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      The Story So Far
    

    
      
    

    
      In his mission to secure the takedown of a pleasure cruiser called the 
      Paramour,
       which had smuggled a substantial number of humans to sell on the galactic sex market, Thel Atarian acquired a human woman named Olivia Loxley from Earth. With Olivia working on his team, they liberated all twelve hundred human souls on board. Burdam Endar, the man behind the trafficking ring, was hauled away to stand trial on Helion, the Intersolar Union’s capital space station.
    

    
      Unable to return home, the human refugees were relocated to Yaspur, a tropical moon in orbit around the water planet Big Blue in the Gamees System. Ambassador Zufi, a diplomat from the nearby colony metropolis Samridve, assigned five delegates to the human colony to help them acclimate and provide them with training. 
    

    
      When Olivia set out for Helion with Commander Atarian to meet her new in-laws, a nefarious hacker corrupted the data on his ship and fed it to the media sharks in the capital. Olivia fought the wave of scandal back, but wasn’t successful in learning who was behind the cyber attack. With the breach looming in her mind, she took on two biognostic guards in her newly-appointed role as an ambassador for humanity, and set off for missions unknown.
    

    
      Meanwhile, the human refugees are on the mend, finding the light of day in the tropical heat of Yaspur’s jungles, unaware of the dangers that lurk just beyond the treeline. 
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      Prologue
    

    
      
    

    
      At four in the morning, I kicked off my white non-slip shoes with the extra memory-foam sole and stuck my hand in my fruit basket. I ended up grabbing a carrot as I shuffled through my living room with its aged walnut floors and the rusted iron doors of a balcony overlooking 
      Rue des Noirettes.
    

    
      I lived in Carouge, the heart of Geneva, where nineteenth century townhouses and artist studios lined the narrow cobblestone streets. Tourists strolled along my neighborhood all year round, taking pictures of the dead plant on my railing as they ogled the trees and the architecture. I couldn’t blame them, not at all. Carouge was beautiful, and if I had half a brain cell left, I’d ogle too. 
    

    
      Falling into the unmade fluff of my bed, I groaned and took a bite of carrot. I lived in Carouge for the short but beautiful commute. I’d bought my flat already furnished, and the only reason I had fresh food at all was because of a little market that overflowed onto the sidewalk near the bridge I crossed to go to work. They had to be hardy, though - apples, carrots, persimmons - because most days, I just ate in the commissary. My refrigerator housed only water and beer. The few times I’d gotten romantic about having a stocked kitchen, everything had gone to rot, so I didn’t try anymore.
    

    
      I stuck the carrot in my mouth like a cigar and unbuttoned my pants. Too lazy to stand up, I wriggled out of them while I was still laying down, and had one ankle free before my work phone buzzed. I rolled to the edge of the bed, my blonde bun flopping sideways, and fished the phone out of my pants pocket. 
    

    
      “Hello?”
       I asked in Swiss German.
    

    
      “I know you just left, Dr Ahlberg, but you did ask me to call.” 
      Marie, the charge nurse, didn’t sound overly apologetic. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 
      “Did she pull through?”
       
    

    
      “Yes, and she’s awake. Now get down here. You can sleep after your residency is over.”
       
    

    
      The 
      line cut
       off. I pouted at my phone, took another bite of carrot, and heaved myself up. Truth be told, I was dead on my feet after a sixteen hour shift, but I’d signed the waiver for extended hours. I wanted to be the best. I wanted to make my family and mentors proud. Most of all, I wanted to be a pillar, someone people turned to for answers. I craved the hustle because it gave me authority, and there was nothing I liked more than feeling sharp and on top of my game.
    

    
      So I shoved my legs back into my pants, brushed out my hair and retied my bun, then donned my light coat and non-slip shoes. They were still warm from my shift, and I grimaced as the familiar ache of overused feet settled back in. 
    

    
      By the time I was on my green bike with its pink leather seat and handlebars, the copper little bell misty from Lake Geneva’s marine cover, I felt wide awake again. The pre-dawn was fresh, if drizzly. It looked like rain was coming in, which wasn’t unusual for the Alps in the summer, except that it normally fell in the afternoons. I lifted my hood and put on the waterproof gloves I kept in my jacket pocket. 
    

    
      I craned my neck to see around the bend, waiting for the light to turn green. The 
      patisserie
       down the street normally had his lights on by now, preparing the morning rush. If I looked tired enough as I waved hello, Louis would give me an espresso shot and something fresh from the oven. Sure enough, in the warm light of the big front windows, wreathed in the blue of early dawn, the chef mixed eggs and sugar, whipping up a confection of pure delight. I knocked on the window with a smile. 
    

    
      He pushed open the top half and leaned on the worn wood rolling table, greeting me in French. 
      “Amelia, good morning. Off to the hospital?”
    

    
      “Good morning, Louis. I’ve had a patient wake up.” 
    

    
      “A good sign, for sure.” 
      He held up one finger and disappeared into the backroom where Amelia spied his teen son kneading the dough for fresh rolls. When Louis returned, he held up a little cup of espresso and a brown paper bag. 
      “It’s biscotti, fresh from the oven. You can eat it while you ride.”
    

    
      “Thanks, so kind.” 
    

    
      “Save it. I know you come round because I’m a softie. Now drink up. I don’t want the chill in my kitchen.”
    

    
      I grinned at him, downed my espresso, and handed the cup back. He slung his kitchen towel over his shoulder and waved me off, closing the window tight against the mist. I took a bite of biscotti and licked the crumbs from my lips.
    

    
      My glasses fogged over as I approached the river, so I took them off and hung them from the neckline on my shirt. I squinted, trying to 
      focus my poor
       eyesight to no avail, and turned onto 
      de l’Octroi, 
      the neighborhood bridge coming into view. 
    

    
      “Help!” 
    

    
      I braked at the riverbank, listening. Did I just hear that? I looked in every direction, my ears primed. The windbreaker fabric of my hood resounded loudly with fat drops of rain, so I pushed it back. 
    

    
      “Hello?” I called in English. “Is someone there? 
      Hello?”
       
    

    
      “Help!” 
    

    
      I swerved around, my feet planted on either side of my bike, looking at the trees crowding the waters of the Arve, their bright green leaves swaying under the pommeling rain. I dismounted my bike, jogged over to the railing, and peered into the muddy river. “I hear you! Where are you?!”
    

    
      I scoured the water, looking for bubbles, squinting into the mist. I gasped, spying movement on the bank, obscured by the trees. A hand rose out of the foliage, reaching for me desperately. 
    

    
      “Help!” the man called again in that same, desperate tone. I reached my hand as far over as I could, brushing hard fingertips. 
    

    
      “Can you reach me?” I called, straining. My heart was beating fast. I reached for the phone in my pocket with my other hand. Just as I opened the screen, the man jumped up and grabbed my wrist. His grip was monstrous and sharp. I dropped my phone, clutching at the railing for balance. 
    

    
      My eyes locked on a glowing yellow glare and twisted, fanged grin. The demon yanked me over the rail, snapping the scream right out of my lungs. Before I hit the trees, everything went black.
    

    


    
      
    

    
      1
    

    
      
    

    
      Ezraji breathed in deep, looking over the river of white rapids as it descended into the jungle basin below. He ate in pensive silence while the others stretched their tired muscles and fanned out their manes. The human men that came to help them move Hunar’s heavier equipment into the hangar were stronger than he’d expected, using leverage to supplement their lesser strength. As a result, the work went quickly. They had avoided working past dawn when the sun would rise and the humid air would heat, waking the duner beetles that pinch through one’s socks and the 
      shivies
       that hum, buzzing about in hives aptly named a chorus.
    

    
      Ezraji chewed on a nutrient bar as the pink rays of morning glow peeked through the canopy on the far side of the river basin. Living in the human colony had been a much-needed escape from Samridvean life, but now the clock was ticking. Ambassador Zufi wanted results, and the pressure was mounting. With the recent news blowout on Helion about Olivia Loxley and Commander Atarian’s convergence, humans were a headline addiction the galaxy couldn’t kick, and the twenty-five orbit moratorium on free contact exacerbated the itch. 
    

    
      “
      Oya
      , Ezra,” Bajora called, popping the lid off a bottle of 
      umdhee
      . “I can hear the dark waters churning from all the way over here, you’re thinking so loud. You need to relax, 
      syalī.”
        
    

    
      Ezraji looked over at him with a tight smile. “I was relaxing.” Ezraji gestured out to the cascades. 
    

    
      The younger 
      shilpakaar
       rolled his faceted ruby red eyes with tolerant amusement. He was a handsome man with dark blue skin spattered with patterns in the deep marigold of fresh egg yolks, and he carried himself like he knew it. “No,” he challenged, and kicked back a healthy swig of the salted beer, “you’re avoiding the rest of us.”
    

    
      “Yes, I am. And look at how well that’s turning out,” he said, giving Bajora a pointed look. Bajora scoffed, polishing off his 
      umdhee
      . One of the humans walked by, a broad man with fur dusting his arms and chest. He picked up a towel and swiped the water the humans produced off his skin. Bajora watched intently, leaning back on his elbows. 
    

    
      “They are not so bad,” he mused.
    

    
      “Not so bad?” Ezraji asked, looking away. Bajora shrugged one lean shoulder. 
    

    
      “Attractive. And more intelligent than they led us to believe.”
    

    
      “So you’ve taken a liking to the architect.” 
    

    
      Bajora smirked as the man grabbed his shirt from atop a crate and disappeared into the hangar where the other humans were escaping the morning sun and its creeping heat. He looked at Ezraji with a raised brow. 
    

    
      “There’s something enticing about a man having only two hands,” he admitted, wriggling his four. 
    

    
      At that, Ezraji couldn’t help the curl at the corner of his mouth as he tightened his tendrils in amusement. Dammit, but he liked his 
      unitmate
      . “By that logic, hjarna or venandi are just as interesting.”
    

    
      “
      Oya
      , they don’t have five fingers, wide shoulders, 
      and
       soft skin. An irresistible trifecta,” Bajora chuckled, his own mane coiling over itself as he laced the fingers of his lower hands together over his abdomen. 
    

    
      “What about the others? Any other budding romances?” Ezraji asked, taking a bottle of 
      umdhee
       from the space between them with his tendrils. Bajora watched his mane with a hungry spark in his eye, then rolled his shoulder, shaking it off. 
    

    
      “Pff. Piro is a tadpole, 
      can’t
       even talk to women without dropping something. Aavar is a psychopath, and Hunar flirts like a brick.”
    

    
      Ezraji judged the other three. Piro and Aavar sat playing a game of sticks. Piro smiled boyishly at him and waved while Aavar took the opportunity to change the playing board around. Hunar saw and rolled his eyes, throwing a pebble at his head. 
    

    
      Ezraji grimaced good naturedly. “Point taken.”
    

    
      “What about you, 
      syalī?
       Has the good doctor fallen for our irresistible toxicologist?”
    

    
      Looking away, Ezraji’s smile faded. His tendrils fell over his shoulders and ears in a long cascade, pooling on the grass. He was a lucky man. His mane was longer than most and often caught much-desired attention from Samridvean women. But that attention was usually short-lived. Shilpakaari women weren’t interested in long-term arrangements. Instead of finding a partner interested in a few years of commitment, they pushed and pulled, back and forth, using Ezraji as a high society prop. He was handsome, yes, but his station was mediocre. Good for attracting women. Bad for keeping them. 
    

    
      As a result, he kept to himself, preferring to spend late nights in the lab rather than go out for drinks with coworkers or a date. Even as a spat, his father knew him for being reserved, but his frown deepened whenever he admitted that his family could hardly recognize him when he visited now.
    

    
      So, when the opportunity to become a delegate to the human colony arose, he 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 unawakened species with unfettered access, throwing himself into the toxicology of Yaspur, a respite from society as he knew it and their classist attitude towards people from Dharatee.
    

    
      “We are colleagues,” he hesitated, referring to the doctor. 
    

    
      Bajora scoffed. “Let me guess, 
      don’t like
       their silky manes and deep faces?”
    

    
      Ezraji sighed, squaring up his jaw with annoyance. “I’m not bothered by their appearance.”
    

    
      “Then what’s the point being here if not for the intrigue and sex! There are five of us. 
      Five
       that get to come and go as we please while the entire galaxy twists itself up in knots. And you know what that means?”
    

    
      “I know,” he breathed.
    

    
      Bajora leaned in with emphasis. “It means our time is limited, Ezra.”
    

    
      He chugged the rest another beer and tossed the bottle down with a grimace. “I’m going to enjoy the peace while I can.” 
    

    
      Bajora picked up the empty bottle and chucked it in his bag with the rest of their trash. “Well, you can either enjoy it tangled up in a woman’s sheets or traipsing around the jungle. Only one of those will get you what you want, and newsflash: it’s not the jungle.” 
    

    
      Bajora crossed his ankles and stared out at the rapids, falling into a companionable silence as he tore apart a blade of aubergine grass and listened to the chirps, whistles, and hollers of dawn warm up. Ezraji squinted in thought, then gave up and resumed meditating on the water, looking for solace.
    

    
      He missed the oceans of Dharatee. Most Samridveans had never even seen an ocean. They were all attuned to the jungle waters, light green and crisp, with waves as gentle as a bath tickling the banks of their rivers and lakes. 
    

    
      But Ezraji was an immigrant. He’d grown up pitted against the dangers of the Niradhar Sea, where the precarious balance of glistening metropolises, dark marine forests, and the ruins of dead cities were tested by wrathful storms and bone-chilling depths. Memories of the freezing salt water called to him each time the sun warmed up and the insects sang. Samridve, with its curated gardens and busy airways, was a bright, clean city, and the 
      shilpakaari
       here were at the top of the food chain. He missed the need to be vigilant, to have his eyes and ears open. 
    

    
      Not that he’d been some barbaric hunter in a loincloth. Samridveans were just complacent by comparison to Dharateens. On Yaspur, the rain came in monsoons that churned the earth and created new meandering rivers. The humidity was pleasant enough that daily submersion in dangerous waters wasn’t necessary. The rivers and lakes were clear enough to see what swam within. Dharatee was a wilder place and much harder to tame. Surya, the Mandaal System’s sun, had a stronger gravitational pull than most inhabited systems, so the waves were bigger, the storms more destructive. What land had developed eons ago had been battered into salt and brine and mineral deposits that colored the waters to near black.
    

    
      There was a reason the 
      shilpakaari
       were prolific colonizers, and also why travel to Dharatee required a visa and liability waiver. It suited no other species to live on their homeworld, which left it politically and technologically stagnant. No matter how disconnected Ezraji felt to Samridve, there was no future for his research back home, either.
    

    
      “You’re thinking about home again, aren’t you?” Bajora asked. Ezraji grunted distractedly, to which his 
      unitmate
       threw his severed blade of grass at him. “I’ve never been, you know.”
    

    
      Ezraji fought the urge to roll his eyes. “What do you want to know?” 
    

    
      “Is the winter really just one long storm?” 
    

    
      “No,” he replied. “Constant cloud cover with lightning, yes. But rain and wind? No. If it were, we’d still be breathing through gills and eating chum.” 
    

    
      “And the cities, they’re all underwater?” 
    

    
      “Most, yes.” Ezraji popped the cap off his drink and 
      drank long
      . He faced the beating rays of the sun as the dew warmed into a fog about the canopies. “There are a couple of cities on the polar caps, and the forests break apart the storm winds enough to settle long term. Mostly farmers and anglers.” 
    

    
      Bajora nodded, looking at his 
      unitmate
       long and hard. “So you must be from the capital then.”
    

    
      There it was. “I grew up on the Niradhar Sea. My father and brothers are anglers,” Ezraji quipped. Bajora sat up in surprise.
    

    
      “What? But how’d you get here then?” 
    

    
      Ezraji centered an unamused gaze on the engineer, mane lifting with an anger that was no longer the bright sizzle of incredulity but a low, jaded simmer. His tendrils slipped over his shoulders, curling like fists. “Settlement life is simpler, but the people aren’t 
      simple
      . I studied on a light tab, applied for positions, did my residency, saved money, just like anyone else.”  
    

    
      Bajora lifted all four palms up in casual surrender. “Sorry, Ezra. I just wouldn’t have pegged you for a tree swinger. Thought they were all primitive cannibals, you know?”
    

    
      “Cannib- who told you that?” 
    

    
      “Dad was creative about bedtime stories.” 
    

    
      They fell into uneasy silence, but Ezraji could appreciate his 
      unitmate’s
       honesty. He got to his feet in a smooth push and tossed the end of his beer into Bajora’s bag. 
    

    
      “I have samples to gather. You’re welcome to join me, if you’d like to see how a 
      tree swinger
       climbs trees.” Bajora met the dubious glimmer in Ezraji’s stare with a wide smile. 
    

    
      “
      Pleeaase
      ,
       these are Yaspurian trees! I’ve been climbing them my whole life,” Bajora bluffed, rising to Ezraji’s bait. One look at Bajora’s hands told Ezraji that screwdrivers and soldering torches were what gave him his callouses. He shook his tendrils 
      in mock
       challenge.
    

    
      “I bet I can outpace that soft body of yours with two of my hands tied behind my back, city boy.” 
    

    
      “
      Oya!
      ” Bajora laughed, jumping to his feet. He clapped his hands, rubbing his palms together in excitement. “A challenge from the uptight Dharateen? Get ready to eat bark, 
      syalī
      . I’m gonna show you how it’s done and then brag to anyone that’ll listen.” 
    

    
      Ezraji picked up his pack and Bajora his, as they made their way into the jungle.
      



    
    
      2
    

    
      
    

    
      “It feels like nerve damage,” I mused, pressing gently at the soft tissue beneath the girl’s kneecap. She gripped the edges of the examination table with white knuckles, her eyes shifting every few seconds to look at the front entrance of the clinic. I smiled, sitting up straight on my stool, trying to capture her attention. “Does it hurt when you walk?”
    

    
      She looked down at me as I pushed my glasses up my nose, her brown eyes set deep on a dusty mocha face. “No, es eh… jus’ no feeling and...” she said in a strong Spanish accent, miming a clicking motion. Not every language made it into our linguitors, which meant she was one of many who got the short straw. I nodded and dropped my hands to my lap. 
    

    
      “The nerve damage is probably permanent,” I told her with an apologetic smile, “but I can put it on my list. I’m still learning what we can do here. Medicine in the ISU is very advanced.” I stood as she slid off the table, tucking her brown wavy hair behind her ears. “Let me know if it starts to hurt.”
    

    
      She nodded. 
      “Gracias, doctora.”
    

    
      I watched her go, hugging herself as she passed the line of shuffling, nervous, bleary-eyed survivors. No one looked up. As she left the building, a dark, hot gust billowed past my feet, too damp and heavy to rise off the floor, like a fog rolling in from the sea.
    

    
      Insomnia kept me awake at night, so I’d come to the clinic early in the mornings to study. Catching up with ISU technology was impossible, even with the help of Veel Jiau, the senior medical officer on the 
      Palembre
      , the ship that had escorted us to our new refugee colony. Inching my way through the mindless tasks helped me suppress my anxiety before the start of the workday: sterilizing lenses, checking inventory, and stocking the examination room with clean supplies.
    

    
      Then people noticed. 
    

    
      The first time someone had knocked on the lobby doors in the predawn hours, I’d nearly pissed myself. The woman’s eyes had searched me out in the dark, wide and white with terror and desperation, hugging herself against the hot dewy air and the gnats. When I’d regained my wits and opened the door to her, she’d shown me a gruesome river of burns down her back that had become infected and attracted the 
      shivies
       that buzzed in harmony around the colony. They’d been feasting on her necrotic tissues, their song discordant and berserk. If she’d waited much longer, she’d have died a horrible, septic death. 
    

    
      I was ashamed to admit to myself that her reason for staying away was understandable. She’d been too afraid to come by during normal hours because of my shilpakaari colleague, Ezraji Zarabi, the medical researcher from Samridve. Even though he was perfectly professional and I spent all day working with him, he still gave me the heebie jeebies sometimes. His tentacles were so much longer than those of the other shilpakaari delegates helping us acclimate to life on Yaspur that no matter how kind, helpful or patient he was, I still flinched whenever they moved. They reminded me of snakes strung up in the night markets of Taipei, dead but still writhing and dangerous.
    

    
      I glanced at Ezraji’s empty desk and stretched my shoulders, stripping my gloves off and tossing them in the rubbish. He’d caught me a couple of weeks ago coming in early to treat patients. When realization dawned on his face, he’d nodded once and left with a stiff nod. We’d never talked about why, but the quiet sobriety I saw in his face then told me he was putting the pieces together. I dreaded the inevitable
       Paramour 
      discussion, but the writing was on the wall. How could Ezraji help me treat other humans if we didn’t talk about it?
    

    
      Swallowing hard, I plastered on a smile and motioned for the next woman to join me in the examination room. I waited in the open door as she stashed her breakfast in a little bag, eying the bench filled with patients. 
    

    
      “Good morning~” I said in a subdued but cheerful tone, wiggling on a new pair of gloves and tucking in the second thumb. Samridve provided all of our equipment, but it would be a long time before I could expect to wear human-shaped gloves again.
    

    
      She ducked into the room with a tight lour. “Good morning.”
    

    
      “I don’t think we’ve met before. I’m Dr Ahlberg.”
    

    
      “Right,” she responded. I waited only a moment for her to tell me her name, and when she didn’t, I continued without bringing it up. 
    

    
      “What seems to be the problem?” I asked as she set her bag down. She was in her late thirties, if I had to guess, with a well-kempt two-inch afro and a round figure.
    

    
      “I’ve had a fever for a couple of days,” she said, sliding onto the table. I breathed a sigh of relief. This was a familiar ailment.
    

    
      “What other symptoms have you had?” I asked, leaning forward on my stool, using my fingertips to prod her tonsils. “Any stiffness in your neck?” 
    

    
      “No, just chills,” she clarified as I felt around, falling into a familiar routine. 
    

    
      “A flu has been going around,” I told her with a quirky smile. I was once told that quirky doctors make patients more comfortable. “I’ve been calling it ‘Cabin Fever’.” I laughed at my own joke as I filled an aerosolized syringe with the ISU’s version of an NSAID. When I looked over my shoulder at her, she’d managed a grimace in response. I forced my smile down and coughed, pulling up her shirtsleeve. “This is a fever reducer. Did you have any reaction to ibuprofen on Earth?” She shook her head. “Good! This is very similar. I’ll give it to you after three, okay? One… two…” I pressed the trigger on three, then sent her on her way. 
    

    
      I stood in the doorway, waiting for the next patient, glancing outside at the pink glow of morning light on the footpath and encroaching foliage. “I can take one more before the clinic opens. Anyone that wants to stay afterwards, you’re welcome to.” 
    

    
      Half the room emptied, because they knew that meant Ezraji would arrive soon. It twisted my guts up to help them avoid him, but what could I do? Every refugee, myself included, had experienced the kinds of trauma that became your shadow, haunting every gesture and thought, until it catches you up and swallows you whole. 
    

    
      At least more people stayed as the weeks went by.
    

    
      The entrance slid open, and I turned to greet Ezraji, but stopped short instead. My face burst into a wide grin. “Marcella!” An older woman from Italy waved from the door, her salt-and-pepper black hair curled to perfection, sparkling dark eyes bursting with merry crows’ feet. Beside her, Imani James leaned against the doorjamb with her lean, muscular bicep, the ghost of a smile on her lips only visible enough to know she was happy to see me, but that the feeling wasn’t mutual to any of the other patients rubbernecking her way. She noticed them staring at her face, marbled with vitiligo, and rolled her shoulder. They immediately found something else to gawk at.
    

    
      “Grandmother insisted we raise your spirits,” Imani called in her rich Tanzanian voice. 
    

    
      “Guete morge, 
      Amelia,” Marcella said in a thick Italian accent. Her voice was like the warm embers of a hearth, and I felt near to bursting at the sound of someone else speaking Swiss German. She gave me a warm hug and patted away the dire anxiety, the creak in my overworked bones, the heavy weights dragging down my eyelids. I offered her my stool, as the exam table was too high for her to hop up onto. She was small like me but with joints weathered by age, and sat elegantly, pressing her palms into her knees. A veritable force of nature, this woman. 
    

    
      “You are in your element here,” she laughed. “Helping the community like the good woman you are. It’s nice to have a purpose again, isn’t it? Whatever you do here, never retire, 
      dolce
      , it rots the mind and body both.” 
    

    
      I chuckled as she spoke. She was a well-oiled piston; no stutters, stops, or hesitations. “Duly noted. How can I help you, Marcella?” 
    

    
      She sighed, her jovial twinkle dimming into apprehension. “I wanted to see if you could run some tests.” My smile slipped. I sat down on my stool and motioned for her to continue. “Lung cancer. I wasn’t on my deathbed, mind you, but I’ve had none of the symptoms I used to have. No wheezing, no fatigue…”
    

    
      I nodded, listening while Marcella described how life was before the 
      Paramour
      . She wasn’t the first human to complain of a vanishing illness. Ezraji assured me treatments and cures for many of the ailments on Earth were available in the wider galaxy, but 
      cancer? 
      Wow. 
    

    
      “I wish I had answers for you, Marcella,” I lamented. “I can take your information with the genetic 
      coder
       and store it. Then Ezraji and I can to take a proper look and let you know in a few days.” 
    

    
      She straightened the hem of her shirt, pursing her lips together. “Do you suppose I’m in remission?” 
    

    
      I pushed my glasses back up and shook my head. “I think you were cured 
      on the
       
      Paramour.
       I can’t go into detail, but there have been other similar cases.” I didn’t say it, but she’d caught my meaning. People had been cured so they’d fetch a better price. She clutched a simple necklace with her perfectly painted nails, deep in thought. I put my hand on her knee and smiled, dragging her back from her memories. “Do you mind if I take your information? It’s painless.”
    

    
      She nodded, frowning. Neither of us spoke as I took the samples I needed.
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg?” came Ezraji’s familiar low voice, so even-keel that I could fall asleep to it. It floated in as the front doors to the clinic hissed shut and the entrance filters whirred to life. I looked at the clock glowing on the wall, and sure enough, it was opening time on the dot. He never came a second early anymore.
    

    
      Marcella raised a brow at me. “Mr Zarabi?” she mouthed as I craned my head to look out the door with a smile. 
    

    
      “Looks like it. Right on time, as usual,” I said. Marcella patted my arm. 
    

    
      “Give me the results over dinner, maybe? We can make an event of it. The one good thing the bastards took from us.” She hopped off the table. “Imani and I want to try some fish from the universal menu. She said it reminds her of a Tanzanian meal her father used to make. We have an entire list to try,” she told me, looking purposefully towards the hallway, “and 
      company is
       always welcome.” 
    

    
      Ezraji rounded the door, his lower arms clasped behind his waist, tentacle hair restrained in a wide tie at the back of his head. He saw Marcella and nodded his head once. 
    

    
      “Ms Bianci,” he greeted her in a pleasant tone. 
    

    
      “Good morning, 
      tesoro
      ,” she said affectionately. She gathered her things and turned back to me, glancing up at Ezraji.
    

    
      “Dinner, yes. Count me in,” I told her.
    

    
      “Good. See you soon, Amelia.” She patted Ezraji’s chest, then let herself out. Imani winked at me with a straight face and turned to follow the colony’s 
      nonna.
       
    

    
      Ezraji donned his coat, looking at the modest group of patients outside. “Looks like we have a busy morning ahead of us,” he observed, peering out the door. The ends of his tentacles curled up and visions of snakes slithering up my skin accosted my thoughts. I shivered on instinct, covering it with a stretch of my shoulders.
    

    
      “No time to waste then,” I chirped. “Let’s get to work.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      After a grueling morning, I plopped down on my desk chair with a huff. Ezraji glanced at me with reserved amusement, stretching his lower arms. He pulled his bag across our shared desk, where our chairs sat next to each other. 
    

    
      “Have you opened 
      Grey’s Anatomy
       yet?” I asked as he pulled glass cubes from his bag, each containing a specimen from the jungle. The rich, earthy smell of its depths wafted through the room, and I breathed it in deep, enjoying the scent.
    

    
      “I have,” he said, reclining back against his chair, a cube in his lower hands. He turned it over in his palms and pinned me with a little smile and shrug. “It’s elementary, but very helpful.”
    

    
      I blanched. 
      Grey’s Anatomy
       was elementary? It was one of humankind’s seminal works on human anatomy. I’d had to study it cover to cover in medical school. “How far have you gotten?”
    

    
      “I finished it last night.”
    

    
      I coughed, patting my chest to soothe a sudden pang of anxiety. Finished it. In less than a week. I couldn’t compete with that.
    

    
      Ezraji burst into a rich laugh and set down his cube. “I’m only giving you a hard time, Dr Ahlberg,” he said. “It’s very thorough and informative. Not elementary at all.” 
    

    
      I sighed with relief, glaring at him, caught between embarrassment and the urge to smile back. I settled for throwing one of my clean examination gloves at him. He plucked it off his cube and set it down by my workstation, a gleam in his eye. 
    

    
      “It took me a year to read the whole thing,” I admitted, rubbing my forehead and shaking my head. “Its nickname is the doctor’s bible. Can you believe it? It was written almost two hundred years ago.” My self-deprecating amusement fell flat. I stared at the wall, at nothing, overwhelmed. I was a turtle in a footrace, trying in vain to catch up. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s hand fell on the sleeve of my coat. I looked down at it, how his two thumbs clasped either side of my forearm and the fingers spread just enough to show the slim membrane between them. Then I glanced up at him, leaning over from his chair with a reassuring expression in his black and silver ovoid eyes. He was always so self-assured, so confident... 
    

    
      I envied him so much. 
    

    
      “The only thing that separates humans from the rest of us is technology, doctor. Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re learning.” 
    

    
      I blew out a shaky breath. “I’m trying.” 
    

    
      “You’re doing great.” 
    

    
      It tempted me to argue, but after a pause, I let it go. He was right. I 
      was
       doing everything I could. And even if I was found lacking, at least I was a human doctor. That probably meant more to our patients than anything else. While some humans were apprenticing with the other shilpakaari delegates, I was the only one with some authority. Or at least, the illusion of it. It was important for people to feel a sense of control over our situation.
    

    
      “What have you collected today?” I redirected with a thankful smile, nodding to the cube in his lower hands. 
    

    
      He rubbed his jaw with a self-deprecating grimace. “Not much of interest. I got distracted this morning.” His tendrils curled up, one slipping over his shoulder. I swallowed, watching it, and leaned back in my chair.
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      “Bajora cajoled me into a race,” he explained with a thin smile.
    

    
      “Cajoled?” I asked. Like my Spanish patient earlier that morning, I was one of the unlucky ones. The connection to Earth was severed before any of my native languages, German, Swiss German, or French, could be uploaded. Ezraji knew this, so he summoned our well-used digital copy of a human German-English dictionary. “Ah, 
      schmeicheln.
       I see.” 
    

    
      “Yes, that word,” he teased. We’d established that his vocal cords couldn’t produce human sounds naturally, so my plan to teach him some had flown the nest pretty quickly. 
    

    
      I grinned and pushed my glasses back up the bridge of my nose. “What kind of race?”
    

    
      “Climbing, swinging, swimming,” he ticked off on his fingers, that one tendril poking the air for emphasis as he logged into his workstation. He glanced at me sideways and cleared his throat. “I won.” 
    

    
      A quirky little grin twisted up my face. We’d been over this before. Ezraji was from Dharatee. Bajora was from Samridve. It was the classic struggle between country and city boys. Were some cultural differences just universal? Literally?
    

    
      “Of course you did. You’re from Dharatee. Didn’t even break a sweat.” 
    

    
      “Shilpakaari don’t sweat.”
    

    
      “Lucky you.” 
    

    
      His smile widened. He held the cube out to me and I took it with curiosity.
    

    
      “Three 
      zarudthi
       agarics.”
    

    
      “Three what?” I raised my brow, turning the cube for a better look. It was a fungus cut neatly three inches below a bulbous head. The crown was milky white with a toasted top, as delectable as a gently burnt marshmallow. Little feet like a starfish fanned out beneath the cap, and when I squinted, I spied microscopic violet hairs like the long stingers of jellyfish wandering out from between the frills. “Mushrooms,” I realized with incredulous awe. 
    

    
      “That’s right,” Ezraji confirmed. “I’ve seen them around Samridve before.” He withdrew the other two cubes and set them out for me. “But that’s the first I’ve seen with sporangiophores.” 
    

    
      I hitched my brow and shook my head. “I don’t know that word either. The hairs?” I attempted, holding up the one he’d given me. “This one has them, but those two don’t.” 
    

    
      He smiled. “Exactly. It’s a spinellus, a kind of mold that feeds on fungi. I’ve only seen them on Dharatee, where it’s colder and fungi grow more readily,” he explained, tapping on the glass. “This one appears to be symbiotic. It’s very unusual.” 
    

    
      I stared wide-eyed at the three specimens he’d collected. “That’s an amazing find, Ezraji,” I wowed softly.
    

    
      “Maybe. I’m not sure yet.” He tucked away the cubes. “I’ll need to run some tests, see if I can find more. But they’re a distraction from my research.” 
    

    
      “Why’s that?”
    

    
      He shrugged, looking up at me with the full force of his silver-striped eyes. “They’re innocuous. I study toxins, so unless these aren’t actually 
      zarudthi
      ,
       I’ve already studied them with no results.”
    

    
      I grinned. “Have you tried eating them?”
    

    
      “Eating them,” he asked, deadpan. 
    

    
      “Oh yes,” I said, waggling my eyebrows. “On Earth, some mushrooms cause hallucinations. Humans are very fond of them.”
    

    
      Ezraji leaned into me and slowly replaced my fingers with his, pulling the cube back onto his desk. I rubbed my tingling hands on my thighs as blood rushed to my face. “When it comes to hallucinogenic flora, I don’t suggest trial and error.”
    

    
      I cleared my throat, pushed my glasses up my nose, and sniffed, turning back to my workstation. “Humans are very curious creatures, Ezraji. At some point, we 
      will
       try eating them. We will try everything.”
    

    
      His observant gaze looked me over for a beat longer than usual. He cleared his throat, and from the corner of my eye, I caught the quirk of his mouth. “Perhaps we will.” 
    

    


    
      
    

    
      3
    

    
      
    

    
      Another early morning. It 
      was sixth
       turn, but whatever time that 
      constituted as on
       Earth? My best guess was a couple of hours before dawn. In a familiar yet hazy routine, I pressed my hand against the dewy access panel on the clinic doors, brought up the lights, tossed down my bag, and donned my lab coat. 
    

    
      I pushed my bird’s nest of blonde hair out of my eyes and rubbed my face with my palms. It wasn’t enough, though, so I smacked myself to shake the cobwebs loose. Water was healthier, yes, but I missed my 
      addiction
      . 
    

    
      So, begrudgingly, I sipped my hot water, looking at the workstations, Ezraji’s side orderly and clean, mine littered with notes, an empty cup… and a cube? I got a closer look and found that Ezraji had placed one of the 
      zarudthi
       mushrooms on my side of the desk. I snorted with amusement as I read the glowing label on the bottom left corner of the cube. 
    

    
      DO NOT EAT.
    

    
      In a sudden, deafening burst of noise, the doors to the clinic 
      rumbled
      , shaking the windows and echoing through the office so loudly, I thought the glass might shatter. I jumped, spilling hot water down my front. I swore under my breath and peered at the front doors, unable to see out into the darkness beyond the sterile white lights of the lobby. 
    

    
      “It’s just like before,”
       I soothed myself in German, remembering the first woman that came in the early morning weeks ago. People didn’t knock anymore, but it wasn’t a rule. I took a deep breath. This was my space. I was in control here.
    

    
      “Good morning?” I called, now in English, stuffing my hands in my coat pockets. Nothing. I approached the doors, and they opened, a damp wall of jungle air fogging my glasses. I squinted along the wild foliage and footpaths, but there was no one. 
    

    
      “Hello?” I called, hands clenched in ineffectual fists. Only the night insects and the frogs-that-weren’t-frogs greeted me. I piqued my ears for the crunch of shoes on the road, but all was still.
    

    
      Disturbed, I stepped backwards up the ramp and watched the doors hiss shut, clenching my fists for a fight just before they closed, expecting… I wasn’t sure what. I fought to keep my breath even as I considered what could have happened, whether it was an animal, or a prank, but the darkness gave me no answers; just my reflection caught in the glass doors like a deer in headlights. 
    

    
      I pressed my hand to the access panel and locked the doors, having no interest in pranks, wild animals, or ghosts. My patients would just have to wait until the sun rose. I looked up at the ceiling, prepared to dim the lights. “BEO-”
    

    
      Something metal clattered in the unlit examination room. I gasped, turning so that my back was to the corner of the lobby. Swallowing my rising panic, I charged into the room to find-
    

    
      Everything was fine. All the instruments were on their trays; nothing had fallen. I stood in the door, confusion digging into the lines of my face, and pushed my glasses up.
    

    
      “Strange,”
       I told myself, knocking on the doorframe in thought. I turned back, hands in my pockets. The morning was just playing tricks on me. Exhaustion, perhaps. Maybe I needed to formalize the pre-dawn hours, or ask Ezraji to come in for only half days twice a week… 
    

    
      Movement against the doors slid across my peripheral vision, and an ugly scream ripped through my throat. I stumbled back, hands caught in my pockets, unable to disentangle myself. I tried to see the details of the person pressing their hands desperately against the windows, but it was still too dark outside to catch their features. My arms exploded in gooseflesh as my mind and my body warred over what to do. 
    

    
      But then I heard a terror-stricken voice muffled through the glass. 
    

    
      “Please!” 
    

    
      A man’s voice. A 
      human
       voice. My heart skipped a frightened beat, but reason cut through the fog. I took a deep breath and lunged for the door’s manual override. The man stumbled in, face pale and covered in sweat. He was panting heavily, falling to his hands and knees on the ramp. I sank down next to him, supporting his shoulders. 
    

    
      “Are you alright?!” I gasped, lungs in overdrive. 
    

    
      He gulped air, head bowed and dripping sweat. I looked over his arms and torso, searching for wounds, for a sign of whatever had been outside just moments ago, but nothing stood out. 
    

    
      “I found a girl. She’s not, not breathing,” he managed. “We have to hurry.”
    

    
      “Who’s not breathing? Where is she?” I asked. He shook his head, desperate to catch his breath.
    

    
      “Her 
      friend didn’t
       see her this morning. Went looking and found her in the jungle. I couldn’t get her to wake up. Please, hurry,” he choked. “Sh-she’s a child.” 
    

    
      My eyes went wide and I burst into action, grabbing my bag, a few aerosolized syringes that worked like epipens, our one precious package of mediplasmas. I dropped the mediplasmas on the ground and swore as they clattered across the floor. Dipping my hand, I scooped up a handful and stuffed them in my bag. 
    

    
      “Show me where,” I breathed, urging the man to his feet. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      Ezraji stood outside of Home Tower 02, looking up at the turquoise reflection of Big Blue on the horizon in 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, enticing in a sleepy, foreboding way. He felt an itch to abandon his morning plans and venture out with his pack.
    

    
      His hope for running into Dr Ahlberg so early was draining with every degree the sun rose towards the horizon. He’d planned to run into her on her way to work and treat her to a brief lesson on how to use her food bay. He’d noticed that while other humans were experimenting with universal foods and printing dishes from home, she’d stuck to nutrient bars. She often lamented the lack of 
      kauphee,
       so he had done some research and had Bajora add it to the menu. 
    

    
      “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 gush open and spill its chilled air over the portico. 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, aware that she was afraid of him. 
    

    
      “I-” he started, tendrils coiling up. She stopped, somewhat alarmed that he wanted to continue talking. He fought the urge to smooth back his mane, keeping his arms folded behind him, his tendrils limp in their tie at the nape of his neck. It was clear he had missed the doctor, so on to Plan B. “I was hoping I could ask a human for a small favor this morning. If it’s not 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
       clinic. I’d like to bring her 
      kauphee
       this morning.” 
    

    
      The woman blinked. “
      We can
       make coffee here?”
    

    
      Ezraji nodded once in a slow, careful gesture. “Yes, we just added it to the menu. 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 took a step back as well, following her lead. “Ah… The tower we’re living in has no human inhabitants, so it’s low priority. Bajora Qilan, the culinary engineer, hasn’t installed our food bays yet.”
    

    
      “So what are you eating then?”
    

    
      Ezraji pulled a nutrient bar out of his satchel with a little wave. “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 smiled his warmest smile and bowed his head in thanks as she waved her hand in front of the door’s sensor. He followed her into the hallway, 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, her frightened eyes darting up to Ezraji as he entered the small space with her. He put his back to the corner as the door slid shut. 
    

    
      Ambassador Zufi had rushed organizing the Samridvean delegate program, and none of them had received any information beyond the ISU’s public statement. In fact, the ISU’s governing council controlled media into the colony with an iron fist, so Ezraji and the others knew even less than the public. That Burdam Endar had been trafficking the human refugees for sale was widely known, but the details were locked down tight. Just what had these people been through? More than once, he’d bitten his tongue to stop from asking Dr Ahlberg in casual conversation. Whatever it was, he knew it wasn’t good. From Siobhan’s limp and her skittish behavior…
    

    
      “I don’t mean to pry,” he began, regarding 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. “Is it real? Or is it like the lab?” she whispered. 
    

    
      Ezraji held her gaze. The lab? “Yes, it’s real, Siobhan. You are…” He considered his options and frowned. “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. At the opposite end of the hall, a couple humans watched the sunrise. Siobhan nodded in greeting and waved her hand in front of her door’s panel. Their quiet conversation died off as they turned to monitor Ezraji. He nodded, just as Siobhan had done, but it didn’t garner a response.
    

    
      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 making 
      kauphee
      . 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 prefer tea.” 
    

    
      “Let’s search for tea then,” Ezraji suggested. After they’d gone through the steps, she came back to the door holding her own mug, a little more life in her eyes. 
    

    
      “Thank you… I didn’t ask your name.” 
    

    
      “Ezraji,” he intoned. She sipped her tea and nodded. 
    

    
      “Thank you, Ezraji.”
    

    
      “Shall I escort you out?” he offered. 
    

    
      Siobhan pressed herself into the corner of the lift, clutching the rail, but the ride was smooth. They went their separate ways as they exited Home Tower 02. The moment he was alone again, Ezraji unclasped his lower hands from behind his back and shook them out.
    

    
      A few moments later, he walked up the ramp of the clinic. As he entered the lobby, the lights whirred to life and the surgical arms clicked into their morning protocols, but all was quiet. There were none of Dr Ahlberg’s mumbles or hums to fill the mechanical silence. A crease formed between his brows as he looked down at the 
      kauphee.
       
    

    
      Then he saw them; syringes scattered across the floor. He set the mug on their shared desk and picked up one of the delicate vials. Now that he was inside, he realized none of the machines were running their morning pre-function checks, but the entrance had been unlocked. He looked at the manual override panel. It was active. Why would Dr Ahlberg need the manual override? Had she locked herself in?
    

    
      Syringe in hand, he stepped out onto the ramp, looking left and right. A figure appeared, running towards him in the distance, the frantic thump of their shoes swallowed up by the jungle’s constant buzz. His feet carried him towards the silhouette before he knew he was moving, mane twisting as his chest thudded with painful anticipation. 
    

    
      “What is it?” he called, grasping the woman’s shoulder with both his left palms. She stopped, hands on her knees. “Where is the doctor?” 
    

    
      “A girl collapsed. She told me to see if you were here yet,” she panted. “She doesn’t know what’s wrong.” The woman clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh 
      god.”
       
    

    
      Ezraji ran his hand down his face, a well of foreboding plunging through the bottom of his stomach. He pulled the woman back towards the clinic at a clip, shaking her shoulder to get her attention. “Focus. Tell me what the girl looked like. Tell me everything.” 
    

    
      She followed him as he burst through the doors to the supply room, grabbing an empty field bag. “She couldn’t breathe, but her heart was still beating,” the woman managed. “Lips were ah, were blue. The doctor cut a hole in her neck to breathe through because her 
      tongue was
       swollen. Then she covered something up with her coat. Flowers, maybe. But she was stumbling, and she looked pale. She-”
    

    
      Ezraji snapped his head around to look at her. “Flowers, what flowers?” he urged, throwing syringes in the bag, a pack of epis to dissolve on the tongue, a defibrillation puck.
    

    
      “They were yellow, I think?” she offered, shrugging. “I-I don’t know.” 
    

    
      Supplies packed, he grabbed the woman by the arm and spurred her forward. “Show me where.” 
    

    
      She ran back up the path towards the home towers, rounding the bend with Ezraji on her tail. She pointed to a crowd at the edge of the jungle behind Home Tower 03, where the shadows of waxy purple ferns larger than the tallest of the humans cast them in darkness against the weak morning sun. The crowd was small and agitated, some people yelling about alien sickness, many people crying, others watching in hollow silence. Ezraji wasted no time in pushing through the worried knot. An anonymous hand clawed at him. “Hey!” the owner growled. He shrugged the woman off and broke through the crowd. 
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg was kneeling over an adolescent human with fair skin and silk very similar to herself, hands sticky with dark red blood. The girl looked asleep, but her jaw was open in a silent scream, lips blue, while the doctor’s mouth was bent over her throat. Ezraji froze in shock, blinking down at the horrific sight. 
    

    
      “I brought him!” the woman called out between heaves of air. Dr Ahlberg looked up, her mouth smeared in red, eyes glassy. She was panting, and pale, so pale.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” he questioned, appalled. 
    

    
      “Helping her breathe. She’s in respiratory arrest. I don’ have a watch, but’s been fifteen minutes, maybe,” she panted. He almost missed the tremble in her voice. She glanced at the crowd of people behind him. “I thought s’was an allergic reaction to those flowers over there, but now I think it’s respiratory paralysis. Her heart‘s becoming erratic.” 
    

    
      Ezraji dropped his field bag and lifted the corner of Dr Ahlberg’s lab coat with care. Underneath, a patch of crushed 
      samona 
      flowers, their spores clinging to the white fabric. He lowered the coat flap with painstaking care and looked the girl over as Dr Ahlberg continued to ventilate her lungs. He shook his head. 
    

    
      “I don’t understand. 
      Samona
       flowers are only dangerous to very small creatures. Rodents, amphibians…” 
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg came up for air and pressed a palm to her forehead, swaying dangerously. “I can’ keep doing this,” she croaked, her eyes glassy. Ezraji snapped his mouth shut, saving his analysis for later. He pulled an epis compress out of his bag and nudged Dr Ahlberg aside. “Sit back, doctor.” She fell back on her heels and wiped her mouth with her knuckles, smearing garnet red across her cheeks. Ezraji opened the girl’s mouth, lifted away her lips, and pressed the epis into her gums. It dissolved immediately. 
    

    
      “The syringe,” he ordered, pointing to his bag. “Inner pocket, blue label, small.” 
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg rummaged through his bag and came up with the medication, an anti-paralytic steroid and adrenal stimulant that could wake the dead. She handed it over, her mouth pressed shut, eyes averted from the growing crowd. Ezraji watched her with concern, but said nothing, pressing the syringe left of the girl’s sternum. He grasped the girl’s shoulders, forehead, and hips with all four of his hands. 
    

    
      With a ragged gasp, the girl awoke, eyes wide, struggling against his hold. Her pupils dilated until only a thin ring of color surrounded them. She roared, blood spewing from the puncture in her trachea, and clawed at the grass under her palms. 
    

    
      “What’s happening?! Let her go!” someone shrieked. 
    

    
      “Get your hands off her!” a man yelled. “Let me go, he’s hurting her!” There was a struggle as voices and action erupted around them. Ezraji reached a tendril out to the doctor, catching her eye, maintaining a sense of calm haste. “Inner pocket, yellow label, large.” 
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg wiped a perilous bead of saliva from her lips and stared at his bag in immense concentration. She withdrew the syringe and held it out to his tendrils. He took it, lined it up with veins on the inside of the girl’s wrist, and applied the sedative. The girl’s eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed on the grass, wheezing in a steady rhythm. 
    

    
      The clearing fell into silence. Dr Ahlberg pressed her hands to the ground, closed her eyes for a moment, and then tried to pick up her abandoned, blood-spattered glasses with fingers that were too sluggish to catch hold. Ezraji glanced at her mouth. She was turning blue, hardly able to keep her eyes open. He leaned towards her and picked them up. 
    

    
      “You’ll be needing these, doctor,” he said, loud enough for the other humans to hear as he gently slid them onto her protruding nose. With one of his lower hands, he pressed a second vial of the anti-paralytic to the left of her sternum. She looked down at his palm against her hot, wet skin, then up at him. He lifted her velvety lips and pressed an epis compress to her gums.
    

    
      “You must stay calm,” he murmured.
    

    
      When he injected Dr Ahlberg, her pupils grew big and round. She grabbed his wrist, holding him to her with surprising strength, and her heart punched his palm like a professional boxer hitting a speed bag. Her eyes bulged, her nails digging into his skin, both of them at an understanding. The others couldn’t know she’d been about to faint, too, or there would be a violent panic. 
    

    
      Ezraji spoke over her shoulder to the crowd, forcing himself to smile, to keep his mane limp. “It’s alright, everyone. The child is stable,” he said. Although the crowd melted into a collective sigh of relief, there was an undertone of disquieted whispers from the shadows of the dense magenta foliage. 
    

    
      “What the fuck happened to her? She just went for a walk!” someone lashed out. Ezraji kept his hold on the doctor as she struggled through the adrenal stimulant’s effects, and raised his two upper arms, palms out in a calming gesture. He looked over the doctor’s head towards the voice.
    

    
      “There is a yellow flower under the doctor’s lab coat that causes paralysis. It’s called a 
      samona
       flower. I will draft up an announcement for all residents to steer clear of them as soon as we’ve taken care of our patient. Doctor?” 
    

    
      She nodded, then struggled to her feet. Ezraji eyed the water that doused her shirt and matted her golden silk. She turned to the other humans and smiled. Amelia’s mask of confidence placated many of the angry voices, stirring them to a simmer rather than a boil.  
    

    
      “We’ll take her to the clinic and give her the best of care. No one 
      touch
       that lab coat, and please pass on the word: don’t get near the yellow flowers. Thank you.” 
    

    
      Ezraji withdrew a gurney puck and levitated the girl as the crowd dispersed. Both he and the doctor kept their expressions carefully neutral as they worked under the crowd’s sharp judgment. She smiled at some people, but Ezraji couldn’t. Humans were hypersensitive to body language, l
      eagues more
       advanced than the 
      shilpakaari
      . The gawkers would know he was faking it. 
    

    
      So he kept his head down as he took his samples and collected the empty vials that littered the ground, leaving the doctor’s lab coat behind as a warning. He put a hand on Dr Ahlberg’s back, ushering her on as she swayed down the footpath back towards the clinic. His thoughts overflowed with a string of curses as he escorted her down the road in silence.
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg didn’t say a word as their feet crunched over rich jungle mulch, up the hollow carbon ramp to the lobby, or even once they were in the air conditioned surgical lab. She just sighed, leaning her weight on the wall and closing her eyes. 
    

    
      “You did well, Dr Ahlberg. Let me take it from here,” Ezraji reassured her in a subdued tone, resisting the urge to take her hand. She smeared the wall with blood as she picked herself back up with a determined inhale and pushed the floating girl over to a bed. Ezraji curled up his fists and set up her vitals in grim silence. When they finished, Dr Ahlberg turned, walked straight into the restroom, and closed the door. 
    

    
      Ezraji considered knocking, one hand raised, but thought better of it. Instead, he waited, cleaning the girl of the dust and spores, all matted in gross clumps of coagulating blood across her skin and clothes. He used a mediplasma on her throat, which bubbled and spurt with every breath, and changed her into a surgical gown. Her wounded flesh threaded itself shut, and he washed her blood away with a damp towel. 
    

    
      With nothing left to distract him, Ezraji stared at the restroom door. The doctor was silent behind it. Humans wouldn’t hiss or keen, so he wasn’t sure what sounds of distress he could listen for. He wanted to knock, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. Instead, he stared at his hands and the towel splotched with watery pink blood. 
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg?” he murmured. He closed his eyes. “Amelia…” 
    

    
      A solid moment passed before she said in a small voice, “Give me a minute. I’m fine.” 
    

    
      Ezraji ground his dental ridges together, but nodded to himself. He hung a new lab coat on the hook by the restroom door, retreated to the office, and collapsed into his desk chair with a threadbare exhale. Head hung between his shoulders, he caught a cheery shade of yellow on the desk and looked up in faint alarm, expecting to see a 
      samona
       flower. Instead, it was the 
      kauphee
       mug he’d brought for the doctor. 
    

    
      “Chudthi,”
       he cursed, pressing his lower palms into his eyes with a frustrated growl. He swiped the mug off the table and dumped its cold contents in the trash. 
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      The deeper jungle was dark at midday, cast in a rich pink glow as the sun bore down on the canopy above, diffused through magenta leaves and branches. Stray beams of hot blue light seared through the mossy tree trunks like lasers, belying the rare hole to clear skies above. Billions of particles of pollen and dead husks floated through the rays. The air was as thick as hot soup, and steamed my glasses like I was wearing them in a bath. 
    

    
      I monitored the pollen and retied my neck scarf around my nose and mouth instead. It smashed my nose and did little to assuage the tension in my lungs as I passed through a beam of light and watched the pollen swirl away from my airstream. As serene as the dim forest was, I couldn’t help but search the underbrush and branches for danger, to breathe in short, timid gasps to avoid taking too much air into my lungs. I did my best to ignore the fear, but it was nearly impossible.
    

    
      I paused in the beam of light and withdrew the plasdoc pages I’d printed a couple days ago, wiping my wet palms on the front of my thighs. I studied my annotated pages of 
      The Uses and Dangers of Yaspurian Poisons and Venoms: A Working Toxicological Survey
       by Ezraji Zarabi. I’d printed as much of the database as I could before my printing bay had run out of plas material. As each page descended into the receiving tray, I’d snatched it up and read it over, as wide-eyed and frantic as a conspiracy theorist studying their red twine and newspaper cutouts. Enthralled, I’d studied at the kitchen counter well into the night and woke up as the sun rose the next morning, unsure of when I’d fallen asleep. BEO’s voice had echoed from the bedroom. “Rise and shine, Dr Ahlberg.” I’d peeled a plasdoc off my cheek with a grimace, stretched, and gotten back to work. 
    

    
      I’d recognized the 
      samona
       flower in Ezraji’s research, of course, but what he’d written about it concerned me. It was a carrion plant, something between a creeper vine and a moss that resembled dandelions on Earth. It fed on a mammalian rodent about the size of a thimble called a 
      fid, 
      a variety of small lizards, and insects. Although Ezraji had noted the potential for a paralytic poison in concentrated doses, he’d deemed the natural dose of the flower to be harmless to larger life forms. 
    

    
      The second specimen I’d recognized chilled my blood; the 
      mormid,
       a kind of stick bug that mimicked the pale green veins of a 
      biria
       leaf. A couple weeks after we’d arrived, I’d sat outside with Marcella and Imani, looking over the cliffs into the valley basin by the hangar while we watched the younger children play. None of them had parents now, so we all took shifts. Marcella’s idea. One boy, about eight years of age, hopped over to us, his arm outstretched in wonder. A 
      mormid 
      crawled up his forearm in a slow, stilted dance. 
    

    
      “Yaspur has stick bugs!” he’d shouted with joy. Marcella laughed. 
    

    
      “So it does, 
      tesoro!”
       she’d cooed, patting his cheek. “Be careful not to hurt it. Put it back where you found it.” 
    

