


Humans are fascinating creatures.
Men, women, and children jostled me from all directions. Voices clamor in my ears.  All around me, the streets of the vacation star ship—Vanadis—hummed with activity.
 I’ve studied these people for two years now on different ships, worlds, and space stations, and they still confuse me. 
Families come to this place to escape the normalcy of their lives. And so do the single humans—the ones uncoupled. 
So many strange stories in one air bubble floating through the void. 
As I understand it, these vessels were reminiscent of the cruise ships that took revelers on long voyages of luxury and ease on the human world oceans.
Why waste your time on a primitive craft to ease your cortisol levels when you could enjoy the oceans on your many worlds?
The elders still didn’t think mankind was ready to be welcomed into the Xyr—the alliance of many races. The human worlds were on the far corner of the Xyr’s maps, after all. It was estimated they wouldn’t reach our borders for many centuries, unless we intervened. 
I hurried through the mass of bodies, toward the docking district. 
Soon the crowd thinned and disappeared, and the streets stood empty. And these roads would stay empty, until disembarking time, which wouldn’t be for another ten earth days at least. 
The aroma of flora and fauna thrilled my humanoid nostrils. 
Towering palm trees indigenous to many human worlds, lined the streets, with flowers at their roots. Crimson, purple, and yellow petals gleamed in the light of the artificial sun that shone from the massive domed ceiling. 
Ahead, four gigantic doors stood guard. They’d be open when the throng of people disembarked. But now, they stood shut, and I took a smaller side door.
The door hissed shut behind me.
And I stood in the artificially lit dock. Stretching out for nearly a mile , the port was made up of hundreds of slots for shuttles to land. Many of the slots were occupied, which made since considering that by law, there must be an excess of shuttles in case of an emergency. 
I didn’t stop to study the smaller ships. I hurried over to the lift, hopped on, and tapped the display. 
The lift whooshed away. 
Air tugged at my human hair and brushed the longish brown strands out of my eyes. My hand brushed the stubble growing along my jawline. And I inwardly groan, being a human male had its inconvenience. I’ll shave it off tonight.
The shuttles pass in a blur. 
And soon, I reached the shipment corridor. Massive star freighters loomed above. One hummed over me, heading toward the airlocks. The air blustered my face and I wiped at my rogue hair again. 
At the far end of the shipment area, stood the port master’s office, a grey structure that overlooked the rest of the space. Large windows covered the front of the building, reflecting the strange watery light of the airlock forcefields in strange blue hues.
I hurried to it.
With a quick glance around me, I pulled out what looked like a white stone tablet that fit in the palm of my hand, called a tag. It would remain innert unless, I—with my unique DNA—am touching it. Then it would act like a miniature super-computer. But it made the human devices look like baby toys. It would unlock anything digital, hack servers, or anything else I needed without leaving a trace.
I clinked the tag to the digital lock by the door. 
The door hissed open.
With another careful look around me, I slipped through, and the door slid shut.
Inside, I placed tablet on top of desk that simultaneously served as the dock’s massive computer. With the tag’s help, I began to pilfer records, how much food was shipped in, water intake, and anything else the cruise required to nullify its spoiled customers. 
I’d send this to my elders, like I always do. But after two years of studying humans, I almost see no point in aligning with them. They’re shallow, selfish, and prone to violence, especially considering their “Great War” that had decimated their civilization for hundreds of years. They are only now re-exploring massive portions of their older domains. 
Movement below made me look through the window. 
A man and woman, clearly on duty, hurried behind a shuttle. They began to kiss passionately, oblivious to the fact I could see them.
I watched them wryly. These humans are such simple creatures. 
Love could be scientifically proven to be a sort of chemical addiction. And once you comprehend that, this foolish couple wasn’t so hard to understand.
Sighing, I pulled my eyes off of them, and I checked the time. 
The dock master should be coming back from his lunch in seven minutes. I needed to hurry. 
Another flutter of movement caught my eye. And I paused.
Through the glass, I studied dock below. No movement. I frowned looking for the couple. 
They were gone.
The tag chimed softly, done downloading the files. Unsure what to think, I pulled the tag off the desk and turned to leave.
A dead body.
It lay prone, partially concealed by a couch. I glanced over my shoulder and then stepped to it. The human remains lay dried and emaciated. The skin thin brown paper, the bones brittle and exposed.
What could do this?
My human heart pounded in my chest and I felt my body tense. This was no normal death. Not—what did they call it—a death of natural causes. 
I sniffed the air.
