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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, Commander Thel Atarian acquired a human profiler 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, while Thel and Olivia came to terms with their feelings for each other.
    

    
      Unable to return home, the human refugees were relocated to Yaspur, a tropical moon in orbit around the water planet Big Blue in the Mandaahl 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. From the get-go, however, trouble brews in the little colony, which has few defenses. An assassination attempt leaves Thel and Olivia both badly injured and lucky to recover. 
    

    
      Once they did, they set out for Helion to meet Thel’s family, an influential clan on the Intersolar stage. A nefarious hacker corrupted the data on his ship and fed it to the media sharks in the capital, calling into question whether Olivia was a slave he’d purchased. Olivia fought back the wave of scandal but wasn’t successful in learning who was behind the cyber-attack, and her attempts to ask Burdam Endar in prison led to his murder. With the breach looming in her mind, she took on two biognostic guards in her newly appointed role as an ambassador for humanity.
    

    
      Back on Yaspur, Dr Amelia Ahlberg and her colleague Ezraji Zarabi worked tirelessly to protect the colonists from the dangers of the jungle, while also studying the differences in their biology. In a fluke accident, Ezraji found himself in Amelia’s coil, a state in which his body prepares to sire children. Addicted to her flavor, he pushed himself away during a critical time. The sole caregiver to a colony of over a thousand people, the pressure of her work inflamed Amelia’s post-traumatic flashbacks of the 
      Paramour.
       But that wasn’t the only thing warping her reality. The real threat, a stalker that sometimes came to her masquerading as Ezraji, used her symptoms against her in an attempt to harvest the data she carried from the 
      Paramour’s
       lab. When the stalker finally made himself known, Ezraji put his freedom, and life, on the line to save her. Rousing the help of the other four shilpakaari delegates, they attempted to use her as bait and contain the assailant in her clinic. Despite their efforts, the mysterious man escaped.  
    

    

      Now the colony is on edge, but Bree’s too focused on work to see it. There’s trouble brewing in the jungle, and the consequences will ripple across the galaxy…
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    

      Please consider visiting my 
      
        Content Notes
      
       for an in-depth guide on content details and trigger warnings for each of my books. 
      



    



    

    
      Characters 
      (The Exhaustive List)
    

    
      Characters and species introduced in this book do not include descriptions.
    

    
      HUMANS:
    

    
      a newly protected species in the Intersolar Union; uncanny resemblance to ancient venandi fertility gods
    

    
      
    

    
      Bree Stewart (30)
      : New Yorker; mechanic-in-training under Hunar in the human colony
    

    
      
    

    
      Olivia Loxley Atarian (33)
      : Israeli American; former profiler with the Los Angeles Police Dept, now ambassador of humankind; Thel Atarian’s 
      vira
       or wife
    

    
      
    

    
      Amelia Ahlberg (34)
      : Swiss; physician in the human colony; Ezraji’s colleague
    

    
      
    

    
      Imani James (31)
      : Tanzanian; former poacher ranger; Marcella’s unitmate
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcella Bianci (62)
      : (Mar-
      chell-
      ah Bee
      -ahn
      -key); Italian; elderly woman that quickly becomes the colony’s matriarch; Imani’s unitmat
    

    
      
    

    
      Naitee Patel (18)
      : 
      (Nigh-
      tea Pah-
      tell)
      ; Indian; young woman that Thel “purchased” in Convergence; Rambir’s older sister
    

    
      
    

    
      Clarissa (14)
      : Australian American; young woman that nearly died of pollen asphyxiation in Vigilance; Rosie’s unitmate
    

    
      
    

    
      Rosalind Turner (24)
      : Dominican American; struggling with addiction to 
      daz;
       Clarissa’s unitmate
    

    
      
    

    
      VENANDI: 
    

    
      (veh-
      nahni
      -dee); tall and muscular, plated with an exoskeleton similar to ballistics rubber; wide shoulders and a wasp waist; crown of spires, unique to each individual rises like malachite from the forehead and their coloring is determined by their clan heredity; meritocratic with a rigid militaristic hierarchy
    

    
      
    

    
      Thelonius Atarian
      : covert elite operative; commander of the 
      Palembre;
       Olivia Loxley Atarian’s 
      vir
       or husband
    

    
      
    

    
      Vindilus Calgari
      : arms master on the 
      Palembre;
       former black market enforcer; Pom Pom’s guardian
    

    
      
    

    
      Aescopis Ferulis
      : (Ess
      -scope
      -us Fah-
      rule
      -us); aged defense chairman on the Intersolar Union council; commanding officer overseeing covert elite operations
    

    
      
    

    
      SHILPAKAARI:
    

    
      (shill-pah-
      car-
      ee); semi-aquatic and only slightly taller than the average human with a mane of tentacles atop their heads; two thumbs on each hand; while women have two arms, the men have four, adapted for life on a homeworld with very little land and a very many trees; matriarchal and known for their superior crafts
    

    
      
    

    
      Aavar Medansh
      : (
      Ay
      -var Meh-
      dansh);
       chief pilot to the human colony
    

    
      
    

    
      Pom Pom
      : adolescent girl under Vindilus’s wing required to wear a bio rig for her health; works in the armory on the 
      Palembre
    

    
      
    

    
      Hunar Fareshi
      : (
      Hyoo
      -nar 
      Fah
      -reh-shee); chief engineer to the human colony; Bree’s boss
    

    
      
    

    
      Ezraji Zarabi
      : medical delegate to the human colony; toxinologist (a researcher of the organisms that produce toxins); Amelia’s colleague and coil
    

    
      
    

    
      Bajora Qilan
      : (Bah-
      jor-
      ah 
      Chee-
      lawn); engineering delegate to the human colony; culinary specialist that repairs and programs food bays
    

    
      
    

    
      Jurek Zufi
      : 
      (Jur-
      ek 
      Zoo
      -fee); ambassador to the human colony from neighboring city Samridve
    

    
      
    

    
      Namit
      : (Nah-
      meet)
    

    
      
    

    
      Yarushda Vi
      : (Yah-
      roosh-
      dah 
      Vee)
    

    
      
    

    
      Elaxi
      : (Ell-ah-
      zee)
    

    
      
    

    
      Siatesh
      : 
      (See-
      ah-
      tesh)
    

    
      
    

    
      Yavit
      : (Yaw-
      veet)
    

    
      
        

      
    

    
      BIOGNOSTICS:
    

    
      (bio-
      noss
      -ticks); hive-minded living machines; come in a variety of physiques that can be modified to suit the consciousness; each born with an origin code that defines their general life goals and affectations; live in Unity with each other, enforcing a strict code of morality
    

    
      
    

    
      Jharim
      : (Zhah-
      reem); 
      Olivia Atarian’s former bodyguard, now a special operative on the 
      Palembre
    

    
      
    

    
      Roav
      : (Rove); Olivia Atarian’s former bodyguard, now a special operative on the 
      Palembre
    

    
      
    

    
      HJARNA: 
    

    
      (hee-
      yarn-
      ah); evolved from pachyderms with camel-like feet and blunted herbivorous teeth; incredibly intelligent with a bone fan that splays across the front of the head to protect the brain; exceptional ultraviolet eyesight with multiple pupils in each orb that allow them to focus on up to six subjects at once; superiority complex with a strong instinct towards scientific pursuit; highly social
    

    
      
    

    
      ADVENANS:
    

    
      (add-
      ven
      -ans); tall and lean; scaled with tails that have adapted for flexibility, speed, and agility; tall ears atop their heads; viper-like fangs and long snouts; light-footed and prized for their superior senses as scouts, assassins, and hunters; form tight-knit guilds but lead elusive lifestyles
    

    



      Prologue 
      (Extended)
    

    
      
    

    
      Woah there! If you need a “Previously, in the ISU” summary, you might have missed it at the beginning of this book. Flip back a few pages to find some handy character / species info and a summary of the series so far. 
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Six Satbits Ago
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes!” a rich, media-trained voice boomed with laughter. “Just go outside and look up. Right now. I’m not joking!” 
    

    
      The anchor’s co-host hissed with flirtatious laughter. Both were men with bright colors and long tendrils oiled to perfection. They wore tabards in sleek, cool jewel tones, offset by the aerial image of the red jungles behind them. “Really, we’ve been reporting on them for sols, but no one’s seen a thing yet. And you know we all want a peek at that pleasure cruiser.”
    

    
      “Mhm, especially the ladies.” 
    

    
      They laughed. 
    

    
      “But in all seriousness,” the first anchor brought back the conversation with the lyrical downbeat of a man that loved his own voice, “The sun is at just the right spot. Go outside and look up, people! The 
      Paramour
       is a Class I cruiser with sleek curves coated in a pearlescent solar shell, top of the line.” He pointed down at his table screen with his lower hands, raising his uppers in honest surrender.
    

    
      “If you can’t get outside, we have the next best thing,” his co-host said, leaning in with a blazing smile. 
    

    
      The vid cut to a crisp shot of the ship and Aavar paused, arms tangled up in his light grey undersuit as he tried to squeeze into the hand-me-down. He stared at the ship projected on the wall of his six-by-six square unit. He knew it was white, even if Yaspur’s atmosphere made it look like a faded, pale coral pink photograph. 
      Chudthi,
       was that a sexy ship, all feminine curves and delicate buttresses. He felt a pioneering twitch in his pants, just looking at it. Maybe he was techno-sexual, after all. 
    

    
      Raising his holotab, he took a snap before the feed cut back to the anchors and they continued their upbeat morning routine. He admired the ship one last time before tucking the snap into his favorite folder: 
      Not Porn, Obviously.
    

    
      Aavar squeezed into his undersuit, hopping and grunting as he activated the mirror. It flickered to life, scarred with black bars of dead light nodes that permanently marred the view. “Hey handsome,” he said to himself, waggling his brow ridge. He curled and twisted his tendrils, testing out poses that made him look tough, serious, manly. A manly man’s man.
    

    
      Ding.
       
    

    
      Humming, Aavar reached across the room, able to stretch his arms from one end to the other with little effort, and popped the manual access switch. The door screeched open, and a blast of crisp morning air rolled through as Aavar gave Namit a winning smile. 
    

    
      “Suit fits!” 
    

    
      The shorter, burgundy shilpakaar looked around at the rooftop with its puddles of standing water and filter units, arms crossed over his reflective work tabard. He didn’t step inside. “Really? I’m like two sizes smaller than you.” 
    

    
      Aavar shrugged. He wriggled his hands and picked up his synthcap. “It’s short, but talk about a confidence booster. Look how trim I am,” he boasted. “Two sizes too small? Puh-
      lease.” 
    

    
      Namit looked at him with concern. “No, Aavar, it means you’re skinny. You don’t eat enough. Do you even have a food bay?” 
    

    
      Aavar blinked and looked back at his tiny unit. There were no windows or air controls, no AI, no restroom. He had a travel-sized holoscreen bar that sat at the bottom of one wall and projected upwards, a smattering of big, colorful pillows, and an entire wall of analog shelves. 
    

    
      “Huh. Nope, guess I don’t. Never noticed.” Aavar turned back to him with a deflective smile. “Hey! Can you help me with this thing? I always mis-align the seams at the back.”
    

    
      His friend clenched his jaw shut, then nodded begrudgingly. “Yeah, sure.” 
    

    
      Both men squeezed into the unit, and Aavar faced the mirror, looking at his reflection. His appraising glance brushed over his head, where one entire side of his mane was missing, the root of each tendril replaced by a small plug coated in milky silicone. The darkness creeped in on his carefully maintained confidence as he took stock of those impotent bumps. He hummed a song from the pop charts like he always did, ignoring the feeling, and busied himself with the synthcap’s edges, making sure each prosthetic tendril was fully charged and plugged in. 
    

    
      “So you’re going up,” Namit said in a chipper tone. “Excited?”
    

    
      Aavar grinned at him, happily following his friend out of the quicksand of his memories. “You bet I am.”
    

    
      “What’s today?”
    

    
      “Space Day,” Aavar declared. Namit looked at him over his shoulder.
    

    
      “Space Day, really? That’s the best you could come up with for your case worker?” 
    

    
      “It was that or The Best Fucking Day of My Life, but I’m hoping that’s premature.” 
    

    
      “I don’t know, Aavar. I don’t think it gets better than escorting a mysterious new species from their Class I cruiser in space. Well, low orbit, technically.” Aavar elbowed Namit in the gut and his friend finally cracked a smile, his mane curling at the tips with amusement. 
      “Oya,
       I’m just keeping you humble.” He held out his upper hands and Aavar gave him the back of his synthcap to align, his prostheses falling over his head, lifeless until activated. They worked in a familiar routine to inject each tendril’s neural relay into the banks along his skull, bending the soft, fleshy cap to start from the center, above his ear.
    

    
      “Do they look good from back there?” Aavar asked after they’d sealed the edge of the cap. He tested each bionic tendril separately. Namit clapped him on the shoulder. 
    