    
      The little boy walked away slowly, poking it gingerly on its many delicate, viny legs and its bulbous abdomen like a seed pod. He plucked it from his arm by the pod and held it out to a leaf until it caught hold and wobbled away under his curious scrutiny. 
    

    
      The 
      mormid’s
       pod is filled with its digestive juices. If broken open or smashed, the liquid can be absorbed into the predator’s skin. It causes disorientation before bacteria travels through the bloodstream to infect the meninges, causing inflammation, seizures, and the shutdown of vital functions due to lack of blood circulation in the brain. Ezraji’s database claims the 
      mormid
       has killed grown men within days of exposure. 
    

    
      Luckily, I wasn’t looking for deceptive stick bugs in the swampish heat and the bloody shadows. I already knew they were dangerous. No, I was looking for 
      everything else.
       
    

    
      A twig snapped somewhere above me. I looked up instinctively, investigating more vines, more moss, more crumbling, soft bark. I wiped my forehead with the sleeve of my shirt, pushing my hair out of my face and my glasses back up my nose. They immediately slid down again. 
    

    
      Glancing back to make sure I still knew where Ezraji’s tiny trail was, I pulled out a bright yellow rope and tied it around the tree branch beside me. I set down my pack, withdrew an empty specimen cube, and methodically made my way across the rivers of roots and rocks, searching for anything that stood out. I needed to learn the jungle like the back of my hand so that next time, I wouldn’t cut a hole in a girl’s throat to help her breathe when the problem wasn’t an allergic reaction, but paralysis. 
    

    
      I just hoped nothing would kill me while I did it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      Ezraji glanced out the windows of the office, which bisected the wall in a long, narrow strip, displaying the entire length of the footpath back towards the home towers. His eyes slid along the edge of the forest carefully. 
    

    
      “BEO, what’s the time?” he asked, gazing out at the heavy ferns.
    

    
      “Fourteen fifty-two, MS Zarabi.”
    

    
      Ezraji’s hand froze over the 
      zarudthi
       cube on Dr Ahlberg’s desk. He clenched it into a fist and closed his eyes, nostrils flaring open like gills in frustration. “BEO, bring up your naming convention settings on my workstation.”  
    

    
      As the station’s light panel glowed to life, he leaned his weight on one lower hand and peered at the settings. His brow creased.
    

    
      
    

    
      NAMING CONVENTIONS > HOME TOWER 01 > LVL 01
    

    
      
    

    
      >> Unit W01 > 2 Occupants
    

    
      Qilan, Bajora: Pref > TE Qilan
    

    
      Zarabi, Ezraji: Pref > MS Zarabi
    

    
      
    

    
      >> Unit E02 > 1 Occupants
    

    
      Fareshi, Hunar: Pref > CE Fareshi
    

    
      
    

    
      >> Unit S03 > 0 Occupants
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      >> Unit N04 > 2 Occupants
    

    
      Medansh, Aavar: Pref > CP Medansh
    

    
      Miatazi, Piro: Pref > LP Miatazi
    

    
      
    

    
      With a curse, Ezraji glanced at the treeline. No sign of the doctor yet. He requested a comm with Hunar, who answered immediately. “What is it?” he grunted, static scraping through the line. “I’m busy.” 
    

    
      “Our naming conventions. You were supposed to override them,” Bajora said, changing BEO’s core settings with haste. 
    

    
      “I did.”
    

    
      “Not according to the clinic’s BEO,” Ezraji retorted. “Our ranks are preferenced.” 
    

    
      Hunar groaned. Something like a torch blew hot in the background. “I fixed the stupid thing twice. BEO should be locked.”
    

    
      “Says right here, tech engineer, medical specialist, chief engineer, chief pilot-”
    

    
      “Fine,” Hunar barked, the torch cutting off. “I’ll put in a request for someone to debug the 
      chudthi
       AI. Happy?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Neither am I. If you’re already in there, do me a favor and lock BEO’s settings. I’m under Piro’s transpo.” 
    

    
      “Already done. Don’t get crushed.” 
    

    
      Hunar scoffed, and the comm went dead. Ezraji locked BEO’s controls, then picked up the specimen cube he’d left on Dr Ahlberg’s side of their desk.
    

    
      “BEO, bring up my database, entry: 
      Zarudthi
      .”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr Zarabi.” 
    

    
      Ezraji opened the cube and took a biopsy of the 
      agaric’s
       head and stem, setting it in the diagnostics chamber he’d brought from Samridve. It whirred to life and ran through its lengthy start-up protocols, so he stepped away, heading down the hall to the surgical suite. 
    

    
      In a locked container with its own access panel lay the genetic coder, a handheld device that measured the molecular and genetic makeup of a patient. Its storage compartment acted as both a memory bank and a charging station. The information was exhaustive, so it had become an invaluable tool for the colony. The data it mined from each human patient was used to advance galactic knowledge of their species, calibrate surgical arms, bionics, and nano tech to their needs, and fine-tune foods and pharmaceuticals for human consumption. Ezraji had walked Dr Ahlberg through how to use it by 
      analysing
       her extended profile, and they relied on it heavily when examining more complex cases. 
    

    
      Ezraji held his wrist up to the access reader and the compartment slid open. He grabbed the coder and strode back to the office. With practiced ease, he applied the doctor’s profile to the diagnostic chamber’s parameters. He turned back to the jungle, a sense of foreboding gumming up his heart, sludging through his veins like tar. His mane twisted and whorled with unease as the equipment did its thing. 
    

    
      Beep.
    

    
      Ezraji read over the results. 
    

    
      “Fuck,” he hissed, shoving the 
      zarudthi
       cube across the counter. 
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      Ezraji gasped and spun around, his mane lifting in agitated surprise. Dr Ahlberg stood on the threshold, looking between him and the counter where his diagnostics chamber was working away, spewing out more data. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” he breathed, reigning himself in. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
    

    
      “It’s alright.” She set her bag down on her chair and padded over to him. He looked down at her socks. 
    

    
      “Where are your boots?” he asked. 
    

    
      She nodded back to the lobby. “By the door. They’re covered in mud.”
    

    
      “Ah…” Ezraji drifted off into silence, staring at the biopsied 
      zarudthi.
       
    

    
      “How do you keep your boots so clean?” Amelia asked suddenly. “I practically lost mine, some of the mud was so thick.”
    

    
      “I don’t walk,” Ezraji said. When she blinked at him, he displayed his four palms and eight thumbs. “I climb through the canopy.” 
    

    
      She looked at them, her cheeks turning pink. “Oh, I didn’t realize you were built for that… 
      Wow,
       that’s impressive.” She cleared her throat, changing the subject. “Did you eat?” 
    

    
      “No,” he admitted uncomfortably, unable to shake the image of Amelia eating a 
      zarudthi
       straight out of the cube. “I’ll have a nutrient bar.”
    

    
      “Same. Any interesting findings on that strange mushroom?”
    

    
      His eyes roamed over her form, the shirt clinging to her damp sternum, searching for signs of yellow pollen, snagged twigs or leaves. He checked her pale skin for pinpricks, scrapes, bites, bumps. He studied her pupils, her lips, the tips of her fingers, the pulse in her throat. He was glad she couldn’t quite tell where he was looking with his striped pupils when his gaze turned hot and his pants strained over his cock. He noticed more and more often how soft her skin looked, how she glowed when she smiled. He wanted to pull her silk out of its bun and feel it. He wanted to watch her tired eyes brighten when she learned a new command for the surgical arm.
    

    
      When he couldn’t justify staring at her any longer and all appeared normal, the quiet panic simmering in his gut returned. He focused on putting away his tools. 
    

    
      “Yes,” he said, choosing his words. “It’s poisonous.” 
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg’s brow rose in surprise. “I thought you said it was harmless.” She pulled two cubes out of her own bag and brought them to the counter. Ezraji slid the 
      zarudthi
       out of her reach. 
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand.”
    

    
      “It is harmless 
      to shilpakaari
      ,” Ezraji clarified, turning to face her straight on. Realization spread across her face like a specter. 
    

    
      “But not for humans,” she finished for him. He nodded tightly.
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      They both stared in horror at the agaric, the full implications washing over them. “Your database…” 
    

    
      “Useless,” he spat, spinning away from the counter, disgusted. He looked out the window again, glaring at the sinister shadows of the jungle. The girl’s paralysis wasn’t a fluke, but a warning. How many humans had already come close to catastrophe?
    

    
      “I need to start over.” 
    

    
      “It’ll go quickly,” Dr Ahlberg said from behind him with determination. “I will help you and-”
    

    
      “You 
      can’t,”
       he said, whipping around. He couldn’t help his tendrils from knotting up in a writhing mass. He shook his head as they slipped over his shoulders of their own volition, reaching towards the doctor from across the room. She took a step back, her eyes flashing on them. “Dr Ahlberg,” he tried again in a more reasonable tone of voice, upper palms up. “You can’t go back in there until I have time to assess the danger. It’s not safe.” 
    

    
      A fire lit in the doctor’s blue eyes. Her brow darkened, and she squared her shoulders. “These are my people, Ezraji. I have to help. The faster we collect samples, the faster we’ll know the dangers. And humans won’t wait to go exploring. It’s part of our nature.” 
    

    
      An angry shiver ran through Ezraji’s mane. He pointed through the wall at the patient bay, where the girl was still unconscious a day later, in stasis while her systems let the spores run their course. “I can breathe in a bouquet of 
      samona,
       and go run a marathon if I want to. I admire your spirit, doctor, but. It’s. Not. Safe. You can’t go 
      back in there
      . Not right now.” 
    

    
      “If I don’t, someone else will!” she yelled at him, lashing at the air. She bared her teeth in a snarl of frustration and pushed past him, knocking his shoulder. He hardly moved, but felt the shock anyway. He followed her until she reached into her bag and withdrew a print-out from his database of a 
      mormi
      d,
       practically throwing it at him. “A couple months ago, a little boy showed me one of these. He was playing by the hangar.” The color drained from Ezraji’s mane. He looked up at Dr Ahlberg with blatant horror. “That color green where we come from symbolizes fresh, good things. Aphids, young fruits and trees, new grass. Humans are afraid of red and yellow. Not green. It’s instinct, and that little boy could have died because of it.”
    

    
      Ezraji’s eyes scanned the room, looking for a plan. He shook his head and set down the 
      plasdoc
      . “I will go into the jungle and you will stay here,” he started, holding up his hands to stop Dr Ahlberg from protesting, “and you will run the diagnostics on the samples I return. I will spend my shifts collecting entries from the database, and you will record the data from a human point of view.” When he looked up at the doctor, her eyes were wide, mouth thin-lipped and clenched shut. She exhaled in defeat, looking at the specimen cubes she’d collected. 
    

    
      “Fine,” she said reluctantly, pacing, hands on her hips. She knew it was a good plan, a better plan, than letting her run headfirst into the treeline. But that didn’t mean she liked it. 
    

    
      “I promise it’s faster and safer this way. What would the colony do if they lost you?” It was a cheap shot, and she rolled her eyes, seeing straight through his platitudes. 
    

    
      “What would 
      I
       do if I lost 
      you,” 
      she retorted. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s heart thumped with heat. He looked at their clinic, at 
      her
       clinic. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of other medical researchers were dying for the chance to meet a human. She would be fine without him. 
    

    
      “No time to waste,” he urged, getting his field kit together. “I’ll show you how to work the diagnostics chamber, and you can analyse what you’ve found over lunch while I’m out. Let’s meet here before closing time.” 
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg nodded. “Let’s do it.” 
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      I tossed my bag on the kitchen counter and worked off my boots without untying them as my door hissed closed. The soles of my shoes smeared my socks in clumps of drying mud, so I peeled them off too. Then I stretched my toes and rolled my ankles, giving myself a moment to calm, regroup, and enjoy the chill of the tiles on my bare, aching soles. 
    

    
      With a groan, I padded into the bathroom and sat on the toilet, leaving the door open. It was only me, so why bother? I stared at the opposite end of the hall, remembering my little hallway in Geneva, the bushel of lavender hung by my bedroom door with the wooden trinket my mother had brought back from her trip to Venice. I still remembered what lavender 
      smell
      ed like, but the ornament was an eroded blur in my memory. 
    

    
      After I finished, I brushed my hair and pulled the nest of knots out of the brush. When I threw it in the rubbish, I paused and tilted my head. The bin, full to overflowing before I left for work, was empty. Perhaps it was an automatic feature I hadn’t noticed before. 
    

    
      I shrugged. It was a mystery, but that’s all the “me time” I could afford. I dug into my bag and pulled out the diagnostic printouts on our 
      zarudthi
       specimen and plopped down on the sofa with a nutrient bar. 
    

    
      The findings were dense, at least for me. I wasn’t a botanist or a chemist, so it was slow reading. Even with a transitor implanted in my retinas, pieces of the page didn’t translate. I scrutinized the list of bioactive compounds, starting with the smallest percentages. “BEO, what’s a…” I squinted at the page and sounded out the word, “ergothioneine? Is it listed in human databases?”
    

    
      “According to Wikipedia,” I snorted at that, “ergothioneine is a bioactive compound found in fungi across Earth. It is an important component of the human diet linked to decreased incidences of neurodegenerative chronic conditions-”
    

    
      “That’s enough,” I said. I perused further down the list, chewing on my nails. I stopped on a concentrated alkaloid and pushed up my glasses. Alkaloids were generally poisonous to humans in high doses. “How about a tropane alkaloid?”
    

    
      “For much of the species’ written history, humans have used tropane alkaloids to treat spasms, dilate the pupils, and as anesthesia. They’re also used as a psychostimulant, such as the narcotic known as cocaine. Some tropane alkaloids found in nature are potent poisons. Belladonna, or Deadly Nightshade, is a prime example, according to-”
    

    
      “Belladonna?” I sat straight up, staring at the analysis.
    

    
      “Yes, Dr Ahlberg.”
    

    
      I knew that word, but couldn’t quite place it. “Is this ah, 
      tollkirsche?”
       I didn’t know the name in English, but I had a sinking feeling I knew what plant BEO was describing. It was how Locusta killed Claudius, how Macbeth defeated an entire army of Danes. 
    

    
      “I am unfamiliar with this word,” BEO informed me. 
    

    
      “Show me a picture of Belladonna,” I said. A lightscreen glowed to life and a whoosh of air left my lungs. The plasdoc in my hands flopped against my knees. I was right. That was 
      tollkirsche,
       one of the deadliest plants on Earth. Its luscious black berries could kill a person, or so I thought, and Ezraji’s database had said the mushroom with the same component was harmless. A chill ran down my arms, prickling my skin into gooseflesh. 
    

    
      I rushed to my feet and over to the kitchen counter, still covered in sheet after sheet of database entries. They listed the chemical makeup of each entry just like the diagnostic analysis from our clinic. My pulse flitting with excitement, I hunkered down to work. I had to remind myself to blink and breathe, I was so focused on comparing entries. An hour later, my stomach growled angrily, but I’d found four other specimens that contained tropane alkaloids. I was on a roll, a researcher’s high that-
    

    
      Tok tok tok.
       
    

    
      I jumped, looking at my door. It took me a beat to get to my feet, smoothing out the front of my shirt. When I answered it, Marcella and Imani greeted me with suspicious smiles. 
    

    
      “Hiding a date, Amelia?” the older woman asked with a coy lilt. “You forgot about dinner, 
      dolce!”
       
    

    
      I grimaced, resisting the urge to look back at my pile of work. “That was tonight? I’m sorry, I got caught up.” I’d also completely 
      forgotten
      . The comatose girl occupied my thoughts, taking up every corner of my mind. 
    

    
      Marcella tsked as she breezed past. “And here I was, hoping Mr Zarabi would join us. What a nice man.” She paused at the counter, seeing my work spread in methodical chaos across the kitchen, and turned to the table instead. Imani strolled in after her unitmate, taking stock of my little home with one brow raised. 
    

    
      “Into minimalism?” she asked with a sarcastic quirk. She leaned one hip against the counter as she searched for silverware. I pulled open my cabinets and withdrew a mug full of bidents with a wince. 
    

    
      “Not really,” I admitted. 
    

    
      “Into work, then,” Imani confirmed. 
    

    
      “Can you blame her, given the view?” Marcella tsked, clapping her palms together, ready to tackle the inhospitable mess that was my every surface. Marcella and Imani were a whirlwind, working in perfect sync, like a doctor and her nurse. They set my dusty, unused table in record time.
    

    
      “Water,” Marcella ordered, setting out the bidents. 
    

    
      “Water,” Imani complied, bringing over a pitcher full. 
    

    
      “Napkins.”
    

    
      Imani craned her long, slender neck, looking around the room. “Towels.” She offered Marcella the only one I had, which I’d never removed from its bar on the wall by the sink.
    

    
      “Condiments?”
    

    
      “Mm, condiments,” Imani said with surprise, opening up the food bay’s cool storage. She took olive oil and vinegar, salt and pepper over to the table with a little wink in my dazed direction. I cleared my throat and smoothed out my front again. 
    

    
      “Ah ah,” Marcella chided. Her finger crooked down at my chest. “No lab coat at the table, 
      dolce.”
       
    

    
      I blinked down at myself. I was, in fact, still wearing my lab coat. Approaching the family-style dinner, I pulled it off and set it on the counter. I hadn’t eaten a meal like this since I saw my mother for coffee the Saturday before I was-
    

    
      “Dinner looks wonderful, thank you both,” I beamed, sitting down. Marcella picked up her two-pronged fork and waved the sign of the cross in the air. 
    

    
      “Amen,” she pronounced. “Eat up while it’s warm!” 
    

    
      Imani grinned, tossing a bite of succulent, crispy bread into her mouth. “Thank you, grandmother,” she teased, lounging with one elbow slung over the chair back. 
    

    
      “Tell us, what 
      ha
      s 
      you so distracted
      , Amelia?” Marcella asked, slicing delicately through her 
      cipollate con pancetta
       with the edge of one bident. I glanced at my counter again, itching to finish my work. Although it smelled incredible, I hardly tasted the bacon-wrapped scallions. 
    

    
      “You both heard what happened…” I prompted. Imani’s smiling eyes clouded over. Marcella patted my hand. 
    

    
      “You must have been so worried,” she sympathized. “But I heard you and Mr Zarabi did well.” 
    

    
      “Did you?” I questioned. I looked at Imani, who was studiously pushing her food around. The warmth I’d felt at their arrival was turning brittle. “Because the crowd was this close to tearing the tentacles off Ezraji’s head.” 
    

    
      “Scared people are thoughtless people,” the older woman confided with a sideways squint. “They must meet you and Mr Zarabi. The others too. Isn’t that right, Imani?”
    

    
      The Tanzanian woman looked up from her food, mulling it over in her mouth. She set down her utensils and laced her fingers together on the edge of the table. “Yes,” she agreed. “But it’s a pipe dream.” Marcella smacked her on the shoulder. 
    

    
      “It is 
      not
       a pipe dream!” she balked, cutting into her food with more vigor. 
    

    
      “Then how, Marcella?” Imani asked, opening her hands. “Every human would need a shilpakaar friend. But you know that won’t happen. Nothing in life is ever so easy.” 
    

    
      “Perhaps Ezraji and I can make house calls,” I suggested with a shrug, trying to lighten the discussion. Despite my light tone, reality weighed down on my shoulders. We had other work to worry about. Important work. I glanced at my notes stacked in the kitchen again. But this was important too, wasn’t it? I’d stretched myself too thin; MacGyver in a room full of ticking time bombs with no clock faces. Inhaling, I considered the problems ahead, the tight schedules, all the things I still needed to learn. I could work nights. I could find a way. “And the other delegates… perhaps they could teach classes?”
    

    
      Marcella nodded, pointing her water at me as she took a sip. “Yes! See? And a place for people to socialize. Right now, all we have are big white towers without a lounge in sight. A bar!”
    

    
      Imani lifted her hands and swooped them through the air, reading an invisible sign with performative awe. “Alcoholics Everywhere.” She sat back, rolling her eyes as she shook her head. “A bar is a bad idea, and your old bones know it.” 
    

    
      Marcella shuffled in her seat and cleared her throat, clearly miffed. “Better to make a community of drunkards than let them die a slow, lonely death in their home units.” 
    

    
      “You both have a point,” I cut in before this debate, which had obviously been a point of heated contention in their home unit, could fall off a cliff and ruin dinner. Imani gave me a deadpan look and stood up. 
    

    
      “We need wine.” 
    

    
      “Marcella’s right. If people are going to move on, we need to build a community. And Imani, you’re right, too. A bar is a bad idea. At least for now.” She punched in a code I didn’t know at the food bay and filled a carafe with 
      furza.
       “But a community center, a watering hole, a 
      feuerstelle…
       we need a place to socialize.”
    

    
      “We 
      need
       rules,” Imani interjected, sitting back down. “One confrontation, one fight, and our colony will collapse.”
    

    
      Marcella shook her head, but there was concern in the divot of her brow. “People are stronger than that,” she insisted. “We know we need to stay together to heal.”
    

    
      “Not everyone thinks they’re going to heal, grandmother,” Imani said gently. “Not everyone thinks this is a fresh start. And human nature won’t change either just because we’re on a different marble with a different sky.” 
    

    
      They stared at each other with melancholy rather than anger. I reached for the 
      furza,
       sliding it to my side of the table and filling my water glass to the brim with the bubbling pink drink. I took a deep swig and hiccuped once. The tension broke as I slapped a hand over my mouth. Imani and Marcella both chuckled.
    

    
      “So why isn’t Mr Zarabi here?” Marcella asked. I blinked at her, shrugging my shoulders. 
    

    
      “I don’t think it crossed his mind that you’d invited him,” I said. 
    

    
      She shrugged graciously, pouring Imani her drink. “I’d have thought he’d be here already.”
    

    
      I smiled in confusion. “Why’s that?”
    

    
      “You spend all your time together-”
    

    
      “-we work together-”
    

    
      “-and, you have such an easy report, 
      dolce,
       he’s such a 
      good
       man,” she finished, undeterred from my interruption. My mouth dropped open as I realized what was happening. 
    

    
      “You’re worse than my mother!” I huffed, pushing my glasses up. “We’re not dating.” 
    

    
      “But 
      would
       you date him?” 
    

    
      “Are you trying to set her up with the shilpakaar?” Imani scoffed. Marcella shrugged, taking a sip of her drink as it bubbled and popped against her lips. 
    

    
      “So what if I am?” The Italian 
      nonna
       drew herself up to her full height, shoulders back, and nodded to me. “They get along so well. Besides, a little distraction does a busy woman good.” 
    

    
      “All we’d do is work,” I argued. 
    

    
      “Would you look at that! Overworked if you’re single, overworked if you’re dating
      ,”
       Marcella retorted. “Might as well get overworked in bed too.” 
    

    
      “Marcella!” Imani and I both gasped. The woman wasn’t a spitfire, she was a blazing inferno. I grabbed my drink and knocked back the glass while she laughed. She poured me another, already waiting with the carafe. 
    

    
      “Would you or not?” she pressed. I blinked at my drink. 
    

    
      “We’re colleagues,” I tried. “And I… I don’t know. I’ve never been good at dating.”
    

    
      “You have to get back on the horse sometime.”
    

    
      “I wasn’t ever on the horse to begin with,” I snorted, taking my drink.
    

    
      “Is he not your type?”
    

    
      “No!” I said. “Mr Zarabi is-is diligent and responsible and…” I choked down the word ‘handsome’. Marcella would string me up and never let go if she knew I thought so. 
    

    
      She pointed at me with a hawkish wink and I froze. Could she read minds? “Not one mention that he’s not human.” She sat back in her chair with satisfaction. “Very few humans are as comfortable with them as you are. And your work is very important, no question. But being 
      seen, dolce,
       it could be the best strategy of all. Socializing with the shilpakaari is paramount. We need public places, 
      visible
       interactions. Or else Imani is right.” I glanced at her, but she’d stiffened. “They’ll see the delegates and be frightened of the ghosts of our past. We’ll crumble, 
      dolce.”
       
    

    
      “So you just… want me to be seen with Ezra?” I asked, perplexed. “We’re seen together all the time.”
    

    
      “At the clinic, yes,” Imani cut in. She looked up at me with her dark, penetrating eyes. “Marcella is right. People need more. They need normalcy.”
    

    
      I sat back, flummoxed. “What would we do?” I blurted, looking around my unit. “There is no restaurant, no park.”
    

    
      “Walk to and from work together. Take lunch outside. Joke with each other. Loudly,” she added, raising her brow. 
    

    
      I opened my mouth to argue, but in reading the serious look on both their faces, I realized they were right. It was the simplest, most elegant solution. So effective, and so easy. I nodded, brow creased. Maybe the 
      furza
       was going to my head, but I understood their point. I took up my drink again and finished it off. 
    

    
      “I’ll do what I can,” I gave in. Marcella’s intent expression broke into a sparkling smile as she raised her glass to toast. 
    

    
      “To a brighter future. With a bar!” she laughed, and the wine flowed late into the night.
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      I woke up during the witching hour with severe cottonmouth, reaching for the glass of water I’d set next to the bed in my drunken haze. I smacked my tongue against the sticky roof of my mouth and pushed damp hair from my forehead. The heat was terrible enough, but did it have to be so damned humid? With my head throbbing hard, my Northern European temperament just couldn’t handle it. Even my eyeballs were in pain. That was new.
    

    
      “BEO, turn the temperature down to sixteen celsius.”
    

    
      “I’m afraid that’s below my minimum temperature setting.” 
    

    
      I glared at the ceiling. “Just set it as cold as you can,” I snapped. 
    

    
      “Of course, Dr Ahlberg.” 
    

    
      The temperature reduced significantly, the sheen of sweat on my arms chilling deliciously. I kicked off the covers and smashed my pillow over my eyes, but half an hour later, my mind was still racing. Pressure built in my chest as I considered all the things I didn’t know how to handle. Those flowers looked 
      just like
       dandelions. What if Ezraji had arrived even just a minute later? Had anyone gone missing? Did anyone in the colony even check for that? Should we have a buddy system or roll call or something?   
    

    
      With a groan, I hauled myself off the bed and stripped off my musty shirt so I was in my panties and nothing else. I went in search of my hairbrush and an air vent to stand in front of naked. The sky outside was already lifting into that predawn pink that made Yaspurian mornings so different from those of Earth, and I knew I wasn’t going back to sleep. 
    

    
      Just as I resigned myself to getting ready for work, the front door binged. I snapped my attention that way, brow creased. I squinted at it instinctively, my glasses still on my pillow.
    

    
      “Imani?” I called, weighing whether I was lazy enough to open the door topless and blurry-eyed. I ended up wrapping my lab coat around me like a robe, pulling it off the kitchen counter on my way to the door. I pushed the sleeves up, rubbing the cloth against the chilled sweat on my brow. “You don’t need to check on me, you know. I swear I’ve gotten tossed before.”
    

    
      I opened the door, a wall of cool air rolled out into the hallway as Yaspur’s sticky heat creeped in around my toes. Eyes half-lidded with sleep and drink, my gaze traveled 
      up to the
       person waiting on my threshold and my mouth fell open. 
    

    
      “Good morning,” Ezraji greeted with a sheepish smile.
    

    
      “Ezraji! What are you doing here?” I blurted. “
      How
       are you here? Don’t you need permission access other home towers?”
    

    
      “The engineers have broad access. My unitmate, Bajora, gave me his fob,” he explained, clearing his throat. He looked down at his hands. “This week has been… taxing. I thought I’d stop by to make the morning a little easier.” 
    

    
      My shoulders tensed, but I stepped aside. I couldn’t leave him in the hallway. He entered my unit, and I immediately felt the itch to clean up all my discarded clothes, notes, and nutrient bar wrappers.
    

    
      Ezraji took his time looking around the living space rather than meeting my stare. He clasped his lower hands behind his back like he usually did, his tentacles restrained at the nape of his neck with a length of cord. “Apologies for interrupting your sleep.” His gaze darting down to my bare toes. “I thought you’d be awake by now, since you open the clinic early most mornings.” 
    

    
      I sat on one of my stools, pushing back my hair. “I had guests last night, and they drank like fish,” I admitted. He cocked a grin at me. 
    

    
      “Sounds like a good time.”
    

    
      “It was,” I chuffed. Then, remembering the discussion over dinner, I cleared my throat. “You should come next time.”
    

    
      “It’s alright. The other humans are still afraid,” he said, setting his bag on my counter. “I know.”
    

    
      “They’re still adjusting. It’s only been two months.” Apparently I was adjusting too, because watching Ezraji prowl through my unit gave me the jitters, my eyes on those tentacles, just waiting for them to sprout fangs and forked tongues. But I couldn’t tell him that, could I? How embarrassing would that be. I shook my head. “Dinner was with Marcella and Imani. They wished you’d been there.” 
    

    
      At that, his expression lightened. “Then count me in for the next round.”
    

    
      “Oh!” I shouted, clapping my hands together with excitement. Ezraji blinked, startled. My lab coat, now a robe, slipped, and I lunged for it just before it fell open. Pushing on my nose the way I would if I were wearing my glasses, I motioned to the counter. “I found something interesting before dinner!” I said. “It turns out-”
    

    
      Ezraji put up his hand. “Breakfast before work, Dr Ahlberg. May I use your kitchen?”
    

    
      I bit my tongue, bursting with the need to tell him about my cross analysis, but nodded, hugging my lab coat tighter. “I’ll put on some clothes.” 
    

    
      When I’d donned a tank top and high-waisted advenan trousers, brushed my hair and my teeth, I returned to the kitchen. Ezraji leaned his upper palms against the countertop, a lone mug steaming pleasantly in front of him. 
    

    
      I blinked down at it with enormous eyes. “Where’d that come from?” I asked, still dumb from waking. I hadn’t bothered to learn much about our home units, since I spent every waking moment in the clinic, but I sure as hell hadn’t seen anyone walking around cradling a cuppa.
    

    
      “It’s a 
      kauphee
      . Isn’t that a common morning drink for humans?”
    

    
      Coffee? 
      Coffee?
       I sat down heavily in my chair and stared at the piping hot mug, not sure if it was real. “That’s… how did you make this?” 
    

    
      My colleague looked down at me with a satisfied smile. “You’ve mentioned it often, so Bajora and I looked into it. He added it to the colony menu. I could show you, if you’d like.” 
    

    
      My spine turned to rubber, and a goofy grin took me over. All thoughts of research, poisonous plants, and the clinic dissipated from between my ears. “You would teach me?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Today? I mean, now? Could I make an espresso?” 
    

    
      Ezraji blinked at my smitten expression, raising a brow. “Yes…? Assuming an espresso uses the same ingredients as this one.” He sat down at the table and scooted the mug towards me. I plonked into a seat across from him. “Have this one for now. We’ll make an espresso tomorrow.”
    

    
      I picked up the coffee in both hands. Even just holding it gave me a sense of comfort, as if I was ready to start my workday, hangover forgotten. The many all-nighters I’d pulled in med school rushed vividly to mind, a deep and vibrant river of memories and sensations.
    

    
      The weight, the warmth in my hands, the smell wafting up to my nose was all so achingly familiar, even after all the time I’d spent on the 
      Paramour
       in a sterile white box, that everything I’d lost slammed into my chest like a freight train. I choked on a panic-stricken sob, my fingers trembling so horribly that the mug tumbled out of my grasp and shattered on the floor. I gasped, shoving back my chair to get to my feet.
    

    
      Ezraji’s chair clattered away as he jumped up, shocked. His tentacle hair flew around his head and the tiger stripes in his eyes widened like dilating pupils. His reaction made my heart rate spike, my limbs tremble. He was so animated, so big, so terrifying.
    

    
      “Sorry! I’m so sorry,” I babbled, unable to stand. The chair clattered beneath me and I toppled to the ground, landing on ceramic shards that dug into my hands and feet. I scrambled, kicking the chair away, until my shoulders hit the wall and I hiccuped in surprise. 
    

    
      I shuddered, pressing myself backwards, blinking at the tile with confusion. The tiles in my unit were slate grey, but beneath me all I saw was white chrome. An idle humming like the vibration of the 
      Paramour’s
       enormous engines pushed up against my palms and my vision wavered. Ezraji shook me until I looked up at him. I’d made such a 
      mess.
    

    
      Ezraji knelt, one of his lower hands gripping my knee, upper hands clasping my shoulders. He shook me until I looked up at him. “It’s a panic attack, Dr Ahlberg,” he said in a calm murmur. “You’re somewhere safe, I promise. Let’s just breathe.”
    

    
      I followed his lead, breathing in and out, until I could focus on his face. Because his rhythm was soothing the pitter patter of my heart, I nodded gratefully, but inside I was shredded. He shuffled a little closer, looking down at me, forlorn and thoughtful. “Would you tell me what I did wrong, doctor?”
    

    
      A tear fell from my lashes. I squeezed my eyes shut, pressing my feet into the ground, being in the moment. I shook my head, pressing my socked toes into the hard floor, feeling each digit as I focused on breathing. The vibration of the engines faded away. “You did nothing wrong, Ezraji,” I wavered. “Just… morning coffee, you understand? It… it feels so much like home.” 
    

    
      He just closed his mouth with a resigned exhale, all eight of his thumbs still wearing a soothing path into my skin. He sat with me, quiet, while the tremors worked their way through me and out. I stared at the corner of the room where the blood orange dawn was warming the walls, cycling through what I knew about 
      zarudthi
       and 
      samona
       flowers. Anything but my favorite cafe. Anything but my mother. Anything but-
    

    
      Ezraji’s soft voice interrupted my mental exercise. “I can’t understand what you’ve been through or what you’ve lost, Dr Ahlberg, but if you ever need comfort, I am here to listen.”
    

    
      I pulled my glasses off my face and pressed my palms into my eyes. I drew my knees together, legs still trembling, and shuddered meekly. My 
      cheer
      ful excitement drained away like I was a maple tree tapped for syrup, heavy and sticky. How could I screw up Ezraji’s gesture so horribly? “You don’t need to do that, Ezraji. I was just surprised.” I wiped my nose against the back of my shaking hand. “And I 
      like the coffee
       very much. Don’t think I don’t like it, because I do.”
    

    
      He captured my hand with one of his and cleaned the snot and coffee off my knuckles with the lapel of my lab coat. “I will show you tomorrow morning how to make your own, then. That way, you can break your own mugs.” 
    

    
      When Ezraji gave me a full and brilliant smile, lacking all the reservations he usually wore, it took my breath away. I managed half a grimace before my face scrunched in a sob I couldn’t hold back anymore. I slid my hands around Ezraji’s neck, into his mess of unnerving tentacles, and hugged him while I cried. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      Ezraji froze, both sets of hands hovering over Dr Ahlberg’s shoulders, his striped pupils wide. Every tendril on his head 
      tingled
       from root to tip as her fingers wove through them. She clasped her fists together at the nape of his neck, where his 
      senticotylus
       stayed hidden within his mane. 
    

    
      Ezraji swallowed hard, chest compressing painfully. He closed his eyes and clenched his upper hands into fists. Dr Ahlberg’s bare hands pressed against his 
      senti
       and an explosion of salt ripped through him. It called to him like the Niradhar Sea, an undulating wave that flowed through him, mesmerized him, and he lapped it up, allowing the sultry taste to saturate his palate. Her skin was so soft, more giving than that of a shilpakaar, and the vibration of her blood tickled as her capillaries pulsed, her breath shuddered, her nerves quaked. 
    

    
      “
      Danke… 
      Marcella
       hatt recht. Du bist so ein guter Mann, 
      Ezraji,”
       
      Dr Ahlberg whispered in Ezraji’s ear over and over. His linguitor didn’t know her words, but even if she spoke in Dharateen, he wasn’t sure it would have registered. As soon as her salt hit his senses, all his tendrils had opened up, hungry and aching. Now he was at war, his mane held away from his body, fighting the urge to wrap her in 
      all
       his appendages, not just the ones with fingers. She was a delicacy, and he wanted to feast.
    

    
      Chudthi
      . He was within her coil. Some men felt a woman’s coil through even simple flirting, but Ezraji had cut himself off, retreating into his work with visors on that kept the tumultuous winds of shilpakaari society from battering his defenses. All that time avoiding women, watching bitterly as his coworkers postured and fought for territory… It was time poorly spent, because this test of will was nearly beyond him. His heart thumped wildly and his 
      senti
       swelled just as painful as his cock, throbbing to the beat of his frenzied instincts. 
    

    
      She wants you,
       they whispered. 
      Women don’t touch unless they want you
      . 
      She’s yours for the taking. She’s yours.
    

    
      His fingers twitched and though his brain was roaring for him to stop, his body was in full dissent. He fought helplessly as his upper arms wrapped around her shoulders, lower arms around her waist. With a hoarse groan, he closed his eyes and surrendered, every tendril on his head caressing her ears, her hair, her cheeks. The pores of his mane opened, suckling on the delicacy of the cold cup of her ear, tickling the fine fur of her shoulders, tasting the delicate blooms of salt on her jaw. His eyes rolled back, and he tilted his mouth into her neck, inhaling.
    

    
      Ezraji found her secrets. He tasted the nutrient bars and poor nutrition, the years of diminished sunlight on her skin. He knew she’d relied on a stimulant for most of her adult life, and that she was dehydrated from alcohol consumption. His 
      senti
       quivered with excitement. She was fertile, it told him, demanding he do something about it. She was ovulating. 
    

    
      Just as his nostrils flared wide, ready to unleash a crocodilian growl, his tendrils coiled behind her neck and gave him pause. His eyes snapped open, face still buried in the crook of her throat. In the fog of impending frenzy, it took immense effort to focus, to bend his gaze to the back of her neck, to explore her skin with purpose rather than instinct. 
    

    
      There, at her nape, was a metal protrusion with a hole in the center. A data bank. He was familiar with them, having seen them on lab animals and some species farmed for sustainable resources: milk, fur, blood. His tendrils coiled around it trying to gain purchase, poked tentatively at the hole that faded into a black tunnel through her spine, tasted the metallic tang seeping into her flesh… 
    

    
      After mere moments, both excruciating and sublime, Dr Ahlberg pulled away, none the wiser. Ezraji 
      stared
       as she wiped her eyes on her lab coat, leaning back against the wall. His long mane followed her as far as it could, brushing against what precious little bare skin it could reach. 
    

    
      He shuddered, licking his lips involuntarily as she revealed her face and glanced at him. He could smell her salt, pristine and delicate now that his tendrils were openly searching for it. She was leaking those heavenly ocean waters, but her eyes had turned a bright, angry red, the fine hairs framing them darker and heavier with moisture. A rivulet had formed from her eyes to her chin, and a drop fell to the floor with an audible 
      plop.
    

    
      “The water you make hurts your eyes?” he rasped, his tongue thick. Dr Ahlberg blinked at him, then managed a shaky smile. 
    

    
      “No. No, they’re tears. Humans cry when we’re overwhelmed.”
    

    
      Tears
      . He’d heard of them, but had encountered none of the species that made them. “Overwhelmed,” he pressed. Were they a pain response? How could he get more of them without hurting the doctor?
    

    
      She waved her hand in an illustrative gesture. “Frustration, pain, sadness, fear, anger… That sort of thing.” 
    

    
      Ezraji forced his tendrils to return to his own head and dropped his arms, balling his hands into fists. A tear 
      dripped
       from Dr Ahlberg’s chin to her lapel, soaking into the fabric and leaving a wet spot that called to him. He swallowed thirstily, eyes fixed on the spot. “I see...” He blinked away, took a shaky breath, and spun to his feet, rubbing a hand over his mouth. “Why don’t I clean up while you refresh yourself, Dr Ahlberg? Take your time. I’ll meet you at the clinic.”
    

    
      She looked like she would protest, and Ezraji held his breath. He wondered what she’d want to do instead. 
      Women don’t touch there unless they want you. 
      His heart skipped, his fingers shook, and his stomach bottomed out like he’d been shot into the air. 
    

    
      She wiped her eyes on her lab coat, then her nose, cheeks, and neck, where wet trails disappeared into her shirt. “Why don’t we go together?” she asked. 
    

    
      Ezraji swayed on his feet. He gripped the counter, frozen in place. He managed a jilted, “Yes.”
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg gave him a shaky smile. “Thank you. I’ll just be a moment.” Then she slid her lab coat off onto the counter and disappeared down the hall. Ezraji didn’t breathe again until he heard the restroom hiss closed behind her. Then he knelt, palming the cheery yellow shards of ceramic. He paused at one that smeared red across the tiles, examining it. Just a little human blood. The doctor’s blood. 
    

    
      Overcome with rage, he threw the shard across the room, then swiped his palm over his mouth to cover a malicious snarl with shaking fingers. He looked at the broken pieces of mug, counting to twelve, breathing deep, and clutched the counter with his upper hands, pressing each of his fingers into the cool stone. His heart beat steadied, his face smoothed, his shoulders relaxed.
    

    
      Then he succumbed, falling to his knees, searching the ground like he was a starving man clutching after a food wrapper. When he found the teardrop on the tiles, a shiny little wet spot that winked up at him in the morning light, he stared at it, the ridges of his teeth bared. 
    

    
      Unable to help himself, Ezraji pressed his 
      senti
       to the kitchen floor and moaned. 
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      I pushed my palm against my forehead, then smacked my cheeks. With a sigh, I got to my feet, hardly able to keep my eyes open. 
      I
       hadn’t slept at all. Between treating skittish patients in the mornings and taking home the diagnostic readouts to cross-analyse after work, my brain and body were both fried. I felt like a live wire, raw and jittery, as if ants were marching under my skin along the highways of my veins. 
    

    
      I pressed a warm, damp towel to the young girl’s face after the last of the morning’s patients trickled out, leaving me with Ezraji’s specimens to analyse and the girl to watch after. I busied myself looking over her vitals, but there was no need, really. She was healing a little more each day, cardiac and pulmonary tissues regenerating under the subtle nudging of the surgical arm, which gave her the lowest dose possible of a stimulant that wasn’t quite approved for humans yet. 
    

    
      The diagnostic chamber back in the office dinged as yet another analysis completed. I looked up towards the sound and decided I’d come back to finish taking care of the girl afterwards. She wasn’t going anywhere, after all. 
    

    
      As I headed back down the hall, the lobby doors slid open and my stomach flipped with excitement. I wet my lips and stood a little straighter. As fresh as the morning, Ezraji strode in wearing his trek boots, a pair of brown canvas pants, and a fitted grey tunic slit up the sides. I gave him an exhausted smile, which he returned with ease. Then those tentacles slid over his arms and chest, reaching in my direction and I blinked away, slipping into the office.
    

    
      It had been two days and I couldn’t stop thinking about how he hugged me after I’d ruined his coffee. I remembered the way all four of his arms had enveloped me in the warmest, safest embrace I’d ever felt. And I remembered the many fingers that slid up my throat, through my hair, to the nape of my neck and over my shoulder blades, sending heated pulses through my abdomen. But they hadn’t been fingers, had they? They’d been his tentacles, swallowing me up, crawling over me, slithering across my skin, over the freakish jack at the back of my head- 
    

    
      “Three more,” he interrupted my thoughts, pulling out three specimen cubes as we converged in the office. He set them down on the far end of the counter, away from the others I was currently working on. I ran a hand over my neck, trying to grapple with the pang of heat between my legs and the simultaneous chill running down my spine.
    

    
      “Twenty-three so far, nice,” I complimented, trying to sound upbeat and energetic, eying those snake-like dreads 
      out the
       corner of my eye as their ends flicked up, tracking me, watching me. 
      They slid over your throat, and you didn’t hate it.
       “We’re making good progress.”
    

    
      He rolled one shoulder, the shadow of amusement settling on his mouth as he dropped his bag on his desk chair. “I’ve started with the common plants. It’s going fast now, but soon it’ll get harder. Anything of note?”
    

    
      We hadn’t had a moment alone since that morning. Concerned colonists had come to the clinic, asking about the girl, about what had happened, about the announcement Ezraji had sent out shortly after we’d stabilized her. When he’d arrived, the casual grey shirt hugging his shoulders instead of his usual medical tunic, a compact hiking bag slung over one shoulder, he’d caught my eye through the lobby windows questioningly. I’d shaken my head and motioned to the jungle. The people I saw that morning were too on edge, too suspicious. He hesitated, looking at the sea of humans, some hugging themselves, some half asleep, but others angry. He flexed his fists with a dark look, raising his uncertain glance at me. I shooed him away with a bubbly wave of my hand and he’d begrudgingly disappeared into the treeline. 
    

    
      “Oh yes,” I said, excitement energizing me as I took up the readouts I’d printed at home. I handed them to him with a gigantic smile, bouncing on the balls of my toes. “Look! Tropane alkaloids.”
    

    
      “What about them?” Ezraji asked, shuffling through the 
      plasdocs
      . 
    

    
      “All seventeen of those plants have them. They’re what makes the 
      zarudthi
       so poisonous to humans.”
    

    
      Ezraji’s brow creased. He held them up for me to see. “Dr Ahlberg… These are all plants that shilpakaari use as beauty products.” Our expressions grew with excitement in equal measure
      .
       Ezraji paced the room, looking over the cross-analysis with hungry eyes. “What you’ve found is incredible.”
    

    
      “What 
      we’ve
       found,” I said breathlessly. Ezraji considered me, tentacles roiling at the tips.
    

    
      “These plants are from all over the database. There are hundreds of entries. When did you find time to do this?” he asked suspiciously. I shrugged, unfazed. 
    

    
      “It was just a couple of evenings,” I downplayed. I poked a page in his hands. “We should prioritize collecting those to see if I’m right, shouldn’t we?”
    

    
      “Did you sleep?” he asked, carefully dodging my question. “I’ll be honest, Dr Ahlberg, it’s hard for me to tell if you’re tired or not. Shilpakaari don’t display exhaustion in the same ways.” 
    

    
      I blinked, keeping my energetic smile in place. The ants marched to a stronger beat in my veins. “This is important. And I’ve been sleeping enough.”
    

    
      Ezraji 
      sighed
       sternly and set down the 
      plasdocs
      . 
      “You
       are important, Dr Ahlberg. You need to take care of yourself in order to take care of others.” 
    

    
      I bit the inside of my cheek and nodded. This was an achingly familiar discussion; one that I’d had with Dr Müller during my residency. He’d lit up a hand-rolled cigarette and poured me a 
      jagertee
       without asking. 
    

    
      “You need to take care of yourself. Otherwise, you can’t take care of others, Amelia,” he said with his gentle bluntness. He looked up from bottle-thick glasses with a quirk of his thin lips that could have been a smile, could have been a disparaging frown. It was always hard to tell. 
    

    
      “And drinking rhum punch in the morning is going to help?” I teased, pulling the drink towards me. I inhaled its aroma, a mixture of spices and the sweetness of wine. It smelled divine.
    

    
      “Of course it’s good for you. I make it myself,” Müller informed me smugly. “I have an oath to uphold, don’t I? Just like you.”
    

    
      I smirked, but took a sip, settling back in my chair. I checked my watch, holding the mug against the winter chill of his porch. “We should get going to work soon, professor. Our shift starts in twenty minutes.”
    

    
      He laughed, setting his cigarette in the ashtray with purpose. “You, Amelia, are imbibing alcohol. I would be irresponsible if I let you come into work today.” He stood, wrapping his cashmere scarf around his thin, long neck. “Besides, I changed your schedule.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he stopped me, holding one of his gloves in the air. “Ah,” he tsked succinctly. “Enjoy. And don’t let that cigarette go to waste. That’s the good stuff.” 
    

    
      I sat back in the patio chair with a defeated sigh, but a smile creeped over my features, anyway. “Have a good day at work, you old goat.” 
    

    
      “Have a good day languishing, young lady.” 
    

    
      The elderly man adjusted his cap, donned his ancient briefcase, and closed the wrought iron garden gate behind him with a whine as he headed out into the busy Geneva streets, looking up at the mountains with a content smile.
    

    
      I blinked the memory away with a sad smile. “Thank you for watching out for me, Ezra. I promise, I’m fine.” 
    

    
      He approached speculatively, crowding me in on the edge of the desk, and the room swirled. I leaned back, but not as far as I should have. Or did I lean forward? The memory of cloves still in my nose as I looked up at him. What I wouldn’t give for that hug again, cocooned in those all-encompassing arms and drifting off to blissful sleep. A frown chiseled into his smooth lips as he pushed my glasses back up my nose slowly. “I’ve grown suspicious of that phrase,” he admitted in a low, gentle voice, chasing my gaze as I laughed down at my hands. 
    

    
      “It 
      is
       one of the most dubious phrases in English, that is true.” 
    

    
      At my retort, Ezraji looked down at my mouth, his knuckle lingering on the bridge of my glasses frames. He stared with conflicted determination, then pulled away just as I parted my lips. I caught myself before I toppled off my desk, and when he returned with water, I was busy smoothing out my lab coat. 
    

    
      “You’re dehydrated,” he said thickly, glancing at my mouth, then back up to my face. “Drink this.” 
    

    
      I took the chilled glass and cleared my throat. “Oh, ah, sure.” 
    

    
      He ran a hand over the top of his head and pointed to the hallway. “I’m going to wash up.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he was striding down the hallway in haste. I guzzled my water, then slid to my feet. 
    

    
      “Schiesse,” 
      I swore, pacing in a tight circle by my chair. My heart was still pounding, my nose tingling from his touch. I pushed my glasses up again with force, trying to assuage the feeling. What was I thinking, leaning into him like that?
    

    
      I was thinking he was handsome, and that I liked his voice, and I wondered what four hands could do to a woman, that’s what. I rolled my eyes at myself. Ever since Marcella and Imani had broached the subject, it had stewed in my mind. I was just looking for some reprieve, some rebound from all the horrors of the 
      Paramour.
       That’s all it was; a grab at some sense of control. It didn’t help that for everyday we worked together, I admired the angles and planes of his face more often, the way he typed with six fingers, his 
      sighs
       of boredom and the bland way he ate nutrient bars, looking at images of shilpakaari foods on his tab during his breaks. Even if his tentacles made me squirm uncomfortably, I liked it all. 
    

    
      I popped out of the office and down the hallway, fleeing from my thoughts. Absently, I wet a towel with hot water at the surgical sink, like I often did in the mindless lull of midday. I hadn’t finished cleaning the girl, and she was a much-needed witness. I could spill my guts out to her in my native tongue, work through my sporadic nightmares, my troubles, my hopes for the colony and the future. She never judged, never interjected or disagreed. It was therapeutic. 
    

    
      When I turned the corner into her room, I gasped, clutching the damp towel to my chest. She was sitting, staring down at her arms with a dazed expression, her long, straight hair tumbling around her shoulders. She looked up at me with wide, confused eyes. 
    

    
      “Hello,” I said, setting the hot towel on the edge of a table. Instead, I kept her eye and smiled soothingly, gliding over to her bedside. If I was being honest, seeing her awake was unnerving, and it alarmed me to find she didn’t feel quite real. “I’m Dr Ahlberg,” I continued. “Can you hear me alright? Are you in pain?” 
    

    
      She shook her head, swallowing with difficulty. “Where am I?” she croaked. 
    

    
      “She’s awake?” Ezraji asked from the door. We both looked back at him, and I nodded. 
    

    
      “Who’s that?” she asked with a little more trepidation. 
    

    
      “That’s Mr Zarabi. He’s a medical researcher here at the clinic. You had an accident in the jungle and have been resting.” 
    

    
      Ezraji eased into the room, coming up next to me, his tentacles now secured at the nape of his neck with a tie, hanging limp to look more like human hair. He smiled at her, warm and confident. “You can call me Ezra,” he told her. “What’s your name?” 
    

    
      “Clarissa.”
    

    
      “Clarissa,” he repeated. “It’s a nice name. Human names are very melodic.”
    

    
      At that, she smiled more easily. “Shilpakaari names are cool too.” 
    

    
      “How are you feeling, Clarissa?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Tired, thirsty.”
    

    
      “I’ll get you some water.” Ezraji caught my eye as he walked away. My cheeks turned red. 
    

    
      We set Clarissa up with fluids and eased her into getting back on her feet. She was weak, but once we got her outside to soak up the heat of the afternoon and some sunshine, she was a thousand percent better, smiling and lifting her face to the sky. Her honey brown hair was long and healthy, her eyes so full of life. I watched her with warmth in my heart. Not all of us were broken after all. 
    

    
      She was fourteen and wide-eyed, asking Ezraji so many questions about Samridve that my head spun. He answered every question with patience and showed her the database we were working on. When the afternoon started waning and the skies darkened, I ushered her into the surgical suite to change into her own clothes so she could go home while it was still light outside. 
    

    
      “Would your unitmate like to come pick you up?” I asked, turning my back so she could have some privacy. 
    

    
      “Oh, she doesn’t go out much. But maybe Naitee? If she’s home. She’s usually chasing Rambir around.” 
    

    
      Ten minutes later, Naitee jogged up to the lobby doors. It had been a while since I’d seen the Indian girl, her hair braided in a long black plait, wavy wisps framing her face. She ducked inside and looked around. Without pause, she yelled, “I’m here! Where’s Clarissa?” 
    

    
      The teen barrelled out of her room, one shoe on, one shoe off, and tumbled straight into Naitee’s arms. The two girls laughed and spun around, ecstatic to see each other. Ezraji watched from the office while I grabbed up Clarissa’s things, including her left shoe, and followed them outside. 
    

    
      “Plenty of water,” I chided, giving her a stern look over my glasses. “And don’t overdo it for a couple of days. If anything feels off, come to the clinic. Understood?” 
    

    
      Clarissa nodded emphatically. She still looked tired, but youth had a way of bouncing back fast. I handed her a standard issue bag filled with some nutrient bars custom printed to help her recover and waved as the girls bounced away, carefree and giggling over some band. 
    

    
      “Should we call it a day?” Ezraji asked as I returned to the office. “I’ve already powered down the surgical arm.” 
    

    
      “Might as well,” I agreed, scooping up the new readouts. Ezraji put a hand over mine before I could put them in my bag. 
    

    
      “Save it for tomorrow, doctor,” he suggested. I was about to shake my head, but sighed, setting the pile of 
      plasdocs
       on my desk. With Clarissa out of the clinic, I would have more time during the day. I could catch up tomorrow. 
    

    
      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll drink the 
      jagertee.”
       
    

    
      “Yahgurr
       Tea?” Ezraji asked.
    

    
      I smiled ruefully. “I’ll tell you about it while we close up.” 
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      I found myself staring into the corner of my bedroom without knowing when or how I’d woken up. Rain fell from the balconies above my second-floor unit like pebbles, exploding apart on impact. Each drop was as heavy as a marble, flying sideways into the windows and walls. In the absolute darkness pressed around Home Tower 02, blurred palm fronds whipped back and forth in a wild gust. The torrent dragged the great jungle down into a watery grovel, but the weight of the rain was no match for the thrashing wind. 
    

    
      When lightning lanced through the sky, I thought it was a camera flash; it was so bright. The thunder crack bore down right on its heels, shaking my windows and rattling my chest. I jumped straight up in bed, pillow slumping off the side of the mattress and onto the floor. 
    

    
      Staring out through the bedroom door, down the hallway, past the restroom and the kitchen, I creased my brow and watched the shadows of the jungle dance across the living room wall. “BEO,” I whispered, “did I close my door when I came to bed?”
    

    
      “I’m afraid I don’t maintain entry logs on interior doors, Dr Ahlberg. My apologies.” The AI’s posh male voice echoed through the dark, still loud enough for someone to hear from the front room. I bit my lip and clutched my sheets in clammy fists. 
      Stupid.
       
    

    
      “I must have left it open,”
       I told myself in exasperated Swiss German. I picked my pillow up from the floor, but kept my bad eyes glued to the hallway, heart in my throat. “Good night, BEO.” 
    

