in like he’s affronted. 
 
    I start to wave him off and tell him that I didn’t mean him—but I think better of it. I really don’t know how aliens rear and chastise their ‘younglings’—and I’d rather he not use his teeth on my kids. “Boys, I love you, be good, have a good day—now I need to run.” 
 
    Reaching the shoe rack, I snatch my heels, tug them on, loop my purse over my arm, and prepare to start one wild, mad dash to get to work before management writes me off— 
 
    The alien catches me by my elbow. “Wait, please.” 
 
    A little frisson of sensation zips up my spine and I stop moving instantly, my knee lifted, frozen in the run position I was about to utilize, my leg half-extended. “What?” I ask a little breathlessly. 
 
    “I have learned that your budding polyglot infant offspring is Austin, and your older youth is Chris. But what is your name? What would you have me call you?” 
 
    I gape at him, horrified at myself. I’m about to leave my kids with an alien who I didn’t even give my name to. “I’m Gwen.” 
 
    His eyes darken to a sexy, smoky spruce. “Hi Gwen.” 
 
    My lips part. If I’m not mistaken, his eyes are saying, I’m attracted to you. 
 
    “Quest luck today,” is what comes out of his mouth though, and he holds his fingertips out to me. 
 
    I give them the world’s quickest fingertip-handshake, and watch his horns tilt as he cocks his head quizzically. “Thank you,” I manage to croak out. It feels like panic and hope are doing a serious duel in my chest. Panic is kind of winning though, because I can almost feel work’s timeclock ticking away. I need to punch in. “Now, I really, really have to get to work, or you’re not going to fit in the cardboard box we’ll be living in when I get fired and can’t pay our rent.” 
 
    His brow scales flatten. “Cardboard box?” 
 
    My eyes flare wide. “Mitteeku? LATER.” 
 
    He immediately takes a step back, and his tail slides across the floor as he curls it around his legs in a gesture that appears both slightly remorseful, and a lot self-protective. “My apologies. Creator be with you on your swift journey.” 
 
    Touched, I tell him, “Thanks for that too,” before I whirl and clop down the steps, racing for the car. 
 
    “MOM!” Chris yells, and my heart stops dead. My mind slams me with another gut-check of WHAT ARE YOU DOING? YOU'RE SERIOUSLY LEAVING YOUR KIDS WITH AN ALIEN— 
 
    “Don’t forget to call my school! Otherwise they’ll mark me down for skipping.” 
 
    Relief fills me: Chris isn’t scared. Austin’s not even crying—and he gets cranky every day when it’s time for me to slip into my work heels. Not today. The alien, for all his size, appears harmless. This is going to be fine. The alleviation of even a portion of my myriad of concerns makes me clutch at my chest, which feels weirdly lighter than it has in a while. “I will. Be safe, kiddo. Call me if anything feels funny, got it?” 
 
    Chris’s agreement rolls off his tongue and I zoom into work where I slam my employee badge over the time clock with the same exuberance contestants use to pound the button when they’ve got the winning answer to the Jeopardy question. 
 
    I cheer with the HR rep, who, behind her glass-paneled office offers a congratulatory, “You made it, Gwen! The floor is going to be so happy! ...What the hell happened to your makeup?” 
 
    “CRAP!” I shout, and I send her the world’s most imploring look. 
 
    She makes a worried face at the clock on the wall. “Five minutes—hurry,” and she points to the women’s restroom, giving me permission. “Then get out there and do your thing—we get to do a team-building exercise in a panic room if we beat last month’s sales record.” She hops up and down like this something we should be excited for. 
 
    “I have no idea what that is,” I tell her, “And I’ve had enough panic to last me awhile, but I’ll do my best. Gracias!” 
 
    She shoos me off and, grinning with her, feeling ten times lighter just seeing her enthusiasm, I dart into the bathroom and wash off the mess that is my tear-tracked face; then I quickly ring Chris’s school. 
 
    Once that task is done, I say a prayer for the hundredth time since I started the Flight of the Bumblebee from my front door, and I try not to think about my thirteen year old babysitting his little brother alone for the first time, or dwell on the fact that I have an extraterrestrial houseguest who can exhale flames and who has horns that may poke more holes in my ceiling plaster. 
 
    I need to get some work done today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    Halfway through my shift (which thankfully went well, despite my brain being lightyears away from selling furniture) it occurred to me that I missed posing a couple essential questions to Mr. Mitteeku, our alien guest, like: Do you know what a bathroom is?’ 
 
    I rapid-fire tap out a text to Chris on my last break. “I’m so sorry to ask this now, I hope I’m not too late… does the alien go to the bathroom? Does he know *how* to operate the bathroom? You can tell him I’ll be home soon in case he needs me to explain the basics.” 
 
    Before I can slip my phone away, bubbles appear in the corner of my screen, signaling that Chris is typing, so I wait for his answer. 
 
    CHRIS: “Got it covered.” 
 
    ...What does that even mean? Such a guy text. 
 
    So for the rest of my shift, I unwillingly devote mental gymnastic space to wondering if our alien is housetrained, and what got it covered, ...well? Covers. 
 
    On my first break, I’d texted Chris to ask if everything was all right, and even though I know he belongs to the generation that has an aversion to answering the phone, when I didn’t immediately get a response, I’d called him. 
 
    He’d answered, not bothering to hide the fact that he was humoring me. “Mom, it’s okay. Really. He’s not behind me, holding his tail-knives to my head. Just work. Don’t worry about us.” 
 
    I was just starting to think, You don’t know me very well, boy. Of course I’m going to worry— 
 
    But he does know me, so before he ended the call he added, “SERIOUSLY. It’s cool. Bye, Mom.” 
 
    Forty-five seconds after I punch out, I do not squeal out of the parking lot and cover the distance between work and home in superspeed because A) these tires can’t burn up until I can afford to replace them B) if I speed and get caught I can’t afford the ticket and C) if I cause an accident and hurt someone, I’d never forgive myself and if I’m in an accident, I’ll be leaving my kids alone in the world with an alien. 
 
    Thus I drive home very, very carefully, and when I pull in the driveway and cut the engine, my fingers take a moment to unfreeze from the white-knuckled grip I had on the steering wheel. 
 
    My stomach is in knots, and I’m questioning what I was thinking letting an alien into my house and letting him stay home alone with my children! Panic! Panic! PANIC! for nothing short of the thousandth time in, oh, eight hours and forty minutes. 
 
    Wary, nervous—and on my way to a good case of half terror-stricken—I clack up the steps, and find the door locked. 
 
    Half of me is screaming You didn’t remind Chris that he should lock this door! You left the boys home alone with the house unlocked! 
 
    While the other, more rational half of me points out that I can chill: as just-demonstrated, the door was locked. Chris remembered. He’s a smart kid. And they weren’t left entirely home alone: anyone trying to break in would be met with one heck of a horned, fire-breathing, scale-covered surprise. 
 
    I step inside, and close the door behind me—quietly. It’s amazing what you find babysitters doing if they don’t know you’re home. I’ve babysat before, so I also know that if you are the sitter, it’s downright unnerving to have a parent silently stalking you, but I feel like I have just cause here. This is so not your typical babysitter experience. 
 
    There’s a slightly burnt smell to the air—but it smells like food, not like the house itself is burning down. Hopefully. I stop here, just listening. For a moment, I hear nothing, and terror grips my heart. But then Chris shouts, “GO!” 
 
    There’s a bang. 
 
    Austin squeals happily. 
 
    Chris whoops loudly. 
 
    What on Earth…? 
 
    A deep, masculine laugh booms, and I give up being quiet, and follow all of it to the kitchen. 
 
    I do pause to peel off my heels though, almost whimpering as the soles of my feet meet the floor. I toss my footwear in the vicinity of my shoe rack and mince my way in the direction of the loud cheering. 
 
    “GO!” Chris shouts again, and I hear another bang—and this time, I see the game in action. Trash bags are taped to the walls and the sides of cupboards, like the kitchen version of a Gallagher set. 
 
    At Chris’s command, Mitteeku brings his tailblade down with a loud wunk!, chopping a tomato clean in half. Red guts spray the bags, and splash Mitteeku’s reindeer apron—my reindeer apron—and Austin shrieks happily at the vegetable murder. 
 
    (Or is it fruit murder? What is a tomato?) 
 
    Nevermind, nevermind, that’s not important—an explosive round of celebration is ensuing, so I’m not sure how Mitteeku even knows I’m here. 
 
    But he does. 
 
    He turns to me, not surprised: happy. He looks happy—elated, actually—but he also looks a little hesitant. 
 
    “There should be clean knives in the drawer,” I start. “You don’t have to use your tail…” I trail off, recognizing that this activity would not be the fun it obviously has been if Mitteeku had grabbed a regular knife. Chopping food with a knife like a normal person is old hat. Being able to do it with your tail? Of course that’s more fun. 
 
    Mitteeku slowly draws his tail to his chest like I’ve offended him, and it’s clear that I have when he stiffly explains, “My tail is clean. I washed it just as you would a knife.” 
 
    I motion up and down at his scale-covered, blade-ended tail. “I’m sorry; that sounds like I was criticizing. I promise that I wasn’t. You’ve clearly been making this the coolest dicing experience the boys have ever witnessed.” I indicate the taped bags. “And you guys went to the trouble of covering everything up to keep stuff clean. This was bright. You did good.” 
 
    Mitteeku dips his horns to me. “I understand your cleanliness concern in regards to my tail’s blades. But rest assured: I have killed no one with them in many spans.” 
 
    I stare up at him, trying to gauge if he’s joking. 
 
    Surely the creature I left my children alone with today is joking. 
 
    Even if he doesn’t sound like it. 
 
    He turns and—in an obvious effort to allay my fears—rinses off his tail, before he returns to the tomato and chops it small. His tail blades fan out, and he uses the flat side of one to scrape the pile of red cubes into a wok. 
 
    Confidently, he carries the wok to our stove. Despite the scent of burnt chicken, none of the burners on the glass top are red. Which means they’re not on. Neither is the oven. 
 
    Mitteeku motions to Chris, who raises a frying pan lid in front of his face like a shield. 
 
    Nodding at his compliance almost absently, like they’ve done this sort of thing hundreds of times— Mitteeku opens his mouth and spits flames on the wok, turning the contents into a sizzling fireball. 
 
    Startled, I yelp “AHHH!” 
 
    Mitteeku spins on me, his tail coming up in what looks to be a defensive maneuver as he searches for the source of danger behind me. 
 
    My cheeks feel about the same temperature as the steaming food at his back as I smile ruefully. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. I saw your flame trick earlier today. I don’t know why I wasn’t expecting you to cook by fire too.” 
 
    His throat scales spread and tighten as he swallows once, before his shoulders relax by a fraction. 
 
    I fidget. “Can I help?” 
 
    It feels weird to ask if I can help when it’s my kitchen and my family. I wave my hands. “Let me help.” 
 
    Mitteeku doesn’t step aside. In fact, he towers above me, motionless. 
 
    It’s so unsettling that I stop, sliding a little thanks to my stocking-encased feet. But I manage to meet Mitteeku’s eyes anyway. 
 
    Vegetables fry to death behind him, popping and squealing and smelling really, really darn good. Mitteeku’s ears slowly twist back, and I can’t tell if he’s, you know—keeping an ear on them as he contemplates me, or if his ear movement is a sign that he’s considering something, but he stays silent for too long, his clover-colored eyes dark and assessing. 
 
    Something in my belly flutters. 
 
    This moment we’re having feels significant. It isn’t quite a battle of wills... it feels more like a strange sort of dance. 
 
    I curl my fingers into a loose fist and brush them across my front, like I’m using my knuckles to dispel lint or dirt—or the strange tension that’s sprung up that I should not be experiencing in my kitchen with my kids and an alien. 
 
    Mitteeku watches this too and his eyelids lower as he seems to come to a decision. The scales along his forehead smooth out, except for two slightly raised bumps near his brow ridges as he calmly takes me by the shoulders, gently spins me around, and I find myself being shooed towards my kitchen table. 
 
    “Please sit,” he says. 
 
    Polite tone. 
 
    Polite words. 
 
    Polite request. 
 
    But it’s only a formality—because he manages to hold me fast with one hand, pull out a chair with the other, and proceeds to herd me with it—catching my butt and sliding me to the table’s edge so smoothly that all I can do is blink at Austin, who burbles happily beside me, ensnared in his high chair. 
 
    I suddenly know how he feels. Only I’m not feeling nearly as accepting. “Hey—!” I start, but big hands drop over my shoulders. 
 
    I didn’t know he was still behind me. 
 
    Right behind me. Almost as if he was expecting me to protest. Of course I’m going to protest: the nerve! Slowly, I tilt my neck back until the top of my head meets a solid, warm wall. 
 
    Eyes the color of Irish meadows lock with mine. “Gwen, you have toiled all the sun’s skypath to provide for the needs of your younglings and now myself. Please allow me the chance to make you a dinner you don’t have to work further for.” 
 
    “Well... Thank you. That is nice,” I tell him. 
 
    I don’t add, So are your eyes, even though they are. Especially when he smiles and the smile spreads across his face and makes these eyes gleam. And though I’m viewing him from upside-down, which is rarely the best vantage, he still looks totally handsome. 
 
    Wait. WHAT did I just call him? 
 
    Dazed, I face straight forward. Shock renders me mute, and derails the sound reasoning behind my initial effort to jump in: etiquette dictates that a good host serves a welcome guest. I should be serving him, not the other way around. 
 
    Perhaps his culture teaches the reverse, because puffs of hot air steam my hair almost approvingly before the massive presence behind me prowls away. 
 
    Okay then. I resolve to ignore him taking over my kitchen, and my skin seems to sigh in relief as the odd awareness of him relaxes in me. Feeling more settled, I glance around. 
 
    Everything is clean. 
 
    Instead of the island being covered in the standard array of rainbow-colorful bills and junk mail, all of the mail is in the basket whose whole purpose is to hold mail. It looks so nice. This is probably what the manufacturer of mail basket-desk organizers had in mind. It’s pretty brilliant. Sure, I had every intention of putting it to use—that’s why I bought it—and a few times a month I’ll neaten it, but most days when I get home, I just toss everything down and commence with unpacking kids and groceries and life. 
 
    My roving gaze finds the fridge, a wonderful stainless steel monolith that isn’t currently smudged and smeared in the requisite fingerprints it likes to collect. There’s a bottle of olive oil and an ancient jar of apple cider vinegar sitting on the counter next to it, and with a shock, I experience a memory of my grandmother using both to erase marks and treat steel surfaces. 
 
    I forgot that trick. 
 
    The floor shines like it’s been mopped very recently—and there are no graham cracker crumbs on the table, no stray Austin-toys in the kitchen. Just one little stuffed animal tucked next to him, and speaking of Austin, he’s babbling from his high chair, but not screaming his head off for me. 
 
    Wow. So this is what it feels like not to have the hour-long session of fussing after I pick him up from the sitter or the daycare. This is pretty much a miracle. This kid hates to be left with anyone. 
 
    My eyes dart over to Chris and the tall creature beside him, who is measuring out fresh rosemary over the wok’s contents by pinches of his clawed fingers, his nostrils flaring slightly as the scent of the ripped leaves must hit him. He reaches for the sliced lemons that Chris is holding, and then he adds a small dish of finely chopped garlic. His tail sways a little as he works, though he keeps the end of it high off the floor so it stays vegetable-annihilating clean. 
 
    Chris has two oven mitts on—not one on each hand, but two on one hand, so it looks like he has a giant paw—and he commands Mitteeku: “Okay. This one stopped spitting. Light it up again!” 
 
    Mitteeku pauses what he’s doing, Chris takes up his face-shield, and the alien blows a stream of flames all of two feet in front of Chris’s face. 
 
    Chris drops the lid and cackles, sounding like a power-drunk movie villain. “Cooking is the bomb!” 
 
    No wonder the kids had fun watching this meal come together. 
 
    I’ll have to warn Chris that he might be a little disappointed if he signs up for Home Ec class. Last I knew, they weren’t doing a lot of flambé. 
 
    Or any. 
 
    I give up subtlety and turn my chair all the way around to watch the show. Austin bangs his stuffed otter on his high chair tray like he approves of my decision, and so we watch together when slivers of zucchini go into our dish next—loads of it, and the end of Mitteeku’s tail clacks its blades together and wags slightly as if he approves of what he’s sauteing. 
 
    Austin, watching this crazy, out-of-this-world tail wave at him, claps like he’s at Disneyland and tries to eat both of his own hands in his excitement. 
 
    His thrills only amp up when Mitteeku lights the wok with another well-aimed fireblast, and Austin shivers and squeals in a paroxysm of delight. 
 
    This is not an emotionally distraught child today. 
 
    Seeing this? I want to cry in relief. 
 
    But I suck it back, and my eyes find Chris. He was put in charge today, and I don’t know how much of what I’m seeing was his direct doing, but this team has done a bang up job. 
 
    Like he can sense my gaze on him, Chris glances at me—and when he sees whatever he sees on my face, he grins huge, and it’s clear that he’s not feeling moody like he normally is after school. 
 
    My kids are happy. 
 
    My kids are safe. 
 
    My house smells good and food is about to be put on the— 
 
    A thickly-muscled arm passes in front of me with a low-spoken murmur that I assume is an alien word for Excuse me. 
 
    Mitteeku’s sleeve is rolled up past his elbow, and despite his skin being covered in scales, up this close, I can clearly see the lines of veins as they snake around his strong limb. 
 
    Arm porn: alien style. 
 
    I inhale sharply—but my panic at objectifying an extraterrestrial is derailed because I catch the scent of the lemon-roasted chicken sitting on a bed of flame-broiled squash being set before me. 
 
    OMGooodnesssmellssodelicious… 
 
    My mouth waters and I stare down at the beautiful—if a little strangely prepared—meal in front of me. 
 
    Strange because the chicken is blackened. So are all our vegetables. But they’re not burned-burned—just crisped. A lot. 
 
    But I bet the meat is cooked all the way through—so hey: no salmonella for us, and I didn’t have to make it. YAY! 
 
    I twist, gazing up at Mitteeku. 
 
    His ears are forward, and he’s viewing me expectantly. I don’t pull any punches. “You and Chris rocked nannying today.” I inhale, and the waft of good-food smell hits me so hard my stomach growls. I ignore it. “You want the job?” 
 
    Apparently not one for pulling punches either, Mitteeku answers simply. “Desperately.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    MITTEEKU 
 
      
 
    I wait for Gwen to lead us in the partaking of this meal. 
 
    She appeared to almost slaver when I set her food before her, but now that I sit across from her, Christopher settled to my right, Austin held captive in a human youngling-specialized chair to my left, she glances at me in a way that almost appears nervous before she sends a different, almost searching look at her offspring that I can’t interpret. 
 
    But she shrugs, and, giving me a small smile, she leans forward, and with great care she raises what Christopher informed me is called a drumstick (this muscled avian alien leg bone bears no resemblance to the musical sticks I know of from my homeland) and takes her first bite. 
 
    Gwen’s moan is so unexpected that my tail slides off my lap and clatters hard to the floor. 
 
    Mindful of the tender (if tiny) ears on either side of me, I keep my curses under my breath and I lean over to see what damage I have caused to my host’s flooring. 
 
    Surprisingly, the tiling appears to have borne the abuse well; I spy no punctures or slices at all. I heave a gratitude-filled breath and straighten in my seat. But with my attention no longer fixed on the prospect of what wreckage I might have caused, my ears tune in a little too excitedly to the sounds the dam of my charges is making as she consumes her food. 
 
    It is with deep pleasure that I hear her satisfaction. 
 
    It is with deep discomfort that I admit that a good portion of my enthusiasm has only marginally to do with the act of providing for her well, and much to do with a suddenly, intensely raging libido. 
 
    Females well-pleased tend to shower the males responsible with much, much affection. I glance at the two younglings. 
 
    Much, much affection—and not the sort that would be bestowed in front of young ones. 
 
    I should be ashamed of myself. 
 
    Gwen moans again, lustier. 
 
    I coil my tail in my lap to conceal my body’s answering reaction. I can see why Gryfala tend to take their meals with their males, not their offspring. The offspring are left to their nanny, and I always assumed this was because Gryfala are picky eaters and don’t share the same tastes as their fledglings. 
 
    Now I am listening to Gwen and imagining a vastly different reason a female would sequester herself and her service of males during meal times. 
 
    I tug on one of my ears and refocus. From the nature of the sounds she’s emitting, Gwen finds the meal more than adequate. This, for me, is quite an honor. Where I am from, hobs tend to make the meals for their princess, and they undergo a section of training specifically for this task. 
 
    Rakhii males learn to cook for themselves—no official classes offered at any academy. If we’re taken into a Gryfala’s service, and she wants her Rakhii to cook for her, then she’ll instruct him on what she likes. 
 
    Just as she’ll instruct him on all of the aspects he can perform for her liking. 
 
    I shake my horns to clear these thoughts from my mind—specifically, of Gwen’s throaty voice encouraging me to take a pinch of this or that. And my mind’s scenario doesn’t involve ingredients. 
 
