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AUTHOR’S NOTE
I didn’t feel like writing a real introduction to this book, so here is a recipe for spaghetti tacos:
 
SPAGHETTI TACOS
INGREDIENTS:
Leftover spaghetti
Taco shells
Frozen meatballs
1/2 cup canned diced jalapenos
2 1/3 cups shredded Mexican blend cheese
1 tablespoon cayenne pepper
1/4 cup chili paste
Two large eggs
1 bottle of vodka
Some nails
A really cool custom-made post-apocalypse motorcycle
 from the Mad Max movies
A shotgun
Your face
Robot arms (optional)
Cilantro 
Place the leftover spaghetti in a large mixing bowl and stir in the eggs, cayenne pepper, diced jalapenos, and chili paste. If you don’t have any hands use robot arms (optional). Put mixture in medium casserole dish, insert frozen meatballs, and cover with Mexican blend cheese. 

Heat casserole in the oven for 45 minutes at 350 degrees. 

While baking, drink the entire bottle of vodka and hammer the nails into your face, then drive the motorcycle around the block, firing the shotgun wildly into the air. This should encourage your neighbors to form a post-apocalypse biker gang with you. Lead your new friends back to your place for lunch. 

Put the spaghetti mixture into taco shells and garnish with cilantro. If any of your new friends has that weird genetic disorder that makes cilantro taste like soap, tell him to get the fuck out of your house and never come back. You don’t need to associate with their kind. 

This recipe should make two dozen tacos. Share with your friends. Or eat all of them while they watch in order to establish your dominance as leader of the biker gang. 

Enjoy!

Or if you’re really lazy you could just toss a can of Chef Boyardee into a taco or whatever. I don’t care.

 
So that’s it. I hope you enjoy my new book.
 —Carlton Mellick III 6/10/2017 8:58pm



Chapter One
 


I have way too many erections. 
Seriously, I have a ton of them. At least twenty a day. Fifty, sometimes, if the weather is warm enough. It’s a curse. A horrible, never-ending curse. When I was a teenager, they said it was normal. They said all boys are plagued by frequent erections from the time they go through puberty until the time they reach their sexual peak. They said it would all calm down some time during college. But they were wrong. They were completely, utterly wrong. 
After all the other boys in my class passed their sexual prime, my libido kept on growing. It only got stronger as I aged. By the time I was thirty, the problem was three times as bad as it was when I was a teenager, dealing with erections on an hourly basis. Now I’m almost forty and it’s even worse. It seems like I spend most of my day erect and painfully horny. The doctors don’t know what to make of me. They just give me pills that are designed to calm my sexual urges, but nothing ever seems to be strong enough to nullify them completely. I still suffer from constant, unending erections that seem to come out of nowhere. In the most unlikely of places. At the most awkward of times.


Right now, for instance.
I’m on a crowded teleportation pod, six dozen passengers squeezed together as tightly as Vienna sausages in a can, waiting to be beamed halfway across the galaxy to the planet Kynaria. Just as they locked the doors and I found myself pressed against the back of an eighty-year-old frog woman, my penis decided to grow hard. It’s poking into her like a child poking his finger into a frosted birthday cake, and there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it.
I attempt to think of the most sexually unappealing things I can possibly imagine. A fat man naked? No. My grandparents having sex? No. Making out with the old lady in front of me? Definitely no. I can’t think of sex. No matter how disgusting in concept, any thought of sex will keep me aroused. I try thinking of something mundane. I think of math. I do math problems in my head. But my erection won’t go away. Thinking of math just reminds me of my high school algebra teacher—Mrs. Davila, the hot twenty-three-year-old who wore low-cut shirts for absolutely no reason other than to torture fourteen-year-old boys.
The old frog woman won’t sit still, wheezing and shifting her weight from side-to-side, unintentionally rubbing her shiny, warted skin against my dick. I’m not sure which planet she is from. I’m hoping it’s one of the more open-minded worlds that have come to accept that erections are perfectly normal bodily functions that are in no way offensive or embarrassing. Or better yet, perhaps she comes from a planet where they don’t have erections at all and don’t even know what they are, like the Tryxians who mate by blowing bubbles at each other from tubes in their armpits.
I decide to think of something frightening. The best way to get rid of an erection is through anxiety. It should be easy. I’m standing in a teleportation pod, waiting to be dematerialized and instantaneously beamed thousands of light years away from Earth. That’s already a pretty scary idea. And a whole lot of things can go wrong.
Traveling via teleportation beam is supposed to be perfectly safe, but there are instances of people being sent to the wrong planet or disappearing into the great void of space. There’s also a chance that you’ll become particle-locked, where you come out on the other side as an unmoving statue of flesh. Or you can become beam-resistant, where your anatomy can no longer safely dematerialize and you’ll be forever trapped on the planet you’ve just visited, which may not be your home world or even a habitable world at all. 
The possibilities are all very frightening. However, they do nothing to kill my erection. The idea of being trapped on an alien planet is almost comforting to me. At least I’d never have to worry about my embarrassing erections ever again.


“You the eyebot man?” somebody asks me. 
I peer over the woman’s shoulder and see a large guy with a thin gray beard squeezing through the crowded teleportation pod toward me. He’s one of the only humans in the chamber besides me. He pushes past a blue blobby creature and elbows a young stick-thin elf woman in the neck, raising his eyebrows with a big smile on his face as though excited to make my acquaintance. 
“Eyebot man?” I ask him, not quite sure he’s talking to me.
He nods. “Don’t you run the eyebots? You know, the camera drones? I was told that the eyebot guy would be taking the beam with me.”
I’d never heard of the term eyebot before. I wonder if he came up with the nickname himself. 
“Yeah,” I say. “Do you work for the show, too?” 
He holds out his hand and introduces himself. “Mick Meyers.”
I know the name. He’s one of the producers on the show. After I shake his hand, he wipes his fingers down the gray whiskers on his chin as though using my palm sweat for hair gel.
“Irving Rice,” I say. 
My erection does not dissipate, even after shaking the guy’s hand. For a second, I’m almost happy to be pressed against the old woman so that my penis is concealed from his view. But then she moves. Mick shoves her out of the way so that he can stand in front of me. My only choice is to cover myself with my hands as the crowd squeezes us into each other. 
“Nice to meet you, Rice,” Mick says. 
He smiles down on me as though he can tell I’ve got my dick in my hand, but he doesn’t acknowledge it. He just stands in silence, pressed against me with that awkward smile on his face. I try not to look him in the eyes.
After a few unbearable moments, he breaks the silence by asking, “So, have you ever been to Kynaria before?” 
I shake my head. “I’ve never even been off world at all.”
His eyes light up. “So this is your first beam? How exciting for you. You must be thrilled.”
I shrug. The idea of teleporting to an alien world always kind of frightened me. 
“Yeah, I guess.”
“The first beam I took was to Chung. Have you heard of Chung?”
I shake my head. 
He says, “Chung is a fire planet. It’s all lava and the people there have rock-like skin. It’s crazy.”
Ever since Earth was connected to the intergalactic transport system, we’ve had access to thousands of alien worlds. So many that I haven’t even heard of the vast majority of them. I didn’t even know about the planet Kynaria until a few weeks ago, when I was told they needed me to go there for a shoot.
“The girls there are really hot,” Mick continues. “Even though the outer layer of their skin is made of stone, they still have amazing curves and perfect tits. They’re like marble statues that walk and talk. If you ever have a chance to have sex with a Chungian, I highly recommend it.” He chuckles and rests his hand on my shoulder. “And man, they give the most amazing blowjobs.”
Mick raises his voice as he talks about the Chungian women, as though he wants to make sure that everyone in the chamber can hear what he’s saying. Many eyes, both alien and human, turn toward us.
He continues. “You see, even though their skin is hard as rock on the outside, inside they are really soft. Their mouths and tongues are just heavenly goo.”
Mick’s words don’t help my erection at all. And with his hand on my shoulder, the situation couldn’t possibly get more awkward. 
“But they’re nothing compared to the women on Oolva,” he says. “I’m sure you’ve heard of Oolva. The really curvy tall girls with the purple tentacles? They have these giant lower mouths big enough to swallow a man whole. When they give you a blowjob, that’s what it feels like. Everything from your waist down goes in their mouths. It’s something you’ve got to try.”
I’m beginning to think Mick is a very strange individual. He’s only just met me, yet he’s already telling me the kinds of things you’d only tell your closest friends in a private setting after you’ve had a few too many beers. Listing your favorite alien blowjobs is not the kind of anecdote you tell to a guy you just met, especially not on a crowded teleportation pod.
“But make sure you only do oral with an Oolvan,” he continues. “Their vaginal fluids are like acid. They’ll melt your dick right off. Seriously. A friend of mine learned that the hard way. He hasn’t fucked anything since.” 
He laughs and grips my shoulder tighter. 
“But the weirdest blowjob I ever got was—”
He is cut off by a voice coming on the intercom system telling us that we will depart in ten seconds. The lights dim. The room begins to vibrate.
“Here we go,” Mick says, finally removing his hand from my shoulder. “Get ready to have your molecules dispersed.”
He smiles as though excited by the idea of dematerializing, like it gives him some kind of physical thrill. 
When the countdown reaches zero, my skin becomes warm with vibrations. It feels like we’re being cooked inside of a microwave. Then I lose my senses one at a time. First, the sense of sound. Everything goes silent as my ears come apart. Then goes my sight. Everything becomes fuzzy and pixilated, then black. My sense of touch lingers much longer, but all I feel is the warm vibration of my skin as it is broken down into particles. 
The only sense that I don’t seem to lose is my sense of smell. Perhaps it’s just my brain messing with me, but I can’t get the scent of burnt rubber out of my nose. It sticks with me even after I become a bodiless mass of information projected across the galaxy.


When I am put back together, I realize that my erection has finally subsided. Who knew that all it took to end my humiliation was for me to have my entire body broken down on a molecular level and sent to another world? 
“Here we are,” Mick says, rubbing his beard. “This is going to be fun.”
I nod my head. But I’m not sure if I agree. I didn’t come to have fun. I’m just here to do a job. If I were the adventurous type I would have traveled to another world long ago. 
The overhead lights brighten and the doors to the chamber open. 
As we wait for the people ahead of us to leave the pod, Mick says, “Kynaria is one of the most beautiful worlds I’ve ever been to. It’s a mushroom planet. There’s no trees here. No wood. Everything’s made of mushroom.”
I nod. It’s all I really know about the planet. There’s not a whole lot of information about Kynaria online. All I know is that it’s really colorful and mushrooms grow like crazy.
“You’ve been here before?” I ask.
He nods. “I came last month to scout locations. It’s a pretty crazy place. You’re going to love it.”
“When does Andrew come?” I ask.
“In a few days. We’ve got a lot of work to do before then, but there should be time to see the sights and have a little fun.”
He winks at me as he says a little fun. I really don’t want to know what he means by that.
“Who else is already here?” I ask.
He looks at me as though he has no idea what I’m talking about.
“Who else?” he asks.
“The crew,” I say. “Is anyone going to meet us?”
Mick shakes his head. “The crew? What are you talking about? We’re the crew.” 
“I mean the rest of the crew.”
“There is no rest of the crew. You’re doing the filming. Andrew will be in front of the camera. I handle the rest. We’ll have a guide or two, but it’s basically just us.”
“Are you serious?” I ask.
He pats me on the back. “No big deal. We can handle it.”
“How come they only sent two people? They sent ten times as many for the Byron One episode.”
He shrugs. “It’s Kynaria. Nobody wanted to go to Kynaria. You have to have guts to come to a backwards planet like this one.”
Just before we exit the teleportation pod, Mick smiles at me. “That must have been why they sent the two of us. We’ve got more guts than any of them combined.”


The transport station doesn’t look any different than the one back on Earth. The same building materials, the same architecture, the same bland gray colors. There just aren’t too many humans in sight. In fact, besides Mick, myself, and a few Japanese business men exiting our teleportation pod, there aren’t any other humans in sight. The place is full of beings from hundreds of different planets across the galaxy, each one more surreal than the last. I don’t recognize a single one of them. Some of them are small and furry. Others are the size of elephants with multiple small human-like limbs. There’s a red snake-like man slithering toward the baggage claim. A feathered one-eyed lady with webbed feet and a long black beak sits in the food court, regurgitating bugs into her children’s mouths. There were plenty of these visitors at the transport station back on Earth, but it seems stranger when experiencing it as one of the aliens, rather than one of the natives.
Mick smiles at the expression on my face as he catches me alien-watching.
“Pretty fascinating, aren’t they?” Mick asks, licking his lips as he admires a three-breasted kangaroo-like woman with pink fur strutting across our path.
“Which ones are the Kynarians?” I ask. 
I’d seen a picture of one online before my trip, but none of these people look anything like that one did. 
“Most of them are Kynarians,” he says. “Can’t you tell?”
He points out the Kynarians. They are the large blob-like ogres that fill the station. At first, I didn’t realize they were all the same species. They come in so many different colors and shapes. They range from deep emerald green to bright fluorescent pink to blue and yellow striped. Though some of them are fat and blob-like, others are tall and thin. The only thing they have in common is that they all seem mushroom-like, with large bell-shaped heads. I’m not sure if they evolved from mushrooms or if they just evolved to blend in with their mushroom surroundings, but they definitely look like the kind of beings that would live in a world dominated by fungus.
As I get close to one of the Kynarians, a strong pungent truffle-like odor fills my nostrils. It’s so offensive that I have to step back and cover my nose.
Mick looks at me, wondering what’s wrong.
“It smells in here,” I say.
He nods in agreement, but doesn’t bother to cover his nose. “Yeah, every planet has its own unique funk that you have to deal with. The smell is everywhere. You’ll get used to it.”
I shake my head. I have no idea how I’ll get used to this kind of stench.


After we get our luggage, we leave the transport station and head into the alien city. 
“Look at that, Rice,” Mick says, standing on the sidewalk with his arms outstretched. “This is what you were missing staying on Earth all this time.”
The sky is pink and blue and purple, covered in large billowing clouds that are deep red in color as though they’re filled with blood instead of water. The buildings are built into the sides of massive golden mushrooms larger than any skyscraper back on Earth. The streets are paved with smooth blue glass and instead of vehicles, people ride on the backs of giant slugs that move faster than any car I’ve ever seen. 
The sight is overwhelming. I’ve seen pictures of alien worlds, but nothing prepared me for actually being on one. I need to sit down to catch my breath, only there’s nothing recognizable as a chair for me to sit down on.
“Come on,” Mick says, patting me on the back so hard I nearly fall over. “Let’s check into the hotel and then go get a beer.”
“They have beer here?”
He shrugs. “Well, the Kynarian equivalent to a beer.”
I agree, but I am not too sure about the idea of drinking strange alien alcohol, or even getting drunk on an alien planet. But Mick doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who takes no for an answer. And since he has nobody else to drink with, I don’t think there’s any chance he’d let me talk my way out of it.



Chapter Two
 


We take a slug taxi across town. It’s all automated. No need for a driver. The slug is supposed to be telepathic and knows where you want to go without you having to say so. It’s very convenient. Still, riding on the back of a slug isn’t something I expected to be doing on my trip. You’re able to sit inside of an enormous cushy seat designed to fit the largest of Kynarians, but there’s no floor between your feet and the slug. Mick rests his shoes right on the slimy back of the creature, dipping his toes in gray ooze. But I can’t get myself to do that. I just hold them up in the air for the whole ride. 
When we pull up alongside the entrance to a large mushroom hotel, I think the slug must have brought us to the wrong location. This isn’t at all where we were supposed to go. 
“We’re here,” Mick says.
I shake my head, not wanting to leave the taxi. 
“I thought we were going to stay in a human hotel,” I say. “That’s what they told me.”
Mick frowns. “Hell no. That shithole is in Earthtown. There’s no way we’re staying in Earthtown. Where’s the fun in that? I cancelled our reservation and got us a place here. You don’t go to Kynaria without living like the Kynarians.”
“But…”
He doesn’t let me say another word. He pulls me out of my seat and waves the giant slug away.
“You’ll love it,” he says. “Trust me.”