    
      “Good night, Dr Ahlberg.” 
    

    
      Another blinding flash of lightning illuminated all the corners of my unit with white daylight. Like a strobe light, the image remained burned in my eyes as the thunder followed, shattering the sky. I laid down, honed in on the empty hallway, my eyes half-buried in my pillow as I settled on my side. Another flash, another ear-shattering crack, another photo negative burned into the back of my retinas. The stark white of my lab coat, usually draped over the edge of the counter, was now caught in the still frame, suspended mid-fall. I blinked the white blurs from the back of my eyes and stared at the kitchen tiles where my lab coat lay silent and crumpled. 
    

    
      Ice raced through my veins, bullying my bladder and freezing my heart. I squeezed my thighs together and lowered my eyelids, watching through the veil of my eyelashes, the blobs of furniture and cast shadows bleeding together without my glasses. Pressure bore down on my exposed face, and I knew inexplicably that someone was watching me, even if I couldn’t see them. I scanned every corner, every shadow, squinting helplessly. 
    

    
      The attack I’d expected the moment the lab coat fell never came to fruition. I doubted myself, staring in disbelief, but it was real, as still and alabaster as a corpse. I had to get out of my unit, leave and run, run as fast to other people as I could. Instinct forced my hand to push the blankets back and my skin prickled in the damp air. I shivered, the comforting chill of my air conditioner raising every hair follicle on my exposed flesh like I was standing in a meat locker. I was vulnerable, and I wasn’t alone. 
    

    
      I couldn’t feel my legs as I took my first steps. Every spike of my heart sent a numb crackle of energy through my muscles, preparing me for pain. My blurred vision pulsed and shook. Another shock of lightning blasted the unit in stark white, like an overexposed photograph. My breath hitched on a fluttery moan as I trembled wildly. I forced myself to look in the open restroom. Still, there was nothing. No one. 
    

    
      A scratching sound pressed against the balcony doors. Palm fronds caressed the glass, leaving wet trails as they tried to coax their way inside. In my mind’s eye, I saw myself opening the doors and their wet hands wrapping around me, covering my mouth and nose, drowning me as they dragged me back to the jungle, cooing like mothers consoling their infants to sleep. I blinked back down at the lab coat, my bladder again pinging in desperate fear. I clutched the kitchen counter, rounding the corner, positive I’d see a figure crouched behind it. 
    

    
      The empty shadows of the kitchen were worse than finding someone. Was I going insane? 
    

    
      Drrr-apapapap!
       A hot jolt speared me at the back of the neck and down my spine with the muffled warble of hitting the cord of a pair of earbuds in my inner ear. I snapped up straight, spinning on my heel with my palm pressed beneath my hairline, cupping the metal jack implanted in my neck. It was empty, no cable. There was nothing. 
    

    
      I broke, letting out a sob, and fell on the door, trying desperately to get it open. I automatically grasped for a door handle that wasn’t there. 
      “Schiesse!”
       I blubbered, smacking my palm against it, my skin erupting in painful tingles. It opened, rubbing against my shoulder and cheek just as a blistering heat crept up on my back. I fell hard out into the hallway with a yelp and scrambled backwards.
    

    
      My lungs pumped like pistons as I hit the opposite wall. The hallway was bright and sterile, recessed lights glowing up into a pleasant daylight tone. I stared into the maw of my unit, heavy with shadows, the violent storm thrashing the balcony doors. The door hissed closed at the same leisurely pace it always did, deadening the storm, leaving me alone in the hallway with my battering heart and rasping breath.
    

    
      I pushed my hair out of my face, then felt the back of my neck with trembling fingers. The warble had vanished, but the electric heat remained. My teeth were singing with the rough zap of tinfoil in the mouth, oil and ice sludging up my veins, drowning my heart. Before the mire of shock took me, I crawled to my knees, feeling up the wall with my hands. Then I stumbled to the lift.
    

    
      Once inside, I stood, swaying on my feet. I looked at the lightveil display, squinting. It swam in and out of focus as I willed my bare eyes to adjust. I reached out to select a floor and my hand plunged into a stream of cold air. Gooseflesh erupted across my arms and bare legs. 
    

    
      “Are you sure it’s worth the regen? We already know they don’t regrow limbs.”
    

    
      “Yes, but how much will she bleed if we sever her hand? Enough to die? We can do two tests: one at rest, one in terror-” 
    

    
      Eyes wide, nostrils flared, I turned and stumbled into the 
      lightveil
      , the lift numbers flickering out as I disrupted the floor-to-ceiling beam. I spun without control, covered in a sweat of panic, and twisted my ankle painfully. I looked up, looked down, but there wasn’t anyone else in the lift. 
    

    
      Nothing. The voices had been loud, present, so real.
    

    
      “Object obstructing the lightveil.” I screamed, jumping in the air and slamming against the opposite corner. BEO continued in his placating accent and I burst into hysterical laughter. “Please clear the area and make your selection again.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      Smooth jazz fought back the violent thrashing of the storm outside. I stared at the black windows in Imani and Marcella’s unit on the seventh floor, numb. The door opened quietly, peacefully. Imani stalked in from the hallway, threw the wrench down on the coffee table, and put her slender hands on her hips. Marcella and I looked up at her expectantly. She pursed her lips, then shook her head. “There was nothing.” 
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      I clenched my jaw to keep the tears at bay, my chin and temples scrunching with the effort, staring at the wrench. As soon as I’d shown up at their doorstep in shock, Imani had grabbed the heaviest tool in hand and stalked out of the unit. She was fearless, and here I’d almost pissed myself. I smiled forlornly up at her and nodded weakly. “Thanks for looking.” Marcella patted my shoulders soothingly through a heavy blanket in a rhythm that belied raising eight children. It was a firm palm, reassuring and steady, and made me think of my mother. If it were spring, she’d be sitting on the balcony of her flat in Pampigny, near the base of Mont Tendre. She’d be looking out at Lake Geneva, a book forgotten in her hands, enjoying the crisp fresh air and the evening glitter of boats on the lake. 
    

    
      “Just because there was no one in your unit doesn’t make you crazy,” Imani said, bringing me back in her tough love way. She slid my glasses out of the front of her shirt and handed them to me. Putting them back on felt like removing invisible fuzz from my face. I heaved a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “I know,” I assured her, heaving myself out of the despair of memories I couldn’t have back. Intellectually, I knew exactly what was happening, but just like yelling for help while tied to train rails, knowing didn’t stop the train from running full steam ahead. It would come whether I wanted it to, and it would feel real when it did. “It was a traumatic episode. I was having flashbacks.” 
    

    
      “Oh, 
      dolce…”
       Marcella hummed, squeezing my arms. I pressed my heels down to feel the floor push back, grounding myself in the moment. I rubbed my wrist along an invisible seam where it ached and throbbed. 
    

    
      “Stop that,” Imani said sharply, sitting on the table opposite me. For a split second, I thought she knew what had happened to my hand, but as I opened my mouth, she grabbed my ankle and pulled it up on her knee with an admonishing glance. “You’ll make it worse.”
    

    
      I sniffed, brushing my hand across my nose and slouching back down with exhaustion. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll just treat it in the morning.” 
    

    
      Marcella 
      tsked
      . “You should rest tomorrow. Mr Zarabi can handle the clinic alone for a day.” 
    

    
      “He could, but what good would that do? Work centers me,” I sighed. Imani carefully rotated the swelling joint and I hissed in pain. She set my heel on the table and disappeared into the restroom. Towel in hand, she filled it with ice from the food bay. She fixed me with a hard stare as she waited, hand on hip, glowering over her shoulder at me. 
    

    
      “It would ease 
      your
       stress. Your morning patients can wait. It does them no good if you can’t take care of yourself.” Returning to sit on the table, she cinched the towel in her grip. “People make mistakes when they’re tired and you 
      are no exception.”
       She punctuated each of her last words with a sharp poke to my foot. I glared at her, my chest fit to burst with frustration, but she was right. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 
    

    
      “I’ll take a day off. But not tomorrow. I need to look at my ankle, anyway.” 
    

    
      “You promise, 
      dolce?”
       
    

    
      “I promise.”
    

    
      Marcella and Imani both nodded in relief and agreement, the former with a grandmotherly smile, the latter with a curt squeeze of my knee. 
    

    
      “Good. Now come. Sleep in my room and I will stay awake. Make us all feel more secure.” They ushered me into Imani’s room where she’d piled her many blankets haphazardly on the bed, all varying styles of Tanzanian cloth, I supposed, though I recognized nothing. Orange decorated in black paisleys, red and black checkers, bright blue and white leaves on a dotted background. She threw them aside and helped me hobble over to lie down. 
    

    
      “I’ll leave the lights,” she told me as she tucked me in. I gave her a smile that she didn’t return. 
    

    
      “Can I put this pillow under my foot?” I pointed to one that looked like it’d never been slept on. She nodded, snatching it up and folding it in half before she slid it under my ankle. She bunched up one of her blankets beneath my knee. 
    

    
      “I know you can’t sleep, but try to anyway. Got it?” 
    

    
      I twisted my fingers together. “Yeah, alright. I’ll do my best.”
    

    
      “Good girl.” She stood and stretched her long, thin limbs like she was about to run a marathon. When she smiled, which wasn’t often, it was dazzling. As her grin brightened the room, my blood thawed and my spine softened. “What! I’ve got to be ready when the palm trees come for us.” 
    

    
      A smile broke through my anxiety. I rolled my eyes, grabbed the corner of the pillow, and swung it into her side. She laughed with me as much as at me, and somehow the combination made me feel… normal. 
    

    
      “Careful, doctor! What would everyone say if I showed up at the clinic tomorrow with bruises and pointed my finger at you?” 
    

    
      “I’d tell them you sustained injuries from a pillow fight,” I threatened right back. Imani lifted her hands in mock surrender and backed out into the hallway. The door closed after her in a hush. Then I was alone again. With the wind. With the rain. 
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      Aavar was a hummer. He liked to hum. It drove everyone nuts at the port, especially the few venandi that worked there, and even the hjarna, which was a surprise, considering that they 
      also
       hummed. As a result, he kept it to himself these days, careful to keep the cordial balance required between colleagues. 
    

    
      But not today. Today was going to be a capital Good Day. So he hummed out loud, his shoulder-length tendrils bobbing to the beat as he bounced through his preflight checks. 
    

    
      “Seriously?” Jaenus snapped from his podium, doing the work-ups on recent shipment intakes. The stout venandi glared at Aavar, who grinned in return. 
    

    
      “I can’t help it. Today’s gonna be a Good Day.”
    

    
      Jaenus rolled his eyes and redirected his attention to his workstation, cursing with flair. Aavar’s smile turned to a wicked grin. He really did enjoy annoying the shit out of people. Their frustration was a balm to his soul. 
    

    
      So he took a deep breath, and kept humming the operatic tenor solo of 
      Jhudka al Primi,
       in which the hero wailed about finding his fiance entangled with another man. The song was too high in pitch for him, but if he sounded nasally and tone deaf, that was a-okay. 
    

    
      “Alternate Static~ Annunciators~” he checked off, punctuating his completed tasks in melody with the music in his head. “ALT~ BAT~” he crescendoed. 
    

    
      Talons curled around his tendrils and yanked him back, his neck snapping. He croaked on the high note, meeting Jaenus’s craggy grey anger with a red wide-eyed stare. The venandi narrowed his glowing glare and hissed out a slow, violent warning. “If you don’t shut up, Medansh, I’m going to pull the rest of your tendrils off one by one and have me some calamari for dinner. You feel me?” 
    

    
      “This is probably bad timing, but you’ve got your hand wrapped around my 
      senti.
       Does this count as me licking your hand? Or is it classified as assault instead?” Aavar mused. Jaenus pushed him away with a disgusted grunt. 
    

    
      “Fuck off,” he snarled, throwing an ignition puck at him. Aavar caught it like a hot potato. “Your transpo checks out. Now get your ass to that colony or, so help me, I 
      will
       kill you and feel justified.” 
    

    
      Aavar gave his supervisor a goofy salute with his two left hands, turned on his heel, and smacked the access panel. Once he was inside, he tossed his bag into the luggage nets overhead, hoisted himself up and over the packed cargo with all four arms, and slid into the cockpit. 
    

    
      “Hey, beautiful,” he purred, petting the dashboard. He set the ignition puck in its cradle and the transport whirred to life. He craned his fingers far over the dash to the windows, unlatching the triangular glass panels to either side of the pilot’s seat and swiveling them open with his lower hands. With one of his uppers, he punched on the music. Upbeat, boppy music filled the air and shook the transpo. Jaenus startled and swerved around, mandibles chittering angrily. 
    

    
      “Fucking 
      go, 
      Medansh!” he roared, pointing out at the jungle. Aavar gave him a devilish little wink, then blasted off the tarmac at full throttle. 
    

    
      Ahh, what a great start to the day. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      Two beats out from the human colony, Aavar guided his transpo down into a clearing and set it to idle. Singing along with his music, he clasped his harness and jumped out of his seat. He assessed the cargo and the panel he needed to reach, which was behind a firmly wedged supply crate. Shrugging, he popped open the stern ramp, pressed his shoulders against the cockpit door and his feet against the crate. He shoved the crate and it teetered on the ramp, then slid halfway down with a precarious 
      thunk.
       Something inside 
      might
       have broken.  
    

    
      “Come to papa,” he snickered, rubbing all four hands together. He crouched down and withdrew a tool from his belt, prying off the metal siding to reach the wires and vents inside. It clattered to the floor, and he bent down to inspect the transpo’s innards. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” he said, taking hold of a couple of wires. He quirked his brow. “But am I? Nah.” With a swift yank, he pulled apart the meticulous wiring.
    

    
      No less than five beats later, he reached his destination, a red warning about something to do with his gyroscope’s sensors blaring over his music. He hopped out the back of the transpo and greeted Hunar with a huge, dopey smile. The disgruntled older shilpakaar didn’t greet him, squinting over the pilot’s shoulder instead. 
    

    
      “She tilted to the left when you landed,” he observed, ignoring the music still thumping out the open windows, lower hands shoved in his smock pockets. Aavar shrugged. 
    

    
      “Gyroscope’s sensors are going haywire. Where’s Bree? I bet she can fix it,” he rattled off, craning his neck to look for her. Hunar snorted, crossing his upper arms over his chest. 
    

    
      “You aren’t even in her coil, Aavar,” Hunar pointed out. 
    

    
      Aavar puckered his mouth in thought. “Mm. No. I’m not. But I 
      could
       be,” he said with hope. 
      “Oya,
       and besides, this is good practice for her. A gyroscope sensor! I can’t go back until it’s fixed, and I’m pretty sure you don’t want to listen to me hum while 
      you
       fix it. I’m on an opera kick.”
    

    
      Hunar considered it. “Which one?”
    

    
      “Jhadka al Primi.”
       
    

    
      The engineer grunted, gesturing to the hangar. “Swing her around the side. If you can manage it.”
    

    
      Pff. 
      Of course he could. Just, lopsidedly. 
    

    
      Once he touched down, Aavar shimmied out of the cockpit for the third time that day, brandishing new scratches and splinters. He jumped down with that big grin stamped on his face like someone had carved it from stone. And he didn’t think it would ever go away, because standing with her two little hands on her wide hips, was Bree Stewart, lancing him with an accusatory glare. He waved three hands at her. 
    

    
      “Hi, Bree!” 
    

    
      “Hi.” Just like her mentor, she spared him no niceties as she approached the ramp. “Another sensor, really? I feel like I have to fix them every time you fly in.”
    

    
      Aavar shrugged, his smile turning to a jackal’s grin as she walked past him into the hold. He watched her back. “It’s a hard flight through the jungle.”
    

    
      The human squinted at him. “Then how come the 
      junior
       pilot doesn’t get so much as a scratch on his transpo?” She nodded at Piro leaning against his bird, eating a nutrient bar. He caught their stares and waved. 
    

    
      “Hi, Aavar!” he said.
    

    
      Aavar lifted one hand in greeting, but didn’t have an answer for Bree that she would like, so he redirected her attention to the crate. “Let me get that out of here so you can work.”
    

    
       “Levi pucks are in the shop. Bucket by the workbench, second shelf,” she called. Aavar’s mane twisted up as she turned, displaying her perfect butt and disappearing into the ship. With a longing sigh, he left for the workshop.
    

    
      “That door needs to stay closed, Bajora,” Hunar griped from around the corner. 
    

    
      “And I already told you, I didn’t leave it open last night,” the man in question responded. Aavar searched the shelves, looking for a levi puck or two, hoping he wouldn’t have to interrupt and could instead slink away sooner. 
    

    
      “You were the last man out,” Hunar objected. “And if you’d 
      remembered
       you didn’t lock the door, then you would have gone back to lock the door. We need to be careful out here. What if a human wandered in and got hurt?” 
    

    
      Aavar peeked around the corner just in time to see Bajora throw down his soldering gun with an eye roll. “They aren’t stupid, Hunar. They’re naïve. It’s not the same.”
    

    
      “It might as well be the same!” 
    

    
      There was a pregnant pause as Hunar’s tendrils whipped around with agitation, threatening Bajora. The brighter blue shilpakaar just leaned back on his own workbench, all four arms crossed, mane relaxed. 
    

    
      “You can get your panties tied up in knots all you want over a human 
      somehow
       activating a razor beam or crawling under a transpo, but we both know it’s never gonna happen. How would they even know to do it? Most of them don’t have transitors yet, so it’s not like they can read labels.” 
    

    
      Hunar stared fire into the other man’s placid face. Without blinking, he clenched his jaw and turned back to his work. When his welding torch sputtered to life, Aavar slid right on through the shop towards the shelving unit on the engineer’s other side, channeling the essence of sneakiness. 
    

    
      The welding stopped suddenly. Hunar pointed two of his hands and several tendrils at Bajora in sharp, simmering fury. “You know what? You go on ahead and pretend that there’s nothing to worry about, but the youngest spats here are 
      four orbits old.
       These people have been through enough without losing a hand or a child to our negligence.” His pointing fingers turned in sharp precision towards Aavar. “What do you want?”
    

    
      “Levi pucks?”
    

    
      Hunar whipped a bucket off the shelf with his tendrils and held it out to Aavar. The pilot raised his eyebrows at the gesture. For as unassuming and dull as the older man’s coloring was, that was a tenacious mane. If he was vying for Bree’s attention and they ended up in a coiling game… 
    

    
      Aavar shook off the worry. Hunar was about as charming as a stick. He had nothing to worry about. He took the bucket with a salute. 
    

    
      “You going to lock up, Bajora, or do I have to check the doors at night?” Hunar asked into his circuit board as Aavar made his escape. 
    

    
      Bajora’s response was subdued, but rebellious. “I’ll lock up. Just like I did last night. And the night before…” 
    

    
      The voices faded as the rows of shelving stacked with insulation, tools, and tarps muffled the sounds of the shop. Aavar glanced at the hangar door, now propped open for air circulation as the heat of the day filled the domed building to its gills. When he returned to his transpo, Bree was already pushing the crate onto the ramp with her shoulder. 
    

    
      “I got it,” he said, loping to her side. He smacked the levi puck on the crate and activated it. As the crate leveled out, there was a definitive crunch from inside. Yup, something had definitely broken. They shared a wince. 
    

    
      “That doesn’t sound good,” Bree grumbled. 
    

    
      “Did you find the problem?” Aavar asked, all but shoving the crate into the corner with the others at the far end of the hangar. It glided away as smooth as an air hockey puck, bumping into other crates and stacks of packages, waiting for their owners to drop by.
    

    
      Bree gave him a funny look, unlatching her meter from her belt. “No… I had to move the crate first, remember? Give me a few.” 
    

    
      She started her search, looking around like she was sweeping cobwebs from the corner. When the meter started beeping around the lower hull, she got down on her hands and knees. Aavar’s tendrils reached for her and shivered with delight. That wicked grin returned as he watched her sideways. 
    

    
      “Enjoying the view?” she asked with boredom, finding the panel he’d taken up mere minutes before. She set down her meter and withdrew a magnetic driver, glancing over her shoulder. Unabashed, he nodded. 
    

    
      “Very much.” 
    

    
      Bree rolled her eyes, but he caught the little curve of a smirk on her lips when she turned back to the hull. “Well, there’s your problem.” She sat on her heels. “You sabotaged your ship. Again.”
    

    
      “Is it sabotage if it’s my plan to start with?” 
    

    
      Bree pointed her driver at him. “What’s going to happen when I tell Hunar you’re doing this on purpose, huh?” 
    

    
      “You won’t tell him. You like me too much.”
    

    
      She sighed. “Don’t do it again, Aavar. I’m serious. I’m going to fix it, but only because I need the practice.” 
    

    
      “This is why I do it. So you get some real-world application.” But there were other real-world applications he was more interested in trying. He leaned against the wall at her side as she started testing the connections in the torn panel. When she didn’t look up at him, his smile fell a little, saddened. He shook himself out of it. He had a plan, after all. “Tell you what. I’ll stop if you convince Hunar to let you take a day off. You need it.”
    

    
      That made her glance up, but she didn’t look tempted. Instead, she looked nonplussed. “The reason I need a day off is you, Aavar.”
    

    
      It was true, but he wasn’t apologetic. “Exactly! I owe you for putting you through hell. So why don’t I take you sightseeing?”
    

    
      “Like, on a date?”
    

    
      Yes, but act smooth. 
      Aavar shrugged, trying to embody aloofness. Aloofity? He hadn’t paid much attention as a student. “Nah. I’ve never gotten to show my favorite places to a tourist. Think of it as an apology.” 
    

    
      Bree ducked her head back into the open hull. A few moments later, she stood up, bringing with her the burnt, aromatic twinge of soldering. Aavar opened the cockpit for her, motioning to the captain’s chair while she changed the settings on her meter. He brought up the transpo’s diagnostics as she took a seat, 
      his
       seat. 
    

    
      “Alright,” she said carefully as if questioning her judgment. “I’ll take a day off, and you stop breaking your toys on purpose. De-?”
    

    
      “Deal!” Aavar said, thrusting his hand out to shake. This was it. His heart pumped faster and harder than the pistons in his ship’s engine block. He looked from his hand to her face to his hand again, trying not to rock back and forth with impatience. 
    

    
      Then Bree’s calloused, oil-smudged, perfect hand clasped his, bare skin to bare skin. He gave her palm a firm, slow shake, and committed her skin to memory. He cataloged the ridges of her fingertips and palm, the delicate bone structure that felt like it might just break if he squeezed too hard, the strangeness of a five-fingered touch to his six. His tendrils scrunched up at the sensation, the pricks of electricity jolting up his arm with each shake. 
    

    
      She dropped her hand and wiped it off on her coveralls, heading back to work. Although he hadn’t felt her coil, not yet anyway, he couldn’t believe his plan had worked, that they’d just touched hands. 
    

    
      He’d been right. Today 
      was
       a Good Day.
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      I knew the next morning would be a hard walk. Each step, no matter how gingerly taken, sent a shock of pain up the cords of my leg. The fall bruised my ankle to swollen plum purple. After poking and prodding myself over a simple breakfast, Marcella flitting here and there, asking if I needed help with brushing my teeth, brushing my hair, washing my face, I determined it was a Grade 2 sprain with damage to the anterior talofibular and calcaneofibular ligaments. In a nutshell, I’d torn up my ankle in a pretty bad roll, and if it weren’t for the miracle of alien medicine, I’d have been in a boot for at least a couple of weeks. 
    

    
      But that was Earth. This was Yaspur, and I had Ezraji to patch me up. It occurred to me as I put my hair in its signature bird nest atop my head that the easy fix-its could lead to more reckless behavior. I, the colony physician, hadn’t even iced my bulbous, bruised foot since waking up and planned on just hobbling to my clinic. It was food for thought, particularly when considering the children that would want to climb trees and play fight. Would they come to me with more serious injuries more often? The people here trusted me, but how long before someone maimed themself assuming I could put them back together again? How many would pop the 
      mormid
       pod on a dare just to see what would happen?
    

    
      Clarissa’s incident concerned me, not only because I needed to learn more to protect the colony and provide them information to stay safe, but also because I didn’t know what or how much of anything I needed to keep in stock in my pharmacy. I wasn’t a pharmacist. I also wasn’t a dentist, a surgeon, a botanist… There were so many things I wasn’t that I had to be now. 
      Gopf,
       if
       Ezraji ever packed up and relocated, I was screwed.
    

    
      I brushed away those dark clouds in favor of optimistic humming, latching the boot of my uninjured foot closed as I put a slide on the other and stowed both extra shoes in a nylon tote. Last night was a black smudge on my record of recovery, but today was a new day. I wouldn’t let the daunting realities of colony life weigh me down. I couldn’t afford the luxury of self-care.
    

    
      “Ready?” Imani asked, donning her lightweight jacket. I chugged the rest of the coffee I still didn’t know how to make and nodded once. 
    

    
      “Yup. Let’s go.” 
    

    
      The storm had eased in the early morning before dawn, leaving behind jungle debris that hung off balconies and lay in the tall, aubergine grass like tossed hooligans after a World Cup match. The footpaths were empty, a byproduct of the storm, no doubt. With misty grey clouds still lingering, the morning felt heavier than most, draped over the colony like a weighted blanket. I was looking forward to a slow day. 
    

    
      Ezraji strode out of the clinic only a moment after we rounded the bend. Imani raised her hand in greeting, but I busied myself with looking anywhere else. His shoulders were stiff, jaw set, all four hands clenched into fists. We converged in the middle of the road and came to a stop.
    

    
      “What happened?” he asked, tentacles roiling unhappily as he frowned down at me. He did his best to hide it, but a thread of panic laced his stare. “Are you alright, Dr Ahlberg?”
    

    
      I put all my weight on my good foot and smoothed out the front of my day-old shirt. “Yes, just slipped in the lift.” I couldn’t look at him without revealing it was only a half-truth, so I smiled at Imani instead. “Thanks for the help.” 
    

    
      She nodded and ducked out from under my arm, looking at Ezraji. “You can take her the rest of the way?”
    

    
      “Of course. Thank you, Ms James.” 
    

    
      Ezraji crouched by my leg as we said our goodbyes, rubbing his cheek thoughtfully. I wobbled on my good foot and he reached out, grabbing my forearm with his upper hand to steady me. He warped his fingers around my arm, rubbing the silky skin on the underside with both thumbs as he pulled my palm down to his shoulder. He kept his hand on my arm as I leaned on him, my chest tight, heart racing. I was glad he was preoccupied with my ankle, otherwise he’d see my cheeks were the color of cherries.
    

    
      Oblivious, he tested my bruises, squeezing my ankle with the four long fingers and two thumbs of his lower right hand. He looked up at me, flat, slitted nostrils flaring, and my stomach twisted up. “You shouldn’t have walked on it.”
    

    
      “I know, but we can patch it up.”
    

    
      “That’s not the point,” he snarled, surprising me. “I nearly lost my mind this morning. You’re never late, and then you show up injured?”
    

    
      “Good morning to you, too,” I chirped, pulling out of his grip and limping towards the clinic. Ezraji slipped his left arms around the small of my back and shoulders, and lifted most of my weight off the ground without breaking stride. A couple of his tentacles wrapped around my bicep possessively, and the two thumbs on his lower hand pressed into my hip, sending a zing up my spine. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I was just worried,” he apologized. I pursed my lips, but had to admit that his worry made my chest feel warm. 
    

    
      “It’s alright. I should have told you I’d be late.”
    

    
      “You’ve torn more than one ligament,” he said, hauling me up the ramp. A quick look around told me no one had been in yet. All of our diagnostic equipment and technical arms were still going through their system checks. 
    

    
      “Two, by my assessment,” I hissed as he carefully lifted me up onto a table. He pressed his lower hands on either side of my waist to make sure I was steady, then pulled a stool beneath him so he could examine my ankle. 
    

    
      “I’ll stay in the clinic today and help you run diagnostics for the database,” he decided. 
    

    
      I shook my head. “I can just roll around in my office chair. You need to go into the field.” 
    

    
      “I collected some this morning, so there’s no discussion. How much does it hurt?” he asked, rotating the joint. I leaned over the edge of the table, watching. My glasses 
      slid
       down the ramp of my nose.
    

    
      “In the grand scheme of things, not much. Two out of ten.”
    

    
      “But for a sprained ankle?”
    

    
      I considered it. "Six?"
    

    
      Ezraji looked up at me and spoke, but I heard no words. His tentacles slipped over his shoulders and reached for my bare skin as if they had a mind of their own, and whatever he was saying faded into a muffled 
      wom wom.
       I watched them as calmly as possible, one curling around the arch of my foot like a tree snake. I pressed my fingers into the table, trying to be okay, to not fidget, to let them touch me. 
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg?” Ezraji asked. I blinked, snapping my gaze back to his. Brow creased, eyes growing hard and cold with rejection, he leaned back and his tentacles went slack. Biting the inside of my cheek, I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose. I’d messed up 
      again.
       “I was saying we can use the surgical arm to mend the tears. It hurts, but you’ll be walking like it was nothing by the end of the day. The arm shoul-” 
    

    
      “I’m afraid of snakes,” I blurted. 
    

    
      Ezraji opened his mouth and stalled. “What?”
    

    
      “I know you’re a, ah… 
      Kopffüßer.
       Like 
      Krake
       or squid,” I told him in a rush, well out of my depth in English. “You know, animals with tentacles? But there is an old story on Earth of a woman with snakes for hair and I’m afraid of snakes, so I think of snakes first. When- When they move.” Understanding flitted across Ezraji’s face and my cheeks burned with embarrassment and shame. I grimaced. “I’ve only ever seen snakes at the zoo, even. We don’t have that many where I come from.”
    

    
      “And so you flinch away from my tendrils? It’s not because you find me disagreeable.” 
    

    
      My eyes went wide, and I shook my head fervently. “No! Is that what you thought? No, I just… It’s not your job to make me comfortable, Ezra. I was trying to come to terms on my own, but I just keep screwing it up. I’m so sorry.” 
    

    
      Ezraji said nothing, leaving me to squirm in my gutless seat as he stood, approaching a lightveil along one wall. “BEO, is there a snake in your database from Earth?”
    

    
      “Yes. There are three thousand six hundred species of snakes recorded in my database. Shall I retrieve some snaps?”
    

    
      “Vids, if you have them.” Ezraji watched about ten minutes of video footage, both sets of arms crossed over his torso. He read up on Medusa with inscrutable focus, then dismissed BEO and paced back across the room, stopping in front of my knees close enough that his tunic brushed my legs. He held one of his long tentacles out to me in his lower palm. “We have a few minutes before the surgical arm warms up. I will let you touch them, if you want to.” 
    

    
      I looked down at his slack appendage, gooseflesh erupting on my arms. “Is it uncomfortable for you?” 
    

    
      He rolled his shoulders, jaw clenching, watching me with intense focus. “Enjoyable, actually. We only brush tendrils with people we’re close to. Do you remember the welcome party Ambassador Zufi threw when you first arrived?”
    

    
      The answer was complicated. Much of the detail was a drunken blur called 
      furza
      , followed by sharp sobriety as Ezraji and I tried to save the life of Commander Atarian, one of the covert operatives that liberated the 
      Paramour.
       “I remember 
      after
       the party,” I admitted. 
    

    
      To my immense relief, Ezraji smiled. His big black and silver eyes glittered like the Milky Way as he held his tentacle closer to my face with an accusing lift of his brow. “The first thing you did when we met was fawn over my mane, Dr Ahlberg. I don’t think your fear is insurmountable. So, why don’t you take control and feel one for yourself. Sober.” 
    

    
      I looked hesitantly between his eyes and his hand, then lifted my palm. He put the tentacle in my hand and the weight shocked me. It was warm, muscular, and had a smooth grit feel reminiscent of a dolphin or shark.
    

    
      “We call each one a tendril,” Ezraji told me hoarsely while I explored it with my hands. His gaze drilled into my hands and he swallowed. “Together they’re called a mane. Some of their movement is emotional instinct and reflex, some is conscious. Like breathing or blinking. They don’t have a mind of their own. They’re just an extension of me.” 
    

    
      “They’re just you,” I echoed, that statement hitting home. 
      It’s just Ezraji. 
      I held onto those words. They would be my mantra, because I realized just then that I’d thought of them as separate. Things that could bite, that could lash out, all on their own. Even though they had no mouths, I expected fangs. I expected a sting every time they got near me, because animals could sense fear, couldn’t they? But Ezraji wasn’t an animal, and they were just part of him. 
    

    
      I examined Ezraji’s coloring for the first time, turning the tendril in my fingers. He was a pleasant shade of teal, with silver eyes slashed open with three tiger-stripe-like pupils to each large orb. Like all shilpakaari, he was hairless and wrinkle-free with firm skin. I hadn’t seen his chest, of course, but I could assume he also had no belly button and no nipples. Those were mammalian traits, and he was a glorified cephalopod. I’d never noticed the subtle speckling on his skin, the ultramarine freckles that peppered his mane and brow. “Can I touch the tip? I mean, is any of it sensitive?” 
    

    
      Ezraji bit his lip, then coughed into his hand, trying to cover his reaction. It was boyish and charming, and I never would have expected it. His tendrils twitched despite his best efforts and I threw the one I was holding back at him, cheeks beet red. It slapped his forehead before tumbling to its full length from his brow to his hips. “That’s not what I meant!” He held up all four of his hands in surrender. 
    

    
      Before he could apologize, the surgical arm played its little ditty, signaling that system checks were all clear. Ezraji cleared his throat and pulled away, letting his mane curl and twist with what I suspected was amusement. He wrapped a tendril around my shoulder, watching my expression to make sure I was okay, then two others around my knees as he helped me lay out on the table. A pulse of bright color rushed through his mane and they squeezed just a little. This time around, when they moved, it didn’t bother me.
    

    
      “Let’s fix you up, Dr Ahlberg. We have much to do today.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      And we really did. We took advantage of the low-hanging rain clouds, which kept all but one patient shut up in their home units and counted inventory, activated the cleaning rovers, added human reactions to Ezraji’s toxicological database, performed software updates, and sanitized the entire clinic. 
    

    
      While the clinic ran through its sanitizing protocols, rolling down the shades on the windows and dowsing every nook and cranny with ultraviolet light, we sat on the ramp outside, staring at the jungle. We lounged at a diagonal, both huddling in the slim shade of the palm by the front entrance as the sun spilled over from midday into afternoon, stretching the shadows once more. 
    

    
      I flexed my foot and wriggled my toes. Rather than wearing my signature boots the rest of the day, Ezraji had convinced me to wear the sandals so he could tend to the injury. I left my slides abandoned by the door so I wouldn’t get a striped sunburn while we waited.
    

    
      He glanced at my ankle, which was now merely bruised and not swollen, knowing that the procedure had been extremely painful. We were still waiting for
       Ezraji’s
       home lab to fine tune more sensitive substances and procedures for human physiology, so there was no anesthesia available unless I wanted to be knocked out the good old-fashioned way. 
    

    
      It was then I remembered the conversation I’d had with Marcella and Imani over enough 
      furza
       to toss a pirate crew. I cleared my throat, wondering how to broach the subject. 
    

    
      “Walk to and from work with me,” I said awkwardly, glancing sideways. When Ezraji looked up at me with shock, heat prickled my cheeks, and I cleared my throat in preparation to clarify. “What I mean is, people don’t see you and the other shilpakaari enough. They need exposure to heal. If we walk to work together, maybe it’ll help.” 
    

    
      When I looked at Ezraji’s expression, the darkness lurking there shocked me. He studied me before he spoke. “Did someone hurt you, doctor?" he asked quietly, but the violence behind his voice was roaring 
      loud
      . “Is that why you’re asking, so you have someone with you?” 
    

    
      I opened my mouth to deny it, but faltered. 
      Had
       someone hurt me? I couldn't be sure, but when I said, "No," it felt like a deeper lie than it was. I closed my eyes and took a calming breath. “The point is, I like your company, Ezra.”
    

    
      The air between us thickened. He looked away first, tendrils coiling tightly around each other in thought. Suddenly, asking him to walk together felt like much more than it should be. 
      Gopf,
       had I just asked him out? We’d never talked about dating in our species. What if taking a walk was code for- 
    

    
      “I like your company too, Dr Ahlberg,” he murmured before the tide of anxiety could drown me.
    

    
      Relieved, I looked down at my shaking hands, picking at my cuticles. I felt like I was swimming in uncharted territory. “Thank you. So we’ll walk together?” 
    

    
      Ezraji smiled bitterly. “Will it put you at risk? When Clarissa collapsed, I thought the other humans might rip me apart.”
    

    
      The sadness in his eyes constricted my throat as I thought about Imani and Marcella’s request. I looked down at my nervous hands, at how shredded they’d become in the months since we’d arrived, and sighed. “They’re afraid, not hostile. I think it’s different. But I don’t care what other people think. Do you?”
    

    
      He was 
      quiet
       a long moment, then looked down at my hands. “No.”
    

    
      We lapsed back into silence; the tension easing away as the minutes ticked by. I threw a dirt-encrusted pebble across the road into the grass. Ezraji leaned into my periphery, one of his tendrils floating up between us. I watched it, catching myself before I swayed back. “I guess this means you can touch the tip. And yes, it’s sensitive.”
    

    
      Eyes wide, mouth slack, I met his serious stare. Time froze as we considered each other, my heart in my throat. Then I burst into a fit of laughter. A slow smile crept across Ezraji’s face and his tendril vibrated in my hand. Was that some sort of… chuckle? He reclined on his upper elbows, looking smug. I took his tendril in my hands and tapped the tip, a jolt of apprehension creeping up my wrist as I expected a 
      sting
      , a bite, a zap. Instead, it pressed back against me like we were touching finger to finger.
    

    
      By the time we closed up shop, the sky was orange and magenta, and the clouds were high and white. Steam rose from the jungle as the air cooled, and a soft mist slid across the footpaths as dusk settled in. The day had passed peacefully and with relative ease. We ate nutrient bars sitting on the surgical tables, and I quizzed myself on the various universal antidotes we had in stock. Ezraji read some of 
      Grey’s Anatomy
       and I answered questions about this muscle or that bone. He still kept his tendrils from moving too much, but they sought me out when he was involved in other tasks, brushing my arms or my hair as we idled away the time. I was starting to enjoy the little zing, the tickle, that came with their touch.
    

    
      Ezraji and I sauntered towards the home towers so I could watch my step in the mud. We saw three or four people enjoying the fresh scent of rain and the sunset. They bobbed their heads to me, or said hello, eyes darting up to Ezraji’s face. He smiled back and mumbled 
      in easy
       greeting. One man with blonde scruff and a dark red tan stared at where he supported my weight, his six-fingered hand hugging my hip. Ezraji made to pull away, but I put my hand over his, stopping him. 
    

    
      “Hi Warren, how are you today?” I said pleasantly.
    

    
      The man’s dark stare cleared as he looked up at me. “Good, Mel,” he said in a thick Australian accent. “You good?” He glanced at Ezraji meaningfully. 
    

    
      “Yup! Slipped after the rain. Ezra patched me up and is making sure I get home safe.” I put my hand on Ezraji’s tendrils, patting them comfortably. A wave of color flashed through them. He cleared his throat and hugged me tighter. 
    

    
      “Huh,” Warren gruffed in skeptical affirmation. “Fell down the stairs, or something like?”
    

    
      I blanched. Was he suggesting Ezraji had done this to me? “No, nothing like that. Hobbled into work, and 
      voila.
       Ezra worked his wonders. It’s already half the size it was. Pretty amazing, right?”
    

    
      Warren squinted, but nodded once, crossing his arms. “Miracle.” 
    

    
      “I don’t think we’ve met,” Ezraji said, extending an upper hand. “Warren, right?”
    

    
      Warren took his hand cautiously and nodded. “That’s right. You’re the medical delegate, I reckon.” 
    

    
      “You’ve got a strong grip. Have you thought about doing a training program? Bajora doesn’t have anyone under his wing yet. He’s the culinary engineer. Makes sure all the food bays are working.” 
    

    
      Warren rubbed a hand through his hair. “I was a math teacher, high school. Don’t think I’d be cut out for engineering out here.” 
    

    
      “Sure you would!” I said with a bright smile.
    

    
      “There are a lot of spats running around. Perhaps a school program? Math is the same all across the galaxy. I think of anyone here, you probably have the most applicable skills.”
    

    
      At that, Warren smiled at Ezraji and the tension broke. They talked a few minutes longer about what other teachers there were in the colony, how they’d all gotten together a few times and talked about starting something. Warren and Ezraji shook hands again before we separated, walking in opposite directions. 
    

    
      When we reached the entrance to Home Tower 02, I was over the moon. We’d spent the day getting to know each other, ticking off a bunch of boxes on our to-do list, and we 
      reached
       someone! Marcella and Imani had been right. I fished out my key fob and smiled at Ezraji. 
    

    
      “Thanks for today.”
    

    
      He pursed his lips in a smile and clasped his lower hands behind his back. His mane slipped over his shoulders, feeling the seams of my bag and curling around the straps. “I’m just glad you don’t think I’m Medusa anymore.”
    

    
      I laughed, throwing my bag over my shoulder. “I might have a relapse now and then. You don’t mind if I have to pet them again tomorrow to remind myself?” 
    

    
      At that, he smiled wide enough to bare the white dental ridges, the three canine-like dags on either side of his smile. “You can pet them all you like. Consider them yours.” My heart skipped looking up at that expression. Ezraji didn’t have eyelashes, brows, or even a nose, really. His eyes were larger than a human’s and difficult to read. But right at that moment, the ease of his features, the angular jaw, the way his firm mouth spread open and his vertically slit nostrils flared in a chuckle. My stomach flipped
      .
       
    

    
      We’d always had an easy working relationship, despite my fear of his tendrils, but I hadn’t considered… I’d never thought I’d be comfortable with… 
    

    
      “Mine, huh,” I said, my voice a bit rough and breathless. We locked eyes for a split second too long and his tendrils lifted, reaching for me. Their tips pressed against my collarbones, my pulse, the closure at the front of my shirt. I felt so hot, any other doctor would have diagnosed me with a fever.
    

    
      I felt pressure behind me; a flashback of something that wasn’t really there: the nurse from the 
      Paramour,
       with his lazy posture and apathy. His eyes, never changing as he cut into us, haunted me, even if he was just a figment; how he ignored our sobbing, trembling, screaming with such ease. 
    

    
      I cleared my throat with what I hoped was a lighthearted grin and bounced a step towards the doors. I wasn’t going to let that ship ruin today. “I promise I’ll stand perfectly still in the lift. Have a good night, Ezra.”
    

    
      His tendrils chased after me just a hair before they slipped back behind his head. Then he exhaled as if he’d been holding his breath. “You as well, Amelia.”
    

    
      We turned away from each other as I pressed my fob to the keypad. I watched my colleague go, aching to call after him, fumbling with my things as I headed for the door. 
    

    
      And smacked right into the glass with a yelp. I ugly-blinked, righting my glasses, squinting at the barred access with confusion. “What?” I tried the fob again. Nothing. Again. Nothing. “
      Gopfertammi…”
    

    
      “Amelia?”
    

    
      I looked back at Ezraji with disdain, smacking my boots against my leg as my grip tightened on the laces. “The door, it won’t… There’s something wrong with my fob.” 
    

    
      Ezraji took the key from me and pressed it against the access panel with, of course, the same outcome. He looked for damage, turning it over in his hand. “Did you fall on it last night, perhaps?” 
    

    
      “No. I didn’t even have it. Imani picked it up for me when she-” I blinked away hastily. I didn’t want to telegraph what had really happened. Ezraji’s earlier questions about my fall, whether someone was hurting me, came whispering back. If he knew why I’d fallen, he would have blown it out of proportion. 
    

    
      “When she what?” 
    

    
      “I stayed with her and Marcella last night after I fell. She went down to my unit to grab some of my things for me afterwards. When she came back, she brought it with her.” I bit my lip, instantly irritated. Pushing my sweaty hair from my forehead, I rocked from foot to foot. “I’ll just have to take it to- to-” 
    

    
      “Hunar. He’s the engineer in charge of the home towers, but he’s probably done with work today.” Ezraji looked up at the tower. His expression opened some, and he handed my fob back to me. “Do you keep your balcony unlocked?”
    

    
      I thought about the night before and nodded, swallowing hard. A lump formed in my chest. The light would fail soon, and I’d be alone in my unit again. I never used the balcony, but surely that was how- 
    

    
      How what? It had been a traumatic episode, not a break-in. Right? 
    

    
      But my lab coat… 
    

    
      “Yes,” I said with dark conviction. “I’m sure it’s open.” 
    

    
      Ezraji handed me the fob. “I’ll climb up, then. Show me which balcony.” 
    

    
      I followed him around the side of the building; the grass wet my pant legs and feet, still weighed down by the rain. We avoided the pits of mud and standing water as we left the footpath, 
      shivies
       buzzing in thick clouds around the deeper troughs. He pointed up at a balcony at least four meters above our heads. 
    

    
      “This one?” he asked. I considered it, having never looked from outside. I craned my neck to see anything in the living room I could identify. Then I remembered the palm fronds caressed my window like monsters the night before, and gooseflesh rose on my arms. I hugged myself, spying the broken fronds stuck in the balcony railing. 
    

    
      “That’s the one,” I confirmed. He assessed the distance, and I watched him sideways. “I know you’re tall, Ezraji, but really?”
    

    
      “Didn’t I tell you? Dharatee has no land,” he explained. He looked up at the wall with an appraising look, stretching out his four arms confidently. “Just oceans and forests.”
    

    
      “Wait, you grew up in a tree?” I asked with disbelief. Ezraji grinned at me, then he 
      winked.
       My legs turned to jelly.
    

    
      “I’d never touched land until I came here two orbits ago. Had wicked sea legs for a month. There isn’t a spat in my family that didn’t swing from a branch before they learned to walk.” With the grace of a cat, he jumped straight up into the air, extending one long upper arm to reach the round underside of the platform. In a silent swoop, he swung another hand up to grab a seam in the architecture. I 
      baulked
      , pushing my glasses up in disbelief. 
    

    
      He turned to me, facing out towards the trees, and my chest burned. His tunic hem scrunched high around his ribs, exposing a stomach sculpted by the gods. My mouth fell open as he looked up and, with the control and strength of an Olympic gymnast, he lifted his legs over his head, hooked his knees behind the balcony rail, and stood upright. He checked the sliding door, which opened easily.
    

    
      “I’ll buzz you in,” he said, not even winded. Unaware of the ground falling out from beneath my feet, he stepped into my unit. I pressed a hand to my forehead, bit my lip, and swore. 
    

    
      “
      Herrgott
      .”
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      Alone in Dr Ahlberg’s unit, Ezraji pressed himself into a shadowy corner, his upper palms flat against the wall, and closed his eyes. He scrubbed his face with his lower hands, shaking out his mane with a crocodilian groan of delicious pain. Spending a slow day, the two of them alone, letting her feel his tendrils, had been torture. He was hungry and shaky, but not for lack of food. Every brush of her delicate little fingers, every trail of salty water down her neck, had pushed him to the limit of his control. His tendrils were desperate to wrap her up, immobilize her, prove that he alone was strong enough to keep her. 
    

    
      Ezraji had always thought he was above the obsession shilpakaari men were prone to experience when in a woman’s coil. But humans touched and smiled so freely. 
      Women only brush your tendrils if they want you. 
      He smacked his head against the wall. Wasn’t he past this ridiculous instinct? The only reason she was so flirtatious now was because people needed to see them being friendly. When it came down to it, they were all the same, he thought with vitriol. Women only touched his tendrils because they had something to 
      gain.
       
    

    
      “You invited her to. She wouldn’t have on her own,” he admonished himself hoarsely, that feeble spark of hope glowing in his chest again. She was a refugee just as much as every other human in the colony, and although the details of the raid were classified, the cruiser was called the 
      Paramour, 
      for fuck's sake. It didn't take a genius to figure out why a majority of the survivors were young women. When she flinched away from him or watched with a sideways glance as the others came and went, it wasn't just because she was afraid of some legless reptile on her home planet. Horrible things had happened on that cruiser, and he was too uncertain of her reaction to ask.
    

    
      He gathered himself and opened his eyes, 
      steeling
       his resolve as he looked around at Dr Ahlberg’s home unit. He didn’t have time to wallow, to wonder, to worry. She was waiting downstairs for him and every moment extra he spent touching her life was an added ounce of possessive heat he hadn’t earned. 
    

    
      But just one look. That would be enough to quell his obsession, surely.  
    

    
      “BEO, bring up the lights,” he commanded. The space brightened in a warm glow of recessed lighting as he made his way into the kitchen, eyes scanning the countertops.
    

    
      Dr Ahlberg’s home unit was identical to the many other units for single occupants in the three home towers: a living space comfortable for four in which to socialize, a small bathroom with a standing shower only, and a bedroom at the end of the hall. The ISU gave each colonist a lifelong stipend to furnish their homes and live in comfort.
    

    
      But the good doctor lived in the sort of slovenly chaos that showed she was both exhausted and not sleeping. She’d littered the counters with books, diagrams, and notes, all of her stipend having gone to printing materials. A half-eaten nutrient bar weighed down a pile of illegible scribbles like a paperweight. Worn clothes left a trail from the door to the bedroom at the end of the short hall, likely shed as she returned from the clinic each night. And while most of the humans had spent their small cache allotment on home decor, clothing, and tools, Dr Ahlberg had continued to wear the same basics provided in each unit’s wardrobe from day one. There wasn’t a single shirt that wasn’t standard issue taupe, black, or mauve. 
    

    
      He wandered back to the living room table where Amelia had organized their new database readouts around a handwritten journal. He flipped through the book, the likes of which he’d only ever seen in history museum exhibitions. His transitor had a hard time translating, and he realized it was Swiss German, the language she’d left behind on Earth. He 
      wondered
       over it, pressing his fingers to the strokes of ink, soaking up the words that no one else on this planet could decipher. Ezraji didn’t know how to write by hand, had never learned in school, but even he knew the natural swoops and slashes of Dr Ahlberg’s notes had taken her years of practice. He’d once read that it was a lost art, and that no two hands were alike. One could tell the owner of penmanship just like fingerprints. He ripped a middle page from the journal, one that had many observations scrawled in the margins of a sketch, folded it once, and slid it into his pocket with reverence. 
    

    
      Ezraji left the living room, following the trail of clothing to her bedroom. Her scent was stronger there, mixed with soaps and sweat and the subtle fiber burn of printed fabrics. When he entered, he saw that Amelia had thrown back the sheets on one side of the bed, while the other was crisp and untouched. He sat down where it was obvious she sat and splayed all four of his hands out across the blankets. He breathed, closing his eyes, letting her presence wash over and soothe him. She kept her unit much colder than the average setting so Ezraji rocked back and forth as if on a boat deck, imagining the crisp air of Niradhar as he, his father, and his brothers set out to check the nets. His 
      senti
       swelled and lengthened at the nape of his neck, and he tilted back, letting his tendrils creep over the sheets, tasting her secondhand. 
    

    
      As if someone had dumped cold water on his head, Ezraji jerked up, jumping away from the bed. He looked at it with wide eyes, curling his mane up tight with alarm. He’d nearly laid down and covered her sheets with his own scent and oils. No one else had slept in her bed. He would be the first to leave a mark, the first, 
      her only.
       The coil’s demand was so strong and sudden that his heartbeat became reedy and thin, his breaths shallow. He turned towards the hallway to leave, kicking something soft with his foot. 
    

    
      There, bunched right up next to his shoe, was a pair of black panties. Amelia had slid them off in a hurry, the sides rolling over themselves and a fine line of white centered between the legs on the inside of the fabric. The floor bowed up to meet him, as if the world had demanded he fold, and he had them clutched in his hand without a conscious thought. The turmoil in his chest stilled as he stared. Yes, 
      this
       was right. 
      This was everything. 
      His 
      senti
       reached for the little piece of worn cloth. 
    

    
      Ding. 
      “A guest is requesting access from the home tower main entrance,” BEO said from the air. Ezraji started, swallowing hard. He blinked down at his trophy, teeth ridges clenched in a snarl of self-disgust. Almost violently, he shoved Dr Ahlberg’s panties into the waiting tendril of his 
      senti.
       
    

    
      As soon as her intimate, gossamer taste hit his feelers, he doubled over, clutching at the corner of her wardrobe. He groaned, mane crawling over the surface, as a throbbing, painful erection took him by force. If it weren’t for the deadly grip he held on the furniture, he would have buckled to the floor. It snatched away his bodily control in a blinding white instant, leaving nothing but the coil.
    

    
      Ding.
       “A guest is-”
    

    
      “Grant them access,” he gasped, righting himself, burning with the need to touch more of her things, to absorb everything she was. He lurched out of her room, his tendrils crawling over everything in their path. His hands, sensitive now to her body’s salts and oils as well, roved the paths that her hands forged along the walls and door frames. He swung himself into the bathroom on unsteady feet and collapsed against the sink. 
    

    
      “Access granted.”
    

    
      Ezraji couldn’t stay in his own skin, let alone face the alabaster little Dr Ahlberg with her dainty curves and her golden silk and the salt water that bathed her skin when it got hot. He wanted to make her hot, to 
      cause that delicious condensation
      , to lick it up. He unlatched his pants, reminded of her lab coat and the delicate water that fell from her eyes when he brought her 
      kauphee.
       There was almost nothing he wouldn’t do to taste it again. He leaned over the sink and hissed in that deep, crocodilian pleasure that shook his mane all the way to the roots. 
    

    
      With both upper hands on the wall, his lower left gripping the sink with white knuckles, he grasped his cock in his palm. He was scalding to the touch, and thicker than he’d ever felt before. Three powerful strokes, and Ezraji grimaced into a rough orgasm, shooting pearly beaded strings across the basin of the sink.
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      Ding. 
    

    
      I hugged myself and shuffled from foot to foot, glancing both ways down the hall. No one was about, and the bright artificial light of the hallway was becoming eerie and liminal, as if someone should walk along the corridor, maybe texting or removing their surgical gown, waiting for word on a loved one’s condition. The faint aural memory of beeping machines and squeaking shoes and pens on clipboards teased my ears. I heard Dr Müller sip his espresso in my mind and smelled his clove tobacco. My eyes glazed over, thinking of my professor, remembering the thin, papery wrinkles around his deep-set eyes and mouth that suggested years of laughter, his hooked nose. I missed his calm morning greetings, the shared coffee in the commissary, the odd cigarette he’d roll by hand and share with me in the courtyard on stressful days. 
    

    
      When Ezraji opened the door, I jumped and the phantoms of 
      the Geneva University Hospital
       
      dissipated. I smile
      d at him, eyes darting around the unit. My skin prickled, and I hugged myself closer. I didn’t want to go in there. The windows were black against the warm recessed lighting of the kitchen; the balcony was ajar. Instantly, I felt a looming danger beyond the hallway. “Are you alright? I was getting worried something had happened.”
    

    
      Ezraji stepped aside, and I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other, brushing past him as I stepped into my home. I stared at the open balcony where the palm 
      fronds were still
       pressed against the glass.
    

    
      “Yes,” he said. He looked around the room and settled on the coffee table. “I was looking at your cross analyses and lost track of time. You write by hand?” 
    

    
      I blushed, forgetting my paranoia as I threw my boots by the door and set my bag on the counter. “Oh right, yes,” I laughed with embarrassment. “It helps me-” I came up short, my eyes falling on my lab coat, still bunched in a wad on the kitchen tiles by Ezraji’s feet. I pushed my hair out of my face and blinked up at him, the color draining from my cheeks. “It helps me see the big picture.” 
    