    I’m reminded of her standing before me, challenging me to take the position in the kitchen as lead meal preparer.  
 
    It called forward an urge to bend her over the table and demand that she give me a set of commands that have nothing to do with cooking and everything to do with preparing her body. 
 
    ...Which would have been highly teveking inappropriate considering two of her offspring were avidly watching. 
 
    Therefore, I was intensely glad to have Christopher as my guide, a male who claims to have seen thirteen of his solars without having made a meal entirely on his own, but also who knew well what needed doing. 
 
    If his dam’s reaction is any gauge to go by, we did a grand job together with these alien ingredients on our first cooking voyage. 
 
    Gwen emits a small yelp, drawing my full attention and making my spines raise through the open slats at the back of this ridiculously small kitchen chair. “What’s upset you?” I ask her when I can determine no source of danger and she only blots at the silken-smoothness of her upper chest. 
 
    “I almost had a stain catastrophe,” she says, motioning to her breasts. 
 
    It takes me a click to process that she’s actually motioning to her butterfly-adorned tunic. 
 
    “Sorry guys,” she says. “I’m gonna quick change out of my work clothes before I ruin them,” she explains and she starts to stand. 
 
    I stand too, and she looks startled. 
 
    Christopher’s gaze bounces between his dam and myself, appearing curious at either my action—or his dam’s instantly flushing cheeks. 
 
    I’m not curious about this: I’m lured. With extreme force, I am filled with a desire to explore her reaction. On my home planet, Gryfala add a Rakhii to their service to gain protection, and for the purpose of healing, and for nannying—and always, always for lusty mating. 
 
    But unfortunately, as far as I can tell, Gwen only selected me out of desperation. 
 
    From overhearing her and Christopher’s conversation, she hires only temporary nannies to caretake for Austin. It didn’t sound like she explores more than this one element of a relationship with them. But then, it doesn’t sound as if they were particularly worthwhile for keeping, either. 
 
    “Don’t stop eating on my behalf,” Gwen says weakly. “I’m just going upstairs and I’ll be right back. Dig in. You earned it.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I do as she bid and take my seat. I can’t quite bring myself to touch my food again though. It seems inherently rude to eat while she is away, despite the fact she gave her permission. A warring brews inside me; follow instinct that bids me on how to properly treat her, or follow her directly given, instinct-opposing order? 
 
    I’m staring down at my heaped plate, working through this, when Austin drops his beloved toy on the floor. Absently, I use my tail to pick it up. 
 
    Austin emits a highly excited squeal. 
 
    Still using my tail, I give it back to him. 
 
    He shrieks in delight. 
 
    Austin is easy to awe; any movement of my tail manages it—and now he excitedly slips into a subsection of language that Christopher can decipher, but one that my translator can make no sense of. 
 
    I can surmise the meaning of this vocalization from Austin though. I nod to him. “You are very welcome.” 
 
    I return my gaze to my food when, out of the corner of my eye, I see the small stuffed toy take yet another life-ending leap off of the tray of the seat that is designed to hold Austin’s body hostage. 
 
    Austin points down at his dispassionately murdered companion and gasps. “Oh NO!” 
 
    I raise a browplate at him. “Didn’t you just push your stuffed pet off your hostage-chair?” 
 
    Austin’s face transforms—not to an expression of guilt, but mirth—and he giggles. The lack of shame for his appalling actions is apparent. 
 
    “That was mildly disturbing,” I inform him, and he laughs harder, pointing with more vigor to his toy. 
 
    Against my better judgement, my tail circles the stuffed creature to return it to him, and Austin’s excitement reaches a decibel level that is causing my ears to ring. I point two fingers at him. “Shh, now. Use your inside-spaceship voice, please.” 
 
    Christopher snorts, choking on his food, and I glance at him in question. 
 
    “Nothing, man,” Christopher says, as he snickers and coughs. His thin chest shakes as he seems to struggle to both to breathe and laugh. “That was funny and you weren’t even trying to be.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I respond, and turn my attention back to his younger sibling, whose face still appears so innocent that I would never suspect him of harboring nefarious intentions. If I hadn’t seen him shove his friend to his untimely end with my own eyes, I’d never have believed it. After all, this is the same stuffed companion that Austin insisted he have with him at all times today. Of all his menagerie, this was his prized pet. 
 
    But now just look what’s happened to him. 
 
    The moment Austin has his friend back, he does not hesitate: without so much as a look of remorse, he swiftly shoves his dear playfellow off the edge of his hostage-chair. 
 
    “Your behavior is worrying,” I inform him, and the tiny human laughs in my face. 
 
    My attention is focused on him until an alluring scent touches my nose, and when a feminine laugh caresses my ears, I glance over and find Gwen. 
 
    She stands in the doorway—hands over her mouth, unsuccessfully muffling her laughter, her eyes alight and dancing. 
 
    Not despondent and distraught as I found her at the beginning of this rotation. 
 
    I’m so focused on her, I almost miss it when Austin remembers that his victim is in fact his dearest friend in all of the world—and he regrets ‘assisting’ it in its unwilling leap to its doom. But I view his antics out of the corner of my eye—because I’m facing Gwen, and I get to see her bite her lip, and I watch her eyes scrunch, and I hear the most beautiful sound: her vibrant laugh. 
 
    It’s infectious in the best way, and a laugh rocks from my own chest, answering the call of hers. 
 
    Austin squeals with a suddenness that causes my ears to snap flat in a vain effort to avoid aural damage—Creator, how is such a small being capable of making such a large sound?—and Christopher points to his sibling and orders in a deep voice, “Hey! Inside-spaceship voice.” 
 
    I stare at him, absurdly honored. He’s imitating me. 
 
    Gwen laughs harder, and her hands slap down on her knees as she doubles over. 
 
    Christopher’s eyes dart to me, and I realize he’s gauging my reaction. I let him see that I’m smiling. “I did add a please,” I remind him. 
 
    The corner of his mouth kicks up. “Right.” He turns to his brother. “Puh-lease.” 
 
    The pronunciation is similar, but the emphasis has changed, leaving my translator unable to match the word to its original. I’m unsure if this is because he exaggerated the sound or if it is a new, unknown-to-my translator word. I have much to learn about humans, despite having the benefit of some interactions before I came here, limited as they were. It’s difficult to get near another male’s mate, and all of the humans I was afforded small measures of contact with were mated. 
 
    Gwen straightens, wiping tears from her cheeks—but seeing these tears doesn’t cause my hearts to seize like her earlier ones did upon our meeting. These tears are borne of hearts-gone-light gaiety, and unlike this morn’s upset, these feel satisfying to spy. 
 
    I do my best not to form an opinion on the fact that she does not find her youngest’s actions disturbing. I will endeavor not to be alarmed by his bloodthirsty actions either. As the saying goes, ‘When on an alien planet, do as the aliens do.’ 
 
    “You’re really up for this?” Gwen asks, her expression turning serious. She stares at me for such a prolonged click, measuring me, that I nearly grow uncomfortable—but I will not break from meeting her eyes. I rise from my seat. She wants to gauge my sincerity? Well here I am. I’ve had more than a pleasant day with two members of this family; nannying was as fulfilling as I’d always hoped it would be. I want more rotations where I am trusted to watch over this group; I appreciate the chance she has taken on me—and I hunger to finally be of service. 
 
    I indicate she should retake her seat, and when she does, I slide her chair in, enjoying the way her scent intensifies and her color deepens on her face and down her throat and even, I notice, her prominently displayed collar bones. Thank the stars for this new tunic she is wearing. It’s equally lovely as her previous one and the fabric looks like it’s been worn soft, if the way it worships her curves is any indication. 
 
    I allow myself a small inhale just above her mane, but I immediately wish I hadn’t. My eyes lock on the clip she uses to hold her strands of hair from falling down her back, and I want to take the clip out, pocket it for keeping, and wrap her loosed mane around my fist. 
 
    I swallow hard, forcing myself to step away before I answer her. “On my homeworld, I would have lain my ears against any doorpost for the chance to join a household such as this one, and I would be honored to do so here if adding an ear’s ring to your nanny is your sealing custom.” 
 
    I take my own seat only to feel stymied as I watch Gwen’s lines of browfur draw together. 
 
    She shoves her forelock away from where it cupped either side of her face. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “For what?” I ask. 
 
    She holds her eyes closed for a heartsbeat too long to be considered a regular-length blink for a human—as far as I’ve observed. “You said…” She motions at me with her hand. “Can you explain the part where adding earrings against doorposts is all the rage on your planet?” 
 
    All the rage? Rage: uncontrollable, violent anger. 
 
    “The sealing custom is not performed in anger, if I understand your meaning. It is an esteemed distinction among our kind,” I tell her before I test my food. As expected, it’s cooled. I examine my plate, and it appears safe to char on, so I reheat it. 
 
    All three humans nearly leap out of their seats as fire crackles over the surface of my food. Politely, I ignore their excitability and go about enjoying a bite, chewing and swallowing and utilizing my napkin before I explain, “As a show of good faith that we’ll follow her hobs’ commands, Rakhii will stand at the Gryfala’s doorpost and each hob will drive an awl through her new Rakhii’s ear, and bestow on him a ring. Each ring the Rakhii receives symbolizes the level with which he belongs in her house’s service.” 
 
    This information appears to disturb Gwen—although it must be noted that the eldest of her offspring breathes, “Coooool…” 
 
    Gwen recovers her words enough to utter a horrified, “They drive an awl through your ear?” She’s practically a twin for a Rakhii female given the way she looks ready to spit fire. “That’s barbaric!” 
 
    I point two fingers to her own earrings. “Why were you given this ornamentation?” 
 
    Her cheeks flush. “I paid for professionals to do it—” 
 
    I lean away from her. “You pay credits to be ringed?” 
 
    She toys with her left ear’s lobe, processing my tone, perhaps. “I think there’s a difference we’re missing. On this planet, it’s just jewelry. On yours, it has some significance. Ownership, it sounds like. On a doorpost!” 
 
    I shake my horns. “Mastery, maybe. More of an agreement to follow other males’ commands under the grand command of one female. Not ownership. And where else would you have it done?” 
 
    “In a mall,” Christopher offers. “Or in a tattoo shop.” 
 
    “A shop?” I ask in confusion. I imagine who owns a shop: a shopkeeper. I imagine who comes and goes in a shop: customers. I try to imagine pledging service to a shop and I am utterly confused. “What representation does this have? And what is a mall?” My translator belatedly supplies a definition of multiple shops housed under one roof. It sounds like an indoor bazaar. “Oh.” 
 
    Gwen raises a hand in a nonverbal gesture for her son to hold off whatever he’s about to say. She indicates that the next voice she wants to hear is mine. “What representation does a… does a Rakhii—” 
 
    She performs an admirable job pronouncing the name of my people. 
 
    “—ear-puncturing location have to do with your people’s ceremony?” 
 
    Austin lets us know that he doesn’t approve of the family unit’s focus moving so far from him by way of a small, ear-splitting screech. Gwen shushes him with a quiet but sternly delivered reprimand. 
 
    He obeys, and she pets the fine hairs atop his head. 
 
    I try to explain. “The household you serve would be the doorway where this ceremony would take place. It’s symbolic.” 
 
    I take up my dinner fork. My wingman, Christopher, instructed me on how to set a human table. When formally dining, Rakhii use spoons—but humans have the addition of this pronged utensil. I’ve seen the like elsewhere, but instead of being made of wood (or actual silver, despite Christopher referring to the pieces as silverware) they are made of a coated metal. I asked him if he thought his dam would mind if I melted one to inspect the core of it and, despite my question instantly instilling him with a shared curiosity to investigate this, he said he thought she might mind. Therefore I refrained. 
 
    I use my misnomered implement to hunt and spear the pale disks that my wingman informed me needed to be well-softened before we consumed them, or they would cause issues with our gut matter. 
 
    “I see,” Gwen says softly. And there’s a hushed moment between all of us where even Austin is quiet. 
 
    I bring my tail blade to my thigh and drag the blades along the length of sharpening stick sewn next to my pant leg’s side seam. “Not all Gryfala practice it anymore. In fact, it’s mainly the first-kept Rakhii of a young Gryfala who sports them. If she takes a second Rakhii in her lifespan, oftentimes her stomach is spoiled for the act.” Not to mention the fact that Gryfala have an inherent dislike of sharp instruments—symbolism be rutted, there’s been more than one Rakhii that sported only a single earring for a fifteen-hob service simply because his Gryfala couldn’t stand to have her hobs inflict anything past the awl’s first strike. “It’s hard for a female to watch her males bring each other harm, even so little,” I explain. “But I would consent to do this for you.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” Gwen says quickly. “We don’t need you to go that far—” Her eyes narrow and I see she’s sending a warning glance to an excited-looking Christopher. Who, when I shift my gaze to him, doesn’t appear to share her surety that this is a practice the entire household would rather forgo. 
 
    But a Gryfala’s word is law, and it appears so is a human dam’s, for Christopher’s shoulders drop dejectedly and he adds nothing to the conversation, bowing to his dam’s wishes. 
 
    In light of the clear fact that the topic outright appears to disturb Gwen, I opt to select a new discussion point entirely. “You have much for produce to choose from. I was mightily impressed by your storeholds.” 
 
    She smiles. “Those are thanks to our next door neighbor, Mrs. Best. She’s filled up our fridge and freezer because she loves to garden, but she’s all alone. Her husband recently passed away.” 
 
    “Ah,” I murmur, feeling sadness for this couple even though I don’t personally know them. “She will follow soon then?” 
 
    Christopher stops chewing and Gwen freezes from where she was pressing a napkin to the corner of her mouth. 
 
    I look back at them in confusion. “What have I said amiss?” 
 
    Gwen glances at her eldest, then at me, looking somewhat at a loss for what to say. “Well, hopefully she’ll hang in there. She’s been sad, sure, but she seems to be managing okay.” Her small, fine-boned brows with their strips of fur knit together. “She’s had some trouble taking over his shop—he had a hardware place downtown. I should check in with her, see how she’s doing.” 
 
    I volley my glance of curiosity between the two older humans in our cluster. “Human females do not waste away from hearts’ ache when her males—err, her male—dies?” 
 
    “Heartbreak?” Gwen says, with a tender smile that quickly melts to an aching bittersweetness. “Humans are capable of feeling hurt pretty deeply, but even when we feel like we’re dying from it, we’re made of sterner stuff, I guess.” 
 
    Before I can make yet another attempt at finding heartslight conversation—and with hope, be successful this time—Gwen speaks. “We need to talk logistics.” 
 
    I set down my fork. 
 
    Troubled-creases appear on her forehead. “No, no; keep eating.” 
 
    At her urging, I take up my utensil again and spear another bit of strange but enjoyable food, and wonder at what speed is it acceptable to chew and swallow in order to answer her when prompted. Christopher seems a poor guide in this aspect, I think: he speaks around a mouthful, not bothering to chew and swallow first. Yet after Gwen admonishes him, confirming that this is not acceptable, she confounds me by posing a question to me personally while my own mouth is full. I am flummoxed. And at a disadvantage. 
 
    I give up this infernal nibbling of meat-from-bone, and swallow my drumstick after giving it a solid crunch. 
 
    The humans cringe. My attention is stolen from them at Gwen’s barely-breathed words. “Where are we going to keep you?” 
 
    Keep me. They wish to keep me. 
 
    My hearts swell. 
 
    “My room!” Chris cheers. 
 
    Gwen shakes her head. “Or how about the basement.” She words this like a question but delivers it as an edict. 
 
    Christopher makes a disgruntled sound of protest. 
 
    Gwen’s brow furs rise cooly. “He’s not a stray dog, Chris, he’s an alien man. He’s not sleeping in your room.” 
 
    Chris sighs, like he very much wishes I was a stray dog. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “Mitteeku, if you don’t mind me asking,” Gwen starts, sounding hesitant. “How did you walk around outside without causing people to panic?” 
 
    I crunch down on another drumstick (only Gwen flinches this time—Chris squeezes his eyes shut and shudders, but he chuckles as he does it), and I swallow this one too before answering. “I was told humans don’t expect nonnative lifeforms to be traversing their homeland, therefore they won’t believe they are seeing an alien in their homeland even when I am walking right among them. Thus far, I have found this to be true.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Gwen says, her eyes falling to my tail before her gaze flits over the breadth of my horns and the length of my ears. “But you won’t be able to stay in one place and get away with it. Sure, if someone sees you step out of this house, they’ll chalk your looks up to you being a man in costume. But if they see you in the same costume three or four times, they’re going to find that really interesting, and then they’re going to be uploading videos on Youtube with titles like ‘Beast lives next door!’ and ‘This guy looks like a dragon-man from another planet!’ and you’ll get attention that you don’t want. And what about sunlight? You have to be able to go outside sometimes.” 
 
    “Rickets,” Chris says seemingly in response to nothing until he adds, “We learned about what a lack of Vitamin D does to the body last year in fifth grade.” 
 
    “Not to mention you’ll go crazy in here,” Gwen murmurs, eyeing the walls like they’re closing in on us. 
 
    I feast on perfectly scorched flesh of fowl, and quietly contain my amusement with the two and a half humans who have never spent time on a space vessel. 
 
    “The privacy fence is pretty tall,” Christopher offers slowly, eyeing my horns. “Your antlers are kind of noticeable though.” 
 
    “Horns,” I correct. 
 
    He shrugs, not taking his eyes off of them. “Same difference.” 
 
    “We’ll need to give you a crash course in toddler care,” Gwen starts, but Christopher jumps in excitedly. 
 
    “It’s all right, Mom. I showed him everything that Austin needs, and Mitteeku’s people hire Rakhii to watch their offspring: he’s ready.” 
 
    Gwen assesses me. 
 
    I can see she’s not entirely at ease yet. I incline my horns. “If you would show me how you would like Austin’s care routine to be administered, I will endeavor to follow your instruction to the tap.” 
 
    “To the tap?” she echoes. 
 
    “It’s like to the letter,” Chris supplies, and his dam murmurs a soft, “Ohhh. Got it.” 
 
    Hearing himself discussed, but not being directly fed the attention, Austin babbles in a fractious manner. 
 
    In a fit, he pushes his plate aside and reaches insistently for mine. I don’t snap at him; he’s sitting too far from me to be a threat to any of my food, and even in the event that he could take it, I don’t believe I could carry through with the common forms of Rakhii and hobling punishments—Austin’s skin looks too tender to take even the lightest nip of correction without causing him harm. 
 
    Additionally, I feel great amounts of empathy for this youth. The scent of the paste he’s been rationed is not enticing, nor is its presentation: it’s the consistency of festered wound pus, and with a similar color too—a sickly yellow-green. 
 
    It would require a monumentally decent reason in order for me to ingest any of that mess willingly. 
 
    Perhaps if I were being held prisoner and my captors had broken all of my teeth, I would be under the proper amount of motivation I’d need in order to stomach the gruel. 
 
    In other words: the direst of circumstances. 
 
    At this thought, I feel compelled to share my portions with the unfortunate child. He’s been admonished by his dam once again for his behavior, and I give it to the count of three clicks to let his lesson sink in before I speak. “May I offer him a piece of my meal?” I pose this question to his dam, but it’s Christopher who speaks first—and right around his mouthful, not bothering to chew and swallow it first, “Jussh make it schmall.” 
 
    Gwen chides, “What am I raising? Sheesh. Eating or speaking, Chris; you can’t do both at once.” 
 
    I chew my mouthful of chicken and vegetable matter into small bites—stopping well before it is an unseemly paste—and I spit it onto my spoon and hold it out for Austin to try. 
 
    Gwen claps her hands over her mouth, muffling a squeak. 
 
    Chris coughs, “Ewww, dude,” and laughs once, before he makes a retching sound. 
 
    I look between them in askance just as Austin tentatively wraps his fingers around my spoon’s handle with me, and shovels it into his wetted mouth. 
 
    This human produces a bizarre amount of sputum. I haven’t decided on a diplomatic way to inquire of his dam if this is normal for humans, but I’m stepping around the wording in my mind and have been all this rotation. “What is the matter?” I ask the two adult humans. 
 
    “You can just hand him little pieces,” Gwen says faintly, and lowers her hands, looking strangely ill all of a sudden. 
 
    “I can’t wait to tell my friends!” Chris whoops, and Gwen cuts him a sharp look and says, “No.” 
 
    Chris sobers. “Seriously?” 
 
    Gwen’s face morphs into a mien so fierce it would rival the most dangerous Gryfala—even I want to duck. “Remember that mention of ‘news crews and mass hysteria’ that we discussed? Remember how your lawn mowing money goes to my prison fund if this gets out? I mean it, Chris, you can’t tell anyone about Mitteeku.” 
 
    “Not ever?” 
 
    She gestures to me. “Not unless you want him to end up in a government zoo in some remote, Area 51-type location. And that’s the best case scenario.” 
 
    “What’s the worst?” Chris asks. 
 
    “One word,” Gwen says flatly. “Godzilla.” 
 
