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      I smashed open the rotating doors of my apartment complex’s lobby, a sopping wet newspaper over my head. I tossed it down and wiped off my leather bag with a grimace. Of course it was raining. In Los Angeles. In the dead of summer. 
    

    
      Bart looked at me over his Sports Illustrated, his black non-slip shoes up on the desk, then down at the newspaper dripping on the tile with distaste. “Let me guess, don’t own an umbrella, Miss Olivia?” 
    

    
      I flashed him a tight smile, brushing off my pants. My socks squished in my fringed patent leather brogues. “Does anyone in LA?” The security officer pointed lazily over his magazine at an umbrella propped by his desk. I sighed. “Of course you do, Bart.”
    

    
      He winked at me as I stooped to pick up the mushy glob of pulp that was once an 
      LA Times.
       As I called for the elevator, I smashed the journalistic beat into the bullet-shaped trash can beneath the “Up” button. When the elevator binged, Bart called out with practiced disinterest, “Have a nice evening.” 
    

    
      I gave him a cheeky salute and backed through the opening doors, letting my back hit the railing behind. I selected the sixth floor with the toe of my soggy shoe and rolled my head back to rest on the mirrored wall. It had been a long day. 
    

    
      As soon as I was inside my apartment, I threw my keys down on the counter and stripped right there. My clothes fell in a wet heap on the bare cement floor. I left the light switch off, not wanting all of downtown LA to see me naked. 
    

    
      I had no blinds. It was a pain, but the view was beautiful. All glittering lights and silhouetted buildings. You could fool yourself into thinking this was 
      your
       city when you had a view like mine. The world was your oyster. Every nook of the streets below, every cranny of other far-off windows, was a secret little pocket of life. Sure, the never-ending sunshine baked the place like an oven during the day and I had no storage. I didn’t care. I thrived on the view and wouldn’t have it any other way.
    

    
      I padded across the cold floor to the bathroom and turned the hot water on full blast. The room steamed as I placed my lounge clothes on the sink and I jumped in the hot shower, soaking away the damp chill of a freakish storm in the inferno of an LA July. 
    

    
      I sighed with relief; the water cascading over me. The day had been a stressful rollercoaster. I’d spent the morning trying to appease a detective that didn’t know how to eyeball a liar when he interrogated one. He’d swaggered out of the room with a smug look on his face, his rookie partner one step behind, obviously in love with the sound of his own tough guy act. I’d quickly squashed his dreams of catching a ruthless killer, though. The suspect was a glory chaser, no question about it. He wanted to confess to the murders of three young women because of the glory of the spotlight. 
      Attention
      . Simple as that.
    

    
      After a last-minute meeting, the sergeant had sided with my analysis, like he usually did.  Still, tightrope waling might have been an easier vocation. 
    

    
      At least the day had been sandwiched nicely. I had enough time in my schedule for one lecture class on Wednesdays, and even if Detective Dickhead was pasty white bread, my students were the prime cold cuts that made it worth it. While my colleagues dropped one by one into the darkness we faced every day, teaching kept me clear and focused. Without my bright-eyed, bushy-tailed students, I’d become bitter and withdrawn, staring down the neck of a beer bottle. They were my secret weapon. 
    

    
      But that didn’t mean it was all chocolates and roses. I had a bag full of grading to do and if there’s one thing I hated more than shoddy interrogations, it was grading. 
    

    
      When I was done, I threw on a pair of fuzzy socks, tapered sweatpants and a crew-neck sweater. I wasn’t much for silk pajamas or lingerie, especially since I lived alone. Toweling my hair dry, I exited the bathroom and turned off the light. Just as I was about to turn on the kitchen overheads, the hair on the back of my neck stood. I froze in the absolute quiet. The air was still, my heartbeat pounding hard enough to drown out the hum of my air conditioner. Had I forgotten to lock the door…?
    

    
      I padded over to the entryway, heart in my chest, and breathed a sigh of relief. I’d locked it.
    

    
      Moments of acute paranoia were something most people in my line of work experienced, so I chalked it up to that. I could usually gauge when they’d happen. A suspect would grin with devilish delight, looking me over. A man would whistle at me from across the street; that sort of thing. I’d noticed nothing other than Detective Dickhead doing his usual macho routine that would get me riled up, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something. 
    

    
      It could have been the way someone stirred their coffee, or the sound of a van door closing. An innocuous little thing could have just as much power as a bomb blast.
    

    
      I finally threw on the kitchen light and pulled open the fridge. 
    

    
      It was pretty barren. Fruits and vegetables, but no raw meat. There was a block of cheddar and bacon for when I was feeling a BLT or club sandwich, but otherwise, I didn’t really trust myself to cook meat. My version of home cooking was to grab something a la carte on my way home and supplement. Hence the several tiny packages of Chinese leftovers, a plastic carton of Greek shish kabobs, and some steak I was sure I’d never actually eat. That was from a date I’d gone on over the weekend. It was pleasant, but not anything to write home about. Instead of taking the plunge on a second date, I grabbed the carton and plunged it into the trash. 
    

    
      I settled on fried rice leftovers. Turning the quintessential San Franciscan white and red paper box upside down, I dumped the contents into a bowl and tossed it into the microwave. 
    

    
      Dinner nestled in my lap, I sat on the floor and spread out my grading on the coffee table. Like many people my age and younger, I didn’t have a TV, just my computer. 
    

    
      I left it to its slumber in the brick alcove tucked away from all the windows. I’d had enough screens for the day, and it was too distracting to listen to other words while I was trying to listen to my students. So, I opted to put in my earbuds and bathe my mind in a mesmerizing instrumental soundtrack, stealing glances out at my city in between papers. I kept the lights low, a couple of candles lit for mood, and lost myself in the baleful, ancient tones of my favorite score. 
    

    
      Six papers later, I got up to pee. I set down my green pen and placed my half-eaten food on the sofa at my back. Stretching up high on the balls of my feet, I yawned and plunked down on the toilet seat. 
    

    
      It was barely a tinkle. False flags from a needy bladder. 
    

    
      Determined to drink more water during the dry season, I didn’t waste a flush for the couple of little drops. I turned the corner back into the little living room space and froze just barely out the door. 
    

    
      The harsh white glow of my computer monitor bathed my warmly lit workspace. I didn’t need to round the corner to know for sure. I could hear the fan in the tower whirring softly. 
    

    
      I glanced furtively at the front door. It was still bolted and locked. I hadn’t checked the closet or under my bed. Small as my place was, someone could be in here. Someone could be hunting me.
    

    
      I swallowed hard, forcing myself to calm down. The power button might have gotten stuck. A little vibration and 
      pop
      , and it could have turned itself on. That happened a lot with my computer as a kid. I glanced around the kitchen again, looking for any sign, 
      anything,
       that something was amiss. My mind went immediately to muddy boot prints, a knife missing from the knife block, a cut internet cable, a glint from under the bed…
    

    
      My little studio paradise 
      seemed
       untouched. I took a deep breath and slowly forced myself around the corner, staring wide-eyed at my computer. 
    

    
      My heart fluttered in my ears, my throat. I short-circuited for a red-hot moment, all of my senses drowned in a single imperative: 
      Run
      . My hands shook, but the shock was just a flash as my mind worked quickly. “That’s weird,” I said under my breath with nonchalance, shoulders relaxed, spine loose.
    

    
      I forced myself to look calm and sauntered to the computer. Rather than displaying the desktop as if it had just turned on, images of my work were open. Hundreds of them. So many that the window finder looked like it had glitched. Crime scene photos and records, court filings, cultural studies, lecture outlines, behavioral analysis of not just criminals, but everybody: salespeople, politicians, trauma victims, historical figures... 
    

    
      For a brief second, I wondered if someone was trying to steal my work. Maybe it was a hack by a law firm trying to get the upper hand on one of the cases I’d touched. I’d never heard of them going to such lengths to compete, but I wouldn’t put it past a shark to nibble on my toes if I swam through infested waters either. 
    

    
      I shut off my computer, talking myself down from the precipice of panic. If it was a hack, it meant my apartment was safe and I was being irrational. Once the screen was dark, I wrote a note by the keyboard to call the division head after I’d calmed down. With a sigh of determination, I reached for my fried rice on the sofa.
    

    
      My hand 
      hit cushion
      . It wasn’t on the sofa anymore. 
    

    
      It was on the coffee table.  
    

    
      I shot across my cement floors to the entryway by the kitchen, my eyes glued on the front door. Something clanged and clicked behind me. I chanced a look over my shoulder as I swerved around the island counter. Big mistake.  
    

    
      An enormous shadow stalked me, not more than a few feet away. Where he’d been hiding, I didn’t know. He seemed to materialize out of nowhere in the tiny confines of my studio. I stumbled back, fumbling as my hands shook, sliding across the counter helplessly. Once I realized he could rape or murder me, perhaps both, I curled my fingers around the first thing I felt as the impossibly tall shadow closed in. 
    

    
      I grabbed the toaster by the metal slots and punched wide, aiming for the man’s head. He hadn’t expected it and grunted as the toaster landed home, face smashed against the fridge. The cord ripped violently from the wall and I lost my grip, unable to follow all the way through with the second swing. I exploded towards the door, shoving everything on my counters onto the floor between us. 
    

    
      When I tripped on my wet pile of clothes, I ran headfirst into the heavy door. As my forehead made contact, I saw stars. I fumbled with the lock, unable to control my numb fingers. Broken glass and food stuff crunched behind me as the intruder got to his feet and came at me in a rush. 
    

    
      “Fuck!” I yelled in absolute frustration. I turned the doorknob and yanked the door open, a sliver of the light from the hall pooling into my dark apartment. I filled my lungs with air to scream.
    

    
      Then everything went dark.
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      I don’t know how long I was out, but it was daylight when I opened my eyes for the first time. I 
      came to peacefully
      . No sounds, no blurry figure looming over me, no pain. I saw this as potentially catastrophic news. I could be heavily drugged.
    

    
      I realized more about myself as I floated up through the still ocean of consciousness. I was slumped against a smooth wall or structure. Although I’d woken up peacefully, my head was splitting open. I swallowed, parched. My limbs were weighed down by what felt like leaden bones. Definitely drugged. 
    

    
      The assault came rushing back in shattered fragments as I pried my crusty eyes open. I blinked desperately, ignoring the ice pick lancing my temples, searching my surroundings for any sign. All I could make out was a uniform whiteness, a diffused glow on a smooth surface that made up the walls, the ceiling, the floor... Was I dead? 
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I rasped, heart spiking, adrenaline pumping. My vision blurred as I realized I was in some kind of holding cell. This was worse than I thought. This was some serious Hannibal Lecter level shit. I scrambled to my hands and knees and looked for the exit. I’d fucking claw my way out if I had to. 
    

    
      The door to the cell was nothing like I’d ever seen. It was a wall of tiny threads of light slowly moving in an upward pattern. Bright but not blinding. I looked up, looked down, trying to assess how I could open it. I took off one sock and tossed it gently at the door. It flew back with a spark and slid across the floor sizzling. I snatched it up and put it back on, deeply disturbed. There was a fresh hole on the top of the foot, still smoking from the electrifying impact.
    

    
      Then I took a couple deep breaths and felt my body. My arms and legs, my stomach and breasts. I assessed the damage, looking for any sign of trauma. Nothing. There was a scrape on my forehead, I thought, probably some bruising from how sensitive my cheek felt. I did the same thing again, looking for needle marks. There was a red patch on my wrist about the size of a dime that was sore, nothing else. 
    

    
      Afterwards I checked the room. For cameras, for vents, for latches, for anything, fucking 
      anything
       that I could use to ascertain my situation. Nothing. The room was as smooth as a sci fi set, as impenetrable as a mental asylum lock up, without the padded walls.
    

    
      “H-” I began, then bit down on my lip. I wanted answers, but I wanted to live. I wanted anyone, even Detective Dickhead, to come to my rescue, but my voice was lodged deep in a hungry terror that wouldn’t let it go. What if I’m isolated, stranded somewhere no one can hear me scream? What if the only person I alert is the one that grabbed me? I was crazy with desperation and fear, and my analytical self was so knowledgeable, but on the fritz. I put my hands on my hips and cracked my neck side to side. I pumped my lungs, psyching myself up.
    

    
       “H...Hello?” I bellowed with a rough squeak. That annoyed the shit out of me. I wasn’t a squeaker. I drew myself up with a neutral expression, neither threatening, frightened, nor over-confident. Assume the Shrink Position, as I’d always said. “Hello?!”
    

    
      When nothing responded after a few minutes, I pounded on the wall by the wall of light. “Can anyone hear me?!”
    

    
      Still nothing. I stomped the floor ineffectually in my fuzzy socks and roared in frustration.
    

    
      A figure moved beyond the warbling lightveil. It had been standing there the whole time, observing. I hadn’t noticed it until it moved. My eyes widened, but rather than a look of shock, I snarled. 
    

    
      “Let me out,” I menaced, staying a foot from the light. There was hushed conversation of some sort in a language I didn’t understand and the figure moved away from my field of vision. Or perhaps my brain was scrambled by whatever happened. There were two? There was only one guy in my apartment. Was I hallucinating? I tried not to think too hard about it. Survive now, crumble later. “Let me the 
      fuck
       out!” 
    

    
      The wall of light collapsed and I stumbled back in surprise. Frozen on the ground like I was about to do the crabwalk, I waited for someone to approach me, but no one did. I slowly eased to my hands and knees. I stood, pulled off my sock again, and threw it at the door. 
    

    
      It flopped harmlessly on the other side of the threshold. 
    

    
      Cautiously, I put my left hand through the door from my crouched position. When nothing happened, I scrambled out and put my sock back on, checking every corner, looking under surfaces and in the corners of the ceiling like a mad woman. 
    

    
      When I didn’t see anyone in the room with me, I paused long enough to notice the room was a clinical white chrome, just like my cell. I blinked, trying to gather myself as I stood up, resisting the instinct to duck as if I expected oncoming fire. I ransacked the clinical space with frantic eyes and quaking hands, looking for any weapon that would give me a fighting chance. All I could see in my head though were images of the movie 
      Saw
      . A tear of exasperation fell down my cheek. There wasn’t a single thing in the room. Just polished tables, walls, and a couple of unusual chairs, all formed with seamless joints and edges. 
    

    
      A voice interrupted my raid that sounded like no voice I’d ever heard. It was full of pure vowels, rolling “r”s and deft clicking noises. I spun, looking for the source of the noise.
    

    
      There was no one in the room, but a monitor embedded in the smooth white wall that hadn’t been there before caught my attention. I walked in front of it, keeping my distance. Before taking in the image on the screen, I closed my eyes and steeled myself, just in case a clownish puppet with white skin and red cheeks smiled back at me. 
      Do you want to play a game
      ?
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, I did a double-take. On the screen was the best alien costume I’d ever seen. This sick fuck really knew how to committ to his sadistic fun. The alien’s mandibles flared out from either side of its jaw. Its lips moved to form sounds, a slit separating each vertically from the philtrum to the chin. “What the fuck…” I managed, talking over it. I had to be hallucinating. No way a rubber mask could do 
      that
      . It had to be professionally made. Was I being pranked by my coworkers? Was this a recorded video?
    

    
      I waved at the screen like an idiot to see if it responded. The figure blinked, faltering over its words, then continued. 
    

    
      “Let me go,” I enunciated 
      at the
       screen. “This isn’t funny. And I’m sure as 
      fuck
       not letting you get your rocks off on killing me. I know exactly how to make it anticlimactic enough that you’ll be calling out for mommy for at least a week.”
    

    
      The creature stopped speaking as I barrelled over it. It bowed its head, dipping it to the side rather than straight down. It pointed with a three-fingered hand to the left. I looked that way, then behind me, then looked again. A hatch slid open where it had pointed. It clipped something in a distant sort of tone, then the monitor frosted over into that white chrome like it’d never been anything but a wall.
    

    
      I steeled myself, nearly peeing my pants from terror, and forced myself to walk towards the door. It wasn’t a recording. That was live. That was absolutely live. And humans couldn’t make the noises it had… not like that, anyway.
    

    
      Stiff with fright, I edged out of the room. A long hallway, floor softly glowing, pristine and curved, lay out before me. There were no doors, but every twenty feet or so was a diffused white glow at eye level, illuminating some kind of text I couldn’t read. I tried pressing the white glow. Every time I did, the light turned blue for a moment, then faded back to white. Nothing else happened. They denoted something though. Examination rooms? Prison cells? I had no way of knowing.
    

    
      Where the third glow on the left should be, I rounded the curved hallway to find an open door, soft warm light spilling into the frigidly sterile passage. I froze. The hall was quiet. There was no movement in the room. I approached as quietly as I could. 
    

    
      And when I got to the door, that same alien face greeted me, this time filling the room with its very real presence. I backed away, bumping the opposite side of the hall stiffly, trying to keep my posture straight, my expression neutral. My breath hitched as I ricocheted, eyes glued to the massive thing watching me. I couldn’t help that my eyes were wide, or that my lungs compressed in terror.
    

    
      A long moment passed. Rather than approach, it sat down at the far end of the single table taking up a majority of the long, oblong room and motioned for me to sit in the smooth white chair by the door. The table was probably twenty feet long. Enough space for me to react if the thing lunged at me. 
    

    
      It laced its fingers together on top of the table for me to see. It knew I was afraid, and was trying to be accommodating. It didn’t say anything else, just waited patiently. 
    

    
      “What is going on,” I warbled unsteadily. It didn’t respond. I didn’t move. Again, it motioned to the opposite end of the table. 
    

    
      I entered the room on jittering legs. So far, nothing had happened, but the longer I delayed the inevitable, the less prepared I would feel to face it. Using every ounce of self-control available to me, I bent very slowly, eyes on the creature, as I sat in the chair it offered me. 
    

    
      It spoke, those rolling sounds and clicks now spoken live bore a bass rumble from deep in the chest, separate from the vocal cords. I focused on its face with a laser-like glare. There was a spot just visible from this distance on its grey cheek. A plum-colored gash that looked suspiciously like the edge of my toaster. My mouth went slack. I pointed at it with a squinted glare, all my fear reduced to a single burning rage. My flight or fight response had chosen. I’d fought and lost against the creature in my apartment, but I could fight and win the next time.
    

    
      “You’re the one that abducted me,” I said far more steadily than before.
    

    
      It didn’t respond. Instead, it held out its 
      fist
       and slowly unfurled it, palm up. From this far away, I couldn’t see what was in its hand, but I didn’t need to wait long. It set the small object down and swiped a line in my direction on the tabletop. Automatically, the object slid over to me like a string was tied to it. It appeared to be a straight pin with a black disk on the head rather than a yellow glass bead. 
    

    
      I looked up at the creature with a lidded glare. “I’m not going to let you stick me with needles willingly.”
    

    
      It answered again in whatever language that was. Then it pointed to its own ear, a small round shape that reminded me of a crocodile’s tympanum, the membrane behind the eye that reptiles and amphibians use to hear. It was very discreet and tucked behind its mandibles. It also mimed speaking, from us both. It then turned its head, probably to indicate the one it had in its ear. 
    

    
      “This will make it so we can talk?” I asked flatly. “You want to...talk.” 
    

    
      Again, no response. I reached out to take the needle with shaking fingers. But like someone trying to pet an animal they’re afraid of, my instincts told me to fling the alien tech across the room instead. I got to my feet, unable to sit, and shook my hand out to calm myself down. 
    

    
      A holographic diagram popped up in a cascade of light in the center of the table. On the cascade, the image of a creature that looked the same as the one sitting across from me lifted the needle to its tympanum, pressed the point into the flesh, and a connection like a circuit creeped through the ear into its brain. The figure began to speak in multiple unrecognizable, unintelligible languages. The hologram was like a fancy infographic animation: simple and effective.
    

    
      “Fuck,” I hissed, putting my hands on my hips. I paced in a tight line, keeping my eyes on the bug creature. Then I stopped and bent over, hands on knees, trying to gather the courage. “This is absolutely insane.”
    

    
      It spoke again, with… was that amusement?
    

    
      I looked up sharply, and automatically snapped, “This is 
      not
       funny.”
    

    
      Its eyes twinkled, mandibles flared slightly. 
    

    
      That more than anything made me go for it. The mirth in its eyes wasn’t malicious, but challenging. My profiler’s mentality took over. I looked over its body language, finally centered enough to really look at it. Those mandibles on either side of the cheeks were decorative as much as functional. They mimicked long spires that protruded from the slope of a flat forehead, like a crown in a way. If it were hunting me, as my instincts demanded it most definitely was, the mandibles would be used in a display. The head would be tilted down to make the crown look larger, and those shoulders would be bunched. My brain told me I wasn’t being hunted, that this was an effort to be accommodating and non-threatening. Especially sitting at the opposite end of a table. 
    

    
      It was also wearing a sort of uniform. Soft, not armored. There were markings of rank in visible places. This creature… 
      person
      … was a leader of some kind but in an organized fashion. No naturalistic markings or signs of status. No trophies. I wasn’t looking at a clever Klingon or a Borg. If the plan was to incapacitate me, it would have been done with more efficiency, with subordinates restraining me while I was knocked out to minimize risks. I would have woken up in a controlled environment, probably strapped down to a chair or a cot, with more than one of those things observing me. Scientists, doctors, military… This. This was something else. 
    

    
      And why not give me the translator pin while I was knocked out? I could only come up with one possibility: it wanted me to feel like I had a choice. I glanced over my shoulder. The door to the - conference room, I decided - was still open. I had an escape route, if I chose to take it. 
    

    
      But this wasn’t some simulation of a high-stress situation. It was real, and I couldn’t decide if this was a dangerous revelation or not. I teetered between the options. Either this was a sincere exchange, or an attempt to manipulate me into compliance. I looked down at the pin. No matter how I analysed the situation, the danger was in words, in deals. It could be politics. It could be a negotiation. And if there was one thing I was suited for, it was this.
    

    
      Before I could think of the cons, I snatched the pin from the table and held it precariously by the black head. The creature mimed me putting it in the soft spot between my jaw and my ear. I looked at the silver needle, which was actually three, all nestled together like a multipoint tattooing needle. 
    

    
      “Like this?” I held it in place, turning my head slightly for it to see more clearly. I think it clicked its mandibles in affirmation. 
    

    
      “Yes?” I nodded my head, drawing the needle closer. “Or no?” I shook my head, pulling the needle away. It watched my movements, then clearly nodded. It raised its hand as if holding the needle to its own tympanum, and in one swift motion, drove its thumb against the soft tissue of its head. 
    

    
      I licked my lips, sat down at the other end of the table and pressed the pin against my flesh as far as I could without puncturing anything. Then I closed my eyes and shoved with a sharp exhale. 
    

    
      Immediately, those needles came to life, twisting through my tissues, red hot and painful. I scrambled to pull the pin out, but it held fast and became too slick with blood to get 
      purchase
      . A static slammed through my eardrums at full volume, so loud I saw white spots and clamped my hands down on my head. I know I screamed in pain, but I couldn’t hear it. I was consumed by metallic grinding and shrieking as something alien laced its way through my ears, my throat, my spine, my brain. Those tentacles latched onto nervous centers and vocal cords, choking me as if a man had me by the throat. I made involuntary noises, all the noises my vocal cords could actually make, against my will. 
    

    
      And then, a voice. A female voice, strikingly human, tried to push through the storm. I saw a flicker in the corner of the room. 
    

    
      “-heaR ME?” it said, the volume shorting in and out. One minute underwater, the next roaring. 
    

    
      “Hello?” the voice said more normally and with concern. My eyes were closed, but through the red and white fireworks show behind my eyelids, I could just make out a glow in the corner of the room. The static started to fade, now a series of clicks, whirs, and only the occasional abrupt 
      BRRRRT
       which caused me to jump. I opened my eyes. I was in the corner of the room, pressed against the wall, my knees about ready to collapse. Looking at me in the opposite corner was a woman made of light. A hologram that looked remarkably like a blonde Jennifer Lawrence. When I made eye contact, she smiled with relief. 
    

    
      “HelLO! I’m ADI, THE 
      PALEMBre
      ’s artificial intelligeNCE!” she said in a chipper voice, popping in and out of bellowing and whispering, lyrical and mechanical. Her voice was definitely much bubblier than the 
      celebrity’s
      , not at all similar. 
    

    
      I winced. “Can you turn down the volume?” I asked, covering my ears again. 
    

    
      “I apologize,” she whispered sheepishly. “Linguitors takE A WHILe to acclimate to nEW spECIEs.”
    

    
      I breathed a sigh of relief. That was better at least. The creature sitting in the chair hadn’t moved, but watched me tensely as if ready to jump to its feet. I gestured my head towards it. A sticky trickle of blood from my ears was starting to dry and itch along my jaw. “Why did you abduct me?”
    

    
      “The Commander can’t understand yoU YET. I’m afraid much of YOur discomfort was me downloading your native language, not just the linguitor fINDIng your relevant NERvous cluSTers. I aM WORking on translating it INTO CREW LAnguages. It will be a short wHILE BEFORE YOu’re able to communicate.”
    

    
      The “commander” turned to the AI and stood from the table. I stayed in my corner, eyeing it warily. 
    

    
      Unfurling, it was nearly seven feet tall and built like a wide receiver. It put Chris Evans to shame with wide shoulders and a waspish waist. It moved gracefully, not at all jittery, as I’d expected.
    

    
      “The Commander sAYS HE WILL return when the transfER IS COmplete,” the AI told me. “Would you liKe a glaSS OF Water?”
    

    
      The commander’s stare met mine and stuck as he left the room. He bobbed his head to me in the same manner the AI had to him. Then he slipped out and the door shut, leaving me alone. 
    

    
      I began to shake and held onto the wall for dear life. I wiped my sweater sleeves against the blood trickling from my ears and looked fearfully at the AI, struggling to keep my breath even. 
    

    
      “Is this thing going to kill me?” I asked, implying the translator...
      linguitor
      . 
    

    
      “Not at all! It is calibrating. Any damage is superfiCIAL AND TEMPOrary. Water?”
    

    
      “Is it stuck in me forever?”
    

    
      “The linguitor is given 
      to many
       oFFSPRinG once they reach 
      schoOLINg
       age. It is rARELY remoVED, but it is possible. WATer?
    

    
      “...Yes.”
    

    
      She bobbed her head, then blipped out of existence. A panel in the wall dinged, slid open, and revealed an icy glass of crystal clear water. I stared at it for a long minute, then abruptly began to sob. I’d survived. Now I could crumble. 
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      When the commander returned, I was sitting in his seat with the water in front of me, fingers laced on top of the table. It was a blatant power play. I had very few options, but I was going to maintain the facade of control for as long as I could. 
    

    
      As for the water, I hadn’t had a single drop. It was pink now with blood, though, as I’d used it to wipe my jaw and neck clean with my sweater sleeve. My head pounded even worse than the beginning, accentuated with sharp pains, and my spit was thick in my mouth, hanging on my tongue like cobwebs in an abandoned house. 
    

    
      The commander stopped at the door and looked at the bright red blood smears, just a few, that were on the ground in the corner. I watched him, jaw tight, chin up, eyes big and alert. 
    

    
      The AI had binged in my ear when the transfer was complete a few moments ago. Her voice no longer popped and crackled. In fact, it felt like she was in the room with me. The translator that had bored into my nervous system had spatial awareness. She’d performed several sensory tests before giving my calibration the all clear. 
    

    
      Which meant I knew the alien commander could understand me. 
    

    
      “Why did you abduct me,” I asked in a calm, stern voice. 
    

    
      His chest puffed, shoulders rolled. He turned away from the blood stains in the corner.
    

    
      “Acquired,” he corrected in a shockingly smooth voice. His voice was overtonal, rich with an uncurrent that rumbled like ancient viking chants and drum beats. It was primal and authoritative. I raised my brow, unphased. 
    

    
      “Kidnapped,” I refuted. 
    

    
      “Acquired,” he said again, crossing his arms. 
    

    
      “Captured.”
    

    
      He sighed with annoyance but kept my glare. 
    

    
      “I am Commander Atarian. You are on my ship, the 
      Palembre
      . I apologize for the abrupt 
      acquisition
      , but I am short on time. May I sit?”
    

    
      I nodded to the opposite chair. He sat slowly and mirrored me, lacing his long, thick fingers together.
    

    
      “ADI, bring up the 
      Paramour
       on the lightfall,” he ordered. A hologram sprang to life in the center of the table just like before, only this time it displayed a ship with elegant, feminine architecture. This was definitely a leisurely vessel, not armored or weaponized, at least to my human understanding. It rotated lazily between us. 
    

    
      “This is the 
      Paramour
      , a pleasure cruiser that has taken up course for several orbits in the asteroid belt of your solar system. Its owner has been 
      abducting
       and 
      enslaving
       humans,” I couldn’t help but notice he emphasized those specific words, “for sale on the sex market. My sources claim there are one thousand two hundred and sixteen humans on board at this time.”
    

    
      The commander tapped a panel on the table. The faces of several humans taken from agencies around the world rotated through on a slide show: passports, drivers licenses, school IDs, family photos off social media. He watched me look at them. Women, men, children, even a few white haired elders. They came from all over the world.
    

    
      I fisted my hands on the table. My breath constricted to shallow, shaky puffs. I had half expected to be probed and experimented on, but raped for some alien’s sick enjoyment? My brow laced tighter and I looked past the images to the commander. He watched me quietly. He held up a hand before I could say anything. 
    

    
      “Allow me to put your mind at ease. I didn’t acquire you to sell or enslave. I’m asking for your assistance in liberating your kind.”
    

    
      Faces continued to tick by. An Indian child no older than eight or nine with a wide grin and a gap between his teeth. An elderly Chinese woman with white hair, a round face, and smile lines about the eyes. A stunningly beautiful woman about my age, obviously taken from a publicity shot. I blinked, then stood abruptly.
    

    
      I remembered her. Arianna Touchstone. It made me stop. She and her boyfriend had a very public fight after the Oscars red carpet last year. He was still sitting in jail, awaiting trial. 
    

    
      “That woman is dead,” I said, pointing to her. “Her boyfriend killed her.” 
    

    
      “That woman is 
      missing
      ,” he corrected patiently. “She was sold to a 
      shilpakaari
       prince half an orbit ago.”
    

    
      I put my hands on my hips. “Where are we right now?” I asked, my stomach plunging. 
    

    
      “We are in covert orbit around your moon.” 
    

    
      “Show me,” I barely gave him time to finish. 
    

    
      The wall behind me defrosted. I spun around, looking at a full floor to ceiling view of Earth. I pressed my hands against the glass, breath caught, eyes wide. 
    

    
      “It’s not a hoax,” the commander said with a semblance of softness. “Those humans are real. Will you assist or not?” 
    

    
      I turned around slowly, head spinning. “Three questions.”
    

    
      He tensed, waiting. 
    

    
      “How exactly am I any help to you?”
    

    
      I sensed awkwardness, hesitation. 
    

    
      “My mission is to infiltrate the 
      Paramour
       and arrange a human sale. The man I’m masquerading as has been a connoisseur of humankind for a long time and a loyal customer of the trafficking mogul, Burdam Endar. If I walk in without having ever interacted with a human, it will be noticeable.”
    

    
      “So you need me to teach you about humans.” 
    

    
      “Specifically sexual and social cues. I have to appear...knowledgeable.”
    

    
      I licked my dry lips. My vision blurred. I ignored the implication and carried on. 
    

    
      “Why me?” I asked next, taking a step towards his end of the table. He shrugged languidly, cryptically. 
    

    
      “You were the easiest to acquire.” 
    

    
      “Bullshit,” I snapped. “You stalked me in my apartment for 
      at least
       two hours. You opened my computer, looked through my work... If it were about ease, you’d have 
      abducted
       someone in a parking lot or at work late at night, somewhere more isolated without neighbors that could hear the struggle through the walls.”
    

    
      The commander’s eyes narrowed. “It was a gut choice.”
    

    
      “Why not a military person or fuck, a biologist? Someone that would fit into all this better? Someone from NASA or MIT...” 
    

    
      “I don’t need an engineer, I have them. I don’t need a soldier, I have those too. You are what humans call a behaviorist or profiler, one that also professes. That means you are well-spoken, find value in others, and have an analytical mind for human behavior. Not to mention, you know how to handle difficult assignments. 
      That
       is what I need.”
    

    
      The wind in my sails deflated. I sat down heavily in my chair with a sigh. It was one hell of a good explanation. A human profiler to profile humans. It made me wonder what sort of things they actually knew about us. Did they have a distant, impersonal view like a biologist studying an animal on Earth? Were there biologists dedicated to studying human behavior? I took a few deep breaths, feeling my feet flat against the ground, the hum of the ship traveling gently up my soles. I laughed at the absurdity, just a little huff of air. I was still wearing my fuzzy socks. They were pale pink and covered in hearts.
    

    
      “What will happen to them - 
      to me
       - afterwards. Will we be returned to Earth?” I asked more quietly.
    

    
      The commander sat back in his chair sullenly. “No. They will be liberated to a colony on a moon called Yaspur. It has the right soil, water, and atmospheric conditions for human life.”
    

    
      “They. What about me?” I patted my heart meaningfully with my palm. 
    

    
      He glared at me for a long moment. “I am...unsure.” 
    

    
      I sat back in my chair, a tear rolling down my cheek. I could feel the weight of Earth rotating behind me, just out of view. I couldn’t look back at it, I was so heartbroken. I knew I wouldn’t be able to go back. There was no way. My family, my students, my friends… Even Bart with his stupid umbrella. I’d never feel rain or hear crickets again. I’d never open my fridge in the middle of the night for a swig of milk or pet my brother’s dogs. God, I’d never even see my family’s pictures or hear their voices, let alone touch them. I’d lose them slowly over time like people used to before photographs. I’d lose their voice, their smell, their spirit…
    

    
      All I could do is make the loss worth something. My eyes slid over the hologram, the faces rotating through their smiles, their hugs, their human moments. All gone, gone like mine. Rage bubbled in my gut.
    

    
      “When do we start?” I asked hollowly. 
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      Commander Atarian showed me to my own room. On the promise, of course, that I wouldn’t stray and an order to ADI that she couldn’t let me even if I tried. I tried. It was pointless.
    

    
      It was about the size of a dormitory bedroom with a panoramic view of the moon. A soft bed that was built for someone far taller than I, and took up the entire far side of the room below the panorama. There were no tables or chairs, just a standing bar inset in the wall with a shelf for personal effects above it. A floor-to-ceiling door led to a restroom that sported a long, slender metal toilet bowl that looked more like a sloped trough than the one in my apartment. 
    

    
      The walls were smooth and flat with no discernable closets or drawers. Only a soft glow from behind the panels every few feet belied any sort of domestic function. I’d caught on that these were doors, cabinets, closets… I couldn’t read the faint white-on-white labels above each glow, so I wasn’t sure what each one was.
    

    
      If I’d been anything but numb, I would have marveled at the familiarity.
    

    
      The commander left me to my devices, mentioning food would be delivered shortly. After he left, the sliding door locked and the glow beside its passage turned blue. 
    

    
      “Guess blue is the galaxy’s red,” I huffed under my breath. I sat down on the bed with a defeated sigh. Ants crawled beneath my skin, that undesirable itch that comes with trauma, exhaustion, and thin nerves. I laid my head on a hard round pillow and laced my fingers together on my chest, looking out at the moon.
    

    
      “Umm…” ADI’s disembodied voice came from the air.
    

    
      “You know, if this were under different circumstances, I’d be bursting with joy right now,” I admitted in a weak sigh. “Look at that view…”
    

    
      “Since you will be a guest, I would like to set up some basic protocols,” ADI said in a gentle almost robotic lull. “What is your preferred name, Olivia Lynn Loxley?”
    

    
      I huffed a bitter laugh. Of course they knew everything about me already. They’d chosen me. 
      He’d
       chosen me. I rolled my eyes. “Depends on the circumstance.”
    

    
      ADI took some time to respond. “In the event of being introduced to the crew.”
    

    
      “Dr Loxley,” I said automatically. 
    

    
      “What is your sex and gender?”
    

    
      “Female, both.” 
    

    
      “Do you have any material allergies?”
    

    
      “Cat dander. Here? Not that I’m aware of.”
    

    
      “Are you pregnant?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “How many hours of sleep do you require per sol?”
    

    
      “...How long is a sol exactly?”
    

    
      She paused. “How many hours of sleep do you require per Earth sol?”
    

    
      “Eight is ideal.”
    

    
      “What hygiene requirements do you have?”
    

    
      I blinked up at the ceiling. “Why aren’t you visible?”
    

    
      “Privacy, of course! Lightbars are not installed in private quarters.”
    

    
      “And why are you asking me about these things? Are you programming the room?” 
    

    
      “I am, Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      I turned my attention back to the picturesque spacescape, rotating peacefully outside my window. It calmed me.
    

    
      “I need to brush my teeth twice a day with a toothbrush and toothpaste, wash my face once a day with facewash, take a shower once every couple days with body wash, shampoo, and ideally conditioner… And I need to brush my hair and shave with a razor. Those are the basics… But you can’t get any of those things without returning to Earth, can you?”
    

    
      “I am currently downloading the molecular composition of toothpaste and shampoo, and have already begun the process of cataloging human food recipes,” she said proudly from the ether. 
    

    
      “...I like fresh mint whitening toothpaste the most. I also like herby smells for the shower instead of fruity or food scented. Coconut is the exception. Juniper is my favorite.”
    

    
      “Thank you for being specific, Dr. Loxley. It’s very helpful to my programming.” 
    

    
      A thought crossed my mind. I tilted my head on the pillow. “ADI… can you download 
      anything
       I ask for?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course.”
    

    
      I gave her a laundry list: all of my Facebook photos and those of my family, Spotify’s entire database, Kindle’s entire database… I disliked television, so I nearly skipped Netflix, but when I realized I’d never be able to see or touch many humans, never go to other places or hear other human languages, I decided to download that too. I had her store the recipes for every alcohol and cocktail known to man because I 
      sure as shit
       would need a stiff drink once this was over. As an afterthought, I asked her to download all museum archives online. 
    

    
      “This is fascinating!” she exclaimed. “So much media from a single planet. Is there anything else I can do for you, Dr Loxley?”
    

    
      I looked down at my feet, ringing my wet sweater sleeve. 
    

    
      “Are you able to print clothing?”
    

    
      “Of course!”
    

    
      “Could I have a new sweater, socks, and shoes print-”
    

    
      Before I could finish, an invisible panel in the wall dinged and slid open. Within, a neatly folded uniform. I stood up and approached. A pair of underwear dropped onto the pile. I raised my brow. A seamless bra accompanied. 
    

    
      “The specifications of a Muru female are very similar to that of a human. It will take me a few more minutes to print a pair of shoes. The 
      Palembre
      ’s entire crew consists of digitigrades. I do not have a pattern for plantigrade footwear uploaded.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” I said with the smallest amount of warmth. For the first time, I felt the anger and threat ease. I picked up the clothing and began to change. By the time I was done, the shoes were ready and still warm from printing. 
    

    
      “Is there a mirror anywhere?”
    

    
      A panel by the printer bay shimmered and changed composition. I found myself looking at my own gaunt reflection. I was a mess. Some red sauce stained my cheek from when the commander and I had struggled in my kitchen. And no wonder I had a massive headache, my forehead was swollen around a shallow gash, turning green and yellow from bruising. Dark bags ringed my eyes and my cheeks were sunken in. The tone of my skin was pallid and sickly, accentuating haunted, wary eyes of glassy grey. My light brown hair was strewn about. It was dry, but hadn’t been brushed after my shower. It hung in matted clumps, falling out of my hair clip at an angle down one side. 
    

    
      “Do you have a hair brush?”
    

    
      One plunked into the printer bay a few minutes later. 
    

    
      When I was done brushing my hair, I took stock of the uniform. Its fit was perfection and the shoes were the most comfortable I’d ever worn. It made my veins icy cold to consider. ADI must have had a body scan already because the whole thing supported and tucked and lifted just as it should. That meant I’d undergone tests and examinations of some sort. I pressed on my tender forehead bruises. I wished I knew how long it took a bruise to turn green and yellow. My guess was that I’d been in that cell for more than a day.
    

    
      I turned back to my uniform to distract me from the dark thoughts swirling in my head. The material was hard to define. Sleek and sturdy with an iridescent sheen. Very fine and lightweight, but with a slightly rubbery texture. It reminded me of the Japanese philosophy of kansei engineering; the attention given to tactile feel, for example, that ensures the plastic in your car feels like leather. I looked at it closely in the light and realized with amazement that it was the smallest chainmail I’d ever seen.
    

    
      I completely forgot my plight while I examined every inch. It was a high-necked spencer jacket as form-fitted as a futuristic 
      traje de luces
      , the “suit of light” worn by bullfighters in Mexico and Spain. The pants were long and had a seat like jodhpurs, a seam that bisected the front and back of the leg. There were no markings of rank on the shoulders, but there was a space for them. The overall color scheme was blue and steel.
    

    
      The shoes were slightly elevated at the back like a wedge heel but the added height was hidden inside the shoe rather than attached to the sole like human shoes often are. The top of my foot was the same chainmail material as the suit, both sporting an almost neoprene-like inner lining for comfort. 
    

    
      The shoes and pants slipped on while the jacket seemed magnetized to itself on the side of my right breast, stitching itself together seamlessly as I brought the two panels close, looking for a zipper, hook, magnets or anything similar. 
    

    
      Bing
      .
    

    
      My head looked up at the door. I’d completely forgotten I was on a ship with aliens, confined to a room, a very small room. My breath hitched in my chest. I smoothed down my new clothing and turned from the mirror. I heard it mold back into the wall automatically when I turned away. 
    

    
      “Enter,” I said, putting my chin up, keeping my face neutral. Commander Atarian would no doubt get satisfaction from my wearing a uniform and I didn’t want him to think my anger was assuaged. 
    

    
      When the door opened, though, a small figure only about three feet tall stood in the way, not the commander. The figure was entirely obscured by a suit with a respirator and a tinted helmet. Its limbs were slightly shorter than a human child. It carried a metal tray laden with some sort of wet, kelpy, dark purple salad and what looked like a juice box with an extra long, extra wide straw. 
    

    
      “Wooow,” the figure said in a small girl’s voice, staring up at me. “You’re prettier 
      than the Muru
      .”
    

    
      I 
      scrunched
       my face in disbelief. “Are you a 
      child
      ?” I didn’t have the energy for niceties.
    

    
      “Yeah. I’m Pom Pom. Atarian 
      said I
       could eat with you if you said yes.” 
    

    
      “Are you...
      his
       child?” My expression must have been funny. The figure bubbled something akin to a human laugh. 
    

    
      “I’m a 
      shilpakaar
      . He’s a venandi. I don’t have parents anymore. So can I eat with you?” 
    

    
      Her last statement shook me out of my posturing. I rubbed the linguitor in my ear, still occasionally causing a sharp pain. “Sorry, of course you can.”
    

    
      “ADI, you got the goods?” the girl asked, slapping the wall. The printer bay opened and a bar that looked like goat’s milk soap slid into view. The little girl sat on the ground and leaned over her food. 
    

    
      I took the bar and turned it over in my hand, glancing at the girl. I sat down across from her and smelled it. 
    

    
      “ADI said she’d be able to um, make your food soon but not yet. That’s a nutrient bar. They’re okay.” 
    

    
      I raised the bar tentatively to my mouth and took off the corner, chewing it and swirling it around. It had the consistency of fudge and was actually sweet, almost like red bean paste inside a pastry. I took another bite. 
    

    
      “Thank you, Pom Pom,” I said quietly, watching the little girl. She had four fingers and two thumbs on each hand. They worked deftly to fill the juice box with the salad. The juicebox would whirr about as loud as a personal fan, then she’d lift the straw to a suctioned opening in her mask and slurp it down. A steady train of questions rolled off her adolescent tongue in quick succession. 
    

    
      “Mhm. So what’s your name again?”
    

    
      I blinked. “Dr Loxley...but you can call me Libby.” 
    

    
      “That’s a cool name. Atarian didn’t say you had five fingers. That’s almost as many as me. Most of the others have three or four.” She wiggled her left hand. I wiggled mine back. 
    

    
      “Humans can use a mechanical second thumb if we want,” I said. 
    

    
      “Huh. I’d like to see that. Are you related to the Muru? You look a lot like one, but prettier.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. What are the Muru?”
    

    
      “They’re like a goddess. There are a bunch of old sculptures of them on the venandi homeworld. And now there are a bunch of dolls and vid series and stuff like that. Atarian said you were super smart. Are humans smart like the hjarna?”
    

    
      I took my time chewing the nutrient bar, letting the absurdity of this entirely human conversation with an alien child wash over me.
    

    
      “I don’t know who the hjarna is, so I couldn’t say,” I finally replied. 
    

    
      “Oh okay.”
    

    
      I took another bite of the nutrient bar, actually enjoying the flavor. We lapsed into silence while she slurped. I couldn’t tell if she looked at me or not, but I rolled some thoughts around in my mind while we ate. I realized Pom Pom was waiting for me to ask questions next. I got the sense that the shilpakaar was either older and more mature than human children her size, or her species just matured more quickly. 
    

    
      “Pom Pom…Do you like Atarian?” I rolled his name around in my mouth, the first time I’d used it. She nodded. 
    

    
      “Yeah, he’s nice. I mean he’s strict sometimes and kinda moody? But I want to be like him when I grow up.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      “Like a covert elite. He’s so cool when he goes on missions. But Vindilus could kick his butt with weapons handling any day. Someday I’ll kick his butt too.”
    

    
      “Yeah?” I grinned. 
    

    
      “Mhm.”
    

    
      “So what’s a covert elite?”
    

    
      She slurped another sip, bouncing on her butt as she swallowed it down. “They’re like super secret soldiers. Each one of them has a ship, like the 
      Palembre
       - oh, that’s this ship - and goes on secret missions. Really high stakes. It’s so cool. And they get all these awesome toys, er, weapons and armor.” 
    

    
      She stopped to slurp another bite of purple kelp. So I’d been kidnapped by some special forces soldier. Great. The confidence I had that I could take him down if I needed to 
      waned
       significantly. He’d probably let me, not wanting to hurt his cargo too much during 
      acquisition
      . 
    

    
      I took the lull to ask another question.
    

    
      “Do you know why I’m here?” 
    

    
      She nodded, popping open the juice box and fitting in more purple kelp. “Yeah you’re here to teach Atarian about humans so we can save the ones stuck on the 
      Paramour
      .” 
    

    
      I nodded. “And do you know what will happen to them after we save them?” I asked slowly, trying to tease out the truth. Children are always more truthful than adults. 
    

    
      She perked up then. “They’re going to Yaspur! There’s a 
      shilpakaari
       colony there. It’s all tropical and stuff. Like one of the best. People actually go on vacation there. I want to go, but Atarian says our vacations have to be on the Helion. That place is boring. I want to go to the jungle! Have you been to a jungle?”
    

    
      I took a bite of fudgy bar and nodded slowly, the tension in my gut easing. She had all the same information as me. That didn’t make it true, but it was a reassuring sign. I held up a finger.
    

    
      “How about I tell you after you answer one more question,” I offered. She nodded, setting down her juice box contraption, little fingers clasped to the tops of her knees attentively.
    

    
      “What is something Atarian wouldn’t want me to know?”
    

    
      She didn’t bat an eyelash, not that I could see if she had them through her tinted visor. “Hmm. He carries a vantablade on his ankle for emergencies. Oh, and Vindilus - he’s the arms master - isn’t military. He was a black market person or something. And he totally thought you were pretty when he chose you. There were three people he could choose from and said something about...a gut feeling? I don’t know. But yeah. Is that enough?”
    

    
      I blinked at Pom Pom. She really had no reservations about sharing information with me, and some of it was important. The flames of anger in my chest grew, thinking about the other people who might have been chosen. What if they’d had families? Elderly parents to care for? Children? I didn’t know who these other two people were, but I was both relieved and jealous that they were still on Earth, none the wiser.
    

    
      I cleared my throat. “Yes, I worked in a rainforest for a while.”
    

    
      The little girl gasped. I couldn’t help the corners of my mouth lifting in a grin. 
    

    
      “Whatsa rainforest?”
    

    
      “It’s where it rains a lot, and as a result, some of the plants and animals are actually unique. Everything evolves and deviates very quickly there.”
    

    
      “What was it like?” 
    

    
      “Wild, thick and hot. It rained every fifteen minutes and we took showers in waterfalls whenever we found them. And we had to check our shoes for poisonous snakes and spiders every morning. One time we had to make camp in a muddy field and woke up with our tents surrounded by almost a hundred chickens.”
    

    
      “Wooww,” she said in awe. “What’s a chicken?”
    

    
      I tapped my nose in thought. “Like...a fat funny-looking bird.” 
    

    
      She giggled. I 
      waggled
       my eyebrows and 
      bugock
      ’ed like a chicken. 
    

    
      Just then the door slid open with a ping. My smile fell and the taste of my nutrient bar turned to chalk in my mouth. Still giggling, Pom Pom twisted around and waved at the commander. 
    

    
      “Hi, Commander!” she said cheerily, completely at ease. I watched her. She didn’t stop giggling as he walked in, and her posture didn’t change. That was a reassuring sign. 
    

    
      “Pom Pom,” he said curtly. “Vindilus wants you to help him clean the armory.” 
    

    
      “Aw, okay.” She unfolded her legs and stood, lifting up her empty tray. “Thanks for letting me eat with you, Libby.” 
    

    
      I gave her a tight smile as she turned and left the room. I set the last few bites of my bar on the floor beside me and leaned back against the bed. “Smart,” I commented sharply. The commander inclined his head questioningly. “Sending a child to ease the tension.” 
    

    
      “Ah. Thank you...Dr Loxley,” he added, having obviously seen the customization ADI performed. I wondered briefly if he knew how much else I’d had her download.
    

    
      “May I enter?” he asked after a moment of silence. I nodded, getting to my feet. 
    

    
      I stood as he walked the rest of the way into the room. The door sifted shut behind him and the room felt ten times smaller. He looked at the uniform. “Glad ADI could accommodate your needs.” 
    

    
      He definitely knew how much else I’d had her download.
    

    
      As soon as he looked at my uniform, I gave myself permission to really take a look at him. His uniform was similar to mine, though the blue was darker and supple with a black sheen rather than my steely silver. Symbols of rank with some sort of name adorned the arm and breast. 
    

    
      Then I let my eyes 
      wander his features with
       abandon. If he were a human man, I would be embarrassed to take him in so boldly. Not now. The anger was still too hot in my blood for any sense of propriety or social etiquette. He stood still, letting my eyes wander for a solid two or three minutes in silence. 
    

    
      His eyes were a bright blacklight violet and his skin dark velvety grey with malachite plates that defined the angular features of his face. The spires that jutted from his skull were tall and narrow, elevating his height by at least six inches. He was already nearly seven feet tall. Overall he was quite humanoid. Two arms, two eyes, a mouth, a nose, two legs. Even his physique was humanoid, albeit at the level of a professional athlete, not the average Joe. But this made sense, if he was in fact whatever a “covert elite” actually was.
    

    
      Most importantly, his expressions were similar, which told me his species was social in nature. That meant cooperative to an extent. 
    

    
      My eyes traveled down a thick neck and broad chest that came to a wasp waist and narrow hips. He was a digitigrade with the ankles elevated off the ground, the knees forward. But it was honestly quite subtle. If his uniform weren’t so fitted, I might have mistaken him for having human-like feet. 
    

    
      “Can I help you?” he asked. 
    

    
      “I’m studying,” I said, getting to my feet.
    

    
      “I’m the one that needs to study, Dr Loxley. Under other circumstances I wouldn’t push, but my time is growing short.” 
    

    
      I looked up at him, fully in the face. His mandibles flared, revealing a mouthful of sharp teeth. I swallowed hard, looking at them. I looked back at his eyes. “Fine. So how is this going to work? How much time 
      do
       we have?”
    

    
      “I will be boarding the 
      Paramour
       tomorrow mid-sol. I must use the morning to attend to other matters. We have this evening. Into the night, if necessary. My schedule is clear.”
    

    
      My stomach flipped. What exactly did he think we’d be doing into the night? The answer to my first question slammed into me. I was supposed to teach him about humans as if we were sexy pets being auctioned by an alien overseer, or at least that’s what I’d gathered. If I could take another step back in the tiny room, I would have. Instead, I nodded and put on a brave face. 
    

    
      Hesitation hit the commander’s eyes, or perhaps regret in wording it how he did. He took a step back towards the door. “We can work here or in my quarters. Mine are larger.” 
    

    
      “There’s no gym or common room…?” I felt small. 
    

    
      His mandibles shivered. “I would prefer not to...Pom Pom is a curious child. Hell, the whole crew is. It would be very...public.” 
    

    
      I put my hands on my hips and nodded. “No, yeah, of course,” I blurted. “Your quarters then. Having you in here is giving me claustrophobia.”
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      His quarters being larger was an understatement. The commander enjoyed an upper deck to himself with a wide view of a slice of the universe, recessed lighting that made the intimate suite feel like it was underwater, a shower room the size of my quarters, and his own dining area. His office was attached as well, for secure comms and classified debriefings, apparently. Even his uniforms and armor were on display along one wall. 
    

    
      I couldn’t help but gawk. I felt immensely better being in the larger space. His presence wasn’t so crushing here. The room just 
      fit
       him better. Despite it being his private quarters, it felt impersonal to a degree.
    

    
      “I had thought we’d start with simple things,” he said, clearing his throat. “Just some questions.” He leaned back on his conference table and crossed his arms. I nodded, heart thudding in my ears. 
    

    
      “Alright.” 
    

    
      “I ask one, you ask one.” 
    

    
      I raised a brow. “Okay.”
    

    
      “What is…” he gave a belabored sigh, “your favorite hobby?” 
    

    
      My brow inched higher. I scoffed at the absurdity. “Are these ice-breaker questions? Are we on a speed date?”
    

    
      “One of my crewmen suggested it,” he said uncomfortably. 
    

    
      “I can’t believe h-” I stopped myself short from saying 
      how similar we are
      . I licked my lips, shuffled from one foot to the next and crossed my arms. “I like hiking and camping. What are you?”
    

    
      “I’m a venandi. About a quarter of the crew is. Most of the rest are hjarna. Pom Pom is the only shilpakaar. And I enjoy climbing, by the way. Thanks for asking. Do you have siblings?”
    

    
      “I don’t want to talk about my family,” I snapped. The air fell still. I took a deep breath. “What did you want to be when you grew up?”
    

    
      He blinked at my question. A little huff escaped his mouth. I couldn’t tell if it was amusement, surprise, or incredulity. “I wanted to teach law enforcement. You?”
    

    
      My throat felt tight. “I wanted to be an astronaut.”
    

    
      The conversation lulled. Our answers were a freakish mirror, shoving our shared behaviors, our 
      humanness
       - for lack of a better term - right in my face. The commander might look alien, but we weren’t all that different. I rubbed a hand over my forehead gingerly, careful of the swollen bump above my eyebrow. “You said we have all evening but I don’t even know what time it is. I don’t even know what 
      day
       it is…”
    

    
      He glanced at the outer edge of his index finger. “You’ve been here about thirty-two hours. It’s mid-evening.” 
    

    
      “Are our hours even the same? Do we count hours in the day the same here? What about other measurements like weight and distance? This is such a mindfuck,” I breathed, spiraling. The commander raised both his hands to calm me. 
    

    
      “Your linguitor converts units. If I say it’s 8pm, it’s 
      your
       8pm. Whatever that is.”
    

    
      I breathed through the anxiety. Deep even breaths. When I felt calm enough, I nodded and in a hoarse whisper said, “We don’t have much time then. We should get to work.” 
    

    
      Atarian nodded, mandibles flared. I approached him and stopped about five feet away. He stood up from the table ledge slowly, but didn’t step in. We were close enough to touch, but not intimately. I couldn’t decide if it was a good thing or not that the commander seemed so aware of how intimidating he could be.
    

    
      “First thing’s first,” I said, holding out my hand. I looked down at it. It shook horribly. He noticed too. 
    

    
      “I will not harm you, Dr Loxley.” 
    

    
      “Take my hand,” I ordered. He took it slowly. His taloned palm was hot to the touch while mine was freezing and clammy. His skin was velvety and the bones of his fingers were thicker than I’d thought. It wasn’t unpleasant, but with only three digits, it was foreign. I curled my fingers around his palm and shook twice. “This is a handshake. A formal human greeting. At least where I’m from. Others just bow their head. Can you feel how cold and damp my hands are?”
    

    
      He clicked in what I thought was affirmation. 
    

    
      “That’s anxiety, nervousness, fright. Confident and comfortable humans don’t feel that way in their hands. We also shake when we’re scared, especially if we can’t decide whether to freeze, fight, or run, so our body wavers between the options. If it happens for too long, it’s exhausting and traumatizing.” 
    

    
      He dropped my hand. I caught myself before wiping my palm on my uniform. 
    

    
      “I doubt I’ll be shaking any human’s hand,” he said. 
    

    
      “No, but it’s an important distinction. You may not shake their hands, but they...they might touch you. Another common greeting is a hug,” I said, plowing ahead. My pulse quickened, my voice warbled just ever so slightly. “This is a casual greeting. Some colleagues, mostly friends and family.” 
    

    
      “I know what a hug is. This isn’t teaching me anything.”
    

    
      I stopped him with a slice of my hand in the air between us and closed my eyes in frustration. “Commander Atarian, I am 
      trying
       to make myself comfortable with the idea that I have to teach a seven-foot tall creature that could easily rip out my throat and has total control over my fate how to subjugate me as a sex slave. I need some fucking normalcy before I teach you how to dominate me. Is that a fair compromise or should I just accept the brutal truth and take off my clothes?” By the time my outburst was complete, I was yelling. Atarian was shocked. His mandibles tucked into his jaw.
    

    
      “At your pace, Dr Loxley,” he said with what sounded like regret.
    

    
      I took a few deep breaths, pacing in a tight circle. Then I spun back around to him. “Just stand still.” 
    

    
      He froze in place, only his eyes moving as they followed me. I stopped in front of him, five feet. Then three. One foot from him, I could feel the immense heat radiating from his chest. It was honestly shocking. I looked down at his hands, palms pressed against the edge of the table. I reached for one. He let me take it, turn it over, trace his palm, his fingers, his wrist. I held my hand up next to his, the bottom of our palms pressed together like I used to do with my brother when we felt competitive and measured all our body parts to see who was longer, slimmer, stronger. 
    

    
      My five fingers were slender and fragile by comparison. I felt like I had the hands of a child, my olive skin pressed against his velvety grey. I slid my hand up until our knuckles were aligned, then fit my fingers between his, curling my grip like I was dancing with a lover. He mimicked the gesture without speaking. My ring and middle fingers slid together between his. 
    

    
      “Is this a human hug?” he rumbled quietly. 
    

    
      I shook my head. Instead of speaking, I put my other palm on his chest. My hand vibrated, I was so wired with fear. I couldn’t take a steady breath to save my life. But it didn’t sway my resolve. Planted firmly in my mind’s eye were the rotating portraits of the men and women enslaved on the 
      Paramour
      . Never seeing my family, my planet, my home again had to mean 
      something
      .
    

    
      My hand slid across his chest, feeling the musculature beneath the uniform. He was far more muscular than I would have thought. Almost as if dense foam covered his torso. Perhaps it did. I slipped my other hand out of his and encircled his abdomen, inching closer, closer, until my chest was pressed against his. I traced his spine with my fingers, up between his shoulder blades, or as close as I could get. He was so much taller. 
    

    
      The commander kept his hands off me, frozen. “Slowly,” I ordered. As if he were setting down his weapon at gunpoint, he wrapped one palm around my shoulders, then the other. 
    

    
      I didn’t move. I was determined to melt away some ounce of fear and anxiety. I tried to think of the positives. He was warm. If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine a human man with broad shoulders and thick unyielding muscle. The commander’s smell was slightly wooden with a spicy undertone. Earthy. Not distasteful. 
    

    
      I 
      extricated
       myself from his embrace and hugged him again, my arms snaking around his neck this time. I had to stand on tiptoe to reach. He curled down towards me so I wouldn’t have to reach so far, and wrapped his arms around my waist with painstaking caution. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes again, face at the crook of his collar. So warm. Like a heated blanket on full blast. I breathed in deep, trying and failing to calm down. Trying to feel positive things when my instincts were telling me I was a lamb hugging a lion.
    

    
      “Your heartbeat is still jumping, Dr Loxley,” he said quietly. “You smell frightened.” 
    

    
      “Tell me a story from your childhood,” I fumbled. “Something...endearing or funny or...just flawed.” 
    

    
      He was quiet a moment, then began, “I was helping my mother harvest 
      zhokt
       thistles during a holiday in the country when I was very young. We played tag, but I stumbled into a puddle of mud. It splashed all the way up my spires. I was so shocked, I hissed and wailed, small whelp that I was. My mother told me I should be proud. It was war paint if I used it right. Then she painted mud stripes on her face and we went back to playing tag.” 
    

    
      In my head the scene looked like an alien version of 
      The Sound of Music
      . As absurd as the image was, I felt relieved. It was a 
      human
       story. 
    

    
      “When I was young, my mother took me to a zoo for Easter. I got so excited to see the penguins that I tripped on the cement stairs and fell flat on my face. I scraped my knees and cheek to hell. It hurt. My eyes welled up with tears. Then people rushed over to check on me. So I sprang to my feet and said I was fine. I was too embarrassed to admit I needed a bandaid. Hug me a little tighter.” 
    