The second we get into the Kynarian hotel room, I realize I should never trust Mick to make decisions for me ever again. 
“I don’t love it,” I tell him. “I don’t love it at all.”
“Are you kidding me?” Mick says. “This place is amazing.”
I look at him and then back at the hotel room. There aren’t any beds in the room, at least nothing I’d recognize as a bed. The majority of the floor is taken up by a large pool of black mud. 
“Are we supposed to sleep in that?” I ask, pointing at the mud puddle. 
He nods. “That’s how the Kynarians sleep.”
“In mud?”
He nods again. “Sure, why not? They say it’s warm and soothing. It’s supposed to be good for the skin.”
“Human skin or Kynarian skin?”
He shrugs. “I’m sure it’s perfectly safe for human skin.”
I examine the mud more closely. It’s bubbling like a tar pit. I couldn’t imagine how you’d be able to sleep in there.
“Do we sleep naked in that thing?”
“Yeah.”
“And we sleep in it together?”
“Kynarians always sleep in groups, so yeah. Don’t worry though. We can sleep on opposite sides. It’s not gay or anything.” 
“And we won’t drown?” 
“Probably not.”
“And what do we use for pillows?”
He points at the cushioned rim of the pool. “You sleep with your head out of the mud. It’s not all that soft, but will support your neck okay.”
“But we’ll wake up every day covered in mud…”
“It’s fine. They probably have a shower or something in the bathroom.”
“Are you sure?” I ask.
He shrugs. “Check it out.” 
I cross the room, careful not to slip and fall into the mud. The bathroom doesn’t look anything like the bathrooms on Earth. For one thing, there’s nothing that resembles a toilet, a sink, or a tub. There is a large basin in the center of the floor made from what looks to be a bear-sized clamshell. A constant stream of water pours into the shell like a waterfall. 
“Is this it?” I ask.
Mick comes over and nods his head. 
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“What about the toilet?” 
He looks away and scratches the back of his neck. “About that…”
I look at him. “What?”
“A Kynarian shower kind of doubles as the toilet.”
I look at the shower and then back at Mick. “Huh?”
“Kynarians don’t have anuses. They defecate through their skin, so they don’t have any use for toilets.”
“So they shit in the shower instead?”
“Yeah…”
“So we have to shit in the shower as well?”
He rubs his beard at me. “To tell you the truth, it’s not entirely unpleasant.”
“Are you serious?”
He shrugs. “You’ll get used to it.” Then he turns to the bathroom closet and opens its doors. “It’s really not that bad. It’s just a pain because you have to undress and dry off every time you want to take a dump.” He puts his hand under the stream of water. “At least the water’s warm.”


After we unpack our clothes in the bathroom closet, Mick takes me out for dinner and drinks.
“Since we’re going to be living together for a couple of weeks, we should get to know each other a little better,” he says.
We don’t wander too far from the hotel. Mick takes us to a place just down the street. It’s not a typical tourist spot. It’s a real Kynarian restaurant that caters only to Kynarian clientele. We’re the only two offworlders in the place. 
“If you’re in Kynaria, you have to eat authentic Kynarian food,” Mick says.
He sits us down at a table right in the center of the place, like he wants everyone to notice that we’re here.
“Is Kynarian food any good?” I ask.
Mick shrugs. “I don’t know. Not really. But it’s still the right thing to do.”
I nod my head. 
“They have a McDonald’s over in Earthtown now,” he says. “Could you imagine that? Coming all the way across the galaxy and eating at McDonald’s? It’s blasphemy.”
I nod my head.
Mick continues, “We’ve only been a part of the teleportation network for five years and there’s already a McDonald’s on every fucking planet in the galaxy. Can you believe that shit? It makes me embarrassed to be human.” 
He pauses to think about it for a moment. And then, in a slightly ashamed tone, he says, “Although I guess I’ve been to all of them. I’m always tempted to try the unique alien menu items…”
Before we get any menus or order any food, a small toadstool of a waitress comes by and puts plates on our table. Then she delivers two fizzy drinks.
“What’s this?” I ask. “Did they give us somebody else’s food?”
Mick shakes his head. “Nah. This is how they do it at restaurants in Kynaria.”
He picks up a pink chunk of food from his plate and stuffs it into his mouth.
Between chews, he says, “You don’t get to choose what you eat like you do on Earth. Kynarian restaurants serve you whatever they want to serve you. They see you as a guest in their home. When you go to a dinner party, you don’t demand your hosts make you whatever you want them to make you. You have to eat what you’re given. That’s what it’s like on Kynaria. Actually, that’s what it’s like in restaurants on most worlds I’ve been to. Earth restaurants are actually pretty unique in that way.”
I nod and look down at my plate. I’ve been given something different than Mick. The stuff on the right of my plate looks a bit like blue sauerkraut, while the left half of my plate contains a slab of mystery meat in some kind of yellow gravy. 
I don’t know if I’m happy or worried that I’ve been served food that I didn’t order myself. On one hand, I probably wouldn’t have been able to understand the menu or known what I was ordering anyway. On the other hand, I could have been given anything. This blue sauerkraut could be some kind of slug-like creature’s pubic hair for all I know.
“Don’t think too much about it,” Mick says. “Just eat it. You’re better off not knowing.”
There aren’t any utensils resembling forks or spoons. Mick just eats with his hands, so I decide to follow suit. 
“The Kynarians have long hooked fingernails they use to eat with, so they don’t need forks or chopsticks or anything.”
I nod my head and pick up a pinch of the blue sauerkraut stuff. When I put it in my mouth, the flavor overwhelms me. It tastes kind of like rotten peaches soaked in gasoline. I swallow it anyway.
“Is this stuff safe for human consumption?” I ask.
“Most of it is,” he says. 
Saliva pools in my mouth. 
“What do you mean most of it?” 
“Well, they have a lot of mushroom-based foods here. And you know how there’s a lot of poisonous mushrooms back on earth? Well, there’s even more poisonous mushrooms here. And Kynarians are resistant to most forms of mushroom poison so they sometimes put them in their dishes.”
As he talks, saliva has pooled so much inside of my mouth that it spills over my lips and down my chin. 
“But don’t worry,” he says. “I researched it thoroughly and would recognize any of the poisonous dishes they serve.”
I hold my hand over my face, but the saliva keeps on coming.
“Are you okay?” Mick asks, finally noticing that something is wrong with me. 
“My salivary glands are going nuts.” The flow of fluid becomes so bad I can hardly speak. “I’m drooling all over the place.”
He nods his head. “Yeah, you must be having some kind of allergic reaction.”
“Allergic reaction?” I gurgle.
“Yeah, you probably shouldn’t be eating that. It’s probably not safe.”
“Not safe?”
“Just eat the yellow stuff. I’ve had that before. It’s grub steak. It won’t hurt you.”
Saliva drenches my shirt. “Grub steak?” 
“Never eat blue stuff on an alien world,” he says. “No good ever comes from eating blue stuff.”


It takes a while, but eventually my drooling calms down. I eat the grub steak, pretending that it didn’t come from a worm the size of a cow, and take sips of the fizzy beverage until my saliva glands return to normal. The only thing that actually tastes good is the beverage. It is sweet, but not offensively sweet. It reminds me of what a dandelion soda would taste like if I ever drank a dandelion soda. It’s not until I’m halfway through the beverage that I realize it’s highly alcoholic. 
“It’s actually frog semen,” Mick says. 
I have no idea what he’s talking about until he points at my beverage. “You’re drinking fermented semen.” 
I look down at my white drink.
“You’re fucking with me…” I say.
He laughs and shakes his head. “No, seriously. There’s this amphibious frog-like animal that produces a sweet semen that the Kynarians use to flavor all sorts of desserts and alcoholic drinks.”
“Are you kidding me?” I ask. “That’s disgusting.”
“No, it’s delicious,” he says. 
He takes a long gulp of his fizzy frog semen.
“You should put this on the show,” I say.
“What? The frog semen drink?”
I nod my head. “It’s perfect.”
“Nah,” he says. “Andrew won’t do any alcoholic beverages. Maybe we can have him try one of the frog semen desserts, but not this drink.”
“Why won’t he do alcoholic beverages?”
“He doesn’t drink. He’ll talk about bizarre alcoholic beverages on the show, but he won’t drink them.”
“So do you already know what weird foods you’re going to have Andrew eat?”
“I’ve got plenty of leads, but we need to nail them all down before he gets here later in the week.”
“What’s the grossest food you’ve got lined up so far?” I ask. “Anything worse than frog semen?”
“A lot worse,” he says. “The frog semen is actually delicious. I could drink it every day. The viewers at home will think it’s disgusting, but that’s because they only imagine it would be terrible to drink.” He takes another sip. “The really disgusting dish involves anal shellfish.”
“Anal shellfish?” I ask.
“Yeah,” he says. A smile creeps onto his face. “On Kynaria, there aren’t any oceans or large bodies of water, so they don’t have seafood like we do. But there’s a lot of different species of parasitic crustaceans and mollusks that they eat instead. For instance, the Kynarian version of lobster is a three-pound parasite that they harvest from the bellies of large mammals. The Kynarian version of a crab is this foot-long spider-like bug that infests the feathers of birds like lice or fleas. But anal shellfish… Man, anal shellfish freak the hell out of me…”
He pauses to take another bite of his food.
As he chews, he says, “There are a lot of large animals on Kynaria. Some of them are as big as dinosaurs. But there’s this one creature that is far bigger than anything else on this world. It’s like a woolly mammoth, but ten times the size of a brontosaurus. Anyway, this beast produces many species of parasites the locals consider to be the ultimate in fine dining. One of them is what I like to call anal shellfish. There are these large clams that grow inside the anus of this dinosaur creature, huge clusters of clams the size of my fist. And they smell absolutely horrible, even when cooked. I can only describe it as rotten fish mixed with stomach flu diarrhea.”
I cringe. “And you’re going to have Andrew eat it?”
He nods. “And not only that, but we’re going to have him climb into the creature’s ass and harvest them himself. It’s going to be great television. I bet it will be one of the best episodes of Bizarre Foods yet.”
“Do you think he’ll really go through with it?”
“Of course. He’s Andrew Zimmern. He’ll eat anything.”


“How is he able to do it anyway?” I ask.
“Who?” Mick asks.
“Andrew Zimmern. How is he able to eat all those weird alien foods? I wouldn’t be able to do it. I’d puke all over the place.”
“You don’t know?” Mick asks.
I shrug.
Mick explains, “Andrew used to be a heroin addict. For about a year, he was homeless and eating out of dumpsters. He grew a tolerance for eating disgusting food. I guess once you’ve lived off of rotten meat and molded bread for long enough, you come to appreciate all kinds of foods, even stuff the average person wouldn’t be able to stomach.”
“I didn’t know he was a heroin addict.”
“Well, he’s not anymore. He’s been sober for years. That’s why he won’t drink alcohol or do substances of any kind. He really turned his life around. Going from a junkie in the gutter to a world-famous celebrity, the man is an inspiration. A hero for recovering addicts.” 
I nod my head, finding a new admiration for the star of the show I work on. 
Then Mick chugs his drink as the waitress brings him two more.


After dinner and a few more drinks, we take a drunken stroll through the Kynarian city, following the road of slug-vehicles, admiring the iridescent lights that radiate from the giant mushrooms around us. The place is even more beautiful at night. Everything glitters with blue and green light. There are three moons in the sky, one of them so big and bright and red that it could be its own sun. Glowing butterflies the size of eagles flutter overhead, shimmering like fireflies, filling the night like stars.
The air is also thick with spores. White fluffy mushroom dust floats down on us like snowflakes, covering the city in powder. The smell is pungent and earthy. When I inhale the spores, my throat becomes itchy and raw. It’s becoming difficult to breathe.
“Is this stuff toxic?” I ask Mick, as I cough on the descending spore cloud. 
He shrugs. “I was here for two weeks and never had any problems.”
“It’s hard to breathe,” I say. 
I also realize that my skin itches and my eyes are watering.
“It’s probably just this planet’s version of allergies,” he says. “Did you have bad seasonal allergies back home?”
I nod at him, keeping my nose and mouth covered.
“Then maybe we should get you some antihistamines. I’m sure they have some in Earthtown.”
“You think that would be enough?” I say through my fingers.
He nods. “Of course. Allergies are the same on every planet.”


As we walk down the sidewalk, an alien woman grabs our attention. She’s not wearing any clothing and looks like no woman I’ve ever seen before. She has large gemstone eyes and her blood glows with blue light, radiating beneath her paper white skin. Her hair is energy, like purple fire. And her flesh is as smooth as jellyfish skin. 
Just one look at her and I find myself becoming erect. When she passes, Mick turns around to get a look at her back. He licks his crusty lips and doesn’t remove his eyes from her for a second.
“Oh, man…” he says, moaning with lust. “I love alien women that don’t bother with clothing. Makes it so much easier to size up the goods.”
“What planet is she from?” I ask. 
Even though I constantly try to avoid ogling sexually attractive women in public, I can’t stop myself. 
“Manticore,” he says. “I’ve never been there but it’s definitely on my bucket list.”
The woman looks back at us, noticing we are staring at her. I doubt she can speak English, but it definitely seems like she knows we’re talking about her. 
As I divert my eyes, Mick says, “Don’t look away. In their culture, it’s rude not to admire their bodies in public.”
“Are you serious?” I ask.
The woman gawks at us with her gemstone eyes. Her face is expressionless. I can’t tell if she’s annoyed or pleased with our behavior. 
My penis becomes more erect as she looks at me. It’s even worse than it was back at the transport station. I’m not sure, but it feels as though her species has this effect on males.
When the woman turns back and walks away, Mick groans and kicks the glassy sidewalk.
“Damn it, she’s not into us,” Mick says.
“How do you know?” I say.
“In Manticore culture, it’s proper etiquette for males to stare down females they’re attracted to. If the females share the attraction, they let you know immediately, usually by grabbing your dick and pulling you back to their home. If they’re not interested they’ll just look you up and down, then move on.”
“So why is it rude to not admire their bodies in public?” I ask. 
“Huh?” he asks, still staring at the woman as she walks away from us.
“You said not to look away from her,” I explain. “Why would that be rude?”
Mick snaps out of it as the woman turns a corner.
“Oh, it’s basically like calling them ugly,” he says. 
I nod, then cover my erection with my hand.
When I look down, I notice Mick has just as big of an erection as I do. Only he doesn’t try covering it up. He sees me looking at his dick. Then looks at mine, then looks at his, then we have the most awkward moment of silence I’ve experienced in my life.
Mick laughs and points at my dick. “You must be thinking what I’m thinking!”
I have no idea what he’s thinking and I really don’t know if I want to find out. 
“We need to get laid!” he says.
He pats me on the back and waves down a slug-taxi. 
“Let’s hit up a whorehouse,” he says. “I’ve been dying to hit up a Kynarian whorehouse all week.”
The idea of going to a whorehouse turns me off. I even lose my erection a little. 
I shake my head and hold out my hands. “No, it’s okay. I think I’ll just go back to the hotel room.”
He points at my dick again. “Not with that boner you’re not. You need to relieve that tension. It’s unhealthy to ignore it.”
A slug-taxi pulls up next to us on the side of the road, waiting for us to board. Its massive blubbery flesh pulses and oozes at me, strangely bringing my erection back up to full standing. 
“I’m fine, really,” I say, my face growing red with embarrassment. “This is nothing.”
He shakes his head. “I don’t see it going away. You’re going to have to come with me. I insist.”
“Do you even know where to find a brothel?”
“No, but the taxi will find it for us. The thing is telepathic. It will know exactly where we want to go.”
Before I can think of a good enough excuse, I find myself crawling up onto the slug’s back with Mick. Then we take off. A part of me is worried. I’ve never even wanted to go to a brothel on Earth, let alone one on an alien planet. And Kynarians are ugly and smell bad. I have absolutely no desire to have sex with one.