    “Aww, man,” Chris says, sounding dejected. But only for a moment. “Can we show him ice cream for dessert?” 
 
    This makes Gwen’s smile return. Her eyes tap mine for the briefest click before she stands and says, “I call pistachio.” 
 
    With two of my hosts rising, I look down at my plate, then glance between them, wondering what is appropriate in this household. “I would like to finish, if it wouldn’t cause offense?” 
 
    Gwen looks disturbed. “Not at all—take your time! We don’t mean to make you feel rushed.” She waves to her own plate, which is not finished either. “We don’t really stand on any kind of ceremony here. If you want to sample some dessert while you finish your dinner, all the more power to you.” 
 
    Chris and Gwen dish up iced cream, a frozen form of dairy product obtained from this land’s version of cattle. 
 
    How very interesting. 
 
    We all polish off our plates, with the three of us offering non-pre-chewed bits to Austin, and then Christopher is up out of his seat, looking like he is readying to be dismissed from the meal. 
 
    Yet he has left some choice meat and all of the leg bones of his chicken on his plate. “Are you going to finish those?” I ask him. 
 
    Chris looks down where my claw is indicating, and he appears bemused. “No. You want it?” 
 
    “Chris,” his dam says sharply enough that it smacks of warning. 
 
    I look to her, but Gwen covers her eyes, and mumbles, “Have boys, they said. They’re easier, they said. This wouldn’t be happening if I’d had girls.” 
 
    Chris grins and dumps his plate’s contents on mine. 
 
    My first bone-shattering bite causes none of my humans to flinch, and I’m well pleased. An aptitude for quick adaptation will serve us very well.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    How can three humans act cool about an alien moving into our basement and playing nanny to the kids? 
 
    The answer is: easily. 
 
    When the alien goes out of his way to make it the most amazing change of our lives, well his presence is just… wonderfully easy. 
 
    It’s been weeks of alien-bliss in which our extraterrestrial exhibits some strange reactions (like when he nearly shook the picture frames off the walls with his uproarious laughter after following his nose to the toaster and finding S'more flavored Poptarts), but we don’t question his eccentricities—or at least I don’t, because they’re not harming anyone, and he’s otherwise practically perfect in every way. 
 
    The few hiccups we’ve had are just that. Nothing to sweat. Mostly. 
 
    But then there was Halloween. 
 
    Thank God it happened on Halloween. 
 
    ...I only wish I could have been there to see it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    MITTEEKU 
 
      
 
    I was given an order not to leave the outer vestibule light on even if Gwen’s work keeps her from journeying home until the sky is well into dark. This edict arrived after Gwen had a strange conversation with Christopher as they readied to leave. 
 
    My humans are often slow to crawl from their beds—they’re often irritable upon first rising too—but Gwen had smiled at her eldest son over the rim of her mug of coffee (which she clutched in the same way a starving male holds fast to stolen food) and she called, “Hey sleepyhead! You’re not Batman this year?” 
 
    “I’m too old to do that stuff,” Christopher had declared, giving his dam an insouciant roll of his eyes. 
 
    Gwen gave him a look, but then she’d shrugged and gone about readying herself for her workday. “That’s fine, because I didn’t pick up any candy. Remind me to keep our porch light off so we don’t disappoint any trick-or-treaters.” 
 
    “Got it,” Christopher had confirmed. Then he sent me a grin. “Mitteeku? No ‘vestibule’ lights, all right?” 
 
    Gwen’s nose had wrinkled fetchingly. “He calls it a vestibule?” She turned to me. “Your translator gives you vestibule? Really?” She crouched to tousle Austin’s hair as my tail stayed wound around the straps of his blue, sturdy-materialed overalls—letting him crawl but not letting him wander far enough that he’d be out of my sight and able to find trouble. 
 
    “Yes, really,” I’d confirmed, distracted as I folded clothes into separate baskets. “Gwen, this pair of leg coverings has torn.” 
 
    “Not another one,” she’d groaned into her mug. 
 
    And that was that. 
 
    This rotation has since been largely uneventful, despite the fact that humans on the sidewalk have added odd additions to their attire—strange masks, mostly. Some capes. I nearly couldn’t believe my eyes when a female walked by with furry ears atop her head—but then I saw a band fitted over her cranium, and this is what they were affixed to. 
 
    Not a true set of ears. 
 
    Next, I spied a few humans smiling at each other and showing fangs. 
 
    This was surprising. I was under the impression that humans don’t have fangs. I’ve taken a great interest in Gwen’s mouth (it’s artfully lovely in its plumpness—and its changing shades, and the way it glistens slightly when she traces it with her tongue) thus I can say with certainty I have never seen tooth points like these in any of her smiles. 
 
    And with every stranger that passes by our dwelling windows looking strange—the more agitated I become. It doesn’t take long before Austin is mimicking me, growling quietly whenever someone new comes into view. 
 
    We’re so busy following a green-faced woman with multi-colored mane fur and a tall, sharp-tipped hat that we don’t realize someone’s approached our dwelling until they step onto our vestibule. 
 
    I don’t think: I react. Snarling, knowing that Gwen wishes for me to stay inside at all costs, unless there are extenuating circumstances, I release my loudest growl yet and settle for slamming against the door. 
 
    It creaks ominously—and the floor groans as if I’ve stressed the house’s moorings. 
 
    That would be unfortunate. I don’t want to damage this house, and I certainly would regret destroying this door. I am rather fond of it: its unique ornateness is what drew me to my group of humans in the first place. 
 
    But—that stated: if this would-be ruffian attempts to break into our dwelling, Gwen will not begrudge me for defending our territory. 
 
    Despite my aggressive warning, whoever this human is, they are bold and have nerves of steel: their boots keep carrying them until they stand facing me. Of course, they’re not aware that they’re facing me. There are several inches of petrified tree and paint and a door handle between us, as well as a parcel-and-reckoning statement slot. 
 
    My tail presses Austin back so that he’s out of the direct line of any fire should this intruder attempt to open the door. 
 
    Likewise, my body makes itself ready for a clash, my dorsal spines swelling with toxin, preparing to stab should they come into hostile contact with the intruder. 
 
    I’m ready for battle. I bare my fangs, all but daring this rogue human to attempt entry. 
 
    I would never literally dare however, because if I failed in the ensuing skirmish, Austin would be left vulnerable. For the first time, I’m relieved that Christopher goes to the human-version of an Academy (one of many on this planet—or so I’m told) five rotations out of seven. It means that there is one less target to protect, although if it weren’t for the special formula I apply to myself each suns rising—make that sunrise, only one sun here, unlike home), I would not do well at sending him from my sight, and I would willingly offer myself as a shield for both males. 
 
    But I only have the keeping of one. I cannot fail him. I must protect my youngling from danger— 
 
    *Thewt, thewt, thewt.* 
 
    My ears catch the sound of ammunition being fed through the parcel slot just as reckoning statements land at my feet. 
 
    Not lasers. Not bombs. Not bullets. 
 
    Just bills. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh, I am mistaken. My tail curls in shame and Austin’s drool-catching towel slips off my shoulder. This is not an intruder; this is a postal carrier, and Gwen says we shouldn’t growl at them. And I don’t—not anymore, not since I got used to the mature female that delivers Gwen’s reckoning statements and parcels. She seems kind; I spied her across the street, staring up at a tree. I watched her speaking to the tree, gesturing to it, beckoning it, and at first I was concerned that either human’s trees were far more living than I knew, or this female was half-daft. 
 
    But then a creature bearing a (...somewhat) similar appearance to a qiizibeast had tentatively descended from the branches, climbing down the trunk right into her waiting arms. 
 
    The female was rescuing an animal. When I told Gwen the story, she said it sounded like a feline had gotten stuck in a tree— 
 
    Gwen had laughed at me when I followed her explanation by pestering her with many questions about felines and why they frequently become stuck. What a curious phenomenon. 
 
    When she grew exasperated with my endless fascination with the topic, Gwen climbed on top of the couch, stepped onto the arm of it in order to reach my face, and placed her hand over my mouth to shush me. 
 
    It worked. Mainly because the feel of her hand over the scales on my lips, and the scent of her skin as it pressed to mine drove all other thoughts from me. 
 
    When my tail spiraled around her, trapping her before either of us could blink, she’d dropped her hand and cleared her throat, saying she had tasks to attend to. 
 
    Before she’d gone, I’d asked about adopting our postal carrier as a grandame for the children. Rakhii keep grandsires and grandames close; they visit and partake in the rearing of offspring, passing down lessons. 
 
    Gryfala do not mingle with grandames, therefore I was uncertain where humans landed on this preference. 
 
    Evidently, humans are somewhat like Rakhii, but Gwen says humans don’t invite other humans to dwell with them just because they look like they will make a fine grandame. 
 
    I’d venture to guess that humans don’t invite humans to serve as grandsires either—not that I know this male postal carrier well enough to extend the offer, but with the speed in which his boots carry him swiftly away from our door and off of our vestibule, I have my concerns that he wouldn’t accept any invitation even if we were to extend an offer. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I call out anyway, feeling immense guilt for my overreaction. 
 
    The boots pause, and the postal carrier huffs a laugh. “Dogs.” 
 
    As he continues away, I consider this. He believes the sounds he heard were from dogs. 
 
    I can growl at people. What luck! They’ll believe they are being warned away by a dwelling pet—not me, and not Austin. 
 
    I file this information away as I take up Austin, and he settles down from the excitement, napping into the crook of my arm with an ease I wish I could share—but a bristling sense of apprehension has set my dorsal spines to clacking together. 
 
    But I tell myself that all is well. Nothing has happened. The day has—overall—been a mild one, at least within these walls, and Austin needs to be down on the floor, building his muscles to be strong, and burning off his excesses (and excesses) of youthful energy. 
 
    Warily, and against all my instincts, I manage to lower him to the floor when he wakes and set him up with his toys, but I don’t move far from him. Nor do I engage fully and play with him as I normally try to do before I begin the chores that are best saved for whenever I have both hands free. 
 
    I’m attempting to convince myself that I must relax when I hear a breath-stolen shout of, “STOP IT!” 
 
    My heartsbeats feel as if they’ve been paused. It’s Christopher’s voice. 
 
    I look to the timekeeping circle on the wall. It is too early for him to arrive home—yet he cries outside. Sounding as if his breath has been taken from him—perhaps by running. I don’t hear the wretched creature that bolted for him that first fateful day, the neighbor’s dog. What else could be chasing him in this place? 
 
    I leap over the couch, feeling as if I’m ripping in half as I leave a startled and wailing Austin unprotected on the floor. But as the sound of the raucous laughter starts outside amid Christopher’s yells, it’s clear the elder youngling is in immediate danger. 
 
    Wrenching the dwelling’s door open, I leap down and in a split-click of protective furor, all I process is the sight of my charge, completely surrounded by a group of males with unfortunate—and extremely disturbing—medical mishaps. I see grisly blood-dark eye sockets in their faces, and if their eyes weren’t open, I would believe they’d been gruesomely scooped out of their heads. Several of these males sport what appears like badly sewn sutures that stretch across their faces, barely keeping rancidly infected wounds closed. 
 
    Oddly, what manages to give me pause is the fact that they don’t scent of infection. 
 
    Nor of blood. 
 
    They smell an odd blend of chemicals and something similar to the powders and pigments Gwen applies to her face before she emerges from her room to convince people to buy household furniture. 
 
    She explained that her elaborately applied paint gains her sales, and this I believe. She’s so appealing to me that I would buy furniture from her—and I own no house. 
 
    But I would buy furniture from her if she shuffled up to me just as she does in the mornings, every morning—her face free from paint, her hair wildly mussed (Creator, I wish I were responsible and not the pillow she lays her head on), and her eyes grateful as I hand her the morning coffee that she needs in order to thrive. 
 
    And her scent. Her body smells of the food-scented shower soaps she prefers, and the sweet-scented body perfume she uses. 
 
    (Her body perfume is a sham though. Despite the fact that it encourages me to lick her, I have tried her perfume and it tastes terrible—my eyes even watered. If Gwen ever proves to be amenable, I have a firm belief that if I were allowed to apply my tongue directly to Gwen’s skin rather than to a bottle nozzle, I can’t imagine that I would find her taste repellent.) 
 
    But these males… they do not call to mind the sweetness of Gwen, no matter that they smell similar to her paints. 
 
    And they’re jeering at Christopher. 
 
    One strikes him. 
 
    I don’t stop to reason. I roar. 
 
    They all freeze—but only until I lunge for my youngling that they have hold of. The ghouls scatter out of my tail’s range, screaming like the otherworldly beasts they appear to be, dropping his satchel of incredibly expensive learning supplies (or so I’ve heard Gwen lament), and as the normally confident and bold Christopher tries to duck from under my scrutiny so that I won’t see him sob, I want their blood. 
 
    I turn on them, seething even as they scramble to retreat. But I don’t leave my youngling. Yet. “Are you hurt?” I try not to shout—but I know I fail by the way Christopher cringes. 
 
    “No,” he answers. But he does it by way of heartsaching sniffle. 
 
    My chest heaving with the desire to give chase, I force myself to stay in place, and I grasp Christopher’s shoulders. “You’re a brave male, facing a pack down on your own. Go inside. Bar the doors. Guard your brother until your dam returns. I will bring you their bones after I use them to pick my teeth.” 
 
    Christopher’s pitiful, erratic breathing stops. So do his poorly-hidden tears. He chokes out, “Wha—no! NO, Mitteeku—!” 
 
    But I’ve deposited him at the doorway, and I’ve begun to charge after my scattering prey. “Stay!” I demand of him. “Protect your brother!” 
 
    “Mitteeku! Wait! Wait!” 
 
    In four bounds, maybe five, I’m nearly on top of the group racing down the street. They’re running full-out, gasping—completely panicked now, perhaps more panicked than Christopher was when they had him pinned. The fools don’t even attempt to serpentine. 
 
    Their mistake. 
 
    I leap. 
 
    “MITTEEKU!” Chris screams from somewhere behind me. Dangers flash behind my eyes: ground transporters, unsavory humans— 
 
    I crash just shy of my target, taking the fall hard but rolling to my feet so that I rise up facing Gwen’s dwelling, my hearts racing as I imagine Christopher surrounded by a second pack of more medically tortured individuals or some fresh calamity. 
 
    But it is only Christopher. 
 
    I nearly turn away and leave him in order to continue the hunt for his attackers, but several of them (if not all) released their urine when I gave chase, and their stink is strong—I will find their trails. I will have no trouble, provided I don’t dally long. 
 
    I motion for him to march back to our dwelling, but he stubbornly refuses to move until I reach his side, as if he needs to keep me in his sight. I would laugh, but I’m deeply admiring of his courageous nature. 
 
    When our steps carry us to our dwelling’s vestibule, Christopher’s chest is rising and falling fast, and he’s grabbing at his hair, before his hands find his human communication device—then he grabs the back of his neck like he sometimes does when he’s thinking—but he winces. 
 
    I take hold of him very carefully. “Have you been hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he mumbles, and attempts to shrug me off, I think, with the way he repeatedly lifts his shoulders to dislodge my hands. 
 
    Ignoring his struggles, I scruff him and carefully add pressure to the back of his scalp so he’ll bend his neck for me to examine him for injury. 
 
    “Mitteeku, we need to get inside—you can’t be out here like this,” Christopher nearly hisses in warning. 
 
    I have to remove my fingers from him for fear I’ll nick him with my claws that ache for blood when I spy the cause of his wince: a bright red welt. 
 
    I spit saliva on him and he twitches and slaps at me. “Dude! I’m telling Mom!” 
 
    “It heals,” I inform him. Still, the sight of it infuriates me. “I will devour them down to their marrow,” I assure him. “Join me, if you like. Only, stay here with Austin—I will bring their carcasses to this place, and deposit them on the street before our den so that their blood washes down our sewer. We will make a pyre of their bodies and burn—” 
 
    “Okay,” Christopher says with great emphasis as he succeeds in shoving away from me. “As much as I would have wished five minutes ago that you could do all that, you can’t kill them.” 
 
    “Yes,” I assure him. “I can.” 
 
    “Talk to my mom first,” Chris says, his words spitting out so fast I barely make sense of what he’s saying before he’s shoving his small-screened communication device before my nose. 
 
    “Why?” I ask, just as I hear the device chirp out Gwen’s soothing voice: “Hey, hon! I’m done for the day and I was thinking of picking us all up some food. Can I call you on my way home?” 
 
    “That will be fine; I will relay this change in schedule to Christopher,” I inform her. “Have safe travels—” I start to say, but Christopher shouts over me. 
 
    “MOM! You need to talk to Mitteeku!” 
 
    Gwen says in my ear, “What’s going on? What’s wrong? Mitteeku? Why do you have Chris’s phone—and why do we need to talk?” 
 
    Each word is increasingly burdened with an instant, biting worry, and I hate that I cannot pacify her by heralding that I have brought her the bodies of her family’s enemies. But I can remedy this. “We shall speak upon your return. I have a task to complete in your family’s honor.” 
 
    “NO, MOM, TELL HIM NO!” Christopher shouts. 
 
    I attempt to return the slim communication device to him, pressing it into his hands, but he acts as if it’s a bespelled weapon that only I can wield—firmly shoving it back at me as if it is my duty alone to carry it now. 
 
    I let out a snort of aggravation. Into the device, I warn, “Gwen, I feel confident that I can trail the ghouls, especially if they release their bowels along with their bladders as they seemed like they might be inclined to do, but I would prefer not to dally. We shall speak when you return and I have brought you their crisped innards.” 
 
    “Crisped… Ghouls? Oh SHIT! Mitteeku! Mitteeku, no, it’s Halloween, whatever you saw wasn’t real! DO NOT—DON’T do ANYTHING—I’m coming home right now!” 
 
    Along with her words I hear loud clacks; I recognize these as her alluring footwear. Her steps are all out of cadence, and I’ve only heard this when she was agitated about her livelihood and the fate of her family on that first rotation we met. “Shh,” I tell her, my tail starting to flick in agitation. “You sound upset.” 
 
    But of course she’s bound to be upset; she doesn’t know me well enough to be certain that I as good as have these brigands on pikes. I sigh, and look down at a very shaken Christopher. “No need to rush on our account. If you wish me to, I shall remain here and guard.” 
 
    I can always hunt after she arrives home. 
 
    “Good!” Gwen’s voice is unnaturally high, relief somehow mingling with what almost sounds like fear. “That is exactly what I wish. I wish it really, really hard. And please don’t answer the door. I don’t care if you hear knocking—just go to the basement, take the boys with you, and I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    With only a minor mountain of unease—like, EVEREST sized—I unlock the front door, noting that the aggressive dog across the street doesn’t even bark at me today. I glance over my shoulder, and I see that the dog is there, all right—but he looks as nervous as I feel. 
 
    But there are no sirens, no SWAT team swarming the area, no military helicopters and news vans lined up. Somehow, whatever happened here has not drawn dangerous attention. 
 
    I try to breathe a sigh of relief at this. But the panic I’d overheard in Chris’s voice has me too wound up. 
 
    I step inside, clutching my keys tightly as I shut and relock the door. I don’t drop my purse—I don’t even stop to take off the heels that have been sadistically pinching six out of my ten toes all day. I head straight for the basement. 
 
    Mitteeku followed my instructions to the letter—he took the boys to the basement—but he took himself no farther than the top step. Chris is on the landing a little farther down, and he waves at me weakly. “Hey Mom.” 
 
    “Hey…” I say back, looking him over as best I can to determine that he’s got no life threatening injuries—not that I thought he was in any danger since Mitteeku didn’t divulge that, and by divulge I mean completely lose his mind—but something bad obviously happened for Mitteeku to turn murderous on kids dressed up for Halloween. 
 
    I imagine a group of trick-or-treaters being mowed down by our well-meaning alien, and I shudder. 
 
    Mitteeku breaks from his post at the head of the stairs and pushes into my space. “Gwen? Are you feeling ill?” 
 
    I can tell he wants to touch me, but his hands are full of Austin—along with a white stuffed flying fox bat, Austin’s new favorite toy of the week. 
 
    I catch Mitteeku by his rolled up sleeve and motion to Chris. “What the heck is going on?” 
 
    What follows is an extremely harrowing retelling of Chris getting bullied—again. “They chased you home?” I fume. “Those little bast—” 
 
    I swallow down the words and try to take a moment and rein back my emotions. Chris needs some comfort right now: his face is a mix of fear and shame and it’s breaking my heart. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Chris,” I finally manage. “This is not your fault.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen?” Chris asks, and he looks up at Mitteeku. 
 
    I turn my attention to our alien too—but he doesn’t look afraid. He’s staring down at me, his tail snapping behind him in full-out agitation. 
 
    I adjust my necklace from where the barrel clasp has somehow managed to find my neckhairs, and is torturing me by viciously yanking at them. Mitteeku’s tail stops suddenly, and so do I, wondering what’s changed. 
 
    His eyes seem to be caught on my chest. 
 