    
      “Yeah, man, they look good. Can’t even tell.” 
    

    
      “Super. You can go out into the air-conditioning now.” Aavar pushed Namit out onto the roof and the other man fanned air under his tunic. With no windows, vents, or air-control to speak of, Aavar’s little pad was hot enough to broil shellfish. He left the door open while he wriggled into his strap-ins and clasped the belt. Grabbing his flight jacket and a crossbody bag, he joined Namit outside and kicked the wall of the little unit. The door screeched shut like the roll-a-door of a service elevator. Both men’s manes scrunched up as the sound assaulted their ears. Namit glared at the offending door with indignation. 
    

    
      “I thought you said you oiled it.” Aavar gave him a sheepish smile. 
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      Kāca Falls, the massive waterfall cushioning the interior ring of Samridve on three sides, spilled with water so pristine, one could see the bare rocks behind the thick torrents. The falls themselves were deeper than a mountain was tall, and just as wide, forcing Samridve’s water-loving shilpakaari architects to design the city as a donut with one open side where the falls dropped to the river hundreds of feet below. The most beautiful districts of the city surrounded the falls while the rest stretched behind them like a teardrop, crowding the Saphed River’s approaching rapids. These were the Banks; where the industrial burrows cropped up with their watermills, where Samridve’s black market thrived, and the poor struggled to make ends meet… 
    

    
      Including Aavar, who recognized the things he didn’t have as Namit zoomed past progressively newer home towers and restaurants. Humming the right song, though, Samridve’s prosperity slid off him like oil on water.
    

    
      Nila Port hovered in the open end of the donut, over the churning bowl of crystalline water about a mile below the city, where the falls dumped out and the river continued into the wilder depths of the jungle. Its cascading tarmacs mirrored the natural tiers of the falls, a mobile of silver platters that rotated slowly in the river spray. The tarmacs each boasted a moat, where the water sluicing off of the falls collected and poured over the edges like delicate white curtains caught by the wind. 
    

    
      “Hey Namit, reporting for your shift?” a woman’s voice called out on the open comm. Aavar didn’t look away. No matter how many times he came down the airway on his commute, the falls would always overwhelm and awe him. Even if medical debt had buried him in a harsh life on the Banks, a little chunk of Nila Port was his and he was proud. 
    

    
      “Hey, Burna. Yeah, I’m on trans-atmo for the 
      Paramour
       pick up. Do you need my clearance?” 
    

    
      “Nope, says right here on my list. Have a good shift.” 
    

    
      A traffic control prompt popped up on the holoscreen. Namit approved it, and his transpo listed to the left, away from the public airway. Aavar looked up at the sky as they banked and spotted the shining little spot high above the white, fluffy clouds skirting the horizon. There it was. The 
      Paramour.
       
    

    
      No one knew much about it, other than it’d been seized by the Intersolar Union’s most elite focused objective vessels, or FOVs, which meant he was about to see at least one covert elite in the flesh. And on board? Humans.
    

    
      Humans.
       From a famous blue and green marble, three orbits out from the Solar System’s yellow star. They were an obscure race, spinning out on the edge of one of the galaxy’s tendrils, but as soon as a hjarna data collection satellite picked up their radio waves a couple of decades prior, their existence lit the galaxy on fire. The hjarna immediately started an observation program, intercepting a golden disc they’d sent hurtling out of their own system containing several other discs with images, music, and snippets of language. Xenobiologists still studied the disc’s contents with fervor because the humans were on the verge of hitting a major milestone: colonizing a second planet.
    

    
      They also resembled the Muru, venandi fertility gods, with their protruding noses, five-fingered hands, and smooth skin. Other things added up too: the divots in their stomachs, the buttons on their chests, the omnivorous teeth. Ancient books had described the Muru as being velvet to the touch like ripe 
      persici
       with silk that fell from their heads and veiled their mantles and phalluses. 
    

    
      Aavar had done a lot of reading when Jaenus had given him his new assignment. The Muru definitely hadn’t earned their own sub-category in his favorite folder. 
      Obviously. 
    

    
      Namit brought his bird around to the landing zone on T-09, the largest tarmac, and also the highest in the port. A bright green escort drone glided into formation in front of his vehicle and took over the autopilot for a valet landing. Both he and Aavar craned their necks to see down onto the tarmac, where every trans-atmo vessel in Samridve’s fleet hovered, ready to fly. 
    

    
      Namit whistled long and low. “You’re gonna be one of the first shilpakaari to meet a human for real,” he said. “How long’s it been since you went up?”
    

    
      “Academy,” Aavar admitted. “I was recovering during recruitment, so I didn’t make the cut.” He giggled at his choice of words. “Well, I 
      made the cut.
       But, you know…”
    

    
      Namit shrugged with a sorry smile. “It’s mostly autopilot. You’ll be fine.” He started pulling together his gear, donning his bright green tabard that matched the escort drone. He programmed the front to display his name and badge number, while Aavar shrugged into his flight jacket. 
    

    
      “Do you know who you’re assigned to yet?” They glanced at each other, and Namit’s sour frown was enough to tell Aavar it wasn’t him. 
    

    
      “Yarushda Vi,” Namit said, rolling his eyes.
    

    
      “What, she’s beautiful,” Aavar said, shocked at Namit’s indifference. 
    

    
      “Yeah, but she’s a notorious flirt. Three guys in one coil? C’mon. Coiling is hard enough as it is.”
    

    
      “Mhm,” Aavar said, drumming a beat on his knees with impatience. Namit pressed his fist to his forehead with a sigh.
    

    
      “Shit, sorry.” 
    

    
      “Is Jaenus my mechanic, you think? He hates me.” Aavar grinned proudly. The drone brought them down to their berth on one of many spokes fanning off from the central tarmac. It slid onto the support rail with a gentle jolt. 
    

    
      “No, I think it’s Chamudra,” Namit said, trying to remember. The locks on the doors disengaged, and as soon as the noise-canceling seal separated, a buzzing so loud it drowned out the roar of the falls engulfed their conversation. 
    

    
      Aavar perked up, vaulting out of the transport with a smooth jump. He adjusted his uniform and activated his flight jacket’s arm, shoulder, and chest tags. Chamudra was, to put it gently, past her prime. Years of smoking, drinking, and working in the exhaust beneath transports had discolored her teeth and mane, and she’d chipped one of her canines by popping open a bottle of 
      umdhee
       with her dental ridges on a dare. Prickly and antisocial, she hadn’t had a coil in a long time. 
    

    
      Maybe she was looking. 
    

    
      Aavar fanned out his mane, testing his prosthetic tendrils to make sure they looked natural. He puffed out his chest and adjusted his belt so his strap-ins, which were a little big on him now, sat correctly on his thighs and framed his sizable package. Namit raised his eyebrow in confusion, then it hit him. 
    

    
      “Chudthi,
       are you serious?!” he yelled over the roar of the transpos. Aavar splayed his arms out wide. 
    

    
      “What!”
    

    
      Rolling his eyes, Namit took him by the two right arms and dragged him off their dock, following the crowd of mechanics and pilots all filing onto the tarmac towards a larger-than-life hologram of a politician he didn’t recognize. 
    

    
      “—selected all of you, the esteemed pilots standing before me today, to be our colony’s representatives!” the man’s voice boomed into range on their linguitors. Both Aavar and Namit winced, the volume set high to counter the buzz of the transports. The politician raised his arms up, displaying four sets of wrist bangles, his mane fanning out in joyous excitement. “Yours will be the first shilpakaari faces our new neighbors see. Being friendly and sensitive is paramount! So now, I will share with you some classified materials that I have been reviewing 
      tirelessly
       in order to assist you.”
    

    
      The politician chose something on his holotab and threw it towards his hologram. A secondary screen illuminated on the tarmac and the curious shouts died down. The slowly rotating images of a human man, woman, and spat transfixed the crowd.
    

    
      “Just in case we need a refresher,” the speaker said in their linguitors, “the men have only two arms, like the women. They have five fingers and lifeless silk on their heads. Their representative has suggested that we clasp our lower hands behind our backs and keep our manes as neutral as possible.” 
    

    
      Many of the pilots practiced this, including Aavar. He would be the best at having a neutral mane; there was no question. He looked around at the group, willing his living tendrils to go slack and disengaging from his prosthetic ones. No one else was as successful. He puffed out his chest and clasped his lower forearms behind the small of his back, feeling impressive. 
    

    
      “They also have specific facial features and gestures that the commanding operative assures me are very important to recognize. We’ll watch it together.” 
    

    
      The rotating human sculptures fizzled out, replaced with a vid of a venandi in a commander’s uniform. The planes of his face were severe, exhausted, and impatient. While the other pilots mimicked his somber demeanor, Aavar practically climbed on Namit in his excitement, pointing at the covert elite chevrons on the venandi’s ISU uniform.
    

    
      “Ouch!” Namit batted him away, but both were watching with wide eyes as the vid played. The venandi looked familiar…
    

    
      “I am Commander Atarian, covert elite aboard the 
      Palembre,
       the FOV assigned to the 
      Paramour’s
       escort. All personnel watching this file are under a non-disclosure oath in accordance with the Intersolar Union Statute of Covert Aid and Assist. Your citizen numbers have been recorded. 
    

    
      “Thank you, Ambassador Zufi, for organizing the retrieval of our one thousand, two hundred, sixteen human souls. To ensure the safety and comfort of the refugees, please abide by this code of conduct.
    

    
      “Like the shilpakaari, humans engage in open-mouthed smiles. Display only the top teeth when smiling to ensure it’s not misunderstood as a threat. Closed-mouth smiles are also permissible, but less welcoming. Should a human extend their hand to you, they call it a ‘handshake’ and it is a greeting or informal contract. If a human does not extend their hand, refrain from touching of any kind. Humans are fond of affectionate displays, but the extended galaxy is new and frightening for them. Allow them to initiate any form of physical contact. Some humans may bow or nod their heads in greeting instead. These gestures should be returned and can be initiated by either party.
    

    
      “Refrain from large gestures with all four hands. Restrict expressions of your manes. We have learned that humans are capable of crying. If this occurs, defer to a nearby human for help.
    

    
      “That is all. We will see you shortly. Thank you again for your aid and attention.” 
    

    
      The vid froze, and attention returned to the ambassador. Every mechanic and pilot in attendance was about ready to jump out of their strap-ins, standing on the balls of their feet, quivering in anticipation. 
    

    
      The ambassador laughed, displaying his flawlessly filed, blinding white smile. “You heard the man. Let’s not keep him waiting!” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Aavar and the rest of the fleet left the atmosphere in a blazing, turbulent display of glory. Beneath them, all around the city walls, on rooftops, balconies, and hanging out of windows, the people of Samridve watched. Drones chased as high as they could to catch vid footage, people held up signs and waved streamers, and just beyond the security cut off, hundreds of personal transports floated in the airways with their tops down, bringing traffic to a standstill.
    

    
      Aavar slouched in his pilot’s chair, kicking the underside of his control panel, begrudgingly awed by the beauty of low orbit as he ascended above the clouds and the turquoise sky opened up into the vastness of space.
    

    
      Space Day was turning out to be a real mixed bag. As soon as Aavar had strutted up to his vessel with his mane puffed up and his biceps tight, Chamudra had taken one appraising look and tossed her yellow-tinged tendrils over her shoulder, dismissing him with a firm slap to the stern ramp’s access panel. Rejected by the last woman he thought might be within his reach before he’d even opened his mouth. 
    

    
      Aavar’s tendrils floated up around his face like noodles in soup as the rumble of leaving orbit subsided into the calm glide of weightlessness. A voice broke through his linguitor. “CP Yarushda Vi speaking,” came the gentle purr of the assignment’s chief pilot. “We’ll be docking four at a time in the cruiser’s docking bay. Once we reach the FOV’s magnetic orbit, their CP will commandeer control of all autopilots. Stay professional, everyone.” 
    

    
      Aavar snorted, hunkering down into his seat and turning up the volume on his radio. His transpo wouldn’t dock for another hour or two. He bobbed his head to the music, tendrils waving above him like seaweed. Feet floating crossed above the dashboard, he flipped on the magnetic pads on his strap-ins and affixed himself to the cockpit chair. Once his butt hurt, he unstrapped and opened the cockpit door. He belted out music and played air-xama, his fingers flying across the imaginary frets at lightning speed as he bounced around the cabin. And when his lungs were pumping and his skin hot from the exercise, he floated back into the cockpit and strapped himself into the ceiling by the rings of his strap-ins for the sheer novelty of being able to sit on the ceiling. 
    

    
      Aavar pulled up his holotab, lungs still on fire, and started cycling through comm channels, hoping to eavesdrop on some juicy gossip. The trick, he’d learned, was to cycle through pretty quickly, before anyone noticed an extra connection. A thrill tingled in his fingers. It wasn’t the sort of adrenaline high that would satiate his need for speed, but it would at least occupy the minutes as they dragged on. 
    