The pungent scent of copper filled my nostrils. Around the corpse, dark red stains smeared the floor, leading away. I followed them through the office, around a corner, to a vent near the floor.
The grating hung to the side, bent and broken.
Whatever killed the human, had gone into the ventilation system.
I listened, leaning closer to the vent. But no sound echoed up and I frowned. Should I report this? 
Of course I couldn’t report it under my name, but anonymously. But that could potentially bring more questions that could blow my cover. And I wasn’t scheduled to leave Vanadis for another six months.
I needed to leave before security discovered the body—and me—with it. 
With an irritated growl, I left the office and hurried to the lift. 
Raising my hand, I hesitated. And looked around. 
The entire dock lay still and silent. 
The hairs on the back of my neck began to rise and a chill raced down my spine. Where were the docking personnel? Was the body the dock master? Were there…other bodies. How bad was this situation?
My heart began to pound in my chest. 
I sniffed the air again. And my heightened senses caught the tang of an odd musk. No normal human could detect the scent, but my augmented body could.
On instinct, I quietly got off the lift and walked to the place, I’d last seen the couple from earlier. I sniffed again. The musk hit my senses and I coughed, covering my nose. 
Whatever the creature was, it had been here only moments before. 
Then I saw the blood. A handprint smeared the floor.
Cautiously, I bent down and examined it. And my stomach tightened. The liquid was still warm.
Crouching, I looked around me, studying every shadow in sight, looking for any sudden movement.
Nothing. 
But I did see more blood a few paces on. Another smear. I followed it and found another and another. Something or someone had been dragged from shadow to shadow, from behind crates, supplies, and shuttles. The musk grew stronger and stronger with every stride. 
I stopped. 
The trail led to an opening. One of the service hatches, leading to electronics in the walls—which were also attached to the ventilation system.
Had this creature or creatures come on one of the last freight ships?
But that had been over a week ago. Shouldn’t have someone have noticed a creature seemingly so massive?
A blur of movement.
I jerked around and crouched, ready to leap aside or fight. The shuttles lay dormant. No one was in sight. 
I reached into my pocket for my weapon— A sharp pain jabbed my neck. And I was thrown against a stack of crates.
Landing on my feet, I gripped my bleeding neck, and faced my attacker.
Or…attackers.
Three things hulked toward me, long barbed tails swishing back and forth like felines.
I yanked my weapon from my pocket—a device disquised as a pen—but when I pressed the side, it unfolded into a small gun. 
A gun with a powerful punch. 
Gasping, I backed away from the three creatures. One, larger than the others opened its maw, revealing massive teeth, saliva dripping. 
But no sound came. No snarl. Not even the sound of claws clacking on the metal floor. 
If I were to close my eyes, I wouldn’t even know they were there—except for the dripping sound of saliva.
I notice all of this in moments, but I don’t waste time. With a relaxed breath, I squeeze my weapon. And a pulse hits the nearest beast. 
It staggers back, shakes its head, and silently snarls. 
The other two sniff at their companion and then—their eyes turned to me. 
Oh sh—
They leaped forward, interrupting my train of thought. 
And I run.
I head straight for the nearest shuttle. Whatever this infestation was, I wasn’t obligated to stay to find out what. The closest shuttle lay fifteen yards away. 
Pumping my legs faster than any normal human, I nearly reach the vessel. 
Then I glance back. 
Claws rake across my face and chest, slamming me into the metal side of the shuttle. Pain rockets through my body. My vision flickers. 
The last thing I remember, is my own screams.


Red light bloodied the air.
Sobs echo in the dark.
My blurry mind struggles to emerge from oblivion, and I blink the fog away. Wherever I am is hot, stifling—and crowded. 
Dozens of vague human shapes are huddled in the shadows, some curled into fetal positions, others sitting, others pacing. There are so many people that I struggle to count them all in the crimson glow. 
Where am I?
Judging from the metal walls and the heat. We must be in the belly of the ship, near the energy-core—Vanadis’ power source. Sweat beads and streams down my skin and stinging my eyes. 
A baby’s sobs echo.
“Would you shut it up!” Someone whispered further in the room. “They’ll hear it.”
A young mother with almond eyes, long black hair, and a small nose, shushed a small bundle in her arms. And kissed it.   
The next thing I’m aware of is the stinging pain across my face and chest. The creature’s claws must have really damaged my human physiology. I absently wonder if it’ll be fatal to this body. I shift my leg and something clatters. Adrenaline jolts my insides like a rocket and I tense. 
Bones.
Hundreds of skeletons lay in heaps. Papery skin crackles, as I struggle to stand, gagging.