    
      The commander’s arms pulled me closer, lifting my heels off the ground. I closed my eyes and brushed my cheek against his protruding mouthparts. They weren’t slimy or overly bony. Still, it made my spine tingle in an unpleasant way. I knew how sharp the teeth were on the other side of that mandible. 
    

    
      A little calmer than before, I let go. He eased me down, then put his hands to the side. 
    

    
      “Those were hugs,” I said. “Long ones.”
    

    
      He gruffed a noise in understanding. “What’s next, doctor?” 
    

    
      “Your turn. You lead the expedition this time.” 
    

    
      He squinted at me. “You’re positive?” 
    

    
      “Yes. Just go slow.”
    

    
      “No offense, doctor, but your heart is still thumping faster than a 
      wyjack
      .”
    

    
      “I can handle it, 
      commander
      .” 
    

    
      He clicked in annoyance but lifted his hands to my shoulders like a champ. They engulfed me easily. Slowly, they inched down my biceps, my forearms, then lifted my hands. He brushed his thumbs across the tops of my knuckles, then lifted my pinky fingers. “They’re so delicate,” he said. “How do you not break them?”
    

    
      I sensed the question was rhetorical and didn’t answer. He dropped my hands back down after a moment, then encircled my waist. His thumbs and fingers touched easily. He pressed down on my hip bones, and sidled up just enough to feel the bumps of my ribs.
    

    
      “Your body is very pliable. You don’t have any protective outer layers?”
    

    
      I bit the inside of my cheek and shook my head. “No. We wear protective clothing when we need to. Do you?”
    

    
      “We have plates that protect our bodies.”
    

    
      One hand dropped off my waist and rose to my collarbone while the other rested on my hip. My heartrate spiked as his fingers found my neck, following the trail of stale blood still staining my skin. He touched my earlobe. He gasped, jaws flared wide, then leaned in with interest, squeezing the lobe between his fingers. 
    

    
      “What is this for?”
    

    
      I looked up at the ceiling when he got closer. “I’m not sure. We pierce it for decoration. It’s called an earlobe.”
    

    
      When he got to my hair, he hesitated. I picked up a handful and held it out to him. He separated out one strand. 
    

    
      “It is much softer and finer than I thought it would be,” he murmured, examining it. 
    

    
      I felt proud but said nothing. My hands were no longer shaking, my heart was still spiking, but out of anxiety, not fear. I withdrew my hair from him and stood up straighter. 
    

    
      “So what 
      do
       you know, commander?” I asked, sitting on the table. He pushed off and started counting out his mental notes. 
    

    
      “The bare basics are similar. The human male has a phallus that, when engorged, can be used to impregnate or stimulate the female for pleasure. Females take the phallus internally, between the legs. Sex is mutually pleasurable and both sexes orgasm for enjoyment. Basic intimacy, from your hug, seems relatively similar...Though we only embrace in private. It would never be a greeting.” 
    

    
      I had to mentally wire my mouth shut so it wouldn’t hit the floor in disbelief. This is what he knew? That’s it? That was worse than a sixth grade sex ed course. In fact, he sounded like a textbook. No experienced person was going to talk about this stuff so formally. I closed my eyes and mimed wiping a board clear. 
    

    
      “Have you seen humans naked?” I asked. Surely the answer was yes. Please let it be yes. 
    

    
      “Yes. I have seen some pornography. It was not as educational as I’d hoped.”
    

    
      “Pornography can be rather grotesque too. There’s such a huge range. Tell me about the connoisseur you’re impersonating.” 
    

    
      “Ramori Tusan,” he spat with displeasure, mandibles rattling. “We went to academy together. He’s had a fetish for the Muru as long as I’ve known him. Was obsessed to the point where he collected little girl dolls and had custom ones built. Comes from old money and has that stench of untouchability to him. He’s always been insufferable.”
    

    
      “Superiority complex?”
    

    
      “That’s putting it mildly.”
    

    
      “Likes to be served?”
    

    
      “Exceedingly.” 
    

    
      I nodded slowly. 
    

    
      “My hope was that you’d show me the erogenous zones of the human body. Describe expressions. Yours are far more varied than most awoken species. It’s difficult to read the nuances.”
    

    
      I raised my brow. “I can do that. But first, is there something we can wear other than uniforms? They’re meant to 
      conform the
       body, not really display it.” 
    

    
      Atarian took off his uniform jacket and set it on the table. He wore a black form-fitted shirt underneath. I realized the ‘foam’ I’d felt before must be the plates he mentioned. Looking at his chest, he was absolutely chiseled. 
    

    
      I pulled at the corner of my jacket as well. As I was about to take it off, I gasped and slammed it shut again. I’d forgotten I didn’t have a shirt underneath, just a bra. The commander blinked and cleared his throat. “Is something wrong?” 
    

    
      “I don’t have a shirt on.”
    

    
      “Yes, that harness on your chest. Is it not a shirt?”
    

    
      “It’s a private garment.”
    

    
      “Ah...ADI, print a shirt for Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      “Yes, commander.”
    

    
      A few moments later, a black shirt similar to his was in my hands. He turned away politely, but I could tell his patience was waning thin again. A grating rumble in his chest accompanied a sigh and he tapped the back of a chair absently. I threw the shirt on. It was soft and comfortable, form-fitted like his.
    

    
      “You can turn around,” I said once I’d changed. I steeled myself and pointed to my chest and my groin. “Like you said, the sexual organs are here. Between our legs, there’s a central cavity called the vagina. That’s where the man has to penetrate if we want offspring, and is the most common for pleasure too. However, we also enjoy sex in other ways. Anal, oral, hands, even the back of the knee or feet. The last two are more obscure.” As I named things off, I pointed to the area of the body where it takes place, rather self-consciously. I could see the venandi taking mental notes, his eyes focused on me like never before. 
    

    
      “Continue,” he said when I paused. If he were a student, I would have scolded him for not taking notes, but something told me he was trained to retain intel. It was all in the ferocity of his stare, the stillness as he listened.
    

    
      “Foreplay is all about hands and mouths. We like gentle touches on sensitive areas of skin. These are mostly vulnerable places on the body, like the wrists and neck, because sex requires some trust. And a little danger is fun too. Kisses with the mouth happen pretty much anywhere. Usually the kisser will trail them along routes to the breasts, the mouth, or between the legs for added hmm, tension or build-up. We can also stimulate ourselves at the same time if we want to. Lots of gyrating, roaming hands, tongues and lips...you get the idea, I’m sure.” 
    

    
      Atarian nodded tightly. “I believe I saw much of this in the pornography I viewed.”
    

    
      I blew out a quick huff to garner strength and held out my hand. “I’ll show you where.” 
    

    
      He approached slowly and stopped one foot away, that heat bearing down on me. My chilly arms appreciated it. I took his hand and pressed it against my neck. “Try some trails with your fingers,” I suggested. 
    

    
      His talons began a slow slide down my collarbone towards my breasts. “The basics of intimacy are shockingly similar,” he said quietly. His thumb dipped into the shallow valley between my modest breasts. His fingers stopped over my sternum, feeling my heartbeat. “Socially, our species have a lot in common. Biologically…” His fingers continued to roam, brushing over my nipple. It immediately got hard, pressing against the cup of my bra. He stopped there, feeling with his thumb. Confusion first, then the realization hit his eyes. “The...buttons on your chest. They can change from soft to hard?”
    

    
      I couldn’t help the little grin tugging at my mouth. 
      Buttons… 
      “They’re very sensitive.” 
    

    
      The commander continued his southward trail, feeling each of my ribs. “I like this part,” he said, lingering. 
    

    
      I squirmed as he pressed lightly on them. My face broke into a nervous smile and laugh. “Careful.” 
    

    
      He looked at my flash of teeth and lifted his hands away. “Did I hurt you? You bared your teeth.” 
    

    
      “It’s how we smile.. We show our teeth for a lot of reasons, but usually it’s a good thing.  When we laugh because someone tickles us on the ribs, we smile automatically.” I made sure my smile had vacated thoroughly when I had finished describing it. 
    

    
      He nodded, tentatively putting his hand back where it had been. He moved on after that, feeling my hip bones. “We only bare our teeth when we’re threatened or angry.”
    

    
      “Well, you’re a carnivore, right? It makes sense. Humans are omnivores. We don’t associate our teeth with fighting or killing.” 
    

    
      He paused at my belly button, pressing in on it. “The hole in your abdomen. How does nothing fall out?”
    

    
      “It’s called the navel. Before we’re born, it’s how our mothers feed us. Afterwards, they cut the cord that connects us and tuck it in like that.” I lifted my shirt a little for him to see. He brushed his thumb against it, then continued on, his fingers crawling towards my groin. I stood very still as his caress curved the bend of my pelvic bone. His talons brushed against my clit and my insides clenched instinctively. I doubted he knew about that particular feature of the human female anatomy, so I indicated nothing. Still, his mandibles shivered in surprise. 
    

    
      “You’re warmer here. I thought all of your skin would be cool.”
    

    
      “Mhm,” I managed, his fingers coming to a stop. “Feel more acquainted now?” I asked tightly. He nodded and stepped away. I breathed slowly, putting my hands on my hips. “I don’t think you really need this sort of help. You seem to be a natural.” I winced at my choice of words. The commander on the other hand, snorted with amusement. 
    

    
      “This isn’t my first rodeo,” he said with what I could only imagine was a grin, arms crossed. “Unlike you, I’ve had encounters with other species.” 
    

    
      I blinked up at him. “Wait, how do you even know what a rodeo is?”
    

    
      He tapped his ear. “Culturally-aware translation. It’s a common saying for the venandi, so the linguitor found a similar common saying for you.”
    

    
      I nodded slowly, then closed my eyes and cleared my head. A pit formed in my stomach. My logic was off. I wasn’t doing something right. Suddenly, a bright neon sign flashed in my head and I rolled my eyes. “We’re doing this all wrong,” I said disdainfully.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “The guy wouldn’t care what 
      my 
      body wants. He would care about his own. So...tell me what excites you and I’ll figure out how to do that.”
    

    
      The commander’s eyes flew open. He jerked his head after me. “What?”
    

    
      I nodded. “You don’t need to know how to have sex with me. You need to know how to use me to 
      feel good
      , what my anatomy can do for you. That’s how this guy would judge ‘stock’,” I said, adding air quotes. “Am I wrong?” 
    

    
      “I’m not sure how comfortable I am with that. I’m not in the habit of using women.”
    

    
      “But Ramori Tusan is,” I pointed out, knocking my heel against the ground with finality. I raised my brows at him as he considered. “He’s entitled, lives a life of luxury with few boundaries. Women are expendable to him, no different than drinking a bottle of water when thirsty, then throwing away the package. And he has specific tastes, which I’d wager he covets violently. He’s competitive too, so he gambles, eliminates his competition, and discards his- his belongings if they’ve been tainted in any way. He doesn’t do sloppy seconds. He wants the best and he wants it under his boot. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      Commander Atarian thought about it, nodding slowly. “You’re right.” 
    

    
      “So, what turns you on, commander?”
    

    
      I bit the inside of my lip, waiting. What was I getting myself into? This was a horrible idea. I had no control over what he said. What if foreplay for a venandi was spitting acid in each other’s mouths or a bare-knuckle brawl? 
    

    
      “My mandibles,” he said thoughtfully, “and the soft tissue behind my spires. Purring. Mouthparts scraping across the neck…” 
    

    
      I nodded, looking him over, judging what I could do. I got closer again. “Just stay still.”
    

    
      He nodded once, head bent down to watch me. 
    

    
      I put both of my hands up on his collar, thought better of it, and withdrew one. I positioned myself like I was getting ready to do a gymnastic jump, needlessly squaring my feet. I stepped on my tiptoes to see if I could reach his neck with my mouth. No dice. So I reached up with my right hand behind his head, pressing my five fingers lightly into the soft spot behind his spires like he’d mentioned. I pulled down. He acquiesced, curling over me, bringing his collarbone and neck into range. 
    

    
      I leaned into his throat, mouth first, then put my other hand on the back of his shoulder to steady myself. I rubbed my chin against the clavicular structure in his collar that felt like it was two bones instead of one, the soft part of the neck where the muscle stretched into his jaw. I placed a tentative kiss on the bone, breath shallow. I did it again, pressing the tip of my tongue on his skin before closing my lips over the spot. I forged a path up the muscles of his neck towards his jaw slowly, eyes closed, pretending he was just a man. A man that worked at a zoo, from his scent...I could go with that. 
    

    
      My fingers caressed the back of his head, splayed out so he could feel all of them separately. I decided to be a little more forceful. His skin was thicker than mine so a light touch might not be enough. I bit his neck lightly before planting a kiss. His breath hitched. The mandible by my temple shuddered. 
    

    
      That was a good sign, I told myself analytically. I kept my eyes squeezed shut, about to get to the part I couldn’t pretend was human. My cheek then my jaw brushed against his mandible. What would make a human a novel toy for a venandi? Our soft parts to their hard? Our many fingers? Our…
    

    
      Mouths
      . Theirs were filled with rows of canines. Ours were flexible, wet, warm, with a mixture of blunted teeth, capable of an airtight seal…
    

    
      I went with my gut and dragged my tongue along the lower edge of his mandible, eyes closed. It was surprisingly soft; not bristly or rough. 
      I can’t believe I’m doing this. Just do it, come on, make it all mean something,
       my internal monologue rambled in a never-ending spew. When I got to the end of the protrusion, I took it between my lips, nipped once, twice, then sucked the mandible into my mouth, enveloping it in my tongue, undulating like I was well, sucking on something else. 
    

    
      The commander’s chest vibrated. I felt him grab the table for support, talons scraping into the finish. He grabbed me by the shoulder and pushed me back. 
    

    
      “What was that?” he asked, panting, eyes brighter than before. My breath was shallow too. 
    

    
      “My mouth,” I said, bewildered. “I told you we use it alot. Was it gross? Should I try something else?”
    

    
      He blinked down at me and slid away. “Let’s take a break, clear our heads.”
    

    
      I nodded, wiping my lips. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” I said. “I thought it was the thing you might not be able to do. Why he’s obsessed, you know?”
    

    
      Atarian paused, jacket half-way on. He looked away as he adjusted it. “It was...very effective,” he admitted tightly, his jacket coming closed. He glanced up at me for a moment, then made for the door. “I’m going to make my rounds with the crew.”
    

    
      Faster than I could nod, he was out the door and I was alone in the commander’s quarters.
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      Commander Atarian wound through the familiar passages of his ship while the crew plastered themselves to the walls with nods of recognition as he walked past. Within moments, he busted through the door of the main armory, looking for signs of life among the orderly black net shelves full of grenades, munitions, and projectiles. 
    

    
      The place was always in orderly chaos, as if a bomb had gone off at the workbench in the center of the room, rippling out into the rest of the shelves and shooting ranges. The further the equipment was from ground zero, the more organized it looked, mostly because they were things his arms master deemed out of date, ineffective, or clumsy. Grey crates lined the wall near the cargo lift, some blinking blue to indicate they were still weighed down by goods, others white for empty. Several surrounded the workbench, their upper shelves splayed open to reveal foam cradles for a variety of weapons.
    

    
      Vindilus Calgari looked up from among the open crates and saluted with the barrel of a laser rifle. “Thel. Good to see you making rounds for once in your life.” His voice was deep, 
      over-ton
      al with the smoky flavor of a cigar and volcanic ash.
    

    
      “I make rounds,” Atarian said with a sniff. “I just avoid your armory at all costs. Have you cleaned this place even once since we left port? It smells like engine oil and electricity.” 
    

    
      Vindilus was a huge venandi with dark red plates, gold eyes, and short spires, one of which was carved in a geometric pattern to denote some important milestone in his criminal past. Despite their inseparable friendship, he’d never confided in Atarian about the details, and Atarian had never asked. Perhaps that’s why they were friends at all. His scars ground together as he smiled with his eyes, waving the commander into the armory. 
    

    
      “Me, clean? Nah, Pom Pom’s in charge of that sorta thing.”
    

    
      “Hey commander!” Pom Pom’s hand shot up from inside a crate of munitions. 
    

    
      Atarian clicked anxiously, catching Vindilus’s eye. “Pom Pom,” he started. She stood up, foam packing cubes tumbling around her head.
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Go… wash up for bed.” 
    

    
      She crossed her arms. “You don’t usually tell me when to sleep… And it’s only like twenty-sixth turn.”
    

    
      Vindilus nudged her. “Get on with it, twerp. He wants to talk about 
      the human
      .”
    

    
      “Libby!” she yelled with excitement, throwing her arms up. “She’s cool. You should meet her, Vin.”
    

    
      “Yeah, maybe when she’s more acclimated, kid. I’m not so easy on the eyes, you know?”
    

    
      Pom Pom shrugged. “She doesn’t seem like a scaredy cat to me. I think she’d try to kick your butt.”
    

    
      Vindilus smirked, smacking the barrel on his thigh. 
    

    
      “Pom Pom,” Atarian said meaningfully. She slumped. 
    

    
      “Fiiiine.”
    

    
      “I’ll fill you in later,” Vindilus called after her with a wink. She skipped out of the room, and the armory door hissed shut behind her. 
    

    
      “You know she’s just going to hide in the vents and listen anyway,” the arms master said, leaning back on his workbench. “There’s no point keeping secrets from her.” 
    

    
      “I know, but I appreciate pretending anyway.” Atarian let out a sigh and sat down on a crate. Vindilus picked up a rag and polished the gun barrel in long strokes, smile fading into concentration. 
    

    
      “So,” the arms master said, “she’s a handful, I take it?” 
    

    
      Atarian’s mind spun. He put his head in his hands, running his palm across his spires with exhaustion. He grunted in affirmation. 
    

    
      “You regret acquiring her.”
    

    
      Atarian nodded. 
    

    
      Vindilus abandoned his work, surprised by that confession. “What’s the problem? She’s not giving you good intel? They’re dumber than we thought? She’s too afraid?” 
    

    
      “She’s smarter than we thought. Perceptive. She’s giving me good intel, far better than anything we had access to through xenobiological textbooks or that ridiculous lecture. She’s afraid, but she’s managing 
      it.”
    

    
      Vindilus raised a brow plate. “Sounds to me like it’s working out then. The XO will get his jumps all tied up in knots over it, but he’ll come around. Always does. It’s not like the
       Palembre
       leaves a paper trail, anyway.”
    

    
      Atarian looked the bigger venandi straight in the face. “How do I explain to him what we’re doing? ‘Sir, I needed hands-on sexual experience with a human female in order to play the role, so I abducted one from Earth, risking exposure in a major city, and made her touch me by guilting her with the faces of all the humans on the 
      Paramour
      .’”
    

    
      “Acquired,” Vindilus corrected. “But that’s not what’s got you twisted up. I know your dark side, Thel. Something’s got you hot and bothered.”
    

    
      Atarian pushed off the crate and started pacing. He rolled his shoulders, trying to quiet the rumble in his chest, as if Dr Loxley had attached his heart to jumper cables.
    

    
      “I just needed to clear my head.”
    

    
      “You need to get 
      laid
      , brother. Get your head 
      proper
       foggy.” 
    

    
      Atarian glared at him. “Not helping.” 
    

    
      “What!” Vindilus said, arms splayed open. He slammed the gun barrel and rag on the workbench, then leaned forward into Atarian’s space, goading him on with a laugh. “Come on. You’re too wound up in your head and it’s catching up to you. All work, no play. And if that human is giving you ‘good intel,’ it means you think she’s hot.”
    

    
      “I’m not denying she’s attractive. We discussed this before I took her.”
    

    
      “Just tell me what’s bothering you, then.” 
    

    
      The commander rubbed his mandible where her mouth’s soft interior still tingled against his plates. His cock twitched, and he cleared his throat. “She sucked on my mouth parts.” 
    

    
      That got Vindilus’s attention. One brow reaching for the ceiling, he leaned in, fascinated, and cleared his throat. “Wait, for real? 
      No one
       does that. How did it feel?”
    

    
      Atarian couldn’t admit out loud that it nearly pushed him over the edge, but he couldn’t relieve the ache with Dr Loxley still in his quarters either. “What do you want me to say?”
    

    
      “I want you to admit that 
      human
       
      has
       only been awake for three turns and she’s already got you so good, you nearly came in your pants.”
    

    
      Atarian smoldered threateningly. The commander stood up, smoothing out his uniform as rage replaced the lust. “I have more self-control than that.” That was a lie. He’d just barely held himself together.
    

    
      “Then you are clearly a better man, because I sure as hell wouldn’t.”
    

    
      The commander leveled his arms master with a dangerous glare. “I want Pom Pom to deliver all her meals from now on,” he clipped. “She’ll be Dr Loxley’s point person. I need to focus once tonight is done.”
    

    
      “You got it, boss,” Vindilus saluted, a sinful grin dancing in his eyes. “We’ll make sure you stay focused.”
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      I rolled over, eyes practically glued shut, and moaned. My neck hurt something fierce, my throat was dry. I needed water badly. I looked up at the ceiling, surprised but not surprised that I was still actually in the 
      Palembre
      , looking out at the moon while my quarters simulated some sort of pinkish sunrise. 
    

    
      “Good morning, Dr Loxley!” came ADI’s chipper voice. “You have slept for eight Earth hours. Time to rise and shine!”
    

    
      “Is there a snooze option?”
    

    
      “Afraid not, Dr Loxley!”
    

    
      I groaned, pulling a blanket over my head to drown out ADI’s efforts. Despite it all, I was wide awake. Images of the night before flashed through my mind. Taking off my shirt so Atarian could see my bone structure. Teaching him dominating cues, like grasping the chin or elbow. Letting him practice ‘taking my stock’. Walking through the prices for each of the enslaved humans they had a record of and discussing why they were more or less expensive. I even allowed him to press on my fingers, wrist and throat to see how far he could go without causing actual harm in the event he had to display aggressive behavior. 
    

    
      I raised a brow. 
      Oh
      , that’s why my neck hurt.
    

    
      Commander Atarian, to his credit, was respectful, professional even. By the time we got to the aggressive and dominating behavior, I wasn’t nearly as anxious. It felt like I was working with an acting partner more than anything else. Even though the touches were personal, the atmosphere was not. 
    

    
      I was still fiercely angry with the circumstances. I was hurt, in mourning for my home. But the dagger to my heart had lessened slightly knowing I’d done everything I could to make the mission a success. If I had a part in saving a thousand humans from galactic sex trafficking, I could live with the consequences. 
    

    
      God, who on Earth could ever even think that sentence was a sane thought?
    

    
      The door pinged and slid open. 
    

    
      “ADI, I thought you said she was awake,” Pom Pom whispered to the ceiling with confusion. The child. I sighed and waved my hand from my dark little hidey hole. 
    

    
      “I’m awake. I just don’t want to be,” I grumbled. 
    

    
      “Oh! Good morning, Libby!” Pom Pom said, using her outside voice. I sat up, hair a messy curtain over my face. She stopped with a gasp. “What happened to your mane?! You look horrible!”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but scoff with amusement. “Thanks, Pom Pom. Good morning to you too.” I looked at the tray in her hand. A nutrient bar was balanced on its corner. “No human food yet, huh?”
    

    
      “Nope. It’ll be a while. You can try my 
      gheele
       though if you want. Just don’t tell Gyphor.”
    

    
      “I’ll pass. ADI, water please.” 
    

    
      Bing
      . The mess bay opened. I slid out of bed in my shirt and panties, grabbed the water, and sat down on the floor with Pom Pom. She was frozen, watching me walk. 
    

    
      “Woah your feet are weird,” she said. I wriggled all ten of my toes, drinking long and deep. I have to admit, it was the purest water I’d ever tasted. 
    

    
      “More water, ADI.” 
    

    
      Bing
      . 
    

    
      I took a bite of bar, this one more of a savory, herby flavor than the last, and rubbed the crusties out of my eyes. 
    

    
      “Hey, you, um, wanna meet Vindilus? I have to go work with him after breakfast. We’re catagoging munitions,” she tried to say, not quite remembering the words. 
    

    
      “Cataloging munitions?” I offered. She nodded. 
    

    
      “He’s a venandi too. He and Atarian talked about you last night, so I think it’s okay.”
    

    
      “Oh?” I swallowed my bite and took a swig of water, thinking. “What did they say?”
    

    
      The little girl shrugged. “That you’re doing a good job and that it was worth it to kidnap you.”
    

    
      “Aha!” I pointed at her aggressively. She froze, but I couldn’t judge her expression through the tinted helmet. “Did they actually say kidnap?”
    

    
      “...Yeah?”
    

    
      “Damn straight. God, I’m never going to let him live that down. Not ever,” I said with such catharsis I had to fan myself. I smiled brightly, stuffing my face full of nutritious herby fudge. 
    

    
      “So you wanna go with me after we eat?”
    

    
      “Sure. I need a distraction,” I agreed casually, completely caught up in my strange little personal victory.  
    

    
      Pom Pom’s little juice box whirred and she slurped down the contents. “You can help catagog...catalog munitions!”
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      About thirty seconds after we set out from my quarters, I remembered I was on an alien craft that was actually populated by a crew. So far, Atarian had kept me separate from them, but Pom Pom didn’t know any better. I saw some venandi, but mostly another race. The hjarna, I thought. 
    

    
      From a distance they looked relatively tall with narrow shoulders, camel-like feet where the toes come almost to the ankle/knee, and big black orbs for eyes set in skin tones like pale peach, orange, espresso brown, light blue. Their faces were very flat with thin, drawn lips. I had a hard time discerning their expressions. Most watched me stoically or moved away upon seeing me. Only one or two nodded their heads in greeting. Pom Pom explained that most of them were sticks in the mud. I could sense as much. 
    

    
      We got to a double-wide door in the bowels of the ship, several decks below quarters. Pom Pom jumped up and smacked the glowing light by the door. It slid open and revealed a room full of crates, metal shelving, and armory racks. It was a well organized warehouse, larger than the average single-family ranch house in the States and twice as tall. It could have been a small hanger at some point, perhaps for land vehicles. The only mess was centered around a large red workbench outfitted with cleaning supplies, tools, and several diagnostic monitors. 
    

    
      “Vindilus!” Pom Pom called out. 
    

    
      “You’re late, pipsqueak,” a deep, rough voice gruffed from the workbench. My mouth went slack when the venandi stood. He was easily a head taller than the commander and a couple heads wider. His eyes shone bright gold. Scars covered his face and arms and a short stack of spires crowned the back of his head. Hellboy had nothing on this beast.
    

    
      “Shit,” he groaned, stashing the weapon. He put up both his hands, palms out. “Universal sign for peace, right?”
    

    
      I blinked, forcing myself to uncurl my fists. My breath was a little shaky. I had to stop myself from latching onto Pom Pom and holding her back protectively as she sauntered casually into the room. The venandi looked like a cross between a gargoyle, a cricket, and the devil. With all my willpower, I strode forward on jittery legs and thrust out my hand to shake automatically. 
    

    
      “I’m Dr Loxley. You must be Vindilus.” 
    

    
      Hands still up, he looked down at mine. Then he lowered his hand to mirror the action. I took hold of his palm and shook it twice. 
    

    
      “Arms Master Vindilus Calgari. But yeah, Vindilus is good,” he said slowly, looking from me to Pom Pom. “Why are we touching hands?”
    

    
      “Formal human greeting. The little things are keeping me from unraveling right now.”
    

    
      He nodded in understanding. “Got it. Did you...come down here for a tour or something? Does Commander Atarian know you’re walking about?”
    

    
      We both looked at Pom Pom. She shrugged innocently and skipped away. We both rolled our eyes. 
    

    
      “Guess not,” we said in unison. The tension ebbed just a hair. I cleared my throat. 
    

    
      “Pom Pom said you’re cataloging ammunition. If you’ll humor me, I’d like to help. I need something to pass the time or else I’ll go mad in my quarters.” 
    

    
      “Uh, sure. Pom Pom usually does that but she’s ah...Well she’s like trying to wrangle 
      urundulis. 
      Something tells me it’ll go faster this way.” 
    

    
      I sighed with relief. “Thank you.”
    

    
      He showed me the crate he was doing inventory on. Some cartridges were spilled out into the insulation. Others were intact, but no longer neatly stacked. 
    

    
      “Transit can be bumpy sometimes. Depends where we are and who we buy them from. I always leave the messy crates for last. Shit gets on my nerves,” he explained. I nodded, beginning the orderly process. I pulled out four missile heads, each about the length of my forearm. All of their heads blinked white. I told him so. He nodded, inputting the count. I couldn’t read his monitors, even with the fancy linguitor in my head. He watched me from the corner of his eye. 
    

    
      “Commander was right,” he mentioned. “You handle your fear well.”
    

    
      “So you’ve talked about me. How much of the crew knows the commander kidnapped me?”
    

    
      “Acquired.”
    

    
      I gave him an unamused look. “If I have to hear that one more time, I’m going to haul back and hit whoever says it with the nearest piece of furniture.”
    

    
      Vindilus grinned. “Atarian and I go way back. I know more than most. But the whole crew knows you’re onboard. We’re an FOV, not an MCC.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “Focused Objective Vessel. Mission Control Center. An FOV has a single objective at any given time and is head up by a commanding officer that usually tows the brunt of the work. The crew is backup and support. Smaller crew, fairly uniform clearance. An MCC is commanded by an admiral and has several objectives and teams aboard, various levels of clearance, usually also doles out work to FOVs.”
    

    
      I took in the information with an appreciative nod. 
    

    
      “Well at least everyone on board was 
      on board
       with kidnapping a human. You know, to save other kidnapped humans. Twenty eight of the 
      round
      ...grenades?”
    

    
      Vindilus shrugged, inputting the total. I set them in a bin to the right of the crate. “Plasma pulse charges. And hey, kidnapping one to 
      unkidnap
       a thousand seems like fair math to me.” 
    

    
      I pulled out three long harpoon heads, still stacked nicely in their foam box. “What are these for?”
    

    
      Vindilus took a look. “For mooring to another vessel by force.” 
    

    
      “Have you ever had to do that?”
    

    
      “Nope. Probably will on this one though.”
    

    
      I reached into the crate and started pulling out loose bullets filled with a thick glowing liquid. I counted out five at a time, putting them in a bin by the grenades for the time being. We had a nice workflow going. I’d describe the ammunition poorly, Vindilus would tell me what it actually was, and we’d record it. We were occasionally interrupted by Pom Pom falling from the rafters or throwing a bolt or stray bullet at Vindilus’s head. He’d thank her and put it away in his tool chest. I could tell they were thick as thieves and probably acted no better. 
    

    
      A couple hours into our work, the door pinged. 
    

    
      Atarian hurried through the door, fixing the cuff of a sumptuous black and gold jacket that was definitely not a uniform. “Vin, you got that 
      hemoblade
       handy? Carbon fiber, cloaked. You were showing it off las-” 
    

    
      He slowed, looking up and seeing me with my hand in the crate, a bundle of bullets cradled in my arms, frozen. Vindilus and I both stared, guilty as all hell. We both knew I wasn’t supposed to be here. 
    

    
      Vindilus cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. I got it.” He hummed and clicked his jaws, rolling around the edge of a shelving unit. “Just...back here somewhere.”
    

    
      I sighed, left alone with the commander. 
    

    
      “Good morning,” I said, breaking the silence. 
    

    
      “Pom Pom?” he asked knowingly.
    

    
      “Yes. And I needed something to do. I was going to go crazy stuck in that room.” 
    

    
      “You’re...managing well?” he asked stiffly, adjusting the standing collar of his jacket. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Your arms master was kind enough to let me help.” 
    

    
      He sighed with a little nod of acceptance. “It’s good that you’re here anyway. One less stop to make. I want you on the bridge during the mission.”
    

    
      My heart jumped. As much confusion and anxiety as I was feeling, the bridge just sounded cool. I nodded with a tight smile. 
    

    
      “Here it is!” Vindilus said a little too loudly, obviously eavesdropping, waiting for the commander to voice his displeasure or not before returning. He held up a small knife with a flat profile. “I suggest the forearm personally. Easier to get to in a pinch. Make sure you keep it holstered though. It’s sharp.” He tossed it to Atarian. The commander caught it with ease. “So the bridge, huh?” He waggled his brow plates at me. “Fancy.”
    

    
      “You too,” Atarian said. “Keep Dr Loxley company.” 
    

    
      Vindilus knocked his heels together, hiking up his uniform pants. “You got it, boss.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom fell from the shelves behind me with a little squeak. Atarian looked at our faces then turned with a sigh towards the door. “Right. It’s showtime. Pack it up. Dr Loxley, come on ahead with me.” 
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      I set down the bullets and followed Commander Atarian out the door. We walked briskly through the curved hall, a flurry of activity making the ship feel alive in a way it hadn’t been when Pom Pom had been my guide. I found myself craning up at almost everyone. I was much shorter than the hjarna and most of the venandi. I compensated by walking with confidence, my chin held high.
    

    
      We stepped into a lift, Atarian using his palm to call it to us. It binged its arrival almost immediately. Once we were inside and the doors closed, I cleared my throat. 
    

    
      “Feeling confident, commander?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Yes. Thank you for your lessons.” He looked over at me.
    

    
      I smiled at him. It nearly reached my eyes this time. “Glad they helped.”
    

    
      His eyes narrowed. He reached out and moved aside the standing collar of my uniform jacket. I stood up straight and pushed his fingers away. 
    

    
      “You didn’t have those before. Are those bruises?”
    

    
      I adjusted my jacket and smoothed out my sleek ponytail. “It’s fine, they’ll fade away. They aren’t bad.”
    

    
      The lift doors slid open. Atarian paused only for a moment to consider me before he walked out like he owned the world. 
    

    
      I stood frozen with my mouth slack. The bridge was every bit as cool as I imagined, and more. We walked out onto a large semicircular platform overlooking several stations in the tier below. Two gunner seats flanked either side of the room in the lowest tier. Straight ahead, with a view of the galaxy so large it was dazzling, were four pilot cockpits. Two were occupied. 
    

    
      Atarian nodded for me to follow him up a short flight of stairs. I looked at him with big eyes and a slack jaw. He twinkled with amusement. 
    

    
      “Wow,” I managed, following him. “Wow, wow.” 
    

    
      Atarian led me to what I could only describe as an outcropping with a rail about the size of a diver’s platform. It was large enough for one, two if they squeezed. He ushered me on so I could watch the entire operation from a bird’s eye view. 
    

    
      I couldn’t help myself. I grasped the railing with sheer excitement, beaming with disbelief. I laughed, looking down at the dance of aliens operating the bridge of the 
      Palembre
      . 
    

    
      “This is the command deck,” Atarian explained from behind me. “It’s off limits for the crew unless they have clearance. Consider it a small gesture of my gratitude,” he said, mandibles clicking companionably. 
    

    
      “This is unreal,” I breathed. “I’m so jealous you get to look at this every day. I mean 
      look at that view
      . Nothing compares. Not a single thing.” 
    

    
      He leaned a hand on either side of the railing, looking down at it over my shoulder at a distance. A low rumble of satisfaction bubbled up his throat. I turned around and leaned back against the front rail, elbows resting, hips angled. I nodded to him with an unguarded grin. 
    

    
      “Come on, how is this even 
      real?
       How did I get up here? You gotta give me the skinny, commander, because now that I know what you’ve been hiding behind curtain number two all this time, I’m dying of curiosity now. This is a slick operation. I don’t deserve to be up here at all.” I pointed to a hjarna sitting in a chair like a potato. They were rather dopey through the hips. “That guy, 
      that guy
       could probably kill me with one finger, because this ship is definitely slathered with special ops from head to toe.”
    

    
      I knew I was rambling, but I didn’t care. Of the short forty-eight hours I’d been awake on the 
      Palembre
      , this was the first time I wasn’t on guard, worrying about my fate, whether it was worth it or not, whether I’d be able to go home or if I was destined for some alien jungle to live out the rest of my days. In this moment of pure excitement, all of that melted away. 
    

    
      Atarian actually smoldered a little laugh. The more I listened to that voice, the more he sounded like a dragon. His mandibles flared with each little huff of amusement. “Dr Loxley, I guarantee you Tech Spec Jaudun could not kill you with his finger. Unless it was in pressing the launch code to chase you down with a seeker missile.”
    

    
      “See?!” I said. 
    

    
      Atarian bowed his head and shook it, trying not to be infected by my disbelieving mirth. 
    

    
      “I choose who’s worthy of being on my ship, doctor, and I chose you,” he said, trying to counteract my awe with an easy smile. My mouth went dry at his natural confidence, the amusement in his overtonal voice. During his lessons, we’d been all business. I hadn’t seen this side of him. But viewing his bridge through my thoroughly-impressed eyes had undoubtedly put him at ease and bolstered his pride. It was a side of him I was glad to see. I trusted him more for it, and was struck by a thought. 
    

    
      Since entering the bridge, I hadn’t thought of him as venandi first. I’d let go of the tension entirely, and saw him as just a man. His differences paled in comparison to the ease of our exchange. It shocked me how quickly I’d adapted. 
    

    
      And now I saw our conversation in a different light. 
      I wasn’t
       so easy with my colleagues on Earth. I was all business at the precinct and in the courthouse. Even though I was softer, more expressive with my students, it wasn’t like this. This was comfort on the edge of flirtation. If I’d gone on longer without noticing the change in my mood, I would have veered down that path naturally. A path that felt dangerous, on the verge of...something.
    

    
      “Did you choose well, commander?” I asked, no longer smiling as I waited for his answer.
    

    
      My question caught him off guard, but he didn’t back down. He searched my face intently, intuiting the change in mood. He inhaled deeply, his mandibles giving a gentle flutter. “I believe I did, Olivia.”
    

    
      My blood boiled. He’d never used my first name before and given the implications...I looked away first, turning back to the bridge so he wouldn’t see my face turn an unprofessional shade of cherry red.
    

    
      “I’d like to have you in my ear for the mission,” Atarian redirected, looking out at the view over my shoulder. “If I miss something important, you can guide me.” 
    

    
      “Absolutely,” I said without hesitation. 
    

    
      He pushed a light in the palm of his hand and a menu spread across it. He worked on it for a few seconds, then I heard a beep in my ear. 
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      “Your translator is transmitting your signal to mine.”
    

    
      “Do they all do that?”
    

    
      “No. Ours are above most people’s paygrade. You wait here. I’ll go over there and turn away. Try saying ‘commander’ and then speaking.”
    

    
      He walked off the observation platform and turned away. 
    

    
      “
      Commander
      ,” my ear beeped again immediately and with his back turned, I felt it was easier to say what followed, “For the record, thank you for this opportunity.” 
    

    
      He tilted his head but didn’t turn back around. In my ear, I heard his voice as if he were standing right next to me. “You shouldn’t thank me. I ripped your home away from you.”
    

    
      “And gave me the galaxy as compensation. I will miss Earth, but it pales in comparison to the adventure in front of me,” I swallowed hard. In front of me was Atarian’s back. I turned away, looking at the objective deck over the rail. “Besides, the nutrient bars aren’t that bad.”
    

    
      “You’ll be singing a different tune once you have to eat only nutrient bars for a month,” he teased. 
    

    
      “It’ll take ADI that long to get human food online?” I asked, shocked. His smile sparked, then faded. I followed his glare to a shining white needle in the distance. Most eyes were turned towards it. 
    

    
      A hjarna looked up at us and said in a high nasally voice, “Approaching the 
      Paramour
      , commander. Permission to initiate cloaking protocol.”
    

    
      “Permission granted,” Atarian said. He pushed off the railing and stood straight, eyes focused on the prize. 
    

    
      I followed his lead and slid away. “I’ll leave you to it,” I said quietly. He nodded in acknowledgement as I 
      slinked
       back, suddenly feeling useless. 
    

    
      Then a familiar massive red form sidled in next to me. “Hey, doc,” Vindilus said quietly. I was relieved to have another wallflower at my side. 
    

    
      We stood in silence, watching everything unfold. Cloaking protocol complete, permission to dock complete, approach initiated. The holographic image of the 
      Paramour
       did not do it even the slightest justice. It was a marvel of beauty and engineering. An absolute masterpiece of sleek white luxury. As we slid into the docking bay, I felt slightly seasick from the lack of gravity. There were no bumps or teetering like in a boat or car. 
    

    
      “What exactly do they think the 
      Palembre
       is?” I asked. “Surely an FOV isn’t 
      normal
       for a playboy to show up in.”
    

    
      “It’s cloaked to look like a party cruiser,” Vindilus answered, leaning his head down towards me. 
    

    
      “Ahh,” I said as if that made perfect sense, not understanding how it was possible even in the slightest. 
    

    
      Atarian left the deck and stopped in front of us. 
    

    
      “Take the doctor to the operative level. Sule can set her up from there and give her eyes on the lightfall.” 
    

    
      He nodded to us both. I put a hand on his shoulder. 
    

    
      “Wait. Playboy, right?” I asked. He paused long enough for me to undo the top of his collar. “You wouldn’t be so buttoned up.” 
    

    
      He looked between me and Vindilus. “Thank you, Dr Loxley. See you on the screen.” 
    

    
      He brushed past and exited through the lift. 
    

    
      Vindilus ushered me down the stairs to the level the lift was on. He caught the attention of a hjarna in a light blue uniform with peachy skin. I was close enough now to see their flat heads were actually a bone ridge that fanned out above the eyes like a ginko leaf, behind which a sizable brain was protected. 
    

    
      “Sule, Doc Lox. Doc, Sule,” Vindilus introduced us eloquently. 
    

    
      “Oh! You must be the human female we acquired. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Hope you had a pleasant awakening, yes?” The hjarna’s voice was higher pitched but with the cadence of a male, at least by human standards. He was more energetic than I’d thought, with a sunny disposition that caught me off guard. I blinked down at his hand, which was extended towards me. He looked down at it, smile frozen in place, waiting for me to take it. 
    

    
      “Pleasure to meet you,” I said slowly, taking his hand. He shook it seven or eight times before I pulled away. 
    

    
      “My first human greeting! What a treat. I’m the offensive technical specialist on board the 
      Palembre
      .”
    

    
      “What Sule means to say is he’s a hacker. And a ray of sunshine,” Vindilus said with mildly amused annoyance. “Can you set the doc up with eyes? She’s in the commander’s ear.”
    

    
      Sule turned to his station but his face stayed transfixed on mine while his fingers deftly navigated a plain control panel with holographic options and keyboards. “Of course! I’ve always been fascinated with the unawoken species, yes? So many variations, so many unknown variables. I almost went to school for xenobiology but my teachers said I was a natural at mission tech, yes, so I just rolled with it.” 
    

    
      He did a little more fancy fingerwork, then swiveled around. “Take a look at the lightfall please, let’s get that screen at your eye level, hmm?”
    

    
      Directly ahead of our position along the operative deck rail, a portion of the holographic cascade in the center of the room that Sule had called a lightfall turned to a live feed from multiple angles. A camera on the commander’s jacket somewhere, and security footage from the 
      Paramour
       itself. Atarian’s voice and those around him came through crystal clear in my linguitor. 
    

    
      “-is outfitted with seven paradises, one on each deck,” the venandi guide explained with a professional air, leading Atarian through the wide sumptuous halls. “Our wares are housed by gender and age and kept to double units to minimize disease and fighting.”
    

    
      “They’re unruly?” Atarian said in a sleazy voice. I leaned into the vid feed, brow scrunched. 
    

    
      “Is he a different color?” I blurted. Vindilus gruffed in affirmation. 
    

    
      “Yeah, he’s a chromatus, lucky bastard. Can change his coloring at will.” 
    

    
      I was intrigued, but kept quiet, listening to the oily tour guide.
    

    
      “Humans are combative when they’re first caught, but are instinctively drawn to structure. We provide them with a schedule and training. Within the first week or so they fall in line.” 
    

    
      I snorted. “Fat chance they do,” I said under my breath. 
    

    
      The tour was long and overgrandized. Atarian feigned disinterest after the first thirty minutes, examining his talons, leaning against the walls in each grand hall, harem, and private suite he toured.
    

    
      “
      Commander
      ,” I murmured. He tilted his head slightly in the feed, “Does this guy have a quota for verbal masturbation or what?” The commander’s grin expanded. 
    

    
      Vindilus sat down in a chair after a while, hands clasped behind his spires, staring up at the vaulted dome of a ceiling. I watched every frame of video feed Sule gave me, completely at ease with the lumbering aliens bustling around the deck at my back. 
    

    
      An hour later, Atarian was sitting in a plush lounge surrounded by jungle foliage and exotic birds I had no point of reference for. A bar along one wall was staffed by naked human men wearing a chain around their necks. He sipped a drink from a tall, slender glass. Something that looked like a hot pink tentacle spilled from one side appealingly. 
    

    
      “Ah, the man of the hour!” came a booming salesman voice from the door. Sule and Vindilus perked up, crowding around me on the feed. Sule manipulated the camera angles with one hand off to the side, eyes glued to the vids. 
    

    
      Atarian stood with a snide smile, arms wide as a hjarna of great girth, dripping in jewels and covered in some sort of metallic powder that reminded me of saffron, embraced him with a rich laugh. 
    

    
      “Burdam Endar,” Atarian said with swag. 
    

    
      “Ramori Tusan in the flesh! Such a loyal customer. To what do I owe the honor of a personal visit?” 
    

    
      Atarian sat back in his lounge chair as Burdam took a seat. He sniffed like a coke addict might. He was an excellent actor, fidgeting like a high-class junkie. “My purveyor has made a couple of unsatisfactory purchases, so I came to judge the wares myself.”
    

    
      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Endar said, lacing his three fingered hands together. “We guarantee the most excellent quality for our elite clients, yes? Please, tell me the serial number for your items and I’ll be happy to look into it myself.” 
    

    
      Atarian held up a hand. “Not worth the paperwork. I’ve already recouped as much from them as I can. Not my fault that toys break. So, tonight, I’m more interested in your new stock. Anything to my tastes?” 
    

    
      Those thin lips curled into a sinister, conspiratorial grin. Endar raised his hand. A servant jumped into action, disappearing from sight.
    

    
      “Sweet, young, and pliable? As a matter of fact, yes. We’ve acquired three young females and one rather delicate male. They’re without blemish, and untouched. I know you have a taste for breaking them in yourself.” Endar winked one big black orb as the four humans entered in a line. 
    

    
      My blood boiled, nostrils flared. None of the three women were over twenty, and the boy was probably twelve. The boy and the oldest of the girls looked to be from India or thereabouts. The other girls were European. The blonde one was probably barely sixteen.
    

    
      Atarian stood, looking them over. 
    

    
      “
      Commander
      ,” I said, voice wavering with anger, “Untouched means they’ve never had sex. Females have a tissue barrier that’s broken during their first time. Ask if their hymen is intact.” 
    

    
      “Did you check if their hymen is intact?” he asked in a flawlessly oily manner. Burdam Endar raised an appreciative brow. 
    

    
      “My, you really do know your humans, don’t you? Yes. We performed a thorough examination.” 
    

    
      I held my stomach, feeling sick. Vindilus looked over at me uncomfortably. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard such horrific things, not by a long shot. I wouldn’t lose my cool or my stomach over it. But somehow this felt more...predatory. Like humans were fresh, untapped livestock. It chilled me in a way no murderer on Earth had ever accomplished.
    

    
      Atarian walked around the four of them, appraising their bodies through narrow red dresses that 
      hid
       only the points of their breasts and groin from view. Their hips, ribs, shoulders, and collarbones were all bare and on display. It looked absolutely miserable. The young boy wore a short skirt and a heavy chain around his neck. 
    

    
      “I’d like a better look at this one,” Atarian purred, pulling out the brunette European woman to look at. She stepped forward, holding back tears, knees shaking with fright. He held up her chin, examining her lips, her throat. He slid his hand between her legs, judging her heat. 
    

    
      “Is she to your liking?” Endar asked coyly. 
    

    
      Atarian pushed her back in line. “A good heat to her. Her thighs are strong. But her breasts are grotesquely large.” 
    

    
      Endar put his hands on the Indian woman’s shoulders and forced her to step forward. “Perhaps this one is more your kind of ride?” 
    

    
      After twenty disgusting minutes, Atarian settled on the Indian woman and boy. The other two were dismissed and taken off in one direction, the purchases in another. They 
      haggled
       prices, using much of the information I’d shared the night before. I was impressed with his choice. The boy was obviously a child, and if their governments were anything like on Earth, that would be a major hit to Endar when justice was served. 
    

    
      Most importantly, it meant the boy wouldn’t be touched by anyone else making a purchase today.
    

    
      Once they’d settled on a price, Atarian arranged the funds transfer and the transaction was completed. Burdam Endar slinked away after offering him a suite, 
      on the
       house, to enjoy his new property in private. He insisted Atarian stay and enjoy the amenities. Not to mention the 
      daz
      , which I gathered was the drug Atarian was pretending to be addicted to. At that point, he had no choice but to say yes. Any addict would. 
    

    
      Once Atarian retired, he took off his formal jacket and lounged on the massive bed in his suite, swiping through a tab in boredom, awaiting his new toys. 
    

    
      “There are cameras in his room?” I asked Sule. The hjarna nodded. 
    

    
      “Always are,” he said with the feeling of an eye roll behind his words. I couldn't tell if he actually rolled his eyes though, as they were solid black frog-like orbs. Vindilus, who’d fallen asleep, snorted awake. He looked 
      blearily
       at the screen. “How does he expect to get out of there without them being suspicious that he didn’t enjoy his purchase?” 
    

    
      “Oh, I know this one,” Vindilus said, sitting up. “Classic playboy trick. He’ll pretend to do a massive amount of 
      daz
       and pass out before he can do anything to them.” 
    

    
      I nodded, relieved.
    

    
      Not too long after, a knock came at his door. A banquet fit for a king, including a dessert of several vials of glittery 
      daz
      . Just in time. He ate, snorted a little back, and before long the two humans were delivered. 
    

    
      The woman wore a transparent silk robe. The boy wore only the chain around his neck. They’d both been crying. The woman looked determined to play the part despite her fear. She looked back at the boy frequently. My brow furrowed. 
    

    
      “I think they’re brother and sister,” I said. 
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Yeah...the shape of their nose and the arch of their brow. They’re the same.”
    

    
      “My, that’s unfortunate, given the circumstances,” Sule said. 
    

    
      Events unfolded just like Vindilus suggested. Atarian meandered as high as a kite towards the bathroom claiming to be burning up. He turned on the water and kicked off his clothes. He started singing some 
      song
       so poorly, I couldn’t understand the words. 
    

    
      “That’s his sign for going dark on comms,” Vindilus explained. The 
      vid
       feed from the commander’s jacket went dark, not that it was doing anything draped on a chair anyway. 
    

    
      Sule nodded emphatically. “He’s hacking the client list,” Sule confirmed. “Very tricky. Tricky, tricky.”
    

    
      Vindilus gave an appreciative whistle. “Tall order. That takes guts.” 
    

    
      “What, why?” 
    

    
      “The 
      Paramour
       is a smart vessel like ours, yes? The AI will know someone’s tapping in. He’s got to get in and out before it can trace the signal back, which is impossible. So he’s going to use my Lunch Break protocol. It’s a little hack I created to short out the AI, put it into an unnecessary update and reboot. Which means anyone in the meantime that calls it up won’t get a response. It will prompt their tech specs to trace incoming and outgoing signals, yes?” 
    

    
      “What about the hidden feeds in the room? Doesn’t the AI sense that?”
    

    
      “No AI can sense me!” he said with absolute glee. “I code circles around them, yes?”
    

    
      I’d been distracted, but now looked back at the vids hidden around the suite. The two humans were huddled together. The boy was crying. I leaned in with concern. Something felt off. The boy shook his head. She brushed his hair back, trying to hold her own tears in check. She nodded. I didn’t know Hindi, so I couldn’t understand the words, but I understood the intent well enough. The woman looked at the serrated knife poking out of the commander’s jacket sleeve, hardly biting back her sobs. She hugged the boy close and rocked him back and forth. 
    

    
      My eyes went wide. “Shit. Shit, shit fuck. Mother
      fucker
      !” I cursed. “
      Commander
      ,” I said forcefully. A dull tone barred my command. “
      Commander
      !”
    

    
      Vindilus jumped to his feet. “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “That woman is going to try to stab him so the boy can get away.”
    

    
      “That’s not good.” Vindilus and Sule exchanged glances. 
    

    
      I spaced, thinking, then suddenly shouted, “ADI! I need you to print something 
      fast
      .”
    

    
      And right there on the bridge, I started stripping.
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      “Of course, Dr Loxley!” ADI’s bubbly voice sprang up in my ear. 
    

    
      “I need one of those slave dresses. Black and gold, not red! The sexiest thing you have on print. And heels! Human heels. You have those?” I kicked off my shoes and threw my shirt over my head. All eyes turned to watch me undress. I couldn’t blame them. Humans would do the same. And it wasn’t worth my time to try to be modest either. If this mission failed, then I was stuck out here for nothing.
    

    
      “I do! Right away, Dr Loxley!”
    

    
      “What are you doing?” Vindilus asked, a brow plate raised. 
    

    
      “He has no comms and that human is going to try to stab him,” I panted, squirming out of my pants. I heard a ping not too far from me. A venandi woman hurried over to me with the dress in hand. I pulled the dress over my hips, then shimmied out of my panties and bra through the wide-open sides. 
    

    
      “So? He can take care of himself. It wouldn’t be the first time.”
    

    
      “Yeah, but could a seriously high playboy take care of himself?”
    

    
      Vindilus’s eyes widened, his mandibles flared. “Shit.”
    

    
      “That’s what I thought.” I was panting at this point, trying to smooth out the tight, shiny dress. It fit like latex had been poured over my body, and was as hard to maneuver as Spanx. 
    

    
      “Sorry, what?” Sule asked. 
    

    
      “His cover will be blown,” we both said at the same time. My shoes were delivered and I untied my hair, letting it loose. 
    

    
      “What does that have to do with you ah, dressing like that?” Sule asked slowly. 
    

    
      “Any of us going on board will look suspicious. If she goes, she’ll look like he summoned her. The guide will take her right to his room.” 
    

    
      I jammed my feet in the heels and tore off towards the lift, Vindilus in tow. 
    

    
      “Show me where the bay...door, whatever is,” I said. The arms master escorted me like the bullet in a barrel, parting the sea of crew. Before I knew it, we were standing in front of the metal hatch to the service entrance of the ship. I stared at the cold door like it was the biggest obstacle of my life. Stage fright took me. I clenched my fists, released, clenched, released. Vindilus looked me over.
    

    
      “You smell terrified,” he told me. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Good. A slave should, shouldn’t she?”
    

    
      He didn’t say anything, just looked me over with concern. Then he turned to a pad by the hatch. 
    

    
      “Sexy walk, doc,” Vindilus said, typing in the code for the door. It hissed as it depressurized. He nodded to me. My heart was in my throat, pounding in my ears. “You got this.”
    

    
      I closed my eyes and felt the air of the docking bay hit me cold in the face. Like an arctic chill, it unfurled down my body, causing my limbs to prickle with goosebumps and my nipples to press against the skimpiest dress I’d ever seen, let alone worn.
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, I descended the stairs and looked back at the ship. It was huge. Music thumped from inside. A name was scribed on the bough that I couldn’t read, flanked by racing stripes along the sides in neon green and pink. Definitely had that party yacht feel.
    

    
      I smoothed down my insanely tiny dress, legs and arms exposed, ribs and hips jutting out the open sides, and approached the guard on duty, a venandi that would give Vindilus a run for his money. He stared down at my little black dress and heels number. I bowed my head reverently. 
    

    
      “My master has requested my presence in his suite,” I said in the sweetest lull I could muster. “Master Ramori Tusan.”
    

    
      The guard growled, and swiped things in the air I couldn’t see. The seconds were excruciating. Then the doors opened and a guide much like the one from earlier in the day greeted me. 
    

    
      “Follow me,” he said with boredom. We walked hastily down the halls. He spared absolutely no nicety. Two or three minutes. I memorized the path, just in case. I doubted I remembered it accurately though, my brain was so wired. I wanted to break into a run, but stayed five paces behind the guide, who let me into Atarian’s suite when we arrived.
    

    
      Before I could enter, the guide barred the entrance. I kept my eyes averted, pulse so quick it blurred my vision with anxiety. He leaned in and smelled my hair with a purr. I swallowed. Vindilus’s words ran through my head. 
      You smell terrified
      . Fear must have been this guard’s favorite perfume.
    

    
      “Tell your master he has good taste,” he drawled, hand slipping from my path. I bobbed my head and ducked in. 
    

    
      As soon as the door was closed, I almost bolted into the room, until I remembered there were cameras everywhere. Instead, I called out in a sickly sweet lilt, “Master Ramori?”
    

    
      Just as I’d hoped. I heard the shower still running, and a quiet gasp. I kept up appearances as I rounded the hallway into a massive suite with a beautiful view and a very large, luxurious bed. It was larger than the vid feed had let on. In the corner sat the Indian siblings, trying their best to look small. I kept my eyes from wandering to the vantage points of the cameras I knew were hidden from sight. 
    

    
      I glanced at Atarian’s jacket and picked it up to fold it nicely, as if biding my time like a good little slave. The knife was gone. I made eye contact with the woman, she was frightened, but determined. My stomach dropped. I applauded her spirit, but lamented how it would complicate things.
    

    
      Just then, the water stopped. I put myself between the woman and the bathroom. Then I struck the most sex-hungry pose I could muster. I stuck out one hip and donned a sultry smile. Atarian stumbled out shirtless, his pants undone and sloping off his chiseled hips. I would be lying if I claimed the stacks of muscles didn’t make me feel parched. But his plates appeared ashy white, eyes electric blue. I knew it was him but I was unsettled anyway. 
    

    
      His eyes flashed shock, then he resumed his role, leaning against the doorframe with a drunken sway. “Libby,” he murmured with lidded eyes, using Pom Pom’s nickname for me.
    

    
      “I hope you don’t mind that I've come to join in on the fun, Master Ramori. I wanted to see the competition,” I purred, sauntering slowly towards him, kicking my hips out.
    

    
      His gaze roamed, drinking in the added height of my heels and my bare legs, the soft mounds of my breasts. He’d felt plenty, but hadn’t seen much of me. We’d been far more clothed during his lessons. “Why are you so worried? You know you’ll always be my favorite.”
    

    
      I wrapped my arms around his neck. He leaned on me slightly, just the right amount of drunken daze without actually crushing me under his weight. I nibbled his mandible, face hidden from the cameras. He purred appreciatively, snaking his palm around my waist as we swayed.
    

    
      “She has your knife,” I said as quietly as I could. He growled playfully and picked me up by the ass. 
    

    
      “You always know just what to say to rev my engines,” he breathed, pressing me against the wall opposite so his face was now hidden from view. He pressed his bifurcated mouth against my pulse and nipped. The grip of my thighs on his hips tightened. My heart was thudding like a jackhammer against his chest. He purred against me, pressing a rock hard bulge into the heat of my pussy. “To the bed, I pass out. You convince her to give it to you.” 
    

    
      He lifted me off the wall and threw me down with a bounce. I held myself up on my elbows with an excited glint in my eyes, legs spread from the casual toss. Instinctively, I wanted to slam them closed, but I knew it would be out of character if I did, so I managed the embarrassment. At least my back was to the cameras. 
    

    
      Atarian looked, stare as sharp as a hunter honing in on its prey. He breathed in deep and swallowed, losing his character for a moment. Then, just as quickly, his eyes dulled and he stumbled towards me with loose coordination. 
    

    
      He crawled on top of me and pressed his cock into my pelvis, lifting my hips to make as much contact as possible, rubbing the front of his pants with my wetness. I moaned involuntarily as a dangerous current sizzled up my spine. I took his mandible in my mouth. A hungry growl ripped from his throat. He picked me up by the small of my back as effortlessly as if I were a doll, and pressed his mouth into my throat. The sensation was different from the mouth of a human man, but my stomach clenched once I realized he was mimicking kisses against the bruises left by his fingers.
    

    
      “Careful, Libby,” he murmured in my ear. I couldn’t tell if he was warning me not to actually seduce him or to watch myself with the siblings. 
    

    
      Before I could decide, he slumped, a leaden weight slightly to my side so I could slip out from under him. I didn’t move right away, leaning my head back on the bed, biting my lip. I had to catch my breath.
    

    
      “Damn,” I breathed, shaking his shoulder. 
    

    
      I looked over at the woman and the boy trying so hard to disappear in the corner. I slid myself out from underneath Atarian and took my time pulling the dress down over my groin. I sized up the woman with a cold glare. 
    

    
      “Stand up,” I commanded. She did, pushing the boy behind her. She kept her hand behind her back, I noted. “Do you speak English?”
    

    
      She nodded hesitantly. “Little.” 
    

    
      “Good. We’re going to get to know each other very well, sugar,” I purred, leaning in to smell her hair, brush my lips against her neck. More quietly, I said, “Give me the knife. Secretly. We’re the good guys.” 
    

    
      Her eyes flashed. She took a step back. I mouthed the word, 
      Cameras
      . 
    

    
      She gave me an imperceptible nod. I pursued her across the sleek floor, standing a few inches taller with my heels. She couldn't have been more than eighteen years old. So fearful and so brave. I gave her a genuine smile and kissed her cheek as she let me slip the blade from her grip. 
    

    
      Ever so carefully, our bodies pressed together, I slid the low profile knife just below my breasts with my left hand. I made a show of kissing her neck, but it was just me wincing into the curtain of her thick black hair. The blade was unbelievably sharp. It sliced a thin line into my flesh as if I were sashimi. I winced. Luckily, the dress was tight enough and dark enough the blood wouldn’t show. 
    