    
      “—sweet on that mechanic. Asked for him specifically.”
    

    
      “What? No… but he’s so 
      short.”
    

    
      “I know. I’ve been trying to get at her for months. Then she shoves off and chooses 
      that
       guy?”
    

    
      Skip.
    

    
      “—ot the spats for the weekend. It’s gonna be nice. We’re going hiking and then they have this school meeting thing. Their teacher is—”
    

    
      Skip.
    

    
      “—the program?”
    

    
      “No, what program?”
    

    
      “Oya,
       I guess Zufi’s only bringing his top picks into the fold.” Aavar turned up the volume at the smug sound of the pilot’s voice. He recognized him; Evakir Vazi, one of the hottest pilots around. In a rush, he hit the record button on his control panel with one of his tendrils.
    

    
      The other one laughed. “Fuck off, man. What program?”
    

    
      “The breeding program! Zufi’s got these delegates going to the human colony, right? Well, I saw the contract and part of the deal’s that you have to fuck one.”
    

    
      “What?!” The other man sounded appalled. 
    

    
      “He offered me a contract.”
    

    
      “You turned it down, right? I mean, the humans are interesting to look at, but actually doing it…” 
    

    
      “I didn’t say yes, but I haven't turned it down. I mean, we haven’t even seen them yet.”
    

    
      “They’re refugees, right? What if they’re all mangled and strung-out or something?”
    

    
      “But what if they aren’t? I’d be a legend if I landed one of their women.”
    

    
      Their conversation paused as Evakir let that sink in. Aavar looked out at the 
      Paramour, 
      humming to his horrible taste in pop music, thinking about the images of humans he’d poured over for the last several sols. A morbid fascination with them was going around. Images always painted a prettier picture than reality, and the news described their new neighbors as damaged, fragile…
    

    
      Like him.
    

    
      “Chudthi,
       someone’s been listening in.”
    

    
      Aavar jumped out of his reverie. “Whoops,” he said to himself, pulling up the comm controls. 
    

    
      “Medansh, is that you?!” Evakir snarled into the comm. 
    

    
      “What a creep.”
    

    
      The comm went dead just before Aavar turned it off. “Son of a sea whore!” He growled down at his holotab and pressed the button, anyway. 
      “I
       wanted to hang up first.”
    

    
      “This is CP Praevatori Metellus speaking. Transports fourteen through eighteen are cleared to land. Commandeering vessel control. Repeat, this is CP Praevatori Metellus…”
    

    
      Aavar unhooked his harness from the ceiling and lowered himself into the pilot’s seat.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as Aavar docked in the 
      Paramour’s
       gorgeous recurved receiving bay, he rushed to the stern ramp and opened up the cabin. He started his harness inspections, making sure they deployed correctly, and was about halfway through when he heard raucous laughter from the transpo next to his. He glanced up at a familiar face, biting the inside of his cheek to keep the darkness out of his stare, then popped up to his full height with a clownish wave. 
    

    
      “Hi Evie!” he called obnoxiously. Evakir’s bellows of amusement turned sour and the star pilot, with his long blue tendrils and bright pink markings, pointed to Aavar with both upper hands. 
    

    
      “Are you actually checking those things, Medansh? They don’t malfunction, it’s a waste of time,” he called, cocking one lean, muscular hip. 
    

    
      Aavar tapped his holotab. “It’s on the list, so I’m checking it off.”
    

    
      The little huddle of pilots laughed again as Evakir rolled his eyes. 
      “Oya,
       I forgot you haven’t done this much. Yeah, the mechanics do that.”
    

    
      Before Aavar could respond, a venandi woman with emerald green plates and bright eyes came bounding up. The laughter died down and Aavar descended the ramp as the woman called them over. A forward op, the first he’d ever seen in person. He held in his girlish squeal of excitement, but just barely.
    

    
      “Alright, listen up! I’m FO Decima Atarian, and I’m organizing your transports today. We’ve got fifty-two seats per transport, and we’re gonna fill ‘em. You heard the protocols, right? Lower hands behind your backs, manes down. Questions?” 
    

    
      “No, sir,” Evakir said with a flirtatious smile. The FO smirked, pulling out her plasdoc of names.
    

    
      “I have one,” Aavar piped up. Everyone turned to him, including Evakir, whose smile turned to a sneer. He held up two fingers. “Two, I have two questions. One, are there any conditions we need to be aware of, like bionics sensitive to g-force?”
    

    
      FO Atarian shook her head. “Linguitors are it. Some of them have glass harnesses they wear over their eyes for enhancement, but they’re analog. They aren’t used to g-force, though, so you might get a couple fainters. What’s your other question?” 
    

    
      “What are your feelings on fuckboys, because Evie here is a seven out of six—” 
    

    
      Evakir launched across the circle of pilots, his tendrils engulfing Aavar in an unfair fight. As good looking as his synthcap was, the bionic tendrils weren’t intuitive enough for a wrestling match. The star pilot knocked him to the ground in a flailing mass of arms and manes. 
    

    
      “Hey!” the forward op roared, getting right in the middle of the fight. An electrical zap went right through them both, seizing up their limbs so she could wrench them apart. Evakir stumbled back to his feet, looking down at Aavar with a murderous glare. “Cut the coiling bullshit!”
    

    
      “Seriously,” Aavar coughed, looking up at the beautiful venandi, “you are way out of his league. We went through training together. He’s got shit manners and can’t spell either.”
    

    
      She rolled her eyes, mandibles rattling with agitation, but a surprised chuckle escaped her in a breathy cough, anyway. “Thanks for the warning.” She offered him a lift, and he took it, gripping her forearm as she pulled him to his feet. “Take up your welcome posts, bottom of the ramp,” FO Atarian instructed. “We’ll send you a full house.”
    

    
      As soon as the forward op was out of sight, Evakir invaded Aavar’s personal space, pressing him up against the hull of his own transport. Aavar flexed his wrist instinctively but stopped himself before the blade he kept hidden on his arm could extend. 
    

    
      “What is it with you, Medansh?” he asked, genuinely flummoxed as he wrapped his fingers around Aavar’s bionic tendrils. “Can’t get any action, so you stir up silt for everyone else too?” 
    

    
      Aavar masked the fiery hatred in his gut with an innocent flutter of his eyelids. “Me? Never. That was an honest assessment.” 
    

    
      Evakir slammed Aavar back, intending to hammer a fist into his face, but two of his buddies pulled him off. He ripped his arms out of the other men’s hold and exhaled in a whoosh, working to flatten his tendrils and rein in his temper. Just then, the murmur and shuffle of a crowd caught their attention. The pilots peeked out from the aisle between transpos at their approaching passengers.
    

    
      Aavar’s mouth dropped open, and his mane curled up in dawning awe. The humans were exactly like the pictures, but 
      better.
       For decades, xenobiologists had been studying primitive, grainy snaps that definitely suggested humans were always burnt and unpleasantly sandy, but these magnificent creatures looked as smooth as porcelain, with soft folds stressing their strange features, and tiny feathers that framed their eyes. Their ears spiraled like a conch, and the silk atop their heads shone in the light, some even brighter than anything a shilpakaar could achieve with oils. 
    

    
      And they varied so greatly. Their colors ran a spectrum of warm earthy tones, from rich clay to dark soil to soft creamy flower petals, and their eyes… They were smaller than his, maybe a third of the size, and set in narrower faces, but when the first one walked up to him and smiled, it rendered him speechless. 
    

    
      Gazing up at him from a great distance below was a spat with messy jet-black hair and russet brown skin. His eyes were mesmerizing, two brown marbles set in white orbs. Those eyes were so direct and honest about where they were looking that Aavar squirmed under the spat’s scrutiny. He was used to the large orbs of hjarna and shilpakaari and how they gently suggested where the person looked. But these eyes, seeking their target and pinning them with the full force of their attention… He’d seen nothing like them before. 
    

    
      “Hello,” the spat said simply. Aavar’s mane tweaked nervously as he glanced up at the drawn and hollow human faces trained on them. He had no idea what those faces were expressing, a numb fear, maybe, but he could tell deep in his gut that they were waiting with bated breath to judge how safe they were. Aavar forced his mane to go limp and took a deep breath before he smiled down at the spat. 
    

    
      “Hey there.”
    

    
      “What are you? The other ones didn’t look like you.”
    

    
      Aavar could have preened with relief just then. He didn’t look like whatever mean men they’d known? Thank fuck. “I’m a shilpakaar. Can you clear something up for me, little man? Is it 
      hoo
      man or 
      hyoo
      man?” He knew, but children always liked knowing something adults didn’t.
    

    
      “It’s 
      hyoo
      man.” He thrust out his hand. To Aavar’s surprise, the palm was lighter than the rest of his skin, a fresh sapling pink. “I’m Rambir. It’s nice to meet you,” the boy said, judging him worthy of a proper introduction.
    

    
      Aavar cleared his throat and rubbed his strap-ins nervously as he slowly knelt at the boy’s height. He smiled at the little human and took his hand. It was warm and pliant, and so, so delicate. Each bone and tendon flexed against Aavar’s gentle hold. “Hi, Rambir. I’m Aavar.” 
    

    
      The boy shook once with a firm snap of his wrist and then turned Aavar’s hand over with a gasp. “You have two thumbs?!”
    

    
      “Yup,” Aavar said, squeezing the spat’s five fingers with them. A pretty woman with a curtain of long black silk grabbed the boy by the shoulders and yanked him back with a white knuckled grip. Aavar immediately let go of his hand. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” she apologized tightly. “He’s too curious.” 
    

    
      “That’s okay.” Aavar winked at Rambir. “Me too.”
    

    
      “Is it cool having four arms?” The boy continued the interrogation, defiantly ignoring her.
    

    
      “Oh yeah. Do you really have a hole in your stomach?”
    

    
      The boy lifted his shirt to show Aavar the divot like a gangster showing off a stomach tat, then pushed his shirt back down. The pilot couldn’t help but grin at his smug confidence.
    

    
      “Rambir,” the woman said with a warning tone, those unnervingly direct eyes throwing nervous glances at him. She steered his shoulders towards the seats, but the boy dug his heels in.
    

    
      “I don’t want to go yet!”
    

    
      “Everything okay?” asked a woman with silk the color of dead crab legs. A spear of nerves jolted Aavar’s heart as he watched them. He wanted to tell them he wasn’t trying to scare her, that the boy was just curious, and it was alright, they were safe. Aavar held his palms up to the woman in surrender. His real tendrils heated with anxiety and tensed up, expecting a fight. It always made his head feel half-dead when that happened, so he winced and tilted his face sideways to ease the dead weight of his synthcap. “Sorry, miss. We can catch up later, little man, when things aren’t so stressful for your…”
    

    
      “Sister,” the woman with long black silk said reluctantly. She looked over her shoulder at their bags sitting on the ramp as if she were worried they might walk away. “It’s okay,” she called back into the line at the woman with her hands balled into fists. Others craned their necks, watching with bated breath. 
    

    
      “How about your tentacles? Do they move?” Rambir asked, steadfastly ignoring the tension.
    

    
      Aavar held his sister’s eyes until she pursed her lips together and gave him a brief nod of permission. He smiled at Rambir and held up his two right index fingers just to impress the boy about having four arms. “Actually, they’re called tendrils. And yes, they do.” 
    

    
      “Will you move them for me?” 
    

    
      “Maybe.” 
      When they won’t freak out your sister.
       “Does your weird nose move?”
    

    
      “It’s not weird, but yeah, I can move it.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s eyes bulged, having expected a no.
       “Oya,
       no way. Show me.” 
    

    
      The spat wrinkled up his protruding snout by scrunching up the surrounding muscles. Aavar busted out laughing and the boy giggled too. He heard a huff of laughter from above and checked Rambir’s sister. She hid a reluctant smirk behind her fist, then ran her fingers through her silk. When Aavar checked the rest of the humans, some were smiling, even if most ignored him, looking at the floor and hugging their bags. That many had stopped watching to see if he’d hurt the boy brought down the level of tension in the line considerably. A sappy sense of achievement clenched Aavar’s heart as he hopped to his feet, clapping it away with both sets of his palms.
    

    
      Wrapping his lower arms behind his waist, he counted heads as people walked up the ramp. He hummed, the tips of the tendrils hidden behind his back and bobbing to the imaginary beat. Rambir’s sister shuffled away to put their things in the cargo nets above their seats, her eyes never leaving him. The boy was oblivious to her attention, though, gaping at Aavar’s mane with a flagrant curiosity that made him proud. He amped up his tendrils’ little dance, adding some twists and swerves, pointing at the spat now and then. Space Day had taken a decided turn for the better. The spat’s giggles topped the charts. 
    

    
      “Do your tentacles feel like 
      werms?”
       the boy asked as the line dwindled. 
    

    
      “Hmm, don’t know what 
      werms
       are. Maybe?” Aavar said, shooing the boy up the ramp. His sister, called for him, shoving their bags in the nets above their seats. 
    