    I glance down, and see my necklace pendant. It hangs just above my cleavage, and it’s caught his focus. “Eyes up here,” I tell him, pointing to my face, and he snaps straight, drawing to his full height—and dinging the ceiling with his horns in the process. 
 
    I don’t even let it slow me down. “Mitteeku, it’s a holiday today—I didn’t think to tell you, but what you saw was just convincing makeup. As you’ve heard, these are kids, not real monsters.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Mitteeku says stiffly, adjusting Austin to fit higher up against his shoulder. 
 
    Austin, for his part, is completely at ease with his world. This kid has never been happier in all of his fifteen months of life prior to becoming Mitteeku’s sidekick-extension. 
 
    “Their unacceptable behavior proves they are indeed monsters.” Mitteeku sneers. “Though they certainly weren’t ready to take on our house. They are a ravening pack with no purpose to their attacks—and makeup?” His eyes narrow like he doesn’t quite believe what I’m claiming. “Perhaps—but if this is true, it was very convincing,” he emphasizes with a slash of his tail. “Now what is to be done about this band of vagrant aggressors?” 
 
    I spread my hands. “What would you have me do here? Believe me, I want to do a lot, but my hands are tied.” 
 
    One of Mitteeku’s brows goes up and he looks down at my wrists before he crosses his arms over his broad-as-heck alien chest. 
 
    Austin balances himself easily on the thick forearm under his butt, adjusting his back so that it rests in the crook created between Mitteeku’s chest and bicep. He’s not even worried about being unseated, and I have to wonder how often they’ve practiced this move. 
 
    Mitteeku demands, “I want them beaten.” 
 
    Chris utters a sound that’s caught halfway between a scoff and a laugh of admiration. 
 
    I sigh, and taking my cue from Austin, I throw out a hand, bracing on Mitteeku’s forearm so I can balance myself as I work off my killer heels. 
 
    Mitteeku is solid as a rock. I can totally see why Austin views him as his personal jungle gym. 
 
    For a second, my touch almost makes Mitteeku thaw until I explain, “I’m not going to lie to you: I wish we could beat them for this. I really do. But the best I can do is report it. And if these are the same kids I know—” 
 
    “They are,” Chris confirms with a sad grimace. 
 
    “—then I’ve already tried talking to their parents—” 
 
    “We shall beat them too,” Mitteeku offers solidly. 
 
     “—and yet here the kids are, going after Chris again, so it’s time to call in the authorities. Or it would be,” I say, tossing my footwear down and crossing my own arms, squarely meeting the eyes of the very tall, righteously, protectively angry alien in front of me. “But if the police start asking questions, the kids are going to have a really interesting story. And maybe that will be that—they’ll just chalk it up to spooked bullies—but since some of your kind have already been on the news, at some point, sightings are going to stop looking like hoaxes, and start looking like a real public concern. Do you see what I’m saying?” 
 
    Dimly, the sound of a car alarm going off a few doors down floats in—and Austin growls. 
 
    I stare at my baby as he growls. 
 
    Mitteeku’s lips peel back, the lines of his face showing apology even as his fangs make an appearance, and he darts a look between Austin and me. The set of his ears tells me he’s tuning into the sound, but the alarm stops, and Mitteeku dismisses it all by giving his ears a flick. “It doesn’t seem there’s reason to worry. It’s all well, Austin: good boy.” 
 
    Chris snickers, and it’s so good to hear that he’s genuinely finding something funny after the day he’s had, that I don’t even ask the alien where Austin learned such an impressive little so-not-human growl—I just hold my arms out. “Come here, Austin. No growling when you hear things that unsettle you, okay? Please?” I pretend to beg him, making a face that makes Austin shriek in hilarity before he smears a slobbery kiss on my face. 
 
    Expertly, Mitteeku flips a towel from where it had been thrown over his shoulder, and taps it to my cheek until the slime feels like it’s gone. 
 
    I catch his hand. “That was sweet.” 
 
    Mitteeku’s face almost softens—but then he straightens again, digging new marks into the ceiling. His tail taps twice—and luckily, it does it on the top step, where it doesn’t damage the floor. The blades just sink into the wood each time he bad-temperedly bangs it down. We are so never getting our deposit back if we ever move from here. “We’re to do nothing about one of our younglings being attacked?” 
 
    I motion for Chris, and it’s a testament to how bad he must be feeling, because he hikes up the stairs and walks right into my one-armed hug, and he only grimaces when Austin gives his cheek a smooshy kiss too. 
 
    Mitteeku offers him the towel. 
 
    “Mitteeku,” I start. I hate that I have to say this as much as he’s going to hate hearing it. “I’m really, really sorry, but I don’t think there’s anything that we can do. Not safely. Not without drawing attention to you.” 
 
    He makes a horrible growl. 
 
    Austin’s baby-drool clammy hands clap over my arms and he copies it. 
 
    Biting my bottom lip, I slowly tip my head back until I’m staring up at Mitteeku. 
 
    He rubs the back of his neck. “For this quirk he now possesses, I apologize.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I tell him. 
 
    “What’s going to happen if Drew and his friends tell their parents what chased them?” Chris asks, voicing a concern that’s obviously eating at him. 
 
    “Drew,” Mitteeku repeats to himself, his eyes turning to glowing slits of green as he memorizes his enemy’s name. 
 
    “Maybe they won’t say anything at all, because they’d have to admit they were at our house, where they had no reason to be, doing something they knew better than to do,” I tell Chris. “Hopefully, nobody believes them, and nobody will look into it. And hopefully they’ll give you a wide berth at school.” 
 
    “Well,” Mitteeku says, the spiky spines that were lying flat against his head snapping up. “If there’s nothing to be done about it, then let us feast.” 
 
    I peer up at him. “You want to have a feast? Right now?” 
 
    Smoke clouds the air. “I’m desperately hoping that if I have a full belly, I’ll think twice about hunting down this Drew, and his gang, and their sires and dams that have raised them.” His jaw clenches. “Perhaps there’s no point. It would have to be a significant meal to put me off this blazing wrath I’m struggling to quell.” 
 
    I squeeze Chris tighter before I let him free. “Alrighty then! Guess it’s time to make a really, really belly-filling dinner!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    Thanks to Mitteeku playing hard with Austin—a game called ‘hunt and seek’ that sounds (and looks) a little terrifying when you consider that one participant could crush, maim, and eat the toddler—but it’s Austin’s FAVORITE game and he laughs and laughs. And then he sleeps like a rock afterwards. 
 
    It’s glorious, and I’m taking some ‘me’ time. It’s a Sunday I haven’t had to pick up a shift at work, and I’m reading books. I love books. I’ve missed books. I’ve devoured three in almost as many hours—and they are the chock full of crazy type reads: I’ve stumbled onto Amish romances. Hey—don’t judge. They’re like reading Tragedy Bingo: young loves separated by circumstance and/or tragic event, miscarriages, rapes, shunnings, fatal buggy accidents taking out the potential hero love interest followed by a shocking revelation—gasp, our heroine is secretly adopted!, floods, fires, catastrophes, cancer—all packed into eighty-six ereader pages. By the time I’m done, I’ve cried until I feel hollow, and all my life events seems like freaking candyland by comparison. 
 
    I’m twelve short (but shock-filled) chapters into book three when a knock raps on my bedroom door. I’m so startled, I drop my ereader on my face. 
 
    A knock? If one of my kids needs me, they always just walk in. I’m a mom: I don’t get privacy. “Yes?” I ask the door, rolling over and rubbing my now-tender nose as I toss my ereader onto my pillow and sit up. 
 
    Through the door, Mitteeku says, “Liquid is dripping into the basement. I believe it is originating from the males’ bathing and cleansing unit.” 
 
    I’m up and following him to the basement before he can say another word. When we get there, I do indeed see a dripping pipe. I’m so dismayed by this (I was so hopeful that it was something else, like unicorn tears or Ecco’s Tides of Time seawater spilling down in a harmless, virtual reality sort of way—something, anything but a real leak) that it takes me a moment to sense the tension in Mitteeku. 
 
    I’m about to ask him what’s wrong, but I think I know: I’m in his part of the house now. 
 
    I’m with him in his private space. I’m essentially standing in his bedroom. 
 
    And it’s so him: neat and orderly, unassuming, quiet. 
 
    But tucked under an old, mismatched kitchen chair that’s been stored down here, my eyes catch on a crate with an odd assortment of items. One item in particular sure has my attention: “Are those my pantyhose?” 
 
    Mitteeku’s ears fall behind his shoulders. “Yes.” 
 
    “The ones I threw away?” I ask, knowing that they are—I can see the run in the leg of them from here, it was that bad. 
 
    “The same,” he confirms, his coloration turning into a brighter scarlet, like a scaly-not-feathered phoenix. 
 
    I want to ask more—but there’s water being steadily fed through a pipe in the ceiling onto the basement floor between our feet, so we’ve got more important issues to cover. 
 
    Plus, I can admit to myself that I don’t press for more of an explanation because it doesn’t bother me. If Mitteeku’s taking my things… well, I’d thrown these away, so it’s a non-issue that he’s claimed them. And… I like Mitteeku. I like him, like him. If he’s using my undergarments for his own personal inspiration, that doesn’t bother me. 
 
    Well, actually, bothered IS what I feel, but not in a way that makes me want to stop him. 
 
    Join him, but not stop him. 
 
    Stop it, naughty thoughts! 
 
    “I have spied this pipe on the next level, sunk into the floor, seemingly connected to nothing,” Mitteeku says. 
 
    I clear my throat. “Me too. I guess whoever had the house before us fixed whatever plumbing stuff needed updating—but they only did the bare minimum in order to finish a job, and that must not have included plugging the holes.” 
 
    “Shoddy workmanship,” Mitteeku grumbles as he motions for me to lead the way upstairs, (if you think it makes you a little nervous to have a man following you up the stairs, try having a giant alien face-level with your bum, watching it sway) and we enter the bathroom across from Chris and Austin’s rooms. 
 
    And yep, the source of the basement leak is the weird little pipe—the one I’ve always cleaned around and ignored. It’s ugly, but it’s not hurting anything by being here. 
 
    At this moment, it’s acting as an impromptu drain, because this bathroom floor is covered in water. 
 
    “Where is it coming from?” The flowing water is slightly rusty-brown, making me feel like we’re standing in the Tahquamenon Falls river, not a bathroom. 
 
    The toilet is as old as this house, judging by its robin’s egg hue and the fact that it matches the robin’s egg blue sink. The piping is equally old, and from the day we moved in, we’ve known it’s a problem, but I don’t have the skills to do house repairs. Unlike other places we’ve rented, upkeep is not the landlord’s problem: it’s ours. The neighbors on either side of us were kind enough to warn us that we could take the guy to city court over it, but we wouldn’t see a dime—and we’d still have a leak. I have tried putting away a little bit of money for a repair man, but every time I get close to having any serious amount set aside, an emergency happens and I have to drain the savings account. 
 
    But as I stand in the boys’ ‘bathing and cleansing unit,’ with a seven foot tall alien at my side making my bathroom look very, very small, I know the day of toilet emergency reckoning has come. 
 
    Mitteeku’s big hand drops on my shoulder. “Don’t look so adrift in deepspace.” 
 
    I open my mouth, but I’m not even sure what to say. Of course I’m… adrift. What do we do? 
 
    In his version of a solution or answer—Mitteeku’s lowering his big frame down, down, down—right onto the toilet-tank-water covered floor. 
 
    “Ewww,” I whimper. 
 
    He goes still, and turns a look back on me over his shoulder—or tries to. His horns get jammed against the wall and he growls a little, trying to free himself. Finally, to end the struggle he puts his hands on the floor, forces his head to unnaturally face the wall (because his horn on the wall-side now blocks him from straightening) and utters a strained, “It’s just a little water, Gwen. It’s all right.” 
 
    I tug on my earlobe, full-on worrying anyway. Mostly about germs. But also about how the heck we’re going to fix this. “Do you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    This alien, this literal ALIEN gives me a look over his shoulder as much as he’s able, rolling his eyes like, Woman, please. I’ve got this. What actually comes out of his mouth is, “I built spaceships for a living. If I can’t remedy this mess of simple piping, I’ll eat a yanak’s tail. Or Austin’s baby paste,” he mutters cryptically. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t think we have yanaks.” 
 
    “Then I’d better remedy this.” He looks around the pipes a bit, searches behind the toilet, and then he struggles to free himself and stands. “There must be a mechanism that shuts off the water source, correct?” 
 
    “Um, like a shut-off valve?” 
 
    “Can you lead me to it?” 
 
    Frustration builds up behind my breastbone. Ugggh, I hate it when stuff breaks. I don’t deal with it well—not at all. “I have no idea where it is.” I mean, sure—there are closets with all kinds of piping and valves all over this house—but most of them lead to nothing. I’ve kind of hoped I never had to face the day when I’ll need to track down the real ones that handle the mystery of how a house carries water to and fro and all that jazz. “Look, I can do algebra homework with a sixth grader, I can bake cookies from scratch—I can mop a floor and mow my lawn and string Christmas lights along the roof all by myself—but I don’t know anything about plumbing. I’ve tried, I’ve really, really tried. I’ve watched videos, and rented books from the library, but—” 
 
    Clawed hands, giant clawed hands, circle my upper arms. “Shhh. You’ve done fine. It’s obvious the younglings you’ve raised have no lack for anything. The absence of crude human plumbing knowledge in your skillset has not negatively affected nor impacted your offspring in any way, yes?” He gently sets me aside. “And you have me now. No need to upset yourself.” 
 
    And just like that, Mitteeku’s funny-looking, three-toed, slim-alien-rhino feet splash out of the bathroom as he goes in search of the shut-off valve. While he does that, I go out and grab the old shop vacuum that can suck up water. It was my dad’s. It’s an old toy, but it sure gets the job done better than trying to mop all of this water up. 
 
    In the time it takes me to finish, Mitteeku still hasn’t returned. I find him half-inside a hall closet, looking at a mess of pipes and stuff that looks like it belongs on a submarine. “How primitive,” he muses, his claws carefully ghosting over a corroded-looking valve. “Tell me if this closes the water off.” He cranks the lever down. Even at his size and strength, it takes him a considerable bit of effort, and as I trot back to the bathroom, I thank my lucky stars that Mitteeku’s here. 
 
    In the bathroom, the sound of water steadily trickling at a frightening rate has stopped. “It’s off!” I holler to him—then wince when I remember that Austin was sleeping. But then again, if he didn’t start fussing at the sound of a vacuum, hopefully this won’t set him off either. 
 
    Mitteeku comes through the door, and repeats his process of returning to floor-level so that he can better access the toilet’s plumbing and perform toilet triage. After a moment, he points to a copper-colored pipe that’s covered with sweat—and still pouring water from under the ancient brown… coupling? I think that’s what it’s called. “This type of metal allows water to condense on the outside of it. This in itself seems inefficient, but in any case, as you see,” he points a claw to the spot, “there is also leaking from under this fitting.” 
 
    I’m staring at it really, really hard in dismay, so I’m startled when I feel his fingers carefully close around my chin. He angles me so I’m facing a length of PVC pipe that pokes through the wall and fits onto the other end of the leaking copper part. 
 
    “Look here,” Mitteeku says. “This piece feeds water to the brass. See how there’s no evaporation off of this one? The fittings are updated on this section also, and the seal is effective.” 
 
    “Okay…” I murmur to encourage him to continue. 
 
     One of his claws reaches for the PVC, and taps it. “Do you know if this material can be duplicated, and replace the brass section of piping? What we need is a new fitting, but if possible—and if affordable—we may as well replace the old metal with a better alternative material.” 
 
    I tug on my earlobe. “I don’t know. I’ll have to go to the hardware store and find out.” 
 
    Mitteeku dips his chin. “This store sounds promising. Let us attempt to repair and update.” 
 
    I hold up my hands. “But what do I ask for?” 
 
    Now it’s his turn to tug on his ‘earlobe’ his much—much, much—longer ear ‘lobe.’ “I do not know the names for your parts here.” 
 
    I hate home repairs so, so much. “Neither do I. I can rent some DIY books—or we can do a search Online, and I can read stuff off to you, and you look at the pictures…” I trail off when Mitteeku backs out of the tight spot and lifts the toilet tank lid. 
 
    “First we must empty this reservoir,” he murmurs, mostly to himself. Then he commandeers the vacuum and uses it to empty the toilet’s tank. 
 
    As an aside, they say that in emergencies, you can safely drink the water in your toilet’s tank. That may be true in some households, but I think that rule is null and void if the tank has been accumulating hard water deposits for thirty years. The iron-red sludge I see getting chugged up… I’d be hoofing it to the nearest creek and boiling water in an emergency before I even considered our toilet as a source of anything besides an incubator for hemochromatosis and a lovely case of legionella. 
 
    “Yaaay!” I cheer, because the leak is no more with the valve closed and the tank holding nothing. While he empties the biohazardous water into the tub, I duck out and hunt for my dad’s toolbox, and when I drop it on the now-dry bathroom floor, Mitteeku makes one of his alien clicking noises that sounds super appreciative. 
 
    “What a lovely collection,” he almost coos to the wrenches and hammers and… whatever else is in a toolbox. “Do you have anything automatic?” he asks. “We don’t require it for the job at hand, I only wonder—oho, look at this.” He pulls out a rust-pitted, half-buried drill. He hefts it. “I look forward to testing this.” 
 
    “Don’t look too forward to it—because I think that’ll mean something else has broken, right?” I tease, but he sounds like he’s in his element. It makes my chest feel funny to have him so happy. 
 
    Mitteeku goes to work taking off the entire stretch of leaky copper pipe, and starts to hand it to me—but then he grimaces. “This is filthy, and the metal is leaching.” He holds up stained fingers. “Do you have a container to hold it in?” 
 
    I reach under the sink for a baggie of hair supplies. Yes, this is the boys’ bathroom, but when it comes to bath time for Austin, my hair gets put up. I dump the scrunchies and odd bits to the counter—Hey, hairclips, I need these! Mine keep walking off. 
 
    Either my sister has perfected the art of scarfing my stuff from eight hundred miles away, or one of my guys has become a hair accessory thief. 
 
    I hand Mitteeku the bag. 
 
    When he doesn’t immediately take it, I glance up to see his pained expression as he takes in the mess I just made. 
 
    I clap a hand over my eyes. “Gosh, sorry! I’ll clean this up.” 
 
    We both go still as I realize I’m apologizing for making a mess in my house… and at the same time, we both silently acknowledge that he kind of, well? He pretty much has every right to show distress over messes made under this roof since he’s been taking care of my house more than I have lately. 
 
    I scoop up my hair stuff and drop it into a miscellaneous drawer. Or… what used to be a miscellaneous drawer. It looks like an alien has been at work here too. Man, he’s handy. 
 
    Mitteeku stuffs the pipe into the baggie and holds it out to me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell him, and the words don’t get close to expressing my appreciation. I’m feeling immeasurably better, because Mitteeku was able to diagnose the problem, and even better, I think he’s qualified to fix it. All I have to do is pick up the supplies. “I think if I hand the hardware store this part directly, we can’t go wrong.” 
 
    You know what they say. Famous last words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    All things considered, our bathroom situation is small potatoes on the impact scale. We have mine for Chris to use while his is out of commission, and Mitteeku has his own bathroom in the basement. This means that we make do just fine, and my plan is to head to the hardware store after work today. 
 
    I’ve seen Mitteeku in his “School Day” mode every week—he may not like the idea of sending the boys away to be schooled (and he really, really doesn’t like the idea—especially after he learned about Drew-the-bully), but he’s approached Chris’s departure each day with almost military-grade strategy. First he targets Chris’s cold-weather outfit, making sure his gear is clean, dry, and by the door. He makes him put on his boots, his gloves and his hat—and for Mitteeku, Chris actually puts them on. 
 
    If I had a strawberry tree-sized alien glaring down at me, I’d be cowed into wearing whatever he declared was best for me too. 
 
    Mitteeku also makes sure Chris’s homework and books make it into his schoolbag—and he took over Chris’s lunch packing. He’s great at it—he even asked for paper and ‘a physical writing instrument’ one day so that he could add little motivational notes for Chris to see each day at lunchtime. They look like hieroglyphic runes, but Chris is thrilled and excitedly shows off the ‘sketches’ to his friends. As an aside, that stemmed an interesting discussion—Chris asked if he could tell the kids at school that his mom’s boyfriend drew them. 
 
    My boyfriend. Mitteeku… my boyfriend. It should be a ridiculous thought. 
 
    It doesn’t feel ridiculous at all. And the way Chris brought it up—the idea doesn’t bother him either. 
 
    I told Chris that was fine. There are no red flags to raise anyone’s awareness that we’re housing someone from a galaxy far, far away, and how else can he explain a man that isn’t his dad but who draws him lunch notes? 
 
    I’m hitting the coffeemaker for the second time this morning when Mitteeku saunters into the kitchen, opens a cupboard next to my head… and loses his ever-loving sh*t. 
 