Chapter Three
 


“This is going to be fun,” Mick says along the way. “My favorite part of visiting alien worlds is sleeping with the native women.”
I nod, but do not agree with his words one bit. I’m not at all excited about going to an alien brothel. I’m terrified. 
“Are they safe?” I ask him. “What about sexually transmitted diseases?”
Just the thought of what kind of crazy STDs exist on Kynaria sends me into a panic.
He frowns at me and waves my words away. “Don’t be such a wimp. Just wear a condom.”
“But didn’t you just tell me earlier today that you had a friend whose dick melted off by having sex with an Oolvan woman?”
“Yeah, but there probably won’t be any Oolvan women. It’s a Kynarian brothel.”
“Well, what if Kynarians have weird penis-melting diseases you don’t know about yet?”
“Look, I’ve slept with dozens of aliens on dozens of different worlds and never once have I gotten anything more than a cold. All you need is a condom and you’ll be fine.”
I stare out the window, watching the mushroom buildings pass us by. I don’t bother arguing with Mick anymore. There’s nothing he can say that will ease my worries. 
Mick says, “If you want to play it safe, just get a blowjob. You’re always safe with a blowjob.”


The cab leaves the city and takes us deep into the mushroom forest. There aren’t any buildings or lights out here. We’re riding the only slug on the road.
“Where are we going?” I ask, trepidation rising in my voice. 
Mick stares out the window. His voice expresses just as much panic as mine, but he doesn’t show it.
“The place must be out of town,” he says. “It’s okay, though. All the best stuff is off the beaten path.”
“Do you think it got our destination wrong?” 
It’s a terrifying thought to be at the mercy of a telepathic slug. It could take us out into the middle of nowhere and die. It could think we wanted to go to a city on the other side of the planet. 
“No, I’m sure it’s taking us to the right place. These slugs have always been accurate every time I’ve ridden them in the past.”
“So you’re not worried?”
He rubs his gray whiskers and shakes his head. “No, of course I’m not worried.”
But he looks obviously worried.


An hour of back roads and trails of unpaved soil that slows the slug-taxi down to a third of its speed, and Mick finally admits he’s worried. 
“The Kynarian wilds aren’t anything to fuck with,” he says. “We definitely don’t want to get stranded out here. They’ve got spiders that can eat a horse.”
I look out the window and see nothing but mushrooms and packs of wild snails out there.
“How do we get this thing to turn around?” I ask.
He shrugs. “You just think about wanting it to turn around and it turns around.”
“So should we think about turning around?”
But just as I ask the question, lights appear up ahead. We pull up alongside a mushroom house that is much smaller than those in the city but still enormous by Earth standards. It looks kind of like the Kynarian equivalent to a roadhouse bar. 
Mick wipes his brow with relief and says, “We made it. We actually made it.”
We jump out of our seats into the thick soil and take a few steps toward the door, stretching our legs and backs. The front of the building is filled with half a dozen slug vehicles that slither around each other, waiting for their riders to get back.
“This place looks perfect,” he says, breathing the fungal smells into his nose.
I look back to see the slug-taxi slithering off, leaving a slime trail in its wake. Part of me wants to jump back on the thing and return to the city. But even at a third of its speed, the slug moves far too quickly for me to catch up.
After it’s gone, I look back at Mick and ask, “Is that thing coming back to pick us up later?”
Mick shrugs. “We’ll worry about that after we’re done.”
I translate this to mean: “If we have to stay here all night, I’m perfectly fine with that.”


The inside of the brothel is quiet, like a library. Old, blobby Kynarian men sit at a bar, drinking sludgy brews. They don’t look at each other or say anything. They just drink and stare. I wonder if this actually is a brothel at all.
“I don’t see any women,” I tell Mick.
He looks around the room and nods his head. “They’ve got to be somewhere.”
We see a shriveled toadstool man enter from the back room and step behind the bar, wearing what appears to be a burlap sack with holes cut into it. 
“I’ll go figure it out,” he says.
Then he leaves me standing by the entrance with the old mushroom men glaring at me. I wonder if this place was a brothel at one time, but is now some kind of drinking hole for the local forest hermits. Or maybe it is a brothel, but they’ve just got a single prostitute in the back who’s so old she looks like a sagging, withered oyster mushroom.
But as Mick attempts communicating with the bartender using an outdated translation device that doesn’t seem to be working, I see something out the back window. Three women are outside on the back porch, peeking through the windows at me. They have pink and blue skin with flowing tentacle-like hair and long pointed ears. They don’t look anything like the Kynarian women I’ve seen so far. They are much smaller, at only about five feet in height at the tallest. But they’re more attractive and more human than any other creature I’ve seen on this planet so far, despite their bright colored skin and floppy hair. 
I was wrong. There are women here. They must be out on the porch for a smoke break, or whatever the Kynarian equivalent to a smoke break might be. With all the boring disgusting old clientele in the bar, I completely understand why they’d want to hide outside for as long as possible. 
One of the women notices me, her red beaming eyes lock on me like she’s trying to seduce me. I have no idea if they’re actually Kynarian women or women from a different world, but I do know that Kynarians come in all sorts of varieties. This variety could be the one that’s actually beautiful. Or perhaps they are considered ugly by Kynarian standards, which is why they have to work in a rundown backwoods brothel like this one.
My erection is back in full force just by making eye contact with the woman outside. I wasn’t actually planning on going through with having sex with any of the women at this place, but after seeing her I don’t know how I’ll be able to resist. Perhaps it’s just the fermented frog semen talking, but from this distance she looks prettier than the prettiest girls back on Earth. 
“Come on,” Mick says to me, snapping his fingers to get my attention. “They’re upstairs.”
I nod my head and follow him toward the stairwell. Looking back at the window, the women are no longer there. I hope they’ve gone to meet us on the second floor.


“You’re in room two,” Mick says, pointing at the door next to his. There are only four rooms, but I would have preferred the one on the other end. Nothing is a bigger turn off than hearing somebody you know having sex on the other side of a wall.
He disappears into the first room and leaves me standing there in the dark mold-scented hall, staring at the faded-orange door. I don’t hear anyone on the other side. If it’s not the girl with red eyes that I saw outside, I hope the girl is one that is just as attractive. It better not be one of the large blobby toadstool Kynarians I saw in the city. 
“Hello?” I say, knocking on the door. 
I’m not sure why I speak. It’s not like a Kynarian would understand me.
“I’m coming in…” 
The door takes all my strength to open. Since nothing is constructed from wood, it appears to be made of rock and clay, so the door is heavy and difficult to open. Or perhaps it’s just heavy for me because humans aren’t as big and strong as Kynarian men. 
Inside, the room is just a closet and bathroom. I close the door behind me. Standing there in the dark room, lit only by blue glowing worms that wiggle up the walls, I realize this is some kind of changing room. I undress and put my clothes on the shelves. My penis is so hard with anticipation that it pokes into the door as I try to get it open to enter the next room.
“Hello?” I call out again.
The bedroom is similar to our room back at the hotel, only far grungier. It’s just a pit of black mud that appears cold and diseased, probably hasn’t been changed out in months. Nobody is in here with me—not the girl from outside, not even a blobby toadstool woman. I probably have to wait here until she comes. 
There’s nowhere to sit, so I just lean my bare butt against the cold mushroom wall, staring into the black muck.
“Shit…” I say, once I realize that I’m going to have to enter the disgusting pool of mud. 
I didn’t think of that before coming. If Kynarians sleep in the mud they surely fuck in the mud as well. I’m probably supposed to get inside and wait for the woman to come. 
“This is a horrible idea…” I say.
But I don’t know what else to do. The room is too cold to just wait here naked. The mud will probably give me some kind of warmth. Besides, it’s possible the woman won’t come unless I’m in the mud and ready to go. 
I dip my toe into the black sludge and it cracks apart like the skin on chocolate pudding. But the mud isn’t warm at all. It’s freezing. There’s no way I’m going all the way in.
Something moves within the mud and I pull my toe out. Then a larger blob of flesh explodes from the black pool at me. I fall onto the hard floor and crawl backward. The thing oozes in my direction.
“Are you kidding me?” I cry.
This is the prostitute I’m supposed to sleep with? It’s not the girl from outside. It’s not a blobby toadstool woman. It’s some kind of freakish slug monster.
The thing lunges at me like it’s trying to mount me, crawl on me and rape me against the floor. The massive muddy worm opens a slimly hole on its abdomen, aiming it at my erection. But before it can get me, I crawl back into the bathroom and kick the door shut with my foot. The slug slams against the door once, then twice, then it goes quiet. I hear it oozing and pulsing, then sliding back into the muck.


“Fuck this,” I say. “I’m out of here.
I put my clothes back on and leave the room. Through the next door, I can hear Mick moaning with pleasure, crying out like he’s having the sexual experience of a lifetime. I don’t know if he got an actual woman or slug monster, but at least he’s enjoying himself. I want to get as far from the place as I possibly can.
Downstairs, I realize that I can’t leave. I’ve got to at least wait for Mick to finish, and that means waiting by myself with a lot of old mushroom men that don’t speak my language. I don’t have a translation device, so I can’t even order a drink. And my erection is still killing me. 
I contemplate going back upstairs and hiding in the bathroom, but then I remember the woman who was peering through the window earlier. I wonder if she’s still out there. I wonder if she’s available. Surely they won’t mind if I sleep with her instead of the slug creature upstairs. Unless the slug creature is what you get when you can’t afford one of the real women.
I go outside through the back door and step out on the porch, but the women are no longer here. I check around the side of the building. There’s no sign of them and there are no other entrances. I peer in the windows, but they aren’t inside either. I walk around the outside of the bar, stepping through mushrooms and deep purple soil, but it’s like they were never here. 
I’m about to give up and go back in when I hear crackling sounds in the forest behind me. I turn and see one of them. The one with the red eyes is standing right behind me, glowing in the moonlight. She had been approaching me while my back was turned. When I see her, I jump and let out a small cry. The pink woman is just as startled as I am and runs away, ducking behind a tree-sized mushroom. 
I wonder why she’s so afraid. Perhaps she’s never seen a human before. Perhaps she’s lived in the backwoods her whole life and hasn’t seen a whole lot of tourists from other worlds.
“Hello?” I call out. “It’s okay. I’m just a customer.”
I know the woman can’t understand me, but I’m hoping she might at least understand the inflection of what I’m saying. 
“I’m a human. From Earth.”
The woman peers out from behind the mushroom, appraising me. She doesn’t say anything, just stares fixedly with her red beady eyes. 
“Do you want to come inside?” I ask.
She doesn’t move.
I sigh and look away. I guess she’s not interested in me. Perhaps I just look too weird for her.
“I understand,” I say. “It’s okay. I’ll leave you alone.”
I turn around and head back toward the entrance. Then there are crackling noises behind me. I look back over my shoulder. The woman is following me, moving slowly and carefully. When our eyes meet, she freezes. She doesn’t move. Just stares.
When I turn to face her, she hops two steps back. 
Looking at her up close, she is even more beautiful than I realized. She doesn’t wear any clothing, like the Manticore woman back in the city. Her skin is brightly colored. Pink face and chest, blue limbs and hair, and her flesh is purple where the colors meet in the middle. 
I take a small step forward and she hops back again. When I take a few steps back, she comes forward. It’s like we’re doing some kind of dance.
“Are you coming or staying?” I ask.
I just stand still, not sure what she wants me to do. She looks down at my erection and up at my eyes. Then slowly, carefully approaches me. As she draws near, I can smell her. She doesn’t have the same pungent odor as the city Kynarians. She smells like flowers, like sweet morning daffodils. It’s just as strong of a smell, but I like it. It’s actually pleasant. She’s over ten feet away, but her flowery aroma overwhelms my senses. It clogs my sinuses worse than the mushroom spores that rained onto the city sidewalks.
“You’re really pretty,” I say.
I don’t know why I say it. It’s a stupid thing to say, especially when she doesn’t know my language. But her fragrance is doing something to me. I’m beginning to feel drunk. Or drunker, I should say. 
She comes into the light and I can get a better look at her. Upon closer examination, I don’t think she’s related to the same Kynarians I saw in the city at all. She must be a different race. Instead of being a mushroom person, she’s more of a flower person. Her hair is not made of tentacles, as I first thought, but long blue plants—or something designed to resemble plants, perhaps for camouflage from predators. She also has a long tail that points straight up into the air like that of a velociraptor. 
So if she’s not a normal Kynarian, what the hell is she? It’s like she’s some kind of nymph of the mushroom forest. Either way, she’s absolutely beautiful. And the more I inhale her scent, the more attracted to her I become.
When she sees me deeply inhale her scent, taking in more of her intoxicating fragrance, she becomes more relaxed and comfortable with me. She seems pleased that I enjoy her aroma. Perhaps for a flower woman, inhaling each other’s fragrance is the way you communicate your attraction to each other.
She comes closer and reaches out to me. She goes straight for my penis, rubbing the outside of my pants. Her perfume grows even stronger. I look down on her head, admiring her leaf-like strands of hair. I can see the red roots where the leaves grow into the flesh of her scalp. She slides her small blue hand down the front of my waistband and caresses my erection. Her skin isn’t the same as human skin. It feels moist and spongy. I reach out and touch her breast. It’s small and unusually firm. It feels like the skin of a dolphin or a string ray. When I rub the left nipple, it swells and leaks a few droplets of white oil, like some kind of natural lubricant. 
She pulls away from me and steps back. She runs through the moonlight, disappearing into the mushroom forest.
“Where are you going?” I ask.
She peeks out at me from the shadows. 
“You want me to follow you?” I ask.
She just stares at me with her red eyes, looking at me and back at the brothel. It’s almost like she’s worried somebody might see us. I wonder if she doesn’t want to have sex inside. Perhaps these flower women are more like humans and don’t like to sleep inside of pools of mud. Perhaps she prefers to have sex in nature, under the stars. It would be just like a forest nymph to desire this.
“Okay, I’ll follow,” I tell her.
Then I head into the shadows after her.