    
      “Rambir, come on,” she called. “Stop bothering him.” 
    

    
      The boy ignored her, rolling his eyes. “You’re not Mom, Naitee!” His sister opened her mouth to retaliate, then sadness cracked on her face like a door bludgeoned with a battering ram. She bit her lip and turned away, the woman that had called over to them earlier enveloping her shoulders in a hug. Aavar frowned after her and remembered that the humans were refugees. He didn’t know from what, but it had forced them to leave everything.
    

    
      Aavar leaned on his knees and sighed, as if in deep thought. “Tell you what, Rambir. I’ll let you touch one if you listen to your sister. Then you can tell me if they feel like, uh…” Aavar couldn’t remember the word. “Like that thing you said.”
    

    
      “Werms.”
       
    

    
      Aavar shot him with all four finger guns.
       “Oya,
       those.” 
    

    
      The boy’s expression shuttered closed with… apprehension? Humans had very direct faces, but their nuances were much more subtle. That creeping sense of rejection rustled awake in Aavar’s mind, the self-doubt hissing in his ears. His mane locked up, and he blinked, uncertain what to do. He cleared his throat. “You don’t have t—” 
    

    
      “Come on, squirt. What’re you afraid of?” 
    

    
      Aavar and Rambir both looked up at the woman with dead crab leg silk and the pilot’s mouth fell open, speechless. She wasn’t dead crab leg anything now that he saw her windswept silk looked like dried grass and copper in better light. He remembered counting her, but she hadn’t looked at him then. Now, with her grey marbles inspecting him up and down, he felt like shrinking. The black dots in her eyes were as small as pebbles as they sized him up.
    

    
      “I—” he began, shuffling back a step. 
    

    
      The woman knelt and punched Rambir’s arm, breaking into an affable grin. “You just survived the coolest raid ever, and that commander saved 
      you
       personally. You know why?” she asked. He didn’t respond, so she tapped him on the sternum. “Because you’re going to be a big deal someday, squirt.” At that, Rambir smiled, his curiosity reigniting. She hugged him close with one arm like she had his sister, then both turned their attention back to Aavar. “So, what’s holding you back?”
    

    
      Rambir shrugged. “What if they bite me?” 
    

    
      Aavar bit his tongue to keep from chuckling. What a weird fear. Tendrils with teeth? He tried to picture it. 
    

    
      Actually, the spat had a point. That was a pretty disturbing image. 
    

    
      Chomp chomp chomp.
    

    
      “Hey, no problem. If you’re going to be a big deal someday, you gotta learn to delegate, right? I volunteer as tribute. So why don’t I touch them and let you know what they feel like?”
    

    
      Aavar couldn’t help twisting his mane up with sudden shyness. A woman hadn’t touched him since he was at the flight academy. When he realized they were both waiting for him to give his permission, his breath stuttered like an engine running low on fuel. “You… want to touch my tendrils?”
    

    
      She shrugged. “Sure. Then we can drop outta the sky like a flaming cannonball and get this day over with. Not terrifying at all. Is that okay?” 
    

    
      Was it okay? 
      Was it okay?
       He nodded emphatically. “An—anything for the spat.”
    

    
      “The what?”
    

    
      “Rambir. I mean, Rambir.” She gave him a funny look that he couldn’t decipher. He hoped it meant that he’d amused her, but he had the sinking suspicion that he wasn’t playing it cool enough. She pinched her eyes closed to slits, then lifted her hand, all five fingers splayed out and ready. 
    

    
      “Which one, Ram?” He pointed to one of Aavar’s prostheses, and the pilot’s excitement dimmed. She reached her hand out, pressing one finger into the synthetic flesh. He sensed the pressure, but not the touch, so he watched with all his focus as she picked the whole thing up in her palm. “Wow, it’s heavy.” 
    

    
      Aavar grunted in affirmation. “It’s all muscle.” He glanced up at her face nervously, but she was relaxed. It was frighteningly easy to forget that a child was watching Aavar get the most action he’d had in a decade as her hand surfed down its length. His mane shivered instinctively, startling her. She jerked, but didn’t pull away, instead gripping the girth of his appendage. She laughed, and though he couldn’t feel her, his cock twitched just knowing how intimately she stroked him.
    

    
      “I’m happy to report that it doesn’t feel like 
      werms.
       More like a python
      ,”
       she told Rambir, dropping the prosthesis so casually that it made Aavar’s head spin. The appendage thumped against his chest, limp with dumbfounded shock. 
    

    
      The human woman patted the sleeve of his flight jacket and smiled at him. “Thanks…”
    

    
      “Aavar.”
    

    
      “Thanks, Aavar.” She looked down at the boy and he smiled, reaching out with one tiny finger and poking his tendril with a giddy shiver. 
    

    
      “Thanks, Aavar!” he echoed. The woman caught his eye, winked, and 
      shot him with two finger guns.
       Aavar could hardly breathe as she turned away, guiding the boy to the seat his sister had saved for him.
    

    
      He hadn’t gotten her name. 
      Chudthi,
       he had to know her name. Sporting his smoothest grin, he took a step towards her, opened his mouth, and his holotab beeped. It was a notification from the cockpit. He hissed, conflicted, but forced himself to focus on his job. 
    

    
      During the weightless portion of the flight, Aavar kept eyes on the cabin, confirming that everyone was strapped in and stayed that way. He watched the humans’ silk fly up around their faces. A few people laughed in awe, including the woman that had touched him, while others held their abdomens. When a chunky liquid floated out of someone’s mouth with force, he wrinkled up his tendrils. 
      Apparently, humans could produce chum. 
    

    
      The vac took care of the mess in short order, opening a pressurized vent in the cabin's ceiling and jettisoning the bile out into the glittering universe. It froze over as it glided past his windows, immortalized in Yaspur’s orbit. He turned on some somber music and saluted as it disappeared from view. “Farewell. May you smack straight into someone else’s windshield.”
    

    
      Re-entry into Yaspur’s atmosphere was a harrowing experience for most. The autopilot took control of the transpo and armored the windows and vents, including the cockpit. It plunged the interior into darkness, then quickly activated warm recessed lighting to inspire calm. He listened to curses and little gasps, even some prayers, as they hit turbulence, and when the transpo leveled out and they swooped down onto a course above the jungle canopy, the entire cabin sighed with relief.
    

    
      With a grin, Aavar connected his linguitor to the announcement system. “Welcome to Yaspur, humans! We should be at your new home in two hours. Temperature is… well, units you probably don’t know, so let’s say hot and humid. Oh, and if you need to make chum again, please don’t. That neat vac trick only works in space.” He cut to the good part, eyes glued to the woman with straw silk. She held her harness in both hands, listening. “The rest of the trip is smooth sailing, everyone, so sit back, grab a cocktail, and enjoy the view.”
    

    
      Aavar retracted the sizzling plates over the windows, leaning into his screen. The windows spilled over with natural sunlight. The woman smacked Rambir’s sister on the shoulder, pointing outside with a gasp as she took in the magenta jungle for the first time. Excited chatter swelled in the cabin.
    

    
      Aavar grinned from ear to ear, enjoying their curiosity and wonder. Inspired, he connected his holotab to the speakers and blasted some music from Samridve’s top charts. The spats among the group, a couple of teens and the boy Rambir, squealed with excitement and started dancing on their butts. He leaned back in his seat, put his feet up on the dash, and slid his upper palms behind his head while his lowers drummed to the beat.
    

    
      Nope. Space Day wasn’t a mixed bag at all. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Light banter and windswept, dumbfounded faces passed Aavar by as the stern ramp lowered and his human passengers filed out. A few smiled at him and waved their hands in what he assumed was a goodbye gesture. He waved his two right hands back, noting that no one flinched about his four arms anymore. Only the very hollow, the ones with dull eyes and gaunt cheeks, kept to themselves, glancing at him from as far away in the queue as they could get.
    

    
      “I think I can get it.”
    

    
      The straw-silken woman stood on her tiptoes, reaching for bags wedged in the back of the cargo nets. She was taller than some of the other humans, Aavar noted, admiring her wide hips and thick thighs as her calves flexed and she teetered on the balls of her feet. Her fingers stretched and just barely grabbed hold of the straps of another woman’s bag. 
    

    
      Aavar ran a hand over the seams of his prosthetic cap self-consciously. “Let me help,” he said. The little group awaiting their luggage parted for him and he craned his upper arm over the top of the net, dragging out the first bag with ease. The straw-silken woman caught it, handed it off, then reached her arms out for more. 
    

    
      “Keep ‘em comin’,” she said.
    

    
      Aavar obeyed, flexing every muscle he had, putting on a show. He handed down bag after bag into her open arms, determined to show her how athletic he was, even at such a minor task. 
    

    
      “I didn’t catch your name before,” he said, looking down as he handed her the last bag. 
    

    
      Only it wasn’t her. It was Rambir’s sister, smiling up at him. 
    

    
      “Naitee,” she said pleasantly. Aavar blinked at her. 
    

    
      “Where’d the other one go?” he asked. 
    

    
      “She left a few minutes ago, when you passed down her bag?” Rambir’s sister pressed her mouth into a thin line. “I’m sorry for being defensive. He’s… Rambir’s all the family I have now. It’s, um, well, I’m scared of losing him. We’re the only ones with family.” Her voice broke and her bottom lip quivered, and she looked away. She took a deep breath and nodded her head, convincing herself everything was going to be alright. “Thanks again for humoring him. He’s becoming a stubborn brat. Rambir, wait for me!” Naitee hurried down the ramp after the boy, who’d already found other kids his age and had disappeared into the crowd.  
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah. Sure, no problem,” Aavar said to no one, Naitee having already gone. He stopped at the top of his ramp, looking out into the crowd, trying to glimpse that straw silk he couldn’t forget. Surely no other human had hair quite like that?
    

    
      He was wrong. A 
      lot
       of humans had hair like hers.
    

    
      Determined to find her, he hopped down the ramp. He needed to know her name before they left. He’d camp out and get arrested before he’d agree to go home without it.
    

    
      Looking over the sea of human heads organized in wobbly lines to receive their relief supplies, he heard murmurs, decidedly both male and female, from around the side of pad four. Aavar’s tendrils preceded him in turning down the aisle between transpos, where the air was still bristling with atmospheric heat and the metallic scent of ozone. 
    

    
      “Right. That’s okay. I think we’ve got it,” a woman’s voice said weakly.  
    

    
      He looked beneath the transport to his left and saw one pair of flight boots and two pairs of the slip-on shoes the humans wore. The flight boots took a step towards a pair of slip-ons, and the slip-ons took a step back. Aavar squinted suspiciously, his guts twisting up.
    

    
      Evakir’s laugh bubbled into the air, sticky and flirtatious. “You’ve really gotten my attention, little thing…”  
    

    
      “Hey, 
      back off.
       She said she doesn’t want your help.” Aavar recognized that voice. 
    

    
      “Woah there, I’m just trying to get to know you—”
    

    
      Aavar rounded the corner, his lungs on fire, ruby red eyes dark with anger. Evakir loomed over the straw-silken woman, who stood in front of another human seated on the edge of the stern ramp, holding her forehead. Evakir leaned against the hull of his transport, both sets of arms crossed, and grinned down at her defiant growl. He flashed his colors at her and reached out with his tendrils. 
    

    
      One moment, Aavar was snarling, his hands clenched in pale-knuckled fists, and in the next, he popped his signature clueless smile on his face and waved his two right hands.
    

    
      “Hey, what’s going on back here? You can’t have a party without me!” he called loudly. All three faces turned his way as he jogged up. Evakir glowered at him over both women’s heads, mane curled in tight fury. The straw-silken woman motioned to the one hunched over on the ramp.
    

    
      “Aavar,” she said with a clenched smile. “Glad you found us. Paige here took a spill.”
    

    
      “Took a spill?” Against all instinct, Aavar turned his back on Evakir as if the other pilot wasn’t on the verge of throwing him to the ground and breaking his face for the second time that day. The woman, Paige, looked up at him from the ramp and his smile vanished. Red blood the same color as his eyes trailed down the side of her face and dripped from her chin. She refolded a bloody spare shirt and pressed a clean swath to her forehead.
    

    
      “My harness came undone,” she said with a wince. “It was my fault.” 
    

    
      Aavar glared up at Evakir sideways. “Nah. We’re supposed to check them all before we do a trans-atmo flight. Evie here probably missed yours.” 
    

    
      “Medansh,” Evakir growled in warning.
    

    
      “I saw a med assist set up when we flew in,” Aavar said, ignoring him. “If you take a right, you’ll see a green tent. Can’t miss ‘em.” 
    

    
      The straw-silken one helped Paige to her feet and gave him a terse smile. “Thanks.”
    

