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To my wife, Allyson. 

She lights up everything she touches.


Chapter One

“Hello everyone. The listing for the class says my name is Mr. Oliver, but you can call me Ulysses.”

I was met with a couple dozen semi-blank stares, but that wasn’t a big surprise. If I had to guess, only about half of them understood what I said. Even if this was the advanced class, it was still one for learning English.

Even with all the uncertain expressions, I’d guess I was far more nervous than any of them. I’d been on Aeash for all of seven weeks—and the weeks on Aeash were only five days long—and everything was still new to me. Even more so, this was the first time I was teaching this class. Or any class here.

I went up to the smartboard and wrote my name for everyone to see. I turned back to see the same confused faces. Thinking on it, mine wasn’t a name they would be used to seeing and likely thought they already had no clue what they were doing in this class. I could relate.

“Okay, let’s start off a little easier,” I switched over to Yuarao, the common language for this area—and the only other language I spoke. “My name is Ulysses Oliver, and I’ll be your instructor for the next few weeks.”

The number of faces that relaxed would put a spa to shame.

“Before we start, let me tell you a few things about myself. Obviously, I’m human.” I gestured to my body, and that got a few chuckles. “I’ve only been here on Aeash for a short time, but I’ve been studying Yuarao for a few years. Still, I expect you to tell me when I mess up and say the wrong thing. I also want you to forgive what I am sure is a horrible Earth accent.”

That one got a couple of outright laughs. I took a moment to look over the people I would be teaching. I had already gotten a list of names for the class, but that didn’t tell me everything. At a glance, it looked like I had slightly more women than men, and the majority of the class were Yuarao—the people of canine ancestry of Aeash. There were also Oua, Shoosira, and a Fapalf. Plus, one woman in the back hiding her face in the shadows of a hoodie, so I wasn’t sure where she fell.

“The purpose of this class is to get you speaking conversational English. Everyone in here should have already been through the beginning class, so we’ll build on that. Is there anyone here who hasn’t been through that class?”

Everyone looked around to see if anyone called themselves out, but nobody said anything.

“Great. Okay, by a show of hands,” I raised my own hand to give them an indication what I meant, “how many of you understood what I said when I walked in?”

Only five of them raised their hands, which was less than I hoped, but about what I expected.

“That’s fine. The point is to learn. If you already knew everything, this class wouldn’t be much use, would it?” I pointed toward the smartboard. “This is my name. My first name is Ulysses, and my last name, or surname, is Oliver. So, if you want to be formal, you can call me Mr. Oliver, but I’m fine with you calling me Ulysses.”

Smiles and nods came back at me.

“For the most part during this class I will be speaking in English. Do your best to answer me in English as well. The whole point of this is to practice and get better. I’m not expecting you to be perfect, and just like I asked you to help me with Yuarao, I’ll help you with English.”

This wasn’t a class for traditional schooling. This was a class for adults looking to learn how to speak English for themselves. They paid their money to be here to learn, and at the end of our time together—two nights then one night off for two hours a night for four straight weeks—they would be earning a certificate showing they had completed the class. No pass or fail, just a letter of achievement. I’d still be giving them homework—or more accurately, outside assignments—but nothing to be graded. The learning was up to them; I was just here to help.

“Since you all should know how to do this, and it will give me a good idea of where each of you stands, let’s go around the room and introduce ourselves in English. Sound good?”

There was a lot of nervous expressions, and several deep breaths heard right before we started. And I chose to start in the front row, going left to right. Which in this case meant I started with a Yuarao and went through the first twenty-six people in the class in order, moving my way back, until the only one left was my stranger in a hoodie.

“And you, miss?” I asked.

“My name is Vinta.”

There was no anger or sharp edge to her voice. Just a flat, plain response. She had the benefit of hearing everyone else speaking before it got around to her, which meant all she had to do was mimic what she had already heard. So, I decided to continue the lesson with her.

“Can you tell us anything about yourself, Miss Vinta? Don’t worry, we won’t judge. This is a safe place.”

She kept her head down, but I could feel her eyes staring at me from beneath the hoodie.

“No.”

That was it. Just one word, again with no anger or edge, just a flat response. I took it as her feeling uncomfortable, either with speaking to the class or knowing the language. I didn’t want to create any issues, so I moved on.

For the remainder of the class, we concentrated on a group activities. Using singalongs and rhymes to help learn key words and phrases, and games where you won little candies, I brought with me from Earth as prizes for identifying the right word for colors, shapes, and things like that.

I made it a point to get everyone a piece of candy, so they all felt like they contributed and to build a bit of fellowship among the group. By the end of the first class everyone seemed more relaxed and ready to move forward and learn, which was exactly what I was hoping would happen.

With one exception.

Miss Vinta and her hoodie stayed quiet for the whole night. She never took out a notebook, nor did I see any kind of recording device. That didn’t mean she had none, but her hands stayed tucked into the pockets of the hoodie all night. If she was keeping a recorder in there, everything was going to sound very muffled.

“Okay, thank you for a great first class!” I switched to Yuarao to end the night. “I’ve got some media up here for you to take home. These catah have several English language songs from Earth, and I think listening to them might help. The lyrics are sung very clearly, and I’ve included a translation file to help you understand what they’re singing. Tomorrow night we’ll go over some of them as a group activity. Get ready to be introduced to karaoke! Until then, keep practicing!”

There were a few murmurs between the students—if you can call a group of adults in a non-school program “students”—as they gathered their things and headed toward the exit. I stayed behind in case anyone had any questions I could help with, and I got a couple of people just stopping to tell me how much they appreciated what I was doing or how much they were looking forward to the class, that sort of thing.

And then there was the lady in the hoodie. Miss Vinta was lingering, still seated in the back of the class until there was no one left in the room besides me and her. As the penultimate student exited, she rose from her seat and headed toward the front of the class. To match her gray hoodie, she was also wearing a pair of baggy gray sweatpants. With as short as she was—I’d guess barely five-foot-one—she looked almost lost in all that cloth.

“Miss Vinta,” I said in a pleasant tone. “Hope I didn’t put you on the spot too much earlier. I don’t want anyone to feel uncomfortable in class.”

“No ‘miss.’ Just Vinta.” Her monotone voice told me as she walked past my desk—well, really a standing podium, but I don’t want to be pedantic. I thought she was about to walk out the door, so I finished gathering my things, preparing to follow her out.

Then she closed the door and turned back around.

“I wanted to talk to you about the class,” she said. “About me being in the class, specifically.”

Two full sentences. And there was a little more life to them than anything she had said up to that point. Not a lot, but a little.

“Oh. Of course. What can I help with?” I asked.

She stood there silently for several seconds. I couldn’t tell if she was frozen from fear or deep in contemplation. I was about to say something to her when she finally moved. Her hands came up and she pulled back the hood to reveal her face.

She was Coinoie—one of the rabbit folk of Aeash. Unlike the majority of the tribes here, the Coinoie had a bit more of the tell-tale elements of their ancestral relative. Even the Fapalf, who came from equine ancestry, had a basically human appearance with a massive mane of hair, but the Coinoie still had the hint of a muzzle, long whiskers, and the distinct long ears which hung down on either side of their head. Only the Rga’awra were more explicitly bestial in appearance.

But that wasn’t the most striking thing about her. She had heterochromia; each of her eyes was a different color. One blue, one brown. And both were vibrant, piercing as she gazed at me—into me.

I did my best not to react, but I’m sure there was a facial response of some sort.

“I’m guessing you don’t recognize me,” Vinta said, her voice still almost unusually calm.

“I…I’m sorry. Am I supposed to?” I replied.

“No. No, not really…I guess.” She took a deep breath. “But there are people here who might, and I’d rather that not happen.”

“Okay. Is there a reason?” I asked. “Not saying I won’t, but do you think it will be distracting in the class?”

There was a long pause before she replied. “Maybe. It’s entirely possible that no one will know me, but if they do, it could be…problematic.”

I wanted to ask her why someone might know her, but she was clearly uncomfortable with the idea, and I wanted to make sure my class was exactly what I told her: a safe place.

“Alright. I’m guessing that was why you didn’t want to say anything about yourself earlier. I apologize for putting you on the spot.”

“No need,” she said. “You didn’t know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you, though. If I sit in the back of the class and just…listen…is that a problem?”

I considered her question. “A problem, no, but a lot of this class is about interacting. Learning to actually have conversations in English. If you aren’t doing that, you won’t be learning. At least not the way I think will benefit you best. You might be better suited to just using the oaghsa to learn.”

“That…well, that isn’t an option,” she said. “This is important to me. Is there something else that can be done?”

There was no passion in her voice, but her eyes spoke with a fire that ignited the room.

“I…suppose we could do the direct interactive lessons between you and I, if that works? Since you’ve already shown me who you are, that won’t be revealing anything to anyone,” I suggested. “But if we do, you have to promise me you will participate in the group activities. You were silent during all of them today. If you and I are working one-to-one, then you will need to be active for the other parts. Does that work?”

Her expression turned hard. It didn’t seem like she was happy with that idea, but I let her ruminate on it for a moment.

“As long as I don’t have to talk about myself or show anyone my face, I’m okay with that.” Her voice stayed level, but her face and body language showed her reluctance.

“Well then, let’s plan on that.” I held up catah the with the songs. “I won’t even make you do karaoke tomorrow.”

“Oh, right.” She walked over and took the item from my hand. “What is…ka…kakaroie?”

“Well, you’re going to find out tomorrow night,” I told her. “Don’t worry, I promised not to put you in the spotlight. I won’t.”

She chuckled. It was the first time there was any kind of emotion in her voice. It even had the faintest hint of a smile come with it.

“Thank you, Mr. Oliver,” she said.

“Ah!” I held up a finger. “If it’s just Vinta with you, it’s Ulysses with me. Fair?”

After a moment, she nodded slowly. “Fine. Thank you, U…Ulessess.”

“Close enough for now. We’ll work on it,” I told her.

With a small nod she pulled her hood back up, her face vanishing into shadow. Then she turned and exited the room. My thoughts lingered on her for a couple of minutes, wondering if I should try to find out more about her, but those ideas were stamped down very quickly. Everyone deserved their own privacy. I knew that better than most.

Shortly after, I had all my things gathered and headed home.


Chapter Two

I walked into the house to a wall of sound. Raucous cheering filled the house, originating from the media room. I popped into my bedroom to drop off my bag and keys, then went to find the source of excitement.

At a quick count, seven people were in the room, gathered around the televisor. My roommate, Dould, had his buddies over again, not that having them here was a bad thing. I liked his friends. And I really liked Dould. I had met him during his trip to Earth a couple of years back, and we hit it off immediately. He was the one who talked me into coming here to teach English, in fact. We were at a sports bar, watching a football game, and I probably had too much to drink, which led to me talking about my life, and that got him talking about a new beginning on a new world.

Two years, lots of paperwork, and a chunk of money later, here I was. Living on Aeash with my Yuarao buddy and teaching English. And still deep in the adjustment period. Reading about an alien world and making the jump to living there are two very different things. Trust me, I’m not complaining. I’m excited about where my life is headed and loving everything I’m learning, it just has my head spinning.

“Ulysses!” Dould was a big fella. Not tall, not fat, just…big. Sort of a walking wall. A cuddly wall, but the kind that you don’t want to make mad. “How was your first night? Did everything go the way you wanted?”

“It was good. I was nervous to start, but I fell into a rhythm and got everyone to participate.” Well, almost everyone. “It’s a good group. I’m looking forward to the rest of the class.”

“Yes! I told you that you would be great.” He grabbed my shoulders and shook me. It was his way, and honestly it didn’t bother me. Kind of reminded me of my friends back home. “And this is the start! You’ll have three classes a day before you know it. You’ll be making more money than you can use!”

“That would be nice,” I admitted. It would be great to have my own place. As much as I liked Dould, he could be a bit much at times. My own place was my goal, assuming I could find someone to rent one to me. Not all of Aeash was happy to see humans living on their world full time. That was a worry for another time, however. “What are you watching?”

“Five! What else?” He slapped my shoulder. “The Slayers are up on Gonnka forty-eight to thirty-seven. And the third round is about to start, so lots of action left!”

I figured they were watching Five based on the way they sounded when I got here. Five was sort of the world-wide sport of Aeash, with the same kind of vibe that soccer had in most of the world back on Earth, but a very different kind of energy to the game itself. I was still getting used to the rules and how it worked, but I was hooked, even if half-lost.

“Great! Let me grab a drink and I’ll watch the rest of the match with you.” And by drink I meant a glass of water. Most of the drinks on Aeash were a little much for me. Thankfully they still liked fruit juices, so there were many variations on mandarin fruit, citron, and pomelos, plus blueberry was very popular. There were also several unique alcohols that I was slowly adjusting to drinking, but they definitely had a different flavor and kick than what I was used to. They did have their own version of mead as well as some wines, so there was a little familiarity there, but it just wasn’t my preference. We didn’t have any juice, I wasn’t feeling adventurous, and my budget didn’t allow me to buy anything from Earth lately, so tonight it was water.

I moved over to an empty seat near the televisor—basically a television that worked from any angle, which was great—and plopped down with the crew. Dould and six other Yuarao were all worked up watching the game, so I got ignored save for the quick smiles and one slap on the shoulder. The Sotyihje Slayers—our hometown team—were on offense, up against the Gonnka Racers, one of the better teams in the Prime League, if memory served correctly.

“Who’s up?” I asked, looking at the figure bouncing in the starting block.

“That’s Pronya the Unstoppable,” one of Dould’s friends told me. “She’s not as unstoppable as she wants us to think, but that’s why she’s in the middle of the lineup. Still, she’s not bad.” He then pointed to the five other figures on the field. “I don’t think she’s going to be able to get past the second stage no matter which slant she takes. The left Second is too fast for her, and there is no way she’ll get past Flondak on the right. He’s a beast.”

“She could get past Flondak. He’s not the player he used to be,” another said. “And even if she only scores an eight, that’s fine. She’s our best First, so what she lacks in offense she makes up on defense. She already made a block on their second runner.”

“I thought both Firsts had to go, well, first. This is the third round, right?” I asked.

“No, their position on defense doesn’t have anything to do with their offensive slot,” Dould replied. “The manager sets the offensive lineup right before the match, and they can even put in one of the substitutes right before they make their run. Which is what happened the other night, remember? When they put in a sub for the final offensive run? It’s pretty common if you are the last to run and are behind. Most teams have a special offensive runner they save for late in the game.”

“Yeah, I’m already lost again. Way too many numbers involved in the positions in this game,” I laughed. “I’ll just watch and pick it up as I go.”

The woman in the starting box, one Miss Pronya the Unstoppable according to my co-viewers, was a Shoosira—one of the Aeashens of feline descent. I did a great job of not giggling at her professional name. Apparently, it was tradition to use a more dynamic name in the sport. Personally, it reminded me of professional wrestling back home, which I was still surprised hadn’t made its way over to Aeash yet. With this society’s love of over-the-top entertainment and spectacle, it felt like a natural fit to me.

Anyway, Pronya was standing in the starting box, hopping from foot to foot. Once the timer started, she would have thirty seconds to begin her run. The field was divided into five sections, each with a defender. The two closest sections were called the Firsts, and they butted up against the Seconds, and behind them was the Third. The attacker had to pick one of the Firsts and then either move into the other First or to the adjacent Second, and then to the next, and so on. The goal in each section was to capture the badge-token-thing—I can’t remember the actual term—and place it on their uniform. And, of course, each section was being protected by the defender.

The defender’s job was to stop the attacker. The only way to truly stop them was to take their marker. The attacker could have their marker on either arm, and could switch it around mid-run, but if the defender took it or if it fell off and hit the ground, their run was over. If the attacker got the badge-token they had thirty seconds to clear out of that section and move into the next one. If they didn’t get out before then, their run was over. And whenever they cleared a section, that defender was then free to roam to other sections to help defend. So, the more points you scored, the tougher it got as more defenders were trying to stop you.

For every token-thing that the attacker grabbed, they got eight points. If they captured all five tokens, they got a bonus of ten points. And for every token they got back to the starting zone, they got an additional five points. I saw an attacker in one of the previous matches run in and grab the token in the first zone, and then run right back to the starting zone, happy to get thirteen points. Oh, and once the attacker gets back to the starting zone, their run is over.

There were penalties and injury substitutions and a whole bunch of other things that I really didn’t get yet, but I was working on it. And if I remember correctly, the roster for each match was a total of eight people. Five starters and three substitutes, and once a starter is taken out, they can’t come back in. I remember that some penalties can affect points—either adding or subtracting from the overall score of each run—but I couldn’t recite any details about those.

It’s an amazingly energetic sport. The players wore minimal padding, even though there was a lot of contact in what was supposedly a non-violent game. Several of the penalties were contact related, and some even could get a player thrown out of the game, but injuries weren’t uncommon. Lots of hand fighting and body blocking came into play on every attack, and the defenders hated to give up points. Pain was a part of the game, and the attackers knew how rough they were going to have it.  And even if they didn’t, each active player not only played defense, but every player had two chances on offense in each match as well, so payback was definitely a bitch in some cases.

The horn sounded, which meant that Pronya was on the clock. She wasted no time and chose to go into the first section on the right side. Which put her into the zone patrolled by the player they told me was a beast; some guy named Flondak, though I’m betting he had another colorful descriptor to go with that.

“What is she thinking?” One of the group shouted. “He’s going to wreck her!”

“Not if he can’t catch her.” Dould replied. “She’s got this. Trust me.”

The token was positioned in the center of the section, with a buffer around it that the defender couldn’t enter until the runner did—otherwise, penalty. Currently, Flondak was skirting the buffer, trying to stay between the runner and the token. There seemed to be two defensive styles, one of them very confrontational, where the defender rushed out to face the runner. The other was style that Flondak was using, where you stayed back and tried to block the path.

“She can’t get past him. He’s slower, but way too strong for her,” another one said.

“Trust me, she’s got this,” Dould said. “You gotta believe.”

Pronya kept moving to her right, running at a good speed. Flondak shifted, moving laterally as best he could, but finally having to turn to match her pace. The moment he did she cut back and the bigger man couldn’t match her. With a burst, she sped past him, his hands grazing her arm but finding no hold. The token was snatched away while she kept running, Flondak behind her in pursuit.

“Told you,” Dould said, “Flondak has lost more than a step. Don’t be surprised if he gets benched soon.”

“I’m glad! It got us eight!” The speaker threw his hands out to the side. Sort of a fist-pump for an Aeashen.

“That’s all she’s gonna get, I think.” Another attendee pointed at the display. Pronya was coming up to the edge of the next section. She had chosen to move into the Second zone, rather than going to the other First, and the defender was playing a delaying move to try to keep her from entering clean, giving the other defender a chance to catch up.

Pronya spun, twisting around behind Flondak just as he was about to get to her, and changed direction to head to the other First. This was where the game started getting really exciting. The single runner, now trying to avoid the pursuer, while not just one, but two other people shadowed them, daring the runner to cross into their territory.

To her credit, Pronya didn’t hesitate. She broke into the other First section, angling her left side to the new defender to protect her marker, currently on her right forearm. The new defender, another Shoosira, grabbed the left arm, but not long enough to pull a penalty. That move gave Flondak time to get back into the fold. He ran up behind Pronya, who must have sensed him, because she began to shift off to the side again.

Which was when Flondak tackled her. Prolonged contact was a penalty in the sport, which led to a time penalty of two seconds, I think. Strong contact was worse. A tackle? That was a flagrant foul.

The announcers were shocked, which carried over to the group in the house. Collective gasps of pain and shock echoed through the room.

“I think she’s hurt!” one of the group said. “It looks bad.”

Pronya was writhing on the ground, grasping at her left knee. Flondak was in a shouting match with the referee, but that was a lost cause. Everyone saw exactly what happened. There was no doubt about the penalty.

“That’s gonna be at least another eight,” someone said.

“They might make it a twelve,” another countered.

While they argued about how many points the foul might get their team, I could only watch the woman on the ground. The announcers were focused on her as well. They had to bring out a cart to get her off the field.

Flondak got ejected from the game, and the Slayers were given ten points because of his actions. Ultimately it didn’t matter, as Gonnka came back and won it, taking the lead in the ninth round and holding on for the rest of the match.

Pronya was out with an injury. Flondak was probably looking at a suspension. Dould’s team didn’t win. And I was ready for bed. All in all, that was a pretty busy night.


Chapter Three

Karaoke was a big hit.

Even though I didn’t have an actual karaoke machine, I was able to create a rough facsimile using my laptop, downloaded songs, and a decent Bluetooth speaker. The only microphone I had was the lav mic I had brought from home, so I jury-rigged it onto the end of a handle so it had the feel of a traditional mic, and no one seemed to care.

Keeping my promise to Vinta, I didn’t ask for her to come up and sing. To help her not stand out, I didn’t ask anyone to come up and sing. I got things rolling with a little bit of Gordon Lightfoot—I like old music, okay?—and then let others volunteer. “Yesterday” was a big hit, along with a handful of other Beatles songs. Plenty of more recent songs were popular, with Adele, Beyonce, Bruno Mars, and others getting great responses. When we had no one willing to step up, we did some group sing-alongs. True to her word, she participated in the group songs—or at least appeared to. I couldn’t make out her voice in the chorus of the classroom.

And everyone had fun. Which was the point; to have fun and to get practice speaking the language. After most of the class listening to songs and people singing, I told everyone to break up into pairs and talk to each other about the songs.

Vinta sat quietly in the back, trying her best not to call attention. A couple of people asked if she wanted to pair up, but she gave a quick double clicking sound to indicate no without saying words.

When I walked up, she angled her head enough to look up at me from beneath her hoodie.

“Give me a few minutes to check on everyone else’s conversation, then I’ll come over and work with you,” I softly told her in Yuarao. She gave me a slight upturn of her chin—peaking, as it was called on Aeash, indicating agreement—so I took that to mean she was fine with that plan.

I made my way through the room, listening in on conversations and giving advice where I felt it was needed. Most people were doing well. Not perfect by any means, but good enough that I wasn’t having any trouble following them.

“Pardon from us, Sir Ulysses?”

The young woman who apparently knighted me was sitting with a friend, gently waving her hand to further gather my attention. She was striking, to say the least. Like any of the Oua, her face was distinctly marked. In her case, she had two white stripes that began just over her eyes and ran down past her throat; black stripes lined the white toward the center of her face, with a deep, rich tan being the focus of the middle of her face and the areas outside the white. Her hair was a slightly darker shade of tan, with white and black stripes running through it. The friend was equally cute, with an almost entirely off-white tone to her face and short hair, with black that surrounded her eyes and then trailed down like tears tracing the sides of her nose.

“Just Ulysses,” I told her as I walked up. “Do you need some help?”

“Oh yes!” The first woman said.

“We are bad,” the other laughed.

“Okay, let me see if I remember your names, and do correct me if I’m wrong or pronounce them wrong.” I stood beside their desks. First, I pointed to the woman with the pale complexion. “You’re Eodeira, right?” She ticked her head up with a smile. Then I pointed to the other. “And you are…Soemeng?”

“Good remember!” Soemeng said. “We have bads with word of….” Her hand waved around like she was trying to swirl the right term out of the air. “Not explain?”

I shifted into Yuarao for the moment. “Are you having trouble with descriptions?”

“Yes!” Eodeira confirmed. “The only word I can think of is very, and I don’t think that works in this case, does it?”

“No. In fact, very is what we call an adverb, which means that it is meant to modify a verb or adjective. And adjectives are what you are looking for in this case,” I explained.

“I don’t know most of those English words you just said,” Eodeira chuckled.

“That’s fine. You’re learning. If you knew, you wouldn’t need to be here,” I told them. “My suggestion is to describe the songs in Yuarao—or Oua, if you prefer, I just can’t help you there—and then look up the descriptors in English. There won’t be an exact one-to-one translation, but it will get you to the right starting point. If you think the song was beautiful, you can use that to get a foundation. Same if you thought the song was horrible, or fun, or—if you want to get a little more complicated—you could say the song was catchy. Which means that the words or melody stayed with you after listening.”

“And what is the word for ‘delightfully adorable?’” Eodeira asked.

“Or ‘very appealing?’” Soemeng followed up.

I looked at Eodeira. “The word you want is cute.” I then turned to Soemeng. “And you are probably looked for…hmm, that’s actually tougher, thinking on it. Likable is probably what you want, but you might also mean pleasant or interesting. Now give it a try in English.”

Soemeng looked at me and nodded. “I think the one is li-lickable?”

“Likable,” I corrected.

“Yes, likable,” she smiled.

“And cute,” Eodeira added.

“See, you’ve got this,” I said.

“Yes, good,” Eodeira replied.

“Thank you for your help,” Soemeng said in Yuarao. “I feel foolish sometimes, stumbling over simple words.”

“You’re not stumbling, you’re learning. No one learns to speak a new language overnight,” I told them, making sure to look at both ladies.

“You go farther than you have to,” Eodeira said. “We want to show our appreciation.”

“Just doing my job,” I said.

“It’s tradition to take your new co-worker out for drinks,” Soemeng stated. “And no, you aren’t a co-worker, but you are new to this job, correct? Someone should take you out.”

“Uh, well….” My eyes looked at both ladies, who were smiling up at me.

“Yes!” One of the Yuarao added. “We want to take you out as well.” The young Yuarao wrapped his arm around the shoulder of the man next to him. “All of us need to go out for drinks! Our treat!”

Four other Yuarao stood up, peaking their heads in agreement. Several others in the class made noises of support for the plan. I looked at my watch, seeing that the time was pretty much up for the night, and I considered their offer. Was it crossing a line? Maybe not, we’re all adults.

Then I remembered Vinta.

She was sitting there, still and silent, like she wasn’t even part of the same room. Her head was down just enough to keep her face hidden, as usual.

“Tell you what,” I said to everyone. “I’ve got plans tonight, but why don’t we make our own plans to all go out after the next class in two nights. We’ll end class a little early, and head out so we can continue practicing in a public place. Sound good?”

The general cacophony of replies all seemed positive.

“Great! Then head on home, and night after next, we’ll get back together and go over the next lesson. No homework. Just practice what you can, okay?” I moved to the front of the class and made the announcement to everyone.

Smiles and light conversation filled the room as people stood and started to gather their items. Within a minute most of the people were already heading toward the door or already out of the room. Soemeng and Eodeira opted not to leave immediately, instead walking up to meet me at my podium.

“I’m glad we’re all going out tomorrow,” Soemeng said. “Do you have a place in mind, or would you like us to pick one? Something friendly and sociable?”

“We know several good locations that we think you’d like,” Eodeira added.

I nodded slowly. “Okay, why don’t the two of you come up with a couple of suggestions for a good location for the class. You definitely are going to know the city better than I will, and having a small selection of choices will prevent a long debate. So, the two of you are in charge.”

“We can be in charge if you like,” Eodeira said.

“Or leave the choices to you, whichever you prefer,” Soemeng said.

“Well then, sounds like we have a plan. You ladies come up with the location options, and I’ll make the final call.” I looked at both in turn, and they smiled. “Now, I don’t want to be rude, but I do have other things to get to tonight.”

“Understood,” Soemeng said.

“We look forward to being back in class in a couple nights,” Eodeira said.

“Good night, ladies,” I told them.

They turned and walked out, Eodeira taking a moment to look over her shoulder a moment before stepping through the door.

I could only shake my head.

“Okay, so now….” I began, only to see Vinta walking toward the exit as well, right behind them. “Where are you going?”

She stopped and turned back toward me, her face still hidden in her hoodie. “Class is over. You have plans. I’m going home.”

“I do have plans,” I answered. “My plans are to help you with your conversational skills. I told you I would help out, and time got away from me during class tonight, so I’m making time. Unless you have plans. I don’t want to keep you from something.”

For several seconds she stood still, not making a movement of any kind. Then she walked over to one of the desks at the front of the class and sat down.

I chuckled and grabbed a desk of my own, turning it to face hers.

“Okay,” I began in English, “so what did you think of the music?”

“I liked most of it. I particularly like…Beaters?” Her accent was thick, but clear.

“Beatles,” I corrected, “and that puts you in line with several million people back on Earth.”

“In line?” She still hadn’t pulled her hoodie back. “In line…how?”

“It’s an expression. It means a lot of people share your opinion,” I explained. “And, not to be rude, but can you pull your hoodie back? We’re alone.”

She hesitated, but only for a moment. When the hoodie came back her eyes darted over to the door, which was still sitting open. She started chewing lightly on her bottom lip.

“Would you feel more comfortable if I closed the door?” I asked.

She peaked her head. “Yes, please.”

I rose up and moved to the door, shutting it gently. Immediately I saw her relax a little.

“Thank you for singing along with the group tonight,” I said. “I appreciate you putting in the effort.”

“I said I would,” she answered.

“That doesn’t mean you were going to do it, though.” I looked at her face. She was looking back at me with almost no expression, yet that blank face held such intensity that it was difficult to not stare. “What’s your favorite joke?”

Several blinks were the initial response to my question, and despite her excellent English to this point, I didn’t think she understood me.

“Joke?” Her question all but confirmed my theory.

I switched to Yuarao to explain. “A joke is a humorous story. Normally very short, sometimes phrased as a question. Here, this is a classic joke from Earth.” Then I went back to English. “Why did the chicken cross the road?”

Her face twisted up in confusion.

“To get to the other side!” I finished the joke with the unusual panache that it required.

She huffed and answered in Yuarao. “I thought I was doing good, but that made no sense. You said it was supposed to be funny, but…. Did you ask me why a chicken would cross the street? And then say that it was just to…cross the street?”

“Basically, yeah,” I told her. “That’s the joke.”

“But you said jokes are supposed to be funny. There was nothing funny about that.” The placid expression on her face broke, but while I was hoping for laughter, it went toward anger.

“And that’s why it’s supposed to be funny—because it isn’t funny at all,” I explained.

“I don’t understand,” she grumped. “This is hard enough to learn without something like that being…being teased to me.”

“No!” I put up my hands. “I wasn’t teasing you. I promise. I was just trying to tell a very simple joke that didn’t rely on wordplay. I’m sorry if it upset you.”

“It didn’t upset me,” her voice was calm again, but her eyes were still burning, “it just wasn’t funny. You said it was supposed to be funny.”

“And I apologize. Humor is very subjective, though,” I argued.

She huffed a breath. “True. There are many attempts at humor on Aeash that I don’t find amusing, either.”

“Don’t have much of a sense of humor?” I asked.

“What? Of course I do. I love humor.” The complete deadpan of her statement made me contain a laugh, but only because I didn’t think she was making a joke.

I switched back to English. “We will avoid humor for now. Let’s talk about music again. Okay?”

She gave a peak of her head. “I like music. I listen to it much.”

“You listen to it often,” I said. “What is your favorite type of music?”

“I…I like Grarseach strong music and…” her voice dropped to almost a whisper, “Coinoie love songs.”

“I don’t know Grarseach strong music. What is it like?” The Grarseach were a stout, burly tribe of people who had an ursine ancestry. It wasn’t hard to imagine them having a music described as “strong.”

“The sing is from here,” she put her hand on her chest, and began thumping it in rhythm. “The words are not all mouth, but from the breast and the neck. It has deep noises and hard sound. Rough.”

“Sounds a little like what we call heavy metal back on Earth, but I would have to hear it to know,” I said.

“You need to hear it. It stirs my…middle.” She clenched her hands together as she spoke.

“Your core. Your soul. It stirs your soul.”

She peaked her head. “Yes.” Her hand clenched against her chest, tight enough to show white on her knuckles. On all three of her knuckles, with the weird Aeashen hand shape—three fingers, two thumbs on each hand.

The message got across, no matter the structure of the hand.

“Do you have a favorite band?” I asked.

Another peak of her head, and she answered in Yuarao. “You asked what my favorite band was, correct? They are called Northern Wilds. I don’t know the English for it.”

“You’ll learn,” I answered. “You are very good with English already. I’d put you in the top percentile of the class.”

She blinked. “Really?”

“Definitely. I can tell you put in the work. This is something you take seriously, so I take it seriously with you, too. I’m here to make sure that you learn,” I said.

“I…thank you,” she said quietly. “That’s very kind.”

“Just being honest,” I replied. I considered her attitude and concerns and made a judgment call. “You aren’t going to go out with us next class, are you?”

A double click of no. “I probably won’t even show up for class that night. Sorry.”

“Right.” I stood up and moved toward the podium to gather my things. “Then we have to make up for that event, too.”

“What do you mean?” Vinta asked.

“I mean that we need to go out. It’s a bonding thing, I’m told.” I looked at her, changing my voice to something soft and calm. “I assume you go out, so I’m suggesting that we go out tonight and continue our conversation. If you don’t want to, I understand, but I think it would be a good idea. I’ll even buy the first round.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re serious.”

I peaked my head at her and smiled. “Yes, I am.”

“It can’t be nearby. We’d have to go someplace I choose,” she said.

“That’s fine,” I told her.

For several seconds she sat there staring at me. Her head turned slowly to her left, while keeping her eyes focused on mine. Finally, she answered.

“Okay.”


Chapter Four

The place she took me to was dimly lit, but very inviting. A steady clamor of conversation filled the space, and the smell of something warm and toasty filled the air.

“Wow, nice.” I paused, taking everything in. “What is this place?”

“It’s a pot-house.” Vinta’s tone took on a slightly more confused tone.

“A what?” I quickly asked.

“A pot-house. A place where you come to get a pot of food, or a pot of drink. You don’t know pot-houses?” She tilted her head like I had grown an extra addition to my face. “I assumed that they were everywhere. These aren’t on Earth?”

“We have bars, and some are more restaurant than alcohol, but…not like this.” The place was awash in personality. Baskets hung everywhere, and then there were other items that I couldn’t begin to identify. One thing that caught my eye in particular were various pieces of cloth, that were either articles of clothing or some odd device used for something, maybe carrying something?

“This isn’t just a place to drink,” Vinta said. “It’s a place to gather, to eat, to speak to others.”

“Oh! Like a pub! Yeah, okay, that makes sense,” I said in realization. “I should have thought of that.”

“Oh, so you do have pot-houses,” Vinta nodded. “You call them…pubs?”

“We don’t really have them where I’m from, but I know of them. The ones I’ve seen pictures of really don’t look like this, though.” I gestured to the decorations. “This is more…I dunno, rustic?”

She chuckled. Actually laughed, even if it was quiet. I suddenly felt accomplished.

“These are old ways to carry food.” She pointed to everything. “They are here to remind us of the past and give visual clues that they specialize in food.”

The table we sat at was in the corner, and she still had her hoodie up, but revealing more of her face than back in class. And being here was definitely better for Vinta. She looked much more relaxed. Still uptight, mind you, but more relaxed than I was used to seeing.

“Okay, so I have to ask,” I pointed at one of the pieces of cloth, “what are those things? The baskets I get, but I don’t know what those things are for.”

“The pakusha?” She smiled. “Those were used to carry large or heavy items. You could wrap items in them, tie them off, and either carry them, or if you had another one, tie them to your back. I’ve never used one, but I’ve seen plenty of pictures. It was common to carry food in them.”

“Sounds really useful. I don’t think my people have anything like that. At least not from my part of the world,” I told her. “What tribe came up with them?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Depends on who you ask. They all take credit for it, including my own.”

A young Coinoie woman walked up to the table carrying a tray of drinks, along with a few small plates and bowls. “Here you are.” She started emptying her tray onto our table. We ordered at the counter when we got here. I let Vinta choose what to get, but as I promised, I paid. “If you need anything, just come to the counter.”

“Thank you,” I said as she walked away, and then looked at the table. Just about everything looked strange. I’d been here for a while, but none of this was even vaguely familiar. “Okay, you’re going to have to talk me through this.”

Another laugh. Vinta was almost a different person here. “This is gahuis, which is a patty made from meat and fried.” She pointed to a golden-brown disc that I felt had to be battered or something to create the outer texture it had.

“What kind of meat?” It seemed like a reasonable question for me to ask.

She shrugged. That didn’t fill me with confidence. “It depends on what they had. The meat is chopped to a paste, mixed with starch and spices until it is creamy, then dropped into hot oil. It was a way to combine meats you had or get rid of meat that was on the edge of going bad.”

“Uh…bad meat?”

“Relax, that’s what used to be done. This is a pot-house, not a home.” She pointed to the next plate, which had something shiny with a dark purple hue. “That is ekuh. And before you ask, it’s a starch base that is flavored with various things, then cooked on a flat surface until it sets, then rolled into these shapes. These are batta flavored.”

“Okay,” I said calmly.

The smile on Vinta’s face was growing larger by the second. “This bowl has yu greens. They’re seasoned with goose fat, so they’ll be very tasty. I recommend the mooct sauce with them, though.” She pointed to a bottle that had a brownish-red translucent liquid in it.

“And this bowl is filled with cuvu. It’s a deep-fried snack that is traditionally eaten with drinks.” To illustrate her point, she popped one in her mouth and chewed with a smile.

The cuvu were spheres about the size of a coin, with a rough texture on the outside. And they were pitch black. I couldn’t tell if they were burned or it was planned, but it was disturbing. Vinta picked up another one and put it in her mouth, almost daring me to match her.

So, I obliged.

The outside was as crunchy as it appeared. The inside was surprisingly soft. And the flavor was…well, it tasted like dirt, but slightly salty, smokey dirt. It wasn’t unpleasant, just unexpected.

“Do you like it?” Vinta asked.

“It’s interesting,” I told her. “What flavor is that?”

“Charcoal,” she said.

“Huh.” I looked at the bowl full of them and oddly wanted another. As I ate it, I switched over to speaking in English. “And I think it’s time we practice. Okay?”

She gave me a peak. “Do you want to try ekuh?”

“I’m always wanting to try new things,” I told her, but honestly those things scared me a little. “Is there anything I should know about them?”

“They are…” she looked deep in thought, “…glue made?”

“Sticky, maybe?” I asked.

“Yes! They are sticky.” She picked up an ovwle, the traditional eating tool of Aeash. It reminded me of a narrow, long-handled putty knife, and took a little getting used to, but worked pretty well. For things like soup, they just drank out of the bowl.

She positioned the ekuh on her ovwle—which sounded a bit like gibberish—and I watched it grip the cutlery like some sort of alien monster from a horror movie. When she bit into it, it didn’t come off clean. It stretched and pulled at both her lips and her ovwle.

“Okay, time to try it.” I took a deep breath and shoveled one onto my own ovwle. Without putting any more thought into it, I placed it in my mouth and pulled it off the cutlery. Or tried to, anyway. It fought back, and I thought I wasn’t going to be able to separate food from tool. I finally scraped it off with my teeth.

Chewing it was an adventure of its own. I fought my own mouth as it pulled on my teeth and stretched between them as I opened and closed my jaw. After a bit it started to soften, becoming less gooey and more chewy. I’d never eaten anything that went through such a dramatic textural change before.

“What is that flavor?” I felt like that was becoming a recurring question.

“I told you. It is batta. Do you like it?” Vinta asked.

“It reminds me a little of something on Earth called ‘sweet potato,’ but with a bitter aftertaste. It’s not bad.” I shook my head. “The texture takes some getting used to, though.”

Her eyes narrowed as she stared at me. “Getting used to? Why does it take that?”

“Colloquialism. A phrase that isn’t formal. Sorry, I will be careful about using those.” I felt bad. She was acting almost casual there for a while. Her voice was even loud enough to hear without trying.

“No. Do use them, please,” Vinta said. “I want to learn. You saying them will be of help.”

I nodded. “Okay, but do ask if I don’t make sense.” I picked up my drink, a blueberry juice, and held it up. Vinta stared at me in confusion.

“Pick up your drink,” I told her. She picked up her own glass, filled with a tan liquid that was unusually thick. “Now we touch glasses. It’s called a toast. We do it to show goodwill.”

She carefully moved her glass toward me and I met her halfway, clinking against hers with just enough force to make a sound. I brought my glass up and took a drink, and she mirrored my action.

“What is that you’re drinking?” I asked.

“Yohza. Do you want to try it?” She asked back.

It looked thick. Far thicker than I would expect from a drink. I was here to experience culture, though, so…. “Sure. Why not?”

I took the drink from her and sniffed it. There was a nuttiness to the aroma, plus a strong sweet smell. When I took a sip the first thing that I noticed was the same as the visual: it was thick. Almost like a syrup or pudding. The taste was very sweet and tangy, almost in equal measure. The nuttiness I smelled only came through as a hint, which surprised me.

“Interesting,” I said, handing the drink back to Vinta.

“Not everyone likes it,” she answered.

“I don’t think I would order it for myself,” I admitted.

There was a brief lull in the conversation while Vinta took one of the meat patties and cut it in half with the edge of her ovwle. She then cut off a small piece and ate it. I followed her example and picked up and ate a piece of my own.

“Oh my! That is delicious!” I would never have thought something described as being made with bad meat would taste so good.

“Yeah, it is a…favor…of mine?”

“Favorite. Very close. And I can see why. This is my favorite, too. At least from what’s at the table. Well, hold on.” I got a shovelful of the greens and tasted them. They were good, but not as good as the meat. “Yep! That’s my favorite.”

“You say that now, but you will have desires for the cuvu. I know.” To reinforce her prediction, she popped another of the black balls into her mouth.

I laughed, and copied her, eating another of the charcoal snacks.

“Thanks for coming out with me,” I said in Yuarao. “It’s been great. And I love this place.” I gestured around me at the cluttered decor. “It’s full of personality and great food.”

“It’s my favorite place to eat away from home.” Her face dropped, the smile that I had seen for the last few minutes disappearing.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing.” The tone of her voice was back to flat, and she pulled her hoodie up a little more over her head. “We should probably end this for tonight.”

“Why? Aren’t you having fun?”

For several seconds she just sat there. “Why did you go out with me instead of going out with those Oua women? They wanted you to go with them.”

“Did they? They were so subtle about it. I barely noticed them flirting,” I joked. “And it was because of the exact reason I told them: I had plans. My plan was to help you tonight. The whole class will be going out in a couple of days, so they’ll be able to enjoy my company then. It isn’t an all-or-nothing situation.”

“So, you do like them? You find them attractive?” Vinta asked.

“Uh…not sure I want to answer that. Obviously, they are both beautiful women, but my feelings toward them—whether I have any or not—don’t matter.” I tried to keep my voice as level as hers.

“I didn’t mean to be a bother. You could have told me that you didn’t have time tonight,” Vinta said.

“Okay, what’s going on? I was having a good time with you here, and then suddenly you shut down and start acting like I shouldn’t be here. Did I do something to offend you?” I asked.

“What? Of course not,” Vinta said, but didn’t elaborate further.

“Then let’s not jump to conclusions. I’m enjoying being here with you. This has been one of the best evenings since I came to Aeash. I’ve tried some new food that I enjoyed, a new drink that I didn’t, and found the company wonderful. Okay?” I tried to meet her eyes, but they were well hidden at this point.

She raised her head up enough that I could see her eyes clearly. One blue, one brown. Both had a hint of light in them again. “Okay.”

“Great!” I kept my focus on her face, noticing a small scar at the corner of her mouth that showed up when she smiled. “Now, I want to finish that meat, eat some of the rest of this, get another drink, and then have you tell me what their best dessert is so we can finish this meal. And we’ll be practicing our English through all of that.”

“I don’t think you need to practice your English,” Vinta said with a smirk.

“You’re letting me practice my Yuarao right now, so it evens out,” I explained.

She peaked her head. “Fair. And unnat.”

“I…I don’t know that word,” I admitted.

“Unnat. It’s the dessert I recommend. It’s a bowl of glutinous noodles covered in brown syrup.” She picked up one of the ekuh and pulled it between her fingers, drawing it out into a thin line.

“You make it sound so appealing. How could I refuse?” I chuckled.

“Then you get to practice your Yuarao and go order it.” She raised her head up and pointed to the counter.

I stood up and made my way to the counter to get dessert.


Chapter Five

I might not have mentioned it, but Dould was rich. How rich, I couldn’t accurately state, but he was rich enough that he came to Earth for a vacation, invited me to come over and stay here with him, arranged for me to get a job teaching English, and never once asked for a single penny from me.

Which was a good thing, because teaching English wasn’t exactly paying me a ton of money. Dould insisted that it would with time, after I had established myself and had multiple classes I was teaching, but that was a ways off. So, his kindness was appreciated, as there was no chance I could afford my own place on my current income. Thus, I was living in another man’s home.

And the place I was living was hardly a dive. By Earth standards, it would have been called an eight-bedroom estate with multiple bathrooms; they divided up the toilets and the bath areas, so the same terms didn’t apply on Aeash as they did in America, so I couldn’t give an exact correlation.

The other thing that was true at the moment was that I pretty much had the whole day free. Dould was at work, and the class I taught started at night, so I had several hours to myself each day. Part of that time was spent planning out the night’s class, but even with that I still had five or six hours to myself.

Some days I would spend that time watching the televisor to get a feel for cultural material and some news, though they didn’t have any real news shows like I was used to watching. There were documentaries to watch, and I spent some time with those, but mostly I watched the cheesier material. Action movies were popular no matter what world you were on, apparently.

I also continued to try to adjust to their version of a computer. It was similar in concept, but different in execution. For one thing, they had no screens. They only used virtual headsets, and the interface wasn’t designed for humans. They were working on human-compatible versions of them, but for now we had to do our best to use the ones that were designed for Aeashens. There were also no keyboards, as that access was done through the headset. It was a little like all those science-fiction movies where gestures were used to access files and move them around, but most of the interface was verbal.

And don’t even get me started on their version of the internet. Describing it is a huge challenge, let alone using it. Technically, it was called the neural net. I’d heard it described as a hive mind back on Earth, but that doesn’t really work for me. I prefer to call it an information bazaar, where each person is both a customer and a shop owner, even if you might not ever make a sale. You are constantly bombarded with questions and requests, which just funnel in through your interface while you are searching for your own information or entertainment. How Aeashen minds can use the system is beyond me, but trying it was definitely an experience. A headache inducing one for the most part, but one that I wanted to adjust to using. The potential there was incredible.

For the past few days, I had spent a lot of time walking around the area and getting used to the landscape. Being human, I was still enough of an oddity that I got stares from natives all the time, and the occasional person wanting to talk to me either to find out why I was around or what it was like on Earth. In either case, I welcomed the interaction. So far there was nothing that made me feel uncomfortable, but we lived in a very nice part of town, and the most dangerous-looking person I’d seen on my walks was a Fapalf working in a yard. His raking was terrifying.

I had only been home from my latest walk for about half an hour when Dould got home. It was one of my days off from teaching class, and the sun was just starting to reach the horizon to end the day, but he walked in like a bright ray of sunshine.

“Ulysses, my friend, I want you to put on something nice and get ready for a night out! I just closed a deal and want to celebrate!” That was his greeting as he walked through the door.

“And hello to you, too,” I laughed.

Dould walked over and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Hello. Now go put on something you want to be seen wearing. Today was a day worth celebrating, and it’s about time I took you out for a proper evening.”

“We’ve been out several times,” I reminded him.

“Not like we will tonight. We’re celebrating.” He walked away. “I’m changing clothes! Be ready to go by the time I get back!”

Well…okay.

◆◆◆

I’m not sure what I was expecting tonight to be, but it wasn’t this.

At the moment, I was surrounded by women. Encased by smiling, giggling Coinoie all wearing rather revealing outfits that skirted the term “decent” with barely enough space to allow for argument. Nothing was showing, but there was still a lot on display.

That’s not to say I was complaining, just that I wasn’t expecting something like this tonight.

“You’re the first human I’ve met in person. I didn’t expect one to be so handsome. Are all humans as fit as you?” The woman’s name was Lily—or at least that’s what she called herself—and she was apparently my full-time companion for the evening. The music in the place was loud enough to block out anyone except the people right next to you, unless you raised your voice.

“That’s not a simple answer,” I told her. “I’m probably above average for a human, but there are plenty of people who are much more athletic than me.” I decided to turn things around on her. “Are all Coinoie as pretty as you?”

She turned her head slightly, looking away in embarrassment—either real or for my benefit. “I’m not special. You’re far too kind.”

Contrary to her statement, she was, in fact, very special in the looks department. Short auburn hair matched her fur perfectly, and was offset by her large, almond shaped green eyes. The shimmering sapphire colored dress she wore was cut down to her navel, and I had to assume it was glued to her in some way to keep her from falling out of it—which it looked like she was about to do at any moment. She had a laugh that walked the line between mischief and kindness, making you feel comfortable and on-edge in a single sound. She smelled of lavender and spice, mingling with the smoky ambiance of the club to add to her allure. Her ears were tipped with black and turned constantly to monitor whatever I was saying while also keeping tabs on what was happening at the rest of the booth.