    
      Ezraji gave me a rigid nod and all too quickly, much sooner than I was prepared for, he headed for the door. I grabbed his wrist with a little gasp, “No, wait! Wait, ah…” He looked down at me, his eyes unreadable, devoid of the warmth they’d held on our walk. I licked my lips, thinking of how I could keep him here a while longer, and he watched the gesture. 
    

    
      “Your tongue is pink,” he murmured in a thick voice. 
    

    
      I 
      scrunched
       my brow in confusion. “Yes. I was wondering- 
      hoping
      - you could stay for a little while? Maybe look at my analyses. If you’re not too tired from work, that is.”
    

    
      I sounded almost as desperate as I felt. He stared at my mouth while I spoke in a far-off way, his tendrils deadly still and his colors growing more vibrant. Maybe he 
      had
       seen something. Fear tugged at my fingers, so I gripped the counter to stop myself from clinging to his tunic and begging. Imani had checked. Ezraji would have said something. There was nothing, no one here.
    

    
      “Ezra?”
    

    
      “I can’t tonight,” Ezraji decided. He swallowed hard and removed my hand from his wrist. “Maybe tomorrow.” He turned back towards the door, which opened at his approach, and I lunged for him, my restraint gone. 
    

    
      “Wait! At least,” I searched for something to keep him there and stuttered, “show me how to make coffee while you’re here. You said you’d show me, didn’t you? I’d like to make some in the morning.”
    

    
      I was certain he would try to leave again, his eyes dark, the set of his mouth foreboding. “You want me to show you how to make coffee.” 
    

    
      I panicked, looking out at the darkened balcony, feeling the hallway I’d walked in stilted terror just a night ago at my back. I attempted a relaxed smile and shrugged. “We don’t have to make coffee. I just… I just want you to stay awhile.”
    

    
      “You want me to stay.”
    

    
      “Well, yes.” 
    

    
      “You’re lying,” Ezraji murmured in a mesmerizing, self-deprecating tone. My stomach tightened as the door hissed closed and we were alone in my kitchen without the phantoms of the hallway to bear witness. He took a step and suddenly we were too close to each other for it to be a casual mistake. “But I’ll let you.” 
    

    
      My breath hitched as he loomed over me, his upper hands engulfing my jaw, all the way around to the nape of my neck. His palms were warm, and the texture was shockingly alien. They suctioned against my cheeks like the feet of a microscopic sand dollar as he lifted my face towards his. His lower hands arrested my hips, and I clutched his forearms for balance as he dragged me against him. 
    

    
      When Ezraji leaned into me, I thought he was going to kiss me. My eyes locked to his mouth, not quite human, but not far off either, and my lips parted in anticipation. I dug my nails into his elbows, my stomach clenching with adrenaline so potent that my knees turned to rubber. 
    

    
      When his face came nearer to mine, he inhaled and tilted my chin back with his thumb. The column of my throat stretched open and my heart kicked into that seductive line between terror and excitement. Then he lifted me by my hips so my collarbone met his mouth. He buried his flat, slitted nose against my neck, inhaled like I was his drug of choice, and licked the length of my throat from clavicle to pulse to the sensitive notch between my ear and my jaw. 
    

    
      I squeezed my legs together as my pussy sparkled to life, writhing, trying to assuage the sensation, the overwhelming demand between my legs. Every seam of my clothing, every crease, was too much sensation, and where his palms’ cilia suctioned my cheeks, where my nails dug into the textured muscles of his abdomen, was as hot as coal embers against the chill of the air-conditioned unit. His lower hands kneaded my waist and burned through my clothes. I’d never wanted to be naked so much in all my life. 
    

    
      I struggled to find my way through the cage of his four arms to the hem of my shirt. As soon as he understood what I was doing, he hissed sinfully, pressing one hand into the crux of my legs. My breath bottomed out on a strangled moan, clit pulsating beneath the pressure of his fingers. I spread my legs open as he lifted me onto the countertop with one palm, crushing his hips into mine, feeling his long, swollen shaft twitch against my pussy. He pulled on the clasps of my pants and I tried to help, my fingers shaking so badly, I couldn’t gain purchase. 
    

    
      His mouth left my neck and he looked down at my thighs. I gushed, so hot and ready, I thought I might explode. I growled with frustration, pushing on the waistband of my pants - screw clasps - but he stopped me, barring my hands from getting anywhere near my clothing.
    

    
      “Don’t,” he rasped, tiger-striped pupils dilated and dazed. I tried to run my hand over his arm, desperate to touch him, but he shook me and gripped me harder. “I said, don’t.” 
    

    
      “I don’t want to stop,” I begged. He closed his eyes and pressed a grimace into my collarbone.
    

    
      “You’re shaking.”
    

    
      “It’s okay-”
    

    
      “I’m
       not okay.”
    

    
      What was happening? At first, I felt insulted and ashamed, but as reason returned and the haze of lust subsided, I became concerned instead. I watched Ezraji pull away with incredible effort, one inch at a time, keeping as still as possible. Since when did his palms suction to things? I’d felt them before, when we shook hands at the party at which we met, when he checked my ankle, when our hands brushed at work, passing equipment back and forth. They’d never been like that. And his deepening color, his 
      heat.
       Did he have a fever? Despite feeling safer with him in my unit, wanting him to stay so I wouldn’t be alone, he did not look healthy. 
    

    
      “Ezraji, I think you need help,” I breathed. “You don’t look well. We should go back to the clinic.” 
    

    
      “I’ll be fine,” he clenched, his diaphragm compressing between phrases as if he’d just sat down in scalding water, “tomorrow. Right now, I… I should go.”
    

    
      I wanted to argue, but bit my lip and nodded. He looked at my mouth again, winced, and pulled his last arm away, expression regressing to that disconcerted, distant look. He saw my lab coat on the ground and dragged it into his grasp with a tilt of his mane. 
    

    
      The heat that had built inside my gut collapsed, leaving behind a hollow, icy maw. He inspected the lab coat, turning it over in his hand, lingering on the coffee stains on the lapel and front. Still caressing the fabric with his eyes, he warned, “You should take better care of your clothing, Dr Ahlberg.”
    

    
      My world reduced to a pinpoint, heartbeat piercing and bloody in my ears. “What?”
    

    
      Ezraji took a deep breath, regaining control as the seconds ticked by. He ran a hand over his mane and shook the tendrils out. “The kitchen floor is no place for a doctor’s tunic. I will clean this for you. Good night.” 
    

    
      With a distant nod, words jilted and short, he headed for the door. I didn’t stop him this time, my eyes glued to the spot where my lab coat had landed the night before. The door hissed closed as he left, leaving me alone in the oppressive stillness of my unit. 
    

    
      “BEO, let me know when Ezraji has left the tower.” 
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      My eyes fell on the balcony door, slightly ajar. I thought about Ezraji’s powerful core, his delicious control, how turned on I’d been, seeing him climb to my unit. Now, though, all I felt was a looming threat. Then I forced myself up from the counter and approached the sliding glass on trembling legs. With the trail of his tongue still tingling on my throat, I locked the balcony and rubbed the sensation away. 
    

    
      “Mr Zarabi has left the premises.” 
    

    
      BEO’s announcement didn’t make me feel better. I looked at the reflection of my living room in the dark glass, unable to see outside but so vulnerable, visible to the world beyond my tower. Like a prey animal, the urge to hide was overwhelming. 
    

    
      “Turn off all the lights.” 
    

    
      BEO plunged me into soul-chilling darkness, confronted with the shadows of the jungle and the empty railing of the balcony in the blink of an eye. Now that Ezraji wasn’t in the building, was he out there instead? I saw nothing amiss, but felt watched all the same.
    

    
      “Leave a message at the clinic that I’ll be taking tomorrow off.” 
    

    
      “Done.” 
    

    
      I grabbed one of my chairs and leaned it against the entrance to the unit so that if the door opened, it would clatter to the ground. Then, on quick feet and with a tingle at the back of my neck like a strong, cilia-covered palm looming just out of range, I retreated to the bedroom, and slept clothed, with my shoes on this time. Just in case.
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      With the rising of the sun, my paranoia eased, but my skin jittered and my eyes hurt again. The slightest sounds had awoken me in the night. The subtle hum of the air conditioner blowing air, the food bay clicking as it reheated its water reserve, the 
      plink plink
       of the faucet in the bathroom. That one was so infuriating that I got up and stuffed a towel in the basin. I’d stretched, brushed my teeth, which by that point felt grimy and gross, then returned to bed, awaiting the next sound that would put me on alert and deny my ever-growing need to power down. 
    

    
      Once the sun rose, I had no memory of sleeping or waking, so I arose like a mummy and lumbered out into the kitchen. The jungle view was warm and inviting, the ghosts held at bay for another night. I looked at my food bay, wishing morosely that I knew how to make coffee, and then squirming when I remembered why Ezraji hadn’t taught me. His touch flashed through my mind; brushing his hands over my skin, dragging his tongue up my throat, wrapping his tendrils around my wrists. I slumped down on the sofa, a tingle growing between my legs, but too sluggish to do anything about it. 
    

    
      I woke up again when the sun was higher in the sky and the light outside was decidedly warmer in tone. It was midmorning by my estimation, and my tired bones were more alive. I cracked my neck and shook out the lingering sleep.
    

    
      Not going to the clinic before dawn was like an out-of-body experience. I took a shower, determined to change out of my three-day-old clothes, and ended up staring into the corner, the water beating hot on my back. Not until BEO warned me that my hot water was going to run out did I blink out of my trance and turn off the spray. I tried to disentangle my hair, but my brush came back with shampoo suds and I had to jump back in the cold water to wash away the soap.
    

    
      After dressing, I felt a million times more put together, almost normal, but I’d pause in the middle of a bite of food or with dirty clothes in my hands, vision unfocused, as I remembered the way Ezraji had held me with all four hands, the way he’d tasted me. At first, the memory would be icy and terrifying, but then something in me would soften into the heat that still lingered on my waist and neck, and I’d grow wet between my legs and stare at my bed, weighing how badly I needed my fingers to play their lusty concerto versus how certain I was that someone 
      had
       been in my unit and 
      had
       been watching me. 
    

    
      Could still be in my unit. Could still be watching me. 
    

    
      Could be Ezraji.
    

    
      Ultimately, I decided that trauma could make a person paranoid, and the highs and lows of living with the stress were unpredictable. For now, I would trust Occam’s Razor: the simplest explanation was usually correct, and therefore, my traumatic episode two nights before was likely to blame for my suspicions. I needed to maintain perspective and trust reason; I had a colony that depended on me, after all. 
    

    
      By midday, I finished my short list of chores, and though my messes were still all over the unit, I convinced myself that they were working piles and were best left alone. I managed to wash and dry my three cups before that sweet little ache settled between my legs again. I sat down at the counter, staring at the place where Ezraji had embraced me and revelled in the tingling memory of his firm mouth sucking on my collarbone. Just like he had the night before, I pressed my fingers against my clit over the fabric of my pants and squeezed my legs together. 
    

    
      Slipping my hand beneath my waistband, I spread my legs open on my stool and drew soft circles against the damp fabric of my panties. I closed my eyes, imagining his warmth, his rich jungle scent, and what I wanted his hands to do to me. One would wrap gently around my neck. Two would grip my knees, and the fourth…
    

    
      I slid two fingers past my underwear and dipped them into the slick well of my pussy, grinding my palm into my clit as I teetered on the edge, holding my breath. The fourth would press into the tight ring of my back end as he watched me come. 
    

    
      As I imagined him breaching me, palm upturned, big alien eyes intent on my reaction, the threads of my pending orgasm snapped. I pulsated around my fingers with a strangled moan, clutching the counter with my left hand. My eyes popped open, staring at nothing, as I wound myself down and caught my breath. Floating on the post-pleasure high of masturbation, my abs and thighs shaky from tightening up, it dawned on me that I hadn’t done that since before my abduction.
    

    
      After cleaning myself up, I leaned my elbows on the counter and rifled through my bag until I found my key fob. It was a tear-drop shaped pellet a little smaller than my thumb with a matte metal finish and no seams to speak of. The narrow neck fit into the channel of a bracelet-length metal cord, held in place by “local magnetism”, meaning it didn’t attract to any other metallic surface, apparently. Just the bracelet that we could choose to loop around our wrist, a belt, a bag… 
    

    
      I considered that. Perhaps it was like a credit card or a hotel key on Earth and could lose its magnetic properties. Maybe I’d simply set my bag on something that wiped its programming. I tossed it in my bag and laced up my boots, then headed out into the tropical heat. 
    

    
      “Hello?” I called after a ten-minute stroll, ducking my head into the hangar on the outskirts of the colony. It was more of a garage, suitable for ships the size of the transports that brought us down from the 
      Paramour.
       Fans in the ceiling circled lazily but created no airflow, just assured that the sweltering heat was, in fact, moving at a snail’s pace through the domed building. On both ends, the big rolling doors stood open, and clouds of gnats flitted above the grass in the thousands, glowing in a halo of afternoon sunlight. “Hello!”
    

    
      “Can I help you?” A shilpakaar, smaller and more compact than Ezraji but with similar teal coloring, stepped into view from behind some shelving. His eyes looked rusty at first, but as I got closer, I noticed they were gold with burnished orange slashed pupils. I smiled my brightest smile and pushed up my glasses. His frown somehow deepened. 
    

    
      “Oh, hi! Sorry, I’ve never been here before. I have a problem with my key fob,” I said. The man looked me up and down with skepticism, wiping his oily, calloused hands on his canvas pants. 
    

    
      “You’re the doctor, right? What’s your name?” he grunted, walking back through the industrial shelving. I dug in my bag for my fob as I followed through narrow rows of tools, nuts, and bolts. He led me past four red lockers, one of which was open, revealing a magnetic mirror, a set of small coveralls, and a bag just like mine. Standard issue. He shoved it closed with his shoulder. I opened my mouth to answer his question, but he barrelled over me.
    

    
      “Oya,
       Bree!” he barked, shoulder-length tendrils twisting up with annoyance. 
    

    
      “What?!” a woman’s voice bellowed back. 
    

    
      “I told you to keep your damned locker closed!” 
    

    
      “And 
      I
       told 
      you
       the latch is broken!”
    

    
      The engineer snarled at the muffled voice, made tinny by the rows of metal knick-knacks between them. “So fix it! You’re a-”
    

    
      “Amelia Ahlberg,” I blurted, trying to find a spot to insert myself. 
    

    
      The man snapped his jaw shut, tooth ridges clacking together with force. He turned slowly to look at me. “Right, Ezra’s doc. Forgot you were there. Come on.”
    

    
      My heart fluttered in alarm. Hunar disappeared around a corner and I started, lagging after him. “Sorry, what do you mean, Ezra’s doc?” I called, craning my neck. I stopped short as a scrappy lounge came into view. The shelving acted like walls, insulating a square room in one corner of the hangar that boasted an old sofa, a faded yellow dining table with metal siding and four chairs that floated on rusted ball joints about the size of a basketball, their stuffing poking out at the corners, upholstery faded. There were metal cabinets with three layers of chipping paint, the doors pried off, that held mugs, plates, instant foods, gloves, and other random detritus, a sink attached to a workbench with a cup of a steaming orange drink and a circuitry project on pause, the hot soldering iron propped up on a stand nearby, the tip still red like hot embers. 
    

    
      I sighed and a smile spread across my face. This place felt lived in, 
      old.
       I immediately relaxed, reminded of my mother’s little cottage on the French border, the cobblestones and vintage shops, my grandfather’s rickety boat and his hundred-year-old tackle box. I stared like a loon, a tourist in a Disney World commercial, full of wonder and pleasant surprise. “What is this place?”
    

    
      “The pits is what it is. Hunar insisted on bringing all his own junk,” teased a suave voice. I searched the workshop and found a shilpakaar leaning against a workbench with a food bay sitting beside him, pulled out from a wall and connected to diagnostic meters. He was dark blue with orange stripes through his medium-length mane. Ruby red eyes glistened at me with amusement, as red and juicy as pomegranate seeds. He was handsome in a lean, cocky way. “I’m Bajora. Culinary engineer. I bunk with Ezra.”
    

    
      “Won’t let me bring even a tin cup of flowers in here. Hey, I’m Bree Stewart. From New York.” 
    

    
      A tall woman popped up from behind some shelving, a coffee mug with a straw in her left hand, right palm outstretched towards me. She had dirty blonde hair, the kind that perfectly crunched in the salt air because she brushed it only once a week. Her many freckles and grey eyes stood out from her tanned face. She wore a jumpsuit covered in oil with unshakable confidence. “Amelia. Geneva, Switzerland.” 
    

    
      “Oya,
       so 
      you’re
       Ezra’s doctor,” Bajora chimed in. The nerves bubbled up again. “Haven’t seen you up close, but I should have known from your silk. Brightest gold in the colony. Like a reflective beacon. You could blind a man from halfway across town.” 
    

    
      I nearly apologized for my hair color, smoothing it down with my fingers, when I caught the smirk on Bajora’s face. He was teasing. I exhaled a laugh. “I’m not good at comebacks, but give me some time and I’ll think of a good one.”
    

    
      “You want some coffee?” Bree asked, shouldering Bajora, keeping her smile on me. She twirled her straw slowly. 
    

    
      “Yes! I’ve been dying for some.” 
    

    
      “This isn’t a cafe,” Hunar snapped. He held out his palm. “Your fob, Dr Ahlberg.”
    

    
      “Oh, right!” I dug into my bag and withdrew the silver teardrop, setting it in his palm. He attempted the grouchiest smile I’d ever seen, more of a tolerant grimace than anything. If he sat in my clinic, I’d have seen him first, certain he was in a lot of pain. 
    

    
      “I’ll run diagnostics, takes about ten beats. Bree, get back on that transport’s landing gear. Aavar can’t leave us the fuck alone unless we get his bird off the ground.” He glanced sideways at me, chewing on his teeth. “Can’t leave us the… 
      furza… 
      alone. Sorry.” 
    

    
      “Can’t we switch?” Bree winced.
    

    
      “You wanted to learn about transpos, not fobs. If he grates on you so much, put a bag over his head or something. Now, get moving.” 
    

    
      Bree rolled her eyes, gave me a tight smile and a nod, then disappeared back into the shelving. Hunar, satisfied his orders were being met, turned back to the circuitry on his workbench and hunkered down. “Idiot pilot thinks I don’t know he’s sabotaging his ship,” he grumbled, slapping a visor down over his eyes.
    

    
      “About that coffee,” Bajora said, sliding in next to me. His tendrils rolled over his shoulders confidently. He raised a brow and held up an empty coffee mug. “I thought Ezra was going to teach you how to use your food bay, but I guess not.”
    

    
      “Oh, ah, no,” I said, taking the cup from him. My guts froze over, thinking about 
      Ezraji
      . Then, predictably, my groin melted and my throat 
      tingled
      . Gooseflesh rose on my forearms. “Just never seems like a good time, I guess.” 
    

    
      “Then allow me. I 
      am
       
      the
       culinary engineer, after all. I might know a thing or two about our food bays.” 
    

    
      Bajora was easy-going and confident, and teaching came naturally to him. His roguish smile was a flirtatious stun gun set to maximum gobsmack, and he oozed the singular focus of intensely charismatic people. When I’d successfully made my first cup of coffee, I’d excitedly bit my lip and took a sip. He watched, all four arms crossed, a smug look in his eyes. “Mmm,” I moaned. It was the best coffee I’d ever had, because 
      I
       had made it. 
    

    
      “Do you like sugar or cream? A lot of humans ask about that.” 
    

    
      I shrugged. “I’m on the, ah, what do people say… I’m on the fence. I like sugar, sometimes, but never cream. Whole milk, maybe, if it’s a cappuccino in the morning. Not now, though, it’s too late in the day.” 
    

    
      Bajora nodded towards the little square windows over the workbench. He set down his tool belt and powered off the food bay he’d been working on. “Come with me, then. I have a treat for you.” 
    

    
      I followed Bajora across the lounge, through a door in the long side of the hanger, and out into a field where a couple of chairs and a crate had been left out, likely for meal breaks and enjoying the view of the jungle basin. I hadn’t seen this part of the colony since our arrival weeks prior, and marveled at how beautiful the canopy was, stretching into the distance. The hangar and tarmac were the highest point in the colony and overlooked a river cascading into the jungle valleys below. It was breathtaking. 
    

    
      Bajora didn’t stop to look out at it, but he noticed me looking and his smile widened. “Not much farther. We can enjoy the view once we get back.” 
    

    
      “Where are we going?”
    

    
      “You’ll see.”
    

    
      And see, I did. Tucked away along the cliffs was a clearing with a lean-to and some neatly stacked climbing equipment. Even in the short time since we’d inhabited the colony, vines had creeped over the new crates and canvases, weeds and dead leaves of the forest floor covered cables strung along the ground, leading back to the hangar. A few sprigs of aromatic flowers hung drying from the corner of the hut, and a string of some sort of burnished orange fruit was halfway to pruning like giant raisins. 
    

    
      Bajora sauntered in like he owned the place and pulled a cylindrical container from a crate in his lean-to. He popped the canister open, then slid out a straw like Bree had been stirring her coffee with. I took it gently, brow creased, not understanding.
    

    
      “One of Yaspur’s delicacies is 
      madhu.
       It’s the honeycomb of a 
      milibol, 
      a pollinating crawler that lives along the cliffs. Really hard to get ahold of, and food bay replicants taste like shit, no matter what I try. Stir it into your coffee. Go on. Bree says it’s called 
      hunny
       on Earth. She went nuts when I showed her.” 
    

    
      I did as he asked, stirring the crumbling stick as it melted into my mug. When I took a sip, it was sublime, the nectar of the gods. My eyes rolled back as I swished the taste around my palette. “Wow, this. This is 
      much
       better than honey,” I laughed, disbelieving. I withdrew the last of the honeycomb from my mug and sucked on it like a lollipop. Bajora watched me, leaning against a giant, mossy tree trunk, one heel up on its writhing roots. 
    

    
      “You wanna see the combs?” 
    

    
      My first instinct was to say no. I needed to get back to work. I’d wasted enough of the morning doing other things for myself. But I bit my tongue and smiled. “I’d love to.” I was taking the day off. Everyone deserves a day off after two months of work. No wonder I’d had an episode; exhaustion chiseled all the way down to my soul, and this was a unique treat, reinvigorating my curiosity and spunk. I bounced on my toes and set down my coffee, smacking my palms together, ready to go. 
    

    
      Bajora handed me a harness, and I blinked at it. I’d never climbed or repelled. “Don’t worry,” he assured me with a wink. “I won’t let go of you.” My return smile was more hesitant than eager, but I slipped my legs into the straps and latched it all together. He helped me with the chest brace and safety knots, securing each strap. I avoided looking up at him as his tendrils curled just shy of my face. He wasn’t as athletic as Ezraji, and his tendrils were shorter, but he was definitely taller. Flashes of the night before, the feel of Ezraji’s tongue on my neck, played out behind my eyelids and blood rose into my cheeks. 
    

    
      “Ah ah, Amelia,” Bajora scolded in a purr. I looked up at his smug grin as he adjusted the harness across my ribs. “I know what color in human cheeks means. And although it’s a loss for womankind, I don’t bat for your team.” 
    

    
      I blinked up at him, eyes wide, and he patted my shoulder, stepping away. I stuttered, trailing after him to the cliff’s edge. “A blush isn’t just attraction,” I insisted, flustered. “It’s also an indicator of a fever, extreme cold, embarrassment, fear, anger… P
      hysica
      l exertion!”
    

    
      “Oya,
       the good doctor is bashful then,” he teased, crouching at the cliff’s edge. He lay flat on his belly and tested the anchors, pointing to a tree about three meters below us. “I’ll sit right there and help you down.” 
    

    
      I psyched myself up for slowly leaning back first over the ledge, walking down the rocky, mossy cliff face. When I got the hang of it, I was panting for breath, but a giant smile split my expression. I was doing something adventurous, and it felt 
      good,
       like I was living life for a change. Bajora patted my butt and lifted me off the wall in his upper arms, holding himself in place with his lower. He slowly added slack to my rope and set me swinging gently below the overhang. 
    

    
      My mouth fell open at the sight of hundreds, maybe more than a 
      thousand, 
      sweet-smelling 
      madhu
       combs jutting out of the underside of the cliff like the pipes of a grand cathedral organ. Some were as thick as my forearm and dripping with nectar that fell on the rocks many meters below, coating them in a resin of sugar.
    

    
      “Isn’t it wild?” Bajora asked down, lounging on his rock-embedded tree like it was a hammock on a tropical beach rather than a deadly drop. “This hive has been here for probably centuries. The comb doesn’t get so big otherwise.” 
    

    
      “You only take the small ones?” I asked, tapping a comb. My finger came away sticky. I sucked on the digit, swaying in my harness. 
    

    
      “Yup. I’m not planning to sell it, though I 
      would
       make a fortune,” he pondered a little too long for comfort before shaking off the thought, “so I just take what I need for research. Don’t tell anyone it’s here, though. I’m pretty sure that, as lovely as you humans are, the whole hive would disappear in a week if the word got out.” 
    

    
      “Promise.” He lifted me back up and offered me his hand, pulling me up the cliff’s edge and back onto solid ground. As he unhooked the harness and loosened the straps, I looked at his hands. His palm hadn’t felt like Ezraji’s had the night before. 
    

    
      “Why doesn’t your hand feel…” I tried to think of the English word for cilia, but it just wasn’t there. “Sticky?” 
    

    
      He chuckled under his breath, focused on his knots. “Because I wash my hands.” 
    

    
      “No, I mean, ah, 
      Zilien
      ? 
      Little hairs that help water creatures move. Like a starfish.” I winced, knowing I wasn’t getting anywhere. I could have even been insulting him. But recognition opened Bajora’s expression in mild surprise rather than indignation. The harness fell to my ankles, and I stepped out of it. When I looked back, his eyes were thoughtful, mouth slack, tongue clicking against the back of his teeth ridges. He crossed his lower arms over his abdomen and propped his weight against his upper palms as he leaned back on a crate, considering me. He shrugged his lower arms far too casually. 
    

    
      “What do you know about shilpakaari?”
    

    
      “I know you call those tendrils and that calling them tentacles is insulting.” 
    

    
      “So Ezra taught you about our manes,” he confirmed. I nodded, shifting uneasily. “Did he mention our 
      senticotyli?”
       
    

    
      “Your what?” My brow piqued. Bajora’s curiosity melted into a mischievous grin. He sauntered over to me, his tendrils writhing with… excitement, perhaps. I was understanding their body language better, I thought. 
    

    
      “A male shilpakaar’s 
      senti
       is a sensory organ at the back of the neck. Did Ezra explain 
      that
       to you?” 
    

    
      “He hasn’t mentioned it,” I admitted, my palms getting a little sweaty. Should he have? Was it bad? Was he hiding it from me? 
    

    
      “Give me your hand,” Bajora instructed. He lifted it to the back of his neck and wrapped my fingers around a tendril jutting out from the notch where the spine disappeared into the skull, much more prominent on a shilpakaar than a human. The tendril itself was thinner and softer than the others, and hidden from view.
    

    
      “Is this okay? I’m not hurting you am I?” 
    

    
      He bit his lip with perplexed amusement. “More than okay,” he chuckled. “Give it a squeeze.” 
    

    
      I did as he instructed and almost immediately, the tendril swelled, becoming as thick and strong as the rest of his mane. He shook them out with a little sigh, the orange markings on his dark blue skin becoming more vibrant, almost fluorescent. “What does the 
      senti
       do?” I asked.
    

    
      “Mm, mostly? It opens our pores for tasting. For example, the salt on your skin. And,” he held up his hands for me to see the fine ridges that had swollen on his palms like cilia. I gasped.
    

    
      “Yes! That’s it!” 
    

    
      Bajora laughed, brushing his palm over my forearm, the little ridges of cilia clinging gently to my skin. 
      “Oya,
       Ezra is lucky I’m the one you asked, because your salt water tastes better than 
      madhu. 
      If I were into women-”
    

    
      “You’d what, Baj?” The low hiss caused Bajora’s tendrils to stand on end, but his smug smile remained intact. He glanced over his shoulder, my hand still buried in his mane. 
    

    
      “Syalī, 
      care to join the party?” 
    

    
      Before I had time to move away, Ezraji burst across the clearing and grabbed Bajora by the throat.  
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      What at first felt like a careful sideswipe from Bajora to push me out of the way ended up winding me like a massive gust of air. I fell backwards towards the cliff, eyes and mouth wide open, paralyzed with silent shock. Whatever the movies say about screaming when you’re in peril, they’re wrong. I watched Ezraji whip Bajora around with the absurd thought that I shouldn’t interrupt, I shouldn’t scream, and even if I wanted to, I had no practice. How did I even know I could scream correctly? What if I opened my mouth and my voice cracked?
    

    
      I tipped past the point of no return, the cliff edge becoming level with my eyes as I tumbled, waving my hands wildly to find something to cling to in the open air of the drop. I was going to hit the sugary rocks below, either break my body or my head, then seep into the hardening 
      madhu
       like a mosquito trapped in amber. My mind separated from my body to prepare for death. Then I hit my shoulder on the gnarled tree Bajora had lounged in, and my hand wrapped around a vine. The vine, miraculously, wrapped around me too.
    

    
      My neck and spine snapped, my shoulder popped, and I wasn’t falling anymore, tangled up in thick vines and strong fingers. The sun’s rays broke through the canopy, blinding me as I swung. Three hands lifted me against Ezraji’s wide chest, his heart pounding so hard I could hear it. His long tendrils wrapped me up, wringing my flesh like young pythons. He curled them around my biceps, forearms and wrists, across my ribs, between my breasts, around my neck. One held my knee and ankle.
    

    
      “Are you alright, Amelia?” he rasped, black and silver eyes wide with panic. I couldn’t work the words through my throat, past the grip of his tendrils, so I just fisted his tunic in my trembling fingers, stare 
      listing
       sideways to the cliff face, vision blurring. 
    

    
      After Ezraji climbed the cliff with me in his lower set of arms, he set me on the crate by the lean-to like I was a child sat upon the kitchen counter while her mother baked cookies. “I’m okay,” I managed, though I couldn’t feel my face.  
    

    
      Ezraji hissed, leaning his four palms on either side of me, caging me in. “No, you’re not,” he hissed. “You’re going into shock.” His tendrils still restrained my throat, my arms, my knee, my breasts. Their tips surfed over my face and hair.
    

    
      As messed up as it was, I had never felt safer than having his tendrils around me like that. Just a day ago, they were snake hair, but now they were my safety ropes and I wanted more than anything to separate their will from Ezraji’s. The man scared me; his mane saved me. The world could turn on a dime in a day, couldn’t it? 
    

    
      Rustling caught both of our attentions as Bajora rose to his feet, nursing a bloody laceration on his cheekbone, his eyes wide with disbelief and remorse as they met mine. Ezraji whipped around, his mane following, leaving me wobbling on the crate by myself. He stalked towards Bajora with purpose, all four fists clenched, and though his unitmate stood his ground, his nostrils flared wide in fear. 
    

    
      They exchanged no words of anger, no swearing or howls of rage. Ezraji simply walked up to Bajora, engulfed his face in a writhing, angry nest of tendrils that overwhelmed his own, and punched his friend in the head hard enough for a bone-crunching crack. Bajora crumpled to the ground and Ezraji followed, kneeling on his chest, restraining his searching hands with three of his own, then ripped his tendrils back and set to slamming his upper right hand again and again into Bajora’s face. Bright green liquid spattered the canisters of 
      madhu
      . I realized in abject horror that it was blood. 
    

    
      “Stop,” I winced at a whisper. “Stop. Stop!” When I found my voice enough to shriek over the steady beat of Ezraji’s fist, he froze, breathing hard, looking down at his barely conscious friend. Without a word, he stood up and came back to me. I flinched away from his chartreuse-spattered tunic and face, sliding sideways off the crate onto trembling knees. I sniffed, pushing my hair off my sweaty forehead and mustering up a calmer voice than I thought possible.
    

    
      “We need to get him to the hangar. He needs ice and a wet towel. Can you move him?”
    

    
      “You could have died,” Ezraji spat. He whipped his hand out towards the cliff. “He practically threw you over the edge!” 
    

    
      “Because you attacked him and he tried to push me out of the way. It wasn’t his fault,” I explained calmly.
    

    
      “He was touching you!” Ezraji’s voice was accusatory, violence on the tip of his tongue. I couldn’t believe it. The man I’d been working beside all these weeks had never been like this. I snapped.
    

    
      “I
       was touching 
      him!”
       I roared, standing up and whirling on my feet. Ezraji took a step back in alarm. He ran a bloodied hand over his mouth, leaving behind smears of green, and the fight left him. I stood there in challenge for several breaths, my jaw clenched tight, eyes accusatory. Satisfied that he wouldn’t spew nonsense again, I reigned in my rage and tended to Bajora. I took one of his hands in mine and lifted the arm, but even just one limb was heavy, let alone all of them. There was no way I could drag him alone.
    

    
      I crouched down so my legs wouldn’t give out beneath me. The events of the past few minutes were sharpening in my mind, stabbing my thoughts with worry and fear. I’d written off the night before as residual post traumatic stress from my flashback episode, but now I wasn’t so sure again. How could Ezraji attack his unitmate like that, just because I had my hand in his mane? Family and friends touched tendrils, didn’t they?
    

    
      I didn’t dare bring it up or make eye contact, certain he could read my mind if I did so. Instead, I banked on the hope that he’d see my trembling and avoidance as anger, not the icy sludge of terror that was pouring through my veins. Having my back to him made my shoulders itch and my hair stand on end. 
    

    
      I almost died.
    

    
      I felt the heat above my arm and froze, but Ezraji’s hand never made contact. He sighed, and the heat withdrew.
    

    
      “The 
      senticotylus
       is a dormant cock, not just another tendril,” Ezraji bit out, the anger still roiling through him. “It enhances our senses and makes everything more intense, more seductive, especially when someone else…” I looked back at him and his words died. He swallowed hard, keeping my stare. “When someone else stimulates it. And yes, Bajora prefers men, but his sexuality doesn’t matter if he tricked you into touching him like that.”
    

    
      My brows drew together as I stared at the swollen face of the culinary engineer. “He tricked me into giving him a hand  job?” My voice broke as I pulled my fingers away. The tinny clatter of a medical scalpel falling to the floor echoed in my ears, as clear as if I were back on the 
      Paramour
       in a sterile white room on a sterile metal trough, paralyzed and with my innards on a scale beside me. “Oops,” I heard that hjarna nurse giggle again and again. Oops.
       Oops. 
       
    

    
      I closed my eyes and counted to ten, willing the memory to recede. It left me just as gently as that nurse’s giggle while he’d injected me with a sedative and I’d sunk like a stone into unconsciousness, unsure of how I’d wake up. Would I have both my legs still? Would they be inflating a prod in my vagina to see how much I could take? 
    

    
      I looked up at Ezraji as he crouched next to me. The researcher rolled his shoulders in a wave of discomfort, staring a hole into Bajora’s wounds. Remorse slid across his expression. He broke his glare and sighed. “None of us know what you went through before coming here
      ,
       but we can guess. Bajora knows better than to play coiling games right now.” He tapped Bajora’s chest with the back of two fingers on his lower hand, his slashed pupils narrowing. “And if he forgot, he won’t forget again.”
    

    
      Ezraji stood and offered me a hand. I didn’t take it as I got to my feet, still looking at Bajora’s bloodied face. He curled his fingers and dropped his arm. The column of my throat 
      tingled,
       and I pressed my hand to it. “No one told you before they sent five shilpakaari men to train a colony of mostly young women?” 
    

    
      “No,” he admitted, unable to look at me.
    

    
      For the first time since arriving on Yaspur, I questioned the good deeds of Samridve and Ambassador Zufi, the man who’d arranged the colony and welcomed us to be their neighbor. The ambassador knew, surely. But not our delegates? Why? Why do something so stupid? It wasn’t stupidity that led to that decision.
    

    
      “We were being kept for sale,” I said tightly. “Most of us were being sold on auction blocks. Whatever entertainment the buyer wanted. Sex, hunting, punching bags, pets… Mostly sex. There were harems on the ship for visitors to try-” My voice broke and I turned away, gathering myself. “You can tell him when he wakes up that I’m not interested in games. None of us are.” I caught Ezraji’s eyes. “And I don’t want to be touched. By anyone,” I clarified, my glare burning holes in his. That long mane of his fell slack and slipped back behind his shoulders. I closed my eyes against all the progress we’d made. “At least for now,” I amended. He nodded stiffly and looked back down at Bajora. 
    

    
      “I will tend to him… Enjoy… the rest of your day off. Dr Ahlberg,” he said, unsure of how to say goodbye. 
    

    
      I nodded once and stomped out of the clearing towards the hangar, my spine too straight, my arms too stiff. Tears streamed down my cheeks, and I gulped for control. I felt as if I’d been force-fed oil, the shame so heavy in my gut I nearly vomited. I stopped walking and rubbed my abdomen, trying to soothe the sensation away. 
    

    
      “Oya,
       doctor!” 
    

    
      I opened my eyes to see Hunar walking towards me from the hangar’s side door. He held my fob high in his upper hand, the silver chrome catching the sunlight. He tossed it to me. I fumbled, and it toppled onto the grass at my feet. As I picked it up, he told me from a distance, “Your fob wasn’t programmed. That’s why you couldn’t use it.” 
    

    
      “So it got wiped. A magnet, maybe?” I asked, pulling myself out of my upset mood. I turned the fob over in my hands and looked up at Hunar. His prickly countenance was comforting. He looked at me with exactly zero interest, his lower hands in his jumpsuit pockets. Concern marred his brow, and he shook his head.
    

    
      “I don’t know. I’ve got a call 
      set up
       for tomorrow to talk about it with a colleague, so just let me know if it happens again.”
    

    
      “I will.” 
    

    
      “My best guess is one of the surgical arms acting up. Tell Ezraji he should recalibrate all the power shields, especially the imaging equipment. Sometimes their shields get knocked off-kilter during transport.” 
    

    
      My stare shot up at him. “Ezraji didn’t stop by the hangar?”
    

    
      Hunar chucked his chin. “No? I figured he’d be at the clinic. Anyway, if I don't reel in Aavar, Bree’s gonna take him out and then we’ll be down a 
      transpo
      .” Hunar left with a half-hearted wave over his shoulder and slouched back into the hangar, the metal door clanging behind him. 
    

    
      I stood rooted to the spot and looked over my shoulder towards the clearing, one question shrieking through my head. 
    

    
      If he didn’t check in with Hunar, how did Ezraji know where I was?
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      I stood in the hallway of Home Tower 03, level fourteen, my eyes so sore that every time I blinked, my eyelids felt like they scraped my corneas. I looked down at my bag, at my mud-encrusted shoes, my crisp new lab coat, and blew out a puff of air. When the door opened, I plastered on a bright smile and looked up. 
    

    
      “Can I help you?” the man behind the door asked, shuffling. It was hard to get used to the fact that you couldn’t crack your door open. Instead, the interior of the man’s unit and his barrel-chested figure were both put on full display from the get-go. There was a hologram system but none of us had warmed up to it yet. It felt too much like- 
    

    
      “Yes! Hi, I’m Dr Amelia Ahlberg,” I introduced myself, holding out my hand for a shake. He took it. “I'm doing house visits today, making sure everyone knows we have a clinic and passing 
      these
       out.” 
    

    
      He gave me a weary smile and took the plasdoc, a list of all the plants we’d identified as toxic. Ezraji and I had spent an afternoon putting it together, since humans were more comfortable with tactile things. The man took it and read it over. “Ah, right. Thanks. I’m fine, but I’ll pass on the word.” 
    

    
      “Thank you,” I said, pushing my glasses up. “If anything comes up, please come round. Even old injuries.” 
    

    
      He flashed me a tolerant, thin-lipped smile, his hand sliding up the doorframe to the access panel. “Will do. Good luck with your rounds, Dr…”
    

    
      “Ahlberg.” 
    

    
      “Right. Have a good one.” 
    

    
      “You-” The door shut. “-too.” 
    

    
      I took a fortifying breath and headed down the hall to the next door. 
    

    
      Every time I knocked, nerves fluttered through my chest. Most people were politely unreceptive, like the barrel-chested man in North-147, but every so often I had a meaningful conversation. In the last two days, seven people had invited me into their units to look at injuries and make plans to stop by the clinic later. Slowly but surely, I’d help the people here feel like they had a safety net. I was making good progress. 
    

    
      But my motives were suspect. Walking door to door was 
      my
       safety net. I didn’t want to go to the clinic, and for every hour I delayed doing so, the wall between Ezraji and me grew taller. I was only a hundred fifty-eight centimeters tall; there was no way I could scale a problem so huge. 
    

    
      In fact, part of me wanted to hunker down in a pillow fort in my unit, bar all entrances, and never go to work again, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I had responsibilities that were so much larger than myself. I couldn’t let people suffer in silence when we were all struggling with the same things: the loss of our families and homes and languages, the existence of aliens, the lingering trauma of captivity. 
    

    
      So I woke up both yesterday and today in my hiding place in the bathroom, curled up in a nest of blankets and pillows in the corner of the tiled shower, got dressed, made myself coffee, and then stalled. I’d shuffle over to the balcony on my hands and knees, staring around the corner, to find Ezra waiting for me by the lobby doors. I’d wait, holding my breath until he left for work without me, convinced he was standing there for some nefarious reason. I’d wonder all day if he watched me while my back was turned, or if he’d stood outside my balcony all night. What if he stood just outside my bathroom door? What if, in the moments I’d dozed, he’d stood above me in the shower? 
    

    
      I’d been having vivid dreams while I dozed on the bright white tiles, a blanket thrown over my head to suffocate the glow. I dreamt he came for me, his bones clicking and his hands as long as spider legs, but thick and clawed like a demon. His back was broader, but his waist narrower and emaciated by proportion. And sitting atop this grotesque shadow was Ezraji’s face. His perfect smile, his thoughtful silver eyes. His long tendrils would lay still as he leaned into me. Then I’d feel the sting, the prick, the bite I had feared so much. 
    

    
      And I’d wake up, clutching the wall, backed into the corner as hard as possible, and Ezraji would be nowhere in sight. The room would hum with the lights and the dehumidifier, and I’d count to ten, wondering if he paced the hallway. But even if he didn’t, the ghosts of the 
      Paramour
       did. I felt the pricks of their needles and the whirr of their machines like I was in a muffled terrarium now. I was a raw wire, unable to power down, but unable to focus either. Every morning, my ocular migraines got worse, no matter how much water I drank. Looking in the mirror revealed I wasn’t eating enough, that my eyes were glassy, sunken blue marbles.
    

    
      So I’d chickened out, chilled to the marrow despite the humid oven of the jungle surrounding the colony, and convinced myself that printing plasdocs was a better use of my time. I couldn’t handle being in my unit alone, and being idle was suspicious, anyway; so out of character for me that people would worry, come calling, and fret over me. I blanched at the thought of Marcella and Imani finding my nest, so I followed our plan of introducing myself to people and spreading the word about dangerous plants. Besides, I had an overwhelming compulsion to be seen, to find witnesses to spend my day with, or else I was sure I’d go mad. As a result, I’d visited every unit in my own Home Tower 02, all three hundred, convincing myself that if I wore a perky smile, no one would notice I was a harrowed mess. 
    

    
      It was with this goal centered in my mind that I knocked on the next door, took a measured step back for politeness’ sake, and took my next fortifying breath. When the door slid open, my fake smile spread into a real one. “Clarissa!”
    

    
      The young girl smiled at me, pushing her long, straight hair behind her ear. “Hi, Dr Ahlberg. How are you?” 
    

    
      “I’m great,” I sighed, adjusting my pack. “I’m making house calls to see how everyone is adjusting. Do you mind if I do a checkup with you?” 
    

    
      She shrugged and stepped aside. “Sure. Do you want some water?”
    

    
      “Yes, please.” 
    

    
      I stepped into Clarissa’s unit and looked over her kitchen and living room with a timid smile. Unlike me, the teen must have used her stipend to warm up her unit and make it feel like home. Flower-shaped pillows decorated the sofa, and there were even a couple of posters on the wall of a shilpakaari band with glistening tendrils and brighter-than-life markings on their skin. She’d filled the cabinets with colorful dishes and cups, one of which she used for my water. I plopped down on her sofa and felt at ease for the first time in days. 
    

    
      “I’m feeling fine,” Clarissa said, setting the glass in front of me. “I’m just sneezing a lot, and I get a stuffy nose in the morning sometimes.”
    

    
      I took a healthy gulp of my water and held the cup against my thigh with a brief nod. “We should keep tabs on that. Did you have allergies back home?”
    

    
      “Um,” she thought out loud, popping her lips together, “no, I don’t think so. I used to get stuffy when the seasons changed like my mom did, but that’s it.” 
    

    
      My heart ached for her. I creased my brow to keep my composure. We’d all lost our mothers, but the children and teens were especially difficult to look in the eye when we remembered our families. “I see. Let me know if the headaches continue?” 
    

    
      “Yeah, sure,” she said brightly. “Oh! My roommate, Rosy… She was beat up pretty bad and her cheek healed wrong. Do you think you could look? If she’s up for it, I mean.” 
    

    
      “Of course. Is she home?” 
    

    
      “Yeah, she doesn’t go out much. Let me get her.” 
    

    
      Clarissa disappeared around the corner into the hallway. I waited, taking a sip of my water. A door hissed open, hissed shut, then muffled voices wafted through the unit. It was a few minutes before the door hissed open and shut again, and a woman in her early twenties, probably ten years Clarissa’s senior, rounded the corner. 
    

    
      Though she was older, Rosy didn’t 
      act it
      . She was quiet and scratched at her arm constantly. As I donned my warmest smile, her gaze shifted away. She sniffed, rubbing the back of her hand against her nose.
    

    
      “Hello,” I said in an even, soothing voice. “I’m Amelia. You must be Rosy.”
    

    
      “Yeah,” she said, darting a look at me, then away again. “You’re the doctor.” 
    

    
      “That’s right.” This girl was a mess, but not because of the poorly healed zygomaticofacial fracture, where she must have taken a fierce punch to the cheek. Her fingers trembled, and she couldn’t look me in the eye. Clarissa guided her to the living room like a nurse with a patient. “I see you’ve a facial fracture that didn’t heal well. Have you noticed a loss of taste or smell?”
    

    
      “No, it’s just annoying when I look up or blink. Feels like the skin is pulling.” 
    

    
      I nodded. “Are there any other injuries that are causing you discomfort?” 
    

    
      She thought about it, rubbing her thighs with both palms. “I guess my rib hurts sometimes. And I can’t sleep. Do you have anything for that?” 
    

    
      I bobbed my head side to side with a noncommittal shrug. “Yes, but it hasn’t been approved for humans yet. It’ll be available next month. Nearly everyone asks me for something to help them sleep, so you’ll know when it’s available,” I said lightheartedly. Her mouth twitched with impatient relief. It was something, but it was still a carrot dangling from a stick too far out of her reach. I recognized that desperation. It was the same look I gave myself in the mirror that morning. 
    

    
      “Are you comfortable leaving the unit, Rosy?”
    

    
      “Uh, no,” she croaked. It was subtle, but I saw the crease form between her eyebrows. My questions were agitating her, and she shifted on her 
      hip bones
      . I raised my hands in surrender. 
    

    
      “I only ask because if you’d like for us to look at your cheek and rib, I’ll need to use the surgical arm to repair them. It’ll disintegrate the compromised bone, then reprint it right there on the spot. It’s pretty cool,” I admitted, allowing my geeky enthusiasm to show. It relaxed her a little as she played with the hem of her shirt. 
    

    
      “Who’s ‘us’?” she ventured. 
    

    
      My throat tensed up, but I recovered, swallowing my nerves. “My colleague, Ezraji Zarabi. He’s a medical delegate from Samridve. Do you think you could come round? When you feel up to it.” 
    

    
      Rosy 
      worried her
       bottom lip, but ended up nodding. I held out my hand to shake hers, the grey clouds of worry parting, hoping I could really help this young woman. I 
      hadn’t been broken
       beyond repair after all. 
    

    
      “It’s a date!” I piped. I gave a friendly smile and a wink to Clarissa, who beamed from behind the older girl, clapping to herself. But when Rosy didn’t take my hand, I returned my gaze to her. She stared down with alarm and confusion, and my eyes slid to where she was laser-focused on my arm.
    

    
      On the inside of my forearm, right over a big blue vein, was a perfectly circular, red welt about the size of an American dime with a puncture mark in the center. I gasped, despite myself. Both girls looked up at me and I withdrew my arm. 
    

    
      “Oh!” I laughed, gripping the welt with panic. “I-I had a quick surgery the other day. Twisted my ankle.” I floundered, unable to think. “I didn’t realize the surgical arm left a mark.” 
    

    
      “On your arm?” Rosy asked, sinking back into her chair. I nodded, lips pressed together. I clutched my hands into fists to stop my fingers from shaking. 
    

    
      “Mhm,” I managed. “We were testing a pain reliever.” I stood up on jerky legs and clutched my bag to my chest like it was a life preserver, then smiled so brightly I must have looked like a lunatic. “I should get going. Let me know if you want to stop by, Rosy. Perhaps when Clarissa gets her headaches checked?”  
    

    
      Clarissa nodded and escorted me to the door. She pushed her hair back again and gave me a hug. I snatched her up close and breathed in the soft scent of her hair, drawing strength from the girl’s docile warmth. “We’ll stop by soon. Promise. Good luck with the other units, Dr Ahlberg.” 
    

    
      I gave them both a plasdoc and ignored Rosy’s pointed stare. As soon as the door slid shut, I bolted for the lift, my heart in my throat. I caught myself reaching for my phone, wanting to call Imani, then roared in frustration as I realized I’d never have one again, smacking my palm against the unforgiving wall of the lift as it descended to the ground floor. 
    

    
      “I need a light tab. I 
      need
       one!”
       I swore in Swiss German, backing myself into the corner so I could see every inch of the lift. The only people that had them were the shilpakaari, no humans yet. And wasn’t that a coincidence? Ha. My vision swam like the walls were all aquariums and I was drowning in open air. 
      Deep breath, count to two, slow exhale, count to three…
       
    

    
      When I was calmer, I looked at my forearm. It was undeniable, but I couldn’t believe my eyes. I blinked hard, then ran my quaking fingers over the raised, sore bump. There was no doubt. I hadn’t been dreaming the night before. Someone actually 
      had
       been in the shower with me. I wasn’t hallucin-
    

    
      The lift doors opened, and I screamed a single, terrified note before slapping my hands over my mouth. But beyond the little metal box? Nothing. No one. The hallway was innocuous, clean, and quiet. I peered out, then slid around the corner towards the humid outdoors where the sun was turning tangerine pink in the dusk. 
    

    
      “Get it together, Mel. Get it together,”
       I told myself, closing my eyes and forcing myself to calm again. I imagined my mother and her sweet, sturdy voice. I envisioned sitting on her porch with cidre on a hot summer day. The Yaspurian bugs became Earth’s bugs. The sun became Earth’s sun. The soil beneath my shoes and the tickle of my hair against my nose. I grounded myself 
      hard
       in familiar comforts. 
    

    
      I’d survived this before. The games. The tests. The 
      Paramour
       had broken me more times than I could count, but I was mending myself like a piece of kintsugi pottery, filling the cracks of my soul with the gold of a higher purpose. I was going to be a pillar of this community, a doctor people could turn to because they deserved to have someone in their corner, and nothing was going to keep me away from my reason for surviving. Not a stalker, and not my trauma. No one could stop me from living while I was alive and free except for myself. I would take back control of my own bloody life, come hell or highwater. 
    

    
      I drew myself up to my full height and rolled my shoulders back. With my convictions wrapped around me like armor, I set out for Home Tower 01. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      I stood in front of the family suites on the first floor of Home Tower 01, my heart racing and reedy with adrenaline. My fingers felt like rubber as I flexed them into fists and looked at each door, branded with the names of the occupants, written in a glowing white light. 
    

    
      
    

    
      NORTH-14
    

    
      Piro Miatazi - Aavar Medansh
    

    
      EAST-12
    

    
      Hunar Fareshi
    

    
      WEST-11
    

    
      Ezraji Zarabi - Bajora Qilan
    

    
      
    

    
      Before I could talk myself out of it, I knocked on West-11’s chrome door. 
      Tok-tok-tok-tok-tok.
       When there was no answer, I did it again, more insistently. I kept my eyes on his name, hypnotizing myself into automatic action, trying hard not to think about what I was doing. 
    

    
      When the door slid open, my knuckles grated and stung. My breath stuttered, eyes popping wide open. I looked up at Bajora and regretted coming here. 
    

    
      He smiled half-heartedly with one side of his face, the other still bruised and swollen stiff. Ezraji had battered his beautiful ultramarine skin to a sickly moss green and dark teal. A bloody chartreuse crust had gathered around the soft tissue of his gill-like, flat nose from repeated nosebleeds. I took a conflicted step back, swallowing hard. I’d seen plenty worse than his face, but none because of me. Despite my chosen profession, I thought he deserved it.
    

    
      “He’s busy right now,” Bajora said with difficulty. 
    

    
      “This is important,” I said. “I need to talk to him.” 
    

    
      Bajora tapped his lower fingers on the doorframe, then stepped aside for me to enter. I only hesitated for a moment, clutching my forearm in a 
      vise
      . I walked into their living room and looked around at the pristine furniture, the lack of personal effects save the boots lined up at the door and the lab coat slung over a chair-
    

    
      “I didn’t know,” Bajora murmured as the door hissed shut. He stared at the floor by my feet, a dark, morose look in his one good eye. “I didn’t-” he choked and looked away, clenching the edge of the counter with a shuddering sigh. He met my eyes with determination. “We haven’t known each other for long, Dr Ahlberg, but I want you to know that I’ll never do it again, and I’ll take good care of your people for as long as I’m here.” 
    

    
      The seriousness of his tone made me uncomfortable. I floundered under his intense stare and blinked, rubbing my arm. “I don’t think you’re a bad person,” I admitted in a thick, stunted tone, my saliva as thick as molasses. Forcing myself to meet his eyes, I lied, “I’m not afraid of you, and I don’t hate you either.” 
    

    
      At that, Bajora’s chest shuddered. He closed his enormous eyes and leaned on the counter with a pained smile. “Thank you, Dr Ahlberg.” 
    

    
      “Amelia, please.”
    

    
      “Syalī
       doesn’t deserve you,” he chuckled. 
    

    
      “Who?” 
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter.” He straightened to his full height, holding his side. “I didn’t push you off the cliff.” His brow lowered. “Or, I didn’t mean to. If I’m being honest, Ezra and I… We’re a territorial species. It’s natural to fight.”
    

    
      I nodded, having read this. “Lots of siblings, and fewer women than men, right?”
    

    
      Bajora nodded. “We have to compete for their attention. It’s just our way.” He made a point of looking me straight in the eye. “I’ve competed for the fun of it here and there, but I’ll never cross Ezra again. I’ve learned my place.” 
    

    
      An icy shiver ran up my spine, and my hands trembled. Was he saying what I thought he was saying? I held Bajora’s gaze, biting the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste iron. My next words were barely a whisper, “Is he dangerous?” 
    

    
      Bajora stilled, studying my face. His brow drew together again, the words hanging between us like a block of ice on a tenuous string. “Something’s wrong. Amelia, tell me what’s wrong.” Taking a deep breath, I opened the hand clutching my forearm and set it on the counter in front of him. He looked down at the puncture marks as I drew away my trembling fingers. “You think-” 
    

    
      “What is it?” 
    