    
      Evakir slid around Aavar and blocked him out of the conversation. “I apologize for not realizing Paige’s injury was so dire. Why don’t I carry those bags for you, 
      priya?
       It’s the least I can do.” He’d taken the hint, wearing a mask of concern and masculinity rather than flirtation. It was an impressive act, and when the straw-silken woman smiled at him, Aavar’s heart sank into a panicked stew of anxiety.
    

    
      “I appreciate the offer, Evie, and really, I can’t say this with enough sincerity.” Her smile dropped, and she flattened the pilot with a glare. “Fuck. Off.” 
    

    
      Aavar picked up both their bags and handed them over. As she pulled them onto her shoulder and the straps slipped out of his fingers, he took his chance. “I didn’t catch your name.”
    

    
      She shrugged the bags up and blew the silk out of her face with a puff of her pink mouth. “Oh, Bree Stewart. Aavar…” Her eyes flicked to Evakir. “Medansh, right?” 
    

    
      He smiled dreamily. “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Cool. Thanks for the directions. We’ll see you around.”
    

    
      As Bree lifted Paige’s arm over her shoulder and helped the woman towards the med assist tent, Aavar’s every appendage melted like jelly and his grin hung crookedly off his face. Reality came crashing down on him when the humans turned the corner and Evakir threw him down on the ramp. 
    

    
      “You really want to challenge me, you shriveled little squid?” 
    

    
      Aavar grabbed the wrist of the hand bearing down on his throat to pry himself free, but it was no use. Evakir was more powerful than Aavar, and not just because of his tendrils. He ate well and coiled often. His colors glistened with health, and his muscles bulged as he bore down on Aavar, who ate once per day at the commissary to save money and hadn’t coiled in years. His colors were sallow and sickly by comparison, his physiology set to survive on as little as possible, not protect a coil and their spats with large muscles that needed more fuel. 
    

    
      Aavar tried to respond, but Evakir wasn’t playing around. His lungs burned for air as the other pilot crushed his windpipe and leaned into his ear. “I know you were eavesdropping on us back in orbit. So I want you to know that I signed the contract.” Evakir licked the three canines that sprouted from his dental ridges on one side, finding wicked enjoyment in Aavar’s panic. “You can’t blame me, can you? I mean, look at them. Not barbaric at all. And the one that told me to fuck off? I plan to, right on her pretty face.” Aavar struggled violently, half his head hissing in retaliation. His chest compressed with the effort to breathe, to snarl, to lash out, but Evakir just leaned in closer, overwhelming his tendrils like it was child’s play. “And there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
    

    
      The other man shoved himself back to his feet by the hold he had on Aavar’s trachea. Pain shot through him as he coughed long and hard, rolling onto his side. He was spent, defeated, his tendrils hanging limp around his face, muscles quaking.
    

    
      “Do you think she’ll swallow?” Evakir barked with amusement and left him there to recover in shame. 
    

    
      Aavar stood up and sniffed at a tickle on his face. He pressed the back of his upper hand to his bloody nose and cursed. His usually vapid expression cracked apart with feral rage, his mane puffing up and casting his brow in shadow.
    

    
      Evakir was wrong. Aavar might never be strong again, but he sure as fuck wasn’t a quitter. 
    

    
      Nothing he could do about it? 
    

    
      He’d see about that. 
    

    
      Aavar pulled up his holotab, pacing in a tight circle. He interfaced with his transport and downloaded his flight data and files. Then he stormed across the tarmac, making his way towards the shining home towers down the hill. 
    

    
      He quickly found the voice he was looking for. Big, warm, and full of pride, Ambassador Zufi’s tour boomed around the empty colony. Stragglers gawked, their heads craned up towards the sky and swiveling around at the red jungle. Aavar barreled straight through them, driven by blazing purpose. 
    

    
      “And just down that way is the clinic! State-of-the-art, with—”
    

    
      “Sorry to interrupt!” Aavar called. He wore his biggest smile, hands up in the air. A sea of people parted, and the ambassador considered him with confusion. “Sorry! Excuse me. Ambassador, I have something important to discuss with you. It can’t wait. Time sensitive,” he said sideways around a smile. 
    

    
      “Who are you?” Zufi asked, unimpressed. 
    

    
      Aavar pinned the politician with his intense stare, one corner of his mouth twitching. “One of your pilots. And I need your attention. 
      Now.”
    

    
      A murmur rippled through the crowd. Zufi looked at his flock of humans and gave them a thin-lipped smile. “Just a moment, neighbors.” Zufi took Aavar by the upper bicep and ambled away to emit an air of calm while his grip squeezed the blood out of Aavar’s fingers. “What’s this about?” 
    

    
      “Evakir Vazi,” Aavar said. He licked his lips. “You’re going to boot him from the program and give me his contract instead.”  
    

    
      Zufi reeled back like Aavar had struck him. The color drained from his tendrils. “How did you know about that?” 
    

    
      “Yes, or no?” When Aavar didn’t answer his question, Zufi’s mane curled up. He inspected Aavar’s colors, his stature, looking him up and down. He wasn’t impressive. Tall, with contrasted colors, sure, but too skinny and dull on the eyes. A yellow pallor tinged his fresh green skin, and the marigold undersides of his tendrils were muddy at best. Then the ambassador’s glare hitched at the seams of his synthcap. He scoffed. “I have no use for a eunuch.”
    

    
      That stung, but Aavar had heard worse. “Evakir nearly assaulted a human near his transpo.”
    

    
      “Assaulted?”
    

    
      “Made a pass at her.” 
    

    
      Zufi rolled his eyes in a condescending huff. “Then it sounds like he’s already doing his job,” Zufi retorted, adjusting the bangles on each wrist. “Stop wasting my time.” Aavar grabbed the ambassador’s arm and held him in place, making sure he was listening when he hit the play button on his holotab. 
    

    
      “—gram?”
    

    
      “Oya,
       I guess Zufi’s only bringing his top picks into the fold.”
    

    
      “Fuck off, man. What program?”
    

    
      “The breeding program! Zufi’s got these delegates going to the human colony, right? Well, I saw the contract and part of the deal’s that you have to fuck one.”
    

    
      “What?!” 
    

    
      “He offered me a contr—”
    

    
      Zufi clapped his hands around Aavar’s holotab, muffling the volume. “Shut that thing off! Are you crazy?!” he hissed, scanning the humans on the footpath. 
    

    
      “Give me Evakir Vazi’s contract,” Aavar told him calmly. “And it goes away.”
    

    
      Zufi ran a hand over his face in frantic thought. He tapped out a command on his own holotab and Aavar’s dinged. It was the contract. Aavar signed in Evakir’s place and deleted the recording. “Welcome to the delegate program, Chief Pilot…” Zufi glanced at the badge glowing on his flight jacket. “Aavar Medansh.” 
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      Present Day
    

    
      
    

    
      I was halfway under Piro’s chassis, with an electromagnetic meter in one hand and a driver between my teeth like I was Crocodile Dundee biting his bowie knife, when the junior pilot squeaked with surprise. Half-expecting the transport to fall on top of me, I immediately pulled myself back out. I looked at him with wide eyes, the oversized driver still lodged in my jaw, threatening to make me drool. His tendrils shrugged up sheepishly. 
    

    
      “Shrshly?” I asked, my mouth full of springy tool grip.
    

    
      “Sorry, Bree. It’s just, my favorite band is pretty small, you know? And they don’t really do tours, but they’re coming to Samridve in—” I thrust myself back under his transpo and rolled my eyes. 
    

    
      “It’s Pond, right? That indie wave band Naitee and Clarissa are obsessed with?” I called out. 
    

    
      “Yeah! You remembered!” Piro said, elated. 
    

    
      I swerved into place and pulled up my holotab. Smug pride blossomed in my chest as I interfaced with the hangar and raised the transpo a few more inches off the ground. Besides Amelia Ahlberg, the colony doctor, I was the first human to get a holotab and a transitor. I was still adjusting, though, and the transitor was at work creating a scaffolding in my brain. New written words translated every hour, and the balance of English to Dharateen, the shilpakaari language, was finally tipping in my favor. I was so excited that I’d spent all morning just reading 
      labels.
       
    

    
      I’d had the holotab for a while now. As soon as the new clinic had opened its doors, I’d stepped right in and applied for one. It’d taken two weeks for the hardware to arrive, and a whole day to surgically implant the bionic into the ligaments, muscles, and bones of my left forearm. Since then, a few dozen people had done the same. Amelia had been nervous about my surgery, but I’d bet my left tit she was doing fine now. 
    

    
      Just as I closed the hangar controls, a bubble popped up on the holoscreen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      VOTING FOR THE COLONY NAME IS OFFICIALLY OPEN! CAST YOUR VOTE NOW:
    

    
      
    

    
      🜅
       NEW EARTH
    

    
      🜅
       RENATA
    

    
      🜅
       HOMEY McHOMEFACE
    

    
      🜅
       NEOTERRA
    

    
      🜅
       HORIZON
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ooh, hey, the naming vote’s open to me too!” Piro said with excitement, looking over the options. I voted for “Horizon” and closed the prompt.
    

    
      “Of course it is. Why wouldn’t it be?”
    

    
      “Because I’m a shilpakaar.”
    

    
      “Yeah, but you live here, Piro. Of course you get a vote.” 
    

    
      Piro shuffled on the metal floor, catching my attention from beneath the chassis. He sat cross-legged on the ground with all four hands in his lap. Even though I could only see him from the waist down, I could tell he was feeling self-conscious. “Do you think Naitee would want to go to the concert with me?”
    

    
      “Is that even a question?” I grunted, affixing my driver to the bent panel. The magnetic screws whined and shrieked as I forced them out of the hull and dropped them to the floor with a 
      ting.
       “She loves that band. She’d go apeshit.” 
    

    
      “Ayp-
      shit…” Piro pondered, swishing the word around his palate like a fine wine. I raised a speculative brow at myself. Such a crude expression felt out of place when he said it in his boyish voice. I needed to watch my mouth around him. 
    

    
      The panel popped off and fell just beside my head, pushing my hair with a whoosh of air. My shoulder twinged as hard as a charley horse as I twisted out of the way. I grimaced, rotating my arm back around. The knot, however, wouldn’t subside. “The point is, she’d like it. A lot.” 
    

    
      At that, Piro leaned down to look at me under his transpo, the hangar’s overheads highlighting his lavender skin and wide, sapphire eyes. The silver, tiger-striped pupils in his stare dilated with tentative excitement. “You think so?”
    

    
      Duh.
       “Yeah, why wouldn’t she?” 
    

    
      He squirmed. “I don’t know. I’m not very experienced with women. Well, except my mother.”
    

    
      “Yikes,” I breathed to myself, aiming the electromagnetic meter at the heavily damaged wiring.
    

    
      “She does say I’m handsome, though,” he said with enthusiasm, his tendrils curling against the ground like octopus tentacles.
    

    
      “Is that right?” I asked, deadpan, clipping each wire an inch above the damage. 
    

    
      He nodded emphatically in the human way and slid down onto his belly, upper hands cradling his chin, like we were two schoolgirls gossiping on a picnic blanket. “Well, I am. Scientifically.”
    

    
      “Scientifically.”
    

    
      “It’s my coloring. Having bright skin and darker accents is pretty rare. It’s usually the other way around.” He pointed to the egg yolk yellow stripes on the undersides of his tendrils and along his forearms. “Aavar too!” 
    

    
      I sighed. 
      Aavar.
       When we first met, he’d surprised me in a good way. Unlike the other shilpakaari I’d interacted with before, who were severe and possessive, he was light on his feet and playful. He was exactly the sort of person people needed to meet after us humans were evacuated from the 
      Paramour
      ; proof that not all aliens were abusers. When we sat around at the welcome party and compared flights, Naitee, Rambir and I could say that ours was the best. Hands down. If the other transpos were Greyhound buses, Aavar’s was that one Chinese tour bus that blared karaoke music as it bounced down Fifth Avenue. 
    

    
      Aavar was a good guy. A 
      great
       guy even. But he was the sort of personality you hit and quit. He had energy out the wazoo and no ‘off’ button. He reminded me of a lot of the stand-up comedians in Manhattan’s little comedy clubs, who laughed louder than life and drew a crowd like moths to a bug zapper. Maybe because I grew up in the Bronx, I had no patience for that sort of thing. To me, charisma was just a red flag for big dreams that would never come to fruition.
    

    
      Piro watched me pull the guts out of his transpo, kicking his boots against the ground. I was deep into the wiring, tongue couched between my teeth as I bent my fingers awkwardly to reach a damaged node. I appreciated the soundtrack of his one-sided conversation while I worked, as long as he didn’t expect me to engage very much. “It’s surprising that Ezraji was the first to coil. I mean, surprising to us.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “He has a long mane, but his coloring isn’t great.” 
    

    
      I raised a brow, carrying a whole lotta human baggage behind that claim. “Is that so.” 
    

    
      Piro, none the wiser, nodded into his forearms. “His colors are too close in value. High contrast is a sign of virility. The brighter the color, the better. Wasn’t that in the pamphlet Mel sent out?” 
    