    
      When I pulled away, I purred. “Our master is going to have a field day with you.” 
    

    
      “What 
      happen
      ?” she asked in broken English, gesturing at my neck. I touched the bruises developing there from Atarian’s grip and a slow smile crept across my lips. Beneath my performance, my stomach fluttered. I could still feel his mouth tingling my skin. I backed away saucily. 
    

    
      “Sometimes pleasing our master is as painful as it is pleasurable,” I said suggestively. I kicked off my heels and crawled on all fours onto the bed. I nodded to her. “You too, sugar. Master Ramori likes waking up draped in pussy.”
    

    
      Her breath hitched. She looked like she might have made a mistake in giving me the knife. I patted the bed encouragingly. I wanted her in one of Atarian’s arms because I didn’t want her finding another knife somewhere in the copious banquet leftovers. The boy watched us with hollow eyes. He crawled under the table and hugged his legs. I gave him what I hoped was a comforting wink.
    

    
      The woman approached the opposite side of Atarian. He rolled over, mumbling incoherently, arms outstretched. I rolled into his right arm. The other woman, his left. She clasped her chest and squeezed her eyes shut, trying hard to stay calm. 
    

    
      “Good job, my little beauty,” I said. “Now get some rest. You’ll need it.” 
    

    
      Then I laid down my head on Atarian’s chest, knife digging into me. He wrapped his arms around us both, squeezed my shoulder, and rubbed his thumb over my skin. I spent the next several hours pretending to sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      When morning came, a ping “woke” me from my beauty sleep. At some point, I’d gotten so cold, I threw my leg over the commander’s hip, trying to eek out every ounce of warmth he put off. I untangled my limbs and sat up, stretching for dramatics. Then I glanced at the woman. She was wide awake, eyes as big as a doe’s, but too afraid to move. 
    

    
      “Don’t move,” I told her. Then I smiled at the boy, still tucked beneath the table. I made a quick survey of the banquet. Nothing looked amiss and I hadn’t heard him rummaging around. 
    

    
      I sauntered to the door and opened it with an averted bow of the head. A guide, different from the night before, hjarna and perhaps female, looked me up and down. 
    

    
      “Complimentary breakfast for Master Ramori Tusan,” she said.
    

    
      “My master is still sleeping. May I take the cart?”
    

    
      The hjarna rolled the cart towards me and left without any greeting. I pulled the cart into the room and my stomach growled. As soon as the smell filled the room, Atarian “stirred”. 
    

    
      “Water,” he demanded, holding his head. I brought him everything he asked for. I instructed the woman to get the boy cleaned up while Atarian ate. 
    

    
      Another ping at the door.
    

    
      “Come in!” Atarian barked aggravatedly. “Libby, work your magic little fingers on my headache.” 
    

    
      “Yes, master.” I reached my hands forward towards his temples. He grabbed my wrist and nodded to the bed. 
    

    
      "Behind me." He gave me a pointed look. It dawned on me that he was protecting me, keeping himself between me and whoever was at the door. I crawled onto the bed behind him and balanced on my knees, kneading the soft underside of his spires with my ten fingers. He dropped his head with an appreciative groan.
    

    
      Burdam Endar and two guards strolled in. He was smiling, but his gaze had a knife’s edge to it. He bowed to Atarian. 
    

    
      “Apologies for the intrusion,” the hjarna purred. “But I was informed that there was unusual activity in our network originating in this suite last night. You wouldn’t happen to know about that, would you?” 
    

    
      I continued to massage Atarian’s head, keeping my eyes down. I knew if I looked up at Endar, the sheer terror pumping through my veins would be visible in my eyes. Worse, the defiance too.
    

    
      Atarian rolled his shoulders. “Are you saying there was a hack?”
    

    
      Endar backpedaled immediately, bedazzled hands up to placate the panic in Atarian’s voice at the potential of his personal information getting leaked. “Nothing so serious. It’s standard for us to follow up with our guests if we feel there’s any 
      question
       about their sincerity regarding our commodities.”
    

    
      In one swift motion, Atarian reached around and grabbed me by the neck. He threw me down on the bed. I gasped, hands clasped around his wrist. He squeezed, but not too hard, just like we practiced. He looked back up at Endar. “Is this the kind of thing you want to see? How I break your 
      commodities
      ?”
    

    
      Endar’s face grew a slow and oily smile. “I can see you are a sommelier of human females, Mr Tusan. A practiced trainer. Pardon the intrusion. And might I say, I hope we see you back soon.” 
    

    
      Atarian lifted off the bed just as the other two peeked into the room. I drew in a ragged, deprived breath, then purred the grossest thing I could think of, “Thank you, master.” 
    

    
      Endar’s eyes shone down on me as he turned for the door. “What utter perfection. You must tell me who my competition is, Ramori.”
    

    
      Atarian made some gesture I took to mean his lips were sealed. Endar smirked. “Someday I’ll convince you to tell me. One way or another.” The hjarna salesman let himself out. 
    

    
      Soon after, his bags packed, the other two humans secured, we were on our way to the 
      Palembre
      . 
    

    
      “I hope you enjoyed your stay, sir,” the hjarna guide said in a cheery tone, all smiles and squinting eyes. 
    

    
      “Yeah, if I remembered much of it,” Atarian grumbled, unconcerned with niceties. “Tell Burdam Endar his 
      daz
       is laced. Shit gave me a headache bigger than his ship.” 
    

    
      With that, we ascended the stairs to the 
      Palembre
       and disappeared within. 
    

    
      As soon as the door closed, all the roleplay dropped. I pulled the siblings aside and smiled at them. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “There were cameras everywhere. Are you alright? Do you need food? Water? I’ll have clothing printed for you.” 
    

    
      The little boy hid behind his sister. She collapsed in my arms. I winced as the serrated knife cut through me like I was warm butter. I patted her back as she sobbed. 
    

    
      “I thought we dead,” she bawled in broken English, nails digging into my arms. 
    

    
      I looked at Atarian over her shoulder. He watched with an indescribable expression, gazing regretfully at my worsening neck, then turned away once the tech specs bombarded him with information. He pulled his people away from us, to give us privacy. 
    

    
      “You’re fine. It’s a strange new world, but you’re alive. I promise,” I consoled her. I looked down at the boy and held out my hand. It was all the invitation he needed to hug us both about the legs. 
    

    
      “ADI,” I said after a few moments. “Can you show us back to my quarters and print some clothes? Nutrient bars and water too please.” 
    

    
      “Of course, Dr Loxley! Oooo, new faces. Tell them I say welcome aboard,” she tittered, missing the awkward social cues. 
    

    
      ADI lit the way to my quarters, which I would have otherwise had no idea how to return to. I opened the door and led them inside. “It’s not much, but I hope it’s big enough for both of you, at least for now.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” the woman said. The printer bay pinged. It slid open on a fresh pile of sweatpants, fuzzy socks, and crew sweaters. I realized they were exactly the same as mine and smiled, handing them out. The mess bay pinged next. Three nutrient bars and three glasses of water. I set them on the table and took a bite of nutrient bar in part to show them it was safe, but also because I was absolutely starved. 
    

    
      “Can you hear the voice?” I asked, pointing to the ceiling. They both shook their heads. “ADI, can you hear them?” 
    

    
      “Yes, Dr Loxley.” I turned to the girl.
    

    
      “If you speak in English, the AI will be able to print you clothing, more food and water... Just say 'ADI, print this'.”
    

    
      “Okay,” the young woman’s voice was hollow. She took a tentative bite of the nutrient bar. Her brother bit off a huge chunk, stuffing his cheeks like a hamster. I smiled exhaustedly. 
    

    
      “Get some rest. You’re safe here.” 
    

    
      I took my own sweatpants and sweater, the original ones, and left the room. My uniform and underwear were strewn somewhere on the objective deck. I leaned against the wall and took off the heels, leaning my head back. I only knew two other places on the ship that weren’t the bridge. 
    

    
      “ADI,” I said, closing my eyes to rest, “guide me down to the armory.”
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      When I arrived, no one was there. I tossed my stuff onto the workbench and gingerly removed the knife from beneath my breasts. It came out stained with red. I set it on the table and peeled my dress off. The interior was sticky. I pressed my chest down to get a look at the damage.
    

    
      "Woah." It was way worse than I expected. The wounds looked like several razorblade cuts and some were deeper than others. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t felt more pain. Weirdly, all of the cuts were still bleeding freely. A few rivulets cascaded down my stomach from the shallower slices, but the deepest one ran like a curtain. That knife was no joke. 
    

    
      Suddenly dizzy, I leaned back against the workbench and closed my eyes, trying not to panic. No matter how many crime scenes I’d consulted on, it didn’t prepare me for seeing this much of my own blood. 
    

    
      The door pinged. I looked up, naked, as the door slid open and managed to press my sweatshirt against my chest. I used it to press against the wounds, trying to stymie the crimson river. Vindilus and Atarian sauntered in, then froze mid stride. 
    

    
      “Woman naked at my workbench? I’m not going to forget this anytime soon,” Vindilus sighed, covering his eyes. “You need a minute, doc?” 
    

    
      “Yup,” I called out tightly. Vindilus turned. He grabbed at Atarian’s shoulder, but the commander brushed him off. The venandi was looking at me with anger. I was too out of it to duck down or tell him to turn around.
    

    
      “Your hands are covered in red,” he said, demanding an explanation without asking for one. 
    

    
      “The knife... I hid it in my dress, cut me up." 
    

    
      “Shit, the serrated one?” Vindilus said, forgetting to look away. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Let me see,” Atarian demanded, approaching me at the workbench. I looked down at myself, naked and covered in blood, the streams of red even dripping down my legs now. I lowered the sweatshirt to cover my groin, but bared my chest to him. His eyes went wide.
    

    
      The commander bristled. “Put on your clothes. Quickly. I’ll take you to the medbay.” He didn’t turn away. I didn’t shy away. I lifted the sweater over my head. It was sticky and wet. A fresh wave of blood slid down my belly. My hands were absolutely coated. I had to close my eyes or risk fainting. By feel alone, I slid the sweatpants on. I had no shoes or socks with me. 
    

    
      I slipped on a little pool of blood and gasped, grabbing the workbench. My eyes flew open. Atarian was standing right in front of me. And good thing, because my knees gave out. 
    

    
      Atarian grabbed me by the shoulders before I crashed to the ground. He scooped me up with ease and pressed me to his chest, making for the hallway. Absurdly, I tried to brush the blood off his black and gold jacket. The material felt amazing. It must have been expensive and I was ruining it. 
    

    
      "I don't know why I'm bleeding so much," I breathed weakly. "I shouldn't be bleeding this much."
    

    
      "That knife is a 
      hemoblade
      . It’ll get worse and won't stop bleeding until a doctor can close it up. You should have told me." 
    

    
      "I didn't know."
    

    
      Atarian exited the armory. Vindilus called after us with concern, but the commander told him to stand down and clean up. 
    

    
      He called the lift. Once inside, he cocked one hip, keeping me distracted I think...I felt cold and was having a hard time focusing. “ADI tells me you gave your quarters up to the other humans. Where are you planning to sleep?”
    

    
      I blinked. “There aren’t more quarters open?” 
    

    
      “We’re not a cruise ship. The only other quarters are reserved for the XO and ambassadors.”
    

    
      “I guess I could curl up here,” I pointed to the corner of the lift. “Is there a common room? I could crash on a sofa or one of the cots in the medbay. If your medbay has those…But woo, mission success, right?” He didn’t nod, but I could tell it was. I balled up my fists and squashed them between my thighs to keep them warm. “That’s all that matters then. I’m fine.”
    

    
      “You haven’t scraped your knee at the zoo, Loxley. You’ve been badly injured. And there aren’t a dozen people lining up to help you to your feet. There’s just one. Me. So why say you’re fine when you know it’s a lie?” My cheeks turned bright red, glare darkening. He stalked out of the lift and called roughly into a clinical hallway. "SMO Veel! Now!” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      Atarian stalked up and down the hall, the human bundled in his arms tightly.
    

    
      Dr Loxley had a way about her. Proverbial skin so tough it was carbon fiber and the kind of mind that fired at lightning speed under pressure. She’d done what she’d had to do to keep his cover, regardless of any personal reservations she might have had. He was in awe, but more than that he felt 
      proud
      . The doctor had trusted him enough to put her safety in his hands, even when he handled her roughly. She had cared enough to ensure mission success. Choosing her above all the others had been the right choice. Damn the consequences, she was an asset worth the risk.
    

    
      But one thing irked the commander. He’d seen it often in soldiers. The slightest bit of attention on her weaknesses? She’d slyly push the conversation away at the chance that she might cause an inconvenience or delay. Dangerous, immature…
    

    
      How much had he 
      actually
       hurt her? She’d kept that knife against her ribs all night. He’d hugged her closer, likely doing significant damage. Not to mention throwing her down on the bed and wrapping his talons around her slender throat, bearing down on the dark purple bruises already blossoming there. 
    

    
      He was uncomfortable enough, knowing he’d abducted her from her home in the dead of night. Covert or no, he’d still have to answer for the transgression. If anyone else had done it, it would be grounds for capital punishment. 
    

    
      A hjarna with burnt orange skin hurried down the hall with a gurney floating behind her. A flush washed over her cheeks as she took in the bloody mess in his arms.
    

    
      “Oh, oh my.”
    

    
      The commander briefed her, “Our guest is injured. 
      Hemoblade
      . Comm me when you’re finished.”
    

    
      Just as he’d hoped, Dr Veel crowded in on Loxley. Atarian slipped the doctor onto the gurney. She reached for his arm. 
    

    
      “I don’t know anyone,” she eeked out, eyes big and round. She must be hurt worse than he thought if she was willing to ask for him. He gently pulled her fingers from his wrist. 
    

    
      “I trust Dr Veel, and I can’t stay. Relax, Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      As if realizing she’d shown her more vulnerable side, the doctor lifted her chin and nodded. Her eyes though, were out of focus. She wouldn’t be conscious for much longer. 
    

    
      Commander Atarian patted the gurney and got out of its way as SMO Veel pushed her into the medbay with a team of clinical assistants to guide them. He watched for a moment, jaws grinding, then headed for his quarters. Crewmembers veered out of his path as soon as they saw the look on his face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      What
       were you thinking?!” XO 
      Aescopis
       Feluris roared. Atarian stood straight, chin high, in the secure comms booth of his quarters. 
    

    
      “It was well worth the risk, sir,” he said. “Her instruction was much more effective than that lecture on human reproduction MCC provided.” 
    

    
      Feluris raised his brow incredulously. “Oh, I have no doubt about that,” he said, the implication dripping off his words. Atarian clamped his mandibles together to keep them from flaring incredulously. 
    

    
      “She took command of the lessons, sir. I did not lead the exercise.” 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Atarian, but I can’t take your word on that,” the XO snapped. 
    

    
      “You don’t have to, sir. I recorded them.” 
    

    
      Feluris immediately brought them up on ADI’s lightbar. Atarian stood still, hands behind his back. He wanted to roll his eyes, to defend himself, but he knew the recordings would exonerate him. That’s why he’d done it. A pang of guilt hit his gut though. Loxley didn’t know. 
    

    
      Then his heart jumped for a different reason. He’d been in utter control, so careful and reserved. But would the XO see how much the human affected him regardless? He hadn’t reviewed the vids, so he wasn’t sure.   
    

    
      Feluris finally chose what looked to be the most salacious of the recordings, the still-frame displaying Loxley in her breast harness and pants, his hand around her neck. The recording played in the secure room for them both, the sound dampened by the soundproofing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Loxley wrapped her delicate hands around Atarian’s wrist, up on her tiptoes. He squeezed tighter...tighter…
    

    
      She tapped his wrist and he let go. She took a deep breath. “Good,” she said with a nod. “That’s the farthest I think you could go without actually hurting someone. They wouldn’t be able to yell to get attention if you went that hard.”
    

    
      “Did I hurt you, Dr Loxley?” he asked, taking a step back. The human stood up straight, assessing herself. She gave a noncommittal shrug. 
    

    
      “Some. You couldn’t do that for long, and definitely not any tighter. Your grip is strong enough and your hand big enough that you could basically choke someone out. You know, deprive their brain of oxygen. Bit risky, but if the situation calls for it… maybe the best option.” 
    

    
      Atarian nodded, leaning back against the table with a sigh. He rubbed his palm over his spires anxiously. 
    

    
      “Do you want to go again?” Loxley asked, noting his distress. He immediately shook his head. 
    

    
      “No, I don’t want to risk hurting you, doctor. Thank you.” 
    

    
      Loxley started to pace, hands on hips. “Do you need… throwing practice?”
    

    
      “Throwing practice?”
    

    
      “Yeah, to judge my strength of resistance, that sort of thing. How hard a human can pull and push…” 
    

    
      Atarian huffed a little smile. He rested his hands in his lap, one thigh up on the table, the other bearing the brunt of his weight. “No,” he laughed. “I assure you, I’ve had plenty of practice in hand-to-hand.” 
    

    
      Loxley laughed, easing the tension. “I’m just trying to think of all the possibil-”
    

    
      
    

    
      Ferulis paused the recording, choosing another one. This time, they were clothed, but pressed together. Atarian’s spires heated. He knew this one. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Loxley put her hands around Atarian’s neck, standing on her tiptoes. She looked down at his hips. “You...can you hold my weight comfortably?”
    

    
      “I carried you onto the ship,” he responded. 
    

    
      “But does my weight cause you strain or…”
    

    
      “You weigh about as much as a feather, doctor,” Atarian admonished gently. “A venandi woman weighs probably twice as much as you on the smaller side.” 
    

    
      “Wow, alright.” The doctor cleared her throat. “Then this might be a good move…”
    

    
      She bent her legs and jumped, bracing her weight on Atarian’s neck as her legs fastened around his hips. She kept distance between their groins and faces. They looked at each other at a loss. Atarian cleared his throat. 
    

    
      “Do you… expect a human woman to initiate..? Given the circumstances,” he asked. 
    

    
      “No, definitely not. Especially if this guy is as much of a douchebag as you say he is.”
    

    
      “He’s worse,” Atarian glowered. 
    

    
      “Then you’re going to have to put on a pretty amazing performance,” Loxley laughed. The commander’s mandibles shuddered with confusion. 
    

    
      “What, you think I can’t play the asshole?”
    

    
      “I would have to see it to believe, sorry.”
    

    
      “Most of my work is undercover. I’ve had to be every brand of bastard in the galaxy at this point.”
    

    
      “Mhm,” she acquiesced with humor. He looked down at her legs wrapped around him. 
    

    
      “So then, why is this important? This is a common ah, position for all bipeds, I believe.”
    

    
      “Do you all have BDSM?” she asked in a rush, her face hot with blood, turning her cheeks pink. 
    

    
      “I’m afraid I don’t know what that is,” Atarian said warily, concerned for her sudden fever. 
    

    
      “Bondage. A dominating sexual partner and a submissive sexual partner.”
    

    
      “Ah. Yes, of course. Why?”
    

    
      “It’s probably Ramori Tusan’s preferred cocktail. So back me into a wall,” Loxley instructed. He did so, carefully, holding the back of her head to make sure she didn’t bang it against the hard surface. Despite the distance between their hips, her proximity was beginning to distract him. “Good. Now a hand on my throat.” He followed her instruction. “And pin my arm with your elbow.” He pressed the forearm of the hand on her throat against her bicep. 
    

    
      “Are you alright?” he asked. She nodded. 
    

    
      “So this is a good dominating position,” she said, one hand pinned to the wall, the other on his wrist. “It’s not as terrifying for me as having my face smashed into the bed or the floor because we’re eye-to-eye and standing, more or less. But it looks dramatic. And if I struggle…” She began to kick and thrash, trying to rip her hands out of Atarian’s grip. He leaned into her, their hips and chests meeting flush. He couldn’t help the bulge pressing against her heat, so he did his best to ignore it.
    

    
      As soon as Loxley stopped, he eased up and she gestured to herself, panting. “I’m still pinned.” 
    

    
      Atarian purred in thought. “This is… surprisingly helpful. I will remember this.” 
    

    
      “Awesome,” Loxley said with a smile. “Now, you mind putting me down? My legs are starting to sha-”
    

    
      
    

    
      The recordings minimized. Atarian cleared his throat, having clearly heard himself purr in that vid. Truth be told, they’d taken a break after that. He’d been too riled up to touch her again and needed a few minutes to get himself under control. Not that he’d told her that.
    

    
      Atarian chanced a look at Ferulis’s face. He was watching the young venandi commander with a sharp reprimand in his bionic eye. 
    

    
      “Do you know how hypocritical your actions were? How irresponsible?” he asked quietly. 
    

    
      “Acutely, sir.”
    

    
      “You could have awoken 
      an entire planet
      , commander. If you were anyone else, I’d have you strung up and quartered,” he snapped. 
    

    
      Atarian’s patience strained. “You know I’m not a loose canon in the worst of times, sir. If it wasn’t for her quick thinking, my cover would have been blown and the mission would have failed. I’m your top covert elite because I take 
      calculated
       risks that pay off. Being a chromatus is  just an added bonus.”
    

    
      The XO sighed. Atarian knew he was in the clear. “What do you mean, her quick thinking saved the mission,” he said with exhaustion. 
    

    
      Atarian gave the chairman a detailed verbal report and pulled up the vid TS Sule recorded from the
       Paramour
      ’s security feed. He pointed out moments where she shied away from the camera, talked the other human into trusting them, and convinced Endar they weren’t the culprits the following morning.
    

    
      Ferulis hung his head in thought after watching their performance with a critical eye. 
    

    
      “Smart,” he admitted tersely. 
    

    
      “Very. And her lessons, sir? They’re what made us look credible.” 
    

    
      There was a long moment of silence, the XO’s gears grinding. He finally nodded. 
    

    
      “I’ll bury it.”
    

    
      “Thank you, sir.” Atarian’s chest eased. 
    

    
      “But,” Ferulis emphasized, pointing his finger at the commander through the hologram, “you’re responsible for making her disappear, Commander Atarian. She’s not on the 
      Paramour
      ’s records. Doctor her some, make her 
      go colony
      . I don’t care how, but you take care of the visibility issue. This bust is going to be big news on Helion. Burdam Endar is a powerful man. Every scrap of evidence is going to be scrutinized. Understood?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir.” 
    

    
      “Don’t include any recordings in your reports. Not of your training, not of the suite. Nothing. Bare bones, commander.” 
    

    
      The feed went dark. 
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      I flexed my toes under the lens of an xray for Dr Veel. Like Sule, she didn’t need to look at her screens for her fingers to fly over the lightboard with precision. 
    

    
      “Fascinating, far more flexible than we’d ascertained,” she mumbled, counting bones. She flipped the x-ray view to an ultrasound to watch the blood pump through my veins. 
    

    
      Dr Veel was gentle and patched me up quick. I had been paying attention for the first half hour, but then my mind wandered. 
    

    
      I’d held onto Atarian’s arm, had to stop myself from begging him to stay so I’d feel less afraid. I felt a twinge of embarrassment at my momentary lapse of strength. I’d held it together the last three days, but even I had my limits.
    

    
      And to the commander’s question. Where was I going to hole up?
    

    
      Rather than pondering a bed on the ship, I found myself thinking about the human colony on Yaspur. My spirits fell. My chest compressed in vicious anxiety. All the humans in a single colony on a single planet with one neighbor and no needs in the world. It would be a weird mash-up of Woodstock and 
      Survivor
      . I was so worked up I actually felt sick. That was how I was supposed to live out the rest of my days? In a support group on a tropical moon? 
    

    
      On Earth, my every day was unique. A similar process with each case, but the context and challenges were always different. I taught, I wrote and published, I gave lectures. My work was diverse. I had a voracious hunger for change and variance. I would go mad if I had to be a colony farmer or raise a generation of babies or teach them all how to read. Day in, day out. The monotonous peace that so many strived for was not the life for me. I couldn’t imagine living the rest of my life with fewer people than my high school population.
    

    
      “It’s been two hours,” came the commander’s voice. Dr Veel gasped and looked up sheepishly. I turned to him. He ignored my stare. 
    

    
      “Commander Atarian! Ah, I, yes. No, it’s been two hours, yes? Time flies when you’re studying! I-I mean examining!” the doctor buzzed, shutting down all her screens. 
    

    
      “I asked you to heal her, not study her,” the commander said, crossing his arms. A twinkle in his eye 
      belied
       that he was slightly amused and had expected this would happen. 
    

    
      “Mhm, yes. All went well. She’s able to synthesize mediplasma. Her injuries were all superficial. Gone now, yes?” She nodded at me to confirm. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Yes, I feel fine.” I jumped off the examination table and lifted my sweater at the neck and belly to show Atarian that the cuts and bruises were gone. “See? Sticky, gross… but fine.”
    

    
      “Good. Come with me then.”
    

    
      “Visit again soon, Dr Loxley!” Veel called after us. 
    

    
      I chased Atarian until I caught up. 
    

    
      “Did you find somewhere for me to sleep?” I asked, a different question burning in my chest. I was desperate to not get chained down to a colony, but I didn’t have the guts to bring it up.
    

    
      Atarian turned around to face me abruptly. I bumped into his chest and stumbled back a step. A couple of crewmen skirted by. He searched my face, something like regret in his expression. 
    

    
      “I cannot get you back to Earth,” he said bluntly, ripping off the BandAid. 
    

    
      My features fell. I crossed my arms over my chest and nodded. I looked down at my bare, blood-encrusted feet. “I already knew that. It’s alright. I’m… dealing with it.” 
    

    
      “It’s not alright,” he snapped. “It was inappropriate and dangerous. If I were anyone else, I’d be executed for kidnapping an unawoken human from Earth. Like Burdam Endar. I’m no different.” 
    

    
      “Acquired,” I couldn’t help myself. I gave him a half smile.
    

    
      He snapped his mandibles shut with indignation, then plowed ahead. “I’ve been told to square up your lack of a paper trail. There’s no record of you on the 
      Paramour
      . I can forge something before the story leaks and get you a spot in the colony. It’s the best I can do.” 
    

    
      My eyes went wide, panic restricted my chest. My arms dropped into fists and I took a step towards him, shaking my head. “No!”
    

    
      “No?”
    

    
      I licked my lips. “I don’t want to be stuck in a colony that grows fat and can’t go anywhere. Farming, having babies, mapping terrain...That’s not me. I’m a big picture woman. A pioneer, but not a settler. I…” I steeled myself for rejection, thinking I’d have more time but now feeling desperately short on it. “I want to stay 
      on the
       
      Palembre
      .”
    

    
      Atarian’s mandibles chittered with surprise. “Why?” he blurted.
    

    
      I pulled him over to an observation porthole and pointed at the endless expanse. “Because 
      that
       is what I thrive on. The new and unknown. 
      On Yaspur
      , there are only three things waiting for me: jungle, shilpakaari, and a thousand traumatized humans that will need to heal but will want for nothing. We have 
      high schools
       on Earth that are four times as large as this colony will be. Out there? I don’t even know how much is out there,” I said with awe. “I might not know what I’m getting myself into, but I’ve never been a homebody, Commander Atarian. I’ll wither away if I’m stuck in a colony.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      Atarian sighed. Despite less than a week working together, he knew Dr Loxley was telling the truth. She was a spitfire. Colony life would douse the flame. And in the five sols she’d been aboard, she’d proven her tenacity and wit. The XO had said he didn’t care how Atarian took care of it...
    

    
      He leaned against the porthole. His exhausted body could hardly hold him up. Two sols awake and not a moment of rest. He crossed his arms and did his best to look stern. 
    

    
      “I’m going to regret this,” he said hoarsely. 
    

    
      Dr Loxley’s face broke out into the most joyous expression he’d ever seen. It dazzled him. Her teeth fully exposed, eyes crinkled and sparkling. Her features lifted with new life. She was bursting with excitement, hair and skin practically glowing with sunlight. Atarian’s mouth went slack at the sight.
    

    
      “You won’t regret it, commander!” she said breathlessly. 
    

    
      He nodded once. He was shocked to find he was breathless too. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I parted from Atarian shortly after getting the go-ahead to make myself at home on the 
      Palembre
       and couldn’t get the stupid grin off my face. I had a bounce in my bare, dirty feet, as I made my way to my quarters, where the other two humans were sleeping. I felt like the intern I’d once been: sharp-minded, keen-eyed, quivering like an exposed wire ready for action.
    

    
      “ADI,” I said quietly on the other side of the door. “Are they asleep?”
    

    
      “No, Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      I pinged the door to open. Both siblings sat up on the bed and looked at me fearfully. When the woman saw it was me, she relaxed a little. Luckily I'd had the foresight to throw a clinical gown over my bloody sweatshirt and washed my hands and feet. In the dim light, they couldn't see how gross I was.
    

    
      “Can I come in?” I asked. She nodded, giving me a faint smile. I sat on the floor a good distance away. The door hissed closed behind me. “My name is Olivia. You can call me Libby. You?”
    

    
      “Naitee and Rambir,” she said, pointing to herself and then her brother. I smiled at them both. “Thank you for 
      save
       us from 
      monster
      .” 
    

    
      My smile fell a little bit, thinking about what they’d gone through. I’m sure I didn’t 
      know the half
       of it. Yes, they were “untouched” but that didn’t mean they weren’t abused, starved, scared witless, cornered… I could see the dead light in their eyes. They were living in limbo, between the trauma of the 
      Paramour
       and the disbelief that they were now safe. 
    

    
      By comparison, I had nothing to complain about. Sure, I’d been attacked in my apartment, but other than that, I initiated every step of my introduction. I tested the doors of my cell, so they opened. I walked out and looked for a way forward, and Atarian pointed me towards him. At no point was the choice taken away from me after I was on the 
      Palembre
      . I was surprised at my revelation. Atarian had gone through great pains to make sure everything I’d done was my own choice. 
    

    
      Perhaps this is why I was so quickly developing an attachment to the 
      Palembre
       and her crew. Everyone I’d met had been real with me. No one had shunned me away or threatened me. No one had leered or implied I was primitive. It was astounding how quickly my brain was beginning to interpret them all as just people that looked different. I marveled at how adaptable we humans can be. And I thanked the stars for that malleable mind. It meant the others like Naitee and Rambir had a chance at a peaceful life on 
      Yaspur
      . 
    

    
      I bowed my head under the weight of the horrible news I had to break to them. 
    

    
      “We can’t go home, Naitee,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry.” 
    

    
      She started crying immediately. She told Rambir what I said through mucousy sobs. He held onto her for dear life. I let them mourn for a few minutes, then leaned in to get her attention. 
    

    
      “I do have good news though,” I offered. She looked at me, but couldn’t stop the tears. I spoke through them. “All the humans on that ship are being given a new home. A tropical moon called Yaspur. I hear it is very beautiful. A town has been built for you. You will always have supplies and medicine and protection there." A 
      thought struck
       me. "Hey ADI, do you have an image of Yaspur?”
    

    
      One wall lit with a flat image of the planet. It was stunningly beautiful, the moon rotating around a large blue planet. We watched its cotton candy clouds and orangesicle atmosphere - that soft kind of pastel orange, not the acidic orange that screams “toxic” - for several minutes. Naitee wiped her eyes and her brother’s. He pointed at the image and said, “Home?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes. Now is scary. But soon you will be safe. A new life.”
    

    
      They huddled together and a peace overcame them as ADI gave us more to look at. The jungles’ deep green and purple foliage, the pink clouds and turquoise water. ADI showed us several species of fish, exotic birds, and grazing animals. Then she displayed models of the colony. She didn’t have images of the actual thing. What she told me I said aloud because the other two didn’t have a linguitor linked to the ship. Naitee brushed Rambir’s hair absently with her hand.
    

    
      Shortly after, they fell asleep. I slid out of the room, almost tired enough to fall asleep in there with them. But I didn’t. I had ADI show me where the extra blankets were and gently laid one over their shoulders, then quietly left the room.
    

    
      “ADI, don’t wake them up after eight hours, you understand?”
    

    
      “Alright!” 
    

    
      The AI flickered to life in the hallway for the first time in a long time. She tilted her head.
    

    
      “But you do not want to sleep in your quarters, Dr Loxley?”
    

    
      “It’s occupied, remember? Can I crash somewhere else? Anywhere else. I'll take the floor somewhere with dim lighting if I have to. I just need to crash."
    

    
      “Oh, right,” ADI said, puffing out her cheeks. “I have two common rooms and two gyms, but both are occupied and rowdy after mission successes. Oh! I know where. Follow me, Dr Loxley!” 
    

    
      I set out after her, still barefoot. She wound us around and around until we reached the lift. Once there, my eyes went wide and I shook my head as she highlighted the top deck. “No, I’m not sleeping in the commander’s quarters, ADI.” 
    

    
      “Unfortunately, it’s the only other set of quarters you have access to, Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      “Then take me to the mess, or-or a storage closet. I don’t care. I am absolutely not going there.” The lift doors slid closed anyway. 
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      Atarian sat down heavily on his bed and rubbed his spires in his hands. There was much to do. His unfinished report sat in his comm link, and the 
      Paramour
       raid was scheduled for the next sol. If he didn’t sleep now, he wouldn’t for another two sols. 
    

    
      He peeled off his black and gold jacket which clung to the tunic beneath. Sticky red blood covered his torso. He slid out of his pants and boots, and leaned back on his elbows with a sigh, closing his eyes to savor the privacy and quiet. 
    

    
      Behind his eyelids, Loxley’s bright, beaming smile filled his vision. He scrunched his brow, removing the thought. As soon as he let down his guard, their training popped into his mind. Her mouth bent into his neck, blunt teeth nipping at his throat…
    

    
      His eyes flew open. He needed a shower. That’s what he needed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      The lift pinged and slid open on the commander’s quarters. I stared daggers at ADI, but she disappeared. I swear I glimpsed a mischievous grin on her holographic face before she popped out of existence. 
    

    
      “Rest easy, Dr Loxley!” she said brightly. 
    

    
      I eased into the room and called out tentatively, “Commander Atarian?” I heard water in the shower room and cursed. I tiptoed around the pile of clothes on his floor by the bed and stayed well to the side of the doorframe. A little louder, I called again, “Commander Atarian?”
    

    
      The water stopped. I stood back as the venandi left his shower with wide eyes, still dripping wet, a towel around his hips. I blinked as soon as I caught a glimpse and looked away. I would never be able to not look at those washboard ab plates.
    

    
      “Shit, sorry,” I said hastily. 
    

    
      “Dr Loxley,” he said with surprise. 
    

    
      “ADI told me to come here,” I said lamely. “To sleep. Said I had access and there wasn’t anywhere else. The...other humans are already asleep in my quarters. I didn’t want to disturb them.”
    

    
      Atarian stared at me, shoulders tight with annoyance. But he nodded. “I gave you access in case you felt like you needed an escape route during the lessons. I’ll revoke it so there isn’t any other mix-up.” 
    

    
      I nodded, hands on hips, trying to look anywhere but his exceptionally muscular alien physique. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      He looked at the couch, then nodded to the bed. “Just for today. Tomorrow’s the raid on the 
      Paramour
       and we both need to be sharp for that. I’ll need you with me. To translate and facilitate, I mean.” 
    

    
      I nodded, then smiled sheepishly. "Is there any chance I could use your shower and get some new clothes?"
    

    
      "ADI, a hjarna towel and lounge wear for the doctor." 
    

    
      I ducked into the shower. It was the best shower of my life. Until it was over and I realized my things had printed out in the bedroom. Dripping, I peered out into the commander’s quarters. 
    

    
      "Commander?"
    

    
      "Your things are on the edge of the bed," he said from the office suite near the lift. 
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      I padded over to the bed naked, and dried off thoroughly before dressing in yet another copy of my sweatpants, this time with a tank top. The hjarna towel was sumptuous and fluffy and warm. Perfection. 
    

    
      "Okay," I called. Atarian stepped out of his office. I swallowed hard. He wore a pair of neoprene-like shorts but nothing else. My eyes trailed down his muscular thighs, his elevated heels, to dinosaur-like talons.
    

    
      "Good night, doctor." He headed for the couch.
    

    
      “I’m not taking your bed, commander,” I said, snapping out of it and stepping in his way.
    

    
      “I’m too tired to argue, Dr Loxley,” he sighed. 
    

    
      “And we’re both too stubborn.” I looked at the opposite side of the bed. It was large enough. I threw back the blankets of his side meaningfully and slipped under the covers of the other. “Just get in and sleep.”
    

    
      He really was too tired to argue. He sidled under the covers. Immediately, the chill I’d felt in the suite, the thin sheets of the bed in my quarters, my bare feet, the tacky remnants of my blood on my stomach, was all soothed by his warmth. Even at a distance, his heat filled the blankets. I sighed with relief. Then we both fell into a dead sleep. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I slept without dreams until right before waking up. I dreamt I was sunbathing on Yaspur in the tangerine sun on the warmest rock on the beach. All my aches and pains were soothed, my tired muscles coaxed into relaxation. I sipped a daiquiri and smiled to myself. 
    

    
      Then the rock breathed. I thought that was odd, but maybe it was just the rhythm of the waves lapping at the boulder, rocking it gently back and forth. Yes, that was it. 
    

    
      As the fog of sleep lifted from my brain, I adjusted my hips, my legs. I held my rock tighter, caressing its blazing heat. I hadn’t felt warm since I’d gotten on the 
      Palembre
       and I wasn’t about to let this dream go. I rolled right on top of it, pressing my cheek against the warmest spot. 
    

    
      “Mmm,” the commander breathed, drawing me from sleep. The heat beneath me began to purr, vibrating my entire body. In particular, the junction between my legs. I laced my eyebrows together, eyes still closed. The commander’s talons slid up my thighs and onto my hips. 
    

    
      My eyes flew open. I gasped, hands propped on his chest and sat straight up on top of Atarian. He blinked away the sleep, blacklight eyes glowing, then stared at me in shock. I attempted to move and he groaned, the tendons in his neck straining as he pushed his spires back into the soft pillows. Something hard jumped between my legs. It dawned on me that I wasn't sitting on some creature's hips, but a 
      man's
       hips.
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I breathed, mortified. I squirmed, trying to get off him. His grip on my hips tightened again and the purr intensified.
    

    
      “Stop,” he bit out in a pained gasp. His overtonal voice was deep and hoarse. 
    

    
      I froze, but his heat between my legs was causing my own to build. His thick, vibrating plates rubbed against my clit, causing it to contract and tingle. I was getting wet and swollen. I thanked my lucky stars I was wearing sweatpants and not the slave dress, because I might have already climaxed. 
    

    
      “Atarian,” I whispered with grave importance, breath hitched, “if I don’t get off your hips right now, you-” 
    

    
      “What?” he growled when I cut myself off. I licked my lips. 
    

    
      “You’re going to make me come.”
    

    
      He purred more roughly, bared his sharp teeth, and pried his fingers free with great effort. I jumped off him quickly, panting for air. He propped himself up on his elbow, looking at me with wide eyes. 
    

    
      “Why did you do that?” he snapped.
    

    
      “You’re warm, I was cold,” I said lamely. “I didn’t know I was doing it, I’m sorry.” 
    

    
      He flopped his spires back on the hard circular pillow, still purring from deep within his chest. He panted like he’d just run a marathon, the purr choked off in between breaths. “You take the- couch, doctor. I- shouldn’t stand up.” 
    

    
      I nodded, walked over to the couch and laid down. But I was wide awake. There was no way I could sleep. I watched Atarian’s silhouette in the bed. Those big shoulders, that resonating purr. I swore I could feel it all the way across the room, that damned vibration playing my clit like a violin. 
    

    
      Slowly, the purr faded away while I squeezed my thighs together in absolute torture. I watched Atarian like a hawk, but he didn't move. Still, I couldn't imagine he was asleep. 
    

    
      Twenty minutes later, I was still throbbing and achy. As quietly as I could, moving as little as possible, I slid my hand in my sweatpants and touched myself. I was slick and hot and came immediately in a silent shudder. 
    

    
      It wasn't enough though. I worked myself into a slick frenzy without pausing between orgasms. I felt so desperate. Out of control, unable to breathe. A second wave crashed into me. I bit my lip to keep my breath from shuddering with relief.
    

    
      Very soon 
      after, spent
      , the adrenaline easing, I fell asleep. 
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      The venandi had come a long way from their early centuries of pack hunting, but when it came down to it? Not really. All they’d done was shuffle one step to the left, into artificial lights and fancy armored suits. Theirs was a meritocracy, which meant highly tribal. The only honest work was military work because it fed their natural inclination for competition and hierarchy based on prowess. 
    

    
      When Atarian awoke with the doctor splayed across his hips, his instincts told him to flip her over and bury his cock deep between her legs. That instinct was enhanced by venandi evolution, much in the way hunting, prowling, and stalking were. Under normal circumstances, he could control his urges just like any civilized being. But how he’d already begun to feel, the dark room, her hot core pressed against him through her cloth pants... He’d grabbed onto her before he’d even awoken. 
    

    
      Now, in that same dark room, he gave into the instinct to stalk her from afar. He’d felt it the moment she steeled herself and jammed a linguitor in her neck, caught a scent on her that put his senses on the fritz. He’d even choked down a purr in that first encounter. And he knew. He 
      knew
       that his mind and body both agreed she was a magnificent prize. That’s why he had been so controlled in her achingly enjoyable lessons. He’d worked so hard to maintain distance and professionalism, he’d nearly fooled himself into thinking it had worked. 
    

    
      Until she bared her legs and came to his rescue on the 
      Paramour
      . Because that’s what she had done. She alone had saved him, maybe saved them all. And the way she did it, with confidence despite her racing pulse, the sheen of frightened moisture on her skin…It set his blood on fire. 
    

    
      All the night long in that suite, while they were pretending to sleep, their little performance tangled up his mind. 
      It had felt
       so natural. Touching her skin, her plump lips on his mandibles, lifting her up in his arms; all expressions of his genuine desperation. And souls, when he’d thrown her on the bed and she’d opened her legs and 
      bloomed
       like that...He’d never seen a creature with such anatomy, and human pornography didn’t do it justice. So soft and inviting. It had taken all his discipline not to fall to his knees in worship and take communion right there between her legs. If the young whelp hadn’t been curled up in a corner, he just might have.
    

    
      He understood why so many thought the humans were descendants of the Muru. If the others were anything like his- anything like Loxley, he would be inclined to agree. When she smiled at him, when her breath hitched, when her delicate little fingers touched him...he felt entranced like the warriors of the old stories who were seduced by the gods. Of course his body would acquiesce to hers. Of course he would begin hrumming as soon as his guard was down. 
    

    
      Hrumming
      . He’d never felt the convergence before. It shook his whole body from the inside out with a song as ancient and holy as the souls that came before him. And when she’d gone to the couch, he’d felt like he was reaching out to her, strumming her body. His instincts told him she was 
      his
       instrument to play. 
    

    
      He watched her on the couch as still as if he were on the hunt. Eyes far more adept at seeing in the dark than most awakened species, he saw her body as washed in pale evening blues. He could see the whites of her eyes, blinking towards him. He knew she couldn’t see him, but he played it safe anyway. She kept perfectly still, pretending to be asleep. 
    

    
      Two could play 
      at that
       game. Using his color-changing genetics, he kept his eyes a dark black so they wouldn’t glow.  
    

    
      What if she got wise and left? If she couldn’t sleep, there was no point in her being in his quarters. What she’d said to him had made his phallus jump. 
      If I don’t get off your hips right now, you’re going to make me come.
       That was the Olivia Loxley he’d come to appreciate in the short time she’d been on his vessel. No bullshit, straight to the point. He’d been tempted to hold her in place no matter how much she writhed. Let her struggle. If he was brutally honest, it’d excite him more. 
    

    
      Atarian looked at the ceiling, the instinct ebbing. The hrum was still rumbling through him, not strongly enough to start a convergence, but seductively tempting. The civilized part of his brain told him that for all her courage, this wasn’t what she wanted. What was normal for the rest of them was new and terrifying for her. Humans weren’t the Muru; they weren’t gods of love. And they hadn’t been intermingling with venandi for a thousand years like the shilpakaari and hjarna. She had no idea the restraint required of the venandi. It was his responsibility to control himself, not hers to know better. And now that he’d agreed she could stay aboard, become part of the crew, he had to get a grip. 
    

    
      Loxley moved just then, a subtle movement. Atarian’s eyes snapped back to her. One of her pale, delicate hands slid under the waistband of her sweatpants. Her brow stitched, mouth parted, throat arched...She shuddered silently, biting her bottom lip. She remained that way for a few moments, hips gyrating as her hand began a circular motion again.
    

    
      Atarian had to stifle a moan. Her arousal floated to him in the air. He breathed in deeply as she brought herself to heel again, neck strained, body rigid. Her eyes fluttered open. She looked furtively at Atarian to make sure he hadn’t rustled. 
    

    
      Her scent filled the room, mingled with an aroma so intoxicating the commander had to press his mandibles together to keep them from shuddering. He dug his elongated talons into the mattress, but didn’t dare trust himself to move. He held his breath to keep the intensifying instinct to hrum for her at bay. He wanted to see how many times he could make her do 
      that
       again. 
    

    
      As soon as her shoulders sagged and her breath deepened with the weight of slumber, Atarian rose, grabbed his clothing and rushed out of his quarters. 
    

    
      Moments later, Atarian burst through the doors of the armory huffing like a 
      ryhidon
      . He was clothed, but sans uniform jacket. His hands shook. Vin looked up, surprised. 
    

    
      “Woah! You don’t look so hot, boss.”
    

    
      Atarian paced between two crates like a caged animal. 
    

    
      “Loxley is in my quarters. Apparently humans are attracted to heat when they sleep. She rolled over on top of me and I almo-”
    

    
      “Woooaaahh, Pom Pom?!” Vin yelled over him, eyes wide, staring at the commander. The little shilpakaar popped up from inside a crate, holding a rifle over her head. 
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Uncle Vinny’s hungry. Go to the mess and grab us a midnight snack, huh? Something hot and oily.”
    

    
      Pom Pom tossed him the rifle and jumped out of the crate on her little legs. She waved at Atarian. 
    

    
      “Want anything, boss?” she said, mimicking Vin with a casual air. Atarian shook his head sharply. She shrugged. The door slid shut behind her. Vin immediately threw down the rifle, shaking his head. 
    

    
      “Why is she even in your room to begin with, man?” Vin tsked. Then his expression grew coy. “Wait, are you…?”
    

    
      “She gave the other humans her quarters. ADI led her to mine since it was the only other place she has access to.”
    

    
      “Uh huh. She coulda just 
      crashed here
      , you know. I have a rifle net in the corner.”
    

    
      Atarian’s instincts burst. He growled deep enough to rumble the floors, blacklight eyes bright and promising. Vin put his hands up. 
    

    
      “Oohh, so it’s like that, is it, Thel?” he asked slowly, a fangy grin spreading across his face. “Afraid of the competition?” 
    

    
      “She’s 
      mine
      , not yours!” Atarian snarled.
    

    
      Vin blinked, taken aback, humor gone. “You- Wait, Thel… Are you 
      converging
      ?” 
    

    
      The deep bass growl intensified. Atarian bared his fangs, talons lengthening. His eyes began to glow so brightly they swallowed up his stare like ultraviolet scleras. 
    

    
      The arms master raised a brow plate, unimpressed, his expression growing dark. “You gonna converge with a human woman that doesn’t know any better? One you’ve only known for 
      five days
      ? Shit…”
    

    
      Atarian’s rolling threat stuttered. He collapsed on the edge of a crate and put his head in his shaking hands. Vin leaned back against the workbench and hung his head. 
    

    
      “It must be a strong fuckin’ impulse.”
    

    
      “I’ve never felt it before, I wouldn’t know.”
    

    
      “Well it usually doesn’t come on in five days, I’ll tell you that much,” Vin scoffed. “So, wanna tell me what happened?” 
    

    
      Atarian spoke in a thick slur, “Partway through the night Loxley just… rolled over close to me.” He looked up at his friend with a helpless expression. “So I crossed my arms and tried to ignore it. Then I woke up hrumming with her sitting on my hips.”
    

    
      “You were hrumming? Not purring, actually 
      hrumming
      ,” Vin said, brow plates rising in shock. Atarian nodded, unable to look at him. Vin rubbed his hands over his spires in shock. “Are you sure you muffled it in time?”
    

    
      Atarian nodded. “Certain. But souls, Vin. I felt like I was drowning and the only way I could breathe was to hrum.” 
    

    
      “That’s...wow.”
    

    
      “I don’t know what to do.” 
    

    
      Vin jammed his foot into the metal grated floor in thought. “Do you 
      want
       to converge with her?”
    

    
      Atarian nodded into his hands. “More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”
    

    
      “Nah, man, those are your instincts talkin’. I mean, do 
      you
       want to, not your dick.”
    

    
      The commander looked up at him with the look of a desperate man fighting hard to rein it in. “More. Than anything.” 
    

    
      “So do it! Sweep her off her feet. The chance to converge doesn’t come around often, ya dig? And I gotta say, I totally approve. Lox is smokin’, brave, and fucking smart, man. You couldn’t ask for a better match.” 
    

    
      “I’m not going to converge with her.” 
    

    
      Vin blinked again. It was becoming a habit. He cleared his throat. “Ah, okay. Mind if I take a crack at it then?”
    

    
      Atarian snarled. Vin laughed. “I’m just messin’. Look, if you’re serious about not following through, then just cool it for a week, say you got a fever or something. She’ll be colony-bound by then. And if you change your mind, you’ll know where to find her.”
    

    
      Atarian shook his head. “As of three hours ago, she’s officially a crewmember of the 
      Palembre
      . Ferulis is coming aboard tomorrow to evaluate her rank.” 
    

    
      Vin’s mouth gaped open, then exploded in a grin. He whooped loud, fist pumping the air. “Fuck yeah! Oh man, assign her here, c’mon, Thel, you know I need the help and everyone else is too chickenshit to kick it with a venandi that looks like a demon.” Atarian gave him a pained look, his mandibles vibrating threateningly. Vindilus held up both his hands in surrender. “I mean, 
      wow
      , that sucks, boss. What’re you gonna do?”
    

    
      Atarian looked up hesitantly. “You had similar issues with Xata, right?”
    

    
      The mirth in Vin’s eyes smoldered into distasteful embers. 
    

    
      “Loved her aggressive streak, hated her disregard for everything else. Just couldn’t let myself fall for convergence when I wasn’t a hundred percent on board, no matter how fine she was.” 
    

    
      Atarian remembered how strung out the arms master had been. It was a difficult time. Xata and Vin had met while he was still deep in crime. Things had gotten hot and heavy while she was undercover. Then she offered him a spot on her crew. He took it, but her way of operating killed him inside. He was a criminal, but he wasn’t an asshole. Xata made him think he was, and he was still devastated that his instincts had chosen her. Atarian knew he deserved better, but Vin was hard to convince. He’d transferred as soon as the opportunity presented itself, bricked up his broken soul and defunct instincts, then set his sights on being a career bachelor for the rest of his life. 
    

    
      “Didn’t you have to hole up together on Imbatu for two satbits?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Extractions were bust, had to lie low. It was hell.”
    

    
      “How did you control yourself?”
    

    
      Vin regarded Atarian for a solid moment, crossing his monster arms over a hulking chest, taking his stock. “Agros.” 
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “It’s a drug. An 
      illegal
       one. Deadens the hrum, but kicks everything else up a notch. More territorial, more competitive, more violent, more…just 
      more
      , man. Useful for a mission like Imbatu, but not a long-term solution. It can backfire in complicated situations. Especially when you need to have a cool head. Only good thing about it is it’s not addictive.”
    

    
      “Do I have any other option?”
    

    
      Vin shrugged like it was obvious. “You could talk to her about it.”
    

    
      Atarian shook his head. “She has enough to deal with.” 
    

    
      “She’s a big girl. She can handle it.”
    

    
      “She’s a human that less than a week ago thought humans were the only intelligent life form capable of higher thought. We don’t know what she can and can’t handle-”
    

    
      “-Oh, I’d say she can handle a lot-”
    

    
      “-and considering why we took her in the first place, it shouldn’t be on her plate anyway. It’s my responsibility.”
    

    
      "Yeah but look at you. You're a wreck. And that shit doesn't stop you from 
      wanting
       her. It just stops the hrum so you don’t converge with her. Shit’s torture, Thel."
    

    
      "I can't function thinking about her, Vin. I can't do my job."
    

    
      “Yeah, and Agros isn’t going to help with that. It might just- Wait, you can’t stop thinking about her? Did you guys… you know.” Vin rocked his hips back and forth in a suggestive manner that would have been comical to anyone else. Atarian just gave him a harrowed stare. 
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “You sure? Because the obsessive stuff only hit once I knew Xata’s scent intimately, if you catch my drift.” 
    

    
      Atarian’s mouth went dry. He looked away, clamping his mandibles shut. He could still smell that lusty scent. It was burned into the back of his throat, a nectar he desperately wanted to drink. He swallowed hard. 
    

    
      Vin clapped his hands together and pointed at the commander. “Ah ha! You did, didn’t you!”
    

    
      Atarian snarled. The arms master did a little dance with his fists and shoulders. 
    

    
      “
      No
      . I’ve caught it a few times… just a scent in the air. Drives me insane.”
    

    
      “In the 
      air
      ? Damn, human women must be wild. How do they get that scent in the air if they’re not displaying?” 
    

    
      Atarian looked at him questioningly. “How would I know?” 
    

    
      Vin jumped up on the workbench with a groan. He leaned back, kicking his legs in thought. They both settled into their minds, enjoying the silence as they turned the situation over in their heads. 
    

    
      “Agros isn’t some market med, you know. You’ll have to tell Veel, see if she can make a synthetic or something,” Vin pondered. “And you can’t get close to Loxley if you’re feeling combative. You’ll just sabotage yourself. Like I said, you’ll still want her like crazy and it’ll punch you in the gut harder than a charging 
      gruti
      .” 
    

    
      Atarian shook his head vehemently. “I can’t not see her, Vin. We live on an FOV and I’m her commanding officer. We have a raid tomorrow, and she’ll be orchestrating the humans I’m personally overseeing. Would a higher dose do anything?”
    

    
      “How would I know?”
    

    
      “I have to try.” 
    

    
      Vin threw his arms up. “Well then shit, Thel, I don’t know. Try Agros. Snap at the crew, pick fights, challenge the XO, risk your fucking career. Or tell the doc she needs to keep her distance then get real friendly with some of those human porn 
      vids
       you got for research. But I gotta tell ya,” he pointed at Atarian’s flat nose, “the doc’s smart. She’s going to figure it out eventually. And she’ll be mad when she does.” 
    

    
      Atarian stood with exhaustion. His shoulders sagged. “After the raid, then. Once Ferulis is off ship. But I’ll… try. On my own. If it doesn’t work, I’ll see Veel.” 
    

    
      “That’s a lad,” Vin grinned, relieved. “No one’s as disciplined as you, Thel. You got this.” 
    

    
      “Let’s hope so.”
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      I awoke to ADI raising the dawn. My eyes opened immediately. I’d barely been able to sleep, and when I did, I was plagued with inquisitive dreams. I sat abruptly and rubbed the crick in my neck, looking about the commander’s quarters. He was nowhere to be seen. Part of me was disappointed.
    

    
      “Rise and shine, Dr Loxley!” ADI rang out cheerfully. I blinked a couple times, then hauled myself to my feet. 
    

    
      “Morning,” I said distantly, staring at the bed. My stomach tightened, my mouth dry. The commander hadn’t made his bed. Had he left in the night? I cursed under my breath. I was mortified by what had happened the night before. Where he’d been so meticulous and professional during our lessons, making sure that I defined all the boundaries, I’d just acted instinctually. My cheeks steamed. I’d probably just convinced him that humans are closer to animals than anything else. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and slapped myself gently with an open palm. 
      Get a grip
      . He’d been unhinged too. It was just a steamy misunderstanding. We could avoid each other for an awkward week and then all would be forgotten.
    

    
      And yet. I felt an immense duty to prove myself, step up, and be professional. He’d accepted me onto the 
      Palembre
      , but I had no idea if it was official. He could go back on his word at any time and then I’d be tossed into the colony with the rest. I had to make a good, well, 
      second
       impression. 
    

    
      “ADI, can you print cosmetics and some hair supplies?"
    

    
      "Of course!" A screen appeared on the wall. “This is what I have.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I straightened my uniform before the lift doors slid open on the objective deck of the bridge. My heart was pounding. We were one hour from initiating the raid on the 
      Paramour
       supposedly, or at least that’s what ADI had told me. She filled me in on some details while I did my hair, brushed it, put it up. I also put on some makeup so I could look like the pinnacle example of professionalism. It’s not something I would normally worry about at the precinct, but given the fact I was now an ambassador for humankind, it felt warranted. 
    

    
      I’d learned a lot in that forty-five minutes. Commander Atarian was one of five covert operatives employed by the Intersolar Union, or ISU, something akin to the European Union or United Nations, I’d gathered. His executive officer was a venandi named Aescopis Ferulis. He was the Chairman of Defense for the ISU. The 
      Palembre
       apparently had no mission control center, just direct orders from the top with occasional support from whatever MCC was in the area. 
    

    
      I’d applied my foundation thoughtfully. “ADI, what kind of work does the 
      Palembre
       usually do?”
    

    
      “Peacekeeping, Dr Loxley.” 
    

    
      “Anything more specific you can share…?”
    

    
      “I’m afraid not. Past missions are above your clearance.”
    

    
      I’d puffed out my cheeks. I was throwing myself at a vessel that was basically black ops with no oversight. I felt obligated to know what I was getting myself into. What if they “saved” humans and “gave them jobs”, all amounting to slave labor? What if the “colony” was actually a zoo? Was I just coercing these people from the frying pan into the fire? “What about the chairman’s public record… Can I see that?”
    

    
      ADI had shown me news clippings, vids, some articles I couldn’t read. Ferulis’s nickname was the Peacekeeper. He was a stocky venandi, built like a linebacker. His spires and facial plates were cracked with age and harsh wisdom. His skin was slate blue, and his eyes a bright, piercing white. 
    

    
      The most I could glean from the news was that he was rarely embroiled in scandal. His military career had been stellar. An admiral for years until his ship was destroyed and he’d suffered a major injury that took him out of the military. He went into government shortly after his recovery. For his trouble, he was left with a bionic leg and several plates and bones that had to be replaced. Ouch. 
    

    
      I’d tried looking up the commander too, but his record was sealed and he had no public appearances that ADI could find. Or was willing to share. A guy like that? He’d definitely been in front of the cameras at some point. 
    

    
      I stepped out onto the bridge, the place buzzing like a beehive. Hjarna and venandi darted past me, stealing glances and whispering, but not interacting. I suddenly felt horribly out of my element. When I saw Sule, I headed straight for him. 
    

    
      “TS Sule,” I greeted. He swirled around in his chair, fingers tapping up a little lightning storm on his holographic control board. 
    

    
      “Ah, Dr Loxley! Yes, good to- you look different,” he interrupted himself. “And smell different… yes?”
    

    
      “A shower does a woman wonders,” I said, slightly disturbed.
    

    
      “Is this what humans typically look and smell like?” He cocked his head. 
    

    
      It dawned on me that the last few days I’d been harrowed and unkempt. “Yes… Is the commander around? ADI told me I’m supposed to be here.”
    

    
      “Yes! Command deck, up top. Happy Raid, doctor!” Sule gave me a very awkward attempt at a human smile, exposing rows of blunted cow-like teeth, and swiveled back around to his work.
    

    
      I wove through the crew to mount the stairs, glancing up as I ascended. Atarian was looking pointedly out at the 
      Paramour
      , hands on the railing, shoulders bunched. He wore a black armored suit rather than his uniform. It accentuated his plates in all the right ways. I banished the thought as soon as it reared its invasive head.
    

    
      “Good morning, Commander Atarian,” I said briskly, topping the stairs. “Apologies if I’m late. I didn’t know when I was expected.” 
    

    
      He turned to me, taking stock of my polished features and slick hair, which I’d twisted into a sophisticated bun. Really, other than a ponytail or braid, a French twist was the only thing I knew how to do. He stalked off the observational platform and stopped a few feet from me.
    

    
      “Good morning, Dr Loxley. I take it you slept well.”
    

    
      I nodded tightly, in part from the loaded question, but also because my neck was still stiff from sleeping on his couch. 
    

    
      You rolled on top of him in your sleep, then told him he was about to make you come. Then you did. Twice. Of course you slept well
      . My face turned bright red, but I kept my expression neutral. “Yes, thank you.” 
    

    
      Atarian examined my 
      features a
       stray moment, then pointed me towards the command deck. We looked out at the 
      Paramour
      ’s sleek feminine hull. 
    

    
      “There are two other FOVs on our tail. In fifteen minutes, one of them will target the 
      Paramour
       with an electromagnetic pulse that will disrupt her systems and shut down power,” he began. “Just before, Sule will force the cruiser to open her docking bay. Commander Lokurian’s team will dock there and draw 
      Endar’s
       mercenary forces. Commander Xata’s team will secure the escape pods at the belly of the ship.” He then pointed to the top decks of the ship as if he were aiming a gun. “And we will take the bridge.”
    

    
      “Am 
      I 
      going with you to take the bridge?” I asked, brow stitched. “I hate to deflate my own ego here, but I’ve never even held a gun, let alone shot one.” 
    

    
      He clicked with amusement, cocking one hip as he turned to rest it against the railing. He crossed his arms and nodded once. “You’ll bring up the rear. No need for 
      tactical
      .”
    