Speaking of which, the booth was upholstered in a velvet-textured deep red fabric, hidden enough from the rest of the club that we felt like there was privacy, even though the reality was quite the opposite. I was certain someone was watching us the whole time, probably to monitor our spending and what the ladies were doing.

The other ladies in the booth were also lovely, but Lily was focused on me, which made me focus on her. The others had a Dould to entertain, after all, and he seemed very pleased with the whole situation.

“Can I get another one of these?” Lily held up her empty glass, shaking it slightly to confirm that it was empty. “Please?”

I glanced over at Dould, but he was far too occupied with the ladies that were on either arm. Then again, he told me that the night was on him, and anything I wanted was fine.

“Sure,” I told her. “Grab one for me, too, while you’re at it.”

Lily flounced away, headed to the bar for a refill on a drink that was probably priced at about five times what it should cost, and when she did, another girl sidled up against me, batting her eyes slowly.

“I told you this place was heaven, Ulysses,” Dould said, each arm draped over a young beauty. “A perfect way to relax after a great day.”

I looked at the woman who had moved into Lily’s place. If looks could get you pregnant, that woman would soon be having twins, and I felt like I needed to call an adult to keep it from happening. She was fucking me with her eyes so hard that I wanted to tell her to wait fifteen minutes before looking my way again.

“I’ve certainly had worse evenings,” I admitted. “I am curious on how late you plan to stay, though.”

“Until I feel like stopping,” he answered, “which isn’t happening yet. Relax, friend! These women want you to be happy, don’t you, ladies?”

“I want you to be very happy.” My new companion informed me as her hand moved across my stomach.

“Move over, Honey.” Lily had returned with two drinks in hand. “He’s with me tonight.”

I don’t know if that was territorial or just business, but my new friend, Honey apparently, pouted openly and scooted to the side. Lily was back in her place a few seconds later. She handed me the drink I requested, which was not a casual looking thing. A skewer of fruit stood from it, and there was a gentle ombre starting pink at the top and moving to deep red at the bottom. I probably should have noticed what I was ordering before I asked for one.

“What is it you do, Ulysses? Are you here on vacation?” Lily asked and then took a sip of her drink.

I decided to try the drink, too. It wasn’t anywhere near as sweet as I thought it would be from the fruit and the color. It had spicy and bitter notes to go with the underlying sweetness, as well as the clean burn of alcohol. Lily laughed, I would assume from my expression after trying it.

“Um, well, actually I’m here on a work permit,” I told her. “I’m hoping to stay on Aeash for a while. I’m teaching English to adults at the learning annex on the west side of town.”

“How exciting! You are far more courageous than I could ever be. Traveling to another world just to work....” She pressed up against me, her breasts compressing against my arm. “Do you speak any other languages besides Yuarao and English?”

“Not really,” I answered. “I know a few phrases of Spanish—which is another language back on Earth—and I’m picking up a little bit of Shoosira, but not enough to even ask where the bathroom is located.”

“Oh, Shoosira is a such a difficult language. You learning any of it is impressive. For someone like me it’s…well, it’s too much.” Her ears were gently brushing against my cheek while she spoke, as soft as anything I’d ever touched. “Do you know any Coinoie? The language, I mean.”

“I’m afraid not,” I admitted.

“A’teh’ya levo sol’im’e hane?” she asked, based on the intonation of her voice. Honey, still sitting nearby, chuckled.

“I didn’t understand a word of that,” I admitted. “What did you say?”

Her eyes closed halfway and her hand caressed the length of my arm. “I asked if you were having a good time.”

The smirk in the corner of her mouth told a different story. “I’m going to accept that answer, even if I don’t think it’s entirely true.”

“Why, Mr. Ulysses, I would never lie to you.” Lily picked up her drink and took a long sip through a straw.

“I don’t think you would about something important, but to have a little fun? I’m betting you’d go a long way,” I said with a smile.

“You might be surprised at how long I can go,” Lily stated. “And how deep.”

Unfortunately, I was right in the middle of taking a sip of my own drink when she said it. I coughed and sputtered as the drink and my surprise came to a dramatic face off in my throat. Grabbing a napkin, I wiped off my face and did my best to gather myself.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Lily grabbed a napkin and started to dab at my lips as well. And then she shifted over, straddling my lap and brushing back my hair. “I didn’t mean to get you upset. What with being a human surrounded by a bunch of Coinoie. It must be very hard for you.”

There was zero doubt in my mind that the way she was shifting her hips was no accident, and her words only reinforced that thinking.

“I…uh…I don’t think I have any problems being around Coinoie,” I told her.

Honey pushed up against my side again, sliding her hand onto my back. “I hope not. There are several of us here who would love to be around you.”

“She’s jealous,” Lily said, her hips still shifting on me. “She’d rather be where I’m at.”

“Well, I’m not sure—” I stopped with a gasp. Honey’s hand moved much lower and was currently working its way beneath me. “I’m not sure that’s true.”

“I like where I’m at,” Honey said. “Don’t you like me here, Mr. Ulysses?”

“He much prefers where I’m at, and I do, too.” Lily leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “I’m not wearing anything under my dress.”

“Ladies….” An older looking Coinoie walked up to the table. “Are you being gracious to our guest?”

“Hmmph!” Lily moved to the opposite side of Honey, staying pressed up against me. “Yes, ma’am.”

The woman stared at my other companion, and Honey’s hand returned to my arm.

“Are you having a good evening, sir?” the woman asked.

“It’s been delightful,” I answered. “Lily and Honey have been wonderful.”

She peaked her head. “Do let me know if you have any problems. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

As she walked away, the ladies on either side of me said something in Coinoie to each other, and I could guess the subject. I was told when I arrived that the club was for companionship only, and anything further was strictly prohibited. We could drink, talk, have some snacks if we wanted, and maybe dance or play one of the games they had, but nothing else.

It seemed to me like the ladies were pushing those rules on my account.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Oh, we’re fine,” Lily said with a big smile. “We’re getting to spend time with you.”

“I wish I was a student of yours,” Honey said. “Could you imagine having a Coinoie in your class?”

“I wouldn’t be able to learn anything,” Lily said. “I’d be too distracted by Ulysses’ eyes and voice.”

“All that would mean was that we would need to spend more time with him to learn. Maybe after class,” Honey stated.

“I’ll have you know there is a Coinoie in my class,” I told them. “And she’s an excellent student.”

“I’ll bet she is,” Honey chuckled.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Not a thing, Sweetie,” Lily said. “We’re just being playful.”

“Actually, I’m really thirsty. Would it be okay if I got a drink?” Honey asked.

“Fine by me.” I pointed across the booth at Dould. “He’s paying.”

“Even better,” Honey’s hand slipped down and squeezed my thigh, dangerously high. “I’ll be right back.”

A new song came on in the club. Music on Aeash was unusual but still had many of the qualities I enjoyed back on Earth. Beat. Rhythm. Tone. It was all there. That’s why karaoke worked in class: music is universal. I still needed to look up that “strong” music that Vinta told me about, but what I was hearing right now could have fit inside any dance club back on Earth.

“I love this song!” Lily bounced up and down next to me. “Please, dance with me?”

She was biting her lower lip, and I would swear that her eyes were shimmering in the light. “How could I possibly say no?”

A loud trilling sound accompanied her standing up as I rose, and she grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the dance floor. The sway of her hips was almost hypnotic as we walked, and it gave me a moment to appreciate everything about her. The little cutout for her tail—well, barely a tail—was too cute.

We got to the center of the dance floor very easily. There were only four other couples dancing at the moment, leaving plenty of room for us to maneuver. She began gyrating immediately, swaying in an almost serpentine way. At first all I did was stare, but then I tried to match her the best I could. My time as an athlete was paying off, at least a little.

Lily pressed up beside me, her motions becoming much more in time with mine; she had an amazing ability to match her partner’s moves, and since I was a mediocre dancer at best, it was a pretty easy task.

“You move wonderfully,” Lily said, draping her arms over mine. Looking at the other couples, they were all doing something similar. Arms entwined, holding onto each other’s forearms and pulling and pushing them next to each other’s bodies. I followed the lead and started doing the same. “Mmmmm…nice.”

I quickly figured out the benefit of this style of dance, as Lily began to contact my body, pushing up against it as she pulled on me, and then pushing away with a turn of her hip to rub against my groin.

“Are you going to get in trouble for this?” I asked, looking around for the woman who chastised her earlier.

“For dancing? Of course not.” She flicked her tongue out, touching the center of her upper lip. It was an action that was similar to winking, as I understood it. “Besides, both of our hands are occupied.”

Ah! That made sense. Keep the hands in plain sight and busy with the dance partner’s hands and arms. The brief brushes against each other were incidental—on purpose, of course. I had to admit, it was fun. There was a challenge to be overt within the constraints we were dealt, and while there was definitely a flirty, sexual overtone, it was just as much a game as a dance.

Soon enough, the song ended, and Lily grabbed my hand again and pulled me back toward the table. Honey was waiting there with the same pout I saw from her earlier.

“Do I get to go dancing with you, too?” Honey asked, and then her eyes lit up. “Or maybe we can go play ooton?”

I think that ooton was one of the games of chance on the other side of the room. While he might be okay with it, I didn’t want to start gambling with Dould’s money. I looked over at Dould, who had his head up to the ear of the Coinoie on his left, and it looked like we were still going to be here for a while.

“I think dancing is a good idea,” I told Honey. “Just give me a song or two to catch my breath.”

And I spent the next few hours dancing and watching two lovely women spend my friend’s money on drinks that were probably mostly water for them. Eventually even Dould was ready to head for home. At that point I had a decent buzz, and Dould was three sheets to the wind.

“I hope you come visit me again,” Lily said with an almost painful expression. “It’s going to be so boring here without you.”

“I’m sure you’ll survive,” I chuckled.

“But it will just be surviving,” she said, holding my hand. “I want to feel alive, like when I’m with you.”

It was a corny, practiced line, but it still made me smile. Lily and Honey both gave me a nice hug before I left, with Honey grabbing my ass for good measure. I think if the head mother—or whatever she was called—wasn’t watching so closely I might have even gotten a kiss.

Like I told Dould earlier in the night, I’ve certainly had worse evenings. And under similar circumstances.


Chapter Six

Just as promised, Vinta didn’t show up for class on the night of our outing. I was hoping she might change her mind but wasn’t surprised that she didn’t. She wasn’t the only one who didn’t show up, either, so no one said a thing about her missing. I’m not even sure they would have noticed if the rest of the class made it.

Nevertheless, almost twenty of us met up at the classroom and after about half of the class period, we made our plans for a night out. Eodeira and Soemeng provided a trio of options, and by a quick vote it was decided we would all go to a place called Prism. At least five of the class had been there before, and it was supposed to have the right mix of energy and atmosphere to keep us entertained and allow for regular conversation.

When we arrived, I found it to be perhaps a little more of the former than the latter. Techno-style music assaulted my ears, and the lights were pitch-black with blinding strobes right in your eyes that you could only get at a dance club.

That was quickly assuaged when we were directed to the restaurant side of the establishment. Apparently, there was more than one side to this Prism, which left us the opportunity to enjoy both.

We arranged for three separate tables with seven chairs each. My plan was to circulate between them as the night progressed, giving them all a chance to practice practical conversation skills.

My first table was with six of the Yuarao—five men and one woman—who were probably the most lively of the bunch. I had a feeling that they would be off to the other side of the club the quickest, so getting them to converse first was my plan.

And indeed, they did talk. At times the words were flying too fast for me to hear anyone, let alone everyone, but it fell into a patter that sounded and felt natural. In no time at all we were having a conversation about the options for dinner and what everyone at the table might enjoy.

“We must to order some bawgyth. I cannot go drinking without having some,” a young Yuarao named Wrocha stated.

“What’s bawgyth,” I asked. “I’m not familiar with that one.”

“It’s a…cream?…made from the inner of bones,” another replied.

“Bone marrow pate, maybe? I think that’s what you mean,” I said, and quickly got a chorus of nods. “How’s it served?”

“With a cracker and bread, as normal,” Wrocha said. “It is very good.”

“Yeah, that sounds like a paté. I’ll certainly give it a try. I wonder if they have any cuvu?” I asked, looking over the menu. A laugh went around the table. “What? What’s so funny?”

“Cuvu is Coinoie food,” one of the men said through his laughter.

“Yeah, that makes sense. It’s good. Well, it’s addictive,” I said. “I had some the other night.”

“Oh, sorry! You no have to eat that stuff. We can bring you food if you are bad off,” one of the others said. The thing that amazed me was that he said that with full sincerity.

“I don’t need help. I’m fine. I’ve got plenty to eat. What are you talking about?” I asked.

Wrocha put his hand on my shoulder. “Nothing. If you want Coinoie food, you…you try it. You learn about Aeash all the time.”

“That’s my plan. I’m not sure how long I’ll be here, so each day is a chance for a new experience.” I looked at the menu. They did not have cuvu. Nor did they have gahuis, which was disappointing. “I’ll tell you what, why don’t you order some appetizers, and I’ll have the next table order my main. Okay?”

The table all looked at each other in slight confusion. I switched over to Yuarao to explain what I just said. “Appetizer is the pre-meal food. Sounds like what bawgyth is for the most part. Surprise me. I’m adventurous.”

“Oh, now you are challenging us,” the woman at the table laughed. “Sadly, I don’t think there is anything on this menu that will push your limits.”

“I am at your mercy, so be kind,” I laughed back at her. “I’m going to go tell the other tables the plan. I’ll be back.”

I stepped over to the next table and explained that I would be eating the main course with them and asked if they would order for me. They seemed very pleased with that idea. And then I went to the third table and told them I would be having dessert and after dinner drinks with them.

The third table was where both Soemeng and Eodeira were seated, and they seemed very happy with the plan. Not that I was surprised by that fact.

When the bawgyth arrived at table one, I was right in my paté guess. It had the same richness, but a lighter texture. Like a whipped pate in some ways. They also got some sort of nut that had a hard shell-like coating on it. When you bit into it, a sharp odor was released, bracing your senses and creating an extra level of flavor. The scent was hard to define, but it had a sour start and a savory finish, tasting a little like beef in some ways. It was a very new experience.

Moving to the second table, they ordered chicken for my main course. It was basically roasted chicken with root vegetables. It was a little dry but tasted okay. I was a little disappointed, but I think their thought was that it might remind me of home. Chicken was one of common dishes both societies ate all the time. Maybe the most common, but I couldn’t say for certain. I was grateful for the effort and for the company.

By the time I moved to the third table, some of the first two tables were already clearing out. I didn’t know if the people were heading home or to the other side of the establishment for the nightclub experience, but I said goodbye and gave my thanks for a great evening to everyone.

I probably shouldn’t have been surprised that the seat that was open for me at the third table was directly between Eodeira and Soemeng. I suppressed a smirk and sat down in the middle of the danger zone.

“How’s everyone’s evening been?” I asked in English.

“Good!” One of the other people at the table, a male Shoosira named Kaelen, answered. “We have practiced English much of night.”

“That’s great. What have you been talking about?” I looked around the table, taking in the expressions of each person, visually inviting them to answer.

“Music,” a Yuarao answered. “That was my favorite talk.”

“Good. Good. Anything else?” I waited for another reply.

“I spoke of my work,” Kaelen spoke up again, his voice was low and deep, which wasn’t unusual for Shoosira. “Told them of my time working for hotel.”

“Oh, what do you do at the hotel?” He obviously was the most enthusiastic about speaking at the table, so I wanted to encourage him.

“I am an assistant manager. I am training to be manager and hope to use learning English as a step to being promotioned.” He held his head high. “More humans come to a hotel now, so English knowing is important.”

“You keep practicing and that promotion is yours,” I told him. “You’re doing wonderfully.” I looked around the table. “All of you are. It’s a joy to teach all of you.” Smiles came back from all around.

“I hope some students are your favorites,” Soemeng leaned over to just loud enough so that only I could hear her.

Ignoring her comment as best I could, I looked at her and said, “What did you order for dessert? Or have you ordered yet?”

“We have not ordered,” Eodeira stated. “We were hoping you would be happy to eat us with.”

“You mean ‘eat with you.’ Word order is important there,” I explained. “And you order for me. You know the food better than I do. I want to try something that is unique to Aeash.”

One of Eodeira’s eyebrows raised. “I will offer you something from Aeash, then. It will be nice to see you eat it.”

Once more forcing myself to ignore what the ladies were saying, I looked around the table again. “What is your favorite dessert?”

Kaelen grumbled. “I don’t think you like Shoosira dessert. It has blood sweetened and made into…puddling?”

“Pudding. I think that’s the word you meant. And I would try it, but…you’re probably right about me not liking it. Never can be sure, though. I tried unnat the other night and liked it. Once I got past the texture, anyway.”

Kaelen winced at my words, and two of the others tittered with laughter.

“That not good food,” Kaelen stated. “We do better tonight.”

“Why don’t we order several desserts and we can share them?” I suggested. “That way I can try several things.”

“Good plan,” Soemeng said. “Let us order one or two of all dessert.”

There were five different desserts on the menu, and we decided to order two of each for the table. When they arrived, I was surprised how utterly normal they all looked. One was very definitely a slice of fruit pie, and another was an ice cream or sherbet of some sort. The third was a layered pastry of some sort, kind of like a filo dough creation. The last two were the most unusual, but even then, they didn’t look that odd. One was clearly a pudding, like Kaelen suggested—hopefully not made from blood—that looked like it had tapioca balls in it, and the last one was a jellied dessert of some sort, though the bilious green color was slightly off-putting.

“Well, I’m looking forward to trying these,” I said, pulling one of the bowls of ice cream toward me. “What flavor is this again?”

“Poata,” Soemeng told me. “It is a very bright flavor.”

“Well, let’s see if I like bright.” I took a small spoonful of it and smelled before I ate it. There wasn’t much of any scent, but if I remembered correctly that wasn’t unusual for cold things. The flavor when it hit my tongue was very strong, though. Bright definitely wasn’t a bad description, though I think explosive might have been better. “Wow!”

“Do you like?” Soemeng asked.

“Is one of favorites for me,” Eodeira said.

“I…it’s definitely unique.” There wasn’t something that I could really compare it to from Earth. Maybe lemon, but if lemon was less tart and more earthy. It was very light and very tasty. “I do like it, though.”

“Ooh, let me,” Eodeira leaned over with her spoon to get a taste of the ice cream. As she did, her other hand fell into my lap for support, sliding directly over onto my dick. “I want to taste it.”

I’m sure my eyes went wide, but I did my best not to react. While I hoped it was an accident, based on the ladies less-than-subtle overtures, I was doubting it.

She lingered there for a moment while getting a spoonful of dessert but was gone in probably three or four seconds. When she sat back, I glanced at her and the expression she wore took away any doubt of accidental gropage.

“Is it good?” Soemeng asked.

“Very good. I think you will like it much,” Eodeira answered as she put the spoon in her mouth.

“You need to try the mubo,” Kaelen said, and from his expression he had no idea what was happening on my end of the table. “It is good and….” His brow furrowed, and then he switched to Yuarao. “I’m sorry, I want to tell you it is flakey, but I don’t know how.”

“It’s alright, I think we’ve spoken enough English tonight,” I told him. “And I want to try it. I want to try everything at the table.”

“I’m very excited to hear that,” Soemeng stated.

I don’t think I’m a bad looking guy, but there was no way that I was good looking enough to have the kind of flirting that I was getting from the two Oua women. It was starting to go to my head. …my ego. I meant that it was inflating me ego. Not inflating. Y’know, never mind.

We passed the desserts around, and I tasted each one. I liked all but one of them, which was the bilious green one by coincidence. Soon enough I was saying good night to most of the table, leaving only myself Kaelen, Soemeng, and Eodeira.

And then Kaelen stood up to leave. “Ulysses, I want to thank you for the extra effort you put into teaching us. I will find a way to repay you for your kindness.”

“I feel the same way,” Eodeira said.

I stood up and walked over next to Kaelen, offering my hand to shake. He stared at it for a moment and then looked at me.

“I forgot. Sorry.” I gestured toward my hand. “That’s a human thing called a handshake. It’s where two people grasp hands in greeting or farewell. Here.” I took his hand and positioned it in mine and then shook it gently. “See?”

“Interesting. Thank you. This is good to know.” He continued to shake my hand. I stopped him and pulled my hand back. “Good night, Ulysses.”

“I’ll see you in class, Kaelen.” And then he walked off. I sensed the two women walking up behind me before they said anything.

“The night is still young, Ulysses,” Soemeng said.

“Would you like to go dancing?” Eodeira asked.

Both of these women were gorgeous. And there was no doubt in my mind exactly where they wanted the night to go. I looked at Soemeng and her striking features, then at Eodeira and her breathtaking eyes.

And I thought of Earth. And that night. And my parents.

“I’m sorry, ladies, but I’m tired. I think I’ll go home,” I told them.

“Oh, are you not feeling well?” Eodeira asked.

“We’ll be happy to go with you to make sure you get home safe.” Soemeng pulled up beside me and put her arm on mine. Which I removed.

“Maybe another night,” I told them, which was probably a bad idea. Still, they were gorgeous and part of me felt like an idiot.

Eodeira rose up, putting her mouth next to my ear. “Count on it. We’ll be wet for you until then.” And then she gently nipped my ear and threw any form of subtlety out the window.

I stepped back and smiled. “You ladies have a wonderful evening.”

They both stared at me with enough passion to almost make me reconsider, but I didn’t. Thankfully, they didn’t say anything else, and I exited the building, heading home.


Chapter Seven

Two days later I was walking into a sports arena with Kaelen.

He was serious about trying to repay my kindness. In this case, he let me know that he was able to get two tickets to a Five match the next day. It wasn’t a Slayers match, but rather the equivalent of a minor league team. I think they called it the Second League, actually, and the top professional level was the Premier League.

I always enjoyed going to minor league sports back on Earth. Particularly minor league baseball, as they went that extra step to make it entertaining for the fans. All kinds of wacky promotions and some damn silly team names were the norm, and it made for anything but the typical stuck-up attitude of most pro sports. I liked college, too, but…that was different.

This place was packed, which was surprising for an afternoon. Even if they didn’t really have the concept of a work week and a weekend here, people still had jobs and seeing so many people attending a sporting event in the middle of the day felt odd.

The local Second League team—which was a feeder team for the Slayers—was called the Hunters. The West Sotyihje Hunters to be specific, and today they were playing the Ryonet Seaguards. And we kept walking closer and closer to the front row.

“Thanks again for inviting me, Kaelen,” I said. “And these seem like great seats. How much further down are we going?”

“Only a little further,” he said. “They aren’t in the front boxes, but they are right behind them. So, yes, they are very good seats.”

“How did you get them?” I asked.

“A guest gave them to me. They appreciated what I did to help them with a problem they were having and insisted. Since they showed me a kindness, I wanted to pass it along to you,” he told me, and then pointed to the row directly behind the section that was corded off, putting us only four rows off the field.

“Wow. These are fantastic.” We walked down the row a handful of seats and sat down. We were just off the starting box, basically behind the home team’s huddle—what they called a bench or dugout. The entire field was only about half the size of a football field, so it was easy to see everything. The smell of spilled mead drying in the sun mixed with fresh grass brought me back to Earth, even if the sport was different.

“I have to admit, these are very good seats. Better than I thought they were, even,” Kaelen agreed. “He told me where they were, but I have never been to this section of the stadium before. I’ve been to matches here to watch the Hunters, but the seats have always been further back.”

“Are you a big fan?” I asked.

“Reasonable. Not as big as some, but I enjoy it,” he said. “Do you have much experience with Five?”

“This is actually the first time I’ll have seen it live,” I told him. “I’ve watched a fair share on the televisor, as my host is a very big fan, but we’ve never been to a live event before.”

“Oh! You should have told me. I might have been able to get another ticket,” he offered.

“No, that’s not necessary. He can definitely afford to get his own tickets. I think he just prefers to watch at home.” I had no evidence of that latter part, but without a doubt, Dould could buy tickets. I wanted to make Kaelen feel better, so the story about Dould preferring to watch at home was for his benefit.

“Well, if you have any questions, please do ask,” Kaelen said. “I should be able to answer almost all of them.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I answered.

A few minutes later, with a mead and bag of mixed nuts in my possession, I began to watch my first game of Five live and in person. It was a back-and-forth affair, with the visiting team taking an early lead, only for the Hunters to make a comeback in the middle rounds. To the regret of the hometown fans, the Seaguards had a strong final round, and took a thirty-two-point lead into the Hunters last stand.

“This has been a lot of fun,” I told Kaelen.

“Yes! I’m glad it’s been a good match. I’d hate for your first experience to be boring,” he replied. Suddenly, a deep, thrumming sound filled the arena. Every runner who came up had their own theme that played as they made their way to the starting box, but this one was new. And it sent a definite murmur through the crowd.

“What’s happening?” I asked Kaelen.

“Oh, I was hoping you might get a chance to see this,” he said. “Just watch.”

A few seconds later someone walked out of the dugout. Their head was covered with a towel, and they walked very slowly toward the starting box. With every step, the sound of the crowd grew louder, almost humming or growling.

“It’s time!” The announcer came on over the loudspeaker. “When it seems like hope is gone and there is no chance to win, the Hunters make the call.” The figure made their way to the center of the starting box and stood stock still, head bowed and arms by their side. “When they need life pulled from the ashes, they reach out to the flame itself. Join me as we welcome…FYRE!”

The figure threw the towel off, raising their arms up and turning to face the crowd. It was a woman. She was the picture of an athlete, wearing a tight pair of pants that ended at mid-calf, and a tight top that went to her waist. Like everyone else on the Hunters, the outfit was a rich, forest green, that offset her gray-white fur perfectly. Both her forearms and her biceps were wrapped in tape or cloth, I couldn’t tell exactly, and there were large red wrist guards that started mid-forearm and ended over the back of her hand. Her long ears were erect, turning with the sounds of the crowd as she played to the stands. I shook my head and then looked up at the Jumbotron (or whatever they called it on Aeash), and there she was, her face clear and larger than life. One brown eye and one blue.

It was Vinta.

She had missed the class last night as well, and I guess I now knew why. This didn’t strike me as the kind of job you could take time off from casually.

The sound in the arena was deafening, with the crowd showering down an equal mix of cheers and boos.

“What’s going on?” I asked, still confused by seeing Vinta on the field.

“That’s Fyre!” Kaelen had to almost shout to be heard over the crowd. “She’s our best runner, but only gets used late in games, and only when we are losing! You’re in for a treat!”

“Oh, okay.” Apparently, her reputation preceded her, and the fans of the other team weren’t happy to see her. That was my best guess, anyway.

Vinta—or Fyre, I guess—stood in the middle of the box, raising her arms up again and again, rousing the crowd to new heights. I felt like the boos were starting to overpower the cheers, and she seemed to be feeding off it. A smile grew wider on her face, and she started spinning her arms around, windmill style. She was shouting something, but I sucked at reading lips, and my guess was that she was speaking Coinoie anyway, so I wouldn’t understand it if I could read lips. Whatever she was saying, it was getting her even more pumped up, though.

The warning horn sounded, which meant that Fyre only had thirty seconds to start her run. She only needed two of them. There wasn’t a moment’s hesitation in her movement, and she cut toward the left First, running directly at the defender. Both the left and the right First were guarding the line, ready to meet her no matter which way she went, the left one looked particularly excited by the chance.

Fyre was only a matter of feet away from the defender before she shifted. From playing sports back on Earth, I knew a good juke move when I saw it, and this might have been the best I ever witnessed. The stagger of her feet put the defender off balance and Fyre raced by them in an instant. As they turned, the defender lost their footing and fell to the turf; by the time they recovered Fyre was already at the post, pulling the badge and slapping it on the wrappings she had on her arms.

The other night when I watched Pronya, I was impressed by her actions, but Fyre put them to shame. Fyre kept running straight, heading into the left Second and the defender waiting there. The left First was on her trail but was falling behind as Fyre outran them. This time Fyre angled her run, moving toward the outside of the field. By doing so, the defender had to choose to angle to intercept or fall back to guard the badge.

I assume it was because there was another defender in pursuit, making them think that any delay was going to allow for a double-team against her, so they chose to intercept. Fyre never stopped running. She moved even further out, circling wide enough to create a gap between them, and then arcing around, back toward the badge.

This allowed the trailing defender to shift over and angle themselves to an intercept course. From the look of things, Fyre thought that was likely, because she shifted to run straight at that defender. The second defender was now running straight at Fyre, seemingly pinning her in, or at least cutting off all her options. I was sure that Fyre was about to be caught or maybe tackled like I saw on the televisor the other day.

When the second defender reached for her, Fyre did what seemed impossible; I would have sworn she flew. Jumping up, it appeared, to my eyes at least, that she turned in the air, and moved to her side, rolling off the second defender’s back, and then landing right back on her feet. The momentum of the defender kept them moving away from Fyre, who still ran right at the first defender again.

This time that defender began running backwards, trying to stay between the badge and the attacker. The expression on Fyre’s face was one of pure joy. I don’t think I had ever seen anyone look so…alive.

Fyre moved to the right, trying to keep both defenders on one side of her. She was faster than either defender, but they had position and numbers on her, so it was a different situation than before. Still, she was pressing the first defender, who finally had to turn to try to keep up—and that’s when she made her move.

Cutting hard to her left behind the first defender, she made a beeline toward the badge. The second defender was about the same distance away from Fyre as she was from the badge, and I think the Coinoie took that as a challenge. It almost looked like she shifted into a higher gear, as her speed seemed to increase. She got to the badge post a half-second ahead of the second defender, grabbing it and running past—but not without contact.

The second defender caught her arm and tried to pull the badge in her hand away. Fyre was able to pull it back, but it slowed her down. She spun around and jumped backwards. The two defenders were both facing her and moved quickly to cover the gap.

Fyre’s upper body twitched, and both defenders responded, shifting their body weight toward the direction that she moved. Running directly forward, Fyre split between them, diving to the ground and rolling below their grasp, then popping right back up to her feet. The two defenders collided, allowing just enough time for Fyre to get back up to speed and sprint toward the right First sector.

“She’s incredible,” I said in awe.

“Yes! I love watching her run!” Kaelen replied. And the crowd around us seemed to agree. Energetic shouts and screams filled the immediate air, and the excitement of the arena matched her namesake. “She has sixteen, so the play is to go for another eight and then head back to the starting box. If she can make it.”

“Right.” I nodded, trying to remember all the scoring rules while keeping track of the fast-paced action on the field.

The third defender—the right First—stood on the border, bouncing on their toes. Having watched the game, this was the best defender on the field, so I was anxious to see what was about to happen.

Two defenders were hot on Fyre’s tail, so she couldn’t afford a delay. Like she had shown, aggression was her favorite way to play. The third defender spread out their arms, already running backwards as Fyre got close. It looked like their play was to slow her down rather than stop her, letting the other two defenders close the gap and stop the run.

It didn’t slow her at all. All her badges and her token were on her left arm, so she slid that direction, keeping the third defender on her right. That defender must have figured on a play like that, because they let her slap against their right arm, and used that momentum to spin around and grasp for the token on her left arm. They missed the token but successfully got one of the badges.

“Does that mean she loses those points?” I asked quickly.

“No! She can’t turn it in for extra at the starting box, though. Now she can’t afford to miss anything. They stop her or get another badge and it’s over,” Kaelen said.

Fyre was at the badge for that sector by the time he got done explaining the situation to me. The third defender was hot on her heels, seemingly as fast as she was, or at least very close to her speed. The other two defenders were already running as fast as they could toward the starting box, looking to cut off her return for the closing points.

She snatched the badge and turned for home, slapping it onto her left arm to go with the other badge and her token. The third defender was reaching for her at every step, hands grazing against her top, pulling on the fabric enough to stretch it to tearing, but it looked like it was designed to give way. The sports bra she had on underneath the top was now visible as tatters of cloth trailed behind her. The other two defenders were ahead of her and turning to face her as she got only a few feet away.

There was one behind her and two ahead. She couldn’t slow down, not even enough to juke the defenders, or the one behind her would catch her and it would be all over. I had no idea how she was going to make it.

Which is exactly why she was the pro and I was the fan. She leapt up again, aiming directly between the defenders, bringing her arms together directly in front of her face, and twisting in air so that her back was the first thing that was going to impact anything. The defenders came together, slowing her down enough for the pursuing defender to grab at her left arm. The momentum of her body along with the defender holding one of her arms, twisted her again, and she slammed down. Her left arm lying outside the starting box, and the right arm inside, body halfway across.

All the badges and tokens were on her left, so they didn’t make it inside the box, as the defense held onto it, scrambling to pull off her token and the badges.

Or so we thought. Her right arm shot up, her token and both badges attached to it. By getting them back to the starting box, she scored another ten points. That made for a total of thirty-four, and victory for the Hunters.

I jumped to my feet, screaming in excitement. My adrenaline was through the roof, and I was loving every second of it.

The whole crowd went nuts, joining me on their feet at the same moment. Fyre kipped up to her feet, raising her right arm high above her, showing off her scoring badges again. Only cheers were filling the stadium at the moment, and why wouldn’t they? That was pure excitement.

The Seaguards made their way to the visiting dugout section, while three of the other Hunters rushed onto the field to congratulate Fyre. A surprising number of headbutts occurred, which seemed like a horrible idea, but I understood the heat of the moment overriding common sense.

The crowd was still cheering while the announcer began to read off the stats for the game, but I couldn’t make them out. Nor was I really paying close attention. I was watching Fyre make her way back to the dugout. The rest of the team went in ahead of her, allowing her to take a moment to play to the crowd.

She started pumping her arms into the air again, working the crowd into another frenzy. I was surprised to hear a huge number of boos raining down among the cheers. There were more fans of the visitors here than I would have expected.

I did my best to cancel out the boos with cheers of my own. Fyre continued standing there, waving her arms and staring into the crowd.

And that’s precisely when she looked over and spotted me. Our eyes locked, and I gave her a huge smile and cheer.

Her eyes bugged out and she stopped moving her arms.

I’m not good at reading lips, and I don’t know any of the Coinoie language, but I had no trouble spotting someone shouting an epithet in frustration as they ran into a dugout.


Chapter Eight

It’s amazing how things can change your perception of something. I had always liked Five just fine; I was a team sports fan, and it fit the niche nicely. I didn’t really know anything about, nor did I have a long-term fondness for a team that came from friends or family.

Seeing Vinta out on the field and watching her do the amazing things that she did, flipped my world. I suddenly wanted to know more about the sport. The history, the strategy, the traditional powerhouses—I wanted to learn everything.

A trip to the bookstore led to me now owning three different books about Five, which I dug into that night.

The sport of Five was just under one-hundred-and-fifty years old. It was originally created by a Yuarao farmer named Hael Voryn as a way to motivate his workers. They would run out to grab a bag of the current crop, and the other fieldworkers would try to grab it from them. Whoever had the bag when they got back to the farmer, they would get a bonus for the day but then couldn’t participate until everyone else had gotten their bonus. So, everyone ended up benefitting, but the order changed out based on what happened that day.

The field workers ended up enjoying it so much that they started doing it for fun, and Hael eventually codified the rules for it, and others started to participate and it led to the first actual, officiated game of Five being played one-hundred-and-forty-eight years ago in the region of Aohgre—or what we on Earth would call the Midwest United States.

The first professional league began ninety-seven years ago, with six teams playing ten games, leading to a championship game between the Ot’Wafja Hawks and the Voryn Stingers, with the Hawks becoming the first Five Champion. Five of the six teams still exist in the Premier league, though two have changed names and all of them have relocated to new cities. The Quornis Stingers—the current incarnation of one of the teams who played in that initial title match—is the most successful team in league history, with nineteen championship titles to their name.

The Vaeloia Starclaws were the current champions, who only lost one game last season on the way to their third title in six years. The Premier League had twenty-eight teams in it, while the Second League had forty-two teams, and the Third League had seventy. School sports weren’t really a thing on Aeash, but there were Youth Leagues that were open to people starting at age ten and going up.

Top earners in the league made tens of millions, usually in equal amounts from the league and from endorsement deals, and the average pay in the Premier League started at a million and went up.

Our local Premier team, The Sotyihje Slayers, were one of three teams that had never played for the championship. They also currently had one of the lowest salaries of any team, which constantly led to conversations that the ownership wasn’t serious about the sport and should sell to a more impassioned individual or group. The woman I watched get injured the other night, Pronya, was considered by many to be the best prospective player on the team, even if she was still rough in many ways. Assuming she came back from the injury, at least. The span of most people staying in the Premier league averaged out to only four years, and many went out due to injury.

The Premier League season ran for sixty-three games, lasting over half the year. The Second League was forty-five games and started at the same time as the Premier League, but ended a full thirty-five days earlier, which allowed for end-of-season call-ups to the Premier League when they expanded each team’s roster for the final eight matches by two players a team. The Third League was the exact same length as the second, which meant that they didn’t really get any call-ups as their season was over when the Premier call-ups happened.

The research bug hit me hard on this. My love of sports and my family history of research and learning combined in a strong way this time. And a positive way. I needed more positives related to my family, and it was great feeling this way for a change.

◆◆◆

I went into class prepared to have a conversation with Vinta about her profession. I was really looking forward to it, with the chance to connect with her and hopefully give her some new things she could learn in English.

When I didn’t see her sitting in her normal seat, I was disappointed. That also made three classes in a row that she missed, which felt more like a trend than circumstantial.

The night went fine in class. I had a role-play evening planned, where half the class would be pretending to be a store clerk and the other half were customers. Then we did job interviews in English and ended the night with everyone talking about any opportunity they had to use English in the “real world” lately.

Everyone had a good night, and as the class cleared out, I found myself in what was becoming a familiar place: talking to Soemeng and Eodeira.

“Thank you for another wonderful night, Ulysses,” Soemeng said “We’d love to take you out for some drinks to celebrate.”

“Or if you would rather have a quiet night, we can go back to our apartment for a nightcap and conversation,” Eodeira added.

I’ll give them credit for pulling back and being a little less overt in their flirting. I have to admit, it was working. The soft sell was much more effective than their previous tack.

I was genuinely considering their offer when another voice changed the conversation.

“You need to leave, ladies.”

The silhouette in the doorway seemed large, because the presence of her words and attitude was immense. And there was no doubt who it was, the only question was what Vinta wanted.

“I’m sorry?” Eodeira reared up in response.

“This isn’t about you.” Vinta walked into the room, her head still covered to hide her face, but her hands were clenched tightly at her sides, showing her resolve. “I need to speak to Mr. Oliver in private.”

“Get in line, sister,” Soemeng stated, stepping toward Vinta.

“Ladies,” I moved between the women, attempting to calm things down, “this is another student, and we need to discuss a class matter. I didn’t know that she would be here, but I’ll tell you what, to make up for it, how about the three of us go out to dinner on the next night off. Just the two of you and myself. You choose the place. Okay?”

“Deal!” Eodeira said immediately. “Come on, Soe, let’s leave our teacher to deal with his unruly student. We have a dinner to plan.”

Soemeng wasn’t quite as friendly as Eodeira after my suggestion. She was still eying Vinta with a little more than slight contempt, but Eodeira was good at pulling her away.

“Let’s go, Soe. We can be polite and leave these two alone. Someone has to be the nice one, after all,” Eodeira pulled Soemeng away, shifting them around past Vinta.

“You have a good night, Ulysses,” Soemeng said. “We’ll make sure you have a wonderful night in a couple days. It will be so good.”

Vinta ignored her, keeping her head down as the other two women left the room. I followed behind them and closed the door, gifting them a smile as I did.

“I’m surprised,” I said, “I would have expected Eodeira to be the angry one based on my interactions with them up to now.”

Vinta jerked the hoodie back. Her face was steel, but her eyes were fire.

“Why were you at the match? Did you figure out who I was?” she asked.

“What? No. I had no idea you were there until you walked out onto the field,” I told her. “Honestly.”

Vinta’s eyes burned, staring into mine while my words reverberated in her head. Then I saw her shoulders visibly relax and she turned her head away long enough for me to relax as well.

“I almost didn’t come here tonight,” she said. “I had decided that I wasn’t going to come back to class at all. Seeing you yesterday convinced me that you had lied about not knowing me. That you were…playing a game with me.”

“No! I am so sorry I gave you that impression. I was actually looking forward to seeing you here tonight. I’m glad you came back, even if it was just to yell at me.” I tried to insert a little levity into the moment that felt far too tense.

“The reason I’m here is because this is too important to me.” She waved her hands around to indicate the classroom. “I truly want to learn English. It’s….”

She walked to a desk and sat down. It looked like all her energy evaporated in a single instant. “I just need…something,” she said.

I pulled up another desk, sitting across from her. “Are you okay? Let me get you some water.” My backpack had a couple of water bottles, and I pulled one out for her. She took it and downed it in seconds.

“Thank you.” She handed the empty bottle back to me. “I probably haven’t had enough to drink today. I went to practice and then spent an extra two hours in the gym trying to work out my frustrations. I wasn’t taking care of myself. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. You seem upset, and I feel horrible that I’m part of the cause.” I shifted in my seat to lower my head so I could look directly into her face. “I was serious when I told you the first night of class that this is a safe place. I’m not going to tell anyone who you are or what you do.”

“Not even if the two Oua girls are sucking it out of you in bed?” she answered snidely. “Sorry. That was mean.”

“Okay, first, I haven’t decided if I’m going to do anything with those girls. I’m not…I don’t want to get into it, but even though there are obviously appealing aspects to it, it’s not something I’m looking for right now. Second, no matter what is happening or who it is happening with, I’m not going to tell anyone who you are,” I stated. “I swear it. I’ll swear it upon…” I looked around the room, and then down at my backpack. I pulled out my bag of chocolates that I brought with me from Earth, which were now down to only a few more bites. “I swear upon my bag of chocolate! If I speak a lie, may this chocolate melt!”

“On chocolate?” she chuckled. “Well, you must be serious. You couldn’t replace that unless you went to a local confectionary.”

“Ah! This is Earth chocolate! It tastes different from what you have here,” I told her. Then I opened the bag up and pulled out a piece of Swiss milk chocolate. “I’m going to give you this as a symbol of trust. I want you to know that how strong my vow really is.”

She took it from my hand and raised an eyebrow. I nodded at the chocolate, encouraging her to give it a try. After giving it a quick sniff, she put it in her mouth and started to chew.

“Let it melt a little in your mouth first,” I suggested.

Before I gave her the suggestion, she was already wide-eyed, but she stopped chewing and just let it melt for a minute.

“Oh Goddess,” she said with a full mouth, “this is…really good.”

“I told you. I don’t know the difference, but some process we do on Earth or something about how the cocoa grows makes it better. I like Aeashen chocolate, but Earth chocolate is special.” I pulled out a chocolate coated salted caramel and popped it in my mouth in solidarity. Delicious, sweet solidarity.

“I’m sorry,” Vinta said softly. “I’m just…. Well, now that you know, I probably don’t have to explain.”

“Well, you might, because I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I said.

“I don’t like to be seen in public. It’s not a good idea.” She unzipped her hoodie for the first time, and she was wearing a gray, scoop-necked top beneath it. I tried not to notice, but her cleavage was suddenly on display and my eyes probably lingered for a moment.

“Oh, yeah. I can understand. It must not be easy to go out in public.” Celebrity was something that I’d never had any first-hand experience knowing. Not even second-hand, really.

She peaked her head. “It’s why I cover up all the time. It’s hard enough without the extra danger of being with the Hunters.”

“Danger? Is the sport really dangerous? I have to tell you that I really was very casual about Five until I saw you the other day. After that I’ve picked up books and been reading a ton. You made me a fan,” I admitted.

“I…I did?” she asked and then smiled. “Thank you.” She shook her head, and the smile faded. “But that’s not the dangerous part. Don’t you understand my situation?”

“What situation?” My question functioned equally as a statement confirming my ignorance.

She leaned back in her chair and stared at me, her eyes squinting in concentration. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“If you told me I would, and that would save us a lot of confusion moving forward,” I told her.

“I’m Coinoie,” she said.

I nodded at her and confirmed the obvious. “Yeah, I know.”

Her face shifted into a weak smile. “Do you know that the Premier League is comprised of almost eighty-percent Yuarao and Shoosira? And the rest is a mix of the other tribes, with the Grarseach being the smallest represented—even less than the Dobhareal—at less than one percent?”

“I…did not. Nothing I’ve read has given those stats,” I admitted. “So what percentage is Coinoie?”

“Zero,” she said. “There has never been a Coinoie in the Premier League. There’s never been a Rga’awra, either, but they aren’t an official tribe, so they don’t even have the option. At least the Coinoie are legally permitted to be in the league.”

“None? Never even one?” I asked in shock.

She shook her head. “And do you know how many Coinoie are in the Second and Third leagues?”

“How many?” I asked, fearing the answer.

She must have sensed that I guessed the truth, because she peaked her head right before she spoke. “One. Me.”

“Now, or all time?” There had to be others, right?

“All time. I was the first to be in the Third league, and now I’m the first—and only—one in the Second,” she explained.

“Holy crap. That’s impressive as hell,” I told her, my respect for her growing even larger at the news.

Her mouth hung open for a few seconds while she stared at my face. “Thank you,” she finally muttered.

“So, you are really uncomfortable coming to class, then. I don’t even know how you are working it into your schedule. From what I understand, being on a Five team is a lot of work,” I said.

“I make the time. Learning English is very important to me. Five is starting to become popular on Earth. As I understand, there are teams starting to form up in some areas; strictly casual at this point, but I’m betting it won’t be long before a pro league forms up. And I’d love to be part of that first wave. If I know English, that gives me a step up.” For the briefest flash, I saw the same passion that I saw when she was Fyre. She wasn’t exaggerating, this was something immensely important to her.

“You’re not getting enough time here in class. Hiding in the back and listening in isn’t good enough. I don’t want you coming to class anymore.” A plan was already forming in my mind.

“I…don’t know what you mean. You’re not kicking me out, are you?” she asked.

“No. No, I’m wanting to improve things. We need to upgrade your situation, so you aren’t spending half of your energy hiding who you are from the class. I want to start doing private, one-on-one lessons,” I explained.

“How much will—”

“No extra money,” I cut her off. “You’ve paid for your class, but you aren’t getting the benefit, so I’ll do this on my own time. Most of the day I just sit around the house trying to figure out something to do, anyway.”

Her eyes darted up and down, looking me over as if to try and find the catch that was hanging around. I put my hand over on top of hers to reassure her. I noticed right away how soft it felt, which surprised me for an athlete.

“We can get together on your off days. Well, on whatever days where you can arrange to have time, at least. I doubt you have many off days.” I thought for a second. “Meeting in public wouldn’t be much better than meeting here in class, I imagine. Would you feel comfortable holding class in either your house or where I’m staying?”

I figured she would likely prefer her place, and while it might not be as nice as Dould’s place, it was probably expansive enough to have a room set aside for us to have class.

“Not at my home,” she answered quickly. “That’s…that won’t work.”

“Oh. Okay, sure. No problem. You are welcome to come to the place I’m living for class. It’s empty aside from me most of the time. I can’t imagine the guy who owns it having any problems with me doing private tutoring out of it. I will need to clear it with him first, of course.”

She peaked her head. “You’re willing to do all of this for me?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Hell, in the future I’ll be able to brag that you were one of my students—if that’s okay with you?”

“That…I don’t know why you would want to, but…okay,” she said.

“Great!” I pulled out my phone. “Let’s exchange contact information. That way we can schedule things, but I was thinking we could start as early as tomorrow if you are free.”

“I…I could make that work.” She took out her phone and asked for my contact info. Right after I gave it to her my phone buzzed. I saw a new message from an unknown contact. The interface was surprisingly similar to what I was used to on Earth, so I added her to my contact list under the name Vinta. Then I texted her back to complete the process. She nodded right after her phone vibrated in her hand. “Got it.”

“Well, sounds like we have a plan. I’ll talk to my roommate tonight and get everything set up. How late or early is it okay to contact you?” I asked.

“Any time is fine. If I don’t respond I’m either practicing or sleeping. That’s about all I do,” she chuckled.

“And of course you are still welcome to come to the regular class anytime you’d like. I figure you won’t, but I wanted to let you know that you are welcome,” I explained.