    
      It took me a second. “Oh, Amelia?”
    

    
      Piro nodded. “She said I could call her that.” 
    

    
      “Uhh…” I drudged up the medical pamphlet in my brain and recalled something that had looked a lot like spam. “Maybe.” 
    

    
      “Anyway. Ezra’s accents are pretty subtle. If Mel were a shilpakaar and someone else challenged him, he probably wouldn’t win. But Aavar. Man, he’s so 
      vibrant.
       I hope I can get mine to look that good someday.” 
    

    
      Part of me wanted to pry further, but the other part of me that knew my boss Hunar would be back from his lunch break soon avoided an in-depth conversation at all costs. “Can you hand me the welding mask by your foot? And the soldering gun. And the… you know what? Just pull me out. I’ll grab what I need.” 
    

    
      Piro latched onto my ankle with his upper arm and balanced himself with his other three, sliding me out from beneath his chassis in a smooth, slow arc. My head landed next to my welding mask, and I dumped the damaged cell pack, wires, and panel out of the way. 
    

    
      “Do humans care about coloring?”
    

    
      I puffed up my cheeks and blew out a slow exhale. “That’s a pretty loaded question, Piro. Do you have twenty years to talk about it?” His eyes scrunched up, flummoxed, but genuinely considering my question. I clapped his shoulder and cracked my neck. “Yes, but not like shilpakaari. And I’m not going into detail. It’s one of the shittier parts of being human.”
    

    
      He nodded once with conviction. Satisfied that he wouldn’t push, I lowered my welding mask over my face and tightened the straps. “But what do you think about Aavar’s coloring?”
    

    
      I flipped the visor up with a snap. “What are you playing at kid, Cupid?”
    

    
      “I don’t know what a 
      kewpid
       is, but you should give him a chance.” 
    

    
      I slammed the visor back down and slid under the transpo again. “And 
      you
       should be careful, or the next time you shave the top off a 
      biria
       tree with your engine cradle, you can fix it yourself.”
    

    
      I felt the wince in his response, even though I couldn’t see him. “Sorry.” 
    

    
      But I was already revved up and frustrated. My shoulders hurt, my neck hurt, my wrists felt like they’d fall off. All of my equipment was too big, too bulky, too heavy. I wasn’t a weakling by any stretch, but the shilpakaari men made me feel like I had toothpick arms. I even had to stuff my welding mask with foam so it’d fit a head without a mane. My joints screamed at me every day when I woke up, and by the end of the workday, my eyes were watering because I was in so much pain. 
    

    
      “Look, all I want is to survive Hunar’s training. I’m not into handouts, and that means sticking to business. I want my own 
      transpo.
       I want my own 
      money.
       And whatever passes as a cat. Maybe someday I’ll be interested in men, but for now I can play my own fiddle, thank you very much.”
    

    
      “What’s a 
      fidahl?”
    

    
      Since I wasn’t actually talking about a fiddle, my cheeks turned cherry red. “It’s an instrument.” I pushed up my visor again and paused, putting on the matching gloves. He was just a kid with a crush on a human girl, trying to be a wingman with no experience. I rubbed my cheek on my shoulder and worked out the tingling pain in my fingertips while I had the opportunity. 
    

    
      “I like Aavar’s coloring, okay?” I sighed with defeat. “I haven’t seen his stripes, really, but the light green… It’s nice, you know? Like one of those tree frogs with red eyes.”
    

    
      “What’s a 
      fr—”
    

    
      I held up my hand to stop him. “Don’t. You’re worse than Socrates. The point I’m trying to make is that it’s not about his coloring.”
    

    
      “You two on break?” hissed a familiar voice, buffered by years of giving orders in a loud engine room. Both of us startled sheepishly at Hunar, standing in the halo of the side door.
    

    
      “Hey Hunar,” I said weakly. Of course he’d walk back in while I was talking Piro’s ear off. He squinted at me. I swear, if ever there was a shilpakaar that looked like Cthulhu, it was my boss. Every day, he grew a little greyer around the gills, a little more menacing and reclusive. He rubbed his thumbs against his fingers in thought and nodded to the shelves of equipment surrounding our workshop-slash-employee lounge. 
    

    
      “Meeting,” he said simply. 
    

    
      Piro’s and my gaze connected with electric curiosity and we both scrambled to our feet. He was far more graceful, with a lithe frame fit for a track athlete. Me, on the other hand… I was narrow through my arms and breasts, but had a lot in my trunk, so I fumbled to my feet and followed. 
    

    
      Hunar motioned to two seats opposite his workbench and rubbed his forehead with his upper hands like he had a migraine coming on. Piro and I grabbed a chair each, sitting silently at attention. 
    

    
      “I just got off a comm with the other delegates. Commander Atarian has found the Samridvean sentries to be subpar,” he said, tapping his finger on the table nervously. “His arms master is dropping off a Gamma operative tomorrow morning to replace them.” 
    

    
      Piro gasped, but it meant nothing to me. I sat back in my seat and shrugged. “Alright, so we make room for them on the tarmac? It’s not that big of a mess. I can clear it in a couple of hours with a few levipucks.” 
    

    
      Hunar glared at me, but Piro cut in, clutching the sleeve of my jumpsuit. “You don’t understand! Gamma team is 
      crazy.”
    

    
      “They’re a spec op unit. 
      Below
       board,” Hunar said. “If you think the covert elites get spoiled, you just wait. These guys bring serious toys with them, and custom vessels, depending on the terrain. We have to be prepared to service and store them.” 
    

    
      Piro’s infectious excitement turned to ash in my chest. I blinked at Hunar, who ignored me as best he could, looking over a docket on his holotab. I leaned in, trying to catch his eye. “Are you telling me I have to learn their tech and service it?”
    

    
      Hunar didn’t react except that his mane twisted, and he cleared his throat without looking up. “You’re the one who chose transport as your focus.” 
    

    
      I exploded in a rage of New Yorker hand gestures. “Yeah, transports! As in 
      Samridvean
       transports! I’m not gonna know my ass from an accelerator if these guys are as high tech as you’re saying. C’mon, Hunar, gimme a break!” 
    

    
      He leveled me with his most stubborn brick gaze and said, “You’ll start with the tug drone.”
    

    
      “Fuck,” I sighed, slouching in my chair. 
    

    
      “We haven’t taken it out of the crate since we arrived. Get it up and running, and no matter how late you’re here working on it, be back in by sixth turn, 
      sharp.” 
    

    
      My mouth and eyes widened in equal measure. “I didn’t even know a tug drone was a thing. How can I assemble it by morning?” 
    

    
      Hunar got to his feet with a hiss of displeasure. His glare locked with mine, a battle he easily won. “You humans are adaptable. You’ll figure it out.” He stalked out of the workshop without another word. 
    

    
      I slumped against the chair back in shock. A drone? I’d never even 
      looked
       at a drone, and whatever manual it came with would be only half-useful, since my transitor was still literally building itself in my eyeballs. I looked at Piro in panic-stricken silence, but he was on cloud nine. 
    

    
      “Gamma team! Can you believe it?!” 
    

    
      I blinked once, slow and hard. “No. No, I can’t.” 
    

    
      “Bree, they’re the galaxy’s 
      best.
       Meeting a Gamma is crazy. It’s like being struck by lightning!” 
    

    
      In my mind, that just meant they would be a pain in the ass. I got to my feet, soles inflamed from a day already running long, and shuffled over to Bajora’s workbench. The culinary engineer always had a functional unit at his station. More than that, the first thing he did was program in my favorites: coffee, bagels, salami, and 
      all
       the breakfast foods. Bajora and Hunar butted heads a lot, but I think he looked out for me, anyway. They all knew I was the only human working in the hangar, of course, but Bajora went the extra mile and never said a word about it. It made me feel like this was a real workplace, like they’d pulled me into the fold as a valued colleague. Well, maybe a very intrepid intern was more accurate. Either way, I was ridiculously proud of what I’d overcome since being imprisoned on the 
      Paramour.
       
    

    
      But I wasn’t much into projecting my feelings. I programmed in a coffee and a shot of whisky, then let them pour. “I can’t get your bird up and running,” I told Piro, pouring the shot of whisky into the coffee. “At least, not until I get this tug drone working. Are you cool with that?”
    

    
      “Oya,
       are you serious?” His mane shivered girlishly. “Of course I am! Come on, you gotta be a little excited, Bree.” 
    

    
      I couldn’t help the smirk that curled the corners of my mouth. Piro was so damned cute. “Yeah, I’m tits up about it.”
    

    
      “You think they’d let me watch their training?”
    

    
      I’d just lifted the nectar of life, the sweet bringer of caffeine and alcohol, to my mouth when my shoulder spasmed so badly, I thought I’d spill. I hid it well, setting the mug down on the worn table. This job was taking its toll. I was even doing weight training during my miniscule time off. I’d never been this fit in my life, and I still felt like I was losing an uphill battle. 
    

    
      “Training?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” he said with a demure shrug. “Training.”
    

    
      I inhaled slowly. “Is this about Naitee?” When he said nothing, I continued. “Just ask her out, man.” 
    

    
      “But my mother said I’m too soft.”
    

    
      My eyes bugged out of my skull. “Just 
      ask her out!
       Human women aren’t that complicated. We want a guy that’s genuinely nice, has some stability, and fucks our brains out, arright?” 
    

    
      I chugged half my coffee and found that the shot of whisky wasn’t nearly enough. When I looked at Piro, his lavender cheeks had turned eggplant purple. I snapped my mouth shut, replaying my little outburst back to myself. Whoops. He bit his lip with a pubescent clearing of his throat. 
    

    
      “I’m going to go—”
    

    
      “Yeah, for sure, you do you,” I said, tripping over his words with a frantic nod.
    

    
      He disappeared before either of us finished our sentences. Exhaustion seeped into the pores of my bones while I stared numbly around the empty workshop. I was already going on a ten-hour day. I didn’t want to work through the night. 
    

    
      Giving up wouldn’t get me anywhere either, though. I was suffering now, but all this work was good for me in the long run. Resigned, I pulled up the tug drone manual on my holotab and refilled my coffee.
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      A sea of crimson and violet foliage warbled in the warm, buttery breeze as Aavar’s transpo glided over the canopy. The grill’s jittery airstream sucked the trees under the front and out the back like the wake of a ship, churning their leaves and stirring up pollen to dust the afternoon sky. 
    

    
      Aavar watched, unblinking, expressionless, as the jungle slipped by. All but one of his hands lay limp in his lap. The last curled loosely around his lower armrest, wringing the worn and cracked polyurethane.
    

    
      His sulking stare flicked to Big Blue on the horizon. There was no better view of the giant toxic water planet than above the canopy, where its miles-deep chasms, underwater mountain ranges, and the scars of past collisions were unobstructed by Samridve’s city towers. Born and raised on Yaspur, Aavar hadn’t thought much about the planet to which his home moon was tidally locked, but now it felt sinister. Looming: a shadow his little home could never escape. 
    

    
      And that was how the humans felt, wasn’t it? Unlike the other delegates, he and Piro, the other transpo pilot that ferried goods to and from the human colony, had wide media access whenever they returned home. And Aavar had soaked it up. He’d enjoyed being on the inside of the galaxy’s biggest story. But now that he knew what that moratorium on contact was hiding, he felt ashamed. 
    

    
      The humans had endured so much. Rape. Torture. Death. Shattered lives. If only he’d known from the beginning, he wouldn’t have—
    

    
      Aavar’s dashboard flashed before he could slide into a familiar pit of despair. He flipped on his music and cranked the volume before accepting.
    

    
      “You gonna ask for clearance or what?” Hunar griped over the comm. 
    

    
      “What?!” Aavar goaded. “Can’t hear you!” 
    

    
      “Clearance granted! Pad two!” Hunar cut the call. 
    

    
      A self-destructive glint sparked to life in Aavar’s eyes. He requested a reconnect. 
    

    
      “What?” the engineer barked, picking up immediately. 
    

    
      “T-01-HC, requesting clearance to land.”
    

    
      “Fuck off, Medansh.” 
      Click.
    

    
      Three shining beacons of human hope rippled into view, the white chrome and glass home towers erupting from the red jungle a few miles ahead. They caught the light, burning Aavar’s eyes, but he couldn’t look away. His gut roiled like it did often these past couple months. 
    

    
      After his first week in the human colony, he’d sold off all his things, abandoned his little rooftop shack, and moved into his assigned transpo illegally. Not that Ambassador Zufi could do much about it, considering Aavar had blackmailed him to get into the program. Still, despite his distaste for Zufi and the callous way he regarded the human refugees, Aavar had become completely invested in the delegate program. He felt at home in the human colony, and the other shilpakaari there were slowly breaking through his deflective shell, too. So every cache he earned, he put towards paying off his synthcap, and once that debt was paid, he’d have more than enough to… 
    

    
      And this is where his good mood would always crash. Enough to what, propose a coupling with Bree Stewart? He didn’t know if he could coil anymore, but humans didn’t coil 
      at all,
       and Ezraji was proof that they didn’t need to in order to commit to someone. If he was lucky, if he worked hard to make Bree smile, if he could prove he was diligent, energetic, and loyal, maybe he could make up for his disfigurement. 
    