    “Our stores of pressed curds topping crisped slices of starchy plant tubers are empty!” he bellows, making me nearly tilt the coffee pot past my mug. 
 
    I save it just in time, and let it clank down onto the counter before I grab my chest. “Mitteeku? Not while I’m pouring coffee. Never yell when I’m pouring coffee. Can’t you see I’m dealing with something delicate here? And what the heck did you just say?” 
 
    Mitteeku shows me the nearly-empty bag of cheesy potato chips. 
 
    (That’s a man for you. Why go to the trouble of rolling up the bag and returning it to the cupboard when it only has three chips left in it? But I suppose I have to admire that the bag was returned to its proper place. This alien is nothing if not thorough.) 
 
    “Ohhh,” I say. “I saw your drawn shopping list, but I didn’t know what that triangular thing was next to the bag thing. I was going to ask you, and I forgot.” 
 
    “It was a wedge of curded milk,” Mitteeku grouses, totally bent out of shape now. “Chris will be missing his serving of necessary salts and potassiums,” he laments, clapping cupboards open and shut. “Is there an alternative source we can send him with on today’s journey?” 
 
    “He’s just going to school. It’s not imperative that he has chips. It’ll be okay, Mitteeku,” I add when his grumbles don’t stop. “He’s going to survive his day.” I hunt for my keys. “I promise—he’ll be fine.” 
 
    Mitteeku mutters out words in alien-speak, but without turning around, he tells me, “They’re under your gloves.” 
 
    “What are under my gloves?” I start digging through my purse a second time. 
 
    “Your transporter’s starter keys. There’s a metallic scent under your gloves.” As if it’s the most natural thing in the world to be able to sniff out lost keys, he pulls the bread out of the bread box. 
 
    “Man I wish we’d had you years ago,” I gush. “You’re so cool!” 
 
    I feel like kissing his cheek. Since I can’t reach his cheek, and I’m not sure how he’d take me asking if I could kiss him, I decide to go in for a hug— 
 
    “TEVEK!” Mitteeku shouts in alien-speak.  
 
    My arms frozen in an attack-hug formation, I yelp, “Ack! What’s wrong?” and step back from him. 
 
    I literally hear Mitteeku’s teeth grind. “We’re out of ground, roasted nut-paste!” 
 
    That… takes me a few milliseconds. “Peanut butter?” 
 
    Mitteeku stares into the open mouth of the scraped-clean jar under his hands. “The very same.” He smacks the jar down and stares at it rather stoically for a beat. 
 
    Then he explodes. “INFERNOFIRE!!!” 
 
    He whirls on me, and sees my arms still stupidly held out—and he stops. His voice both softens—and deepens. “Were you going to embrace me?” 
 
    I drop my arms, and clear my throat. “Um, yeah, for the finding the keys trick-thing. That was super.” 
 
    Mitteeku takes one small step in my direction—but one small alien step is a basically a giant leap compared to mankind’s. 
 
    Yeah. I just Apollo-11’d you. Rakhii-style. 
 
    He backs me right into the island. 
 
    He raises his hands, and sets them on the counter on either side of me, boxing me in. His green eyes stare into mine, trapping me just as effectively as his body has. 
 
    I stop breathing. 
 
    “What’s with all the yelling?” Chris asks, not a care in the world as he enters the kitchen, dressed for school but with his hair sticking up in every spiky direction, like an early-roused hedgehog. 
 
    Or a worked up Mitteeku. 
 
    Chris’s eyes turn into a shocked owl’s when he spots us. “Whoa.” 
 
    “We’re just—” I start to say as I put my hands on Mitteeku’s chest to push him back. 
 
    But he doesn’t budge. 
 
    And it’s one thing to see how big Mitteeku is every day, but it’s another to be this close to him, and to touch him, and feel his power against my hands. 
 
    A blush socks me right in the cheeks when I peek up to find he hasn’t taken his eyes off of me—and he’s still not stepping back. 
 
    “I’m just gonna go,” Chris says with a surprising amount of what sounds like glee in his voice. 
 
    “No,” I say at the same time Mitteeku silkily orders, “Very good. Please watch your brother. Do not interrupt unless it’s an emergency.” 
 
    Chris shrugs as he turns around and heads for the door. “I’m going to be late for school, but I don’t care if you don’t. Besides, tomorrow starts Thanksgiving break—do you know how many kids are skipping? I can always stay home and watch Austin today, just saying.” 
 
    “Wait,” I tell him. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Mitteeku answers. “We can’t send you on your rotation’s quest without proper nutrition anyway.” 
 
    I snap. Not my voice—just my ability to let our alien go on believing that anything to do with cheddar chips is necessary for a teenager’s survival. “Chips aren’t nutrition!” 
 
    “Actually, Mom,” Chris corrects, “Chips are a good source of iodine and potassium and—” 
 
    I open my mouth to argue but Mitteeku lowers his head, his own lips nearing mine. 
 
    “Uh, bye,” Chris chirps—and he’s gone. 
 
    The moment before Mitteeku’s scales press over my skin, my work alarm blares. 
 
    Mitteeku rears up in reaction—and his horns catch in the chandelier. “This rotation is teveking cursed,” he hisses—and I can’t help it. 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    His eyes glow brighter as he narrows them on me. “Gwen?” 
 
    I sniff, trying to get ahold of myself before my giggling makes my eyes water and I mess up my makeup. “Hmm?” 
 
    “If you don’t want to be late to work, you’d best flee from me before I get freed from this contraption. I wager you have three clicks.” 
 
    Wide-eyed, I stare up at him, thinking that I sort of do want to be here when he gets himself freed. But being that I work on commission, if my smile doesn’t strut itself into work on my high heels in twenty minutes, I don’t get sales. If I don’t get sales, we don’t eat, and if Mitteeku loses it over the kids not having PB sandwiches and chips, he’s not going to be able to handle seeing the kids starving. In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s safe to say he’ll have a major meltdown. 
 
    He unwinds one horn tip. “Two clicks.” 
 
    I snatch up my purse, my gloves—and the keys he knew how to find. “Thanks for these!” I squeak—and I run. 
 
    “Gwen,” he calls. 
 
    A happy shiver zooms up my spine, making my back arch, and without turning around, I breathe, “Yeah?” 
 
    I hear the chandelier clink prettily as he works to free his other horntip. “Quest luck running.” 
 
    I book it out of the house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    All day, all I can think is, So that just happened. Hours go by, and my shift ends—I barely notice. I’m just going through the motions as I clock out. I nearly forget that I need to hit the store—both for chips and PB, and for the part we need to fix a toilet. 
 
    Mrs. Best greets me when the doorbell chimes. I smile at her—because she’s a nice woman, and because her doorbell reminds me of how I met Mitteeku. 
 
    I feel bad for my elderly neighbor as she clearly struggles in her search for the replacement line for the toilet. She comes back with a thin, flexible tube instead of a rigid copper pipe—which is good. 
 
    But it looks super small. “This will fit?” 
 
    She holds up the dirty old copper part, and the couplers sort of look similar. “If Harold were here, he’d know for sure, but I think this is the right one.” 
 
    I pay for the part and I thank her for her help. 
 
    I float home. The implications of Mitteeku returning the same level of interest for me that I feel for him opens up all kinds of possibilities. 
 
    Yet despite the current of excitement zipping through me, I chicken out in the driveway. I sit in the car, staring at the house until I see two not-human eyes reflecting back at me through a spread in the blinds. 
 
    Well, that’s creepy. 
 
    But he is an alien. Some concessions must be made. 
 
    As I gather my purse and the groceries and the hardware store purchase from the seat next to me, Mitteeku gets antsy and the front door opens a crack, and smoke curls out onto the porch. 
 
    Or, as a certain alien’s translator knows it, the vestibule. 
 
    Shaking my head, I make my way to him, smiling at the absurdity of my circumstances—but being really grateful for them. I’ve missed having a partner—a good one, and I can’t imagine a better one than Mitteeku. 
 
    He’s amazing with the kids, he’s great with me—he’s better than their biological dad was—to them, and to me. 
 
    Mitteeku and I are going to be a thing. 
 
    But first things first. Proudly, I hand him the part we need in order to get this bathroom job done. 
 
    “Gwen?” Mitteeku asks gently. 
 
    So gently, my shoulders scrunch as my body prepares for bad news. “I need you to tell me it’s the right size.” 
 
    He hooks a thumb claw in the direction of the kitchen. “This looks like it could perhaps fit one of the sinks,” he says slowly. “But I fear it’s too small to replace what we need it to replace.” 
 
    “Oh nooo,” I wail. “Mrs. Best has trouble seeing but she was hoping this was the right part as much as I was!” 
 
    “Has trouble seeing?” he asks. “To what degree?” 
 
    “She has some trouble,” I say, spreading my hands, “That poor woman. And she’s all by herself in there. It’s sad.” 
 
    “Please take me there.” 
 
    I stare up at him. “Outside?” 
 
    He nods. “I would like to see this hardware store. And we had better move with haste.” 
 
    I gape up at him. “You want to go to the store right now? Tonight?” 
 
    Mitteeku’s knuckle skims down my cheek—and just like that, the sexual tension from this morning is back and the last thing I want to do is leave this house to buy home repair stuff. 
 
    Mitteeku purrs, “If we fix this now, this bathing and cleansing unit becomes operational. There will be no nocturnal interruptions when Christopher requires your unit for voiding. If we fix this now, we have all the nights to ourselves.” 
 
    “Good point,” I confirm. “Plus, tomorrow is Thanksgiving. If we don’t do this tonight, I’m working Black Friday, plus the weekend—that’s a serious repair delay.” 
 
    Mitteeku’s eyes stay fixed on mine as his clawtip drags along my side, over my hip—and I don’t want a repair delay to become a nightime-fun delay. “Alrighty! One risky trip outside coming up.” 
 
    So that’s how I end up smuggling an alien into my car (and I thought fitting a carseat into the back of a four-door was tough—try a guy with horns) with two kids as I make a return trip to the (thankfully empty) lot of the hardware store on the night before Thanksgiving. 
 
    When we enter, we stand for a moment just inside the doors, the bell still chiming behind us, and Mitteeku takes a deep inhale. 
 
    I look up to watch him, and he glances down at me in the same moment. “I feel like I know her,” Mitteeku whispers. 
 
    My forehead creases up. “How?” 
 
    “Hello?” calls Mrs. Best. “Did I hear the doorbell?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” I call to her, and without thinking, I put my hand on Mitteeku’s back. I slide it right next to where his dorsal spines stick out of the slit in his shirt to encourage him to walk with me. 
 
    What if aliens find it rude to usher another person? All of the questions I need to ask him someday… But if this is taboo in Mitteeku’s culture, he doesn’t seem to mind that I’m breaking it. 
 
    “I have scented her,” Mitteeku rumbles in answer to my question. “Through the shared wall of our dwellings.” 
 
    He can smell the next door neighbors through our walls? That’s… just kind of wow. Talk about no privacy, eeeek. 
 
    “We are in need of a replacement for a toilet’s water line piping,” Mitteeku tells her, raising his voice just enough for the sound to carry. 
 
    Mrs. Best rounds a stack of paint cans and stops dead, proving that even a severely nearsighted woman can’t miss Mitteeku’s alienness. 
 
    “Hi again,” I peep, but in the face of all that is Mitteeku, Mrs. Best stays frozen to the spot and doesn’t give any sign that she hears me. 
 
    Mitteeku shifts uncomfortably. “I don’t mean to startle you. Are you familiar with the costumes of superhero and comic conventions? They are called ‘Cons,’” he says in a leading sort of explanation for his appearance. 
 
    Mrs. Best relaxes. “Oh, those superhero movies. I’ve seen some,” she agrees. 
 
    And that’s that. Mitteeku’s natural, subtle charm makes him endearing, and within minutes, he’s helped her locate the toilet water line parts instead of the sink ones, and as we’re making the exchange, he sees that Mrs. Best was struggling to assemble a display before we arrived. 
 
    Mitteeku drops down and in no time, he whips up the cardboard standee with a man holding a automatic drill that Mitteeku gazes at wistfully. 
 
    “You have a thing for he-man power tools, don’t you?” I ask him. 
 
    Mitteeku grunts. 
 
    We laugh—especially Mrs. Best. 
 
    When we get back home, Mitteeku takes up the toolbox, and marches into the bathroom. 
 
    I change Austin’s diaper, and then I fit him to my hip and head to the source of all the fun. Austin claps when we find Chris doing the replacing—he looks excited to be helping Mitteeku, and he can actually fit in the space between the toilet and the wall without getting stuck. 
 
    “Time to turn the valve to open, and see if we’ve completed this job properly,” Mitteeku says with a dragon-grin, his scales stretched high on his mouth. 
 
    It doesn’t even look weird anymore. 
 
    As Chris gets up, Mitteeku taps him on the top of his head with a claw. “Be sure to thoroughly wash your hands. This floor was covered in water from the toilet’s tank and now needs to be sanitized. I would also refrain from eating any food that drops on this floor.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” Chris says, and Mitteeku nods like he either misses the sarcasm or doesn’t care that he’s getting it, because he ultimately knows Chris will listen. 
 
    “I’ll get the mop,” Chris offers. “I can bleach the floor.” 
 
    Mitteeku pauses in the doorway, his shoulders fitted cockeyed because he can’t pass through without turning partially sideways for his horns and the width of his body, and he looks down at Chris. “You are a good youngling, and you will grow to be the finest of human males.” 
 
    Chris turns almost as red as Mitteeku. “It’s just a mop, man,” he mumbles, but Mitteeku affectionately ruffles his hair before he moves off. 
 
    The valve gets cranked back to the ‘on,’ position, we confirm there’s no leak and that means the toilet IS FIXED, and as Chris returns with the mop, all of us cheer like the four of us have won the super bowl. Even Austin, who has no idea why we’re happy, joins in the celebrating. 
 
    We move out of the way so Chris can get to work, and it takes no time for the floor to sparkle and smell like lemony-chlorine. Pretty much the whole time, I gaze through the doorway at our fixed toilet like it’s the unfathomable house repair wonder that it is. I think my eyes are stinging. As Chris squeezes past me to return the mop to the closet, I sniff and blink fast. 
 
    “Careful,” Mitteeku teases me. “We recently went to the trouble of clearing the water from this area. Don’t reflood it.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I babble. “You’re awesome and I can’t even tell you how much. You just saved me a ton of stress and the bill for a repairman. Can I get you pizza? Do you like pizza?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he says, sounding very unsure. “But I am willing to try this reward. What is it?” 
 
    “It’s food. All Earthens love pizza—I hope you will too. It’s what you get a man for a job well done. I think.” 
 
    Actually, I can think of other things you do for a man when you want to show him you appreciate him, and I stare up at him a little too long as I contemplate those things. 
 
    Mitteeku watches me right back, but in puzzlement. “If it would please you to pizza me, I look forward to it.” 
 
    Chris appears. “Did I hear ‘pizza?’” 
 
    “Oh yes,” I confirm. “We’re going to splurge on pizza in celebration of Mitteeku being a hero.” 
 
    The kids lose their minds. 
 
    And Mitteeku, he brightens to a cotton candy pink hue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    The pizza was good, or so the boys gushed. I’m sure they weren’t wrong, but I barely tasted anything I ate because I’ve been thinking ahead, already wrapped up in this moment: the moment I make my way to Mitteeku. In privacy. 
 
    Instead of meeting up in my room, I’m seeking Mitteeku out in the basement. 
 
    More privacy. 
 
    Honestly? I’m nervous. Although my room is far enough from the boys that they shouldn’t hear a thing, I’m worried I won’t be able to get out of my head enough to enjoy myself with Mitteeku. 
 
    And I really, really want to enjoy Mitteeku. 
 
    Before I can make it to his door though, Mitteeku materializes from the shadows. 
 
    “You were waiting outside my room?” I ask. 
 
    “I didn’t know if I were invited,” Mitteeku explains. “I didn’t wish to presume.” 
 
    He catches my wrists and lifts them over my head, pressing me to the wall, being mindful not to bash me into the pictures hanging at either side of me. I love that he’s sexy, and spontaneous… but I’m in a nightie and I don’t want my kids to see me in it, should they wander out. 
 
    “Basement,” I gasp. 
 
    And it’s like the temperature drops ten degrees. In reality, it’s Mitteeku pulling back and taking his heat with him. He even lowers our hands. “You… don’t wish to share your denspace with me?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I tell him. “I think Chris isn’t going to be shocked at all to have it confirmed that we’re moving our relationship in this direction, but I don’t want him to hear confirmation, you know?” 
 
    Mitteeku’s muscles relax. “My den is your den.” 
 
    And with that, he Officer and a Gentleman-carries me to his lair. So romantic! “Swooon…” I breathe—and from the light cast by Mitteeku’s eyes, I can see him smirk. 
 
    I’m wearing a bit of plaster dust from when he stood tall with me in his arms and I don’t even care. 
 
    But as he descends the basement steps with me, I think of all the times he’s nicked the ceiling upstairs—it’s always been when he gets excited. Tonight, I have big plans to make him very excited. Lucky thing the basement’s overhead is higher than his horns. 
 
    Another perk? We have a pool table. As he sets me down, I don’t go to his bed. I move towards the gametable. There are extra lights that shine down on it, just in case anyone wants to play. “I’ve always wanted to break this in,” I tell him slyly, sending him a coy look over my shoulder. 
 
    Mitteeku misses the look because he’s contemplating the table in consternation. “You wish to break it into where? Why?” 
 
    So literal. I cross my ankles to execute a slow spin. I plant my hands behind me, and pull myself up until my butt is on the edge. Then I spread my knees. 
 
    I’m wearing no panties under this nightie. 
 
    “Oh,” Mitteeku says, and his fly pops a bulge that makes my mouth water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
    MITTEEKU 
 
      
 
    I draw my touch along her mound very, very slowly. My scales catch a little against her sensitive skin, and her knees tighten, smacking closed around my hips. 
 
    “It’s been awhile,” she whispers as if she’s worried I could be disappointed about anything I experience with her. 
 
    “If this were a contest, I can vow I have won this match.” I nip her and enjoy the way she jumps against me, her eyes widening at my boldness before her tongue peeks out to wet her lip. 
 
    “Really?” she asks. 
 
    “There’s never been another for me,” I tell her as I trace from her cheek to the spot behind her ear, using my nose. At her ear, I taste the intricately carved cartilage with my tongue. 
 
    Gwen almost collapses under me, melting like candle tallow that’s been overwhelmed by heat. 
 
    Yet still, her words sound anxious. Her hands clutch my forearm and she gasps as I lap at the spot just below her ear. “Okay! But just know I’ll take a little time to… to be ready.” 
 
    I pull back, gazing at her, feeling stirrings of concern. “Is that what has you upsetting yourself? Veetling, I don’t even have my staff out yet.” 
 
    “Uh, right,” she breathes, and despite me using a polite word, she still turns a lovely shade, and drops her eyes. “My ex used to be so ready to go, you know? I take longer.” She waves between us, her hand as rushed as her words. “I totally want to have the sex—but I definitely need a warm up before we get going.” She eyes the outline of my hardness as it strains to reach her from its clothing prison. “A long one.” Her grimace is small, and almost self-directed. “That was something my ex never did understand. Not even the day that we were supposed to sign divorce papers—that’s when we decided to try each other out one more time. I still don’t know what I was thinking! It was unsatisfying and I regretted it so much that I signed right there. But then Austin came. I can’t regret him. Oh please, please stop me—I’m babbling!” she moans into her hands, covering her face. 
 
    She’s nervous. I stroke her mane, anger filling me at the idea of a male being so selfish with her. And she mated him? 
 
    I fiercely wish I’d arrived here and joined her solars ago. She’s correct; we can’t regret that her unsatisfying partner begat her cherished younglings. I suppose if I could turn back the hands of time to the point immediately after she was done with the male the first time—and carried away Christopher as a spark inside her—I could at least offer comfort and reassurance that there’s no fault in her body’s design. She could turn her back on a poor experience without taking damage to her confidence. 
 
    But not only would that not do anything to spare her from having a poor coupling, I would have to step back and watch on as her worthless former male lay with her a second time in order to sire Austin. 
 
    I would rend the subpar sire in so many pieces, there wouldn’t be enough of him left to burn. 
 
    As Christopher is fond of saying: NOPE. No, I’d never be able to stand by. And judging by the way Gwen reacts when I consume bones, I believe it’s safe to assume that it would cause her some distress if I destroyed her former male in the manner with which I desire to destroy him. 
 
    Gwen’s hand covers my cheek. “Mitteeku?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “You’re smoking on me. Are you okay?” 
 
    I focus on the way she’s nibbling her pretty lip. And I don’t squander this moment: I finally have her permission and the opportunity to lean in and nibble it myself. So I do. 
 
    Against her lips, I explain, “I won’t be able to remain rational about this topic if you go further. I haven’t had the opportunity to test how possessive I feel over you until just now. The answer is ‘I will immolate the rival that looks upon my Gwen.’” 
 
    Breath gushes from Gwen’s nose, puffing onto my lips. It’s almost a snort. 
 