The mushroom nymph leads me deeper into the forest and I quickly lose track of her. I begin to wonder what the hell I’m doing out here. Mick said they’ve got giant people-eating spiders out here. It’s probably not the kind of place you want to wander around in after dark. But I keep going. I’m too enraptured by her, too drunk on her aroma. 
I have to follow her scent in order to find her again. I track her through the mushrooms, through tall blue plants that match the hair that grows on her head. When I see her again, she’s lingering in front of a small home. Not exactly a home, more like a nest in the side of a large hollowed-out mushroom stem. 
When I come near, she steps out and approaches me. She takes me gently by the hand and pulls me into the mushroom with her, laying me down in a soft bed made of some kind of cotton-like substance. Even though it smells of earthy fungus, the nest is far more comfortable than the mud bath back at the hotel. I could probably sleep here tonight if the woman would let me.
She seals up the entrance to her room by kicking soil and plants in front of it, basically burying us both alive inside her room. I don’t complain about it though. It seems like a weird thing to do, but it’s another world. They do things differently here. Perhaps it’s for safety, perhaps it’s for warmth, or perhaps it’s just the traditional way these flower people close their doors. 
There’s no light inside the fungus room until the woman presses her body against me. Her skin illuminates with my touch. When I rest my hand against her chest and pull it away, a glowing blue handprint remains, as though activated by my body warmth. The light slowly fades, requiring me to touch her again in order to brighten the room, to see her beautiful face.
When I kiss her, she doesn’t kiss me back but she doesn’t pull away either. It’s like she doesn’t know what kissing is for, like it’s not something they do in her culture. Her breath is sharp and acidic. Her saliva burns my lips. It tastes like I’m kissing an overly ripe kiwi fruit. 
The woman pushes my face away from hers so that she can climb on top of me. She claws at my pants, trying to get them off. She must never have encountered a belt or zipper before. I’m not sure if it’s because she’s not accustomed to clothing or if Kynarians don’t use anything like belts or zippers for keeping their clothes up.
I help her undo my pants and she grabs my penis before I can kick them all the way off. I pull off my shirt and pull her close to my body.
Her skin brightens against me, filling the entire mushroom hole. She tightens her legs against my thigh, rubbing her crotch against my knee. As her vagina touches me, her skin glows even brighter. It’s as if her iridescence is not caused by my touch, but by her sexual arousal.
The idea sobers me a little. I remember that this isn’t a human girl. It is some kind of being from a completely different world, some strange species that evolved in a completely different way than humans have. I wonder how close her DNA is to mine, if it is even compatible. I wonder if we could produce offspring if we decided to mate for real.
A thought flashes into my mind. I didn’t bring a condom with me. I didn’t think I would actually go through with having sex with an alien prostitute, so I wasn’t worried about it. Otherwise, I would have asked Mick for one.
The woman is ready. She doesn’t seem to even care about using protection. She straddles me, rolling her purple hips in a circle, trying to maneuver my penis inside of her.
“No…” I tell her, grabbing her by her hips and holding her back. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
Then I remember Mick saying that if I really wanted to be safe, I should stick to getting only blowjobs. So this is what I’m going to have to do. Even though this woman’s saliva is acidic and will likely burn my urethra, at least it’ll be a lot safer.
I pull myself up and try to move her head down toward my penis, but she resists.
“I can’t do that,” I say, shaking my head at her. “Only with your mouth.”
I point at my mouth.
“Just the mouth.”
But she doesn’t understand me. I push more firmly on her, but she resists harder. Since she doesn’t know anything about kissing, I wonder if she also doesn’t know anything about oral sex. I decide not to push the issue. The last thing I’d want to do would be to force her to do something she didn’t want to do. 
When I release her, she forces all of her weight on me faster than I’m able to escape. I try to wriggle out from under her, but she pushes me hard against the ground. She lays her chest against mine and bites down on my collar bone. Her bite isn’t meant to be aggressive or even sexual. It’s like she’s just trying to hold me down with her teeth.
“Let me up,” I tell her, prying her teeth from my neck. “I have to go back.”
The second I get her mouth off of me, something sprays in my face. It’s the same flowery fragrance she normally emits, only now it’s in a wet, concentrated form. It squirts from her armpits, like a skunk spraying from its tail, and hits me like a grenade of tart peach. 
Her scent calms me down, makes me want to stop resisting. I wonder if it’s some kind of pheromone the flower women use to attract mates, because the smell definitely makes me crave her. It makes me drugged and stupid.
Once she forces my penis inside of her, there’s no going back. It’s already done. Her insides capture me, curl around me, suck me in deeper. There’s no way I can stop this even if I tried. 
She pants and moans, misting my neck with her kiwi-flavored saliva. But she doesn’t fuck me like a human girl would fuck me. She doesn’t ride on top of me or bounce up and down or bring me in and out. Instead, she clasps me in place, keeping me all the way inside and holding me there, her tail slithering against my thigh. But even without our bodies moving, there is still stimulation. It feels like her insides are filled with long gooey tendrils that tighten around my penis like a jellyfish capturing its prey. They rub against it, massaging it, coiling it up and jerking it off. It feels like I’m getting a hand job from a tiny mutant space squid that lives inside of her vagina, and it’s better than any sensation I’ve ever felt in my life. Even when the tendrils insert themselves into my urethra and slither all the way down my urinary tract, it’s still beyond heavenly. 
Her body glows bright pink. If we weren’t buried inside of this mushroom, she would have illuminated the entire forest. Perhaps that’s why we had to be closed up in here, to prevent her light from drawing too much attention. 
I lick her glowing skin, sucking her dusty, rubbery neck. She tastes earthy yet floral. She lays her head on me and her plant-like hair is itchy against my chest and tickles my neck and chin. 
When I come, her body shivers and changes color, like she’s climaxing with me. She moans like a crying alley cat and sprays her skunk musk all over me. I wrap my arms around her and squeeze her body against me, sucking sweet moisture from her neck. 
After we finish, she doesn’t release me, still holding me inside of her by sticky strings. She closes her eyes and curls her head into the crook of my neck. Our muscles relax. We hold each other, breathing against each other. 
I inhale her fragrance and feel my mind drifting. Her smell is even more intoxicating after sex. It feels like I’m full of powerful painkillers, like I’ve just gone through surgery. My body doesn’t feel capable of going anywhere. I just want to stay in this bed, wrapped around this weird alien woman for the rest of my life. 
My penis is flaccid, but it’s still inside of her, glued to her vaginal wall. I still feel movement curling around my shaft. It’s not necessarily stimulating it, just moving around it gently. As my eyes drift shut and I begin to lose consciousness, I imagine my penis has been inserted into a pool of wiggling, squirming maggots. And for some reason I find that idea peaceful and comforting.



Chapter Four
 


I wake up in a pool of warm mud, buried up to my neck. It takes me a few minutes before I realize I’m back in the hotel room. Mick’s ass wiggles at me from the bathroom as he washes black muck from his body within the toilet waterfall. 
I close my eyes and open them again, wondering how the hell I got here. The mud is actually a lot more soothing than I thought it would be. I feel weightless yet supported, wrapped up safely in a blanket of warm bubbling sludge. I don’t want to get out. I just want to lie here all day.
When Mick sees that I’m awake, he says, “Time to get up. We’ve got work to do.”
He enters the room, drying off with a towel he brought from home, not bothering to hide his junk as he talks to me.
“How’d I get here?” I ask, my voice feels weird and echoed.
He chuckles. “You don’t remember?”
I shake my head. 
“You were like a zombie,” he says. “I found you wandering around naked in the parking lot. You were completely trashed.”
“I remember having sex with this beautiful woman and then passing out.”
“Beautiful woman?” He roars with laughter. “That wasn’t a woman you were sleeping with. You definitely must have been trashed.”
“What do you mean?”
“You were with a sex-slug,” he says. 
I shake my head. “No, not the slug. I didn’t go near that slug. I left the room and found a different woman. She was hanging out on the back porch.”
“There weren’t any women there,” he says. “They only had sex-slugs.”
“No, there was this super hot nymph girl. She was amazing.”
He shakes his head. “Nah, you must have imagined that. Sex-slugs are telepathic. They do whatever you want them to do, just by thinking about it. I bet it projected something into your mind so that you believed you were having sex with a woman, but were really just fucking a big sexy worm.”
He licks his lips after he says the word worm.
I look down into the mud, wondering if it all could have been just a hallucination. But no, it’s impossible. I clearly remember seeing the woman before I even encountered the slug. I clearly remember going outside and interacting with that woman.
“Man, was that an experience…” Mick says. “I never thought I’d fuck anything like that…” He drops the towel and goes for his clothes. “I kind of wish I had a sex-slug of my very own.”


After a shower and a weird fuzzy oatmeal-like breakfast, we take a slug-bus a couple hours out of town to meet with a tour guide who will be one of the guests on Bizarre Foods. His name is Bolgot and he’s one of the only Kynarians Mick could find who’s fluent in English.
“Bolgot, my man,” Mick says, calling to a big yellow blob-like Kynarian the second we step off the slug-bus. “How’s it going, bro?”
The creature turns around with a big round-toothed smile and oozes toward us, clomping on two stubby tree-trunk legs.
“Mr. Meyers,” Bolgot says. His English pronunciation is perfect, but the strange gurgled tone of his Kynarian accent comes through. “Very nice to meet you again.”
They tap heads when they meet, the traditional Kynarian greeting. Bolgot’s large mushroom cap bounces off Mick’s greasy skull. Then they shake hands.
Mick introduces me. “This is Rice. He’ll be shooting for us this week.”
Bolgot doesn’t bounce his head against mine and opts to just shake my hand. “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Rice.”
His pudgy marshmallow hand is too fat for me to wrap my fingers around and his fingers too stubby to wrap around mine, but I’m able to shake two of his digits well enough to call it a greeting.
All I say to him is “Hi.” Then he turns back to Mick.
“Elder How is waiting for us on his property,” Bolgot says. “We should go there as soon as we can.”
“Elder How?” Mick asks. “He’s the cluster fruit farmer, right?”
Bolgot nods. “He also has a few more delicacies I thought you might be interested in.”
“Oh yeah, like what?” Mick asks.
“Well, for starters, he raises hogcocks,” he says. “Have you heard of hogcocks?”
Mick shakes his head. “What are they?”
Bolgot smiles. “They’ll be perfect for your show. You have nothing like them on Earth.”
“Are they giant dicks with legs or something?” Mick asks.
He shakes his head. “No, they are amphibious pig-like mammals that have multiple eyeballs growing all over their body. Many different foods are made from them, but they are mostly bred for their eyeballs which are used in many stews and jellies. And because their eyes regenerate, it is a very stable food source in rural areas.”
Mick nods, thinking it over. “Sounds promising. How come I’ve never heard of them before?”
“They’re very rare, even to Kynarians,” Bolgot says. “It’s a bit like eating armadillo in the United States. Most Kynarians wouldn’t even think to eat hogcock eyes, especially anyone from the city.” 
“Well, let’s go check it out,” Mick says.
Bolgot wraps his arm around Mick and leads him toward his snail-truck, leaving me to carry all of our equipment by myself.


The cluster fruit farm is amazing. Spiky blueberry-colored trees stretch for miles across the rolling landscape. Rainbow lollipop flowers speckle the fields of bubble grass. Kynarian workers walk on thirty-foot stilts, harvesting fruit with the precision of acrobats. It’s one of the most breathtaking scenes I’ve seen since arriving on Kynaria.
“Rice, get some shots of this,” Mick tells me, pointing at the fruit grove. “Get all of it.”
“On it,” I tell him. 
I set two trunk-sized cases on the ground, pulling out the camera equipment. Four eye-shaped drones come to life the second I put the televisor over my eyes and flip on the control switch. I send them up into the air, hovering over the cluster fruit trees, recording as they go.
“Film everything you can,” Mick says. “The workers. The fruit trees. The whole property. And definitely get the hogcocks if you can find them.”
I just nod, too focused on directing four cameras at once to respond. 
He says, “We’re going to go meet with the old guy.”
Then they leave me alone with my work. 


Ever since the United Planets made first contact with Earth five years ago, there’s been massive leaps in our technology. We went from cell phones and arguing with each other like idiots on the internet to teleporting across the galaxy and operating robots with our minds practically overnight. One day, all I had to worry about was holding a camera steady, and the next I had to learn how to become a one-man camera crew with a neuro-interface implanted into the side of my brain.
Using mostly just my thoughts, I’m able to pilot the four drones—or eyebots as Mick likes to call them—far over the cluster fruit farm, panning across the landscape and zooming in on the workers as they pick the spiky blue melon-sized fruits. 
When I’m finished with the grove, I scan the air for any sign of the livestock. Since I’ve never seen a hogcock before, I have no idea what to be looking for other than some animal with a lot of eyes. I remember Bolgot saying they are amphibious, so I assume they’ll be near some water. 
I send one drone far behind the ranch, discovering a large gated area with a small pond and several fat pink frog-looking creatures wobbling along the water. Zooming in, they definitely have to be hogcocks. Their eyes are bigger than I expected, like grapefruit-sized fish eyes. They also are three times larger than the largest pigs back on Earth. I understand the resemblance, though. If I had to describe them to anyone I’d say they were frog-pigs covered in eyes.
As I pan across the hogcock pen, I see a woman walking among the beasts. She is pink and purple, exactly like the flowery woman I slept with last night. I zoom in on her. She’s definitely the same species. She has the same skin, the same tail, the same blue leaf hair. She must be one of the farm workers. 
I want Mick to see her. I want to show him that I really did sleep with a beautiful nymph woman last night and that she wasn’t just some hallucinatory vision put in my head by a telepathic sex-slug.
I’m sure he’ll be really impressed. 


Down the hill, Mick and Bolgot are deep in conversation with some old mushroom man as they stroll through his property. I decide not to interrupt them and continue on my way, heading toward the back of the ranch to the hogcock pen. 
But when I arrive, I don’t see the flower woman anywhere. I just see the weird pig creatures blinking at me with their bunches of eyes. I send the eyebots to scan over me, but she seems to be gone. I wonder if maybe Mick was right. Maybe I did imagine her. 
I look back and see Mick and the Kynarians heading toward me. Too bad the woman isn’t here. They would have gotten here right in time. But before I give up, I catch a glimpse of her again from one of the eyebots. She’s rolling over a hogcock, trying to clean its belly or something.
A smile spreads across my face. I don’t know why. These women are such perfect creatures. Being able to see one of them again brings me joy. Unfortunately, it also brings me another erection. I try to cover it up before the other men arrive.
Her scent fills the air and I breathe it in deeply. This woman smells different from the one last night. Her scent is richer, more robust. It kind of reminds me of lilac and cardamom. 
I go to the fence and climb up to get a better look at her, but when I see her I’m so shocked I nearly drop the eyebots out of the air. 
“What the fuck…” I say.
The woman is on top of one of the hogcocks, straddling it, rubbing against it. My first thought is that she’s trying to hold it down, maybe to pull out an infected tooth or trim its nails. But then I realize her skin is illuminated as she presses herself against the animal’s greasy belly. She’s fucking it. Just as the woman had done with me last night, she is making love to this horrific eyeball-pig creature. 
When Mick and the Kynarians get to me, Mick yells, “What the hell are you doing up there, Rice?”
I don’t know what to say. My mouth is just hanging open.
I point my finger at the mushroom nymph and say, “She… She is…” But that’s all I can get out.
When the old farmer sees what I’m pointing at, he freaks out. Even though I can’t understand Kynarian I can tell that he’s absolutely pissed. If that woman actually is one of his field hands and is having sex with his livestock, I imagine he’d be pretty pissed off about it.
Elder How grabs what looks to be a fire extinguisher from the side of the fence and races into the pen. He sprays the woman until she rolls off of the hogcock and runs away. He chases after her, spraying her until she’s soaked.
“What’s going on?” Mick asks, trying to climb up on the fence with me to get a better look.
Through the drone cameras, I’m able to see that the old farmer isn’t actually spraying the nymph with water. It’s some kind of corrosive poison. As she tries to run away, her leaf-like hair falls out, her skin melts from her body, her muscles slide off her bones. 
I don’t know what to do except stand here as the farmer murders the beautiful woman right in front of us. Her high-pitched screams fill the air. It’s like I’m watching a pre-abolition slave getting executed by a plantation owner for stealing a loaf of bread. When the woman falls on the ground, he continues spraying her until she doesn’t move anymore, until she’s just a puddle of soup in the dirt.