    
      I blew out a flabbergasted laugh. My face turned red. I hoped distantly that my foundation covered my embarrassment. “Why? All I’d do is probably get in the way. I know where my strengths are and this isn’t it.” 
    

    
      Atarian held up his two fingers like a peace sign. “Two reasons.” I wondered what he did when he had more than two points to make. Hold up all his fingers and toes? I admonished myself. I was deflecting my anxiety. I fought the urge to pace. “We need you to address the humans. Tell them we’re not the bad guys. None of them have linguitors as far as we can tell, and given what happened with the two we’ve already liberated, none of us want to take chances.”
    

    
      I nodded, feeling calmer. Speaking, I could do that. “Alright.”
    

    
      “And,” he said, leaning in with a sensual purr, “I remember the look in your eyes when you gazed out at the stars, doctor. It’s what all of us feel when we enter the fleet; the instinct to stand on the precipice when it all goes down. If you had to watch this unfold from the objective deck, you’d regret not being in the middle of it. You’re the kind of person that has to see things through.” 
    

    
      As soon as he said it, I felt the truth of his words in my bones. My lips parted, shocked that he’d read me so much better than I could myself. I stared up at him in abject wonder. Wasn’t I the one who was supposed to know how people tick? 
    

    
      Atarian withdrew. I let out a shaky breath. “You’ve judged me well.”
    

    
      The commander inhaled a sigh, then turned his laser-sharp gaze back to our target. “This is all thanks to you, Dr Loxley. I’m not too proud to admit that without your help, I wouldn’t have passed muster. And your quick thinking and courage… Let’s just say, you’re the reason my colleagues aren’t mounting a rescue mission instead.”
    

    
      I opened my mouth to respond, but couldn’t think of anything but lame formalities. Your welcome? Thank you? I just did what I could? Nothing felt genuine in the moment, so I kept my peace. 
    

    
      I looked down at the flurry of business on the objective deck and the cockpit. All four pilot’s seats were occupied, as were both guns on each side. I turned my internal monologue towards the survivors onboard. How could I put them at ease? Was there anything, in the first hour of my abduction, that a human could have said to make me feel better?
    

    
      My stomach dropped. I rolled my eyes mentally. No, of course not. But my own response to being abducted was all I could go on, and I hadn’t been abused, raped, or caged like an animal. I thought of Naitee and Rambir. They had eased into trusting me, but I couldn’t guarantee everyone would be the same. I wasn’t a trauma therapist or a psychologist. I had no training for this sort of thing. I felt wildly out of my depth. The best I could do was tell them the truth and be sincere. No fake smiles, no cajoling. 
    

    
      A sea of crewmen turned towards the lift and snapped to attention. I craned my neck to see as Commander Atarian backed away from the rail. He pulled me by the shoulder to stand up straight. 
    

    
      He cleared his throat of the purr he’d been sustaining. “That’s our XO. He’s here to observe. He’s military through and through. You’ll need to-”
    

    
      “Don’t worry, Commander Atarian,” I said, standing straight, chest out, chin up. I tried to look regal in the way I’d seen in venandi troops in news articles. “I did my research.”
    

    
      He searched my face, then nodded. He cleared his throat again. “I don’t doubt it, doctor.” 
    

    
      “Commander Atarian!” came a gravelly voice. Atarian turned on his heel and saluted with a fist to his sternum. His arm dropped to his side at attention. 
    

    
      “Sir,” he said sharply. 
    

    
      Chairman Ferulis was just as I’d expected, but that didn’t stop his juggernaut presence from bowling me over like a train. One eye shone bright white, the other was gunmetal grey through and through with an ultramarine light glowing from deep within the engineered lens. You would hardly believe he had a bionic leg if not for the metallic click of his bare talons on the deck. Such a distinctive sound, one could never forget it. 
      Chink-thump. Chink-thump. Chink-thump
      . But the sound was the only indication. He walked with preternatural grace.
    

    
      “This must be the good doctor.” His words slashed the air with judgment as he looked me up and down. He was a beast of a venandi, far less restrained when it came to his temper and alienness. Clicks and mandible rattles peppered his words and movements. My heart jumped with fear, which only served to inflame my, shall we say, acute side. 
    

    
      I wasn’t a soldier, so I didn’t salute. Instead, I used a formal venandi greeting I’d just learned. I put my hands behind my back and bowed my head, swinging it to the side in a J-like motion before lifting my chin up. 
    

    
      “Chairman Ferulis. Doctor Olivia Loxley. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
    

    
      His mandibles flared with a challenging amusement. “Quick learner, are you, doctor?” 
    

    
      “Yes, I am.” 
    

    
      He sized me up more carefully, squinting his bionic eye at me with a slow nod. “Commander Atarian has informed me that you’ll be a member of his crew. Which means you’ll be a member of 
      my
       fleet. What exactly does an unawoken human have to offer the most advanced military operation in the galaxy?”
    

    
      I clenched my jaw and met his eye straight on. “Awakened,” I corrected him. “And everything I’ve got, sir.” 
    

    
      He replied with a sharp smile, enjoying my little jab, “I guess we’ll find out just how much that is in time, won’t we, doctor? It’s go time, commander. Get your people squared up. I’m taking over command of the bridge.” 
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    
      Commander Atarian saluted again, then nodded for me to follow. I bowed my head respectfully, gave the chairman a closed-lip smile, and headed out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      While Atarian’s force of hjarna and venandi operatives suited up, I stood off to the side, watching them don their tactical gear. Not a single soldier wore identification of any kind, including symbols of rank. They each in turn slammed their palm against their chests. A pulse of light raced over their suit, rippling like the surface of a mirror. Cloaking, I guessed. Perhaps the same as the 
      Palembre
       itself. Or defensive shields. I couldn’t tell and I wasn’t going to distract them with my curiosity. 
    

    
      A venandi loped up to me, a long gun cradled in his hands. “Dr Loxley?” I was surprised that it was a female voice that came from the suit’s speaker. 
    

    
      “Yes, that’s me,” I said like an idiot. 
    

    
      “FO Atarian,” she said, saluting to me. “The commander has assigned me to your escort. I’ll keep you safe once you’re cleared to board.” 
    

    
      “FO Atarian?” I did a double take. The female cocked a hip. 
    

    
      “Forward Operative. The commander and I are clanmates. He’s my older cousin.” 
    

    
      I smiled apologetically. Cousin? Thinking about the commander having family threw me for a loop. “Good to know. I’ll follow your lead.” 
    

    
       She nodded once, then scooted aside for a massive venandi that could only be one person. “What’s happenin’, doc?”
    

    
      “You’re going too, Vindilus?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Pffft, please. Like I’d miss the look on 
      Endar’s
       face to do 
      inventory
      . Sorry you can’t suit up with the big boys. Don’t have anything that fits something like you yet. We’ll probably have to get custom next time we’re on Helion.” 
    

    
      “As long as I don’t get shot at, I’m not worried.” 
    

    
      ADI’s voice rang over the group, “Pulse objective successful. Prepare to descend.”
    

    
      “Actually,” Vindilus said. “You need something for this first bit. It’s not much, but I was able to rig this ventilator for oxygen. Should give you enough to board.” 
    

    
      He tossed an object the size of a large pacifier with a fist-sized tank attached to it. I raised a brow, holding it like it was a grenade. “What?”
    

    
      “Yeah, well, you know. We’re not exactly docking the bird,” he said, scratching the back of his neck. “More like dropping in, ya dig?” 
    

    
      There was a jolt. Everyone braced their foot to the left. The sound of a chain could be heard above us. 
    

    
      “Woo!” Vindilus hollered, pointed his thumb over his shoulder, leaning in towards me. “Finally got to use one of those harpoons! Anyway, time to scoot.” He bumped his fist against his chest in a casual salute, then jogged away to join Atarian at the front of the team. I looked down at the ventilator with panic. 
    

    
      FO Atarian held it up to my mouth. A loud hiss of air drowned out my voice as the room lost pressure. Our feet lifted off the ground. I flailed, eyes as big as saucers. “When the doors open, bite down on the mouthpiece and hold onto the rail!” 
    

    
      I put the mouthpiece between my teeth and held onto one of several vertical rails every five feet or so along the wall. I breathed through my mouth, Vindilus’s words echoing in my head, 
      Should give you enough to board
      . I didn’t want to waste a single puff. 
    

    
      Then a hatch at an angle to the floor slid open. There was a loud rushing pop, then nothing. No sound, and worse, no air. It was so cold, I was paralyzed. My skin felt like it was on fire and my eyeballs began to frost over. I panicked when every bit of breath in my lungs was being pulled out by the vacuum of space. I bit down on the ventilator hard. Air rushed into my lungs, but vacated through my nose. Very quickly, I clamped my nose shut with my free hand, letting the lack of gravity keep my ventilator up. 
    

    
      As soon as my lungs were full, I stopped biting down. It was harrowing. FO Atarian said something, probably checking on me. I nodded at her and closed my eyes. I caught a single blurry glimpse of the forward ops propelling themselves out of the 
      Palembre 
      and into space. 
    

    
      Ten agonizing seconds later, my lungs about to burst, the hatch slid closed. The room was blasted with hot, pressurized air that slowly filled the chamber. Gravity returned aggressively. I fell on my ass, the ventilator clattering to the ground and rolling away. FO Atarian landed on her feet with practiced ease. She knelt down beside me.  
    

    
      “Mother of all 
      fucks
      ,” I gasped, clenching my chest with white knuckles. My heart was working overtime, my hands were shaking. I couldn’t catch my breath. I closed my eyes and forced myself to breathe in a steady pattern. 
    

    
      “Are you alright, Dr Loxley?” she asked calmly. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Don’t help me. I got this,” I said in a measured voice. She lifted her hand away. I had to be able to pick myself up. Chairman Ferulis had made it clear that anything less wouldn’t be worth his time. 
    

    
      I took in a few more deep breaths and hauled myself to my feet. 
    

    
      “The first time most of us go through that, we faint,” the operative admitted. “I know I did. You handled it well, doctor.” 
    

    
      “Thanks,” I panted, and meant it. I gave her a wavering smile and stood up straight. “Is there any way for us to watch what’s going on?”
    

    
      She nodded from inside her dark helmet. “ADI, bring up eyes.” 
    

    
      The linguitor beeped in my head, an affirmation that I was connected to audio. I heard breathing and jostling, several crossing frequencies, all speaking codes I didn’t understand. Then the lightbar that usually displayed ADI’s form illuminated like a curtain. It solidified into a single screen. A rotating image of Vindilus, about as cheery as a mugshot, inhabited the top left corner. We were watching his visor. 
    

    
      We tuned in with just enough time to watch the arms master arrange explosive charges on the outside of the 
      Paramour
      ’s hull and retreat behind a relay. He looked down at his forearm and pressed many things I couldn’t read. Then he roared, “CLEAR!”
    

    
      A beat later, the explosives blasted a hole through the hull large enough for four venandi to run through. The shockwave caused Vindilus to fall back on his ass. He grunted. 
    

    
      “Nobody better saw that,” he growled to himself, getting back to his feet. I couldn’t help but smirk.
    

    
      FO Atarian looked over at me for a moment, but I was too engrossed in the mission. The vacuum caused by the blast was 
      ejecting shocked
       crew from the bridge. Two venandi and four hjarna spiraled out into open space. Watching was a strange experience. I knew exactly how they felt, the pain, the icy boiling of the skin… I’d never watched someone die, let alone in a way I was acutely aware of. My focus narrowed. I didn’t feel bad for them. I just felt… the buzz of surviving. It was either me or them in my mind. And if that was the choice? Screw them.
    

    
      After about fifteen seconds, an operative approached the hole carefully. They peered inside, taking stock of what they saw, then lifted their hand in the air and rotated it. I heard a tinny hjarna voice in Vindilus’s ear, “All clear. Preparing to repel.”
    

    
      Two-by-two, the team slid down thick magnetic cables affixed to the floor of the bridge. Vindilus and Atarian were the last. They looked at each other as they spotted the team descending. 
    

    
      “
      Thel. 
      You ready, Thel?” Vindilus asked with a smile in his voice. I realized pretty quickly he was activating their private commlink. Atarian cracked his neck. 
    

    
      “Beauty before brawn, second,” Atarian rumbled. My smirk grew into an unstoppable smile. What bros. 
    

    
      “If you insist!” Vindilus jumped into the hole without the cable. He absorbed the shock of a twenty foot jump like it was nothing and immediately shifted to the side for Atarian to do the same. Once they’d cleared, two operatives withdrew the cables and worked to affix a hatch to the blasthole.
    

    
      Vindilus took stock of the bridge. About eight or nine crew members were caught beneath desks and debris. Their eyes and mouths were open. Dead. 
    

    
      “What happened to them?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Vacuum of space. After thirty seconds or so, no air is left in most species’ lungs and their lungs explode or their tissues boil. Death comes quick after that,” FO Atarian explained evenly. I vaguely remembered reading something like that in one of my many nonfiction binges. 
    

    
      Once the hull was blocked and the bridge re-acclimated, half the team stayed put to override the vessel’s main controls. 
    

    
      Atarian pressed a spot on his helmet while Vindilus watched. The 
      Palembre
       echoed with his words, “Bridge secured.” Then he released what I assumed was an interteam open-channel commlink and caught someone by the bicep. 
    

    
      “Clean up the bodies. Dr Loxley needs to be calm and collected when she walks through here.”
    

    
      The soldier saluted. “Yes, sir.” 
    

    
      Vindilus fell in step beside the commander. As they approached the barricaded doors of the bridge out to the rest of the cruiser, he sniffed. “
      Thel.
       You don’t need to do that. She can handle it,” he said. FO Atarian dropped her head, looking anywhere but at me. 
    

    
      The commander shouldered his firearm and chose a serrated knife holstered on his forearm that looked a lot like the one I’d concealed in my dress the day before. He looked at it, testing his grip as he replied. “I know she can. But I’m not in any hurry to see her carry the same hardened stare as the rest of us.” Before Vindilus could say anything, he switched over to open comms. “Fall in, forward ops!”
    

    
      Much of the next hour was a blur of silence and abrupt violence as the team worked its way towards the center of the ship where a rendezvous had been set up with the other teams. Although Commander Lokurian’s team was addressing a majority of the live fire, there were pockets of resistance around the vessel.
    

    
      Vindilus focused his attention on group targets, deftly switching between firearms and grenades of different persuasions depending on the target. He was so smooth, so calm. Not at all the awkward bag of testosterone I’d sorted inventory with. 
    

    
      I whistled appreciatively. “Wow.”
    

    
      FO Atarian looked up at me. She crouched in her corner, helmet back against the wall. She watched the mission with idle interest.. “What is it?”
    

    
      “I knew Vindilus was good at what he does, but seeing it is just a whole other thing,” I mumbled.
    

    
      “The arms master is the best in the fleet. No one knows weapons like him,” she commented. “Trains most of us.” I looked back at her as she said the last bit. I couldn’t see her face, but I heard the edge of fear in her voice. 
    

    
      “You’re afraid of him?” I questioned, somewhat surprised. 
    

    
      FO Atarian rolled a shoulder uncomfortably. “Let’s just say his background isn’t standard issue. I don’t know how Pom Pom can turn her back with him in the room.” 
    

    
      “I sorted inventory with him for a while. Didn’t strike me as a very serious guy. More like a giant demonic teddy bear.” 
    

    
      “Do some drills with him and see if you still think that.”
    

    
      Not long after we relapsed into silence, it was time to get ready. I checked my hair and face in FO Atarian’s visor discreetly. Everything was still in place. When the hatch opened this time, I was ready. I bit down on the ventilator and held my nose closed. 
    

    
      As we exited the hatch, my stomach plummeted. As far as the eye could see, everything was just empty. There was nothing to gain purchase on as we pushed off from the 
      Palembre
      , no safety wire, nothing. If I let go of the handle on my escort’s waist, I was doomed. I’d die just like those crewmen that had spiraled off into space. Was one of the little glints of starlight I saw in the distance the reflection of the sun off their frozen uniforms? 
    

    
      My body fought viciously to breathe. Blood pumped like lava through my ears. My eyes fogged over as FO Atarian worked to get the hatch in the blasthole open. The soles of her suit were magnetic, holding her to the hull of the 
      Paramour
      . I was free-floating behind her still. No wonder they’d all been able to repel in the vacuum of space. 
    

    
      She ushered me in the hole. My linguitor beeped, and suddenly I could hear her voice. 
    

    
      “Float on in, Dr Loxley. I’ll bring up the rear. Just take hold of the cable there and pull yourself to the floor.” 
    

    
      I nodded, my face red from holding my breath. I felt light headed. I decided in my desperation to unclamp my nostrils. Old air rushed out of my lungs. I quickly clamped my numb fingers over my nose again and bit down on the ventilator. Fresh oxygen flowed in. 
    

    
      My escort used both her hands to angle me downward until the cable was within my reach. I felt about as calm as a gofer in a tornado as I let go of her belt and clutched at the cable.
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      Commander Atarian watched the hatch like a hawk. He was lucky no one could see his face. He was desperate to see Loxley. The only time he’d been able to focus on anything other than flashes of the early morning was during the heat of action and he took it out in ruthless fashion. A sort of cleansing that only violence could enact for a venandi man. Vindilus purposefully kept the majority of the team to the back, split everyone into small teams, and then kept his eyes firmly on group targets so their XO wouldn’t see the vicious knifeplay. 
    

    
      The commander was lucky. His visor wasn’t outfitted with visuals. It was a failsafe for plausible deniability if he were ever called to testify on a mission, but now it acted as a shield for his instincts. A good thing in the short term, if he were able to get himself under control. But he knew that the lack of oversight would cause him to slip further if he didn’t take action to mitigate the impulse to converge with the doctor.
    

    
      Despite the veritable river of blood he’d spilt, he was like a starved shilpakaar in a desert, his glare unyielding, fists clenching and unclenching. Which is exactly why he’d assigned another soldier to helping the doctor down from zero gravity. He had to enforce discipline on himself somehow.
    

    
      But once she was near the ground and the operative reached out, a growl boiled in the commander’s chest. Commander Atarian stepped in before he could even think and relieved the soldier just as she came into range. He reached up with his primal mind, encircling her delicate human wrists in his large gloved talons.  
    

    
      “
      Loxley
      ,” he told his linguitor. It beeped in affirmation. “Welcome aboard, doctor,” he rumbled. 
    

    
      She couldn’t reply for the ventilator in her mouth, so she just nodded. Atarian slid one palm to the small of her back, staring down at her possessively, and righted her. It was thrilling that he could look at her with all the intensity of the impulse, everyone none the wiser.  
    

    
      FO Atarian joined them, sliding down the cable to connect her magnetic soles to the deck. With the blasthole hatch sealed, the bridge re-acclimated quickly and gravity reengaged. 
    

    
      Atarian pulled the doctor in a little more tightly as her feet hit the ground. Thanks to his steadying arm, she kept her balance. He forced himself to pull away with a pained grimace, holding his breath from purring. Open channels meant everyone would be able to hear, even if they couldn’t see his face. He had to restrain himself for when he addressed the whole crew. 
    

    
      Dr Loxley spit out the ventilator with a ragged intake of air. It clattered to the ground at their feet. She panted, taking deep breaths punctuated with full body shudders.
    

    
      Atarian was unable to mask the concern in his voice. “Are you alright, Dr Loxley?”
    

    
      She nodded. “Space is goddamn cold,” she bit out through clacking teeth. “Otherwise, I’m fine. A warning about, you know, having to float through the vacuum of space. That would have been nice.” 
    

    
      Atarian grinned. He shrugged. “Would it have changed your decision to join?”
    

    
      The good doctor huffed and put her hands on her hips. “No. But I might have had ADI print me some long johns.” 
    

    
      The commander leaned in as if that would make his suggestive retort any more scintillating in her ear. “
      Loxley
      . I might have had time to brief you if you’d woken up earlier. But then I guess you didn’t get much sleep last night after all.”
    

    
      As expected, the doctor’s jaw snapped shut. She lifted her chin proudly, refusing, by his estimates, to be flustered. His mandibles rattled appreciatively. 
    

    
      “Commanders Atarian, Lokurian, Xata,” Ferulis’s voice barked onto the open comms. Atarian followed Loxley’s lead and snapped his mandibles shut. 
    

    
      “Xata, Wings Team, reporting,” came a rough woman’s voice. 
    

    
      “Atarian, Crown Team, reporting.” 
    

    
      “Lokurian, Ricochet Team, reporting,” the last said in a chocolatey accent. 
    

    
      “TS Sule has located one thousand, two hundred and fifteen human signatures on board, minus the two on the 
      Palembre
      , and including the doctor,” he gruffed. “All accounted for. Those signatures have been locked into your teams’ visors. Dr Loxley will lead the effort to gather them peaceably. Understood?”
    

    
      Atarian looked down at the woman. She swallowed hard, but responded smoothly. 
    

    
      “Understood, Chairman Ferulis,” she said in a demurely confident clip. She tilted her head sharply, pressing a hand against her ear. 
    

    
      “Your time to shine, Dr Loxley. You’re on open comms,” Ferulis said before cutting out. 
    

    
      A focused spark lit her eyes. She brushed her hand over her mouth and paced in a tight line. She took her time in addressing everyone. Finally, she stood up straight, drew in a breath, and spoke with authority. 
    

    
      “This is Dr Olivia Loxley speaking.” She paused, collecting herself. “All teams are to keep their visors up and dark. No human on board has a linguitor. As a result, it’s imperative that you follow these instructions. 
    

    
      “One female from each team is to address any humans found. They will not be able to understand you, but the higher register of your voice will be less threatening. When you approach, move cautiously and reach out with your palms open. Nod your head slowly up and down to encourage them to approach you. Before making yourselves known, holster your weapons. Humans may try to attack in desperation, likely with found objects and in chaotic fashion. Use restraint in all encounters. If a group of humans does not willingly approach, give Commander Atarian their coordinates and I will coerce them myself.” 
    

    
      She paused again, thoughtful. Atarian recognized the expression in her eyes; she was considering long-term strategies and potential outcomes. 
    

    
      “Humans experiencing trauma and life-threatening situations are prone to hysteria in large groups…Will they be put in some kind of holding?” she asked sideways more quietly, looking up at the commander. Her voice was still heard throughout the teams, echoing in his ear. He nodded and she continued more sternly. “
      When
       you take them to holding, put them in groups of fifty or less. If they’re already in a pair or group, even if the group is larger than fifty, do not break them up. This will cause suspicion and panic. That is all. Thank you for your attention.” 
    

    
      “Xata, Wings Team, understood.”
    

    
      “Lokurian, Ricochet Team, understood.”
    

    
      “Atarian, Crown Team, understood.”
    

    
      With that, everyone slid into action. Commander Atarian motioned Loxley to the door. “Are you ready, doctor?”
    

    
      She nodded, hands still on her hips. She dropped her hands and straightened her uniform. 
    

    
      “Let’s move out then.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      She was a sight to behold. The doctor worked for sixteen hours straight as they cleared the entire cruiser. Atarian couldn’t take his eyes off her. In part, yes, for the gratification of the impulse simmering in him, but also as a matter of pride. He mused again that he had made the right decision when he went against his better morals and acquired her. He had chosen someone worth her weight in palladium and Chairman Ferulis had a front-row seat to witness her mind and courage in action. 
    

    
      Before she could address the small groups they’d rounded up, the doctor had to talk seventy-six humans into following her, into stepping down from self-destructive damage, or out of attacking them. She’d withstood three punches to the face, a few blows with pipes, brooms, and tree branches. She hadn’t let the commander intervene except to carry humans that were unresponsive or too weak to walk themselves. 
    

    
      When two human men had taken her hostage, though, it took every scrap of self-control not to eliminate the threat. She held the commander back with a shake of her head and an outstretched hand. “No! No, no, I’m alright. You two are… Russian? 
      Русский?”
    

    
      One of them hesitated. Then said, “
      …
      Da.”
    

    
      “Здравствуйте. Я Olivia.”
    

    
      “Я Dmitri. Это Mikael,” the one said. Atarian watched with raptor-like focus, but he didn’t reach for his knife or take on a threatening stance. The humans didn’t know he didn’t need to in order to drop them both before they could slide their makeshift knife across the doctor’s throat. He watched with cold anger, memorizing their faces. Even if his prerogative was to protect them now, it wouldn’t always be. 
    

    
      “Здравствуйте, Dmitri. Mikael. Рад встрече,” she said with a wavering smile. Neither of them smiled back. 
    

    
      Atarian’s linguitor beeped. 
    

    
      “What the hell, Thel?” his little cousin asked quietly on their private comms, shifting her weight nervously from foot to foot. “Shouldn’t we move in?”
    

    
      “No,” he replied sternly, as still as a snake and ready to strike. It was all he could manage, beating down his purr, resisting the urge to protect the doctor. His mind knew they were in control. His instincts, however, demanded instant retaliation.
    

    
      “Сожалею… Английский?” Loxley said with a sheepish smile. “That’s all the Russian I know…”
    

    
      The one holding her nodded into her shoulder, then said, “Da. Little.” 
    

    
      “We are here to help. Good. Not bad.”
    

    
      The man’s choke hold on her tightened. Her breath hitched. A little bead of bright red blood shown on her neck. 
    

    
      “How to know?” he said, breathing like a 
      ryhidon
       through his nose. He was panicking. Atarian’s muscles bunched, preparing.
    

    
      “I am from Los Angeles. California? I’m ah, police. Look,” she held up her arms to show him her sleeves. “My color is blue. No chain. No red.” She motioned to the one standing by, to the lock around his neck and the red loincloth covering his phallus. “No chain. No red,” she repeated. 
    

    
      After much convincing, they’d let her ease away. She even got them both to hand over their jagged metal shards. When they left ahead of her, the commander couldn’t help but notice her hands were shaking as she set the metal on a storage shelf. One of the shards clattered to the ground. She jumped, then carefully eased down to pick it up. While his cousin hovered with worry, Atarian left quickly. He couldn’t afford to be in a room alone with her, not after that. 
    

    
      Ten hours into the effort, she addressed the first group of fifty. They were hollow-eyed and huddled together. Some were badly beaten. Some were children, naked and curled into the arms of the older ones who rocked them back and forth and covered their eyes from the scary aliens in black armor. 
    

    
      Before entering the room, Loxley pressed herself against the wall and breathed deep, closing her eyes, stretching her head back. She reached out to grip Atarian’s arm, stopping him in his tracks. A jolt of electricity coursed through him from her touch. 
    

    
      “
      Loxley
      . Willing to take that mediplasma yet, Dr Loxley?” She hadn’t been willing to before it was all done in case they’d needed them for the survivors. But now the swelling from the stray punches was starting to show on her face.  
    

    
      She nodded. “Yeah, I’ll take one. And a nutrient bar, if you’ve got one on you. I haven’t eaten all day.” 
    

    
      The commander obliged. He looked up and down the hall. No humans in sight, all of them in their separate holds. Some of the soldiers, including the other two commanders further down the hallway, had ditched the visors for some fresh air now that the humans were contained. Atarian did the same, holding out the nutrient bar supplied by his suit. 
    

    
      “If I had to breathe my own recycled air for a second longer, I was going to suffocate to death,” he said, trying to lighten the mood. Loxley beamed, eating the bar in big chunks. He held his breath down hard, holding back the sudden impulsive hrum threatening to break out.
    

    
      “Thank you for including me, Commander Atarian,” she said quietly. “And for trusting me with the difficult ones.” 
    

    
      Atarian didn’t respond except to uncap a mediplasma. He held it out to her neck. She craned her throat to the side so he could press it against the inch-long scrape the knife had left behind. The syringeless applicator hissed. Within a few moments, the swelling and cut were gone. Loxley exhaled with relief. 
    

    
      Atarian blinked away as her eyes met his again. He busied himself with putting the spent tube in a pouch on his thigh. If this kept up, he’d lose control and it would be very public, given the circumstances. “Let me know when you’re ready, Dr Loxley.” 
    

    
      He walked off, imagining a steel rod propping up his spine, ensuring he didn’t turn glances back at her. Vindilus stalked towards him with a murderous glare. 
    

    
      “If I have to hear that woman’s voice in my ear one more time today, I can’t promise I’ll stay civil,” he growled, indicating but not looking over his shoulder. Atarian caught Xata’s eye. 
    

    
      “Is she using private comms?” the commander asked quietly with concern. Vindilus shook his head, letting out a breath like a stallion. 
    

    
      “No, thank fuck.”
    

    
      “Alright. Let me know if anything goes down. Go blow off some steam and prepare for Endar. I’ll send Lokurian your way.” 
    

    
      Vindilus looked over Atarian’s shoulder and perked up. “Hey, the doc doin’ good?”
    

    
      Envy and suspicion bubbled up in the commander. He ignored it, knowing better. “Go ask her yourself, AM Calgari.”
    

    
      “If the XO doesn’t give her bars, I’m filing a formal complaint.”
    

    
      “Good luck with that.” They smirked at each other and punched each other’s chest like old friends before going their separate ways.  Atarian made his way towards Lokurian and Xata down the hall. 
    

    
      Both of the commanders looked up at his approach. Lokurian bowed his head. Xata did not. She watched him with the keen eye of a woman as much as a soldier. It put him on edge. 
    

    
      “You look worse for wear, Commander Atarian,” Lokurian teased in that ever-formal rolling accent of his. From one of the oldest colonies in the venandi empire, Baturi, his clan was known for their different customs, language, and beliefs. Not to mention a primal style of hand-to-hand combat that put military training to shame. But his pitch black plates and bright red eyes, though intimidating at first sight, were no match for his boyish sense of humor. Those bloody orbs practically twinkled with amusement. “Not sleeping much since you picked up the doctor?”
    

    
      Atarian shot him a warning glance, but responded with ease, “It has been a tense few sols. Let’s just say I’m looking forward to some solid shut eye once we’re bound for Helion.”
    

    
      While Lokurian shook his mandibles with amusement, Xata cocked a hip, her expression stony and hard. She was a shilpakaar, a beautiful and deadly one. Her lavender skin and head of tentacles that constantly writhed over themselves, the bright mahogany eyes with tiger stripes of gold, all suggested a soft and beautiful demeanor. But as soon as you made eye contact, the gentle expectations shattered. She was hard, unforgiving, and cold. 
    

    
      “Are you fucking her?” she asked plainly. “Because it looks like you can barely keep it in your pants.” 
    

    
      Atarian bristled, but forced himself to calm. He thanked the ancients, yet again, that Vindilus 
      hadn’t
       converged with her. He rolled one shoulder casually. “Why, do you think I should, Xata? Have any advice on taking advantage of your crew?”
    

    
      The shilpakaar elite sneered, crossing her arms. “I might have an appetite for hard muscle, but at least I don’t buy sex slaves. Because that’s what happened, isn’t it?”
    

    
      The two venandi males looked at her in shock. 
    

    
      “Xata, you know Atarian would never do such a thing,” Lokurian admonished. She laughed incredulously, spreading her hands open in a diplomatic gesture laced with acid.  
    

    
      “What! I’m just saying there are only two ways a human got on board the 
      Palembre
       
      before
       the raid, and there are only two reasons he’d need a female beforehand.” Atarian braced himself, willing his mandibles to stay still even as his fists clenched. “One, he bought a sex slave and fucked her. Or two, he abducted one from Earth and fucked her. Either way,” she tsked with a fake pout, “that’s an awfully bad stain on your sterling record, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Atarian squared himself up to her, ready for a fight, adrenaline spiking through his limbs. He rattled threateningly, then stilled, a quirk on his face. “I make the best decision for the mission regardless how it reflects on me, Xata. And no, I didn’t 
      fuck
       her,” he echoed her words, far more harsh coming from his disciplined mouth. “But it won’t do any good explaining myself to you. Selflessness and restraint aren’t in your vocabulary to begin with.” 
    

    
      Xata’s tendrils coiled tightly over themselves with indignation. She stared daggers at Atarian, hand on her weapon holster. 
    

    
      “Calm yourselves, children,” Lokurian said in his most placating rumble. He was not phased by the tension in the slightest, but he wedged himself between them. “Xata, you watch that sinful tongue. And Atarian, I doubt there’s a venandi alive that would blame you. She looks like a Muru. All of them do. It’s… unnerving.” 
    

    
      Atarian nodded. “It’s no wonder trafficking humans was so lucrative. If Endar hadn’t gotten greedy and parked his cruiser in their system, I doubt anyone would have caught on for years.” 
    

    
      Lokurian looked at the floor and shook his head with regret. “Then we can only be thankful for his hungry bank vault, ah? Speaking of trafficking… How 
      did
       you get your hands on the doctor? Did you really…?”
    

    
      “I didn’t buy her, if that’s what you’re implying,” Atarian snarled.
    

    
      “So you picked the doctor up from Earth yourself?” 
    

    
      He nodded only slightly. Lokurian rattled his mandibles appreciatively. Xata scoffed.
    

    
      “A risky bet to make. Do you think it has paid off?”
    

    
      Atarian’s jaw ticked as he fought the urge to look over his shoulder with the other two. He stomped his boot on the ground and crossed his arms, shifting his weight from foot to foot. He nodded with finality. 
    

    
      “You’ve seen her. I’ll let you judge for yourself.”
    

    
      “Sorry to interrupt,” Dr Loxley’s voice came from just behind him then. His spires burned. He shifted to make room for her. She looked up at him. “I’m ready, commander.”
    

    
      “Please! Allow us to introduce ourselves first, ah?” Lokurian cut in. He laughed a deep rich laugh, palms out wide. “It is not every day one gets to meet the first awakened member of a species, after all!” 
    

    
      Loxley, for her part, smiled easily. 
    

    
      “You must be Commander Lokurian.” The rogue bowed his head formally to the side, relishing the heated glare coming from Atarian. Loxley mimed the gesture. 
    

    
      “You are not military, my dear, nor are you on my ship. You must call me Roka. This abysmal excuse for fresh seafood is our dear Commander Siat Xata.”
    

    
      Loxley looked at the shilpakaar, calculating, trying to discern if she knew what she was. She had seen Pom Pom, of course, but not her features. Her eyes landed on the six-fingered gloves. She thrust out her hand confidently. “Apologies, Commander Xata. I don’t know any shilpakaari customs yet. A human one will have to do for now.” 
    

    
      Both Lokurian and Atarian watched Xata expectantly. The woman looked down at the human’s hand, then sneered up at Atarian. “Tell AM Calgari I say hello. Now if you’ll excuse me.” The woman turned on her heel and practically slithered away. 
    

    
      Lokurian put a hand on Atarian’s chest to still him and diffuse the tension. The two men stared off at each other, waging a silent battle. Until Loxley blew out a long breath.
    

    
      “Wow.” 
    

    
      “We know,” both venandi commanders said in unison. 
    

    
      “Mind if we get things rolling?” the doctor asked, nodding back towards the first holding. “We have a lot to do yet.”
    

    
      Atarian nodded down to her. “FO Atarian and I will both accompany you for security. Otherwise, we’ll follow your lead, doctor.”
    

    
      “Alright.” 
    

    
      “And you,” he turned to Lokurian with a venomous  hiss, “are needed by my arms master.” The red-eyed demon nodded in understanding.
    

    
      “Commander Lokurian, it was a pleasure to meet you,” Loxley said politely.
    

    
      “Roka,” the sweet-talking commander corrected immediately with a wink. As if he didn’t know he was about to start a war, the bastard actually purred as he bowed to the doctor. Atarian started forward on one foot, barely stopping himself. He bared his fangs from over her head and vibrated the immediate space they occupied with a threatening bass rumble. 
    

    
      Lokurian’s smile just widened, taking Atarian’s lack of restraint as his amusement. “Please, my dear doctor. You must call me Roka.”
    

    
      She laughed, a glow of happiness sparkling on her skin. “Olivia then. It’s only fair.” 
    

    
      “Go forth and conquer, sweet Olivia. I can tell you are made for this.” He turned to Atarian. “And take good care of our Commander Atarian, ah?” Lokurian straightened and clasped his hands behind his back, bouncing with entertainment on the balls of his feet. “He has not been well taken care of in far too long.”
    

    
      “I’ll do my best,” she agreed in the way of small talk. She shook out her hands and took a few deep breaths before nodding to open the door. 
    

    
      The venandi elite followed after, cousin in tow. They took position on either side of the door, visors up, looking out over the scared group. Loxley walked a few paces forward and cleared her throat, looking at every face lifted up towards her.
    

    
      “Hello, everyone,” she said gently, raising her hand. “Who understands English?” 
    

    
      About half the room raised their hands. 
    

    
      She nodded and licked her lips. “Keep your hands up and look around. Can you translate for your neighbor?”
    

    
      There was a little murmur as people tried to figure out which languages people might know. Atarian marveled at the diverse cacophony, having known there were at least four human languages, but a dozen? Humans were far more diverse and complex than their radio frequencies led the ISU to believe. 
    

    
      Loxley smiled with a sharp nod of approval. “Most of you, good. Alright. Here goes. My name is Olivia Loxley. Until last week, I lived in Los Angeles. I work with the police, and I’m a teacher.” She paused, waiting for the translated whispers to die down. 
    

    
      “I… 
      was
      . A teacher,” she corrected herself. “Like you, I was abducted. Kidnapped. Stolen. Taken.” Each version of the word ground deep into the commander’s linguitor, echoing through his head. He didn’t move, but he did look down in shame. “I was lucky. The man that took me is a good man. He needed help to secure your freedom, and he thought I could help. We were successful. You will be free.”
    

    
      The translations came in an energetic rush. Loxley smiled as the relief rolled through the small crowd. 
    

    
      “We can go home?!” someone sobbed. Loxley’s smile fell. The room went quiet. She shook her head. 
    

    
      “No… I’m sorry. None of us can go home.”
    

    
      She let the news sink in. The crying started fresh. Anguish plagued each harrowed face. Once the group had settled into their grief, she raised her hands to quiet them. 
    

    
      “We can’t go home to the Earth we know, but don’t feel hopeless. A colony has been built for everyone. A village, or town. It’s on a moon called Yaspur. I’ve seen the colony. It’s a tropical paradise. You will be supported. Medicine, food, protection. Your goal is to heal and rebuild.”
    

    
      “We will never see our families again? Eat our own food, hear our own music? How can life be so cruel?” an older woman said. Loxley nodded. 
    

    
      “I know. I’m devastated too.” Silence overcame the room. A tear fell from Loxley’s eye. She brushed it away and stood up straight. “If you were stolen on Earth, would anyone have cared? Other than your families… would you have been found if you were trafficked?” No one answered, their big prey eyes dead and dull. Loxley shook her head. 
    

    
      “Let’s be honest. If this had happened on Earth, we would have become invisible. These people,” she gestured back to the commander and forward op, “cared enough to risk their lives for us.”
    

    
      Atarian looked up at Loxley’s genuine passion. She smiled at him and his heart bloomed with heat. She sat down on the ground and motioned for the rest of the humans to join her. She looked back at the Atarians guarding the door. Slowly, they realized she was telling them to sit as well. Reluctantly, they both did. Some of the tension dissipated immediately. 
    

    
      “I will try to answer questions for the next fifteen minutes,” she said. “Then I will need to speak to the next group.” 
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      Vindilus took a deep breath, staring at the reinforced blast hatch looming in front of him, a black titanium tribute to the power of creds. It was a bittersweet reminder that even if he fought the good fight, the underbelly was a disease that would always persist, chronic and embedded. 
    

    
      Still, being faced with old demons was better than the commander-witch barking orders over general comms. As soon as he’d seen her sinewy armor from down the hall, he’d become jittery. She was hell incarnate with blasters for fists, and he never wanted to see her again. 
    

    
      “Fancy meeting you here,” a familiar sickly sweet accent bobbed through the air behind him. His jaw ticked. He nodded his head stiffly in the swooping angle of formality. 
    

    
      “Lokurian.”
    

    
      “Still haven’t forgiven me, friend? You shouldn’t hold onto that, ah? Bad for your heart.”
    

    
      Vin glowered. He didn’t want the Baturian anywhere near him, much less working beside him. “Let’s just get this over with.” 
    

    
      Lokurian caught him by the shoulder as his FOs started the work of melting the door open. They faced each other, molten sparks illuminating one side of their vision. 
    

    
      Although Vin was a head taller and clenched his fists, he knew better than to pick a fight. Xata got his dick tied in knots, which put him in an understandably foul mood. But looking at the easy grin smeared across Lokurian’s stupid fucking face…
    

    
      “You can’t go in there hot, arms master.”
    

    
      “Endar deserves to be a punching bag.”
    

    
      “You’ve got no argument from me,” Lokurian laughed, raising his hands in surrender, “but it won’t look good if he shows up with a swollen face for his trial, ah?”
    

    
      “Oh, I don’t need to ruin his pretty face.”
    

    
      “I’m well aware.” 
    

    
      Vin sighed, brushing his spires. His mandibles rattled like a snake’s tail as he looked away. 
    

    
      “Did Xata…”
    

    
      “No,” he snapped, eyes blazing. Lokurian raised his brow plates. 
    

    
      “You are still impulsive then.” 
    

    
      Vin rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. He didn’t want to admit it, but he felt all the same things he had on Imbatu. The aggression, the lust, the impatience. All his carefully mended rips were starting to unravel again. The thread was rotten to begin with. Running away never did much for anyone but make them blind. And today, he had been blindsided. 
    

    
      Lokurian sighed, his easy-going facade dropping. “You should report her to Ferulis, Calgari,” he confided. 
    

    
      “She didn’t do anything I didn’t consent to,” Vin rumbled. His spires were starting to feel hot. This was a conversation he was not prepared to have. “I got had, Lokurian. That’s all.”
    

    
      “And it cost lives, did it not? Precious ones.” 
    

    
      “Timber!” bellowed one of the FOs. Vindilus and Lokurian broke eye contact and stepped aside as the titanium slab fell with an ear splitting 
      tang
       to the floor, smoking and hissing from the torches. The FOs disappeared in formation through the smoke. There was light gunfire while the two waited, flashes of laser light blipping in and out of existence. 
    

    
      “I’ll just tell you once, commander,” Vindilus said, unclasping his armored gloves and magnetizing them to his belt. “Stay outta my fuckin’ business. I got a respectable job, a kid to take care of, humans to liberate, and I don’t need the bullshit of one seriously fucked bitch from my past screwing it up. You dig?”
    

    
      Lokurian gave him a respectful nod. “I do.” 
    

    
      “Clear!” came the all-go from inside. There was rustling, some sort of struggle, but the live fire had stopped. 
    

    
      Vindilus didn’t return the nod this time. Instead, he stalked into the smoke, a fire in his eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      Burdam Endar was auspiciously slumped on the floor in a bloody pile when Vindilus found him. Two FOs stood guard while the tyrant’s mercs were dragged dead or bleeding into a nearby room of his private quarters. Lokurian held back, helm on, visor up. None of his men were taking the risk. Vin was the only one that had to.
    

    
      This place was beyond fancy. If Vin were in a better mood, he’d have whistled as he strolled through the regal pillars carved from smuggled quartz off Aescipoli and gilded with the iridescent obsidian of 
      Huajile’s
       most dangerous volcanoes. If he were still in the smuggling business, Vindilus would kiss the ring and beg for work. 
    

    
      But that was behind him. He looked down at the robust hjarna with disgust, his nose wrinkling as a sickly musk perfume entrenched itself in his nostrils. 
    

    
      “You don’t look like a military man,” Endar wheezed, holding up a shaking hand. He managed to sneer with a greedy glint in his eyes. 
    

    
      “I’m not,” Vin clipped, pulling up his tab.
    

    
      “Perhaps I can bring you back to the side of free enterprise and liberty.”
    

    
      “Fat chance,” he snorted. 
    

    
      “Come, everyone has a price,” Endar hissed agreeably. 
    

    
      “Yeah, my price isn’t a trove of creds.” He set his tab’s camera to forward-facing and scanned Endar - a clean shot to the shoulder. He was losing enough blood that he’d die within a few hours. Vindilus tsked, then pulled out a mediplasma as he crouched down. He met the crazed mogul’s eyes for the first time and shook the aerosol syringe tantalizingly. “Looks like you’re gonna kick it in a few hours if you don’t get some meds in you. So why don’t I name 
      my
       price?” 
    

    
      Endar, alarmed, looked at the syringe hungrily. He nodded.
    

    
      Vin tapped his temple. “Your crew burned your client list in the
       Paramour
      ’s database, but I know you got it backed up on local memory. Give me the list, and I’ll give you the meds.” 
    

    
      Endar scoffed. “Please, I may be well-oiled and pampered, but you don’t get to be me if you’re a pushover. You should know this, Vindilus.”
    

    
      Vin’s heart jumped into his throat, but he kept the surprise from his eyes. 
    

    
      “See, here’s the thing, 
      Burdam
      ,” he emphasized using the man’s first name, “I just know it’s easier if you are a pushover. Less paperwork, better sleep. So even if I don’t get the answer I want very often, at least I tried.” 
    

    
      Vin collapsed his tab and opened a panel on his other forearm. He withdrew a long black needle and trapped it between his teeth. When Endar caught his eye, he waggled his brow plates, reaching around to a pouch on the back of his belt. He unclipped it and set it on the floor. It was a leather roll that clunked open under his fingers. Within, a variety of gleaming instruments. 
    

    
      “Sho,” he began through clenched teeth. He withdrew the needle from his mouth carefully and licked his fangs. “It’s pretty simple. Two options at any point. You give me the list, the pain stops. You don’t give me the list, the pain continues. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Those are Dead Man’s Needles. Not very standard issue of you, eh, privateer?” the hjarna asked, a sweat breaking out on his forehead. Vin smiled joylessly. He was finding ways to use his past until the arms master would give in and ask how he knew. A cheap move. It made no difference to him. 
    

    
      “We’ll take that as understanding then.” He picked up a coin-sized chip with two prongs from his leather pouch and jammed it into 
      Endar’s
       overflowing gut. The hjarna seized up and screamed. The thing blinked blue, blue, then white. Endar slumped and drooled. 
    

    
      “Here, we’ll just,” he leaned forward and picked up Endar’s face, angling it towards his hands, “make sure you can see the show. Oh, and don’t worry, your mouth will start working again here shortly.”
    

    
      Endar gurgled as Vin took his Dead Man’s Needle and slid it carefully into the nail bed of 
      Endar’s
       right hand. The hjarna’s eyes bulged and he moaned in desperate pain. 
    

    
      The needle slid right in, lifting the nail and filling the cavity with blood. It surfed just under the pasty flesh down the first and second knuckle of the finger, rendering it unbendable. Vin held back on cracking open the pod of poison at the thick end of the needle. Instead, he let it sit there, as innocuous as a splinter. 
    

    
      “I noticed your pillars have Huajile gilding,” Vin sniffed, wasting time until the babbling bag of shit could talk again. “There’s this real nice bar near the 
      Volcage
      .” He snapped his fingers, trying to think of the name. “It was ah… Oh, right, The Conrad. The best fuckin’ drinks.” Vin used the edge of 
      Endar’s
       silk robes to wipe the drool off the hjarna’s bulbous face. His tongue was starting to move again. “Yeah, 
      guy
       named Frank Conrad. His voice was the first the ISU heard from Earth. They play some of that old music at the bar sometimes, these old ‘electro records’ of a kind of music humans call ‘jazz’.”
    

    
      “
      Whuzzits
       
      dovthme
      .”
    

    
      Vin grunted. Needed to wait a few more minutes. “All along the walls are these pictures of human celebrities, right? Autographed, real ancient shit. But there were a couple that really stood out to me, you know?” He rocked on his heels, hands hanging off his knees comfortably. “A few of the photos had humans sitting with hjarna in the bar. Smiling, laughing, wearing skimpy dresses, showing off their tits. I always thought it was fake, just for atmosphere. But then, when we were working our way through your men, I realized something. Those humans were wearing the same slave dresses as the humans on your ship.” 
    

    
      He let that hang between them. 
      Endar’s
       lips started to quiver. He was close to being able to speak. Vin’s mandibles rattled. 
    

    
      “So you see, I gotta make up for all those creds I spent there.”
    

    
      Endar babbled a laugh. “Y’mean,” he breathed painfully, “
      b’cuzze
       slave bitch.”
    

    
      Vin raised a hand to his tympanum. “What was that? You need to enunciate if we’re going to get anywhere.”
    

    
      “‘At slave bitch,” Endar bit out, spewing saliva across his front. “An’ comman’er.”
    

    
      Lokurian’s voice invaded Vin’s ear. “Looks like the 
      urunduli
      ’s out of the bag.” 
    

    
      “Atari’n,” Endar guffawed painfully. “Atarian. Ah, there’s no other covert that could sneak by us. Mmhmm. Hmm,” he chuckled. “Mus’ be… Thelonius, hmm? The heir apparen’tah~! Chromatussssss~!”
    

    
      “Bad news,” Lokurian said into his linguitor as Endar howled with maniacal laughter. “He’s had time bolted in here, comms up. Sule and Pau couldn’t bust the firewall.”
    

    
      Vin clenched his jaw. No, that was definitely not good. No one should know any of that information. But really, what good would it do for Endar now? It was time this was done with. Get the list. Make sure the fucker doesn’t die. Get out. Vin grabbed the end of the Dead Man’s Needle and twisted it with relish as he cracked open the fragile glass vial within the bulging head. Black decay immediately splintered out from the bulbous bastard’s largest knuckle. 
    

    
      “Enough of the chit chat, now. Your mouth has one job: to give me that list.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      At the end of an adrenaline-pumping, grueling twenty-hour raid, I shuffled back into the 
      Palembre
       on sore feet. It had been moored in the docking bay along with the other two vessels. I was grateful for that, even if I had to walk nearly a mile to the other end of the ship. I didn’t think I was capable of surviving the vacuum of space again. 
    

    
      I was drained, my throat raw and hoarse, but on pins and needles. Had I done enough? Would the humans rise up and rebel in the next week? I’d have to spend a lot of time with them. I’d need to acclimate them to their - 
      our
       - new reality. There was so much to do and not enough time to do it. 
    

    
      Maybe I could rely on Naitee and Rambir to help. I perked up slightly at that thought. I would need to speak with them. My eyelids drooped, weighed down by ten-pound weights. 
      After
       I slept. 
    

    
      “Loxley!” the chairman barked. I snapped awake, standing straight, blinking to make my eyes alert. Ferulis met us in the bough of the ship. He looked me up and down. 
    

    
      “Chairman Ferulis,” I greeted with a sideways dip of my head. The other soldiers around me saluted and stood at attention. He waved them off, squinting at me. 
    

    
      “You’ll do,” he said curtly. “Good work today. But remember, I’ll be watching.” He pressed a finger against my sternum, turned heel, and left. 
    

    
      A cheer broke out along the ramp. Everyone hooted and hollered, patted my shoulders, punched my chest with excitement. I beamed like a megawatt bulb, laughing and punching back. 
    

    
      FO Atarian threw off her helmet for the first time since she’d been assigned to me. She was dainty for a venandi with spires shorter and thinner than the commander’s but in the same configuration. Her skin was dusty teal, her eyes green. Her mandibles flared wide in a smile and she shoved my arm. 
    

    
      “Welcome to the team, Dr Loxley!”
    

    
      I was swept up in the rushing tide of soldiers before I could respond. 
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      The next week was a blur of intense activity as we made our way to 
      Yaspur
      . 
    

    
      The other humans were organized into language groups. All in all, sixteen languages were spoken across the twelve hundred. I learned the basic greetings in each by going over flashcards, for lack of a better word, with ADI the evening after the raid. Before we left the range of Earth, I had her download the three other major languages everyone seemed familiar with: Hindi, Russian, and Chinese. She was able to grab some Korean, Swahili, Arabic, Italian, and German. Her dictionary wasn’t complete, but it was good enough. 
    

    
      At least, I hoped so. My first order of business was making sure each human was outfitted with a linguitor and printed up some appropriate clothing. 
    

    
      The clothing was quick. The 
      Paramour
       was state of the art. There was a printer bay in each suite and its onboard AI, though not as lively as ADI, had a hundred or so human patterns uploaded. The 
      Palembre
      , much to my pleasure, copied them all. For the most part, they weren’t loin cloths. I considered that a win for my wardrobe. 
    

    
      Convincing the refugees to get a linguitor took most of my time. I would show each person mine and describe the experience. I didn’t mince words when I said it was painful. I showed them the same holographic diagram that ADI had shown me. Of the first hundred or so people I spoke to, half refused outright. The others wanted more information. I devised a plan. 
    

    
      I 
      asked for FO
       Atarian, whose name was Decima I’d come to learn over lunches in the mess, and Pom Pom to come with me on the third day of the journey. The humans gathered in one of the 
      Paramou
      r’s larger paradises, a garden full of exotic spicy flowers which glowed and sparked when brushed by a stray elbow. I chose this one, not only because I loved the flowers, but for its central platform. Pom Pom and Decima stood in their suits and full visors, unarmed, on the platform with me. 
    

    
      “Hi everyone. Thank you for meeting me here,” I said, my linguitor amplified by the ship’s AI. I waited for the mumbles to quiet down, then gestured behind me. “I’ve brought guests today. This is Forward Operative Decima Atarian. She came with me when we first met.” She bowed her helmeted head. “She’s also one of the soldiers that helped liberate the 
      Paramour
      . And this,” I gestured to Pom Pom. She padded up to me and waved, “is Pom Pom. She wears a visor because her health can’t sustain her in this atmosphere. She’s a shilpakaari child. The 
      Palembre
       adopted her when no one else could. The three of us are friends because we can communicate with our linguitors. Everyone uses them from the time they start school. They are what make such a diverse galaxy so unified. And they will unify 
      us
       as well. I have ensured some major human languages are available.” 
    

    
      I held up five static-free clear envelopes. Within, five linguitors lay waiting. “I’ve brought these in the hopes that a few brave people would be the first to have them. I think it’s time to take control of your voice. Would anyone like to volunteer?”
    

    
      Silence. I pulled my hand back down, waiting. They already knew how they worked, and that it was painful. Anyone would be hesitant.
    

    
      “I will,” a familiar Indian voice called out. I smiled at Naitee as she stepped forward. She smiled back. Rambir was tucked under her arm. He smiled too and nodded his head. 
    

    
      I handed each of them a clear envelope and pulled them up on the platform with us. 
    

    
      “It will be painful,” I said gently, even though everyone could hear. “It shouldn’t be as bad as mine, because the languages are already installed. You will feel these needles,” I pointed them out, “extend into your head and neck. Then it will hurt for a little while. Your ear might bleed too. Are you still okay?”
    

    
      Naitee nodded nervously. “Yes. I trust.” 
    

    
      I gave them both an encouraging smile. “Both of you at the same time. I’ll show you where.”
    

    
      They took it like champs, and the ordeal was done far more smoothly than mine. Although their grimaces and a little trickle of blood behind their ears belied some serious discomfort, neither cried out or doubled over like I had. 
    

    
      After they had settled, they blinked at me. I grinned. “Try speaking to me in Hindi.” 
    

    
      They both gasped. “You are speaking Hindi!” Rambir shouted, jumping up and down. I laughed. 
    

    
      “No, 
      you’re
       speaking English! At least for me. Would you like to say hi to Pom Pom?” 
    

    
      I looked at the unflappable little girl. She sauntered up next to me and waved a six-fingered hand at Rambir. 
    

    
      “Hi, I’m Pom Pom. What’s your name?”
    

    
      “I-I’m Rambir. This is my sister Naitee. Are you an alien? You have two thumbs.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom wriggled all her fingers on both hands. “Actually, I have four. And yeah, I guess so. But you’re an alien too, you know?” 
    

    
      Rambir smiled. 
    

    
      The day went by slowly as people agreed to have linguitors installed. After the first ten or so, the anxiety began to lift. I had Decima retrieve the other boxes and make a line while Pom Pom interacted with people and answered questions in her unflappable child-like way. By the end of the day, half the humans had them and were excitedly chattering about the novelty of it. 
    

    
      It was around the end that a sweet older woman, dabbing at the blood behind her ear, turned to me. She was Italian with big permed curls and faded purple hair. She had crow’s feet that conveyed a life full of happiness before her abduction. Her chocolatey eyes sparkled. 
    

    
      “Excuse, Miss, I’ve never gotten your name.” 
    

    
      “Oh! Sorry, I’m Olivia Loxley. It’s a pleasure to meet you...”
    

    
      “Marcella.” We shook hands cordially. Her eyes darted to Decima nervously. 
    

    
      “We… we haven’t seen anyone’s face but yours… Are there other humans like you?”
    

    
      “Not that I know of.” 
    

    
      “And where are you staying? I haven’t seen you on the 
      Paramour
      .”
    

    
      “I have quarters on the 
      Palembre
      .”
    

    
      “So you stay with the aliens?” She seemed surprised.
    

    
      “Yes, I do,” I said confidently, “They’re people, just like us. I don’t expect everyone to believe that, considering what you’ve been through. They don’t expect it either.” 
    

    
      “They… they don’t, you know…” she said quietly.
    

    
      I shook my head and put a calming hand on Marcella’s arm. I motioned back to Decima and Pom Pom. The shilpakaar was making a lot of small talk, especially with the other kids. The forward op was keeping out of the way, handing out linguitors as people approached for them. She didn’t speak though. 
    

    
      “Pom Pom eats breakfast with me almost every morning. Then she goes off to help the arms master with inventory and cleaning armor. He’s like her adoptive father. And Decima and I have been eating lunch and dinner together. Her cousin is the commander and she looks up to him a lot. She likes dancing and has eight siblings. She’s the youngest.”
    

    
      “Could I ask her some questions? She hasn’t spoken.”
    

    
      “Of course. Decima?” I caught her attention and asked her to join Marcella and me in a shady corner of the gardens. She 
      loped
       over. 
    

    
      “Dr Loxley,” she said with a little dip of her head. 
    

    
      “This is Marcella. She wanted to ask you some things.” 
    

    
      I sat down and left them to it. 
    

    
      Decima hesitated, then took a seat about five feet away. She turned to the elderly woman and her disembodied voice asked, “What can I do for you, Marcella?” 
    

    
      The Italian grandmother’s breath hitched. She patted her ample chest soothingly. 
    

    
      “My goodness. Your Italian is perfect.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” The forward op knew it was just the linguitor doing its work. I was impressed she knew not to deflect the complement, given the situation. By saying just a simple ‘thank you’, she came off as more human-like than if she’d deflected. 
    

    
      Marcella looked between us, then pursed her lips, gathering her fortitude. “I would like for you to remove your helmet. I would like to see your face.”
    

    
      Decima looked at me. I nodded, suddenly nervous. She pressed the release and the visor retracted. The helmet hissed, then clicked. She rotated the ring around the neck and lifted it carefully over her spires. 
    

    
      Marcella’s eyes were wide and fearful. She grabbed her shirt with white knuckles. Decima’s gaze fell to her knees. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry for what you’re going through,” she said quietly.
    

    
      Marcella crossed herself, likely a Catholic, and sent a murmured prayer into the ceiling of the garden. “I thought I was strong enough to look at one of you now that we are safe. I’m sorry. I… Why did they do this to us?” 
    

    
      Decima shook her head. I was proud of her. She dampened any clicks and mandible movements from her responses. “They were sick men that thought they owned the galaxy. The 
      Palembre
       is escorting the linchpin to the capital. He will be executed for his crimes and the rest will go to trial. I wish I could give you better answers, Marcella. But I don’t understand their brand of cruelty. None of us on this crew do. Whether or not we are the same species.”
    

    
      Marcella wiped watery tears from her crinkled cheeks and nodded. “Yes, I know. I do, I know that. We just all have difficulty trusting you right now. Can I ask you one other thing?”
    

    
      Decima nodded. 
    

    
      “I’m the youngest of six. What is the most annoying thing your siblings do?” 
    

    
      “Remind me I’m the youngest,” the young Atarian said immediately. “And bring up all the memories of me being a dumb baby that they remember but I don’t. Oh, and when they call me ‘baby’ in front of my CO at family reunions! I hate that.” 
    

    
      “Your CO?”
    

    
      “The commander. He’s my cousin,” she explained. “Sometimes I feel like he goes easy on me because I’m his baby cousin. It’s frustrating. I have some family shots, if you want to see them…?”
    

    
      Marcella nodded, scooting closer. I took up Decima’s other side. “Do you have pictures of the commander out of uniform?” I asked immediately, hungry for a glimpse into his life. Decima gave me a saucy look. 
    

    
      “Maybe. Why you so curious, Libby?” she asked with the barest teasing tone, all sense of formality abandoned. My face heated. 
    

    
      “Just am,” I said off the cuff, studiously looking at the translucent tab retracting from her forearm. Decima huffed with amusement and pulled up a folder of folders I couldn’t read. She skimmed through them. 
    

    
      “Hmm, ah. This is the clan reunion last orbit. We were both there.” She filtered the photos to show her favorites and wriggled to get comfortable on the bench. Pulling the first one up, Marcella made a little noise of curiosity. 
    

    
      It was a group of venandi, most in the greenish grey range with piercing green eyes. Two of the eight gathered had a blue tinge to their spires and limbs. Decima stood in the center, several inches shorter than the five men and two women towering above her. All of them held a drink high in their hand, their mandibles splayed wide in big smiles. Her plates were the most vibrant of the bunch.
    

    
      “These are my siblings. I’m the shortest by far,” she snorted unhappily. “And Thel… let’s see…”
    

    
      She cycled through several photos, finally stopping on one of her and the commander posing in front of an ornate stone wall overlooking the most gorgeous mountains I’d ever seen. Huge tracts of crystal sliced through the layers of rock, catching the glow of the late afternoon sun. 
    