She peaked her head and stared at me. The expression on her face lightened and a smile grew on her lips. “Thank you. I’m very glad I came here tonight. I was certain that you were…. Well, I felt like things went a bad direction, and wanted to let you know my opinion, but I was wrong. It’s good to know that there are good people in the world, even if they come from a different one.”

I laughed at that statement, and a second or two later she joined me. We stood up from our desks, and I finished gathering up my things.

“If I get a time, is it okay to text you later tonight?” I asked.

“I already told you it was,” she answered.

“Yeah, okay, good point.” I finished stuffing my backpack and threw it over my shoulder. “Want to walk out together?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s best if I go by myself. Less chance of being spotted.”

“Okay, I’ll wait a few minutes before I leave,” I told her.

With a peak of her head, she turned and headed to the door, stopping just before opening it. “Thank you, again. When I came here tonight, this was the last thing I expected.”

“I’m glad I could surprise you—in a good way.”

With a final smile, she zipped up her hoodie and brought the top over her head, hiding her face away again. Then, she opened the door and stepped out into the hall. A few minutes later I exited the room and headed home, but I did so with a plan and a goal. Tonight was a win on all fronts.


Chapter Nine

Dould was still up when I got home. That wasn’t much of a surprise, as he kept fairly late hours, even though he also was up and about early in the day. Most of the time he was awake later than me and earlier than me. I didn’t know if Yuarao needed less sleep than a human, but I did know that Dould needed less sleep than I did.

It only took about five minutes for him to agree to let me tutor out of the house. Whether it was a trust in me or a blind trust in people in general, I felt like Dould was always ready to share what was his without fear of someone taking advantage of him.

“So, who’s the lucky student?” he asked.

“Can’t tell you,” I said. “They want to keep their identity secret.”

His face lit up. “A secret student? Oh, now you’ve got me running in place! Can’t you tell me? You know I’ll keep it just between the two of us!”

There was absolutely no way he would keep it between just the two of us. “Nope. Sorry, but I made a vow to them that I wouldn’t tell anyone, and I don’t break those. It’s why you let me stay here during the day by myself; you know I’m not going to betray your trust.”

“That’s exactly it! I trust you, and you can trust me!” He smiled with as many teeth as he could muster, and when that didn’t get a response, he took on a serious expression. “Can you at least give me a hint?”

“Yes. It’s someone that you don’t know,” I told him. Well, at least he didn’t know her personally. Considering how into Five he was, he likely did know her name. Hell, he’d probably be thrilled to meet her and have her in the house, which was another reason to make sure I didn’t tell him.

“That’s not any help,” Dould said. “Since it’s not someone I know I wouldn’t have been able to guess without a lot of help. That was a worthless hint.”

“I know, but I didn’t promise that it would be a helpful hint,” I explained, and then took a little pity on him. “Okay, let me talk to the student and see what they say. If they tell me that it’s okay to let you know who they are, I’ll share, but not unless they give me the okay. Sound fair?”

“Sounds reasonable, but that doesn’t mean it’s fair. Or that I have to like it,” he replied. “When are you going to start up these private lessons?”

“Tomorrow, hopefully. It depends on if the client is free, but we’ll get it worked out,” I told him.

His eyes narrowed. “You aren’t doing this just to get women into the house are you? Is this new student some ridiculously pretty lady that you’re trying to get alone? Because if she is, then I definitely give you my approval! I don’t think you’ve bedded a woman since you got here. Not even when we went to the Hostess Club.”

Yeah, because I’m still avoiding that kind of thing. Remember me telling you about my parent’s death? The whole one-night-stand turned tragedy emotional dump? I went into great detail about what it’s done to me. Like the fact that right now I don’t think my dick would get hard if you built a scaffolding around it and layered it with concrete. And…and that’s not what I said at all. I couldn’t fault him for being himself.

“I’m picky, my friend. I’m still waiting for the right woman to walk into my life.” It was a lame answer, but better than going off on him.

“If you stay so picky you’re going to lose man privileges. I’ll have to keep you out of the better opportunities I come across. I can’t have backed-up cum making a decision a man should make. Keep the smaller Ulysses happy and the big Ulysses gets to reap all the benefits. Right?”

That was the most Dould thing he had said in a while, but I accepted him stupid warts and all, so I just nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ve got a pair of ladies who are very interested in me. Who knows where that will go.”

“Woah! Now that’s what I’m talking about! Got two women dying to get into the Ulysses corral. Get on there and ride, my friend! It will do you wonders!” He clapped my shoulder hard enough to push me forward a little.

“We’ll see, Dould. We’ll see.” I stretched up, reaching my hands toward the ceiling. “Okay, it’s been a long day for me, so I’m going to head to my room and sort a few things then head to bed. Have a good night!”

“Sleep well, and dream of a pair of…hey, what tribe?” he asked.

“Oua. Both of them,” I answered.

“Oh yeah! Oua are freaky as shit! Dream of the things that will rock your world, because I’m betting they’ve got plans that will put those fantasies to shame!” He laughed like a madman and headed toward the den.

I shook my head and walked off to my bedroom.

◆◆◆

After a quick brush of my teeth and checking my personal messages, I decided to message Vinta. I wanted to get things set up for tomorrow as soon as possible, assuming she was going to be able to make it tomorrow. If not, we’d arrange for the next available date. Either way, I was happy being able to contact her with good news.

Me: Hi! This is Ulysses Oliver from your English class.

It took a couple of minutes for her to reply, which was fine. I figured there was a chance that she was busy with one task or another. I’m sure her life was much more hectic than mine.

Vinta: Hi, Ulysses. You don’t have to tell me who you are, I already know.

Me: I didn’t want to take anything for granted. I’ve got great news; my roommate is fine with me doing tutoring here at the house. I think we’re good to set up a time if that plan still works for you.

Vinta: Thank you again. You are doing more than you need to.

Me: Nonsense! We’re helping each other. I’m looking forward to it.

Vinta: I am too. It will be nice to feel relaxed in class.

Me: Technically you won’t be in class.

Vinta: Ha. Yes, that is true. You will need to send me the address, obviously.

Me: I will. We also need to figure out when you are coming over. Are you free tomorrow?

Vinta: I can be free most days. Sometimes it might be late, but I’m willing to put in the time if you are.

Me: I was hoping to do it during the day. Are you able to make it early?

Vinta: Sometimes. Tomorrow, yes. I can be there at noon. Is that too early? Or too late?

Me: No, that is perfect. It gives me the morning to get any personal things done, and then we can get together for your English lessons. And I’ll pick your brain about Five.

Vinta: What did you want to know?

Me: I’m sure you’re busy. I don’t want to bother you.

Vinta: I’m not doing anything. Just sitting at home. It would be a nice distraction.

Me: Really? Okay. Well, let me think.

Me: Well, let me just ask: what’s it like?

There was a long break between my question and her response than I expected, but soon enough I saw something about to come through.

Vinta: What is what like?

Me: You know. The thrill. The excitement. Being on the field and having an electric moment like you had the other day. You won the match. That has to be incredible.

Vinta: Oh, that. Yeah, that’s okay.

Me: Okay? It’s okay? That’s it?

Vinta: Ha. I was teasing. Playing is one of the things that keeps me going. That chance to be out there and just…win.

Me: You were incredible to watch. You made me a fan that day.

Vinta: I’m good with having a fan. I can use all the ones I can get.

Me: What is your best fan experience?

Vinta: That doesn’t have anything to do with Five.

Me: True. Sorry. I don’t mean to pry.

Me: How about: what is your favorite single play you’ve been a part of?

Vinta: That’s a tough one.

Vinta: I don’t think I have one. I’m always wanting the next play to be my best.

Me: That sounds like a pro athlete, all right.

Vinta: If I don’t try to be better tomorrow than I was today, it’s time to retire. And I’m not ready to do that. Not by a long shot.

Me: Well good. I want to see what you do next.

It suddenly occurred to me how flirty that sounded. I started to type something to apologize, but I never got the chance.

Vinta: Are you saying you are going to spy on me in my apartment?

Me: No! Of course not.

Me: You haven’t told me where you live yet.

Vinta: You haven’t earned that yet. Maybe the Oua girls have twisted your mind already, but not every girl wants you at their apartment, Mr. Oliver.

Me: Be nice.

Vinta: That is me being nice. You saw what I am like when I get nasty at the match the other day. The Oua girls better watch their backs.

Me: Okay, I should let you go. I need to do a couple of things before I go to sleep, and I’m sure you do, too. I’ll send you the address momentarily. And I guess I’ll see you over here at noon.

Vinta: That sounds perfect, Ulysses. Thanks again.

Me: You’re welcome. See you tomorrow!

I sent the address to the house to Vinta, who gave me an acknowledgment of receipt. Which set everything up for our tutor session.

Having her over was going to be great. Teaching a whole class was proving to work out just fine, but I felt like one-to-one lessons would be a chance to focus on her individual needs. Get her ready for that chance to become a star back on Earth. Assuming she didn’t have to deal with any Oua girls who were trying to take her job over there.

The Oua girls…. I read back over the text exchange with Vinta, just to make sure I wasn’t misremembering, but no, it was right there. She made a joke—I hope—about the Oua girls watching their backs because she could be very mean when needed. And there was the comment about girls not wanting me at their apartment.

Was Vinta…flirting? And was I happy about that?

No. No, I was probably reading into things. The Oua girls were well past flirting with me, so I’m sure I was just seeing it everywhere right now. Vinta had far more important things to concern her than an English teacher from Earth.

A guy could hope though, right?

Wow. Did I think that? Right after I told Dould that this was most definitely not that kind of situation. I needed to get my mind right, or I was going to end up in a dark place. Again.

I don’t think I could take that happening twice. Not when my life was finally coming back together after the last mistake.


Chapter Ten

“Welcome to my home!” I opened the door before Vinta even got to it. I’d been waiting for her to arrive for the past fifteen minutes, watching the door regularly. “And for full disclosure, it’s not my house, just where I’m living, courtesy of my well-off roommate.”

Vinta peaked her head. “It’s certainly a nice neighborhood. And the home is lovely from the outside. Thank you for inviting me.”

“Come on inside. I’ll give you the dollar tour,” I said.

“I…have to pay to come inside?” she asked.

“No! No, that’s another Earth expression. Sorry.” I stepped aside and Vinta walked past me into the house. “Please, make yourself at home.”

“It’s just as nice on the inside,” Vinta said with a smile.

“Dould has taste.” I thought about my roommate and our time together. “Well, he has taste most of the time.”

Vinta laughed, walked to the end of the entry hall, and waited for me to join her.

“I was thinking we could just do the lessons in the great room, if that’s alright with you,” I said.

“You know the house, so I defer to your choice,” she told me.

“It’s right over this way.” I led her from the hall to the stairs leading down to the great room. The stairs went to a landing and then turned down to the room itself. Standing on the landing was an impressive way to take in the room, though, so I paused there.

The great room of the house had a ceiling height of three stories. There was a loft area on the third floor that overlooked the room and was something close to a study. There were bookshelves and chairs to read, and I don’t think I had seen Dould walk into it once since I’d been here. I spent a decent amount of time up there reading myself, though, and I found it a comfortable spot. Right now, though, the great room was the star. Floor to ceiling windows lined the far wall, showcasing the view of the rocky-faced cliffs about a half-mile off. The room had a massive u-shaped couch in the middle of it that could probably sit ten people comfortably with a small fire pit in the center of it. Off to one side of the room was a full bar with five seats at it and a wet sink behind it. Two more chairs with a table between them were on the far side of the room, right in front of the windows.

Vinta walked up beside me and let out a short, quick whistle. “Your friend has a very nice house.”

“Yeah. I figured it would be okay to show off a little without seeming like a jerk with you. I’m sure you’re used to this kind of thing already,” I said. “I thought we might sit at the chairs on the far end. Does that work for you?”

She peaked her head, with a bit of a frown on her face.

“We don’t have to sit over there if you don’t want to. We can sit at the couch, or if you’d rather, there is a study upstairs that I use from time to time. I want you to be comfortable,” I told her.

“The chairs are fine. Honestly.” She started walking down the final section of stairs, and I fell in behind her.

“Would you like something to drink? We’ve got…well, I’m not sure what we’ve got outside of water and citron juice, but I’m willing to check.

“Citron would be nice. Thanks.” Her voice was lighter again, so the chairs must not have been a big deal.

I headed over toward the bar while Vinta lingered around the couch. Her hand was brushing along the back of it slowly, feeling the material. The cushions were covered in leather, while the frame was solid wood—something dark, but I was never good identifying wood. I poured us both a glass of citron and went to join her.

“Here you go.” I held out her glass, and she took it from me, but didn’t take a sip.

“This is…beautiful,” she said softly.

“Yeah, it’s a nice couch. I never had anything like this growing up, so it’s a bit nicer than I’m used to, actually. Not that I’m complaining,” I chuckled. “I consider myself lucky to have made a friend like Dould.”

“I’m happy for you.” Vinta wore a Mona Lisa smile, and it somehow made her more enigmatic than the painting.

It was then I realized that she wasn’t wearing a hoodie. I was pretty sure it was the first time that I hadn’t seen her with one on. She just wore a pair of charcoal gray pants and a loose-fitting mint green shirt. She was also wearing a perfume of some sort; it smelled of mint as well, matching her shirt.

“You smell nice,” I said reflexively, and immediately realized that it might have been inappropriate.

“Thanks,” she said softly, and turned her head to the side. It looked like her face blushed slightly, too.

“Um…I think this is the first time that I’ve seen you not wearing a hoodie. Even at the match you came out with a towel over your head, which kind of looked like a hoodie,” I said. “I didn’t even know hoodies were a thing here.”

“They aren’t,” she said. “It’s…an Earth thing. I just like them.”

“Really?” I laughed.

“Yes!” she said defensively. “And…yes, I may be a bit of a Eartha’do. Not like your Oua girls, of course.”

An Eartha’do was someone obsessed with Earth, its culture, fashion, and lifestyle. There was the same sort of thing on Earth about Aeash, of course, and I think they were just called Aeashphiles, but I couldn’t say for certain.

“No, I’d say you are much, much more restrained than those ladies,” I laughed.

“Are you an Aeasha’do?” she asked, finally taking a sip of her drink.

“While I have a great deal of respect and interest in Aeash, I don’t think I qualify.” I was assuming that Aeasha’do was the same as an Aeashphile.

“Really? Then why did you come over here? There had to be a reason,” she stated.

She was right, of course. There is always a reason. I had several, with one being far more motivating than the others. I heard my mother’s voice. The words were still unclear; I never could understand what she said. That’s alright, I had the stand-by reason ready for her; it was the safe answer, after all.

“You probably don’t know the literary figure of Ulysses, right?” I asked. After she shook her head, I continued. “My parents were both teachers; my mother taught English and my father taught history. Their favorite story was The Odyssey, which is about a man named Odysseus. However, the name Odysseus doesn’t really roll off the tongue. Fortunately, there is an alternate version of the character who appears in a different story from another culture, and there he is named Ulysses. Which is who they named me after.”

“Okay,” Vinta said, leaning back on the couch. “What does that have to do with you coming here?”

“I’m getting there,” I said. “Well, when I found out the origin of my name, I, naturally, read The Odyssey to find out more about my namesake. The entire story is based around the fact that Odysseus—or Ulysses—rebelled against the authority around him and ended up traveling to a huge number of places. I took that to heart. I rebelled against my parents and almost any authority I could find for years, and as soon as I was able, I started to travel as far as my budget allowed.”

“And you had the budget to travel here?” Vinta’s eyes went wide.

“No.” I pointed to the room. “But my friend Dould did. He paid for me to come over here.”

“Huh,” she replied. I waited for something else, but that was all she said.

“That’s it? Just ‘huh.’ No questions about why he paid for me to be here, or how I know him, or…or anything?”

She shook her head. “I was hoping you came here because you wanted to teach others. That helping people who wanted to learn English was the fulfillment of a dream or a goal, but I guess I understand why you came over.”

“I do want to help people!” I insisted. “I’m teaching English for that exact reason. This is very important to me.”

“Okay,” Vinta replied—and again, said nothing else.

“Just ‘okay?’ Well, let me make it clear that I’m teaching because I want to, not because I need to, or not because it’s the only thing I know how to do. It’s a way for me to help out people here and establish myself for permanent residence. I want to be a part of the Aeashen community.” I may have let a little more emotion out than I originally intended.

Vinta smiled warmly. “Good. I think you’d be a valuable addition. Should we get started?”

I wanted to yell or at least continue arguing. To tell her that there was more to why I was here. That I needed to be here. That…I had to be here. That my parents were dead, and I was doing everything I could to escape what happened.

“Yeah. Let’s get started.” Instead, we walked over to the chairs at the end of the room and started speaking in English.

◆◆◆

A little over an hour later, we both decided it was time for a break.

My emotions had calmed down, and I found myself enjoying teaching Vinta one-to-one as much as I enjoyed the classroom experience. That wasn’t a huge surprise, as I had already spent time with Vinta alone before, and enjoyed it then, too.

“So, you wanted to learn about Five, yes?” Vinta stood up and stretched. Her body elongated in the sunlight, illuminating her athletic physique. My breath caught for a moment at the sight. “What can I help you with?”

“Um…yeah, I do.” I shook my head to restart my brain. “Can, uh, well, let’s just start with the basics.”

“The basics? How basic are we talking? I assume you know the standard rules of the game, since you were at a match,” Vinta stated.

“I think I have that covered, but I don’t really know much of anything else.” I thought things through for a second. “Okay, how about this, what is the best strategy in the game? I’ve seen several different ways that runners move on offense, and the same is true on defense. What should I be watching for?”

Vinta laughed and walked over to the bar. She bent over and wrapped her arms around her calves while talking. “That entirely depends on the situation, and the player. You need to know the team that you’re playing against, their habits, and….”

I felt like a total creep, but I couldn’t help to stare. Her ass was fully on display in front of me, and it was magnificent. I suppose that isn’t a huge surprise, considering the fact that her profession was being in top shape and running past other athletes. Her legs were incredible, too, from what I could see. The pants were tight around the waist and hips, so there was no hiding that butt, however the pant legs were more loose fitting; still, the shape they did show was nothing short of jaw-dropping. And her short little tail popping out of the top of the pants was the perfect compliment to it all.

“…so does that make sense?” She stood up and my eyes popped right back to her face.

“Maybe?” I answered, absolutely clueless as to what she had been saying.

“Okay, maybe it’s easier if I show you. Do you mind playing defense for a minute?” Vinta started bouncing on the toes of her feet, shaking her arms at the same time to limber up.

“I…have no idea what I’d be doing,” I told her honestly. “Now, I did used to play sports back on Earth, so I’m not totally incompetent, but I don’t have training.”

“Really? What did you play?” Her face brightened when I mentioned my athletic endeavors.

“Well, mostly I played football. American football, not soccer,” I told her.

“I’ve heard of that. It’s supposed to be fairly violent.” She was twisting at the waist now, keeping her head mostly still looking at me. “What position did you play?”

“Backup,” I told her.

“Backup what?” She stopped her calisthenics and moved over to stand closer to me. “What position?”

“Everything. I was the backup to the backup in about five positions, including place kicker,” I chuckled.

“I don’t know what that is, but you seem amused by it,” she chuckled in solidarity. “What level did you play at?”

“College. On Earth we have school-related sports teams, and I was on my college team. We weren’t division one, or I wouldn’t have even made the team, but my school was so desperate that they kept me on in case of dire emergency.”

“Oh, you can’t be that bad,” Vinta laughed and then did something with her arm that made it seem like she didn’t have a normal shoulder or elbow connection; they both seemed to be spinning in impossible ways.

“I guess you are about to find out. What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“Okay, like I was saying, there are two basic ways to approach a defender: you can choose to try to outrun them, or you have to maneuver them. Since outrunning is pretty obvious, I’ll show you some basic maneuvers to watch for.” She stopped long enough to figure out the best space, and since the room was huge, it wasn’t too difficult. She pointed to a spot in the most open area. “Stand here. I’m going to be the attacker, and it is your job to try to get to the badge on my arm. Sounds easy, right?”

“I have a feeling I’m about to find out that it isn’t,” I told her.

“Let’s keep it simple.” She stood less than an arm’s length away. “Grab my left forearm.”

I raised my eyebrow. She raised up her left arm, showing it to me.

My hand flashed out—at least by my perception—right in line to grab her. Except when my hand got to her forearm, it wasn’t there anymore. She had twisted her body a quarter turn and her arm was now out of reach. I moved with her, stepping over so that her arm was in range, but she moved at the exact same time, turning in so that her arm was momentarily pressed against my body and then it was completely obscured as I was now standing behind her. I tried to reach around her, and since I was much taller than she was, I had much longer arms, so it should have been easy.

Easy, like swallowing a bowling ball.

My arms were around her body, and she ducked down took, slipped below my reach somehow, and then magically appeared behind me. It was definitely magic, and no one can convince me otherwise.

“Want me to help you out?” she asked. “Here, I’ll stand still. Same rule: grab my left forearm.”

I spun around as quick as I could, and brought my right hand through in an arc, heading straight for her arm. My fingers gripped into her flesh, holding her tight. The thrill that went through me was incredible. “I got you!”

“You need the left arm,” she chuckled.

A glance down revealed that I was indeed holding her arm—her right arm. In another clear feat of wizardry, her right arm was in front of her left, with the hand turned up and my grip on it down near her elbow.

With a twist, she freed that arm from my grip like water through a sieve. Now I started to grab for her left arm—keeping my eyes on it closely—with either hand, but I kept coming up with air or getting blocked by her right arm. I even shifted over to be on her left side, and true to her word, she didn’t move her feet—but she did twist her body.

It was like I was a child in a slap fight, but the other fighter was just moving away from my hands like they weren’t there. Finally, in a pique of frustration—and a small shout of defiance—I wrapped both of my arms around her, pulling her tight against my body.

“There! I got you!” I said.

“Actually, you just got a foul,” she chuckled. “And you didn’t technically grab my forearm.” To illustrate her point, she raised up her left hand and wiggled her fingers. She smiled and said softly, “Still, you did…good.”

The fact that I was holding her body against mine suddenly became very cognizant. Our eyes locked, the proximity of them letting me take in the fact that both eyes—both blue and brown—had small green flecks of color in them. The minty smell of her perfume rose up and invaded my nose, cooling my throat as I took in a deep breath.

I let go of her and took a small step backwards. “Sorry.”

Her head dropped a little and she smiled. “It’s okay. I was just teaching you basic moves.”

“If those are basic….” I laughed and ran my fingers through my hair. “I can’t imagine seeing advanced moves.”

“I wouldn’t want to do those here,” she said. “It could potentially break things. We’d need someplace safer.”

I nodded, imagining her someplace safe. Where we could just be together, learning more from each other. About each other.

And those were very inappropriate thoughts.

“Well, um, did you want to show me how it’s done? Try to grab my wrist?” I asked.

“Oh, I suck at defense. That’s why I’m a reserve specialist.” She shrugged. “But if you want me to give it a try, I’ll willing.”

I nodded at her. “Alright, let’s see what you can do. On the count of three?”

She peaked her head. “Whenever you’re ready.”

“Okay, in three…two…one…go!” I yanked my left arm back and up, trying to move it up over my head, but I didn’t get it past my chest. Her right hand was gripping my left forearm with tremendous power; I couldn’t move it at all.

“How did you…?” I stared at her hand for a second and then she let go.

“You telegraphed what you were going to do. As you were counting, you were already pulling that shoulder back, and dropping it down. It told me you were going to try to push it up over your head.” She said all of that with no emotion, just a simple description of events. “Sorry.”

“Why did you apologize? That was incredible,” I told her.

She chuckled. “I got lucky. You’ve got a lot of natural talent. I probably couldn’t do it again.”

“That’s bullshit and we both know it. Don’t lie,” I replied.

Her face twisted up. “A bull’s feces? What?”

“Oh! It’s another Earth idiom. Is there a saying on Aeash that basically means lying, but in a colloquial way?”

“You mean like noy’ve semma loxo? Which literally means ‘your horse has no garter.’ It is a way of implying that what someone has said makes no sense.” She peaked her head in understanding.

“Exactly. And your horse is all out of garters, Vinta. I’m reasonably sure you could have grabbed my left wrist with one hand tied behind your back—while you were blindfolded.” It might have been an exaggeration, but probably not by much.

Our eyes locked, lingering in a gaze that felt both comforting and exhilarating. A smile tugged at my lips, yet something held it back, as if the moment demanded something else. Something missing.

“I…I should probably be going,” she stammered. “I’ve got to get back to practice. We have a big road trip coming up.”

“Oh. Oh, sure.” I shook my head. “Yeah, um…are you able to make it tomorrow?”

She shook her head. “No. I have a match tomorrow afternoon. I can make it the day after, though. Will that work?”

“Yeah, that should be fine. It would be great, actually. We’ll be able to pick up right where we left off.” My own words rattled through my head. “With the lessons. Working on learning English, I mean.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that would be…nice.” Vinta walked quickly over to the chairs we were sitting in and grabbed the items she had set near them. “Is the same time okay? Or do you need me to be here earlier or later? I can adjust my training around the best time to be here.”

She turned back around and I ran my fingers through my hair. “I think that the same time would be great.”

“Great,” she replied.

“Yeah…it will be great.”

She started walking toward me and paused briefly. “Thanks for inviting me over. I really appreciate it. I’ll see you in a couple days.” And then she kept walking toward the stairs.

“Hold on, I’ll see you out,” I chased after her. She kept walking ahead of me all the way to the door. She did stop and wait for me there.

“Well…good-bye.” Vinta’s voice was the level and calm.

“Uh, yeah. Have a safe trip to the training facility, I guess,” I said.

“I will. Thanks.” Her eyes darted to the door.

I grabbed the doorknob and opened it up for her. “Right. Bye.”

She moved past me and walked quickly down the walk, heading for the road. I suddenly realized I didn’t see how she got to the house, but I figured she must have a way back as well. I watched her walk away until she was out of my sight, and then shut the door and went back into the house.


Chapter Eleven

“I appreciate you ladies inviting me over tonight.” Eodeira and Soemeng opted for our dinner to be one they cooked for me at their apartment. I felt a little like Daniel walking into the lion’s den, but I still followed through and showed up right on time. Actually, I think Daniel survived that experience, so maybe that wasn’t a good analogy. I might not make it out of here in one piece.

“We’ve been really looking forward to you coming,” Eodeira replied.

I had to admit that they did an excellent job with making the home feel welcoming. It was cleaned to perfection. The furniture was arranged in a very inviting manner. And the food smelled amazing. It was some sort of Oua traditional dish, consisting of roasted vegetables layered with a cream sauce of some sort. They also prepared sausage, naturally, to eat with it.

“I hope you enjoy the meal,” Soemeng said. “It should be ready in a few minutes.”

“I’m sure it will be delicious,” I said. “It smells wonderful.”

The two women were both wearing very diaphanous dresses. Eodeira’s was black, which complimented her complexion, and Soemeng’s was a lovely sand color, which also complimented her fur color. It was surprisingly subdued for them. I felt like they were trying a different tack and going subtle—well, subtle for the two of them. I actually felt very underdressed, wearing jeans and a button-down shirt.

“So, tell us something about yourself. What is it that you like to do for fun?” Soemeng asked.

“Oh, that’s actually a tough question,” I chuckled. “I’ve found myself getting into Five lately. Are either of you fans?”

Eodeira lit up. “I enjoy it! I’m not exactly an expert, and I don’t watch the games very often, but I do find it entertaining when I do watch it. What got you interested in it?”

We were all sitting on the couch, with me in the middle and the ladies to either side of me. As she spoke, Eodeira’s hand fell to my thigh, which was better and more subtle than the last time her hand was in that area.

“My roommate, mostly. He’s a huge fan, and it seems like he’s watching it all the time.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me. I’ve always enjoyed sports, and I’m slowly learning how to watch Five. And I’ve met…” Careful, Ulysses. “…some other folks who are very into the sport lately. I’m learning a lot.”

“I understand,” Eodeira said. “My family has season tickets to the Slayers. I used to go with them often when I was younger. It was always a fun outing.”

“She’s taken me to a couple of games, too,” Soemeng stated. “I’ve never really understood how people can get so obsessed with it, but I’ve always enjoyed going to the matches. The cheering crowd and the food and drink; it’s all a very fun experience.”

“What do the two of you like to do for fun?” I felt like I was setting myself up for a fall with that question, but I had to ask.

“Movies, mostly,” Soemeng said. “We’re both fans of old flickers before everything became generated imagery.”

“You get us going with an old romantic story and we become a mess,” Eodeira laughed. “I think my favorite old movie is Wild Heartbreak. Have you ever seen it?”

“I’ve never even heard of it,” I told them.

This time it was Soemeng’s turn to touch me. Her hand came over to rest on my upper arm while she spoke. “It’s so romantic. It’s about a young woman who is a veterinarian. She finds out she has inherited her family’s estate, but hasn’t ever been there, and hasn’t even met that side of her family. She doesn’t know why she inherited it.”

“When she gets there,” Eodeira picked up, “she discovers that she was given the estate as a vicious insult to the rest of the family. Immediately, the other would-be inheritors hate her, plotting against her and trying to find a loophole in the laws that will take everything from her.”

Soemeng picked up the description. “Then she meets Womath.” Both women swooned at the name, I swear. “He and his family have been breeding horses for years, and she steps in to help him with some sick animals. The spark is instantaneous and so hot.”

“Well, it’s hot for them, but the family—” I held up my hand, cutting Eodeira off in mid-sentence.

“Don’t spoil it for me,” I laughed. “It might be fun to watch sometime.”

“Oh, we would love to watch it with you,” Eodeira purred while her hand stroked my arm.

I heard a gentle chime come from the kitchen, and Soemeng stood up. “That would be dinner. I’ll go get it. Why don’t the two of you go to the table?”

As she walked off, I stood up and held my hand out for Eodeira, helping her to her feet.

“We bought some wine to go with dinner, are you okay with drinking some?” Eodeira asked as she took the first steps toward the dining area.

“Sounds lovely.” I fell in behind her. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No. You are our guest, and we will do all of the work tonight. You put the effort in to make sure our classes are entertaining and well thought out, so the least we can do is make sure you can relax for one night.” Eodeira walked over to a small table in the dining area that held glasses and a few bottles.

“We thought about getting something from Earth for you, but honestly, we wouldn’t know what to buy. In the end, we thought it better to buy something we liked so we could share it with you.” She moved the bottle over to the dining table. “This is Bot’mewe, it’s a wine that is crafted by Oua masters in the Leechou region. From what I understand, Aeashen wine has a much more fruity flavor than Earth wines, so I hope it’s okay.”

“I’m sure it will be fine.” I liked fruit flavored wines like Sangria, so I figured there was a chance I would like this one, too. I could certainly fake it—unless it was absolutely horrible.

Eodeira uncorked the bottle and poured a small bit into a glass. I assumed the glass was for me, but she took it herself and drank it down. With a smile she poured some more into her glass and then filled a glass for me and handed it over.

“I wanted to make sure it was decent before I gave it to you,” Eodeira said. “And it’s good. I want to know what you think.”

“Hold on.” I lifted it up and took a sniff. There was a strong fruity aroma, but not as sweet as I feared. After a sip, I was pleasantly surprised, and my early comparison was apt. “This is quite good. It reminds me of something on Earth called sangria.”

“Oh, wonderful! It should pair nicely with the food,” Eodeira said.

“Speaking of food….” Soemeng walked in carrying all three plates, one in each hand and one on her arm. I’d seen servers back on Earth do that plenty of times, and it looks like that trick was true on both worlds.

Soemeng set down all three plates at the prepared settings, and then stepped to the side, leaving plenty of room for all of us to get to our seats. Eodeira poured a glass for Soemeng, and we all sat down for our meal.

The dish was what they described: layered starchy vegetables—probably potato or something very similar—combined with spinach or something similar in a cream sauce. The sausage to the side was beautifully browned and looked wonderful.

“This looks terrific,” I told them. “What type of sausage is this?”

“It’s called piwisi. It’s ground pork and ostrich, combined with cooked rice and spices. It’s very mild, so hopefully won’t be an issue.” Soemeng was already slicing a healthy chunk off her piwisi as she spoke.

“Ostrich? Interesting.” I cut off a piece and ate it. In addition to the ovwle, the table also had knives. Mild was a good description, but it wasn’t bland. There was a slight gaminess to it, the spices balanced it out. I had never had a sausage like it before. “Very good!”

“I am so glad you like it.” Soemeng brought the piece of sausage up to her mouth and slowly pushed it past her lips. When she pulled her ovwle back, juices glistened over her lips and down her chin. She dabbed it up with her napkin. “Oh, so sorry.”

“No…problem.” Still as subtle as—

“Soemeng, be good!” Eodeira chuckled, interrupting my thoughts, and then said something in what I assumed to be Oua. They both giggled in response.

“I feel left out,” I said. “Were you talking about me?”

“Yes, we were,” Eodeira admitted. “In a good way, I assure you. And try the khleetaras. I think you’ll really like it.”

“I beg your pardon?” My food stopped halfway to my mouth.

“The khleetaras. There on your plate,” Eodeira pointed with her ovwle at the potatoes with cream.

“Oh! Oh, that…sorry, that sounded like…something else. Let me give it a try.” I felt my face flush as I took a mouthful of the dish. Like the sausage, it was very mild, and vaguely reminiscent of scalloped potatoes. “Very good. Great job on everything tonight, ladies.”

Both of them smiled and turned their attention to their own plates. Dinner went quickly, and before I knew it, we had clean plates.

“Let me help clear the table,” I volunteered as I stood up.

“No. You are our guest. Go back to the couch. We’ll be there in a moment,” Soemeng said. And then for emphasis she motioned me away with a flick of her wrist.

I took my wine with me and moved to the living room. I sat on the couch and briefly considered looking at my phone but chose against it. Both of them came into the room a minute later, with Soemeng carrying a bowl in her hand.

Eodeira sat down on my left, and Soemeng put the bowl next to my glass of wine on the table in front of us. There were dark blue wafer-looking items in it. Then Soemeng took her place on the couch to my right.

“What’s that?” I pointed at the bowl. “Dessert?”

Eodeira chuckled. “You could call it that.”

“It’s lhat,” Soemeng said. “Have you never had it before?”

“I don’t believe so, no,” I answered. “What is it?”

The two women exchanged a glance and then had a brief conversation in Oua.

“Before we answer that, I need to know: do you have a safe means to get home? Have you already arranged for Transport?” Soemeng asked. Transport was kind of their version of a cab, but without a driver, and looking more like a small bus.

“I was just going to put in for a Transport when it seemed like it was time to go home. Why?” I asked in return.

“Well, first off, we want you to know that you are welcome to stay here, whether or not anything happens between us,” Eodeira stated, while also making her desires clear. “If you aren’t comfortable with the idea of staying here, I suggest you arrange for Transport now. The lhat has qualities that can change your perceptions, and if we decide to have any, it might make scheduling one more difficult.”

“Wait, lhat is a drug?” My eyes went wide.

“It’s not a medicine, no. It’s an experience enhancer,” Soemeng answered. “It’s fairly commonly used.”

“Is it legal?” I wasn’t a prude, but I did want to know what I was getting involved in here.

Both women peaked their heads. “Of course. We’re not going to do anything like that to you,” Eodeira stated. “It’s just a way to relax.”

I looked at the bowl of blue wafers. “And how quickly does it take effect? And how long does it last?”

“That depends on how much you eat,” Soemeng said. “Since you’ve never used it before, I’d suggest just eating one wafer. See how it works with your system.”

My system. That brought up another question. “Is it safe for humans?”

“Yes. We did check to make sure before you came over. It’s perfectly safe for humans, even in large doses,” Soemeng said.

“Though still start with only one,” Eodeira added. “Assuming you want to try it at all. We don’t want to pressure you.”

I leaned forward and looked into the bowl. The blue wafers looked unusual, but harmless enough. I picked one up and it felt light, like a wafer cookie might back home. There was no filling of any sort, though, so I didn’t think it would be tasty.

“When in Rome….” I popped it into my mouth and chewed it up. It had no flavor at all and dissolved quickly. It was almost like eating solidified air.

“Rome?” Soemeng asked.

“It’s a saying back on Earth. Rome is a city,” I explained.

“Well, I shall visit Rome as well,” Eodeira said and ate a single wafer.

Soemeng tittered. “I’m not going to be the only one not having lhat, so I’ll also make the Rome trip.”

“How long does it take to kick in? To take effect, I mean?” I asked.

“It gets absorbed through the mucus membrane and activates very quickly,” Eodeira said. “You should be feeling it very soon.”

“You’ll know when it happens. If it’s the same as happens to us, colors will look more vibrant, smells, sounds—everything will feel more alive,” Soemeng explained.

“Are you saying that I just took an hallucinogenic?” Panic came to pay me a visit, waiting just outside until I got an answer.

“Very mild,” Soemeng said. “It’s why we told you not to do anything requiring fine manipulations, but it wears off quickly, too. With just one wafer, it won’t last any longer than a couple of hours. Maybe less than an hour. It varies from person to person.”

“Don’t worry, Ulysses. We’ll be right here with you. Nothing bad will happen, and we will take care of you,” Eodeira said. “I’m sorry we didn’t explain it better, but you will be safe. Just relax. Let us take care of you.”

Panic crashed inside the house. “You two didn’t plan this, did you? Trying to get me whacked out of my brain so you could take advantage of me?”

“Of course not! Despite our…enthusiastic…feelings toward you, we would never do anything like that.” Eodeira spoke softly and slowly, giving me a sense of calm. “Yes, we hoped the lhat would loosen you up, but we would never take advantage of you in any way.”

“Okay. Okay, I believe you. I’m not sure why I panicked like that. Sorry.” I was glad the air in the room was as light as it was. It made breathing so much easier.

“Good,” Soemeng said. Her hand came to rest on my leg. Her fingers were so delicate, and they sent a warm tingle running through my leg. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Your fingers feel amazing. How do you do that?” I asked.

“He’s feeling it,” Soemeng chuckled.

Eodeira giggled back at her. “Well, I am, so I imagine he is, too. If it gets too intense, Ulysses, we are here. You are safe. It’s important to know that.”

“You’re safe.” The voice that spoke didn’t belong to either Soemeng or Eodeira. And it wasn’t mine, either. I still recognized it, though. “They aren’t going to harm you. Just relax.”

It was Vinta.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“I’m right here,” Eodeira said, her hand taking mine. Then she said something in Oua—I think. Maybe my mind just turned the words around.

“They can’t hear me, Ulysses. I’m not really there,” Vinta explained. “I’m just a fabrication of your mind.”

“What?” I asked.

“We were just talking about the best way to help you,” Soemeng stated. “Don’t worry.”

“Your brain has manifested me to help keep you calm. To remind you that nothing bad is going to happen to you right now. The ladies around you aren’t dangerous. I’m just here to remind you that,” Vinta said.

“Why you?” I asked.

Soemeng chuckled. “Because we’re the ones here to help you.”

“And we both feel that this is our fault,” Eodeira added. “And we feel horrible about it. We should have researched the effects of lhat on humans more.”

“Because you trust me,” Vinta said. “I make you feel better. You like being around me. You like me.”

“Really? Is that true?” I said.

“It is, but don’t worry, this will pass. We’ll sit here with you until it does,” Eodeira said.

“You’ll have to answer that one yourself, Ulysses,” Vinta said. “Just remember, that I’m not real. I’m a voice in your head that you created to help make you feel comfortable. The ladies will take care of you. They will spend the whole night with you, if you choose. I will say, ask yourself one question: if you want to be with them, why are you talking to me?” She was silent for a second. “I need to go now.”

“No. Don’t go,” I pleaded.

I felt both of my hands being held. “We’re not going anywhere,” Soemeng said.

“Look at me,” Eodeira whispered. I turned my head to see her bright blue eyes looking back at me. “I’m right here. Soe is here, too. We’ll sit with you until this passes.”

“Thank you,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if I meant those words for Eodeira or Vinta.

“Once this passes, we’ll make sure you get home safely. I think that’s the best idea for tonight, okay?” Eodeira stated.

For the next hour, the ladies sat with me. Gentle voices and calming words got me through without incident, and true to their words they went with me back to my house to make sure I got there safely. They were very apologetic and sincere in their feelings that they did not think anything like this evening’s events would happen. They were as kind and helpful as anyone could be in that situation.

And yet, as I walked into the house, thoughts of Vinta consumed me. Her voice lingered in my head like the scent of mint.


Chapter Twelve

I tried to wait until Vinta made it all the way to the front door before I opened it, but I failed. She was still a dozen steps away when my patience ran out.

“Welcome,” I said with a smile.

“Thanks.” Vinta gave a weak smile back at me. “How was your night last night?”

I wasn’t sure if that was a casual question, or if she remembered that I was going out with the Oua girls last night. I had my suspicions, and by coincidence, they fell right in line with the conversation I wanted to have.

“I wanted to talk to you about that, actually,” I said. “Let’s go to the great room and we can talk about it then. How was your match yesterday?”

“We won. The game was well in hand, so I never got in. That happens a lot.” She walked beside me on the way, her voice calm and steady as usual. Today she wore a pair of loose-fitting gray sweatpants and her gray hoodie, but the hood was back off her head. Her ears hung down on either side of her head, brushing the top of her shoulders, hanging just lower than her messy, white hair.

“Well, you don’t want to put in your secret weapon and chance her getting hurt,” I chuckled.

She snorted a sharp laugh. “Yeah. Guess not.”

As we started to descend the stairs into the great room I spoke again. “Would you like something to drink? Pretty much the same options as before.”

“A citron would be great, thanks,” Vinta said and headed toward the bar.

I made my way behind the bar and poured us both a citron.

“So, let me ask,” I said as I handed her a citron drink, “have you ever heard of lhat?”

“Lhat? Yes, of course I’ve heard of it. You aren’t wanting any of that, are you?” Her voice was a little more animated than usual.

“Not after last night.” I pointed to the couch. “Would you mind if we sat over there and talked for a few minutes?”

Vinta stood up, a fire in her eyes. “Last night? What happened last night? What did they do?”

So, she did remember that I was going out with the Oua ladies last night. “Let’s go sit on the couch and I’ll explain.”

With a peak of her head, she turned and walked to the couch, urgency crackling in her step. I waited until she sat down and then sat down with a full arm’s length between us.

“I’m guessing you remember that I had promised to go out to dinner with Soemeng and Eodeira last night,” I said.

“I do,” she snipped out a reply before I could get another statement out. “Where did they take you?”

“Their apartment. They cooked dinner for me. It was nice, actually.” Seeing her face fall told me that I shouldn’t have phrased it that way.

“I’m glad you had a nice time. What did you want to talk about?” Vinta’s voice went back to level and cold.

“Well, I wanted to talk to you about what happened after dinner, with me and the Oua ladies,” I said.

“You can’t get them pregnant, if that’s what you’re worried about. Humans and Aeashen aren’t compatible.” Her voice had taken a turn for the terse, and the cold tone of her voice was moving to icy.

“I did know that, but that’s not what I wanted to talk about. It was more about the lhat they gave me. I—”

“Of course they gave you lhat.” She interrupted me. “It works like an aphrodisiac for the Oua, and some other tribes, too. I’m sure it made your experience very nice, even if it didn’t work for you. I don’t know human anatomy well enough to tell you if there is something that will let you—”

“I didn’t have sex with them!” It was my turn to interrupt.

Vinta stared at me with a blank expression for a handful of seconds. “You didn’t?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“Why not?” she asked.

“That is exactly what I want to talk to you about,” I said calmly.

She looked at me side-eyed, but didn’t say anything, which didn’t exactly fill me with confidence. It didn’t deter me, either.

“So, I took the lhat, and it caused me to have some minor hallucinations. And those led me down a long line of thoughts. And the first thought I had was that I didn’t want to be with either of the Oua ladies. Both of them are gorgeous, but despite everything they did, I couldn’t help but feel that they saw me as a conquest. In fact, it feels like every woman seems to view me as a conquest. Well, actually, almost every woman.” I looked at her to see if she saw where I was going with this, but she still looked uncertain. “What I’m saying is, well, while I was having my visions—and hearings—I realized something. I would like an opportunity to date…you. So, this was a very long, roundabout way to ask you if you would like to go out on a date.”

Vinta sat in silence, and then turned to sit sideways on the couch, facing me. “Are you saying that you took lhat, and a hallucination told you that you should go on a date with me?”

“Well, yes, but…not exactly,” I explained. “Full disclosure, I heard your voice. You were there reassuring me that I was safe and that the ladies weren’t doing anything malicious. That I was going to be safe.”

Vinta peaked her head. “And how did that lead you to the idea that you wanted to take me on a date?”

I considered my words carefully, clicked my tongue a couple of times, and then explained. “My mind saw you as someone trustworthy. Someone that had my best interest at heart. You weren’t trying to get something from me, you were just…you. And the fact that I wasn’t interested in the two women who were sitting there with me, but I was interested in you, made me realize exactly where my interest lies.” I took a deep breath. “I’m not asking you to understand, I’m just trying to be honest with you. And I’m asking if you would like to go out on a date with me.”

“Huh.” Vinta stood up and walked past me and around to the other side of the couch before stopping. She looked at me and smiled. “Are you coming?”

“What? Coming where?” I asked.

“I leave town for an extended road trip tomorrow. I don’t want to wait eight days until I see you again, since you might change your mind.” She pointed up the stairs. “So, we’re going on a date. Right now.”

“We are?” I stood up but didn’t move anywhere.

“Yes. You asked, I’m saying yes. And we don’t have time to wait, so you are taking me on a date right now.” She folded her arms. “Where are we going? I’m not dressed for a nice place, so it will have to be casual. Which is fine, I prefer that.”

I walked around the couch with a little anxiousness. “I…I don’t know. I wasn’t expecting it to happen now. I don’t have anyplace in mind.”

She snorted. “Fine. You have two choices: I can choose where we go, but that will eat a lot of time and might not be productive; or we can stay here, and maybe order food delivered so we can eat in comfort, and spend the time we have talking to get to know each other better.”

“Sounds like you’re choosing where we’re going either way,” I laughed.

“No. I narrowed it to two options. You are choosing what we do and where we go,” Vinta said. “So, choose.”

I nodded slowly, surprised by the forceful attitude of the woman in front of me. She was definitely a dichotomy of personality. Not that I found that a bad thing.

“We stay here. It was obviously your preference, and it sounds good to me, anyway,” I said.

“Good choice,” Vinta said. “Now pull out your phone and let’s look to see what options we have for lunch.”

◆◆◆

We ended up ordering from three different places, planning on snacking on it as it arrived. Apparently, as it was explained to me, the Coinoie were a bit notorious for having long, snack-style meals. The idea didn’t bother me at all.

The first food to make it to the house was a selection of cheeses and fruits that came with a variety of dipping sauces. This was my choice, but Vinta seemed willing to try. The second set of food was a mutual agreement ordered from a place that specialized in different styles of meat kabobs. We ordered eight different kabobs, and when I asked if that was too many, the argument was made that we didn’t have to eat it all at once. Vinta picked the last place, and it was tougher to nail down as a restaurant type; it would best be described as a rice-house, filled with different types of rice cooked in different ways and mixed with different ingredients.

While we waited, I reminded Vinta that she was here for her English class, so we spent that time going through English exercises. She was doing fantastic with everything, and her accent even seemed to be fading. It was still very obvious, and reminded me a bit of a southeast Asian type accent, but not one that I could place.

Forty-five minutes later we were sitting at a table with far more food than the two of us could eat.

“I think we over-ordered,” I said.

“No such thing,” Vinta replied. “The only thing you can do is order too much twice. If you still have food to eat, it’s not too much. Throwing away food is the crime.”

“You have a very pragmatic view of food usage,” I told her.

“Out of necessity. I never waste anything,” she answered with a shrug. “I don’t have a choice.”

“Well, where should we start?” I asked. “We certainly have options.”

“Wherever we want. That’s the beauty of eating at home. No one can tell you what to do.” Vinta reached over and plucked up a kabob of different mushrooms, then held it up defiantly, her ears popping up to stand at attention. “Fuck them all!”

As she took a huge bite of mushroom, I felt myself smile at her words. I picked up a big-as-hell blueberry and held it up. “Fuck ‘em all!” Then I popped it in my mouth. “So, tell me, what’s a typical day in the life of Vinta—or Fyre, whichever—like?”