As Elder How leaves the pen, he takes the hogcock that the woman slept with and separates it from the others. 
“What the hell was that?” Mick asks.
Bolgot translates and the old Kynarian responds. 
“He says it was a jelly bug,” Bolgot tells us. “They’re horrible, disgusting creatures.”
“What the hell’s a jelly bug?” Mick asks.
“It’s an invasive species that showed up within the past few years,” Bolgot says. “They were accidentally introduced to our eco-system by travelers from some other world. Now they’re wreaking havoc across the countryside.”
“What do they do?” Mick asks.
“They breed with the livestock and spread all sorts of horrible diseases. They’re very dangerous. Elder How has lost thirty of his herd to jelly bugs in this season alone.”
As I hear this, my hands shiver. My skin crawls. I nearly crash an eyebot into a tree. I’m not sure I heard this correctly. Are they saying that the woman I slept with last night was one of these jelly bugs? 
“Wait…” I say to Bolgot. “I saw it. That was no bug. It was a woman. It looked almost human.”
Bolgot shakes his head. “Don’t let its looks fool you. It’s not an intelligent species. It’s not a woman. Jelly bugs are vermin. They’re like rats and they’re very, very dangerous. If you ever see one you should exterminate it right away.”
“But…” I begin, wanting to tell them all about my encounter last night and how I slept with one of them, thinking she was a normal woman.
Mick cuts me off, “So are there more of them out there? Are we safe?”
Bolgot nods. “They only go after pets, livestock, and wild animals. They’ve never attacked a Kynarian before.”
“What about a human?” Mick asks.
Bolgot shakes his head. “I doubt they’d have any interest in humans either. They prefer dumb, small mammals that won’t fight back.”
Before I’m able to tell them about my experience, they change the subject and saunter away. I’m too embarrassed to explain what happened now. But after what they said, my mind is racing. What exactly are jelly bugs? Where did they come from? How come they look human, like intelligent beings? Why are they dangerous? Is it just because they are diseased or because of other reasons? Am I lucky to have survived last night?
I look over at Elder How. He raises a long bladed tool that resembles a scythe. Then he lowers it into the squirming animal by his feet, chopping off its head. When Bolgot sees me staring at the old farmer, it’s like he can tell that I want to ask why the hogcock had to be killed.
Bolgot answers the question before I have to ask. “Once the jelly bug gets to it, it can’t be saved. The meat is spoiled now.”
I nod at him and calmly walk away, trying not to expose the whirlwind of panic that spins through my head. 


For the rest of the shoot, I can’t focus. The eyebots fly around on their own without me putting much attention into the shots they capture. Doing a good job doesn’t concern me at the moment. I keep thinking about the creature I slept with last night. I thought I was with a beautiful woman, but it was really like I fucked a rat or a cockroach. And because I didn’t wear a condom, who knows what weird diseases I caught from it.
I do feel nauseous. It’s more likely that I feel this way due to being hungover than because of some alien disease I might have caught last night, but it does make me feel at least a little bit paranoid. A part of me feels that the nausea comes not from the alcohol I drank, but from the jelly bug’s intoxicating fragrance. It’s like my body is going through withdrawal. 
But I really should go to a doctor and get checked out. I could have something serious. It might even be curable if caught in time. The only problem is where I go. Do I try to find a Kynarian doctor or go back to Earth? Kynarian doctors won’t know much or anything about human physiology, yet Earth doctors won’t know much or anything about the diseases jelly bugs carry. Either way, I need to make my decision soon.



Chapter Five
 


It’s nightfall and my nausea has become unbearable. What started as a slight queasiness reminiscent of a mild hangover has turned into what I imagine heroin withdrawal must feel like—worse than any flu or any food poisoning, and all I want to do is get some more of the drug that made me this way.
All day, we went from shoot to shoot, location to location, and I did my best to do my job while suffering through dizzying pain and throwing up every ten minutes. I was hardly able to keep myself standing for most of it. 
Now I’m sitting with Bolgot and Mick at a restaurant downtown, wondering how I’m going to keep down any food. The place is supposed to be special, one of the main restaurants Mick wants to use on the show. I’m sweating and shaking in my seat. I’ve been breathing in so many spores throughout the day that my sinuses are clogged. Watery snot runs down my nostrils but I’m in too much discomfort to wipe it away. The two people at the table don’t seem to notice anything is wrong with me. 
A toadstool waitress comes to us and brings us menus. She is a curvy woman with smooth yellow skin and a brown-speckled bell-shaped head. Unlike other Kynarians, she looks more human proportionately. She wears a tight pink outfit that exposes her bulging fungal breasts. Mick checks her out as she hovers over the table, unable to conceal his slobbering expressions. 
“Man…” he says, admiring her cleavage. 
Mick Meyers is one of the most shameless, most sleazy douchebags I’ve ever met. I kind of hate him. But despite my criticisms of the guy, it’s me who has an erection while sitting in her presence.
“Hey,” I say as I pick up a menu. “I thought Kynarian restaurants don’t let you order your own food?”
Milk runs out of my nose.
“Ahh, not usually,” Mick says. “But this restaurant is special.”
The waitress pulls out a thin needle-shaped knife and stabs me in the arm with it.
“Ow!” I cry.
I look at the others, rubbing my bicep. The waitress sticks another knife inside of Mick.
“What the hell was that for?” I ask.
Mick just laughs at me, but won’t explain.
He just says, “You’ll see.”
We let Bolgot order our food for us. The menu has no pictures and I have no idea how to read Kynarian. The language doesn’t even have letters or characters of any kind. It’s just one long squiggly line going up and down the page. 


When the food comes, it looks a lot like a sandwich but with some kind of mushroom instead of bread. The meat is sizzling. It looks more like Earth food than the dinner I had yesterday.
“I ordered you something I thought you might be comfortable with,” Bolgot says to me. “I lived on Earth for three years, so I know what Earthers like.”
I nod my head and look down at the plate. I have no idea how I’m going to eat it. I’m so sick to my stomach that just the appearance of it makes me want to throw up. 
“Take a bite,” Mick says, smiling with anticipation.
His excitement worries me.
“Why?” I say. “What is it?”
He giggles. “Just do it!” 
Even though I’m nauseous, there’s no way I’m going to get away with not eating it. I at least have to take a bite.
I sink my teeth into the mushroom-meat sandwich and chew. It tastes kind of gamey but it’s not that bad. It doesn’t taste anything like beef. More like greasy wild boar. If I wasn’t sick I might even like it.
“How do you like it?” Mick asks, still smirking.
“It’s fine,” I say.
“Do you know what it is?” he asks.
I shrug.
“It’s you!” he cries.
He slams his hand on the table and laughs his head off. I have no idea what he’s talking about.
“It’s me?” I ask.
“It’s your own meat,” he says. “You’re eating yourself.”
I’m still confused. Bolgot has to step in to explain it.
“This restaurant clones your flesh and turns it into fine cuisine,” Bolgot says. “When the waitress poked you in the arm, it was to get a sample of your DNA. They rapid-grow the meat in the back and cook it up for you.”
I look down at the sandwich, examining the gray meat. I can’t believe it’s me. This is what it would taste like if somebody murdered me and turned my flesh into dinner. Not only that, but it’s human flesh. This is what human flesh tastes like. The greasy, porky flavor lingers on my tongue and I have to do everything possible to keep from throwing up right on the floor.
Mick takes three massive bites of his sandwich and chews with his mouth open, moaning in pleasure at the taste.
“Oh man…” he says, talking with his mouth full. “This is good Mick Burger.”
When I put my sandwich down and push the plate away, Mick laughs and keeps on eating. 
Bolgot doesn’t have a plate of food. He just sits at the table, watching us eat. Because Mick is busy slobbering over his self-food, I engage the Kynarian in conversation.
“You didn’t want to get anything?” I ask.
Bolgot shakes his head. “No, it’s very expensive. Kynarians usually only eat at cloning restaurants for special occasions.”
“Like anniversaries?” I ask.
“Quite the opposite, actually,” he says. “First dates.”
“First dates?”
He nods. “When two Kynarians have a physical attraction to each other, it is customary for them to go on a first date at a cloning restaurant. Only you don’t eat a meal made from your own flesh. You eat the cloned flesh of your date.”
My jaw goes slack. The idea of eating my own meat disturbs the hell out of me, but thinking about how awkward it would be to eat the meat of a person sitting across from me is even worse. Not to mention watching them eat your flesh in front of you.
“The purpose is to see if you’re compatible with each other,” Bolgot says. “Many Kynarians believe that if your date’s flesh tastes good to you and you taste good to them, then you are well-matched and should continue dating. If you don’t like each other’s taste then the relationship is ended there.”
I look around the restaurant and notice that most of the people eating here are couples on first dates. Most of them seem to be having a good time together. I don’t see anyone disgusted by their food, though I don’t see anyone absolutely delighted in their meals either.
I ask, “But what if you get a really terrible chef that day and he ruins your meal?”
Bolgot nods. “Yes, that’s why only the best chefs work in cloning restaurants. It is also common for males to give large tips to their chef before the meal is prepared so that he puts extra care into doing a good job.”
When the waitress comes back, Mick flirts with her. Even though she doesn’t speak English, he’s able to hit on her with horrible pick-up lines using only his translation device. I try to block him out and just focus on the Kynarian man.
“But sometimes a chef ruins a meal and it results in ending a relationship before it even begins,” Bolgot continues. “If a couple believes their chef was at fault and they believe they would have enjoyed eating their date’s flesh if it were prepared properly, couples sometimes will go to a different restaurant and try again. If they enjoy their flesh the second time it will usually disgrace their original chef. In extreme cases, he will very likely be embarrassed into retirement.” 
I nod. I couldn’t imagine having to go through that every time you went on a first date with somebody.
“It’s just a tradition, though,” Bolgot says. “A lot of people don’t really believe it. I have plenty of friends who are happily married despite being disturbed by their spouse’s taste.”
I look up at Mick who is still giggling and flirting with the Kynarian waitress. He holds up the burger of himself, trying to get her to taste it.
“Come on, try it,” he says, gripping her by the elbow. “I’m delicious.”
She shakes her head, trying to get back to work. But Mick doesn’t take no for an answer.
“Just try it,” he says, his translation device spewing back his voice in Kynarian. “If you don’t like me I’ll leave you alone.”
The woman gives in and takes a small bite, just so that she can get rid of him. He lets go of her and she turns and races away. But she only gets ten feet. When she turns back, I watch her savoring the flavor in her mouth with a big round-toothed smile on her mushroom face. She races back to Mick and wants to take another, much larger, bite. I’m not sure if it’s because she likes Mick or because human meat is delicious to Kynarians.
As she’s gobbling on his flesh, Mick looks at us and says, “See? I’m delicious. Everyone should eat my meat.” 
He slams his hand on the table and chuckles. 
Then he says, “I’m going to bring this technology back to Earth and open up my own chain of restaurants that only sells food made with my meat.” He laughs again. “It’ll be great. And there’ll be pictures of me all over the menu so that everyone knows whose meat they’re eating.”
Bolgot and I just nod at him. We have no idea if he’s joking or serious.


Snot keeps flowing out of my nose. The pressure inside my head is killing me. My brain feels itchy, like it’s on fire.
“You’re bleeding,” Bolgot says, pointing at my face.
When I rub my nostril, I notice that my stream of snot has turned into blood. 
“Sorry…” I say, embarrassed to be bleeding at the table.
I hold my nose tightly with a furry napkin for a few minutes, but it doesn’t stop.
“Are you okay?” Bolgot asks. His voice stresses genuine concern. “I know what it’s like trying to adjust to the climate on another planet. My first few months on Earth were not pretty at all.”
“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” I say.
Although Bolgot is concerned by my unending nosebleed, Mick doesn’t even notice. He’s still messing with the waitress. Only now she’s not annoyed by his advances. She’s sitting down at the table with us, flirting back. Her rubbery knees rubbing against his thigh.
I wait a few more minutes, but the blood won’t stop. I get out of my seat. 
“I’m going to go to the bathroom,” I tell Bolgot.
He nods with understanding.


The bathroom is filled with a row of waterfalls. A large orange Kynarian male is bathing in one on the end, brown ooze leaking from his skin as he washes. It is a unisex bathroom as all bathrooms are on Kynaria, but there aren’t any women in here at the moment.
I go to one of the waterfalls and rinse the blood off of my nose. The Kynarian looks at me like I’m a crazy person for using it without taking off my clothes or stepping all the way inside. 
When I stick my finger in my nostril, I feel lumps inside. It’s like I’ve got marble-sized boogers trapped in there. I blow my nose hard and dig one of the bloody globs out, but it’s not a booger. It’s something else. 
I squeeze the slimy chunk while washing it off. It feels like a spongy piece of meat, like a part of my nasal cavity wall had broken off inside of my nose. But once I rinse the blood away, I see that it is bulb-shaped with pink and white speckles. It’s a tiny mushroom.
I put my finger in my nose again and feel around. There are more of them. Mushrooms are growing inside of me. I go to the mirror and take a closer look. Dozens of tiny toadstools are clustered inside, covered in mucus. A thick milk gushes out as I press too firmly on the nostrils. 
“What the fuck…” I say, wondering how the hell they got there. “Mushrooms?”
I’ve got a fucking mushroom infection. I don’t know if it was caused from the spores I’ve been breathing in, like it’s the Kynarian equivalent to seasonal allergies, or if it’s something I got from my encounter with the jelly bug. It could be some kind of alien disease she gave me.
The fungus isn’t only growing inside my nostrils. I can feel them throughout my entire nasal passageway, spreading into my sinus cavities and all the way to the back of my ear canals. I can feel a collection of them in the hollow space behind my left eyeball, scratching against the optic nerve whenever the eye rolls inside its socket. They’re even in my throat, heading toward my lungs. 
The speed at which they’ve spread is mindboggling, but I remember toadstools growing on my lawn practically overnight back on Earth. If the mushrooms sprout this quickly, what’s going to happen in a couple more days? What’s going to happen in a week? The mushrooms could grow so large that they block my airways, fill my lungs and suffocate me. Or maybe they’ll just grow right into my brain and kill me that way. Either way, I need to get to a hospital immediately.