    
      Bajora and I both jumped as Ezraji spoke from the mouth of the hallway. Bajora cursed in Dharateen, rubbing a hand over the back of his mane. Ezraji met my stare, then looked down at my arm from a distance. His robust teal skin was a sickly grey, and his tendrils twitched. I took a deep breath and drew myself up proudly, convinced I had an ally in Bajora, and thrust my arm out at my colleague so he could see the welt.
    

    
      “Why have you been breaking into my unit at night? What do you want?” I trembled. My body was ready to retreat at a moment’s notice, the urge to empty my bladder strong. I forced myself to hold my ground, though, letting Ezraji take a step closer. He looked at my arm with the same look of confusion as Bajora. 
    

    
      “When did this happen?” he asked. 
    

    
      I swallowed. “Last night.”
    

    
      Storm clouds of anger darkened his drawn and exhausted face. “I didn’t do this. If I’d wanted a sample, I’d have just asked.”
    

    
      “But…” I drew up short, blinking down at my arm. “I-I remember you.”
    

    
      He reached for my hand, but I snatched my arm away. I bumped up against the counter with a restrained squeak, clutching my arm. He took a step back with a slow, dragging inhale. The hard notch at the back of my neck 
      itched
      , and I tasted aluminum in my teeth, the way it always tasted when the nurse plugged in. I wanted to claw at it so badly; I had to wring my fingers together to stop myself. 
    

    
      “How long has this been going on, Dr Ahlberg?”
    

    
      I didn’t answer him, turning towards Bajora instead. “Was Ezra here last night?”
    

    
      Bajora swallowed hard. “This is the first time he’s come out.”
    

    
      “But do you know for sure?”
    

    
      Bajora hesitated, then shook his head once, staring at his unitmate. “No, I don’t.”
    

    
      Validation galvanized me and, with a livid blush on my cheeks, I launched off the counter and invaded Ezraji’s space. He stumbled back once, twice, catching himself as he fell over the furniture. “Why are you lying?! I 
      saw
       you, Ezra. I heard your 
      voice!”
    

    
      “Amelia,” Ezraji implored, hands out. “I was here. I can prove it.” 
    

    
      “No, you can’t!” I seethed. 
    

    
      “BEO, where was my biometric signature last night?”
    

    
      “Home Tower 01, Unit West-11, Bedroom A.”
    

    
      “What?” I spat, confused, shaking with anger and self-doubt in equal measure.
    

    
      “Did I leave?” Ezraji asked desperately, his tone becoming calm, sympathetic, consoling. I glared at him, my hands still in fists, but my blazing anger was flickering out, losing steam.
    

    
      “No, MS Zarabi.”
    

    
      All three of us froze. Bajora and Ezraji looked at each other with wide, terror-stricken eyes as the color and heat drained out of my face. 
    

    
      “Oya,
       what the fuck?” Bajora yelled. “I thought you fixed it?!”
    

    
      Ezraji growled, his tendrils twisting angrily. “I 
      did.”
    

    
      “Chudthi.”
    

    
      “MS Zarabi?” I interjected, wobbling on my legs like toothpicks in a hurricane. “Isn’t that the ISU code 
      for medical
       specialist?”
    

    
      “Amelia-”
    

    
      “DON’T. 
      LIE.”
       I pointed at the ceiling. “You just said so yourself! You can manipulate BEO. You can make him say whatever you want him to say. You didn’t leave my unit the other night. You 
      stayed,
       didn’t you?! This whole colony is just a giant lab, and
       all of you are in on it.
       I never escaped. I never got out…” 
    

    
      I had worked myself into a hyperventilating rage, my eyes buggy with pain and terror, fingers clutching my chest. I snarled up at them, daring them to fight me, to get near any human ever again. 
    

    
      The 
      Paramour’s
       nurse giggled as an instrument clattered to the floor. I jumped, shocked, searching the kitchen tiles. But the kitchen tile wasn’t right. No, the floor was cold silver metal. I was on the 
      Paramour
       again.
    

    
      Oops.
    

    
      I could 
      feel
       Bajora and Ezraji conferring behind my back. I swung around, pointing at their faces. “Stop it!” They both put up their hands, all four palms out, to show they were up to nothing, but I knew better. I could feel them talking to each other, coming up with a plan in their minds. “S-stay away from me! Stay away from everyone!” 
    

    
      Bajora opened his mouth to speak, but it wasn’t his voice I heard. “That’s it, good girl. You’re so 
      good!
       Yes, come here. I won’t hurt you, yes? This is just a little thing. It won’t even pinch. It’s so I can understand you better, hmmmm?” 
    

    
      I stumbled back, falling over the coffee table. An empty vase clattered onto the area rug beside me, rolling away as my elbow hit the floor with a shocking pang. I crab-crawled backwards until my back hit the corner of the room. 
    

    
      “Amelia!” Ezraji yelled.
    

    
      Giggles from behind me shattered my fragile sense of reality. I craned my neck back to look at the wall propping me up. The voices were in the walls, in my friends, in the ceilings. They were in my shower drain and my coffee mug. There was no escape, and there never had been. All of this was an elaborate experiment, all of it was false. 
      Oops.
    

    
      Oops.
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      “Amelia…”
    

    
      I came to while staring at the ceiling, not knowing when or how I’d gotten on the floor. My mouth felt like a cotton ball and my eyeballs hurt, lashes glued shut with dehydrated tears.
    

    
      “Amelia?”
    

    
      That voice was so deep and soothing. I’d heard it so many times before. During lunch breaks and idle afternoons, over readouts and patient exams. Something clattered to the floor. I jumped, hugging myself, wide eyes chasing after the sound as if I could see it, 
      could
       finally catch the scalpel that kept clattering, clattering, clattering. 
    

    
      “Amelia, it’s Imani,” the voice changed. 
    

    
      “No, come back,” I pleaded at the other voice, the deep, soothing voice. 
    

    
      “Bajora called me over after you… fell. How are you doing, 
      rafiki,”
       she said. Searching the room, I shook my head. I didn’t want her to know. I didn’t want anyone to know. I was such a failure. I could never catch up now. No one would ever trust me to be their doctor again. Imani’s figure emerged from amidst the blurry furniture, brows drawn together in worry, and I pressed my mouth closed, trying to hold all my shame inside.
    

    
      “No,” I begged, clutching my knees. “You can’t see me.”
    

    
      She reached one open palm towards me and eased into sitting on the floor.
    

    
      “No judgment, Amelia,” she comforted me. “You don’t need to do anything. I’m just here for you.” 
    

    
      We sat in silence, Imani humming softly, sometimes looking out at the warm jungle light, giving me a smile when our eyes caught. My head cleared slowly and my shuddering sobs interrupted the peaceful afternoon with less and less frequency. I stared at the empty vase on the floor as its shadow lengthened and the light warmed into that tangerine pink of Yaspur’s late afternoon.
    

    
      “I remember when we first arrived here. You were so eager to work,” Imani cut into the silence gently. “You are doing so much good, Amelia.” 
    

    
      “I can’t now. Not now that you know,” I croaked.
    

    
      “Of course you can,” Imani rallied. “You just need support. You can’t carry the entire colony on your back.”
    

    
      “What is happening to me?” I asked bluntly, numbly. I lifted my head off my knees and searched her pitying expression. “It’s not all in my head. It’s-” 
    

    
      Imani reached out and patted the top of my foot. “You need rest and peace. Just for a little while. You’ve been racing ever since we touched down.”
    

    
      I showed her my forearm. Her expression darkened, but only a little. “Someone 
      was
       in my unit, Imani. It was Ezra, he-” 
    

    
      “Why would he, Amelia?” 
    

    
      My answer got stuck in my throat. The paranoia and hysteria I’d felt earlier was dissipating, but the lingering suspicion was stubborn. “He’s doing experiments on me.”
    

    
      Imani weighed my words, then sighed. “I understand how frightened you are. Whatever 
      is
       happening to you… Can I ask you some important questions right now? Can you focus on me?” 
    

    
      I chewed on my lip, but nodded. I could be impartial. I could. 
    

    
      “When did this start?” 
    

    
      I thought back. The thunderstorm was the first thing I remembered, but was there more? “Last week, I think…” 
    

    
      “When does it happen?”
    

    
      “He comes at night. And the nurse drops things and giggles all day. It’s jarring. I wish the doctor would tell him to stop… Wait.” I blinked hard, pressing clammy fingers to my head. “No. No, that happened on the 
      Paramour.
       That part isn't real. I know that. The nurse is just a, 
      eine
       
      Erfindung, 
      like a memory.” 
    

    
      Imani held my hand in her warm palm and squeezed. “That’s right. You’re doing so well. The voices, the noises. They’re not real, Amelia.”
    

    
      I glared over her shoulder at the corner of the counter. It was the same counter as mine, the same corner where my lab coat had fallen those few nights ago. I licked my lips, the wheels grinding into gear, and shuffled on my seat bones, realizing for the first time that my butt was cold and wet. I looked down between my legs to a puddle of acrid urine, my eyes burning from the smell. 
    

    
      “I need Ezra,” I forced myself to say. The fear hung on me like a dumbbell, but for the first time, I wondered… “I need him. Can you get him?” 
    

    
      Imani took her time in responding. She looked me over with concern, her grip on my hand never faltering. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Amelia.” 
    

    
      I grasped her forearm like my fingers were talons and looked her straight in the eye, jaw squared. “I 
      need
       him, Imani. Right now.” 
    

    
      “What will you do if I get him?” she asked, one brow raised, her eyes lidded with skepticism. “You’re having a psychotic breakdown. He will just make it worse again. That’s why he’s not here.”
    

    
      “I’m 
      not
       having a psychotic
      … 
      einen
       
      psychotischer Zusammenbruch,”
       I insisted, becoming more animated. My eyes were wide with revelation. I pushed my glasses up my nose, only to realize I wasn’t wearing them. “It’s real. It’s 
      real,
       Imani!” 
    

    
      I realized my mistake as soon as the words left my mouth. Her hope that I was coming out of the mental fog faded away, and the easy twinge of her smile fell. I shook my head, trying to gain it back, trying to gain her confidence again. “No! No, what I mean is…” I stopped myself, then held out my hands in illustration, starting again. “Hallucinations are not a symptom of 
      PTBS!”
       I squeezed my eyes shut and smacked my forehead. “No, I mean, ah, I’m not a mental health doctor. I don’t know these words in English. 
      Posttraumatische Belastungsstörung,”
       I clarified, hoping she caught the meaning. 
    

    
      She nodded slowly, but didn’t look convinced. “What happened then?” 
    

    
      I sat back against the uncomfortable corner of the room with a deflated sigh. “Exposure to something. Like the 
      samona
       flower. Or an allergic reaction. A slow build-up of… That’s why I need Ezra. I feel fine in the afternoons, but something wrong is happening to me at night.” 
    

    
      Imani pursed her lips and looked down at my forearm. She brushed her fingers over the welt gently. “This mark is real,” she said quietly, “but the rest of it, Amelia… 
      If
       Ezraji is doing this to you, it makes no sense. You work in a clinic together. He could ask you for samples anytime, and he 
      knows
       you’d give them. You’d give anything for the people here.” 
    

    
      I nodded emphatically. “I know. That’s why I need to talk to him.” 
    

    
      She looked out at the jungle again. 
    

    
      “Why don’t you rest while you wait? We’ll get you washed up and put to bed. Then when he gets back, we’ll all talk together.”
    

    
      I wanted to argue so badly, but snapped my mouth shut with a nod. “Alright,” I clipped, getting to my feet with a grimace. Urine trickled down the inside of my pant leg as she led me to the restroom. 
    

    
      “How about you take a nice, relaxing shower and I’ll print something for you to wear?” she asked with a cleansing beat to her voice. She turned on the water, then stole a clean towel from Bajora’s room, walking in as if she owned the place. She set it on the sink with a loving pat. “I’ll be just outside. Call if you need me.” 
    

    
      When the door hissed shut behind her, I stripped out of my clothes and threw them in a pile in a corner of the shower. I looked at myself in the mirror, staunchly ignoring the gaunt, hollow look on my face. Instead, I folded my ears forward to look behind them, lifted my hairline, checked under my arms and beneath my buttocks, between my toes and fingers. I found three more welts, just like the one on my forearm, one so faint I nearly missed it. Two between my fingers, one near my jack, hidden just within my blonde hair. 
    

    
      The look I gave myself wasn’t hollow anymore. I set my jaw with determination. Someone was doing this to me. Someone had been trying to plug in while I was sleeping, I was sure of it now. They’d sedated me, and though this should have terrified me, all it did was bolster my conviction. I 
      needed
       to talk to Ezraji. I needed his help.
    

    
      By the time full darkness had descended and Big Blue bathed the treetops in its purple night glow, he still hadn’t returned. His light tab was set to Do Not Disturb, so Bajora hadn’t been able to contact him either. I convinced Imani to stay with me in Ezraji’s room that night to wait for him, and she reluctantly agreed. I sat on top of the covers, watching her midnight shadow against his white sheets as her breathing came and went, deep and silent. When I was sure she wouldn’t wake up, I slid out of bed and carried my boots out into the hallway. 
    

    
      The bedroom door hissed shut behind me and I waited, listening for movement. The unit was still as I walked by Bajora’s bedroom and out into the kitchen. I grabbed one of Ezraji’s bags, tossed in a few nutrient bars from the kitchen counter and a canteen of fresh water, and then stepped out into the hallway. 
    

    
      The hallway was identical to my own, and I heard the subtle hum of surgical arms, the quiet 
      thunk
       of someone’s shoes as they roamed, shuffling here and there as they performed their tasks. It was a familiar sound, one I’d heard a thousand times on the 
      Paramour.
       The doctors, walking to-and-fro, conferring with Burdam Endar about what his clients needed to know next, what limits needed to be tested. I took a deep breath and let the moment roll through me as I pressed my heels into the ground. Then the flashback faded, and I called the lift. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      I directed my torch down at the roots, puddles, and leaves. The night steamed as the heat of the day rose to meet the chill of the night, and all around me the jungle pressed in on my shoulders and face like a wet, hot towel. My glasses steamed up, forcing me to a stop. I sandwiched the torch between my thighs and took off my glasses with trembling hands. Couldn’t see with them; couldn’t see without them. But at least now I saw more than just a wall of foggy glass. I squinted up into the tree branches as I pulled my torch back out, casting wild shadows up through the canopy. 
    

    
      “Ezra?” I called, louder than was smart. I’d become bold in my desperation. When I’d first entered the forest, I’d only whispered his name, but the jungle had swallowed up my voice in its rotting tree trunks and thick moss before it’d traveled even five meters away. Now, far from the colony with still no sign of him, I had no choice but to hope whoever was drugging me didn’t know I’d been in Ezraji’s unit and was scratching their head, standing in mine instead. 
    

    
      And I had to trust that it wasn’t Ezraji, because that cold oil of fear was still dripping from my spine. The lure of paranoia and terror was great, and every step forward was a struggle. More than once, I’d had to crouch, put my hands over my head, and do breathing exercises to stop myself from hyperventilating. 
    

    
      I tripped over a root and looked down. It wasn’t a root, but a pale marble stair. I swallowed, directing my light beam up to a spa pool rimmed in gold and polished volcanic quartz. The waters were steaming and decadent, perfumed with a musky oil and the lingering smell of sex and blood. 
    

    
      “Care to join me?” Burdam Endar purred. 
    

    
      I shuddered, but didn’t gasp, didn’t look back. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let the moment flow through me. It wasn’t real. Sure enough, 
      Endar’s
       clammy hands didn’t brush the jack at the back of my neck, and he didn’t drag me by the throat into the water, or add my blood to the subtle pink tint of his bath. Not this time. Not ever again. 
    

    
      “Ezra?” I called again, injecting strength into my desperate tone. “I need to talk to you! I’ve fig-”
    

    
      A branch snapped above me. I swerved my torch upwards again, twisting mulch under my boots. “I’m here,” Ezraji’s smooth, low voice called. 
    

    
      “Come down, we need to talk,” I pleaded, spotting a shadow on the opposite side of a tree trunk, fingers curled around silhouetted knees in a crouch. “I don’t want to yell. It’s dangerous.” 
    

    
      “Then we don’t have much time. Tell me,” he instructed as he slipped around the back of the tree and descended, the branches bending and creaking one by one as he climbed down from the canopy out of sight. I watched each branch with my torch, the shivering leaves hissing as if inconvenienced by his weight. 
    

    
      “I’ve figured out what’s going on,” I breathed. I heard his weight thump to the jungle floor, and a root cracked violently beneath his boots. The surrounding forest grew silent with all his 
      noise
      . “Someone has been sedating me to get at the jack on my neck. Whatever they’re using has been giving me hallucinations.”
    

    
      “If someone’s stalking you, you need to turn off the flashlight. It’s easy to find you with that thing on.”
    

    
      I nodded, pushing at the bridge of my nose out of habit as I clicked the torch off. “You can see? We need to go to the clinic. I need you to test my blood for substances. I think it has a short half-life, so I don’t feel so bad during the day. Something’s-” I looked up, craning my head to see around the tree trunk where Ezraji was still standing. The darkness pressed against my eyes like velvet. “Ezra?” 
    

    
      He crunched towards me, the jungle roots and mulch crushing easily underfoot like brittle old bones. His eyes shone in the dark, something I hadn’t expected. I clutched my torch tightly as he approached. 
    

    
      “The only way back is up the path. Go on, I’ll make sure you don’t trip,” he said as he got closer. I squinted, the blurred shadow of his form swimming black on black under the cover of the midnight canopy. But something about the way he moved: the gait of his hips, his lower hands behind his back. And his eyes… 
    

    
      They shouldn’t be reflective, like a nocturnal animal. His face and mane stood out against the night like a monitor turned on but with a black screen; the kind of black you could tell was powered up. My mouth went dry as he smiled at me. His smile was roguish, lopsided, and 
      wrong.
    

    
      I held out my trembling left hand, unable to blink away. “I can’t see anything. Hold on to me so I don’t fall.” 
    

    
      “I need both of my hands, in case you do.”
    

    
      Both
       of his hands? My heart stuttered, goosebumps prickling my arms, and I clutched my torch tighter. “A tendril then.”
    

    
      We both looked at his tendrils. They didn’t curl. Not once. He looked up at me slowly with those slashed eyes, his grin widening. With a fluttering breath, I pressed my hand to one of his tendrils. My fingers hit his chest instead.
    

    
      Ezraji’s figment grabbed my wrist and twisted it painfully. I cried out as he wrung bones in my left arm so hard that my ulna split apart. My knees buckled beneath me and I saw stars. 
    

    
      “Ezraji!” I shrieked as loud as I could out into the jungle. The figment clapped a hand over my mouth and I bit. Hard. Blood pooled in my mouth as I sawed my teeth back and forth. It was sour and hot, like unripened date juice. The figment growled, but said nothing as it pulled its hand away. I spun back around and slammed my torch into the side of his face. It clicked on from the force of the impact and I got a flash of something 
      within
       Ezraji’s features: a snarling demon with jagged planes, red eyes, and blinding white fangs.
    

    
      The figment’s grip loosened, and I fell back. When I landed on both palms, the pain in my left arm was so intense that black threatened the edges of my blurred vision as I searched the wild beam of my torch. The shadows it cast through the jungle were disorienting and I felt seasick, like I was being tossed about on the bough of a ship. 
    

    
      “Ezra!” I roared with conviction, collapsing on my good arm, dragging the other beside me, unable to lift it for the blinding anguish. The figment strode overtop of me, relaxed and confident, then crouched over my hips. He wrenched me over onto my stomach, dug a knee into my shoulder, and pressed a hand into the back of my head, smashing my face into the uneven ground. I was in full panic mode, unable to scream at how little air I could get in my lungs under his immense weight. 
    

    
      Then he pressed his fingers into the flesh around my jack and cut his way through the muscle, pulling on the device. My spine lit up like a raw electrical wire in a storm. The taste of aluminum assaulted my mouth, zinging from one tooth to the next, flooding my throat with electric heat as the device resisted. When he tugged on the jack, pain lanced all the way from my tailbone to my skull, and though I was losing consciousness fast, a smile overcame my exhausted, blood-spattered mouth. 
    

    
      The figment had three fingers. Not six. 
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      Aavar put his feet up on the opposite chair at the workshop table, his lower left hand tapping out a nice little ditty on the armrest. Stretching his shoulders, he gazed lazily out the open hangar doors at the jungle night, and yawned big, ready to hit the sack. He wasn’t due to leave the colony for another day or two, but 
      hated
       his lifeless little unit. He and Piro shared one, but it was as bland as could be and his bedroom window overlooked an air filtration system. Instead, he usually just slept in his transport and mooched off whatever food bay Bajora was working on that week. 
    

    
      As ready for his beauty sleep as he was, though, tonight was shaping up to be 
      capital
       Weird. Hunar sent Bree home at the end of the workday 
      on time,
       much to Aavar’s disappointment, and the older engineer had busied himself with bullshit tasks even an apprentice could manage. At least until Bajora peaced out, giving him the cold shoulder for good measure. Unable to shake Aavar, he’d finally just rolled his eyes and settled into chores, checking his tab for the time, over and over, every fifteen minutes. 
    

    
      And then it got 
      really
       interesting.  
    

    
      Bing.
    

    
      Aavar reached his upper right arm towards the food bay and withdrew his favorite snack, a bowl of 
      ghot
       chips, crisped to perfection. He popped one of the vegetable slices into his mouth and hugged the bowl to his belly. Hunar gave him a stern glare as he set up a dubious black puck in the middle of the table. 
    

    
      That’s right. Hunar had unlocked his personal safe and withdrawn a secure comm link, worse for wear but still in working condition. A mission control center, standard about two decades prior, Aavar 
      had found
       with a cursory search. Then the bastard had sat down at a dusty old monitor, wiped it “clean” with an oily rag, and hooked up one of the home tower fobs. Its information had scrolled across the ancient tech looking a jumbled mess of letters and numbers to Aavar, but kept Hunar’s attention. At least in fifteen-minute chunks, in between which he’d kept checking the time.  
    

    
      So Aavar had camped out, watching the older man blatantly while he snacked on Bajora’s food and compared the comm puck to his searches. Then Hunar stood with a groan, cracked his thick neck, and joined him at the table.
    

    
      “You mind?” he groused, turning on the puck as Aavar shrugged. 
    

    
      “Nah, you can have your meeting.” He barely kept his grin in check, just like Hunar barely kept his eyes from twitching. “Where you get a secure puck like that, anyway?” 
    

    
      Hunar shuffled in his seat as the lightwell warmed up. “It’s an old one, from when I served.” 
    

    
      “Ohh,” Aavar said, his eyes wide. “I didn’t know, you know, that you actually 
      had.”
    

    
      “Yeah, well,” Hunar shrugged, accepting a comm on his tab as he swiped it over to the puck’s stream. “My rank’s real, even if the rest of yours aren’t.” 
    

    
      “Ouch.”
    

    
      “CE Fareshi,” a delicate, high-pitched voice said as the image of a hjarna brightened into view. 
    

    
      “Good to meet you, TS Pau,” Hunar greeted with a curt nod. The tech specialist smiled at him with her blunt herbivorous teeth. “Thanks for making the time.” 
    

    
      “Of course. Sorry to have taken so long to get back to you, hmm? You said there was a problem with my SecEntry software, yes? What’s the issue?” 
    

    
      Hunar held up a fob for her to see, rotating it between his fingers. “I had a human come by the other day with a blank fob. She claimed it was hers, but the serial number appeared to have never been programmed. I looked in the logs, and there was no entry record. I was hoping it’s a bug.” 
    

    
      The tech spec tilted her head in thought, her hands flying to her various keyboards as she looked at the fob. “No, I don’t believe so. Could she have picked up an unprogrammed fob on accident?”
    

    
      Hunar sent Pau the serial number and brought up its record, the light screen visible in the recess of her hologram. “I keep them all locked down, and haven’t opened the container since the humans first arrived. No one’s lost a fob so far, so there hasn’t been a reason.”
    

    
      “You weren’t missing one, yes?” 
    

    
      He shook his head. “All accounted for.”
    

    
      “He hates losing things,” Aavar piped in. Both Hunar and Pau looked at him. He just shrugged, “It’s true,” then popped another 
      ghot
       chip into his mouth with a satisfyingly loud crunch. 
    

    
      “I’ll look in the backlogs,” TS Pau said, distractedly returning to her work. Hunar leaned his upper arms on the table, his knee bouncing. Aavar studied him closely, merriment forgotten. He punched the mute button on the lightwell and set his bowl of chips on the table, leaning towards the engineer. 
    

    
      “You’re nervous,” he accused the older man intently. “What’s going on?”
    

    
      Hunar gave him a sharp look. He gestured at the open fob box on the workbench, all the little silver teardrops separated in neat rows by black foam. “If I’m right and it’s not a software glitch…” 
    

    
      Aavar’s brow piqued. “Someone stole that doctor’s fob?” 
    

    
      Hunar nodded once. “And it wasn’t a human, that’s for sure.”
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “I haven’t given Bree lock access, and there’s only one human in the colony that’s got a transitor and can read Dharateen.” 
    

    
      “Let me guess, the doctor?”
    

    
      Hunnar nodded again. 
    

    
      “I see nothing amiss,” TS Pau spoke up. Aavar sat back again with a little huff, punching off the mute button. “Yes, I think it must be a hard mistake, not a soft one.” She giggled at her own joke. 
    

    
      “Is there any chance you’re flying our way soon? I’d like to look at tighter security measures.”
    

    
      She blinked in alarm, a rare thing for a hjarna. She regarded Aavar and Hunar closely before nodding. “I will, hmm, have to clear it with my commander. Yes, let me confirm. It will be after our shore leave is over.” 
    

    
      Hunar smiled tightly at her, flipping the fob over in his hands. “Thank you, TS Pau. Sorry to take up your time.” 
    

    
      She waved her fingers, and the lightwell flickered out. Hunar tossed the fob onto the table and got to his feet with a grimace. He paced in his heavy, rough-shod boots, kicking an empty 
      umdhee
       bottle across the open warehouse. 
    

    
      “Chudthi,” 
      he cursed. 
    

    
      “Oya,
       wait, you said you have them all.” 
    

    
      With his lower hands on his hips, Hunar’s shoulders rolled as he stomped back and forth across the workshop like a predator. He rolled his eyes then. “I do 
      now,
       yeah, or at least, the right number. Checking all the serial numbers by hand is ridiculous. There are almost a thousand fobs in that damned box.” 
    

    
      “So…”
    

    
      “Someone’s been going into the doctor’s unit without her knowing. And it was one of us, or...” Hunar trailed off and Aavar’s expression darkened uncharacteristically. He glanced at the side door and crossed both sets of arms in contemplation. “When you were yelling at Bajora about the door-”
    

    
      “-Yes,” Hunar confirmed. “Must have been. And her fob? It opens the clinic too.” 
    

    
      “Chudthi.”
    

    
      “Exactly. Go wake everyone up,” Hunar said, pulling his secure comm puck off the table and tossing it back in his safe. “Something in this colony stinks like dead fish.” 
    

    
      Aavar nodded once, but his tab buzzed against his inner thumb before he could leave the workshop. He stared at the pre-call feed. It was black, with flashes of tree branches and light. A teal hand flashed through the video. The comm link displayed a name in bright red light: Ezraji Zarabi. 
    

    
      Aavar looked up at Hunar with shock. “Emergency Comm. It’s Ezra.” 
    

    
      Both men froze for a breath, then turned in unison towards Aavar’s transpo. Hunar pulled up his own tab, opening the transpo’s remote controls. The engines hummed to life as they booked it across the hangar, and Aavar answered the call. 
    

    
      “Medansh,” he clipped.
    

    
      “I need medical transport. 
      Now,”
       Ezraji’s belabored voice crackled to life. 
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “The jungle. My beacon’s up. Do you have mediplasma? I used mine, but it’s not enough.” 
    

    
      Hunar and Aavar looked at each other, then down at the feed. A pale human hand swayed in and out of the frame as the static worsened. No, not static. Leaves.
    

    
      “I have one in my safe,” Hunar offered. He turned back for the workshop at a sprint. Aavar was up his ramp and in the pilot’s seat in no time. 
    

    
      “Aavar?” Ezraji growled. 
    

    
      “Yup! Grabbing one,” he said, flipping switches and checking fuel gauges. He pushed the little triangular window to his left open as Hunar came bounding back and reached his hand out for the meds. One of his tendrils curled around a lever above his head, activating his beacon crawler. “Searching for your signal now.” Hunar withdrew his hand, slapped the transpo, and backed away. Aavar lifted her into the air and blew out the open hangar doors, which rattled in their rails. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s beacon wasn’t even a mile into the jungle, and the lunatic was standing 
      on top
       of the canopy, shining a light straight up into the gathering clouds above. He held a bundle in his lower arms and the beacon like a weapon in his upper. As the first drops of rain fell, Aavar swerved down beside him, whipping up the trees beneath the transpo. Despite their swaying, Ezraji’s balance didn’t falter as he ran to the descending ramp. 
    

    
      “It’s Amelia,” he breathed, his eyes wild and alert, searching the treetops. “We need to get her to Samridve.” 
    

    
      “Not the clinic? It’s closer.” 
    

    
      “No,” Ezraji rasped darkly, “not the clinic.” 
    

    
      As the toxicologist ran up the ramp and into the harsh overhead lights of the transpo interior, Aavar studied the blood running down his forehead with suspicion. The human in his arms was tiny with golden silk, not unlike Bree. He smashed the button for the ramp to close as Ezraji laid Amelia down on the bench on her side, facing the wall. 
    

    
      “What happened?” Aavar asked, peering over Ezraji’s shoulder. The other man held up a hand as he strapped the doctor in. 
    

    
      “The mediplasma,” he rushed, ignoring the question. 
    

    
      Aavar withdrew it from his thigh pouch and prepped it before handing it over. Ezraji pulled aside Amelia’s matted, bloodied silk to reveal a tarnished data bank jack stuck with bits of dead leaves and sticky fingerprints. Someone had pulled it out of her spine partway, the bone showing. Aavar’s tendrils seized in horror. It was one of the most gruesome wounds he’d ever seen. He stared incredulously at the back of Ezraji’s head as he worked, taking stock of his condition. He had a nasty head wound spilling blood down the side of his face, and scratch marks all along his arms. 
    

    
      In a smooth arc, Ezraji pressed the mediplasma to her neck and pushed the jack into place with his inner thumbs. He dropped the empty syringe to the floor by his knee and looked back over his shoulder. “What are you waiting for? Move!” he growled, baring his teeth at Aavar. His impressively long tendrils roiled and jerked. Aavar squared his shoulders. 
    

    
      “What happened?” he asked again, more purposefully. Ezraji’s brow creased, caught between confusion, impatience, and rage. He looked back at Amelia, his sticky green and red fingers brushing her silk away from the wound. 
    

    
      “Someone attacked her in the jungle. She came looking for me,” he lamented. 
    

    
      “Someone?”
    

    
      Ezraji’s mane erupted in a crocodilian hiss so deep and wrathful that Aavar stumbled backwards. The medical researcher was on him before he could react, tendrils wrapping impossibly around his arms and throat, ramming him against the hull of his own ship. Out of instinct, he tensed his lower right wrist and extended his concealed blade into Ezraji’s gut. The blade hit home, and Ezraji winced, but he didn’t falter. 
    

    
      “Question me later, Medansh,” he warned, deadly quiet. “Or else she’s going to die.” 
    

    
      Aavar swallowed his pride and nodded once. “Alright. But you gotta let me go, 
      syalī.”
    

    
      Ezraji unwrapped himself without preamble and turned his back on the pilot, kneeling by Amelia’s side. Aavar made a beeline for the cockpit. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is CP Aavar Medansh, transpo T-01-HC, requesting an emergency comm link to Ajahadra Union Hospital. Repeat, CP Aavar Medansh, transpo T-01-HC…” Aavar listened to his voice on automated repeat as he navigated the upper stratus of Samridvean traffic in a torrential downpour loud enough to drown out the sounds of the engines. Lightning lit up other vehicles before the thick curtains of rain swallowed them up again. 
    

    
      Luckily for the human bleeding out on his bench, he was one of the colony’s best pilots. Trained by his dad since he was too young to drive, he had no problem dodging the treacherous multilevel airways like the hyped up speed demon he was. 
    

    
      The officers on his tail, though, probably thought he wasn’t allowed to do that. 
    

    
      His automated request cut off and an unfamiliar male voice butted in. “Ajahadra Union Hospital, emergency comm operator. How can I assist you?” 
    

    
      “Hi!” he said cheerfully, unable to stop himself from a greeting, regardless of the circumstances. He smacked himself lightly on the forehead and dove around a transpo carrying large drums. The officers behind him flipped on some lights and his comm requests blinked. 
    

    
      “Hi…” said the operator when he didn’t respond. 
    

    
      “Right,” Aavar exhaled. “I need to dock on your tarmac innnn two beats. I’m carrying an emergency patient.” Aavar brought up the rear vids, watching his new friends closely. He raised a brow in thought. “And I have a police escort.” He was a glass half-full sorta guy. 
    

    
      “What can you tell me about the patient?” the operator asked. 
    

    
      “Human female, attacked by-” Aavar questioned himself, running his tongue over his teeth. “I don’t know. Anyway, she’s got a data bank jack on the back of her neck. The attacker tried to pry it out. She’s received two mediplasmas and lost a lot of blood. That’s all I know.” 
    

    
      “Human?”
    

    
      “You heard me.”
    

    
      “Stand by.”
    

    
      An unamused voice broke in. “Transpo T-01-HC, this is strata enforcement. Acknowledge.” 
    

    
      “Oyaaa,
       that’s not good,” Aavar winced. “Sorry, op, do you have what you need?”
    

    
      The operator responded immediately. “Yes. I’ve cleared you for docking bay two. Emergency personnel will meet you.” 
    

    
      “Super.” Aavar cut the hospital comm and took up the next, dodging a container barge unloading into a warehouse lift. He kept one eye on the airways, one on the officers behind him. “Hey, fellas! Acknowledged.” 
    

    
      “You are in violation of-” 
    

    
      “Yeah, I know. Listen, I have a dying girl in the back of my transpo. I’m cleared for dock two at the union hospital.” He lowered his voice. “But I’ve got someone on board I think you should meet.” 
    

    
      When Aavar swerved into the docking bay, it was with a police escort in 
      front
       of him, instead of chasing from behind. That was new, and he liked it, puffing out his chest, feeling important. The officers touched down a few moments after he did, and the ramp was already descending by the time their engines whirred down. Four medical personnel ran up the ramp in their scrubs and gloves, asking questions and taking stock of the doctor’s vitals. While one activated a gurney puck, another clipped a vitals reader to her wrist. 
    

    
      As Ezraji descended the ramp with them, one tendril locked around the human’s wrist, talking jargon Aavar couldn’t disentangle, one of the officers stopped him with a hand to his chest. The nurses and doctor came to a stop when his tendril 
      pulled taut and
       the world froze, the gurney floating sideways. Rain beat down on all their heads, washing away the blood, plastering their clothes to their bodies. 
    

    
      Lightning flashed as Aavar slowly stepped down the ramp, crossing his arms. He ground his tooth ridges together, conflicted, looking between the officers cautiously palming tasers and the man he thought had signed up for the same program he had.
    

    
      Ezraji looked back at him, but Aavar’s usually chipper facade was coated in a somber stare. “Aavar,” Ezraji warned, knowing exactly what was happening. “They don’t know humans. I need to be with her.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s head notched stiffly, his tendrils subdued. “I’m sorry, 
      syalī.” 
    

    
      Ezraji bit back what was probably the most creative string of insults Aavar would have ever heard from the man. He turned his attention to the doctor overseeing Amelia’s vitals. “Contact SMO Veel Jiau through the office of Ambassador Atarian on Helion. She’s the only other person I know that’s treated a human.” 
    

    
      With a furious hiss, Ezraji let Amelia slip out of his hold and watched her disappear inside the building while the officers restrained him. Aavar sighed as the hospital receiving bay boomed shut, and they were alone, surrounded by the hum of the transpo and incessant beat of the rain. “You know why I have to do it, right?”
    

    
      “Turn around,” an officer ordered. Ezraji did so, facing him. The man put a neck shackle around his tendrils and throat. Once he activated the restraint, Ezraji’s tendrils from the neck down fell limp. 
    

    
      “You need to listen to me,” he said, forcing Aavar to look up, to catch his intense stare. “I don’t know why Amelia came looking for me, but when I found her, a man wearing my face was holding her down.”
    

    
      Aavar winced. “You know that sounds crazy, right?” 
    

    
      “She’s in danger, Aavar. Will you stay with her for me?” 
    

    
      Aavar rubbed the back of his neck where Ezraji’s tendrils had fought to squeeze the life out of him. He nodded once. “Yeah, I’ll stay.” 
    

    
      Ezraji breathed slowly, reining in the snarl rumbling in his throat. When he refocused on Aavar, he nodded down to the pilot’s arm, where he hid his wrist-blade. “Keep it ready.” 
    

    
      Then the officers dragged him away, and Aavar was left to power down his transpo in silence. He hated silence, he hated waiting, and now it looked like he hated himself. Because even if he wasn’t sure whether Ezraji had attacked the doctor lady, he knew she wasn’t in the clear, and her best chance at survival was being led away in cuffs. 
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      Ezraji slumped against the far side of the holding cell in the brightest corner, where the steel bench was still shiny enough to reflect the lime green blood seeping out of his abdomen and down his forearms. After the adrenaline had worn off, after the bailiff had recorded his citizen number in the police database, he’d realized just how good Aavar had nicked him. With his bright yellow prison tunic tucked under his chin, he spread open the jab wound and squeezed a single-use bottle of paste into the puncture. It filled, bubbling and expanding like caulking, straining the edges, seeping deeper into the flesh, pushing out stagnant blood. Then, all at once, the bubbles collapsed, and the wound snapped shut. He ground his ridges together, hissing in pain. 
    

    
      “That looks like it smarts,” the bailiff said, resting his elbows on his knees. Ezraji glared up at the man. 
    

    
      “I need to speak to Ambassador Zufi,” he gritted out for the fifth time, tossing the empty paste tube through the wall of light separating them. 
    

    
      The man shrugged, unconcerned, watching the container roll across the floor, landing somewhere near his desk. “He’ll get here when he gets here.” 
    

    
      Ezraji picked himself up gingerly by the lower arms and propped himself up at a more comfortable angle. He dropped his head back, hitting the wall with a grimace, wishing more than anything he could see Amelia’s vitals, to make sure she wasn’t in pain while they worked on her spine, to hold her hand and brush his tendrils over her skin and murmur soothing words in her ear.
    

    
      “So what’re they like?” the bailiff asked, his tone light, trying to hide a morbid curiosity. Ezraji closed his eyes, pointedly ignoring the question. “I’ve heard they’re sweeter. More timid. Easy to wrap your tendrils around and-”
    

    
      “They’re not,” Ezraji bristled. 
    

    
      The bailiff’s blunt mane curled. He leaned in, pulling his chair closer to the lightveil. “I heard they have buttons on their chest and a hole in their stomach. What the fuck’s that about?”
    

    
      Ezraji scoffed and looked up at the ceiling, praying for patience before his restraint snapped in half. “They’re 
      mammals,
       you idiot.” 
    

    
      The bailiff tapped his upper thumb against his opposite wrist bone in thought. “Oh, right.” A wicked grin spread across his face. “If they’re mammals, that must mean their mantles are warm like the yiwren. I think I’d like a hot dip.” He adjusted his pants with a chuckle. 
    

    
      “Fuck off.”
    

    
      The twinkle of amusement in the bailiff’s eyes dimmed, not out of anger, but out of boredom. Ezraji 
      wasn’t
       rising to his bait, wasn’t feeding him gossip. Erotic obsession gripped the galaxy now that humans were becoming part of the intersolar community. The possibility of an Awakening was gobbling up every minute of air time, and the shilpakaari at the colony were as in the dark as the humans themselves. There was no media access there, for exactly this reason, because the humans would become unpredictable: an Awakening meant hope to see their families again, but what if Olivia Atarian’s efforts were denied? And  the media frenzy, the reports about the 
      Paramour...
       
    

    
      The bailiff’s news channel was just reel after reel of human bodies, human rumors, human fascinations. Human sex toys had flooded the market, outpacing Muru merchandise with record-breaking sales. There was even a cock sleeve that purported to be Ambassador Atarian’s mantle. Ezraji hadn’t known how bad it was, but now that he did, his instincts raged. Amelia was unconscious, wounded, in a hospital with mostly male staff. The only thing that kept him from foaming at the mouth was that Aavar promised to stay with her, and that shilpakaar was chasing Hunar’s mechanic-in-training. 
    

    
      “So you’re coiling, huh? No shit, for the human you assaulted?” The question caught him off guard in the middle of his dark, churning thoughts. He looked up at the bailiff, who had his file open on his tab, big blue eyes glued to his statement. He whistled low and long, shaking his head with empathy. Ezraji watched him with hooded eyes, expression unreadable. “
      Chudthi,
       it’s possible? No wonder you hurt her so bad. I might not have been able to hold myself back either…” 
    

    
      Listening to the bailiff rattle on about how humans needed to learn shilpakaari moods, that they were the new kids on the block and should take direction, that they needed to go with the flow if a man coiled with them… It broke something in Ezraji. He watched the officer with dark focus, a hand laid gently over his knife wound, head pounding, ears ringing. The man brought up pictures of Ambassador Atarian, critiquing her physiology, what was between her legs, what her skin would feel like. Was it fuzzy or was it mushy to the touch? Their tongues, could they take a 
      senti
       in their mouths… 
    

    
      Ezraji didn’t realize he was standing at the edge of the lightveil until it zapped one of his seeking tendrils. The pulse sizzled through his mane, causing the ends to twitch, and a visible white glow rushed over the surface like a ripple in water. He tilted his head. The pain wasn’t so much. He had endured worse fishing with his brothers and father. He glared at the bailiff, fingers itching to pry the man’s tendrils off his head, deciding in a numb, calculative way whether he should save his 
      senti
       for last, when the door at the end of the row of empty cells slid open and the droning, disgusting questions ceased. They both looked at the approaching figures. 
    

    
      Four wrists adorned in jangling gold bangles led two guards, both armed, down the short hallway. Ezraji recognized Ambassador Zufi the moment that gold caught the light and took a smooth step back from the lightveil. 
    

    
      “What sort of mess is this, Zarabi,” Zufi ground out, foregoing niceties. 
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg was attacked in the jungle,” Ezraji began. “I-”
    

    
      “-wrestled the attacker. I know, I read your damned statement,” he snapped. “Tell me what 
      isn’t
       in writing.” 
    

    
      “He was wearing a mask that looked like me. Two arms, heavy.”
    

    
      “A venandi,” Zufi 
      wagered
      . Ezraji nodded once. 
    

    
      “Or an advenan. As soon as I ripped the mask off, he bolted. I kept it. It’s in my personals.” Zufi looked over at the bailiff, who took the hint and left to fetch Ezraji’s things. 
    

    
      Zufi shook his head, all four hands on his hips. The smooth, political ease the ambassador wore in public was nowhere to be seen, replaced by deeply etched concern and exhaustion. “Why didn’t you show it to Medansh and the officers? It would have cleared your name, you rock head.” 
    

    
      “I need to know what’s on that data bank. I need to know why someone’s after her. Which means I needed to see you.” Ezraji couldn’t hide the desperation in his voice, and the ambassador took note, crossing his arms slowly. “You wouldn’t have come to the hospital. Too many eyes. What haven’t you told us about the humans, Zufi? Why is Amelia the only one with a data bank, and who wants it?”
    

    
      “The arrest statement claims you’re at the apex of a coil,” Zufi redirected. Ezraji grimaced, whipping away from the other man to pace his tiny cell. The ambassador tilted his head to get his attention. “You never mentioned it in your daily reports.”
    

    
      “And 
      you
       sent a bunch of desperate, coiling men into a colony of sex-trafficked humans without telling us 
      ssshit!”
       Ezraji hissed back with such vehemence, spit sizzled against the lightveil. “Did you know what happened to them before you started this fucking program? Did you?” 
    

    
      Zufi swallowed, but didn’t look away, hitching his chin to meet Ezraji’s blazing fury with an icy stare. “So it works, then. You’re in Dr Ahlberg’s coil.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s mane rattled menacingly. “Who will know what’s on her data bank.” 
    

    
      “The covert elites, maybe. Chairman Ferulis, certainly.” Zufi’s bluster chipped, and he rolled his shoulder, checking down the hallway for the bailiff’s return. “There was a hack of sensitive data off Commander Atarian’s vessel.”
    

    
      Ezraji jumped forward, his tendrils hitting that lightveil again, sizzling with the electric sting. “What data?”
    

    
      “They’re not sure how far it goes,” Zufi said, lowering his voice. Ezraji held his breath, not wanting to miss a single word. “At first, they tampered with it to use in a media war to tarnish the Atarian clan’s good standing, but from what I gather, they stole much more. Every scrap the ISU had on humans. All those databases Olivia Atarian brought with her from Earth, her readouts from their med bay and vitals in the AI’s log. Everything. Clean sweep. There have been other attempts here and there, but still no luck catching them.” 
    

    
      Disbelief chuffed out of Ezraji’s chest and he ran a hand over his mouth, wide-eyed. “So whoever hacked the commander’s ship…”
    

    
      Zufi nodded in confirmation. “Didn’t find what they were looking for. Maybe their people think the good doctor has it stored locally.” 
    

    
      Suddenly, Aavar watching over Amelia wasn’t enough. All of Ezraji’s carefully controlled urges, taking in her taste in moderated doses, wrapping his 
      senti
       in her taste… Every defense he’d erected came crashing down on the coil so hard, he felt like an explosion had gone off in his chest. Desperation ripped through him, and he tested the lightveil again, but the voltage was higher this time, having acclimated to his probing touches. He roared, mane shivering, lifting out wide around his head. Zufi watched as he attacked the walls, threw the single pillow and blanket, hissed, and bared his teeth like an animal. His side stung and his head throbbed, but he didn’t care. He needed to get to her; he needed to wrap her up 
      and never let go.
       
    

    
      “If you actually want to help her and figure out what it is they’re after, I might know someone.” Ezraji turned his wild eyes on the other man. The door at the end of the hall slid open and the bailiff’s boots echoed down the hall. “There’s a woman named Siat Xata that runs a betting ring on the lower stratus by the falls.” 
    

    
      “Why would she know anything?” 
    

    
      “She seems to know a bit about a lot of things and has a lot of friends in high places. Low places, too,” he added pointedly. When the bailiff returned, he held out Ezraji’s things to the ambassador, who tossed them through the wall of light with a little ripple. Ezraji picked them up and redressed into his bloody, dirty clothes. He fished a chunk of black tech out of his hiking pack and tossed it to Zufi. The ambassador nodded. He clipped it to his fist and turned it on. A ghostly vision of Ezraji’s face flickered to life, badly broken and laced with static. 
    

    
      “It’s a facial rec inhibitor. Only elite forces get those. Probably black market,” one of Zufi’s guards offered, nodding to the little hunk of tech. 
    

    
      “Clear his name,” the ambassador told the bailiff, who set to work clearing files on his tab with a nod. Ezraji slung his pack over his shoulder, and the lightveil fell, dimming the room significantly. Ambassador Zufi met Ezraji head on, his bangles jangling as he straightened the front of his tunic. “Figure out what’s going on, Zarabi. I’ll post a guard at the hospital, send sentries to the colony, and when Dr Ahlberg’s discharged, it’ll be 
      into
       your care.” 
    

    
      Ezraji froze. “It can’t be,” he heaved, his brow creased with incredulous shock. “I’m in her coil.” 
    

    
      “Exactly the point,” Zufi said dryly. “Or did you forget?”
    

    
      Ezraji glowered, mane swaying all the way to his waist, writhing and ready to fight. Without taking his eyes off the ambassador, he snapped a tendril out to the bailiff, whipped it around his throat, and slammed him into the wall. The man crumpled, boneless and stunned, light tab flickering. Zufi looked down at him, so still he hardly breathed as Ezraji leaned in. Weapons behind the ambassador whirred, warming up as his guards crowded in. 
    

    
      “If I hurt her, I’m coming after you, Zufi. And when I do, I’ll use my whole mane.”
    

    
      Zufi grinned bitterly, meeting Ezraji’s glare. “This is why you’re here, Zarabi. I don’t expect less from the men I chose. Coil or not. Go.” 
    

    
      Ezraji snarled and turned to the door, letting Zufi’s guards scrape the bailiff off the floor. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      The scrap of black fabric was threadbare, but smooth, seamless, and the center was reinforced with a softer panel about five inches in length. When Ezraji lifted it to his nose, flaring open his gills to breathe the scent in deep… 
    

    
      It was scentless and tasted like the chemical residue of cheap soap. 
    

    
      “Chudthi,”
       he hissed, throwing it into the dirt. He ran a hand over his head wound and picked it back up gently. Despite it no longer smelling like her, tasting like her, it was still Amelia’s. He folded her panties carefully and stowed them in the bottom of his pack. With a resigned but trembling exhale, he looked up at the edifice of the union hospital and called Aavar. The pilot answered immediately. 
    

    
      “Ezra,” he greeted, relief in his voice. “You’re out.” 
    

    
      “Fuck you,” he spat. 
    

    
      Aavar responded with mischief threaded in his tone, “You know, 
      syalī,
       I don’t think I’ve ever heard you swear so much. You must really like her.” 
    

    
      “I’m from the blackwaters, Medansh. I’m not a cultured intellectual; I just wear the lab coat well.” 
    

    
      “What was that old saying? Ah, his true character is painted in her blood.” 
    

    
      “Didn’t know you were a poet,” Ezraji sneered. 
    

    
      “Didn’t know you were a tree swinger,” Aavar countered rakishly. His shrug came through the comm loud and clear. Ezraji closed his eyes, centering himself. He was too keyed up, too desperate, and his hands were starting to tremble. 
    

    
      “How is she?” he managed on a constricted throat. 
    

    
      Aavar requested a vid comm. Ezraji accepted, and the air rushed out of his lungs. There she was, angelic and peaceful in the blue light of the hologram. Amelia wore a white care tunic, and her skin glowed nearly as pale. Her lips too. Usually they were a sweet flush of pink. Ezraji leaned in as if he could get closer to her. 
    

    
      “Stabilized,” Aavar said quietly from behind the feed. “That data bank is a nasty piece of work, though. It’s the same that’s used in lab animals, apparently. It’s not meant to be removed, so they stuck it back in.” 
    

    
      Ezraji winced. “And regen?” 
    

    
      Aavar nodded his vid feed instead of answering verbally, because he was a child like that. “She has one of those fancy pods attached over the jack. They had to crack open two vertebrae and disentangle the wiring. Nerve damage, obviously. Vitals say thirty-four turns until regen is complete.” 
    

    
      “Did Zufi’s guards show up?”
    

    
      “Yup.” 
    

    
      Ezraji nodded to himself. He looked up and down the stratus for people waking up early for work, custodians, late night drinkers, nurses on break. When he confirmed he was alone, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “I need a favor.”
    

    
      “Anything.” 
    

    
      “I need you to bring Amelia’s clothing to me.”
    

    
      “Why don’t you just come up and get them? Then you can see her.” 
    

    
      Aavar didn’t know how much Ezraji wished he could, but if he did, he wouldn’t be able to leave her. “I’m outside, across the airway. Hurry up.” 
    

    
      “Uhh, okay then.” 
    

    
      Ezraji cut the comm, staring up at the hospital lights, his shoulders hunched in defeat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      When Aavar bounded across the overpass ten beats later, a tote slung over his chest like a cross-bag, Ezraji got to his feet. He stuffed his lower hands in his pockets and crossed his upper arms, hugging his chest tightly. He swallowed hard, eyes darting to the bundle as Aavar waved, smiling. 
    

    
      “Hey, Ezra. How was jail? Never been,” Aavar greeted with upbeat curiosity. Ezraji ignored him and snatched the bundle from his arms. The pilot raised his four hands in surrender, watching. “Why are your hands trembling like that?”
    

    
      Ezraji could hardly handle the clasps on the tote, the shakes were so bad. He snarled and shoved the bag back into Aavar’s hands, his mane twitching nonsensically. “Just open it.” He paced, watching Aavar unlatch the bag like a caged animal. Once it was open, he 
      grabbed for it
       desperately. He pulled out her boots and dropped them to the ground. 
    

    
      “Ezra?”
    

    
      Ezraji reached in again, having a hard time clutching her socks. They tumbled from the bag to the ground. He glanced up at the pilot and licked his lips. “Haven’t you ever seen,” he paused as his face twitched, “coil withdrawals?” 
    

    
      “No, I’ve never coiled.” Realization dawned on Aavar’s face like a nuclear warhead. “Wait!” he shouted with glee. Ezraji glanced at him from deep within his brow as he threw Amelia’s pants to the ground. “You’re in Amelia’s coil?!” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s hand wrapped around a familiar, sleek fabric. He gasped, a sob bubbling up in his throat, and dropped the bag, leaving her worn panties clutched in his shaking fist. He crushed the fabric to his chest, his tendrils swarming as he sat down heavily on the barricade. 
    

    
      “Holy shit, Ezra. 
      Holy shit.”
       Aavar couldn’t stop babbling, pacing back and forth, his hands weaving through his tendrils. Ezraji let him run his mouth while he breathed in Amelia’s unique musk. His 
      senti 
      swelled with life and the tremors slowly faded. With a shaky moan, he lifted her panties behind his neck and coiled his 
      senti
       around them.
    

    
      Immediately, his muscles relaxed, his pupils dilated, and his pulse evened out. He reveled in the fresh taste of her. But the notes were off. Something… something… He retreated within himself. He knew her taste so intimately now that even a minor change was blaring. Perhaps she changed her diet. Perhaps it was fear. 
    

    
      He did taste fear, a tiny trickle of urine, he thought, having no real frame of reference. But no, this was… synthetic. His eyes widened as he realized. 
    

    
      “Do you know what this means?!” Aavar gasped, spinning around. Ezraji looked up at him then, ovoid eyes narrowing. 
    

    
      “We can coil with humans. I’m painfully aware,” he snapped. He picked up Amelia’s discarded clothing, folding it carefully and replacing it in the tote. He held it out to Aavar. The pilot took it, breathless, wide-eyed. 
    

    
      “I have a chance,” he mumbled, his voice breaking with relief. “I have a chance.” 
    

    
      Ezraji paused then, sympathizing with the pilot. He clasped Aavar’s shoulder in solidarity. “Humans don’t coil, Medansh. You always had a shot. I need you to tell the doctors that the 
      sedative still
       being tested as a human sleep aid... There’s a heavy dose of it in her system.”
    

    
      Aavar nodded. “They know, but not how long it’s been there. They’re trying to puzzle it out.” 
    

    
      “Less than a week.”  
    

    
      Aavar blinked up at him, his gaze returning to the present. He shook his head to clear it. “Come up. Sit with her. You can tell them better than I could.”
    

    
      Ezraji’s shoulders tensed. “I can’t. I have something I have to do. It’s why I needed…” He couldn’t bring himself to admit that he’d taken pleasure from her again without permission. Oily shame poured down his ribcage. “What I needed.” 
    

    
      Aavar didn’t press. Instead, he adjusted the tote and nodded. “I’ll watch after her then.” 
    

    
      “I’m going to regret this later, but you’re a good man, Medansh.” 
    

    
      That familiar trickster glint returned to Aavar’s eye. “Even if I put a fish in Hunar’s locker last night? It’s gotta be spoiled by now.”
    