    
      But I 
      focused in on
       the commander. He was smiling in a restrained way, his arm around Decima’s shoulder. He looked more proud than relaxed. And he was wearing...
    

    
      “What is he wearing?” Marcella asked. 
    

    
      “It’s a festival thing,” Decima said awkwardly with a huff of embarrassment. My eyes scanned his bare chest and leather skirt, the paint across his face and chest, and the gold caps adorning his spires. “At clan reunions, the deviated men perform a sort of rite for the elders to prove they’re searching for their 
      vira
       with fervor. It’s… a very old tradition.”
    

    
      “Deviated…?” Marcella asked. Decima just nodded, continuing on through her photos. 
    

    
      “Deviated for humans means law-breaking or rebelling. When it comes to people anyway,” I offered. “It must mean something different for venandi though?”
    

    
      She blinked up at us. “Oh! Yes, it just means they haven’t found their… wife isn’t quite the right word… mate, I guess.”
    

    
      Decima gave me a look and left it at that, leaving my burning curiosity to crackle. I was tempted to make her continue, but professionalism got in the way. Marcella was there, and this was about her, not some ridiculous infatuation on my part. 
    

    
      Decima swiped to the third, a photo of her lounging in the sun holding a water gun in her hands absolutely soaked. Two venandi children giggled and dodged her shots. 
    

    
      “And these little devils are my niece and nephew. They snuck up on me, the brats! Apparently my brother Krav, the 
      cool
       uncle, has been teaching them how to camouflage themselves in bushes for a surprise attack.”
    

    
      “Oh my,” Marcella laughed, holding up Decima’s forearm so she could get a better look. I craned my neck to look at them as well.
    

    
      “They’re… wow. Beautiful. Really,” I awed at the young children. I hadn’t had time to think about kids. Pom Pom hardly counted. She was wise beyond her years, living and working on a covert vessel. But these children were carefree. Their childhoods hadn’t been tempered with hardship and responsibility. 
    

    
      I smiled imagining what little gremlins they must be. Their mandibles and spires were short and rounded, not at all severe like the adults. Their plates were very vibrant, lighter, almost turquoise. And their eyes were big and full of wonder. 
    

    
      “Mmmmhm. And they know they’re cute too,” Decima warned, swiping to the next. 
    

    
      Marcella gave a hopeful little laugh. “Maybe we aren’t so different after all.”
    

    
      Decima nodded and leaned in. “Bad men are bad everywhere, grandmother. Which means good people are good everywhere too.” She gave Marcella a smooth smile, her bright green eyes twinkling as she stood, helmet under one arm. “And we both know younger siblings are always the angels of the family.” 
    

    
      Decima held her hand out, palm up to help Marcella to her feet. The old woman looked at her three fingers, noticed the varnish on her talons, and decided to take the venandi’s hand. They stood for a moment, smiling at each other. 
    

    
      “Thank you, Decima. And thank you, Miss Olivia. For the first time, I have hope.”
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      Marcella must have held some sway in the burgeoning community. Or perhaps the ease with which people were conversing and growing closer had an effect. Either way, most of the rest of the humans agreed to have linguitors implanted the next day. Only about twenty held out. I let them know I was available to them and would leave enough linguitors with them on Yaspur if they ever changed their minds. 
    

    
      Decima took me aside, eyeing the twenty warily, voicing her concerns that they could be a problem. I wasn’t too worried about it as a sign of uprising. Where humans were concerned, we always caved for convenience’s sake.
    

    
      My next major task was to reintroduce the venandi and hjarna to the humans. I was sure I was rushing it, but we only had a little time left. The shilpakaari were not a high priority for me. The other colony on Yaspur could introduce and prove itself. But the hjarna and venandi had been instrumental in the capture and abuse of these people. Over my brief stay on the 
      Palembre
      , I’d grown fond of my crewmates, of the commander. Sule, Vindilus, Pom Pom, Veel. I hadn’t met anyone that was any less than 
      human
      . That is to say, flawed but trying their best. I hoped the other humans could remember their rescuers as people, not as the same monsters that took them. 
    

    
      I contemplated this while I sat in my quarters, brushing my hair. Naitee and Rambir had left to join the others the day before. Which meant I finally had somewhere to sleep again. Until last night, I’d been stealing naps in the gardens on the 
      Paramour
      , or in the net at the back of the armory. There was no way I’d ask Atarian to let me crash on his couch again, not after…
    

    
      I cleared my throat and started humming to distract myself. A little jazzy tune, just something rambling and endless. 
    

    
      “Dr Loxley-”
    

    
      I gasped and spun to my feet, hair over one shoulder, in my shirt and panties and socks. I looked up at Commander Atarian standing in my door, holding a box in his hand. He blinked down at my legs, then snapped his attention back to my eyes. He took a step back. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry!” I bumbled. “I didn’t hear you ring.” 
    

    
      “What were you doing?” he asked, looking at the brush in my hand. I blinked down at it. 
    

    
      “Oh… I was brushing my hair.” I illustrated the motion. 
    

    
      “Brushing your mane generates sound?”
    

    
      “Humming...?” I hesitated. “No, that’s singing with my mouth closed. Humans do it to comfort each other, pass the time, distract themselves...”
    

    
      “Hrumming…?” Atarian stared at me, mandibles wide and indecisive. “It… sounds like a purr with a melody,” he described slowly, testing the metaphor. I nodded. 
    

    
      “That’s a good way to describe it.”
    

    
      He clamped his mandibles shut and cleared his throat, looking down at the box in his hand. 
    

    
      “I’ve come on official business. Chairman Ferulis has approved the production of your bars and nameplate.” He held the box out to the fullest extent of his arm, still standing in the hallway. I smiled and reached for them. “Congratulations, SO Loxley.” 
    

    
      “SO?” I asked, flipping open the box. Two gleaming pairs of chrome pennants shined up at me. I picked one up.
    

    
      “Special Operative. You don’t fit in the usual roles of an FOV crew, so you’ve suffered a rather substantial promotion. Might have something to do with your being the first awoken human too.” I raised a teasing brow at him. “But I wouldn’t look a gift horse from Ferulis in the mouth. No gift from him comes without teeth. He’ll call on you to pay him back eventually.”
    

    
      I smiled brightly at the commander and set the bars on the small table by the door. Then I turned to the closet bay where my only uniform hung. It was in rather slumpy shape. 
    

    
      “Could you show me where to put them?” I asked breathlessly, pulling the pieces out. 
    

    
      He grinned then, hands behind his back, still in the hallway. “You’ll need a fresh uniform too. ADI,” he summoned. 
    

    
      Bing
      . The printer bay opened on a dark red uniform. It resembled Vindilus and Dr Veel’s in color. I picked it up, still warm, with confusion. 
    

    
      “SO is of a commanding rank, Dr Loxley. You’ll be outfitted just like my chief officers.”
    

    
      My heart sank. I ran my fingers over the delicate mail. “I haven’t done enough to deserve this yet.”
    

    
      “You insured the success of one of the galaxy’s largest raids, and are orchestrating the mission’s completion. As far as first impressions go, you’ve knocked it out of the park.”
    

    
      “Other members of your crew have worked for years to achieve this. I was acquired for one highly-specialized mission. Won’t they be resentful?”
    

    
      “Kidnapped,” Atarian corrected. I met his intense gaze wordlessly, then gave him the ghost of a smile. He was right, but I didn’t think of it like that anymore. I’d been forced to give up a lot for this chance, and it was the adventure of a thousand lifetimes. I wasn’t going to squander it with semantics. 
    

    
      “You represent a new age, Dr Loxley. The first awoken human. Thanks to you, we’re all going down in history. So no, they won’t be resentful because you’ve achieved rank in record time,” he said with gentle amusement. I raised my brow with a little nod. He was probably right. 
    

    
      I slipped into the uniform while he stood there. He was quiet, neither entering nor leaving, just waiting. He didn’t turn away while I dressed, electing to watch me. I found it thrilling, my stomach tightening with nerves. 
    

    
      “Do you… hum… to anyone else?” he asked while I slipped into the trousers. I stood up, working on the closures. 
    

    
      “No, just myself. I would hum for a child in distress though,” I said as an afterthought. This felt like a loaded question. “Why?”
    

    
      He cleared his throat. “It is a sexual sound for the venandi.” 
    

    
      I slipped my arms into the sleeves of the jacket, lifting my hair out of the standing collar. “I”ve heard you purr a few times. Is that the sound?”
    

    
      His mandibles rattled. “One of them, yes. I’ve heard you moan in your throat. Is that the sound for humans?”
    

    
      “One of them, yes,” I parroted breathlessly. We stared at each other, waiting for the other to break the silence. My ribcage was wound up as tight as a spring. I licked my lips, gathering courage. His gaze immediately shifted to my mouth. 
    

    
      I wasn’t prepared for this. I wasn’t expecting him to be here, to be so bold. It wasn’t his alienness that put me on guard but his height, his rank, his sheer physical 
      power
      . What would I be getting myself into if I continued down this treacherous path? I felt the strands of control slipping from my fingers with every breath. 
    

    
      I was at the precarious place between tipsy and drunk, only on lust, not alcohol. We’d murmured suggestive things to each other in public spaces, but in private? Never. Not even during his lessons. And now I wanted him to set me on my little counter, rip off my uniform, and plunge deep between my thighs. I wanted that next glass of wine so badly that my throat was dry and the commander was looking like a gift from Bacchus. 
    

    
      But I found myself petrified, on the precipice of doubt. I needed to be smart. If I pursued what I was angling for, would that hurt my chances of staying on board? It would screw me over on Earth, at least in the long run. 
    

    
      And something told me that Ferulis wouldn’t be amenable to the idea of sleeping with my commanding officer either. Nor would the crew. Perhaps I was wrong, but either way, I didn’t want to spoil the friendships I had here or be left in the colony because I couldn’t keep it in my pants. 
    

    
      I abruptly held up the small box with shiny pins in it like it was a shield between our bodies. “Could you show me where to put them?”
    

    
      Atarian waged an internal battle, swaying indecisively. He looked at the threshold of the room, and cautiously eased inside. The door hissed shut behind him, plunging us into thicker silence. He felt tall and powerful in general, but in my little quarters he was overwhelming. I had no doubt he’d killed people. Many people, and without remorse. I stood up straight as he pulled out the first pennant, my heart thudding hard, a bird desperately trying to escape its cage. 
    

    
      Atarian held up a small pin to the standing collar of my uniform and gently slid one talon between the collar and my throat to press the pennant in place. My heartrate spiked. He inhaled deeply, taking his time.
    

    
      “Have you been sleeping well?” he murmured. His chest rumbled when he spoke. I craned my neck up so he could slip his talon to the other side of my throat and repeat. 
    

    
      “Not so much.” 
    

    
      “You haven’t come to sleep on my couch.” He pressed the second pennant into the collar and held it in place. 
    

    
      “I was under the impression that I’d invaded your personal space.” I caught his intense blacklight stare and lost my breath. I guppied for air, looking to prolong the delicious tension between us despite my best efforts to the contrary. “Have you slept well?”
    

    
      His hand fell from my neck. He broke eye contact first. “Not so much,” he echoed. 
    

    
      “Why’s that?”
    

    
      “I keep waking up expecting someone to be asleep on my couch.”
    

    
      He reached for the next pennant, a much larger one, and pressed it into my shoulder. I swallowed audibly, watching his eyes. He was guarded but taking more time than he needed to. The little bird in my chest was now trying to claw its way out of my throat. I desperately wanted to say something smooth, but my mind was nothing but a ball of static. 
    

    
      “I was hoping to ask you for a favor, commander.” It was my turn to be quiet, to sound low and intimate. I was unable to stop myself. He affixed the other shoulder’s pennant, then picked up my name plate. 
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “The humans need to meet venandi and hjarna that aren’t abject monsters. Some of them have met Decima already, and TS Sule has agreed to help. I thought it would be good for them to meet you. Could you spare me a few hours tomorrow?” 
    

    
      Atarian didn’t answer. In fact, he looked like he was holding his breath as he pulled open my jacket and slipped one hand inside. His knuckles brushed against the fabric of my bra. I bit my cheek to keep from reacting and bunched my hands into squirming fists. Once he’d applied my nametag, he withdrew his hand slowly and closed me back up, adjusting my shoulders. 
    

    
      I cursed myself. I needed to get a grip. Could any woman really blame me though? Atarian was built like an Olympian. His voice was confident and deep with the seductive croon of a cello. And that night… his talons on my hips, his hoarse breath… I suddenly felt hot between my legs. 
    

    
      Atarian inhaled deeply, draconic lungs shuddering as he took in a long breath. He closed his eyes, and gave a soft groan. “I have duties to attend to. I can’t spare the time. I’m sorry,” he said tightly, taking a step back.
    

    
      I suddenly wanted to spend all day bathed in this tension. I didn’t want it to dissipate. I wanted the commander to stay, to be nearby as I worked. Otherwise, my brain would split in two from the distraction. I took a step towards him.
    

    
      “Please, only an hour then. It can even be just half an hour. They should meet the man that saved them. It will help them understand that not all venandi are devils. I’ll help you with whatever I can so you don’t fall behind, but-”
    

    
      “It’s not a good idea, Dr Loxley,” he interrupted in a flat, unforgiving tone. The heat blooming in me began to chill.
    

    
      “I see,” I said distantly, taking my own step back. “You’re right. I wouldn’t want to take you away from the important task of pulling the 
      Paramour
       like a tugboat. That requires your undivided attention.” 
    

    
      “We’re not pulling the 
      Paramour
      . We’re docked in its bay while ADI steers it on course.” 
    

    
      “Even worse,” I snapped.
    

    
      The commander glowered at me. “How I run my ship is of no concern to you, doctor. But let me point out that you’re now officially under my command. A ‘sir’ every once in a while is warranted.” 
    

    
      I put up my hands with a quick nod. “You know what else is warranted, commander? Giving me an hour to make sure 
      your
       mission is successful to the end. I think it’s the least you could do, considering 
      my
       time was never of any concern to you. Sir.” 
    

    
      Atarian’s mandibles vibrated with agitation. I looked at him with all the challenge in my blood. I was boiling from the inside out, rearing for a fight. I wanted to spit and yell and gnash my teeth. Of all the injustices… 
      I can’t spare the time
      . Mine with my family, my career, my customs was gone. How dare he deny me his? 
    

    
      But he straightened his uniform and peered down the hallway with a heated sigh. “Congratulations on your promotion, Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      Flexing and unflexing his fist, Atarian pulled himself away from my door and stalked down the hallway. I leaned out to yell after him, but said nothing. His shoulders were hunched, his gaze down, and he didn’t look back. He was ashamed of denying me, I could tell. I closed my mouth and burned my glare into his back until he receded around the bend. That would have to be good enough. I had more important things to do. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Atarian rounded the bend in the hallway and pressed his back against the cool thermaform wall. He breathed in deep, soothing his nerves, willing his cock to stand down. 
    

    
      That went better than he’d expected. He was in a room alone with Olivia, touching her skin and flirting. Her scent permeated her quarters, enveloping him in the smell of her freshly washed hair. What was the soap she used? He didn’t recognize it, but it made him think of warmth in the winter. Spiced wood, perhaps, or some sort of tree. 
    

    
      Whatever it was, he imagined her undressing in front of a fire, spreading those delicate fingers and toes to get warm. He imagined revving up his own body heat to warm her himself, jealous of the fire; running his hands over her neck, her back, her…
    

    
      He coughed down a purr. This is why he’d needed to leave. Why he’d said no to helping her. In truth, he was done with all his work. He’d been wasting his time cleaning his armor, running over charts half-heartedly, watching human pornography with females that looked like 
      her
      …
    

    
      But this was a start. Maybe Vin was right. Maybe he didn’t need Agros to get through this. If he kept his distance for the next several days, maybe the impulse to converge would fade away. Maybe then he could pursue something that would be more at her own pace rather than an ultimatum. 
    

    
      The sound of feet approaching pulled Atarian out of his reverie. He straightened back up as two crewmen walked back, giving him a relaxed salute. He nodded to them once and continued on towards his quarters. He had work he could do, officers he could check in with.
    

    
      But for now, he needed to spend some time alone with his vids. 
    

    




    
      
    

    
      19
    

    
      
    

    
      Arriving at the mess was an awkward ordeal. Most crewmen were already at their stations, which meant the hallways were relatively empty, the sol still too young for errands, restroom breaks, and snack runs. When I turned the corner into the mess, the dozen or so eyes that looked up became as big as saucers. One hjarna choked on their drink and couldn’t stop coughing. I smoothed down my uniform. 
    

    
      “Good morning,” I said self-consciously. 
    

    
      “Ferulis made you a spec op?!” Decima said, jumping to her feet. She looked at me with a mixture of disbelief and excitement. When I met her eye, she jumped to attention. “I mean, good morning, sir.” 
    

    
      “Please don’t ever do that again,” I begged.
    

    
      Decima grinned, easing back into her nearly-empty tray. She speared a piece of meat with a bident. 
    

    
      “Why not? Spec ops are pretty rare, you know. You should milk it. Souls know I plan to if I ever get promoted.”
    

    
      I rolled my shoulders. “When the commander agreed to let me stay, I thought he meant for me to be a civilian consultant like I was at the LAPD. If I’m going to make people cough up their coffee everytime I walk in a room, I’ll gladly trade the uniform for a little anonymity.”
    

    
      “You’ll get used to it, sir,” a deeper woman’s voice chimed in. Decima stood and saluted with a fist to the sternum. 
    

    
      I looked up at a dark grey venandi woman that rivaled the men in height at probably six foot six. She was muscular, sported a couple of globular scars on her cheek and forearm that suggested burns rather than weapons. Her spires were blunt, as if she’d filed them down. Most arresting though, were her eyes. One was bright pink, the other milky white. She held out her hand to me and paused.
    

    
      “I understand it’s human custom to ‘shake hands’,” she explained. I took her hand and squeezed it with all my might as we shook twice. 
    

    
      “Yes, thank you. I’m Dr Olivia Loxley,” I introduced myself. After our hands fell away, I gave her the venandi head bow and straightened up. She looked down at our matching uniforms. 
    

    
      “Chief Engineer Naeropi Satoris. I didn’t mean to intrude. Just wanted to congratulate the new chief officer on board.”
    

    
      “It’s not an intrusion at all,” I assured her. Satoris was intimidating to look at, but unsteady socially. I could tell small talk was not her thing. 
    

    
       “We’ve heard a lot about you down in the engine rooms, but other than the mess, we don’t get out much. It’d be a morale booster for my people to meet you. They don’t usually get to see the fruits of their labor, so to speak, and it’s been weighing on them the past couple missions...” 
    

    
      I nodded, listening. Satoris was asking for something she probably never asked for from the commander. I kept my temper in check, but I was indignant. Did the commander think that basic emotional needs were inconsequential? As a behaviorist, I knew much better. Seeing the product of their hard work was paramount to the engineering crew’s continued passion and success. 
    

    
      Atarian’s dismissal of my request still burned as an angry ember in my chest. I thought through my dilemma and came up with something that would both render him unnecessary and piss him off royally.
    

    
      “You’ve caught me at the perfect time, actually. I was going to reach out to the other chief officers to gauge interest in something I’m putting together for tomorrow. Would you and your crew be interested in socializing with the other humans for an afternoon? If you don’t have other duties to attend to, that is.”
    

    
      She waffled for a moment, surprised by the offer, but also hesitant. “That...would be great. You don’t think the humans will be, you know, scared? Us engineers...we aren’t known as the prettiest bunch,” she pressed. 
    

    
      “They’ve met Decima and Pom Pom, and nearly everyone has a linguitor now. I can’t say for sure, of course, so if you could just ask your crew to be painstakingly polite that would be helpful. I’ll arrange everything else. You know your crew far better than I do, obviously, so I defer to you.”
    

    
      “Yes, this is better than I could have hoped for. Thank you, SO Loxley.”
    

    
      I smiled, the ember of frustration doused by the sincere gratitude in Satoris’s voice. This was better anyway. “Could I meet the engineers in the morning? To talk through some basics and get to know them ahead of time.”
    

    
      “Absolutely. When’s a good time?”
    

    
      We talked through the specifics before Satoris excused herself. I sighed happily, finally sitting with Decima just as TS Sule slid into a chair on the other side of the table. 
    

    
      “Good morning, yes?” he said cheerfully, shoveling a bident piled high with a savory root vegetable called 
      moog 
      into his mouth. The bowl in front of him looked like morning hash, glistening with oil, sprinkled with fresh herbs and bits of other vegetables. Eggs of varying kinds were fairly universal, it seemed, and Sule preferred a hot pink egg that had been scrambled right into his 
      moog
      ...It wasn’t human food, but my mouth watered. 
    

    
      “Morning,” I said distractedly, watching him eat. “Change of plans. Introductions will be tomorrow instead of today. I want to include Satoris’s crew.”
    

    
      They both nodded. Decima’s had already returned her tray and now sat with a piping hot mug wrapped in her long fingers. It was some coffee-type drink and it smelled amazing. I groaned, looking down at my nutrient bar and water with a grimace. She smirked.
    

    
      “You finally tired of the nutrient bars, Libby?” she teased. 
    

    
      I bit into one without joy, raising my lip in distaste at her. She laughed into her mug. TS Sule tittered. 
    

    
      “I just want hot food. Can I try your 
      moog
      , Sule? I swear if I throw up, I won’t tell Veel you gave it to me,” I bargained. 
    

    
      “No can do, sir,” he drew out with a goofy salute, making Decima guffaw. “Might cause an allergic reaction or dissolve your stomach lining or-”
    

    
      “Okay, okay, I get it,” I said, holding up my hand. “What’s taking so long anyway? Everything else I needed was downloaded from human databases in the blink of an eye. How is the food any different?”
    

    
      “VS Gyphor oversees the mess,” Decima explained. 
    

    
      “Vessel Specialist,” Sule offered mid-chew.
    

    
      “He has to do a lot of programming to bring a species on board. Allocating ingredients, choosing which ones he needs, which ones he doesn’t, how complex the stuff is...so on so forth.”
    

    
      “And that’s probably double, yes, with a newly awakened species, hmm? He’s the first non-human to feed a human something other than nutrient bars, after all.”
    

    
      I nodded forlornly. “So I just...have to keep waiting.” I ripped off a piece of nutrient bar and took a deep whiff of their food, hoping the enticing smells would transfer over to my fudgy mush.
    

    
      “Better than waiting for you to make a move on my cousin,” Decima mumbled into her mug. I choked on my food, eyes big. Sule giggled. The bone plate fanning out over his big black eyes turned pink as he covered his mouth. I swiveled my head towards her. 
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “What! Oh come on, you guys are so hot for each other I’m surprised the walls aren’t steaming.”
    

    
      I crossed my arms, the aggravation from the morning stirring back to life. “It’s tension left over from the beginning,” I waved off. “He’s not interested.” 
    

    
      “That’s a load of 
      gruti
       shit.”
    

    
      I thought about it as I pushed some fudge around my mouth. Was I just bitter that he’d refused to help, or was it something else?
    

    
      “If he were interested,” I said, mulling it over. They both leaned in with curiosity, “he wouldn’t have dodged spending time with me this afternoon. This morning I invited him to help me with humanizing the venandi to the other humans but he said he ‘couldn’t spare the time.’”
    

    
      “But the crew is on off-shore leave, yes? None of us have duties until we’re a sol out from Yaspur. His reports should be complete. Odd, hmm?” Sule chimed in. Decima remained thoughtful, gaze bouncing back and forth between us.
    

    
      I pointed at Sule as if he was onto something. “Exactly. Then he just scampered out of my quarters without looking back.” I blew out a puff of air, my face turning a little red. “We’ve been suggestive with each other here and there, but this morning felt like a pretty firm boundary was set in place. And maybe he’s right. It’s not a great idea to get involved with your boss.”
    

    
      “Wait,” Decima laughed. “Wait, wait. You had Thel in your quarters this morning? Care to share why?”
    

    
      I tapped my nameplate. “He delivered my bars and tag.”
    

    
      Decima held up her hand. “
      Woooaahh
      . Usually when 
      someone’s promoted
      , it’s done on the bridge, not before breakfast 
      in their quarters
      .” 
    

    
      I swallowed a tingly lump in my throat. My schoolyard instinct was to lean in for a gossipy analysis of everything he’s ever said and done. Instead I took a deep breath and nodded slowly. “Alright.” 
    

    
      “That’s it? Alright?!” Decima exclaimed. A couple of heads turned to us. I smacked her under the table with the toe of my shoe. She jumped, rubbing her shin. When I spoke next, I leaned in so others wouldn’t hear us. Sule leaned in with me, 
      moog
       still in his mouth, unchewed. 
    

    
      “I thought before this morning that there was...The point is, whatever tension there is between us, he doesn’t want to pursue it, at least not beyond- beyond banter.” I was stammering. Since when did I stammer? “But what you said is a confusing revelation. I just need time to process.” 
    

    
      I could tell Decima wasn’t satisfied with my answer, but she let up. I breathed a sigh of relief. 
    

    
      “I guess all this 
      is
       new for you...You just adapted so smoothly, it’s hard to remember how much of a mindfuck all this must be,” she admitted. “The rest of us have been intermingling for centuries.”
    

    
      “Thanks for understanding,” I said without argument, squeezing my thighs together. The fact the commander’s venandi? I had let that hang up go on the 
      Paramour
      . But thinking about him was starting to distract me. I wanted an escape, less of the attention on my personal life. 
    

    
      “But,” she pinned me with those sharp green eyes. “I know my cousin. So trust me when I say something is 
      definitely
       up with him. He’s never acted like this. So keep your eyes peeled and don’t be afraid to ask me if something comes up.”
    

    
      I smirked, standing up from the table. Sule and Decima stood with me. “You mean, don’t be afraid to tell you the sultry details of my sex life.” 
    

    
      She grinned with a smooth shrug of one shoulder. “No idea if this will translate for you or not, but...Tomato-tomahto.” 
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      The next day, Decima’s teasing words still played in my mind, a broken record in the background of all the conversations and preparation for the afternoon’s crew-survivor meet up. I found myself asking ADI to remember verbal notes for me, otherwise thoughts would flit lazily out of my mind like butterflies. She offered to send it to my tab, and I had to remind her that I didn’t have one because I couldn’t read anything yet. 
    

    
      Which was a problem. After yesterday’s work had finished, I’d settled into my quarters with hot water, wishing it was coffee or tea. I’d stared at the wall where the screen was hidden at the foot of my bed, chewing my lip. What if Atarian could see my search history? Was that even a thing? Would I be cited for asking ADI to show me pornography?
    

    
      “ADI, pull up venandi anatomy,” I’d finally decided. 
    

    
      “Yes, Dr Loxley,” she’d said in her night-time soothing tone. I’d come to realize it was different than her chipper day-time tone. Not a different voice, just a different attitude.
    

    
      An image of a male and female venandi had lit up the screen in the wall. I’d nearly dropped my hot water on my stomach.
    

    
      The equipment at the crux of a venandi male’s groin was… impressive isn’t a strong enough word for it. Jaw-dropping, perhaps. Even at rest, it was a beast. I made the mistake of asking about reproductive anatomy and was greeted with a diagram. I guesstimated that the average cock was nearly the dimensions of my forearm. Being a relatively small woman didn’t make that discovery any less formidable. 
    

    
      At the base, one bump that glows subtly is nestled on the underside of the shaft rather than a sack like that which hangs from a human male. Radiating up the shaft from that point are consecutively smaller glowing nodes which disappear beneath a head that looks more like a harpoon than a mushroom. Not to say it was frightening and pointy, but rather that the topside was smooth into the shaft while the rest of the head flared out. 
    

    
      Cheeks enflamed with uncharacteristic chasteness, I’d turned off the screen after my little sex ed lesson. If only I could read about this stuff instead of looking at only images. What were the nodes for? How about the purring the commander mentioned? I could ask ADI, but she was just too… person-like. It made me uncomfortable to ask these questions out loud. 
    

    
      That image remained burned in my mind well into the next day. Each time I thought of it, I squirmed. I was really glad I hadn’t asked for pornography, because my head might have exploded seeing that appendage in action. 
    

    
      I made my way to the armory on autopilot after meeting with Satoris’s crew, constantly adjusting my jacket as if people could see that my uniform was just as crooked as my thoughts. I 
      tapped
       myself in and the door slid open. 
    

    
      “Yo, Lox! Perfect timing!” Vindilus exclaimed with relief. “Which one should I wear?” I blinked up at the arms master and his child laborer, then smirked. Pom Pom was standing on the workbench, holding up two outfits. One was casual, the other was a dress uniform. 
    

    
      “Hi Libby!” she called, arms too full to wave. 
    

    
      “Hey, Pom Pom,” I said with affection. I loved that kid.  
    

    
      Vindilus stepped eagerly to one side, pointing fervently at his two choices. He held up the dress uniform to his neck. “Now what I figure is, I got two options. Here we have a dress uniform,” he said, modeling it with a graceful hand to entice me like the hostess of a game show, one taloned foot bent sexily. I grinned from ear to ear, biting back a laugh. “It’s uptight and features a stick up the ass, but don’t let that fool you. This little number transforms you into the good guy and makes your mama proud.” 
    

    
      He swooped gracefully over to the other side, handing the dress uniform off for the casual outfit. He held it up to his neck and displayed the sleeve, waving it delicately in the air. 
    

    
      “Our other option is a spicy set of threads with an expensive feel.” He traced his palm down the front of the cream shirt like he was a latin pop singer. “A relaxed and approachable look for most eligible men. But beware. This exceptionally sexy number guarantees no golden boy persona or proud mamas.” 
    

    
      I shook my head, slow-clapping. “What a performance,” I awed. Vindilus and Pom Pom both bowed. I thought over his two choices. “I don’t think it matters what you wear to meet the other humans, Vin,” I admitted. “You’ll be intimidating either way.”
    

    
      “I gotta choose somethin’. I’m not meeting a room full of humans lookin’ like I haven’t had a new uniform in three orbits. I’m supposed to be second-in-command. I gotta look at least half as good as Thel if we’re standing side by side.” 
    

    
      My amusement died a little. I crossed the room to examine the outfits up close. “He’s not going.”
    

    
      Vin and Pom Pom both gaped at me. “What, why?” 
    

    
      I shrugged as casually as possible, eyes firmly fixed on the fabric under my fingers. “Said he couldn’t spare the time.” 
    

    
      Vin nodded slowly. “He’s a workaholic. Sorry, doc, I know it would’ve made you happy to have him there.” 
    

    
      I gave him a bright smile. His mandibles rattled companionably in response. “It’s fine. I’ll ask Roka. He strikes me as the kind of guy that doesn’t work a minute more than required.”
    

    
      Vin grunted but didn’t say any more. 
    

    
      I held up the casual outfit. “I think this is more your style.”
    

    
      “Well yeah, but the other one makes me more honest lookin’.”
    

    
      I patted his forearm. I could see he was concerned about scaring people. It was understandable; he was a beast of a guy. I could see why training with him would intimidate Decima. And whatever crime he was involved in before being arms master? None of that could ever eclipse his heart of gold. 
    

    
      “Just be 
      you
      , Vin. Sure, you’re tall and red and scary, but 
      I
       didn’t run screaming from you, did I?”
    

    
      He shrugged, unconvinced. “I got a feelin’ you’re not as shakable as most, doc. But hey. You say go 
      au naturale
      , I go 
      au naturale
      .”
    

    
      I held up my finger with a skeptical squint. “I… don’t think 
      au naturale
       means what you think it means.”
    

    
      “What, buck naked?” Vin grinned and winked boyishly. “You said to just be me. Can’t be any more ‘just me’ than that.” 
    

    
      I shoved the casual outfit into his chest and shook my head, highly amused. “I’ll see you over there soon.”
    

    
      “Where you goin’? I gotta get your human stamp of approval!” he called as I walked to the door. 
    

    
      “I have to snatch me a commander that 
      can
       spare the time,” I tossed over my shoulder as the door hissed shut. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      “Orbits” and “sols” are galactic standard units used by intersolar personnel, hence why they don’t translate as years or days. I learned that a sol is roughly twenty-eight human hours, and when I’d asked ADI the time once or twice over the last several days, she’d given me a time with the hour minutes more than sixty. At that point, unit conversion began to break my head, so I just accepted that things are approximate and I’ll never really know human time again. I’d asked her to remind me when certain holidays and birthdays happen on Earth and left it at that. 
    

    
      Apparently, the 
      Paramour
       raid had been in the works for “half an orbit”, which meant it was a major operation. There were many parts of the raid I’d had no awareness of at the time. Burdam Endar had been detained by Commander Lokurian’s ops after he barricaded himself in his private quarters. Vindilus conducted his interrogation before handing him over to Xata’s ship, the 
      Tidus
      , which departed that same night. As I walked out of the service hatch of the 
      Palembre
      , the 
      Tidus
       was still on course to Helion, the ISU’s capital hub. There, the roach would face execution. 
    

    
      The 
      Yafridi
      , however, Roka Lokurian’s ship, was still docked next to ours. His crew had been given the task of hauling the 
      Paramour
       back to Helion once the humans were offloaded into the new colony. 
    

    
      I sauntered down the ramp, smiling and bobbing my head at a few crewmen enjoying their break. The uniforms between the two ships were the same, but personnel weren’t permitted to enter the other FOV. As a result, fraternizing had naturally migrated to the hangar. They gambled, ate and drank, roughoused, and flirted. We were all on a leave rotation, supposedly, so why not enjoy? The AIs in both ships would alert us if any other vessel approached with plenty of time to spare. 
    

    
      I walked confidently up to the 
      Yafridi
      , hoping to come up with a smoother plan than just knocking on the hull like I was a neighbor in the suburbs. I hadn’t come up with anything better, but before I could embarrass myself, someone cleared their throat.
    

    
      “Are you… looking for someone, ah, sir...?” a deep, simmering voice asked slowly. I turned and blinked up at a species I’d never met before. A male face covered in silky green scales with viperous fangs looked down at me. He had a flat nose with four gill-like slits rather than nostrils. He watched me warily, taking in my frozen reaction as I studied him. 
    

    
      “Roka. Lokurian. Commander Lokurian,” I managed, blinking away, flustered. I’d suspected there were other species in the Intersolar Union, but I hadn’t prepared for meeting any others on the way to 
      Yaspur
      . 
    

    
      The 
      Yafridi
       crewman pulled open the tab on his forearm and sent off a message. 
    

    
      “I apologize,” I sighed. “I thought I’d met all the other… species,” I floundered, not sure if I should refer to them as species or races. “At least, those that were part of the raid.” 
    

    
      “It’s alright, sir. I hadn’t expected to see a human in an officer’s uniform either.”
    

    
      “Do you mind if I ask what you are?”
    

    
      He smiled stiffly, maybe bashfully… I was accustomed to the facial expressions of the others now, but not him. I’d need to acclimate if I wanted to read him. He rubbed the back of his head, brushing his four-fingered hand over a closely-shaven nape. Bashful, then. 
    

    
      “FO Bjorek Dasin. I’m an advenan, sir. You must be-”
    

    
      “The lovely Dr Olivia Loxley,” Roka purred from the open hatch, cocking a hip and crossing his arms. FO Dasin turned with a stout salute, thumping a tight fist into his sternum. Roka glimmered at him, smile lopsided. “You’re on leave rotation and not even on the ship, Bjor, ah? Don’t be so crisp.”
    

    
      “Apologies, commander,” he said, looking at me furtively. “I didn’t hear the hatch.”
    

    
      Roka waved him off. 
    

    
      “I cannot fault you for focusing on our ravishing guest. Olivia, to what do I owe the pleasure?”
    

    
      Clearly dismissed, Dasin saluted to me then walked away. I gave him a thin-lipped smile and a little bob of my head, then turned to Roka. 
    

    
      “Thank you for taking the time. I know you must be busy.”
    

    
      His mandibles rattled with the same feeling as if a human said ‘
      pssh!’
       “Please. All of us are just sitting on our asses. There’s nothing to do except illegal betting and filing reports that make our eyes bleed.”
    

    
      "What a relief…" My eyes narrowed. I 
      knew
       Atarian wasn’t busy. I smiled warmly. "I was hoping I could borrow you for the afternoon to meet with the refugees. I don’t want to drop them off on Yaspur and just hope for the best. Considering what they’ve gone through, I think it would be good to humanize hjarna and venandi, for lack of a better phrase. Unless you’re too busy throwing down bets..?” 
    

    
      Roka clasped my shoulders with a bright sharp smile. “Nothing would make me happier, dear Olivia. Besides, my crew’s caches need a break from the constant thrashing!”
    

    
      I grinned. “Excellent. The officers of the 
      Palembre
       will be there, and the engineering crew. They’re all supposed to have something they can exchange with the humans. Knowledge, fun skills, et cetera. If you think of something, great. If not, no worries." 
    

    
      "Hmm. I will think about it. But," he said succinctly, "a CO's time is not cheap. I'm afraid it will cost you dearly." 
    

    
      I laughed, hands on hips. "I guess I should add bribery to the list of illegal activities on the 
      Yafridi
      ?"
    

    
      Roka winked one blood red eye. "Dinner."
    

    
      "Dinner," I echoed deadpan. He splayed his hands out wide. 
    

    
      "What can I say? Curiosity has always been my weakness. I'm mighty envious that Commander Ata
      rian has the good fortune to command you. It is a fitting price don't you agree? Your 
      social
       in exchange for a private 
      tête-à-tête
      .
       What do you say?"
    

    
      I was hesitant. Dinner with a different commander? If I was on Earth, I wouldn’t hesitate though. A business dinner was completely normal. In fact, I spent half of my dinners with one colleague or another, trying to wipe the day’s events out of our minds. Drinks even. It was never awkward.
    

    
      The one I really wanted drinks with wasn’t interested though. Maybe basking in Roka’s easy friendship would be enough of a balm to my prickly mood. 
    

    
      “I don’t see why not,” I finally decided.
    

    
      Roka’s smile widened. “I knew you’d come around. How about tonight?”
    

    
      I smiled back. “Works for me. I need to blow off some steam. But I’m only agreeing to this under the assumption that a stiff drink will be involved.”
    

    
      “What sort of commander would I be if I didn’t know how to grease the wheels, ah?” He checked the time. “I will meet you in the garden after I clean up and decide what talents to bring with me.” 
    

    
      The tension in the garden was palpable when I arrived. Everyone knew what today was about. They'd become accustomed to Decima and Pom Pom, but that was it. A young woman that was barely five foot ten, which was apparently pretty short for venandi, and a child. Introducing men that more closely reflected their captors would be tough. 
    

    
      I'd been upfront with my inexperience in crisis management. I asked them all if this would be a constructive experience. Nearly everyone agreed. Some were uncomfortable. No problem, they could rest. It was always a choice. I couldn't pretend to know what was best for them. 
    

    
      Decima and Pom Pom had arrived before me and set up what looked like a pretty nice buffet of foods for humans to try, drinks, nutrient bars, and the like. Apparently VS Gyphor in the mess had made some headway on the human menus and transferred what he’d completed to the 
      Paramour
       so we could eat more of a variety. I was so relieved I could hardly stop drooling. There were six or seven dishes from Earth: margherita pizza, steamed dumplings, chowder, and some others I didn’t recognize. There was also what looked like blueberry juice, coffee, and something that might have been a yogurt drink of some sort. It smelled like mangoes. 
    

    
      After stuffing my face with a slice of pizza, I met everyone from the 
      Palembre
       outside in the corridor, gave them a quick spiel on etiquette, and asked them to come in one at a time. Decima manned the door. 
    

    
      The officers were, for the most part, dressed casually. I could tell Vindilus was relieved he wasn’t the only one, and I was too. Casual clothing would help a lot. Satoris and her crew wore their uniforms. 
    

    
      Each officer introduced themselves, told us a bit about their families or hobbies, and what sort of exchange they brought with them. I had been concerned about the engineering crew, but they all looked so happy to be included that there was no problem. Satoris’s mandibles shook with nerves every once in a while as she introduced them. I told everyone that they were the backbone of the 
      Palembre
      , and we owed them for mission success. Everyone applauded. A couple of women even gave them hugs. Knowing that hugging was a private gesture made it even better. It was truly heartwarming. 
    

    
      Vindilus
       offered self-defense moves, Veel offered to talk about medicine in the ISU, Sule hacked the 
      Paramour
      ’s lightbars and set up a couple of fun party games, so on, so forth. Emi Matsuda, a survivor from Tokyo, offered to teach them origami if there was any paper. Decima printed some. Naitee offered some traditional dancing. And then Dmitri, the man that had held me hostage, suggested a bridge building competition with the engineering crew. Apparently, he was an architect. They printed a billion tongue depressors, and really it broke open from there.
    

    
      Lokurian arrived fashionably late. I would have expected nothing less. He held up two stringed instruments similar to a guitar with pride. He sat and played in the center of the room, showing anyone who wanted to learn how to play a few cords. 
    

    
      Overall, it was a major success. I sipped my juice and watched everyone get along. There was only one incident. A venandi engineer had reached across a refreshments table to try a piece of human fruit and startled a young woman into dropping her plate. They both apologized profusely, then ended up talking on a bench for quite some time. He scrolled through his tab with her, probably showing her family photos. I’d told them it was a good idea to bring that sort of thing if they had it.  
    

    
      I had Sule chime a bell about ten minutes out from when the social was supposed to end. Roka helped me up onto the stage and I thanked everyone for their courage and patience. Then I directed the survivors to a line up of tabs where they could ask ADI a question in private and then pose it to volunteer crew members. No one could read or write yet, so we had to go with recordings. It was Marcella’s idea, and it was a good one. 
    

    
      As officers and crewmen started filing out of the paradise, Roka put a hand on my shoulder. I turned to look up at him, his instruments slung over one shoulder. 
    

    
      “Be at mine in an hour for dinner.”
    

    
      I blinked up at him. “Best I can give you is two and a half. I need to help Decima and Pom Pom clean up.” 
    

    
      “Leave it to the crew, SO Loxley.”
    

    
      My cheeks heated up. I shook my head. “I can’t, really. They’ve already done so much.”
    

    
      “Oh just go,” Decima huffed, hands on her hips. “I’ve already wrangled Sule and some Yaffies from the hangar to clear it up.”
    

    
      I gave her an uneasy smile, picking up the tabs everyone’s questions were on. “Are you sure?” I asked in a low tone while Roka patted the eager men from his crew as they showed up to help Decima. 
    

    
      She leaned in conspiratorially. “Am I sure that this’ll make my cousin jealous as spit? Yeah. And I can’t wait.” I clamped my mouth shut, giving her a dirty look. “What! He’s so spun up in work that he needs a firm kick in the ass to remember to grab life by the spires, y’know?”
    

    
      Roka sauntered towards us, setting his men to work. “So, Olivia, an hour?”
    

    
      I sighed, caught between 
      Decima
       and Roka, a rock and another rock. If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were working together. “An hour,” I confirmed.
    

    
      The commander tilted his head to me, mandibles rattling. “Looking forward to it.”
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      Atarian stalked the hallways of his ship, looking for something, 
      anything
      , to take his mind off Olivia. He’d wandered through every deck but there wasn’t an officer in sight. Usually he could count on Satoris working diligently to get ahead during their leave rotations, but even she wasn’t in the engine rooms. 
    

    
      “-right? Thank souls. She needs to blow off some steam,” he heard his cousin say from the mess. He paused. He knew Decima and Olivia had become fast friends after the raid. He listened for a moment, out of sight. 
    

    
      “Hmm, yes, steam,” TS Sule agreed. There was a little smacking sound and he yelped. 
    

    
      “It means she needs to let loose, brain-man. Socialize like a normal person for once. All this has been weighing her down, y’know?”
    

    
      Sule made a noise of understanding. “Loxley 
      has
       taken on a lot of responsibility, yes? Carrying everything for the other humans. You’re right, she needs to… shoot off steam.”
    

    
      Decima laughed. “
      Blow
       off steam, Tsam. 
      Blow
      .” 
    

    
      “Wait, you mean, yes, no, wait… Humans really 
      do
       that?”
    

    
      Decima’s laughter hit an uproarious pitch. Atarian took the opportunity to walk confidently into the mess. He nodded to his cousin in passing, but made it look as if he were after the drinks fountain. 
    

    
      “Oh hey, cousin! What are you doing in the mess?” Decima asked. She reclined in her chair, draping one arm over the back, watching him. He filled a cup with 
      godi
       and walked back over to their table. TS Sule saluted from his seat. 
    

    
      “I was attempting to do rounds, but it seems that all my officers are missing,” the commander said, cocking a brow plate. “Have any idea where they’ve all gone, Dec?” 
    

    
      She nodded slowly. “Oh right. Libby said you were busy…”
    

    
      Sule nodded more emphatically. “Yes, they all went to the crew-survivor social, hmm? On the 
      Paramour
      , for the humans. Very good. We just got back.” 
    

    
      Atarian remembered her mentioning it in the morning, when his mind was focused on her skin, on that beautiful jawline…
    

    
      “Ah,” he confirmed, “I’d forgotten about that.”
    

    
      Decima whistled low. “Wow, you must be knee deep in whatever work you’re doing. It was a pretty big deal. Hard to forget something like that.”
    

    
      Atarian slid into a seat next to them, shrugging uncomfortably. “I… have been mapping charts and researching our next mission.”
    

    
      “Mhm,” Decima responded with amusement, obviously not sold. He flashed her a cutting glare, but she just kept that knowing smile on her face. “It was a big event, so it should probably go in your EoMR.”
    

    
      He’d chipped away at the end-of-mission report for a few days, logging a little here and there, reporting back to 
      Ferulis
       that the survivors were calm and well cared for like he would on any mission. His cousin’s hunch was right. He probably should include something that big in his report.
    

    
      Which meant he needed to see Olivia immediately. What a shame that he wouldn’t be able to avoid her any longer.
    

    
      “I’ll check in with SO Loxley then.” Atarian downed the rest of his 
      godi
       and stood. 
    

    
      Decima leaned forward, Sule catching her eye. “Oh, she’s ah, she’s probably not available right now.”
    

    
      Atarian squinted at her suspiciously. “Why? The event is over, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Decima rubbed the back of her neck. She always did that when she was excited to give one of her brothers bad news. “She’s at dinner. With Commander Lokurian.”
    

    
      “On the 
      Yafridi
      ,” Sule added. 
    

    
      “What?!” the commander yelled, gripping his cup in a vice. His mandibles rattled dangerously. Some of the other crewmen in the mess made themselves scarce. Sule cowered, one big eye closed, bracing himself. Decima just raised an eyebrow at him and crossed her arms. She might have been short, but she was more steadfast in the face of anger than a surge barrier against a hurricane.
    

    
      “When you weren’t available for the social, she asked if he would be interested instead. His price was apparently dinner.” 
    

    
      Atarian growled, his blood pumping fire. He couldn’t walk up to the 
      Yafridi
       and 
      pry
       the doors open; the ship was just as impenetrable as his own. He threw his cup at the dish receptacle across the mess with force. 
    

    
      Decima winced with too much enthusiasm, hardly hiding her grin. “Perhaps you could check in with her tomorrow? I don’t know how late she’ll be back.” 
    

    
      Atarian pulled up his tab, navigating to messages, a growl on his breath. His coloring was going from a natural slate grey to an angry blood red. He was being unreasonable but he didn’t care. He didn’t care about who saw him, what kind of rumors would fly, whether or not it got back to Ferulis… He wanted 
      his
       doctor back on 
      his
       ship. Consequences be damned. “I’ll order her back.”
    

    
      Sule cleared his throat. “She ah, she… 
      ahem
      , she doesn’t have a tab bar, sir. And she can’t… read yet? Yes?” 
    

    
      “
      Damnit
      ,” the commander hissed, slamming his tab back into his forearm. 
    

    
      “Calm down, cuz. What are you so worried about? She’s a big girl. She can go on a date if she wants.”
    

    
      “Who’s a big girl?” Vindilus asked, swaggering into the mess, all good mood and sticky fingers. He sucked something sweet off his thumb, obviously back for seconds and oblivious to the tension in the room. “Because 
      I’ll
       take her on a date, if you know what I mean.” 
    

    
      The commander erupted in a growl so vicious, Sule nearly ducked under the table. Decima jumped, eyes going wide as a rough, flesh-flaying vibration reverberated out from her cousin’s chest. The ultraviolet glow of his eyes engulfed his entire glare.
    

    
      “You will 
      not
       take Olivia on a date,” Atarian snarled, skin prickling between volcanic red and pitch black. 
    

    
      Vindilus froze, the gravity of the situation dawning on him. “
      Oh..
      .” He held up both his hands. “Sorry, boss.” He licked his lips, eyes darting to Decima. Her jaw was slack, watching the exchange. “Didn’t know we were talking about the doc. Hey, why don’t we work out some of that imp- some of that anger, huh? You look like you could use a spar. You wanna fight?” 
    

    
      “Yes,” Atarian snapped, then directed his furious glare towards Sule. “You will report to your secure station until I come for you. Do you understand?” Sule didn’t quite nod, as he was shaking too hard. Atarian took it as an affirmative anyway, stalking out of the mess first without a sideways glance. As soon as he was out of sight, Decima practically jumped across the table, leaning towards Vindilus.
    

    
      “Holy shit, sir, is he-?” Decima said in a rush, leaning over the table. Then quieter, “Is he impulsive? He wants to converge, doesn’t he?”
    

    
      Vindilus sighed, looking out the mess hatch. “Yes, alright?” he finally admitted, gritting his mandibles together. “But I’m only telling you that so you can keep the doc safe. Got it?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Why not just tell her. She’ll figure it out eventually.”
    

    
      Vin laughed bitterly. “That’s what I told him, but he won’t listen. He doesn’t want to take the choice from her, y’dig?” 
    

    
      Decima scoffed. “And how can she make a choice if she doesn’t know anything?”
    

    
      The arms master glowered. “Just keep your nose out of your cousin’s private business, FO,” Vin warned in a deadly serious tone. “And don’t taunt him about her.”
    

    
      She held up both her hands in surrender. “I won’t, sir. But you gotta know. She’s having dinner with Commander Lokurian right now.”
    

    
      “On the 
      Yafridi
      ,” Sule added with a helpful grimace.
    

    
      Vin’s eyes darkened with anger. He nodded once. “Thanks for the heads up.” 
    

    
      The arms master rolled up his sleeves and turned out of the mess to the left, in the direction of the sparring gym. 
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      I smoothed down the front of my dress with uncertainty as I 
      clack-clack-clack
      ’ed
       down the 
      Palembre
      ’s ramp. 
    

    
      I’d had two options. One: go to dinner in my uniform and make this strictly a business transaction. I would be the paragon of professionalism and thank Roka for his musical musings earlier in the afternoon. Or two: go to dinner in something more dinner-like, more… 
      human
      . Let myself enjoy dinner for what Roka clearly advertised it to be: a friendly and flirtatious evening. 
    

    
      I had spent so much time afraid in the past couple of weeks. Afraid of being murdered in my studio. Afraid of being abducted by aliens. Afraid of not getting to Atarian on time. Afraid, afraid, afraid. Now that we were colony-bound and it seemed like the other humans were acclimating, I didn’t need to be afraid for a while. I could let my hair down and enjoy a night off without thinking of proving myself, for fuck’s sake.
    

    
      So I surfed through the patterns ADI had in her memory banks. Unfortunately, most of the human clothing patterns were too revealing or fetishist. I wasn’t interested in reliving the slave dress I’d worn onto the 
      Paramour
      . 
    

    
      I’d also looked up Muru patterns, since Pom Pom had mentioned that life-size dolls were a thing. I didn’t have an eye for fashion outside of my own personal tastes, let alone alien, but I got the feeling that the styles available were a little too “My Lifesize Barbie” for a grown woman to wear in earnest. 
    

    
      I finally found an option under female advenan patterns. It seemed like advenan women were similar in shape to human women, just sporting a long tail and a fairly flat chest. As a result, a lot of their casual clothing consisted of dresses and pants with a keyhole closure at the back for the tail. 
    

    
      I tugged on the dress again. It was a little shorter than I was used to for a night that didn’t consist of clubbing and cocktails in Downtown LA, but ADI had insisted it was true to my measurements. Still, I’d made some changes. Firstly, it was red, like my uniform, not like an invitation. Secondly, the original plunging neckline that ended in a sword’s point below my navel like a giant arrow pointing between my legs had been filled in. Now the dress had an elegant bateau neckline that made me feel sharp and powerful, especially with my hair down and sleek. 
    

    
      Except right at this moment, I felt more self conscious walking up to the 
      Yafridi
       than I had getting naked on the bridge. It was evening, according to the ISU, which meant the cargo bay was much more crowded with crewmen from both ships than earlier in the day. Most people stopped talking to look at me walk by. FO Bjorek Dasin, the advenan that had manned the entrance of the 
      Yafridi
       earlier in the afternoon, was mid-swig when he saw me from the circle of men he sat with. He coughed up his drink, face slack as he jumped up to attention. I smiled tightly. 
    

    
      “Good evening, FO Dasin,” I said in what I hoped was a smooth, authoritative voice. 
    

    
      “Sir!” he said with bewilderment. I waited. He stared. I glanced at the hatch as the silence dragged on. 
    

    
      “I have an appointment with Commander Lokurian,” I urged. 
    

    
      Dasin leaped into action, bumbling apologies as he jumped up the ramp lightly. He kept his eyes averted from his higher vantage point. When the door hissed open, he spoke to the AI and a light glowed to life from the lightbar set in the ceiling.
    

    
      “You can uh, follow that. Sir,” he said, stepping out of my way. I nodded to him and ventured inside. 
    

    
      The 
      Yafridi
       was the same as the 
      Palembre
      , to the point that I barely had to follow the lightbar’s glow as it led me to the lift for the commander’s quarters. When I arrived, the quarters appeared to be empty. Then I noticed the door to a small room was closed. 
    

    
      I knew that room. I’d seen it in Atarian’s quarters too. Heavily insulated like a sound booth, it was a secure communications room. I knew better than to knock, so I took the time waiting to peruse Roka’s quarters like a detective in a suspect’s study. 
    

    
      The space was far more lively than Atarian’s, with several stringed instruments hanging from the wall on mounts behind the conference table, the two he’d brought to the party leaning against the corner of the wall. In the center of the table, a decanter with a bubbly pink liquor sparkling from inside. Two empty flutes stood bastion, awaiting the first pour. A box of some sort of snack lay on one of his pillows on the bed further within. There were even a few decorative pillows and a throw blanket made from some brightly dyed fabric. They looked a lot like floral embroidery from Chiapas, Mexico. 
    

    
      The adjoining office was littered with children’s drawings, both physical and holographic. The holographic ones rotated through like a digital picture frame, projected straight up from a hunk of metal about the size of a hockey puck. 
    

    
      I watched the images rotate through. They weren’t all drawings. Some were photographs of a venandi child and woman, family, friends. I smiled watching the private parts of Roka’s life flash by. 
    

    
      “Ah, I see you’ve met my dear Aelia,” Roka said from behind me. I spun around, a blush on my cheeks. The venandi commander was as quiet as a ghost, dark as a shadow. His eyes popped like a cat waiting to pounce in the mood lighting of his quarters. 
    

    
      “I hadn’t meant to pry,” I started, but he held up a hand with a smile that reached his crimson eyes. 
    

    
      “I suppose you can pay for your insolence with a - what did you call it - stiff drink?” he joked, gesturing to the conference table. I descended from his office to a chair as he poured drinks, watching me out the corner of his eye. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, Olivia. When duty calls, we can’t well ignore it, ah? Even if our date wears something so bold.” 
    

    
      I looked down at my dress again, brow stitched. “Is it inappropriate? This is what a human woman would wear to dinner. I thought it might be a good opportunity to be more natural...”
    

    
      Roka sat in the seat next to me rather than across from me and held out the other flute. The pink liquor popped and fizzed like champagne. I took it happily as he slouched back with a casual shrug. 
    

    
      “It depends on the species,” he mused. “A venandi woman wouldn’t wear a dress to dinner on an FOV if her life depended on it. A shilpakaari woman would. But they’re known for flirting shamelessly before chewing up a man’s heart and spitting it out.” He leaned in, elbow on the table, glass raised. “Don’t worry too much about what’s appropriate. Do what a human would do. It is better that way. Besides, if this is what humans do, I, for one, will not complain.”
    

    
      I thought about his words, then nodded slowly. It was true. I needed to be proud to be human. Not think so much. “In that case…” My relief came in the form of clinking my glass against Roka’s. He looked at me, one brow plate raised. “Cheers.”
    

    
      His smile widened. “Cheers!” He followed my movements as I lifted the drink in salute, then took a tentative sip. Then a bigger gulp. I stared down at the drink, wide-eyed. Goosebumps erupted all over my arms in sheer ecstasy. 
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I breathed. “What is this, the nectar of the gods?”
    

    
      “I take it you like it?”
    

    
      It was bubbly and sweet, the entirely separate tastes of watermelon and orange and pure sugar cane fizzing like pop rocks in my mouth. I took another drink and pursed my lips to stop a moan of happiness from escaping my throat. 
    

    
      “Ahh,” Roka said, shaking his finger. “You’re still on nutrient bars and plain water, aren’t you?”
    

    
      I closed my eyes and nodded. “Mmhmm.” I held out the glass. “I can have more, right? This liquor isn’t going to drop me flat on my ass, is it?”
    

    
      Roka laughed, full and rich. He reached for the decanter. “No clue! But if it does, I’ll deliver you to the 
      Palembre
       personally. Fair?”
    

    
      “Fair.”
    

    
      He refilled my flute with a twinkle of amusement, then sat back, still enjoying his first. 
    

    
      “So Aelia is your… daughter?” I asked, guessing. I couldn’t tell with venandi children.
    

    
      “Yes,” Roka sighed. “Fiery heart, that one.”
    

    
      “The apple of your eye,” I surmised with a grin.
    

    
      “Oh yes,” he assured me, grinning back. 
    

    
      I nodded to the holograms in his office. “She and her mother are beautiful,” I said genuinely. “You’re a lucky man.” 
    

    
      Roka’s smile fell. “I certainly was. Aelia’s mother died right after she was born. The woman in most of those photographs is my older sister.” 
    

    
      I shifted in my chair uncomfortably. “Oh. I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.”
    

    
      “It is alright, ah? We are both people that have lost much, I think.” 
    

    
      Roka took a drink of his liquor, so I did too. More of a swig, really. Half my flute was gone already. I looked at the punchy bubbles in my glass and stitched my brow, rotating it in my hand. 
    

    
      “I didn’t leave behind as much as you’d think,” I admitted. “An estranged brother and an elderly father. Both of them lived out-of-state. Er, too far to visit often. I sent money for taking care of Dad, but otherwise, we didn’t speak much. Saw each other once a year. That’s it. Loved my brother’s dogs though. And my students. And my work.” 
    

    
      “You sound like a proper commander,” Roka said appreciatively. “In love with your work.”
    

    
      I smiled bitterly at first, then softened. I permitted myself a real smile, the corners of my eyes swimming with memories. “I did,” I said with a nod. “Ruthless stuff. But worth every moment.” 
    

    
      “Is that how you feel on Atarian’s showboat?” 
    

    
      With a sigh, I set my glass down, twirling it by the stem thoughtfully. “Yes,” I finally decided. 
    

    
      “You’d give up Earth again?”
    

    
      “Could you choose between an important mission and being at home with your family?”
    

    
      Roka nodded slowly, caught in my trap like a fly caught on sticky paper. He angled his drink at me. “That is different. This is my duty. I am sworn to it.” 
    

    
      “How exactly is my circumstance different?” I pondered. “Help save over a thousand humans from trafficking or cower in a corner and hate the man trying to save them because he had no choice but to abduct some help. Sure, it required some ah… 
      unorthodox
       methods…”
    

    
      “Such as letting Commander Atarian grope you?” Roka teased, downing the rest of his drink and filling it back up. He topped mine off while he was at it. 
    

    
      “If I’m being honest, I think 
      I
       groped him more than the other way around. Regardless though, no decent person could say no. Not if they knew there were little children, grandparents, young girls…”
    

    
      “But what about after Yaspur? You will not see other humans unless you return to the colony in the future, ah? Surely you are sad to leave them behind.”
    

    
      I took a hearty drink while he spoke, then shook my head as I swallowed. “I’m more excited for the adventure. If I get homesick for Earth, I can visit Yaspur.” 
    

    
      Roka let out a long breath. “I did not think it possible, but I am even more jealous of Atarian than before.”
    

    
      “Why is that, exactly?” I laughed. 
    

    
      Bing
      . A bay port slid open behind me somewhere. I smelled something savory. Roka ignored the sound, leaning forward, keeping eye contact.
    

    
      “Because you are not only achingly beautiful, but you have a daring heart and a mind sharper than a vantablade.” He stood with a crooked grin. “And Atarian gets all of you to himself.”
    

    
      After that heartstopping compliment, which I immediately informed Roka was heartstopping, I quickly forgot myself in the food. 
      Real food
      . It was some sort of stew. Not quite human, but not apparently venandi either. The 
      Yafridi
       AI, known as ULA, was working to catalog all dishes originating in the regions the survivors were primarily from, but replacing ingredients with what was locally available or easily traded for. I’d asked what was taking the 
      Palembre
       so long, to which Roka replied, “You’re a crew member. It’s a little different being on a state-of-the-art FOV versus living in a colony. The ISU has an invested interest in your optimal nutrition.”
    