Vinta sat there and chewed her mouthful of mushroom, staring over the table at me. “I wake up before the sun, go to the gym and work out for about two hours, then go study film on the next opponent for an hour or two. After that, I get about a four-hour break, and then go to the field and run drills, back to the gym, and then go study our own film for a couple hours. Sleep, then do it all again.”

“Every day?” I asked.

She peaked her head. “Every day during the season. And pre-season. During the off-season it’s just the gym and field drills.”

I shook my head and grabbed a skewer of meat. “I am so impressed by you. You have such a drive. More than I ever had. Which, I suppose, is why you are a pro and I never made the starting lineup.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You moved to a different world, coming over here to teach and discover new things. That’s not exactly easy.” Vinta filled her ovwle with a rice that had some sort of lumpy, orange substance in it. “And you do it while staying polite and not just being….”

“Being what?” I asked after her pause.

She took a deep breath. “You stay true to yourself and don’t let others sway your thinking.”

I held up my half-eaten skewer like a pointer. “How do you know I’m not just fooling you? I could be the type who’s different around everyone.”

She laughed from the core of her being. “Oh. Oh, no. No, that’s not true. You don’t change for anyone. You are true to yourself and to hell with anyone else.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

The smile stayed on her face, but her eyes turned very serious. “You didn’t go and fuck the two Oua girls. Not the first night they asked, not the night when I came to class at the end, nor last night when you had every chance. If you were the type to listen to pressure, you’d be neck deep in Oua pussy right now.”

I almost choked on my food. While I was coughing and sputtering, Vinta took good care of me by grabbing a piece of cheese and eating it slowly while I almost died in front of her.

After a drink of water, I gave her a reply. “I…ahem…I told you that I didn’t want to. We, uh, well, I just….”

“Ulysses, you’re missing my point. You had not one, but TWO beautiful women who made it very clear that they wanted to fuck your brains out. If you put one hundred single men in a room and asked them if they would take them up on that offer, how many do you think would say no?”

I looked across the table at her. “I didn’t want to. There was someone else I wanted to….”

“And that’s why we’re on a date,” Vinta said. “Here’s a little truth about me: I don’t date. I haven’t been on something I considered a date in over a year. Closer to two, actually.”

“You’re kidding?” I looked at her, trying to find a flaw, but only seeing a beautiful woman. “You must be asked out all the time.”

She shook her head. “Not really. And even when I am, it’s because of what I am, and not who I am.”

I took an ovwle-full of some rice that looked mostly harmless. “I can only imagine that’s because no one gets to know you. If they did, you’d have been snapped up a long time ago.”

“Ha! You barely know me, Mr. Human. Don’t think you aren’t at least a little bit smitten by,” she gestured to her body, “this.”

I chuckled. “Okay, that’s a good idea. Let’s find out more about each other.” I wiped my hands and pointed at her. “There’s an Earth game that people will play, called ‘two truths and one lie,’ and it’s basically what it sounds like. One of us will tell the other three things; two of them will be the truth, and one of them will be a lie. The other one has to pick out the lie. You up for it?”

Both of Vinta’s eyebrows raised up. “Sounds dangerous, but…if you’re willing, so am I.”

“Okay, I’ll go first.” I considered my life. “Here we go. One, I didn’t have my first kiss until I was nineteen years old. Two, I once ran naked through a shopping mall. Three, I don’t know how to swim. Which one is the lie?”

Vinta twisted her head. “Oh. So that’s the kind of thing you say. Alright, I see how this works.” She turned her head back upright and narrowed her eyes. “And…I’m going to guess it’s the run naked thing. Not that I don’t think you’re brave enough, I just think you would worry how it might bother other people.”

I laughed. “The lie is the swimming one. I am a good swimmer, actually. I love it. As to the running naked…it was a dare. I was young and stupid, and trying to impress someone. So…yeah.”

“You really didn’t have your first kiss until you were nineteen?” Vinta asked.

“It’s true,” I said.

“Was that before or after the naked running moment?” Vinta took a bite of rice and stared at me intently.

“The naked running was first. I was only eighteen when I did that, and I was trying—and failed—to impress a girl,” I admitted. “But it’s your turn. You have to give me a chance now.”

“Okay, let me think.” Vinta chewed and swallowed her rice. “Got it. One, I’ve never dated anyone who wasn’t Coinoie before. Two, I’ve been in two telemovies. Three, I have six sisters.”

Vinta was a master of expressionless speaking, so her face didn’t give me a clue. “I don’t think you’d lie about the sister thing, so I’m guessing that one is true. The other two, though…. I’m going to guess that you have dated someone who wasn’t Coinoie before me.”

She sat there chewing her food and staring at me, letting me sweat. “Wrong. I’ve only dated Coinoie. You were right about the sisters, though. I’ve never been in any kind of telemovie. Always kinda wanted to, though. I think it would be fun. Not that I expect it to happen.”

“You never know! Once you’re a famous athlete you’ll probably have more offers than you know what to do with,” I told her.

She snorted. “Yeah, well…. Anyway, it’s your turn.”

“Okay, okay.” I picked up some cheese and took a bite. “Here we go. One, the first person I dated turned out to be my cousin. Two, I can hold my breath for over two minutes. Three, I like to sit in a completely dark room and listen to the sound of dogs barking.”

“The third one is a lie,” Vinta said immediately. “Okay, my turn. One, I—”

“Woah! Hold on! I didn’t confirm anything.” I laughed through my words. “That was a quick decision on your part, too. What makes you so confident?”

“Am I wrong?” she asked to counter my question.

Sheepishly, I slowly shook my head. “No, but…how did you know so quickly?”

“It’s stupid. You don’t have a dog. You’ve never mentioned dogs. You’ve talked about yourself in class several times and never said that you missed your dog back home. You’re not a dog person.” She shrugged. “You made that one easy.”

“But you figured all of that out in a couple of seconds?”

She peaked her head. “It’s my job to make quick decisions. If I don’t, I can’t get past the defender. I can’t do my job. You did something that wasn’t normal for you, so…easy.”

“But you thought that about the running naked thing, too,” I replied.

“That was different. You wouldn’t have told us about any of those things. Dating or naked running or swimming—none of those things would have been discussed. Talking about a favorite pet? That is exactly the type of thing you would have us do in class. You never did, so you obviously lied.”

“Maybe I just like the sound of—”

“No.” She cut me off. “You don’t hide that kind of thing. You played us the music you like. You talked about Earth. You told me you lived here with a wealthy friend. You would have mentioned the dog thing.”

Damn. She was good at this. “Okay, fine. I accept that was too easy.”

Vinta shrugged and picked up one of the bowls of rice to put it in front of her. “Which makes it my turn. One, I have a thing for tall men. Two, I still masturbate thinking about my first sexual experience. Three, I once had an orgy with four other women.”

I blinked a few times. “Well, that’s an interesting selection.” I swallowed hard, and there was no food in my mouth when I did. “Um, if I had to guess, I’d…is it the orgy one?”

She smiled. “Good guess. I’ve never had an orgy. I like one-on-one experiences. It lets me concentrate on my partner.”

“Good to know,” I said a little breathlessly. “Also makes me wish I was taller.”

“You’re much taller than I am. So, tall is a matter of perspective,” she said. She took an ovwle of some kind of mushy purple rice and spoke right before it went into her mouth. “Your turn.”

I watched her mouth as she chewed. She slowly moved it in an exaggerated circle, and every time her teeth closed she paused. I’d never found chewing erotic before that moment.

“Uh, yeah. My turn.” I looked up at the ceiling to get my mind onto something about myself. “One, I only brought one suitcase with me from Earth, and about half of that was candy. Two, I make my bed the minute I wake up every day; I hate it messy. Three, I, uh, bought a poster of you at the match the other day.”

“Three is the lie,” Vinta said, her voice dropping to a huskier tone. “They don’t sell posters of me, but you wanted to buy one. You just thought it would be wrong.”

“Maybe,” I answered. “They should totally sell posters of you, either way.”

“I agree,” she peaked her head. “My turn. One, I like it when my tail is pulled during sex. Two, when I climb on someone’s face and ride them to orgasm I cum so hard they feel like they’re drowning. Three, I’m about to fuck your brains out.”

Vinta stood up from her chair and started walking around the table toward me.

“I’m really hoping the lie was one or two,” I stated.

“I tricked you.” Vinta pulled my chair to the side and threw her leg over mine, sitting down onto my lap, straddling me. “All three of them were true.”

She pressed her lips onto mine, and I returned the kiss, gladly. My hands fell to her hips and then worked their way around to hold her ass. One of her hands came up to snake through my hair just as she pushed her tongue past my lips. I welcomed it into my mouth and then began a playful duel with it. She teased me and lured my tongue to follow her’s back into her mouth, and once I did, she clamped down and sucked on it with vigor.

Finally, she broke the kiss and pulled back, staring into my eyes. I saw hers—one brown and one blue—and my breath caught in my throat.

“Let’s go mess up your bed,” she purred.


Chapter Thirteen

Before we fell onto the bed, we were already all over each other. She had jumped up and wrapped her legs around my waist, while her arms had a death grip on my head as we kissed. I took us back onto the bed as gently as I could, but it was still rougher than I intended.

Vinta climbed on top of me, her lips locked on mine. Our tongues explored each other’s mouths, amorously searching for any hidden places to be discovered. My hands roved across her back, pulling her tighter to me.

She broke our kiss and sat up, then pulled her shirt up and off her body. Smallish, perfectly formed, pale breasts revealed themselves, and she pushed her chest out slightly as I stared.

“Gorgeous,” I moaned.

“Good,” she snarled and then scooted back, tugging at my shirt to remove it as well. I helped her, pulling it off and tossing it next to hers. Her hands immediately began to roam over my exposed flesh. “Men’s chests are underrated. Everyone is obsessed with a woman’s boobs, but a man’s chest can be just as nice. Plus….”

Her head dropped down to my chest, and I felt her tongue on my nipple. It was a new sensation, and certainly not an unpleasant one. Then I felt her lips lock onto it and suck—hard. A super sharp inhalation preceded me bucking up my torso, while she clenched against me. It was one of the most intense feelings I’ve ever had—and it wasn’t stopping. I grabbed her shoulders and pushed back, trying to dislodge her, which was when I remembered that she was a professional athlete and I was fighting a losing battle.

“Stop! STOP!” My head thrashed side-to-side in desperation.

The frisson stopped as soon as it began, and she slid up my body until her head was next to mine. “I’ve yet to meet a man who didn’t have really sensitive nipples,” she whispered and then nipped my earlobe.

“Two can play that game.” I wrestled her over so that I was on top and dropped my head down to her breast. Her nipples were a bubblegum pink, distinct from the surrounding fur, firm and erect, standing above her tit like a tiny tower. My tongue lashed out and swiped it once before I descended fully, taking it into my mouth.

Her hands came up to the back of my head, grabbing my hair and holding me steady. I bit down gently, letting my teeth find enough purchase to be known. “Harder,” she growled.

I obliged. I sucked hard while clamping down on the nipple with my teeth. Not hard enough to truly be a bite, but hard enough that I felt her flesh shift under my teeth. The noise that came out of her was half snarl and half gasp, but it was entirely hot.

My head moved over to the other nipple, giving it the same treatment while my hand took the place of my mouth on the previous breast. Given her reaction and request, I was not gentle when I filled my palm with her soft flesh.

Vinta’s legs came up and wrapped around my hips, while her groin started grinding against my pelvis. I pulled back and she let go of my hips. Shifting into a sitting position, I sat between her legs and began to unbutton her pants. She lifted her hips up to make it easier, and I yanked them down to her knees in one pull. After a small effort, they were clear of her body and joining the rest of the clothes beside the bed.

Her body was exquisite. Like a sculptor had taken porcelain and molded an effigy of the feminine athlete. Her shoulders were firm and shaped in a vaulted arc that drew the eye to the breast. The slight ingress of her abdomen led to the easy flare of her hips, with a sharp, carved vee separating her upper body from lower, drawing the eye to the temple that rested between her legs.

The glistening lips of her sex matched her nipples in color and sat open in clear excitement. Without hesitation I dropped down, kissing her inner thigh as I positioned myself. My lips grazed her flesh as I worked my way up, finally finding her waiting womanhood.

My tongue traced the delicate folds of her pussy, tasting the bright, clean flavor of her essence. I pressed into the furrow of her sex, pushing the tip of my tongue inside her for a moment, only to flatten it out and draw it up over her hardened clit.

“Fuuuuuccckkk yeeeesssss!” Vinta’s hands found my hair once again, grabbing a handful in either fist.

Remembering her earlier preference, I locked my lips onto her nub, increasing the suction at a steady pace until I felt like I was pulling it deep into my mouth. I could hear Vinta sucking in breath through her teeth, and doubled down, flicking my tongue against the tip of her clit while maintaining pressure. Her thighs clamped down on either side of my head, locking me in place. I didn’t let that deter me at all, and kept at it, drawing out as much pleasure as I could in that position.

Suddenly she opened her legs and pushed me back. “Roll over onto your back!”

Not to be one to disappoint, I did as she asked, fully expecting what happened next. Even before I was finished lying down, Vinta was scrambling up my body, her legs dropping to either side of my head. She stared down at me for a moment with a wild look in her eyes, before dropping down onto my mouth.

Without hesitation she began to grind on my face. The feeling of her cunt rubbing up and down over my lips and nose was unexpected, but far from unpleasant. I extended my tongue as far as possible, letting her set the tempo and the rhythm for her ride. I brought my hands up and cupped her ass, feeling the firm muscle resting beneath the soft flesh.

I’m not sure exactly how long it was, but before long she rose up just long enough to turn around so she was facing toward my feet—and my groin. She was still riding my face like the pony she never got for her birthday, but now her hands were busy with something else. I felt her fingers tracing the bulge in my pants, drawing them along the length of my hardness. That only lasted a few seconds before she opened up my pants and pulled out my cock.

“Oh, fuck yes,” she snarled. Her hand wrapped around my length, squeezing it firmly before slowly dragging her fingers up and down the length. “Don’t you dare stop. Just keep doing what you’re doing.”

My hands returned to her ass, gripping both cheeks harder than before, which made her press down on my face even more firmly. Her juices were streaming down my cheeks and chin, mixed with my saliva, and drenching my chest and the sheets below me.

“Oh Goddess!” She let go of my cock and sat upright, her body twitching on my face while her hands rested on my chest for support. “Oh Goddess! OH! OHHH!”

With a primal scream that echoed off the walls, she spasmed against my mouth. And if I thought she was joking about cumming so much from riding a face that the person felt like they might drown…well, she took all that doubt away. I swallowed as much and as fast as I could, but any part of the sheets that weren’t already soaked beneath me were now wet enough to be declared a boating hazard. And her orgasm wasn’t short, either. It must have been a minute or more of her twitching against my face and flooding the bed before she finally fell off to the side, gasping for air.

I rolled over beside her and pulled her to me, kissing her deeply. When I pulled back, I asked her, “Are you okay?”

The sparkle in her eye should have been a warning, but it felt more like a promise. “Not even close,” she said. Then she flipped over, resting on her knees and elbows and pushing her ass high. “Fuck me!”

Her short fluff of a tail twitched at the top of her ass, and I stared at it as I pulled my pants off and threw them aside. I let my hand brush against it as I knelt behind her and then pulled on it gently. When it extended out to about three times what originally appeared I was in a bit of shock.

“What the…?”

“Never touched a Coinoie tail before, huh?” Vinta laughed. “Yeah, it’s bigger than it looks. When you pull on it, it’s length might surprise you. Know anything else like that?”

“I think you’re about to find out,” I told her.

“Mmmmmmm! Yes! Do it!” she rumbled.

It was my turn to have some fun. “Say please.”

“What?” She wiggled her butt at me. “Oh, you vooxa! Fine, PLEASE fuck me!”

“I don’t feel like you mean that.” I rubbed the head of my cock along the length of her opening. “Try again.”

She pressed her face down against the bed, causing her ass to appear to rise higher. “Please, Ulysses! Please, I need it! Please fuck me!”

“Better.” I slowly pushed inside her, not all the way, but enough to spread apart her walls. Even with her sopping wet, it felt like I was pressing into a vice.

Something reminiscent of a demonic growl rose up from her, and her fingers gripped the sheets, pulling them taut around her hands. I eased forward, pressing deeper with every passing second, until I was all the way inside her. Then I began to move my hips in a small circle, slow and steady. After only a few seconds she matched my tempo, shifting in exact synchronicity with me.

That didn’t last.

Vinta turned her head, looking over her shoulder. “That’s very, very nice,” she moaned, “but if you don’t start pounding me like a damn hammer, I’m going tie you to the wall and use you like a damn toy.”

As tempting as that offer sounded…. “Yes, ma’am.”

I gripped her hips tightly and began thrusting for all I was worth. I could feel the head of my cock slamming against her cervix, and she grunted every time it did. It didn’t seem to be a bad thing, though, as she quickly began driving back against me with equal fervor.

“Just like that! Harder!” she demanded.

It felt like my hips were going to break if I went any harder, but sense and passion don’t get along too well. Then I looked down and saw her tail, and I knew what I had to do. My right hand came down and wrapped around the base of her tail, and I pulled. Using it for leverage I jerked my body against her while driving my hips forward.

At first, I thought she was screaming in pain, so I stopped, only for her to snarl, “No! Keep going!”

I didn’t need much convincing and went right back to it. Vinta was howling with every thrust, but I now knew it wasn’t pain. Or if it was, she liked it. Either way, we were both heading rapidly toward the inevitable conclusion.

“I’m gonna cum,” I growled.

“Yes! Inside me!” She pulled herself up and grabbed my arm, pulling me tight against her body. I felt her cunt squeeze down on me, and I erupted. With a guttural grunt I emptied my load, filling her with pulse after pulse of my hot semen.

Vinta’s entire body was trembling, and I pulled her tight against me, wrapping my arms around her while our hips slapped with small thrusts. Eventually I let her go and she fell forward onto her hands and knees, her tail twitching in aftershock.

With a twist, she pulled off me and landed on her back. Our eyes met and she started giggling through a huge smile. Her chest still heaving while she caught her breath. Her ears drooped on either side of her head, limp and happy.

“Turns out…I like humans,” she said through gasps.

“What a coincidence,” I laughed, falling back into a seated kneel, “I discovered I like Coinoie. I mean…REALLY like Coinoie.”

“Sounds like a perfect match to me.” Vinta threw her arms up over her head and stretched out. And if I hadn’t just had an incredible orgasm, watching her body do that naked would have had me hard instantly. As it was, I still felt a twinge.

“You are an incredibly beautiful woman,” I told her.

She stared at me, and a huge smile slowly grew on her face. “We need to go downstairs and gather up all our food. Because we are a long way from finished, and I’m going to want to recharge a couple of times. Also, I hate wasting food.”

“Seriously?” I asked in surprise.

In a single motion she sprung up to her feet and started walking. “Believe it. And if you don’t hurry and help, I won’t let you take part in the next round.”

I sat there, motionless.

“Well?” she asked.

“I’m trying to decide if I would prefer that,” I admitted.

“You won’t get to watch, either,” she informed me.

“I’m on my way!” I climbed out of bed and hurried to her side.


Chapter Fourteen

We lay on my bed, her face nuzzled into the crook of my neck and my arm wrapped around her shoulders. Food containers were all around the bed, mostly empty. We’d been at it for about four hours now, off and on. Mostly off, but she was very enthusiastic, and it was difficult to say no to her. Especially because she kept reminding me that she was going to be out of town for over a week starting tomorrow.

“I don’t want to go out of town,” she said. “I want to stay here, in bed, with you. Maybe I can fake an injury.”

“You keep asking me to do all the things we’ve been doing, I’m pretty sure one of us will end up injured. Though I’m not sure it will be you,” I joked.

“I’m almost serious,” Vinta sighed. “I haven’t felt this good in forever. Now I have to go out of town and….” She raised her head. “You do plan on seeing me again, right? This wasn’t you sweet talking me into bed, was it?”

“I definitely plan on seeing you again! Hell, I wish you were staying, too. I mean, beyond the sex—which I don’t ever want to get beyond, by the way—every time we get together, I feel like something new opens up.”

“If you make a joke about my legs….” Vinta sneered.

“No! I wasn’t even…you have a dirty mind, young lady.” I waggled my finger at her.

“You’re damn right I do.” She kissed my shoulder and then snuggled back into the crook of my neck. “You know, I’ve been wanting you since that night at the pot-house.”

“Really?” I raised my head up and stared at her. “You hid it well.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Should I have been more like your Oua girlfriends?” She punched me in the shoulder, and I was grateful she was teasing, because the play tap hurt. Then she started grinding her groin against my leg. “Oh, Ulysses, have you noticed that I have tits? Because I do, and I’m willing to suck your soul out through your cock,” she spoke in a fake seductress tone before falling into laughter. “Or was that too subtle for them?”

“You’re being mean,” I chuckled. “And you have to know what I’m talking about. When I first met you everything you said was in a monotone. You had no expression, and everything you did seemed almost mechanical.”

Vinta sat up, turning on the bed to look at me. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“Don’t know what?” I sat up so we were looking directly at each other.

She peaked her head. “Do you want to date me? Are we dating?”

“That…would be my preference, yes. Assuming you’d like to,” I said.

Her smile was warm and soft. “Yes. Very much so.” And then her face turned dark. “But you need to know what you are getting into.” She took a deep breath. “You are going to have to understand that I’m going to be treated differently than you. And the easiest and best way to deal with that is for me to be invisible.”

“I don’t understand,” I admitted, fearful that I really did. “Why?”

She let out a sharp breath. “That’s a tougher question. How much do you know about the Coinoie?”

“Not a lot. I know that you were the most recent tribe to be recognized by the Grand Council, and before that you lived a hard life. I believe slavery was involved.”

“That’s right,” she said, “but it’s also only part of the story. We’ve been given an honorary place on the Council—both local and the Grand Council—but that’s it. Just honorary. We can tell them our opinion and ask for things, but every time we try to do something for ourselves, we are quickly put in our place. We are still seen as workers and servants; we’re less than the other tribes. And if we try to pretend that we’re as good as they are—which we are, dammit—the Councils act to put us in our place. So, we all keep quiet. We don’t make waves. We try to be invisible.”

“That…that’s horrible!” Her words ran through my head. “Why did you stop acting that way around me?”

She grinned. “Because you treated me like anyone else. You went with me to a Coinoie pot-house and ate the food without complaining. You made me feel comfortable to be me. And I saw the way you looked at me. Then, when you told me what you did about last night with the Oua girls, it sealed the deal in my mind.”

“Damn. You know how to make a guy feel good about himself,” I said. “Thanks.”

“Thank you,” she replied quickly. “I don’t get that treatment. Ever.”

“That’s not true.” I raised a finger up. “I was at the match. I heard the cheers you got from the fans, and the boos that you got from the other team’s fans. That’s a sign of respect.”

“…other team’s…” Vinta shook her head. “Ulysses, those weren’t the other team’s fans. We’re minor league. Fans don’t travel. Those were all locals. Our fans were booing me.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” My voice was a little louder than I intended. “You won the game for them!”

“Yeah, I did. And I’ll do it again. Fyre is my way to throw the whole damn thing back in their face. To prove that Coinoie are every bit the equal of any other tribe. And not just to the Yuarao or Shoosira or any of the others, but to the Coinoie. I want them to see me out there, competing and holding my own.”

“Good! And at least you’ve got your team on your side,” I said.

“Right….” She took a breath. “How much do you know about Five?”

“Like I’ve mentioned, I’ve read some books. I know the basic history, how to score, and all of that, but I’m not good with any strategy or famous players or anything of that sort,” I told her. “At least, not yet.”

She snorted. “History? Let me guess, you read about Hael Voryn and his Yuarao work farm.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that was the guy’s name. The book said he developed it to help out his farm workers or something to that effect. Why? Is that not right?”

“Not even a little.” Vinta’s voice was calm and level, but I could hear an undertone of contempt or anger. “Five is a Coinoie game. It’s been a test for Coinoie bravery and skill for hundreds of years. The Yuarao slave owner watched it being played and ‘civilized’ it for the rest of the world.”

“Are you serious?” I asked.

She peaked her head. “And that’s why I want a Coinoie in the Premier League. Why I work my ass off every damn day.” Vinta paused, considering her words. “By myself.”

“Wait…what?” She couldn’t mean….

“My team refuses to work out with me. I’m allowed to use the facilities, but none of them will work directly with me. Three or four of them will talk to me, but none of them share training. I watch film alone. I work out alone. I practice alone. The owners see me as a draw because I’m an oddity; I’m divisive and controversial. It brings in the crowds. And yes, some do cheer for me, but the ones who boo outnumber them.” Her face went dark. “And then there are the death threats.”

“Death threats?” I almost shouted.

“Dozens of them every week. I got three this morning. And that’s why I was worried about being recognized in your class. I never know when someone is going to be someone who would like to see me dead.” She reached over and took my hands in hers. “And that’s what you are getting into. I’m a target, and you will be judged for dating a Coinoie. If they figure out that you are dating me—dating Fyre—you’ll be a target, too. And…and if you don’t want to take that risk, I understand.”

My head pulled back. “Fuck that! Those assholes can screw themselves with a jackhammer. I’m not going to let some narrow-minded, bigoted jerks tell me who I can date. If you’ll still have me, I’m not going anywhere.” A thought occurred to me. “Do they know where you live? Are you safe there?”

She chuckled. “They suspect, but they don’t have specifics. I blend in pretty well, so it’s hard to pinpoint me. And we Coinoie have each other’s back. Since we outnumber them by a large margin, they do get a little nervous coming around our homes.”

“How much do you outnumber them?” I asked.

“About half of the overall population of Aeash are Coinoie. We outnumber everyone else by a wide margin.” The spark in her eye was a little disturbing, but I understood where it came from.

“And why haven’t you taken over?” I asked the obvious question. “Shouldn’t the Coinoie have the most control?”

She sighed. “Because we’re Coinoie. We’re genetically predisposed to be more timid and subservient. It’s why we were so easily enslaved and kept that way for centuries. I’m one of the exceptions.” Her face dropped. “And I still act timid and calm around everyone just to stay safe. It’s only when I’m Fyre that I can really show off who I am. Where I can defy the odds and the hate. Where I can fight to show them that Coinoie aren’t all weak cowards.”

“Weak? Anyone who thinks that you are weak has clearly never watched you, or spoken to you, or spent any time around you at all. They should be grateful that the Coinoie are peaceful,” I said with confidence.

“Oh, peaceful is a strong term. We fight amongst ourselves all the time, just not like you’re thinking. It gets me back around to Five. We created it to show who was the strongest and the bravest among us without hurting anyone.” Vinta raised her arm and flexed it, showing off much more muscle than I expected, even knowing she was a professional athlete. “That’s why I push myself every day. Why I want to—why Fyre has to do what I do.”

“Vinta,” I reached over and gently took her hand in mine, “the only person you have to prove anything to is yourself.”

She shook her head. “I wish that was true. And I don’t want to sound mean, but you saying that shows that you really don’t understand my situation. The Coinoie situation.” She gripped my hand tighter. “But I know you mean well. I hope that you come to understand in time.”

I considered her words, and part of me wanted to argue. Thankfully, the majority of me remembered my parents’ words about the wisest thing you can ever do is to admit ignorance. “I’ll do my best. I know I’ll try.”

“That’s all I can ask.” She raised my hand up to her face, pressing her cheek into it.

I bent down and found her lips, pulling her into a kiss. My hands shifted behind her head, and as I did so I found myself with a handful of her ear. I quickly let go and pulled back.

“Sorry! I didn’t mean to grab your ear,” I explained.

She laughed. “It’s okay. The only sensitive parts are the base. You can grab them as much as you like.” To illustrate, she took one in her hand and brought it around toward me.

Taking her ear in my hand, I was surprised at how soft they were. I began rubbing the fur on them between my fingers. Then they twitched and pulled away, standing up on top of her head.

Without a thought, I laughed. “What does it mean when they are up or down? Or does it mean anything?”

“Well, I can move them whenever I want,” Vinta explained, “but in general, if they are hanging to the side I’m relaxed, and if they are erect, I’m happy or excited.”

“Something we have in common,” I joked.

“Oh, don’t get me started again.” Vinta’s eyes burned with excitement. Then she hopped out of bed and began to walk around it. “I can’t stay any later. I need to get home and get ready. I leave town before the sun comes up tomorrow.”

“I don’t want you to go,” I admitted, and then had an idea. “Or is it possible I can go with you?”

Vinta let out a sharp laugh. “No. No, you definitely can’t go with me. That’s against team rules.” She grabbed her pants and pulled them on, left leg first, then right. “And you have a class to teach, remember?”

Of course, she was right. “Yeah, I do. It won’t be the same without you there, though.”

“I haven’t been there for several days. And now I get the best kind of private lessons.” She pulled her shirt on over her head, her ears perking to the top of her head before going flat. Then she grabbed her hoodie and started to put it on, then stopped. She tossed it to me. “Keep that. Anytime the Oua girls tempt you, take a big sniff. Or cuddle it. Just don’t use it to masturbate. Anything else is fine, so long as it keeps you away from them.”

I took a deep breath off the hoodie. It did smell like her. Like the perfume she wore earlier. “You don’t have to worry about Soemeng and Eodeira. I’m not interested in them.”

“Uh-huh.” She put her hands on her ass and then cocked the hips to one side. “Two beautiful women who have a definite thing for you. I’ll bet a duck’s dinner that they’ll be upping the pressure.”

“And failing to get anything,” I stood up and grabbed my own pants, pulling them on. “I already told you I had that chance and said no.”

“You did. Once. Who knows if you’ll do it twice,” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“I do!” I grabbed my shirt and paused. I walked to my closet and pulled out a flannel I brought with me from Earth. “Here. You keep this. If you don’t have your hoodie, you’ll have my flannel instead.”

She held it up in front of her while I pulled my shirt on. Then she flipped it around and put it on. “Deal. It needs a hood, but otherwise, I like it.”

“You don’t have to wear it,” I said.

“Don’t have to, but I want to.” She pushed the sleeves up so they didn’t hang over her hands. “Besides, it sends a good message to everyone who sees it. Especially if they recognize the human clothing.”

“Now you’re bragging about me? We’ve been on one date,” I chuckled.

“Yes, I am, and we’re going to go on more as soon as I get back. If the last few hours didn’t tell you enough,” she told me. “Now, seriously, I need to go.”

“Right.” I opened the door and let her exit ahead of me. We walked through the house, heading for the front door.

“There you are!” Dould yelled when he saw me and then walked over to meet us. “I was wondering if you were going to come out tonight.” His eyes wandered all over Vinta’s body. “And now I see why you were hidden away.”

Ignoring his actions, I said, “Dould, this is Vinta. Vinta, meet Dould.”

Vinta lowered her head slightly. “Nice to meet you.”

“Very nice to meet you,” Dould said, eying her up again. “Hope there’s more like you at home. Feel free to bring them over.”

“Dould!” My voice was terse, but not too loud. “Be respectful!”

“Sorry!” His eyes went wide and he took a step back. “Didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I have to go,” Vinta spoke with a calm, even voice. “Good-night, Dould.”

She walked away without waiting for a response, and I followed, planning to give Dould an earful when I got back. Once we stepped outside, she stopped and looked at me with a smile on her face.

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know why he said that,” I stated.

She chuckled. “Because you’re dating a Coinoie. Get used to it.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m not going to get used to it. I’m going to get pissed every time it happens.”

Vinta sighed and touched my arm. “You don’t have enough rage to change the world, Ulysses, but you need to have enough strength to survive it if we’re going to be together.”

“You’re fighting to change perception. How can I do anything less?” I told her.

A smile crept onto her face, and she took a deep breath. “I knew I liked you for a reason.” She rose up and gave me a gentle kiss and then went back. “I expect you to message me every night while I’m gone, by the way. If you don’t, I’m going to think you’re fucking the Oua twins.”

“They aren’t twins,” I said. Her expression turned very serious. “Okay! Relax. I was planning on texting you already.”

“Every night!” she said. “The latest I should be back at the lodge will be around ten or ten-thirty. Most nights well before that. Understood?”

“Yes. Of course. I will. I promise,” I said.

“Good.” She grabbed my head and pulled me down this time, into a much more passionate kiss. It lingered and I was back to wanting to go with her. Finally, she broke it off. “Thank you for a wonderful day. And night.”

“You are very, very welcome. I think I’ll have to call that the best first date ever,” I replied. “Can’t wait to see what happens on the second one.”

“Keep dreaming, Human. I’ll see what I can do to make them a reality,” Vinta said.

“Damn. You really are fire,” I chuckled.

“Only on the field and when I’m with you,” she told me. “Now go. I’m gonna run to the transport station and head home.”

“Station? Why not just have one come here?” I asked.

She took a few steps backwards and pointed to herself. “Coinoie. Besides, I like the run. And this is the safest community I’ve ever been in, so nothing is going to happen.”

“I can go with you if you—”

“No,” she cut me off and backpedaled a little more. “You go inside. I run to the station. We’ll chat tomorrow night.”

“Okay, fine,” I said.

“Be good, Ulysses,” she said.

“I will. Win your matches,” I told her.

She let out a short laugh, turned, and started running down the street. I watched until she was out of sight. Then, I turned and went back inside.


Chapter Fifteen

I found Dould sitting in the media room.

“What the hell, man? Why did you act that way around Vinta?” I asked.

“I’m so sorry. I did not mean to upset you. I should have thought about you,” Dould answered.

“No, you should have thought about Vinta,” I replied.

He laughed. “Oh, I was thinking about her.” He pointed at me with a wide smile. “Where did you find her, anyway? Did you go to a different club without me?”

“Club? No, I met her—” What was it okay to tell him? Would Vinta want him to know who she was? She kept it from me. “It doesn’t matter where I met her. She was my date, and you were rude to her.”

“I said I’m sorry. And it was some Coinoie girl that you had up in your room. You haven’t mentioned anything about any girl other than those two Oua who want to take you to weave the velvet dance.” He shrugged with a smile. “It wasn’t anything. And, now that she’s gone, I gotta tell you, good choice. I’ve had my share of Coinoie tail, but that one looked prime.”

“I…I have no words,” I said. “Have you ever had a real date? A real relationship?”

He shrugged. “It depends on how you define relationship. I’ve had sex with the same woman a few times.”

“That explains so much. Well, just to be clear, Vinta and I are now dating. So, please show her some respect.” I figured that explaining the situation would help.

He just sat there staring at me. A wave of confusion slowly washed over him. “You…you’re dating her?”

I nodded. “Yeah. We’re dating.”

“But she’s Coinoie.” He said those words like they told an obvious story. “Don’t get me wrong, Coinoie are a lot of fun, but you don’t want to be in a relationship with one.”

I blinked several times. “Why is that? What the hell is wrong with dating a Coinoie?”

Dould sat up a little straighter. “Okay, you’re acting really angry. I’m not trying to make you mad, I promise.”

“Then don’t say racist crap!” I replied. “You’re talking like dating a Coinoie is a crime or something.”

“It used to be!” he said. “At least it was for the Yuarao. And it still isn’t exactly looked at kindly by most people.”

“Yeah, that’s what Vinta said, too,” I told him. “That’s such bullshit. What difference does it make?”

“To me, none. I don’t care who you…. You can date whoever you like. I’m just telling you that you’re going to get some people looking at you differently,” Dould said. “You’re human, though, so maybe people won’t care as much.”

“The fuck?” I sat down on the couch opposite him. “Did you just imply that me being human meant that people don’t give a shit about me?”

“No! I didn’t say that. I’m just saying that…well, you aren’t from a tribe. People won’t hold you to the same standards. It’s a good thing,” Dould said.

“You make it sound great.” I shook my head. “If I started dating a…oh, hell, if I started dating one of those Oua women, what would people think?”

He shrugged. “Nothing. You’d still get stares because you’re human, but that would be it.”

“Then why does it matter that I’m dating a Coinoie?” I demanded.

He smiled and relaxed in place. “It doesn’t. You’re right. Sorry I said anything.”

“Now you’re being patronizing,” I said.

“I’m trying not to argue with you!” Dould replied. “What do you want me to say?”

I let out a huge sigh and flopped backwards. “I don’t want you to say anything. I just don’t understand why this is a big deal.”

“Ulysses, you’re my friend. I’m not going to stop being your friend because of you dating a Coinoie or anyone else; unless that person is a complete yekkta, in which case I’m going to do everything to break you apart.” He laughed at that last bit, and I chuckled, too. “You just gotta understand the situation.”

“Yeah, Vinta said the same thing. And I’m going to tell you what I told her: fuck them. If they can’t handle me dating her, that’s their problem.” It was blunt, but honest.

“Okay. Okay.” Dould sat there silent for a few seconds but then opened his mouth again. “You know most of her friends are going to be Coinoie, too, right?”

“Oh my God!” I threw my hands up. “So what?!”

“And she’s probably going to want to eat Coinoie food. They eat weird food,” Dould said.

My eyes felt like saucers. I’m not sure I could get them any wider. “Yeah, I think she took me to a Coinoie restaurant already. Something called a pot-house. We tried a lot of different food there, and I thought almost all of it was good. Some of it was very good.”

“Really? You liked that crap?” Dould’s face curled up in disgust.

“Have you had it? Are you speaking from experience?” I asked.

He hesitated. “Well, I’ve had some.”

“How much?” I pressed.

“Okay, there was some kind of jelled noodle thing that someone near me ate once. It looked awful,” he admitted.

“Have you had cuvu?”

“Yes!” He raised up a finger. “I have had that. It was weird. Not horrible, I admit, but it was really odd.”

“And that is bad because…?”

“It’s just weird, my friend,” he answered. “I don’t want you having a bad experience. You’ve only been here for a short while, so you don’t understand. This could put a bad loayu on you.”

“I…don’t know what that is,” I admitted.

“It’s…I’m trying to think of an Earth equivalent.” He sat in contemplation for a bit. “It’s like your social status, but in a bigger sense. It could affect everything you do. Your job, your friends, your whole damn life.”

“Look, I appreciate that you are concerned about me, but I feel like you’re also both trying to insult what I’m doing and make me afraid to carry on,” I said.

“I am. Well, that second part, at least. I want you to think about this before you do it.” He pointed toward the front door. “I saw her. I get the physical attraction. I was jealous of it, in fact. Just…just think about what I said, okay?”

That last phrase. Straight out of my parent’s handbook. Something perfect for driving me away or making me feel like an idiot. I don’t believe in ghosts, but I do believe that their words were still haunting me, even on a different world.

“I’m gonna go up to my room. I’ve got some things I need to get done.” Like cleaning the mess we made for one thing, but he didn’t need to know that. I stood up and started to walk out. “I’ll talk to you later.”

I wasn’t even halfway to the door when he spoke again.

“Ulysses,” Dould said, and I stopped and turned his way. “I want you to know that your girl—Vinta, was it?—I want you to know that she’s always welcome here. You can have her over whenever you want.”

For a somewhat racist idiot, at least Dould still had a good side to him.

“Thanks. I’m sure she’ll be over plenty,” I said.

Then I made my way up to my room to finish the night.


Chapter Sixteen

Day One

Me: Hey.

Vinta: Hey yourself.

Good. I was worried I was texting too early. It wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. I didn’t want to come across as desperate, but I also knew she wanted me to contact her, so my feelings were split. Fortunately, time worked in my favor tonight.

Me: How was the trip?

Vinta: Four hours on a bus. The fun was never ending.

Me: I can only imagine. How did the match go?

Vinta: We won. I was brought in for the final run, too. We had a lead, but since the home team runs last, the coach wanted me to run up as many points as I could manage so the lead was bigger. I scored a thirty-two, and he was happy with that.

Me: Thirty-two? Damn! That’s great!

Vinta: It’s okay. Not my best, but good.

Me: What is your best?

Vinta: I got a forty-eight once. Part of that was penalty points, though.

Me: Have you ever gotten close to a fifty? Clearing all five zones?

Vinta: I’ve wanted to a few times, but the situation rarely ever comes up. Today was about as close as it’s come before. I was just there to score as many as I could, so it was at least an option.

Me: That must be your dream.

Vinta: On the field? My dream is a Perfect. Only been six of those ever done before. I plan to be the seventh.

Me: What’s a Perfect?

Vinta: Get all five badges and then getting them back to the starting box. Seventy-five points. The best you can do in the sport.

Me: I believe in you.

Vinta: And I believe that you believe in me. It’s a nice feeling.

Me: I wish I was there to show you in person.

Vinta: Me too. We’ll see each other in a few days.

Me: But I want to see you now.

There was a delay, but eventually a message did come through. A picture. One of Vinta naked, or at least appearing naked. The pic was her in a mirror, hiding behind the door so all I could see was her side, but she wasn’t showing any clothes, just naked Coinoie.

Me: That’s both so good and so evil at the same time.

Vinta: Just sharing.

Me: Want to tell me what else you’re doing?

Vinta: Nope. No messexing. I have a roommate.

Me: Ha. We call it sexting back on Earth.

Vinta: Whatever you call it, it’s not happening. Don’t want that reputation getting around.

Me: I promise I wouldn’t tell a soul.

Me: Though me screaming your name in ecstasy might be a clue.

Vinta: Calm down, Human.

Me: Fine. I’m calm. Excited, but calm.

Vinta: I’ve got to run.

Me: Where are you going?

Vinta: For a run. I just told you.

Me: Oh! Okay. I understand.

Vinta: Message me tomorrow.

Me: I plan on it.

Vinta: Good Human.

Me: Thanks, Coinoie.

Vinta: Ah! No. You can come up with a nickname for me, but not that one.

Me: How about “Ears”?

Vinta: Is that the best you can do? I expected better.

Me: Fine. I’ll think about it.

Me: I’ll talk to you tomorrow.

Vinta: You better. Goodnight.

Me: Night.

Day Two

Me: Sorry I’m late! Class ran long and I had to stop and buy some things. I just got home.

The phone didn’t show read right away. I watched it patiently, waiting to see some evidence of her reading it, and when it came, I was relieved. Well, I was relieved until she didn’t reply. I waited five minutes before sending another message.

Me: Are you there?

Vinta: Yes.

Me: Are you mad?

Vinta: Yes.

Me: I’m sorry! I really couldn’t help it.

Vinta: Who held you after class?

Crap. There was no way I was going to lie to her, but I knew this wasn’t going to go well.

Me: Soemeng and Eodeira.

There was a long pause after reading again. Not a full five minutes, but long enough that I started to worry.

Vinta: What did they do?

Me: They were asking me questions about English. Honest. That’s all that happened.

Vinta: What kind of questions?

Me: They were asking me about the difference between formal and casual language, and when it was appropriate to use which. Legit questions.

The pause that followed was only a few seconds, but it was still a pause.

Vinta: I’m sorry. Had a bad match. I’m still frustrated. I don’t mean for that to spill over to you.

Me: It’s okay. It’s my fault for not messaging before I left the school building. I could have warned you.

Vinta: Yes. Good point. I shift the blame back to you.

Me: I accept my blame and assure you that I have learned from my mistakes.

Vinta: Good Human.

Me: Thanks, Bun-Bun.

Vinta: No. Not a chance. You did not just type that.

Me: What? You call me Human.

Vinta: If you want me to call you anything at all, you will never say that again.

Me: You are much nicer in person.

She didn’t reply right away. It was over a minute, in fact, and my nerves got the better of me.

Me: I was teasing. Don’t be upset.

Vinta: You’re right. I am being mean. I’m sorry.

Me: You weren’t. We were joking. I was joking.

Vinta: I’m in a bad mood. I can be very mean when that happens. You don’t deserve it.

Me: What happened?

Vinta: I had a bad run. The match was there for me to win, and I failed. It happens. I just hate it.

Me: Want to talk about it?

Vinta: Yes. But I won’t. Not like this.

Me: I can call.

Vinta: No. Only in person.

Vinta: I trust you, I just don’t trust myself.

Me: What? I don’t understand.

Vinta: I have to stay calm. I’ve got a roommate. If I show emotion, it might be bad.

Me: I’m starting to hate your roommate.

Vinta: I like her. She’s one of my only teammates who treats me well.

Me: I was joking again. Sorry. I guess I’m not coming across well.

Vinta: No, it’s probably me. I’m going to go sleep. We’ll talk tomorrow.

Me: Okay. Sleep well.

Vinta didn’t reply.

Day Three

Vinta: Are you there?

It was early in the day, and I was just finishing up the morning part of my daily routine. I didn’t see the message for about twenty minutes. When I did, I felt horrible for missing it.

Me: Hey! Yeah, I’m here. I didn’t see your message until now.

Vinta: It’s okay. I wanted to apologize. I was so mean last night.

Me: You were upset. It’s fine. I understand.

Me: It hasn’t changed my feelings for you.

Vinta: And what exactly are your feelings for me?

Me: No. Only in person. Two can play that game.

Vinta: Now you’re being mean.

Me: Not really.

Vinta: I’m the expert at being mean, remember? I know when someone is being mean.

Me: …I like you. A lot.

Three times she started to type a response, but it wasn’t until the fourth attempt that something finally came through.

Vinta: I like you, too, Human. A lot.

Me: How many more days until you get back?

Vinta: Six. Maybe five if we return the same day as the last match. It’s a day game, so it’s possible. I’ll let you know.

Me: I want to see you the day you get back.

Vinta: You will. I want to see you, too.

Me: I feel like a young idiot with a crush.

Vinta: You mean you aren’t a young idiot?

Me: Maybe I am.

Vinta: Good, I’d hate to think that any of that statement was a lie.

Me: I don’t think I have a crush, either. That implies that I’m not serious.

Vinta: Serious? How serious?

Me: Serious enough to say I don’t have a crush on you.

Vinta: So, what do you have?

Me: An overriding interest to find out.

Vinta. Fuck. I gotta go. We have to get to the field.

Me: We’ll talk later. Have a good match.

Vinta: I will. We will.

Day Four

We’d been chatting for a while. Her match ended in the early afternoon, leaving her time to chat. With me having the day off, we had time for each other.

Vinta: We’ve lost two in a row. Two that I never even got a chance to play in.

Me: I know that sucks. I mean it has to feel bad.

Vinta: You think sucking feels bad? You didn’t complain last time I saw you.

Me: It’s another Earth saying. How’s the team holding up?

Vinta: It’s a long season. We aren’t going to win them all.

Me: Says the woman who gets mad when she doesn’t win a game.

Vinta: That’s different. That’s not the team. I have one role, and if I don’t do it….

Me: Then you do it the next time. You’re great and you know it.

Me: When you get back, I’ll show you how great I think you are.

Vinta: We’re at the halfway point of the trip. Tomorrow is an off day, too. Then three more matches and I’ll be back.

Me: What do you want to do when you get back? Anything special?

Vinta: Depends on my mood. I may not be as kinky as the Oua girls, but I’m fairly open minded.

Me: NO! Not that. …I mean, that sounds interesting, but…. I meant do you want to go out to dinner? Or maybe have a night out at a club? What do you want to do? I want you to have fun.

Vinta: Stay in. Cuddle and watch a tele. All my wild energy is spent on Fyre.

Me: A homebody, huh? Gotta say, that doesn’t bother me. My family was like that.

Vinta: You don’t talk about your family. Do you have brothers or sisters?

Me: No. I am an only child. So were both my parents. So, no aunts or uncles, either.

Vinta: Oh. I’m sorry.

Me: Nothing to apologize for. Just the way it is.

Vinta: What about your parents?

My fingers hovered over the screen for a while. I was going to have to tell her eventually, but not like this.

Me: Let’s talk about that when you get back.

Vinta: Whenever you’re ready. Wasn’t trying to pry.

Me: It’s a normal question. Don’t worry about it.

Me: What type of movies do you like? I want to plan for our date night.

Vinta: I like romance movies. Action is good, too. Don’t really like horror much.

Me: So, an action romance?

Vinta: Sounds like a good combo.

Me: I’ll have to do some research. I’d welcome suggestions, though.

Vinta: Well, I do have some suggestions. You could start with….

Day Five

Me: I’m home. Safe and sound.

Vinta: How was class?

Me: Good. Us talking the other day got me thinking about movies and class, so I showed them a movie I have on my computer. See how much they could follow. We did a question and answer afterwards.

Vinta: Sounds fun. I would have liked that.

Me: I’m fine with watching the same movie with you.

Vinta: What movie was it?