    
      Ezraji rolled his eyes and turned to walk away. “I already regret it.” 
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      City lights high above Ezraji’s head smeared and blurred through the tall windows of the Dive as rivulets of water cascaded down their panes on one side of the damp tunnel. Raw stone floors were wet with sandy mud from the riverbed, tracked in by fishmongers hauling in illegal oysters and eels, sticky with residue from 
      madhu
       harvesters. The market was dark on purpose to obscure the faces of both buyers and sellers, and each merchant furnished their stall with only a single dim lantern. The murmured conversations felt like they were more suited to a library or perhaps an opium den. No one hocked their wares or used loud machinery. People did things the old way here, obstructed by the deep rumble of the river that cut Samridve in two. And just like the whisper of a ghost, the Dive faded into the foundations of the city, forgotten by the public, and ignored by law enforcement. 
    

    
      Ezraji fit right in with his blood- and dirt-smattered clothes. He’d slipped his mane into the back of his tunic to hide its length, but otherwise kept his ears open, searching for the tidal sound of a betting ring, lulls and highs of excitement, the dull thud of a punch landing. Distracted anglers pointed him in a general direction, one after the other, with wary eyes. All he needed to mumble was, “Xata.” 
    

    
      He found the rumble he was looking for as the Dive descended and his breath fogged the air. A hollow face with sunken eyes walked by him like the dead, his hands trembling, tendrils limp. He recoiled instinctively, recognizing the symptoms of an unrequited coil that had taken too much of a toll, that had been nursed for too long. He was grey with lust, and fading away. Ezraji saw too much of himself in those eyes, knew that his skin was pallid and losing life.
    

    
      A muffled uproar dragged Ezraji’s attention away from the man. He put his hands in his pockets and fell into a crowd, funneling slowly into an unlit hallway. As they shuffled through the dark, staring at a glow ahead, excitement thrummed through them, manes pulsing in anticipation. 
    

    
      The roar of a crowd shook the hallway the closer they shuffled, and Ezraji’s grip on Amelia’s panties tightened. He was here for her. It gave him strength to think of her, how hard she fought her attacker in the jungle, how she continued to fight in her hospital bed. 
    

    
      “This one’s belly up!” a female voice roared with mirth. Ezraji’s skin crawled at the exuberance, the power in that voice. “Who else is up for a little competition?! Come on, men, this is what you 
      came
       for! The betting is nice, but what better way to slip into your troubles than in the coil of a woman?”
    

    
      Ezraji turned the corner into a lit cavern with rough-hewn walls but decadent trappings. On a dais above a glass-encased pool stood a woman with lavender skin and rich mahogany eyes. She was slender, fit, and thoroughly enjoying herself as men reached for her feet with their tendrils and moaned her name. 
    

    
      Ezraji froze, his skin crawling, tendrils curling up with outrage against his shirt. The men beneath her pedestal were swarming over each other, lost in lust. Half were naked or ripping their clothing apart, and a few lay motionless amongst the crowd, broken and still. A fine, feminine flavor sifted through the air. Pheromones. The men came for this. They 
      knew,
       and they came anyway.
    

    
      Two men jumped into the pool, and the deafening roar reached a crescendo. The shilpakaari Ezraji had shuffled in 
      with
       were twitching or already gone, joining the fray around the fight. Caches held high over their heads, they shouted out their bet to ventilated bookies standing on raised platforms around the cavern. The men splashed into the water and Ezraji pushed through the crowd to get a look. 
    

    
      The fighters were vicious, but mindless and untried. The water splashing over the edge of the glass was cold and dark, filled from the deepest trenches of the river as they seeped into the rockbed of the jungle and filled aquifers beneath the city. When one fighter held the other in a headlock, his tendrils plugging the man’s gills and mouth, Ezraji expected the fight to be called. He looked up at the woman named Xata, her arms crossed over her chest, watching the display as the crowd snarled for her attention, for a chance to prove themselves. Only when the strangled man twitched and stopped struggling, floating towards the surface of the pool, did she call the fight. 
    

    
      “Belly up!” Xata guffawed. One of her guards, also ventilated, pulled the drowned man out of the water and turned him on his side, kicking his back until he coughed up water. The woman lent a hand to the winner and pulled him out of the water. He was naked and erect, focused entirely on Xata rather than the mounting violence amongst the crowd. She approached him, running her hands down his sides. 
    

    
      Ezraji turned away with disgust, all four fists clenched. He shouldered his way to a bookie’s box and noted with some surprise that they only had two arms. A woman. 
    

    
      “Hey!” he yelled at her.
    

    
      “Odds are eleven to eighteen, six winners tonight!” the bookie called down to him, muffled by her ventilator. He realized now that she was wearing it, not because she was susceptible to Xata’s coil, but because she 
      was competition
       for it. He looked around the room. All the bookies were women. 
    

    
      “No, I need to speak with Xata,” he called up.
    

    
      “Sure, all of you do. Just fight for it and win,” she scoffed. 
    

    
      “I’m not here to fight or bet. I need to talk to her,” he insisted, yelling over the crowd. She regarded him from behind her tinted visor, looking at him for the first time, realizing he wasn’t frenzied. With a jerk of her head, she pointed at the dais. 
    

    
      “You wanna talk? Go talk.” 
    

    
      Without a second glance, she turned her attention to a different man, thrusting his cache up towards her. She scanned his account and took his bet. 
    

    
      Ezraji tried to wade through the crowd, but without the help of his mane, it was no use. They jostled and pushed, elbowed him in the face, choked and pulled. With a snarl, he brought out his tendrils and muscled his way through to the front. Pearls of semen dotted the platform before him as his eyes trailed up Xata’s boots. 
    

    
      “Siat Xata!” he bellowed, trying to get her attention. She looked down at him and smiled at his mane. Crouching, her tendrils reached for him. 
    

    
      “My, aren’t 
      you
       beautiful?” she hissed, taking one of his tendrils in hand. He jerked it away, and she raised a brow. “And in someone else’s coil…” She looked up at her bookies, scanning the room with a shrewd eye as the frenzy raged. 
    

    
      “I came from the human colony,” Ezraji managed amidst the crush of bodies. “I need information.”
    

    
      Xata ran her tongue over her ridges. “The beauty of this place is I don’t care where you come from. Give up your other coil, fight for me, and I’ll give you such a delicious prize.”
    

    
      “One of them was attacked. A data bank on her neck. I was told you might know something about it,” Ezraji pressed.
    

    
      Her showman’s smile snapped into a frown as she considered him. She held out her arm, wagging her fingers. “Come up here.” He took her hand, and she hoisted him up with a surprising amount of strength. 
    

    
      From above, the crowd was a sea of writhing bodies, blood, and water. Ezraji spared the men only a glance, too afraid to let their desperation sink in. He had been in their shoes just hours before, pacing in front of the hospital, so delirious that he couldn’t open a simple backpack. His 
      senti’s
       grip on Amelia’s panties tightened, flooding his senses with her taste. 
    

    
      Xata trailed her fingers over his upper arm thoughtfully. “I might know a few things about it. But letting this exquisite mane walk away without a show? No, you’ll have to fight for me to get it.” 
    

    
      “I’m not fighting your coils,” Ezraji sneered, disgusted. 
    

    
      “What’s wrong? I doubt you have any trouble using all that muscle. My pool’s too dirty for you, is that it?” Ezraji didn’t answer as she walked in a circle, assessing him. His mane followed her warily and she ran one finger down one of his tendrils.
    

    
      “How do I know you’ll give me the information?” Ezraji hissed, shaking off her touch. 
    

    
      Xata raised her brow. “You came to me, remember? Besides, I want your little doctor to recover just as much as you do.” Ezraji jerked back with shock. Xata just smiled, shoving him backwards. The roar of the crowd reached a fever pitch, every man wound so tight, the air reverberated like a plucked cable. “So
       fight
       for her, 
      MS Zarabi.”
       
    

    
      As Xata spat her command, she thrust Ezraji off his feet and into the pool. The water was as cold as the blackwaters, shocking his system and forcing the air from his lungs. He breached the surface and gulped a lungful of air as two men jumped in and dragged him back down. Before they could get a hold on his feet, he shoved the first one, light blue with fuchsia markings, and kicked him on the forehead to propel himself upwards. The man’s head snapped back, and he lost purchase, releasing a torrent of bubbles that obscured Ezraji’s vision. But it was no use; Ezraji’s clothes pulled on him, his boots dragging down his weight. 
    

    
      A short but muscular mane wrapped around his throat in the confusion, crushing his tendrils to his neck. The man behind him squeezed hard, closing off Ezraji’s throat as he sank. His lungs burned and screamed to drag in air, to twist and fight, but the angler’s son knew better. Instead, he focused on getting his heavy boots off, pulling one knee into his chest and working on the latches. Powerful blue hands dove back into the cyclone of bubbles, prying Ezraji’s arms apart. He kicked and writhed, landing a knee in the other man’s ribs. A crunch warbled through the water, and the blue hands loosened. 
    

    
      As soon as the boots slipped off his feet, they sank down, down into the dark depths of the pool, below the eyeline of the ravenous crowd. Ezraji set all four hands to the tendrils around his neck, slipped one up his chin with excruciating effort, and bit down hard. Sour blood filled his mouth and the man behind him, a shade of emerald green, jerked away instinctively. It was just enough. Ezraji’s mane slipped out of the chokehold and overwhelmed the man’s face. 
    

    
      The urge to breathe was overwhelming, and all three fighters were succumbing, their chests compressing on nothing, their gilled nostrils filtering water they’d long evolved out of being able to breathe. When the blue fighter launched off the glass walls and punched his elbow straight into Ezraji’s rib, what little air was left in his overtaxed lungs bubbled out. A sharp, throbbing pain seized up his side, and the green fighter settled their score with a bear hug from behind. Ezraji bared his teeth, tightening his muscles with resistance. 
    

    
      But the rib snapped anyway. His diaphragm spasmed, and his mane’s grip on the other man’s face twitched. A swarm of tendrils and bubbles invaded Ezraji’s mouth and nose, and panic stirred up a storm in his chest. 
    

    
      Ezraji relaxed, ignoring the oxygen deprivation blackening the edge of his vision. He closed his eyes to orient himself amidst the chaos and dropped like a stone as the two men grappled, expecting him to push up, not slide down. He grabbed their ankles as they gave into their need for air and pulled them both down. 
    

    
      Neither man’s mane was long enough to reach him, and both were too desperate to breathe to attack him. As they fought, kicking and clawing for the surface of the water, Ezraji wrapped his tendrils around their necks and slammed their faces together with a brutal crack. 
    

    
      Both men went limp instantaneously, floating up to the surface. In blinding pain, Ezraji followed their bodies up, wheezing and spitting up water as his face broke through choppy waves. The roar of the crowd was deafening as Ezraji pulled them each to the rough hewn rock ledge of the dais. With a growl of pain, he hoisted one man onto the sopping rocks before a dark violet shadow plunged into the water behind him. 
    

    
      Ready this time, Ezraji turned with a snarl, his mane splayed out and ready for a fight. Too late, Ezraji realized this man wasn’t in a coil. His wits were intact, and though he looked vicious, he was calculating too. 
    

    
      The fighter feinted to the right, slipping around Ezraji’s waist. A searing pain slid right up Ezraji’s ribs, over the broken bone like a fishing wire slicing through meat. He jerked back just as the fighter’s knife caught a glint from the overhead lights, green blood trailing through the water and hissed, bubbles rising from his mane. 
    

    
      That was all the time his assailant needed. Before Ezraji could twist his injured torso, three strong hands bent Ezraji backwards, ripping open his knife wounds further. Desperate bubbles escaped his mouth as the pain snapped him stiff as a board. All he could think as his lungs pumped on nothing and the blackness edged in was that Amelia would wake up and think it was him. Her last memory of him would be that monster ripping into her neck and spine, wearing his face. 
    

    
      The fighter plunged his hand into the depths of Ezraji’s mane, bringing his senses back from the brink of unconsciousness. Ezraji jerked despite the agony as that hand pried open his 
      senti. 
      Fingers wrapped around Amelia’s panties with a strong hold and ripped them away with brute force, tearing the fabric. 
    

    
      All at once, Ezraji’s instincts roared to life. His mane expanded in all directions, and his striped pupils dilated as a deep, crocodilian growl of warning vibrated through the water. With a snarl of anguished effort, he crunched his abdomen together and twisted out of the juggernaut’s spine-bending hold. 
    

    
      The sharp glint of the man’s knife slashed through the pool as Ezraji’s mane descended on the man. He ignored the numb throb in his tendrils and across his cheek, the taste of his own blood, thick enough to send him into a spiraling frenzy. He wrapped his 
      senti
       around the man’s neck and pulled back on his mane, forcing his mouth open. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s tendrils snaked into the violet fighter’s nostrils and wove themselves into his mane, restricting their blood flow. He punched them into the man’s mouth, ignoring when he bit down with those six sharp canines, and relished the delicious, bloody feel of his throat bulging as they pressed their full length into his esophagus, into his bronchial tubes, crushing all hope for air.
    

    
      Ezraji was vengeance, his heart black and unforgiving. 
      No one
       would get near Amelia again. Not her skin, not her dreams, not her things. No one would steal the smile off her face or cause her fingers to tremble in fear. And if someone tried to take her away from him, they’d learn the meaning of a real fucking coil. Because the point wasn’t to covet someone, to play their games, or trap them in and make them choose only you. The point was to be strong enough to protect someone worth protecting. 
    

    
      Ezraji looked the man in the eyes as blood and bile seeped out into the surrounding water, his struggle growing more desperate, fingers digging into Ezraji’s wounds, thrashing until water poured over the observation wall. He made sure the man understood the grave error he’d made as he crushed the life out of his innards and watched him die in the most shameful way a shilpakaar could.
    

    
      Something tight and unforgiving cinched around Ezraji’s neck, pulling taut, cutting into the flesh of his tendrils. It yanked him back by the throat, snapping his jaw. His hands clawed at what was definitely a frayed and ugly rope, as thick as his wrists, but kept his tendrils in the twitching, slimy- 
    

    
      Water erupted around him as he was hauled up the raw rock at the back of the pool, his shoulders scraping painfully against the rocks. Ezraji gasped for air, but nothing could get in or out, so tight was the rope. His long mane dragged the violet fighter with him, a clot of bloodied, dark teal tendrils that pulled his head down and obscured his face. Water rushed into his nose and over his eyes and he gurgled in an animalistic snarl, holding the man in his bonds by the bronchial tubes. 
    

    
      “That’s enough,” Xata snapped. As soon as both men were on the dais, she stomped on Ezraji’s tendrils with her boot heel. They shrank up in pain, withdrawing from the man’s face. He had split the fighter’s mouth at the sides and blood poured from his slitted nostrils. If it weren’t for the rope around his neck, Ezraji would have lunged for him again. 
    

    
      Xata crouched down in front of him, blocking his view of the fighter. She held up Amelia’s panties, sopping wet and tinged green with bloody water. “You gonna stand down or do I need to knock you out?” It was an honest question. Ezraji strained against the rope and she raised her brow calmly, despite the crowd that would likely descend on her like rabid dogs if they could reach far enough. 
    

    
      “Down,” Ezraji rasped, reaching one lower hand out towards Amelia’s panties. Xata stuffed them in his snarling mouth and he immediately went lax. She stood and nodded to whoever had him by the neck. The noose loosened, and Ezraji rolled to his hands and knees. He took the panties, coughing water out of his burning lungs, and slid them into his 
      senti
       with a dark stare. 
    

    
      “Come on,” Xata said, gesturing to a door within the rocks. She made some sort of hand motion and the guards and bookies came together. The frenzied men below foamed at the mouth, wailing in pain as she turned away from the pool. 
    

    
      Ezraji muscled himself to his feet, his mane bleeding freely, ribs paralyzed in pain. He was beaten to a pulp, but at least he was still standing. He looked down at the fighters, their bodies lined up at the edge of the pool. The first two writhed and groaned, but the last… 
    

    
      He didn’t wait to see if the man would get up or not. 
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      Dripping wet, tinged with neon green blood, Ezraji followed Xata down a lush pink marble hallway hung with velvet tapestries to soften the chill. Sensual traditional music from Dharatee, string instruments in minor 
      key
      , wafted through the hall. She turned to make sure he followed, then disappeared into an open doorway to the left. 
    

    
      “I have to hand it to you, you fight well for an angler,” she called over her shoulder, pouring herself a drink. That Ezraji hadn’t told her anything about himself didn’t escape his attention. He limped into the room warily, taking in the lounge with its bright gold and cream decor, the chais with a mane rest in the center of the room. A circular pool of fresh, steaming water surrounded it like a moat. 
    

    
      Decor like this, where the tech was hidden away, and the materials were natural from all over the known galaxy… This was a sign of serious cache. Ezraji coughed, fire igniting in his lungs, as he took in this hard woman’s incredible wealth.
    

    
      A figure pushed off the wall, tall and dark, his black scales as iridescent as carrion feathers, shining purple and green in the light. He was a lithe advenan with bright orange scales framing his black eyes. He tasted the air with his long tongue and curled it around his viperous fangs. 
    

    
      “Who’s this?” he asked in a smooth, if annoyed tone. 
    

    
      “The medical delegate from the human colony. Put your fangs away, Gaul.” 
    

    
      The advenan looked at Xata, then stepped over the circular pool, lounging on the chais. He put one elbow up on the back and dragged his tail through the water. Ezraji and he stared at each other, not in challenge, but out of curiosity. When a drink floated into his vision, he broke eye contact and looked down at it. It was heavy, matte black, and smelled like olives. 
    

    
      When he didn’t take it, Xata smiled lustily, took a drink of it herself, then said, “Take it. You’ve earned it.” 
    

    
      He needed to manage the pain, so he did, tossing it back in one gulp, then wincing hard as pain streaked through his ribs. His tendrils shivered as the taste of shark’s blood and liquor warmed his insides. He set the glass down on the table and followed Xata into the middle of the room. She pulled up some controls on her tab as Ezraji stepped over the moat and a veil pulsed into existence, trapping them in a cylinder reminiscent of his jail cell. 
    

    
      Gaul rolled his eyes. This close, Ezraji could see he had red slits for pupils. He tapped his claws against the ivory cushions, gloved save his trigger fingers, but said nothing, simply watching Xata scroll through her files. 
    

    
      “I fought for you,” Ezraji winced, leaning on a side table, his adrenaline leeching away with each heartbeat. “A deal’s a deal.”
    

    
      Xata wagged her finger with
       precise
       strokes. “Ah ah. You fought for your human.”
    

    
      Ezraji bit his lip to keep himself from snapping back. “What do you know about the data bank on Am- Dr Ahlberg’s neck?” 
    

    
      “Why do you need to know?” Xata prompted. “You didn’t come here for shits and giggles.”
    

    
      Ezraji looked between them. It could be Gaul. Though the last fighter had mangled some of his tendrils, muscle tissue exposed, ripped and minced by wretched fingers and ropes and knives, Ezraji’s mane twisted up with suspicion, ready to step up to mat again. Xata hissed, pulling his attention back. He coiled around Amelia’s panties for comfort, to keep his senses sharp, to keep the pain at bay. 
    

    
      “She was attacked. Someone has been stalking her, using a sedative. I caught him trying to pull it out of her neck in the jungle a couple nights ago.” Ezraji’s eyes fell on Gaul again. The man didn’t shy away. “How long have you been in town, Gaul?”
    

    
      “Classified,” he quipped without faltering. 
    

    
      “He got here yesterday,” Xata interjected. She and Gaul gave each other a look dripping with vitriol before she turned her attention back to Ezraji. “You want to know why she’s a target.” 
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      “And let me guess, those panties are hers, aren’t they?” Xata turned and crossed her arms, staring Ezraji down, her glare simmering steadily. “Shilpakaari can coil with humans.” 
    

    
      It wasn’t so much a statement or a question, but a resignation. “Yes.” 
    

    
      Xata didn’t react except in the tight hold of her jaw, the thinning of her lips. She blinked once, mahogany eyes glinting. “Tell me about the attacker. You fought him.”
    

    
      “I did.” Ezraji tried to figure Xata out, but there was no way to get through her walls. She was fortified and locked up tight, her mane neutral and relaxed despite the tension in her shoulders and the frustrated tap of her fingers against her muscled forearms. This woman didn’t just incite violence. She took part, keeping her motivations tight to her mane. “Heavy, two arms. He wore a mask of my face, but he looked like a shadow. His coloring, I mean. He wasn’t wearing gloves, but his hands were still as dark as night.”
    

    
      Gaul and Xata looked at each other meaningfully. The advenan stood up and stepped out of the lightveil like it was nothing, his scales 
      refracting the
       charged beam away from his body. He sent out a comm, but the veil closed behind him, his voice warped into electrical static before Ezraji could overhear anything of importance. 
    

    
      “That doctor was a special circumstance on the 
      Paramour,”
       Xata explained, scanning her eye in the light of her tab. A secure screen popped up. “She’s the only human with a data bank, you know. She was a lab rat. Not for sale.” 
    

    
      “What?” Ezraji sputtered, mortified. 
    

    
      “Endar liked her, but you know how the hjarna are.” She winked. “No cocks for assuaging those violent tendencies. He did what they do best, revert to experimentation and exploitation. Textbook.” 
    

    
      Blackness creeped into the edges of Ezraji’s vision and he wavered on his feet. “What’s on it? The data bank.” 
    

    
      Xata shrugged, undisturbed. “Everything. She was their test dummy. They tore her apart, you know. Piece by piece. Even 
      I
       had to turn off the vids when I was reviewing them. Is your tab secure?” 
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Ping.
       
    

    
      He looked down at his glistening forearm and beneath the shell of drying blood, he saw the glow of an incoming sec file. Xata tossed her drink back. “Why are you giving me this?” he questioned, his skin clammy and cold, but not from the water or blood loss. 
    

    
      Xata put her hands on her hips and leaned back against the chais. “To put it bluntly, I’m curious if you can solve my problem for me. See, I’m way out of my jurisdiction. If I’m caught, it’s lights out. But you? You’re just protecting your fuck buddy.” Ezraji creased his brow. Who was this woman? She pushed off her perch and brushed her nose against his neck with a little shiver of her tendrils. “And I’m willing to bet what you see in there will make you mad enough to kill. Are you sure you wouldn’t like a dip, MS Zarabi? You can even keep the panties.” 
    

    
      He took a measured step away and retracted his tab. “No.”
    

    
      Xata sighed. “A predictable shame. Get back to your coil, delegate. And send that fucker my regards if you bash his brains in.” 
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      Zufi paced the conference room, all four hands on his hips. Behind him, a holo model of the human colony glowed softly on a recessed pedestal, a shining beacon of human hope. Ezraji collapsed against the wall, holding his ribs, his mane hanging limp. Neither man said a word as they waited, both staring at the comm puck in the center of the oblong table. 
    

    
      Ezraji might have said nothing, but a storm was gathering in his mind. Every breath he took weighed him down, dragging a dread so immense he could hardly focus. 
      They tore her apart, you know.
       No, he didn’t know. He didn’t know, and the first time he’d see what happened to her would be in a room with other people. People that didn’t care for her like he did. But 
      he’d had
       no choice. Xata had encrypted the files down to the binary because of the recent hacks. 
    

    
      And now her trauma would be on display for Jurek fucking Zufi.
    

    
      Ezraji’s eyes slipped to the ambassador, lidded and low. If the delegate program hadn’t been the sole reason he’d met Amelia, he’d strangle the man. Maybe he still would, given what he expected to be on that data bank. He contemplated how close he needed to be to snap his tendrils out and crush the man’s windpipe. 
    

    
      He chuffed a bitter chuckle. He still didn’t know if he’d killed a man earlier that night, but he found it mattered less and less. Where Amelia was concerned, murder suited him just fine.
    

    
      The comm puck in the center of the table whirred and clicked as the plates slid aside and the lightwell warmed up. Zufi stopped wearing a path 
      in the
       floor just as Commander Atarian came into view, his hands laced together on the tabletop. He didn’t swoop his head in a bow, as was venandi tradition, but fixed Zufi with a hard stare. 
    

    
      “Just so you know, she’s not happy,” he warned. The holo shook and stuttered as a human hand wrenched its focus away. Olivia Atarian, her skin and hair as black as ink, eyes glowing violet, filled the lightwell and snarled. “When you asked me if relations between humans and shilpakaari were possible, Jurek, I wasn’t giving you permission to send a bunch of gigolos into my colony undercover!”
    

    
      Both shilpakaari men winced. 
    

    
      “I can explain-”
    

    
      “Save it,” she cut him off with a slash of her five-fingered hand, standing to her full height. She was average for a human woman, meaning she was short, but her ambassador’s uniform turned her into a monolith, silk swept back from her face in a graceful curl. She could move mountains if she wanted. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we have more important things to worry about.”
    

    
      Zufi turned to Ezraji and nodded. The medical researcher groaned, stepping up to the table. Olivia took him in with confusion; his dirty, bloody clothes, the abrasions across his tendrils, the bruises forming around his neck, and the deep cut on his cheek. Her eyes widened in recognition as he nodded to her. 
    

    
      “Holy shit,” she breathed. “Ezraji?” 
    

    
      “It’s good to see you well, Dr Atarian.” 
    

    
      “Mr Zarabi obtained information related to the attack I messaged you about, but we aren’t able to open the contents.” The field of vision widened as Commander Atarian slid over to his 
      vira’s
       side of the table. “We believe it’s what your hacker might be after too.” 
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg’s data bank?” the commander confirmed. Zufi nodded once, and the Atarians exchanged a sideways glance. “We were told they wiped it before she was liberated.” 
    

    
      “Would you happen to know who said such a thing?” Zufi angled. The commander trained his cold, sharp stare on the shilpakaari ambassador, not responding to the question. Zufi cleared his throat and nodded. “What I mean to say is that our informant could be pulling our strings. What’s to say this encrypted file isn’t some elaborate hack as well?” 
    

    
      “I got it from a woman named Siat Xata,” Ezraji offered. 
    

    
      Olivia reared back incredulously. She snapped her eyes up to her 
      vir’s
       hawkish glare. His mandibles rattled with anger. “Seriously?” Olivia pressed. Ezraji nodded. 
    

    
      “She runs a fighting ring in the Dive.”
    

    
      “Samridve’s black market,” Zufi supplied. 
    

    
      At this, the commander’s composure broke. He rubbed his palm over his brow plates. “Of course she does. Xata is an elite, so if she said she wiped the doctor, she wiped the doctor.”
    

    
      “That doesn’t mean she didn’t keep a copy, though,” Olivia snorted. 
    

    
      “It’s true. Information is her preferred currency,” the commander agreed with a belabored sigh. “We need to open that data bank,” he admitted. “Endar wasn’t working alone and they might have stored the information in Dr Ahlberg’s files. Any hint is better than what we have.” 
    

    
      “I’ll get Sule,” Olivia said, jumping to her feet and leaving the holo light.  
    

    
      The commander watched her go, a loving glint sparking to life in his eyes. “ADI, summon TS Sule,” he said with amusement. 
    

    
      “You got it, boss!” his ship’s bubbly AI chippered. 
    

    
      “Every once in a while, my 
      vira
       forgets our ship does much more than the ‘smart homes’ on Earth. It’s…”
    

    
      Ezraji thought of Amelia’s constant concern over catching up with galactic medicine. “Everything,” he offered. Atarian nodded to him slowly. They saw each other clearly in that moment, a singular chord of understanding oscillating between them as they thought of their humans. To say they were brothers was perhaps going too far, but a familiarity, a sense of finding one’s tribe, settled over them. Ezraji could tell that if he could trust no one else, he could always trust Thel Atarian. 
    

    
      Even if he never touched Amelia again. He coiled his 
      senti
       a little tighter, ashamed that he’d had to use her without her knowledge. And despite all his guilt, he 
      still
       held onto her underwear like a lifeline. He coveted what he shouldn’t have, because he hadn’t explained himself or tried hard enough to be worthy of her. He grimaced and looked away from Atarian first. Whatever connection they’d shared was severed. Ezraji didn’t deserve it. 
    

    
      The tech specialist arrived moments later, settling into the encryption, working his multi-level keyboards faster than any hjarna Ezraji had ever seen. He rotated and magnified, shrank and speculated, opening up the encryption like a blooming flower, each petal a lock. 
    

    
      “That should do it, yes,” he nodded vigorously, sitting back. He swiped a few things, rearranging the holo display, and everyone’s eyes turned to a shared screen. Sule scrolled through a log, opening it in the background. He blinked, leaning back in. “It seems she was, hmm, yes. She was on the 
      Paramour
       for two orbits.” 
    

    
      “What?” Olivia blurted. “That’s not possible.” 
    

    
      The commander’s mandibles vibrated with anger. He rubbed his talons together. “We weren’t sure how long Endar was in orbit. He didn’t start abducting humans en masse until ten satbits before we kidnapped you.”
    

    
      “Acquired.” They smiled at each other briefly, but it was subdued, serious. 
    

    
      “It looks like they started with a small sample size,” Sule piped in, none the wiser. “Hers isn’t the only data here. There’s a full workup on at least four others. All, hmm, all dead now.” 
    

    
      Ezraji looked up at the hjarna with confusion. “Sample size?”
    

    
      He nodded. “They euthanized the fourth three satbits before the raid. They were being used for…” he read, mouth open in concentration, eyes black as an abyss but likely moving at lightning speed over all the tiny notes, code, and log entries. “A control group. Human thresholds.”
    

    
      “Wait, you said euthanized,” Zufi barked. 
    

    
      Commander Atarian stood from his chair, pacing the room. A low rumble vibrated through the room’s speakers. “Threshold labs test the boundaries of life, Ambassador Zufi. They’re cruel and very illegal.”
    

    
      A chill crept over Ezraji’s skin. “They expose threshold subjects to different means of deprivation, pain, and stress until their vitals shut down.”
    

    
      “So they kill them?” Zufi questioned, appalled. Ezraji closed his eyes and nodded. A vision of Dr Ahlberg’s smile, blue twinkling eyes and messy, tangled silk, pressed against the back of his eyelids. 
    

    
      “Over and over,” he croaked, his heart crushed in a vise. “If recovery isn’t possible-”
    

    
      “-they euthanize the subject,” Sule finished for him when his voice cracked. “They can’t properly test boundaries if the subject is broken.” A deathly silence fell over the room. Sule slowly blinked, unsure where to look.
    

    
      “Don’t chicken out now,” Olivia snapped, her eyes as hard as marbles. She motioned to the unopened logs and stared Zufi hard in the face. “Some people need to see what human pain looks like, or they might do something stupid. Like start a breeding program.”
    

    
      “That’s quite alright, Ambassador Atarian,” Zufi began, hands up in surrender. “I understand how my-”
    

    
      “No,” she growled, commanding his silence, “you don’t. Politicians like you are all the same, Jurek. You hear about it, you empathize in the moment, but with a little distance, that salesman's veneer buffs out the memory.” She pointed her finger at him, exacting and damning. “So you smile and your spine bends. Rather than protecting them, you’ll 
      compromise
       them, plying your way up some proverbial ladder, all while shitting on the people that helped you up the rungs.” Olivia reached over Sule to select a vid file. “So no, ambassador, I don’t believe you 
      do
       understand. But you will.” 
    

    
      She chose a vid file at random and the light from a sterile white surgical suite bathed the conference room in an eerie blue light. Ezraji’s mane twisted in agony, both emotional and physical. There, strapped to the table, was Amelia. She was naked, her eyes staring lifelessly at the hjarna nurse’s waist beside her. A black, rotting wound in her stomach had erupted, displaying a ravaged intestinal organ. A hefty cable ran from her jack down the side of the table and snaked along the floor to the wall. 
    

    
      “Subject two,” the nurse drawled, standing on one hip as if bored. “Abdominal traumatic insult report, number… eight. A puncture to the intestinal tract proved difficult with a blade. Once achieved, the subject was in considerable pain for eight days before perishing. Specific data is in the attached log. Subject two, as usual, gave us a detailed report.” 
    

    
      Ezraji leaned against the table, a tremor in his aching muscles. “Gave them a report, what does that mean?” he asked, looking around at grim faces. No one answered.
    

    
      And the recorded nurse didn’t stop to listen to his question. Instead, he flipped on the surgical arm and positioned it above Amelia’s lifeless body. It began eating away at the destroyed tissue, exposing her guts and muscle and bone. As it ate through part of her spinal cord, her fingers twitched. Zufi stood, pacing, his hand over his mouth. 
    

    
      “Do we really have to watch more than this?” he asked. 
    

    
      Olivia punched off the vid feed for another, glaring daggers. 
    

    
      “This is subject two. Turn five hundred and seven,” Amelia’s voice rang out, calm and familiar. Ezraji looked up, pleading that she be alright, and when his gaze caught hers as if she were talking to him, the recorded Dr Ahlberg looked down at her hands, embarrassed. “I think,” she concluded with a tremor in her breath. 
    

    
      “Amelia,” Ezraji begged. 
    

    
      She held up her arm, displaying a tube running red with her human blood, and swallowed hard before plastering a neutral smile on her face. Ezraji noticed her lips were pale and her eyes sunken deep into her skull. “Today is calm. I’m being bled out slowly to measure vitals. I’m currently down two pints and experiencing blood loss anemia: dizziness, fatigue…”
    

    
      A nurse behind her dropped something on a tray. It clattered to the ground and Amelia jumped, her shoulders going rigid, nostrils flaring. “Oops!” the nurse laughed, bending to pick it up. He clapped her on the shoulder, to which she bit her trembling lip and froze, waiting for the man to move on. He did so, humming calmly. 
    

    
      “That’s okay,” she breathed. “I’m okay. I’ll come back.” She cleared her throat, then sobbed once, covering her mouth. A desperate tear traced her cheek. “Please let me come back.” 
    

    
      The vid log ended, and the next played automatically. A high-pitched wail filled the room, causing them all to jump and cover their ears. Sule squeezed his eyes shut, mumbling to himself, but Ezraji couldn’t look away. 
    

    
      Amelia was hung from the ceiling, wearing a care tunic that rode up her thighs. In front of her, a grotesquely large hjarna dusted in saffron and wearing sapphire robes knelt before the crux of her legs. One of his hands gripped her thigh, while the other was busy, obstructed by the back of his head in the vid feed. Blood ran down her legs, and she spasmed from the torture. 
    

    
      “Turn it off!” Zufi shouted desperately, his bangles jangling as his hands shook. Olivia crossed her arms, jaw set, and watched the vid with respect. She ignored Zufi entirely, her glare dark and steady. 
    

    
      A hollow, agonizing moan broke from Ezraji’s throat. He gripped his 
      senti
       in both hands behind his head, unable to watch anymore, wishing he could rip the appendage right off his head. 
    

    
      Zufi’s chair clattered behind him as he stumbled to the corner of the room and wretched on the floor. “Stop! We’ll protect them,” he hacked, pale and trembling. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve and slid down the wall at his back. “No more program, I swear. I swear!” 
    

    
      Then and only then did Olivia turn off the feeds. She looked at Ezraji, his wide, stricken eyes, and seemed almost… regretful. “ADI, set a course for Yaspur. Commander Atarian will check the colony’s defenses are up to standard himself.” 
    

    
      The commander nodded once to his 
      vira.
       “Of course.” 
    

    
      “Are we done here, Jurek?” Olivia asked. It was rhetorical, a power play. Ezraji’s pain-drunk gaze slid over to the other man, who nodded, thoroughly beaten and set in his place. 
    

    
      “Yes, Ambassador Atarian,” he forfeited weakly. 
    

    
      “Good. We’ll work on figuring out what’s so important about this data bank in the meantime.” Her glare softened as she turned to Ezraji. “Thank you for getting this. It could tell us everything.”
    

    
      The comm went dead, and it was some time before either man had the strength to stand.
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      When I came to, my eyes were already open. I was blinking, sitting up, but not of my own volition. Someone had hoisted me up, and a large, round weight pushed awkwardly against my shoulder blades. I squirmed as feeling returned, my back half aching and uncomfortable. 
    

    
      “Hello, Amelia,” a soothing voice said out of my periphery. My brow creased. The room was suddenly white chrome, too bright, and I lay on a surgical table, splayed open. 
    

    
      “Hello,” I said, trembling. I was cold, but on the precipice of noticing it, as if any movement would turn my skin to ice.
    

    
      “I’m your nurse, Mayib. Can you describe how you’re feeling?” 
    

    
      I closed my eyes. 
      Breathe,
       I told myself. I could survive this. I had so many times before. “My mouth is dry,” I rasped. “Is Dr Long here?”
    

    
      “Who?” an energetic voice asked. A shilpakaar popped into my view. He looked familiar, his tendrils hanging… sideways? 
    

    
      Not hanging sideways. No, I was sitting up, not flat on a cold, metal slab. The world spun as I reorientated myself. I was wearing something. My legs were under a blanket and I was 
      warm
      . I blinked up at the man. Aavar. He grinned at me. 
    

    
      “No one,” I said, blinking away. “Where am I?” 
    

    
      “Ajahadra Union Hospital,” the nurse said. I couldn’t remember his name. His tendrils were pretty short, bright, a humorous shade of purple. I 
      snorted, still a
       little woozy. He smiled at me placatingly. “Do you remember what happened?” 
    

    
      “Ezra attacked me. No,” I creased my brow, swaying, breathing like a rhino. “It wasn't him. What I mean is, it looked like him.” 
    

    
      Aavar patted the top of my hand. “That’s right. Look, right as rain! She good to go, doc?”
    

    
      The nurse blinked at him. “I’m not the doctor.” 
    

    
      “Right.” Aavar smiled vapidly.
    

    
      There was an awkward pause. I blinked at Aavar, then turned to the nurse. “I’d like to speak with the doctor, please.” 
    

    
      “Right,” he deadpanned, mocking Aavar. 
    

    
      Within the hour, they discharged me and Aavar arranged a private transport. I’d talked to Veel, crying, confessing to the stress, to the mental break, to everything. She made Aavar give me the most uncomfortable hug of my life. He kept his chest away from me, lightly patting me with all four of his fluttering hands. I’d also talked to the doctor, who confirmed someone had drugged me. She’d clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, her beautiful seafoam mane curling in in pleasant circles, and thanked me for my service. Because of me, they knew the sedative wasn’t ready for trial. A test subject. Again. 
    

    
      At least the result was a blessing this time. No one else needed to go through that crescendo of delirium. 
    

    
      I glanced back at the two unmarked transports following us at a distance, hugging my tote to my chest. The nurse had printed me a fresh change of clothes, so I wore a tabard dress with open sides and a long-sleeve standard human shirt underneath. My muddy boots and a new pair of socks hung off the bench, slightly too tall for me. I felt so small, so dependent; I’d been torn down to my foundations and the tower I’d built myself up to be was now an impossible perch to recover. Arms wrapped around my tote from the hospital, I felt more secure, even though it reeked of dried blood and jungle rot. The smell was familiar and safe.
    

    
      “Is Ezra alright?” I asked. My heart clenched. Aavar nodded, kicking his toe to an upbeat song on his tab. 
    

    
      “He’s fine,” Aavar assured me. “He’s busy, but he knows you’re okay.” 
    

    
      “Where is he?” 
    

    
      “Hmm, not sure. He’ll pop up, eventually.”
    

    
      Eventually? My brow creased. I stared down at my muddy boots and took a deep breath, stilling the pain in my soul. I needed to apologize as badly as I needed to bathe. The longer I held onto the guilt of accusing him, the longer he assumed I still thought he was the culprit, the more the grit in the lines of my palms and under my nails itched. I felt sticky with it, inside and out. 
    

    
      “Can I use your tab to comm him?” I asked. Aavar shook his head, looking up from his screen with regret. 
    

    
      “Sorry. I tried when they woke you up. He’s on Do Not Disturb. No answer.” 
    

    
      I bowed my head, feeling overwhelmed and numb, like a tub of water spilling over slowly. Tears filled my tear ducts just the same, silently tracing my cheeks, dripping from my jaw. I laid my head on the transport window and watched the city lights glide below us. I should have felt in awe, but all I felt was cold. 
    

    
      When we arrived at a unit in a high-rise tower, Aavar pressed his light tab thumb to the access pad and ushered me inside. The air was a little stale, a little muggy, but the unit was dust free and sparse. I set my tote of dirty things by the door and toed off my boots, leaving them on the kitchen tiles just like in my unit back at the colony. 
    

    
      “I’m going to sleep on the couch tonight,” Aavar told me, flicking on the food bay. He looked around and whistled. “This is a nice pad.” 
    

    
      “Is it?” I asked brainlessly. I slid onto a stool at the kitchen counter. He nodded, brows raised. 
    

    
      “Oh yeah,” he confirmed. He started humming, pulling out a glass, filling it with water, programming something into the food bay…
    

    
      “Can you not hum, please?” I asked, turning so I could face him. Something clattered to the ground behind me, and I fought the urge to turn around. Aavar paused, about ready to say something, then he cleared his throat. 
    

    
      “Sure.” He set the water in front of me, then looked at the time. “You can’t have solids until you urinate, so get to it.” 
    

    
      I pressed my mouth together in some semblance of a smile that I didn’t feel. “I’ll do my best.” 
    

    
      “Drink all of that. Room’s down that way. Can I do anything else?” He seemed a bit at a loss, not sure how to take care of someone.
    

    
      “No, Aavar, this is fine. I’ll see you in the morning.”
    

    
      “Good night then.” I slid the glass of water off the counter and carried it like a tumbler of whisky to the bedroom, just following my feet, too tired to even blink.
    

    
      The bedroom door slid sideways and the ventilation system kicked on. I shuffled my socks off without reaching down, chugged my water, and then 
      thunked
       my glass down on the ground at the foot of the bed, and crawled over the sheets to the pillow.
    

    
      With a sigh, I looked at my forearm. I wondered if Ezraji would respond to me if I called him from my own tab. We could have avoided so much if I’d had one. Did they have apps like phones on Earth? Could I have convinced Ezraji to use a tracker app? Could I have called him the night I was attacked instead of trudging out into the jungle after him? I bit my lip with a bitter smile. It disintegrated into a tremble almost immediately. 
    

    
      With a deep breath, I pulled the sheets over me and scrunched the pillows around my face. I didn’t want to hear anything. No scalpels falling, no giggles. Not tonight. Please. My sleep was hollow, but at least sleep came. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a noise in the kitchen. Something fell. A curse. Muffled voices. I sat up, completely awake, so focused on the door that my eyes went dry from not blinking, my lungs achy from not breathing. Standing, 
      I 
      got as close to the door as I dared, afraid it would open automatically
      . I held my breath, listening from the foot of the bed. 
    

    
      I assumed one voice was Aavar’s, because he’d slept on the sofa, not because I knew his voice well. The other, though, had a timbre I recognized. My breath hitched. They were trying to be quiet, but I could pick out Ezraji’s voice immediately. Hurriedly, I opened the door and padded up the hallway. The voices died and my eyes locked on a figure slumped on the sofa. 
    

    
      “Ezra,” I breathed, staring at him wide-eyed. 
    

    
      Ezraji was in a horrible state, tendrils mangled like ground meat in some places, a cut across his face that was bone deep and still trickling, even after the mediplasma. Bruises on his throat were dark, dark green, almost black, and he clutched his abdomen, splotches of lime bleeding softly into his damp tunic. 
    

    
      I rushed forward only a step before faltering. Seeing his face after the attack, even though I knew my stalker wasn’t him, sent a chill down my spine and I held my breath, flicking my nails against my thumbs hesitantly. Would I feel like Ezraji’s face was wrong now because it was so wrong on the other man? I pushed my glasses up my nose, staring at him intently. Would I see the ghost of my attacker in him?
    

    
      “Say ‘I’m here’,” I commanded. Ezraji swallowed hard. 
    

    
      “I’m here,” he managed, his voice as rough as gravel. I had to make sure, so I closed my eyes and curled my hands into fists. 
    

    
      “Again.”
    

    
      “I’m here,” he said with more confidence, a yearning in his tone. “I’m here.” The tension eased out of my shoulders. He sounded 
      right.
       I looked up at him, at the insurmountable pain in his expression, and found not a single plane of hostility on that face. When he realized he’d passed my test, his head fell forward with a shaky breath. 
    

    
      “I need to talk to you,” he slurred, dilated gaze following me as I looked over his bruises and inflammation. He held his abdomen with two hands, another propping him up, the last holding an empty mediplasma syringe. I looked over his bruises, the lacerations and… were those bite marks? 
    

    
      “What happened?” 
    

    
      “He got in a fight,” Aavar said from the counter, breaking the moment. Ezraji hissed at him, then winced, to which Aavar tsked. “It’s true.” 
    

    
      “Would you 
      leave?”
       Ezraji growled suddenly. His grip on the sofa cushions was strong, causing his teal knuckles to turn light, springy green under his fists. Aavar wagged his finger. 
    

    
      “No dice.” 
    

    
      “Chudthi,”
       Ezraji swore, pressing a rib. He took a calming breath, but his mane twisted up angrily, squeezing blood out from within their wounds. When he spoke again, his voice was level. “Amelia,” he turned his pained stare to
       me
      . “I 
      need
       to talk to you.”
    

    
      Alone.
       That was the word he was omitting as he silently implored me. I nodded, squeezing his forearm, careful of scratches and bruises. “Alright.” Ezraji looked up at me with mild shock. I squared my shoulders, determined I wasn’t afraid to be alone with him. At least, my voice was steady. “You can go, Aavar. It’s okay.” 
    

    
      He raised a brow. “You sure?”
    

    
      “Look at him,” I gestured. Subdued, Aavar nodded his head, taking a few steps back. “Yeah, good point. I’ll be outside, so just yell if you need me.” He grabbed his things and left with a backwards glance. I nodded, and he disappeared. 
    

    
      The silence was heavy. Ezraji tried to shuffle further away, settling on the far end of the sofa. He clenched his dental ridges together, exposing those three canine points on either side of his mouth. He’d chipped one. 
    

    
      “I didn’t attack you,” he said, trying to sound calm but obviously panicking. “It wasn’t me, I swear to you. It was-”
    

    
      “-a man in a mask. I know,” I assured him, shuffling closer. He blinked up at me with conflicted urgency as I assessed his wounds. Most were subcutaneous, which made sense. Shilpakaari skin was as thick as a shark’s hide. I glanced up at the question in his gaze. “He had three fingers, not six, and only used two arms.”
    

    
      “Why did you follow me in?” he asked. 
    

    
      “I wanted you to run tests, to see if I was being drugged. I didn’t want it to cycle out of my system by the morning.” 
    

    
      “I shouldn’t have left. Amelia, I…” He caught my gaze and held it fast. “I saw what happened on the 
      Paramour.
       I saw how you were…”
    

    
      He couldn’t finish his sentence, terror chiseling the disturbed grooves of his face. The bottom dropped out of my stomach and I sat back on my heels, looking down at my hands. I braced myself for an onslaught of memories, but nothing came. I was too spent, perhaps, too numb, and swallowed on a dry throat, feeling unclean. “Oh…” 
    

    
      “Don’t do that.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “See yourself as less.” Ezraji’s trembling hand reached out to my throat. I swallowed, frozen in both fear and anticipation. My skin erupted in gooseflesh as his fingertips made contact and slid around the back of my neck to the jack infused with my spine. A low hiss simmered in his throat just as I breathed out a quaking sigh. “This doesn’t make you less.”
    

    
      My heart compressed so hard it was painful, so full up with a timid, prickling reassurance that I bit my lip to release the tension. “I’m so ashamed I thought it was you,” I confessed. “You didn’t deserve that.”
    

    
      His warm fingers fell away, dropping to the couch cushion like a lead weight and leaving me cold. He averted his eyes from mine. “You were right to think it was me, Amelia,” he gritted. “I should have told you what was going on. Instead, I just locked myself away, thinking I could-” He paused, his eyes roving over my hands as I placed them on his stomach, pressing gently, looking for broken ribs and filling the painful stillness. His breath shuddered, and he squeezed his eyes shut, catching my hands in his. His palms were grippy, I realized. 
    

    
      “Stop,” he hissed. 
    

    
      I darted a glance over his shoulder, curious about his 
      senti.
       If the ridges in his palms were open, it meant his 
      senti
       was stimulated, too, didn’t it? “Why?” I ventured. He shook with the effort to stay still, to keep his mane from twisting too much. He was trying not to scare me. My heart skipped. 
    

    
      Finally, the words forced their way out of his throat, hoarse and pained. “I’m in your coil.” He bowed his head in shame, biting his lip. “When I brought you 
      kauphee,
       you remember? You were leaking, after you dropped the mug.”
    

    
      I creased my brow. “I cried, you mean. Yes, I remember.” 
    

    
      “You hugged me around the neck,” he huffed, trying to keep from breathing in too deep. “You pressed tight against my 
      senti,
       and I thought I was going to drown, you tasted so good.
       
      I was hooked, but how could I- What could I do? You were upset when it happened, and I knew, I 
      knew,”
       he snarled, “that they’d abused you. And now that I know just how badly… Dammit, Amelia, how could you try to carry something like that by yourself?! And you’ve been working with me in a 
      clinic.
       I-” His eyes widened. “I did diagnostics on you. I put you under a genetic coder,
       a surgical arm.
       If that sack of oily shit were still alive, I’d-” He gasped, neck straining as his head fell back. 
    

    
      I put my hands on his arm as he slowly gained back control, the sharp pain in his chest subsiding. His head lolled forward, and he groaned with self-disgust. “What I mean is, I’m addicted, Amelia. Your taste, your touch. That’s what the coil does. And I hate myself for it. It shouldn’t have happened like this.” 
    

    
      I slowly removed my hand from his arm, hurt, lost. I wanted to hug him again, to climb right up on his lap and leech all the same comforts he’d given me over spilt coffee, but I couldn’t do that. He was in pain, and the worst of it wasn’t the bruises or fractured ribs. Whatever the coil was, he didn’t want it. I swallowed thickly and sat back on my knees, unable to look away from his anguished eyes. “I wish I’d known, so I could have helped you too.” 
    

    
      Ezraji laughed bitterly. “There are only two ways to help a shilpakaar in a coil.” 
    

    
      “What are they?”
    

    
      “Run away or give in.” He pinned me in a dark, unblinking stare with those enormous black and silver orbs. My lungs clamped with fear, thinking back on being held captive, the lack of control, the hopelessness. Slowly, he eased away and the pressure in my chest dissipated. “We either nest together for a while or the woman denies us. Either way, we go through withdrawal at the end. Competing for affection is the curse of shilpakaari men. It’s what happened between Bajora and me.” He watched my expression fall slack. “You see the problem.” 
    

    
      “The human colony is a time bomb,” I realized, eyes wide. I covered my mouth with my fingers. 
      “Gopf,
       what did that ambassador think would happen?!”
    

    
      Ezraji shook his head, exhausted. “So naïve.” He creased his brow, Adam’s apple bobbing. He was burning up. “Sorry, I don’t mean that.”
    

    
      “You do mean it. Why?” I grabbed the fabric of his pants and his head snapped towards me, focusing again. One of his tendrils wrapped around my fingers. I squeezed it back. He licked his lips, watching my mouth. “Tell me,” I urged.
    

    
      “Ambassador Zufi’s delegate program is a test. We’re there to watch out for the colony and help you integrate, but our contracts are contingent upon if we nest with a human. We have one orbit to fulfill the terms. If we aren’t successful, he’ll replace us.”
    

    
      “Why would he do that?” I spat. “What sort of bastard is he?! Doesn't he know what we went through?”
    

    
      Ezraji nodded sadly. “He wants to move up the ladder, and if a shilpakaar can coil with a human…” He turned away, looking out the window at the midnight city. “Shilpakaari men aren’t treated well, Amelia. Not by most women, anyway. But coiling is necessary for… procreating,” he grimaced, choosing the most passive word he could muster. “An equal society would be utopia for us. But I should have told you what was happening. We should have been honest from the beginning.” 
    

    
      My mind was a cyclone, whirling with both fiery sparks of rage and icy sadness. I 
      empathized
       with Ezraji, and I hated it. He’d betrayed me after all; not in the last couple weeks, but since the beginning. What he described, though… He was desperate to chase a better life. They all were.
    

    
      My eyes widened. Aavar knew. He’d signed a contract, too. So did Hunar, Bajora, Piro… 
    

    
      “I need to think about this,” I said, rising to my feet with a terrible ache in my stomach. The floor was falling out from beneath me. The colony was learning to trust shilpakaari that weren’t what we thought they were. 
    

    
      As I moved away, Ezraji leaned forward and grasped my arm with his lower hand. 
    

    
      “I’m not done,” he panted desperately.  
    

    
      How much more could there be? I looked down incredulously at his big hand, the four fingers and two thumbs that engulfed my forearm. “Tell me then,” I said without inflection. 
    

    
      Ezraji fortified himself and reached into his mane. He held out a pair of mauve panties, 
      my
       panties, wrung with wrinkles, torn and damp. I stared at them in his outstretched hand.
    

    
      “When you showed up at my unit the other day,” he confessed, his voice cracking. He couldn’t look at me, staring at the floor, his fist still extended. “I was in my room wrapped around the lab coat I said I’d clean. Instead, I’d just printed you a new one and kept it. And these…  I made Aavar bring me these while you were in the hospital.” 
    

    
      My eyes snapped to the tote from the hospital by the front door. I hadn’t opened it except to get out my boots. Had he taken anything else?
    

    
      “Why?” I uttered. 
    

    
      “The woman I had to meet to get information on your data bank is ruthless. I didn’t want to be in her coil, so I kept myself in yours the only way I could.” 
    

    
      “By tasting me.”
    

    
      My dead tone hit him harder than a slap to the face. He turned his guilt-stricken, wide eyes down to my feet, arm trembling. I took the panties from his outstretched hand and he slumped, his mane groveling, turninging in sad, low circles. Then he took a deep breath and nodded with acceptance. 
    

    
      “I’ll go on hectaconorphine for the coil withdrawal. It’s better that way,” he told me. “I'll collect my things from the colony and move out before the week is up.” 
    

    
      I blinked. The reality of losing him just after my head cleared crashed down on me like ice water. Walking into an empty clinic in the mornings, having to make my own coffee, no one to look after me when 
      I’d get
       sick, no one to smile or eat my lunch with? No, I didn’t want to be alone again. I just needed… I didn’t know. Is that what I needed? I swayed on my feet, rolling my panties through my fingers. They were still warm from his 
      senti.
       “Don’t make any plans for now. I told you, I need to think about this.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” he croaked gratefully.
    

    
      “But if I want you to go?”
    

    
      “I’ll go.” 
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      I stared out the cockpit window, the wind blasting my blonde hair back. The force whipped water from my eyes, across my temples, and into my hairline
      .
       As far as the eye could see, the jungle canopy rolled like an ocean over hidden mountains and canyons, a dark magenta and aubergine sea. I honed in on the open crevices between tree limbs, the occasional scout’s platform or elevated landing pads that indicated there was a research station hidden in the trees, and wondered if my stalker was watching us. I wondered if he would return. 
    

    
      After the last two weeks of screaming into the void, questioning myself and my sanity, thinking of what could await us at the colony was hardly a ripple in my mind. I understood what had happened to me and was calm. This was my survival tactic on the 
      Paramour,
       too. If I took part, it wasn’t so traumatic. It’s what kept me alive while the other test subjects lost their minds. 
    

    
      I slowly pushed my glasses up my nose as familiar white towers came into view in the distance. I stared at them, unblinking and resolute. Just like I’d told Ezraji, I’d spent all night thinking. Those three monoliths were a symbol of human perseverance and adaptability, and just like me, I wouldn’t let them crumble. I’d do everything in my power to make sure they withstood every test the galaxy threw at them.
    

    
      No demons, including my own, would stand in my way. 
    

    
      Beep.
    

    
      “Takes balls for you to show your face here again, Medansh,” Hunar’s voice crackled over the calm in a furious growl. I looked over at Aavar as he pressed the button on his console to respond. 
    