But I must have lost more blood than I thought, because intense dizziness hits me, and I stumble, reeling, and begin to fall backward. 
But before my head hits the bone riddled floor, small hands grip me and lower me gently the rest of the way. 
“Just breathe,” a young woman’s voice says in my ear. Barely conscious, I nod and lay still. The world tips and whirls around me and I grit my teeth. “Can you tell me your name? I’m Ester.”
Who—why was this human—Ester—helping me?
Big eyes meet mine, framed by long tresses of light hair. It’s hard to tell what color of hair and iris she has in the doleful light. But her face is oval, lined with smile creases, and dark bags under her eyes.
“Can you remember your name?”
“I’m—” I struggle to remember my human name. “Dolion. I’m Dolion.” 
Ester nodded. “Are you hurt anywhere else other than your face and chest?”
I vaguely reach for the back of my neck.
She purses her small lips and nods. “Like the rest of us. Anywhere else?”
I shrug, but even that makes my world swim. Hopefully my heightened body will heal quickly enough for me to figure out a way off this ship. My mouth is dry and I swallow hard before speaking.
“What do you mean, like the rest of us?” I croak.
“Uh—” Ester looked over her shoulder and lowered her voice. “We were all jabbed at the base of the neck. I—” She hesitates again. “I think it’s how these monster’s breed.” Her voice broke and tears streamed free. 
With a shuddering sigh, she cleared her throat and wiped at her eyes. “They inject us with—” 
She suddenly groaned and put her head in her hands.
“I’m sorry, everyone’s emotions are getting to me. I’m losing control.”
I frowned. “What do you…” My words trailed off.
An empath.
They were one the few people groups that I didn’t understand. Though, I scientifically understood it was a form of telepathy, empathy still befuddled me. Though my people experienced emotions, they were never as extreme as humans. 
“Why are down here with us?” I asked. 
“I felt lots of pain and followed it into the lower part of the ship. Then the creatures…” A sob shuddered through her and she wiped at her nose. “That was a while ago.”
“You said—” I sit up and force myself to weather the dizziness “—that they inject us with something. What?”
“Eggs, or, or, larvae or something. They kill the host in around thirty minutes to an hour, as far as I can tell. You’ll see for yourself soon.”
“Is there an exit nearby?”
“The nearest exit is a service lift fifty yards that way. But they won’t let us—"
 A creature stood at the end of the room. From the gasps and the scrambling bodies, no one had heard it come in. In the ruddy light, it seemed to be the combination of a big cat, with a barbed tail of a scorpion. But it’s movements were more graceful, fluid, and silent than any creature I’d ever seen. It’s dark skin glistened, almost black, as it crouched. 
Then it leaped up and disappeared into a large vent near the ceiling, without a sound. 
Where it had stood, a human body lay prone. 
A man, dressed in a ripped security uniform. A bloody puncture wound wept from his neck. He groaned and rolled over, still unconscious. I gingerly reached back and touched my own tender wound and swallowed. 
What was going to happen?
Someone cursed and more desperate bodies scattered pinning themselves against the walls, leaving multiple people standing alone. The nearest one to me was a woman. She stood rigid and for the first time, I noticed that her back looked—enlarged. The muscles along her spine twitched and seemed to move. 
Then all hell broke loose.
With explosions of blood, snake-like larvae burst from skin and bone, and attacked the terrified people pinned against the walls. A woman screamed but was cut short by a worm burrowing down her throat. She collapsed, gurgling. 
Blood sprayed. Screams echoed. 
Some ran in the direction of the service lift, but were immediately slammed back by adult creatures that peeled free from the shadows. 
Snakes leaped through the air. Bodies flew in every direction. Blood slapped the walls. 
In a way, I watched in a distant way, studying the chaos, fascinated by the life cycle of these animals. They were breeding. 
This room wasn’t a prison. 
It was a nest. 
The humans were feeding troughs for their young—we all were.
Swallowing, I looked up toward the vent near the ceiling and gritted my teeth. Fifteen feet. I could make it. Bones crunched under my weight as I leaped. Hot air rushed by. 
And my fingers gripped the lip of the vent. 
The cacophony below deafened me and I growled, yanking myself up. Over the lip, I scoot further into the dark, hoping the creature that had exited this way was not close by. 
Below, few humans were left standing. And the floor was awash with crimson and writhing alien young. 
Then I saw Ester. She gripped a small bundle in her arms—the almond-eyed woman’s baby. And she was sprinting towards the exit. She dodged flailing bodies, slipped on blood, and ducked under a monster, sliding out of sight.