Me: It’s called Jurassic Park.

Vinta: I don’t know that first word. What’s it about?

Me: I don’t want to tell you.

Vinta: Why not?

Me: I want to see your reaction. It’s an action movie, so I think you’ll like it.

Vinta: You better not be setting me up, Human.

Me: Don’t you trust me? :cry:

Vinta: Don’t give me a reason not to.

Vinta: And why did you type cry with dots around it?

Me: It’s a texting thing back on Earth. Sorry. I keep forgetting.

Vinta: You forget that you aren’t on Earth? Didn’t you just tell me yesterday that you weren’t an idiot?

Me: It was two days ago. Things can change.

Me: How was the off day?

Vinta: Not bad. I was able to get a good workout in this morning. Went for a ten lingchu run in the afternoon. Got to watch film with my roommate, so that was nice.

Me: Who is your roommate? I keep forgetting to ask.

Vinta: Her field name is Bar. She’s our starting Right Second.

Me: Well, tell her I said hello.

Vinta: She made a grunting noise. I think she likes you.

Me: I can picture us having dinner with her already.

Vinta: hahaha

Me: Y’know…I miss you.

Vinta: Are you going to tell me you have a crush on me again?

Me: Fine! I won’t be sweet.

Vinta: Don’t you dare stop!

Vinta: And if it helps, I miss you, too.

Me: I wouldn’t say it helps, but it feels good to know.

Me: Do you know when you’re getting back yet?

Vinta: Yes! We are driving back right after the match. So we should be at the field that night.

Me: Is it okay for me to meet you there?

Vinta: Yes, that’s fine. And I’ll be angry if you don’t.

Me: And it’s not going to cause you any problems if I do?

Vinta: None. If it does, fuck them.

Me: I have class that night, but I might be able to rearrange things.

Vinta: We probably won’t be back until close to midnight, so teaching your class won’t be a problem.

Me: Perfect! You’ll find me waiting for you.

Vinta: You should be easy to pick out, Human.

Me: You too, Cotton.

Vinta: …nope. Still not good. Keep working.

Me: Dammit. Okay.

Day Six

Vinta: Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

Me: What’s wrong? Are you okay?

Vinta: Fine. Just eating mica.

Me: I don’t know what that means.

Vinta: It’s a type of rock. It’s just a saying that means I’m really angry.

Me: What happened?

Vinta: Just a jerk at the match today. I just didn’t handle it well. Normally not a problem. This one just hit me wrong.

Me: You still haven’t told me what they did.

Vinta: …

Vinta: Some ass left a pair of shackles with a note that said “for your runaway” in our dugout.

Me: ARE YOU KIDDING ME?!

Vinta: No, I am fucking not!

Me: What did your team do about it?

Vinta: Nothing.

Me: What do you mean, nothing? That’s a hate crime!

Vinta: What is a hate crime?

Me: Fuck. You don’t have those here, do you?

Vinta: Considering I don’t know what one is, I’d say not.

Me: Did anyone on your team say anything?

Vinta: You don’t want to know.

Me: I think I do.

Vinta: …

Vinta: Three of them said it was funny.

Me: Your team said it was funny. YOUR TEAM.

Vinta: Three of them, yeah.

Me: Did you hit your teammates?

Vinta: Of course not.

Me: Can I hit your teammates?

Vinta: Not a good idea. They’d probably kick your ass.

Me: Doesn’t mean I don’t want to.

Vinta: Wouldn’t you rather hit the other team?

Me: Sure, but your teammates should support you.

Vinta: They don’t even practice with me, Ulysses. I think that Bar is my roommate because she’s one of the only people who isn’t mad I’m on the team.

Me: Did she say anything?

Vinta: No, but she looked unhappy about it. She hasn’t gotten back to the room yet.

Me: Is there anything I can do?

Vinta: Tell me that I’m a person. A real person.

Me: You are. You are obviously a better person than any of those…entities…that did that. Or the three on your team. You are an amazing person.

Vinta: I am.

Me: Fuck yes, you are!

Vinta: Fuck them.

Vinta: Thank you.

Me: You’re welcome. And you are a person. You matter.

Vinta: Fuck yes, I do. I’m Fyre. And I’m going to change the world.

Me: And I’m going to be right there with you. Proud of you every second of the way. Doing everything I can to support you.

She was typing for several seconds. Far longer than the message that eventually appeared on my screen.

Vinta: I really like you.

Me: I really like you, too.

Day Seven

Vinta: Are you home yet?

That message was waiting for me when class ended. I was still half an hour from home, and class wasn’t running very late. Aside from a few minutes speaking to Eodeira and Soemeng after class—which had become routine—there wasn’t any great delays. I answered her before I left the building.

Me: Hey. I’m just leaving class. I have class tonight and tomorrow. I thought I told you that. Sorry.

Vinta: I think you did. I’m just very excited. Guess what?

Me: You got back early?

Vinta: No, though that would be great, too. I scored a fifty today!

Me: Really? That’s amazing! Congrats!

Vinta: It was so incredible. We went into the final round tied, and Coach put me in to score as many points as I could. No restrictions, just score. I thought about us talking the other day and you asking if I’d ever scored a fifty. It was all I was thinking. I am so ripped about this!

Me: I can tell. Assuming “ripped” means energetically excited. If so, I’m ripped, too.

Vinta: That is exactly what it means! And I knew you would be. You really do mean what you say.

Me: Tell me someone on your team was excited for you.

Vinta: Everyone was excited we won, and I got a congratulations from everyone on the team—though Bar seemed pretty happy. The best part was that the stadium announcer congratulated me over the system. And I got a huge round of applause from the fans. Well, maybe not huge, but considering who I am and where I was, I thought it was huge.

Me: That is so cool!

Vinta: Tell me cool is another Earth saying that is a good thing.

Me: It is. And you are. And what you did is cool, and ripped, and hot, and amazing, and it is FYRE.

Vinta: It is Fyre!

Vinta: Goddess! I wish you were here. I would be fucking you all night.

Me: Don’t threaten me with a good time.

A few seconds later a photo came through. She wasn’t hiding behind anything this time. Her ears were up, her chin was down, her hip was cocked to the side, and everything was there for me to see.

Vinta: Now send me a pic.

Me: I didn’t even get a chance to say hubba-hubba.

Vinta: I don’t know what that means and I don’t care. Show me some skin, Human.

Me: I’m at the school building. I can’t.

Vinta: Yes, you can. You have to.

Me: Later?

Vinta: I need it now!

I almost made a Veruca Salt joke but quickly realized that I would have to explain that and it might frustrate her, so I skipped past it. That still left me with the problem of making Vinta happy. And she was in too good a mood to disappoint her.

The bathroom was just ahead, and I headed that way. Unfortunately, it was also locked. The one near my class was likely unlocked, but it was two floors up, and I didn’t feel like backtracking.  And the door was in an alcove….

I peeked around the corner to make sure I was alone, then ducked back into the corner. After taking a deep breath, I dropped my pants, held out my phone, and took the photo. Then I giggled and sent it off.

I should have pulled up my pants first.

“Is that for us?”

Eodeira and Soemeng were standing in the hall, staring at me. Shock froze me for a second, and then I scrambled to cover myself up. My phone clattered to the ground as I yanked up my pants and underwear.

“I’m sorry! That wasn’t…I was just….” I had nothing.

Eodeira giggled while Soemeng bent over and picked up my phone.

“Don’t worry, we’re not upset, Ulysses,” Soemeng said as she handed my phone to Eodeira. “If it will help you feel better, we can give you a show, too.”

“No!” I was fastening my belt while Eodeira stared at the screen.

“Trust me, you have nothing to be ashamed of,” Eodeira said.

I snatched the phone out of Eodeira’s hand and all-but-ran to the exit. “Goodnightladies.”

Their giggling voices haunted me until I was outside. Thankfully, they didn’t follow. Double thanks, there was a transport ready and waiting. I piled in and told it to take me home. It wasn’t until the transport was well clear of the area that my breathing started to return to normal.

And then I looked at my phone.

Vinta: Oh yes! That’s it!

Vinta: Goddess, I need that right now!

Vinta: What should I do with it?

Vinta: Are you there?

Vinta: Ulysses?

I had to tell her something, obviously, and I wasn’t going to lie—I just wasn’t going to tell her everything. Finding out the Oua ladies saw me would ruin her mood, and I couldn’t do that to her.

Me: Sorry. I had to run. Literally. I got caught.

Vinta: Caught? What do you mean?

Me: Taking the picture. I got caught, literally with my pants down.

Vinta: HAHAHAHAHA

Vinta: Who caught you?

Me: A woman. I was embarrassed as hell and ran out of the building. After pulling up my pants.

Vinta: Go tell her she can’t have it. It’s mine!

Me: I would much rather not.

Vinta: This from the man who ran naked through a shopping center?

Me: You are not allowed to hold that against me.

Vinta: I sent you a picture of what I’m going to hold against you.

Me: You are feeling a little too frisky.

Vinta: Want to know what else I plan on feeling?

Me: Stop!

Vinta: I’ll bet you don’t say that when you see me in person.

Me: Good lord, I’ve created a monster.

Me: And don’t you make a joke about me sending you a picture of my monster. Or anything like it.

Vinta: I can’t wait to see you tomorrow night.

Me: That I can agree with. I’m counting the hours.

Vinta: I have the next two days after tomorrow off. We don’t have a match for four days, and the coach is giving us two days to ourselves. Can I spend them with you?

Me: I would love that!

Vinta: Me too.

Me: Sounds like we have a plan.

We chatted for two more hours, and then I finally had to cut her off and go to sleep. My sleep was filled with dreams of Vinta.

And of images of Soemeng and Eodeira seeing my dick.

It was a mixed night of rest.


Chapter Seventeen

It was only three hours until Vinta would be back. Assuming she was going to be on time—she might even be early. In any case, I intended to be at the stadium half an hour before she was due. With that much time, it shouldn’t be an issue to get home, clean up, and take a transport to the stadium.

Of course, to get to any of that, I had to hope that everyone left class without needing extensive help or to, say, linger around and talk to you about catching you with your dick hanging out in the middle of the building.

Eodeira and Soemeng were lingering behind, clearly waiting for everyone else to leave the room. I debated leaving with the rest of the students, but that would send the wrong message. I wasn’t going to shy away from anything. I was going to hope that they wanted to talk to me about the English language, but somehow, I doubted it.

“What can I do for you ladies tonight?” I asked. “To let you know, I do have somewhere to be, so I can’t stay long.”

“It’s okay, Ulysses,” Soemeng said, “we aren’t going to keep you here. We just wanted to talk.”

“We’d like to ask if you would like to go out on another date with us,” Eodeira explained. “The first one ended in a bad way, and we feel horrible about it. We’re asking for a second chance.”

Back to the normal approach. Well, the newer normal approach, where they weren’t as heavy-handed. Still in hard pursuit, though, which at least I could handle. “That’s a very kind offer, ladies. Under almost any other circumstances, I’d say yes, but I’m in a situation currently where I’m actually seeing someone. So, I’ll have to politely decline.”

The two Oua looked at each other with a smile, then turned back to face me.

“No,” they said in unison.

“You’re going to go out on another date with us,” Eodeira said.

“Just a date. Anything that happens after that is just nature taking its course,” Soemeng explained.

“Uh…no. I just told you that I’m seeing someone. I like you ladies, but I’m already involved with somebody,” I said.

“We think you’ll change your mind,” Soemeng said.

“It would be horrible if it got out to your employer that you were exposing yourself to your students,” Eodeira said.

“Or if the Aeashen Council found out. That could ruin your stay here,” Soemeng stated.

“Are you kidding me?” I stared at the both of them. They couldn’t be serious. “Are you blackmailing me into a date?”

“Yes, exactly,” Soemeng said.

“Just a date!” Eodeira raised a finger. “We aren’t monsters.”

Oh, fuck no.

I slammed my bag down on the table, and they both jumped. “What the fuck?! I have been nothing but polite to the two of you! Now you’re going to pull this shit? The way that I’ve treated you and you decided that blackmail is the right way to win me over? What is wrong with you two?”

“You keep saying no!” Soemeng raised her voice right back at me. “What else are we supposed to do?”

“Accept that I said no! You are both beautiful women, but I’m sorry, it’s not going to happen,” I said sternly.

“You were having a good night before we screwed up,” Eodeira said with a soft, easy voice. “We deserve a second chance. Please.”

I looked at Eodeira. Her eyes reflected the sincerity in her words, but I wasn’t giving in. Not now. Not after that.

“What do we have to do?” Soemeng asked.

“Nothing. I’ve met someone I really like, and that’s not your fault. I’m lucky that I have her in my life, and I’m lucky to have two incredible women like you interested in me. At first, I thought you were only interested because of what I am and not who I am, but you showed me that wasn’t the case. Now prove to me that you are the type of women I think you are and just let me go. Please.”

Silence filled the room, waiting for someone to break it. Turned out to be Eodeira.

“Saying things like that only makes me more interested, you know,” she said.

“What she said,” Soemeng added. “But…okay.”

“We were never really going to tell anyone about what happened in the hall, by the way,” Eodeira said. “We just wanted to try to scare you.”

“You pissed me off,” I told her.

“Yeah, we noticed,” Eodeira said.

“How about this: we leave you alone—for the most part, we’ll still flirt—and let you and whoever this is have your time.” Soemeng raised her hand. “BUT…if you two don’t work out, then you give us another chance?”

My initial thought was to tell them no, but my soft-hearted self couldn’t shoot them down completely like that. “We’re going to work out, so you will disappointed, but…sure. If we don’t work out, I’ll let you know and we can do that second date.”

“Who are you dating, by the way?” Eodeira asked.

“Oh no. I don’t trust the two of you enough to share that information,” I said. “You are not going to do anything to get between us.”

Eodeira rolled her eyes and Soemeng laughed. I wasn’t sure if that was an admission or they thought I was joking.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” I picked my bag back up, “I have somewhere to be.”

Before I could make it out of the room, Eodeira spoke.

“She’s lucky,” she said. “Whoever she is.”

I looked back over my shoulder. “Nah, I’m the lucky one.”

◆◆◆

The bus pulled up with exactly eleven minutes to go before it struck midnight. I waited in the parking lot as the door to the bus opened. Vinta was the first person off, and she sprinted toward me at a frightening pace.

When she got to me, she leapt up, wrapping her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist. Our lips locked and stayed that way. She pushed her tongue into my welcoming mouth, and I let my passion respond to hers. Eventually she pulled back and our eyes remained focused on each other.

“Hi,” she whispered.

“Do I know you?” I replied.

“Intimately, in fact,” she answered as she climbed off me.

I looked past her and saw her teammates getting off the bus. Several of them were staring at us, though I couldn’t really make out their expressions from where I stood.

“I think we’re making a scene,” I said.

“Good. I like being in the spotlight,” Vinta chuckled, but I noticed her glance back over her shoulder. “I need to get my bags.”

“I’ll go with you.” I grabbed her hand and started walking beside her toward the bus.

As we walked closer, a rather imposing Yuarao woman came toward us. “I’m guessing you’re the reason my roommate was so unusually happy this past week.”

“Ah! You must be Bar.” I extended my hand for a handshake, and she stared at it confused. “Right. Forgot.”

“It’s an Earth custom,” Vinta said. “A form of greeting. You’re supposed to grasp his hand.”

“It’s called a handshake,” I explained.

“Show me,” Bar said.

“Hold out your hand like this.” I extended my hand again, and she mimicked me. I carefully grasped her hand, trying to overly showcase what I was doing. She copied me perfectly. Then I shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

“Interesting.” She smiled and continued to shake my hand. “How long do we do it?”

“Just for a couple of seconds is fine,” I told her breaking contact.

Bar pointed toward Vinta. “That woman is powered by emotion. Keep her charged up.” She peaked her head. “Nice to meet you. Have a good night.”

“You, too.” I waved at her as she turned and grabbed a pair of bags, then walked over to a group of Yuarao.

“She seems nice,” I said.

“Until you piss her off. You wouldn’t like her on the field,” Vinta said as she grabbed two bags of her own. “Which reminds me, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

I reached over to take one of the bags from her. “Sure. Lead the way.”

Vinta walked over toward the stadium and then dropped her bag. “Leave them here. They’ll be safe.”

I set the bag I was carrying next to hers and then followed her into the building. I was surprised that the lights were on but figured it must have been normal since Vinta didn’t say anything. We wandered through what felt like a maze, with Vinta leading me forward without saying anything.

Then we walked through a door, and I found myself standing on the field.

“Ulysses, meet my lady.” Vinta turned and walked backwards, holding her arms out in a gesture toward everything.

My eyes wandered around the field. The images were unfamiliar, but I recognized the feel. It was a good sensation. “Introduce me.”

Vinta bounced on her toes and then jogged over to the starting box. I followed behind as best I could. “Come here. Stand beside me,” she said.

I moved to her side, my hand falling to her hip.

“This is where I see the world. How I find where to go and what to do.” Her voice took on a different timbre. A reverent tone. “This is where I truly live.”

“What do you see?” I asked.

She pointed toward the first two zones. First the left, then the right. “The best defenders will always be there. Teams put their strongest up front. You want to stop the offense from scoring as quick as possible. And once you’ve cleared a zone, that defender is free to chase.” She smiled over at me. “You knew that, though.”

“Not like you do,” I admitted. “How do you see it? That’s what I want to know.”

With a laugh she stepped forward and turned around, facing me. “Most people who don’t understand the game think that the goal is to attack the weaker defender. Not always. If you are only thinking of your next step you’re already behind. You have to be thinking three or four steps ahead. If you just need an eight, you go for the weakest link. If you need thirteen, you go for the slowest so you can break back to home for the extra five. And it builds from that. The Seconds are your middle players. A combination of offensive and defensive. How you choose to attack might be dictated by how the seconds line up or their tendencies. It’s why it’s important to watch film. Plus, the defense will have set plays they can call out in certain circumstances. As offense…” she ran backwards several steps, “…you’re on your own.”

“So, the defense is the team part, and the offense is the individual,” I said.

“My chance to shine. And they don’t like me playing on their team, anyway.” Vinta spun around, arms held wide. She stopped suddenly, staring lasers into me. “Here I can look at the crowd, look at the other team, and tell them to fuck off. That they aren’t any better than I am. In fact, when we dance with my lady, I’m the best one out here.”

“Best I’ve ever seen,” I stated.

She was on top of me in a flash. I swear I didn’t see her run at all, and before I knew what was happening, I had been knocked flat, with Vinta straddling my hips.

“You haven’t seen anything yet, Human.” Her eyes burned with hunger. The intensity in them stoking my own flame. She fell down on top of me, our mouths once again finding each other. I felt every second we were apart in that kiss, and my body reacted accordingly.

Vinta ground her hips down against the bulge in my pants, forcing a moan out of me. Her fingers laced through my hair, tightening as her kiss redoubled. A growl of need rose up from her core, echoing against my body as her hips began to gyrate in a steady circle.

“Hey, Fyre!” The shout came from the stands above us. “When you’re done molesting your boyfriend, the coach wants to see you!”

She pulled up, staring into the stands. “Are you fucking kidding me?” she snarled and then yelled a reply. “Are you serious? Tonight?”

“Right now!” the man yelled back. “He’s in his office!”

“Fuuucccckkkk….” Her hands slapped down on either side of my head, then she yelled back, “On my way!”

I could feel the stupid grin on my face when she looked back down at me. “He called me your boyfriend.”

She couldn’t suppress the smile on her face, either. “Get over yourself, Human.” Then she hopped up to her feet in a single motion, leaving me wide-eyed. “I’ll try to be done quickly.”

“I’m going with you,” I said. “I can stay outside the room if you want, but I didn’t come here to not be near you.”

“No argument from me.” She held out her hand and I took it. It felt like she pulled me up with very little effort. “Let’s see what the old man wants.”

It took about five minutes to walk from the field to what I assumed to be the manager’s office. The door was standing open, and Vinta knocked on the outside as we walked up.

“You wanted to see me, Coach?” she said.

“Fyre, get in here.” The coach was a late-middle aged Shoosira, with an orange coat with tinges of gray. “You know this woman, I assume.”

I knew her, so Vinta had to. I watched her play not that long ago, actually. Pronya the Unstoppable stood in the office, and despite how large I thought Bar looked earlier, this woman made her look diminutive. She stood a little taller than I was and looked like she could bench press everything I could—along with me and the bench that I was lying on. While I wouldn’t say that she looked angry, intense was definitely a part of her demeanor. She was wearing a loose-fitting jacket and tight-fitting pants, both of them in a rich red that matched the colors of the Slayer’s uniforms.

“Of course I do!” Vinta held up her fist and Pronya bumped it. “Pleasure to meet you. I love watching you play.”

“I can actually say the same thing,” Pronya replied, and I saw Vinta flinch in surprise.

“Pronya is about to start a rehab stint with us,” the coach explained, “and she specifically requested you as her workout partner.”

Vinta’s head twisted back and forth between the coach and Pronya a few times. “Seriously?”

Pronya peaked her head. “I need someone who can push me. Get me back up and ready for the Premier. I’ve been watching a lot of film, and you’re the best player on the team, so I want you to help out. You up for it?”

“Fuck yes, I am!” Vinta effused. “When do we start?”

“Tomorrow morning,” Pronya said. “It’s late, so a late start tomorrow. I’ll be at the practice field at nine.”

“I’ll be there!” Vinta announced and then turned toward me. “Oh…shit.”

“What?” Pronya asked.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “Don’t worry about me.”

“We had plans,” Vinta said to Pronya, then turned back to me. “You sure it’s okay?”

“I’d be mad if you didn’t go,” I said.

“You her man?” Pronya asked, eying me up.

“You brought your boyfriend to my office,” the coach said.

“He is, and I did,” Vinta answered to both of them.

“I’m Ulysses. Nice to meet you both,” I added.

“You’re welcome to come watch,” Pronya said. “Assuming it’s okay with you, Coach.”

“As long as he doesn’t mess with practice, I’m fine with it,” Coach answered. He looked at me. “Stay off the field when the team is on it. If I tell you to move, you move. Got it?”

“Yes, Coach!” I popped to attention out of reflex.

“You’ve been on a team before,” he said with a smile. “We’ll get along fine. Besides, we don’t have official practice for two days, so the field is open.”

Vinta turned and looked at Pronya, then bowed her head. “Thank you.”

“You earned it,” Pronya answered. “Don’t disappoint me.”

“I won’t,” Vinta answered. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Vinta bounced on her toes twice, bowed her head one more time, and then rushed out of the office, grabbing me and pulling me along as she passed.

“TAKA TAKA TAKA!” She whisper-shouted when we were just out of earshot of the office. “She asked for me! Pronya asked to train with ME!”

Vinta jumped on me and wrapped her arms around my neck in a hug that threatened to choke me out. Then she dropped back, looking at me in shock.

“I have to go home. I need the right clothes,” she said.

“That’s fine,” I answered.

“But…but I wanted to spend tonight with you,” she told me.

“You still can,” I said. “I’ll just go with you to your place.”

The color faded from the white-furred Coinoie—which was quite a sight. “You can’t,” she said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because…I’d be embarrassed. You’re not ready.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“Hey, that’s not true.” I took hold of her hands. “Is your place dirty or something? That won’t bother me.”

“It’s not that,” she said.

“Well, whatever it is, it won’t bother me. I promise.” I stared into her eyes. “I promise.”

She blinked twice. “Okay. You promised. Remember that. Let’s get my stuff and go.”


Chapter Eighteen

The transport stopped at the station positioned at the entrance to the housing community. The sign outside the complex was printed with the words “Happy Meadows,” but someone had spray painted over it with “The Warrens.”

I couldn’t get a count on the number of buildings, especially considering how late it was combined with the fact that there weren’t many lights in the area. My guess was that there were at least a dozen separate structures, all of them appearing to be eight or ten stories high.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“Coinoie housing,” Vinta said softly. “My place is this way.”

We each carried one of her bags as we walked silently. Several other Coinoie were still awake, walking around the complex, and every one of them paused to stare at me. Each time it happened I felt slightly more uncomfortable.

We got to the third building and Vinta headed inside. “I’m on the fifth floor.”

“Okay,” I said. And then we headed to the stairs. “Is there no elevator?”

“No. Only stairs,” she mumbled.

“Hey, it’s okay,” I said. “I don’t mind.”

She grunted something, but I couldn’t make it out. I fell in behind her as we walked up the stairs. There was only dim lighting in the stairwell, but it was enough to walk up safely. Soon enough, we were walking onto the breezeway.

“I’m in unit seven,” she said, pointing down to the left.

I looked over the railing at the surrounding area. There was a peaceful quality to it, calm and reassuring in a way. “Nice,” I said out loud.

She looked over her shoulder at me. “I hope you still feel that way in a minute.”

We got to the front door, and she opened it with her palm print. The door clicked and she pushed it open, then stepped inside. I followed her, waiting behind her for her to continue into the apartment. Only she didn’t. She stopped and looked at me.

“Well, this is it,” she said with the flat tone that she used when we first met.

It was tiny. Smaller than tiny, actually. The entire space was less than half the size of my bedroom. Against the far wall was what I think was the bed. It looked like a mattress roll that was laid out on the floor. Next to it was a standing closet that was maybe two feet wide. Right beside me was a small counter that had a sink and what I think was a single burner. There was a chair just to the side of it, with a small table next to that. There was another door next to me on the left, and the only window was a long transom style opening above the door.

I felt like I had walked into a closet. A very neat and tidy closet, but a closet, nevertheless. The lingering scent of mint—the smell of Vinta—filled the room.

“It does have its own bathroom. Through that door.” She pointed to the one on my left. “If you want to leave, I understand.”

“Why do you live here?” I hated that the question made it out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

Her brow furrowed deeply. “Because I’m Coinoie. Remember?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sorry.” I put the bag down and rested my hands on her shoulders. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“You don’t mean that,” she said. “I’ve been to where you live. This is nothing like that.”

“No, it’s not.” I bent down to kiss her lightly on the lips. “But it is where you live, which makes it special.”

“That was pretty sappy,” she gave a half smile, “but thanks. And to answer your question, I live here because I have to. Inside the city limits, the only place Coinoie are allowed to live is in dedicated housing like this one. This is actually one of the nicer ones in town.”

“What do you mean, you have to live here?” I felt my muscles tighten up when I asked that question.

“I mean that Coinoie aren’t allowed to live outside of these housing settlements. Well, actually we aren’t allowed to rent anything other than these places. If someone else lets us live with them, that’s fine.” Vinta’s voice went back to the emotionless tone she used to hide herself. “Outside of city ordinance, things get better, but you have to get pretty remote to find anyone who rents anything decent.” She looked around the room. “Still, it’s livable, right?”

It was barely better than a fucking cage is what it was, but I wasn’t going to say that to her. I was going to find out more about this, but not tonight. “It’s fine. A little on the small side, but it’s got everything you need.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure?”

“I promised you I wouldn’t be upset, and I’m not. Yes, it’s small, but you’re right, it’s livable.” I looked around again. “I do wish there was a second chair, but we’ll manage.”

“It’s not like I have guests over,” Vinta mumbled. “You’re actually the first.”

“Thank you. That’s an honor,” I said.

“Don’t patronize me,” she replied with a scowl.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. Honestly, I am happy to be here. Not because of where you live, but because I get to spend time with you. It might be sappy, but it’s the truth.” I brushed her hair back, looking into her eyes.

She stared back at me, into me, and I saw her shoulders soften. “I want to live in a beautiful house. One like you live in right now. When I make it to the Premier League, I’ll make enough to buy land outside of town. I can build a home with multiple bedrooms, and it will have a bathroom for each one. I’ll have an indoor gym of my own, and a huge room that I use just to lay down in the sun.”

“You can probably put a downpayment on that land now, if you want,” I said. “I’m sure this place doesn’t cost too much. I was reading about the salaries of Five players even in the Second League, so it would probably be a good investment.”

Her body stiffened again. “I don’t get paid like that.”

My body stiffened as well. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that the minimum compensation rules don’t apply to Coinoie, so they are able to pay me a fraction of what everyone else makes. It’s another way to keep us out of the sport.” Her voice was laced with contempt, and I echoed it.

“Those fuckers!”

“I saved up for three months to be able to pay for your class,” she told me. “I don’t regret a cent of that, though. It’s how I met you.”

“And you took the class hoping to get to Earth to get away from…everything. All the crap you have to put up with as a Coinoie,” I said.

“Are there any people on Earth that live like we do?” she asked.

Wow. That was a…big question. “Let’s go sit on the bed,” I suggested.

She peaked her head, took my hand, and took the three steps over to the bed. Vinta crossed her legs as she lowered her body, sitting in a single, smooth motion. I lumbered, turned, checked my surroundings twice, and eventually made it down onto the mattress beside her.

Then I took a deep breath. “Earth isn’t better than here. It’s different, for sure, but there are still plenty of people who are abused and ignored because…well, I can’t tell you why. If I could do that, I’d probably win an award or something. So, yeah, there are people who are treated poorly, but in sports at least, that isn’t an issue. At least, I don’t think so.”

“So, if they did start up a Five league…?” Vinta turned her head slightly.

“You being Coinoie shouldn’t matter.” I shrugged. “But I can’t say for certain. No one can.”

“I want to be somewhere where I do matter. Where what I look like doesn’t, and I don’t have to fight for everything,” she sighed. “Is that possible?”

I pulled her up against me, and she rested her head on my shoulder. “I believe that you can do anything. So, yes, it’s possible.”

She laughed. “You better believe in me. I know where you live.”

“I know where you live, too. I’m sitting there right now,” I replied.

“Yeah, and you can always go back to Earth and hide,” she joked.

Crap. She needed to know. I had to tell her. Was she ready to hear it, though? And what would she think of me afterwards?

“Are you okay?” she asked. “You stiffened up and got quiet.”

“I need to tell you something.” I could take a lesson from her. Calm myself. Don’t let it get to me. Stay level to control the reaction.

Vinta sat back up, turning to look at me. “What is it? You sound serious.”

My eyes closed and I took myself back to that night. I could hear the screams. Feel the rain on my skin. Smell the burning oil.

“Ulysses? Are you okay?” Vinta’s voice had genuine concern in it.

Slowly, I opened my eyes and looked at her.

“The real reason that I’m here, on Aeash, is….” Just let it out. Tell her. She’ll understand. She will. I hope. “The reason I’m here, is because…I killed my parents.”

She froze. I panicked.

“I didn’t murder them! I just…I…I killed them. Accidentally!” How could those words sound good? I was a killer. I just told this wonderful, kind, passionate woman that I ended the life of the people who brought me into the world.

“What happened?” Her voice was calm, but I could hear concern behind it. I just wasn’t sure if she was concerned for me or concerned about me.

“That’s not a simple question. Do you want the short version or the long version?” I asked.

“Start with the short one,” Vinta said.

“I was driving them somewhere and we crashed. I survived, they didn’t.” It was overly simple, but it was the truth.

Her hands fell onto mine, squeezing tightly. “It was an accident. Ulysses, you didn’t kill anyone. It was an accident.”

“I…I did kill them. I was driving.” I took a deep breath. “And I was angry when I did it.”

“I think I need to hear the long version now.” Vinta kept her hands on mine, and it gave me strength.

“I loved my parents, I really did.” I launched into the story without hesitation. Rip the bandage off. “We had our differences, though. I think I already told you that they were both teachers, and they really wanted to push me into the same field. When I was little, I worshipped them, wanting to do everything they did, but then I became a teenager. Do the teenagers here rebel? Push back against their parents?”

Vinta peaked her head. “Yes, to some extent.”

“Well, I pushed back hard. I stepped away from everything they wanted me to do and went the exact opposite way. I started spending more time on sports and less on education. Then I discovered women and that took over my life.” The next words were almost as hard to say as the admission of what I did. “I slept around. A lot. And my parents weren’t happy with that either, which only pushed me into it deeper. Sorry.”

“For what?” Vinta shook her head and held on tightly. “You mean having sex? So what? That was before you met me. It doesn’t bother me. It’s not like you’re my first.”

A breath pushed out of me in relief. “Good. Thanks.” Then I took another breath in. “Anyway, they were patient, but not limitless. We started grating on each other. Every night was a different argument. I was still living with them, not making anywhere near enough money to move out on my own, and they were making more demands on me because of it. One of those was having family dinner night, and—”

My voice caught in my throat. I had to get through this part. She needed the full story, not just the highlights. Vinta’s right hand moved up my arm, holding me softly.

“It was a Thursday night, which was our normal night to go out to dinner. Earlier that day, though, I met a lady. Her name was Nina Randall. I’ll never forget her name. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman, but she had style and was so, so sexy.” I looked at Vinta. “You’re sexier.”

“Keep going,” she said, not wanting to slow things down.

“Yeah, so, I made arrangements to get together with her that night, and we aren’t talking about a date. I told my parents I couldn’t make it to dinner that night, but they weren’t h-having it. They told me that I had…that I had to go out with them or find a new place to live. We argued, but they weren’t giving in, and I…ended up going to dinner with them. But I wasn’t happy about it. I bitched and complained all the way through dinner, rushing the meal and insisting that we leave so I could make it to my hook-up. I never made it.”

Mom was wearing a blue dress. Dad had on black slacks and a white shirt.

“They gave in and we left earlier than intended. It was raining out and we continued to argue as we drove home. The last thing I remember saying to my parents was that they were wasting my time, and that I had better things to do with my life than eat dinner with them.

“I don’t know how much you know about cars. I know that it’s rare for someone to own one here, and the transports are extremely safe, but when you drive in the rain you run the chance of something called hydroplaning. It’s when the tires actually lose contact with the road and just…slide on water. Which is exactly what happened. I went through a turn too fast, because I wanted to go see a woman I didn’t know, just so I could have a night of sex. And that’s all it was going to be: one night of sex. She was leaving the next day to go back to…I don’t even remember where.”

Vinta inched closer to me, putting one arm on my back and still holding my hand with the other. She felt warm and close. She felt good.

“There was another car coming the other way. I was going too fast, and they weren’t going slow. Our car slid into their lane and twisted, and the other car slammed into the passenger side. Dad died instantly. Mom…mom lingered. I was in the driver’s seat, caught in a tangle of twisted wreck, and Mom was next to me. She rode up front beside me. I always drove because they didn’t like to drive at night, especially in the rain. So, we were there in the car, waiting. There was nothing else to do. I was next to her and…and she said…something to me. I still can hear her voice. See her lips moving. I just…I don’t—”

Vinta took hold of me. Pulling me tight against her. “It was an accident. It wasn’t your fault.”

“I don’t know what she said,” I sobbed, suddenly realizing that I was crying. “My Mom was right next to me, saying something with her dying breath, and I couldn’t hear her. I don’t know what she said.”

The feeling of Vinta’s hand stroking my hair was soothing, but her voice was more so. “She was telling you that she loved you. That’s what a mom does.”

The back of my hand dragged across my face, wiping away tears. “I was put on trial for vehicular manslaughter and eventually found guilty of the misdemeanor version. I had to pay a fine. That was it. The only punishment I got was to give the state a check. And because I was the sole beneficiary of my parent’s estate, I ended up with a lot of money, so paying them was easy. That didn’t stop me from punishing myself, though. I fell into a bottle of booze and stayed there for a while. I only came out to sleep with someone that I could then scream at. I stayed that way for over six months.” I shook my head. “Half a year. Months are different on Earth.”

“I know,” Vinta said. “And it’s okay. You were hurting.”

“The only reason I got out of it was Dould,” I told her. “I was at a bar getting very, very drunk when I met him. I’d never met an Aeashen before. Sure, I’d seen plenty on television and online, but never in person. He was open, friendly, and…different. It felt like he was alive in a way that I hadn’t been since that night. We hung out for five nights, and by the fourth night I wasn’t getting drunk. I was talking to him and enjoying his company. He told me that I could come to Aeash and live with him. That he could set things up for me to have a job when I got here and help me get a work permit to stay.

“I spent the next year making plans. All my possessions got sold off, and I spent that time learning to teach. I took Yuarao in college, so I already knew the basics of the language, and I took that year to dive into it completely, doing my best to become fluent. The rest you pretty much know.”

I finished speaking and sat in silence. Vinta let the silence linger for a minute or two, giving me the chance to speak or not. I welcomed it, and let her hold me, feeling a relief that I hadn’t had since the crash.

“You have a place here, if you want it,” she said. “With Dould, and, maybe, with me. I don’t expect you to ever forget what happened, but I do hope that one day you can forgive yourself.”

“That’s why I’m teaching,” I told her. “I want to honor my parents’ memory by doing what they loved.”

“No. No, Ulysses, that’s not what they would want.” Her head was next to mine, and she was whispering into my ear. “They would want you to do what you love. If that’s teaching, that’s fine. You’re a great teacher. But you have to look inside yourself and see what you want. I fight every day to be something more than I am, but there is no reason you have to as well. I do it because it’s who I am; it’s what I have to do. You need to be true to yourself and do what’s right for you, not anyone else. Not your parents. Not Dould. Not me.”

The tears were streaming down my face, but I wasn’t making a sound. My face was resting on Vinta’s shoulder, so I was soaking her shirt, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. We sat there, with her letting my emotions run free for a while.

Finally, I pulled back, drying my eyes with the sleeve of my shirt. “I…I don’t think I want to have sex tonight. Is that okay?”

Vinta peaked her head. “Of course. Let’s just sleep here. Tonight’s not the last night we’re going to spend together.”

I nodded and pulled off my shirt. Vinta stood up and took off all her clothes in a matter of seconds. It seemed like the thing to do, so I took off my pants and lay down on the bed. Vinta turned out the lights, then crawled in beside me, facing me on her side.

“This will be the first time we’ve actually slept together,” she said. “I hope you don’t snore too loud.”

I chuckled. “I was about to say the same thing about you.”

“Oh, but it’s okay if I do it. I’m cute, and you can’t resist me,” she explained.

Her smile warmed my face, and I felt one of my own grow over my face. “Thank you.”

She leaned forward and placed a delicate kiss on my lips. “Thank you. I’m sure that wasn’t easy to say.”

“I guess we’ve both had moments of uncomfortable revelation tonight,” I answered.

“And we’ve got a busy day tomorrow. I want you there with me,” Vinta said.

“I’ll be there,” I told her.

Vinta flipped over, pushing her butt and back up against me. “Hold me. We’ll sleep through this, and then tomorrow we’ll have a new start. It’s important to move past your bad days and find the good ones.”

Solid advice. This woman was having an effect on me. A very good one. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Good night, Human,” Vinta said softly.

“Good night, Lucky,” I replied.

She glanced back over her shoulder. “Lucky?”

“Yeah. Someone gave me the idea. Is it bad?” I asked.

Vinta hesitated. “No, I can live with that one.” She turned back away from me and wriggled her butt firmly against my groin. “I feel lucky right now.”

I chuckled but said nothing else. We laid together in the dark until sleep overtook both of us.


Chapter Nineteen

We got there almost an hour early. Pronya was already there, working out in the gym. She spotted us right as we hit the door.

“Good morning.” Pronya was using some weights that looked a lot like kettle bells, and she racked them as we walked in. “You’re early.”

“You’re earlier,” Vinta said. “You should have told me you wanted to get together sooner.”

“You just got done with a road trip. I know how that wears on a person.” She walked up to us and reminded me how large she was. “Still, I like that you showed up early. Shows me something.”

“Let me go change into workout gear,” Vinta said. “Then I’ll really show you something.”

Pronya laughed as Vinta walked off. “She’s got talent,” she said. “How long have you two been together?”

“Uh, well, just for a very short time. We’ve only known each other for a few weeks now,” I explained. “Only been dating for about two.”

Pronya peaked her head. “How did you two meet? It’s odd to see an Earthen and a Coinoie together.”

“She was taking my class. I teach English to adult students,” I said. “We hit it off, and one thing led to another….”

“English teacher. That explains why you speak such good Yuarao. You’re a linguist,” Pronya said. “I’m tempted to practice my English with you, too. It’s not very good, I’m afraid.”

“With what you’re doing for Vinta, I’ll be happy to give you whatever tutoring you’d like,” I told her. “She is so excited about this.”

“Vinta’s her real name? She prefer that or Fyre?” Pronya asked.

“Oh, uh, she probably prefers Fyre. Was it okay to tell you that?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’ve got her name in the file, but everyone has just called her Fyre. It fits her,” Pronya said. “And like I told her, I asked to work with her because she earned it. She’s good.”

“I appreciate you saying that. And she does, too. I don’t think I’m telling any secrets when I say that she’s not been treated well because of the Coinoie thing. You acknowledging her means a lot.” I tried to judge Pronya’s reaction to me saying that, but she didn’t even flinch.

“I don’t care about that. She’s a player. If she’s half as good as what I’ve seen on film, she’s a damn good one,” Pronya said with a shrug.

“Okay!” Vinta came jogging out of the back in her workout shorts and a hoodie. I knew that she had a workout top on underneath it. “Where do you want to start?”

“I want you to get loose and warmed up. After you’re ready, I’d like to head out to the practice field and do some practice runs. First with you as the runner, and then you as the defender,” Pronya said.

Vinta’s face fell. “I’m not good on defense.”

Pronya peaked her head. “Figured as much, but I want to see you in action. You’ve got a lot of skill and natural talent, but it looks like you’ve concentrated on nothing but offense. I’m trying to make my offense better, and I think you can show me some things. I can do the same for you on defense.”

“Really? Fuck yes! I’ll be happy to make you look bad on the field!” Fyre was coming to life right in front of me. “That should teach you plenty.”

“Keep talking, Spark. I’ll be happy to rub that mouth in the dirt.” Pronya stepped up to tower over Vinta.

“I’m no spark,” Vinta growled. “I’m Fyre. Or don’t words get up that high?”

For a moment it looked like things were about to get nasty, but I knew in my heart the truth. Pronya was the first one to break. She laughed out loud and slapped Vinta on the shoulder.

“I knew I liked you! Now show me the same strength on the field,” Pronya stepped away, and glanced over at me. Then she winked at me. I really hoped that was a good thing.

“Let’s go, I’ll warm up on the way,” Vinta said, then looked over at me. “Follow us out. You can head to the stands or stay on the field, whichever you prefer.”

“Thanks.” I bent over and gave her a quick peck on the lips. “I’m looking forward to watching.”

Vinta’s eyes sparkled. She bounced on her toes twice, then turned and headed for the exit, Pronya right on her heels. I followed closely behind.

◆◆◆

The two of them spent almost two hours on the field. For the first part of their workout, they simply jogged back and forth, but that was just preparation for what followed. I’d seen Vinta run before, and even experienced a form of it firsthand, but watching her go against Pronya was different.

I remember Dould saying that she was the best defender on the Slayers, and it showed. The first three times Vinta tried to score against her, she was stopped cold; Each time she tried, her marker was pulled before she was able to get to the badge guarded by Pronya.

After the third time, though, things changed. I don’t know whether it was Pronya being tired, or Vinta figuring her out, or maybe even just deciding that she wasn’t going to lose again, but five times in a row, Vinta was able to get the badge and make it back to the starting area.

After Vinta scored that fifth time, the two of them headed over toward me. I was waiting on the sidelines, watching from field level. Partly to see what things looked like from that perspective, but also to be there and visible for Vinta.

Sweat was staining both women’s clothes by the time they walked up. Vinta had lost the hoodie after the second run, but grabbed a towel and water—or sports drink, maybe, I couldn’t tell—at the edge of the field.

“You almost had me that last time,” Vinta said. “Shame you’re so slow.”

“I didn’t put you on your ass out of respect. Don’t make me regret it,” Pronya countered.

“You both were amazing,” I told them. “I’ve only been to one live match before, but it was nothing like that. You were both so intense.”

Pronya laughed. “You need to get your man to a Premier game, Fyre.” Then she looked at me. “Imagine a whole team like me or her. The game speeds up so much at the next level, and every block you take is that much harder. I remember playing at Second Level and then making the jump. I was lost for the first couple of matches.”

“I have trouble believing that,” Vinta said. “You were anticipating everything I did. If you weren’t still getting over an injury, I wouldn’t have scored a point.”

Pronya tapped a finger against Vinta’s chest. “Don’t discount yourself. Even those first three times when I got you, it was close. It could just as easily be you up eight runs to nothing on me. You’re good.”

A sparkle fell over Vinta’s face. “Fuck yes I am. I’m Fyre.”

“Don’t get cocky, or I’ll knock your ass in the dirt,” Pronya laughed.

“Too late,” I told her. “When she gets going, she doesn’t stop.”

“Well, let’s see how good she is when we change up roles. You’re on defense next, Fyre. Think you can stop me?” Pronya asked.

The briefest moment of hesitation crossed Vinta’s face. “I should be able to catch your slow ass with no problem.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Pronya said. “Let me change gear.”

“You need to borrow my shields?” Vinta asked.

“I brought my own,” Pronya answered.

I looked at the shining red things that covered the back of Vinta’s hands and ran up her forearms. “What are those for, anyway?”

“The shields?” Vinta unstrapped them, pulling off first her left and then her right one. “They’re good for several things, but the main and original purpose is to help prevent getting your wrist broken.”

“What?” I blinked at the thick, armor-like pieces she was setting down. “You can get a broken wrist?”

“You can get a broken anything,” Pronya answered. “I’m here because a defender got carried away and messed up my knee. Thankfully, it was only a sprain, but it could have been far worse.”

“I saw that happen live on the televisor,” I said. “Sorry.”

She shrugged. “The asshole who did it needs to be thrown out of the sport. It’s not the first time he’s had a dirty play. Until the officials step up, he’ll do it again.”

“And yes, you can break a wrist easily on offense,” Vinta told me. “When you extend out to grab a badge, it’s easy to hit the wrong thing going full speed. Even if the defender doesn’t touch you, if you mis-time your attack and smack the support too hard instead of the badge, you can mess up your arm pretty good.”

“The supports are flexible, though, so it doesn’t happen like it did years back when they didn’t move at all,” Pronya explained. She had strapped on her own wrist shields, and they were much more elaborate than the ones that Vinta wore. They were a deep royal blue and had what looked to be extra padding on the inside.

“So, what’s the difference in the designs?” I pointed to Pronya’s wrists, speaking to Vinta. “Yours were much less bulky.”

“Mine are more about quick moves. The lighter design lets me shift around easier, and also, they help me with the trick that lets me move the badges from arm to arm. They still provide decent protection, though,” Vinta explained. She was slipping on fingerless gloves with heavy padding on the back.

“Those are for defense, I’m guessing?” I pointed at her new gloves.

“Yeah. These are…not so great. I don’t really play defense, so I don’t have great gloves,” she said.

“You’ll need to get better gloves,” Pronya said. “Not top of the line or anything, just better than that. They’ll do for today, though.”

“Let’s do this!” Vinta slid her mouthguard in and bounced a couple of times.

“Show me what you got, Spark,” Pronya said, and slapped her hands together. She headed for the starting box, while Vinta went to the left First. After positioning herself halfway between the badge and the border of the zone, she gave a quick peak of her head and Pronya took off.

While she wasn’t as fast as Vinta, Pronya was far from slow. She sprinted toward Vinta’s left, who in turn retreated just enough to position herself. Pronya kept her angle, pressing toward the badge while Vinta moved into position.

Pronya made her move, turning directly toward the badge, and Vinta countered by reaching for Pronya’s marker. When Vinta went flying back, I thought a foul must have been committed. She landed flat on her ass about three feet away from where she last stood, and Pronya grabbed the badge.

Without thinking I ran onto the field toward Vinta. Before I could get there, Pronya had walked over and offered a hand up.

“I walked into that, didn’t I?” Vinta asked as she got to her feet.

Pronya peaked her head. “I set you up and you fell for it.”

Vinta kicked the dirt. “I told you I sucked at defense!”

“Are you okay?” I asked as I finally was next to her.

“What? Yeah, I’m fine,” she smiled. “Were you worried about me?”

“You went flying through the air.” I glared at Pronya. “It looked like a foul to me.”

“No foul. The runner is allowed to move toward the badge. Spark here is quick enough, but light. I was able to use my strength to legally check her away,” Pronya explained. “I figured that would happen, but I bet it won’t happen twice.”

“You’re gonna have to show me the best way to position my myself. Every time I moved on you earlier, it was always a challenge. It took me four times to figure out how to maneuver around it, and even then, you were adjusting your stance to each step. Your only tell was in your eyes, and it was hard to spot. If I could figure out the—”

“You two are fine. I’m going to go back to the sidelines now,” I announced.