    
      Despite the heavy topics over drinks, dinner was light and frothy, made easier by greasing the wheels with the pop rock liquor I couldn’t get enough of. We bantered about Roka’s music playing, what I hoped to see, what I thought the galaxy had to offer. I’d make professional guesses, which became less professional the more tipsy I got, and Roka would confirm or deny with blistering amusement. 
    

    
      “Dating,” Roka chuckled as he set down his utensils. I did the same, bobbing one heel in the air. I licked my teeth and the corners of my mouth, wishing I could pick up the plate and drag my tongue through the gravy left behind. I’d thoroughly cleaned that plate and savored the lingering taste.
    

    
      “What about it?” I waggled my eyebrows, finishing off my third flute. I checked myself. My eyes were definitely lagging behind my head as I shook it to do the drunkenness test. But I calculated that I could do one more and still walk and talk without embarrassing myself. Roka obliged. 
    

    
      “Are you open to it? You know, with non-humans,” he mused conspiratorially. 
    

    
      “Of course,” I said without hesitation. “You look surprised.” 
    

    
      “I am,” he laughed incredulously. “You’ve been 
      out the
       box for less than a satbit! Are humans truly this adaptable?” 
    

    
      I shrugged. “First of all, what is a satbit?”
    

    
      “Ah, a satellite orbit. In civilian units, it probably translates to a month.”
    

    
      “Gotcha. Second of all, not all of us are socially flexible. Not all humans even accept that other 
      humans
       are equal. But look, we’re Earth’s most adaptable species, which also means our customs, beliefs, looks, whatever, are extremely diverse compared to what I’ve seen so far. We live in thirteen climate zones, have thousands of languages-”
    

    
      “Thousands?!” Roka shouted in disbelief. I nodded emphatically. 
    

    
      “Yeah, thousands. The point is, humans excel at adapting. I don’t see venandi or hjarna as being aliens anymore really. I just see people that look different.”
    

    
      “Dating the hjarna is probably not high on your list-”
    

    
      I found myself feeling indignant on Sule’s behalf. “Why not? They’re perfectly nice people.” 
    

    
      “The hjarna have a mating season that consists of the men fertilizing the women with spores they eject from their fans.” Roka wriggled one hand over his head like the bone crest hjarna had protecting their brains and erupted into laughter at my expression. He held up a hand to stop himself from laughing and to put a pause on the comments at the tip of my tongue. He could hardly stop laughing as he continued.  “Granted, they- they have the equipment for other activities, ah? But they don’t really have a sex drive.”
    

    
      I pursed my lips and made a bubble noise as I popped them in thought. “Duly noted,” I over-enunciated, then giggled. “Wow. Well, is there anything strange the venandi do? I should be prepared if I’m going on the prowl after all.” 
    

    
      Roka regarded me as I took another drink and set my flute down a little too heavily. "Ah, Olivia… I would show you, if you'd honor me.”
    

    
      His offer hung in the air between us. A spike of adrenaline bottomed out the floor beneath my heart. 
    

    
      Roka was an attractive man, there was no way around it. His ebony plates, those crimson eyes, and broad muscles that slid beneath his black fitted shirt. Paired with a voice as smooth as melted chocolate and the disposition of a school boy… His charisma was undeniable. A weapon of the heart sharper than any sword. 
    

    
      I licked my lips, then looked down at my glass. “I’m flattered,” I sighed. “But I… can’t.”
    

    
      Roka downed his drink, but smiled easily. He looked up at the ceiling with a sigh, leaning back in his chair. “Ah, he’s got you good, hasn’t he? Selfish, selfish.”
    

    
      “Who?” I knew who, and I immediately felt like an idiot for asking. Roka gave me a knowing squint. 
    

    
      “He claimed during the raid that you weren’t sleeping together, you know,” Roka gossiped. “That’s changed, then.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “No.” 
    

    
      “No? Why not?”
    

    
      “He’s avoiding me,” I sighed dramatically. “Something’s… off. I don’t know what it is yet, but I’ll figure it out. Something I did, or… I’ll figure it out.”
    

    
      "But there have been sparks?" Roka pushed teasingly. "Sensual purrs of longing?"
    

    
      I thought back to my quarters, to the command deck, and his room. I took a step back from it all as best I could, but could come up with no other solution. 
    

    
      "Purring… Yes. I can't imagine I'm wrong about that." 
    

    
      Roka leaned forward, a hungry glint in his eye. "It sounds like this." A purr bloomed in his chest, deep and full. It rumbled through my skin. My drink vibrated in my hand, bubbles attempting to flee like fish in a net. It was a primal, insatiable need that battered my skin and my senses. 
    

    
      "Yes," I breathed, blinking away from his predatory gaze. "Sometimes more subtle, sometimes more powerful." 
    

    
      The purr was cut off as Roka scoffed, looking away for the first time with what seemed like bitterness. “What a fool.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?” I asked, sitting on the edge of my seat. It was obvious he wasn’t referring to me.
    

    
      Roka sighed and finished off his drink. “I mean that if he’s avoiding you, dear Olivia, he’s serious about his attraction. A purr like that is no simple flirtation, ah? You should talk to him. No, 
      press
       him. Like you were making juice. And don’t let up. He’ll get angry, but it’ll be worth it in the end.”
    

    
      I flustered as Roka stood. I was no longer feeling professional or logical in any way. I’d been dying to let those shackles go. Now my cool logic had flown out the proverbial window, replaced by desperation. “Bu- wait, why? How will making him any angrier help? He’s my commanding officer. If I piss him off enough, he could boot me from the 
      Palembre
      !”
    

    
      Roka laughed at that. “Get rid of you? Ha! That is the last thing he's thinking about. In fact, I'd wager my ship that he is incapable of such a thing, even if he were under orders. I swear it. Of course, if he does, I’ll snatch you up immediately." He picked up his drink and finished it in one gulp. I stood and did the same, my head spinning from more than just the alcohol. I pointed my finger at him. 
    

    
      “Is this a venandi thing?”
    

    
      “Oh, yes. It is very much a venandi thing. If you want a hint, Olivia,” Roka leaned in close and pinched my chin between his fingers. I’d forgotten in our lazy conversations just how tall these venandi were. I strained to look up at him. “I suggest you research venandi mating rituals. It’s riveting reading.”
    

    
      “I haven’t learned to read your script yet,” I moaned. 
    

    
      “You’ll figure it out,” Roka purred. 
    

    
      "Why send me on a wild goose chase when you know the answers?"
    

    
      "The chase, my dear, is what venandi are built for." He inhaled, then pulled away with a groan. “Let’s get you back to your ship before I decide not to be so honorable, ah?”
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      After escorting Olivia to the hatch of the 
      Palembre
       safely, Lokurian eased back into his quarters and leaned against the wall by the lift with a lythe smile. "You can come out now, Atarian. I know you're in here."
    

    
      The commander turned off the cloaking on his suit, sticking to the shadows. His rage was palpable, eyes glowing sharp. As soon as his visor withdrew, a threatening vibration filled the air. Lokurian, previously at ease, grew tense, looking over his colleague’s face. It was black as night with angry red spires. A crack marred his brow plate, and cuts oozed with blood down his mutinous expression.
    

    
      "Poaching my crew, Lokurian?" Atarian hissed, voice an octave lower than usual.
    

    
      "Far from it. Dinner," Lokurian pointed at his colleague with one eye closed for precision, unable to stop himself from pushing his luck, "was purely for pleasure." 
    

    
      "Did my report give you ideas? I know you read it. Funny, since you don't have clearance for it." 
    

    
      "You have TS Sule, I have TS Pau. It just so happens Pau is better." 
    

    
      “If Pau is better, how am I in your ship without raising the alarm?” Atarian scoffed. Lokurian joined their stalking dance around his chambers. Two sharks in bloody water. 
    

    
      “Perhaps I was feeling vindictive and told Pau to take the night off.”
    

    
      Atarian’s thrashing vibration 
      crescendoed
      . Lokurian chanced a look at his fist. All of his talons were out, dripping with blood from ragged knuckles. He couldn’t tell the color. Unease settled in as he realized TS Pau and the rest of his crew were in danger. “What, so I could watch you seduce Olivia? That’s a good way to ensure you die in the line of duty.”
    

    
      “As much as I would have revelled in your jealousy, Thel, your doctor was not interested.”  
    

    
      "She's not mine," Atarian snarled instantly. 
    

    
      “Oh? Then I guess you wouldn’t mind if I-”
    

    
      Atarian exploded into violent fury, smashing Lokurian against the wall. The thermaform cracked under his grinding plates. Lokurian kept his surprise in check, but couldn’t tame the labored breath of shock as he looked Atarian hard in the eyes. He looked down at the talons holding him off the floor, at the blood that was blue and not magenta. 
    

    
      “You didn’t attack Pau, then,” he rasped with relief. 
    

    
      “No. Luckily for her, TS Sule is better.” 
    

    
      With a hard shove, Atarian dropped Lokurian to the floor. The commander landed with ease and didn’t bother to straighten his shirt as the other venandi paced. He licked the insides of his mandibles weighing his options. 
    

    
      “I will admit it. I propositioned your doctor, ah?”
    

    
      Atarian let out a roar of frustration.
    

    
      “She was not interested, Thel!” he yelled, prompting the commander of the 
      Palembre
       to turn on his heel. He looked at the man helplessly, eyes wide and pleading. “And you cannot blame me for trying. There isn’t a venandi alive that wouldn’t try to converge with her if they felt it.”
    

    
      “Did you invite her to your bed? Or are you saying something more…” Atarian asked in a deadly tone. “Did you hrum for her, Roka?”
    

    
      “Yes,” he admitted, putting up his hands in surrender before Atarian could lunge at him with the murder gleaming in his eyes. “But! Unlike 
      you
      , my sorry man, I can control it. You, Thel, are in too deep for that, aren’t you?”
    

    
      Atarian grimaced, looking away. “I can control myself.”
    

    
      Lokurian laughed incredulously. He shook his head. “You’ve infiltrated the 
      Yafridi
      , attacked a fellow officer and souls know who else… You can’t even control your 
      colors
      , commander.”
    

    
      “I was in control until you invited her to your infamous quarters,” Atarian spat.
    

    
      Lokurian’s expression fell to an uncharacteristically serious tone. He pointed a talon at him. “You will 
      lose
       her if you don’t give in. Someone other than me will feel the impulse and be less than honorable about it, you understand, Thel? What will you do when she has shore leave on Helion and goes to a club with that pretty cousin of yours? Or when AM Calgari takes her out for noodles and a city tour?” Lokurian spread his arms wide. “Or! When a young and handsome diplomat sees that the first awoken human isn’t a toad 
      and
       would be good for his clan’s standing! What are you going to do then?”
    

    
      “There’s plenty of time-”
    

    
      “No! Thel, there isn’t,” Lokurian ended softly. He took a couple steps towards the commander and pointed into his office at 
      Aelia’s
       drawings grimly. “Two blissful years is all the souls granted me. And when I met Kassana, I fell head over heels within days, same as you. There is never enough time. Especially not when your heart and your body are in such agreement.”
    

    
      "I'm not taking her freedom away because I can't control my urges. She comes to me on her own or she doesn't. End of story."
    

    
      “She cannot come to you if she does not know your mind,” Lokurian said sagely.
    

    
      “That’s just it, Roka,” Atarian responded with anguish. His anger dwindled into fear. “If I tell her, I won’t be able to-” 
    

    
      Atarian’s head crooked sideways, listening into the private comm of his linguitor. His eyes went wide. Lokurian raised a brow plate.
    

    
      “Something the matter? I promise I haven’t mounted a counterattack,” Lokurian teased. 
    

    
      “Are you sure? Because for some reason, Olivia Loxley is requesting access to my quarters. Know anything about that?”
    

    
      Lokurian grimaced. “Ah. I’d forgotten. I did advise her to speak with you. She… may be well and truly drunk, by the way. You’d better go take care of your doctor.” 
    

    
      As Commander Atarian slipped out the way he'd gotten in, Lokurian called out, “She likes 
      furza
      , by the way!” He turned on some music and chose another decanter full of golden liquor, type unknown, without worrying about pouring a glass. Even if the rejection stung just a little, this was a night to celebrate the delicious drama about to unfold.
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      I went straight to Atarian’s quarters. I tried comms but ADI said he was unavailable. I understood being unavailable for a casual chat, but this was important. Surely it was worth barging in? 
    

    
      Maybe I was getting ahead of myself. I slowed in the hallway, trying to put my sober hat back on. It was woefully crooked, because the next thing I knew, I was yelling at myself in my own head, making gestures like a mad woman.
    

    
      Fuck morning! I was on pins and needles. I wanted to dive head first into it 
      right now
      . Atarian would just have to suffer my enthusiasm and slight wobbliness, because if I waited til morning, my resolve would slip away like a bar of soapy soap. Slippery sop. Soap. You get the point. 
    

    
      I was definitely a Martin Drunk; just the right amount of drunk to feel sober enough for this confrontussion. Confron- discussion. Yes. 
    

    
      The lift stopped, but the doors didn't open. I nearly banged my forehead, coming up short. I blinked. "ADI, open the doors." 
    

    
      "I'm afraid you do not have clearance, Dr Loxley! I have announced your presence. The commander will be with you shortly… probably? He's a little tied up." 
    

    
      "Mhm, okay. Sure," I said, remembering why I didn't have access anymore. I smoothed down my cocktail dress and smelled my wrists. They still carried the faint scent of spice lilies. I tapped my foot, passing the time, thinking about what I wanted to say. I knew that the best-laid plans would crumble, but it kept me emboldened to imagine myself strong and daunting and well-spoken when I’d obviously lost that skill two glasses of pop rock liquor ago.  I really should have found out its real name.
    

    
      The lift doors opened without announcement. I peered out into the room.  Atarian was standing by his suits of armor, removing a tactical gauntlet. He didn't look up at me.
    

    
      "Off on a secret mission, commander?" I asked, sauntering in on my heels. I crossed the room smoothly. The finer points of depth perception might have been lost on my hands, but I could still sway my hips and walk in a straight line.
    

    
      "Testing a prototype," he explained. He looked up as he pulled the glove off by the plated fingers. "How can I help you, Dr Loxley?"
    

    
      I shivered. I couldn't help it. Heat poured down my chest and pooled between my legs. His voice was a sinful pleasure to my ears. I licked my lips, thirsty.
    

    
      "I just came from dinner with Commander Lokurian," I said pointedly. Atarian’s eyes sparked. 
    

    
      "Ah. Is the weasel poaching my newest recruit, or is he seducing her," he asked in a dangerous monotone.
    

    
      I cocked my head, enjoying the sensation a little too much. I was starting to worry that I might be an adrenaline junky. I descended the two short steps into his display area, proud I didn’t fall on my face or stutter on my heels.
    

    
      "Definitely seducing." 
    

    
      Atarian squared off with me, towering over my head. The three inches of heel made me feel more powerful regardless. I noted that the light must be far dimmer than I thought, though. His coloring seemed very dark compared to a few moments ago. "And was he successful?" The words were a purr more than a question. I stopped about two feet from the imposing venandi. 
    

    
      "What if he was? Am I worth your time now?" I challenged. 
    

    
      "You're always worth my time, doctor. Even when I can't give it to you."
    

    
      My cheeks turned red hot. I hadn't expected sincerity, especially not in a hoarse confession like that. I felt like he was trying to say something bigger, something meaningful. There was an ache I couldn't describe in his tone, the vibration of his mandibles. Oh, I'd goaded a response out of him alright. Now I would spend a week replaying his voice while I lay naked in bed.
    

    
      I moved so I could see him better in the light and my brow creased. I blinked out of my seductive goading, real concern taking over. “Oh my god, you’re bleeding. What happened?”
    

    
      I didn’t wait for an answer, retreating to the sterile lighting of the bathroom where a discarded towel lay over the towel bar. I picked it up and doused it in cold water before ringing it out. 
    

    
      “Testing a prototype, Dr Loxley,” he said stiffly when I returned. I pressed the towel to his brow plate, checking to see how much blood came away. He winced as I pressed it down again.
    

    
      “Your brow plate is cracked,” I informed him. 
    

    
      “I’m aware.” He reached up and took the towel gently from my hand. I looked at his torn knuckles and cocked a displeased hip. I’d worked crime long enough to know that his injuries were from a good old fashioned fist fight.
    

    
      “Let me guess, that’s from poor padding inside your gloves?”
    

    
      The commander didn’t flinch away from my glare. “Why are you here, Loxley?”
    

    
      My throat clenched with the force of my heart ramming itself into my trachea. Anticipation pulled hard on my belly button and that heat returned between my legs. I licked my lips, buying myself time. 
    

    
      “Why are you avoiding me?” I managed. Atarian took a deep, draconian breath. God, his lungs must be huge in that brick house of a chest. “And why did you promote me in my quarters instead of on the bridge?”
    

    
      “Are you sure you want the answers to those questions?” he murmured in response. 
    

    
      I didn’t jump right into that trap and snap yes. I forced myself to pull back. “No, I’m not sure.”
    

    
      It was his turn to look concerned. His mandibles rattled with uncertainty. “Why?”
    

    
      “Because despite Roka telling me you’d never kick me off the 
      Palembre
      , that’s exactly what might happen on Earth. And if I don’t have you, then what?”
    

    
      Atarian stopped breathing entirely, staring at me with intensity. My eyes went wide when I realized what I’d said. “If… If I don’t have the 
      Palembre
      .”
    

    
      Atarian took a controlled step forward, close enough my forehead would touch his chest if I bowed my head. "Are you sure you weren't right the first time?"
    

    
      Fuck,
       how could I argue with that rolling purr, the invitation dripping off his tone? My thighs, rather than my knees, became weak. My skin was on fire, muscles burning to lunge forward. Why was I so uncontrollable? I had never felt this way before. No man had ever unhinged me so thoroughly. 
    

    
      "What if I was?" I managed, staring at his chest, unable to look up.
    

    
      Atarian growled with lust from deep in his chest. He lowered his eyes to my throat and slid one hand from my sternum to my jaw, lifting my face gently.
    

    
      “I’ve been avoiding you because I want you for myself,” he breathed.
    

    
      I was strung as tight as a bow, quivering under his deft talons. I held onto his elbow for dear life as he lowered his mouth to my fleeting pulse and breathed me in. 
    

    
      “And I visited your quarters because I want you for myself.”
    

    
      My breath hitched, mouth sliding open. This time, it wasn’t an act for cameras, or lessons for the mission. Exhilarated and starved, I slid my hands around his neck and pressed my fingers into the soft place behind his spires. My fingertips 
      tingled
      . His other hand wrapped around my waist and lifted me onto my tiptoes as he buried his mandibles in the crook of my neck. 
    

    
      Then his hands dipped lower. The prick of talons pushing against my bare ass cheek gave me goosebumps. One of his long fingers pressed against the warm wetness between my legs possessively. I was suddenly angry that there was a layer of fabric between us. I wanted it gone and squirmed, trying to convey my frustration. With a hook of his claw, the fabric of my panties 
      tore
       open and snapped with satisfaction. 
    

    
      I couldn't hold myself back anymore. I felt possessed, overcome by some primal urge that wasn't entirely mine. I felt venandi heat surge through my veins as I turned Atarian's face and pressed my mouth against his.
    

    
      He let me kiss his bifurcated lips with soft, needy nips and licks until he got the rhythm, understood the motions, the rocking back and forth of heads with the breath. He joined in the dance with fervor, cradling the back of my head, diving straight into the human act with relish. My body soared as his finger slid into my folds. I shook with exhilaration, with fear, with…
    

    
      I wasn’t shaking, Atarian was. Vibrating, more like it. Saturating my bones and tissues with his mesmerizing hum. I recognized it from a week ago, the night I woke up straddling him. Even though my clit wasn’t pressed against his plates, that animalistic reverberation still hit the sweet spot, revving my engines. I wanted to fall so far off the cliff, no one would ever find my remains. 
    

    
      “What are you doing to me?” I moaned in absolute awe.
    

    
      Then, with force, Atarian doubled over as if I’d punched him in the gut. The erotic vibration choked into hoarse panting as he ripped his hands away, and a pained moan tore out of my throat. I stared wide-eyed at the commander, so wet I could feel it on my thighs. 
    

    
      Just as I was about to beg him to touch me again, I saw the anguish in his face. He held his chest with one talon, the other clutching the wall. 
    

    
      “I shouldn’t… have,” he panted, unable to breathe. His breath came in hard pauses, like someone trying to stop themselves from breathing in water as they drowned. His chest compressed painfully with each inhale. 
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I rushed forward. “I… I think you’re having a panic attack. It’s okay, just breathe.”
    

    
      “You… need- to go-,” he bit out, collapsing to the ground. “Go!”
    

    
      “No, I’m not leaving,” I said, falling to my knees next to him, looking for any symptom: a wound, blood, a fever, anything. That vibration was back, cut off in between his breaths. He shuddered like a man in his death throes. I reached out to his face with my palm. “We need to get this armor off you. What can I-”
    

    
      As soon as my palm touched his mandible, he gasped, wide-eyed and bared his teeth. Pushing me away, he roared, “
      DON- TOUCH- ME-
      ”
    

    
      I scrambled back. He lunged at me with one talon extended, the other cutting deep into the paneling of the wall to keep him in check. His claw sliced the air 
      by my
       right eye. I got to my feet, fists balled.  
    

    
      “I know you’re not going to hurt me,” I said with confidence, inching away. He groaned balefully as I moved back.
    

    
      “Get- Vin- Get-” he said between harrowed breaths, collapsing back to the ground. “Vin- di-”
    

    
      I was out of my depth and I knew it. It looked like a panic attack to me, but what the fuck did I really know? I swallowed the stone of fear in my throat and turned, running for the lift. “ADI,” I shouted, getting inside. “Comm Vindilus, now!”
    

    
      I turned around. Atarian and I stared desperately at each other until the doors closed. 
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      25
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a fair deal Vindilus enjoyed. A cushy military life in exchange for what, keeping his mandibles clean? 
      Pfft.
       Like he wanted to drag them through the dirt again. Still, Ferulis had taken a chance on him, and Atarian had stuck his neck out. The least he could do was make sure they were properly outfitted. All he asked in return were the basics. 
    

    
      The venandi powerhouse was a simple man with simple needs. A clean change of underwear, a drink now and then, a shower when the mood hit him.
    

    
      Vindilus grinned appreciatively, leaning one shoulder against the wall. An occasional casual encounter with the finer kind didn’t hurt either. 
    

    
      “You lookin’ good tonight, VS Galdon,” he hummed, stretching his muscles like a cat on the prowl. He looked down at the diminutive engineer, barely five-eleven. He breathed in deep, leaning over her as she purred. Her spires were freshly oiled and scented, and the sweet little number she’d fit herself into did all the right things to all her plate edges. She cocked a hip and raised one brow plate, looking up at him. 
    

    
      “Gotta put my best leg forward if I’m going to get laid by a devil like you,” she murmured in that souls-awful nasally voice. Vindilus smiled, mandibles rattling. Perfect. Everything about Galdon was fiiiine fine fine. Except that high-pitched whine, her one spire longer than the others, and, most atrociously, the way she always sneered at the lower ranks and pushed them around. She had an amazing mind and body, but she had no grace. Exactly what he wanted. No way he was gonna imprint on her. She was the safest lay on the ship. 
    

    
      He leaned in, wrapping one huge hand around her waspish waist. His linguitor beeped. 
    

    
      “Emergency comm incoming, arms master!” ADI gushed in his ear. 
    

    
      He didn’t let on he was hearing anything, determined to ignore it. This was the first night in three satbits Pom Pom wasn’t haunting his door when it was time to turn in. You’d think the adorable brat would like spending some alone time in her own quarters every now and then, but no. 
    

    
      “Vindilus? Are you there?” Dr Loxley’s frantic voice filled his ears. She sounded on the verge of tears, viciously forcing herself to keep it together.
    

    
      Vindilus’s posture stiffened. He stood straight up, practically dropping Galdon. She squeaked. “Hey!”
    

    
      “Shh,” he snapped. “I’m here. What do you need?” He chose his words carefully, not letting on to the gossipy hottie huffing in front of him. 
    

    
      “It’s Atarian. I-I don’t know what’s happening. He’s having trouble breathing and yelled at me when I tried to help. He said to get you,” she explained, shaken. 
    

    
      “Gimme a sec. 
      ADI,
       
      mute.
       Oh fuck,” he breathed, eyes wide. He looked down at Galdon. “Alright, doll, sorry but you gotta get outta my quarters. Now.” 
    

    
      Galdon blinked, then attempted to wrangle his arm. “I could wait here and warm up your bed for y-”
    

    
      “Nope,” Vindilus interrupted with finality. “I don’t do sleepovers.” He picked up the engineer over one shoulder and walked out of his rooms. 
    

    
      “Let me down! What the fuck?!” she cursed him the whole way. He dropped her in the hallway not-so-gently.
    

    
      “Duty calls!”
    

    
      He 
      loped
       down the hall, glad it was late enough that very few people were walking the passages. “
      Loxley
      .” Beep. “Alright, doc, listen up. You remember where the medbay is?”
    

    
      “The mid… mid-leve-”
    

    
      “Middle gun, doc. Have ADI take you there. I’ll meet you with Dr Veel. Got it?”
    

    
      He veered around a corner and took the fast way down to the lower gun, sliding down a bannister like a fireman’s pole. He hurdled the rail and held on loosely, slamming his big feet into the platform two levels below. 
    

    
      “Got it,” Loxley responded, calmer now that she had direction.
    

    
      “See you there in a jiff. And doc?”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “You’re doin’ great. He’s gonna be fine.”
    

    
      “Just shut up and get Veel.” 
    

    
      Vindilus grinned. “You got it, boss.” Maybe he 
      should
       send her back up there with Thel. They were abso-fuckin’-lutely meant for each other. 
    

    
      “
      ADI, comm SMO Veel.
      ” 
    

    
      “Yes, sir!” 
    

    
      A moment later, the doctor was on and somewhat groggy. Vindilus slid through the armory doors at top speed. He skidded to a stop, partially breaking against a crate by the workbench.
    

    
      “Veel, hmm?” she yawned. 
    

    
      “Yo, Veel. I need you up and bright-eyed,” he panted, searching through his personal stash. 
    

    
      “Arms Master Calgari! Are your injuries opening up? They were quite severe, yes?” she asked, coming to. Vin rolled his shoulder and tried hard to ignore the recently reattached spire that still throbbed.
    

    
      “Nah, I’m fine. Look, the commander’s going to you for his new prescription, right?” 
    

    
      She was obviously much more alert when she responded. “Ah, yes, well I mean, he’s told me to put it on reserve.” She sounded muffled. Getting dressed probably. 
    

    
      “Uh, yeah. Pretty sure he’s impulsive right now. Gotta get you up there. In a hazmat suit, y’dig?” 
    

    
      “Oh my. My my, yes, no, I’ll suit up.”
    

    
      Vindilus found his lucky puck and kissed it. “Fuckin’ souls, thought I lost you, buddy.”
    

    
      “What was that?” 
    

    
      Vindilus waved his hand at his linguitor uselessly. “Nothin’, doc. Just talking to my armor. I’ll meet you at the lift in two. 
      ADI, end
      .” 
    

    
      The commlink went dead. Vindilus thrust the puck against his left pectoral and stood still. The puck activated, covering his body like an airtight shell. It was his personal BDRE: Biodefensible Regulated Environsuit. 
      Thel
       might have the best money could buy, but sometimes money just wasn’t the currency to entice the artisans of the Ghost Market. 
    

    
      Within moments, Vindilus had dashed up the ladders to the middle gun. He rounded the corner to find Lox standing with her leg in the door to keep it from moving. As soon as she saw him, she breathed a sigh of relief. 
    

    
      “You okay, doc?” Vindilus asked, panting. She nodded, arms crossed over her tiny chest. 
    

    
      “I’m fine. Where’s Veel?”
    

    
      He looked her over, and creased his brow when he spied a small cut by her eye.
    

    
      “On her way,” Vindilus said, leaning in for a closer look. 
    

    
      Atarian’s scent mixed with convergence wafted past his nose. He stared at Loxley in shock. It wasn’t strong, but it was there. The slightest hint of spice and wood and things that made Vindilus itch for a fight.
    

    
      But more than that, 
      her
       scent was overwhelming. Vin’s dick got hard immediately. He took a step back, thankful for the armor that kept his erection hidden from view. Fucking souls, Thel wasn’t kidding. It was intoxicating.
    

    
      “You ah, feeling okay, doc?” he tried carefully. 
    

    
      “I told you, I’m fine. Why?” They both turned to look down the hallway as the sound of rubbery treads trotted their way. Dr Veel rounded the corner in her hazmat suit, a small hardcover case in one hand. Vindilus 
      waved
       for her to move it. 
    

    
      Before Loxley could ask about infections or contagions like he 
      knew
       was running through her head, Vindilus took her by the shoulders. 
    

    
      “Look, you’re not in danger and Thel’s gonna be fine. I promise he’s still kickin’. We’ll take good care of him.”
    

    
      The human female’s eyes blazed. Vindilus’s core stirred. Fuck, what a lion of a woman. It was a good thing 
      Thel
       had already laid claim, otherwise his dumbass instincts might try. Not that he thought they’d be a good match; she was way too smart for him to keep up with. And too breakable. But common sense hadn’t stopped his body from trying in the past. 
    

    
      “If you think I’m going to saunter back to my quarters and call it a night, you’re shit outta luck, AM Calgari,” she growled. Vindilus growled right back. 
    

    
      “You are going to do 
      exactly
       that, SO Loxley.”
    

    
      “You can’t order m-”
    

    
      Vindilus pointed to his three pennants compared to her one. She snapped her jaw shut. “I can, and I am.”
    

    
      Veel caught up to them and slipped into the elevator. “Let’s go, AM Calgari!” she panted heavily. He nodded back to her and made his way into the lift. Loxley followed. 
    

    
      And Vindilus rolled his eyes, immediately pushing her back to the opposite wall by the shoulder, mandibles vibrating threateningly. She grabbed his wrist, chin up, daring him to pick a fight. 
    

    
      “You are going to 
      stay put
      . Even if I have to put you down. Do you understand?” 
    

    
      “Better show me why everyone’s so scared of you, then.”
    

    
      Vindilus shoved her back. “Don’t tempt me.” 
    

    
      He stalked backwards into the lift, keeping the doctor’s stare until the doors slid closed. Loxley glared at him with murder in her eyes. 
    

    
      “How bad is it, do you know?” Veel asked once they were alone. She ringed her fingers on the handle of her kit nervously. Vindilus kept watching the spot where that human’s glare was burned in the back of his eyelids. She hadn’t been afraid to spell it out for him with that look. He was done. She didn’t trust him anymore. 
    

    
      “Bad enough that SO Loxley had the scent. It wasn’t much, but it was there.”
    

    
      Veel breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, well, yes, let’s hope that’s good news. Close call. We will have to look for a long term solution, hmm?”
    

    
      Vindilus looked at the doc sideways, tearing his mind away from his new friend’s disgust. He regarded her slowly as the lift came to a stop. “What was that?”
    

    
      She shrugged from inside her hazmat, the clear visor’s reflection cutting across her face. “Well, if the commander doesn’t want to follow his impulse, yes? She will need to be transferred off the ship… yes?”
    

    
      Vindilus pierced the edge of his tongue with a sharp fang to keep himself from snarling. Oh 
      hellllll
       no. The doc wasn’t going anywhere. Not until they were square. Not until she knew what a bind he was in and could see he’d had no choice but to make excuses, push her away… all that shit. 
    

    
      The doors opened. They both looked out at the commander’s dim quarters and spotted him immediately in his armory, slumped on the floor. Before Veel could peel out of the lift, Vindilus caught her arm. 
    

    
      “I’m only gonna tell you this once, doc. The commander 
      wants
       to converge with Loxley. I don’t suggest you mention separating them. 
      Ever
      . Got it?”
    

    
      The hjarna swallowed audibly through her suit, big eyes blinking slightly out of sync with anxiety. She nodded emphatically. “Yes, no. I understand. We… we should tend to him, yes?”
    

    
      Vindilus let her arm go and they trotted into the room. “Thel! Brother!” 
    

    
      The commander looked up, caught between breaths. The closer they got, the worse he looked. Vindilus threw up his helmet, blocking his expression with its black reflective visor, and knelt next to him.. 
    

    
      “She- She-” Thel could hardly get a word out. Every time he did, the hrum seeped into his voice. The soft flesh behind Vin’s spires prickled with goosebumps. He was glad his friend couldn’t see his expression. It was grim. 
    

    
      “I’ve never seen an impulse like this…” Veel said in awe. Thel clutched his chest in agony. 
    

    
      “Me neither, doc. So hurry up.” 
    

    
      She startled herself into action, pulling open her case. 
    

    
      “It’s okay, Thel. She’s not here. She’s down on the middle gun. You can let it out,” Vindilus said gently. Thel looked around the room wildly. Vindilus cleared his visor so 
      Thel
       could see his face and forced his best friend to look him in the eye. “You know I wouldn’t do that to you, man. It’s okay, she’s not here. Just let loose.” 
    

    
      Thel looked both relieved and terrified. It took him a few tries to trust himself to let it go. When he did, 
      damn
      . A purr so strong it vibrated the soles of the arms master’s feet rolled out from Thel. He had to take his hand away, the commander vibrating so powerfully the details of his face were slightly blurred. Vindilus leaned away, catching the doctor’s eye in shock. 
    

    
      “Is it… normally like this?” she asked quietly into their suit comms. Vindilus shook his head. 
    

    
      When the shockwave ended several moments later, Thel closed his eyes, gasping for breath like Joe Schmo decided to run a marathon. 
    

    
      “Is she-” he managed. “Is she-”
    

    
      “She’s safe. You’re good, man.” 
    

    
      Vindilus patted him awkwardly, trying to comfort him while Dr Veel did her thing. Taking measurements, poking him with a sedative, determining the dose of Agros he’d start the next day…
    

    
      Vindilus’s thoughts grew dark. He remembered that shit. It was the worst. Always feeling hungry, never able to have the feast you 
      really
       wanted. So you fill it up with shit: fighting, conspiring, backstabbing, prowling, fucking. All of it worse than a bird with a stomach full of trash. It wasn’t sustainable. With the doses Veel was rattling off to herself, he wasn’t sure if Thel would ruin his life first or die trying. 
    

    
      Ten minutes later, Veel was gone. She wanted to get the labs running that night so she didn’t run the risk of other personnel seeing her work. At least she was discreet. Sometimes it was easy to forget that everyone on a covert FOV was unsavory in some way. Even Pom Pom had dark secrets.
    

    
      Except Loxley.
    

    
      No wonder 
      Thel
       didn’t want to tarnish her. 
    

    
      Vindilus heaved the commander to his feet with a groan. “Come on, buddy. Let’s get you in the shower.”
    

    
      Twenty minutes later, Thel was more like himself. At least, he was breathing normally, even if he was moving like he had a bit of a drunken buzz going on. Vindilus stood up from the couch as he exited the shower room. The commander threw his towel in a corner with uncharacteristic disregard. 
    

    
      “You… doin’ better?”
    

    
      “She touched me, Vin. While I was hrumming. She-” he cut himself off with a pained breath. “I can’t get near her again.” 
    

    
      But Vindilus’s empathy was running low. He punched the couch with frustration. “Fuck, Thel. You should just go for it! Could you guess I had to wrestle her off the lift to get up here? She was ready to fight 
      me
      , and I don’t think that twig has ever fought anyone in her life.” 
    

    
      Thel sat on the edge of the bed and growled right back in equal measure, “You know what she said to me when she asked to be on the crew? That she was a pioneer, not a settler. The way she looked out at the stars, Vin? The way she lit up thinking about all the possibilities out there? It took my breath away. I’d rather be an asshole and see that look in her eyes everyday than give in and run the risk of extinguishing it.”
    

    
      Vindilus sniffed, looking away. Souls, he was such a joke. Thel just spewed his heart all over the floor like he’d had too much love potion to drink. Why had Vindilus tried to converge with Xata? Because she was hot and liked it rough. Great. Just super. Is this what imprinting was supposed to be about? He’d totally missed the mark then. It was good he’d given up his life to stock ammo in a lonely armory. 
    

    
      “Maybe you’re right, Thel,” he said with defeat, standing up. “I’m gonna check on the doc and get some shut eye.” 
    

    
      “I’ve assigned her to the armory,” 
      Thel
       said suddenly, looking at the floor. “I trust you to watch out for her. But I did some reading. I’m not sure how nice I’m gonna be about it once I’m medicated.”
    

    
      “I don’t expect you to be. Just try not to snap my spires off like you did today, though alright? That shit hurts.”
    

    
      Without another word, Vindilus left. As soon as he was alone in the lift, he leaned against the corner and sighed. 
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      I’d hounded Veel like she was a sheep and I was a border collie with a vendetta. All my expertise was at full fucking volume. She was lying, deflecting, angling herself away like I was a threat. She finally told me 
      one
       truth: that Atarian wasn’t contagious and that 
      I
       wasn’t infected with anything. Then she shut me down with patient-doctor confidentiality of the alien variety. When she ducked into the med bay, she locked access so I couldn’t follow. 
    

    
      I’d turned heel and walked straight back to the lift, waiting for Vindilus. I’d have waited all night, but then I’d gotten wise. The armory was on the lower gun. I went there. It was dark. I didn’t know where his quarters were, and ADI wouldn’t tell me. 
    

    
      Defeated, I’d sat in front of the lift on the lower gun for another hour. I’d been bested. I stared at the barrier between me and Atarian that I desperately wanted to smash with Hulk fists, numb to the crew on the night shift as they sidled by. 
    

    
      Finally laying in my quarters, fingers laced together, I stared up at the artificial blue of early Earth dawn. In forty minutes, ADI would tell me to rise and shine. I hadn’t slept a wink. 
    

    
      I sat up and looked out the window to the incredible stars beyond. Reverence washed over me. A faint smile lifted the corners of my lips. Even with all my worry and rage, looking out at those stars was enough to calm me. 
    

    
      I leaned in with curiosity as a new something I’d never seen before caught my eye. A purple glint, slightly larger than the blue, white, and yellow glows of other stars. When I moved, 
      it 
      moved. I focused on it and all the other stars blurred…
    

    
      I jumped off the bed. “Shit!” I gasped, scrambling out of the sheets. I touched my eye cautiously. It felt normal. “ADI, bring up the mirror.”
    

    
      The mirror materialized. ADI brought up a dim warm light. 
    

    
      I looked like me. I looked like a wreck, that is to say. I was still in my cocktail dress, my hair knotted up like a house finch nest. My makeup was smeared. There was a small cut on my right temple. 
    

    
      But I wasn’t looking at that anymore. I was looking at my eye. My previously grey eye that was now half purple. Bright, blacklight purple. 
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I whispered. I pressed on the eye with my right fingers tentatively. As I prodded the bags under my eyes, my fingertips turned black. I’m not proud to admit that I screamed and fell back on my ass. 
    

    
      “ADI, turn on the lights!” I shrieked, holding up my hand. The lights came on full sun. I turned my hand back and front, shaking. My hand was black nearly all the way to my wrist, fading at the end of my thumb into my usual olive cream. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and really looked at it. It was… not rot. I breathed a huge sigh of relief. I tried tentatively flexing my fingers. They felt normal. Just the color had changed. I could tell it was my skin rather than something worse. I rubbed my knuckles to see if the flesh would slough off, holding back my dinner. It… It was fine. Everything was normal.
    

    
      Except that my hand was black. Not quite, though, more of a dark cool slate. A bit like shale. 
    

    
      I slumped there on my floor, both hands in my lap, one dark, one light. I looked down at them. “ADI…”
    

    
      “Yes, Dr Loxley?”
    

    
      “Can you do vitals? Without me going to the med bay.” I didn’t want to show up at Veel’s doorstep again. Not yet, at least. I wanted her to think I’d at least had 
      time
       to settle down. 
    

    
      “Of course! Pulse, breath, and temperature are all elevated, showing signs of anxiety or stress.”
    

    
      “Are they abnormal in any way…?”
    

    
      “If you are concerned, I can call a medical assistant to do a private check-up.” 
    

    
      “No, that’s fine,” I said a little too quickly. 
    

    
      I stood up and began to pace, hands on hips. I looked down at my fingers. Still black. I looked at my eye in the mirror. Half of my right eye was still violet. 
    

    
      “Okay… Okay, okay,” I breathed, thinking. I was pretty sure Vindilus hadn’t been lying when he said I was safe. Dr Veel hadn’t been concerned either. Was Atarian just… rubbing off on me then? Were these symptoms of some sort of syndrome or disorder? Maybe the chromatophores he carried were a symbiotic parasite rather than the expanding and contracting skin cells we think of on Earth… And he’d warned me not to touch him. 
    

    
      I was feeling calmer. Rather, I was convincing myself that this wasn’t so bad. I could hide it. I didn’t want to be out of commission because Veel needed to run tests on me. I felt fine, and the colony was only two days away. There was no way I could wait to get an all clear for something the doctor had already told me wasn’t contagious and wasn’t dangerous. 
    

    
      For the sake of making poor life choices, I’d just ignore the fact that she was wearing a hazmat suit when she told me that.
    

    
      I looked down at my hand. “Halle-fuckin-lujah,” I said and kissed the air. The slate was receding, faded up to the first knuckle. 
    

    
      I looked in the mirror with hope that was quickly dashed. My eye, however, was still just as bright. I would need to do something about that. 
    

    
      With the rest of the time I had before the morning, I sat down and came up with a plan. 
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      “Rise and shine, Dr Loxley!” ADI chimed. A breeze blew 
      through trees
       in the speakers above my bed. I sat up, completely awake. “You have slept for zero minutes!” 
    

    
      “Thanks for the reminder,” I grouched. I was already wearing my uniform, the cocktail dress hanging crumpled in the UV-lit closet for cleaning. I affixed my pennants and made sure they were straight, brushed my hair, and put on some modest makeup to cover the bags under my eyes. My hangover had never really materialized, thankfully.
    

    
      “ADI, print me a set of gloves, please. To match my uniform.”
    

    
      I walked briskly out of my quarters a few minutes later, the gloves still warm as I slid them on. The hallways were busy. I said good morning or nodded my head when the crew passed, but kept my eyes on the right side of the wall, my one eye obstructed from view. 
    

    
      It didn’t take long to get to the med bay, but it was in full-throttle hustle and bustle. Dr Veel was still working away, focused like a laser on some formula she seemed to be synthesizing in a small machine on her desk. I slipped into the clinic and stopped a hjarna medical assistant as he passed by. 
    

    
      “Good morning,” I said gently, quietly enough not to disturb Dr Veel. 
    

    
      “Oh! My, yes. Ahem, SO Loxley. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” he blustered, saluting awkwardly, eyes darting around the room. I smiled placatingly and turned him so his back was to the senior medical officer and I was obstructed from her view. 
    

    
      “You too, ahh…”
    

    
      “CA Shuer,” he said. 
    

    
      “Shuer. Good to meet you.”
    

    
      “Dr Veel is preparing another patient right now… but I can see if she can make herself available, yes?” he asked. I shook my head fervently.
    

    
      “No, no. I’m actually here to see a, ah, an optical specialist. Is there one on board by chance? No need to bother Dr Veel. I know how busy she must be.” 
    

    
      CA Shuer looked around the room and the adjoining glass offices. He bobbed on the balls of his feet, nodding enthusiastically. 
    

    
      “Yes! Yes, I will take you. Come with me, sir.”
    

    
      We wound through lab tables and desks, away from the immediate clinic, which was outfitted with cots, observation tables, and lightrails that acted as curtains. When we got to the far wall, he stopped in front of a glass room inside of which a hjarna with overly pale features, quite slender with a frilled bone fan protruding from his forehead, sat typing on one of those holographic keyboards. He looked up and jumped to his feet, motioning us in. 
    

    
      “Come in, come in! You must be, ah, yes, SO Loxley. Congratulations on your promotion. You’re shorter than I expected,” he said. When CA Shuer attempted to stay in the room, the doctor swatted at him. “Out, now.”
    

    
      “Y-yes, MS Yau.” 
    

    
      He skedaddled. MS Yau turned his attention back to me with beaming politeness. 
    

    
      “To what do I owe the pleasure of your attention, SO Loxley? I was under the impression you were, ah, in SMO Veel’s care.”
    

    
      I smiled as politically as possible. “I have two orders of business. The first isn’t worth the SMO’s time, I’m afraid.”
    

    
      “I’m all tympana,” he said, tapping on the circular bump behind his jaw.
    

    
      “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, I have heterochromia,” I said, tapping my right eye where the purple was showing. MS Yau shook his head. 
    

    
      “Ah, yes, I see. I’m afraid I hadn’t noticed. Hjarna don’t see colors like humans or venandi, SO Loxley. We see in the ultraviolet spectrum mostly.”
    

    
      I nodded appreciatively. I wouldn’t need to tiptoe around hjarna. “That is good to know. Well, I’m quite self-conscious about it. One eye is half-violet, you see. It’s distracting to the people I work with. Would you by chance be able to make a contact that matched my other eye?”
    

    
      He rubbed his chin in thought. “Rudimentary solution. I could change the color for you much more quickly.”
    

    
      I shook my head. What if I had it covered and it continued to spread? Come back and say he didn’t get all of it? “I’d rather not do anything cosmetic. Contacts are fine.”
    

    
      “A purest, I approve, yes.” He continued to think. “I can. It’s… rather crude, yes. But if you can give me a couple days, I can whip something up for you.”
    

    
      My good mood faltered, a crack in the veneer covering my desperation. “You couldn’t have one for me this morning, could you?”
    

    
      Yau shook his head. “Afraid not. I will need to, ah, dig in storage for the right equipment and do calibrations. What else is it you needed?”
    

    
      My mind was racing. How could I carry on like normal if I couldn’t look anyone in the eye? Say I have an ocular migraine and wear sunglasses? They’d just send me to Veel for a check-up and I’d be screwed. They could heal anything in minutes it seemed. Then I’d have no excuse to lean on. 
    

    
      “SO Loxley, sir?”
    

    
      I blinked up. “Oh, yes. Right. Most importantly, I’ve also come to realize, MS Yau, that my linguitor doesn’t translate writing. It’s inconvenient, and starting to affect my work. I was hoping to have that rectified.”
    

    
      He nodded rapidly and motioned for me to sit as he did, lacing his four fingers together on his desk. “Yes, yes. This is because a linguitor only translates the spoken word, hmm? What you need is a 
      transitor
      . They usually come as a, yes, a pair. It’s a simple enough procedure. You were right to come to see me.” 
    

    
      “I’m so relieved to hear that. What kind of procedure?” My responses were mechanical, my heartbeat rising. I was trying to listen at the same time I came up with a backup plan. 
    

    
      “We inject a self-replicating nanobot into your retinas and let them build their own scaffolding to connect to the retinal nerve and the language center of the brain. Quite elegant, yes, if simple.”
    

    
      I blinked. “A surgery then?”
    

    
      “Very quick, yes. But you’ll have to, ah, wear a protective visor over your eyes for two sols. Then I’ll do a follow up and make sure they’ve built everything according to plan. The design is universal, so there should be no problem with the human anatomy, hmm?”
    

    
      My smile returned. I breathed a little easier. “When can I have this quick surgery done? The sooner the better.”
    

    
      He brought up his schedule for the day. “Hmm, yes, ah, how is now? My first meeting isn’t for another turn.”
    

    
      “Now is perfect,” I responded far too enthusiastically. 
    

    
      “Excellent, yes! I’ll call in CA Shuer to take the necessary measurements, SO Loxley. For the contacts and the procedure. We’ll take a few cells from your eye, if you don’t mind, yes. In case we need to grow you a new pair. Only in the worst case scenario, of course, hmm?”
    

    
      Yau walked briskly from his office, leaving me to relax until preparations were complete. I leaned back in the chair and closed my eyes. Before I could count to three, I was sleeping like a baby. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      An hour later, my eyes opened into a foggy darkness. I felt light-headed but clear-minded and alert. I took stock of myself. Nothing hurt, which was a relief. I tried blinking.
    

    
      “SO Loxley, you are awake, yes?” came the familiar voice of CA Shuer. I automatically looked for the source of his voice, my eyes moving to the periphery. They protested from deep within. 
    

    
      “Are my… optical nerves sore?” I asked, unfamiliar with the sensation. 
    

    
      “Yes, yes. Most likely, sir.”
    

    
      A big palm rolled around my shoulder and helped me to sit up. Shuer’s face came into view at a tilt. He smiled and waved at me. 
    

    
      “Can you see me, SO Loxley?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Why is everything so dark?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes, ahem. You are wearing a protective film over your eyeballs. Your eyes will appear black, yes? We will remove the film in two sols.”
    

    
      “Do you have a mirror? I want to see them.” And make sure I wasn’t still sporting a purple glow. Shuer typed something onto his arm and held it out in front of me. A lightbar rose out of his forearm and the light condensed into a mirror. 
    

    
      I looked like a demon in a bad television show wearing scleras. There was slight bruising around my eyes, but otherwise I looked fine. 
    

    
      “The bruises, yes. Human flesh is more delicate than we anticipated,” Shuer said with a grimace. “We can give you a mediplasma if you’d like, sir.” 
    

    
      “No, that’s fine,” I said, turning from my reflection. “Save your supplies. They aren’t bad.” 
    

    
      I checked the time, made arrangements to return in two days, got dressed, and gathered my things.
    

    
      There was enough time for me to stop by the mess before reporting to the 
      Paramour
      . I grabbed a nutrient bar, a canister of water, and high-tailed it over. Decima and Pom Pom weren’t in the mess, which meant I needed to book it if I was going to get there for the morning’s activities. 
    

    
      “Hey, Libby! Finally got a 
      transitor
      ?” Decima asked when I arrived, puffing a little. I nodded. Pom Pom waved as they kept setting up benches for people to sit on. 
    

    
      “I couldn’t stand not being able to read. Why didn’t you guys tell me there was a thing for that?” I asked with an accusatory peak of my brow. “Anything else I should get done to be integrated?”
    

    
      “You should probably get a light tab eventually, but no rush,” Decima mentioned with a shrug. 
    

    
      On the docket for the day were a series of talks about colony life and Yaspur. The garden filled up quickly, and with excitement. I was relieved to see that people were socializing across cultural boundaries, even laughing and smiling. Some looked excited too. Though that wasn’t the majority, of course. A week away from the horrors of the 
      Paramour
       wasn’t enough time to heal. Still, the glimmers of light among the crowd boded well for the future. 
    

    
      After the first dozen people or so, I left the door for Pom Pom and Decima and went to make sure the speakers were comfortable. I’d already caused one woman to squeak in fright, looking at my eyes. Apparently she’d thought I had an alien virus and might turn on them. I assured her it was no such thing, but decided caution would be better. 
    

    
      “Thank you for coming, everyone!” I called over the crowd half an hour later. I explained why my eyes were black before rumors could unhinge the crowd, and looked to SMO Veel for confirmation that this was standard procedure.
    

    
      “Oh yes! Quite normal, yes, quite.”
    

    
      Then the seminar began. The talks were on the local flora and fauna, amenities in the colony, what job training was available that people might want to sign up for, the Intersolar Union its history, and so on. At the end, there was a special talk from the new ambassador from Samridve, the shilpakaari colony. He spoke as a hologram about their city and customs. I was nervous that he’d be as cold as Xata, but he was warm and inviting and smiled with open arms. 
    

    
      As in four arms. 
    

    
      That took even 
      me
       by surprise. The women only had two.
    

    
      Afterwards, people milled about, talking in excited little groups about jobs and the shilpakaari and the tropical climate of Yaspur. I made myself available, but didn’t push into the fray. I wasn’t really a host, more of an organizer. I sat on the edge of the stage, drinking some water, when I heard someone clear her throat. 
    

    
      I looked up at a very fair woman with light blonde hair and big, deep green eyes. She smiled at me, her pointed nose twitching as she pushed up her glasses. “My goodness, that iss disconcerting, isn’t it?” she breathed in a European accent I couldn’t quite place. Something from the north, I guessed. 
    

    
      I blinked.
    

    
      “Damn, sorry,” I laughed. “I keep forgetting I’m not wearing sunglasses instead.”
    

    
      The woman smiled, wringing her hands. “Oh, that’s alright. I should get used to it. My name iss Dr Amelia Ahlberg,” she introduced herself with hard s’s where an American accent would sound like a ‘z’. She thrust her hand out to shake.
    

    
      “Nice to meet you, Dr Ahlberg. What are you a doctor of?” I asked conversationally. 
    

    
      “Well,” she blushed, “not quite a doctor. I was a 
      ressident
       in my last year. General practice in Switzerland.” 
    

    
      I patted her arm and let go of the handshake. “I think that’s more than enough to qualify you out here. It’s actually a relief there’s someone with medical knowledge. Do you know if there’s anyone else?”
    

    
      “Not that I have found, no,” she sighed, concerned. She looked out over the people. “Actually, I 
      wass
       hoping you could help me.” 
    

    
      I scooted to the edge of the stage and patted it. She was shorter than me and had to jump awkwardly to join me. Then she pushed up her glasses again and smashed back her wispy, uncontrollable hair. 
    

    
      “I can’t guarantee I can help, but I’ll do my best.” I had a feeling I knew what was coming. She was hunched over, her fingers clawing into the edge of the stage with white knuckles. This was a woman with the weight of the world on her shoulders. 
    

    
      “If I am the only doctor in the colony,” she started, “then I need to be proactive. I can stitch people up and diagnose common illnesses without reference material, I think… But I have no idea what equipment, what medicines, what- what 
      anything
       I will have access to-”
    

    
      I nodded and put my hand up to slow down her panic. I gave her a kind smile. “I understand. Really. I had our ship’s computer download all the books, music, and films it could find. I’m sure there are medical references and text books in the pile. I was going to give it all to the colony as a uh… colony-warming?... present.”
    

    
      I thought this would assuage the doctor. It did momentarily. Her eyes lit up, she rubbed her cheeks as a smile crossed her face, and babbled about how thankful she was. But then her brow creased again and she shook her head. “It iss not enough, Dr Loxley. I need, well, I need guidance from the doctors out here. It iss their medicines and equipment I need to learn to usse, you see. Which means I need to learn to read or have things translated too. I can’t rely on what iss obviously archaic human medicine alone.” 
    

    
      “I do,” I nodded slowly, also concerned now. I scanned over the crowd, looking for Veel. When I spotted her, I jumped down from the stage and pulled Dr Ahlberg along with me. “And I know just the person to introduce you to.” 
    

    
      I led Ahlberg through the throngs of people to the doctor. It wasn’t hard to spot the hjarna, as tall as they were with those magnificent crests. Veel was looking over refreshments and checking the time. 
    

    
      “Looks like I got to you just in time, SMO Veel,” I said over the crowded din of the garden. Veel started, dropping a biscuit of some sort and turned around. 
    

    
      “Ah, yes, uh… Dr- Dr Loxley. Good to see you,” she shuffled away subtly, obviously still afraid of my wrath from the night before. I shook my head.
    

    
      “I’m not here about that. I wanted to introduce you to Dr Amelia Ahlberg. She’s a medical doctor from Earth and would like to speak to you. Do you have the time?” 
    

    
      Veel’s pitch black, giant eyes ignited with curiosity like flint over kindling. My smile became a grin. I remembered how badly she wanted to study me when I first arrived. This was the perfect opportunity for her to talk shop. 
    

    
      “Yes! Ahem, yes, yes, I have the time. Dr Ahlberg, hmm?” 
    

    
      Without looking down at her light tab, she typed some things in. I had a feeling she was clearing her schedule. 
    

    
      “Yes!” Dr Ahlberg said with the same enthusiasm, holding out her hand to shake. Veel blinked unevenly down at the gesture and took the Swiss woman’s hand. “Yes, I ah… I have so many questions!” If I were a cooing sort of woman, I might have done just that. They were two peas in a pod, Veel and Ahlberg. 
    

    
      It struck me then. I had a lot of questions too, and new eyes to read with. No longer needed, I snuck away. 
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      By the time I was due for my duties in the armory, I hadn’t gotten very far. I’d only been able to steal about two hours of time, including my lunch break, to lock myself away in my quarters and begin digging in. I downloaded 
      all
       variety of medical papers, articles, and blog posts...
    

    
      But my 
      transitor
       wasn’t fully formed yet. I could make out some words, but not the majority. I felt it getting better as the minutes ticked by, so I knew the little buggers were building fast. It just wasn’t enough to read by. 
    

    
      About twenty minutes before I had to leave, I had a stroke of genius. I did a search on Venandi children’s books on the subject of love. Three titles came up that looked promising. I read through all three. 
    

    
      They weren’t very helpful and centered more around family togetherness and friendship than anything else. I lay back on my bed, banging my hairbrush against my knee. 
    

    
      “Under what circumstances do you need to talk about sex to a child?” I mused to myself. “Baby brother or sister… New, hmm… new step parent? ADI, look up children’s books about new babies and step parents.”
    

    
      She gave me two titles. 
      Is Daddy Converging?
       and 
      Your Baby Sister
      . 
    

    
      But I didn’t have any time left. I flipped open the one about Daddy, then growled in frustration as my alarm dinged halfway through. It looked like it was going to have the right information. My heart was pounding.
    

    
      
    

    
      Daddy has been spending time with a nice lady named Aphrae. 
    

    
      They go on walks and take me out for dinner. 
    

    
      But Daddy has started acting funny. 
    

    
      He gets angry at other men when we’re out to walk.
    

    
      He pays more attention to Aphrae, even when I talk. 
    

    
      He asks me to be patient with him.
    

    
      Something is changing. Is Daddy converging? 
    

    
      He vibrates when Aphrae comes over for dinner. 
    

    
      He growls if anyone else gets near her. 
    

    
      He tells me that sometimes I will stay with Grandma.
    

    
      Finally, I ask, “Daddy, are you converging?”
    

    
      He kneels down next to me and gives me a hug. 
    

    
      “Yes, little dear. Aphrae and I are converging.” 
    

    
      “What does that mean for me?”
    

    
      Daddy smiles and takes my hand. “It means we will be one family together.”
    

    
      “She will live with us?” 
    

    
      “Yes, she will.” 
    

    
      Something 
      is
       changing. Daddy 
      is
       convergi-
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is time to leave for the armory, Dr Loxley!” ADI chimed cheerfully. 
    

    
      “Vin can wait,” I scowled. I wasn’t in the mood to spend time with him, duties or no. I opted to finish the book. Then I read it twice more, my skin hot, mind in a fervent daze. 
    

    
      Ten minutes later, I dashed out of the room, hastily put my hair up in a ponytail, and ran for the lower gun. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      Vindilus lost himself in the heavy electrowave music he’d turned on full blast. He’d tried to work like normal after lunch, but he couldn’t stand the silence. His thoughts were too loud. 
    

    
      Lox hated him. He saw it in her face the night before. She didn’t lose her cool often, but when she did, it was for a damned good reason. At least, that’s what he’d gathered from their fast friendship. 
    

    
      And he’d done it. But he’d had to, right? If she’d gone back up there…Fuck, he was stuck between two rock heads. One trying to barge in, the other trying to keep her out. It was gonna fry his brain if Thel didn’t kill him in the sparring ring first. 
    

    
      Despite the music, he knew the moment Lox walked in, saw the movement of the hatch from the corner of his eye. He took a deep breath and stood up straight from the parts he was cleaning. 
    

    
      “Yo, Lox! Woah, you got a 
      transitor
      ?! ‘Bout time!
      ” he
       yelled. She cupped her palm behind her weird ear flap. 
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “
      ADI
      , turn down the volume,” Vin said to himself. The volume reduced by about half, much quieter, even though his tympana were still ringing. 
    

    
      “I said, ‘bout time you got a 
      transitor
      ,” he repeated, leaning back on the workbench. The doc looked him up and down, then nodded curtly. 
    

    
      “What do you want me to do today?” the doctor responded without a smile or preamble, looking over his work.
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles stretched with discomfort. He cleared his throat and pointed at the guns on the bench. “We’re gonna clean everything used in the raid and check for stuff that might’ve gummed up the works. They’re all disarmed, so don’t worry about cleaning the triggers, yeah?” 
    

    
      The little human sat down next to him and pulled a gun her way. Vin watched as her deft little fingers found latches and attempted to pull the gun apart without asking for help. Her mouth was pressed in a thin line as she kept her eyes squarely on her work. 
    

    
      “Why you wearin’ gloves?” he asked. 
    

    
      “So my hands don’t get dirty. Is that a problem?” she retorted.
    

    
      Vin sat back and turned to face her, dismembered firearm forgotten. She ignored him.
    

    
      “Shit, Lox, come on. I’m sorry for last night, alright?”
    

    
      “Can we focus on working?” she snapped. Vin grabbed her shoulder and pulled her around, forcing her to probably look at him. No way to really tell with the visor film over her eyes. 
    

    
      “No. I wanna set things right, doc. I couldn’t let you back up there. Threatening you felt wrong, but I just couldn’t. I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “Why not?” She turned to him, straddling the bench, crossing her arms. 
    

    
      Vin sputtered, absolutely flummoxed. He hadn’t prepared for this. He was no match for her head. What was he going to say that she’d believe? Reading people was her specialty. 
    

    
      “I…had orders.”
    

    
      “Bullshit. I’m the one that called you and you made it clear last night that you outrank me. Better try harder next time,” she snapped, turning back to the workbench and her half-assembled gun. Vin growled. 
    

    
      “Thel’s going through some personal shit, alright? It’s not up to me to talk about it,” he grumbled. 
    