I looked back where the mother had been sitting. And she lay were I’d last seen her, a writhing tail worming its way further into her abdomen. 
Why would Ester risk herself to save a stranger’s child?
Shaking myself, I hurried into the ventilation system. Whether Ester made it to the lift or not, I couldn’t do anything about it.


For a long time, I crawled in the dark. The clanking of my boots on the metal sides of the vent, the only sound. 
In the distance, a wail began to sound. The emergency procedures were into effect. The rest of the ship must have discovered the infestation. 
Relief washed over me. 
But what could they do about it? There was no real weapons on board that could combat such beasts. The only hope any of them had was—I stopped. To evacuate.
I was going to be left behind with the rest of the infected.
I hurried on. Every few hundred yards, a small light shone on the wall with arrows. The next one I came across was at a four way vent, with an arrow pointing down one shaft, with the words EXIT stamped on the metal surface. 
Without hesitation, I turned and followed the tunnel.
Suddenly, the hairs on the back of my neck rose.
I jerked around to see a shadow rush by the last light I’d passed. I swore. And clambered as fast as I could. 
There. 
The exit. A small door installed in the side of passage.
I slide to it, claw it open, and leap through. I fall nearly six feet before landing hard on grated flooring.
BOOM!
The entire vent broke apart behind me. Scrambling to my feet, I leap aside, as an enormous body crashes down. Barely keeping my feet, I sprint as hard as I can. 
I’m in a service corridor, still deep in the belly of the ship. To my right, the walkway opens up to a storage chamber the size of the docking area. Massive black crates, the size of houses loom below, lit only by the baleful gleam of the red emergency lights.  
On my other side, wires hang sparking. I falter. Why would someone leave those exposed? 
Without a sound, the creature’s sharp tail whooshes by my neck, puncturing a hole in the metal wall. 
I yelp and dodge but not before a massive blow sends me slamming into the railing and almost over the edge into the storage room below. I feel ribs snap and I cough, blood wetting my lips. 
Huge jaws open inches from my face, saliva soaking my bloody chest.
Time slows for me. 
Looking into this monster’s face, I realized that I was never going to leave this ship. This wasn’t just an infestation. This was going to be a complete and utter massacre. No human could escape a creature like this. 
I think about my people—the Ektar’s—home. Gaalarka. The purple jewel, we call it. The blue jungles of Raaknus, spanning nearly half of the planet and the other half, wild and beautiful sapphire oceans. The sad eyes of my mother. 
She’d never see me again. I’d die alone, in a grown human shell, and no one would ever know. 
No one would care. 
The thought sent a feeling of such desolation that I struggled to think clearly. I’d fought to be clinical about this mission. I’d endeavored to be logical. 
But death was here. And it was my turn. And I was alone.
I closed my eyes and very human tears slid free.

The creature released me. And I fell to the floor.
A scream ripped my ear drums. Gasping, I blinked and struggled to comprehend what was happening.
The manticore was arching its back, obviously in pain. 
And Ester stood jamming one of the live wires into its back. With a swipe, monster swatted the woman against the wall, and shuddered.
But it gave me enough time to move.
Scrambling to my feet, I leaped past the creature, grabbing Ester’s arm, and we staggered down the passageway. 
In a one deft movement, she bent and swooped up the small bundle on the floor—the child—I realized. 
We rounded the corner.
“There!” I said, pointing toward the lifts on the far end of the hall. 
A blur of movement caught the corner of my eye.
“Duck!” I shouted, pulling Ester to my chest, and tumbling to the side. She cradled the baby and we both fell hard. 
BOOM!
A massive black-red body crashed into the wall, over us. Without a word, Ester and I rushed by too the nearest lift, slammed the door shut, and Ester shoved the lever up.
We whooshed up.
Gasping, Ester sunk to the floor. A small cry rang from the bundle in her arms and she shushed it gently. She looked into the baby’s face and tears brimmed. With a sigh, her lips met the child’s forehead. Then her eyes met mine. 
“You look confused.” 
“I’m not confused. I’m just—trying to process.” I say back.
Ester smirked and studied my face. “You’re lying, Dollian. You’re forgetting I’m an empath.”
My insides tighten. 
“And I can feel your apprehension.” She said and looked down at the baby again. “You need to relax, or people might think you’re hiding something.”
I opened my mouth to speak—
Ester’s head jerked up. “You are hiding something.” She frowned, then hesitated. “Did—did you have anything to do with this…” She vaguely gestured around them.
I shook my head.