Before I leave the bathroom, I decide I should take a piss first. I’ve had to go ever since I’ve gotten there, but have been worried about using public Kynarian bathrooms since I heard about them.
I probably shouldn’t just stand outside of the shower and piss into it. I’m pretty sure that’s not acceptable behavior. But with the big Kynarian man watching me, I don’t really want to get naked and shower next to him. I consider waiting until he’s done, but he could be going for a long time. He seems to be excreting a lot of sludge from his body. I wonder if the taste of his date didn’t agree with him.
After debating it for another minute, I decide I can’t hold it any longer. I remove my clothes and put them on hooks near the mirror. Then I crawl inside the basin on the other end, away from the Kynarian.
But once I’m in the water, letting the warmth wash over me, I can’t get myself to piss. I wonder if it’s the Kynarian watching me. I wonder if he’s giving me the bashful bladder. But then my penis starts to hurt. It feels like pressure is building up, as if I actually am pissing but there’s something inside my urethra, blocking the urine stream.
I squeeze the shaft of my penis and feel lumps inside. There are five lumps, most of them collected near the base. 
“Shit…” I say. 
The pain builds as my urine stream continues to be blocked. It burns all the way to my bladder. I squeeze on the lumps and they move. Something is inside it. The mushrooms must also be growing through my urinary tract. I squeeze again, pushing the mushroom bulbs upward. 
I cry out at the burning pain, still trying to urinate, wondering if I can piss them out like kidney stones. But the panic hits me even harder than the pain. If there are mushrooms growing in my nose and inside of my penis, that must mean they are spreading throughout my entire body. They’re probably growing through my stomach and intestines. They’re probably growing around my heart, spreading through the blood. 
Squeezing my shaft like a tube of toothpaste, milk oozes out of the tip of my dick, spilling onto the floor of the water basin. I continue applying pressure, trying to force the mushrooms out. The first one comes out as mush, just a brown paste that doesn’t resemble anything anymore. But it does have a very strong fungal aroma, like a yeast infection on a dead pig. I immediately rinse my hands off in the flowing water after I smell it. 
Next to me, the Kynarian watches me, wondering what I’m doing. He probably knows nothing about how humans go to the bathroom, so this could be how we shit for all he knows. But something in his eyes makes me think that I’m doing something offensive. So offensive that he wants to throw me out of the bathroom or stomp me into the floor. But I’m in too much pain to worry about that.
The next lump resists, like it’s still attached to the inside of my urethral walls. I grip the flesh beneath the lump and push upward until I feel a tearing sensation and blood oozes out with the milk. But I ignore the blood, push past the pain and keep tugging. Once the lump reaches the opening, I notice it’s not the same as the last one. It’s not just brown fungal mush. It’s gray and crusty, like a large chunk of scab. 
But once I force it out, the thing crawls across the tip of my penis. I scream and brush it away. The creature scurries across the basin floor.
“What the fuck!” I cry. 
My voice echoes through the bathroom. I nearly slip and fall out of the tub onto the hard floor. The Kynarian male is so angry with my outburst that he grunts, screams something in his language—obviously a profanity—and then he gets out of the water, unable to continue using the bathroom in peace.
I look down at the bug that came out of me. It scuttles through the pooling water on the basin floor. The thing is a small crustacean, like a roly poly or a baby shrimp. 
“Are you kidding me…” 
That was inside of my penis. How the fuck did it get in there? Was it the nymph woman? Was her vagina filled with bugs when I fucked her? Was she full of tiny shrimp-like parasites?
When I feel the shaft of my penis, I realize that it wasn’t the only one. The three remaining lumps feel exactly the same as the last one did. They have the same crusty, tearing sensation when I touch them. They twist and curl within me, burrowing down the urethra into my bladder. I’m sure there’s even more than three deeper inside of me. 
I need to get them out.


After what feels like a gallon of blood and milk and brown fungus paste, I eventually squeeze all of the crustaceans out of me. At least all of the ones I can reach. Weak and shivering, I dry off and dress and return to the table with Bolgot and Mick, only Mick isn’t there anymore.
I sit down.
“Where’s Meyers?” I ask, still out of breath from my experience in the bathroom.
“The waitress was done with her shift, so he left with her,” Bolgot says. 
I nod. I’m perfectly fine with that. I need to get to a hospital and would rather go with Bolgot anyway. He seems like he’d be of better help.
“Are you okay?” Bolgot asks. “You were in the bathroom for a very long time.”
I shake my head and lower my eyes. 
“About that…” I begin.
But with my eyes on the table, I notice that somebody has taken a large bite out of my sandwich. Because I wasn’t going to eat it, I shouldn’t mind. But it was made of my flesh. Somebody eating a sandwich made of my flesh without my permission seems like it should be impolite. I kind of feel violated. I’m guessing it was Mick who wanted the taste, maybe to compare it to his own meat.
“Yes?” Bolgot asks.
I shake the distraction out of my thoughts. 
“I think I need to go to a hospital,” I tell him.
His bulgy eyes get bulgier. “What’s wrong?”
I shake my head, not knowing where to start. I’m not sure I feel comfortable mentioning the bugs or even the mushroom infection. I decide I better just go straight for my main concern.
“I slept with a jelly bug,” I say.
When I say the word, he shushes me, telling me to keep my voice down. Like jelly bug is a dirty word or something.
He wants me to clarify. “Did you say jelly bug?”
I nod. “That creature Elder How killed back on the cluster fruit farm. You called it a jelly bug. Well, last night I had sex with one. I thought she was a woman.”
His face is filled with dread. 
“You have to be joking…” he says.
“No, I’m serious.”
“How could you have sex with one of those things? That’s disgusting.”
“I thought she was beautiful.”
When he hears me use the word beautiful to describe it, he cringes like I just said something horribly offensive, like I just called a dung beetle sexy.
“But they are vermin… They are like Earth cockroaches.”
“She looked more human than Kynarians do.”
“It doesn’t matter what she looks like,” he says. “Would you mate with a rodent if it looked like a human female?”
I shrug. “I guess not. But at the time I didn’t know.”
He waves the conversation away, realizing it’s not important why I did it. It’s already done and there’s no going back.
“How do you feel?” he asks. “Are you sick?”
I nod my head, but don’t get into the details.
He sighs at me and then drops into deep thought. 
“So what do I do?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “I’m not sure. Jelly bugs usually only go after animals. It’s never happened with intelligent beings before. Normally, we just put down infected livestock. We don’t try to save them.” 
“So there’s nothing I can do?”
He takes another long pause to think. 
“You have to go back to Earth,” he says. “Leave Kynaria immediately.”
I’m surprised by his words. “Leave the planet?”
“Right now. Get a ticket to Earth and go to a human hospital.”
“Why can’t I go to a Kynarian hospital?”
He shakes his head. “They’ll just put you in quarantine. They’ll think you’re a pervert or think humans are a primitive subspecies that isn’t worth saving. They’ll show you no sympathy.” He gets to his feet and stands me up. “Human doctors will at least do everything they can to save you.”
My hands are trembling as he tells me this. He tries to hold me steady. 
He says, “Don’t worry about the show. Just get out of here. The longer you’re in Kynaria the more danger you’ll be in.”
I don’t say another word. He walks me out the door and puts me on a slug-taxi. I don’t even think about doing anything else but follow his advice.


Back in the hotel room, Mick has company over. The waitress from the cloning restaurant is with him, her clothes spread across the floor. I don’t bother being polite and race through the room toward my luggage. Mick and the woman are naked in the pool of mud, moaning, writhing together. The Kynarian’s naked flesh is pale and puffy. It makes it appear as though Mick is fucking a giant marshmallow. 
“Where the hell are you going?” Mick asks me.
He doesn’t seem bothered to start up a conversation while in the middle of having sex. The Kynarian woman also doesn’t seem to mind, continuing to bounce and wiggle against him as though sexual intercourse around other people isn’t uncommon in their culture. 
“I’m leaving,” I say.
Mick looks over the woman’s shoulder and glares at me. “What did you say?”
I pack clothes from the bathroom into my luggage as I say, “I’m going back to Earth.”
“No…” Mick says, finally pushing the woman off of him. “You’re staying here. You’ve got a job to do.”
I shake my head. “I’ve got to get to the hospital.”
Mick swims through the mud toward me. The woman stays wrapped around him, riding on his back, squeezing his leathery flesh against hers. 
“What’s wrong with you?” he asks. 
I don’t bother explaining it to him. I don’t have time. After I finish packing, I realize I’ve forgotten something.
“Shit…” I say.
I pat down my pockets and then dig through my coat. Then I reopen my luggage and tear furiously through my clothes.
“My passport…” I say. “Where the fuck is my passport?”
Mick rolls over in the muck and nibbles on the mushroom girl’s neck. “How should I know?”
“Did you do anything with it?” he asks.
He shrugs. “No.”
“I had it yesterday…” I say. 
But the outfit I was wearing yesterday isn’t here anymore. 
“What happened to the clothes from last night?” I ask Mick.
He doesn’t seem to care enough to answer, completely over the fact that I’m abandoning the show and focused more on the woman again.
“You said you found me naked outside the brothel,” I tell him. “What did you do with the clothes I was wearing?”
Mick just snorts a laugh. “I never found your clothes. I brought you back naked.”
“Are you serious?” I cry. 
He doesn’t answer, dunking his head in the mud to lick the girl’s sludgy breasts. 
When I realize I have to go all the way back to the sex-slug brothel to find it, I say, “Fuck…”
I don’t have a choice. I have to go back there. They’ll never let me teleport back to Earth without it.
On the way out the door, I call out, “Tell Andrew Zimmern I’m sorry.”
But Mick is too deep in the mud to hear me.



Chapter Six
 


I take a slug-taxi toward the brothel outside of town. The place is over an hour away. I wanted to get off this planet as soon as possible, but now I probably won’t leave until late tonight. I don’t even know if there will be any more trips to Earth available by the time I get to the transport station. I could be stuck here until tomorrow. And if trips between Kynaria and Earth aren’t very popular, I could be stuck here for days. I might even have to go to a completely new planet for treatment if there’s no way I can get to Earth soon enough. 
But I’m not too worried about transportation right now. I’ll figure that out later. Right now, I’m more worried about running into the nymph girl again. Now that I know what she is, the idea of encountering her out in the mushroom forest terrifies me. I’m more than likely going to run into her. I’m sure my clothes are still in the same place where I took them off. They’re going to be on the floor of her mushroom burrow, probably covered in tiny crustaceans and saturated in her musk. But there’s a chance that they won’t be there. There’s a chance that in my drunken stupor I took them with me and lost them somewhere in the woods. If they’re not in her burrow I might never find them.
While thinking of seeing the woman again, my penis becomes erect. Only it is the most painful erection I’ve ever had in my life. I feel hard crusty nuggets crawling up my urethra. It feels like my urinary tract has become one long scab that breaks apart as my penis hardens. I try ignoring my memory of the woman, try to think of something mundane to cause the swelling to go down. But the deeper the slug-taxi drives into the wilderness, the more I’m reminded of her. 
I swear I can smell her aroma in the forest outside. I’m not sure if it’s hers or other jelly bugs trying to lure in potential mates, but the scent makes it impossible to get rid of the erection. I can’t ease the pain. But I’ve got to push forward. Once I get through this I can go back home and never leave the planet again. 


When the slug-taxi arrives in front of the brothel, I try sending it telepathic messages. I want to tell the slug to wait for me. I want it to know that I’ll be right back. But the taxi is unable to communicate a denial or confirmation. I just have to hope it knows to stay for me. Last night, I went home unconscious. I have no idea how Mick got us back to our hotel room. If he had the bartender call us a slug-taxi then I have no idea how I’ll get home. I don’t have a translation device like Mick so I won’t be able to communicate with him.
I guess it doesn’t matter anyway. By the looks of the brothel, it appears to be closed. There are no slug-cars in the parking lot. There are no lights through the windows. I am all alone out here.
Stepping down from the slug-taxi, I look back at it and say, “Stay. I’ll just be ten minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”
The slug just looks at me with long gooey eyes.
I step slowly away from the slug, waiting to lunge for it if it tries to leave. I’d rather go back to the city without my passport than get stuck out here overnight. The taxi doesn’t go anywhere. I take a few more steps back. It doesn’t leave. I think it’s going to wait for me.
As I walk around the side of the building, I look back every twenty feet, just to make sure the slug doesn’t go anywhere. It seems to have understood my request. I just hope it’ll stay long enough for me to find my passport.


Finding the burrow isn’t as easy as I thought it would be. I was drunk last night and wasn’t really paying attention to where I was going. I don’t even remember the area where I first encountered the creature. The mushroom trees all look the same. There aren’t any distinguishing landmarks. 
Stepping into a dark alien forest is a lot more terrifying now than it was last night. Last time, I was with a woman, or something I thought was a woman. I felt safe with her, like she knew what she was doing. Mick said the planet has giant man-eating spiders. Without the girl to guide me, there’s a good chance I might step into a massive web or become some wild creature’s lunch.
I wander in the dark for several minutes and realize I’d better hurry if I’m going to get back before the slug-taxi leaves me. The only thing I can think to do is try to find the girl again, try to get her to lead me back to her bed.
“Hello?” I call out. “Are you out there?”
I know she won’t understand me, but there’s a possibility that she’ll remember my voice and show herself. But I don’t see anything out here. I only hear the wind blowing through the mushroom caps, the fluttering of large bird-sized moths, and hundreds of croaking frog-like creatures somewhere in the distance.
Then a thought hits me. Bolgot said that you should immediately kill any jelly bug you come across. If this is true, it’s possible that the brothel’s bartender could have exterminated them by now. They were hanging around his establishment. He might have killed them soon after we left last night. His business might even be closed today just to handle the extermination. But, then again, the brothel didn’t seem like the kind of place that was well-kept. The mud was old. The building was filthy. He probably didn’t bother dealing with any of the vermin he had hanging around.
I wonder if I shouldn’t go back to the brothel and see if the women weren’t hanging out on the back porch, or maybe see if their corpses weren’t somewhere closer to the property. There might even be jelly bug traps laid out nearby. But just before I make up my mind, a wind picks up and blows against my face. And on the wind is the flowery scent of the woman from last night.
She’s here, somewhere. I don’t see her but she has to be near. I’m not sure if it is her or another jelly bug, but there’s a part of me that is certain that it’s the same woman. The aroma is exactly the same as what I smelled last night. Because the other jelly bug I encountered earlier today had a different smell, I’m sure they each have their own unique scent.
“Hello?” I call out. “Are you out here?”
I head into the wind, trying to follow the odor. Her scent becomes stronger. 
“Hello?”
The sound of twigs breaking causes me to take pause. The leaves of overgrown bushes rustle like something is coming through them toward me.
“Is that you?” I ask.
I move closer to the bushes, smelling the air. My erection digs into my pants as I bend down to get a better look. Her scent becomes stronger but I’m not sure it’s her. It could be anything. I don’t want to get too close and have some strange alien beast lunge out at me. The bushes rustle again. 
Upon closer examination, the bush is the same blue-leafed plant that grows from the woman’s head like hair. It’s very possible that she would be hiding here, since it is the perfect camouflage. But I don’t see anything inside. I don’t hear anymore rustling. 
“Hello?” I call out.
While looking at the blue bushes, I wonder why the nymph has hair that matches its leaves. Her species comes from a different world. She wouldn’t have evolved with these plants. I wonder if it is just a coincidence and maybe there are plants like this on her home world as well. Or perhaps they evolve quickly and have already adapted to the Kynarian environment in just a few short years. If so I wonder how long their lifecycle is. If they breed like rats or cockroaches they might reach maturity within weeks or days. Three years might have been many generations ago for this species. They might have adapted to this environment very quickly. 
“Where are you?” I say to the bushes.
I give up and stand up straight. Then I nearly shriek as I see movement in the corner of my eye. When I turn, she’s there, staring at me with her red eyes. She was creeping up on me. The second I turn to her she freezes in her tracks. 
It’s just how it was last night. Only now that I know what she is, her movements make more sense. She moves like an animal. She creeps up on me like a raccoon searching for food scraps in a driveway. 
“There you are,” I say.
She’s not as afraid of me as she was yesterday. She doesn’t run away and hide. But she’s still cautious. She doesn’t approach me too quickly. Her eyes locked on mine, examining my every move.
“Come on,” I say. “Lead me to your home.”
But instead of leading me away, she comes toward me. I take a step back. I don’t want to get too close to her. 
“Don’t touch me,” I say. “I’ll follow you.”
But she doesn’t understand. She slinks closer, taking small quiet steps. When she moves a little nearer, I hear the glands in her armpits spray. Her aroma carries on the wind and hits me with such force it makes my eyes water. 
I draw a deep breath and close my eyes, taking in the intoxicating fumes. Then I shake my head. I snap out of it. I try rubbing the smell from my nose. She steps closer and sprays again. I plug my nose but it doesn’t help. As the scent invades my senses, I no longer feel any pain. I can’t feel the creatures crawling inside of my urethra. I can’t feel the mushrooms growing within my respiratory system. And my sickness has been entirely washed away. My nausea was definitely caused by withdrawal from her aromatic drug. Now that I’ve ingested it again, I feel much, much better. I feel euphoric. The next thing I know, I’m releasing my nose and taking in another deep breath of her perfume. 
She approaches me again. This time I don’t step away. I let her come for me. She rubs my erection through my pants, scratching at it like a cat on a door. When I unzip my pants, she pulls out my dick and strokes it. I look down and see several lumps on my shaft where tiny crustaceans burrow beneath my skin. She weaves her fingers between the lumps, caressing them. It’s almost like she’s trying to soothe the creatures inside.
“What the hell am I doing…” I say, trying to snap myself out of it.
I just need her to lead me back to her burrow so I can get my passport. Then I have to leave. I can’t let this creature touch me anymore. She’s diseased. She’s vermin. 
But when I look at her hands rubbing against me, I wonder how she can possibly be vermin. Her fingers are so human, so smooth. She is nothing like a rat or a cockroach. She’s just like me. I wonder if the Kynarians are mistaken. Maybe she really is an intelligent species. Maybe they just don’t understand her kind. Just because they live in the forest and aren’t civilized doesn’t mean they’re animals.
Then I look up at her face and see tiny crustaceans crawl across her cheek and through her leaf-like hair. She doesn’t even bat an eye when one of them crawls up her nose. It’s like she has an entire colony of them living inside her.