Vinta waved me off and kept talking to Pronya. The last thing I saw before turning my back was the two of them positioning their hands on each other’s forearms, which I’m sure was done for a reason, but I had no clue.

As I reached the sidelines, two other men came out of the tunnel and stopped near where I had been standing. Not being shy, I walked right back to where I had been.

“Is that a Coinoie out there working with Pronya?” The first man was a middle-aged Yuarao. His coloration was a reddish-brown, and he wore slacks and a comfortable looking shirt. He was speaking to his companion, who was another Yuarao who looked about the same age as him, dressed similarly, though his coloration was more of a blond tone.

“Yeah, I’ve heard about her. Name is Flame or something,” he replied.

“Fyre,” I offered. “Her name is Fyre.”

“You know her?” The first man looked at me. “What can you tell me about her? Why is she out there with Pronya? She’s not here to give charity lessons.”

He did not just say that. “Fyre is out there because Pronya requested her. Fyre also happens to be the best player on the team, and that’s not just coming from me. Pronya said as much right before asking Fyre to help her train.”

“You’re kidding, right?” the second man commented. “I’m sure there are better players than that on the team.”

“Sounds to me like you don’t know what you’re talking about. If you haven’t heard of Fyre, then you must not follow the sport very closely.” I wasn’t about to let these two jerks bad mouth Vinta like that.

“And I suppose you are an expert?” the first man asked. “Who exactly are you?”

“My name is Ulysses Oliver, and I’m…” I couldn’t say that I was her boyfriend. Or even just a friend. I don’t know what I was thinking when I answered. “I’m her agent.”

“Her agent?” the first man said in disbelief.

“That’s right. I’m part of the Odyssey Between Worlds Agency, and we’ve taken on Fyre as a client.” What the fuck was I saying?

“Interesting.” The first man peaked his head. “Well, Mr. Oliver, I’m Oayd Gummets, and I’m one of the owners of the Sotyihje Slayers, and I’m here to see how our best defender is doing in her rehab.”

Oh shit. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“You expect me to believe that—”

“FUCK!” The shout from the field drew our attention. Pronya was standing there with her hands on her hips, while Vinta was tossing her badge up into the air in a playful taunt.

Vinta lobbed the badge up toward Pronya who snatched it out of the air. Then the two of them moved side-by-side and it appeared that Vinta was showing Pronya something, as she was positioning herself and Pronya was mimicking her.

“She’s the best on the team,” I repeated. “She and Pronya have hit it off, and it’s just their first day of training together.”

Mr. Gummets snorted and turned to walk off the field, the other man falling right behind.

“When you’re ready to take your team to the next level, just give us a call,” I called after them, mostly because I didn’t like the guy’s attitude.

Then the second guy stopped, turned my way and peaked his head. “We might just do that, Mr. Oliver. Talk to you soon.”

Oh crap. What the fuck did I just do?


Chapter Twenty

I didn’t mention anything to either Vinta or Pronya about my interaction with the other men. At least not right away. After another hour or so on the field, they came back over to where I stood, and I just smiled like nothing had happened.

The two of them continued talking about strategies and techniques, going over what they had done on the field that day and making plans for what they wanted to do in the future. Apparently, Pronya was on a strict schedule and couldn’t work out anymore that day but was very eager to get back out on the field with Vinta tomorrow. She even invited me to join them again.

I nodded at almost everything that was said, only hearing about half of it, and kept my own stupid mouth shut. I followed them both back into the training room, where they went into the back to change and then came out in street clothes, slapped each other on the shoulder, and said their good-byes for the day.

Vinta and I walked out together while Pronya went a different direction, apparently needed in a meeting or something of that sort. I wasn’t sure. My brain was still going over the incredibly stupid things I said to one of the owners of the local Premier League team, and whether or not Vinta was going to kill me immediately or wait until we got home.

“Okay, Human, what’s wrong? You’ve been acting strange since Pronya and I stepped off the field.” Vinta confronted me the moment we were outside. “I thought everything went great today, and you’ve barely told me how incredible I am at all. Where’s my fawning praise? I’m in need here, you know.”

“First, I would only ever give you genuine praise, filled with kindness and honesty. Second…do you have sports agents here?” I needed to set some groundwork before I gave her the full story.

“What is a sports agent?” she asked in return. Which was not a good sign—or a very good one, I wasn’t sure.

“Well, um…I met the owner of the Slayers while you were on the field,” I told her.

“You met Saji Unya?” Vinta stopped cold and grabbed my arm. Her eyes grew to massive proportions. “How?!”

“No. Okay, I met an owner of the Slayers, apparently. His name was Oayd Gummets, and he was at the field to check on Pronya. He saw you practicing with her and…we talked,” I said calmly.

“Ulysses, what did you do?” Vinta asked.

“I didn’t say anything I didn’t believe! He was saying things about you practicing with Pronya, and I told him how good a player you were, and—by coincidence—that happened at the same time you made a good play against her,” I explained. “Then he asked who I was.”

“I feel like things are about to go to a bad place.” Vinta crossed her arms and stared daggers into my soul.

“I told him I was your agent,” I admitted. “And I may have taunted him a little bit about not having you on his team.”

“You did what?!” she shouted.

“I’m sorry. He was being a jerk and I just…reacted.”

“What the hell is an agent?” Vinta demanded.

“An agent represents someone in negotiations and legal matters, plus securing promotional deals and things like that. They are supposed to help prevent the athlete from being taken advantage of, while growing their ‘brand’ in the public sphere.” I shrugged. “Maybe he doesn’t know what one is, either?”

“Are you telling me that you insulted one of the minority owners of a Premier League team, and then claimed to be an official representative of mine?” I watched every muscle in her body tense up.

Very carefully, I put my hand on her arm. “They were saying some very rude things about you. I got angry and overreacted, but I couldn’t stand them saying what they did.”

“And I told you what it was like dating me! What you were going to have to endure!” Vinta brought both hands up and rubbed her eyes while she grimaced. “I’ve never heard of Oayd Gummets, but if he has any pull with the team, and he probably does, I’m gonna hear about this.”

“I thought about that,” I told her, and then dared voice my crazy idea, “but what if I was telling the full truth?”

She lowered her hands and shook her head. “What are you talking about?”

“What if I really was your agent?” I suggested.

“Can you do that?” she asked.

“Maybe. My degree isn’t in business, but I did minor in it. And I do have a communications degree, so I know about marketing and public relations.” My mind raced through possibilities. “If agents on Aeash are new—or at least so rare that you don’t know what they are yet—there are probably no rules in place about them.”

“Okay, fine,” Vinta huffed. “How does that fix you insulting a team owner?”

“As they left, I told them you should be on their team, and…they said something about calling me.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “If they do, maybe I can spin it as me trying to sell you to his team and I can take all the blame. You can fire me in a public way, and it will get you off the hook.”

She stared at me for several seconds. I saw her face change from anger to consideration. “I’m not going to do that. If I hire you as my agent, I’m not going to fire you.”

“I’m trying to fix the mistake I made,” I said.

“And you can, by doing exactly what you said. You can represent me. Nobody takes a Coinoie seriously, but if I have someone else speaking on my behalf—or at least supporting me when I’m speaking—I might be able to get some things.” Vinta peaked her head, then smiled wide. “This might be a good idiot moment you had.”

“I’m willing to take the chance if you are,” I said. “I’d love to represent you.”

A smile played on her lips. “I like the sound of that. How can we do this?”

My tongue clicked a few times. “I think I have an idea about that as well.”

◆◆◆

We explained the entire situation to Dould. At first, he thought we were playing with him, pulling some kind of odd prank. The further we went into the idea and the longer we spoke, his attitude changed. His expression went from the carefree, happy-go-lucky soul I saw on a daily basis to what must have made him a successful businessman.

“So, if I’m understanding your proposal,” Dould stood up from the table and started to walk around the room, “you’re asking me to invest into forming a company of individuals who will represent professional athletes in a number of ways, with you being the initial employee of this operation, and Vinta—or rather, Fyre—as the first client.”

“Pretty much,” I told him.

“And your income is a percentage of what they make from your efforts.” Dould didn’t say that part as a question, but as a reminder to himself how it worked. “Which isn’t just from their income as a player, but also anything you can arrange as an endorsement or promotional deal.”

“That’s how it works, yeah,” I said.

“How would I get paid?” he asked.

“I think you get part of that commission? Or your own percentage, maybe?” I replied. “Unless you are just giving me a loan, in which case I’d have to pay you back like any loan.”

“Makes sense. Okay.” He turned and looked at Vinta. “What about you? You’ve been very quiet through this. What do you think of the idea?”

“Me?” Vinta sat up straighter. “This is new to me. I don’t know what to think.”

“What part?” Dould asked.

She shook her head. “What part of what?”

“What part is new? What is perplexing you?” he asked.

I rested my hand on hers and gave it a squeeze.

“Okay.” She dropped her head and then raised it back up. “I’m not used to being helped. I’m not used to any Coinoie being helped, and certainly not to this extent. I trust Ulysses more than any other non-Coinoie I’ve ever met, and I don’t think he’s trying to do anything to hurt me, but I worry that he’s trying to do something that might have a negative impact on me. He’s going to bring more attention to me, which…scares me.”

“You’re a professional athlete. Don’t you want attention?” Dould asked.

“I….” She looked over at me, then back at Dould. “Yes. Do you understand why it scares me, though? I already get death threats daily. If I’m put in the spotlight, I’m worried they won’t be threats anymore—they’ll just happen.”

“Then why are you doing this?” Dould asked. “What’s the point of trying to get to the Premier? If you do, everyone will know your name. You’ll be famous.”

“Because someone has to!” Vinta raised her voice. “If Coinoie are always told to stay away and behave, then that’s all we’ll ever do. That’s all that people like you will see when they look at us: an object. Whether it’s for sex, or as a servant, or just an excuse, right now almost nobody sees us as people. We’re just…less! And I’m sick of it!”

Dould smiled. “Now I know why you’re called Fyre.”

“She’s twice as fierce on the field,” I said. “You need to watch her play.”

Dould spoke to Vinta again. “You’re right. The more attention you get, the more danger you’ll be in—but the bigger the chance for success. Whether you see that as money or respect or whatever, you’ll need to get to the next level to have the best impact. Is that what you want?”

“Fuck yes!” Vinta growled. “I’m good enough! And those vooxa can bite a snail if they think otherwise!”

“And you want Ulysses to help you become famous? You’re the one putting your life at risk, not him. And he’ll make money off of you, too. Don’t you want to stand up and do all this yourself?” Dould leaned in on the table, staring into Vinta’s eyes. “Why the fuck should he take that chance? Why are you worth it?”

Vinta shot to her feet and leaned forward, slamming her hands on the table. “He’s a human! Everyone will think he’s too stupid to know better, and that’s why it will work! And Coinoie can yell until the moon goes blue, but nobody hears us! Having someone else yelling might do some good. And if you ever suggest that I’m not worth it again, I will slap you so hard that your face will wind up on Earth!”

There was a long silence while Dould and Vinta stared at each other, and I thought the table was going to break or the house was going to catch fire or the ground would open up and swallow us whole. Or maybe I needed to say something. Anything to ease the tension.

“I’m in.” Dould stood up and took a step back. “I’ll find out what has to be done to get Ulysses officially recognized as a legal representative for you. It’ll probably take a few days, but I think it’s safe for the two of you to start planning out where you want to go with it.” He pointed at Vinta. “And you are the one who sold this. Not him. I want you to know that. Ulysses is my friend, and I’d do a lot for him, but unless there was something worth selling, the idea was a waste of money. You’re not a waste of anything.”

“Fuck no, I’m not.” Vinta squared her shoulders up and kept her eyes locked on his. “I’m Fyre.”

Dould chuckled and looked at me. “You found yourself an amazing woman, Ulysses. I’m officially jealous.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I’ve known it for a while now,” I said. “Not the jealous part, but the amazing part, I mean.”

“I’ll let you two talk,” Dould said as he headed out of the room. “I’m really excited about this, just so you both know.”

I waited until he left the room and then looked over at Vinta. Her expression hadn’t softened at all.

“I still think I should slap his damn face,” she snarled. “How dare he fucking question whether or not I was good enough, or if I understood the risk. He doesn’t live my fucking life! He doesn’t know what I deal with every day!”

“Uh, I don’t think it was about that,” I offered. “I’m pretty sure he was trying to get you angry, to see if you were willing to fight for yourself.”

“Yeah, well,” she looked over at me and couldn’t hold the angry face, “he’s lucky you were here to protect him.”

I nodded at her. “Did you just tell him that I’m stupid?”

Her face fell. “I said that people would think you were stupid, not that you were. And I more implied that humans were stupid, not just you.”

“That makes me feel so much better.” I shook my head.

She grabbed my chair and pulled it back, throwing me off balance; she caught the chair before I fell, and bent down, kissing me on the lips. It wasn’t a casual smooch, but a deep kiss that lingered until my lips parted and our tongues met in a torrid embrace.

After she pulled back, Vinta stared into me with half-lidded eyes. “Does that make you feel better?”

“If I say I’m not sure, will you do it again?” I asked with a smile.

“Okay, Human,” she chuckled, “why don’t we go up to your room and see what we can plan out. I have a lot of ideas that we can put into action immediately.”

“As your agent, I feel it’s my job to listen to your demands and requests.” I scrambled to my feet. Then I paused, staring at her. “You were suggesting sex, right?”

She shook her head and then grabbed my hand. “And you wondered why I called you stupid.” Vinta then led me up to my bedroom.


Chapter Twenty-One

I watched Pronya and Vinta go through what they considered a normal day. Even when I played in college—small college, but still college—it was nothing like this.

They started with stretching and limbering exercises inside. Using everything from pieces of foam to rubber bands to absolutely nothing they extended and twisted and moved in ways that made me tired to watch—and this was the stretching.

After that, they moved to the field and started working there again. I had already seen them do this before, but this time seemed more focused on technical skills. They were competing, but in a way that felt more designed to let them practice their basics. From there they moved right into speed and agility drills—where Vinta excelled, even if I am biased.

Then it was lunch, which was a ton of protein, effectively, and about a twenty-minute rest doing nothing.

Then to the weight room where Pronya made Vinta look bad, but also included things like lunges and squats, which Vinta held her own. Then back onto the field for one-on-one competing like I saw the previous day.

And through the whole thing, I was taking notes. Recording what they were doing, the order they were doing them, and for how long they did any of it. It was now my day job to know everything that these athletes did. If I was going to represent Vinta in negotiations, I needed to know not just the game, but the athlete’s lives. I had a long way to go.

The mental fatigue I was feeling toward the end of their workout was probably only a fraction of the physical exhaustion they felt, but it made me appreciate what they were doing.

Pronya asked if Vinta and I would like to go to dinner, and I explained that I had class to teach that night, so dinner became very early. She chose the place and told us it was her treat. We didn’t even argue.

She took us to a place whose name translated to “The Finish.” While it was certainly a nicer place than the pot house Vinta took me to, it wasn’t a fancy restaurant by any stretch of the imagination.

“Thanks again for taking us to dinner,” I told her. “I’ve never been to a Shoosira eatery before. I’m anxious to try what they have.”

“Then let me order for the table. I’ll get a variety for everyone. Sound good?” Pronya asked.

I nodded, and Vinta said, “I trust you. And I’m starving, so it’s a good mix.”

Pronya pointed at Vinta. “Good. I need you to gain some weight. Right now, you’re too easy to throw around. Not enough to lose your speed, just enough to give you the bulk you’ll need.”

“Need for what?” I asked.

“I’m taking her with me to the Premier League when I go back,” she said.

“What?” Vinta asked. “Are you serious?”

Pronya peaked her head. “That’s my plan. And it’s what I wanted to talk to you both about over food.” She turned her head. “Speaking of which….” Pronya searched the room for something or someone, then stood up. “Excuse me. I’m gonna go order our food. I’ll be right back.”

Once she left the table, Vinta all but squealed. “Taka taka taka! Can you believe it?! I’m going to the Premier League!”

“Yeah, that’s great!” It felt a little too great, actually. “Has she told you anything about this already?”

Vinta shook her head. “I’m sure she’ll tell us when she gets back.”

“Do you trust me?” I asked, reaching over to take Vinta’s hand.

“Of course I do! I told you that last night when we spoke to Dould,” she answered.

“Then let me talk to Pronya about this. I want to know all the details,” I said.

Vinta scrunched her face up. “Why? Don’t you trust her?”

“I do,” I nodded, “but it’s my job to make sure you get the best deal, remember?”

“Right.” Vinta took a deep breath. “If I have something to add, it’s okay to speak, though.”

“Of course,” I told her. “I always want you to tell me if I’m going the wrong direction with something. I’m the agent, but it’s your life.”

Vinta peaked her head, just as Pronya walked back to the table.

“Sorry about that. I told them that I wanted to talk to you about something, so to give us some privacy, but I think they took that to mean we didn’t want any food. I’ve ordered for all of us,” she said.

“Thanks,” I replied. “Now, what was this about taking Vinta to the Premier League?”

A waitress walked up with a tray holding three huge carafes of liquid. One was water, but I had no idea what was in the other two. She set them down on the table, said something to Pronya in what I assumed was Shoosira, then left.

“I had them bring us some drinks. Along with the water I got hubae, which is a fermented yogurt drink—it’s mildly alcoholic, but you’d have to drink a lot for it to have an effect—and also geewo fruit juice, which is a personal favorite of mine,” Pronya explained.

After the experience with the lhat, I decided that this might not be the best place for me to try something that Aeashens called mild. “I’ve got to teach class later, so I’ll try the juice, but give me water, too.”

“I’ll have the hubae,” Vinta said immediately. “I love it.”

“It’s good for you, too,” Pronya said while pouring our drinks. “As I was saying, I want to bring you up to the Premier League, Vinta. I’ve thought about it a lot since first seeing film on you, and I don’t want you to stay stuck in the Second League.”

“That’s so amazing! Thank you!” Vinta gushed.

“What do you mean, exactly?” I asked. “How are you able to get her on a Premier League team?”

“That’s the other part I wanted to talk about,” Pronya calmly stated. “When we practice and when I watch you, I see you as a natural Third. You need to put on the bulk I mentioned. Build up enough muscle so you aren’t pushed around as easily, but once that’s done, I think you’ve got the potential to be one of the greats.”

“You mean that?” Vinta asked. “Not just a runner specialist?”

Pronya shook her head. “Not in my mind. Obviously, you can do that. There’s nothing wrong with it. You’re damn good at it, in fact, but for a longer career, you’ll need more than speed. That will be the first thing to go as you get older and beat up.”

“That’s great advice, Pronya, but you haven’t answered my question: how are you going to get her on a Premier League team?” I asked again.

Pronya sighed. “I can’t. All I can do is put her in front of the right people. And yes, there’s a catch. If I take you with me, you’ll be leaving your Second League team. I’m talking about pulling you out of the league and getting you onto the field with me for warm-ups and practice at the Premier facility. Let you be seen by my coaches and the owners at practice.”

“Practice?” Vinta asked. “You want me to quit the league to become a practice partner? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Pronya,” I stepped in before anything could escalate, “I think Vinta is too good to be only used at practice. She has the makings of a star. You’ve said so yourself.”

“And I still feel that way,” Pronya answered. “I’m just not sure that anyone is going to pay attention to her there.” She looked at Vinta. “I don’t say this to be rude, but…you’re Coinoie. If a team owner has a chance to choose between you and, say, a Yuarao who is maybe not as good as you, but is still very good, which one do you think they’ll take? I’m worried you’ll be stuck in the Second League forever.”

“I’m not going to give them that choice,” I said quickly. “Fyre is the best thing that has ever happened to Five, and she’ll be lighting up the field before I’m done. I’m going to make her too big to be ignored.”

Pronya leaned back. “What do you mean?”

“There’s something I wanted to talk to you about, too.” I pulled myself up in my seat. “I’m going to be Vinta’s—Fyre’s—agent. I’m going to make sure she gets everything that she deserves, including a place in the spotlight.”

“And how are you going to do that?” Pronya asked.

“By showing her to the public. And not just the people who go to Second League matches,” I said. “Tell me, how many people can the Slayers’ stadium hold?”

“About forty thousand people,” she answered.

“And the Hunters’ stadium can hold about five thousand. But how many people watch the matches at home?” I asked.

“I don’t know. A couple million for a big one, maybe,” Pronya said.

“Exactly. And even if it’s just ten percent of that, you’re still looking at five times the number of people who see one of your games in person.” I pointed at Vinta. “And I’m going to make sure they see her face.”

“Again…how?” Pronya asked.

“Endorsement deals,” I said. “Vinta is controversial. She makes a lot of bigoted people angry for daring to let a Coinoie play in their beloved sport. But what I think is that not enough people know about her. She told me that half of the population of Aeash is Coinoie, and if those people see one of their own being showcased as a professional athlete, they’ll spend the money. They might not be able to afford to go to the game in person, but they’ll pay to have a shirt or a poster or a toy of her, just because they can relate. And if a company puts Fyre on a product, which version do you think a Coinoie will prefer?”

“And you can do that?” Pronya asked. “You can get someone to promote a Coinoie player, who isn’t in the Premier League yet?”

“Not overnight, but yes, I think I can. We’ll start small. Promoting her in Coinoie-owned or Coinoie-operated business. Start the following and let it build.” I shook my head. “Not too slow, but not overnight. And I have another way that might help: you.”

“I’m trying to help. That’s what I was telling you. I can get her in front of the coaches and the owners. Let her have that chance,” Pronya said.

“She won’t have a chance there,” I stated. “She might get some respect, and I’m betting she’d make an okay living doing it, but she’d never set foot on a field for a match. She’d stay a practice member until she got too old and then would be cut out.”

“You don’t know that. They might—”

“I do know,” I interrupted her. “I’ve seen the same sort of thing happen on my world. People being kept in a lower position because someone thought it was how things were supposed to be, and that person staying there because it was comfortable. It’s far too real.”

“Then how am I supposed to help?” Pronya asked with a twist of her head.

“By letting me be your agent, too,” I told her. “You’re established. I can get deals for you already. I’ve seen the work you put in on the field. You don’t have the time—and probably not the desire—to try to find something for yourself. I can help. Let me get you endorsements and advertisements.”

“How does that benefit Vinta,” Pronya asked.

“Because you’d both have the same representative: me. I can pitch you as a package deal. You being an established star, you’d be the foot in the door. You’d also get more money than Vinta but giving her the attention she deserves.” I sat back, waiting for Pronya’s response.

“Can I say something?” We both turned to look at Vinta. “I like Ulysses’ plan. I have no doubt that you’d be able to get me a good job, Pronya, but that’s not my goal. I want to stand on a Premier field. I want to hear—to feel—the crowd as they cheer for me—or boo me, I don’t care. I want Coinoie to see me on the field. I want the world to see me on that field and know that I’m there because I’m as good as anyone else. I can’t just do practice, Pronya. I know you mean well, but…I can’t.”

The two of them stared at each other, measuring where each of them stood, silently. Then Pronya turned back to face me.

“You’re sure you can make me money?” she asked. “Make both of us money?”

“I don’t make anything unless you do, so I’ll do better than my best to get that rolling in,” I explained. “And besides, I’ve got better motivation than money.” I nodded toward Vinta. “Her.”

Pronya smiled. “Well, knowing that… How do I sign up?”


Chapter Twenty-Two

“Good class, Ulysses.”

It had become something of a habit for Soemeng and Eodeira to linger after class, but after the whole “exposure” event, they had been surprisingly respectful. It was nice talking to them and getting their feedback, and with the class well on its way to being done there was little chance of me seeing them ever again after a few weeks.

“Thanks, Soemeng,” I replied. “You’ve gotten much better in a very short period of time. You too, Eodeira.”

“We have a good teacher,” Eodeira said. “How are you doing outside of class? Things still going well in your personal life?”

Respectful, but still them. “Yes, it is. I’m going to see her right after class, in fact.”

“Lucky woman,” Soemeng said. “It is a woman, right? We didn’t misread you that badly, did we?”

“You did not. She is a lovely lady,” I told them as I gathered up my things. “And thanks to you, I have a nickname for her.”

“Ooh! Is it Hot Oua Girl?” Soemeng asked.

“Or maybe My Dream Lover?” Eodeira added with a chuckle.

“Ladies, behave,” I said. “And actually, it’s Lucky. You called her a lucky woman before, and I thought it was perfect.”

The women followed me out of the classroom, walking beside me as we headed out.

“I thought we were perfect,” Eodeira said with an exaggerated pout.

“You know I think both of you are lovely, but things just didn’t work out. Sorry,” I explained.

“We still hold out hope that you’ll change your mind,” Soemeng said as we started down the stairs.

“And if we can do anything to encourage that change of mind, just let us know,” Eodeira said.

“If I could bottle your confidence and stubbornness, I think we’d all make a fortune,” I laughed.

“If you had a fortune, we wouldn’t be so subtle with—AHH!” Soemeng slipped on the stair and began to tumble forward. Out of pure instinct, I leapt forward, dropping my backpack, and caught her. We both fell to the ground, but nowhere near as painfully as might have been the case.

“Are you alright?” Soemeng was on top of me, staring down with a shocked expression—that quickly turned to a half-lidded one.

“My hero,” she said in a thick, deep tone.

“Ladies.”

That was neither Eodeira nor Soemeng. I looked up to see Vinta standing a few feet away, arms crossed, staring at the two of us on the floor.

“Vinta!” My hands urged Soemeng to stand up, and she obliged. “What are you doing here?”

“Interrupting, apparently,” she sneered.

“No! No, we were walking down the stairs, and Soemeng slipped and I—”

“Relax, Human,” Vinta chuckled. “I saw what happened. You’re safe.”

“Oh, thank God.” I looked over at Eodeira and Soemeng, now standing side-by-side, and watched the expressions growing on their face as they put two and two together regarding Vinta and myself.

“We’ll leave you two alone,” Soemeng said in a sing-song voice.

Eodeira started walking away, right past Vinta. “Have a good night, Lucky.”

Vinta’s head snapped around, glaring at the women as they walked away. The two Oua were giggling and speaking to each other in their native tongue.

“Why did she call me that?” Vinta turned back to me with an intense stare.

“Uh, well, I may have mentioned that I gave my girlfriend that nickname.” I scratched the back of my head. “I think they just figured out that you’re the woman I’m dating.”

She peaked her head. “Good. They need to know you’re taken, and by me, specifically.”

“Has anyone ever told you that you have a bit of a jealous streak?” I laughed as I picked up my bag. “I mean, asked and survived the experience, of course.”

“Keep talking, Human. I’ll forget that I’m here to be nice.” Vinta stepped up to me and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. Which lingered into a deep kiss in the hallway.

“Not that I’m complaining,” I said as I broke the kiss, “but why are you here? I was just about to head your way.”

“Because I wanted to see you sooner,” she answered. “And because I have a surprise for you when we get to my place, and it’s easier to get you in the right situation by going with you.”

“You do realize that, by telling me you have a surprise for me, it kind of ruins the surprise,” I said.

“No, it doesn’t. You have no clue what to expect, but now you’ll be trying to figure it out.” Vinta smiled. “And I’m not going to tell you.”

She took me by the hand and led me out to the transport station, where we boarded and headed over toward her community. On the way, I asked her several times what the surprise was going to be, but she kept her mouth shut. Well, about that. We discussed the next steps of getting her and Pronya set up, which mostly hinged on Dould finishing the paperwork. He promised me that it was only a matter of days—at most—away from being a reality.

The transport hummed beneath us, city lights blurring past as Vinta traced lazy circles on my hand. When we pulled up to Happy Meadows, I could hear the sound of music playing from somewhere; deep drums, mostly, carried by the night air. Vinta smiled and grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the sound of the music.

“What’s going on? Is this the surprise?” I asked, trailing behind the woman who was all but dragging me along. The warm smell of spices and the sweet aroma of sugars began to flood my nose as we got closer.

She didn’t answer me until we reached the courtyard between buildings. Dozens of Coinoie, probably more than two hundred all told, were gathered together, laughing, singing, playing, and dancing. Food and drink were being shared openly, handed out with smiles to anyone and everyone. Now that we were closer, I heard various string instruments accompanying the drums, leading the mass of dancers moving in a huge circle at the center of it all.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Qi’ghen,” Vinta said. “It’s a coming-of-age celebration. We only do three or four a year, combining them up so we can have a proper party.” She elbowed me. “You know how to party, Human?”

“I’ve actually been accused of doing it too much at times,” I said. “Are professional athletes allowed to let loose?”

“Guess you’ll have to find out.” She let go of my hand and walked backwards away from me. “Ready?”

I walked after her, only for her to hop, turn, and break into a trot heading toward the dance circle. I caught up to her just before she got to the edge of the merriment. She spun back toward me, eyes wild, “You know how to dance?”

The dancers seemed to be moving in a practiced pattern. There were at least forty or fifty people, twirling and gliding around, carried by the music and their motion.

“I don’t know this dance,” I admitted.

“You don’t have to,” she grabbed my hand again and pulled, drawing me toward the circle, “you just have to feel it.”

Her movements became lighter and more intense at the same time. Each step was no longer just a means to move, but an expression. A single foot, then two, then a dip and a pirouette. Everything looked so precise, but it felt free—open. I couldn’t hope to match her skill or grace, but I didn’t let that stop me.

Even back in my party days I was never a great dancer, but I let Vinta’s movements ignite me. Her passion burned over onto me, and I let that heat guide me. She became my center, the world spinning around us. And our movement together swirled through the chaos that was the greater dance circle universe.

We lost ourselves, caught up in the precious fragments that were that moment. And we smiled. Then we laughed. And we felt free.

The entirety of everything was in that second, and nothing else mattered. Only the two of us and dance. I grabbed her hands and we spun around, two beings in orbit with each other, brought together by circumstance that led to a single step. I pulled her close to me, holding her as the music continued.

“God, I love you.” The words came out before I realized I was saying them.

We stopped. The two of us stood still while everything whirled about us in a constant cacophony of activity and acoustics. Our gaze met, and I spied a glimmer of something in the corner of her eyes—one brown, one blue—that spoke before she did.

“I love you, too.” Her voice was clear over the din around us, the only thing that I could or would hear at that moment.

She turned and ran, heading toward the tables holding the drinks. I chased after her, laughing the whole way. When she reached the table, she stopped and turned back, waiting for me.

“Tradition says that celebrants are supposed to take their first drink of alcohol at their Qi’ghen, marking their transition to adulthood.” She held up a cup filled with some liquid. “You’re not Coinoie, but we can still count this as your transition into something, can’t we?”

“I’d be honored.” I took the cup and waited for Vinta to grab one of her own. I held mine up to hers. “Cheers.”

“Lo’gouya!” she replied, and turned up her mug, draining it. Not to be outdone, I did the same.

The alcohol was rather sweet and very strong with a floral aroma, with a taste that reminded me of beer, but only just. It certainly wasn’t bad, but like many things on Aeash, had an unexpected quality considering the familiarity of the landscape.

My expression must have said something, because Vinta’s smile went from happy to silly in a heartbeat. I wish it had stayed that way.

“Ulysses?” I didn’t recognize the voice, but I recognized the person when I turned to look.

“Lily?” It was the woman from the Hostess Club that Dould and I visited, and her friend, Honey, was close beside her.

Lily came over and gave me a big hug. “Who would have imagined seeing you here! You never came back to see me at the club, though, so I guess a girl has to take what she can get, huh?”

“We could tell you liked Coinoie,” Honey said, “but you didn’t have to haunt The Warrens to find yourself a girl, you know. We were right there and willing.”

“It’s not like that. I’m here with…” I looked over and caught sight of her. “Vinta?”

Any trace of a smile was gone. A deeply furrowed brow and downturned face hid what expression might be on her now.

“Excuse me.” Vinta said in a calm, even voice, then pushed past me and walked away.

“Vinta?” She didn’t stop, so I turned to Lily and Honey. “It was nice seeing you! Hope you have a fun night!” I then hurried after Vinta as she walked with intent toward her apartment.

“Hey!” She didn’t stop or even slow down, so I jogged up beside her. “Vinta, what’s wrong?”

She remained silent, marching forward, so I moved into her path and held my arms out. “Vinta, stop. Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

“Get out of my way, Ulysses.” A sharpness undercut her calm tone.

“Not until you tell me what’s wrong,” I said. “Was it Lily?”

“Of course it was Lily!” she shouted, any sort of calmness gone. “Don’t you think I know who and what she is?”

“Vinta, that was Dould. He took me out to celebrate one night and I met her and Honey. That was it,” I explained.

“You seem to have left a good impression. She remembered you easily enough. Plus, you remembered her and Honey’s names as well.” Vinta’s arms flailed about as she spoke. “Just how good a time did you have that night?”

“Hey, hey. Nothing happened. We talked, that’s it. Shared some drinks.” I eased my hand onto her shoulder. “What’s wrong? Why does it bother you?”

“Why?” She threw her arms into the air. “I don’t know, maybe because you are still hanging out with those two Oua girls clearly still want to fuck you, you just ran into two OTHER women who do fuck people for money that knew you by name, and I just told you I loved you, screwing over any chance I have of not losing my shit over this kind of thing!”

“Okay, calm down,” I said. “I—”

“No! I’m not going to calm down! You wanted to date Fyre, you’re dealing with her! That includes me having moments when I get pissed over this kind of thing!” Vinta shouted.

“Stop yelling, Lucky, we’re—”

“That’s another thing! Why did you tell those Oua girls you nicknamed me Lucky? Why were you even talking to them about me?” Her fingers pointed at me, nearly jabbing my chest.

“Because I took the idea from them when they said you were a lucky girl. I thought it was cute,” I admitted. “That’s all.”

“That’s all? My nickname is because you think I’m lucky to be dating you?” She crossed her arms. “And that idea came from two other women? What else? Did they take the pic of your cock that you sent me?”

Oh shit. “No.”

Her eyes turned to saucers. “What the fuck? They did, didn’t they? Goddess! What the fuck?!”

“They just saw it! They didn’t take the pic! It was an accident!” I told her.

“How did they see it?! Fuck!” She started to storm off.

“Vinta!” I grabbed her arm. “Stop! Why are we fighting? I don’t understand!”

Her eyes went from my hand on her arm to my face in a slow movement. She jerked her arm out of my hand and took a half step away. “You don’t understand? How about this, then? I thought you were a kind, giving person, but…are you? You ran naked through a mall to impress a woman. Your parents are dead because of you being obsessed with a woman. You impress two women enough at a Hostess Club that they remember your name. There are two women in your class that you know I don’t like hanging around you, and I find you tonight walking out with them, and then find out that not only did they give you my ‘cute’ nickname, but that they also saw you naked? And you didn’t tell me? And you wonder why I’m jealous? What else haven’t you told me?”

“That’s not fair. I…I didn’t….” I stumbled.

“You didn’t what? What part of what I said is a lie? When have I lied to you, Ulysses? Give me an example, and I’ll forgive it all!” Vinta paused. “Well?”

“I love you,” I told her.

She peaked her head. “Yeah. I know. I just need a time out to think about it.” Vinta turned and walked away. “Go home, Ulysses.”

I stood there for a while, but eventually, I did exactly that.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The ceiling spun clockwise, the walls counterclockwise, like the room was trying to unscrew my brain. I definitely had too much to drink. I couldn’t read the name on the bottle, but whatever was inside definitely had kick. Tasted like shit but had a strong enough bite that I didn’t care after a few sips…glasses…whatever.

Alcohol doesn’t solve any problems, but it does do a terrific job of making me not care what I’m doing. Sure, I might be wallowing in self-pity at the moment, but it beats the hell out of sitting around and doing it sober.

Girlfriend on 'time out,' first client bailed—personal and professional sent to limbo in one shitty night. And... yeah, I had a third point, but it's gone. Maybe another drink would help. Might as well try.

I picked up my phone for the umpteenth time since I got home and found the same message from Vinta that had been there since I got home: none. A quick glance at the clock told me that she and Pronya should be in the middle of their practice. Match tomorrow, so they need to be ready. Professional and shit.

Technically, Vinta and I had a meeting with Dould later today to finalize the founding of the Odyssey Between Worlds Agency—yeah, more like Failure Between Lovers Bullshit. Would she even be there? I could do it without her, but that just felt…wrong.

The room stopped spinning—in both directions—as my stomach decided to begin a spin routine of its own. As quick as I could manage, I stumbled toward the bathroom, where the contents of my stomach became evident in three violent heaves. I slumped against the wall, letting my head hit it harder than necessary.

“What the fuck?” Not the most elegant of questions, but it summed up my opinion at that moment.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t mad at Vinta. Yes, I had done all the things she said, but…fuck. She was being too judgmental. The reason I didn’t tell her those things was so she wouldn’t get mad. And then she got mad because I didn’t tell her. It was wrong to be nice? She couldn't see I hid it to protect her feelings. That was a lose-lose scenario. Yeah, that’s it.

“Fuck,” I repeated the key part of my earlier statement, as well as another bash of the back of my head against a wall. Which also brought more bile to the back of my throat.

The remaining functional part of my brain also considered the option that she was right about it all. That not telling her everything did nothing but set me up for a fall that was avoidable. She wasn’t mad when she saw me at school with Eodeira and Soemeng; it was only after she found out all the stupid shit I kept from her that she got mad.

I pulled myself up off the floor, washed out my mouth, then went back to bed. The bottle wasn’t quite empty, after all, and there was now plenty of room in my stomach. I checked my phone again, expecting nothing. Instead, it seemed I missed a call—from Pronya.

I checked the message she left, and it was direct and to the point.

“Call me back, Ulysses. There’s been an accident. Vinta’s been hurt.”

◆◆◆

Hospitals and I have a long, horrible history. My more rebellious years put me in them a few times, each one accompanied by a conversation with my parents about responsibility and self-control. My last experience with them was the accident that took my parents’ lives. I was in the emergency room when a police officer came in with a doctor to tell me what I already knew; then the police officer launched into a series of questions about the accident that eventually led to me being brought up on charges for vehicular manslaughter. All I could think of while being asked those questions was that my parents were going to be mad at me again, even after being told they were gone. Funny how the mind works.

So, walking through an Aeashen hospital—my first experience ever at one—trying to navigate their own system and setup, was a definite challenge. Still recovering from drinking heavily certainly didn’t help. The antiseptic smell hit like a second hangover. My mouth tasted like regret and cheap liquor.

Determination and helpful people got me to my desired destination, and I walked in to see Vinta lying on a bed with a bandage wrapped around her head.

“Are you okay?” I rushed up to her the moment I saw her.

“Ulysses?” She pushed herself up slightly, her ears perking up straight. “What are you doing here?”

“Pronya called me. Told me what happened.” Without even thinking I took hold of her hand. “Are you okay? What happened, exactly?”

“You just said Pronya told you.” Vinta raised an eyebrow.

“She told me you were attacked, but none of the details.” I narrowed my eyes. “And for the third time, are you okay?”

She chuckled. “Yes, I’m fine. Just a cut on the head. It will heal. No real damage.”

“Who did this?” I asked.

“Beats me. One of the death threats was taken to the next level, I presume. I have no idea who did it, I’m just grateful they failed,” Vinta replied with a shrug.

“Those fuckers! Did you get a good look at them? How many were there? Did any of them get caught?” I rattled off the questions quickly, not really giving her a chance to answer.

“It happened as I was getting off the transport at the stadium. Four men wearing something over their heads jumped out and attacked me. The first three missed as I jumped away, but the fourth caught me on side of the head. They were all wielding pipes, and the edge cut me.” She smiled. “Three employees of the team saw them and rushed over. The cowards ran off before they got to me.”

“I owe them a drink,” I said, and wrapped her hand up with both of mine. “I was so scared when Pronya called.”

Vinta’s smile warmed. “I’m glad you’re here. Thanks.”

“Okay, the doctors say that— Oh, hello.” A Grarseach man walked into the room and looked at me with a startled expression.

“Mo’crath, this is Ulysses,” Vinta’s hand gripped mine back. “He’s my boyfriend. Ulysses, this is Mo’crath. He’s one of the trainers for the team. He came here with me.”

“Oh! Nice to meet you!” Mo’crath bowed his head, so I did the same back at him. “I heard that Fyre was dating a human, but nice to see it’s confirmed.”

I looked down at Vinta. “Is it? Confirmed, I mean?”

She peaked her head with a smirk. “Are you going to continue to be an ass?”

“Probably,” I answered, “but not on purpose.”

“Well, same for me. I should have talked to you last night and not just blown up. It just…. It wasn’t good, Ulysses. I need you to be honest with me, even if it might seem to be the wrong thing to do. Do you understand?” Vinta’s voice was the calm, level version—but this wasn’t to make me happy. She was doing it for herself, I think.

“I’m only human, but I’ll try. I’m going to make mistakes. I’ve been a fuck-up all my life,” I said.

“You are human. That’s one of the reasons I couldn’t stay mad,” Vinta told me. “You’re still learning. It also doesn’t hurt that I’ve trained myself to let things go. Being both an athlete and a Coinoie…I can’t afford to hold grudges.”

“Uh, I think I need to step out,” Mo’crath said. “I was just popping in to let you know that you can go home soon. The doctor said they’ll be in to get you released in a few minutes.” He pointed over his shoulder. “I’ll wait out in the hall.”

He left the room and I looked back at Vinta. “You are coming to stay with me.”

“You asked so nicely, how can I refuse,” she said sarcastically.

“Okay, yeah, but I mean it. I want you to come stay with me, please?” I repeated, this time in a more polite manner. “You got attacked. They might come back.”

“I wish they would.” Her pupils shrank to pinpricks—predator, not prey. “I’ll be looking for them next time. It would give me a chance to show my appreciation for their affection toward me. But…yes, I’ll come stay with you. I’d like that, actually.”

“Thank you.” I bent down and kissed her gently on the lips, then stood back up, still holding her hand.

“Have you been drinking?” she asked.

“Heavily,” I told her. “The call from Pronya sobered me up pretty quick, though.”

“Because of me?” Vinta side-eyed me.

“No lies: kinda. Because of what happened. Not because of you, but…because I was upset,” I admitted.

“Fair,” she said.

A thought occurred to me. “Don’t you have security at the stadium? How did the attackers get to you?”

“Normally, yeah,” Vinta said. “I don’t know where they were. There are typically two guards right at the Transport station, which is adjacent to the facility. You’ve been there; you know.”

“Yeah. And the guards were there when I showed up, even though it was late at night. That just seems odd to me—or suspicious,” I said.

“Are you suggesting that…they weren’t there on purpose?” Vinta sat up, turning toward me on the bed.

“I’m saying I don’t want to rule anything out. And that I want to talk to the security guards tomorrow.”

“Coach told me to stay home tomorrow and recover,” Vinta said. “I’m willing to go in with you, though, if you like.”

“Let’s wait and see how you’re feeling.” It was then that I noticed she was wearing her normal clothing. “Huh. They didn’t make you change into a smock?”

Vinta shook her head. “Why would they?”

I laughed. “Back on Earth, when you go to the hospital, they make you put on a smock that is open at the back.”

“At the back? Exposing your butt to everyone?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yep. Right on display.”

She looked up in consideration. “Well, I do have a nice ass.”

“Yes, you do,” I agreed, then paused for a moment. “Thank you.”

She looked at me. “For having a nice ass?”

“For forgiving me,” I said. “I’ll do better.”

“So will I.” The smile that grew on her face warmed me. “And you’re welcome.”

“You don’t have to do better. You’re damn near perfect.” I smiled right back. “You’re Fyre.”

“Huh. Good point.” She peaked her head. “You’re right. You do better.”

We were laughing together as the doctor came into the room.


Chapter Twenty-Four

It’s official. I’m an agent, and Vinta is my client. Tomorrow I’m going to sign Pronya and double my clients in a single pen stroke. Then comes the scary part: finding them promotional opportunities. Sure, I have ideas and plans on putting them into action, but…I’m new and this is scary as hell.

Dould was waiting for us when we got back from the hospital and thankfully ran us through everything in an express fashion, knowing that we—or at least Vinta—was probably not in the mood for a long meeting. He has his faults, but just as many good points.

And now we were in my room, with plans to do nothing for the next several hours.

“We’ll need to go by your place tomorrow and get some clothes for you,” I said. “Right now, you can borrow some of mine, but they’re going to be a bit big on you.”

“Plus, you have my hoodie,” Vinta replied. “You still have it, right?”

“I do,” I chuckled.

“And you followed the rules about it, right?” she asked a little more forcefully.

“I did. No masturbation,” I confirmed.

“Good Human,” she purred.

Well, that got an unexpected rise out of me. “Hey, I try to play by the rules.”

“You’d obviously have an issue playing Five professionally,” Vinta chuckled. “Every team I’ve ever been with, and every organization that I’ve ever played against, has stretched the rules at least to the point of breaking.”

“Even you?” I asked.

Vinta shrugged. “What do you think?”

“I think…” Vinta had moved to my bed and sat down. Her legs were crossed and her ears hung limply on the sides of her head. The shorts she wore clung to her like a second skin, showing the curves that enhanced her athletic physique. Her loose-fitting top hung off of one shoulder, exposing her neck and collar. Her platinum hair sat like a loose maelstrom crowning her head, framing her face and those beautiful eyes—one blue, one brown. “…I think you’re gorgeous.”

Her ears slowly raised up to stand straight up on her head. “Really? How do I know you’re not just…trying to trick me into something?”

“Oh, I don’t break rules. I might bend them from time to time, but breaking…I gave that up.” I moved closer to the bed. “Doesn’t mean I don’t play to win.”

“And what is it you are trying to win, Human?” Vinta shifted her body, arching her back and twisting to the side.

“Oh, I think I see the prize I have in mind, Luc—” A foot was suddenly in my mouth. A cute one that was basically just a padded ball of the foot with four toes on it, but definitely a foot.

“Nope. That nickname is dead. You don’t get to use a Oua-girl nickname on me,” Vinta growled.

“Yes, ma’am.” My tongue came out and traced the bottom of one of her toes, then slipped between them, swirling around to encompass the whole thing.

“Ohhhh.” Vinta closed her eyes halfway. “That is cheating, Human.”

I took hold of her foot and shifted it, bringing my lips to the top of her toes. My kisses crossed each of them in turn, lingering on each for several seconds. The final one got a slight nip from my teeth.

“If I had known you liked feet so much….” Vinta said in a husky tone.

“I’m not the one getting worked up,” I said, running my hands up her leg.

“Really?” I felt her other foot press against my groin, directly against my cock—which was much harder than I realized. “It seems to me that you like it more than you want to admit.”

I groaned as she started to move her foot in a small circle, shifting against the fabric, rubbing against what lay below. She pulled her other foot away from my mouth, moving it to join the other one at my crotch.

“I want to see it.” Vinta’s hands flashed to my waist, opening my pants without ever removing her feet. She pulled my cock out and leaned back immediately. Her toes slid up to either side of it, gripping it lightly. “He seems to like my toes just fine.”

“I…I can’t deny….” I stammered.

“Can’t deny what? That you like my toes playing with your cock? That you’re hoping I’m going to start moving them up and down the length of your shaft?” To illustrate her point, she started doing exactly that.

“Oh. Wow.” I really wasn’t into feet—or at least I didn’t think I was—but something about Vinta’s felt amazing.

“Does my human like my Coinoie feet? Human feet are bony and cold. Mine are warm velvet over spring-steel. Can you feel? Do you like them? Tell me you like them,” Vinta’s voice dropped down a full octave, driving her words deeper into my soul.

“Yes,” I gasped. “I…I do.”

Her toes were sliding along the length of my shaft, and I felt myself building to the inevitable release. “If you keep doing that….”

“Doing what?” she teased. “Playing with this nice hard dick.” One of her feet moved to the head of my cock and began to push against it in small circles once again. The other moved to the underside, pushing up so that my manhood was between two toes; then she resumed sliding it up and down my length. “Are you saying that if I keep this up, you might make a mess all over my nice, pretty toes?”

“Oh…holy fuck,” I muttered.

“Not yet. I want to see you cum on my feet. I want to know that I can get you off just using my toes.” Her voice was rolling with playful heat, and it was working on me, big time.

“I’m about to—”

“No!” Her toes squeezed tight, and the other foot shifted from the head of my cock to my balls, pushing against them hard enough to give me pause. “I’m not done playing. You’ll cum, but not until I’m ready for it.”

“You are being such a vicious bitch right now,” I grumbled.