Ester’s blue eyes probe mine with a laser focus that made my anxiety spike. “Who are you? You’re not—you’re not…” her voice trailed off again. “You’re not normal. You feel different.”
“Get out of my head.” I snap.
“I’m not in your head. I’m in your emotions. There is a difference.” Ester said dryly. 
“Either way, stop it. Do you want get out of here or not?”
“Well, yes—” 
“Then don’t badger me about my personal life. Let’s work together to escape, and then we’ll go from there. Deal?”
“But—”
“Deal?” I said again, cutting her off.
Ester looked down at the bundle in her arms and swallowed. Then nodded. “Deal.”
The guarded facial expression on her face dissolved and she looked like she was on the verge of tears. 
The lift jostled, still rising. 
“Hey,” I said. I touched her cheek. “We’ll figure this out—”
The moment my skin touched hers. Her whole life spreading out like a map in my mind. 
Ester’s father and mother screaming. Plates shattering on the wall. Bruises hidden under long sleeves.
The intense physical and emotional pain took my breath away.
The escape. The horse ranch. The dry air. The hot sun. The hours of riding. 
Tears prickled the corners of my eyes.
The intense feeling of freedom, riding bareback on her favorite mare. The cold wind of a summer evening rain, rushing through her long red hair. 
The sense of flying as she held out her arms like wings. 
I pulled my hand away from Ester’s cheek, stricken. The Ektar could touch each other and have a sort of telepathy. But any other race we’d inhabited never transmitted well enough for true tactile telepathy—until—today.
I hadn’t meant to see her mind. And a pang of guilt twinged my insides. 
Ester looked up and our eyes locked.
She knew.
I shuffled away from her and tensed, unsure what to do or say. But she just stared. Since she was an empath, the tactile telepathy must have worked both ways for her. She’d seen me just as much as I’d seen into her soul. 
This was the first time I’d touched a human. I hadn’t gotten close enough to truly touch any of them, even though I worked alongside them for a long time now. But if I’m being completely honest, I hadn’t wanted to touch them. They were, well, human. And I was more or less repulsed. 
But this was something else. 
What were these humans really capable of?
I stepped away and slumped against the wall of the lift, saying nothing. 
Ester eyed me and pursed her lips, her wide eyes studying my face. Then she sat back, as if satisfied, and gazed at the baby in her arms. 
Why didn’t she say anything?
My heart pounded in my chest. She should be panicking or at least afraid, especially with everything else happening on this ship. But Ester didn’t. She acted as though she already knew that I wasn’t a threat. 
Perhaps she did.
Aside from the clanging of the lift, the only sound I could hear was my heart ramming against my ribcage. Then I noticed an echo. 
Thump-Thump-thump
Thump-Thump-thump
Confused, I closed my eyes and I absently rubbed the aching puncture wound at the base of my neck. I listened again.
Then chill cut through my stomach.
Two separate hearts, beat within my human shell. And for the first time, I felt movement, a quiver, in my back. Hardly breathing, I felt down and gasped. Two trembling lumps were growing along my spine.
Ester looked up and nodded. “I feel mine too. They were close to hatching.” Tears brimmed in her eyes.
The lift jolted to a stop. 
We’d reached the surface—the resort level.
And in the silence, screams echoed. Hundreds of them.
I opened the door and peeked out. Pitch blackness spilled into my eyes like ink. I squinted and let my heighted vision adjust, but even then, I could only make out basic shapes. 
We’re we were close to the big doors leading to the dock. The street which had been full of people earlier was empty. Well—not empty. 
Bodies. 
They lay in their own pools of blood.
But no movement caught my eye. The alarms still sounded. And the screams continued to echo somewhere else, but in this street, for the moment, was stillness. 
“Let’s go,” I whisper over my shoulder. We both slip out and hurry along the thoroughfare toward the dock. The child in Ester’s arms whimpered and she shushed it and kissed it again. 
If the baby cried. We’re dead. 
For long minutes, we quietly darted from shadow to shadow. The large doors of the dock looming nearer and nearer. 
More screams.
More silence.
One of the larvae in my back began to squirm and a jolt of dull pain rocketed through me. I grimaced. I needed to get these creatures out of me. 
The irony of two parasitic races inhabiting the same shell was not lost on me. Somehow I felt violated. This was my body, not some worm’s. I imagine that’s how all other races had seen the Ektar. A violator. An invader. 
I could empathize.
In the dimness, I see the faint shape of a cross in front of a small resort clinic. I touched Ester’s elbow and silently gesture to it. 
In another few seconds, we’re inside. All the lights are out. 