Now that I’m properly saturated in her drug, she leads me back to her burrow. I follow her like a zombie through the mushrooms, staggering in a drunken haze. I try to focus on my passport. I just need to get the passport. If I linger too long, my ride is going to take off without me. 
“You’re weird…” I say to the girl as I crawl inside of her home. I’m not sure why I say it. I’m feeling really drunk.
Once inside, the place is larger than I remember. The ground is more solid. But it’s too dark to see. I feel around the floor for my old clothes, but I can’t find them. If I just find my pants I can run away.
The nymph starts filling in the hole. Like a groundhog, she kicks the dirt with her hind legs, shoving mud and forest debris into the opening to enclose us within. I try to stop her. I push on the wall, trying to break it down. I don’t want to be trapped in here with her. She tries to push me back and prevent me from breaking it down, but I won’t stop. I shove her slender arms out of my way and kick the wall down. I don’t care if I hurt her or scare her. Now that I’m back inside her burrow, I don’t need her anymore. I hope she runs away.
Then I hear a squirting sound and moisture hits me directly in the face. It’s so dark that I didn’t see it coming. She must have put her stink gland right in my face. My brain rolls and my eyes spin. It’s like somebody hit me in the head with a grenade filled with morphine. While I’m dazed, the jelly bug fills in the hole, closing us tightly inside the room together.


I can’t see anything. I move my fingers around the floor, fumbling through a fuzzy insect-filled nest, trying to find my passport. But my clothes don’t seem to be here. I need to be able to see. 
“Got a light?” I ask her, slurring my words and giggling to myself. 
But then I remember. She does have a light. Her skin lights up when I touch her.
I feel my way to her and grab hold of her arm. Then I rub it up the shoulder, but nothing happens. I rub her knee and push on her chest. I shove my palm into her face. But nothing happens. She doesn’t seem to light up at all. 
“Why won’t you turn on?”
Perhaps it’s the way I touch her. Remembering last night, she didn’t light up from just being touched. She lit up from sexual stimulation. I have to put her in the mood to lighten the room.
But I don’t want to go down that road. I already have an erection poking into my stomach. I already am drunk on lust. If I get into it any more than this I won’t be able to turn back.
The woman makes the decision for me. She comes to me, grabbing at my penis. I lick her neck and caress her shoulders. She lights up slightly, but not enough to see anything. I stroke my hand up her breasts and rub oil out of her nipple. It still doesn’t do much.
Sitting up close to her in the dark, I can feel her warmth radiating against me. I wonder why she’s called a jelly bug. She’s no bug. She’s warm-blooded. She’s beautiful. While in the dark, she might as well be a human woman. 
As I caress her skin, I lean in to her neck and inhale her scent. Her skin glows brighter. Her face lights up. She stares at me with her deep red eyes. I lean in and smell her again, this time slower. I savor every particle of it. Her skin grows even brighter.
That’s what it is. She’s aroused when I smell her. It’s more sensual to her than being touched, more titillating than when I kiss her neck. Maybe it’s a turn on to watch someone enjoy your scent. Maybe it makes her feel desired and beautiful. Whatever the case, I now know how to brighten the room.


I keep smelling her as I scan the ground around me. There’s no sign of my clothes. I keep looking. I keep sniffing. But there’s nothing. My clothes aren’t here.
Then I realize something: I’m not in the right burrow.
I look around to be sure, but it’s true. This isn’t the same hole I was in last night. It’s completely different. Breaking away from the woman, I feel the floor, digging under the fuzzy bed just to be sure. But there’s no denying it. She took me to a different mushroom.
But why would she take me to a different burrow? I stare at her, examining her face. I wonder if she’s not even the same woman I was with last night. She might be a completely different girl. But she looks exactly like the other one. They have the same red eyes. They have the same body proportions, the same smell. She also wasn’t as afraid of me tonight, like she was familiar with me. She wouldn’t have been so brave if we were meeting for the first time. But if it is her, then why a different burrow? Do they dig multiple burrows all over the forest? It might make it easier for them to capture mates if they had more than just one to bring them to. 
Either way, I need to get out of here. I need to find the burrow from last night. It might be near this one. I might still be able to find it.
I push the nymph away as she struggles with my pants. But when I try to get up, she just pulls me back down. I try again with the same result. She’s so much smaller than me. I don’t know how she’s able to throw me to the ground with such ease. I also can’t pry her fingers from my belt. She’s got a grip like a vise. 
I try a third time and realize that it’s not that she’s strong. It’s that I’ve become weak. My legs are wobbly. I can’t even hold up my own weight. I’ve inhaled too much of the drug she emits. It’s like I’m so drunk I can’t get on my feet. 
As I struggle with her fingers on my belt, she sprays me one last time and that’s it. I fall on the floor and just lie there. I’m not getting back up. My mind is dizzy. My eyelids roll shut. She tears my pants off with her teeth, like a mountain lion tearing the hide off a goat. She crawls on top of me, her skin shining so brightly that it fills the room. The wild diseased creature is going to fuck me and there’s not a thing I can do about it.



Chapter Seven
 


I slip in and out of consciousness. The woman holds me inside her, tendrils of moist flesh kneading my penis like dough, her skin glowing against my body. I can feel things being inserted into my urethra, but I’m not sure if they are the tendrils or if they are her shrimp-like parasites crawling inside of me.
She goes all night. She puts me inside her, pulsing around me until her skin flashes in orgasm. Then she falls asleep on top of me, curled tightly around me. When she wakes up, she starts the process all over again. 
I’m too weak and drugged to do anything about it. Whenever I’m about to regain my strength, she sprays her aroma at me, forcing me back into the drugged-out state. 
This seems to go on for days. The burrow is sealed so tightly that no light comes inside. I have no idea if anybody will figure out where I am. I have no idea if anybody is looking for me at all. The slug-taxi is surely long gone. I try to direct my thoughts at the slug, try to telepathically ask it for help. I think maybe it can break me out of this place, scare away the jelly bug, maybe bring somebody to help. I also direct these thoughts to the brothel, hoping maybe the sex-slugs there will hear me even if the slug-taxi has left the area. But nothing comes to my rescue. Even if they are telepathic, I don’t think they’re close enough to hear me.


The jelly bug starts to break up her usual routine. She has sex with me less and less, and has instead begun to lick me. With a short gooey snail tongue, she licks every inch of my body. She does this for hours at a time. She licks my neck and my chest, as well as my toes, my belly button, my eyebrows. I feel like a human lollipop. 
The sensation of being licked is pleasant, but it doesn’t seem like she’s doing it to give me pleasure. I feel like her acidic saliva is melting my skin, like she is dissolving it and lapping it up for nutrients. She hasn’t left the burrow in days, so she hasn’t been eating anything. Perhaps that was the whole point of luring me in here. Perhaps this is how they hunt. 
But after a while, I realize she isn’t just dissolving and drinking my skin. Once my hide has been removed, she creates a new one. She excretes a thick milky goo from her mouth and spreads it on me with her tongue, covering my body from head to toe. After three layers, the goo resembles a glossy cocoon. It hardens, trapping me further. 
The woman crawls all over me like a spider as she covers me in her sticky cocoon. I’m still in a state of constant arousal, so it all just feels like a surreal sex game. While licking my penis, she straddles my neck with her thighs. And it feels like we are in the sixty-nine position, giving each other oral sex.
I stare up at her deep blue vagina. It glows and pulses above me. With the drug filling my mind, I can’t help but lean forward and lick her. I’m surprised that I can still move my neck and tongue. It makes me wonder if I could have moved this entire time. It makes me wonder if I’m not in a state of paralysis at all. It makes me wonder if the only reason I haven’t gotten up to leave is because I just don’t want to.
As I lick her purple labia, her body glows bright blue. It’s actually turning her on. I keep going, licking and sucking on her. And she continues tonguing goo onto my penis. As she becomes aroused, her vagina drools a thick fluid and opens up like a mouth. Long squishy strings of flesh spill onto my face, wrapping around my nose and tongue. She finishes cocooning my penis before I am able to come, but she doesn’t get off of me. She wants me to continue. Her breaths become moans, her skin flutters with light. And even with all the wet crustaceans crawling across my lips and down my cheeks, I don’t stop until she reaches orgasm. 


When it’s over, she collapses on top of me, panting. She drops her crotch onto my face, resting all her weight on top of me. But she doesn’t pass out as she usually does after orgasm. She just rests on top of me, her limbs hugging my torso. I feel her chest rising and falling against my cocoon, trying to get her breath back.
A shrimp crawls up my nostril and I sneeze it out, wiggling my nose to keep it away. Then I move my face away from her vagina. But once my head is turned, she tightens her thighs and brings my face back up. She squeezes her crotch against my mouth, wiggling gently. She wants me to make her come again.
As her scent sprays out of her, filling my senses with desire, I decide to give in. I press my tongue into her and lick until her labia separates and her tendrils ooze out. The strings curl around my tongue, slicking the edges of my lips, tickling the skin below my nostrils. Then the tendrils stretch, they grow out of her vagina farther than I realized they could go. The slimy threads slide across my cheeks, down my chin, over my forehead. Once they reach the back of my head, they tighten and pull my face against her vulva. They coil around my neck and constrict like they are trying to choke me. 
The woman moans and wheezes on top of me, but her tendrils are too tight for me to continue giving her oral sex. I’m not even able to move my tongue inside her anymore. She sits up and puts all of her weight onto my head. She grinds against my face so hard it feels like she’s going to break my neck. 
A long greasy tube emerges from her vagina and slides down my throat. It tastes of pork and mushroom broth. She sprays her intoxicating musk in my direction until I’m overwhelmed with bliss and my eyes roll shut.
Then she lays her eggs inside of me.


It takes hours. One globby ball of ooze at a time, squeezed down my throat and collecting in my stomach. There’s dozens of them. I don’t know how my belly is able to fit them all. 
When she’s done, she cocoons the rest of my face. She doesn’t even look at me as she does it, staring off into the distance as she tongues milky goo across my lips and seals my mouth shut. Before she leaves, she sprays her musk into the room for almost an hour, turning it into a small gas chamber. The air is so dense with her drug that it will leave me in this dazed state for weeks. She exits the mushroom and buries the entrance behind her, leaving me alone with her eggs, enclosing me inside of my dark tomb.


In the pitch-dark cave, filled with dizzying toxins, I can’t even tell if I’m still alive anymore. The jelly bug’s musk was so potent that I’ve surely been out for days, maybe weeks. Time doesn’t exist for me anymore.
I can feel the eggs hatching. Things are moving inside of my body, eating me alive. I’m reminded of the tarantula hawk—the wasp that paralyzes large spiders and lays its eggs inside of their bodies, keeping them alive long enough so that their offspring have something to eat after they’re born. 
That’s all I am now: the tarantula. I’m just food for some strange creature’s babies. I’m just jelly bug breakfast. I’m just mother’s milk.
At least I don’t have an erection anymore.



Epilogue
 
A Travel Channel 
Exclusive Presentation


“Kynaria,” Andrew says, superimposed over panning images of the Kynarian wilderness. “A luscious mushroom planet 23,000 light years from Planet Earth.”
A shot of Andrew standing under a toadstool the size of a house.
“Home of the tallest fungi in the galaxy…”
A panning shot of hotels and businesses built into the sides of skyscraper-high mushrooms.
“And some of the most exotic cuisine this side of the Milky Way…”
A shot of Andrew tasting a bowl of eyeball soup.
“In today’s episode: a fruit you would never see in your mom’s fruit salad...”
A shot of Andrew breaking open a piece of cluster fruit, releasing thousands of tiny blue spider-like insects that crawl down his arms and shirt.
“A clam harvested from the rear end of an 800 ton monster…” 
A shot of Andrew covered in brown muck as he says, “Now I’ve been everywhere. I’ve literally been everywhere.”
“And a dating ritual that takes the saying ‘you are what you eat’ to a whole new extreme.”
A shot of Andrew sitting in a cloning restaurant with a Kynarian woman. After tasting a bite of yellow meat, he raises his eyebrows and says in a playful tone, “You, Madam, are absolutely delicious.”
“From the streets of Ni Quinxos...”
A shot of Andrew unsuccessfully trying to get into a slug-taxi as its weight shifts, causing him to lose balance and call out, “Whoa, easy big fella!”
“To the fungal villages of South Chrusthaum...” 
A shot of Andrew lying inside of a luxurious Kynarian mud bed, exclaiming, “It’s actually quite comfortable.”
“The planet of Kynaria is not a place you’ll shroom forget.”
A shot of Andrew holding up a wiggling toadstool-shaped baby. He kisses it on the forehead and then smiles up at the camera.
“I’m Andrew Zimmern and this is Bizarre Foods: Intergalactic Edition.”