“You bet your ass I am,” she replied. “And you should be grateful I know the word bitch, otherwise I might stop completely. Still, that was rude.”

Her foot pushed harder into my nuts, while the other foot pulled back and pushed my cock against my stomach. Each foot started to rub against their separate targets.

I tried to speak, but the only thing that I was able to vocalize was a deep moan, which elicited a throaty chuckle from Vinta.

“Oh, you are so much fun,” Vinta said. “I can’t wait to see what other fun kinks I can unlock with you.”

“Just…please….” I grumbled.

“Please? Oh, now you are being sweet. Okay, I think I’ve had enough fun.” Both of her feet came back to my shaft, her toes gripping it firmly but softly. She grabbed the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head, leaving her topless. “Fuck them. Fuck my feet until you cum.”

She didn’t have to tell me twice. I started thrusting, moving my hips in short, hard motions. I grabbed her legs, using them for leverage as I began to pounded my hips into her feet. I had already been close, so I didn’t last long at all.

I erupted, spraying a strand in an arc that fell across her stomach and chest. I stifled a scream, hearing the deep sound welling inside me. Vinta shifted her feet so that one was on top of my cock and the other below. A second and then a third rope of my cum shot out, covering them in the white, sticky fluid.

She let out a long, content moan of happiness. “That was so hot.” Then she brought the foot that was below my shaft and had taken the majority of the load to her mouth and began to lick.

“Oh my god.” My breathing was ragged and sharp. And to my surprise, my dick was still quite hard. “I love you so much.”

Vinta bit her lower lip. “Then prove it.”

I grabbed her shorts and pulled them off, leaving her naked on the bed. It only took a second for me to push my pants off my body and move between her legs. Her cunt was already slick, dripping with excitement, and I put the head of my cock in place—then looked into her eyes.

Slowly, I pushed forward, feeling her hot, wet sex engulf me inch by inch. When I was fully buried inside her, I pressed hard, rubbing my pelvis against hers, stimulating her clit. We both moaned in unison.

I lowered myself on top of her, bringing my mouth to hers and kissing her deeply. Our tongues battled in an erotic war that neither of us wanted to win, as that would bring it to an end. When my mouth pulled away, my hips followed, drawing my manhood out of her until I was almost completely free, and then I slipped back inside only slightly faster than the initial penetration.

“You feel so good,” Vinta breathed. “Don’t stop.”

My intention was to give her a slow fuck; to build her need up over the next few minutes until she was a quivering pile of desire beneath me. There wasn’t a chance in hell of that happening. The way her pussy gripped me was like she was made just for me—not for men, but me. Everything about her felt perfect.

Instead of my plan, with every passing second my tempo increased, driving into her hard enough to impact the sensitive areas around her opening, stimulating her as much as I could.

“Oh…Ulysses…. “ Her legs came up and wrapped around my waist, urging me fill her more.

The grip of her legs began to pull me tight, and I wasn’t able to pull back half as far as I had been, but I kept at a steady pace. My whole body was screaming at me to go faster; to pound into her and empty my balls a second time, but this wasn’t about me. I wanted her to feel this and have a slow build that would bring her over the edge like an avalanche.

Her eyes were closed tight and her mouth hung open. The expression of ecstasy she wore was an image of pure emotion, almost bringing a tear to my eye. There was nothing that I wouldn’t do for this woman. Nothing that we couldn’t achieve together. Wherever she wanted to go, I was going with her.

“Oh…oh, Ulysses, I’m going to…going to….” She threw her head back and began lashing it from side to side. Both of her hands reached up to grab my arms, squeezing them so tight that it was almost painful. I felt her walls contracting around me, milking my length as she spasmed out her own orgasm. A flood of her excitement rushed out around my cock, drenching my flesh and soaking into the sheets below.

Even though I had just cum, it was too much for me. I flooded her with my semen, feeling it pulse out of me in sharp, wonderful bursts.

“Yes!” she shouted, and her exclamation broke my attempts to stay quiet.

A deep guttural yell filled the room as I announced the final release of cum from my now-spent balls. Her own echoing cry accompanied mine, and there could be no doubt to anyone who might be in the house right now what was happening. We didn’t care. The whole world existed only in the two of us at that moment. Anything else was an outside color to our already amazing palette.

I fell onto her, shifting immediately after to lay at her side. My manhood pulled free from her, and I felt a stream of our combined love trickle out of her onto my leg.

Somewhere downstairs, Dould coughed awkwardly and turned up his music.

“Goddess, I do love you,” Vinta whispered into my ear. “Don’t ever leave me.”

“No chance,” I answered. “I’d have to give up my heart if I did. It belongs to you, now.”

She wriggled her body against mine, pressing tight. “Hold me?”

My arms wrapped around her, keeping her against me. “Always.”

We spent the night that way, tangled together on my bed—our bed—until sleep overtook us to end the day.


Chapter Twenty-Five

There was far more activity than I expected at the stadium. I’d been here in the stands during a match before, but not in the pre-match chaos that happened behind the scenes. Thanks to Vinta—and my new role in her life—I had access to key areas I had never thought about. We walked through the tunnels and the spoke with several coaches, and Vinta introduced me to trainers, staff, and other people who worked for the Hunters. She even showed me several of the places that the public never got to see.

Just not the locker room. That apparently was almost sacred, and nobody who wasn’t part of the team was allowed in there.

I was currently sitting in a luxury box, watching the field getting prepped, waiting for Vinta to return. Apparently, this was the extra box they kept in case for VIPs or something, I didn’t pry. I was here for two very distinct reasons, and one of them was supposed to be meeting me up here soon.

“We made it,” Vinta announced as she walked through the door. Pronya followed close behind—and she didn’t look happy.

“Couldn’t this have waited?” Pronya looked like a storm cloud in cleats. Vinta was giving her some space. “I told you I was going to sign with you. I have a match to get ready for, you know.”

“I thought the match didn’t start for another three hours,” I replied.

“And I have a routine. This isn’t part of it,” Pronya said as she walked up next to me. “Where do I sign. I have things I need to do.”

I pulled out the paperwork, placing it on the table in the room. “Sorry. I think it’s a better idea if we take time and go over the contract line by line to make sure you understand what you’re signing.”

The large and rather intimidating Shoosira stared at me and narrowed her eyes. “What? You brought me up here for nothing?”

“No,” Vinta said. “We actually need to ask you some questions—and we needed an excuse to be here.”

“We think that the attack on Vinta yesterday might have some…questionable…aspects,” I told her. “We needed to be able to ask some questions here but didn’t want anyone thinking that’s why we came to the stadium.”

“Wait….” Pronya looked at both of us. “Do you think that someone here had something to do with it?”

Vinta and I shared a look, and then she peaked her head. “We do. There wasn’t a single security guard outside when I got here yesterday. If it wasn’t for the other staff seeing what was happening, it might have ended much worse.”

“In other words, we got lucky,” I added. “We just want to know where security was and why.”

Pronya took a step backwards and looked at both of us. “Are you suggesting that I had something to do with the attack on her?”

“No!” I raised my hands quickly. “Absolutely not. You are actually one of the few people that we are certain wasn’t involved.”

“Pronya, you’ve been the best teammate I’ve ever had,” Vinta said. “And that’s after only a few days. We just need your help.”

“I don’t know what I can do, but…sure. As long as it doesn’t mess with the match,” Pronya said.

“You’ve already done half of it. Coming up here and meeting with us legitimizes why we came. If anyone asks, just tell them that there were a couple of changes that you wanted made to the contract, and you’re going to review it after the match,” I explained.

“That will give us time to look around and ask questions,” Vinta said. “That okay?”

“Works for me,” Pronya said. “You really want to meet up after the match?”

“I think we should, if for no other reason than to confirm the story. Plus, I really do have a contract I want to go over with you, so that might be a good time,” I said.

With a light slap on my shoulder, Pronya chuckled. Her tone turned back serious in a heartbeat as she crossed her arms over chest. “You really think that someone here might have been involved with what happened yesterday?”

“We don’t know,” Vinta said, “but I want answers.”

“Where are you going to start?” Pronya asked.

“The obvious location,” I said. “The security office.”

◆◆◆

“Can I help you?”

What a seemingly innocuous question. The answer, obviously, was yes, but the challenge was figuring out how to get them to help without revealing what we really wanted to know. Here we were, standing in the security office for the building, exactly where we wanted to be, ready to—

“Where were all the security guards yesterday?” Vinta threw her arms up in the air. “I could have been killed, and none of you were around? Why not?”

Or we could do it that way.

“I know. I’m so sorry about that. We feel horrible about what happened. I’m glad you didn’t get hurt any worse.” The young Yuarao speaking to us had a very sincere expression on his face.

“You should know that kind of thing is going to happen to you.” The other security guard in the room was a middle-aged looking Yuarao who had an indignant expression. “Maybe you should take it as a lesson.”

“Neither of you explained why you weren’t out there,” I said.

The elder guard looked at me, eying me up and down. “Who the hell are you? And what are you doing back here? There are no humans in the organization.”

“He’s with me,” Vinta answered.

The older one laughed. “Oh.”

“To answer your question a little more clearly,” I took a step toward him, “my name is Ulysses Oliver, and I represent Miss….” I looked at her and whispered, “What is your last name?”

“What? Coinoie only have one name. My full title is Vinta of Gresha,” she said quietly.

“Huh.” I turned back to the guard. “I represent…Fyre in legal matters, and we want to know exactly what happened. Where was your squad when she was assaulted yesterday?”

“We were in a mandatory meeting,” the younger guard replied. “The entire security force was called in to go over new protocols for dealing with anyone on the field without proper clearance.” He looked back to Vinta. “Again, I am so sorry that happened.”

“Thank you,” Vinta said softly.

“Who called the meeting? When was it scheduled?” I asked.

“Mr. Toat called it,” the younger one answered. “About twenty minutes before it happened.”

My research into the organization told me exactly who that was. Aghru Toat, the general manager of The West Sotyihje Hunters, and someone I already planned to schedule a meeting with about Fyre and her role on the team. It sounded like I might need to get that scheduled immediately.

“And he called in all of security?” I asked.

“Look, I think we’ve answered enough of your questions,” the elder guard said. “You’ll have to talk to the higher ups from here. This isn’t our job. Go to the public relations office.” He gestured vaguely at Vinta. “She should know how to find them. You need to leave. We have work to do.”

I looked at his name tag. “You’ve been so helpful…Mr. Mhesko. I’ll be sure to convey everything in our meeting with them.”

“Great. Now leave,” Mhesko pointed toward the door. Rather than risk a negative escalation, Vinta and I turned to leave.

We weren’t out of earshot before Mhesko made his opinions even more clear. “Why the flot were you being so nice to the warren rat? It’s her fault she got attacked, not ours. If she kept to her place nothing would have happened.”

My fist clenched so hard I thought my fingernails might draw blood. Vinta’s grip on my wrist was the only thing keeping me from turning back. “No. Don’t make it worse.”

“It’s our job to make sure everyone is safe!” the younger guard argued. Made me wish I paid attention to his name. “It doesn’t matter who it is, everyone is supposed to feel secure when they are at the park.”

Vinta pulled me along and around the corner, taking us out of hearing range.

“That bastard needs to have a new asshole chewed into him,” I growled.

“That’s…colorful,” Vinta chuckled. “And that was nothing. He was at least kind enough to not say it to my face. If either of us had gone back, we might have gotten in trouble for attempting to start a fight.”

“We would have gotten in trouble? What about him?” I wanted to yell but kept my voice under control.

Vinta sighed. “I already told you about this. It won’t be the last time someone says something nasty about me because I’m Coinoie. You need to have thick skin.”

“I don’t want thick skin. I want to get mad and scream at them,” I told her.

She shook her head. “You aren’t here to fight my battles, Ulysses. You’re here to help me fight them my way. I’m going to show the world that a Coinoie is just as good as anyone in this sport. As good as anyone period, and I’m not going to do that by yelling at a security guard. That just makes him another obstacle, where now he’s just a stupid fuck.”

I stared at her in silence for a few seconds. “I’m not going to be happy about it.”

“Good.” She gave me a quick peck on the lips. “Just because I don’t want you to do anything doesn’t mean I don’t want you to get mad.”

“Let’s go see Mr. Toat,” I suggested.

“If we can,” Vinta said as she started walking down the hall again. “He’s not that easy to get in for an unexpected meeting. Doesn’t hurt to try, though.”

“What type of man is he?” I asked.

Vinta shrugged. “I’ve only talked to him a handful of times. Seemed okay. He was the one who signed me to the team, and he left me with the impression that my Tribe meant nothing to him. He’s the type that just wants to put together a winning team.”

“Why would he call a meeting with security?” It seemed odd to me.

“We’re in the Second League. Lots of people wear multiple hats. And the General Manager has his fingers in pretty much everything as I understand it,” Vinta explained. “But I’m not on the business side, so I can’t say for certain.” She elbowed me, reminding me that she was much stronger than she looked. “That’s why I hired you, Human.”

“True. And I wanted to talk to Mr. Toat about some ideas I had for you here with the organization. I think it’s time to put the flame to the Fyre!”

Vinta stopped cold in the hallway. “You will never say that again.”

“But it’s catchy!” I insisted.

“It’s stupid, and I don’t want any kind of idiotic slogan attached to me. Got it?” Vinta said in a cold, mechanical way.

“You clearly don’t understand marketing,” I shook my head. “But okay, I’ll go with one of the others.”

“Others?” One of her eyebrows raised.

“I might have come up with a few promotional phrases the other day,” I admitted.

“And why did you not tell me about any of these ideas before now?” Vinta asked.

“To surprise you,” I started walking again, and she kept pace. “I was even thinking of putting a few of them on shirts or posters.”

“Oh, fuck no,” Vinta shook her head. “Any merchandise I get to clear.”

“That’s not what the contract says,” I told her.

“All. The. Merchandise.” Her tone was cold and exact.

“Even the ‘Fyre Starter’ lighter?” I waggled my eyebrows.

She gave me a stare that might kill an immortal.

“Do you ever want to see me naked again?” she asked.

“I’ll make sure to run everything by you before I take any of it public,” I answered immediately.

“Good Human,” she chuckled as we made our way to the office of the General Manager of The Hunters.

◆◆◆

I expected the general manager of the team to be better dressed. Not that I was an expert in the area of Aeashen fashion, and even less so in the traditional garb of each individual tribe. Aghru Toat was a Grarseach man standing a little over five feet tall, with broad shoulders and a deep tan body color, but nothing that I would call hair; I suppose that made him the Aeashen equivalent of bald. None of that was even the third or fourth thing I noticed about him, though.

It looked like he had a two-foot bright green tube on his head, with a cutout for his face. Below that was a…top?…that seemed to attach like a tie to his neck and then wrap around his torso several times. His pants were…pants, really, but once you got past those first two things it hardly balanced it out. And he smelled of citrus and authority.

I was not prepared.

“Thank you for meeting us, Mr. Toat.” I managed to get my eyes back on his after the initial scan of his body, but it was a struggle.

“Call me Aghru,” he said, with a curt nod of his head. “And you are Ulysses Oliver, correct?”

“That’s right,” I said. “And, of course, you already know Vinta—or Fyre if you prefer.”

Vinta gave Aghru a sharp nod of her head. “Good to see you, Mr. Toat.”

“From the message you sent me, it sounds like you wanted to talk about Fyre’s position with the team.” He cocked his head to the side. “She’s under contract for another two years, so I’m not sure why you wanted to talk now.”

“I do want to talk to you about that, but that’s not the reason for this meeting. However, with what she brings to the field, she is grossly underpaid,” I stated. “Again, we’ll shelf that for now. Instead, I’d like to talk to you about merchandising opportunities.”

“We’re in the last third of the season,” Aghru said. “We won’t be doing any new merchandise this year.”

“No, not that way. I wanted to let you know that we’ll be launching a new line of Fyre merchandise—shirts, posters—that kind of thing, and we would like to get permission to set up a kiosk outside the stadium where they can be sold. Or perhaps rent a space inside the stadium where we can set up.” Everything I told him was true, and it was the initial reason that I wanted to meet with the man. More importantly, it legitimized why we were here.

“That’s…very unusual,” he answered. “I don’t think we can agree to setting you up inside the stadium itself, but we’ve worked with other outside vendors to allow for legal merchandise to be sold in tents outside the stadium. I’m sure something can be arranged.”

“Excellent! We figured, with the inevitable news about her being attacked getting out, there might be some demand for it from the fans. Sensationalism drives sales, after all,” I said.

Mr. Toat blinked. “News? I didn’t think it was newsworthy. I think that sort of thing should stay here with the team.”

“I could have been killed, Mr. Toat,” Vinta stated. “That’s not serious enough?”

“I can’t make a statement about that, Vinta. If you have an issue with the team, you’ll have to talk to the legal department,” he explained. “I’m still fine with the concept of the merchandise, but we’d need to approve everything sold at the on-site location, of course.”

“Meaning you don’t want anything that might refer to that attack,” I said.

“I didn’t say that Mr. Oliver. It’s just standard procedure,” Aghru said in a calm voice that would make Vinta jealous.

“Speaking of which, what happened to security yesterday? I’ve heard a rumor that they weren’t around because you pulled them into a meeting.” I kept my voice light and calm as well.

“Unfortunate timing. They were in a meeting at the time of the incident, it’s true,” Aghru admitted. “One that I called, in fact.”

“Why would you do that, Mr. Toat?” Vinta asked. “That’s one of the few times the players are vulnerable.”

“Wasn’t my choice, Vinta. You know how much I value all the players. It was an emergency meeting that came down from higher authority. And no, I can’t tell you whom.” He pointed at Vinta. “I can tell you it will never happen again. Even if we get another call like that, we’ll still have someone outside at the transport station.”

“Well, that’s good to hear,” I replied. “Anyway, back to the subject at hand….”

We spent another half hour in the office, working out details on setting up our tent outside the stadium. It was pretty cut-and-dried, and by the end, we left the room with a contract in place and a plan for sales.

But not really any closer to finding out why Vinta was attacked.

“Maybe it was just a coincidence,” Vinta suggested as we walked back toward the private box we were using during today’s match.

“I hope so, but I’m still not convinced. The timing on this is just too convenient.” I glanced over at her. “How long does it take for a transport to get you from your apartment to the stadium?”

“About half an hour,” she said.

I sorted through the facts we’d learned in my head. “They called the meeting about twenty minutes before the attack according to the security guards. That would be just about the right amount of time to contact someone that you had left, get the message through to Mr. Toat, and pull the security.”

“What about the people who attacked me? How would they get there in time?” she asked.

“If they were already there, they wouldn’t have to. They didn’t need to show up on time, they just needed to be on site,” I theorized.

“This is getting way more complicated than I’m happy with,” Vinta said. “That’s a lot of planning. I much prefer the idea that some vooxas got drunk and did something stupid.”

“I do, too,” I admitted, “but we have to keep in mind the worst, too.”

“Well, ultimately, they fucked up. I’m still here, and I’m not leaving.” Vinta waggled her head. “I mean, obviously I’m going home with you later, but I meant that I’m not quitting.”

“I understood. And I agree. You’re not just staying, you’re going to the top.” I took her hand in mine. “And if you let me, I’m going there with you.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way.” She stopped in the walkway and pulled me in for a kiss. We pulled apart with a smile left on our lips. A cheer rose up from the stadium—probably the match starting, but I’d like to think it was for us.

“C’mon, let’s go watch the match,” I said, walking hand-in-hand to our seats.


Chapter Twenty-Six

It had been fourteen days since the attack. My head told me that made it two weeks, but weeks on Aeash were five days. And they had five months in a year, each equal to one of what they considered the seasons. And Five was their most popular sport. I was beginning to think these people had an obsession with that number.

Still, those fourteen days had been quiet. Nothing else happened at the stadium, or anywhere else for that matter. Vinta and I had gone back to spending time at her apartment as well as at Dould’s place. It was turning into a regular routine.

My class had ended, too; I was already contracted to teach another one, but I had a twenty-five-day break before that happened. Which meant that I was able to put my full attention into the agency.

After Pronya signed I started approaching companies for promotional deals. For Vinta I had spoken to several Coinoie owned businesses and even had some nibbles on getting things signed. Nothing yet, though. Pronya was easier, as she was already an established star; she even had a couple of deals already in place, so it gave me an idea what companies were willing to pay. Though I was sure that I could bump that amount up for Pronya when the time came to renegotiate.

The merchandise was already manufactured for both Vinta and Pronya, and today was the first day that it was going to be sold in our on-site tent. Dould was once again a champ at getting me everything that I needed to make it happen, from the physical materials—including the tent, tables, signage, and more—to the bank account and checkout equipment.

The big thing I was lacking was manpower, but I had a reliable worker ready to man the booth all day. Me. I also had called in a friend to help out, since he still knew far more about Five than I did, and had a good handle on the roster and how to sell.

“Thanks for showing up, Kaelen.” The overly polite Shoosira was happy to help, especially when I told him that not only could I get him passes for a couple of games but also introduce him to Pronya in person. Turns out he was a big fan of her play, and possibly had a bit of a crush, too. “And I’m still willing to pay you for your time.”

“No, it’s fine. I’m happy to help you. And you are paying me, with game tickets, merchandise, and some special extras,” he answered. He was wearing one of the three shirts we had for Pronya, this a stylized illustration of her running through the wall with the word “UNSTOPPABLE” below it.

My choice of shirt was an illustration of Vinta surrounded in flames with the word “FYRE” underneath. In the image, she was wearing her hoodie, which we had decided was going to be her signature look, so on two shirts she wore one, and in three of the posters as well. One of the posters was identical to my shirt, but then the others were all unique. The posters were all photos save for the one that matched my t-shirt. My personal favorite was one of her running past the badge stick, reaching for it with her left hand. The photographer did a great job of capturing her speed and displaying her physique in that one shot. It was my prediction to be her best-seller.

It was also my prediction that Pronya’s merchandise would outsell Vinta’s ten to one, but having them both in the same display helped promote Fyre to everyone.

“Okay, our two busiest times are going to be before the match and after the match. And we need to monitor what happens on the field, because if either of them makes a big play it will the right time to promote them as everyone is leaving. Got it?” I explained.

“Of course. Strike the exposed flesh.” Kaelen’s face fell slightly. “Though I’m not a good high-pressure salesperson. I certainly can promote Pronya, as I know a lot about her, but pushing Fyre might be tough. For me, I mean.”

“Do you have a problem with her? Is her being a Coinoie an issue in your mind?” I should have had this conversation before now, but hindsight and all that.

“No! I just haven’t followed her career at all. I’ve never seen highlights of her or talked to anyone about her performance. I remember her winning the match we were at together, and I know she’s a runner specialist, but that’s about it. If someone asks me, I don’t really know what to tell them,” he admitted.

I should have thought of that and had a stats sheet with me. “Tell them that she’s the most exciting player in the league. That she’s doing things that nobody else can even try and is making history every day. All of that is true, and if they don’t see her merit, or if they start into a rant about how having a Coinoie in the league is wrong or bad or whatever, just move on. Don’t feed the troll.”

Kaelen blinked. “What is a troll?”

“Earth thing. Don’t worry, it just means you don’t continue a pointless argument.” I slapped him lightly on the shoulder. “You ready? I’m going to open the tent.”

“I am! Here’s hoping that we have a very profitable day!”

“We will. I feel it.” I stepped out and opened the tent for the first time ever.

◆◆◆

The ratio was actually closer to twenty to one. A good portion of that was probably due to Pronya having a great match, to the point where they were way up at the end and Vinta was stuck on the bench. Still, the first sale of Vinta’s merch was the poster I figured would be successful. A young Yuarao bought it for his “kid sister”…sure he did.

The good news was that the stand was a success. Not an overwhelming one, but a success nonetheless. I was excited to find Vinta and let her know the good news, and Kaelen was equally enthused about the idea of getting to meet Pronya.

“Will she be upset meeting me?” Kaelen asked.

I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling. “No, she’ll be fine. She already knows you’re coming, so it’s not a surprise. Don’t worry.”

After breaking down the tent and stored all the shirts, we were in the process of moving them into the storage space we negotiated when a familiar Coinoie beauty came bounding up.

“How did it go? Did anyone buy something with my face on it?” Vinta asked.

“Yes!” Kaelen replied. “One of your posters was very popular. And we sold several shirts, too.”

“Really?” Vinta’s eyes shifted back and forth between Kaelen and myself.

“Yes,” I told her. “We sold a bunch. Don’t be surprised to see your face on someone else’s body in the near future.”

Her eyes narrowed. “They probably bought them to be ironic, or so they could burn them or something.”

“You’re confidence in yourself is overwhelming,” I said dryly.

“Oh, my self-confidence is fine. It’s my faith in others that needs help,” Vinta stated.

“Uh, I don’t mean to sound rude, but….” Kaelen tented his fingers in front of himself. “Is Pronya coming as well?”

“She should be along shortly,” Vinta stated. “She had a meeting with Coach, but we agreed to meet up here to be safe. So, we need to just linger here.”

“How long?” I asked.

“Not long at all.” I recognized Pronya’s voice immediately and turned to see her striding our way in street clothes. “So, I have good news and bad news.”

“Let’s start with the bad,” I suggested.

“You’re going to have to sell my stock elsewhere. Nobody here is likely to be interested after today,” Pronya stated.

“Why? Your stuff sold great!” I said. “I don’t see that fading fast.”

“It will, since today was my last match here. I got cleared by the doctors and I’m heading back to the Slayers tomorrow,” Pronya told me.

“That’s fantastic! I’m sure you’re excited to get back up to your team.” I gave her a playful swat on the shoulder.

“Ah, you’re just running away before I could make you look bad on the field,” Vinta teased. “Don’t get too comfortable, though—I’m still coming for you!”

The two women laughed briefly before Pronya gestured toward Kaelen. “Is that your helper?”

“Oh! Yes, sorry!” I turned to look at Kaelen, only to find him wide-eyed and almost frozen in place. “Pronya, this is Kaelen. And I’m pretty sure he knows who you are.”

“It is so…amazing…to meet you,” Kaelen said with hushed awe.

Pronya’s face almost split open with a smile. “Relax. I’m just a person.”

“You obviously aren’t seeing you from my perspective,” Kaelen explained as his hand brushed the word “unstoppable” on his chest. “I’ve met my fair share of celebrities, but…you’re special.”

“I’m not even going to make everyone’s list of top tier players,” Pronya joked, “but I’m honored that you feel that way.”

“Can I ask you questions?” Kaelen then turned to me. “Can I ask her questions? Is that okay?”

“You should speak to her, not me,” I said. “I think the answer is yes, though.”

“Just don’t make it too personal,” Pronya said with a laugh.

My phone buzzed before I could give additional advice. I glanced at it to see a message to both myself and Vinta originating from Aghru Toat. I read simply: “If you are still here, can you drop by my office?”

I looked over at Vinta, who glanced up from her own phone just as I did. She gave me a shrug, answering the unasked question; she didn’t know what it was about, either.

“I need to go see Mr. Toat,” Vinta said. “Why don’t you entertain Kaelen for a bit, and when I get back, we can all go out for dinner. Pronya’s treat, since she is going right back to make that Premier League money. Not to mention abandoning me here.”

“I told you I wasn’t going to do that! I meant it,” Pronya said. “It might not be today, but I’ll flex my influence. We’ll be on the same field again soon, I swear.”

“Good to know you didn’t argue about buying dinner,” I said. “I guess we can all order the most expensive thing on the menu tonight.”

“I get to go?” Kaelen asked. “I’m not sure that would be right. I barely know any of you.”

“Think of it as a chance for you to ask a lot of questions,” I answered. “Vinta’s right, though, we need to go up to Mr. Toat’s office. We’ll be back soon—I think. I doubt it will take long.”

“Go have your meetup. We’ll wait,” Pronya answered, then turned back to face Kaelen. He began asking his questions well before we were out of hearing range, and thankfully none of them were embarrassing. Fawning, yes, but not embarrassing.

It only took a few minutes to walk to Mr. Toat’s office, and we were welcomed by an open door.

“Hello! Come in, please.” He was dressed in another odd outfit to my eyes. There was a similar “wrap shirt” like he had the day we first met, but his headwear was much more broad than tall today. It reminded me of those wide-brimmed sun hats I would see outdoorsy people wearing.

“What can we do for you, Aghru?” I asked with a friendly tone.

He pointed at Vinta. “I need you to go clear out your locker.”

“What? Why?” Vinta stopped in mid-step, her face a portrait of shock.

“Because your contract was bought by the Slayers today. You’re going to the Premier League,” Aghru said with a knowing grin.

“Are…you serious?” Vinta’s face lit up. “I’m going to the Premier League?”

“You report to the Slayers first thing tomorrow morning. Congratulations.” Aghru Toat walked around the desk and walked up to Vinta, then put his own hand on the center of his chest.

Vinta copied his motion, then turned to me. “I’m going to the Premier League!”

I smiled at Vinta, then looked at Mr. Toat. “This comes with a subsequent pay raise, right?”

Aghru peaked his head. “She’ll be making Premier minimum, pro-rated to a daily rate for each day that she stays with the team. They’ll have all those details for you when you get to their facilities in the morning. You need to be there at eight, sharp.”

“When did you find out?” I asked.

“They called in the ninth round of the match today. I just wanted to make sure that everything was in order before letting you know,” Aghru explained.

“And I just got everything settled here,” I jokingly complained. “I guess I’ll have to negotiate again.”

“Congratulations, Fyre. I know you’ll be great there, too,” Aghru said.

“Why don’t we go gather up Pronya. I’m sure she can help you clear out your locker,” I suggested. “She’ll also be thrilled that you will be joining her tomorrow.”

My own statement got me thinking. “Mr. Toat, Pronya didn’t have anything to do with Vinta getting called up, did she?”

“Not that I know of,” Aghru said. “From what I understand, it came direct from ownership.”

“Oh. Is that…unusual?” I asked.

His head waggled back and forth. “It happens. Sometimes they want to see what impact the player will have at the next level. Potential is just as important as performance.”

“I am nowhere near my potential yet,” Vinta answered. “They’ll be happy I’m on the team.”

“I have no doubt,” Aghru said.

Somehow, I wasn’t sure that was true.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

“I’m just saying it’s odd, okay?” I repeated.

Vinta was still pacing back and forth in my room. As I expected, Pronya was very excited to hear that Vinta was going to be joining her on the Slayers squad. The two of them went into the locker room and gathered up Vinta’s things and then Pronya took us out for an excellent dinner. We made it an early night and promised to see her tomorrow morning.

Then we got home, and I mentioned my concerns.

“Is it so hard to believe that they want me on the team because I’m good enough?” Vinta turned and glared at me.

“Of course not!” I stepped over to her. “You know I think you belong in the Premier. I just…I’m worried about the timing.”

“Why? What difference does it make if I make the team now or ten days ago? Either way I face the same problems!” She threw up her arms at me.

“Because you were attacked not that long ago and the only thing we’ve been able to connect is that security wasn’t there because ownership called a meeting! It’s suspicious!” I had made the point several times, but I felt it bore repeating.

“And I’m fine with that.” She rested a hand on my arm. “Ulysses, this is my dream. It’s what I’ve always wanted. A chance to be seen by thousands—maybe millions—and show them what I can do. What a Coinoie can do. I don’t care if they are waiting for me. I’m ready.”

I felt the lump in the back of my throat grow larger. “I can’t see you hurt. I’m scared, Vinta.”

“Oh, you silly human,” a weak smile crossed her face, “I’m scared, too. Terrified, actually. Not just about what you’re worried about, either. What if this is my chance…and I fail? I know I’m good enough, but everyone has bad days. If I try too hard and make a mistake. If I just miss and make a fool of myself. I…it might be the only chance for a Coinoie. For me.”

A light laugh preceded my words. “No chance. You’re too good. Once you are on the field all my fears are gone. It’s everything about getting you there that’s the problem.”

“Are you going to be there?” she asked.

“Of course I will,” I said.

“Then why should I worry? When you’re with me, I’m more unstoppable than Pronya ever could be,” Vinta replied with a smile. “Don’t tell her I said that, though.”

My smile turned quickly into a grin. “Oh, I don’t know. That’s the kind of information that a man could use. What’s in it for me?”

“I’m going to the Premier League. Once I make my mark, I think there’s going to be more for you than you’ll be able to handle.” She looked up into my eyes. “Do you trust me?”

“You know I do,” I said.

“Then trust me now. That’s all I’m asking.” She looked up into my eyes. “I’m going to be a fucking star. Everyone is going to know my name—and you’re going to make sure of it.”

“Weren’t you afraid of being recognized in public when I first met you?” I asked.

“Yeah, a little. You’ve had a bad effect on me,” she said. “Why? You have a problem with that, Human?”

“Not at all. Just more impressed with you every time I turn around,” I stated.

Vinta grabbed me, spun me around, and tossed me onto the bed—all before I realized what was happening. I pushed myself up just in time to see her stalking toward me with a wicked expression on her face.

“I’m going to the Premier League tomorrow,” she growled.

“Yes, you are.” I let my voice drop an octave to match her.

Moving like a panther, she climbed onto the bed, then straddled my hips. “You helped me get there.”

“I didn’t do a damn thing,” I said. “That was all you.”

She shook her head. “It was mostly me. You gave me the last piece I needed. It….” She took a deep breath. “You don’t see me as Coinoie. You see me as Vinta.” Her ears went flat for a heartbeat and then flared up stiff on her head. “As Fyre. Even the coaches who fought for me saw me as a Coinoie first, and a player second. You never did.”

“That’s still not true,” I told her. “There was at least one person before me who thought that: you. I met Vinta in class, and I saw Fyre on the field. Both people impressed me for different reasons. When they came together, I was overwhelmed.”

Her mouth curled up into the most dangerous smile I’d ever seen. “If you thought those moments were impressive,” she bent down and whispered the next part into my ear, “give me ten minutes.”

“Oh…oh my.”

She was right.

◆◆◆

The official name of the Slayers’ stadium was Municipal Field at Shau’fyo Park, but all the fans simply called it The Slaughterhouse. When they constructed it, they dug into the side of a small mountain, almost carving the shape of it from the land itself. The official capacity of it was thirty-nine-thousand four hundred, but with standing room and seating at bars and restaurants inside the facility, that number was frequently pushed above forty thousand.

When we got there, the number of fans in attendance was exactly zero.

Security was right where they were supposed to be outside the building, and after showing some ID, Vinta and I were let inside on our own accord. I would have thought that the first place she would want to go was either to the locker room or to the coach’s office, while I was under the impression we should go straight to the general manager’s office. She made a beeline right to the field. The tunnel to it echoed like a tomb, the ghosts of thousands of fans waiting for the match to bring them back to life.

I let her walk out alone when we got to the end. She wore her favorite hoodie, and strolled slowly toward the starting box, stopping before crossing over into it. Her head came up and looked around, taking in the stands, the massive screens on either end of the field, and the general grandeur that surrounded her. With deliberate movement, she dropped down into a crouch and let her hand run through the grass. It seemed to rise up to her in recognition.

Only then did I walk up beside her.

“How does it feel?” I asked.

She exhaled deeply and her voice trembled slightly. “Like I’ve come home.”

I waited until she stood back up before I spoke again. “We really should go to the GM’s office and check in. I’m sure there is paperwork to sign.”

“No need.”

We both turned to look at the woman walking our way. She was a Yuarao who appeared to be in the freshly-middle-age range, with a striking mottled gray fur and bedeviling black hair. I recognized her from her publicity photos: Muilen Hurra, the General Manger of The Sotyihje Slayers. And even on a field this large, she commanded the room.

“I had a feeling I’d find you here,” Muilen said. “Most rookies tend to make their way to the field pretty quickly. When I got the call that you arrived, I gave you five minutes and then headed this way myself.” She stopped right in front of us. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Vinta. Or do you prefer Fyre?”

Vinta lifted her head. “On this field, I’m Fyre. Anywhere else…that’s up to you.”

“Welcome to the Slayers,” Muilen said. “When you are done here on the field, we need you to come to my office and sign some things, and we’ll get everything set up for you.” She looked past Vinta and myself at something else. “Oh, and it appears you have someone else to meet.”

We turned to see an elderly Shoosira man walking our direction. From the expression on his face, he seemed like a calm and pleasant man. In the same way that hornets love to have their nests poked with a stick.

“So, you’re her.” His eyes roamed over Vinta, spending just enough time to take in a judgmental glance. “A stick like you is going to break the first time any real pressure hits you.”

“Fyre, I’m sure you know Coach Peery. And Coach, yes, this is your newest player, Fyre,” Muilen said.

“I’ll prove you wrong, Coach,” Vinta replied in a sharp tone. “I’ll deliver. Give me a chance.”

“Oh, you’re getting a chance. Today. You’re going to be our starting Third in the match against the Racers.” He spit on the ground. “Here’s your chance. Fuck up and I’ll dump your gear on the street myself.”

It took every bit of my strength to not tear into the man then and there. Unfortunately, things go worse. He stepped up to Vinta and poked a finger into her shoulder. His claw left a white dimple on her shoulder—then red rushed in.

“If I had my preference, the only thing you’d be doing is running water to the real players, but I’ve gotten my orders and I’ll follow through.” He sneered at Vinta. “Be ready, longears, you’re running first.”

That was the straw that broke me. I was already moving to speak, but someone beat me to it.

“Coach Peery!” Muilen barked. “You can be as hardline as you want. I’m not going to tell you how to do your job, but I will not have you using slurs against one of our players. Is that clear?”

He glared at Muilen and then turned back to Vinta. “Welcome to the team.” Coach Peery turned on a heel and marched back off the field.

“I’m sorry about that,” Muilen said to Vinta.

“Are you okay?” I put my hand on Vinta’s shoulder. Her body was actually vibrating.

“I’m fine,” Vinta answered, clearly lying. “We should probably go sign those papers.”

“Let’s go do that. I’ll lead the way.” Muilen walked off the field the direction she came, and we fell in step behind her.

I leaned in and whispered to Vinta. “I’m sorry. I should have punched that fucker the second he started.”

“No,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear. “He can say what he wants. I’m just going to make him eat his words. Every. Fucking. One. With no gravy.”

The team’s general manager earned her second point from me since we met by laughing at Vinta’s statement. As we walked, Vinta started bouncing on the balls of her feet and thrashing her head to release some of the energy that was obviously building.

“Muilen, can I ask you a question?” I spoke as we walked.

“Certainly. And I don’t think we’ve officially met. I’m assuming you are Ulysses Oliver, yes? We don’t get many humans here.” She glanced over her shoulder with a polite smile.

“Oh! I’m so sorry! Yes, I’m Ulysses, and I’m Vinta’s agent,” I explained.

“I was informed of the situation, so you’re fine, Mr. Oliver. What was your question?” she replied.

“Ulysses is fine,” I told her. “I wanted to know: who was it that recommended Vinta be brought up to the Premier League? I get the feeling that it wasn’t the coach.”

“We’ve been watching her for a while, so we’re very familiar with Fyre’s performance,” Muilen said. “We’ve considered bringing her up for a trial a few times, but the timing was never right. The plan was to have her be on the team for the next pre-season, but I got a call from the ownership group indicating that they thought she would be a good addition this season. We had another player that wanted his contract sold to another team, so we obliged him and opened up space on the roster for her.”

“Really?” Vinta said softly. “You know who I am?”

Muilen laughed. “I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I didn’t.” She stopped outside a door, unlocked and opened it, then stepped aside. “After you.”

We stepped into a beautiful office that smelled faintly of leather and lilacs. A large window filled the space with natural light, and a somewhat intimidating wood desk dominated the center of the room.

Muilen shut the door behind us and moved around to the much more modest chair behind the desk, indicating the two chairs on our side for us. “I want to apologize for Coach Peery’s actions. He’s a good coach, but a bit…old fashioned in his attitude. I want you to let me know if he continues to behave like that, Vinta.”

“Let him talk all he wants. As long as I get my chance to shut him up on the field,” she answered. “But…thank you.”

“I don’t mean to belabor a point, but do you know if there was a particular member of ownership that recommended Vinta?” I asked.

She sat in her chair and pulled it up to the desk. “If I can ask why you are so interested in finding out.”

I glanced at Vinta who was looking back at me. She tilted her head slightly, indicating that she was leaving that decision to me. Though my initial opinion of Muilen was good, I wasn’t willing to risk anything just yet. “I just wanted to send them a thank you gift. It only seems appropriate.” Then I took a chance. “It wasn’t Oayd Gummets by chance, was it? I’ve met him before one day while he was watching practice.”

“I wasn’t aware of that,” Muilen said. “It was, actually. And he’s going to be attending today’s match. If you want, I can let him know you’re here; he might invite you up to his personal box.”

Vinta turned to me. “Ulysses….”

“I just want to thank him,” I told her. I’m not sure she believed me, but she didn’t say anything.

Muilen shuffled some papers, pushing them toward us on the desk. “Okay, let’s go over this quickly so you can get ready for the match today. We’ll start with the terms of the deal….”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

I wasn’t a bit surprised that I wasn’t allowed to go into the locker room with Vinta. The waiting room was very, very nice, though. There was even a juice and tea bar that was open and available to anyone waiting here. At that moment, it was just me, but that didn’t make the hospitality feel any less complete.

When Vinta walked in with Pronya close behind, my comfort changed in unexpected ways. I was happy to see them, and my breath caught when I saw Vinta—Fyre—in her Slayers uniform. The bright red of the outfit made her light-colored fur pop, and it also matched the wrist guards she wore, making it all mesh perfectly. Then I became instantly upset when I saw their expressions.

“What’s wrong?” I asked immediately.

Vinta’s finger shot to her jersey, holding it out away from her chest. “What do you think is wrong?”

I looked her over, and she looked great. Her uniform was identical to Pronya’s, and matched what I had seen before on the televisor. “Is it…uncomfortable?”

Vinta growled.

Pronya stepped forward and gestured to the number on her chest—number eight. I looked at Vinta and her number was eleven.

“I’m missing something,” I admitted.

“Gah! You are so human sometimes!” Vinta stomped her foot. “Eleven. There are only ten people on a Five team. It’s bad luck. Nobody—not one other person—has ever worn eleven in the Premier League. Or any other league to the best of my knowledge. I don’t know which vooxa did this, but when I find out….”

Time for damage control. “Fuck that. They played right into your hands. There’s never been a number eleven? Perfect! You know what breaks a curse? A legend! You’re going to make the number legendary!”

“Yes!” Pronya said. “You’ve got this, Spark!

“Trust us! No damn number is going to stop you!” I said.

“Fuck yes!” Vinta narrowed her eyes. “It’s disrespectful, but this isn’t the first time I’ve had that thrown in my face. A number? That’s nothing!”

“I’m proud of you.” My hand came out and gripped her shoulder. “I’m going to be watching you from the stands, cheering you on all the way.”

“You better be, Human. I need you. I don’t like to admit it, but…I want to hear someone cheering for me. Just one voice is enough. I’ll feed off any—oh, who am I kidding?—all of the boos I’ll be getting, too—all because of one voice telling me I’m good enough,” Vinta told me.

“You’re not just good, you are amazing!” I told her. “It doesn’t matter what the haters say.”

“I heard about what Coach Peery said, too.” Pronya shook her head. “I was…disappointed, to say the least.”

“You’ve got her back, right?” I asked.

“Much as I can,” Pronya answered. “On the field I can’t do much—unless someone gets all the way to the third zone, which means I’ll already be on their ass.”

“Unless they don’t go through your zone,” I said.

Pronya shook her head. “Remember, if the runner breaks into the third zone, all the other zones are cleared to pursue. So, it doesn’t matter if they stayed away from me at that point.”

“Damn. I forgot about that,” I said. “My grasp on the rules isn’t as great as I’d like.”

“It’s okay, we’re the ones who need to know them,” Vinta laughed. “And…thanks. I feel better. Talking to you helps.”

“Talking to me helps, too,” Pronya said. “I’m the one who knows the other team, after all. They’re the same bastards that injured me, after all. So don’t forget what I said. You remember?”

“Stay away from Flondak because he has a mean streak. I should be faster than any of their defenders, except maybe the Left Second, so use that to my advantage. They don’t know me, so they’ll try to intimidate me.” Vinta’s face twisted into a cruel smile. “And don’t let the fuckers win.”

“Exactly,” Pronya smirked. “Now wait here, I’ll be right back.”

“Where’s she going?” I asked.

“No idea.” Vinta turned to look at me. “I’m going to take advantage of her being gone, though.”

Vinta grabbed me and pulled me into a kiss. Our lips closing together in a passionate embrace. My lips parted, allowing her tongue access to my mouth, where it met my own in an erotic tangle. We separated just enough to break the kiss, and I pressed my forehead against hers.

“I love you,” I told her.

“Love you, Human,” she replied.

“Do I need to give you two a few more minutes?” Pronya chuckled, and with that Vinta pulled fully back.

“Nah. I wanted to charge up all my batteries before the match. He and I will celebrate later,” she said.

“Well, I wanted to give you something to help celebrate now.” Pronya tossed a wadded up red cloth to Vinta, who snatched it out of the air.

“What’s this?” Vinta asked as she unfolded the fabric.

“I didn’t want you to walk out with a towel over your head for your first run. I had that made for you. It was a rush job, so it’s not much, but….” Pronya took a step back so she could get a better look at Vinta.

The cloth furled out, taking the shape of an addition to her uniform. It looked to me like a robe, but one without any sleeves at all—and there was a hood. The red matched the Slayers’ team color exactly, and it was obvious what it was.

“A new intro outfit,” I said. “Very nice.”

Vinta slipped it on immediately. The hem of the robe hit her about mid-calf, and the large holes where the sleeves would be made it easy to slip on or off. The best part was the hood. It was deep and wide, hiding all of Vinta’s face.

“I know you like your drama. That should take it to the next level.” Pronya peaked her head in approval.

Vinta stood in the middle of the room, robe on and hood up, looking out from beneath the cowl. The hood swallowed her face; only her eyes burned—a blue and brown inferno. Vinta was gone. This was the woman that I saw that day at my first live Five match.

“This league won’t know what hit it,” Fyre snarled.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

“Later,” Fyre replied. “Right now, I’ve got work to do.”

“I’m going to head to my seat. I can’t wait to see you out there.” I blew her a kiss and backed away slowly.

“Don’t forget to cheer for me!” Fyre demanded.

“Nothing could stop me,” I told her. Then I looked over to Pronya. “Have a good match. Watch out for her.”

“You should tell the other team that,” Pronya said. “This place is about to explode.”

“And I’m the one bringing the heat!” Fyre told me, and I didn’t have a doubt in the world.

◆◆◆

Before I could make it to my seat, I was intercepted by a representative of the Slayers. It seemed that my presence was requested in the owner’s box—and I had a pretty good idea who made the request.

“Mr. Gummets,” I saw him the moment I walked through the door. “A pleasure to meet you again.”

The roar of the crowd was a faint din inside the box. I couldn’t begin to explain the acoustics, but there was obviously something at play. The windows at the front of the box were opened—slid to the sides in an attempt to be part of the stadium as a whole. The smell of the grass mixed with a heady aroma I couldn’t identify in the room itself. It felt sterile; like we were at the match but didn’t want to be bothered with the thrill of the experience.

“I’m glad you accepted my invitation, Mr. Oliver.” Gummets was wearing a more formal outfit today. I’d seen similar since coming over to Aeash. What looked like a white balloon of cloth was around his neck, serving as both collar and tie, and it transitioned into a flared sleeve shirt with tight-fitting cuffs. It almost looked like a bad super-hero outfit from the sixties back on Earth. “Please, come join us. Would you like anything to drink?”

“I wouldn’t mind something, thank you. Juice would be nice.” I moved over to the row of seats where Gummets sat. The man who was with him at the field that day was sitting behind Gummets, and I nodded as I passed him.

“I’m sorry I never got a chance to follow up with you after our initial meeting, but I’m a rather busy man. I did investigate your Fyre, though. Very interesting woman.” A young Coinoie woman, dressed in a rather tight-fitting dress with a deep v-cut in the front brought me my glass of juice. I gave her a nod of thanks, and she moved to sit on Gummets’ right side.

“She’s not ‘my’ Fyre, but I agree with the fact that she’s very interesting. And I understand that we have you to thank for her debut today. Glad you were able to spot talent.” I took a sip of my juice and set it down on the table in front of us.