I pull out my tag, and tap the display. A faint light beamed free, lighting my way. 
BOOM!
Something slammed on the outside wall, and then a human screamed rocked the air.
“No! No! Plea—”
The words were cut off, followed by a soft gurgling, then nothing. One of the manticore creatures was close. I switched off the light and waited, tense. Ester’s eyes meet mine and we listen. But nothing else happens.
Ordinarily, I’d think we were in the clear. But these monsters don’t make any sounds. It could be outside the window, and we’d never know unless we saw it. 
Ester gasped.
I jerk around and she’s grimacing, and clutching the baby. 
“What?” I half mouth, half whisper.
“My back. They’re—uh—” The young woman doesn’t finish, but bends over and takes a deep breath. “I think they’re affecting my mind. I keep thinking how I want to be alone. I saw this happens multiple times in the nest. I’m close.”
I tap my tag and the light winks back on, but on an even lower setting. “Come on, I have a plan.”
We hurry through the small lobby of the clinic and into the back medical room.
There.
Three Medpods stood at attention. And the faint light of their displays read, EMERGENCY POWER MODE. 
Good there was power enough to function. 
I nod toward the nearest pod. “Get in.”
Ester nods, places the baby in my arms. And climbs in. With my free hand, I quickly start the remove foreign body sequence, select the back area, and let the machine begin. The pod began to hum.
I glanced furtively back toward the door. 
No movement.
I looked down and see the baby’s face for the first time. She had her mother’s almond eyes. And those little orbs stared into my soul. 
Tearing my eyes away, I head to the next door. “We’ll be back” I say quietly. Ester watches me but says nothing.
Why was she trusting me with this child? She must have seen my character when we touched. How much had she seen? As much as me? More?
I slip into the back storage room. 
Placing the baby in a small child size Medpod, I hurried over the shelves. I grab a surgical knife still in its wrapping, disinfectant spray, and nanotech bandages. 
I pull out the scalpel, eye the edge. 
Walking over to the baby, I stand over the pod. She’s sleeping now. 
With a shaky breath. I pull off my tattered shirt, the scabbed wounds on my chest and back ripped open again. I grimace and quickly spray the disinfectant all over my torso. It feels cooling, and I take a deep breath.
	I dressed the claw marks on my chest first, finishing with the nanotech bandages.
	And then I turn my attention to my back.
	Holding my blade, I walk to a wall, brace myself, and dislocating my shoulders to reach, I cut the larvae out of me. 
	An ordinary human would have passed out from the pain, but I’m a parasite. I dull the pain. I don’t have time to wait for a Medpod to fix me, while leaving all of us helpless. And I also healed faster than Ester. My body could take a beating. 
	I popped my shouders back into place.
In my bloody, fingers I clutched the two five inch long snakes. They tried to fight, hissing, but they seemed much younger, weaker, and more helpless than the other snakes I’d seen in the nest. I deftly cut their heads off, and threw the remains onto a medical tray. 
	Clearing my throat, I disinfected myself and my open wounds again, cleaning my hands in a sink. The nano bandages sealed my wounds shut, and I was ready to go.
	The baby still slept.
	I eyed it for a moment, shook my head, and carefully lifted the bundle. As I walked passed the tray with the remains of the larvae, I paused.
The bodies of the creatures had wriggled closer to the heads, and before my eyes, the tissues began to fuse together again. Dread dried my mouth. Even this young, the beasts had incredible regenerative powers. With two quick cuts with the scalpel, I separated the heads again. And tossed the heads across the room. That should do it.
Hopefully.
And without a second glance, I peeked through the doorway.
A manticore stood in the lobby doorway.
I jerked back, heart hammering again. Holding the baby just a little bit firmer, I peeked again. The creature slunk to the Medpod and sniffed the air.
I frowned.
The pod was empty. Blood smeared the interior but no sign of Ester. 
Barely daring to breathe, I backed away from the door, unsure what to do. The logical thing was to leave through the back door immediately. But for the first time, I felt a link with a human. 
I shook my head.
She was on her own. I needed to get back to my people. I looked down at the babe in my arms. Should I just leave it?
A blood hand gripped my arm.
I jerked and almost dropped the bundle. Ester stood hunched in the doorway, gripping her bloody back. She glanced furtively toward the room and the manticore. 
I pulled her through.
On the way to the back exit, I grabbed a package of bandages. And in another moment, we were back in the fresher air of the dome outside. Closing the door softly, I opened the bandages. And quickly wrapped Ester’s back. The Medpod had only done one incision, which bled profusely. 