    “But only after I shred them and break their bones,” I confess, using the utmost care as I continue to show her lips affection with the same teeth I would kill men with in order to keep her as mine alone. I suck her bottom lip between mine, and trace it with my tongue. 
 
    Gwen collapses pliantly underneath me, her hands furrowing into the spines atop my head, and her fingers find the sensitive spike bases behind my ears. It’s a struggle not to crush her with my weight; her touch on me feels good enough I could sink into her just like this and stay here forever. 
 
    Her hands feel so good that I mimic her, drawing her body up enough I can slide my arms under her, slide my hands where I want them. “This mane,” I growl, fisting her mass of fine silk. I crush my mouth over hers. 
 
    Her skin against my scales feels good, and I want more of this, I want to possess her from the inside out. I want to pound myself inside her until we’re both satisfied, and this aching need for her abates enough for me to think. 
 
    At least, I hope it abates a little. We have younglings to raise. Even with her permission to share her body, I still can’t just mount her in the kitchen whenever she gets near me. 
 
    I groan, regretting that I even considered the possibility. This is an image that will haunt me now when we are together as a family in the kitchen. Tevek. 
 
    I strip off my shirt, enjoying the way Gwen’s eyes greedily take me in. I don’t break free of my pants, not yet, but I undo the top buttons so that some of the pressure eases and I adjust myself, hoping to find a more comfortable position. 
 
    Unfortunately, there’s a limited range in which my cock wishes to roam, and it’s not in my pants. It’s inside Gwen. 
 
    He’s going to be very disappointed that we can’t be joined with her constantly.  
 
    I slide onto my side, and become aware of how cold and uncomfortable this table top is. It may be covered in velvet, but if I ride Gwen on this, I fear I’ll break her back. 
 
    I roll to my back and draw her over me like a blanket of sweetness. The weight of her on my groin and draped up my torso is so wondrous I groan and my tail clanks to the floor. 
 
    Gwen laughs softly. “Feels good?” 
 
    “You are perfection,” I confirm. 
 
    “All right, that’s it,” she says, sitting up. “I have to have you.” 
 
    A contented purr rumbles from the back of my throat, or as close a noise as I can make to pass for one. Hobs have the gift of expressing their pleasure in purrs. Rakhii? We somewhat lack the ability. But I must do a fair job, because Gwen is smiling at me. I stroke her bared thighs. “I am yours. Do with me what you will.” 
 
    She takes my hand and slowly draws it to herself. 
 
    “My claws pose a problem,” I warn her. 
 
    She pauses, and stares down at my claws as if she can’t believe she forgot they were there. “Darn,” she says. 
 
    “Not to worry. Open your legs for me. Show me your pretty second set of swollen lips.” 
 
    Shyly, she does just this. 
 
    I take hold of her hips. “Come here.” 
 
    Gwen’s eyes go wide and she nearly rears off of me. “I can’t!” 
 
    Her eyes move to the side of my head, and drop—she’s watching my ears as they fold back. “What can’t you do?” 
 
    She looks away entirely. “I can’t… sit on your face. It makes me too uncomfortable to enjoy myself.” She straightens, sitting almost primly astride me now. “But I’d love for you to go down on me. You’ll just have to be on top.” 
 
    Slowly, making a show of herself for me, she sinuously eases herself down, resting herself against the velvet table once more, and opening her legs to invite me along. 
 
    Of course I follow her. I’m up and over her so fast she giggles, and she’s muffling her laughter until her sounds turn to moans of pleasure as I kiss her mound, her thighs, her slit. 
 
    My tongue traces along her soft, soft flesh here—and she’s slick with wetness, but her muscles feel… tense. 
 
    I am a novice at this, but I expected them to be more pliable, and as I find the opening my cock so desperately craves, I have to pull back to examine what I’m encountering with my eyes because Gwen’s anatomy doesn’t offer a hole like I thought it would. 
 
    Oh, for certain it leads to an opening, but it is only a slit. A small, small slit. 
 
    I slide a hand down my stomach, my abdominal muscles standing out starkly—but they are nothing compared to my aching member. I fist myself at my base, twisting my grip down my shift, and squeezing the head until I can focus on the sight before my eyes. 
 
    I inhale her scent, and Creator—this is good. 
 
    Silken thighs try to seal Gwen’s beauty from me. 
 
    My hands find her flank and I give this bouncy area a pop. 
 
    “What!” Gwen pips sharply. “Did you just DO? Did you just—did you just slap my butt?” 
 
    “Shh,” I tell her, soothing the spots with soft caresses of my hands. “Keep open for me.” 
 
    Gwen looks more scarlet than I am. “I can do it easier if you don’t stare at me down there. It’s making me feel self-conscious,” she shares. 
 
    Dropping my nose into her—oh, this softness! It hugs my nostrils and her muskiness surrounds my senses, fills my lungs, and smears across my lips. “You’re heaven. Why don’t you like it when I look at you?” 
 
    “Because,” she starts. “Because… I can’t think when you do that!” she half-wails as I drag my tongue over her slightly ruffle-edged flesh here. 
 
    As I do, I’m surprised to feel the muscle behind it soften. Mmm, this is the key. 
 
    This is what Gwen needs from me to be ready. 
 
    I set in on her, lapping, adding pressure with my tongue, seeking to relax her with a single-minded focus that soon has her fingers skimming over my scalp spines and moaning encouragements. 
 
    Her hands find my horns and she uses them to direct me even more effectively. 
 
    “That’s it, Gwen,” I encourage, enjoying the way her thigh muscles shake against my cheeks as sensations rock her. 
 
    She tastes like water. I didn’t expect this. The cream she is producing is thicker, of course, but I now understand why males boast they could be at this for days. I’ll never drink without thinking again of Gwen. 
 
    Each pass has her moving under my mouth, and whimpering—but I don’t let her wriggle out from under me, I just cross my arm over her hips to pin her in place, and I focus my attention on her slit. 
 
    It’s peeking open for me. 
 
    I don’t flick my tongue at it—I ram my tongue past this gate of her opening, because her salty tang intensifies here, and I’m desperate for more of it. 
 
    Gwen cries out and I pull back. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” she moan-orders, and I growl approvingly. 
 
    She jumps under me. 
 
    I relax my grip on her thigh. “Did I frighten you?” 
 
    She slaps her hand over mine to keep me in place on her. “Not really. I just wasn’t expecting it. Carry on, please.” Her smile could rival the suns on my homeworld—yes, both of them. “We are making a lot of noise though.” 
 
    Her pupils have dilated, a pretty sight, and further evidence that her body is readying itself, succumbing to this dance of seduction. 
 
    And she fears we’re making noise now? We’ve barely started. “Would it help if I gag you?” I ask her. 
 
    Her breath rushes out in a gasp, and I think she is disinclined to the idea until she pleads, “Yes, yes, I want you to gag me, come here,” and as I rise over her, her hands try to catch at my pants’ fastenings to release my very willing rod. 
 
    I give her a length of my tail. “Bite down on this.” 
 
    Gwen blinks rapidly, some of the lust haze clearing from her eyes like it’s a particularly sensual fog. “What?” 
 
    “It won’t hurt it,” I assure her. “Believe me, I’ll like your bites. Set your teeth on me when you want to scream.” 
 
    She does, and oh, it feels wonderful. It’s a spurring on of my urges as I repeatedly slam my wet tongue past her slick slit until it does open up like a hole after all. 
 
    I lean back to examine it, and it opens a little wider, like a hungry mouth. 
 
    A hungry mouth that wants my cock. I groan at the image. 
 
    Fingers clench my scalp spines and pull. “Now, Mitteeku, now, NOW, now!” 
 
    Before I follow her beautiful, beautiful order, I stick my tongue inside her to get one last delicious taste. 
 
    I can feel my heartsbeat throbbing in my length, which feels more solid than rock. I intentionally aim its trajectory to slide past its new, welcoming home, in an effort to first spread Gwen’s ready slickness along my shaft. I get well-coated for her, and the combination of her excitement’s scent mingling with mine makes me harden even more, my cock jutting out more painfully from my body than it ever has. It wants only one thing—this worthy female I’ve pledged myself to. 
 
    “I’m going to overwhelm the door of your flesh now,” I tell her. 
 
    Gwen spits my tail out and her hands make wild fists in her mane. “Just stick it in already!” 
 
    At her command, I breach her opening. 
 
    The swollen tip of my cock is immediately engulfed by the softest— 
 
    Gwen’s hand closes over my shaft. 
 
    I nearly paint her insides just from this. 
 
    She gives me one measuring stroke, and then too soon, her hand is gone from me. 
 
    “Sorry,” she pants. “You feel amazing. But I just had to know that everything was, you know, normal. You’re abnormally large,” she exhales on a wheeze as I drive into her farther, “But you don’t feel scary. Not scary at all,” she finishes, her voice nearly reverent as I finish sinking all the way into her. 
 
    Gwen’s heat and inner grip is the most heady sensation I have ever had the pleasure of experiencing. “Creator, how I teveking love you, Gwen,” I grunt out, my hips drawing back only to pitch forward with a pumping thrust that causes her insides to spasm around me. 
 
    Gwen goes still beneath me. 
 
    I do not want to stop. I don’t want to do anything but rut into her like the maddened beast she has worked me up to be with her scalp-spine massages and her forceful orders for me to mount her—but I manage to draw back the slightest fraction (and it is a painful retreat), and ask, “Are you all right?” 
 
    She’s gasping, and seeing this shoots a feeling of immediate alarm through me because her breathing saws out of her, sounding pained—but then she rushes out words. “I love you too, Mitteeku.” 
 
    My hearts swell. “Gwen…” 
 
    She takes my horns in her hands. “Now fuck me!” 
 
    Well. Certainly, she’s a human—but she is all Gryfala at heart. I grin down at her and before I capture her lips, I growl, “At your command, Princess.” 
 
    My words cause her to tighten around me. Ahhh, Gwen likes being called Princess. I’ve found a new name for her. 
 
    I rut into her, and each return is a collision that leaves her gasping. 
 
    Every impact of her rump against the table we’re joining on results in a wet thump. “Does this hurt?” I pant at her. 
 
    “Hurts so goood,” she confirms, and at this confirmation, I cover her neck with my teeth and thrust into her hard enough to turn her mewls into squeals. 
 
    Inadvertently, I knock myself out of rhythm when her insides give me a particularly friendly squeeze, and this causes my pubic bone to grind roughly against her mound. 
 
    Gwen’s head makes a dull thud to the velvet as her neck arches—and inside, she caresses me with a loving ripple. I concentrate on repeating this move she likes until she’s seizing under me hard enough I’d believe she was trying to unseat me. My ears flick hard at the squelching sound our bodies are making. She is soaking us. 
 
    “Come for me, Princess,” I command her. 
 
    My princess obeys. 
 
    “Mitteeku…!” she gasps, her hands grabbing at my tail to help her muffle her resulting whimpers as climax overtakes her. 
 
    Electricity slams into the base of my spine, and my stones draw up—and this is the moment I must remove myself from her welcoming clasp. 
 
    I drop my hands to the table surface, my fingers tensing, my claws catching and ripping the velvet. Then I jerk my hips back, and with a pained groan, grab myself and draw out of her. 
 
    Gwen cries out mindlessly, caught in her pleasure. Gritting my teeth, I work the head of my cock. In three strokes of my rough-scaled hand, I am releasing my seed on her belly rather than inside of her. 
 
    I collapse beside her, drawing her to me and burying my nose deep in her mane. 
 
    “Thank you for thinking to pull out,” Gwen says after a few moments. “I’m on a birth control for a human female thing, but since we don’t know how well it’ll work against your… swimmers, thanks for being the responsible one of the two of us.” 
 
    I stroke her shoulder, enjoying the intensity of her sweat-dampened skin’s scent. “Rakhii must wear a false sheath during love times with their Gryfala. Otherwise, I’d be stroking into my own hand and finishing the same. Believe me, this option will always be my choice for the rest of our days.” 
 
    Gwen yawns. “Soon, I’m going to show you a third option.” 
 
    I rouse myself up enough to find her lips. “I look forward to it. Are you feeling tender?” 
 
    Gwen blinks up at me. “Like… towards you right now?” 
 
    I smile down at her. I close my hand around the area between her legs and her mouth falls open as her eyes close. “I could go again. Just give me a second.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Let me show you how rejuvenating Rakhii saliva feels on sore flesh.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    Turns out. Pool tables? That felt top is so misleading. It feels super soft—until you work up friction against it. OUCH. 
 
    (Side note: owies getting licked away by your alien is kinda darn hot. That’s how round three started.) 
 
    To add discomfort to mild injury, the surface directly under the soft stuff is like a slab of concrete, so your butt freezes and then your hands and knees and boobs go numb as you go chest-down for some dirty doggy action—and it’s hard to doze on afterwards. 
 
    We end up waking up stiff, and Mitteeku really sums it up when he rubs at one of his shoulders. “There’s only one thing that’s enjoyable when it wakes up stiff. And only when you have time with your female to work the stiffness out.” 
 
    We work the stiffness out—and then Mitteeku carries me into the basement’s handy mudroom/walk-in shower, where shower sex soothes sore muscles even better. So relaxing. 
 
    Which is good, because when we step out kissing, we pull away and aren’t even dried off when Mitteeku transforms into a Thanksgiving Drill Sergeant. 
 
    “Work begins on the fowl!” he announces heartily. 
 
    I’ve got a section of terrycloth pressed to the roots of my hair and I’m admiring the hollow dip on the sides of his muscled tush, so it takes me a second to manage the switch from wanting to nip him on the posterior to thinking about meal prep. “Um, yeah. We can get on that. Can we get dressed first?” 
 
    I feel like my whole body glows when Mitteeku gazes along the length of me, catching me by the arm and spinning me to pay special attention to the curve of my butt. He sighs sadly. “If we must.” 
 
    Laughing, I wrap myself in the colorful blanket he covered us with sometime last night and start to pass by him. 
 
    His brow crashes down at he catches me at the waist. “Where are you going?” 
 
    I point upstairs. “We’ve got birds to cook. Or don’t you remember issuing that order not five seconds ago?” 
 
    His jaw drops a little. “I did not order.” 
 
    I escape from his hold and back towards the door. “Uh huh. Okay, Turkey Tyrant, I’m leaving now.” 
 
    He advances on me. “Teasing me is dangerous to your chances of leaving here unmolested.” 
 
    He rearranges the blanket until it almost makes an interesting sort of dress on me. His eyes are getting hotter as he gazes down at me in it, and I pretend to wag a finger at him—and he pretends to lightly snap his big, big teeth at my finger. 
 
    I take a step back. “Naughty. Nuh uh, it’s time to go upstairs, and while you get to wear clothes, I have to parade to my room in your blanket.” 
 
    Mitteeku’s brows go up as his eyelids lower. “I like the sound of this parade.” 
 
    I put a hand out to stop him from mauling me against the door, which, by the look in his eyes, appears to be his intent. “Naked parades are reserved for days when the boys are at school and I have the day off. Until then, you have to get dressed, I have to get dressed—and guess what? All my stuff is upstairs.” I could put on my nightie, but someone used it to clean me up last night—not that I’m complaining. It was so sweet. 
 
    At this bit of perfectly sound logic, Mitteeku scowls. “I would like to insist that we merge living spaces. Immediately.” 
 
    I half-squint one eye, pretending to consider this. “Should we do this before or after we ‘begin the fowl?’” 
 
    Now Mitteeku really scowls. “Tevek.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    We hold off of merging living spaces in favor of doing that Thanksgiving thing. 
 
    We haven’t done the full T-day celebration in a long time—Chris probably doesn’t even remember them, and Austin wasn’t even born then. 
 
    Sure, we still eat—for the last couple of years, I’ve cheated, and taken Chris (and last year, Austin) to restaurant buffets that are open on the holiday. But I don’t do the whole nine hours of cooking and two days of clean up afterwards—because I can’t. Every year, I’ve taken the Black Friday and weekend shifts, and that’s our Christmas money. 
 
    But we can’t take our alien to a restaurant, therefore it’s a given that we’re staying home to celebrate with Mitteeku like a family. No alien left behind here. 
 
    All last week, I found copious hieroglyph-rune notes on lined notebook paper sheets. Chris saw me flipping through them and said, “Mitteeku’s been watching cooking shows. He’s super excited.” 
 
    Knowing Mitteeku’s appetite, Chris and I therefore grabbed two twenty-four pound gobblers and heaved them to the cart when we were loading up for the big day. Yes, turkeys, as in plural. 
 
    When we got home, Chris helped me haul them in from the car while Mitteeku waited just inside the door. He was adamant that he take up this portion of the carrying, since he couldn’t exactly step outside and help like he wanted to. 
 
    And I imagined a traditionally roasted set of turkeys, cooked in pans in the oven. Something homey. Something magazine worthy—just in alien-sized quantities. 
 
    But as I bite my lip, enjoying the ache between my legs for just a moment before I get to filling the roaster cookware, Mitteeku brushes past me and my pans, his tail absently pausing to hug my butt as he opens the fridge, and drags out both turkeys. 
 
    “Right here,” I tell him, indicating the pans. 
 
    He glances at me and his eyes flare—because he totally misses what I’m trying to indicate with my hands. He’s seeing the way I’m still bent—my back arched a little, my weight resting on my arms on the counter as I enjoy the memory-burn in my body from when I was recently in the same position. His voice comes out rough. “I would like to follow you to your room or my den right now. The fowl can wait.” 
 
    I straighten up, chortling. “So can we.” 
 
    “Not happily,” Mitteeku grumbles, turning to the sink. 
 
    I watch him wash his claws, and then I watch him in bemusement as he uses his claws to slice the netting that covers the meat. He hauls out the bag of innards from the first body cavity. 
 
    I nudge a roaster pan at him, and Miteeku pulls away from his work, gives me a look, and nudges the pan back. 
 
    I’m confused until I see that he’s got two damp—freshly washed, judging by their dishsoapy-fresh smell—wooden boards under the turkeys. The boards have dark lines on the top surface, like they’ve got some sort of design on them. “Where did you get those?” I ask. 
 
    “From the basement,” Mitteeku replies easily, before he takes up both boards like they weigh nothing, and before I can get a closer look at the marks, he walks right out the back door. 
 
    I stare after him a moment. But I move really quickly when I see flames leap up in the window. 
 
    I stare outside, my hands and nose pressed to the glass. 
 
    This beautiful Thursday morning of Food Happiness is showing off the effects of yesterday’s light ice storm as it pairs with the softest, prettiest snowfall. It looks like a winter wonderland outside. 
 
    It also looks like someone’s playing with a flamethrower in the North pole, because Mitteeku’s lighting up the birds in the backyard. 
 
    But so what? He’s an alien. Some concessions must be made—and guys do trashcan turkeys in the backyard all the time. So Mitteeku skips the trashcan and expels cooking fire from his own body—it’s not that weird. 
 
    And I’m not the only one who decides this. Chris exclaims, “FREAKING COOL!” before he bounds out the door in his socks. 
 
    The fire dies and Mitteeku orders, “Where are your boots? For that matter, where is any of your winter attire? Gear up, Christopher, then join me. Bring oven mitts, and you can help cook our meal.” 
 
    “Okay!” Chris shouts, and I hear his footsteps crunching back to the door. 
 
    “Oh, and Christopher?” Mitteeku calls. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I was distracted and forgot the long plastic needle-tube you will know as a baster. I have it in the fridge with a container of seasoned gravy beginnings. Could you please bring this to me? I would do it myself, but you will have better luck in the kitchen. Thankfully, only one of us gets so distracted by your dam that he forgets his tasks.” 
 
    I snicker. 
 
    And for that comment, I want to kiss him. 
 
    While Chris races around getting ready, I walk into my slippers and step into the backyard. 
 
    “You are swift,” Mitteeku comments without turning. 
 
    I grab for that special spot on his neck, and haul him down. 
 
    He clicks in surprise—then he attacks my mouth. 
 
    “Got it!” Chris hollers in triumph from behind us. “Oh… uh…” 
 
    Austin shouts from inside the house. “Ma? Ma? MAAAAA!” 
 
    Mitteeku doesn’t pull away, but his eyes open and stare into mine. “If you don’t want to be mounted in the snow by your male—who stands covered in the blood of twin fowls—I suggest you make your escape,” he threatens softly against my lips so that Chris doesn’t hear. 
 
    “Can’t have that,” I breathe against his. “Maybe later we can meet up and you can wash off, and we can do the mounting thing. Sans the snow.” 
 
    “Consider it a vow,” Mitteeku replies, and his forearms give my sides a squeeze—the best he can do with the blood of ‘twin fowls’ on his hands. 
 
    I wink up at him, enjoying the heat that lights up his eyes, before I sashay my way back into the house. 
 
    It’s a great day. 
 
    But because no meal can be a true Thanksgiving meal without a family spat, we have to run through ours before we can call this day a success. 
 