    
      Really, though, who had he been kidding? He was in no condition to compete, and his amputated tendrils weren’t the only reason. His mother had disowned him after he’d lost them. He had no property, no family, very few friends, and if he 
      wasn’t
       able to coil, he wouldn’t be able to sire children, either. Sure, he shared a unit with Piro at the human colony, but the view sucked, and if he was honest with himself, he’d spent so much time squatting in a custodial shed on top of a home tower that he wasn’t comfortable sleeping in open spaces anymore. The first night he’d slept in that bed, big enough he could unfurl his arms and legs, he’d found himself curled up in the closet the next morning. 
    

    
      His shortcomings, his efforts… Despite living a life best described as a tangled-up noodle, he’d had such vibrant hope. When Amelia had told them just what sorts of things had happened on the 
      Paramour,
       though, the intensity of its flame had turned Aavar’s soul to ash. He was still having nightmares after their little share circle, in which Amelia shared the horrific experience and the shilpakaari shared the aim of the delegate program. Bree in a care gown, pale and terrified, strapped down to a metal slab… He’d wake up with his tendrils so twisted up with anxiety that they’d cramp. 
    

    
      And if he was having nightmares, what must 
      she
       be going through? Worse, had he been a contributor? He hadn’t exactly been subtle all those blissfully ignorant months, clowning around like he did to protect himself, complimenting her butt, asking her out, being as Captain Obvious about his interest as possible... 
    

    
      The hangar stood open on both sides, its domed roof catching the morning sun in a flare of pink and orange. Aavar turned up the volume on his music and banked right for the doors that opened over the river rapids. His transpo bottomed out as it adjusted to the additional airspace beneath the craft, like taking ground transport over a bridge in summer when the joints have swollen. He spun the transpo on its nose, lining it up with the scorch marks at the lip of the doors, his heart in his throat. 
    

    
      Sure enough, Bree was there with her holotab flashing ultraviolet blue, waving him into the hangar. He hung in the air for a breathless moment, then keened on a sigh. Taupe coveralls, smudged with engine grease and soil, hugged her curves; the same set she always wore with the lower sleeves tied around her waist and extra-long pant hems tucked into her boots. She couldn’t see his expression from this distance, so he said what he always did from the safety of his cockpit. “Hi, beautiful. I’ve missed you.” 
    

    
      Once he nestled his transpo on pad two, idling and jettisoning the heat from the trip, Aavar unstrapped from the cockpit, shook out his tendrils, and plastered his famous vapid grin over the cracks in his confidence. 
    

    
      Bam bam bam!
    

    
      A tanned, clay-colored hand waved at him from the swivel window to the side of his dashboard. Bree was tall, but she wasn’t tall enough to peer through the windows into the cockpit. 
    

    
      “Jeezis,
       Aavar, can you turn that down?!” she yelled over the bump of his pop music. He peered down at her and tilted his head to the side, curling his tendrils around the scoop of his ear. 
    

    
      “What?!” he yelled back, having heard her perfectly fine. 
    

    
      She rolled her eyes and stomped towards the stern ramp. When it descended, she was standing at the bottom, her copious straw-colored silk swept in a tangled mess behind her head, arms on her substantial hips. She wasn’t looking at him, though, she was inspecting the transpo with a sharp eye. 
    

    
      “Anything need fixing?” she asked. 
    

    
      Aavar’s clownish cheer slid into a sincere smile while her attention was on the lower fuel cuspids. “Nope,” he said plainly. “No repairs needed.” 
    

    
      Predictably, her hawkish stare flew to his face and narrowed. “You haven’t needed repairs all month.” Aavar hopped down the side of the ramp to avoid brushing against her. He locked the ramp in place and waved to Piro as he trotted out from the workshop. Bree trailed him, trying her hardest to get him to look at her. “You used to need repairs every week.”
    

    
      Aavar shrugged, keeping his eyes to himself. “You’ve got enough on your plate. Besides, Hunar told me he’d serve up my mane like calamari if I kept sabotaging my transpo for you, even if it 
      was
       for educational purposes.” 
    

    
      Bree licked her teeth with suspicion. “Uh huh.” 
    

    
      “Hey Aavar!” Piro ran up, his lavender tendrils bouncing with youthful elasticity. He smiled his sweet, boyish smile and rubbed all four palms together. “Got much to unload?” 
    

    
      Aavar took in Piro’s new strap-ins, the silver cuff shining at the front of his mane, and felt a pang of insecurity, which prompted him to smile wider. He scuffed the top of Piro’s head and gave him a brotherly shove towards the ramp. “Yeah, packed to the gills. Is there a party I wasn’t invited to?”
    

    
      Piro scurried up the ramp with an awed smile. “Hunar didn’t tell you? Gamma team!”
    

    
      “Gamma what?”
    

    
      “Special forces,” Bree said from behind him. He spun around just in time to catch the exhaustion on her face. Her eye sockets were darker than usual, and there was more oil in her silk to make it look slick. She pressed her mouth into a thin, unamused smile. “Commander Atarian decided Samridve’s sentries weren’t good enough, so he’s sending in the cavalry tomorrow morning. Ten creds says your whole trunk is for them.” 
    

    
      Brow creased, Aavar looked into his cargo hold. Sure enough, nearly every crate was labeled priority without a return address. “Huh.” 
    

    
      “Look, I’m gonna be honest,” Bree sighed, pushing the top of her wrist to her forehead. “I have a lot to do today, and I don’t have the energy to figure out if you’ve actually done something to your transpo—”
    

    
      “I haven’t.”
    

    
      “—so if you could just tell me if you’ve been giving me some ultimate test the past few weeks—”
    

    
      “I swear I’m not.” 
    

    
      “—I’d really appreciate it, because seriously, it’s making me paranoid that you’re gonna drop like a stone one day.” 
    

    
      Piro shoved the first crate to the edge of the ramp with a loud scrape. Bree looked back at the noise and seized up with a grimace. She swore under her breath, working a knot out of her shoulder. Aavar’s natural tendrils immediately reached for her, while his bionic ones hung limp. He blinked down at them and slid his mane behind his shoulders before she could turn and see. 
    

    
      “Why don’t you take a break? You look like you need one,” he tried. 
    

    
      Bree shook her head and rolled her grey eyes. “I’ve got a tug drone to assemble before this Gamma guy shows up. I shouldn’t have even guided you in. It’s just a habit.” 
    

    
      That stung a little, so Aavar smiled. “I’ll make you a 
      kauphee
       then.” 
    

    
      “Thanks.” She smacked his upper arm in solidarity, glove to jacket. “You should check in with the boss anyway.”
    

    
      Bree walked away like it was the easiest thing in the world to do, her hips sashaying, repair kit jostling, while blood roared through Aavar’s veins. If he’d only had his jacket off. If she hadn’t been wearing her gloves. He’d have to remember for next time. Less is more. 
      Less is more, less is more, less is more…
    

    
      He smacked his temple, turning about-face towards the workshop. The one time Bree had touched him skin to skin had been two months prior; a handshake, the kind humans used to make a deal. He would stop breaking his transpo to get her attention if she’d take a day off and visit Samridve with him. A 
      Not
       Date. Now, his palms twitched any time she got close enough to touch. He wanted more handshakes. Actually, he wanted a lot 
      more
       than handshakes, but it wasn’t in the cards. He had to let it go.  
    

    
      Aavar swerved around the industrial shelves serving as the walls of the engineers’ workshop. Neither Hunar nor Bajora looked up from their tasks, each at his own workbench and engrossed in minutia. That suited Aavar just fine as he strolled across the room, humming to himself. He stopped by the food bay and programmed in some 
      ghot
       chips, then continued on towards their personal lockers, shrugging off his flight jacket and strap-ins. 
    

    
      With lidded curiosity, he checked the shelving unit to his right. Each engineer had their own shelf, labeled in Dharateen. Bree’s was easy to spot, if not for her name, then the adorably childish way she wrote in their language 
      by hand.
       Such an ancient novelty, the humans and their handwriting. He looked over her bins, dusting them with his palms. Opening each container, he topped off all her lubricants, charged her batteries, and refilled her tubs of bolts and wiring. Her signature wire cutters, with their lime green tape around the handle, had somehow migrated to Bajora’s shelf above, so he placed them where she could see them instead, right at the front of her backup tool belt. 
    

    
      As the food bay chimed that his chips were ready to eat, he thought of her grimace back at the transpo. He picked up one of her wrenches thoughtfully, head tilted to one side. It felt alright to him, but it was the length of her forearm and probably heavier. He tested the spring mechanism and loosened the tension just a hair.
    

    
      “You should tell her you fixed her locker,” Hunar grunted, bionic eye laser-focused on a circuit board. “She still thinks I did it.” 
    

    
      Aavar picked up a set of wire strippers made for power cables as thick as his wrist and adjusted their grip, too. He grinned at Hunar automatically. “What’s the fun in that?” 
    

    
      Bajora looked up at the ceiling with a sigh. “The 
      fun
       is her actually appreciating your good deeds,” he said in that signature purr. He set down the compressor he was taking apart, pulled the chips from the food bay, and set them roughly on the break table. 
    

    
      “Oo, could you program in a 
      kauphee?”
       Aavar chirped as Bajora took a step back towards his work. The other shilpakaar squinted at him with annoyance.
    

    
      “Are you going to tell her about the locker?” Bajora’s lower hand hovered over the food bay command as he stared Aavar down. 
    

    
      “Nope.” Aavar, done with the wire strippers, picked up her pliers. 
    

    
      “Wasted opportunity,” Bajora snapped. “What’s the point of being here if you won’t even try?”
    

    
      “Protecting them from people who 
      would
       try,” Aavar said, the anger seeping out around the edges of his eyes through the slow curl of his tendrils. He wore the same smile, but he could tell it wasn’t sitting right by the way Bajora and Hunar paused. 
    

    
      “Kid’s got a point,” Hunar admitted, getting back to his circuit. 
    

    
      “Says the man that won’t even say 
      hello
       to a human, let alone flash his colors at one.” Bajora glowered at them both, but programmed in the 
      kauphee
       anyway. “There’s nothing wrong with why we’re here. It’s only wrong if we push. Look at Ezra and Mel. They’re happy together.”
    

    
      Bajora had said it a dozen times, always with a tone of trying to convince himself it was the truth, but even the delegation’s biggest flirt had reined himself in significantly. 
    

    
      “Enough,” Hunar barked, glancing furtively in Bree’s direction. There was no way she could hear them over the sound of her pneumatic driver, but it didn’t matter. All three shilpakaari stretched uneasily. “We have enough problems around here without her finding out.” 
    

    
      The tension in the workshop deflated as the 
      kauphee
       finished. Aavar pushed off the shelving unit, took one last look to make sure he’d topped off all of Bree’s supplies, then grabbed up her drink. 
    

    
      “Give her a bottle of water, too. And a nutrient bar. She’s got a long night ahead of her,” Hunar called before Aavar could duck out. The older man tossed both across the room, which Aavar caught with ease, grinding his dental ridges together. He should have thought of it first. “When you’re done, we need to talk about tomorrow.”
    

    
      Aavar gave a nod, then headed out into the hangar. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Comfort was not really a factor in choosing the best spot at the hangar to watch the pink glint of the 
      Palembre
       in low-moon orbit, its shiny hull still capturing the light of the sun even though it had set more than an hour ago. Aavar and Piro had tried the tarmac and the patio where Hunar’s old furniture was fading in the sun and, honestly, a little too gross to sit on without a towel after the summer thunderstorms had rolled through. When Piro had suggested they head to the top of the home towers instead, Aavar had resisted. It felt wrong walking away from the hangar when the lights still glowed because Bree was working. 
    

    
      So up they went, onto the sloped hangar roof, where the sky was open without the thick jungle getting in the way. The climb was no more difficult for them than walking up a flight of stairs thanks to their four arms, made for swimming, what with the thin webbing between each finger, and climbing, aided by the additional thumb on each hand. As soon as their towels were down and their salted beers foaming at the neck, Piro laid back with a palm behind his mane and sighed happily. Aavar stretched his shoulders up to the night sky, then unzipped his undersuit and slid it down his legs. 
    

    
      “Uh…” Piro blinked at Aavar’s bare butt.
    

    
      The chief pilot wriggled out of the suit with considerable effort, sticking his tongue out one side of his mouth. His slitted nostrils flared as he pulled the hem over one heel, then the next. “Ha!” he said in triumph, slapping the suit down on his lap. 
    