The other lump still wiggled.
It jerked when I almost touched it. I swallowed and we hurried on. Hopefully, the shuttles had Medpods as well. She didn’t have much time left.   
“Why were you not in the Medpod?” I asked in her ear as we walked on.
“I felt its hunger. I stopped the procedure and hid.” Was the quick answer. 
I nodded.
We reached the dock. And an ocean of bodies lay in every direction. Men. Women. Children. Even babies lay in pools of blood stacked on top of each other, trying to escape. 
We stop. 
No. No. No!
All of the shuttles were gone. 
For three heartbeats, I said nothing, thought nothing, felt nothing. I was numb with despair. There was no escape. I couldn’ think of—wait.
I pulled my tag out again, and the display winked on. Ester eyed it curiously. I typed furiously and found what I was looking for. 
Last resort escape Cryopods. 
The ship was designed with redundancy after redundancy. If there was an emergency and the shuttles were destroyed. There was nearly a thousand space worthy Cryopods that could be deployed with emergency beacons built into each vessel.
Tucking my device away, I nodded to the right and we sprinted along the dock. 
“Dollian,” Ester said, panting. “I don’t think—”
“Ssh!” I snap. “Come on!”
We hop on the lift, just as dozens of shadows emerged from the vents and doorways all around us. 
They were coming.
The lift whooshed through the dock, into a tunnel beyond. The dim emergency lights lit the passage in doleful shades. Black creatures seemed to be crawling all over the walls. 
Fpomp!
We shot into another docking area, on the other side of the ship. And there they were, hundreds of cryopods lined up in deployment tubes. 
Behind us, the black mass of creatures were falling away. We were going to make it.
“Dollian, I’m not going to make it.” Ester said with fear in her voice. “I have a few minutes, tops.”
“The cryopod’s will stop the process. You’ll have a fighting chance, once we’re picked up by the Spaceguard.”
“But—”
“Just hang in there. We’re almost there.”
Tears brimming, Ester nodded. Apparently sensing her fear, the baby began to cry. 
The lift got closer and closer to the secondary docking area. Almost there…almost…
The lift stopped and we stumbled off and sprinted toward the nearest row of pods. 
Being faster, I reached the closest vessel, tapped the display, and the one minute count down for launch began. I turned toward Ester, “get in.”
But she was standing a few yards away, clutching the baby like her life depended on it. Her skin was ashen and sweat streamed down her face, soaking her orange hair. 
“Will it hurt the baby?”
“No, get it in.”
“I don’t—think—I just need time to think. This is all too much—”
“Ester! Get in the damn pod!” I stepped toward her threateningly. We didn’t have time for this.
“I—I can’t! I just—need to be alone to think.” Ester turned and sprinted back toward the lift.
No!
I run after her. “Stop! This is the snakes in your back, this isn’t you! Ester, please!”
My hand brushes her swollen back.
A massive shape of a mantiore appeared out of nowhere and its tail slammed Ester and I broadside. We sprawled, and the bundle in her arms rolled a few feet away. 
I roll on top of Ester, and our hands touch…
Images of blood, bruises, and angry faces flashes. The scenes from Ester’s past rush through me like a tsunami, drowning my thoughts in a flood of pure and intense pain.
How could you have survived that much pain? I wonder. Your parents…they almost killed you.
And Ester’s voice echoes in my head. They did kill me. 
Images of more blood, a knife, and broken bottles litter my consciousness. And suddenly the kind hands of emergency personnel resuscitating Ester. 
I mentally shake my head. You humans are so cruel. I see now that there is no redeeming your kind. You have good moments, but its shrouded by so much evil and gluttony. I remember the disgusting gorging I’d witnessed on Vanadis. Selfish predictability.  
I don’t understand how an empath like you, can go on. I would jump off the edge into oblivion.
Suddenly, Ester and I are not just pure thought, but standing in a strange ethereal scape of shallow mirror-like water, and a silver sky with indefinable features.
“I had jumped off the edge.” Ester said. Her big blue eyes watched me with sadness. Images of another knife, and bathtub full of crimson flashed. 
A tear slipped free and slid down Ester’s cheek. “And then, at the very last moment, something reached out and caught me—in midair. That something is what I define as love. It is the one thing that can stop a man from falling. The one thing—powerful—enough to negate the laws of gravity.” Vaguely, I could sense that Ester was quoting a human manuscript written by a Paul Austere. A quote that this woman had read and reread after she’d survived her near death experiences. 
“The dark is where we see the light most clearly. God found me there. And he kissed my soul.”