    
      “Ah, so you found the fish,” he said pleasantly. 
    

    
      “You’re grinning so loud I can hear it from here,” Hunar snapped.  
    

    
      Aavar bit his lip lopsidedly, trying his hardest not to laugh. I couldn’t help the corner of my mouth curling up and pressed my lips between my teeth to keep quiet. 
    

    
      “Well, you ruined my entrance, so I think we’re even.” He cleared his throat. “This is T-01-HC, requesting permission to land, Hangar 01.” 
    

    
      “Permission granted.” 
    

    
      The comm link snapped off. Aavar sighed with a giddy smile. “So close and yet so far.” 
    

    
      “What do you mean?” I asked, relaxing into the copilot seat. He turned up his music and his tendrils started bouncing to the beat. 
    

    
      “Oh, I’m trying to get Hunar to yell at me. He hasn’t yet. Most people do by now.” 
    

    
      I raised my brow. “And you want that?”
    

    
      “Breaking people is fun.” He winked at me, belting out the chorus of the song. The connection to my past didn’t even register in his mind, so it flowed over me like water on oil. Instead, I shook my head, amused, if slightly perplexed. “Uh huh. I’ll go tell Ezra we’re close.” 
    

    
      At that, he stopped singing and twisted around, catching me with a hand before I could get up. His smile slipped as quickly as mine did, and the air left the cockpit. I slid slowly back into my seat. 
    

    
      “Let me. Just don’t touch anything.”
    

    
      “Right.” Because I couldn’t get near Ezraji if he wanted to overcome his withdrawal symptoms. I was the sole focus of his anguish. For a moment, just a brief one, everything felt normal, but it couldn’t be, because it wasn’t. It never would be again.
    

    
      We arrived, waited a few minutes for Ezraji to leave first, and then unstrapped. As soon as we stepped out down the ramp, Hunar’s heavy hand collided with the back of Aavar’s head. The pilot went reeling, stumbling a few steps away with a snicker. As soon as he looked up, a rotting fish hit him full in the face with a wet slap. He blinked as it squelched to the corrugated hangar floor, then burst into laughter. 
    

    
      Hunar slipped off the thick, black gloves he was wearing, one hand at a time, and pointed both his right hands at Aavar, mane shivering threateningly, suds flying off the frothy sponge clutched in his fist. His voice was calm, threaded with violence. “You do that again, Medansh, and I’ll make 
      Bree
       clean it up.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s eyes went wide, and the laughter died in his throat. He gave Hunar an ingratiating smile and expanded his four arms wide, entreating the engineer.
       “Syalī~”
    

    
      “I don’t wanna hear it,” Hunar snapped. His eyes met mine briefly. He cleared his throat, smoothing the anger out of his tendrils. “Dr Ahlberg,” he greeted stiffly. Although his posture was square and proud, there was a wariness to his glare, as if he couldn’t quite look me in the eye. “Let’s get this meeting over with.” 
    

    
      When I rounded the metal shelves full of half-finished contraptions, organized nuts and bolts, drivers, hammers, and cartons of oil, the wary eyes of all the delegates watched me. Aavar patted my shoulder as he took a seat at the table and put his feet up. Hunar leaned against his workbench. Bajora and Piro, the other pilot, stood on the opposite side of the table. Two other familiar faces smiled at me. Marcella jumped up from a worn and squeaky leather seat, and Imani pushed off a shelving unit, her arms folded over her chest. Marcella squeezed the air right out of my lungs, knocking my glasses askew. 
    

    
      “Dolce!”
       she cooed, swaying me back and forth. I 
      implored
       Imani with a helpless 
      stare
      , but her only response was a mirthless, thin-lipped smile. “We were so worried about you, Amelia.” Marcella’s thin hand slapped the back of my head. “Don’t you ever sneak out like that again!”
    

    
      I blinked, my brow stitched. Did she just…? 
    

    
      “What she means to 
      say
       is, welcome home,” Imani translated. She patted my shoulder. “Care to tell us why we’re here?”
    

    
      I searched for Ezraji while Marcella fussed and found him as far to the other side of the room as possible, in a dark corner by the lockers. He crossed his arms hard over his chest, hiding the shakes, no doubt. I creased my brow, holding his stare, and nodded. Piro stood talking to him, holding out a mediplasma. Ezraji took it without ceremony, pressing it against his bruised neck.
    

    
      “Glad you’re back safe, Amelia. Let’s get the nasty bits out of the way,” Bajora said tightly.
    

    
      Marcella reluctantly let me go. Every shilpakaar in the room shuffled uneasily. I put my hands on my hips, took a deep, fortifying breath, and told Imani and Marcella what had happened, what I’d learned. All of it: the program, the jack on the back of my neck, why it was there, what was on it. The only thing I didn’t reveal was Ezraji’s coil.
    

    
      I could tell who knew what. Though Marcella and Imani grew dark expressions as I recounted some of my time on the 
      Paramour,
       it was the shilpakaari that gasped, hissed, clenched their fists. Piro, the youngest of the group, sat down, a haunted look in his eyes. When I described Zufi’s program, however, the human women jumped to their feet in a rage. Marcella walked up to each man and smacked them hard across the cheek. After the initial shock, Imani’s posture changed. She settled in a corner with vigilant eyes, watching the men, judging their stock, thinking. The look she gave the room was calculative and suspicious, though she tried to play it off as simple outrage. 
    

    
      “Now that we’re all on the same page,” I sighed, setting my shaking palms on the table in the center of the room, “we can’t tell anyone else.” 
    

    
      Every set of eyes in the room snapped to me. 
    

    
      “What?!” Marcella roared. I held up a hand and pushed my glasses back up my nose. 
    

    
      “If we do, we lose any hope of progress. The shilpakaari are the only species I know of that 
      weren't
       really involved in the 
      Paramour.
       If it comes out that this delegate program is a- a breeding program,” I admitted, swallowing hard, “then humans won’t trust anyone and our colony will fall apart for real.”
    

    
      “There are others,” Hunar gruffed, shoulders hunched. His lower hands propped him up on his workbench while his uppers were crossed into the crux of his chest. “The yiwren, zambiwans, biognostics… Advenans, even.”
    

    
      Piro nodded sadly. “The yiwren are nice, and most of them are refugees, too. They would be a good fit here. Right?”
    

    
      We all looked at the shilpakaari, their manes hanging long and lifeless, eyes hollow and ashamed. Each one of them nodded, agreeing to leave, to let whoever the yiwren were take their place.
    

    
      “No. Amelia’s right,” Imani gnashed. She looked out a window to the jungle and cursed, then pointed around the room. “People are coming around. If this gets out, the suspicion will tear us apart. Besides, it’s not like Zufi’s going to just let you leave, anyway.”
    

    
      “I don’t think he’ll be a problem,” Ezraji mumbled from the corner. Imani and Marcella turned their stares on him. His tendrils twisted up with uncertainty as he looked at me. “He’s already gotten what he wanted.”
    

    
      Piro got to his feet again. “You’re in a coil?” he awed. Ezraji brushed his face with one hand and nodded. When Marcella looked at me, I studiously looked away. 
    

    
      “A what?” she asked. 
    

    
      “Shilpakaari women use it to tie us to them. It compels us to covet their affection. It’s just how we evolved. Can’t have spats without it, and no other species has ever triggered it,” Hunar explained, crossing his arms. 
    

    
      “Until now,” Imani said pointedly. Hunar didn’t shy away from her when he nodded. 
    

    
      “Until now.” He tossed down the sponge he’d been using to clean out his locker before our arrival. 
      “Chudthi,”
       he cursed, running his hands through his mane. “I can’t believe it happened. What a mess.”
    

    
      Marcella sat down heavily in her worn leather chair. “So humans and shilpakaari can, what, have babies? Is that what this coiling is for? 
      Dolce,
       are you pregnant?” 
    

    
      My face lit up like a stoplight, eyes bulging from my skull as every set of shilpakaari eyes trained on me. “No! No, we didn’t- Coiling is like an addiction, Marcella. It just gets the men, you know, ready.” 
    

    
      “I see,” she said thoughtfully.
    

    
      “Will Zufi send more delegates?” Imani spat the last word with venomous sarcasm as she redirected the conversation. “He’s already sent sentries.” 
    

    
      “He can’t until our orbit is up,” Bajora cut in. “That’s the deal he made with the ISU. The only reason 
      we
       can be here is because they gave us shiny new military ranks. Even the sentries just watch the perimeter. They can’t enter unless there’s an emergency.” 
    

    
      “Are we allowed to stay or not?” Hunar asked suddenly. 
    

    
      I felt the weight of the room on me as everyone went quiet. Not a single set of boots shuffled. I nodded slowly, raising my hand. “I vote yes.” 
    

    
      “No,” Imani voiced immediately. 
    

    
      We both looked at Marcella. She glanced at Ezraji, cagey and twitchy in the corner, and nodded once. “They can stay.” A collective breath raced through the room and the shuffling started up anew. Marcella continued, raising her voice over the din, “We need to integrate no matter what. Better the devil we know. Devils, rather.”
    

    
      “We 
      need
       to deal with the man that attacked Amelia,” Bajora added, moving the conversation along despite the weight in the room. “The sentries haven’t seen anything, but he was injured, according to Ezra. He might have gone.”
    

    
      “He’s still here,” Ezraji said immediately. Our eyes locked, but the telltale twitch of his tendrils, the bobbing of his Adam’s apple, made me turn away. I wanted to look at him so badly, but I couldn’t torture him like that.
    

    
      “Ezra…” Bajora sighed. 
    

    
      “It’s not the coil,” he snapped. “I’m managing it.” The shilpakaari all shifted uneasily, ignoring me as much as possible. “He doesn’t know that Amelia’s data bank was wiped, so he hasn’t gotten what he came for. He’ll try again.” 
    

    
      “If he does, he’ll be angry.” Bajora nodded to Imani knowingly. 
    

    
      She returned the gesture and explained, “After Amelia disappeared from our unit, we went looking for her at home. When we got there, the place had been torn apart.”
    

    
      “So where is he? Just walking around in a cloaking shield, stalking her?”
    

    
      My blood turned to ice thinking about it. I pressed my palm over my jack protectively. Was he in this room with us? It felt ridiculous to accept that invisibility was real, but I didn’t know what was possible and what wasn’t anymore. Hunar seemed to agree with my worries, tapping a puck on the wall. 
    

    
      “Privacy veil. Nothing in or out, no surveillance gear,” he said simply. Imani studied him hard. He kicked his heel against the floor, giving in to her scrutiny with a sniff. “I used to be a chief engineer for the ISU. Still had a lot of my old toys. It’s why I was approved for the program.” 
    

    
      “I have a plan,” Ezraji interrupted, shifting on his feet uncomfortably. 
    

    
      “Really?” Aavar piped up. “Haven’t you been preoccupied with, you know.” He gestured loosely at me and whistled suggestively. 
    

    
      Ezraji burst forward with a snarl, wrapping his tendrils around Aavar’s throat and pulling him to the ground with a snap of his neck. The pilot clattered over the back of his chair, limbs flailing, as Ezraji dragged him over the corrugated grates, cutting up his clothes like he was shaving them with a cheese grater. The chair got tangled in Aavar’s feet, sliding with him, shrieking horrifically across the floor before Bajora could push Ezraji back. Aavar rolled onto his side, hands up in defeat, hacking up his lungs. 
    

    
      “You’re gonna poke the coil of the guy with the longest mane? Really?” Bajora balked with effort at the downed pilot as Ezraji fought his hold. Their tendrils entangled, Bajora’s shorter ones smacking him in the face hard.
    

    
      “Yeah, I didn’t think that through,” Aavar croaked, smiling up at me sheepishly. “Sorry.” 
    

    
      Ezraji made a dive for him again, but couldn’t quite reach him over Bajora’s shoulder. “You whistle at her like that again and I’ll rip the tendrils off your head, Medansh. That’s 
      not
       the coil talking.” 
    

    
      “Ignore him, Ezra,” Bajora said, pulling him closer to the middle of the room. I moved out of the way as far as possible, stuffing my hands in my pockets and averting my eyes. Bajora sat Ezraji down at the table and snapped for Piro to bring a glass of water. “Tell us what you’ve cooked up, 
      syalī.”
    

    
      His plan was risky, but calculated, taking inspiration from how his family fished big game back on Dharatee, and though he grimaced when he suggested I be bait, he didn’t shut me out or lock me up for safekeeping. I couldn’t describe in words how important that was to me. I’d always assumed that if someone knew what I’d been through on the 
      Paramour,
       they’d see a bright neon sign over my head: “Fragile. Handle with Care.” And if that was the case, then they’d think I wasn’t fit to care for others. But the delegates all knew our 
      collective
       story now, even if they didn’t know all the details of mine, and no one was looking at us humans like we were less. 
    

    
      Which meant 
      I
       wasn’t less either. 
    

    
      By the time the sun set, our plan was complete. I would stay with Imani and Marcella because the figment had ransacked my unit, and in the early morning, I’d go to the clinic despite the danger. Imani would try to reason with me, but I’d go. After that, we didn’t know. I was a worm on a hook, and all we could hope for was that the figment was still here, lurking in silence, waiting for a chance. He could attack me in the lift, on the road, at the clinic. There was no way of knowing for sure what would happen. It was my nightmare all over again, except this time, I was going in with support and ready for the unexpected. 
    

    
      As the sun set over the dark and humid jungle, Imani, Marcella, and I walked back to Home Tower 02. The tall aubergine palms swayed against salmon skies as the sun set behind Big Blue, the planet looming at the edge of the horizon like a massive tidal wave. Opposite, riding in on a steady breeze, were dark rain clouds. Lightning lit them up from the inside like bombs in a fog, and thunder rumbled through the quiet colony. The night chorus was timid, insects and frogs opting for shelter as the leaves turned to prepare for a downpour. 
    

    
      A drop of rain fell on my glasses, but I didn’t dare take them off to wipe it on my shirt. There was an undercurrent of anticipation running between us, but no one spoke. Instead, we watched, we glanced over our shoulders, and we listened. Marcella and Imani sandwiched me between them on our tense walk home, and as the shadows deepened, Marcella’s grip on my hand grew tighter.
    

    
      Bajora and Ezraji split up ahead of us, Bajora waiting at the fork in the road, Ezraji walking backwards towards the tower in which the shilpakaari lived. A good distance away, he stopped so he could watch us. Imani darted a look back, where Hunar, Piro, and Aavar walked, and sighed, shaking her head. 
    

    
      “I don’t like any of this,” she broke the silence. “I don’t want you to-,” she stopped herself, “-go into work tomorrow. And I don’t trust 
      them.
       Not anymore.” 
    

    
      I nodded slowly. “I know.” As we passed the fork in the road, I had to hide Ezraji from my line of sight with Marcella’s shoulder. It cut me to the bone that I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t talk to him… I bit my lip to keep from admitting that I probably wouldn’t be able to work with him anymore, either. I didn’t know if he even wanted to. What if he 
      wanted
       to go back to Samridve, and I was making him hold out? “I need to do my job, Imani. The clinic’s been closed for almost a week.”
    

    
      She stopped and spun me around, gripping my shoulders. “Because you’ve been in a hospital!”
    

    
      Her concern wasn’t for show. She was truly trying to talk me out of Ezraji’s plan. For the first time, I lifted my chin and met her intimidating stare with my own. “I trust Ezraji. It wasn’t him.” 
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter if it was him or not. He’s not in his right mind.” 
    

    
      I had to stop myself from looking back at him and closed my eyes. With a deep breath, I pulled out of Imani’s hands and walked the rest of the way home. Bajora fell in line with us, unusually subdued and quiet. Perhaps he’d heard her. A jab pierced my heart. Perhaps Ezraji had heard too.
    

    
      The lift arrived with a little calming tune. I stepped in last and turned to the doors so I wouldn’t have to see anyone’s sympathy. The ride was suffocating, no one saying what any of us were thinking. Where did we even begin? It’s not like we could talk about the weather. When the doors opened on my floor, I practically pulled them open, breaching the shroud of doom like a whale coming up for air. I turned to Imani and Marcella with a tight smile. “I’ll be up in a few minutes.”
    

    
      “You sure you don’t want me to stay?” Imani asked, keeping the door from closing. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Bajora’s here. I’m just going to grab a change of clothes and my toothbrush.”
    

    
      “Fine,” Imani agreed with disapproval. “We’ll see you soon.” 
    

    
      The lift door slid shut, and we stood there a moment, not moving, not talking.
    

    
      “How is Ezra?” I asked, voicing what we both knew I was thinking. Bajora stared after the lift for a beat, then shrugged off whatever dark thoughts he harbored. With that famous lopsided smile, he turned us down the hall. 
    

    
      “He’ll be alright. Most shilpakaari men go through it more than once. It’s just not always this intense.” 
    

    
      “It must be very painful,” I managed. I could feel Bajora’s uncharacteristically thoughtful stare burning holes in the back of my head. 
    

    
      “It is,” he confirmed after a pause. “He doesn’t blame you for that, you know. He respects your decisions. Always.” 
    

    
      I looked up at the culinary engineer sharply. “What do you mean?” 
    

    
      He blinked his big red eyes at me, one brow rising. “That you don’t want to be touched. You told him that after he minced my face. And considering what you’ve been through…” When I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came out, Bajora chuckled, some of his smooth charm returning. When he teased me, it was cautious, though, as if he wasn’t sure if it was alright anymore. “Amelia, do I need to teach you about coiling now too? He’ll kill me, if I do, you know. And I don’t think that’s an exaggeration.” 
    

    
      Despite tomorrow’s plan looming over me, I rolled my eyes, a little smile tugging at my mouth. It was important that I bounce back. I needed to build up my tower again. “Ezra told me plenty, thank you.” 
    

    
      “Amelia,” Bajora hesitated, putting one lower hand over mine before I could lift my fob and open my unit door. He sighed. “Coiling isn’t really an addiction. It’s the high; how we develop crushes when we’re kids and know puberty is coming, how we learn to flirt and compete and have sex. Exhilarating and life-changing and makes you feel 
      alive.
      ” 
    

    
      I shook my head. “That’s what addiction does, Bajora. Valleys and peaks, no stability-”
    

    
      Bajora laughed, interrupting me. When I gave him a stern look, he tapped his temple with a wink. “There’s only a let down if the high stops. That’s the beauty of a coil: it doesn’t 
      have
       to end. Not if you don’t want it to,” he added purposefully. “Isn’t love the same, the way humans describe it?”
    

    
      A ray of curiosity broke through the shadows of my darker thoughts and my lips parted as the meaning of the coil changed in my mind. “But I thought shilpakaari don’t do long-term relationships. It’s just some sort of vicious cycle.” 
    

    
      Bajora shrugged. “Shilpakaari women don’t experience the coil, they just control it, so I can’t really expect them to empathize. But humans?” He shook his mane out, looking down at his boots. “Look, I admit it. I applied for the delegate program out of curiosity. You’re the talk of the galaxy, you know, and look so much like ancient venandi sex gods-”
    

    
      “-what?” I blinked. Bajora waved it off.
    

    
      “-but after spending time with humans, I’m realizing empathy and loyalty run deep with you. At least the ones here. It gives me… hope, I guess.”
    

    
      I thought back on Bajora’s “lesson.” I’d been scared and felt violated, and though I was absolutely justified in having those feelings, they were quickly overwhelmed by- I laughed at myself- 
      empathy.
       I didn’t want to blame shilpakaari women without having really met one, but no matter how angry I was at Ambassador Zufi for his messed up program, I couldn’t criticize his desperation.
    

    
      “I just… assumed connecting was normal. For you,” I added. “Like it is for humans. I didn’t know. I don’t think anyone knows.”
    

    
      “Connecting 
      is
       normal. Connecting is the coil. Can I ask you a blunt question?” he interrupted, the concern in his expression more vulnerable than judgmental. I nodded, heart hammering in my chest. “Do you like him?” 
    

    
      Flashes bubbled through my mind’s eye of Ezraji’s amiable smile as we greet in the morning, a mug of hot coffee cradled in his lower hands, his little jokes and quiet reserve. Before the last two weeks, perhaps I was on the verge of having feelings, but since then? My brain insisted that our friendship was beyond repair. My heart, though, cried that “like” just wasn’t a big enough word.
    

    
      Maybe my brain needed to shut up for a while. It had ensured I’d survived. I’d compartmentalized myself so thoroughly that when I looked back at my captivity, I didn’t remember the pain so well as my log entries. And yes, my heart might have been in mourning over the loss of my career, my mother, my language, my home… But unlike the 
      Paramour,
       those things were beautiful to remember despite the pain. I wasn’t ready to put Ezraji in a compartment like that, one where I mourned his loss before he was even gone.
    

    
      “Yes,” I admitted with clarity. 
    

    
      Bajora breathed long and slow, nodding with relief. “Then give him a chance. He thinks this is what you want, but if it isn’t, you’ll both regret it later. Even if it doesn’t last.” 
    

    
      I licked my lips, looking down at my shoes. My pulse thumped, pooling between my legs, heating me to the core. I pushed up my glasses, opening my mouth to answer. When nothing came out, Bajora smiled sadly. “You don’t need to decide now.” He took the fob out of my hand and opened the door. Glass 
      crunched
       underfoot as he stepped inside.
    

    
      Following
      , my mouth dropped open. I’d been warned that my unit would be a mess, but this was a whole new level of violence. The food bay in my kitchen had been ripped from the wall. Claw and puncture marks marred all the furniture, the walls, the tables. My clothing was tossed and ripped to shreds, and my database notes were strewn across the living room.
    

    
      “Be careful of the glass,” Bajora said, watching his step. He turned the corner and a flashing light on the wall caught my attention. He tapped it as he avoided water coming from the restroom. “Hunar. No one in or out without him knowing.” 
    

    
      “When did this happen?” 
    

    
      “We think it happened right before they attacked you. Imani and I came here to search for you and the water was spraying everywhere. It’s dried out a lot since then.” Bajora glanced at me and motioned to the toilet. “You needed some of your things?” 
    

    
      I glanced in, my eyes wide. The sink had been twisted off its hidden pipes; the wall bulging and cracked where it had been ripped away with monstrous force. The basin lay toppled in the shower amidst broken glass and shattered tiles. I shuffled through two inches of water, looking for my toothbrush. It was jammed inside the wall between a support beam and some insulation. 
    

    
      I shook my head, backing out of the room. What if I’d been here? I wouldn’t have survived something like this. At least in the jungle, Ezraji could hear me scream. 
    

    
      “I don’t need anything,” I breathed, overwhelmed. I shouldn’t have insisted on coming to my unit before it was cleaned. “I just want to go.” 
    

    
      Bajora pressed his lips together, tendrils curling with concern in my direction. He nodded and motioned me towards the door. “Alright. We’ll print new stuff at Imani and Marcella’s.” As he led me away, I grabbed his arm and stopped us both in our tracks. 
    

    
      “I can’t go there.” 
    

    
      “Hunar is putting up the same privacy veil. It should be fine.” 
    

    
      I stared at the fragments of dishes and vases and glass shelves littering the floor and thought about the hug that threw Ezraji and I for a loop. I remembered the bright yellow mug, the same color as the 
      samona
       flowers, and how the smell of coffee clung to his tunic as I pressed my nose into his chest. I remembered how his tendrils had wrapped around me after my near fall. He’d been the one to fight off the figment in the jungle, to go to jail for me, to fight for me, to tell me every ugly truth, including his own.
    

    
      “I don’t 
      want
       to go to their unit.”
    

    
      Bajora blinked at me with confusion, then revelation widened his eyes. “You’d like to stay with us.”
    

    
      “I’ve spent all this time trying to avoid him, Bajora,” I said. “But I’ve never wanted to. You understand?”
    

    
      He pursed his lips skeptically, but nodded. I was prolonging Ezraji’s suffering, perhaps, but was drawn to him, anyway. 
      Just for tonight,
       I told myself. 
      Tonight, I’ll be selfish.
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      Bajora ushered me into their unit and gave Hunar, who stood with Ezraji in the middle of the living room, a nod. Beside him, the privacy veil blinked on the wall of the hallway. 
    

    
      “Thank you, 
      syalī,”
       Bajora said as the engineer put away his tools. “Aavar is heading to Marcella’s?”
    

    
      “No, I am,” Hunar gruffed. “Aavar is cleaning our workbenches with a human toothbrush.” 
    

    
      I would have laughed, but all I could see was 
      him.
       Ezraji stood behind the far side of the sofa, as still as a statue. He’d clasped his tendrils behind his head with a strip of cloth like usual, but instead of reaching towards me, they plastered the walls at his side, feeling the texture in a restless sort of way. Our eyes were trapped and so similar that I wondered if I was going through withdrawal, too.
    

    
      Only when the door hissed shut behind us did I realize Hunar had left. I snapped out of Ezraji’s mesmerizing hold and looked back to Bajora. He brushed back his mane and leaned against the counter with a sigh. 
    

    
      “Right. Come on,” he said without preamble, motioning me down the hallway. One by one, I uprooted my feet and followed. 
    

    
      “Good night,” Ezraji gasped hoarsely just before I disappeared towards the bedrooms. I froze, his voice washing over me like a balm, so smooth and deep. “Don’t…” His brow creased, his hands clenching nervously. “Don’t be scared.” I looked up at him one more time and smiled warmly. I tried my hardest to look supportive, to look at ease, but my lips wavered.
    

    
      “Good night, Ezra.” I tore my eyes away and followed Bajora. Ezraji hissed in complaint, but it was subdued and strangled. He was trying his best. 
    

    
      “Hope you don’t mind Ezra’s room,” Bajora said apologetically. “The state he’s in, I wouldn’t be able to offer you mine.” 
    

    
      “It’s fine.” 
    

    
      “Here are some things you mentioned. Toothbrush, underwear, socks…” He held up a little bundle, and I blinked. Had Ezraji and I really stared at each other long enough to print these? I took them reverently.
    

    
      “Thank you, Bajora.” 
    

    
      “Sure. I’m right here if you need me.” He gestured to his own door and attempted a smirk. “But for my sake, I hope you don’t. As soon as you leave, Ezra will skewer me.”
    

    
      His joke fell flat, because it was true. I nodded, exhausted, and opened the door. “Good night.”
    

    
      Bajora watched me go, hands in his pockets, a tick of concern on his face. “Good night.” 
    

    
      I walked into Ezraji’s personal space for the first time. Apprehension stiffened my shoulders, but when a wave of cold air washed over me, they relaxed. It was unexpectedly cool in his room, the same as my own unit. I set my bag down by the door and looked around, curious about the friend that had kept so much from me. 
    

    
      Recessed light glowed to life, illuminating furniture identical to mine. He had the same number of pillows, the same recessed shelves and windows, the same sun shades. We even both had clutter, but his was entirely different. Where mine was a mess of unmade sheets and discarded clothing, half-eaten nutrient bars and study notes, his room was organized. A shelving unit took half of one wall, stacked with equipment and empty specimen cubes that warped the view from the windows as ripe, heavy drops of rain spattered against them. His medical tunic hung pristine and wrinkle-free on the side of his wardrobe. He even made his bed. 
    

    
      With a sigh, I looked down at my new things and undressed. Bajora didn’t print any pajamas, so I kept my tank top and panties on. I brushed my teeth with a cup of water instead of using the restroom, untied my hair and brushed it out, then pulled open Ezraji’s wardrobe. 
    

    
      It was anticlimactic, really. His tunics and pants hung in neat rows for the wardrobe to clean and steam. I hung my pants and button-down shirt and set my socks on a tray at the bottom. Then I sat back on my heels, looking at the tray and realized softly that this simple chore of putting clothes in the wardrobe at night felt foreign because I hadn’t done it for nearly two weeks. Too manic, the everyday things had fallen right off my radar. I’d been sleeping in my 
      shower… 
      How had I fooled myself into thinking I was functional?
    

    
      With a shaky sigh, I stood up and closed the wardrobe door. I was going to be kind to myself tonight, because I needed sleep. Even though I probably wouldn’t be able to, I still had to try. I had to have all my wits about me in order for us to pull this off. If I fell apart, so did our plan.
    

    
      The moment I sat down on the edge of Ezraji’s bed, though, my insides bubbled with curiosity. I’d be lying under his sheets tonight. When I left, would he burrow his face into his pillow where my hair had been? Would he be able to taste me, because of just one night? 
    

    
      My stomach twisted up, but not out of guilt. I squirmed on my 
      seat bones
      , a pang of pleasure clenching between my legs. Ezraji would know I sat here. He’d know which pillow I used. Would he wash the sheets immediately, or would he keep them? Would he wallow in my taste until it was gone, like he’d done with my lab coat? 
    

    
      Did I 
      want
       him to?
    

    
      I sighed, closed my eyes, and fell back on the bed. Something stiff pressed against my shoulder under the sheets and my eyes popped open. Something slender, longer than my finger. I rotated my shoulder again, just to make sure it was there. Standing up, I pushed the sheets aside and my lips parted in quiet surprise. 
    

    
      Along the other side of the bed, under the sheets, lay little pieces of my life. My lab coat, the lapels stained with coffee, two pens, a shirt, a 
      cloth
       I used to clean my glasses, a yellow shard of the mug I’d shattered, still adorned with my lip print and a smear of dried, brown blood.
    

    
      Don’t be scared.
       
    

    
      His words echoed in my mind as I took in the secret little shrine. Perhaps I would have been afraid if he were human, but he wasn’t, and all it made me feel was fire in the tips of my fingers and toes. If there had been any doubt in my mind that he thought of me at night, it vanished. What else did he do with these? I imagined his 
      senti
       swelling, a moan on his lips. Did he glide his fingers over my things reverently, or did he clutch at them? Did he lick them like he licked me that night in my kitchen? 
    

    
      My throat 
      tingled
       where his tongue had tasted me and I 
      sealed
       the sensation in with my palm, absorbing it into my skin. My gaze drifted over to his pillow, where the indentation of his head still rested like a ghost. Heart hammering in my chest, I lowered myself down, pressing my cheek where his cheek rested. I took a deep, experimental breath, putting myself in Ezraji’s place. It smelled like rich soil and ocean brine and I couldn’t help but press my nose into it as my groin heated, exhilarated by the stolen intimacy. 
    

    
      Who was I kidding? Even if Ezraji and I were in the same room together, I missed him. My withdrawal was real too, and I needed to admit it because tomorrow… tomorrow could be the end for me. I needed him, and yes, the last two weeks had been my worst nightmare, but even before that, I’d needed him. I coveted his rare smiles and looked forward to him showing up at the clinic in the mornings. If he reached for something on a shelf or taught me how to use a machine, my heart skipped a beat. I’d been stealing glances at him more and more often, and it wasn’t out of suspicion but adoration. 
    

    
      Curled on my side, I slid my chilly fingers between my thighs and pressed on my swollen clit through my panties. The cold pricked my skin and made the heat all that much more delicious. Would he know the next time he came in here that I’d touched myself?
    

    
      Of course he would. A thrill shivered through me. Maybe the torture was a bit… sexy. I bit my lip, moving my fingers 
      in slow
       circles. I liked the looks Ezraji had given me, raw and desperate and humble. Because of how he’d described it, though, I’d assumed it was painful and unwanted, but maybe… maybe I’d misunderstood. 
    

    
      My fingers stopped and clenched down. A single pulse jumped through my channel from the pressure. If I’d cried over spilt coffee and no one had been assailing me, what would have happened?
    

    
      Closing my eyes, I imagined the night Ezraji picked up my lab coat and took it with him. Instead of letting him leave, I asked him to stay. I rolled over onto my back and inhaled slowly, arching my spine as thunder rolled outside and the rain grew heavier. He put me on the counter and judged me with those sharp black eyes, a current running through his silver pupils. My breath hitched, and I pressed my mouth into his pillow as I thought of his tendrils running up my arms, teasing the hem of my shirt. I dipped two fingers into my hot, slick channel and-
    

    
      I gasped, clamping my legs shut and biting the inside of my cheek, already so close to coming that it shocked me. I’d never been this slick. Right on the edge, I froze, fingers squeezed between my bare thighs. I exhaled slowly, staring at the ceiling, then I shook my head at myself. What was I doing? 
    

    
      When I’d gathered my courage, I slid off the bed and out into the hallway. The onslaught of heat outside his chilly room made my arms and legs rise with gooseflesh. I padded silently out into the living room, peering around the corner carefully. 
    

    
      Ezraji was on the sofa in the far corner, his upper hands gripping the tops of his mane. His breath was uneven as his lower hands scrunched the cushions. A glass of water sat on the table in front of him, empty and in a puddle, as if he couldn’t keep his hands steady long enough to lift it to his mouth.
    

    
      I slowly pressed my shoulders against the hallway wall, the privacy veil blinking above my head. “Ezra,” I breathed quietly. His fidgeting stopped with a sharp intake of air. 
    

    
      “Amelia,” he said in a dry, scratchy whisper. “Is everything alright? Did something happen?” 
    

    
      “Everything’s fine,” I assured him, looking down at my pale knees in the flashing blue light. “I need to talk to you. Can I come out?” 
    

    
      There was a substantial pause, so much so that I looked around the corner. Ezraji stared at his hands, all four now resting on his knees. His tendrils climbed the walls like an octopus, trying to creep their way towards the sound of my voice, suctioning lightly to the walls in their pursuit. I couldn’t see well in the dark, but I could tell one was longer than the others. His 
      senti.
       He lifted his head to the ceiling and squeezed his eyes shut. 
    

    
      “Yes,” he breathed. “But you shouldn’t come close.” 
    

    
      I turned the corner in my panties and tank top, my hair unbrushed and a little wild around my shoulders. Ezraji’s eyes traveled down my bare skin and he swallowed hard. “Your silk is longer than I expected,” he murmured.
    

    
      “I need to know something, Ezra,” I said quietly, pulse radiating out from my heart and into my throat, my hands, my pussy. I took all my courage and directed it to my feet until I came to a stop in front of the sofa. His tendrils followed me, sluicing through the air in a gentle, probing dance. “Are you putting yourself through withdrawal because you think I’m afraid?” 
    

    
      He wavered, slitted nostrils flaring open. He looked away. “You need space. Time. To heal.” Ezraji redirected his starved gaze out the balcony window, ignoring the question. I took another step towards him, my two wet fingers catching the air. 
    

    
      “Do you want me?” I pushed. He grimaced, baring the three canines on either side of his mouth. “It’s okay if you want me. I don’t want to run away from you anymore.” 
    

    
      “Yessss,” he hissed. His head fell back on the sofa, fighting an internal battle. 
    

    
      “For more than just my taste? Ezra, look at me.” I knelt down in front of him and placed my clean hand on his knee. His hips bucked, and he groaned, thrusting his tendrils back against the wall, but he did as I asked. He trained his eyes, the silver stripes dilated and thick, taking in every inch of me they could. 
    

    
      “Of course,” he winced. “I’ve wanted you a long time, Amelia. You’re sharp-minded, caring, and strong… Even if we never coiled, I’d want you.” 
    

    
      My breath hitched. Not fragile. Not unfit. 
    

    
      Strong.
    

    
      I licked my lips, eyelashes heavy, and leaned forward. “Then you let me know if I’m doing this right.” 
    

    
      I reached out my wet fingers, still sticky and warm, while Ezraji watched me with disbelief. My fingertips brushed his tendrils and his eyes rolled back, mouth opened in a silent moan of ecstasy. He creased his brow and bowed his head as I wrapped my slick fingers around his 
      senti. 
      A crocodillian growl reverberated through his mane, vibrating his skin and my arms.
    

    
      I slid my knees over his thighs, pushing my lower lips open with a quiet thrill as I straddled his lap. I could hardly breathe, it wound me up so tight. Ezraji’s lower hands raked my thighs, holding me in place as they suctioned onto my skin. 
      “Please,”
       he panted.
    

    
      I tightened my grip on his 
      senti
       and he gasped, tendrils wrapping around my forearm, keeping me in place out of fear that I might pull away. I sat deep, pressing my swollen pussy into the bulge in his pants. 
    

    
      “Please, what?” I murmured, drunk on the power I had over him. What would he do to me if I gave him what he wanted? Whatever it was, I wanted it. There was one person on the entire planet that I trusted, and he was delirious beneath me.
    

    
      “Say yes,” he begged. “Let me have you. I need you, Amelia. I need-” His lungs pumped air like he was running out of oxygen. If he were human, I’d say he was on the brink of tears. “I need-” 
    

    
      He couldn’t finish his sentence, he was panting so hard. I leaned into his ear and whispered the most powerful word I’d ever uttered in my life, “Yes.” 
    

    
      As soon as I gave him permission, all the tension quivering through his body exploded into action. His tendrils wrapped around my throat, my arms, my chest. I kept a grip on the root of his 
      senti
       as the tendril slipped between my lips and toyed with my tongue, demanding I let him in no matter where he roamed. Everywhere I looked was Ezraji’s mane, the cage of his arms, those brilliant, abyssal eyes. I was drowning in him, choking on him, and it was sublime. 
    

    
      He lifted me by his mane, pulling my arms apart as his mouth devoured my collarbone, sucking the salt off my skin with a needy groan. Tendrils snaked under my tank top and pushed it up until my breasts fell into the open air. I pushed my nipples towards him, needing friction, the delicious little zing of contact. He trailed his mouth down my sternum, eyes hazy with need, and looked at them. 
    

    
      “Mammal,” he groaned, caught somewhere between his natural instincts and his professional fascination. He wrapped a tendril around each breast, plumping them, squeezing them until they were as ripe and full as peaches. His mouth descended over one sensitive mound and he nearly devoured the entire globe, sending sparks through my skin. I gasped, writhing to get closer, to rub against him harder, but his lower hands kept my hips tight to his bulging erection. 
    

    
       It wasn’t until he flipped me over that I realized he hadn’t been touching me at all with his hands. As the back of my head bounced on the sofa cushions, though, he rose above me, holding himself aloft with his lower palms as his upper hands slowly removed his tunic. I nearly came from that alone; it overwhelmed my vision, all the hands that would be on me, exploring me, holding me down, making me soar. He hissed from deep, deep in his chest, tendrils leaving gooseflesh wherever they slid, coiled, constricted. 
    

    
      “Do that again,” I gasped, fighting to push my legs open. Ezraji 
      grinned
       at me, of all things. Lopsided and deadly. 
    

    
      “No,” he tsked, holding my knees closed with one tendril. It slithered around my legs, the tip burrowing between my thighs. I arched my back, fighting, ready to cry; I was so ready, so wet, so hot. 
    

    
      His upper hands exchanged places with his lower hands as he kept eye contact, forcing me to look at him, to watch his face as my peripheral vision caught his pants sliding down smooth, muscular thighs. One hand coasted from my hip bone to my ribs, brushing a thumb along the underside of my breast. All the while, the storm outside reached a fever pitch, the trees whipping in the wind, lightning lancing across the sky.
    

    
      “Please, Ezra,” I gasped, thrashing to the beat of the rain, “I need-” 
    

    
      “Say it. What do you need, Amelia?” The boyish taunt was swept away by his question. I went still as the tip of his 
      senti
       pulled on my lower lip, caressing my mouth. I wasn’t used to putting a voice to the things I wanted, but he was going to coax it out of me, overwhelm me until I had no shame or doubts. 
    

    
      “I need…”
    

    
      “Yes,” he encouraged me breathlessly. 
    

    
      “I need you to fill me up.” My voice quivered. “So none of the rest of it has room.” 
    

    
      Ezraji hissed, his tendrils gripping me tighter, and pressed my knees to my chest as his mane devoured my legs and pushed them apart, dark teal on alabaster white skin. That they looked like snakes only made every sensation sharper, more forbidden. His strong upper hands enveloped my wrists and pulled them taut against my hips, holding them hostage beneath me, pushing my pussy up and open. 
    

    
      I tried to look, but a desperate blush burned my cheeks and I squeezed my eyes shut. His 
      senti
       gently unwound from my neck and trailed down my front, dipping into my belly button on its way. Ezraji looked at me, splayed open for him, as he ran his swollen tendril over my clit and through the folds of my sex. My pussy clenched at the passing sensation, burning to release, to have any sort of stimulation. Even the open air was causing a growing tingle that was getting hard to ignore. 
    

    
      When he pressed a single finger against my clit and pet it gently, a moan peeled from my throat and I arched my hips into his touch. “I will fill you up, just like you ask,” he murmured calmly. When I looked down and our eyes met, 
      his
       
      were
       rich and 
      saturated,
       as if having free rein over my body caused a glow of health. Even in the dark, the speckles of ultramarine dotting his teal skin glowed bright enough for me to see. “I’ll make my home there and leave no room for anything else for as long as you let me stay.” That finger petting my clit slipped down, down, driving a gentle groove through my folds so that even though he said he’d fill me up, I felt empty, so empty. As his head dipped down to my pelvis like an alligator in dark waters, the silver slashes in his eyes caught in a flash of lightning.
    

    
      His lower grip on my wrists tightened and his tongue glided from my rear entrance all the way to my clit in one slow stroke. The gasp he wrenched from my throat was needy and coarse, my hands clawing, reaching to pull him in again. He lifted himself up on his upper arms, watching my facial expression, making sure I saw his 
      senti
       slip between my legs and burrow deep inside me, twisting to coat itself in my arousal, slipping and exploring and taking me in. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s lips parted, his brow creased. 
      “Chudthi,”
       he moaned. His entire body shuddered as his 
      senti
       pulsed and writhed within me, creating a pressure that built to a maddening height before easing away without the crash I so desperately wanted. He licked his teeth and pressed his lips together, savoring my taste as his other tendrils wrapped around my thighs, the backs of my knees, into the arches of my feet. He lowered his head again and sucked my clit into his mouth, watching me over the mass of his writhing mane. 
    

    
      I could hardly see over my breasts, my spine arched as it was. And perhaps that was his design. Every glimpse I caught was so intense, I’d nearly come undone. But then his mouth would pull on my clit and his tongue would experiment with the rhythm I needed, and I’d fall back, unable to concentrate on anything but the rising swell of tension in my womb.
    

    
      When he let go of my wrist and slipped a finger into my channel with his 
      senti,
       I caught one of his tendrils and held it in my steel grip. He hissed as I pulled his face harder into the crux of my legs, but not because he was 
      annoyed
       at my insistence. He relished it, lifting my hips higher into the air and slipping his fingers from my channel to my back hole. 
    

    
      As he teased me, prodded gently and slipped into the tight ring, I came undone. I grabbed his head, tendril still caught between my fingers, my legs trembling above both our heads. He held me fast, pumping into me, suckling me, writhing all at different paces that bumped up against each other with just the right amount of chaos to spur the most intense orgasm of my life. The pleading, begging sob that tumbled from my mouth was drenched in overwhelmed tears. 
    

    
      “Please,” I sobbed. “Ezra, 
      please.”
    

    
      I bit off a scream as he flipped me on my stomach, his tendrils frenzying over my skin, in my mouth, wound around my arms and legs and breasts. He lifted my hips so my face was on the sofa and my pussy in the air. My channel clenched on nothing, yearning for 
      something
       to jolt, hammer, punch its way inside and give me that rhythm of being right and truly consumed. 
    

    
      “Amelia! Are you-” Bajora shouted urgently from the hallway. I gasped and craned my head back, my hair wild and stuck to my forehead in a sheen of sweat. Bajora dashed around the corner and stopped short, his huge red eyes wide. I tried to curl up on the sofa and reach for something, anything, to cover myself with, but Ezraji hissed, tightening his hold on me. 
    

    
      “She chose me,” he growled over my shoulder, his palm sticking to my skin as it slid down my spine. Two hands gripped my hips, while the last slipped in and out of my rear. I tried to close my legs and whined, biting my lip in embarrassment. 
    

    
      “Herrgott,”
       I moaned, burying my face in the cushion. “Please!” 
    

    
      I was begging Ezraji to let me hide, but it didn’t come out that way. Bajora’s wide expression turned to a grin and, to my utter shock, the thrill of him watching, seeing what Ezraji’s hands and tendrils did to me, was enough to spur a fresh wave of slick heat in my core. I squirmed. 
    

    
      “Oya, 
      I forfeit. If you need or 
      want
       me, Amelia-” Ezraji hissed as Bajora winked at me. “-just yell my name.” 
    

    
      I didn’t have time to see if Bajora left or not as Ezraji bore down on me, his hand pressing into the back of my head gently. I recognized his 
      senti
       apart from his other tendrils now, hotter to the touch, slick and pulsating. It wrapped around my throat and slipped into my mouth. I closed my lips over it like a finger and gave in. It didn’t matter if Bajora was there or not, because Ezraji was 
      everything.
       
    

    
      When Ezraji slid his cock against my wet, throbbing crease, it felt bumpy in the best of ways, jostling against my needy, swollen lips, my overly sensitive clit. He pressed into me, three of his hands caressing my hips, my back, my thighs, stretching me over a pulsating, massive cock as he slid through the wettest pussy I’d ever had. A sensation like pop rocks in my mouth filled up my channel as he seated himself as deep as he could muster, then slowly pulled back out. 
    

    
      “Is there any room left for all the rest?” Ezraji murmured sinfully in my ear, curling over me as he pumped again, slow and steady. I nodded, pressing my forehead to his cheek. 
    

    
      “There’s a little room,” I hitched, trying to tease but failing miserably.
    

    
      One of his tendrils glided into my back hole and I clenched around him. “How about now?” he asked, pushing 
      himself in all
       the way to the hilt. I gasped as he took my hips in his lower hands and forced us flush against each other, another tendril easing its way into my rear.
    

    
      “Ezra!” I begged. 
      “More.”
    

    
      He lifted himself up on his two upper hands like he was doing a plank and let loose, driving into me hard, pushing me into the sofa. His mane engulfed me, his tendrils in my mouth, around my throat, in every hole I had to offer. He did exactly what I asked of him, to fill me up, to make everything I’d been through, everything 
      we’d
       been through, mean nothing compared to the joining of our bodies. 
    

    
      The more thoroughly he invaded me, the more I shook, gasped, and sobbed. He lifted me up onto my hands and knees, tilted my head back far enough to lick and kiss the tears away. I reached back and clung to his neck with one hand as I got closer and closer to a second, earth-shattering release. 
    

    
      As I came, I nodded emphatically, pulling on his tendrils like they were ropes I needed to climb to survive. My pussy pulsated, undulating over his cock so hard that he got caught up in it, his rhythm faltering. His grip on me tightened, and he hammered home with a deep, bone-jarring hiss. 
    

    
      Hot jets that felt more like electric marbles than cum shot into me, clinking together, jolting my insides and heating my core. Ezraji’s semen felt heavy but soothing, massaging my well-used insides before they could become truly sore. Limbs like rubber, I collapsed beneath him and we just breathed. 
    

    
      Four powerful arms picked me up and cradled me to his scorching chest. He brushed my hair out of my face and ran his mane over my skin, soaking up my sweat and tears. “Did I hurt you?”
    

    
      “If you did, I liked it,” I assured him. 
    

    
      I expected him to smile, but he didn’t, pressing his forehead to mine instead as he carried me back to his room. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      I would have responded, but Ezraji had done as I asked. I was so satiated, so full up, that I could hardly keep my eyes open. He set me down in the sheets of his cold room, panties twisted around my ankle, shirt still pushed up over my breasts, and gently pulled both off me. Then he went to the other side of the bed and unceremoniously shoved his collection of my things onto the floor. 
    

    
      “Aren’t those important?” I asked in a daze, already half asleep. Ezraji pulled me into his arms and enveloped me in a cocoon of warmth, dipping his face into the crux of my neck.
    

    
      “No. I don’t need them anymore.”
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      Ezraji supported Amelia’s neck with his tendrils, watching her sleep in the low blue glow of his room’s night settings. He didn’t want to wake her, and had been staring at her all night, in fact. With the zing he felt every time his tendrils rolled over her bare skin, eliciting a shiver or a quiet moan in her dreams, he resisted the urge to wake her up, to drink his fill. 
    

    
      He told himself it wasn’t desperation, but he couldn’t kid himself. He’d been starved. The hectaconorphine hadn’t been very effective in helping him wind down, not with her so near, and every time she’d opened her mouth to speak, stolen a glance, or bit her lip, he’d wanted to push her down in front of everyone, lay claim, make her taste like him between the legs so any other man that touched her knew who she coiled with. 
    

    
      But it had been a fantasy. She would never say yes, at least not in his mind. She had survived so much, only for a shilpakaar to slobber over her like a rabid 
      ryhidon
      ?
       To steal her things and lie to her over and over… He inhaled the scent of her in his room, so much stronger than his little treasure trove had been. Whatever hang ups he had about himself, she was real and next to him. She had chosen him. It wasn’t a fantasy. At least, not anymore. 
    

    
      He rolled over her, keeping his weight aloft easily now that she’d fed his appetites. He pressed his nose between her breasts, breathed her in, and licked the underside of one breast. She arched into him, her little moan breaking groggily.
    

    
      “What-” 
    

    
      Ezraji didn’t stop her from talking, but slipped the tip of his 
      senti
       into her mouth. Her tongue pressed against him to form sleepy words and her teeth bit down to form consonants. His 
      senti
       swelled with each tender pinch.
    

    
      “I’m here,” he said. She liked when he said that, he thought. He wasn’t sure of the significance, but he’d say it to her as often as she wanted. He pressed his mouth to her sternum and sucked lightly. Her slight fingers twisted up in his mane and he shivered. 
    

    
      “Ezra,” she sighed. He wanted to hear that first thing in the morning forever. He wasn’t sure how long she’d keep him, but he would work hard to make sure it was a long time. “Is it time to get up?” He slipped her nipple into his mouth and pinched the bud between his ridges. She gasped, more awake now. 
    

    
      “This is your wake-up call,” he mumbled into her soft flesh.
    

    
      Amelia chuckled, breathy and deep with slumber, as she widened her legs and slid her calves up his sides. Suddenly, though, she stiffened beneath him, holding her breath. “What’s inside me?” she asked tentatively. Ezraji looked up at her and cocked his head. He wasn’t sure if it was a serious concern or not, so he refrained from teasing. 
    

    
      “I’m not sure what you mean. Inside you where?” Was something wrong with her jack? Had the figment somehow gotten to her in the middle of the night? Had he dozed off? He bit back a hiss. 
    

    
      Amelia rolled her hips. 
      “Inside
       me,” she said suggestively, not without some concern. 
    

    
      Ezraji trailed his two lower hands down her sides, her hips, up the backs of her thighs. He smiled, enveloping her silk in his mane. “Ah, pearls.” 
    

    
      “You… come pearls?” she asked. His grin turned wolfish. He nipped her breast again. 
    

    
      “Only in a coil,” he told her. “Each one is an egg sachet.” 
    

    
      “You
       carry eggs?” 
    

    
      “Do 
      you?”
       he countered. 
    

    
      Amelia scoffed. “No.” Then she gaped at him and blinked, flustered. “Wait, yes!” 
    

    
      Ezraji couldn’t help his smoky laugh, still coarse from being strangled in the Dive. He slipped his hand between her legs and rubbed her mantle with his fingers, her little button and tight ring with his two thumbs. “It’s a sachet, Dr Ahlberg. I don’t carry eggs, just the cloud that fertilizes them. But only in a coil. Otherwise, I shoot blanks. No pearls.” 
    

    
      Amelia squirmed. “This sounds like work talk.”
    

    
      “You don’t enjoy discussing biology in bed, Dr Ahlberg?”
    

    
      “No, I love it,” she panted, her blue eyes big and excited. 
    

    
      “That’s what I thought.” Ezraji slipped two fingers into her channel and it constricted on him immediately. He bucked his hips on instinct, wishing he were in that hot well again, being crushed on all sides. The pressure, the heat, it was immense. He’d felt nothing like it before. With a swift hook of his fingers, he gathered the pearls he’d spilt and slipped them out into his palm. Three small marbles of iridescent semen encased in a clear shell. He showed her the little collection and dropped them off the bed. 
    

    
      “Gopf,
       that’s different,” she breathed. “I wonder-” Her curiosity bubbled to a halt as he dipped his fingers back into her and leaned to the side so he could watch them disappear in, out, in, out. She tilted her head back, widening her legs. 
    

    
      “You’re wet,” he observed as his fingers became slick. Amelia didn’t answer, just bit her lip and watched him. Her glasses were off, he didn’t know where, and her silk was wild. She was flush with want, her lip bitten to a ripe pink, and the salt of her skin was stronger. She nodded, her eyes half-lidded, watching his hand. 
    

    
      Fascinated rather than frenzied, Ezraji took the time to watch her, to see her pleasure rather than possess her like the night before. His 
      senti
       slipped over his side, pressed against that bud between her legs, and flooded his senses with her taste. He moaned, licking his mouth hungrily. There was nothing he liked more. 
    

    
      Just as her channel tightened around his fingers and her breath became erratic, he withdrew. Her eyes popped open with a shocked groan and her channel clenched wantonly. She threw her head back in frustration. “No, why’d you stop?” she panted. 
    

    
      Ezraji crawled down her body until his feet touched the floor, every tendril on his head dragging through her delicious mantle. He made sure she was looking at him before he answered. “I like how you taste. I want you to taste like this all day so I can sip you like a fine wine.” 
    

    
      “But what if-”
    

    
      He dragged his tongue through her slit, cutting her off. Pushing himself off the bed in one sweep, he picked up her panties from the night before and wiped her juices on them slowly, coiling his 
      senti
       around them while she watched. She looked almost as desperate as he felt. 
    

    
      Almost. 
    

    
      Suddenly, he wasn’t so sure he wanted to let her stew all day. What if using her as bait didn’t go as planned? It was his fishing line, but if growing up on Dharatee had taught him anything, it was that the beasts beneath the surface were patient and struck fast. He looked at the door to the hallway. If he wanted to make sure they both slept in his bed that night, he needed to focus. 
    

    
      “You’ll stay safe today,” he implored her quietly. “Won’t you? If something feels wrong…”
    

    
      Amelia nodded. “I’ll be careful. Stick to the plan. You too, right?”
    

    
      “Yes,” he promised. 
    

    
      They gave each other one longing look, then Ezraji grabbed his clothes, pressed them against his groin, and padded out to the restroom. After he washed, he took a moment to stare in the mirror and truly look at himself. He hadn’t done so in a long time, retreating into his research, ignoring the power of a body well-worked by the sea and the trees of their homeworld. Now, though, he needed what his harsh blackwater upbringing had given him. He flexed his muscles and stretched, regarding the dark green and purple bruises around his neck and ribs, the scratches on his forearms. He checked the state of the knife wounds on his cheek, mane, and sides. Without the proper treatment, which they didn’t have time for, all of them would scar; there was no doubt. This ordeal would leave its marks on him in mangled tracts of light green. He smiled proudly. He’d happily give up whatever beauty other women saw in his appearance to protect Amelia. May they never pursue him again. 
    

    
      Five beats later, Ezraji stepped into Hunar’s unit. Bajora, Hunar, Piro, and Aavar huddled over a small pile of gear, looking at him expectantly. Bajora gave him a knowing grin, but it was Aavar that lifted his hands in the air and whooped. 
    

    
      “Oya, syalī!”
       the pilot laughed. “Spill. We want to know 
      everything.”
    

    
      Hunar threw a harness at his face. “Shut up.” 
    

    
      Aavar pointed at him incredulously. “You 
      just
       wondered out loud if it was true they have more than one mantle.”
    

    
      Bajora snorted. 
    

    
      “One of these days, we’ll get a third pilot, and then we won’t need you anymore, Medansh,” Hunar threatened. “Leave the man to his coil. He’s had a rough-”
    

    
      “Please?” Piro asked. Hunar looked at the younger man, so fresh-faced and naïve. All four of them settled down, looking up at Ezraji expectantly. 
    