“Well, I suppose we’re about to find out, aren’t we? I’ve been told that she’s our starting Third for the match. We’ll see how she performs,” Gummets said.

As if on cue, the Slayers took the field. Vinta in her number eleven jersey sprinted toward the Third zone, head down and focused. I heard a faint murmur run through the crowd when they noticed her. Pronya took her place in the Right First zone, but I saw her look over her shoulder at Vinta—at Fyre—before the first runner came into the box.

“Sounds like the crowd just noticed her,” Gummets stated as a chorus of boos began to make themselves heard.

“Nothing we didn’t expect,” I replied. “And nothing that Fyre hasn’t dealt with before. She’ll be fine.”

“Oh good. I’d hate for her to have a bad debut,” Gummets said, then turned to the Coinoie on his right. “Get me another drink, would you, Unthe?”

She said nothing, but smiled and stepped over toward the bar.

“Unthe has been with me for almost two years now. She does a wonderful job of meeting my needs,” he stated. Unthe’s ears flattened when Gummets said “needs.” She poured without a word.

“I’m sure.” I kept my eyes on the field and my opinions to myself. “Looks like the runner is heading to the starting box.”

The first runner for the Racers was a Yuarao who looked long and lanky, especially at a distance. He was their Third, and as I understood it, that was the position that the best runner usually took on the field. And it was also pretty standard to have them lead off the game.

The runner stood in the box, twisting his foot in place while the announcer introduced him to the stadium. Being on the visiting team, he didn’t get much fanfare, and before long the countdown had begun.

He broke from the starting box like a shot, surprisingly heading directly toward Pronya. Even though she had the rep of being the best defender on the Slayers, her time off due to injury might have left some with the idea that she might not be ready to be back.

I knew better. She’d been up against Fyre, so she was already tested and proven.

The Yuarao was good. He sprinted around the outside of the field, looping back around as Pronya shifted outside the box, staying close to the badge. Finally, the Yuarao made his move, doing a strafe across the field. Pronya moved in front of him and he let himself run into her, shifting enough so that the impact only slowed him down. I couldn’t help but notice he went for the side of her injured leg.

It didn’t help him much. Pronya turned with him, her hands sliding along his arm. She wasn’t allowed to grab him and impede his progress, but contact was definitely legal. The Yuarao got to the badge before Pronya could act, but he only made it three more steps before she was able to yank his marker. It was an unremarkable run, and a great defensive showing by my other client.

“Pronya still has it,” I said. “She’s a beast.”

The teams were heading off the field. Fyre hadn’t even been tested, but the real action was going to happen soon. She was the first runner for the Slayers, and the world was about to see her in action.

“I never had any doubts about Pronya,” Gummets said. “She’s the type of player we need more of on the team.”

“Wait until you see Fyre in action, Mr. Gummets. She’s something special,” I told him.

“She’s certainly something. I’m just not sure she belongs on the field.” He held up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong, I have a lot of respect for the Coinoie. They are…lovely.” He looked over at the arm candy beside him. “I just hope that Fyre doesn’t have anything bad happen to her out there today.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I think that’s true of everyone on the field.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” Gummets took a long swig from his glass and then handed it to Unthe. “I just know that there are some unscrupulous folks in the league sometimes. There have even been rumors of bounties put out on certain players, the refs being paid to turn a blind eye, the whole thing. And the Racers have several players who have a bit of a reputation for being dirty. This is the type of situation that could be bad for someone who isn’t ready, or maybe doesn’t belong on the field at all.”

What the fuck?

“That…sounds threatening.” I turned to look directly at him. His eyes were cold with anger. He took his drink back from Unthe.

“Not at all. It’s just part of the game. Bounties are just business,” he murmured, swirling his drink. “Some players… break easier. Though I suppose I…what was it you said? Oh yes, I don’t follow the sport very closely. So, what do I know?”

I stood up in a flash. That son of a bitch. He was going to have her taken out on the field. He wanted Vinta brought up for this match because of the team they were going against, not because of her. The bastard put a bounty out on her.

“I have to go.” I moved toward the door, gathering speed with every step.

“Good luck, Mr. Oliver. I’m glad that you have Pronya under contract. It will be nice working with you in the future.” I heard the fucker chuckling softly as I sprinted down the concourse.

Vinta was about to make her run against hired goons, not a defense. I had to let her know. I had to warn her.

Her life might depend on it.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

It was too far. There was no way that I was going to make it before she would hit the field. Even with the break that happened between runs, I still only had so long, and from the owner’s box to my seat was forever.

I sprinted, apologizing to bewildered Aeashens watching the crazy Earther run through the concourse of their arena. I got more than a few stares and even more epithets shouted my way. It didn’t matter. I had to try.

I got to the top of the aisle and saw the masses below. The seats were full, but there were always stragglers and those still finding their seats after getting their food and drink. I rushed, trying to scoot past some and barrel past others, desperate to get to the end before Vinta left the dugout.

The announcer’s voice came on over the speakers, announcing the debut of a new runner for the Slayers. And that’s when she walked out. It was the same slow walk to the starter box, her head covered and hidden beneath a cowl—this one the red covering that Pronya provided. I plowed into the railing at the end of the aisle, desperate to get her attention.

“Fyre!” I screamed as loud as my lungs could manage, and then again. “FYRE!”

The din of the crowd mixed with the polite welcome of a new player and drowned me out. Either that or she was so deep into her routine that she chose not to hear me.

Her arms dropped to her sides, and her hands shook. The crowd stared in curiosity, not sure what she was doing, but the murmur in the arena was still too loud to reach the starter box.

But maybe not the dugout.

“PRONYA! I need you!” I screamed.

At about that time, Fyre raised her head up. Her hands flew to the cowl of her hoodie, and she yanked it back, revealing herself to the crowd. An audible shock ran through everyone—and then the boos started. I heard slurs and curses rain down onto the field as Fyre began to turn and stare up into the crowd, soaking it in. Slowly, her face turned my direction, and our eyes locked.

Two things fought in my mind and my soul. I needed to warn her, but…she needed this. This was the moment she had fought so long to have. There would never be another first chance, and she asked for only one thing from me earlier. How could I deny her?

I cheered. Screaming and pumping my fist like an idiot. And the second I did, I saw her smile.

Fyre turned to the crowd and swung her arms high, demanding they get louder. They obliged, showering her with a cacophony of resentment and anger—mixed with a smattering of cheers.

“Ulysses?” I looked down to see Pronya standing below the stands, looking up at me. “Did you yell my name?”

“Yes!” I bent over as far as possible, trying to get close enough for her to hear me clearly. “The owner-fuck who brought Vinta up here did it as a trap. He’s put a bounty out on her, and I think he might have paid the refs to turn a blind eye. What can we do?”

“Stay here!” Pronya sprinted for the starting box. Fyre turned an eye toward her and paused, shaking her head. Pronya stopped several feet shy of the box and was obviously saying something. Fyre’s face turned dark, and she looked over at me.

Then she peaked her head and threw the robe off, tossing it to Pronya. It almost looked like part of the show. Her eyes met mine and I saw the flame burning there. And I knew what was going to happen.

Pronya ran back up to me with an expression somewhere between pride and laughter.

“She’s crazy, you know,” she said. “And damn I wish I had her strength.”

“Be there if she needs you,” I called. “Please.”

“Count on it!” Pronya peaked her head and ran back into the dugout.

I looked back at Fyre just as the horn sounded and the countdown began. She stared at me, a smile creeping onto her face. In every match I’d seen her play in before, the moment the countdown started she ran from the box. Right now, the timer was going down, and her eyes were focused on me. Ten seconds were left, and she started bouncing from foot to foot, but her vision remained directed my way. Five seconds. The crowd was growing tense. Three seconds. She blew me a kiss. Two seconds.

Fyre sprinted from the starting box before the timer hit one second.

Immediately she went to the Left First. Flondak was their Right First, so apparently Fyre was listening to Pronya’s advice. The defender moved with her as Fyre swung out wide, side stepping as the distance between them closed. Eventually the Left First had to turn and try to run with her, which was exactly when Fyre cut in behind them. The move was so sudden that the pursuer lost their balance trying to stop and turn to match the Coinoie’s sudden shift.

A roar welled up from the crowd, responding to the play rather than their perceptions of the person. It was a step in the right direction.

Fyre raced toward the badge, the defender scrambling to catch up. It was a futile attempt. Fyre’s speed was too great to catch her, making the outcome never in doubt. When she grabbed the badge from the stand and sped along past it, the crowd cheered. Step one was done, time to move on.

The defender in the Left Second moved to the middle of the zone, angling to slow Fyre who had clearly chosen to head there next. Since she was just brought up this morning, the opposing team didn’t have any time to prep for her, so Fyre had the advantage. With no hesitation, Fyre charged the defender, choosing to keep the distance between the pursuer rather than string out the play. When she was just beyond arm reach, Fyre juked, getting enough of an ankle break to have the space she needed to slip past the big man—but not cleanly.

The Second’s arm swung out, not in a desperate move, but one that appeared to be very deliberate, striking Fyre cleanly on her face. Fyre’s head pushed to the side, and she lost half a step from the shock of the action. It was a clear and obvious foul—a punch to the face—and the ref made a signal, swiping his hand along his arm, indicating incidental contact. A chorus of displeasure filled the arena, but neither action allowed for a pause in the game. I looked up at the big screen and saw a close-up of Fyre’s face; blood was dripping down from her nose, leaving a line that dripped from her chin.

More importantly, I saw her face. Determination and drive were etched onto her mien, overriding anything else that might be trying to fight its way in. Anger welled up inside me at what happened to her, but it was pushed down by pride and love. It was going to take more than a casual punch to stop her, especially today.

When she snatched the second badge from the stand and began running toward the Third zone, my suspicions were confirmed. Fyre had only one goal. One thing that would make her happy in this situation.

She wanted a perfect.

To prove to the team what she could do. To prove to the world what the Coinoie could do. And mostly, to prove to herself that she belonged here.

The Third was most likely the fastest player on the Racers, and almost certainly their fastest player on the field. As such, he was positioning himself right at the line, ready for Fyre to get to him.

And she didn’t make him wait. All her badges, along with her player token, were on her left arm, so she angled herself to keep the left arm away from him. Immediate hand fighting began, with the defender being more than slightly aggressive. His left hand was grabbing her jersey and pulling, while his right hand was slapping across her body, desperately trying to grab her token. Fyre didn’t care, she was taking the blows and running forward, though the jersey grab slowed her down. Another blatant foul, by the way, and the crowd was letting the referee know its displeasure.

Her jersey tore, freeing her from the grasp, but it allowed the pursuit to catch up, now on her heels as she darted toward the badge in front of her. She grabbed it and put it on her arm, getting a roar from the crowd.

Fyre had no choice but to continue forward, trying to stay ahead of the defenders on her tail. And there was now another problem: she had cleared the Third zone, which meant that all the defenders were no longer restricted by zone. The other two defenders could chase her now, and they were already heading her way. It was officially five on one.

Fyre ran a bit further, then suddenly stopped and spun backwards, running toward the defenders, while again angling so that her left arm was away from them. That wasn’t going to be as easy against three—with two others coming on fast. Well, one of them coming fast, Flondak was laying back, which made me nervous.

The taste of salt hit my lips, and I suddenly realized how much I was sweating. Looking down, my fingers were white from clenching the railing like a vise. Fyre was running toward two people who wanted to stop her—to hurt her; one of them someone I watched put Pronya, a much larger person than Fyre, on the sidelines for a while. And I was standing here, helpless.

Or maybe not. I know her. I know what powers her. And I might be able to help there.

I turned to the crowd around me, and began to wave my hands up, moving them in time with my chant. “FY-RE! FY-RE! FY-RE!”

The people around me glanced my way, some of them confused—whether it was because I was human or because of my actions, I wasn’t sure. A young girl three rows back heard me and picked up the chant. Which led to her father joining in. And then the row behind them started. Then the section, and from there it grew.

“FY-RE! FY-RE! FY-RE!” The sound rose up, swelling in volume. I turned back to the field, to see where things stood. Fyre was spinning away from the now-active Right Second, who grabbed her upper arm. And since he was a Shoosira, claws raked into her flesh, drawing faint trails of blood in its wake.

Pronya came out of the dugout, and took over my role as cheerleader, waving her arms with passion. “FY-RE! FY-RE! FY-RE!” The stadium was now rocking with the sound. Her name a resonant flame that powered her actions.

Only one thing stood in front of her: Flondak. Though the four behind her weren’t letting go just yet. Three players were hot on her tail, while their fastest player sprinted ahead toward what would be the fifth badge, though he wasn’t able to outrun Fyre.

He was not the issue on Fyre’s mind. Flondak stood before her like a wall, imposing and impenetrable. She had to get around him somehow, and judging by the expression on Flondak’s face, he wasn’t going to let her juke him like the others.

“FY-RE! FY-RE! FY-RE!” The chant echoed through the stadium.

Flondak waited, and three others pursued. Fyre hitched, pausing for a second, and the others caught up to her—which was exactly what she wanted. Fyre popped into the air and put her feet against the closest defender. She launched herself into the air and time froze. Flondak swiped up at her, his hands brushing against her leg harmlessly.

Fyre hit the ground in stride, reaching for the fourth badge right in front of her. Behind her, two of the pursuers collided with Flondak, taking them out of the action. The crowd went insane. The chant continued, but the cheers were now almost drowning it out.

The Third ran beside her, challenging her for the final badge while one other defender continued to chase her from behind. Her goal was in sight, and at this point it might take an act of the gods to stop her.

Four badges and her token rested on her left arm, and the defender at her side was determined to be the person to spoil her dream. His hands were clawing at Fyre, and several times he slapped against the cuts on her upper arm. Blood was now staining her right arm, coating all the way down to her hand. She reached out, trying to grab the final badge with her blood covered hand, only to have it slapped down by the defender racing at her side. So, she did the only thing she could and put that hand up in front of the defender’s face and then grabbed the badge with her left hand.

She had all five. That was already a score of fifty points, and enough to have her talked about for a long time to come, but there was only a short sprint to the ultimate goal and a perfect score. A short sprint and five defenders adamant about preventing it.

The three defenders who collided were once again running, though unlikely for them to catch her. The other two were much more of a problem, with the Racer’s fastest player pressing his attack at her side, which was slowing her enough that the other defender might catch them both.

“FY-RE! FY-RE! FY-RE!” Pronya was leading the cheer, and the crowd was taking it to the next level.

Only seconds remained. A handful of strides before the tale would be told. The speedy defender pressed against Fyre, who held her left arm out to the side to keep it from him. Out to the side and vulnerable.

The chasing defender grabbed Fyre by the left arm, yanking her to the side. Fyre spun around but never stopped moving. She began backpedaling toward the starting box, with one defender slapping and punching at her back while the other was in a fierce hand fight over the badges and token on the left arm.

Both hands of the defender wrapped around Fyre’s left arm, but that wasn’t enough. Fyre jerked her arm back and staggered, falling down and rolling into the starting box.

The crowd paused in a hush. The defender held up his hands, showing the bright red arm guard he had yanked from Fyre’s arm. The empty arm guard.

Fyre leapt to her feet, thrusting her arm into the air, showing five badges and a token still in her possession.

The crowd erupted. Fyre stood in the box, holding her arm in the air, spinning slowly to show the world what she had done. Then she turned toward me, and our eyes met. I stared into hers—one brown, one blue—and felt a tear run down my cheek. Her smile and mine grew to encompass our entire face.

And that was when Flondak tackled her.

The impact almost bent her in half—sideways. He drove into her and through her, following her down to the turf, his shoulder firmly placed in her ribs.

A collective gasp filled the arena. I screamed.

The bastard stood up, staring down at Fyre at his feet, a cruel sneer on his lip.

When Pronya’s fist connected with Flondak, it was with the force of every fan in the stands. Her punch jerked his head to the side, and the man crumpled like a discarded napkin. She was screaming something down at him, but it couldn’t be heard over the sound of the fans reacting to her blow.

The benches cleared. Both teams rushing the field to muster together in a display of bravado and flaring anger. The coaches came out, screaming at the players to stop and clear back. The referees were pushing players apart and calling for calm on the field. The fans in the stadium were on their feet, yelling at the offending players in a verbal display of their own.

And I barely noticed. My eyes were on Fyre. On Vinta. She was still lying on the ground.

She wasn’t moving.


Chapter Thirty

The image of Vinta on the ground was burned into my memory. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her form lying there, unmoving. I was still trapped in the stands, helpless to do anything.

The medical crew ran out to her long before the confrontation in the field ended, but it helped to diffuse the situation when others realized that she was unconscious. That she was hurt. When Pronya realized it, things escalated.

Security had to come out to separate her from Flondak. And then they had to separate Flondak from the rest of the Slayers as they turned their attention to him. He was ushered off the field and likely out of the stadium in a rush.

When Vinta—well, Fyre—was put onto the stretcher and taken off the field she received a standing ovation. She wasn’t conscious to see it, of course, but I saw it. And the world saw it on the news, again and again.

And I would never let them forget it.

But that was the past and today was a good day. Today, I was getting to take Vinta home. I walked into the sterile smell of the hospital, sadly having a familiar sensation wash over me. I’d been here every day since Vinta arrived, even getting to know some of the staff on a first name basis. My relationship with hospitals was still bad, but improving.

She’d been here for twelve days, but thanks to the magic of Aeashen medical care, she was looking at a full recovery. When she got here, she had a broken wrist, seven cracked ribs, a collapsed lung, a bruised spine, and a ruptured spleen. For the first forty-eight hours, she was in critical care, but what they can do here is damn near magic. Within five hours of arriving they told me the worst of her injuries were repaired, though the healing would take a while longer. Seventy-two hours after she arrived, she regained consciousness, but it took another nine days before they told us that she was safe to go home.

When I walked into her room, she was already sitting on her bed fully dressed.

“Hey beautiful.” I made my presence known. “Looks like you’re ready to leave.”

“I am beyond ready to get out of here.” Vinta hopped off the bed and walked into my arms. “But I’ll never get tired of seeing you.”

She placed a light kiss on my lips and snuggled into a gentle hug. The doctors told me that it we would need to keep things very calm for a while yet. Ten days from now she had a follow up with the doctors who treated her, and hopefully then we would get a green light. Until then, loving was off the table. Or the bed. Or the shower. Or anywhere, unfortunately.

“I want to stop and get food on the way home. Can we go to the pot house? I’m craving ekuh. We’ll get it to go if you would prefer, but we’ll stop there.” That went from a request to a statement of fact very quickly, not that I was going to deny her.

“Sounds great! We can get enough food for a feast. We have reasons to celebrate, after all,” I told her.

“Reasons? Plural? I know the obvious one, but…what else?” She pushed back away from me, raising an eyebrow. She was wearing the flannel shirt I gave her—I brought it to her three days ago—and looked positively adorable.

“I was going to wait until we got home, but…okay,” I said. “I’ve been contacted by some representatives of a new league, and they want to talk to you about joining.”

“New league? What new league? I just made it to the Premier League, why would I want to join a different one?” Her face scrunched up.

“Because this one is different. It’s on Earth,” I revealed. “They want you to help launch the league.”

“Me? Why me?” As she asked, her voice rose up a full octave.

“Maybe because you are only the seventh person to have a Perfect in a Five match? Not to mention that you are the only person to ever have one in your first run. You’ve got cachet young lady, and this is a great chance to take advantage of it,” I stated.

“I…I guess,” Vinta said softly.

“What’s wrong? I thought you’d be excited. I thought going to play on Earth was your dream.” She moved over to sit on the bed, and I sat down beside her.

“I thought it was,” Vinta said, “but…now I’m not so sure.”

“It’s not a decision that you have to make right now. You’ve still got recovery and rehab to do before you’d be able to play again, anyway,” I said, resting a hand on her leg.

“Thanks for the reminder,” she grumbled. “Is there any news from the Slayers about me?”

“You’re on the injured list. You have to stay there for a minimum of twenty-five days,” I told her.

“Twenty-five days? The regular season will be over by then! And even if they make the playoffs, I won’t qualify to make the team!” She almost shouted, which isn’t a good thing to do in a hospital.

“I know. The good news is that you’ll be receiving supplemental pay and be allowed to use their facilities to rehab. They aren’t kicking you off the team,” I told her. “Of course, if they did that after your first run it would look horrible for their rep, so they truly didn’t have a choice.”

“Are you trying to make me feel worse? The only reason that I’m not being cut is because it would make them look bad?” She shook her head in disgust.

“No! No, that’s not what I’m saying. BUT…” I took hold of her hand. “That ass-wipe of an owner—Oayd Gummets, I’m sure you remember him—is trapped. He is getting praise for bringing you up to the team and recognizing your talent, so any motion he might make would not only reveal his original plan but would likely be shot down by the majority owners. Oh, and it was announced this morning that an official inquiry is being conducted by the league into the events of the match. Word has it that Flondak has already been banned for life for his actions, but he’s apparently willing to name names in the hopes of getting to retire on his own terms instead. And I may or may not have dropped a hint that there is a Coinoie working for Gummets that might be willing to talk as well. Either way, I think that piece of shit is going to pay for what he did.”

“Yeah, well…good, but…he did get me up to the Premier League. If it wasn’t for his hatred of me and his plan to make me look bad, I wouldn’t have gotten a chance.” She held up a hand. “Not that I’m defending him. I’d be thrilled to see him humiliated for what he tried to pull, but part of me is happy that he’s a racist bastard.”

“Well, my mantra is ‘Fuck Him.’ I think that’s the best thing that I could say about the man,” I admitted. “And that’s the other reason I thought you’d be happy to hear about the chance to launch the Earth Five League. Get you away from all the racist crap you have to put up with regularly.”

“Yeah, I thought that, too,” she said. “I’m not sure anymore. Being on that field, playing a match in the Premier League—even if it was just the first round—felt…right.” She shook her head and shrugged. “I’m probably overthinking it.”

“I wouldn’t want you to make a snap decision,” I said. “This is a big choice, so need to be comfortable with whatever one you decide.”

Vinta peaked her head and sat in silence for a minute. “Oh! What happened with Pronya? Any decision?”

I nodded. “Yep. After spending some time in negotiation with the League, we were able to work it down to a three-game suspension. I got the feeling they wanted to waive any penalties, but she decked another player, so they had to do something.”

Vinta chuckled and smiled. “Good. I need to get her a gift or something.”

“How about a ‘World’s Best Teammate’ mug?” I joked.

“Oh! That sounds great! How did you think of that?” Vinta asked in total sincerity.

“It’s…from Earth.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her the typical ironic use of the phrase, though for some it could be playfully serious, too.

“See if you can get one. I love that,” she said while squeezing my hand.

“I’ll do what I can.” I suppose the first time one was made on Earth it was a compliment as well.

“Hello! Good to see you both here!” A representative of the hospital entered the room, carrying a satchel with her. “I’ve got some things to go over with you, and then you can finally get back home.” She opened her satchel and pulled out a stack of papers.

“Now, the first thing to review is….”

◆◆◆

It only took about ten minutes to go over everything the hospital wanted to share.

I was stunned to discover that the Coinoie government was handling the majority of the fees associated with being here, and that the remainder were coming from the Slayers organization. So, in short, it was a free stay. Back on Earth, I’d have been in debt for years, if not the rest of my life.

“Thank you for coming in every day,” Vinta said softly as we walked down the hall. “You didn’t have to, you know.”

“I did know that, actually. My attendance was completely voluntary, and it would have taken a defender stronger than Pronya to keep me away.” We were holding hands, with our fingers interlocking the best they could, what with the weird hand structure the Aeashens had. I suppose they locked together well, since her three fingers fit between my four nicely, and the two thumbs wrapped the sides tightly.

“Don’t be a vooxa,” she chuckled. “Just tell me you love me and be sappy.”

“I do love you, and there is nothing sappy about that. I just have trouble seeing any sort of happy future that doesn’t have you in it,” I explained.

“Perfect! That was sappy as hell,” Vinta said. “I knew I could rely on you, Human.”

I rolled my eyes. “As long as it makes you happy. By the way, I’ve scheduled a private transport for us. It should be here in about five or ten minutes. Hope you don’t mind the wait.”

“A private transport? Why? Neither of us has the kind of money to spend on that,” she said with an exasperated tone. “I need to teach you how to live on a limited budget.”

“I’m not. Dould is paying for it. He set up an account for me to use, and I agree with his decision. You’re still recovering, and I don’t think interacting with fans is a good choice right now,” I said.

“Fan?” Vinta broke into a laugh. “I had a good run. That’s not enough to make fans. I’d wager that I have more haters than fans—by a large margin.”

“Excuse me?” A young male Coinoie had walked up to our side, holding his hands together in front of him and holding his head so low that he had to look at us from under his brow. “Are…are you Fyre?”

I decided to leave this alone and let Vinta answer for herself.

“Uh…yeah, I am,” she admitted.

“Oh Goddess! I thought so!” His face lit up in awe. “I’ve watched your run probably a hundred times now. It was amazing. That leap you did to get the fourth badge? That was unbelievable. All the Five channels on the neural net are still talking about it, a lot of fans are calling it the best single run ever. That might be because it’s the latest, but it certainly has to be considered. I think that if it happened in the playoffs or the championship there wouldn’t even be a debate.” He smiled. “You are easily my favorite player ever.”

“I am? I’ve only played one round in the Premier League. I don’t think I’ve earned favorite player status,” Vinta said. “I’m honored, really, but—”

“No! Since your run a ton of your older matches with the Hunters have gotten attention. It’s not like this was your first match. You’ve been amazing for years. I wish I had discovered you sooner,” the boy gushed. “I always wanted to play Five, but I never had the courage. Watching you makes me realize it’s possible. I’m not good enough to ever make the pros, but you gave me the courage to join a local fun-play league. I’ve already been in two matches. I stunk, but I played!”

“Be-because of me?” Vinta asked softly.

The boy peaked his head. “It’s been great. I saw a whole bunch of Coinoie who had joined up because of you.”

“Thank you,” Vinta said. “I…what is your name?”

“I…I’m Luddes,” he answered in awe.

“Thanks, Luddes,” I jumped in. “I’ll tell you what, if you give me your address, I’ll have an autographed poster of Fyre sent your way. Unfortunately, right now I have to get Fyre home. She’s still recovering from her injuries.”

“Oh! Of course. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to bother you,” he apologized.

“You didn’t,” Vinta said. “I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me.”

“It was my pleasure! I can’t believe I met you! All my friends are going to be so jealous,” he said.

“Let me get your info.” I stepped over to Luddes and copied his address. I was surprised that he wasn’t in The Warrens, but then again, Vinta had told me there were several communities like that in the metro area.

We made our way out to the private transport the moment it arrived. Unlike the public versions, this had darkened windows on the outside, and two soft cushioned bench seats inside. These looked like a rich black velvet, but I suspected the fabric was much tougher. Some form of aroma device was piping in a delicate, warm smell that reminded me of cedarwood and jasmine.  Vinta took a seat directly beside me. She had been quiet since the encounter with Luddes. I pulled her up against me gently.

“Penny for your thoughts?” I asked.

“What? What does that mean?” she replied with a scowl.

“It’s an idiom from back home. It just is a way to ask what you’re thinking about,” I explained.

She turned to face me directly. “I know my decision. Tell your friends from Earth that I appreciate it, but I’m staying here.”

I smiled. “You don’t have to make your decision that quickly. Take your time and think it over.”

“No. No, I know what I want. I’m going to stay here and be seen by Coinoie. Be seen by everyone. It’s important.” Her voice was strong and clear, without a tinge of doubt anywhere in it. “Maybe in a few years I can go over there, but not yet. Not now.”

“Are you sure? Even with the popularity you gained in the past few days, it’s going to lead to backlash. You’re first run was a Perfect. It can only go down from there. Some folks are going to be disappointed in anything you do. And I know for a fact that there already groups of people calling for your removal from the League due to the problems having a Coinoie on the team caused the Slayers.” I took a deep breath. “They are pushing for Coinoie to be officially banned.”

“Fuck them. Who cares? If I’m getting under their skin, it only means I’m doing something right.” She looked into my eyes, and I saw hers trembling with excitement—one blue, one brown. “And I am doing something right. That Coinoie boy joined a league because of me. He’s playing…because of ME. I can’t walk away. Earth can wait. I have too many important things to do on Aeash.” A light appeared in her eyes, blazing as she stared at me. A fire.

“Who am I to argue with a superstar athlete?” I pulled her close again. “Let’s go home. I really want to collapse in a bed with you at my side.”

“It won’t be easy. I’m going to tear the league up,” she said, sticking to her subject. “Taka! I’m going to be the first player to ever score multiple Perfects. Let them try to stop me.”

“Vinta, my love, I don’t think anything in the world could stop you. Hell, they’d have trouble slowing you down.” I tilted my head so it rested on hers. “Right now, though, the only thing that I want is to be alone with you. I want to get home. I’ve got a whole life ahead of me to spend with you, and I want to get that started.”

Vinta pushed her head into the crook of my neck, snuggling up tight. “Good answer, Human. Good answer. I love you.”

Those words were the first badge I ever won.


EPILOGUE

Three years later….

“Keep running! Two more laps and we’ll take a break!” Vinta shouted at the mass of youngsters rounding the track. “I know it’s tough! But tough is what makes you strong! You can do this!”

“I’m not going to stop!” Pronya yelled from the front of the pack. “Anyone who can beat me to the finish line this lap gets extra one-on-one time practice with me!”

It was the second year of the All Tribe Youth League, and membership had spiked to ten times the first year. The track had children of ages that ranged from barely able to understand the rules to just about ready to enter adulthood, and even better there were representatives of every tribe on Aeash. Including two Rga’awra youths who looked massive out there with everyone else; the idea of them facing off against anyone was kind of scary—terrifying, really.

The aspect that made Vinta happiest was the massive number of Coinoie who had come into it. Having Fyre as the mascot for the league certainly helped, as well as all the in-person promotions she had done at the various housing communities as she traveled for the team.

Events like this one were bonuses, letting players from every level come to a training day with Vinta, Pronya, and another half dozen professional players from the Premier League. The attendance was limited, but the cost was free, which let anyone have a chance to attend. And we always had to turn people away.

“Hey, boss!” Kaelen walked up to me on the sidelines, a huge smile across his face. “I was just talking with Bhu’padg, and I think he’s on board.”

The agency had grown by leaps and bounds. Enough so that I had to bring on three employees, including Kaelen as the second official agent. As of this event, assuming he was right about the new signing, that took us to nineteen clients. At this rate I would need another agent soon.

“You’ve got a knack for this, my friend. Bringing you on was the best choice I ever made!” I slapped his shoulder with a laugh.

“I think I might be offended by that.” I turned to see Vinta walking up to us.

“We’ll talk later, boss,” Kaelen said as he walked off.

“Clearly, I’m the best choice you’ve ever made,” Vinta said with a light punch on my arm. “Though I suppose that goes both ways. You’re my best choice, Human.”

“The event is going great.” I gave her a one-armed hug, not wanting too much of a public display. “The kids really respond to you.”

“I suppose. Everyone else here certainly helps,” she said.

“I dunno. I think having the Premier League’s top scorer for last season, and well on her way to being the top of the heap again this year is pretty good. Oh, and let’s not forget the only player in Five history to have two Perfects in her career.” I tilted my head. “Pretty sure that’s a draw.”

“Well of course I’m a fucking draw,” she scoffed. “I’m Fyre! I was just trying to be humble.”

“That’s my girl!” I laughed at her, and she joined me.

“So….” She stood there silently for a minute, staring up at me. I locked with her eyes—one brown, one blue—and felt electricity in the air.

“So?” I asked with a bit of hesitation.

“I want one,” she said.

I looked at her and slowly shook my head. “Want one of what?”

One of the thumbs on her left hand pointed back over her shoulder. At the track and the youngsters running around it.

“You mean an oval track, right?” I asked quickly. “Tell me that’s what you mean.”

I single eyebrow went up. “I don’t mean the track.”

“You want a kid? We can’t have a kid!” My voice was exasperated.

“Really? A Coinoie and a human can’t have a child together? When was that discovered?” She smacked my arm in the exact same spot as the first time. “I know that, dummy. But there are thousands of Coinoie children who go without parents. We can adopt.”

“I…I don’t know if I’m ready to be a parent,” I admitted.

“No one is ever ready to be a parent. Not really,” Vinta said. “And it’s not a choice we have to make right now, obviously, but…can we talk about it?”

“I’m…yeah. Yeah, of course we can talk about it,” I said softly. “You just caught me off guard.”

“That’s my specialty,” Vinta said. “No one ever knows what to expect when they’re dealing with Fyre.”

“That’s not a bad catch phrase,” I admitted. “We should put that on a poster.”

“Always working. Can’t even get you to take time off for a kid,” Vinta teased.

I stared at her, narrowing my eyes. “Are you talking about the kids that are here for the event, or the kid you want to have?”

“Does it matter?” Vinta asked. “Oh, but I do want to test to make sure a human and Coinoie can’t have a kid later tonight. That work for you?”

“Are you hitting on me, miss?” The faux shock on my face was award-winning, I’m sure.

“Well, I’m no Oua, but if you give me a chance, I’ll make your eyes roll back in your head,” she offered.

“I never did anything with them! Are you ever going to let that go?” The children present kept me from shouting, but it was certainly louder than my normal speech.

“Not a chance. It’s too much fun to watch you lose your head.” Vinta let out a deep sigh and then gestured toward the field with her head. “It’ll be nice to have this behind us. As much as I love doing these things, I’ve been too active lately. I’m looking forward to being home.”

“Do you want me to cut back on the promotional stuff? You’re supposed to do a photo shoot for that athletic wear company the day after tomorrow. I’m sure I could get it pushed back,” I told her.

“No. If I delay once, it opens a gate. I suddenly won’t be reliable, and the deals will stop coming and we’ll be eating table scraps on the street.” She shook her head.

“That’s…not going to happen,” I said.

“How many Coinoie are in the Second League now?” she asked.

“If I remember correctly, there are three in the Second and another six in the Third. Is that right?” I knew the answer, but I wanted to give her this one.

“There are FOUR in the Second, and another ten in the Third,” she corrected. “And if Fyre doesn’t stay on top, then one of them is going to come up and take my spotlight away from me. I can’t rest. I’m getting older.”

“Well, I know better than to argue with you. How about I start putting a little buffer in any upcoming events moving forward? Not a lot, just a day here and there. It will still keep you busy but also let you rest up those tired old bones of yours,” I suggested.

She peaked her head. “Now you’re thinking about me. You need to do that more.”

“My job is to make sure you get the best deal. We share a home. I spend every night with you when you aren’t on the road. How can I possibly think about you more?” I chuckled.

“I don’t know. That’s your problem, not mine.” Vinta shrugged. Then she smiled and leaned in for a quick kiss. “You know I’m teasing, right?”

“I do,” I said. “It’s fine. And truth be told, I’m looking forward to spending tonight together, too. You have an off day tomorrow, from both the team and promotions, so we actually get to spend time just…being.”

Vinta let out another sigh. “I gotta get back to the field. This will be done in an hour or so, and we can head out then. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She made an air kiss then backpedaled a few steps before turning and trotting off to the field, yelling something at the kids as she approached.

I looked up at the sun. It looked exactly like the one I grew up with on Earth, of course, but it still felt new. Moving to Aeash was a chance for me to escape the things that haunted me back home, but it turned into so much more. This was my life, and I was thrilled to have it.

Later, I would take the love of my life home to our house. It wasn’t much, but it was nice. It had three bedrooms, each with its own washroom—not bathroom, because there were only two baths in the house and…I still didn’t understand it. We even had our own indoor gym. The kitchen was nice, and the great room was open, and it felt…comfortable.

And there was a room that Vinta used just to lie in the sunlight. I would catch her there all the time. She lay in the sunroom, platinum fur glowing. My Fyre, forever burning.

She might hold the record, but I felt I could compete. For me, everything was perfect.

The End


ADDITIONAL MATERIAL

Glossary

Word (pronunciation) language - definition

Aeash (aysh), originally Yuarao, now in common use across all languages - A world in an alternate reality, dimensionally resonant with Earth. It shares Earth’s basic geographical structure but has undergone divergent evolution, resulting in distinct life forms. Official contact with Earth was established within the past fifty years, with cross-dimensional travel enabled a decade later.

a’teh'ya (ah-TAY-yah), Coinoie - “What is the length" (“teh” = length, “ya” = what is, when used in relation to a noun).

catah (KA-tah), Yuarao - a portable device to transport digital files. Similar to a flash drive on Earth.

hane (HAH-neh), Coinoie - at the present time or moment.

khleetras (KLEE-tras), Yuarao - layered dish of potatoes, greens, and a cream sauce. From Oua culture.

levo (LEH-vo), Coinoie - a form of the possessive case of “lev” (you) used as an attributive adjective.

lhat (lat), Yuarao - a mild hallucinogenic and aphrodesiac.

lingchu (LING-chu), Yuarao - a unit of measure equal to 1.37 km.

lo’gouya (low-GOO-yah), Coinoie - a traditional Coinoie toast; loosely translates to “long life”.

loxo (LOX-oh), Coinoie - an absence or inadequate amount of something needed.

noy’ve (noh-VE), Coinoie - "your horse" ("noy" = horse, "’ve" = your, a possessive marker).

oaghsa (WAG-sha), Yuarao - the Aeashen version of the internet.

Ogflot (og-FLOT), Yuarao - the Yuarao’s term for the collective tribes of Aeash that are not Yuarao.

ovwle (oov-lay), Yuarao - traditional eating instrument of Aeash. It’s basically a handle with a flat section on the end. Sort of like a shovel or a narrow putty knife.

pakusha (pah-KU-sha), Yuarao - old way for Coinoie to carry items. A cloth they would wrap around items and then their body.

Qi’ghen (KEY-jen), Coinoie - the Coinoie coming of age celebration, traditionally held between the eighteenth and twenty-second year of their life.

semma (SEM-ma), Coinoie - an article of clothing for holding up a stocking or sock, usually an elastic band around the leg or an elastic strap hanging from a girdle or other undergarment.

taka (TAH-kah), Coinoie - an exclamation of excitement.

vooxa (voo-ZHA), Coinoie - an unpleasant, disrespected person.

yekkta (YEK-tah), Yuarao - a manipulative individual only interested in themselves.

zol'im'e (zol-IM-ay), Coinoie - the primary organ used for insemination and, in male mammals, urination.

The Tribes of Aeash

There are six dominant tribes on Aeash:

Dobhareal (DAH-vuh-reel) -

Descended from a mustelid ancestor, the Dobhareal can pass for human in poor light. Only a broad, dark nose, faintly rounded ears, digitigrade feet, and a short tail reveal their heritage.

Like all peoples of Aeash, they are covered in a fine, short coat that is difficult to make out from a distance. Their fur ranges from deep, warm browns through lighter tans to rich black. As with every native race of their world, they possess the standard Aeashen hand structure.*

Fapalf (fuh-PALF) -

The Fapalf are descended from an ancient Equidae ancestor. In dim light they could easily be mistaken for human; only their large, funnel-shaped, highly mobile ears, hoofed feet, and short tail betray their lineage. Like all peoples of Aeash, they are covered in a fine, short coat of fur that is hard to discern at a distance. Fur color ranges from white through brown and gray to black, often marked with distinctive patterns or blotches.

A Fapalf typically sports a thick, flowing mane of hair they maintain with great pride. They stand taller than most other Aeashen, averaging six feet six inches in height. As with all natives of their world, they possess the characteristic Aeashen hand structure.*

Grarseach (GAR-sick) -

Descended from an ursoid ancestor, the Grarseach are unmistakable for their broad, dark noses, rounded ears, clawed digits, and short tails. A fine, short coat—ranging from white through brown to deep black—covers them like all peoples of Aeash, blending into a uniform pelt from any distance.

Though shorter than the average Aeashen, they are broader and stockier, and their raw strength and endurance are legendary.

The Grarseach language exists in two registers: the rolling, resonant Upper Grarseach reserved for ceremony and tradition, and the everyday Common Grarseach. Most written works appear in both dialects side by side. As with all natives of their world, they possess the standard Aeashen hand structure.*

Oua (WAH) -

Descended from a bovoid ancestor, the Oua can pass for human in near-darkness. Only their large, funnel-shaped and highly mobile ears, cloven-hooved digitigrade legs, and short tail hint at their lineage. Roughly three percent are born with vestigial horns; in some cases these can grow long and curving. Many Oua choose to have them surgically removed, while others wear them as marks of status or beauty.

Like all peoples of Aeash, they are covered in a fine, short coat that reads as smooth skin from any distance. Their pelts range from white through gray, brown, and tan to deep black, almost always marked with bold linear or striped patterns that trace the body in perfect symmetry. It is these sharp, elegant markings—combined with their poised, angular features—that have earned the Oua a widespread reputation for striking beauty.

As with every native race of their world, they possess the standard Aeashen hand structure.*

Shoosira (SHOE-see-ra) -

Descended from a felid ancestor, the Shoosira can pass for human in deep shadow. Only their slitted pupils (which drink in the faintest light), tall pointed ears, retractable claws, digitigrade feet with thickly padded toes, and short tail give them away.

Like all peoples of Aeash, they wear a fine, short coat that looks like bare skin from any distance. Coloration favors earth tones: tawny golds, dusty browns, deep charcoal, and occasionally dark reds or vivid oranges. Fewer than two percent are born patterned—spotted, striped, or patched in dramatic contrast—making such individuals instantly recognizable and often revered.

As with every race native to their world, they possess the standard Aeashen hand structure.*

Yuarao (yuh-ROHW) -

Descended from a canid ancestor, the Yuarao are the most human-appearing of all Aeashen peoples. Only a broad, dark nose and a short, subtly expressive tail betray their lineage. Their fine, short coat—ranging from snow-white through every shade of tan to deep black—blends so seamlessly at any distance that off-world visitors sometimes mistake them for baseline humans.

It is no accident that the Yuarao language has become the common tongue of Aeash; nearly every inhabitant now speaks it conversationally. This linguistic dominance is only the most visible sign of a cultural influence that reaches every corner of the planet.

As with all peoples native to Aeash, they possess the standard Aeashen hand structure.*

There are two additional tribes on Aeash:

Coinoie (COH-nee) -

Descended from a leporid ancestor, the Coinoie are marked by a delicate, slightly protruding muzzle, long, expressive rabbit-like ears, and a distinctive coiled tail. Their fine, short coat ranges from snow-white through gray and warm brown to deep, glossy black.

For most of recorded history they were enslaved by the older, dominant tribes. Only within the last century did the Grand Council formally grant them freedom and honorary tribe status. Today the Coinoie make up nearly half the sentient population of Aeash—the single largest people on the planet—and they are still repressed in almost every corner of the globe.

As with all peoples native to Aeash, they possess the standard Aeashen hand structure.*

Rga'awra (ruh-GWAR-ruh) -

Descended from a hyaenid ancestor, the Rga’awra are the largest of all Aeashen peoples. Towering at an average of six feet ten inches, with some females exceeding eight feet, they possess long muzzles, powerful clawed digits, erect triangular ears, heavy spotted tails, prominent shoulder tufts, and legs that rise onto a partial digitigrade stance. Their coarse, short coat is brown to gray-brown, boldly marked with dark spots.

The Rga’awra are exclusively female. For most of history they sustained their numbers by raiding other tribes for mates—an ancient practice that earned them fear, hatred, and formal outcast status from the Grand Council. Even today their rights remain sharply curtailed. Numbering fewer than any other people, they work to integrate themselves into a world that doesn’t trust them.

Rga’awra society is organized around the Heractulha, the matriarchal familial structure they have maintained for centuries.

As with all peoples native to Aeash, they possess the standard Aeashen hand structure.*

*Aeashen hand construction - Unlike terrestrial humans, every sentient species native to Aeash possesses a distinctive hand with three fingers and two opposable thumbs, one on each side of the palm. The evolutionary pressures that produced this near-universal trait remain a subject of ongoing research.

* * *
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Queen

Forty years ago, Aeash—an alternate Earth with a wildly different evolutionary path—collided with our world, changing everything. Now, humans and Aeashens cross dimensions, chasing new lives or thrilling escapes.

Grant Stone is clawing his way back to normal after a brutal betrayal left him broken—emotionally and physically. Then he meets her. Dal’anjelt’arach—Angel to humans—is an Aeashen towering over him, equal parts beast and beauty. Sparks fly, and despite her resistance, she’s just as captivated.

Their realities—past and future—crash together, hurling them into a vortex of chaos and danger that threatens to shatter everything they know.

Can they survive the collision of their worlds? Can their bond endure? Or are they just another scar waiting to happen?

Warning: Queen is a raw romance featuring unconventional relationships, otherworldly beings, and characters grappling with trauma. Expect graphic sexual content and intense violence.

The Champions of Elan: volume one

A special volume that collects the first two books in The Champions of Elan series.

HARMONIA

In the heart of Harmonia, a gleaming city-state, stands the ancient castle that gave it its name—the legendary home of the four goddesses who forged the world of Elan and ushered its people into enlightenment. For centuries, this mythic fortress has drawn tourists and skeptics alike, most dismissing its divine origins as mere fable. Only a devout few still revere it as sacred ground. Harmonia has basked in peace and prosperity.

That era is dead.

The castle is no longer a hollow relic. The goddesses have returned—and they are not alone. Something stirs within those hallowed walls.

Packed with heart-pounding action, heart-wrenching sacrifice, and sharp-witted humor, Harmonia is a spellbinding fantasy epic that pits mortal courage against divine corruption.

CHILD OF SHADOWS

In the frozen, unforgiving land of Dula Koarr, survival is a daily battle, yet its people burn with fierce love and resilience.

Renarde, the cunning fox-woman of Harmonia, ventures into this harsh northern realm and allies with a desperate woman searching for her lost husband. Their quest leads to a shadowy castle carved into a mountain, ruled by twin sisters guarding sinister secrets.

As a cataclysm looms, the fate of this icy land rests on Renarde, the Champion of Elan. Danger lies around every corner, and death awaits anyone foolish enough to linger. And she’s having the time of her life.

A thrilling tale of betrayal, power, and redemption

In this gripping sequel to Harmonia, cosmic horror and betrayal collide in a race against a crumbling keep, where every choice could mean salvation—or doom.

Warning: Contains graphic sexual content and violence. Not suitable for readers sensitive to mature themes.

The Katnip Kollection (Tales From the Kit Kat Klub)

Step inside the sultry Kit Kat Klub, where shadows hold secrets and Miss Katnip reigns as both owner and star. She’s a little reckless, a little dangerous, and sometimes willing to bend the rules for those who need her the most. To help her, she wields an ancient potion that bestows her with remarkable strength and prowess, letting her face whatever challenges come her way.

This volume collects the three previously published books in the series.

Red is the Darkest Color

An intoxicating tale of betrayal, power, and redemption. Red is the Darkest Color drags you into a noir world where good and evil blur in a haze of Fizz and fury. Deception is easy on the streets of Mutt Town, but the truth is something that can be very hard.

The Devil Was Green

In a city where shadows hold secrets and monsters hold human faces, Miss Katnip fights not for survival, but for something worth saving. When a murder ties her to a deadly plot, she dives into a web of betrayal, facing a fire-breathing dragon and her own dark past. With every step, she uncovers a truth more dangerous than she ever imagined.

A Hand of Gold and Other Stories

Twelve stories spanning a year in the life of the citizens of Mutt Town. A collection of tales that explore and expand the universe Miss Katnip operates in, from the viewpoint of several talented authors.

Edible Complex

Zombies.

The living dead, brought back from hell to feast upon the flesh of the living, inflicting their unholy curse to any who suffer even the slightest wound. They hunt you, kill you, and then devour your brain for sustenance. They are evil incarnate, here to terrorize your life.

Except that they aren’t. And they don’t.

It turns out that everything that we thought we knew about zombies, thanks to movies and books and television and such, wasn’t quite as faithful as they wanted us to think. I should know, I see and deal with them on a daily basis. It’s my job. I work for the Federal Office of Organizing Dining for Zombies, or F.O.O.D.Z. for short. Oh, and my job sucks.

My name is Cassandra Cole. Welcome to my world.

Edible Complex is a stand-alone horror-comedy novel and should not be taken internally. Consult your doctor if you feel that Edible Complex may not be right for you. Known side-effects of Edible Complex are laughing, groaning, and occasionally shuffling around your house in a state of undeath. Edible Complex is suitable for ages teen and up.

Cover by award-winning artist Dave Johnson!
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