Tears streamed down Ester’s cheeks. “I know we humans are cruel and have a capacity for awful things. But we are redeemable. Just as your people were long ago.”
In the outside world, I sensed the snake hatching, and the adult manticore was standing near feet away. 
It was too late for Ester. This was a goodbye. 
“There is goodness in the vast cosmos. And it’s worth fighting for.” Ester said. Her eyes never left mine. Tears slipped free, cutting through her smudge makeup, revealing a speckling of freckles underneath.
“God kissed my soul for a reason, and maybe, just, maybe, it’s because I’m meant to show you what we humans know as true love.”
Ester turned to go. Her feet making faint splashing sounds. She hesitated but kept her back turned.
“Please save the baby. Please. She’s innocent. She deserves a chance.” Ester paused and looked back. “We all do.” 
She smiled, tears sparkling.

Suddenly, I’m back in the real world, staring down into Ester’s blank face. Her neck is at an odd angle. Chewing sounds come from inside her.
A yard away the manticore is hulking toward me on silent feet. 
The cryopod beeps ominously. “Twenty seconds until launch…”
Without hesitation, I roll away, leap up, and sprint toward the cryo-pods, through hot tears.
“She deserves a chance. We all do.” Ester’s voice echoes in my mind.
I falter, and look back toward the squalling bundle near Ester’s dead body. Oddly enough, the adult creature was not chasing me, but sniffing the baby.
Its sharp tail twitched. Ready to strike.
I look back toward the Cryopod. 
I clench my jaw, and sprint back toward the manticore. A roar rips from my lips as I reach into my pocket, touch my tag, and throw it at the creature. 
“Fifteeen.” The pod chirps. “Fourteen.”
I cover my eyes with my arm as I run. The tag surged with light and wailing tone. The monster staggered back, shaking its head. 
Scooping the crying baby. I leap away.
The countdown continues. “Ten…Nine…Eight…Seven,” 
I reached the pod, and slip into it, careful to not bump the crying infant’s head. The dome lid hisses shut, cutting off most of the sounds of my wailing tag. 
“Five…Four…”
The manticore shakes its head and rushes toward the pod.
Yards behind it, hundreds of creatures surge from all directions, crawling on walls, leaping yards at a time, all with the silence of death.
“Three…Two…”
The manticore leaps, tail poised, claws outstretched.
“One…Launch.”
BOOM!
The army of aliens disappear, as the pod shoots down the launch tube and into the vacuum of space. 
The baby’s cries are deafening in here. But I try to do what Ester did and comfort it. 
“Five seconds until cryo. Four…Three…”
I close my eyes and willed myself to relax. Against all odds, I’d survived Vanadis. Before long, I’d find a way back home with my report.
But what would I report?
Ester’s eyes bore into my soul. “There is goodness in the vast cosmos…the dark is where we see the light most clearly…God kissed my soul for a reason…she deserves a chance.
…we all do.”




 
	  
      




Who is Ester?
A red headed, empath. Originally from the planet Earth. Though an incredibly powerful empath, she also has a hint of telepathy. She used to live on a horse ranch. She felt the most free when she was riding with the wind flying through her red hair. Her mother and father were abusive. But instead of letting that pain harden her heart, she decided to love others. She was only on the Vanadis because it pays enough for her to be able to save and go back to college, after both her parents died in a car accident. 

Who is Dollian?
He is a Ektar. A parasitic race that once tried to conquer the universe. But were nearly destroyed by the other intelligent races. Once they rebuilt their world, the Xyr grew a unique body for the Ektar to inhabit so they wouldn’t have the need to inhabit other beings. For centuries the Ektar have been a thriving member of the Xyr. And they were particularly useful for scouting other intelligent species to see if they were eligible to be a member of the Xyr. Dollian is such a spy for the humans. His human body was a mindless body grown with the genetics of a Greek heritage.   
  
 
NOTES: Make Dollian sense the baby manticores inside him. Since he’s a tactile telepath he can sense their hunger, and that’s all they are. They are pure lust and hunger. 
Humans are not. 
Also add more stuff that makes him feel alien but relatable. He considers trying to use a Manticore as a host to survive etc. (which would be freaking epic. Lol) He refuses to call the baby a baby until the end of the story. REALLY focus on his hate/indifference toward humans. 
Also, he notices that his human body makes him experience human emotions that he doesn’t quite understand. 
 

 
 


 



 What if main character sees woman empath. A red head. She’s crying. She senses the manticore’s threat. Later, he takes her with him, but she rescues twins from a dying father. 