    We’re sitting down at our kitchen table—the table that hadn’t had us seated together hardly ever until our alien joined us—with full plates, after being led by Mitteeku into an interesting prayer of thanks to our Creator. Just as we're digging into our meal, Chris makes a snide comment about me not letting him go to martial arts classes. 
 
    His anger over it isn’t entirely coming out of nowhere; he’s been after me for permission to train for years. He hadn’t dogged me too badly, because he knew we couldn’t afford it—but recently, his gym teacher saw Chris practicing moves on his own, and he got us a great deal at a local dojo. All I have to do is sign on the dotted line. 
 
    The snap of Mitteeku’s ears is all the warning we get that he doesn’t approve of Chris’s tone—and before I can respond to Chris’s biting words, Mitteeku leans over the whole table, tall enough that his reach doesn’t disrupt any of the dishes we’ve put together today—and he catches Chris by the ear. 
 
    My silverware clatters down on my plate—an instant protest flying to my lips as the instinct to protect my son flares up. 
 
    But this is Mitteeku. He applies a careful pinch; very light, obviously being sensitive to the fact that he’s got ahold of a fragile human ear. 
 
    With calm assurity, Mitteeku very quietly states, “You do not speak to your dam in that manner.” 
 
    Chris’s hand comes up to shove Mitteeku away—but he doesn’t so much as budge him. “She’s always babying me! She thinks it’s too dangerous!” 
 
    Austin gurgles, but he doesn’t move—not even to eat the food we’ve all been starving for. We’re riveted to the drama unfolding in front of us. 
 
    I’ve never let anyone correct my kids. It’s my job. I have a specific set of values I want them to learn, and there are a lot of people whose ideas of right and wrong don’t match up with mine. 
 
    I trust that Mitteeku’s do though. 
 
    I’ve felt like such a failure lately in the face of Chris’s mutation from adorable boy to teenager. But the worst of his behavior straightened out when an unexpected live-in nanny dropped on our doorstep, so I let this play out. Chris respects Mitteeku. 
 
    And… so do I. 
 
    Mitteeku’s face rearranges into such a stark expression of chilled disappointment that even I cringe. His thick brows pinch slightly. “This is how you chose to demonstrate to your lifebearer that you are mature? Your lifebearer, who provides everything for you?” 
 
    Smartly, Chris fires back, “She won’t provide me with martial arts classes.” 
 
    Mitteeku doesn’t lift his piercing stare off of him. “Is mistreating your dam the path to earning reward?” 
 
    At this, Chris wilts, his defiance fleeing and leaving behind a shamefaced boy. He shrugs. 
 
    Mitteeku tugs lightly on Chris’s ear. “I heard you fine a click ago. You are no mute. Use your words to confirm for me that I have your understanding. Is this the way you want your dam treated?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Very good,” Mitteeku says, letting go of Chris’s ear and scraping his chair back as he unfolds to his full height. He moves around the table and pulls Chris into a brief side-hug that is all about approval and a reaffirmation of affection. 
 
    My eyes are stinging a little. 
 
    That settled, Mitteeku ambles back to his side of the table, and Chris turns to me and murmurs, “Sorry, Mom.” 
 
    I’m focused on him, about to reply—when Mitteeku taps me on the shoulder. I glance up to find he didn’t return to his seat after all. “Yes?” I ask. 
 
    Instead of answering me, Mitteeku says, “Christopher?” 
 
    Chris’s head snaps up, his gaze searching Mitteeku’s face. He must see something in the alien expression that I don’t, because his eyes go round and hopeful. 
 
    Mitteeku regards him for a long moment. “Your dam and I need a click to speak in private. I’m counting on you to ensure the safety of your sibling while we are away.” 
 
    “I won’t let him choke,” Chris says, rolling his eyes. 
 
    Mitteeku’s eyes narrow. 
 
    In a flash, Chris’s posture switches from slouched to alert. With a sheepish smile, he adds a respectful, “Sir.” 
 
    Mitteeku makes an approving click of noise. “We trust that you won’t.” 
 
    We. 
 
    He’s calling us a we. And it’s true. He cares about my kids too and we are trusting Chris when we step out of the room. 
 
    But before we go, Mitteeku glances between Chris and me. “Would it break tradition terribly if the younglings feast while we confer?” 
 
    Chris and I both shrug. “Go for it,” I say to Chris and Austin. 
 
    Mitteeku pulls out my chair and Chris heaves a relieved sigh. “Good, because I’m starving,” he declares, digging into his plate. 
 
    Across from him, Austin dives into his mashed potatoes like he’s never been fed before, and I’m surprised he waited this long at all. 
 
    “You guys are so good,” I tell my kids as Mitteeku’s hand closes around mine. 
 
    Chris ducks a little, pretending to focus on his plate, and Austin is oblivious as he shovels more food into his mouth. Thank goodness Chris is here to make sure he won’t choke. 
 
    “Gwen?” Mitteeku asks above my shoulder. 
 
    I twist to look up at him. 
 
    “Shall we go to the basement den or your den to speak?” 
 
    “My room,” I decide. “It locks.” The words have me pausing. My intentions were pure when the topic of a private discussion was broached before the biggest meal of the year could even get started, but as soon as the words leave my mouth, I imagine us doing things behind locked doors that have nothing to do with talking at all. I try to clear the heated images from my mind. 
 
    “Is your fine tableware char-proof?” Mitteeku asks as he guides us down the hall, his steps near-silent at my side. 
 
    “It’s glazed terra cotta, like the regular stuff. Just themed. Are you going to scorch my dishes again?” 
 
    Mitteeku’s eyes are hot when he spares a look down at me. “Princess, by the time we finish—our food will be cold.” 
 
    A happy shiver makes me dance in place. 
 
    Mitteeku grins. 
 
    “Okay,” I agree, opening my door and backing into my room, very, very aware of the way he’s watching my body move ahead of him. “But I’m hungry. Let’s be quick.” 
 
    “I’ve reached the limits of endurance myself,” Mitteeku admits. “And I intend to eat this first feast in private.” 
 
    The area between my legs basically turns into hot nerve butter, and I take this as a cue that my body approves. But I pretend to pout. “What if I want to eat too?” 
 
    Mitteeku stops dead. 
 
    I smile at him, and his gaze roams over my teeth. 
 
    Hot red color streaks over his cheekbones, betraying his excitement as he must be envisioning what I want to be eating. 
 
    I spread my hands. “You want to talk about Chris first or…?” 
 
    “Take no offense,” Mitteeku starts, reaching for his pants. “But I’d prefer we take care of our eating needs first with no mention of the younglings, please.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, my yoga pants are pooled and tangled around one of my ankles. Mitteeku’s pants are halfway down his thighs. They’re cushioning my head as we lie on our backs in my bed, and one of his hands is still holding my calf. 
 
    Slowly, Mitteeku rouses from his 69-experience coma, and buttons up his pants. He sits up, reaches for my leg, and finishes peeling off my leggings. He turns them right-side out, and starts dressing me. 
 
    Groaning, I sit up and take charge of putting on my clothes. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Same,” Mitteeku says. “Although I enjoyed this feast like no other.” 
 
    I smile over at him, and his ears make a little snapping noise as he flicks them. “Cease looking at me like that or we’ll perish from starvation right here in this room.” 
 
    With a sigh, I slide off the bed and pad to the door. “What did you want to say about Chris?” 
 
    Mitteeku catches me up from behind. “What are your feelings about this martial arts?” he asks, getting right to the point. 
 
    “Two things,” I say, petting along the scales on his arm. I peel at an odd line along his forearm, getting distracted. 
 
    “Wrist blades,” Mitteeku explains. “Go on.” 
 
    “You have knives on your wrist?” 
 
    Mitteeku rotates his elbow so that the outer side of his other forearm is visible to me, and incredibly deadly looking blades thwick out. 
 
    I gape at them. 
 
    A clawed finger applies careful pressure under my chin until my mouth isn’t hanging open. “If you’ve been instructed,” Mitteeku starts, “since your youth to take care with them—” 
 
    The blades flex once before returning to lie flat against his arm, blending in like before. “—then once you reach an age fit for mastering your weapons, you are trained to command them in combat.” 
 
    His tail winds its way around my legs, and his arms close around me tighter. 
 
    I stare ahead, not really seeing the door, but Chris, and how badly he’s wanted to do this. “Of course he's attracted to the most dangerous type of martial arts. And the cost and time was really inhibitive. Now…” 
 
    Before, a big issue was picking up Austin from the daycare and getting Chris home in time to finish his homework—and what to do about eating? We’d get home and be ravenous. Unfortunately, affording classes AND takeout would be too hard of a hit on our budget. Plus, when would I fit the housework in between work, homework with Chris, daycare/sitter relays with Austin, and my job? I just couldn’t figure out how to swing it on my own. 
 
    But now… I’m not alone anymore. Mitteeku is at my back. 
 
    Currently, in all the ways—but figuratively too, which, for this, is what’s most important. 
 
    So then… all that’s left is the question of Chris’s safety at this combat sport. “Do you think I’m babying him?” I ask softly. 
 
    “I think you are a fine female who loves her son, and never wants to put him in a position where he could be hurt.” 
 
    “Exactly!” I agree. 
 
    “However,” Mitteeku says, and I lean into him, waiting to hear what he’ll say. “Christopher is asking for your approval. If you do not give it to him, and at some point he pursues this without you, he’ll see that you did not support his passion. Or, if he concedes to your wishes, and doesn’t pursue his dream’s desire, he might never feel whole because of it. The choice is in your hands right now.” 
 
    Mitteeku and I must be doing that thing I’ve heard people refer to as a ‘discussion.’ We’re not arguing, so my emotions aren’t high. His reasoning rings true to me, and after a moment, I nod. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Hand in hand, we enter the kitchen. 
 
    Mitteeku seats me before he takes his own spot. 
 
    Chris’s eyes are darting between us like he’s watching the world’s fastest ping pong match, not the relaxed way Mitteeku’s unfolding his napkin on his lap and I’m passing him my plate for scorching. 
 
    I take pity on him. “Chris?” 
 
    There’s an astonished shine to Chris’s eyes. “Yeah, mom?” 
 
    I bite my lip for a second. Then I go for it. “If you want martial arts, sign up for the classes.” 
 
    Chris’s face glows with a level of giddiness I haven’t seen since—ever. Not even while opening birthday gifts has he been thrilled into speechlessness. 
 
    All the dishes on the table clatter as he roughly shoves back his chair and rounds the table to spontaneously hug me. 
 
    We haven’t hugged like this in awhile either. He’s gotten too old to do more than tolerate sneaky ones from me. 
 
    My nose stings so I sniff and squeeze him to me. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Thank youuu, thankyouthankyou…” he breathes on repeat, with the enthusiasm of a puppy on a sugar high. 
 
    “Thank Mitteeku too,” I tell him. “He says you can handle this.” 
 
    Chris peels himself off of me and sends Mitteeku a grateful, humbled look. “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “There is no need for thanks on me,” Mitteeku claims, using his tail to nudge Chris’s plate back from the edge of the table. “You’ve earned this. Do your dam proud.” 
 
    “I’ll make you proud too,” Chris vows. 
 
    Mitteeku smiles at Chris. “You already do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
    MITTEEKU 
 
      
 
    My stomach finally feels content after I consumed the remainder of the first cooked turkey. Gwen said the second turkey will be for leftovers, and I expect to finish that tomorrow. 
 
    Of course I’ll share with Christopher and Austin. I’m in the middle of wondering if Gwen will wish for these leftovers on the morrow too when she prances past me with an aged, ragged-looking box. 
 
    Her scent lightly trails her—somehow floating straight to my nostrils, tugging and encouraging me to docilely follow as if she’s hooked me with a yanak bull’s nose ring. 
 
    Without hesitation, I clop after her. 
 
    She’s headed for the evergreen tree that she and Christopher purchased rotations ago. She informed me that humans have a tradition of decorating trees after they consume their fowl feast, but for Gwen, she doesn’t limit the decorating period. The same day the evergreen was brought inside (with it’s tines dropping and scattering along the floor, becoming Austin’s very favorite items to find, and leaving a sticky sap residue that’s hells to wash from his face and hands) she hung colorful orbs of blown glass. 
 
    And here she is, adding more. She treasures these orbs, and I can see why: they are mesmerizingly pretty. So is the sight of her dropping to her knees to hang orbs along the lower branches. 
 
    It’s almost as pretty as the sight of her form from behind as she stands, reaching to place a sparkling globe on an upper branch. 
 
    She activates strands of colored lights, making the hanging orbs sparkle as they reflect the flickering sparks of colors. It’s a show befit to captivate any Gryfala. Gwen backs up a pace in order to admire it, and the lights play over her smiling face. 
 
    It’s truly a beautiful, beautiful view—and the tree she’s decorating is almost as lovely. 
 
    But her smile erases. 
 
    She cocks a hip, and my gaze drops away from her face and focuses on the exquisite roundness of her rump. 
 
    “Mitteeku?” Gwen calls, as if I am in the room adjoining this one and not within arms’ reach of her. “Will you have a look at this for me?” 
 
    “What’s the trouble?” Dutifully, I look to the area of evergreen that she’s indicating. And I confess, I am confused. “It looks like healthy evergreen to me.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she confirms. “It’s a perfectly good tree—with a blank spot. There was an ornament here yesterday—and now it’s gone.” 
 
    I cringe, my ears flattening so low on the sides of my head that they brush my shoulders. “I have it in my keeping,” I admit. “I’ll put it back.” It will pain me dearly, but I will return it. 
 
    Gwen suddenly faces me. “You don’t have to steal them you know. You can decorate too; I have plenty. All you have to do is ask. Or if you want to visit the attic, anything you find up there is yours.” She marches to me—she does this in her alluring, feminine way, a hypnotizing swaying of her hips, but make no mistake—it is a marching. “But otherwise I call dibs already on the ones on the tree.” 
 
    “My kind collects items from the Gryfala we admire,” I explain. “And I regard you with great respect. Therefore, I desire to hold your treasures.” It’s not so strange a thing: of late, many Rakhii have bonded to a human mate. In preparation for the possibility, I’ve been applying a deactivation spray to prevent the aggressively protective stage of bonding to Gwen. It keeps me from feeling as strong a compulsion to begin any killing rages of rival males. (How grateful I am that no rival males have come calling at the door: I would not like to test the direct effectiveness of this spray.) 
 
    Yet it doesn’t seem to do much in the way of dulling my overwhelming need to collect the items she cherishes. This very rotation, she was gazing at one of the family portraits in the living area when she commented that thanks to Christopher’s genuine smile and Austin’s laughing face being captured—it’s her very favorite. I only barely checked myself from collecting it off the wall. But even gripped by my instincts, I knew it would be rude to take it while she was looking upon it. 
 
    I can wait until she’s leaves the room. 
 
    She stares up at me, unblinking. “You admire me?” 
 
    I take her hands. “You are an excellent dam, a most lovely female, and I think you smell divine. As good as charred fowl meat—but in a different way,” I assure her when she draws back from me slightly. 
 
    “Good to know,” she says with a crooked grin. Then she squints. “Are you the reason my favorite mascara wand walked off? They discontinued that one and it’s the best one they ever made—give it back!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
    GWEN 
 
      
 
    It’s a gorgeous white Christmas. The snow is really coming down. And with the arrival of fresh snow, one must shovel. This means that Chris is in the driveway—yes, all by himself with no alien to protect him—shoveling. Chris is fine with this. 
 
    Our alien is not. 
 
    But even if winter clothing will help hide Mitteeku’s scales (especially if we have him wear something like a ski mask), having a seven foot tall red guy with horns and a tail—wearing a ski mask, no less—is not going to go over very well. He certainly won’t go unnoticed. There’s just no way Mitteeku will go unnoticed. 
 
    And so Mitteeku sets himself up to stand sentinel at the door, with Austin at his feet clinging to Mitteeku’s agitatedly twitching tail, and Mitteeku is in major guard mode. 
 
    God forbid when some random pedestrian tries to walk by, using that thing we call a sidewalk: both the alien and my youngest (formerly completely human—I’m starting to have my doubts that he still qualifies) son growl. 
 
    It’s basically like owning a pair of overprotective, paranoid dogs. 
 
    “Don’t leave nose marks on the glass,” I tell Mitteeku, and snicker a little. 
 
    Mitteeku pulls away from his vigil long enough to send me a supremely indignant look. “My nose doesn’t leave marks.” 
 
    The door makes a sucking sound as Chris shoves it open, and Mitteeku whirls around and catches him. 
 
    Even his tail wraps around Chris—and Austin fusses when he realizes his toy just disappeared right from under his hands. 
 
    The part of Mitteeku’s tail right behind the dangerous blades sweeps the snow from Chris’s shoulders like he’s swiping specks of dust from a military dress uniform. “You’ve managed a fine job of clearing the transport’s drive,” Mitteeku praises him. To stop Austin’s complaining, Mitteeku points to a stuffed sloth on the floor. “Austin, please retrieve your long-armed tropical woodland creature.” 
 
    Chris laughs and frees himself from the tangles of Mitteeku’s tail before he starts shucking his snow gear. “It was easy.” 
 
    He sounds a little breathless though, and his face is all rosy from where the wind bit at him. Mitteeku seems to be taking this in. “Hmm,” is all he says to this statement as he takes soaked mittens and a scarf (that Chris didn’t want to wear but Mitteeku insisted on) and starts hanging items to dry. “How are your ears? In this bitter wind’s chill, one could lose their tips to frostbite.” 
 
    Chris pauses in unzipping his jacket. “Dude, my ears aren’t like yours. Mine fit under my hat.” 
 
    Mitteeku takes hold of one of Chris’s ears. “It seems the bottom edge of the hat rode up and left the lower rims vulnerable to the cold. Who designed this winter headgear? Did they not have ears of their own to test this with?” 
 
    “This is what everybody’s wearing this year,” Chris protests, pointing to the logo of the current clothing line that’s trendy with his classmates. 
 
    “Then I suspect few of them take on the cold chores that you so bravely weather,” Mitteeku says. “Either that, or scads of this seasons hat-wearers will accompany their fashionable look with frost-made gangrene." 
 
    Before Chris can formulate a response that will stall him, Mitteeku straightens and declares, “I have the perfect gift for you.” He turns to me. “May we release the gifts from their paper wrapping now?” 
 
    I cackle into my hot cocoa. “Sure, sure—you can spring one gift each.” 
 
    Mitteeku hands Chris the one he wants him to have tonight. 
 
    Chris tears it open to reveal a hat that looks like a dragon—and with the horns and the spikes and the long tail that hangs off the back, it sort of looks like a winged version of a Mitteeku. 
 
    “Cool!” Chris declares, and drags it on. But it is just a hat, and getting clothing as a gift is kind of anticlimactic, so I point to one of his big ones that we picked out for him. “Open that one too, Chris.” 
 
    He leaps on it, tearing it open to reveal the game console he didn’t even ask for because he knew it was way out of our budget range. 
 
    At least, it was—but thanks to Mitteeku, I don’t have to pay the fees to have Austin looked after every day. I knew what I was spending on daycare and sitters, but to have that money funneled into a savings account instead of disappearing into someone’s hands every week? Mitteeku had lost his mind when I explained our currency and showed him what he’d accumulated. “I am overjoyed!” he’d shouted. “We can purchase all the items I have wanted Austin and Christopher to have!” 
 
    “Okay, but listen, you don’t have to blow it all on presents for the boys. This is your money, Mitteeku. This is what I’ve been paying people to watch Austin, and they don’t clean my house, or cook family meals, or make the mailman think we got a dog—” 
 
    Mitteeku’s ears had flattened and he’d ducked a little. “About this…” 
 
    Smiling, I’d held up a hand. “I heard. The new mailman stopped me the other day to ask what breed we had, because all he could tell is that it sounded huge.” I pause. “And then he asked what breed the little puppy was. I didn’t know what to tell him. Do you think he might have heard a little ‘Austin shepherd?’” 
 
    Mitteeku had rubbed the spines along his neck until they stood straight up. “About that…” 
 
    I’d jumped up and kissed him. “Like I was saying. You don’t have to spend it all on gifts for the boys—you can do anything you want with it. You’ve earned it.” I’d kissed him again. “But stop growling at the mailman. You, and Austin.” 
 
    “Understood,” Mitteeku had agreed. 
 
    Online shopping for gifts turned out to be Mitteeku’s very own Christmas present. He went wild. Our tree is buried in beautifully wrapped gifts, because Mitteeku also developed a thing for shiny, sparkly, gorgeous wrapping paper. It’s so pretty, I sort of want to save it, which is crazy, but when I’d admitted this to Mitteeku, he’d just nodded, like this totally made sense to him too. 
 
    “Very good,” Mitteeku murmurs after he checks that his hat fits properly over Chris’s ears. “This is long enough on the sides to keep your eartips safely warmed.” 
 
    Chris sends a humoring smile up at him.  “Great. Now it’ll be like I won’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    Mitteeku heaves a sigh and turns to gather the shredded wrapping paper. “Precisely. And now, neither will I.” 
 