A camera drone hits Andrew in the forehead and he stumbles back.
“Are you trying to kill me?” Andrew cries. He rubs the red welt growing on his smooth bald scalp.
“Sorry about that, Andrew,” Mick tells him, standing in a field outside the Kynarian village of Hol Poy. “We’re still trying to get the hang of this.”
A young cameraman with lightning bolt sideburns struggles with the eyebots, trying to figure out how to control them. His neuro-interface was only recently installed. The side of his head is shaved and outlined by a row of stitches.
Mick goes to the star of the show who wipes a trickle of blood from his face. He gets between Andrew and the hovering camera drone so that it won’t accidentally hit him again.
“Are you okay?” Mick asks him.
Andrew nods. It takes only a minute before he’s back to his cheery normal self. 
“Oh, I’ll be fine,” he says, smiling. “It’s just a bump.”
“Are you sure?” Mick asks, examining the wound.
Andrew shrugs and laughs it off. “Well, it could have been worse. At least my head is still attached.”
The young cameraman is more shaken than Andrew. His eyes are wide, his hands trembling. He looks like he’s going to crap his pants.
“I’m so sorry, Mr. Zimmern,” the kid says. 
Andrew just smiles at him and waves it off. But the producer isn’t so forgiving.
“Are you fucking crazy?” Mick yells at him. “You could have killed him.”
The kid shakes his head. “It’s not my fault. These things have been acting weird all day. It’s like they have a mind of their own.”
Mick narrows his eyes at him. “Save the excuses and just do your fucking job, preferably without killing anyone.”
His words only make the kid more nervous, causing the camera drones to jerk and sway in the air above them.
“Don’t worry about it, Kyle,” Andrew says to the camera man. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon.”
The kid nods and puts his focus into straightening out the drones. 
Mick turns to Andrew. “Sorry, he’s the only guy we could get on such short notice after Rice fucked us over.”
“Rice?” Andrew asks. “He was the previous camera guy?”
“Yeah, Irving Rice.”
Andrew nods. “By the way, you never said what happened with him. Why’d he quit?”
Mick shrugs. “He said he got sick or something and took off, kept complaining about his allergies on this planet.”
“That’s too bad,” Andrew says. “I hope he gets better for the shoot on Krotus next month.”
Mick shakes his head. “After all the setbacks he caused, we won’t work with him ever again.”
Andrew asks, “He’s okay though, right? Nothing serious?”
Mick shrugs. “Don’t know. Nobody’s heard from him since he left. He probably knows he’s not welcome back.”
Andrew nods. “Well, let’s get this shot. I’m ready when Kyle is.”
The kid with the lightning bolt sideburns gives him a thumbs up. Mick stands back and they continue the shoot.
The cameras roll, hovering at shoulder height, as Andrew stands in front of the large mushroom village in the background.
“For generations, the township of Hol Poy has stood on the edge of the Great Krakken Forest,” Andrew says into the camera, wearing a bright orange polo shirt tucked into his khaki shorts, “a place of serene beauty and extraordinary wildlife.”
Andrew steps casually through a purple-grass field as the camera drones follow alongside him. 
“A Hol Poyan diet typically consists of crote-boar, rumroot, and grublice harvested from the nearby mushroom trees. But what I’ve come for is a dish called Try-ki Gollum, which roughly translates to Queen of Flavor. Only developed within the last year, it’s quickly become the gem of the region, attracting tourists from all over Kynaria.”
Three of the camera drones rise into the air, getting shots of the village in the distance, as the third stays with Andrew.
“I’ll be meeting with Chef Koum Morgrut, the inventor of this new taste sensation, who has agreed to serve me up a plate for lunch.”
The eyebot zooms in on Andrew’s face as he raises his eyebrows with excitement.
“Which is great news to me, because I am absolutely starving.”


A shot of Andrew shaking hands with a stubby Kynarian chef with a red and white-spotted mushroom-shaped head. 
“Great to meet you,” Andrew says. 
The chef taps his mushroom cap against Andrew’s forehead, then mumbles a greeting in Kynarian. They go into his kitchen where the carcass of a plump pig-like animal hangs from a meat hook.
Andrew speaks into the camera, “This is a crote-boar, a common food animal on Kynaria. But crote-boar isn’t actually an ingredient of Try-ki Gollum. We’re going for something that lives inside.” 
The chef removes the hefty carcass and lays it on the chopping block. 
As he sharpens his blade, Andrew comes in for a closer look. He leans over the body and points at lumps in the animal’s flesh. “You see it crawling under the skin? That’s the main ingredient of Try-ki Gollum. It’s a parasitic creature known as lolm gogiti, which translates to jelly bug larvae.”
“A jelly bug is an invasive species on Kynaria,” Andrew says. “It is an insect that appears ape-like when fully mature and can grow up to five feet in length. What’s interesting about jelly bugs is that they breed by laying their eggs within the bellies of pig-like mammals such as this crote-boar. They emit a strong odor that both attracts and subdues their prey. Then they cocoon them in this hard casing.”
Andrew knocks on the beast’s hide, showing how the animal is encased in a thick white film. As he touches the body, a small shrimp-like crustacean crawls up his finger. He lifts it and shows it to the camera.
“You see this?” Andrew says, as the tiny shrimp skitters into his palm. “This is a kulop. It’s a parasitic organism that has a symbiotic relationship with jelly bugs. After subduing a crote-boar, the jelly bug inserts dozens of these kulops inside its still-living body. They burrow into the animal’s abdomen and chew its insides until it becomes a meaty soup. This creates a warm gooey incubator that’s perfect for jelly bug eggs. In other words, kulops are nasty little critters you wouldn’t want inside of you.”
Andrew looks at the kulop as it begins to climb up his arm. He puts on a disgusted face without losing his smile. Then he says, “Where do you think you’re going, buddy? Not trying to get in me, I hope.” 
Then he flicks it away. 
“Although jelly bugs have been a plague to most animal farmers on Kynaria, Chef Koum has decided to turn lemon into lemonade by cooking up the jelly bug larvae that infect his crote-boars, transforming the parasitic bugs into a one-of-a-kind delicacy.”
The Kynarian chef cuts open the animal carcass with precision, trying not to kill any of the creatures squirming inside.
“Let’s take a look…” Andrew says, as the eyebots zoom inside the hollowed-out cavity.
Chef Koum pulls one of the creatures out of the corpse. It is a wiggling pink insect that resembles a blubbery slime-coated lobster.
“Whoa, look at the size of that sucker!” Andrew says with a smile on his face. “It’s huge.” 
The chef pulls them out one after another, piling them into a tub at his feet.
Andrew says, “Look at how many there are. It’s hard to believe all of those fit inside just one animal. With all that meat, you could feed a village for a week.”
The camera zooms in on the bucket as the larvae crawl over each other. They squeak and squirm and let out infant-like cries. Then Andrew nods his head and says, “I can’t wait to get one of these little guys in my belly.”


Once the crote-boar is empty, Chef Koum takes the plumpest of the jelly bug larvae. He cleans it, cooks it in a mushroom broth, and serves it in a ceramic bowl. 
Sitting at a table in the dining room, Andrew bows at the chef and says, “Thank you, sir. It smells delicious.” 
Then he turns to the camera. “Let’s give it a taste, shall we?”
He lifts the saucy boiled bug from the bowl using only his fingers. Then he rips off a large chunk of flesh and pops it into his mouth. The second it hits his tongue, his eyes roll back in delight.
“Mmmm…” he says, chewing slowly and savoring the flavor. “Now this is amazing.”
Once he swallows, he raises the meat to the camera and describes the flavor. “It’s sweet. It’s buttery. It just melts in your mouth.” 
He takes another bite and lets out a pleasant sigh. 
“Imagine eating the biggest, juiciest lobster tail you’ve ever had in your life, simmered in a salty miso sauce with just a hint of shiitake mushroom. If we had this back on Earth I would eat it every day of the week.”
Even though the chef doesn’t understand a word of English, Andrew tells him, “I see why this is called the Queen of Flavor. It is absolutely delicious.” He wipes his mouth with his arm. “And to think, other farmers treat jelly bugs as pests. They could learn a thing or two from Chef Koum. Instead of killing them, they should be making Try-ki Gollum.” He takes another bite. “You, sir, are an absolute genius.” 
When he’s eaten his fill, Andrew stands up and shakes the chef’s stubby hand. “Thank you for having me.”


“You want to try some?” Andrew asks his crew after the cameras stop rolling, pointing at his leftover meal. “It really is excellent.”
The cameraman shivers at the thought. The image of the jelly bug larvae squirming in the crote-boar’s guts is still too fresh in his memory. 
Mick takes a bite, but just shrugs at the flavor. 
“Not impressed?” Andrew asks. 
“It’s okay…” Mick says, chewing the bite of jelly bug larvae. Once he swallows, he says, “But it’s no Mick Burger.”
No food on Kynaria has impressed Mick ever since he started eating his own cloned flesh. After the night Irving Rice disappeared, that’s all he’s wanted to eat. Just Mick Sandwiches, Mick Tacos, and Mick Patty Melts. He’d rather not eat anything unless it’s made from him.
“You and your Mick Burgers…” Andrew laughs, shaking his head at the kooky producer. 
The kid with the lightning bolt sideburns starts packing up his equipment, placing the camera drones back in their cases.
When Mick notices, he stops him. “Don’t put those back just yet. We still need one more shot.”
The cameraman nods and turns the drones back on.
“I thought we needed to meet up with Bolgot in Ni Quinxos?” Andrew asks.
Mick shakes his head. “I want to shoot the closing here, with the Great Krakken Forest in the background.”
Andrew nods. 
The cameraman gets an excited look on his face. “He’s going to say his catchphrase? I’ve been dying to hear him say his catchphrase.”
Both Andrew and Mick ignore the kid and go outside. The eyebots follow.
“How about we go into the crote-boar pen?” Mick asks. “You can be standing next to the livestock, with the forest in the background.”
Andrew nods. “Sounds good.”
They open the gate, careful not to let any of the pig-creatures out. There are hundreds of them in the pen—pink hogs with flat faces and walrus tusks, snorting at their feet and grazing on the gray fungus that coats the ground like grass. 
Andrew gets into position next to a particularly friendly pig that sniffs at his hands and wags its fuzzy tail as though hoping to get a treat. 
“Know what you’re going to say?” Mick asks.
Andrew gives a thumbs-up. 
Then the cameraman says, “We’re rolling.”


A shot of Andrew standing in front of the Great Krakken Forest. 
“I’ve traveled to planets all across the galaxy and Kynaria is one of the most beautiful I’ve seen.”
A zoomed-in shot of the giant blue mushrooms behind him.
“With its breathtaking scenery…” 
The camera pans across the colorful landscape. Pink and purple creatures frolic through the trees. 
“And its friendly inhabitants…” 
Andrew pets the crote-boar as it snorts up at him.
“Kynaria is a paradise of cuisine and culture like nowhere I’ve seen before…”
A jelly bug peeks out from behind a mushroom tree, staring into the pen of crote-boars. At first, there’s only one. But then five others come out of hiding, creeping slowly toward Andrew Zimmern and the livestock.
“I’ve harvested mollusks from deep in the bowels of…”
A strong aroma fills the air. It is carried on the wind. Andrew stumbles over his words as the smell hits him and floods his senses.
“Do you smell that?” the cameraman asks Mick, sniffing at the air.
Mick can definitely smell something, but he tells the kid, “Just keep rolling.” He inhales deeply as an erection grows in his pants. 
“And I’ve…” Andrew pauses to breathe in the delicious aroma. “I’ve been on the most interesting dating experience of my life…”
Behind the six jelly bugs, an entire horde of them come out of the forest. Left unchecked, they were able to breed faster than cockroaches, birthed from the hundreds of mushroom tree burrows that line Hol Poy village. 
“If I’ve learned anything… from my visit to Kynaria… it’s that great taste… comes in all shapes and sizes…”
With the aroma of a hundred jelly bugs hitting him, Andrew has a hard time standing upright. He tries to finish his lines as quickly as he can.
“I’m Andrew Zimmern, reminding you…”
Mick and the cameraman see the horde of beautiful women coming out of the forest. They stop paying attention to Andrew. Their mouths drop open, saliva drooling down their chins.
“That if it looks good...”
The jelly bugs lick their lips at the sight of their prey. They move like spiders as they crawl over the fence and step into the pen. They don’t see a difference between the pigs that crawl on all fours and the pigs that walk on two legs.
“Eat it.”
Once he finishes his catchphrase, Andrew Zimmern snaps out of it. He blinks twice and composes himself. As a man who’s defeated heroin addiction, he knows how to be strong. He’s built up enough willpower to resist the intoxicating fumes filling the air. 
But he doesn’t see the hundreds of naked mushroom nymphs creeping up behind him. 
And he has no idea why his producer and cameraman are tearing off their clothes and racing in his direction with the largest boners he’s ever seen in his life. 
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Weriter and producer Simon Oré—who was
writing his book Snap, Crackle, Fuck You at
a beach house with me while I was working
on Parasite Milk—is obsessed with eating
breakfast cereal. He bought like 12 boxes
of cereal for our writing retreat and didn't
think that would be enough.

He also is more interested in
snack foods than meals and
one of his favorite things to
eat is sliced up hot dogs
dipped in ketchup/mustard
sauce.

Then there's Vince Kramer, author of
one of my favorite books of this year—
Deadly Lazer Explodathon—who is
obsessed with all things fast food,
especially McDonald's. Vince is the kind
of person who embraces everything that
reminds him of being a kid and he’s also
shamelessly pro-commercialism, so it
makes sense that McDonald's cheese-
burgers would be his favorite food.

Jeff Burk, author of Shatnerguake and editor
of Deadite Press, is a fan of everything spicy.
He grows his own peppers in his backyard
garden, which includes jalapenos, habaneros,
and ghost peppers. He cfaims that his peppers

are far spicier than anything they sell in stores.

Jeff also has a well-documented
aversion to any food that's white
and creamy. Mayonnaise, ranch
dressing, sour cream, alfredo sauce,
yogurt—all that shit makes him vomit.
He's the editor of Deadite Press
that publishes the most disgusting
hardcore horror books on the market,
yet the only thing that truly disturbs
him is white creamy foods.
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Jeremy Robert Johnson, author of Skullcrack City
and Entropy in Bloom, only eats normal, boring food.
He's the least adventurous eater I've ever met in my
life. T remember him not even trying a grape until he
was thirty years old. Yes, a grape was too exotic for
him. At least he likes pizza and burritos. You don't
really need any other food as long as you've got

pizza and burritos.

Cameron Pierce, editor of Lazy Fascist
and author of Ass Goblins of Auschwitz,
is obsessed with fish. It started when
he was a fulltime editor/writer and
didn't make a whole lot of money for
food. He thought it would be a lot
cheaper if he just fished for his food
instead of buying it, so for a
couple years he mostly just ate
the food he could catch.

It went from a necessity to a passion and
now Cameron is a full-blown master of
fishing. He's written articles on fishing,
edited fishing-themed anthologies, and
even caught a record-breaking perch.

He also made out with a fish at
BizarroCon once. You can say fish is
far more than just a food to him now.
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BONUS
SECTION

This is the part of the book
where we would have
published an afterword by
the author but he insisted
on drawing a comic Sstrip
instead for reasons we
don't quite understand.

liked my new book,
Parasite Milk.

T hope you

Wasn't it
delicious?

I wrote Parasite Milk because I'm a
huge fan of the show Bizarre Foods
with Andrew Zimmern and always

wondered what that

show would be like
in a bizarro
setting.

Andrew Zimmern always says that
you can get to know people through
what they eat. I completely agree

In fact, I got to
know most of my
friends through
the food they eat.

For instance, Rose O'Keefe, who runs
Eraserhead Press, is obsessed with

But she also loves green olives in

Oregon strawberries.

For a person
with pink hair,

\ pink clothes,
and pink
shoes, it

y makes

| perfect sense
that her

favorite food
would be

strawberries.

cottage cheese. What kind of weirdo
eats green olives in cottage cheese?

Note: It's actually kind of good.
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As for me, I'm obsessed with anything that's
pickled. Pickled cauliflower, pickled cabbage,
pickled quail eggs, pickled sprouts, pickled
sausage, pickled tomatoes, pickled asparagus.
T could eat that shit all day.

T also think sauerkraut makes a great
pizza topping. Because I'm also
a fan of the combination of sweet
and spicy, one of my favorite pizza
combinations is sauerkraut, apricot
and habanero.

If T ever quit writing, I would open a food cart in Portland called Everything's Pickled
that would only sell pickled foods. I'd sell pickle burritos and pickle soup and pickled
sausage sandwiches and chocolate-covered pickles on a stick.

Because fuck foods that
aren't pickled.

THE
END