    
      “It’s just your job to be his punching bag, right?” Vin snapped his attention back over to her. She didn’t look up from her gun, mouth pursed. “I saw his busted knuckles and face. And one of your spires has a new hairline crack in it. I’m not stupid.”
    

    
      “I wasn’t his punching bag,” Vin winced, lying yet again. 
    

    
      “Then what were you doing?”
    

    
      The arms master shrugged. “Sparring. To let off steam.” 
    

    
      “With Atarian? Just keeping your skills sharp in your downtime?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “He said he was testing a new prototype.”
    

    
      “Damn.” He was had.
    

    
      She turned back to him, arms crossed. “You gonna come clean or what?”
    

    
      Vindilus sighed. He looked up at the ceiling. “Being stuck between you two is infuriating, you know that?” 
    

    
      “I don’t doubt it, but I’m not sympathetic either,” Lox said. “You know why? Because for the past week, not a single person has told me the whole truth. You all 
      know
       what is happening to him. And if it didn’t involve me, you’d casually let it slip in conversation. ‘Sucks for the commander, last night was brutal. Did you hear what happened?’ or ‘Thanks for calling me. Thel’s going through some shit. Let me tell you about it.’”
    

    
      “You don’t know venandi would do that,” Vin scoffed, his spires feeling hot. “Maybe we don’t work that way.”
    

    
      “Oh yes, you do. Behavior is my job, Vin. You wanna know what that kind of behavior is? It’s called 
      prosocial
       behavior. Simply put, it’s altruism. Trying to stir empathy for another in the community so that they get a more empathetic response without having to lose face by telling everyone themselves.” She pointed one of her tiny fingers at Vin. He jumped back, mandibles flared wide. “And by telling me that ‘Thel is going through some personal shit,’ you’re trying to be prosocial without giving me any information. So no! You can’t tell me a venandi wouldn’t do that. Because you’re already fucking doing it!” 
    

    
      Lox was positively seething. Vin blinked down at her. Her mind ran circles around his. He was so far out of his depth he couldn’t feel the riverbed under his feet anymore. Running a hand over his spires, he made to apologize again. Lox cut him off. 
    

    
      “Save your breath on that apology. It doesn’t matter.” She tapped her temple. “By tonight I’ll be able to read well enough that I won’t need anyone to tell me what’s going on. I’ll figure it out on my own. So you can keep your half truths to yourself.” 
    

    
      The words exploded out of Vin’s mouth before he could stop himself. “Thel wants to converge but doesn’t want to put shackles on you, alright?” His heart pounded in his chest. “Convergence is what venandi do when we find a mate, okay? 
      Fuck
      , I hope he’s not listening.” Lox just stared at him. He grimaced, rubbing his face with a groan. “Can you stop hating me now? Thel’s gonna kill me.”
    

    
      “So it 
      is
       convergence! That’s the purring, isn’t it?” 
    

    
      Vin nodded helplessly. “Yeah. Look, Lox. Venandi are all polish and salutes. Military life is just right for most of us. Organizes our instincts. But the military doesn’t rule our personal lives, you dig? So when it comes to the ladies, we can be pretty base about it. Not all the time,” he clarified, hands up. “Like if we’re just in it for a casual fling, it’s no big deal. But when a man gets 
      attached
      , you know what I’m saying, our instincts become really hard to control.”
    

    
      “So the purring is instinct, not a choice, is what you’re saying?”
    

    
      The spitfire was hanging off the edge of her seat, looking at him with singular focus. Vin swallowed. Since when was he afraid of women?
    

    
      “What Thel does when you’re around isn’t a purr. It’s called hrumming. Same sorta thing but primal. Vibrates all the way down to your-” Vin looked between Lox’s legs at the same time she did. He cleared his throat. “Anyway, did it do that to you?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” Lox admitted, wriggling a few inches away. Vin closed his eyes, gathering himself. He sat back and crossed his arms, shoulders leaning against a metal cabinet. 
    

    
      “Right.” Vin cleared his throat again, looking anywhere but at the human woman sitting across from him. “So hrumming happens when we feel ‘impulsive.’ The impulse is what starts the hrum. The hrum leads to convergence. Convergence is basically Thel’s body sharing its genetic deets with you. He vibrates them out with the hrum, they get all tangled up in your genetic code, and you change.” 
    

    
      Lox’s eyes got wide. She jumped from her seat and gripped Vin’s forearm in an iron fist. “What do you mean, I change?” she over-enunciated through a clenched jaw. Suspicion flared in Vin’s gut. He looked at her gloves. 
    

    
      “You never cared about getting dirty before, Lox,” he said slowly, sitting up. 
    

    
      Lips parted, breath shallow, she sat back down and pushed her hair back. She was absolutely flustered, unable to look at him. 
    

    
      “I feel fine,” she murmured, biting her bottom lip.
    

    
      “Now look who’s telling half-truths.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I was practically seeing double. This was a lot of information. I had expected at this point that Atarian was trying to be gentle, to go slow, to avoid me because his head didn’t want to do the dirty even if his body did… I hadn’t realized the gravity of the situation. 
    

    
      Convergence, a melding of the genetic information that made me 
      me
      . That’s what had happened to my eye and hand, I was sure of it. And for… what? I didn’t know.
    

    
      “What’s the point of convergence, Vin? How far does it go?” I couldn’t tame the apprehension in my eyes as they flitted up to meet his. The tables had completely flipped. The arms master wasn’t flustered anymore, he was suspicious. He cracked his neck slowly and sighed. 
    

    
      “Venandi have clans and they can be big. Most of our history, the clans were at war. So not looking like your clan, even if you’d married in or whatever, was dangerous, you know? The message didn’t get around so quick and you could be picked off for being in a clan’s territory. Convergence makes venandi genes duke it out. Whichever one of you changes marries into the other clan. With non-venandi, convergence is a one-way street though. Obviously.” 
    

    
      “So what does it change?”
    

    
      “Appearances mostly. Tips of your fingers or spires, the tinge of your plates, the color of your eyes,” his glare settled on my blacked-out gaze, “that sort of thing.” 
    

    
      “Fuck.”
    

    
      “Yeah. You gonna show me or what?”
    

    
      With shaking hands I took off my gloves. Black was blossoming down the fingers of my right hand. He let out a hiss. 
    

    
      “That’s definitely convergence. Shit, Thel is gonna lose it.”
    

    
      “Half my eye is purple too. Is it reversible?” I asked. “I don’t want to force him into it.”
    

    
      “Souls, you two are absolutely meant for each other,” Vin groaned. “No, it’s not reversible. What I suggest-” He stood up from the workbench. “-is that you 
      comm
       him. From the privacy of your own quarters. I’m giving you leave for the night. Got it?”
    

    
      I frowned, rubbing my sweaty hands on the front of my pants. “Shouldn’t I go see him? Not to be too ‘Earth’ about it, but this seems like one of those conversations you shouldn't have on the phone.” 
    

    
      “Yeah, I don’t know what a 
      foan
       is, but I can tell you there’s no way in hell he’s opening that door for you. Not unless you got a battering ram hidden in your cleavage.” Vin winced. “No! Nope. I’m scrubbin’ that image. Wrong kind of battering ram.”
    

    
      I couldn’t help myself. I grinned, both embarrassed and entertained. Vin chuckled and threw a glove at me. 
    

    
      “Get out of here, doc. Figure shit out if you can. But I gotta warn you, he might have already started on Agros. He might not be himself.” 
    

    
      “What’s that?” I asked, fitting my fingers into the gloves. 
    

    
      “It’s a medication. Stops the hrum, but not the urge. Amps everything up to full volume, you know what I’m saying? The urge to fight, to fuck, to conquer. It’s a bitch to manage. He was supposed to start this morning.”
    

    
      “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.” 
    

    
      Then, on wobbly legs, I walked out the hatch, Vin's gold eyes melting a hole through the back of my head.
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      After three attempts that first night and two the next, I stopped trying to comm Commander Atarian. And two days later when we were all summoned to the bridge, I didn’t look up at the command deck, where I knew he’d be lording over the crew, hands on the rail, eyes piercing and focused. Instead, I stood with TS Sule and watched with excitement as we got close enough to Yaspur that we could see the moon’s atmosphere with the naked eye. 
    

    
      “So how far out are we?” I asked for the twentieth time. 
    

    
      “About four turns, give or take?” I’d learned that turns were roughly equivalent to hours. “CE Satoris is putting the breaks on, yes, so we’re close.”
    

    
      “And what system are we in?” I was incessantly asking questions because I needed a distraction from looking up. This question piqued Sule’s excitement. 
    

    
      “Ah! We’re in the ah, Gamees System! Collided with the Sanhao System ages ago, hmm hmm? Biiiig cracks in Big Blue’s surface. That’s the planet there.” He pulled up a display of the planet we were passing on the right side of the ship, the massive planet Yaspur orbited. It was entirely blue, from the atmospheric bodies to the surface, a never-ending oceanic sphere wracked by violent waterfalls that fell all the way to the planet’s steaming core. “Gravity keeps her together, but the water’s all toxic. Heavy metals soaked up from the core, you know. Nothing alive anymore.”
    

    
      “If the planets collided, isn’t this place a hot zone for asteroids and meteors?” I asked, somewhat shocked and definitely distracted. 
    

    
      “It was billions of years ago, I think. Hmm, no need to worry now. The fifth planet from the star, Zephrys, it’s the one that hit Big Blue, yes? Only half a planet now though. It orbits itself.”
    

    
      Before I could ask, Sule had another display up for me. Zephrys was indeed two halves of a cracked planet. It looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to a geode and split it apart. Now the two hemispheres circled each other in a lazy dance around the star, with rings like Saturn made of what I assumed was ice and debris from the collision. One ring was blue, another white, another clay red. I put my hand on Sule’s shoulder and leaned over him, mouth agape. 
    

    
      “That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” I awed. Sule giggled. 
    

    
      “If you’re done fooling around, Dr Loxley, we need to discuss our arrival,” a cool hiss came from behind us. Sule gasped and spun around in his chair. I nearly fell over, my balance placed on his shoulder. I righted myself and turned to look up at Atarian, my eyes still covered in the visor film from my transitor surgery.  
    

    
      “Commander,” I breathed, face to face with him for the first time since our encounter in his quarters. My cheeks turned red. Not from embarrassment, but from hurt pride. I’d commed him several times, after all. He’d 
      stood
       me up. “I was under the impression we had nothing further to discuss.”
    

    
      His eyes grew sharp. “You were mistaken. TS Sule, start focusing on your job if you want to keep it.” 
    

    
      Sule looked up at him, defeated. “Yes… yes, sir.” He turned around in his chair, minimized the displays, and brought up code to work on. I looked at the back of his head for a long moment, then turned to follow Atarian up the stairs to the command deck. 
    

    
      When we mounted the stairs, he turned on me like an aggravated cat, shoulders bunched, gait rolling, eyes hooded. “You shouldn’t fraternize with the crew, Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      I knew it was the Agros talking, so I ignored the dig and crossed my arms. “What do you think we need to discuss, Commander Atarian?"
    

    
      “There is a delegation from Samridve that will meet us when we arrive. I’ve just been informed that they’ve prepared a welcoming celebration for the colonists and named you and I as honored guests.” 
    

    
      “That’s great news,” I said, momentarily withdrawing my guard. “When?”
    

    
      “This evening. We will arrive in the late afternoon, local time.” He sighed, pacing. “The shilpakaari have taken it upon themselves to be characteristically hospitable.” 
    

    
      “You don’t sound pleased, commander.” I cocked a hip.
    

    
      “This puts a wrench in our schedule, Dr Loxley,” he growled. “We were meant to leave tonight for Helion alongside the 
      Yafridi
      . The crew’s own supplies are short.”
    

    
      “Supplies and flight schedules aren’t really my forte, so just out with it.” 
    

    
      He stepped in close, breathing down his chest at me. I kept my ground, but his proximity ignited something insatiable. I felt so 
      hungry
       looking up at him. My throat was tight, my pussy tighter. My hand and eye tingled. I swallowed stiffly as he breathed in deep, piercing 
      stare
       
      raking
       down my body, then back up to my eyes. His expression never faltered. 
    

    
      “You and I are staying three days while the 
      Palembre
       restocks. AM Calgari will be on deck.” 
    

    
      I scoffed. “Raincheck.”
    

    
      “You’re going. That’s an order.”
    

    
      “You’re going to drag me with you off the ship, really?”
    

    
      “You don’t want to help the other humans settle into their new lives, Loxley?” he asked smoothly. I rolled my eyes. 
    

    
      “Of course I do. But this isn’t about that, is it? I see how bruised up Vin is when I report to the armory. You’re beating the shit out of him. 
      And
       you’re abusing TS Sule for not working during down time because I put a hand on his shoulder and smiled.”
    

    
      “What’s your point?”
    

    
      “This party is an excuse,” I said, shoving his chest with my gloved hands for emphasis, “to separate me from them. You’re jealous and you’re too chickenshit to do anything about it.” 
    

    
      A growl simmered in his chest. “I’m not afraid of anything.” 
    

    
      “Not even your comms?” I goaded sweetly, piquing one brow.
    

    
      Bing
      .
    

    
      His mandibles snapped shut, a fire igniting his glare. He crowded me until I had no choice but to move back, away from the deck. He trapped me between his arm and the wall at the back of the bridge where no one could see from the lower decks.
    

    
      “I was recovering, Loxley, or do you not remember the state you left me in?”
    

    
      “Oh, I remember. I couldn’t get it out of my head,” I wavered angrily. “No one would tell me 
      anything
      . I’m glad you’re not dead, but fuck you for not answering my comms.”
    

    
      “I think you mean, ‘fuck you, 
      sir’
      ,” he purred, looming over me. My heart raced.
    

    
      I snapped back, “Sorry but that 
      honorific’s
       reserved
       for people I respect.”
    

    
      Atarian grinned and the iron resolve in me melted. I had seen this look only once, on the 
      Paramour
      . It was unabashed hunger and confidence. The glint in his gaze was full of lust and excitement when all the way through our training and every moment since, he had been carefully professional. 
    

    
      Bing
      . 
    

    
      “Ahh, so I’m a rogue,” he drawled, cocking one hip. He tilted his head sideways as he tasted the insult with a curious click of his mandibles. 
    

    
      My throat cracked as I managed a hollow, “Please don’t say it like that.” 
    

    
      Atarian took my parched tone as an invitation and ran a talon from my navel up between my breasts. “Perhaps I can convince you to play a game with a rogue rather than a commander.”
    

    
      “What kind of game?” 
    

    
      His mandibles rattled pleasurably. “I tell you something, and you tell me something. One round, simple as that. What do you say?”
    

    
      I swallowed again, unable to blink away from the venandi using his entire seven feet to feel like a monster in all the right ways. I clenched my hands as his talon slid its way across my collar bones. 
    

    
      “You know what I’ll ask.”
    

    
      “So ask it, Olivia.”
    

    
      “What happened to you that night?” 
    

    
      “I was protecting you.”
    

    
      “From what?” 
    

    
      “From me.”
    

    
      “That’s not an answer. From what, 
      specifically
      .” 
    

    
      That big chest rumbled as Atarian thought about my question, mulling it over with theatrical laziness. 
    

    
      “From me touching you the way you touched yourself on my couch after the 
      Paramour
      . My turn.”
    

    
      I gasped, lips parted to ask how he knew about that. Just then, he captured my chin in his big hand and lowered his lips to mine. My skin erupted in goosebumps, not from a chill or fear, but from heat. Glorious heat. Like sitting in a car at over one hundred degrees in the parking lot after all day in the air conditioning of a cold office. A sauna. An inferno. I worked my lips against his, but he held my chin in place, not letting me any closer. When he pulled away, I cursed under my breath. 
    

    
      “What is that called?” he purred breathlessly. “When you pressed your lips to mine. What is it?”
    

    
      I guppied on air, reaching for him, the rest of the bridge completely forgotten. He refused, face just out of reach above me. “Kissing,” I panted. I had never sounded so desperate in my life. I barely recognized my own voice. “Do it again. Please.” 
    

    
      As he dipped his face to mine, someone cleared their throat behind us. Atarian paused. His coloring darkened and took on a bloody tint, bent on murder. He turned enough that I saw CA Shuer ringing his hands nervously. 
    

    
      “I ah, I was sent to- to tell SO Loxley, sir, that she…” he gulped. “That it’s time to check her 
      transitor. Y
      -yes? She… You, she… didn’t ah, d-didn’t answer her comms. Sir. S-sorry. So sorry...”
    

    
      The talon pressed against the wall above my head slid down with the sound of daggers on metal. Atarian forced himself to release me. My knees nearly gave out. I bit my cheek hard enough to draw blood. Every instinct I had was screeching with panic. He wasn’t supposed to move back. He was supposed to lean in. Fill me up, touch me, 
      change
       me. 
    

    
      Something faltered in Atarian’s expression. He was at war with himself as he pulled away, brow plates shading his eyes. “Go,” he strained. 
    

    
      I passed my own test of will, but barely. Straightening my uniform, I pushed off the wall and walked away, not looking back. 
    

    
      “Let’s go, Shuer,” I said stiffly, walking down the stairs on precarious knees. 
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      CA Shuer spent the entire walk to the med bay in an apologetic panic. The farther we got from Atarian, the calmer and more lucid I felt. I rubbed my hand against my sternum. I swore I could still feel the purr of his voice in my chest. Was convergence making me hallucinate? Was this the ghost of his hrumming? 
    

    
      I turned the corner into the med bay and ran straight into something soft that squeaked in alarm. I started, blinking out of my thoughts. 
    

    
      “Oh! Damn, I’m so sorry!” 
    

    
      I looked down at the familiar, pale human face framed in wispy blonde hair as she adjusted her thick glasses and checked me over for injury. 
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg,” I said with surprise. “What… are you doing here?”
    

    
      “Dr Veel wass kind enough to get me access to the medbay after our talk the other day. I felt so out of my depth without knowing what would be available to me in the colony. She hass been showing me some of their simpler equipment.” 
    

    
      My own problems dissipated as a smile crept over my features. “That’s great! Though I wish I’d known you were here. I would have invited you to lunch at the very least.”
    

    
      She giggled, pushing her glasses up with her middle finger. “Oh please, perfectly alright. Those nutrient bars are great for eating and working.”
    

    
      “Or eating and being evaluated,” I joked. “Has Veel subjected you to many examinations?”
    

    
      “Oohh, yes,” she laughed. “She’s fascinated by the-”
    

    
      “Knee reflex?”
    

    
      “Yes! The little hammer on the knee! I drew one out for her and she had it printed. I have never seen someone more excited.” 
    

    
      “Amelia! Excellent news!” Veel’s voice cut through the medbay with excitement. She burst onto the scene, hands clasped together. We nodded to each other. “I’ve just spoken with, yes, the ah, the medical center in Samridve, hmm? They are sending someone with the welcome party to assist you in acclimating.”
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg beamed, palms flat together as if she wanted to clap but was showing Herculean restraint. Yau approached not long after. 
    

    
      “SO Loxley, time for your appointment, yes?” 
    

    
      I followed him back to a private examination room near his office where the lights were a dim blue. He ran some tests. Namely reading and, I was shocked, typing and writing. Apparently the 
      transitor
       did more for the language center of my brain than I’d realized. 
    

    
      “Such incredible hands,” he sighed wistfully, watching me write. “I’ve never seen such small, smooth pen strokes!”
    

    
      “I take it most species rarely write by hand anymore? Humans still do.” 
    

    
      He gushed about that throughout the entire process of removing the black film covering my eyes. It was an unsettling procedure. A set of pincers controlled by a robotic arm plucked the film from the center of my iris while I was forced to keep my eye as open and still as possible. Then it slid off like the silky film that forms on the surface of hot milk. 
    

    
      He slowly raised the brightness of the room so my eyes could readjust, checked my eyes’ dilation, then sent me on my way. 
    

    
      But I didn’t want to return to the bridge. I knew that what happened earlier would happen again. Besides, I had important things to do, such as let the survivors know about the welcome wagon, and I couldn’t do that if my body was distracted by the effects of convergence. 
    

    
      With that in mind, I made a stop at my quarters. I told myself the civilized reason was so I could print a dress for the evening. But what I did as soon as the hatch hissed closed was shimmy out of my uniform pants, spread my legs on my bed, and touch myself while I imagined Atarian watching me masturbate on his couch the night after the 
      Paramour
      .
    

    
      I came twice before I could think straight again, heart racing. I refreshed myself, biting my lip in tortured thought, and skimmed through dresses. The advenan fashions saved me again with a cocktail dress. I made some choices about color, design, and finish, then left before it was done printing so I could get to the 
      Paramour
       and spread the word. 
    

    
      I paused in the hallway and took a deep breath. I had questions for the commander, but I wasn’t sure I could control myself if I heard his voice. I started walking slowly, making sure I was alone in the hallway. 
    

    
      “
      Commander
      . I have some questions about tonight,” I said curtly. 
    

    
      “Keeping your distance, doctor? I don’t blame you,” Atarian purred bitterly in my ear. I swallowed hard, the heat rising between my legs. Again. 
    

    
      “What kind of party is this? Formal? And how much time after we arrive will there be for people to settle in?” 
    

    
      I turned a corner mindlessly, knowing my way to the service ramp in my sleep. 
    

    
      “The shilpakaari are all about appearances. They’ll be dressed well, if that’s what you’re asking. So will I. But they don’t expect the refugees to be formal. If they did, they’d be idiots,” he said with a crackle of dry humor. 
    

    
      “Settling in?” I probed.
    

    
      “The delegation will give a tour of all the charity they’ve done for the colony,” he said with a verbal eye roll, “I suspect a turn or two. No more than that.”
    

    
      “Is housing assigned to people already?” 
    

    
      I trotted down the ramp into the hanger, nodding to the two crew members guarding the ramp of the 
      Yafridi
       and the 
      Palembre
      . 
    

    
      “Yes. You worry too much. You aren’t a team of one. All the logistics are taken care of.”
    

    
      I rounded out of the hanger at a brisk pace, knowing where everyone would be now that Yaspur was visible and made my way past the gardens and suites. “The stress is worth it.” 
    

    
      “My stress lately has not been,” he responded sullenly, for once sounding like himself. I breathed a sigh of relief. I knew the medication he was on would affect his moods, but the possessiveness and blatant flirtation had still caught me off guard. I found myself smiling, trotting down a carpeted ramp lined in exotic ferns. 
    

    
      “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” 
    

    
      Atarian groaned and I realized my misstep. “All I’ve done the last three sols is imagine how you could alleviate my stress, Dr Loxley. Please don’t make my restraint any harder to maintain than it already is.” 
    

    
      I didn’t apologize. Instead, I said, “You’d better get back to your duties, commander. I’ll fill everyone in and check back before we arrive. 
      ADI, end comm
      .” 
    

    
      I swung around the corner to my destination, cheeks flushed, and took in the incredible view. The observatory was a towering greenhouse at least twenty stories high, positively dripping with plantlife, all collected from biomes with compatible soil and air compositions. I tilted my head up, enjoying the incredibly green smell, that fresh soil-and-leaf 
      eau
       that cleansed away all the strife. Humans lined the many balconies, leaning against glass rails, sitting in awe on marble benches, huddled and talking excitedly with each other as they watched Yaspur rotate lazily in the inky black. No stars were visible right now, thanks to our proximity to Big Blue, which glowed with the brightness of daylight. 
    

    
      I pushed to the front and gathered everyone’s attention, telling them about the plans for arriving on Yaspur. I answered some questions, and told people that if they wanted to wear something nice tonight, they could have the 
      Paramour
       AI print it before we landed. I showed them the catalog of advenan styles and how to customize their choice. 
    

    
      Then I sat down with Naitee, Rambir and Marcella. Another woman sat with them, looking solemnly out at the expanse. I put my arm around Rambir, giving him a hug. 
    

    
      “We should offer a gift to the delegation, shouldn’t we, dear?” Marcella asked. None of us looked at each other, only at the moon that would be the start of human civilization on another world. 
    

    
      “What would we give them? Anything we want to make would be printed here on the ship.” 
    

    
      “She has a point,” Naitee said in her bubbly accent. “Not very authentic, is it?” 
    

    
      Everyone sat in silence, thinking.
    

    
      “Wine and cheese? Perhaps we can print that,” Marcella said wistfully. 
    

    
      “Jewelry? That looks like crown jewels from Earth or something,” Naitee pondered. 
    

    
      “Isn’t it usually a craft, like a painting or lace?” I asked. 
    

    
      “One of 
      de slave
       collars,” the other woman offered. The other four of us looked at her. Her expression remained just as stoic as before she spoke, her accent heavy, something African. “To show how important ourwa freedom is.” 
    

    
      I nodded, keeping her stare with my own. “And that humans will never be enslaved again.” 
    

    
      She nodded. I examined her with a serious expression. She was stunning, tall and very slender with a short, soft carpet of black curls. Her skin was dark chocolate with an aubergine tint. Except for splotches of white in the corners of her eyes, around her nose and neck. The tips of her fingers were also pale. 
    

    
      I held out my hand to shake hers. “I don’t believe we’ve met. Dr Loxley.”
    

    
      “I know you,” she said, taking my hand for an efficient shake. “I am Imani James.”
    

    
      “It’s nice to meet you, Imani.”
    

    
      “Likewise.” She looked me over with the same analytical eye, then dropped my hand. “I never got de ah, translator. I was suspicious. 
      Am
      . Suspicious.” 
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      She pulled a linguitor in the static free plastic out of her pocket and turned it over in her hands. “I understand now that I must have it. I did not watch before. Can you show me how?”
    

    
      I helped Imani through the process. She flinched when the needles sank home, but otherwise, breathed through the pain. 
    

    
      “How does it sound?” Marcella asked with a glimmer in her eye. Imani looked at us with wonder. 
    

    
      “You are speaking Swahili!” she laughed. Marcella patted her hand. 
    

    
      “No, 
      you
       are speaking Italian,” the older woman said with a wink. 
    

    
      I left shortly after, making my rounds with as many people as I could, reminding them if they wanted to print anything before we arrived, they should do so now. Once Yaspur was large enough to engulf the eye, I left for the 
      Palembre
       to pack my own things.  
    

    
      I planned in my head as I sped through the pleasure cruiser. My breath was short, my heart quick. Butterflies assaulted my stomach. I knew what I was feeling was a side effect of convergence, but I didn’t give a damn. I’d been drawn to Atarian a lot longer than I’d had a purple eye. The attraction was real, if only amplified. So I’d made a decision. I would finish converging, when Atarian was ready. I’d do my best to wait for him to come to terms with it. To approach me about it. But the wetness between my legs told me I probably wouldn’t be able to last long.
    

    
      And I knew what it meant. If convergence happened between us for real, I’d change. I’d be mated, married. But in all honesty? Even if I wasn’t dripping at the thought of my hands on his bare skin, I needed a safety net. Yes, I was an officer on the 
      Palembre
      , but what if I was fired? What if the 
      Palembre
       was decommissioned or crashed? What if I had a couple months’ leave? Would I just surf from couch to couch? Did the idea of owning an apartment, saving for retirement, driving, cooking… really 
      anything
      … resemble Earth enough that I could make it on my own? Or would my exoticness as a human make the world more dangerous for me?
    

    
      I packed everything I had in an ISU standard issue duffel. It barely filled half the bag. 
    

    
      “ADI, are we close enough to Yaspur that you can copy all the things I had you download to the colony AI?”
    

    
      “Yes, Dr Loxley. I’ll get right on that,” she confirmed. “Upload will be complete in twenty-eight beats.”
    

    
      Less than half an hour. Good. I picked up the dress I’d had her print and smiled. It was perfect.
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      Fifteen minutes later, I returned to the bridge. We were so close, ADI was plotting the 
      Palembre
      ’s descent. As I exited onto the objective deck, the rich voice of the shilpakaari ambassador from the seminar a few days prior filled the room. 
    

    
      “We are looking forward to meeting you in person soon, Commander Atarian. Our ships are en route to load passengers.”
    

    
      “ETA?” Atarian said over the din of the room. 
    

    
      “Twelve beats, sir,” one of the pilots called up on a speaker system. Every cockpit was occupied, all scheduling the shilpakaari landings in the 
      Paramour
       hangar and in which bays they should dock their ships. 
    

    
      This had always been the plan, but I still felt a pang of worry. The 
      Paramour
       wasn’t a vessel that could land. It was a cruiser, a massive one, and had been built in orbit. Samridve was a very large colony, apparently, and over the years had amassed its own small military and booming trade. As a result, they were able to offer to ferry everyone down to the surface of Yaspur. Still, the other humans had never met a shilpakaar other than Pom Pom, and she was a child. What would they think of four-armed, tentacle-haired men strapping them into a transport? 
    

    
      “There you are!” Decima jogged to a halt beside me. “Been looking everywhere for you.”
    

    
      “Checked on the refugees, told them about the big welcome. What’s up?” I leaned over her shoulder to look at her tab. She sent a document to ADI to print. 
    

    
      “I have the roster of who’s supposed to fly in which ship from 
      Samridve
      . They’re organized by hangar bay. Should be easy enough, just kinda time consuming. You, me, and Pom Pom as per usual.” She picked up a stack of thin plastic papers, longer than standard sizes on Earth and handed them to me. “Since you don’t have a tab yet.” 
    

    
      “Thanks,’ I said, looking them over. Pom Pom joined us, looking up expectantly. Everyone’s names were organized alphabetically in English. “I’ll take family names A to K, Pom Pom L to R, Decima S to Z. Got it?”
    

    
      “Yessir,” they said in tandem.
    

    
      “Let’s see if we can recruit a couple more people to help us direct them into lines.”
    

    
      “On it,” Decima said, walking away. 
    

    
      “I gotta put on my hazmat suit. I’ll see you in the hangar, Libby,” Pom Pom informed me. She gave a little chest thumping salute and sauntered away. 
    

    
      “Hazmat..?” I pondered. 
    

    
      “Contact made,” the commanding pilot announced over the speaker. “Samridve Alpha approaching the hangar. Touch down in ten… nine… eight…” 
    

    
      Loading people and checking them off our lists went seamlessly. The shilpakaari had obviously learned some of our customs in preparation. They smiled and shook hands. The delegation wasn’t present, but a few of the pilots approached me before the refugees arrived to make sure which hand was appropriate to shake with. They held up all four with grins on all their faces. I laughed and tested it out with them. We decided their top-most right hand made the most sense. They were fairly similar in height to humans, if only a couple inches taller than most.
    

    
      Before I knew it, Decima bumped my chest with her fist and Pom Pom gave me a hug around the waist. Vindilus made an appearance too, dressed like a proper commanding officer. I raised my brow at him. 
    

    
      “You clean up well,” I said approvingly. He tugged on his proper uniform. 
    

    
      “Yeah well, when duty calls,” he said uncomfortably. “See you in three sols, yeah?”
    

    
      “Stay out of trouble, 
      sir
      ,” I teased. He winced. 
    

    
      “I think that’s going to be harder for you than for me,” he nodded over my head. I knew who was approaching. I swung my duffel over one shoulder and nodded. 
    

    
      “See, that’s where we differ this time around, Vin. I wasn’t planning on staying out of trouble.” 
    

    
      He flashed me a look of surprise. “Wait, really?”
    

    
      “SO Loxley. Are you ready?” Commander Atarian said from behind us. I turned my head far enough to nod at him, then punched Vin’s chest. 
    

    
      “Vin,” I implored. 
    

    
      “‘Sup, doc?”
    

    
      “You’re a better leader than you think you are. You aren’t going to crash and burn.”
    

    
      His face finally broke into a grin. He punched me back lightly. 
    

    
      “Whatever. Go enjoy your stupid party.” 
    

    
      Atarian and I turned towards Samridve Alpha and its awaiting pilot. The ramp was still down for us. We walked into the transporter and took the last two harnesses, our backs to the hull.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      The atmospheric descent felt like it took forever. Our teeth rattled in our skulls, parts of the hull shuddering in ways that my paranoia interpreted as loose nuts and bolts. There was no way to tell since the transport had no windows, but every human, myself included, assumed we were a fireball hurtling towards the surface of Yaspur. We held onto our harnesses and our breath, except for the two pilots and the commander. To my surprise, he put a hand on my knee. I was able to relax after that. 
    

    
      “The bumpy ride is over, neighbors!” one of the pilots said directly into our linguitors. The transports allowed for temporary interfacing. “Arrival at the human colony in five beats, sixteen secs.”
    

    
      Alpha landed first. We slid out of our harnesses with shaky fingers while the pilots did a post-flight check and wound the bird down. The excitement and tension was palpable. Barely restrained smiles of anticipation were equally matched with tight-lipped expressions of unease. 
    

    
      “Thank you,” I said to the commander under my breath. He looked down at me, gathering both our bags from the nets overhead. The pilots came out to help the others do the same. “I thought I was going to lose it on the descent.” 
    

    
      He smiled at me in answer, then turned towards the hatch that would open like a ramp at the back of the transport. We needed to be at the front of the group. When I 
      made to take
       my bag from him, he swung it casually out of reach. 
    

    
      The pilots joined us at the front of the group and smashed the button to open the hatch. 
    

    
      Slowly, the descending ramp revealed the ambassador and air thick with humidity and the smell of deep green. He wore a cream dolman tunic with open sides so his upper set of arms were sleeved to the elbow and his lower set were bare. Solid gold bracelets adorned each wrist. His smile shone bright against his dark blue skin and his tentacles were relaxed, curling only at the tips. 
    

    
      What a relief he wasn’t like Commander Xata.
    

    
      “Welcome to Yaspur!” he bellowed over the whirring down of the transport and the steaming of its engine blocks. The four others standing with him smiled comfortably, but kept their hands clasped in front of them. Atarian and I descended first. They exchanged what I assumed was the shilpakaari greeting, their hands coming together like they were about to arm wrestle, with the caveat that the ambassador’s second hand also grasped Atarian’s arm. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in the flesh, Commander Atarian. I’ve heard such daring rumors about your exploits.” 
    

    
      “Likewise, Ambassador Zufi. May I introduce you to SO Olivia Loxley?” 
    

    
      “Ah,” he waned, turning his 
      attentions on
       me. I smiled easily and held out my gloved hand. He gave me a human handshake and held onto my hand. “Yes, we have interacted only briefly. My, you are a sight, aren’t you?” 
    

    
      I blinked. Atarian tensed. He looked away. “Thank you, Ambassador Zufi.” The other humans started filing out of the transport with help from the pilots. “We can’t thank you enough for all your hospitality.” 
    

    
      “Samridveans are excited to finally have neighbors, Dr Loxley. Consider it a symbol of our good faith and hope for the future.” 
    

    
      When he let go of my hand, he introduced us to the rest: four delegates that would remain with the human colony until everything seemed to be in working order. A medical researcher, probably the one that Veel was able to secure for Dr Ahlberg, a horticulturist to assist in getting farms started, an engineer, and a food chemist. 
    

    
      The next transport landed. Atarian and I broke away from the onslaught of new colonists as Ambassador Zufi and his delegates greeted each transport. The pilots, once unloaded, moved their ships off into a field so the next could take their landing pad. Some returned to the 
      Paramour
       to pick up the next group of passengers. 
    

    
      Every human was given a home unit assignment, nutrient bar, and a canister of water while we waited in the airfields. Atarian and I sat out of the way with our bags, our backs to a huge tree with smooth exposed roots. I stared up at it while we ate in silence. It looked like a cecropia from Brazil, if their waxy leaves were magenta. 
    

    
      The view was stunning. None of the pictures did this place justice. Big Blue took up a quarter of the sky as it set, a gargantuan crack in the crust swallowing up the watery surface. Its atmosphere steamed, giving it a white sheen with a halo of pink from the tangerine sun. 
    

    
      The surface here was a tropical paradise. The sparkle of a river in the distance shone bright blue as it snaked in and out of the jungle. And the colony was pristine with white domes and tinted black windows. There were three towers of home units that climbed into the sky like giant artificial trees, their decks and balconies overflowing with vines and other flora. It was so much more than a refugee camp or new settlement would be on Earth. I suddenly understood why humans hadn’t been awoken yet. It was humbling.
    

    
      A crew of shilpakaari unloaded crate after crate of supplies into a sort of town square in the distance. Cracking them open, they set supplies on tables beneath awnings. Beyond them, past the home towers, I could just make out colorful tents and food being prepared. 
    

    
      If this was supposed to be some backwater start-up colony, I wondered what lay in store for me. This wasn’t my new home. Mine was still to be determined. Other than a few pictures Decima had shown Marcella and I, I knew nothing about my future. 
    

    
      “Where are you from, commander?” I asked suddenly, watching the scene with contentment. Atarian turned to look at me, but I just took another bite of my nutrient bar. “What is your family, your clan, like?”
    

    
      He took some time to think about it, eating the last of his nutrient bar. “Venandi are from the Orbidae system. I’m from Aescipoli, the home world.” 
    

    
      I nodded slowly. “What is Aescipoli like?”
    

    
      He shrugged, wiping the crumbs off his hands. “Warm. More humid than Yaspur. It doesn’t rain, but it feels like you’re walking through a veil of water anyway. We have six moons and two suns. We’re most famous for the crystal mountains though.”
    

    
      “Crystal mountains?” I said with awe, eyes big. Atarian’s mandibles clicked with mild amusement. 
    

    
      “The largest veins of quartz in the galaxy. It’s illegal to mine them. Our ancestors thought they were sacred and we respect the old ways there. They’re a big tourist attraction too,” he added lightly. 
    

    
      “What about your family?” I picked up a blade of dark teal grass and stripped it with my fingernails lazily. “Decima showed me some pictures of a clan reunion. You all seem very close.” 
    

    
      “We are…” He cleared his throat. “The Atarian clan is powerful. Our seat is on Helion. My mother is the magistrata, so she and my father live there. But the ancestral home is on Aescipoli. The other four elders are still there.”
    

    
      “What is a 
      magistrata
      ?” 
    

    
      “The clan chief.”
    

    
      “Ah. Do you see them often? Do you have siblings?”
    

    
      “I do. I’m the second son. My older brother and sister are twins, and our little sister is still at the academy. The 
      Palembre
       takes leave on Helion, so I get to see their smug faces every time we come to port.” 
    

    
      There was a tinge of amusement in his voice. I smiled.
    

    
      “Nieces? Nephews?”
    

    
      “Three, so far. They’re little devils.”  
    

    
      “I have an older brother. Nate. And a father. No nieces or nephews. My mom died of cancer when I was pretty young and I’ve grown apart from them over time. I miss them, but in a distant way. I’m glad I gave my brother access to my bank accounts. That way he can take care of Dad still. Gives me peace of mind.”  
    

    
      We sat in silence for a while. Then I asked, “Would you take me to Aescipoli sometime?” Atarian’s head snapped my way. “I want to see the mountains.”
    

    
      “Our missions rarely take us to the Orbidae system,” he said with a thoughtful, guarded tone. 
    

    
      Cut down, I nodded. “Yeah,” I sighed. “Alright.” I stood up and grabbed my duffel, nodding towards the humans. “Looks like the last transport has arrived. Time to get to work.” 
    

    
      “I could take you,” Atarian said, standing smoothly. He gathered his bag and took mine from me in a deliberate gesture. “On leave. That is, if you don’t mind spending a month together. My elders won’t let me stay for any less.”
    

    
      “That depends entirely on if you’re still acting like an asshole.”
    

    
      “I can’t guarantee anything.” 
    

    
      He grinned. I grinned. Once we were off the 
      Palembre
      , Atarian had become less possessive and combative. More like his real self. It gave me hope. “It’s a date.”   
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      Atarian settled into his home unit by throwing his duffel on the bed and sliding down to the floor, his back to the door. With shaking fingers, he pulled the little syringe of Agros from his breast pocket and flipped it over in his hands. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ONE 30mg DOSE PER SOL, HALF AN HOUR BEFORE EATING
    

    
      
    

    
      Veel had given him his first dose at the start of the dinner hour the day after he hrummed in his quarters. He glanced at the time on his knuckles. It was two hours after by the time everyone settled in their home units. Atarian felt better, more like himself, than he had in days. But he also felt the hrum rising in his chest whenever Loxley looked at him as the meds faded. 
    

    
      On top of that, when she’d asked him about his family, his home, he got the sense she was asking for a reason, not just making small talk. Was she considering his advances? He couldn’t tell for sure, so he kept his answers veiled as much as the blooming excitement in his chest would allow. 
    

    
      He turned the syringe over again. To take, or not to take. If he did, he wouldn’t put her in danger of convergence. He could make his heart known in relative, albeit aggressively lusty, safety. If he didn’t, he’d need to take the utmost care. He’d be himself, which she seemed to gravitate towards more, but he’d also be unable to do so many other things. Touch her, explain convergence, offer himself up to her…
    

    
      At least not without vibrating harder than a transporter rocketing through orbit. 
    

    
      He set the syringe on the table with a sigh and pulled his duffel open. His dress uniform unrolled from the bag still on its hanger. He threw it in the closet and set it to clean and steam, then jumped in the shower. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I tossed my duffel on the bed and pressed my back to the door. I hit my head gently on it several times, a personal punishment for being so twisted up. 
    

    
      “What the hell am I doing?” I asked myself. 
    

    
      My plan for the evening had seemed like a good idea in the morning, when Atarian and I were at each other’s throats, not to mention ready to tear off each other’s clothes. I knew his sour behavior was from the Agros. I knew what convergence was. And I wanted it. 
    

    
      But was this going too far? I looked at my bag, inside of which my dress was rolled up with the hanger. I hadn’t really tried to be seductive up until now, but that dress? There would be no mistaking my intentions. 
    

    
      I pulled out the mercurial outfit and set it in the closet to steam out the wrinkles, took a shower, and was drying my hair just in time for the closet to 
      bing
      . My heart skipped. Moment of truth. Wear the dress? Or my uniform?
    

    
      If I wore the dress, it would be a catalyst. I’d stand out. I wasn’t afraid to be stared at, that had happened enough in the past couple weeks that I was used to it. But was I prepared to poke the bear? There was no turning back once I broached the subject of convergence. 
    

    
      If I wore my uniform, the evening would pass like any other. We’d speak in innuendos, flirt or snap, maybe both. I wouldn’t be pushing him to the precipice, and so we wouldn’t make any progress. Business as usual. 
    

    
      Naked, I opened the closet, staring at the dress.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      Atarian entered the main party tent, looking around warily. It was a vibrant affair. The shilpakaari were fond of lounging on pillows and eating at ground level on lush carpets. Many of the humans looked at home with the arrangement. A few had printed more suitable party clothing. Naitee, one of the only humans he knew by name, was wearing some colorful fabric wrapped around her body with big gold earrings. Some of the shilpakaari women were admiring it, deep into friendly conversation. 
    

    
      “Commander Atarian!” a familiar voice boomed. He turned to see the ambassador parting the sea of people, that big smile plastered on his face. “Glad to see you’ve finally made it. Do you find the home units comfortable?” 
    

    
      “Yes, thank you,” he said automatically, searching the crowd. “Have you seen Dr Loxley?”
    

    
      Zufi chuckled, his mane curling up gaily. “No, I don’t believe she’s made an appearance quite yet. Perhaps I can interest you in some refreshments while we wait?” 
    

    
      Atarian growled at a low enough frequency that Zufi couldn’t hear it. They engaged in political small talk. Insufferable and hollow.
    

    
      “Please, you must tell me,” Zufi began, ushering Atarian to an empty rug laden with giant pillows and tuffets. “What are they really like? Are we likely to have trouble with them?”
    

    
      The honesty of the question brought Atarian back into the conversation. He took a sip of his 
      iqua
       and mulled it over. 
    

    
      “From what research we did, they become combative with each other over ideology and resources. Fierce allies but also fierce enemies. Highly adaptable and clever. But Olivia’s really the one you want to talk to about that.”
    

    
      “Not to fault her in any way,” Zufi began, “but would she tell us the truth when it comes to humans? Would she not soften her critique?”
    

    
      Atarian smiled fondly. “Trust me, she doesn’t mince words.”
    

    
      The ambassador looked over his shoulder and his eyes widened. He stood. “Speaking of your doctor,” he led, eyes wide. “Dear gods.” Atarian stood and turned around. 
    

    
      Then promptly squashed the hrum that revved to life. She was a dream draped in honey gold. In the dim light, she glowed and stole every set of eyes in the room. The liquid fabric hugged her every curve, the weight of her breasts, the breadth of her hips. She wore no harness beneath either, the curious points of her breasts brushing against the fabric. Her hair was down, her lashes darker and bringing the color out of her eyes. 
    

    
      For a breathless moment, Atarian wondered if the conspiracy theories about humans being literal Muru were true. Olivia was transformed. Everything about her form had been amplified. As she made eye contact with him, a chill ran down his spine. He was already swallowing hard on the hrum. He couldn’t hold out if she took a single step closer. 
    

    
      Then she smiled at him. He groaned, his trousers far too restrictive as his cock swelled. “Excuse me,” he grunted. Then he turned and ran, the syringe of Agros heavy in his pocket. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew I’d had the desired effect. When Atarian didn’t return my smile and ran for the hills, though, I second-guessed myself. Was I actually successful or did I make him uncomfortable? 
    

    
      I kept my smile steady. Ambassador Zufi met me halfway to their rug and bowed his head. “Dare I say, that dress is ravishing.” 
    

    
      I held my hand out to shake, but he took it by the fingers and kissed my knuckles. I laughed. 
    

    
      “Ambassador Zufi, I’m blown away by the organization of the events today. All of your people have worked so hard to make us feel welcome. We can’t thank you enough.”
    

    
      “You can thank me with a turn around the refreshments,” he teased, offering one of his arms. I accepted with a nod. He clasped his lower arms behind his back as we strode along. 
    

    
      “You wouldn’t happen to have… damn, I never learned the name,” I swore. He tilted his head to me attentively. “An alcohol that’s pink and fizzy? We would call it pink champagne.”
    

    
      “Ah, 
      furza
      , yes! Of course.” He course-corrected for the drinks table and poured me a generous flute. I took a big swig. 
    

    
      “I do have a few sensitive questions for you, Dr Loxley, if you wouldn’t mind? We can get the unpleasantness of business out of the way, then enjoy the party to our hearts’ content.” 
    

    
      I nodded. “Of course. Your rug, then?”
    

    
      We made our way back, many shilpakaari and human eyes alike following us along. I gave Naitee and Rambir a quick hug. I’m glad she figured out how to make a sari with the ship’s AI. She looked beautiful. 
    

    
      When we made it back to the rug, Atarian was still absent. We settled in, me sitting with my knees tucked under me. A platter of small foods were brought over. Hot, natural, delectable morsels that made my mouth water. I tried to stay polite, but it was a losing battle. I moaned, tasting some sort of honey cake. The ambassador twinkled at me, watching me eat. 
    

    
      “Are humans always this amusing at mealtime?” he asked. 
    

    
      “We’ve had precious little but nutrient bars since leaving Earth,” I admitted, swallowing an embarrassingly large bite with a sheepish smile. “Apologies, Ambassador Zufi.”
    

    
      “Please, Jurek. May I call you Olivia? Formalities are part of my job, but a belabored one.” 
    

    
      I examined him as I ate another bite, this time of some sort of toast topped with a marinated succulent leaf. I was getting a hang of 
      shilkpakaari
       expressions, thanks to him. He was a middle-aged man, a few years Atarian’s senior. But I was guessing at that. My gut told me to look at his hands for rings, but the custom of marriage was probably drastically different. So I settled on the laugh lines of his face around the mouth and eyes. Genuine lines oozing charisma. I would have bet a month’s pay that many of those well-worn ravines were eroded at functions like this. His tentacles curled around the ends whereas I remembered Xata’s writhing with anger. I would need to spend more time studying that. 
    

    
      My conclusion, overall, was that Jurek Zufi was a politician through and through. I didn’t believe greasing the wheels was the worst part of his job. Not by a long shot. 
    

    
      I cleaned my fingertips with a linen napkin and nodded. “Of course, but only if I can ask you some in return.” He bowed his head obligingly. 
    

    
      “Excellent. Firstly, what sort of community do you think is likely to form here?”
    

    
      I laughed. “Forgive me, Jurek, but I don’t know Samridve well enough to make that assessment.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?” The tendrils around the front of his face curled up more than they normally would. 
    

    
      “To use a historical metaphor you won’t understand, I don’t know if you’re the USA come to rebuild South Korea after Japanese occupation, or the USA signing peace treaties with native nations, then kicking them off their land and drowning their children.” 
    

    
      “Are those my only two options?” He laughed uneasily. 
    

    
      “No,” I smiled. “Two extremes, let’s say. The point is, once Atarian and I are gone, I don’t know what Samridve’s intentions are. Will you build a strong alliance and help the humans become independent allies and neighbors? Or will you attempt to take advantage of their ignorance while they learn the ways of Yaspur and the ISU at large?”
    

    
      I was blunt, but men like this, at least on Earth, were impressed by such candid language. I popped what looked like a blue grape into my mouth, pleasantly surprised that it tasted similar. The ambassador ate one in thought, looking out over our people socializing together. 
    

    
      “This is what I want,” he said. “Neighbors, peace. 
      Samridve
       is excited to help humans grow up, so to speak. I won’t lie about that. We enjoy the idea of playing ferryman to the first human colony, and we know the galaxy will be watching. But we aren’t without our problems. Appearances are important to us, as is leisure. 
      Samridve
       is considered the shilpakaari paradise and we’re boastful about it. I can see our pride getting in the way.”
    

    
       He was sincere, I was sure of it. Or at least, thoughtful. I took a sip of my fruity drink. “What is your unemployment rate in Samridve?” I asked. 
    

    
      He was surprised by my question, head tilted sideways. A smug smile smeared across his face. “Two or three percent, give or take.” 
    

    
      “Living cost versus pay?”
    

    
      “Our colony is divided by sectors of work. Education, military, agriculture, medicine, so forth. Each sector has the same pay scale, which includes housing arrangements. All industry profits are paid directly to the city rather than through worker taxes.”
    

    
      I was impressed. That was not a system that existed on Earth and I wanted to dig my fingers into it. I kept my curiosity at bay, focusing on the important bits. 
    

    
      “How are representatives in government chosen?” 
    

    
      “Elections.”
    

    
      “Democratic?”
    

    
      “An archaic system. Meritocratic. Most civilizations in the ISU are.” He gave me the bullet points. 
    

    
      “With such an admittedly rosy view of Samridve,” I pondered sharply, “I can guess that the community here will be unified and inspired. But, fair warning, when humans don’t trust, we divide. Violently. We’re tribal, so choosing sides is inevitable for the general population. If you want to maintain peaceful relationships, don’t strive to be their neighbor. Strive to be family.” 
    

    
      At this, Jurek crossed his arms. “Atarian was right, you don’t mince words.” 
    

    
      I finished my 
      furza
      . “In my line of work, it wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere to be passive. And don’t,” I added, pointed my empty glass at him sharply, “try to pull the wool over their eyes or treat them like children. Don’t send perfect evangelists for Samridve to help them. Don’t hide your problems. Be honest about Samridve’s shortcomings. I have a feeling their biggest hurdle will be others underestimating their intelligence and complexity.”
    

    
      “I will take that to heart. It’s very good advice.” Ambassador Zufi took the admonishment to eat a couple bites of some sort of seafood.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “One more spat of questions. Do the humans carry any diseases with them?”
    

    
      I looked over the crowd and shook my head. “Not that I’ve seen. My guess is they were treated once abducted for a better sale price. Some may have noncommunicable diseases, genetic disorders, cancer, that sort of thing.” 
    

    
      “Sexually transmitted?”
    

    
      I thought about it. “Doubtful, unless it was transmitted by an abuser. I suspect they would have been killed if they had an STD that couldn’t be cured.” 
    

    
      “Are humans ideologically opposed to inter-special relations?”
    

    
      I raised a brow at him, somewhat disapprovingly. “They’re survivors of sex trafficking, Jurek. I highly doubt they’re ready to think about 
      any
       new relationships, let alone with other species.” 
    

    
      He raised all four of his hands in a surrendering gesture. “Forgive me. I understand that ideology can push humans to war. I was only curious if a Samridvean and a human 
      chose 
      to have a relationship, would it cause problems? This will inform my behavioral standards for personnel that interact with the colony.” 
    

    
      My unease thawed. I took a sip of 
      furza
      , thinking about how Decima and Pom Pom had been received. “The reaction will be diverse. The humans here are from all over Earth. We have widely different beliefs, customs, and morals. But they’re also close-knit. Unless you lose their trust, my professional opinion is there wouldn’t be anything serious to worry about.”
    

    
      “Am I interrupting?” a purr came from above. Jurek and I looked up at Atarian and his cutting tone. The ambassador cleared his throat. 
    

    
      “Not at all,” he soothed with that politician’s smile. 
    

    
      “I need a refill anyway. If you’ll excuse us, Jurek,” I said, unfolding my legs. Atarian offered me his hand and I took it gratefully.
    

    
      Atarian led the way to the drinks table, a big hand on my lower back. I chanced a look up at his expression. He was singularly focused on glaring lasers at every man in the room that looked our way. My heart sank while my anger rose. 
    

    
      “Knock it off,” I said under my breath. 
    

    
      He didn’t pretend not to understand. “That dress of yours is alluring enough to go to war over.” 
    

    
      “Classic example of a man fighting for possession of a woman instead of wooing her.” I stopped in front of the 
      furza
       and filled my glass to the brim. I took a long swig and filled ‘er up again. “All without even asking her opinion.”
    

    
      Atarian made himself a drink too. It was milky white and flat, no bubbles. He poured it into a short round glass from a pitcher. “And what is her opinion?” He set the pitcher down and turned his lancing stare on me. My abdomen clenched in anticipation. 
    

    
      “That he’s at war with himself and won’t come clean about it.” I took a slow drink of my champagne, eyes full of challenge. Atarian leaned in. 
    

    
      “Maybe he has reason to be at war with himself.”
    

    
      “Maybe he should tell her about it.” 
    

    
      His hand snaked around my waist again, thumb tracing my spine as a crease cleaved his brow plates with genuine uncertainty. “If I tell you, you’ll run.”
    

    
      “Don’t be so sure of that,” I said meaningfully. 
    

    
      “Oh!” a familiar giggle rang out as Dr Ahlberg bumped into my back. “Funny how we keep ah, bumping into each other, Dr Loxley,” she waxed. Atarian’s hand dropped and I forced myself to turn around. The diminutive Swiss woman was definitely tipsy, the tip of her nose and her cheeks a rosy pink rouge. 
    

    
      “You seem to be enjoying yourself,” I said with amusement. “Have you tried the 
      furza
      ?”
    

    
      Her eyes got big. “Oh yes. It is sensational. I’ve returned for my third cup.” Her lips popped with satisfaction on the ‘p’ in ‘cup’. “You haven’t seen the medical delegate, have you? I’ve been asking around, but no luck. I’d like to meet him.” 
    

    
      “Oh, hmm.” I looked over the crowd, then up at Atarian imploringly. “You can see better than I can.” 
    

    
      He used his height to scan the room, then nodded stiffly. “This way.” 
    

    
      We led the bubbly, inebriated doctor through the throngs of people to the open back of the tent. It opened straight into a grass field where tables and votive lights hung in the air. I noticed the medical researcher once Atarian pointed him out. He was athletic with teal tendrils and deep black and silver striped eyes. 
    

    
      “Excuse me,” I said, touching his arm gently. He looked to me, blinking in surprise. “You’re the medical delegate, aren’t you?” 
    

    
      “Yes,” he said after gathering himself. His voice was deep and deliberate. “Ezraji Zarabi. How can I help you?”
    

    
      I pulled Dr Ahlberg forward by the elbow. She stared up at him in wonder. “This is Dr Amelia Ahlberg. She’s the human doctor you’ll be working with. I thought you should meet.”
    

    
      I looked at Ahlberg and nearly did a double-take. She was staring up at the shilpakaar in wonder. She reached out a hand to touch his tendrils. They were much longer than most other men at the party, tied back loosely so they stayed off his ears, which were more humanoid than the tympana of other species. He cleared his throat uncomfortably, but let her brush her fingers against them. I nudged her. She blinked back to her senses. 
    

    
      “Apologies!” she squeaked. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr Zarabi.”
    

    
      He smiled tightly and took a deep gulp of his drink. “Please, I’m just a researcher. I don’t have the title of doctor. But I’m flattered.” 
    

    
      “Ah,” Ahlberg said weakly. I ushered us to one of the standing tables to fill the awkward pause. 
    

    
      “So what do you research, Ezraji?” I asked, nearly finished with my second champagne. A tray of them hovered by. Atarian swiped one for me and did the same for himself, knocking back the last of his milky drink. 
    

    
      “My daily duties are clinical, but my personal research is on poisons and venoms.”
    

    
      “What exciting work,” Ahlberg sighed with a twinkle in her eye. Ezraji softened a hair. 
    

    
      “It is difficult work, but rewarding,” he confirmed. “And what are you a doctor of, Dr Loxley? Dr Ahlberg?”
    

    
      “I’m a general physician,” Ahlberg said, smoothing her fingers out over the table. 
    

    
      “I’m not a medical doctor,” I amended when Ezraji turned to me. “I’m a profiler.” When this didn’t get a response, I elaborated with a wave of my hand. “A criminal behaviorist. I consulted with law enforcement back on Earth and taught university.” 
    

    
      “A professor?” Ezraji said with some surprise. He looked over my dress thoughtfully. “I must admit, I’ve never seen a professor wear something quite like that.”
    

    
      Ssshhink
      . Under the table, the unmistakable sound of daggers unsheathing, Atarian’s talons lengthening, cut through the conversation. Although Ahlberg didn’t realize where the noise came from, Ezraji’s eyes went wide with understanding. 
    

    
      More than understanding. At first, his reaction was indignant, then fearful, finally settling on judgmental. He recognized the signs. I looked up at Atarian sharply. His eyes were wide, as if he couldn’t believe he’d done that. His breath was labored, unable to look at the other man.
    

    
      “I see...” Ezraji said stiffly. He looked down at Ahlberg, gauging how dangerous it was for her to stand between both men, and motioned to her. “Come, doctor, let’s discuss our studies.” 
    

    
      “I would love that,” she said, nodding emphatically. He took her arm in his and motioned her away, giving us a small nod. 
    

    
      As soon as they were back inside the tent, Atarian sheathed his talons and stalked away from the party without a word. 
    

    




    
      
    

    
      32
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hey! 
      Hey!
      ” I yelled, chasing after the commander. I’d taken off my heels and carried them in my hand to avoid punching through the grass and dirt pathways. He was fast, speed-walking away from me with his head down. I had to jog to keep up with his titanic gait. “Stop, Atarian! We need to talk!”
    

    
      “Don’t follow me, Olivia,” he barked over his shoulder. 
    

    
      “Why, so you can keep running away?” I goaded, jaw tight, panting for breath. 
    

    
      We turned into the colony’s main drag, where tables and awnings were still set up from earlier in the day. Not more than a few hours ago, the many tents held canisters of water, nutrient bars, aspirin, soaps, pillows, and other necessities. Now they were specters, the white plastic tablecloths blowing lazily in Atarian’s wake. 
    

    
      I threw one of my heels at the commander’s back. It plonked off his shoulders and spun to the dirt. “
      Turn around and look at me,
      ” I demanded. He stopped, but didn’t turn. I squared my shoulders, catching my breath. He tilted his head just far enough that I could see the corner of his blacklight violet eye piercing the dark. I licked my lips. Now that we weren’t racing, now that the ground wasn’t being crushed underfoot, all was quiet. The sounds of the party were far and muffled and the dew of the midnight hours started to collect on the ground. Jungle insects sang their sweet lullabies from the safety of deep teal ferns and aubergine palm fronds.
    

    
      “I know about convergence, Thel,” I said quietly. I swallowed. “And I know you’re taking Agros.” 
    

    
      He snapped around to face me, face slack with shock, mandibles flared wide. 
    

    
      “How-?”
    

    
      I tapped my temple with a bitter smile. “Why do you think I got a transitor the day after you exploded at me in your quarters? No one would tell me anything even though it was obvious they knew what was going on. I didn’t know if you were dying, if I’d hurt you, if I disgusted you…” I cut the thought off as my voice shook. I met his 
      eye
       with forced calm, but he looked away. “So I found out the basics on my own and forced Vin to tell me the rest. I read everything. Children’s books, medical reports, venandi practices, 
      everything
      .”
    

    
      He took a step towards me, pain in his stare. “I’m not disgusted by you.” 
    

    
      “I know.” I held up my hand in reassurance immediately. I wasn’t prone to self pity, and I wasn’t about to interpret our encounters with self-loathing either. I knew I didn’t disgust him, but the thought had crossed my mind in the heat of rejection. 
    

    
      He took another step. He was cautious, as if circling prey, taking my stock. “And you aren’t running away,” he purred with curiosity.
    

    
      “No, I’m not.”
    

    
      Step.
    

    
      “Even after everything you’ve read.” 
    

    
      “No.” 
    

    
      Step.
       
    

    
      His voice was hoarse when he said, “Even if I admit the only thing I can think about, night and day, is how my hrumming made you come on my couch. When I take command. When I spar with Vin. When I wrap my hand around my cock and pretend it’s you.” 
    

    
      My breath hitched, pulse thumping hard against my throat. Heat poured off his chest as he looked down at me. I strained my neck to meet his animalistic focus with matching determination.   
    

    
      “Your intensity doesn’t scare me.”
    