    I’m enjoying my hot cocoa—the homemade kind with an inch of actual chocolate waiting for me at the bottom—when Mitteeku interrupts to press an interestingly shaped present into my hands. “I want you to have this one,” he tells me. 
 
    I carefully peel back the layers of meticulously folded wrapping paper to find a whittled wooden butterfly, with woodburned wing markings. 
 
    “It’s a Christmas tree ornament,” Mitteeku explains. 
 
    I cradle it in my hands, examining it, and Austin brings his new toy—a dinosaur that opens its jaws and makes an eerily familiar roar—to show me, wanting to see what I have too. 
 
    Admiring the woodwork of my butterfly, I murmur in awe, “How did you make this?” 
 
    Mitteeku holds up his tailblade. “I carved extremely small slices from a block until I had the shape I desired.” 
 
    “And the pattern details?” I ask. “They’re so intricate. How did you…” I gaze up at his mouth, imagining him blowing tiny streams of artful fire the same way a man will whistle a soft tune. 
 
    Mitteeku breathes flames on his hand—no, his claws—and he uses the heated point of one to darken a sepia line on my ornament. “I drew them one wingmarking at a time. I went through quite a bit of the scrap wood in the basement during my practice sessions.” 
 
    “Wow,” I force through my tightening throat. “Mitteeku, this is amazing. It’s beautiful—and I’ve never had a handmade ornament before.” I swallow thickly. “I’m never putting it away. We’ll hang it on the wall all year around.” 
 
    Mitteeku turns a little pink. But instead of rejecting the praise, he bends and kisses me. 
 
    Austin claps and Chris groans. “You guys. Get a room.” 
 
    “Excellent advice,” Mitteeku says into my hair. 
 
    “Not yet.” I push on his shoulder to get him to back up. “You have to open your gift from me.” My heels click as I cross to the tree. I’m normally in cute socks when I’m home, but I wanted to tease Mitteeku a little before bed tonight. Just to tease him a little more, and because I can feel him right behind me, which means he’ll be inadvertently blocking the view from the kids, I drop to my knees in front of the tree, and reach to the far back for his big gift. 
 
    This also gives him a preview of my elf-striped colored lace panties, because I’m wearing the cutest skirt—a short skirt that does nothing to hide them. 
 
    Mitteeku clears his throat. “I would love to open your gift to me,” he agrees, his voice rougher than a moment ago. “But Christopher is right: we should really perform our gifts in private.” 
 
    His tail hooks around my ankle, and the wood floorboards squeak under me as I slide back, being propelled towards him. 
 
    I clutch his box during the ride. “Open this first,” I insist. 
 
    It’s the he-man tool he was admiring in Mrs. Best’s shop. Taped to it is a toy drill. “That’s for your sidekick,” I tell Mitteeku. 
 
    Austin squeals and falls on the mini version, delighted when he discovers the button makes it go Vroom! 
 
    Mitteeku gazes at his like a woman stares at diamond tennis bracelets: with disbelief and appreciation. “Gwen…” His green eyes lift from ogling the power tool and find mine. “Thank you.” 
 
    Feeling warm all of a sudden, I shift in place. “You’re very welcome.” 
 
    “Christopher?” Mitteeku says. 
 
    “I’m on it,” Chris confirms, standing. “Austin? Let’s go play, buddy. We don’t want to see this,” he says with a shudder—but he’s smiling. 
 
    “What?” I squawk. “You guys are leaving? But it’s Christmas Eve,” I protest. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Chris agrees. His grin grows wider, and he scoops his brother up. “And this is my gift to Mitteeku.” 
 
    “I have the deepest fondness and affection for you, Christopher,” Mitteeku informs him as he hustles Austin out. 
 
    “Love you too, man,” Chris answers, disappearing down the hall. 
 
    We both stare after him. Mitteeku’s chest bows wide as he sucks in a breath. 
 
    I take his hand. “My room?” I ask him tenderly. 
 
    Mitteeku drops his gaze to me. “No. I want to experience the wonder of you under all of the lights from the tree as they bathe us like hundreds of sparkling sprites.” 
 
    He catches me at my waist and pins me on the couch—and the Christmas tree lights cast pretty colors all over him; they do sort of look like what I’d imagine sparkling sprites to be. 
 
    He growls in my ear. “This Santa can keep his Nice list—I like you Naughty.” 
 
    “Me?” I slide my hand down his torso. “Naughty?” I cup his massive bulge and give him a squeeze. “Whatever did I do to earn a spot on the naughty list?” 
 
    His gaze is searing. He palms my butt through my short hot-elf skirt. (Oh yes. It totally matches the panties.) “This is not nice. What is this garment if not to drive a male berserk?” 
 
    “This garment,” I pant, my insides turning almost liquid (your body suddenly having this sensation should be alarming, but it feels amazing.) “Is easy to flip up and tug down—you know, for future reference, should, say, the opportunity for quickies presents itself.” 
 
    Mitteeku tests this, teasing himself with the sight of my red and green and white stripes, letting his tongue out to play along the fabric of my panties and turning it into some kind of erotic peekaboo game that he’s playing all by himself… with my body. 
 
    Nope, I’m sooo not complaining. “You’re the best Christmas present ever,” I inform him, bucking as he tastes me. 
 
    “I’ll agree I make a fair Christmas gift,” he teases. He raises up, and goes to work on his clothing. 
 
    “You are a fabulous Christmas gift, a great, big hard one,” I agree, hiking my legs up higher on his hips and setting the points of my heels on his butt. 
 
    He growls. I start to lift my feet, but he closes a hand over my ankle. “Do not stop. I like this.” 
 
    I beam up at him. 
 
    He reaches between us to guide himself, and I peek towards the hall. “What if the boys come out?” 
 
    Mitteeku carefully picks at the edge of my panties with his thumb and forefinger’s claw, tugging it aside so he has access. “They won’t. I gave Christopher strict instructions—and I can hear them playing. If they stop, we stop.” He nudges my opening and I throw my head back, covering my mouth so that I won’t make any sound as my throat strangles on a moan. 
 
    “And,” Mitteeku pants, “I promised Christopher the same courtesy when he courts his female someday—I’ll keep you occupied while he woos her.” 
 
    Yeah, we’re going to have a talk about that—but later. 
 
    Mitteeku brings his hips to mine in one smooth, solid thrust—and my eyes roll back in my head. “Now, can we please stop speaking of the children while we lovemake?” 
 
    Instead of answering him in words, I reach down and circle as much of his base as I can with my hand, pumping him as he works himself inside me in shallow thrusts. 
 
    “I love you on Christmas,” Mitteeku hisses through bared teeth. 
 
    I grin up at him, loving the way his eyes glow down on me, throwing a little color of their own to match our Christmas lights. “Merry Christmas, Mitteeku.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    MITTEEKU 
 
      
 
    “Chess…” I say in wonder. “We call our game something else, but it is much the same, with the pawn pieces being shaped like hobs, and the knights being Rakhii. There are no bishops or rooks and there is no king—only a Gryfala princess piece pitted against a rival princess piece. If you play by holo, the enemy’s wounded pieces bleed.” 
 
    “Sounds fun…” Gwen says in that faint way she does whenever I share information that disturbs her. 
 
    I raise one of my shoulders in a nonchalant, human-like shrug. “It is fun for a princess. A safe way to expend bloodthirst without bloodshed.” 
 
    She cracks open the lid on my container of her treasures that she’s keeping prisoner on her lap, and takes out her favorite mascara wand so she can touch up her makeup. She was crying earlier, overtaken by hormonal emotions, she tells me. That’s why we took a break to play a mind-busying game. These rotations, we’ve found it necessary to employ a variety of methods of stress relief, as there are times when Gwen’s nerves are only outpaced by her belly’s growth. 
 
    Yes. Gwen is heavy with a litter because evidently, I was not successful at removing myself from her body in time, every time we came together. 
 
    A shocked Gwen shared that the hormone-altering treatments that blocked her body from conception with human males aren’t guaranteed to work every time, though she also playfully blamed the virility of my alien sperm for her drug being rendered ineffective. 
 
    This development has wrought some changes. Drastic, drastic changes. 
 
    I had kept my Comm in case of dire emergency, thinking it unlikely that I would utilize it, but knowing that someday I might have need. 
 
    When I heard the extra heartbeats coming from Gwen, I was never so relieved to have the exigency device stored with my belongings. Because the moment Gwen and I learned she was carrying, we decided that half human, half Rakhii pups would not be safe among humans. 
 
    I sent an urgent missive to my homeworld for help, and a Gryfala was kind enough to contract a method of travel for us. Now we’re riding in a Na’rith’s ship bound for the colony of humans being kept on a preserve on my home planet. It feels as if it’s all happened rather swiftly. 
 
    Gwen has fretted about starting a new life on a strange world, and she’s had a time of it, imagining what life will be like, and what the other humans living there will be like. But despite her fears, she is embracing this future. She was terrified of the alternative; remaining on Earth and raising halfling offspring in secret. 
 
    But we will be safe on my home planet. There will be medical care during delivery, with staff well-versed in treating humans and therefore quite capable. And our young ones will be raised among many other half humans. It will be a good life. Our circumstances are changing, but very little of our family dynamic will be. 
 
    Gwen just needs reassurance. 
 
    I am always here to give it. 
 
    She opens a small mirror, and once satisfied with her appearance and her regained composure, Gwen puts her materials away and moves her queen to overtake my knight. 
 
    But my Rakhii-knight has been prepared for this contingency and I swoop down on her piece, collecting them both off the board. “Check this, my mate. I win,” I declare. 
 
    Gwen throws her hands into the air. “It’s checkmate, and how do you figure? You can’t just steal pieces off the board and call yourself the winner! That’s cheating!” 
 
    I show her the pieces. “Your princess moved on my Rakhii. My Rakhii ravished her. Now she’s going to order him into her rookery for lessons in subservience—therefore, this match belongs to me.” 
 
    Gwen huffs. “In just a second, I’m going to tell you why you can’t arbitrarily switch to your alien game in the middle of a chess match, but first… how does my princess—ordering your Rakhii into her rookery for lessons—mean that you win?” 
 
    I give her a lascivious grin. “Does shutting yourself in a room alone with me and tasking yourself with the teaching of me to obey you sound in any way like I am losing? I dare you to demonstrate.” 
 
    Gwen narrows her fiery eyes and purses her lips at me, making me want to catch her for a kiss. Before I can, she gives a laughing groan, and struggles to rise. 
 
    Immediately, I’m at her elbow, assisting her. 
 
    When the decision was made to seek the protection of my homeworld, we purchased supplies, sorted what was necessary to bring, made final calls on what was to be left behind of Gwen’s, Christopher’s, and Austin’s—and we packed up their lives. 
 
    The life-bending change wasn’t met with the resistance one might have feared. 
 
    Christopher, for instance, was ecstatic when he learned he gets to skip school… forever. 
 
    (We did tell him he would still be taking lessons, but apparently taking lessons from Rakhii and perhaps hobs, who would be alien to him, does not seem much like school in his mind. When he learned there are martial arts on my planet that he might learn, he was quite ready to be done with Earth in favor of this new, exciting adventure. Which is just as well. I never felt the nefarious Drew and pack members received their due, and now I can cease plotting their punishment lesson.) 
 
    Austin meanwhile, was largely unaffected; he took all the household changes in stride, barely fussing as I carried him around the home with me, packing up our Earth dwelling in preparation for pickup by the Na’rith ship. For him, life wasn’t changing all that much. 
 
    At this moment, he is sleeping in his pen in the corner, almost blending in with his mound of flopped stuffed animal toys. 
 
    I glance at him as my hands go to Gwen’s lower back to work the soreness from her body as much as I’m able. “Christopher is no doubt still being kept well entertained by the Na’riths, and Austin should remain unconscious for at least another span. I seem to remember a television show claiming that human studies have proven endorphins from sex are natural pain killers. With the goal of testing that, can I…” I lean down and with great care, nibble her ear, “tempt you into teaching me some subservience?” 
 
    Gwen chuckles and stretches up on her toes, catching me by the back of the neck and hauling me down for a kiss against her soft, soft lips. “I suppose I could be persuaded to try...” 
 
    I wrap her in my mating blanket, enjoying her now-predictable reaction: her eyes fill, and her hands move over her chest as if she’s catching her heart before it melts from her emotions. 
 
     She was so overcome when I explained that the males of my kind bring this treasure to their mating. It was made by my dam and my sister many solars ago, in the hopes that someday I would be able to woo my female with it. 
 
    They would be happy to know that my female is quite wooed by it. Her response will never cease to fill me with pride: I can almost hear her single human heart flutter whenever I invite her in it. 
 
    And I do so now, causing her to muffle laughter as I take her up in my arms and carry her into our to our adjoining room for some privacy. 
 
    I’m vastly looking forward to easing all her discomforts—and to experience her attempts to teach me subservience. 
 
      
 
    THE END ♥ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ALIEN EGGS 
 
      
 
    “Easter Eggs” are little bonus tidbits that are slipped into films or books for fans to enjoy. 
 
    I get some fun questions when I slip these into stories, and I thought it might help to answer the most-oft asked ones here in case you’ve been wondering, but you were too shy to say hi. (I’m waving to you right now, one shy friend to another!! ♥) 
 
      
 
    Q: “What’s with the otters?” 
 
    A: I love otters. I also have an ongoing obsession with reindeer. (But all year around, not just Christmas.) ...Sort of a caribou emoji?--->  }:D 
 
      
 
    Q: “Apples keep coming up in your books. Do you like apples?” 
 
    A: Oh baby—I love apples. Honeycrisps forever, and recently, RAVE apples (the result of a Honeycrisp wooing an unreleased variety called the MonArk and having delicious, delicious babies). Recently, we got ahold of SugarBee apples. It’s fun to try new varieties! 
 
    All mentions of apples are shoutouts to my roots. (Ha ha—punny…) I grew up near Michigan orchards and have a deep affection for all things falling under Genus: Malus. 
 
    And perhaps there’s no correlation, but Poppy Rhys used apple green as a description for a certain alien bodily fluid, and after the way I reacted upon seeing a Granny Smith directly after reading her story? ...I think I’ve noticed that I’m being sent on more solo missions to the grocery store if apples are on the list. Talk about interesting ripple effects, eh? THANKS, POPPY! XD 
 
      
 
    Q: “What is behind all the llama references?” 
 
    A: The llama jokes started when a GIF appeared on Facebook of a llama throwing their head back with a whole lot of queenly attitude. If I write a story with a royal line of llama shifters—prepare yourself. We’re going to break the Internet with llama memes and GIFs. You’ve been warned. 
 
      
 
    Q: “Why Sloths?” 
 
    A: Author Kelsey Nicole Price is crazy for sloths. I try to feed her infatuation when I can, because that’s what friends do. ♥ 
 
      
 
    Q: “What is the origin for the S’mores jokes?” 
 
    A: Ahhh, the S’mores jokes! We can thank Rescued by an Alien, where Callie learns that hobs smell like S’mores when Rakhii get too flame-happy with their friends. Since then, in real life, everything from suggestive camping advertisements to S’more flavored lube has crossed our radar (thanks, April!!) and has kept us well entertained ;D (Special Note on the lube: the brand is ‘Koala,’ and when the product page comes up as a search result, it says ‘Koala Flavored Lube’ ...which started a whole new round of jokes. ...And questions.) 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from Rescued in Callie’s POV: 
 
    I hold up my hands.  “Sorry.  Just joking.”  I turn to face Zadeon.  “Only joking, okay?  No harming of the ladies, got it?” 
 
    "Except for Mandi?” 
 
    Despite myself—I laugh.  Then, feeling a little contrite, I clap a hand over my mouth. 
 
    Zadeon gently pries it off.  “I grasp the concept of humor.  Unlike some of us,” he says, his lips curving a little... evilly... as he moves his gaze to Dohrein. 
 
    Dohrein adjusts his wings—agitatedly, unconsciously, or in warning, I’m not sure, but Gracie gasps, “What happened?” 
 
    I’m ashamed that I’m so shocked that she’s genuinely worried for Dohrein.  Of course Gracie cares about him. 
 
    It’s clear that she cares a lot. 
 
    I take a deep breath.  Then I inhale hard.  “There it is again.  Weird, because you don’t smell like Z all the time, but you really, really smell like him now—” 
 
    Dohrein slams his hydration packet down.  “That would be because this smorrre smell you recognize is actually burned hob.  And it’s not every day he gets to burn me.” 
 
    “S’mores!”  Angie snaps her fingers.  “Ahhh, that’s what burnt hob reminds me of, thanks.” 
 
    I look at Zadeon in horror.  He stares back at me, completely unrepentant. 
 
    “Why did you burn him?”  I’m appalled.  Why is everyone acting like this is only sort of a big deal? 
 
    ~*~ 
 
      
 
    Trivia: Gwen and her sister Eilean are named after two of the world’s most iconic castles: Scotland’s Eilean Donan, and Tennessee, USA’s Castle Gwynn (where there is THE COOLEST Renaissance faire complete with *live jousting* (!) and falconry demonstrations (!!). Yes: SWOOOON. 
 
      
 
    More Trivia: Austin’s friend, the white flying fox bat, is a nod to Tal'ngay Dha'run—the most adorable ‘sky puppy’ Australia has ever seen. He’s a rare leucistic bat and his name reportedly means 'white wing' in the local Yugambeh Indigenous dialect. Bubbles the Book Pimp Blog had us in stitches with Ace Ventura lawn-dancing GIFs earlier this year thanks to the “DROGAN!” line from Alluvial—so we’ve got one word for you, Jo: 
 
    SHIKAKA! 
 
    XD 
 
      
 
    “When do we get more Rakhii?” 
 
    You asked me for another hit of Rakhii before Beth gets her story with her Stable, and I wanted to give you something back for cheering me on. If you enjoyed this alien nanny getting his Christmas novella, I’d love it if you can leave a review—you guys! You are wonderful—*you* have put my stories into other readers’ hands. 
 
    THANK YOU SO MUCH. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed Mitteeku’s family with me ♥ 
 
    May your Christmas & New Year be filled with many laughs, much warmth, and an abundance of love, 
 
    Amanda 
 
    www.AmandaMilo.com 
 
    Newsletter: https://bit.ly/2DlAKR7 
 
    Facebook group HERE 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Book Links 
 
      
 
    Links to my ebooks and audiobooks (paperbacks really, really are coming soon ;D) 
 
      
 
    Arokh and Angie’s story ebook: https://amzn.to/2A6sH9T 
 
    This book is also available in Audio, narrated by the talented Nick Cracknell: https://amzn.to/2uPivO5 
 
      
 
    Zadeon and Callie’s story ebook: http://amzn.to/2EZEitg 
 
    Audiobook: https://adbl.co/2Nx8WxR 
 
    (WARNING: This one has some Dark times. This couple’s love is beautiful though, and they get their Happily Ever After.) 
 
      
 
    Brax, Tara, and Tac’Mot’s story is here: http://amzn.to/2FeuFGl 
 
    (If you had to classify this one, it’s almost Reverse Harem. This is a MFM book, which means there are two (alien) guys and one woman but it’s not *quite* menage, because Brax is a Rakhii, and you know this means he doesn’t share his female. Slight problem: his female is bonded to Tac’Mot.) 
 
      
 
    Dohrein and Gracie’s story: https://amzn.to/2Qn4lwo 
 
    Audiobook: https://amzn.to/2Uxefhl 
 
      
 
    Blind Fall, the standalone story that answers the question you’ve all been asking me: “Is the guide dog okay?” 
 
    Spoiler: She’s MORE than okay. ♥ If you read this one, I hope you have fun. 
 
    https://amzn.to/2PvoaAm 
 
      
 
    A fun side project *Not* related to the Stolen series: 
 
    Valos of Sonhadra Series 
 
    Alluvial, Book 1: https://amzn.to/2OhfX33 
 
    Tempest, Book 2, written by Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2uPfihv 
 
    Galvanizing Sol, Book 3, by Amanda Milo & Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2AgxDZE 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About the Author 
 
      
 
    Amanda Milo is a collector of the randomest trivia. Did you know that Kiwi fruit plants have seperate genders? You need both in order to make Kiwi fruits happen. Isn’t that cool?? 
 
    She’s concerned about river otter bite pressure—she hasn’t had a chance to test this out, but frankly, this is the part that’s holding her back from appropriating and testing the relocation (aka wildlife theft) of a small family of adorable river otters. 
 
    ...To the bathtub. (They’re basically like slick-furred rubber duckies, but with lots of teeth, right? Right.) 
 
    Extended contemplation of this plan has led to the permission to adopt more ferrets, which makes her very happy. So does her extensive, wacky-patterned, thigh-high sock collection—though ferrets, it must be noted, do not play well with pretty socks. The crazy, clawed thieves! 
 
    She invites you to hang out with her in the Amanda Milo’s Minions Facebook group. (She didn’t name the group! XD Readers have great senses of humor!) 
 
    If you haven’t been sucked into Facebook yet, she’s not quite as easy to capture—but when she has an internet connection, she’ll do her best to reply at AmandaMiloBooks@gmail.com 
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