    
      Ezraji couldn’t help the smile on his face, the pulse of brighter color that swept through his tendrils as he knelt down, took a knife in his hand, and tested the weight. He knew little about using them beyond cutting fishing nets, so he set it back down and reached for a harpoon bolt instead. 
    

    
      “Was 
      it nice
      ?” Piro asked tentatively. 
    

    
      Ezraji nodded. “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Was it hot?” Aavar pushed. “Literally.”
    

    
      Ezraji laughed. “Also yes.” 
    

    
      “Does it feel like coiling normally does?” Hunar asked, surprising them all. He glared up at Ezraji for just a moment, but it was enough to see the tension in his face. He resumed cleaning a bolt gun. “The desperation and paranoia. The need to please. The pearls 
      weighing
       you down.” 
    

    
      Ezraji thought about this seriously. He nodded, brow stitched, running his hand through his tendrils. “Yes. I’m desperate to taste her and keep her satiated. And the pearls…” he admitted. “I imagine by tonight I’ll feel heavy with them again.” 
    

    
      Hunar nodded, tendrils stiff. He picked up another gun and loaded it. “That’s just the way of it then.” 
    

    
      “Perhaps,” Ezraji hedged, “but Amelia hasn’t insisted I compete or please her. Yes, I’m afraid of losing her. Yes, I want to prove she should keep me. But I wonder if that’s 
      our
       nature, not hers.”
    

    
      “It did seem like a foreign concept to her,” Bajora confirmed. He ground his jaw in thought. “When I made her touch my 
      senti,
       she asked if it was alright to touch me that way. Shilpakaari women don’t ask permission.” 
    

    
      Ezraji and Bajora stared hard at each other, but the culinary engineer’s eyes were dark with regret, not challenge. The vitriol Ezraji expected to bubble up only simmered between them. Then Bajora looked away, and the moment passed. 
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter if it’s her nature or not,” Hunar said, getting to his feet. He began clasping his harness around his thighs and waist, sheathing a soldering torch and a packet of shock pellets. “You feel the coil, regardless. Fighting, fucking… It’s all the same, just a different trophy.”
    

    
      Ezraji swung to his feet with a burst of anger. “She’s not a trophy,” he snarled. “She-”
    

    
      “I wish you all the world’s happiness,” Hunar cut in, his expression stony but his hands raised in surrender. “And I hope it’s different with her. Really, I do. You give them all hope.” He gestured to the other three, still crouching by their equipment, watching the exchange. “Now stop fucking around and get your shit together.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s heart pounded as the others got to their feet. He stared at Hunar, the jaded shilpakaar giving him the cold shoulder. 
      I hope it’s different with her.
       Ezraji didn’t really know, did he? They hadn’t talked about it. He knew a lot about human anatomy, but much less about human culture. Were they compulsorily polyamorous like the shilpakaari? All he could do was approach their coil like any other shilpakaar, which meant he needed to prepare himself for the day she’d want to replace him. 
    

    
      Did that change how he felt? His tendrils curled up with uncertainty, rattled by Hunar’s words and the broken-down look that always haunted his face, and he searched deep as he loaded a harpoon bolt into the gun affixed to his lower arm. No. He’d been well on his way to loving her before the coil. He’d left her notes and teased her so she’d smile, easing that focused look in her eyes when she’d fallen too far into her work. He’d looked forward to seeing her each morning and basked in her accomplishments when she learned new protocols for the surgical arm or successfully treated a patient. None of that would change if she set him aside. All that would change was his heart tearing in two at the end of the day, when she returned to a bed warmed by someone else and his was left cold. 
    

    
      If that was the case, there was no decision to make. Amelia was it. No one else would ever compare. And a coil like that? It was worth the heartache at the end of the road, no matter how short the journey. 
    

    
      Hunar watched the walls and the door as the others finished getting ready. He nodded to Ezraji, one of his eyes glowing, something within rotating behind the iris. “Dr Ahlberg just left your unit,” he informed them, staring at the wall. His eyes tracked the doctor to the lift. 
    

    
      “I don’t like the idea of letting her walk to work alone. That was always a terrible idea,” Bajora grunted, hefting his gear. Ezraji smiled tightly at him, commiserating. 
    

    
      “She never goes with anyone else,” he said. “The patients she sees this early are frightened and traumatized. She’s the only person they trust to talk to.” 
    

    
      Hunar opened the door, and they all 
      filed
       out. He led the group to a panel set in the floor and lifted it with a magnetic glove. “This is the service hatch. Down the ladder, to the left. There will be a red door to the load-out tunnel and filtration system. It’s open.” 
    

    
      One by one, they slid down the ladder into the underbelly of the home tower. When Ezraji took hold of the ladder, he pressed his tendrils momentarily against Hunar’s shoulder. “Thank you, 
      syalī.
       And I will keep your words in mind.”
    

    
      When Ezraji called him older brother, surprise flitted across Hunar’s face. Ezraji made sure he knew he meant it, then slid down the ladder into the cold, pressing darkness. 
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      My heart had never sounded so loud in my ears before. 
      Thumpthumpthumpthump
      .
       The pitter patter was deafening. For every step I took down the road, my blood roared, begging me to run, to hide, to scream, to clutch the beacon in my pocket so there was no chance I’d lose it, so I could press it as soon as something felt off. 
    

    
      On the outside, though, I sang the catchy song Aavar had blasted in his cockpit on our way back to the colony and 
      ignored the burning hole
       in my pocket. I tried to remember the melody and stroll, blissfully unaware of the danger lurking somewhere nearby, ready to pounce. Or maybe I was really alone. Maybe all this was for nothing. I tried to keep that hope alive, but knew it wouldn’t make it any better in the long run. The figment would still be out there. He’d be in every shadow, behind every door, in every storm. Another ghost to add to my menagerie.
    

    
      And Ezraji… Whatever happened while I was in hospital, he had done it for me. Before me, he’d been whole, and it hurt my heart fiercely to know that he’d sacrificed so much, had endured such pain for my well-being. One night with him wasn’t enough. I wanted to kiss his every scar good night and wake up in his arms each morning. 
    

    
      No, as painful as today would likely be, I wanted this done now. I had people to treat and heal. Myself included.
    

    
      It was no surprise when I came upon the clinic that the lights were dark and no one waited outside. The clinic had been closed for a week, maybe. I couldn’t really piece together in my mind how long I’d been gone, but it was long enough for leaves and mulch to dust the ramp to the lobby. 
    

    
      I opened the doors with my fob, electricity coursing beneath my skin. I expected hands to grab, throw, or shred me to pieces. When nothing happened, it felt as if I were falling forwards, bracing for an impact that never came. I swayed on my feet and took a deep, calming breath. 
    

    
      “Hello, I’ve missed you,” I told the clinic. My hands shook as I brushed the wrinkles out of my shirt. I stepped into the place that felt more like home than my unit ever had and felt drained rather than invigorated. As I turned on the lights, I smiled to myself. I could really use a coffee. 
    

    
      I set my bag down by the office door, donned my lab coat, and headed back to the surgical suite to get the machines warmed up. The familiar routine curbed my fear as I calibrated lenses and screens, disinfected tool bits, and took stock of how many masks and gloves we had in store. I bobbed to the music in my head gently, tucking in the second thumb on both of my gloves as I dunked yet another focus knob into its cleaning solution. 
    

    
      I felt as if I’d stepped on something round and looked down at my feet, sloshing the solution in its little tub. A familiar golden cable as thick as my wrist snaked around my feet, disappearing under the steel counter. I kicked the cable with my foot, and though my mind told me it was solid, I knew better. I slowly turned my head from side to side and met no resistance, my jack free and clear, nothing plugged in. With a shaky sigh, I lifted my eyes and continued to gently scrub the focus knob. 
    

    
      “Do you think advenan venom will cause the blood to coagulate?” the 
      Paramour 
      nurse said.
    

    
      “Of course. It’s just a matter of, yes, how long it takes.” 
    

    
      I sang a little louder, refusing to turn and look at the empty room. The nurse wasn’t there. I set the knobs to dry in a UV container, then stripped off my gloves and threw them in the rubbish. When I headed for the hall, the hum of the 
      Paramour’s
       engines, the shuffle of the nurses’ feet, and the beeping of my vitals in the room's corner all faded away. 
    

    
      “See?” I told myself with a little hmph. “No one’s there.” 
    

    
      “I beg to differ,” a deep, digitized voice purred in my ear. I gasped as a massive, invisible claw gripped me and threw me into the wall. Stars exploded in my vision, and my glasses broke on impact. A pebble of one lens stuck in my upper cheek beneath my eye as the frames clattered to the floor in a shower of glass and I fell, my face throbbing. 
    

    
      I kicked blindly behind me and landed a blow. There was a violent grunt of annoyance as the hands grappling at me jolted, but the figment’s grip hardly budged. He pulled me to my back by the ankle, wrenching me through my broken glasses, scraping the floor with the pieces beneath me. 
    

    
      I screamed as loud as I could, kicking and clawing at the invisible mass as hard as stone and steel. It had to be an armored suit. I 
      grabbed for the
       beacon in my pocket and pressed it with shaking hands. As soon as the button compressed, the figment stopped short. 
    

    
      “What is that?” he snapped. I sat up, trying to scramble backwards, when a punch to the temple knocked me back so hard, my head bounced on the tiles and the wall both. The beacon slid out of my hands and I watched with bleary, fading focus as an invisible boot crushed it to pieces. 
    

    
      When he spoke next, his face was near enough to mine that his breath fluttered my blonde, unruly hair. “Fine.” He flipped me over and pinned my burning cheek to the tiles. Glass ground into my cheekbone and I cried out in pain. “I was going to do this the 
      humane
       way,” he panted. “But you 
      want expeditious
      ?” I fought and wriggled, out of breath, the world spinning so hard, I nearly vomited. “I can do 
      expeditious
      .” 
    

    
      All my kicking and screaming came to a horrifically sudden stop as something jammed into my jack. My mouth exploded with the taste of aluminum as my jaw clamped shut and all the tendons in my neck strained. A scorching electric pulse fried me from the inside out like a taser and the world went black from the agony, as if my brain’s circuits had blown. The figment hoisted me up by the waistband of my pants and carried me unceremoniously into the surgical suite, my face dragging along the tiles by his heels. 
    

    
      He threw me down to the ground in a rigid heap in front of the genetic coder’s memory bank, then yanked my wrist above my face as he growled. “Not sure how long it’ll take this,” he flicked the thing in my jack and a surge of electricity zapped me harder than before, “to kill you. I 
      would
       know if I had your data bank. But ah, 
      c’est la vie.
       This will have to do.” The genetic coder’s storage safe popped open. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ꕀ✴ꕀ
    

    
      
    

    
      They’d taken the service tunnel through the home tower network, where the waterworks and ventilation were housed, to the river near the hangar. Once the water was deep enough, clean from the filtration system, they swam, silent under the dark currents, their ears pricked for sound, eyes for movement, anything above or in the water. 
    

    
      It was good that they did. Near the mouth of the tunnel as it spilled into the river rapids below, a single emergency lantern warmed the round ceilings of natural rock. A pack leaned against the wall. Ezraji jumped out of the current in a smooth lift and examined it. 
    

    
      “Don’t touch it,” Hunar commanded. Ezraji gestured back in understanding, his tendrils curling up and out of the way. 
    

    
      “It’s ISU standard,” he told them in a hushed tone. “The lantern too.”
    

    
      “Let me look,” Hunar jumped up onto the ledge and examined the articles with his bionic eye. 
    

    
      “We don’t have time,” Ezraji said, heading back to the 
      current
      . “If we trail too far back-”
    

    
      Hunar put a hand on his chest, stopping Ezraji short. “It’ll be gone by the time we come back.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s chest tightened. He needed to go. He was too far from Amelia, had left her too exposed. What had he been thinking?
    

    
      Logically,
       he told himself. He took a deep breath and stepped aside. He’d been thinking logically. If the figment were still here, he’d go after Amelia, but not out in the open where she could scream again. He’d want a private space, with walls and tools. A surgical arm, perhaps, to get the jack out of her head. He had to trust himself. The figment wouldn’t attack her along the road. It would happen at the clinic. 
    

    
      Hunar knelt by the duffel bag. “Trigger gloves, a black blade, field tab, syn-cuis rations, beacon…” He looked up at Ezraji with vindication. “One of the tower fobs.” 
    

    
      “Amelia’s,” Bajora guessed. Hunar nodded once. 
    

    
      “Gotta be.” 
    

    
      “Take it, what are you waiting for?” Aavar rushed. 
    

    
      “No,” Ezraji said, jumping back into the water without a splash. His tendrils floated out around him, and the two young pilots cleared space. Hunar slipped in after him. “There’s nothing worth taking. Better he doesn’t know we found it.”
    

    
      One by one, the shilpakaari slipped out of the runoff pipe, falling towards the deep river below. They each pinwheeled, twisted, and grabbed onto the rocks, roots, and vines around the access with ease, sprinting up into the jungle surrounding the colony on their four strong arms without a sound. They kept to the deep shadows of the jungle canopy, trained on the footpaths, tendrils cupping their ears, listening, watching. 
    

    
      When the clinic came into view, the lobby lights were on. Ezraji took point, peering in through the palm fronds at the long, narrow office windows. The room was dim, but the hallway beyond was bright. Hunar directed the others to surround the building while Ezraji lay still, piqued for a glimpse of movement, the sound of struggles. He teetered on the edge of going in anyway, so worried he wouldn’t hear anything before it was too late. 
    

    
      Then the lobby doors opened on their own and all his doubts coalesced into a molten ball of determination. 
    

    
      He looked to the trees far to the left where Piro crouched, three black bars in his hands. Ezraji nodded, and the pilot made his way across the tall grass to the panoramic windows of their office. Staying low, he affixed the three bars to the windowsill in a line, double-checking their activation signals. A blip of white light crawled up the wall and connected the three bars, then disappeared. Though they had been designed as sewer filters, the netlinks would do the job of barricading the windows just fine. 
    

    
      Once done, Piro and Ezraji climbed to the roof. The pilot signaled to Hunar, who set to welding the back door shut with shock pellets. Aavar and Bajora regrouped near the lobby, but away from the windows, withdrawing several more netlinks from their bags. 
    

    
      They caught each other’s eyes to confirm they’d finished their tasks, but no one spoke. The danger of being heard hung about them like a mist, and as Piro and Ezraji crawled on all six limbs to the roof access, his desperation nearly bowled him over. His tendrils snaked their way to the hatch well ahead of his body. Piro pulled his tools from his thigh pack and got to work on the door without even a glance to see if it was time. The younger man, though blissfully naïve, could sense Ezraji’s urgent frenzy. 
    

    
      As the first bolt popped off the hatch, a blood-curdling scream ripped through the air. Piro and Ezraji looked up at each other in shock. Ezraji opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Shh!” Hunar hissed, halfway up the roof. 
      He army
      -crawled across the roof. “Get it open, do it quietly.” Ezraji growled, deep and low, his mane rattling viciously. The beacon on his wrist went off and something inside the clinic thumped loud enough for the roof to shudder. Hunar pinned him with a glare as another bolt popped free. “Keep your head screwed on, Zarabi. We have a better chance if he’s distracted.”
    

    
      The last bolt popped off. “Done!” Piro whispered. As fast as he could pull up the hatch, Ezraji’s tendrils were slithering in. He slid into the hole head first and lowered himself into the surgical suite. Hunar followed, a canister in one hand. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s body descended to the clinic floor in silence, his tendrils and upper hands letting go of the hatch last. His mane billowed out from around his face like a sea monster, ready to catch its prey. He ground his ridges together and clasped all four fists as he stared at Amelia on the ground by the genetic coder’s lock box. She appeared to be having a petit mal seizure, her back arched, neck strained. Ruby red blood trickled from her nose, and a horrible gash flowed freely from her hairline. 
    

    
      He forced all his fury into the effort to stay still as something wrenched her wrist in front of the coder’s access panel. The door popped open just as Hunar jumped down behind him. He bared his teeth, catching Amelia’s eye, cocking back a bolt in the harpoon gun attached to his wrist. Invisible hands dropped Amelia’s arm and lifted the coder into the air. 
    

    
      Without saying a word, Hunar popped the cap on his canister and threw it at the figment. The coder turned abruptly, just in time for the Ezraji to lift his arm, aim, and let his bolt fly. 
    

    
      With a satisfying thud, the bolt hit the can and slammed straight into the figment’s body. Motor oil leaked down his suit, smearing across its facets. He fell back, knocking the lock box askew. The coder tumbled out of his hands, clattered across Amelia’s legs and to the tiles. 
    

    
      A bone-deep growl reverberated through the room as the palm of an invisible hand brushed the oil, looking at it. The palm grabbed the bolt and tried to pull it out, to no avail. Ezraji smiled wickedly. The only way for a harpoon to come out was to go through.
    

    
      With a snarl, the figment pushed off the wall and rushed Ezraji, knocking him to the ground with the force of a wrecking ball. They fell in a great shudder to the tiles, which cracked under the pressure of their combined weight. In the split second before Ezraji could get his tendrils around the man’s face, a fist wrapped around his mane and pulled his head back. His vision exploded in stars as armored knuckles slammed into his face. The knife wound on his cheek split open and he let the figment punch him again, smearing his green blood all over his hand.
    

    
      Ezraji leaned into the assault, pressed his face against the man’s chest to spread his blood. He grabbed hold of the harpoon wedged in the man’s side and pulled. The hook tore through the man’s ribs viciously, but got stuck on the interior of the suit on its way out. 
    

    
      A kick to the stomach sent Ezraji flying backwards. He slammed into the examination table, equipment erupting into the air like a volcano. He seized with pain, pressing a lower hand to his ribs, now thoroughly snapped and dislocated.
    

    
      The oil-smeared figment got to his feet, lifted the limp harpoon hanging from his side, and rammed the bolt back into his body with a bloody grunt. He inspected his hands, turning Ezraji’s green blood over and back again. Ezraji tried to push himself to his feet, eyes darting to Amelia’s stiff body, her mouth open in silent agony. He ground his teeth together and snarled, working through the pain as the figment turned back to him. 
    

    
      “Hey,” Hunar said. The figment’s attention snapped towards him, but not quickly enough. Hunar jumped up the exceptionally tall figure, wrapping his lower arms around the man’s face, legs around his waist. The figment flailed, ramming Hunar into the wall, cracking the chrome facing, but Hunar remained focused, using his upper hands to search the invisible man’s helm, shoulder, and chest, looking for controls. 
    

    
      With a heave, the figment grabbed Hunar by the mane and thrust him over his shoulders. The engineer flew across the room, slamming into the floor with a crunch just as Ezraji got to his feet. The figment rushed the backdoor, but it wouldn’t budge, Hunar’s shock pellets holding firm. Hunar rolled to his hands and knees, panting as the figment ran past, scooping up the genetic coder and heading for the hall. 
    

    
      “Get that thing out of Amelia’s neck!” Ezraji ordered, running after the other man. Hunar nodded, crawling over the wrecked room to her side. Ezraji slammed against the hallway with a cringing snarl, but barrelled ahead, following the animated smears of oil and shilpakaari blood. 
    

    
      But the figment jogged to a stop in the lobby. Aavar, Piro, and Bajora braced themselves for a fight, harpoons and knives in hand, as the netlinks over the windows pulsed. The figment looked up at the ceiling, his breath coming hard on the speakers of his helm. 
    

    
      “Roof access?” the figment asked Ezraji in an exhausted, warped tone, considering all the entry points. Ezraji didn’t answer, conserving his energy instead. The figment looked down at the coder and laughed. “I should have just stolen the woman. I won’t make the same mistake again.”
    

    
      Ezraji lunged forward, tendrils first. The figment grabbed half and wrenched them away, landing another brutal punch to the head, but he couldn’t get his hands on all of them. As Ezraji jerked sideways from the impact, the free half of his mane swarmed the man’s helmet, feeling its hard surfaces and controls. His four arms wrapped around the man’s armpits as he spun around to his back, arching the figment’s spine painfully, pulling his head back. 
    

    
      “Hunar!” he bellowed, using all his strength to hold the man in place. Hunar slid into the lobby, a grenade in hand. Amelia stumbled after him, wild-eyed, debris crunching underfoot. She leaned against the wall, watching the tightly wound violence, the sheer python strength of the two men, her invisible stalker and her coil, vying for control. 
    

    
      Muscles on fire, unable to breathe from the stabbing pain of his ribs, Ezraji inched his tendril to the release on the figment’s helm. “Now!” he gasped, feeling the visor slide up under his grasp. 
    

    
      Hunar lifted his thumb off the grenade’s release. The lights overhead went dead, the workstations and surgical arms sparked and exploded. 
    

    
      And the figment’s cloaking shield flickered out. 
    

    
      The ebony shadow of a man with red eyes bared its white fangs at them. He raised his arm in front of his face before Ezraji could get a good look and pressed a release on his suit. It vibrated, tightened, and let off a massive shock wave. The building bowed out and groaned, cracks forming in the ceiling and walls, and the windows shattered out into the jungle. Everyone fell to their knees, disoriented, ears ringing. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s vision swam in the muffled silence and he tumbled sideways. The figment was gone, and cracked plas from the ceiling rained down on him, pricking his skin here and there. He searched for Amelia, but every turn of his head knocked him down. 
    

    
      Then she appeared before him, her little ivory hands running over his tendrils, his arms, his face. He sighed, contented, his weak tendrils winding around her fingers. She spoke to him, but it took so much effort to understand. Many other hands grabbed hold of him and dragged him along the ground, out into the open air. 
    

    
      Amelia collapsed on the dirt with him, settling his head into her lap. The other delegates sat around them, their glassy stares all trained on the clinic. As the ringing in their ears dissipated, Bajora got to his feet with a grimace. “He got away. The sentries. We need to tell-”
    

    
      “No,” Amelia said, shaking her head. “He got what he wanted. He’s gone.” 
    

    
      Bajora stared down at her, alarmed at first, then exhausted. He sat back down.
    

    
      “We need the mediplasmas, if they didn’t all break,” she said. Aavar and Piro stood up.
    

    
      “We’ll salvage what we can,” Piro told her. 
    

    
      She clenched her jaw shut, eyes transfixed on the rubble of their work, and nodded. “Thank you.” She was devastated, Ezraji could tell. And though he should feel the same, he couldn’t help but think everything that mattered had made it out. 
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      Two weeks later.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      I approached the hangar with my hands tied in knots, transfixed by the sight of the 
      Palembre
       and the 
      Yafridi
       docked side by side on the tarmac, both too large for the interior of the hangar. They were identical vessels, so sleek and advanced that our hangar looked roughshod by comparison. 
    

    
      Though having morning tea with Veel Jiau, the senior medical officer on the 
      Palembre
       and the first person to teach me how to use their equipment, had been comforting, my knees could hardly carry me as I slipped in through the side door, propped open with a dented can filled with rocks. I stopped short, falling back a step. 
    

    
      Ezraji was waiting for me just inside the door, his tendrils twisting nervously. Rivers of turquoise scars marred his beautiful teal coloring, all healed, but still shocking. His mane looked as if someone had spattered it with a river of paint, so extensive were the scars, and an intimidating slice marred his cheek. He curled his tendrils with apprehension, then extended his hand. Instead of taking it, I stepped right up to his chest and wrapped my arms around him gingerly. 
    

    
      “I’ve missed you,” I whispered. He hissed and crushed me to him, rubbing his face against the top of my head. He traced the lines of my face with his tendrils, flitting over my pulse, my lips. It had become a familiar routine, his tasting. He could tell when I hadn’t slept enough, hadn’t eaten enough, hadn’t gotten out into the sunlight. And when he found me wanting, he took care of it as best he could. 
    

    
      Which was to say, he’d told me to sleep, to eat, to take a walk. The better part of the last two weeks, I’d ordered him to lie in bed. Our clinic was unsalvageable, which meant I had no way of setting his ribs. The vitals connected to his tab told us he had some internal bleeding. A ruptured intestine is what I surmised, and the growing pallor of his skin confirmed it for me as infection set in. But there had been almost nothing I could do except bring down his fever and make him comfortable while we waited for help to arrive. The EMP pulse grenade Hunar had triggered, hoping to cripple the figment, had taken out the hangar, including the comm tower on its roof and the transpos.
    

    
      So he lay in his bed, his vibrant teal turning to ashen grey, his breathing ragged, mane limp. I moistened his skin with a cold washcloth, fed him soup, and reused a syringe that survived the blast to administer every drop of antibiotics we could find. I cried in the restroom while Bajora took his turn each day, and slept beside him, terrified I might wake up to find him dead. 
    

    
      When Olivia had arrived, concerned about the blackout in comms, Jiau brought over a field kit to stabilize him. The hjarna didn’t so much as greet me when she pushed her way into the unit. Only when she had good news did she hug me “like humans do” and tell me they would move him into the 
      Palembre
       for monitoring. 
    

    
      In the meantime, I’d overseen a party of volunteers that risked their lives venturing into the dilapidated clinic, bringing out any equipment and medication that survived. For the safety of the children, we’d pulled the building down by hand afterwards, using ropes and brute force. It had collapsed with horrifically little effort. 
    

    
      Pulling myself out of my thoughts, I inhaled Ezraji’s scent, now covered by the stringent smell of medical soap, beyond relieved he was real and in my arms again. 
    

    
      “You need to sleep, 
      priya,”
       he murmured with concern. He’d called me “love” for a while now, petting my arm softly in his dim room when he knew the anxiety was swallowing me whole, tempting me into fitful slumber. “You need to eat.”
    

    
      I smacked his chest lightly, glaring at him. “Don’t you dare tell me what to do when you’ve just nearly died.”
    

    
      “Amelia?” Olivia called from the workshop lounge. She rounded the shelves and took my breath away. Her purple eyes glowed in the shadows of the humid workshop, and ivory washed over her skin and hair like someone had doused her in milk. She erupted into a bright smile and Ezraji stepped aside so she could give me a hug. 
    

    
      “It’s so good to see you,” I huffed, holding back tears. I held her shoulders tight, closing my eyes. 
    

    
      “You too. Come on, let’s get this debriefing done so we can get that triage up and running. You must be going insane without a clinic.” 
    

    
      I looked at Ezraji, expecting him to grin in commiseration, but he looked serious as he ushered me into the lounge, his thumbs massaging little circles into my shoulders. 
    

    
      There were so many people in attendance that we had a difficult time fitting into the space. Hunar and Bajora sat on the window ledge above Hunar’s workbench while the pilots were busy running supplies. Gathered around Hunar’s beat up lunch table like it was a war room, were Commanders Atarian and Lokurian, two immense men in full armored suits, the arms master Vindilus Calgari, and Imani and Marcella. Sitting next to each other at Bajora’s workbench were two hjarna I didn’t recognize, their multi-screened workstations open, fingers moving a mile a minute.
    

    
      “Dr Ahlberg, it’s good to see you again,” Atarian said with a swooping nod.
    

    
      “You too. Just wish it were under different circumstances.” They all took a moment to let the weight of their problems sink in. 
    

    
      “I know we’ve talked about it already, but is there anything else you remember that could help us?” Olivia asked, cutting through the tension with a bright professional tone. I pushed my glasses. 
    

    
      “No, just what we’ve already discussed. The three fingers, the mask…” 
    

    
      Olivia held up her hand. “No need to relive it. Thought I’d check, just in case.” 
    

    
      “Would you mind hopping up here, ah?” Lokurian asked. The venandi stepped back, motioning to the table. “Our friends here need to get a look at your data bank.” 
    

    
      I approached the table and put my knee up to clamber on top, but Ezraji’s hands found my waist before I could make a fool of myself. I gasped, batting him away, then remembered he’d fully recovered and settled my palms on his forearms instead. He smiled and lifted me like I weighed nothing, setting me down in the middle of the table. The two fully armored men came near, one of them holding up the plug that had paralyzed me in the clinic. 
    

    
      “Hello, Dr Ahlberg,” one said in a robotic rumble. I blinked up at him, a nervous ache pushing at my thoughts. Five lenses focused and whirred, taking me in. They felt 
      alive,
       really, not like the glow of tactical binoculars or night-vision goggles. He held up the device the figment had shoved into my neck, its gleaming probe catching the light. His fingers dwarfed the tech, glistening joints and cables visible in his knuckles.
    

    
      “Herrgott,
       that’s not a suit, is it?” I awed.
    

    
      “That is correct,” he confirmed with a succinct nod. 
    

    
      “We are biognostics,” the other offered. “Biological machines-”
    

    
      “-not built, mind you-”
    

    
      “-just…”
    

    
      They shrugged in perfect unison. “Alive,” they said, in a sort of digital harmony that made my skin crawl. The one with five eyes held out his hands. “May I plug this in? I have full control. It will not cause you pain.” 
    

    
      I swallowed a ball of nerves and looked at Ezraji for comfort. He was tense, his eyes fixed on the robot creature, but when he noticed I watched him, he softened. “What are you going to do?” I asked. 
    

    
      “This is a serj-380, made to neutralize large mammals in laboratory settings. It does not have its own power source, and relies solely on a spinal jack. If we plug it in, we may trace its origin.”
    

    
      “Alright, go ahead.” 
    

    
      I bowed my head and he gently inserted the probe. It slid into place with a metallic twang in my teeth, but nothing like before. The buzz of electricity running through it was almost pleasant, a subtle feeling, like that of a bee harvesting pollen. I blew out a shaky breath, unaware that I’d been holding it back. 
    

    
      “Is this amenable?” he asked and tilted his lenses so he could examine my face. I licked my lips, keeping my head bent. 
    

    
      “It’s fine, yes.” 
    

    
      The wave increased slowly. Snippets of conversation floated in and out like a buoy on the ocean as they worked, as if I were hibernating or in stasis. The buzz in my skull was mesmerizing. 
    

    
      “What do you see in there, Jharim?” Olivia asked from somewhere up above. A chorus of robotic and male voices swam in and out of my ears. 
    

    
      “It’s a new device with no serials.”
    

    
      “So you can’t trace it?”
    

    
      “No. But the signature is familiar: double blip at the end of the code.”
    

    
      “Well, shit.”
    

    
      “It’s not like that’s surprising, doc,” Vindilus 
      snuffed
      . “We expected this. 
      It’s
       why we came, right?” 
    

    
      “Yeah, but it’d still be nice to be wrong sometimes.”
    

    
      “Good luck with that,” the blood red venandi smirked. 
    

    
      “What is the double blip?” Imani asked, speaking up for the first time. 
    

    
      “There was an attack on my ship’s mainframe. Took everything we knew about humans. Couldn’t catch them, but the signature was a repeated mark at the back end,” Atarian explained. “Think of it like spray painting a door after you’ve robbed the place.” 
    

    
      “Can we finish this please?” Ezraji said. 
    

    
      “Apologies,” Jharim said with little inflection. The room fell quiet as he worked. He spoke with the other robot, I realized, in lightning quick ticks, vibrations, and bass beats just loud enough for them both to hear. They either spoke so quietly or so quickly that my linguitor couldn’t translate. When he removed the device from my neck, he slid my hair back over the data bank and stepped away. I pushed my glasses up. 
    

    
      “Well?” I asked. 
    

    
      Jharim looked down at the tech, then up to Olivia. “The serj-380 was purchased six orbits ago by the Nephilim Employment Agency’s subsidiary, Janus Corps.”
    

    
      “Well, fuck a duck,” Vindilus breathed. 
      Fuck a duck?
       Wasn’t that an American saying? 
    

    
      “Language,” Marcella scolded. “But please, elaborate.” 
    

    
      The ISU shut the company down after they attempted to clone military assets in their labs in the Outer Rim,” Atarian explained. 
    

    
      Marcella, Imani, and I looked at each other with wide, stricken eyes. “Are you saying whoever did this is cloning humans now?” 
    

    
      “Trying to, yes,” Lokurian said, crossing his arms. He leaned back against the shelves with a grimace. “The good doctor here was a threshold specimen for two orbits, ah? There’s nothing more complete than whatever was on her data bank. Next best thing would be-”
    

    
      “-the genetic coder,” I finished for him. Ezraji and I exchanged glances. A few dozen humans 
      were on th
      at thing, including Marcella, Clarissa, and me.
    

    
      Lokurian aimed a talon at me and winked, pulling a proverbial trigger. “Bingo.”
    

    
      Ezraji sat heavily in a chair next to the table and took my hand in two of his, worrying my knuckles gently with his thumbs, speechless. 
    

    
      Imani punched the table and swore, pacing away with her hands on her hips. “They’re cloning them to sell them, aren’t they?” 
    

    
      Everyone in the room shifted uncomfortably. Olivia squared her jaw. “Yes. There’s a venandi fertility god called a Muru. We look a lot like them, apparently. Muru pornography has exploded since the 
      Paramour
       raid, and Burdam Endar wasn’t the only sick bastard with money to burn. We expected humans that were already sold to be handed around,” she admitted delicately, “and were planning for that. But it looks like we have a more complicated problem on our hands.” 
    

    
      “What can we do?” I asked, sounding stronger than I felt. I was going to be cloned and sold as a sex doll. “Tell us what we can do here to help, and we’ll do it.” 
    

    
      Olivia smiled and threw her hands in the air. “Thrive! I know you can. Look how well you’ve been doing already. Marcella, people trust you to make decisions. You should step up and fill those shoes so that everyone can breathe a sigh of relief and take direction. Imani, you’re sharp and brave, and if you were more visible to the people instead of hiding in that hard shell, you’d be an inspiration. And Amelia,” she turned to me, “this place 
      couldn’t
       hold its own without you. You’re selfless in a constructive way. The first thing they think of when they think of you is safety and healing, especially since you were there with them. You’re healing too. That you’re 
      not
       perfect makes you credible.” 
    

    
      Validation warmed my chest. Marcella grabbed both mine and Imani’s hand with a sparkling smile, tears just on the edges of her eyes. “Olivia is right. Humans are resilient. This won’t be the weight that drowns us.” Marcella’s sweet words snapped as she slapped Imani’s forearm. “Now that I’m leader, my vote trumps yours! A bar. We are building a bar!” 
    

    
      Chuckles sounded through the room, but not from everyone. Ezraji, Hunar, and Imani managed smiles, but nothing more. When Olivia ushered us all out of the hangar, it was with boisterous hugs and bottles of some drink called Sparkle Lights. 
    

    
      We stayed a while longer, though, chatting in the dark grass, enjoying the view of the stars while Atarian, Lokurian, and their crews discussed what to do next in hushed voices. Olivia bowed out of the serious talks to sit with us humans and shilpakaari, enjoying some coffee sweetened with 
      madhu
       tubes and watching the stars. 
    

    
      Olivia stirred her coffee while Marcella poured a shot of rum into everyone’s mug. “Can’t have a 
      café corretto 
      without the rum!”
    

    
      We laughed as Imani and she bickered over the flavor, comparing liquors and the flavor of the 
      madhu.
       I put a hand on Olivia’s arm and she turned to me, all smiles. 
    

    
      “Hmm?” she asked, biting into her honey tube. 
    

    
      “I feel so silly,” I chuckled, “because everything is horrible and the future looks so dark, but I can’t stop thinking about Mr Calgari saying ‘fuck a duck.’ Did you teach him that?”
    

    
      Olivia tried hard not to choke on her coffee as she laughed. Shoulders shuddering, she managed to down her sip without it spewing up her nose, and shook her head. “What? No! Oh, the linguitors,” she hiccuped, “they’re context aware.”
    

    
      “Context aware?”
    

    
      Olivia shrugged. “Yeah, you know. Known sayings, phrases, slang. They translate time too, so if I say it’s noon, they’ll automatically translate that to fourteenth turn. That sort of thing.”
    

    
      My eyes went wide as I remembered something so hard and fast it felt like a bullet to the head. I clutched Olivia’s arm and gasped. Her coffee sloshed into the grass. 
    

    
      “C’est la vie!”
       I shouted at her. 
    

    
      Olivia nodded with confusion. “Yes, it can probably translate that too.” 
    

    
      “No!” I shook my head, closing my eyes. Ezraji took notice, pushing himself up on his elbows in the grass where he sat quietly talking to Bajora. “The figment said it. The Nephilim attacker. He said, 
      c'est la vie. 
      That could be a local saying, right?” 
    

    
      Olivia nodded, slowly at first, but with momentum. She clapped my shoulder and set her coffee on the ground. “Yes, it could. I need to talk to the others. Thank you, Amelia. And enjoy the rest of the night, okay?”
    

    
      When Olivia said good night to everyone, the reality of our situation settled in. I felt tired all over again, listening to the harmony of the 
      shivies
       buzzing over our heads. My flesh drew over my cheekbones and highlighted just how much weight I’d lost, how sunken my eyes had become. 
    

    
      First losing, now rebuilding the clinic, seeing patients, the clones, the toxicology database, my PTSD… How could I ever manage it all? And Ezraji… we’d had one night together. One. The two weeks since, we’d kept from talking about the future, because we weren’t sure he’d have one. A lump formed in my throat. How long was an orbit? We’d only been here for a few months, but Yaspur was a moon, not a planet. Its orbit was short by comparison. So how long did the delegates have before they’d reach the end of their contracts? I blanched.
    

    
      Ezraji brushed his tendrils against my shoulder, offering me a hand. “Come, 
      priya,
       it’s time to rest.” 
    

    
      I said my goodbyes and took his hand. 
      



    
    
      27
    

    
      
    

    
      The night chorus sang lullabies as true dark descended, Big Blue glowing violet from the sun that had already sunk well below the horizon. Ezraji walked beside Amelia at a loss for words as they made their way towards the home towers. It reminded him so much of the day Clarissa fell ill. Amelia had stared ahead then too, in shock, and shut him out while she’d broken down in the restroom. He couldn’t let that happen again, so he made sure she knew he was there with her. He caressed her shoulder with his tendrils, choosing not to speak or reach for her. If she wanted that, surely she’d demand his comfort.
    

    
      Really, he needed time to process too. Someone out there somewhere was manufacturing more of her. 
      His
       Amelia. It didn’t matter that they were copies; they were part of her, an echo of everything she’d survived now set on replay. Because they 
      would
       be broken, maimed, raped, tested, killed, discarded like the playthings they were designed to be. Dolls, they were called. Despite how illegal they were, their insidious makers would find them a home in brothels and black markets, in the Outer Rim beyond the ISU’s reach and in the homes of the wealthy, where judicial empathy flourished on a steady diet of bribery.
    

    
      Was that what Amelia was thinking about? Ezraji’s tendrils curled with guilt. He hadn’t been able to keep the coder out of the figment’s grasp. It was his fault that she’d always look over her shoulder. He looked longingly at her hand, the delicate, milky pink knuckles and blunt nails, yearning to brush her skin with his fingertips. It was his fault that everyone in the galaxy would know everything about her. From her blood type to the color of her slit. Everything. There was already so much curiosity surrounding humans that as soon as dolls were on the market, she’d be stripped bare for all to see. Even if it wasn’t her, it would still feel like it. 
    

    
      Despair claimed him like a shroud, coating his skin from the inside out. So much of the pain in her life will have been because he had failed her. Retreating into his coil when she was being stalked. Leaving her side after she collapsed in his unit. Letting the figment escape with the genetic coder. How would he ever redeem himself?
    

    
      Amelia came to an abrupt stop, staring with unfocused exhaustion at the road ahead of them. Ezraji slowed to a halt. “Amelia?” he asked, his chest a knot of dark worry, tendrils twisted with anxiety. She blinked up at him slowly. 
    

    
      “We need to talk, Ezra,” she managed on a dry, cracked throat.
    

    
      This was it. The ground beneath Ezraji’s feet fell away and his heart plummeted into the depths of the earth, a lump of coal that would never pulse with life again. He fought to stay steady on his feet, tendrils slipping behind his shoulders to keep their fearful, heartbroken shivers from her view. No matter what she said to him now, he needed to accept it. She’d been through enough, hadn’t she? He couldn’t be selfish and pine for her, at least not to her face. He couldn’t force her to be with him when there were so many other more important things she needed to focus on. 
    

    
      “Alright,” he managed, Adam’s apple bobbing with uncertainty.
    

    
      She pushed her hair out of her face and paced in a tight circle with a forcible huff. “I’ve spent all this time running in circles, chasing my tail. Top student, top lab rat, most wanted human memory stick,” she spat with reedy exasperation. “I just… I need to figure myself out. What I want, how to heal… and how to manage this- this 
      pile of steaming bullshit!”
    

    
      Ezraji took a step back, feeling every word like brass knuckles to the ribs. She was calling him out on his failures, and he agreed. “I understand.” 
    

    
      “You do? Because I don’t!” she yelled at him, a tear plumping up in the corner of her eye. Ezraji watched it thirstily, waiting for that perfect moment when it would fall and streak her cheek in its flavor. A flavor he’d need to forget now. “I don’t understand how I’m supposed to manage any of this anymore!” On the verge of cracking open and pouring the contents of her soul out like a runny egg, she bit her lip and took a deep breath. “What I’m saying is that I… 
      can’t 
      manage.” She looked up at him, begging with her eyes, shredding her cuticles apart as she wrung her fingers together. 
    

    
      “I know.” Try as he might, Ezraji’s voice was numb and thick with gravel. He smiled distantly, failing again. He wanted to console her, but his own heart was breaking too loudly. “And you’re right to set me aside.” 
    

    
      “What?” she asked, brow stitching together.
    

    
      Ezraji forced his tendrils to spiral contentedly. “Don’t worry about me. It’s been an honor to work with you, to coil with you. I wouldn’t change anything, except that I’d found my courage sooner. Thank you for the time you’ve given me. If you figure things out in the future, if you miss me-” Ezraji choked, then cleared his throat. “I’d like it if you called for me again.”
    

    
      Amelia blinked at him, dumbfounded, and swiped the tears out of the corners of her eyes with the backs of her hands. “That’s not what I meant, Ezra,” she shuddered, pushing the steady onslaught of tears from her face. “I’m saying I can’t manage 
      alone.
       I-” Her mouth split open, and she bit her lip hard, caught between a grimace and a sob that, had he not spent so much time with humans, might have looked like a smile. 
    

    
      Ezraji watched her with concern, but didn’t dare interrupt. He held his breath and waited for her to regain her composure. 
    

    
      “I don’t want you to go at the end of an orbit,” she confessed, the air whooshing out of her lungs. “I don’t want Zufi to pull you out of the delegate program just because I wasn’t fast enough. No one else should sit at your workstation because it’s 
      ours
      ! If I have to think about the possibility of you being forced to leave… I just can’t handle it, Ezra, even if Samridve isn’t that far away.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s chest felt ready to explode, but he couldn’t move. The tension wound through him like a steel spring, twisting his mane, his fingers, his toes. “You aren’t angry with me for my failures?” he asked, stunned. 
    

    
      “Failures?” She sounded sincerely flabbergasted. She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose and pushed out a breath in disbelief. 
      “Gopf,
       we’re both so bad at communicating, it’s amazing we’ve gotten this far.” Amelia squared her shoulders and looked him directly in the eye. “I can’t handle all of this without you, and I don’t want to. Move in with me, Ezra. Please?” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s mouth dropped open, tendrils falling slack in shock. Amelia shuffled nervously. 
    

    
      “I know it’s fast, but can you please say s-”
    

    
      “Yes.” His answer tumbled out before she’d even finished her command. His hands and mane reached for her in unison, engulfing her in a hug so complete, he thought his heart may burst out of his chest. He searched the jungle over her shoulder with wide, disbelieving eyes. Slowly, her small hands wrapped around his chest, between his upper and lower arms, fitting perfectly within his limbs. 
    

    
      “You haven’t failed me, Ezra,” Amelia murmured against his tunic. She laughed quietly, her breath tickling the fabric. “You make me feel safe. And I want to build more than just a new clinic with you. I want this place to feel like home.” 
    

    
      Ezraji reared back, holding her shoulders. Build more? “How long do humans coil for?” 
    

    
      Amelia’s brow scrunched up. She blinked away, shaking her head. A clinical tone returned to her voice, the tone she used with patients. “That’s a hard question to answer. We have different levels of commitment and wants depending on our age, our lifestyles-”
    

    
      “How long would
       you
       coil for, Amelia?” he pressed, giving her shoulders a gentle shake. 
    

    
      Her breath hitched. She swallowed hard, unable to look away. “You’re my home, Ezra. Home is forever.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s chest was so tight that all he could manage was a keening hiss. He lifted her face with his mane, lapping up the tracks of her tears as they curved around her jaw, down her throat, into the neckline of her shirt. For the first time, he pressed his mouth to hers in the human way. She moaned, her fingers digging into the muscles of his shoulders.  
    

    
      Cock swollen and impatient, Ezraji pressed his hips to hers. He felt the pearls within him, weighing him down in the most delicious way. They throbbed as the channel they nested along rubbed against Amelia’s thigh. A fog pushed away every other thought in his mind but to latch onto her and not let go until she was ripe with children. 
      His
       children. 
    

    
      “Please tell me you want spats someday,” he groaned as he trailed his mouth along her jaw. He engulfed her, so that she saw and felt nothing but him. She laughed, a tinkling little sound that perfectly matched her cupid’s bow mouth. “I will 
      get diversified
      .”
    

    
      “Diversified?”
    

    
      “So I can sire your children.” He slid his 
      senti
       into her pants and pressed against her bud. She gasped and wriggled. 
    

    
      “You could do that?” she awed, flustered. Ezraji grinned into sweet skin and slid his 
      senti
       through the ready wetness of her slit. 
    

    
      “Your answer, now,” he hissed playfully. She moaned, throwing her head back.
    

    
      “Yes.
       But not today. Not for a while.” 
    

    
      “What if I’m very convincing?”
    

    
      Her laugh turned throaty, and she placed a soft little kiss on his collarbone. “Is this a shilpakaari thing?” she teased. 
    

    
      “Mm,” he affirmed distractedly. “Let me ply my craft, Dr Ahlberg. I’ll do an analysis, write you a paper, have it peer-reviewed by your body, and we can both adhere to the results.”
    

    
      She bit her lip, this time smiling brilliantly, all of her teeth bared with amusement. “It 
      is
       the scientific way.” 
    

    
      Ezraji smirked. “Research is key, of course. Let’s get started right away.” He hoisted her up into his lower arms and veered off into the jungle. He pressed her gently to a tree just beyond the footpath, his Amelia, perfect with her red cheeks and little gasps, her giant heart and fierce mind. Her eyes glistened with mischief as she pulled up on the hem of his tunic. Then she stopped, a realization floating over her lusty 
      gaze
      . 
    

    
      “No one has ever told you they love you, have they?” she asked. Ezraji blinked. 
    

    
      “Of course. My father. My brothers. Bajora once, when he was drunk.” 
    

    
      “I love you, Ezra.” He drew up short and searched her face, clasping his hand around the back of her neck. Coming from her, the words were rich and dreamy. “I love you,” she said again. Her pulse fluttered against his tendrils, and she curled her fingers into the divots of his abdomen.
    

    
      Ezraji crumbled under the sincerity in Amelia’s proclamation. He pressed all four of his hands into her skin, holding her from foot to silk as close to him as possible, feeling every inch of her warmth. He wrapped his tendrils around her and pressed his nose into the crux of her neck. 
    

    
      “I love you, too,” he managed, so astonished that his hands trembled and his knees felt weak. Gently, she pulled his face away just enough for him to see the fire deep in her blue eyes. 
    

    
      “Prove it,” she challenged. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s mane shivered in anticipation. Amelia’s command brought only reverence. His heart didn’t squeeze with desperation or uncertainty as he spread his tendrils out over her skin and popped the clasps of her clothes with his swarming, bulging strength. He felt no looming jealousy of the next man that might try to tempt her as he sucked her nipple into his mouth and pulled greedily. Instead, his soul soared as she arched her back and moaned for him, a gospel she shared with him and him alone.
    

    
      Because as he descended into the depths of her taste, into the crushing, hot pressure of her womb, he felt exactly what her love meant. 
    

    
      He was home. And home was forever.
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Epilogue
    

    
      
    

    
      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Rosy asked, scratching her arm. “The last clinic got blown up.”
    

    
      Clarissa pulled her wrist as they headed down the road. “They have a tent set up for now. And Dr Ahlberg said that the new clinic would be bigger with a security system. Besides, I need to check in, remember? And you should too.”
    

    
      Rosy bit her lip. It was true. No matter how patient she’d tried to be, the withdrawals from 
      daz
       had gone on for months. Sometimes she was so delirious that she felt the glittery powder seeping out of her pores like sand from an hourglass. She’d scratched herself raw trying to get the tingle out of her skin, and had to resort to bandaging her arms at night and wearing long sleeves. 
    

    
      But the lab on the 
      Paramour,
       where slaves went to die. No one had come out of there alive, as far as she or anyone else knew, other than the doctor. Being so close to sterile walls and humming machines panicked Rosy like nothing else, and Clarissa knew it. She’d spent weeks trying to convince Rosy to step outside. 
    

    
      They rounded the tall magenta ferns growing over the edges of the path and saw a large, very sturdy tent built up with waxed canvas, vinyl windows, and metal frames. It wasn’t the dinky little lean-to Rosy was expecting, and it felt like a triage one might see in a refugee camp on Earth. Contrary to expectation, Rosy’s anxiety eased just a little.
    

    
      When the entrance to the tent became visible, both girls stopped short, clutching each other’s hands and arms. A man stood guard, presumably, with a monoscope affixed to one eye, surveying the jungle, one gun strapped to his thigh. A long, whiplash tail swayed behind him, brushing against the tent wall in a lazy pattern. He was tall and lithe, with polished dark green scales and a pattern of bright red around the latter half of his tail. 
    

    
      Clarissa regained her courage first and cleared her throat. She walked forward, not nearly as composed as before, and dragged Rosy along with her. “Um, excuse me…” 
    

    
      The man turned to them, looked them up and down, then nodded once. “Are you here to see Dr Ahlberg?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      He gave them a thin smile that needed some work before it was welcoming, then opened the tent flap. “She’s not seeing anyone right now. Go on in.” 
    

    
      “Thank you,” they both mumbled, sliding through the entrance as far from him as they could get. He closed the flap behind them and the stifling heat thickened. “Dr Ahlberg?” 
    

    
      “Oh!” came her peppy voice from the back. There was a deep chuckle, some shuffling, then the doctor popped out from around the corner, her eyes bright. Rosy remembered 
      her, that Swiss
       accent with bubbles of enthusiasm right on her tongue. A shilpakaari man with bright green jagged marks all over his long tentacle hair followed closely after her, cleaning a vial with a mischievous smile. 
    

    
      “Clarissa! Rosy, you came!” Dr Ahlberg said, her cheeks as ripe as strawberries. She smoothed down the front of her lab coat, held her arms out, and hugged Clarissa while Rosy took a step back, focused on maintaining her tepid smile. “Here to have a check-up?” 
    

    
      Clarissa’s examination was gossipy and energetic. Rosy sat in a chair, digging the toes of her boots into the dirt, pushing up the roots of grass and small weeds while she waited near the entrance of the tent in a curtained cubicle filled with folding chairs. She bounced her knees, trying not to scratch the itch in her arms. It was nearly unbearable again, what with the humidity and the heat. Her arms were inflamed. The torture was so-
    

    
      “Hello,” came a smooth, chocolaty voice from the entryway. Rosy looked up and saw an intimidating onyx venandi with wide shoulders and a trim waist. He grinned at her easily and cocked his ear. “I take it the doctor is with a patient, ah?” 
    

    
      Rosy bit her lip, pushing her hair behind one ear. She sat on her hands to keep herself from going insane and took a deep breath. “Yep.” Stellar. What a smooth talker. 
    

    
      The venandi’s
       smile grew. His gaze moved purposefully to her arms, then back up. “Struggling with 
      daz
       are you?”
    

    
      Rosy’s eyes went wide. “How did you know?” 
    

    
      He shrugged, crossing his arms and cocking a hip. “It’s not my first time seeing it. How long has it been? Since the raid?” 
    

    
      Rosy huffed, showing her desperation as she nodded. “It’s hell. I haven't had any, but it just won’t stop.”
    

    
      “It sounds horrible.” He sat down beside her and gently took one of her hands in his big ebony talons. He pushed the sleeve up on her shirt. She tried to jerk her hand away, but his grip was much stronger. When he revealed the bandages blotched with blood, he brushed them gently. “I’m not sure how much Amelia can help you,” he said with empathy. “It takes years to get over 
      daz,
       even on the best of medicine.” 
    

    
      Rosy jumped to her feet, the twisted fiery ball of frustration in her chest about ready to explode. Breathing through the tremors, she scratched her arms to vent the anger. She wasn’t an addict, she 
      wasn’t.
       She’d never even gotten drunk on Earth. No, she was a straight-A student on her way to clinching valedictorian at her university. How could it all go so horribly fucking wrong?
    

    
      The venandi
       pulled her back to him. She tripped on his leg and landed, straddling his knee. Just as she was about to protest, he pulled a small vial from his pocket. Her mouth salivated at the sight of that glass full of glitter. She lunged forward, desperate to inhale its sweet nirvana, but he pulled it back out of her reach. 
    

    
      “Ah,” he 
      tsked
      . “Let me tell you first, the trick with 
      daz
       is to have just a little. Enough that you don’t get the itch, but no more. You understand? This could last you a satbit, if you’re careful.” 
    

    
      An entire month’s supply? Rosy licked her lips. She felt the catch coming and scoffed, her desperation developing into self hatred as she said, “What do you want for it?” 
    

    
      The man shook his head. “Nothing. 
      Just that
       you feel better.” 
    

    
      He held out the vial, and she snatched it up before he could pull his palm away again. She ripped it open and snorted long and hard, rocking on his knee as the high hugged her like a long-lost friend, soothing every tickle beneath her skin. Her eyes dilated as the room spun with color and the particles of jungle pollen sparkled. 
    

    
      “Careful,” the man laughed, his sinful voice echoing pleasantly. “It’ll hardly last a week at that rate.” 
    

    
      “What’s your name? Why are you doing this?” Rosy asked, pressing her hands against his chest. She dropped the 
      daz,
       which rolled into her little pile of roots and dirt. “Oops,” she slurred. 
    

    
      The venandi
       picked up the vial, a little purr of amusement in his chest. He held Rosy’s gaze as he popped the first button of her shirt and slid the vial into the cup of her bra with a wolfish grin. “I’m Roka Lokurian. And I’m doing this because you’re perfect, Rosy.”
    

    
       
      



    
    
      Note to My Readers
    

    
      
    

    
      THANK YOU!
    

    
      This book took a lot of fine-tuning to get the tension, the paranoia, the desire and addiction, and the clues to all work in harmony. I hope I was successful, and you were left reeling just a tiny bit. 
    

    
      The shilpakaari!
       I know, what?! Compulsorily polyamorous, you betcha. I wanted to showcase the darker side of a reverse harem, in which the men didn’t have autonomy over their desires and how that could easily backfire on a society. This will also be shown quite heavily in the next book with Aavar and Bree. I’m rubbing my hands together with glee, chomping at the bit to get started, because their story is going to be equal parts Aavar clowning around and grappling with his dire situation. He’s got some secrets - all things that will make you love him more, I hope.
    

    
      Argh, cliffhanger!
       I know I’m breaking the cardinal rule! But every book will always have its own HEA, I promise. The long arc of the series, however, will continue to progress. What I 
      can
       tell you, is that you already know who the Bad Guy is, you probably just don’t 
      want
       to see it. 
    

    
      Newsletter!
       This is an experiment, and I hope you’ll join me. Etta’s Exclusives includes inspiration boards, art, and shorts. If you sign up for my newsletter, you will get access to a lot of fun content! 
      
        You can sign up here.
      
       
    

    
      ~Etta
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