    
      “I think it should,” he rattled. Then he lunged forward, cradling my face in his hands. He turned me towards a building, pushing me back as his mouth found mine in a blistering kiss. My insides cascaded with heat, spreading like fire from my chest as our mouths worked against each other. I dropped my last heel, gripping the ridges behind his mandibles, pulling him harder into me. 
    

    
      “Tell me to stop,” he rasped, driving me backwards. 
    

    
      “Don’t stop,” I breathed. He growled, slamming me against the wall of I-don’t-know-which building, his knuckles cradling the back of my head. He groaned, lifting the skirt of my dress as he brushed his mandibles against my throat. 
    

    
      We were both dying of thirst for each other, nothing left but lizard brains and an aching drive to drink up all the other could offer. I pulled open the front of his jacket, palms running over his chest plates with abandon, one gloved, one not. Every ridge under his shirt sent pulses of electricity through my fingertips. I couldn’t take the added layer of fabric between us, so I ripped off my glove and tossed it to the ground. I yanked his shirt up so I could get my hands on his bare chest. 
    

    
      But there was something else I wanted more than to feel his skin under my palms. 
      Needed
      . More than anything. I fumbled with the latch on his pants, pulling them open enough to slip my hand beneath his waistband. 
    

    
      My fingers slid down over a velvety bar of steel. I gripped the commander’s cock like I would a tool grip, each of the nodes on the underside of his shaft fitting between my fingers. I couldn’t wrap my fingers all the way around, so I squeezed and pulled my fist up his length, each node bumping under my hand like hot marbles.
    

    
      He groaned again, dropping his head to my shoulder. In a smooth motion, he picked me up by the ass and I instinctively opened my legs, thighs pressed against his hips.
    

    
      Our mouths found each other again as I lifted his cock out of his pants. He pressed his forehead against my hair, muscles straining to keep still. Then I pushed aside my underwear with his head, slid it through the wetness gathered in my folds, and guided him to my entrance. 
    

    
      My eyes rolled back, mouth open in sheer ecstasy. We both breathed on broken moans as he impaled me slowly. He was huge, filling me to overflowing, the nodes stretching my sensitive flesh, teasing the nerves inside me. I was so full, I bit back a sob of relief, wrapping my arms tightly around his neck, digging my fingers into the soft flesh behind his spires. 
    

    
      He paused once he was sheathed as deeply as he could be. Neither of us were able to speak. I could hardly breathe, so enraptured by the disbelief that his cock was buried within me. 
      Him. 
      Commander Thel Atarian. A non-human man so far out of my league he was literally from the stars. 
      My
       commander. 
      My
       venandi. 
      Mine.
    

    
      Then he lifted me up, extended his hips, and sheathed himself again. Lights exploded behind my eyes with each thrust. His pace was frenzied from the start, each jolt sending shockwaves through my pussy. My breasts pressed against his chest, nipples tingling. 
    

    
      I found his mandible with my cheek and sucked it into my mouth. His moans became more possessive. He cupped my ass with both hands, pounding deep and hard and unforgiving until I had to relinquish my lips’ hold. 
    

    
      When he began to jerk tightly, talons pricking my cheeks, I nodded, brow stitched. I breathed affirmatives, begging him to give me everything. His growl broke and he held me tight on his cock as it pulsed in a wave, roiling with cum. His semen dripped from my lips to the ground long before his orgasm had subsided. 
    

    
      We stayed there, breathing, heads bowed, limbs shaking. He brushed his mandibles against the top of my head, vibrating them gently. Then he pulled me away from the wall, still buried deep between my legs, and walked me to the table. 
    

    
      “What are you-” 
    

    
      He set my bare ass down on the dewey table cloth, a purr beginning in his throat. My stomach clenched with excitement, coming to my senses enough that I realized we were right out in the open. Anyone leaving the party early would walk right by us. 
    

    
      “I’m not done with you yet, Dr Loxley.” I stared up at him with wide eyes and puffy lips as he pushed me slowly back onto my elbows. Whether driven by instinct or by the insatiable appetite of someone who’s just broken fast, Atarian didn’t seem concerned in the slightest about passersby. He took me in with a slow gaze, rocking his hips slowly. He settled his palms on the backs of my knees and pushed my thighs flat against the table. 
    

    
      Then his rhythm picked up in earnest as he leaned his weight over me. Those massive shoulders curled above me, spires in sharp silhouette to the street lights. His hips rocked in an athletic wave, the muscles of his abdomen and back working in tandem to slide that glorious cock against every secret sensitive spot I had within me. I nodded, wetting my lips with my tongue. 
    

    
      “Like that,” I breathed in a quip. I panted, clawing at his arms, thrusting my hips up to meet his. My clit was swollen and spread taut, beaten by the plates of his groin. I felt the tight anticipation wash over me and held my breath, muscles going tight. 
    

    
      He was so big, so immense physically and emotionally, I couldn’t imagine being able to come with him in me. Then, without my permission, the rollercoaster of my orgasm rolled over the top of the track and plunged me into white hot ecstasy. 
    

    
      My legs shook and my breath returned in a mewling plea. Caught off guard, Atarian looked down at me with wide eyes, but never let up, the lust glazing over his gaze. Every time his cock battered my cervix, a shockwave of fireworks ripped through my body. I wanted more, harder, faster. He obliged my every command until he pumped his cum into me again with ragged breaths. 
    

    
      Atarian collapsed onto his elbows, holding himself aloft with bunched and quivering muscles. His palms curled over the top of my head. Neither of us spoke, reveling in each other’s heavy breathing and the crisp smell of fresh sweat. 
    

    
      “You were right,” he murmured, brushing his mandibles against my temple. “We need to talk.” 
    

    
      I managed a lustful breath of laughter as he slipped from between my legs. He cocked a grin, keeping eye contact as I struggled to sit and pull down my skirt. “I was wrong. Less talking, more-” 
    

    
      A bright blue light pierced Atarian through one clavicle and out the other shoulder. My eyes went wide and the world froze. There was no gunshot, no blaster sound effect. Just one moment, Atarian was smiling at me with adoration in his eyes, and the next he collapsed to the ground. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      “No!” I roared. As he fell, he grabbed my wrist with his extended talon and pulled me to the ground. I burst into action, toppling the table in front of us, then crawled to the commander, cradling his head. 
    

    
      “Vant-” he managed. Another shot burst in a silent blue line straight through the table and between our faces. “Vanta…”
    

    
      The vantablade Pom Pom told me weeks ago he kept on him at all times. I searched his forearms and ankles, finding it strapped to his boot. I pulled it free and, against all my instincts, left him there, pressing my back to the table. When I heard boots crunch the dirt underfoot, I held my breath and gripped the blade, trying desperately to ignore the slick semen coating the inside of my thighs. A laser pistol held in a shilpakaari hand floated above my head. 
    

    
      “Endar sends his regards,” a man’s cool, calculating voice sliced through the dark. Atarian kept his stare, clutching his clavicle. 
    

    
      In a burst of ferocious, desperate speed, I lunged upwards with the vantablade, slicing deep into the gunman’s wrist. He shrieked in surprise and dropped the pistol. I dove for the gun, hoping he didn’t have one for each of his four arms. 
    

    
      “I thought I got you both,” the man spat viciously. Three hands gripped my ankles and pulled me back. I had the gun in hand, but he knew as well as I did that I didn’t know how to use it. He dragged me violently towards him on my stomach, my delicate dress ripped apart by the gravel and dirt. 
    

    
      I adjusted my grip on the gun so the barrel was firmly clutched in my right hand, then spun, my head first to calibrate, and whipped the attacker in the face with the grip. He fell sideways with a satisfying crunch, blindsided by the tiny human. I rolled to face him, ready to continue the fight. 
    

    
      Then Atarian rose up behind him, talons extended. He wrapped one arm around the man’s throat, the other his jaw. A momentary look of shock overcame the would-be assassin. Before he could get his hands up to defend himself, the commander ripped his two talons in opposite directions, tearing open the shilpakaar’s throat and ripping off his jawbone.
    

    
      The look of shock remained frozen in his eyes as he slumped to the ground, dying in a pool of acid green blood, purple tongue lolling into the dirt.
    

    
      I scrambled to my knees and vaulted the shilpakaar’s dying body as Atarian fell back to the ground. He lay in his own puddle which shone black in the low light. Hands shaking, I propped my knees on his wounds. He groaned in protest, but didn’t try to push me away. 
    

    
      I blinked, not sure what I could do. “Am-Amelia Ahlberg. Comm Amelia Ahlberg.”
    

    
      My linguitor beeped in a negative tone. 
    

    
      “Call Amelia Ahlberg. Amelia Ahlberg! Fuck!” I put my hands on Atarian’s face, brushing my fingers against his spires as the linguitor continued to bar my attempts. He raised his arm and pulled up his tab. I gripped it like it was a life raft. I felt dizzy and cold. 
    

    
      “Okay, I got it.”
    

    
      “Ezra…” He sputtered, unable to speak as blood bubbled into his mouth. 
    

    
      I tapped through the options to his general comms. It took me eons to find a way to call, having never used a tab like the crew’s standard issue bionic. Tears streamed down my face, snot dribbled onto my upper lip. I kept myself as calm as possible with big inhales through my nose, out through my mouth. 
    

    
      Finally, the tab rang and the face of the medical delegate brightened the screen. At first he looked annoyed, then he took in my face and the awkward angle of the camera, and his eyes flew open. 
    

    
      “Where are you, Dr Loxley?”  
    

    
      “The tables where we picked up supplies, in front of the home units,” I shuddered, my teeth clacking together, words slurred. 
    

    
      Ezraji started to walk. Ahlberg must have been with him. I could hear her voice as she asked what was going on, but she was too short for his camera to pick up. He pressed his ear and a private comm icon popped up in the corner of the screen. 
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg and I are on our way. What has happened?”
    

    
      I bit back a cry of relief, looking at Atarian’s face. His eyes were rolling, but he was fighting to stay awake. I rubbed his spires comfortingly, frantically. 
    

    
      “Commander Atarian has been shot. Through the ah, r-right clavicle to the left shoulder. He’s losing consciousness. Lots of blood. Some sort of gun with a blue laser, no sound.”
    

    
      “Are you okay?” he asked with intense seriousness. 
    

    
      “I’m fine,” I answered. Atarian’s arm was getting heavy. I set it down with limp arms, but kept talking. “I’m putting pressure on both wounds.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s camera suddenly shifted lower. Dr Ahlberg looked into the display at me. The light changed drastically as they rushed out of the party tent and into the fields. 
    

    
      “Dr Loxley, listen carefully,” she panted, “You may be going into shock. Do you feel sick to your stomach or cold?”
    

    
      “I’m fine,” I reiterated, enunciating like a drunk insisting they weren’t slurring.
    

    
      “Run to the clinic, Dr Ahlberg,” Ezraji commanded, pulling his arm away. “We need mediplasma. Go! Dr Loxley, are you behind the overturned table?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I will be there soon.”
    

    
      The comm cut off and I slumped, unable to hold myself up anymore. 
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      I’d been shot through the shoulder, but the pain never registered. Human adrenaline had performed its miracle, making sure I felt nothing while I instinctively fought or flew in an effort to survive. Ezraji was impressed by human resilience. Apparently this was not a feature of other species’ evolution. 
    

    
      I’d passed out next to Atarian shortly after he arrived. I had no idea how any of us made it to the clinic, and I didn’t care to find out. All that mattered was laying on a cot in front of me while a surgical arm performed reconstructive surgery. 
    

    
      My wounds, thankfully, were able to be treated with mediplasma and a couple of shots that enhanced the healing process and immune system. I would have a nasty scar front and back of my left shoulder, smooth and flat like most healed bullet wounds, but melted around the edges like a third degree burn. Not the most flattering, but certainly a souvenir of the 
      Paramour
       I’d wear with pride. 
    

    
      “How do you feel?” Ezraji interrupted my somber meditation and crossed his lower arms over his hips. In his upper, he held a tab and a glass of water. I took the offered drink and held it in my hands between my knees. 
    

    
      “I feel fine.”
    

    
      He looked out the open windows of the clinic towards the jungle and sighed. “I am learning that I should not trust humans when they say this.” 
    

    
      The ghost of a smile tugged at my lips. “Stiff. Clear-headed. My shoulder still feels hot.”
    

    
      “That is to be expected.” He sat down next to me on the white cushioned bench. 
    

    
      “Hence why I said I felt fine.” I took a drink of water. He watched me. 
    

    
      “Congratulations on your convergence.”
    

    
      I looked down at the water, my eyes going out of focus. As soon as Amelia had grabbed my things from my home unit earlier that morning, I’d chucked my contacts and gloves. 
    

    
      “Thank you,” I said, clearing my throat. “He doesn’t know yet.” 
    

    
      “I assumed.” 
    

    
      Ezraji kept his tone neutral and began recording measurements from the surgical arm’s display onto his tab. We fell into companionable silence while he worked and I stared. A breeze came in from the window, warm and fragrant. I checked the time on the surgical arm. Eight more turns of an eighteen-turn surgery left. There was no hurry to socialize.
    

    
      “How long does it take to have a tab bionic implanted?” I prompted a few minutes later, my water cup empty. I stared at Atarian’s arm and didn’t look away when Ezraji lifted his gaze to judge my expression. His tab was covered in bloody smears. Red blood. Meaning it was mine. His was blue. 
    

    
      “Not more than a few hours. It does require a surgical arm, though. I suggest waiting to get one until you’re back on your ship. They will have much better tech.”
    

    
      I nodded. That’s the answer I expected. Still, it didn’t make the anxiety of not having one any less acute. 
    

    
      The main entrance hissed open and we both looked up. Ambassador Zufi stood, grim-face, in the doorway. He nodded to Ezraji, then blinked when he noticed my one ultraviolet eye. 
    

    
      “Pardon the intrusion,” he coughed. “I have some updates.” 
    

    
      Ezraji nodded and stood. “I have acquisitions to work on. I’ll be in the office if I’m needed.” 
    

    
      I stood, thankful I’d been able to change into a form-fitted black tank and my uniform pants. That was as clean as I got. My hair was matted with dirt, and every inch of bare skin crusted with a rainbow of blood, as if I’d played paintball without armor, then sprinted a mile. The ambassador had a difficult time looking at me. 
    

    
      “Dr Loxley, I…” His shoulders slumped in utter confusion. “I cannot apologize enough for the carelessness my people and I exhibited. We did not expect for the human colony to be a target, at least not until the mission was made public. Once the new settlers were comfortable, we’d planned to bring a guard to protect the colony and train them but-”
    

    
      “It’s alright, Jurek.” I used his first name in a display of authority. I didn’t want him to see my current physical condition as a sign of a simpering female of a new species. First impressions were everything. “We had not expected it either.” 
    

    
      He motioned for me to sit. “May I join you?”
    

    
      I looked at Atarian, then nodded. I didn’t want the ambassador to sit with me in such a personal space, but I wanted to stay by Atarian’s side more. “Please.”
    

    
      He sat beside me, the lines of his face deep grooves of exhaustion, watching the surgical arm work. “I need to know what happened. The relationship between our colonies depends on it.”
    

    
      “Thel and I were enjoying some privacy on one of the tables.” I laced my words with heavy meaning. The ambassador raised a brow, his tendrils sliding over each other like snakes in amorous embrace. I took that as a sign he understood and continued. “We got shot from behind by a, ah…”
    

    
      “Blue Whirl hand cannon.”
    

    
      “Yes, thank you. The man said ‘Endar sends his regards’ when he approached. After that I struggled for the gun. Just flashes and pieces after that.” I brushed my hand over my face. I remembered some specifics, but nothing in chronological order. 
    

    
      “Endar, as in Burdam Endar?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, the man that owned the
       Paramour
      .”
    

    
      The ambassador sighed with extreme relief. “That is excellent news. I was worried the man was from Samridve. But if he was a hired fixer, it is much easier to address.”
    

    
      “You mean you’d rather deal with the fallout of lax security and anxiety for a few months than an irreparable divide in Samridvean politics?”
    

    
      He cocked a smile. “I am truly excited that you humans are our new neighbors. Far more complex and thrilling than had been expected.”
    

    
      “Just remember that compliment when we make Samridvean life more complicated.”
    

    
      He chuckled. “I had no idea you were converging with the commander. No wonder the tension was thick enough to cut with a knife.”
    

    
      I shrugged and stood. “No one knew. It’s alright. I didn’t want to give anyone the impression that humans would fall easily into alien arms. The others have been through a lot”
    

    
      He joined me as we walked to the entrance, all four hands clasped behind his back. “You have been through just as much, Dr Atarian.” His change in my name took me by surprise. I opened my mouth to speak but found myself unable to correct him. He gave me a devious once-over. “You don’t know what you’re in for, do you?”
    

    
      I 
      searched his
       expression. “I can’t say I’m an expert, but I’ve done my fair share of digging. Why?” My tone was suspicious as I crossed my arms in a don’t-fuck-with-me stance.
    

    
      “Nothing pressing, I promise. Once your prince wakes up, I’m sure he’ll want to fill you in on the details himself.”
    

    
      “With all do respect, I’ve dealt with a lot of dodged answers. I’d prefer you just tell me.”
    

    
      Ambassador Zufi crossed one set of arms and leaned in conspiratorially. “There are five venandi clans that lord over their five major homeworlds. The Atarians are top dog on Helion, the ISU capital. They’re one of the most powerful families in the galaxy, and your man there is the heir apparent.”
    

    
      My brow creased in disbelief. Zufi gave me a wink and sauntered out the door. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I stood out of the way while Ezraji performed the last few protocols of the surgical arm, teaching Amelia as he went. She devoured his words, pushing her glasses up her nose as she listened. 
    

    
      She was a nice distraction. Bubbly curious, and sincere. She sat with me until I came around in the morning, and had apparently been the one to administer my shots while Ezraji focused on saving Atarian’s life. She was sharper than her sweetness let on, and a damned good doctor when it came to adapting on the fly. The colony was lucky to have her, and so was I.
    

    
      But I was restless and impatient for all her questions. The sun was setting, Atarian was supposed to be awake by now, and I wanted to see his eyes open. I was exhausted, but I hadn’t left his side, not to eat or use the bathroom. The farthest I’d gone was escorting the ambassador to the door. 
    

    
      I fought the urge to pace. 
    

    
      “Ready now. He’ll wake up slowly, but clear,” Ezraji said, pushing the surgical arm back and pressing an aerosolized shot against the commander’s neck. 
    

    
      I bit my nails. My hand turned black with anxiety. What would he do when he saw me? Would my decision to toss the gloves and contacts before he woke up, before I had the chance to ease him into it, jeopardize his recovery?
    

    
      I didn’t have time to think about it. Atarian’s eyes opened slowly. His eyes locked on Ezraji, then widened. 
    

    
      “Where is she?” he asked desperately, pushing himself up. Ezraji used three of his hands to push him back down. 
    

    
      “Settle down, Commander Atarian. Your doctor is well.”
    

    
      I stood stock still behind Amelia, afraid that if I moved he’d see me. I couldn’t describe the elation and terror roiling together in my chest. He was alive, 
      better
       than alive. He looked strong, just like himself. Not a hint of pain. A miracle of alien medicine. 
    

    
      “I need to see her,” he insisted, struggling. Ezraji put his fourth hand on the commander’s chest and pushed him down to the cot. 
    

    
      “In a moment. Do you remember what happened?” he grunted, nonplussed. 
    

    
      “Yes. Now let me up.” 
    

    
      “You have been out for twenty turns. Your reconstructive surgery was a success and the shot will have no lasting effects. 
      Regardless
      ,” he gritted, throwing the commander back down again as he rushed through the bare minimum information, “wait a day for any strenuous activity.” 
    

    
      Ezraji released his hold and smoothed down his tunic. Atarian sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the cot. 
    

    
      “Where is she?” he asked again. 
    

    
      “I’m here,” I managed. Amelia and Ezraji stood aside, glancing at me. Atarian met my eyes and his mouth fell open. He froze on the edge of the cot, breath held captive in his lungs. 
    

    
      Ezraji cleared his throat. “We’ll leave you two to rest.” He nodded towards the front entrance to Amelia. “Shall we take our dinner break, Dr Ahlberg?” 
    

    
      “Oh, yes. Excellent idea,” she started, making for the door. She paused and looked at us both with her more authoritative look. “No strenuous activity. Remember.” She pointed at me, stared hard over her glasses, then pushed them up and followed Ezraji out the front door. 
    

    
      Atarian leaned forward as if he were going to stand, then shook his head to rid himself of a trance. “Are you alright, Olivia?” 
    

    
      I pushed aside the strap of my tank top to show him the bright new scar tissue. “You must have seen me get shot, but I didn’t feel a thing. I thought the guy had only gotten you.” 
    

    
      He stared at my shoulder and held his hand out to me. I closed the gap and he drew me in by the hips. Leaning his forehead against my chest, he inhaled slow and deep. 
    

    
      “You took down an assassin with a Blue Whirl and four arms when you had a hole in your shoulder, were wearing a dress, and had nothing but a vantablade.” A scoff of laughter warmed my breasts. “Will you ever stop exceeding expectations?” 
    

    
      I couldn’t help a breathy laugh either, relief pushing a tear from the inner corner of my eye. “What can I say? You’ve given me a lot to live up to.” 
    

    
      Atarian looked up at me, searching my eyes. “When.” 
    

    
      “A week ago.” I didn’t need to elaborate. “I woke up the next morning with this too.” I held up my hand, which had gone from black to alabaster white. Atarian grabbed it, rubbing his talons across my knuckles. 
    

    
      “You’re becoming a chromata?” he asked with shock. 
    

    
      “Looks like,” I said, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling too much. I didn’t want to get my hopes up. 
    

    
      My efforts evaporated when Atarian jumped to his feet and lifted me in a soul-crushing hug several inches off the floor. He held my chest to his cheek hard while I did my best to keep my weight off him. 
    

    
      He swallowed, his look of awe melting into concern. “I’m so sorry for what I’ve done to you.” 
    

    
      My heart faltered. “If you don’t want to converge, just tell me. I can handle it. I’ll keep wearing 
      the contact
       and gloves. I know it’s for life, and I don’t want to force you into it.”
    

    
      He looked up at me sharply. “You want this, Olivia?” 
    

    
      “If you do, yes.”
    

    
      He let out a breath that verged on a sob. “There’s nothing in my life I’ve ever wanted more than you. Souls, I’ve been so stupid.”
    

    
      I pressed my thumb against the divot in his brow plates. “Why didn’t you just talk to me about it?”
    

    
      He looked up at me with utter anguish. “You told me that you were a pioneer, not a settler. You wanted adventure, to see the galaxy and all it has to offer. The look in your eyes, Olivia, 
      souls
      … it was enough to move a man to poetry. I couldn’t force my pioneer to settle.” 
    

    
      A lump formed in my throat. I lifted his head up, biting my lip to keep my emotions in check. “Thel…” I looked for the words that would best describe how I felt, blinking rapidly and worrying my lower lip futilely as tears welled over my eyes. “No matter what adventures lay ahead, I still want an anchor for my ship.”
    

    
      Atarian refused to let me down. He walked in a circle slowly, breathing me in, purring with happiness he couldn’t express with words. I wrapped my arms around his neck as tightly as possible. 
    

    
      “It will be several days before I let you out of my arms,” he murmured into my neck.
    

    
      “Finally,” I sighed blissfully. 
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      Half an hour later, Thel and I tossed my stuff down in his home unit. It was bigger than mine. I’d obviously drawn a bachelor pad from the hat while the commander had been given a family unit to act as a suite. 
    

    
      As soon as the door hissed shut, he spun me around and kissed me hard. I caught up to his punishing rhythm, his mandibles vibrating on either side of my jaw. His hands pulled my black tank top out of the waistband of my pants and sidled up my spine. Once I’d lost my breath, I pushed him back gently. 
    

    
      “No strenuous activity,” I reminded him with amusement. “Besides, aren’t you hungry?” 
    

    
      “For food, no. For you, yes.” He leaned his elbows on the kitchen counter, watching me examine the care package of venandi foods he’d left untouched.
    

    
      “As much as I’d like you to fuck me into tomorrow, we need to talk first,” I said pointedly. I weighed our options and added, “And shower.” He sobered and nodded begrudgingly. 
    

    
      “How about I pull up our dinner options and you put your things in the bedroom?”
    

    
      I took my bag into the room at the end of the hall. The bed was rumpled, his duffel opened. I ventured only to take out my toothbrush and toothpaste, hairbrush, and shampoo, setting them in the adjoined bathroom on the counter by the sink.
    

    
      When I finally got a look at myself in the mirror, I was shocked. I looked dumb with happiness, which only served as a stark contrast to the blood spattered across my face and hair. I took a few minutes to take it in. To remember how close we’d been to death. I memorized this face in the mirror. I never wanted to forget how lucky I was. 
    

    
      Then I scrubbed my arms and face in the sink, a kaleidoscope of chartreuse, brown, and blue swirling down the drain. I brushed the gunk out of my hair as best I could, then put it back up in a loose bun. 
    

    
      When I rejoined Thel in the kitchen, he had already printed our dinners. Some sort of steak for us both. His was magenta and charred. Mine was filet mignon. 
    

    
      When we sat down to eat across from each other, smiles plastered on both our faces, I finally let my ignorance show. 
    

    
      “So, what happens now?”
    

    
      He set down his two bidents and swallowed a bite of steak. “The Agros lasts for roughly a sol. According to the clock, it’ll fade in an hour. At that point, if you’re here with me, I’ll start to hrum and we’ll converge.” 
    

    
      I blinked, looking down at my hand. “You mean we aren’t already?”
    

    
      “Both of your eyes would change if they change at all,” he said gently. “All of your skin, too, I’d bet.” 
    

    
      I took a deep breath. I’d come to terms with turning his color grey, slate awash in cold ocean waters, if it came to it. That didn’t mean I was keen on the idea. My skin was something I could look down and see, and losing its color had never crossed my mind. Now faced with the possibility, I lamented losing one of the things that would always remind me I was human. “Did you have issues with controlling your color when you were a kid?”
    

    
      “Of course. It just takes time and patience. Training, like anything else.”
    

    
      “Will my skin tone stay the same?”
    

    
      “I think so, if your hand is any indication.” 
    

    
      I looked down at my knuckles. Little blossoms of blue and black dotted my fingertips, but otherwise my hand was indeed my usual olive skin tone. 
    

    
      “You’re concerned,” he said, mandibles clicking uneasily. I blinked up at him and shook my head.
    

    
      “Humans can tan from the sun, but otherwise our skin tones don’t change. It’s just not something I’ve thought about,” I admitted, skimming my forearm with my fingertips. “If I do turn grey, though, it’s worth it.”
    

    
      Thel relaxed, and gave me a grin. “Even if you do turn grey, you can see your peachy skin tone anytime. We’re chromati, remember?” To illustrate his point, his skin shifted gears, mimicking my coloring. I nearly spit out my 
      furza
      , unable to hold back the horror. 
    

    
      “Oh my god. Please don’t do that. That is terrifying.” 
    

    
      Thel threw back his head and laughed with unrestrained joy. The robust, rolling sound of his full laughter gave me goosebumps. His skin shifted again to a bright blue, then settled back to cool grey. 
    

    
      “At first, human expressions were strange,” he admitted, struggling not to laugh. “But now I think I’m going to make it a point to put that look on your face every day.”
    

    
      I threw a crouton at him, smiling as I chewed on a string bean. “Do it again. See what tricks I’ll play when you’re sleeping.” 
    

    
      “I look forward to it.” The mirth subsided in Thel’s chest, replaced by a subtle, content purr. He watched me eat, leaning back in his chair with a smirk.  
    

    
      “How does it work after? Culturally, I mean,” I asked, picking the conversation back up. 
    

    
      “I highly doubt the crew of the 
      Palembre
       will be surprised, if that’s what you mean. They’re used to the signs of venandi impulsivity. Most of them probably saw it well before you did.”
    

    
      I took a deep breath. The questions I had were awkward and naive. I knew the answers were different from human customs, but I couldn’t know what venandi customs were without asking. “Do we sleep in the same quarters? Do I take your name? Do I wear a ring or some token? Is there a ceremony? These are things that humans do.”
    

    
      “Ah, the finer details,” he sniffed, leaning his elbows on the table. I could tell it was strange for him to talk about too. “I will follow whatever customs you want. If you don’t want to move into my quarters on the 
      Palembre
      , it’ll be a struggle for me, but I’ll manage. The elders will expect you to take the clan name. Do you want to wear a ring or token? Do you want a ceremony? We have a ceremony for convergence called a homecoming. We don’t need to have one if you don’t want to. We can do what your culture does. I don’t care as long as the outcome is that I get to keep you.” 
    

    
      He ticked off my questions on his three-fingered hands methodically. I listened, my cheeks gradually becoming hotter. It hit me like a ton of bricks. I was eloping with Commander Thel Atarian. I was getting married. 
    

    
      “Taking the clan name is not an issue for me. I might want rings, but we can make the decision later. Same with the homecoming.”
    

    
      “What about moving into the commander’s quarters?”
    

    
      My stomach clenched. “Of course I want to move into your quarters.” The genuine affection warming the air between us bubbled and popped when I added, “Your bed is way more comfortable than mine.” 
    

    
      Thel’s laugh sizzled into a purr. He took a sip of his drink, the same as he’d had at the party. 
    

    
      “What about your family?” I soldiered on. 
    

    
      He shrugged vaguely. “They’ll be ecstatic that it’s finally happened. Don’t worry yourself with them yet.”
    

    
      “A little bird told me the Atarian clan is one of the most powerful families in the galaxy and I’ve caught their heir apparent on my fishing line. And you expect me not to worry?” I raised a brow. 
    

    
      He grimaced and crossed his arms. “It’s not all that. Yes, we’re a powerful clan, but as a family we’re no different than anyone else. And the heir apparent is actively chosen by the clan elders, so there’s no pressure for me to sire whelps. The biggest pressure will be public appearances, but you’re the ambassador of humankind. Everyone on Helion will be watching you no matter if you’re converged with an Atarian or not.”
    

    
      I leaned forward, taking a gulp of my 
      furza
      . “That, 
      that
       is something that’s been irking me. You’re invisible online. Meaning, when I tried to do research on you-”
    

    
      “You did research on me?” he asked with amusement.
    

    
      “My conscience demanded I know more before blindly helping aliens beat out other aliens for a ship full of human slaves. So sue me. Anyway, I couldn’t find anything for a Commander Atarian. So how is it you’re the heir apparent of a powerful clan, but also have no public appearances?”
    

    
      Thel laughed. “Most chromati are a waste of air. Playboys, influencers, trust fund whelps,” he waved off. “So I show the public what they expect. I go by Thelonius rather than Thel because it’s so much more pretentious. And when I’m not on Helion, I’m on vacation on my ‘party cruiser’ as far as the public is concerned. I’ve never given interviews or leaked photos. There are just rumors that the clan circulates to keep up appearances.”
    

    
      “Keep up appearances, as in dig themselves into the gossip machine,” I awed. Atarian nodded sagely. I sat back again, flabbergasted. “Damn, that’s a great cover.”
    

    
      “It’s worked for twenty-five orbits or so.”
    

    
      I nearly coughed on my champagne. “Sorry, what?”
    

    
      He gave me a sultry grin. “I’m forty-nine orbits old and started the rumors when I entered the officers academy. And before you question your choice about converging with an old man, venandi live longer than humans.” 
    

    
      “Huh,” I said, polishing off my drink. 
    

    
      “Do you have any other burning questions for me, Olivia?” 
    

    
      “I’m still stuck on your age, to be honest.” I winked at him.
    

    
      He chuckled under his breath, then looked out the window again. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      “For what?”
    

    
      He looked out the window beside us at the lights over the colony. “Truth is, I was worried I’d lost this part of myself years ago. When I visited my family, I was all business. When I drank with the crew, I would leave early. Eventually, I stopped going at all. My 
      day-to-day was
       colorless.” He looked over at me again. “Then you agreed to help me, despite taking you against your will. You challenged me with your flexibility and strength. And when the impulse to make you mine hit, I wasn’t just worried about you. I was terrified of breaking the perfect little shell I’d grown. Last night shattered me. It razed everything I’d cultivated in myself. And it made life worth living again.” 
    

    
      Speechless, I set down my bidents. I couldn’t even muster a smile. His words speared me in the heart with Cupid’s arrow. I swallowed hard, stood from my chair, and crossed to his side. He sat straight, looking up at me expectantly. I put my hands on either side of his face and gave him a lingering kiss.
    

    
      I pulled away and turned towards the bedroom. Half way down the hall, I slid my tank top off and dropped it to the floor. I looked back at him with a thirsty stare. “Are you coming, Commander Atarian?”
    

    
      He stood and prowled after me with a devilish glint in his violet eyes. “Not until you do, Dr Loxley.” 
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      I led Thel into the shower and slid out of my pants slowly, keeping his eye. He watched me with confidence, lifting the bottom of his shirt over his head. 
    

    
      “BEO, turn on the shower,” he said, never breaking eye contact. My breathing sped up and I wedged my thumbs under my sports bra. 
    

    
      “Of course. What temperature would you like?” came a smooth male voice. 
    

    
      “Ninety-eight Fahrenheit,” I added.
    

    
      I pulled the bra off, breasts sliding out beneath the rigid band as I lifted it over my head. My nipples prickled immediately upon contact with the air. I shook my hair out and threw the garment in the corner by the towels, along with my underwear. Then I stood waiting, naked, hardly able to stand the anticipation. Thel took his time, eyes roving over my bare skin. He slowly unlatched his pants and dropped them to the floor with his briefs. 
    

    
      We stood there, taking each other in while the steam from the shower filled the room. Thel was a masterpiece of lean muscle and malachite plates, every angle etched into his body sending fire racing through my gut. His gaze was equally as entranced, sliding down my breasts, my stomach, to the apex of my legs. My eyes wandered south too, where his cock saluted me at full mast. 
    

    
      I stepped over my rumpled uniform pants, the sound of cascading water drowning out my bare footsteps. I reached for Thel’s hands and he let me take them. He was vibrating ever so little, all the way through his fingertips. I put his palms on my hips and slid my hands up the muscles of his arms. 
    

    
      “Are we really doing this?” I asked in wonder.
    

    
      “I hope so,” his voice broke. He pulled me closer, his erection sliding up my belly. The nodes buzzed against my flesh too, so subtly it would have been easy to miss. “I don’t think I 
      could
       stop myself anymore.”
    

    
      “Come here,” I beckoned, pulling him backwards into shower. 
    

    
      I held his palm open and squeezed some shampoo into his hand, then into mine. I pulled him down by the back of the neck and started massaging the soap into the flesh behind his spires. “Do the same for my hair.”
    

    
      He did, working the gel into a foam that ran down my neck and breasts. I used mine to massage his temples and forehead, careful to keep the soapy water out of his eyes. I lathered his thick neck and shoulders, then stepped back under the spray and let the shampoo swirl away into the drain. 
    

    
      My abdomen burst into flame as I picked up the body wash and gave us both a generous amount. Thel seemed past the point of being able to talk and simply observed me with reverence. I gave up on talking too. 
    

    
      Spreading the soap across both my hands, I spread it across his chest where the majority of crusted blood still gathered. I took my time, feeling each concrete muscle, each strained tendon. The vibration in his chest was more pronounced, like an engine on idle. I slipped around his side to lather his shoulders and let my thumbs trace the divot along his spine in a tantalizingly slow caress. 
    

    
      He groaned, bowing his head. “Olivia…” he warned. 
    

    
      “Your turn,” I assured him, turning him by the elbow. I wanted so badly to get my soapy hands on his cock, but held myself back. He could barely control himself as it was.
    

    
      He sandwiched my soap between his palms just like I had and pressed his hands against my shoulders. His fingers slipped around my throat, completely encasing it in a gentle grip. I shuddered from the dangerous embrace, lips parting. He stared at my mouth as he worked the soap into the column of my neck, one hand sliding down my chest to circle each breast. I bit my bottom lip as his knuckles played against my ribs and abdomen, surfing over my hip bones. 
    

    
      He tightened his grip on the back of my neck and slid the fingers of his other between my legs, reaching all the way back to my ass. Soap dribbled down my inner thighs and my legs grew weak. His touch was electric with that vibration, teasing my already swollen clit, my sensitive folds. He growled and pushed me under the water with him, capturing my mouth in a heated kiss. 
    

    
      I clutched his narrow hips with my nails as the soap sloughed off our bodies. He explored with his hand between my legs, rubbing his palm over my pussy with slow, deliberate pressure. All the while that vibration built within him. 
    

    
      He ripped away from my mouth, panting. "Clean enough," he grunted, pulling me from the shower. He didn't bother with towels or turning off the water. Instead, he dragged me through the door and threw me down on the bed. I bounced, naked, breathless, and wet in more ways than one.
    

    
      Thel stared down at my body spread out before him like a feast for a wide-eyed moment, talons clenching and unclenching. He put his hands on my knees and I propped myself up on my elbows, meeting his eye. 
    

    
      “Open your legs for me, Olivia,” he rumbled, the overtonal quality of his voice almost indistinguishable from the purr revving into full gear in his chest. I obliged slowly, droplets of water slipping down my thighs, pussy clenching at the chill of the open air. He breathed in with a luscious groan, slitted nostrils flaring wide with my scent. His cock twitched, the nodes on the underside beginning to glow softly. 
    

    
      He knelt on the bed between my legs, his abdominal plates shifting with his weight in the most alluring slide of muscle I’d ever seen. He brushed his fingers from the tops of my feet up my shins, rubbed my knees with his palms, then skirted those sinful talons along the tender flesh of the inside of my thighs. I quivered beneath him as the warmth of his hips loomed closer to my core. I bit my lip to keep from begging him to make me feel whole, but he saw the wanton look in my glazed eyes and smiled. 
    

    
      He pressed his fingers against the flesh of my groin, massaging me indirectly with curiosity. I pushed my hips into his hand with a needy moan. 
    

    
      “Please.” 
    

    
      “I won’t make you wait long, doctor,” he assured me, slipping one of his big fingers into my slippery folds. He rubbed up and down the length of my pussy, exploring, watching my face for my reactions. When his finger stroked up and hooked my clit, I bucked my hips. A tingling surged through me. I was so swollen, it would take almost nothing to push me over the edge. 
    

    
      “There, right there,” I told him, nodding my head, brow creased. 
    

    
      “Here?” he murmured, pressing my clit again. The nub throbbed under the pressure of his fingertip. I nodded more vigorously. 
    

    
      “Yes,” I breathed, gyrating my hips. “Oh god…”
    

    
      He replaced his finger with his thumb, rotating it in little circles. I tensed as the pressure grew. I was so wet, on the edge of a volcano about to erupt. I didn’t need to close my eyes, because my wildest fantasy was the one doing this to me. I looked up at the commander, his mandibles flared, then grazed the long line of his arm between my legs with my eyes. I watched the muscles of his forearm tense and shift while his thumb teased me to bursting. 
    

    
      Then my breath caught in my throat and tore out of me in a ragged moan as I came in a pulsating torrent of pleasure. I hooked my ankles around his hips and pulled him down on top of me, his other hand crashing to the mattress beside my head. 
    

    
      We were desperate to feel complete, both of us breathing hard, hands floundering. He crushed his mouth to mine while I wrapped his cock in my fingers. I pressed him against my entrance and he thrust forward, filling me to the brim. 
    

    
      Sheathed deep inside me, Thel exhaled on a shudder. His shoulders coiled above me, he pulled back and thrust again. I jolted with a cry of delight, my channel lighting up with fireworks each time he rolled into me. My nails bit into his sides, sandwiched in his embrace, pressing my breasts upward. 
    

    
      I locked him in as I felt the pressure building again, my ankles dug into his hips. He growled possessively, eyes glowing sharp against the evening blue. I tried to push him to one side but he tensed up, mandibles rattling aggressively. He locked down on me like a vice, one hand in the comforter by my cheek, the other wrapped beneath the small of my back. He angled my hips down so my clit pressed against his groin with every thrust and I was lost. 
    

    
      My 
      scream
       cracked with ecstasy as I came with him drilling my body, claiming me for the whole world to hear. The power of my orgasm caused his rhythm to falter, cock clenched deep.  
    

    
      I took the opportunity to push at him again, and this time he toppled over with only one hand holding him up. I rolled on top of him before he could protest and wriggled my hips down, down, down as far as they’d go over his shaft, until I was saddled securely to his hips. 
    

    
      “Souls…” he groaned, his throat going taut as he arched his back in pleasure. The vibration in his chest was all the way through his stomach now, into his groin plates and the nodes of his cock. As intense as our lovemaking had been moments before, I couldn’t feel it all as deliciously as I could now. I gyrated on his shaft in slow, lazy circles, trying to catch my breath. He dug his talons into my hips, urging me to pick up the pace. I smiled down at him, breasts pressed together between my arms, my palms planted firmly on his chest. 
    

    
      “Ah ah,” I 
      tsked
      , keeping my deep seat on his cock. He purred with frustration, his skin tone changing from slate to vibrant blue with the rapid beat of his heart, crawling out from his chest to his limbs. I watched his colors shift with adoration beneath my hands while I picked up a slow, deliberate rhythm. 
    

    
      That’s when I felt it. It wasn’t just that his colors were changing, but the vibration was too. No, not just vibration. Thel was starting to hrum. 
    

    
      My seductive smirk fell into a look of wonder twinged with a spike of fear. The hrumming in full bloom was a beat as ancient as primal drums. It wasn’t a simple quivering of the vocal cords. It came from somewhere else; a rhythm deep in Thel’s body that infected mine, traveling through my arms and chest like the subwoofers at a concert blasting sound below the human range of hearing. 
    

    
      When the hrumming reached his cock, I nearly bucked right off him. The nodes became as warm as massage stones, and purred that same ancient rhythm. He moved his hips instinctively against me, trying to commandeer the rhythm, and clamped down with more strength than I could fight, keeping my clit pressed hard against the hrumming beat. 
    

    
      As he pushed me down and ground my nub into his plates, I bunched up in searing pleasure, both painfully sensitive and intoxicating. I wasn’t used to multiple orgasms, had never had more than one in my life. Now, I was verging on my third. 
    

    
      As he grinded me over the precipice, I keened helplessly, my arms and legs shaking with the effort to keep upright. Thel rolled me onto my back again and pressed my legs into the mattress, spreading me wide with his palms on the backs of my knees. 
    

    
      His rhythm crescendoed as he watched the lustful concentration on my face. The bright blue of his skin tone reached all the way to his spires and he seized up, big bass booms pulsating out of his chest as his cock swelled and he came in lava-hot jets inside me. 
    

    
      He rolled to a stop, still sheathed, and collapsed on one of his elbows, his other hand brushing the sweat-matted hair from my forehead.
    

    
      “My 
      vira
      …” he murmured, eyes lidded. The hrumming faded slowly, but its effect lingered. Every inch of my skin 
      tingled
       to itching. I brushed my palm weakly over his bicep. 
    

    
      “My…” I didn’t know what to call him back. Thel grinned. 
    

    
      “
      Vir
      ,” he supplied. 
    

    
      “My 
      vir
      ,” I sighed. 
    

    
      Thel rolled to his side and propped his head up on one palm while his plates returned to their slate grey. I stayed paralyzed on my back, the inside of my thighs deliciously sore as I slowly stretched my legs out. 
    

    
      “So…” I began, unable to finish a coherent thought. 
    

    
      “Yes,” he confirmed, pulling me into his arms. “Now sleep, Olivia.”
    

    
      I didn’t fight as my eyelids closed and the curtain of sleep parted on a dream of venandi warriors, their drums beating against twilight skies. 
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      Convergence took three days to fully manifest. Three glorious days of eating naked in bed, steamy showers, and the most mind-blowing sex I’d ever had in my life. Every muscle in my body was sore.
    

    
      “Look left…Look right…” Amelia said, waving a pen in front of my eyes. Thel and I had both been required to have medical check-ups every day. When it was obvious the morning before last that we were converging fully, Ezraji and Amelia both sprang into research mode. I was subject to as many tests as they could think of. All the while, Thel would stand with his hip cocked against the doorframe, arms crossed, a look of amusement on his face that sent a shiver down my spine. Every time he gave me that look, I wanted to shove him down on one of the cots and tear off his clothes. 
    

    
      He was giving me that look now, meeting my eyes over Ezraji’s shoulder while they spoke in low tones. My mouth went dry. 
    

    
      Amelia smacked me on the forehead with her pen. “Pay attention, Libby,” she admonished. “Look up…Look down…”
    

    
      “Right. Sorry.” 
    

    
      As soon as she was finished looking over my eyes, I immediately looked back up at my 
      vir
      , but he wasn’t looking my way. His head was tilted, palm up to pause the conversation he’d been having. When he looked up, his expression had changed. 
    

    
      “The 
      Palembre
       is approaching low orbit,” he said to the room. “They’ve just gotten back into comm range. Should be here in less than an hour.” 
    

    
      As if on cue, my linguitor beeped. I answered the comm and a familiar smoky voice invaded my ear. “Ay, doc! Miss me?” 
    

    
      “Sorry, who’s this?” I asked with nonchalance. 
    

    
      “Funny, ha ha,” Vin said back. “We’ve got a transport getting ready. Should be touching down at the colony in less than a turn. You and the commander bored out of your skulls or what?”
    

    
      I stood up and grabbed my things, giving Thel a mischievous once-over. “I wouldn’t say that.” 
    

    
      Thel and I went back to our home unit with the intention of packing, but in actuality, he sat me bare-assed on the counter and fucked me sideways. We’d brought so little with us that we were finished packing in less than five. He picked up both our duffels and slung the straps over his shoulder. I stared at myself in the mirror, breathing deep. 
    

    
      My eyes matched his in every way but shape. A gentle violet hue glowed from deep within my irises. My skin and hair, mostly marble white these last few days with happiness or coral pink with lust, was now blossoming with little spores of an anxious shade of grey. Thel put a hand on my shoulder.
    

    
      “You’re worried about the crew,” he asked without really asking. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t work this way on Earth,” he surmised. 
    

    
      “No,” I confirmed. 
    

    
      He turned me around gently and pressed his forehead against mine. “I know telling you to not worry won’t accomplish anything. So just ride it out with your usual bluster, Dr Atarian, and you’ll be fine.”  
    

    
      “Doctor…” I reacted, my stomach clenching. 
      Thel
       
      winked
      , backing out of the bathroom. My face burned hearing my new surname on his lips. I swallowed my concern and breathed deep. “You’re right.” 
    

    
      Why was I so anxious about the crew of the 
      Palembre
      ? I hadn’t been this nervous in a long time. Not when I shoved a linguitor in my head, not when I got naked on the bridge and put on a slave dress, not even when I’d told 
      Thel
       that I knew. 
    

    
      I’d even already jumped the hurdle of the rumors spreading through the colony. The other humans had noticed the change almost immediately. My eyes were the first thing to turn. Naitee and Marcella demanded to see me at the clinic to make sure I was alright. Thel and I explained, and both 
      women sighed
       with relief. They both gave us hugs of congratulations and said they’d spread the word. Marcella even gave the commander a kiss on each cheek as a blessing. 
    

    
      And others had congratulated us as they saw us. A few even left notes or drawings by the door of our home unit or at the clinic. Those that disapproved probably avoided us, and that was alright. I’m sure many were still suspicious that I had an alien disease and stayed clear for that reason.
    

    
      But there was something about seeing Vin, Pom Pom, Decima, and Sule that made me nervous. I viewed them as family. And most families on Earth would frown upon an elopement, which is what this felt like. I knew my own family would be bitter. 
    

    
      But I shook it off as best I could. Like Thel had said, this wasn’t Earth, and they weren’t human.
    

    
      Still… what would they think?
    

    
      
    

    
      ⑉⑉✴⑉⑉
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn’t need to wait long to find out. Ten minutes later, Thel and I were at the colony’s landing pad, accompanied by a small group of people. Naitee and Rambir came, as did Amelia. Even Imani James found her way there. She joked stiffly that she wanted to see my skin change so she wasn’t the only one. I didn’t have to work hard for the color to bubble unevenly between marble and inky black. It rendered her pensive, looking out at the jungle, arms crossed over her chest. Rambir giggled and played with my hair as it changed in his hands. 
    

    
      Ambassador Zufi also made an appearance. He and the commander exchanged contact information for a Samridvean delegation on Helion. If anything went down on 
      Yaspur
      , the 
      Palembre
       would know first. 
    

    
      The transport broke open the atmosphere in a booming mist, glowing bright yellow with a fire that quickly extinguished itself in a rush of humid air. It landed hot, singing the tall grass. Thel stood in front of us humans to take the brunt of the heat. The hatch hissed and I steeled myself. 
    

    
      Vin strutted out of the transport as soon as the ramp was down, a look of elation plastered on his big red face. 
    

    
      “Well shit, doc,” he whistled, grabbing me by the shoulders. He examined my eyes with brotherly adoration. He pointed at Thel, absolutely beaming. “You should’ve given me some warning, Thel.” 
    

    
      “If I had?” Thel teased drily. 
    

    
      “Please don’t say a party,” I winced. Vin’s shoulders dropped, looking between us both.
    

    
      “You two are no fun, fuck.” He looked over our shoulders and saw the other humans gathered there. He smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.”
    

    
      “He doesn’t mean it,” Thel and I echoed back at them. Rambir giggled. Vin gave him a little wink. 
    

    
      “We’d better get going. 
      Decima’s
       gonna flip, you know.” He took our duffels from Thel’s shoulder and threw them into the transport. We said our goodbyes. Naitee gave 
      Thel
       a hug, which was adorably awkward. Then Rambir hugged his leg, at which point, I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing at his look of distress. I made Vin snap a shot with his tab.
    

    
      Once we were in the transport and strapped down, Vin plugged in the coordinates for rendezvous with the 
      Palembre
      . We had four minutes of hanging in low orbit after exiting the atmosphere, and ADI took over navigation. His hands free, Vin slid down against the hatch on the opposite side of our seats, his three-fingered talon resting off one knee. 
    

    
      “So Helion,” he said meaningfully. “Gonna put in a request for a long leave?”
    

    
      “Of course,” Thel said easily, unlatching his harness. I followed suit. 
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles rattled much like a human might give off a low whistle. “Shit’s gonna change, huh?” 
    

    
      “Most likely, yes.” 
    

    
      I creased my brow. “Helion...” They both nodded.
    

    
      “Docking! Sit your butts down!” ADI said cheerily over the intercom. “And congratulations, Commander Atarian and Dr Atarian on your recent convergence!”
    

    
      Vin got to his feet, dusting off his butt. He tossed Thel our bags as the transport jolted, then pressed the button for the hatch as we stood.
    

    
      The hatch began to lower as we stood next to each other. My heart was in my throat. He looked down at me with a gentle smirk. 
    

    
      “I hope you’re ready to meet the clan, doctor.”
    

    
      “I hope they’re ready to meet me,” I corrected. The first convergence with a human? They wouldn’t see that coming. Thel purred with laughter. 
    

    
      “ADI, set course for Helion. Chain-skip in two hours,” he commanded. 
    

    
      “Of course, commander.” 
    

    
      I stared out at the awaiting crew with a dumbfounded look of happiness. My stomach fizzled and tingled. Every cell in my brain was shocked to life. Helion. A new world, and not a blank canvas for human colonists to settle.
    

    
      Finally, other adventures were on the horizon. Other worlds, people, foods, music, customs… I was going to see it all, absorb everything, see the galaxy in a way no human before me ever had. We were setting sail to somewhere unchained, away from the 
      Paramour
       and its disgusting trade. I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth into the complexities of all the Otherness that was out there to find. 
    

    
      First, I just had to meet my in-laws. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Epilogue
    

    
      
    

    
      Ezraji Zarabi stood awkwardly outside of Home Tower 03, looking up at the turquoise reflection of the Yaspurian sunrise on the tinted glass. He clasped his hands behind his back, worrying one long, anxious tendril with his fingers, and stared out into the jungle. It was lush and dark purple in the pre-dawn glow, enticing in a dark, foreboding way. He felt an itch to abandon his morning plans and venture out with his pack…
    

    
      “Um, good morning,” a human woman’s voice chimed from behind him with uncertainty. He turned around, a bit surprised he hadn’t heard the door hiss open. For a moment, his mouth worked without words, trying to recalibrate.
    

    
      “Yes,” he cleared his throat. “Good morning.”
    

    
      The woman walked with a slight limp as she gave him a wide berth and a thin-lipped smile. He didn’t know their facial expressions well enough, but her body language was stiff. He stepped aside for her, unsettled. 
    

    
      “I-” he started, tendrils coiling over themselves. She stopped and turned to look at him, somewhat alarmed that he wanted to continue talking. He fought the urge to smooth back his mane, keeping his arms securely folded behind him. He’d heard from some of the others that their writhing tendrils and four arms were alarming to the refugees. “I was hoping I could ask a human for a small favor this morning. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble.” 
    

    
      She shuffled, crossing her arms over her chest. She faced him, albeit with brittle skepticism. “Okay.”
    

    
      He cleared his throat again. “I’m working with Dr Ahlberg 
      in the
       medbay. I was hoping to bring her 
      kauphee
       this morning.” 
    

    
      The woman blinked. “We can make coffee here?”
    

    
      Ezraji nodded once in a slow, careful gesture. “Yes, Olivia Loxley insisted. I would be happy to show you.”
    

    
      The woman took a step back. “Why can’t you make it in your own unit?” she asked.
    

    
      Ezraji also took a step back, following her lead. “Ah...Bajora would know better. He is the food scientist assigned to the colony. I believe he prioritized the units being inhabited by humans before you arrived. We do not have the programming or ingredients installed in our own kitchens yet.”
    

    
      “So what are you eating then?”
    

    
      Ezraji smiled tightly, pulling a nutrient bar out of his satchel and waving it gently. “Rations, for a short while. May I show you how to make 
      kauphee
      , Miss...?” The woman swayed from foot to foot, still unsure. “If it would make you feel more secure, I can stand at the door and give you directions.” 
    

    
      At that, she hesitantly nodded. Ezraji, not one to easily smile, gave her the warmest one he was capable of and bowed his head in thanks as she waved her hand in front of the door’s sensor. He followed her into the hallway, carefully staying in her eyeline while not getting too close. 
    

    
      “Siobhan,” she said as they sidled up to the lift. “My name is Siobhan.”
    

    
      “What does it mean?” Ezraji asked, filling the awkward silence. 
    

    
      “Graceful, I think.” 
    

    
      The lift arrived. Siobhan entered first, then looked fearfully up at Ezraji as he entered the small space with her. He put his back to the corner on the opposite side of the lift as the door slid shut and kept his expression neutral. 
    

    
      What had these people been through? They hadn’t been given much information ahead of time. He knew that big news was going to break on Helion in the coming weeks about the raid, but the general public in Samridve hadn’t been filled in. He knew it wasn’t good. From Siobhan’s limp and her skittish behavior…
    

    
      “I don’t mean to pry,” he began, looking thoughtfully at the numbers by the key panel as they ascended, “but I noticed you have a slight limp. Perhaps Dr Ahlberg could take a look? She is a very kind woman.”
    

    
      Siobhan rubbed her elbow and nodded. She blinked away with haunted eyes. “I can get medical care now?” she practically whispered. 
    

    
      Ezraji held her gaze. “Yes, Siobhan. You are… free.”
    

    
      A tear rolled down her cheek. “I wasn’t sure if this was… I mean, I saw the seminar, but…”
    

    
      The lift slowed to a stop and the doors opened on her floor. A couple of humans stood at the end of the hall, looking out over the balcony at the view of the sunrise. Siobhan waved her hand in front of her door’s panel. 
    

    
      Ezraji did as he’d promised. He stood at the entrance, craning his head to see the food bay’s panel and walked her through the process of making coffee. Once he’d shown her, Ezraji suggested she make herself a cup. 
    

    
      “Oh,” she said, setting a mug on the counter near enough he could reach it. “I don’t like it myself. I prefer tea.” 
    

    
      “Let’s search for tea then,” Ezraji suggested. She nodded and walked back to the panel. Sure enough, there were three kinds of human tea. When she came back to the door holding her own mug, there was a little more life in her eyes. 
    

    
      “Thank you-” she stopped. “I didn’t ask your name.” 
    

    
      “Ezraji,” he said slowly. She sipped her tea and nodded. 
    

    
      “Thank you, Ezraji.”
    

    
      “Shall I escort you out?” he offered. 
    

    
      Siobhan was tense in the lift again, but the ride was smooth. They went their separate ways as they exited Home Tower 03. As soon as he was alone again, Ezraji unclasped his lower hands from behind his back and shook them out. They had started getting sore from not moving. He gave his mane a little shiver too. He’d tried to keep them as still as possible. 
    

    
      A few moments later, he waved his hand over the access panel of the medbay and stepped inside. He stopped short, noting that the lights whirred to life and the surgical arms clicked into their morning protocols. Dr Ahlberg was usually an early riser. She should be here by now. A crease formed between his brows as he looked down at the coffee. 
    

    
      Then it hit him. Commander Atarian and Olivia Loxley were off to Helion this morning. She must have gone to say her goodbyes. Thankful that he didn’t need to check up on her and brave the human home towers again, Ezraji slipped into their shared office, set the mug in front of her chair, and started to read. 
    

    
      Dr Loxley had arranged for their ship’s AI to download as much of humankind’s achievements as possible. Once she and the commander had settled into their convergence, she asked the ship to deposit everything into the colony’s AI, known as BEO. 
    

    
      It was a treasure trove, if not for scientific reasons, at least for cultural and historical reasons. Dr Ahlberg had suggested he read a book called 
      Gray’s Anatomy
       to familiarize himself more intimately with human physiology. Although the text was comparatively simplistic, he understood far more about her species because of it. What they knew, what they’d missed...
    

    
      And was relieved, quite frankly, that he wouldn’t need to dispel many of the superstitions so many other unawakened species harbored: using fresh aromas, for example, to block the spread of disease. Humans were, thankfully, beyond that stage. 
    

    
      Half an hour later, Ezraji stretched away from his screen and angled his chair to look out the window towards the path. No sign of Dr Ahlberg. He checked the time. There was still a turn before the medbay doors opened for non-emergencies. Regardless, anxiety eased its way into a gently pounding headache. He rubbed his temples and the back of his neck, using all four hands, and groaned. Finally, he decided to let his mane loose to ease the tension. 
    

    
      His tendrils fell over his shoulders and ears in a long cascade. He was a lucky man. His mane was certainly longer than most and often caught much-desired attention from Samridvean women. But that attention was usually short-lived. Shilpakaari women were not interested in long-term arrangements, so Ezraji found himself on display as a trophy that was easily tossed aside. He was handsome, yes, but his station was not terribly high. Good for attracting women. Bad for keeping them. 
    

    
      As a result, he’d shut down socially. He mostly kept to himself, preferring to spend late nights in the lab rather than go out for drinks with coworkers or a date. He’d always been reserved and serious, even as a child, but his frown deepened whenever he admitted that his family could hardly recognize him when they visited. 
    

    
      So when the opportunity to become a delegate to the human colony arose, he happily took it. He’d become embittered over the past orbit living in Samridve, and saw no future for himself there. While the other researchers had seen the refugees as potentially disease-ridden barbarians, Ezraji saw the opportunity for a fresh start: studying an unawoken species with unfettered access, throwing himself entirely into the toxinology of Yaspur, a respite from society as he knew it.
    

    
      Ambassador Zufi’s incessant demands were a small price to pay in the grand scheme of things. Ezraji looked over at the cooling mug of coffee on Dr Ahlberg’s desk. He wasn’t prepared to dedicate his life to this yet, but given time…
    

    
      The door hissed open, accompanied by heavy panting and stomping shoes. 
    

    
      “Sorry, sorry!” came the doctor’s voice in a rush. Ezraji breathed a sigh of relief and stood, meeting her in the lobby. 
    

    
      “You are later than usual,” he observed, clasping his lower arms behind his back, upper hands in the front pockets of his tunic. 
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg tried to catch her breath, nodding. “Yes. Olivia and the commander left this morning. The - ah, landing strip? - iss further than I expected.” 
    

    
      Ezraji came forward and took her bag gently out of her arms - to which she breathed a thank you - then led her into the office. He reminded himself to give her a small smile. She beamed in return, pale cheeks a ruddy pink, beads of water erupting on her forehead. He assumed from her easy demeanor that these weren’t signs of illness.  Could humans produce their own water? He’d address that later.
    

    
      For now, his job was to keep the smile on her face.
    

    
      “Come,” he chided, “and have some 
      kauphee
      .”
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      Thank you for your patience and understanding with this, my first self-published book! There are some editing errors, which I’m currently addressing for paperback release. 
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       and only takes a moment of your time. 
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        You can sign up here.
      
       
    

    
      ~Etta
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      Please consider visiting my 
      
        Content Notes
      
       for an in-depth guide on content details and trigger warnings for each of my books. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      About The Author
    

    
      
    

    
      ETTA PIERCE is an academic whose imagination simply won’t be confined to her many career goals. As a result, she’s turned to the delicious salve of romance fiction.
    

    
      Everyone needs a guilty pleasure, right? 
    

    
      Want to talk directly to the author? 
      
        Hit her up on Facebook!
      
    

    
      Find more of her books on her 
      
        Amazon Author’s Page
      
    

    
      Or visit 
      
        Etta’s Website
      
      , where she’s already posted her dubious plans for future books. 
    

    
      You can also 
      
        sign up for Etta’s Exclusives
      
      , so she can share goodies and short stories not available anywhere else! 
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