    
      Piro propped himself up on his lower elbows, looking over Aavar’s knee. “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “The static latch at the bottom isn’t holding a charge anymore. I think the friction plate is fried.” Aavar pulled the suit inside out and leaned into the glow bleeding out of a skylight. “Might as well try to fix it while we sit around.” 
    

    
      “We’re not sitting around, we’re watching the 
      Palembre!
       Do you know how many famous people are up there that 
      no one’s
       heard of?” Piro’s eyes misted over in awe. “So cool.” 
    

    
      Aavar reached into the little pouch of tools he’d brought up and withdrew a driver. “Uh huh.” All his attention was focused on the tiny mechanism, which did, in fact, sport a discolored mark in the center of the friction plate. 
      “Chudthi,
       I knew it.” 
    

    
      “I know you don’t like spending money, but you really should just get a new suit, 
      syalī.”
       
    

    
      Aavar glanced at Piro and shuffled on his seat bones, uncomfortable with the respectful label. Every once in a while, Piro — sheltered, affluent, and barely out of boyhood — reminded Aavar that not everyone was a dick just because he’d lost half his mane. And that made him supremely uncomfortable. “I told you not to call me that.”
    

    
      “Oh, right. Sorry.”
    

    
      “And this suit’s just fine. I mean, look at it.” He held it up for them both to admire. The threadbare seams, stretched elastic, and discolored neckline were a tough sell, but Aavar patted it like it was the best personal transpo on the used lot. 
      “Oya,
       where am I ever going to find something that fits me so perfectly?”
    

    
      “I’m not convinced it 
      ever
       fit you, though. It’s two inches too short in the wrists and ankles.” 
    

    
      “I like it. It’s my lucky suit.” Aavar kept the pout out of his voice, then returned his attention back to the finicky latch.
    

    
      “I bet Bree could fix it. Her fingers are a lot smaller than ours.” 
    

    
      Aavar knew Bree could fix it, but there were three problems with going to her for help. 
    

    
      One. She was on a tight deadline. The tug drone was making her pull on her silk like she wanted to rip it off her head. When she’d done that in front of him, he’d visibly cringed. There was no way he was going to interrupt her focus, especially after she threw her wrench, complaining about missing parts. 
    

    
      Two. She’d see how old they actually were. Namit had given them to him when he’d been called in as a reserve pilot for the refugee trans-atmo pickup six satbits ago, and they were the only pair he had.
    

    
      And three. The latch was in the crotch. As much as the other two reasons gave him pause, neither was truly off-limits. Aavar really had very little problem interrupting Bree, because he’d offer to help her in exchange. She’d take the offer, he’d get his suit fixed, and they’d spend time together without Hunar breathing down their necks. That was a 
      very
       tempting win-win scenario. And the old suit? It was embarrassing, but compared to all the other things wrong with his life, it was hardly the worst. He didn’t mind if she thought he was poor, because it was true. But what he 
      did
       mind was the possibility of Bree misconstruing his latch problem as a come-on. Aavar liked to press buttons, after all. Before he’d known what had happened to the humans, he 
      would
       have used it as a flirtatious opportunity. 
    

    
      “I’m not going to ask Bree, because I’d rather impress her by fixing it myself,” Aavar lied. He had absolutely no intention of bragging about fixing his broken crotch. 
    

    
      Something down in the hangar banged loudly. Piro and Aavar both rolled onto their stomachs and looked down into the skylight just in time to witness Bree throw her wrench across the docking bay again. 
    

    
      “Fuck you, tug drone!” she roared, pointing at it like it had a warrant out for its arrest. 
    

    
      “I guess she does have her hands full,” Piro agreed.
    

    
      Thinking she was alone, Bree continued her tirade, stomping across the hangar to collect spare parts. “... and your stupid 
      packaging
       doesn’t even include a 
      duvi-
      56 ball joint! What nimrod decided it was a good idea to send a tug drone out here without its ball joint?! That’s a pivotal part, 
      literally!
       How did this thing even make it past quality control?! Fucking 
      asswipes—”
    

    
      Aavar sighed, mouth upturned, and laid his cheek on his upper hands. She was such a piston.
    

    
      “She told me she likes your colors,” Piro said in a singsong voice. Aavar’s pomegranate red eyes dulled. 
    

    
      “Any woman can like your colors, Piro, but it doesn’t mean she likes 
      you.”
    

    
      The younger man shrugged. “Yeah, I—I know. But she said your colors are refreshing, like a tree… 
      fraug?”
    

    
      Aavar pressed his eyes closed, finding it difficult to breathe for all the emotional stones being piled on his back. He cut the conversation short, abandoning his aerial view of Bree, and returning to the broken static latch. “Think this’ll hold?”
    

    
      Piro leaned over his lap and grimaced. “Maybe for a sol or two. You really need to just buy a new suit. It’s not 
      that
       expensi— Woah, look!”
    

    
      The junior pilot pointed up into the sky at two glittering specks, smaller than the 
      Palembre
       and descending quickly. Aavar swore. 
    

    
      “Come on, we need to get everybody up.”
    

    
      Piro scrambled to his feet as Aavar crammed himself back in his undersuit. “Why would they come early?”
    

    
      “My guess?” Aavar postured, wriggling his arms into their sleeves while he stuffed his feet back into his boots. “They’re on Helion time, and right now it’s—” He smacked his holotab. “—seventh turn there. Latch, don’t fail me now!” Aavar adjusted his crotch, then zipped up his suit. To his relief, it held. Without collecting their open beers or towels, he slid down the side of the roof towards the grass. 
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      Four pairs of boot liners, six black undershirts and briefs, scar salve, a plate file, two pairs of glove liners, greave padding, two tac belts, one tac bandolier, three plasma grenades (including Piff), one vantablade, one ammo tote, his bio-defensible regulated environsuit, two pillows…
    

    
      Vindilus looked down at the second pillow laid out on his bed. Smaller, pink with a cute little ruffle around the edges, splotched with faded brown and yellow spots where one’s head rested. He inspected the room with brow plates raised and found Pom Pom standing on his desk, raiding her sleepover cubby.
    

    
      “Pom…” he sighed, leaning his palm on the wall for support. “I told you, you gotta stay on the 
      Pal.”
       
    

    
      Pom Pom turned around, her arms laden with packaged snacks she’d bought on Helion during their last shore leave, two undersuits, and her favorite stuffy. She shrugged and hopped down. “No, I don’t.” She started stuffing her own duffel bag full, and Vindilus stared at the ceiling, praying for patience. She took one of his sodas off the windowsill and the arms master jumped into action 
    

    
      “Hey, 
      no,
       that’s mine. You’re not packing any of this.” He snatched his soda back and pulled her stuffy out of her bag, reaching for more. 
    

    
      “Hey! You get to take Piff, though, that’s not fair!”
    

    
      Vindilus gave her a hard stare and pointed at the dud grenade she’d fingerpainted a face onto when she was still in diapers. “I get to take Piff, because I’m going down to Yaspur for a few weeks, and 
      you
       are not.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom growled at him in frustration, then withdrew another soda from her duffel bag and threw it at his head. It crashed against one of his short spires, the aluminum tearing open and spewing sticky sweet liquid all over the floor and Vin’s black shirt. “There! Happy? I won’t steal your soda anymore, so can I go?” 
    

    
      Vindilus stared at her beneath a heavy brow as his favorite 
      persici
       flavor dripped onto his flat nose. With a belabored sigh, he pulled off his shirt, tossed it to the ground, and began rubbing it over the mess with his boot. “It’s not about the soda, Pom Pom, and you know it. There are shilpakaari in the human colony. We talked about this.” 
    

    
      Unlike most little girls, Pom Pom didn’t continue her tantrum. Vindilus watched sideways as she sized him up, clenched her fists, then calmly put her things back in her duffel. 
    

    
      “That’s why I want to go,” she told him. “I don’t 
      want
       to be stuck on the 
      Palembre
       forever. And I miss my friends.” She said the last part just a little more quietly than the rest, her hand pausing over her stuffy. Liv had given it to her before they left Helion. She said it looked like an animal on Earth called a 
      hippoh.
       Pink with big tusks. She said 
      hippohs
       liked the water, just like the shilpakaari, and that the only real difference was the long tail and fuzzy ears. Pom Pom hadn’t let go of it since. 
    

    
      The humans were special to everyone on the 
      Palembre,
       but especially to Vindilus. They’d been a light in Pom Pom’s childhood that he hadn’t realized she’d lost until he’d seen the magic ignite when she’d met Rambir. The human whelps didn’t know that they were expected to judge her, so they’d included her, laughed, played, talked. He’d never seen her so happy. 
    

    
      Which was why he was so terrified of them spending more time together, especially with other shilpakaari looming on the fringes. They would recognize her biorig immediately and warn the humans. Would they become afraid of her? Run her out of the colony? Refuse to let her see the other whelps? She’d survived being tossed aside on Dharatee, but if the humans did it, he wasn’t sure his little wingman would make it out with her spirit intact. 
    

    
      Pom Pom’s little hand wrapped around his thumb and Vindilus paused scrubbing his dirty shirt into the floor. He stared at the dented soda can, at a loss. “I don’t want to leave you here, squirt,” he admitted. “I’m gonna miss you.” 
    

    
      “You don’t have to miss me, stupid.” She pulled on Vin’s hand so her giant protector would look down at her. The massive venandi absolutely belonged to the pint-sized troublemaker. “I’m going with you.” 
    

    
      Vin felt his resolve weaken. “You need to run the armory while I’m gone.”
    

    
      “Holdan can do it. I trained him.” 
    

    
      “You what?”
    

    
      “I showed him during our off hours. He’s way faster at inventory than me. He interfaced with the armory, so now everything just pops up on his holotab. Besides, he likes organizing.” 
    

    
      Vin squinted at her. So that’s what she had been up to. Every once in a while, Pom Pom wanted her own space, which was fine by Vindilus. She’d peace out to her own quarters for a couple of sols and he’d let loose a little: walk around naked, get buzzed, stay up late, watch porn.
    

    
      When Pom Pom gave him a couple days to himself, he could stretch out on his bed and hold his cock in a vise. He could growl and swear and buck his hips. He could edge himself for hours with the smell of convergence stuck in his lungs, taunting him, making him savage and desperate just to 
      connect
       with another person. Sure, he could cache in a booty call, but there was no connection there. It was like drinking salt water while dying of thirst. After the 
      Paramour
       raid, he’d felt ravenous for more… something out of his reach.
    

    
      Vin tried his best to be a good… a good 
      guardian
       for the kid. But as wrapped up as he’d been in his own unhappiness lately, he hadn’t realized she’d been spending time with Liv’s new recruits. Liv trusted them, so he tolerated them, but they kept secrets. His stare narrowed in thought. Holdan wasn’t bad, but he was a cop through-and-through and reported back to the Atarian magistrata on the sly. Vin didn’t get along with straight-laced guys too often. And he 
      definitely
       didn’t get along with them when they were traipsing through his armory full of unregistered, unregulated, black-market gems. 
    

    
      But even worse than the idea of coming back to an armory cleaned out of his illegal treasure trove was the idea of returning to a Pom Pom with a new sidekick and new inside jokes. Vin was a greedy bastard.
    

    
      “Maybe you should come with me,” he heard himself saying. 
    

    
      Pom Pom bumped her fist against his hip because she was too short to bump his shoulder. “See? I knew you’d figure it out.” 
    

    
      He licked his bifurcated lip with his dark blue tongue. “Hold up, let’s talk about this for real.” He swerved her around before she could pack her stuffy and knelt in front of her. “What happens if the other shilpakaari don’t want to talk to you?”
    

    
      She shrugged. “That’s not new. I just ignore them and stay out of their way.” 
    

    
      “They might tell the humans, you know. Your friends might not like you so much after that.”
    

    
      She looked down at Vin’s hands in thought. “Mm… If that happens, I’ll try to explain. But I won’t be pushy. Maybe we can compromise.” 
    

    
      Vin nodded slowly. “But first, you tell me. If someone looks like they’re going to threaten you, what do you do?”
    

    
      “I pull the pin on my stuffy and yell,” she struck a pose, one hand forward, the other hand up as if to brandish something, “stay back, asshole!”
    

    
      Vin reared back, brow raised in an expression teetering between shock and pride. “You didn’t 
      actually
       put a grenade in your stuffy, did you?”
    

    
      Pom Pom shrugged dubiously. “No, but they won’t know that.” 
    

    
      The little girl and her demon stared at each other for a prolonged breath, then both burst into laughter. Vin got to his feet, rubbing the top of her hood. “Fuck it. I’ll let the commander know. You keep packing, and don’t steal anymore of my sodas.” They both glanced at the windowsill, where the rest of his stash was already gone. He rolled his eyes. “Fine, pack ‘em, but you gotta share. Food bays off Helion don’t make those.” 
    

    
      “Okay!” She dumped the contents of her pockets into her duffel as Vin left his quarters. 
    

    
      He took the shortcut up to the bridge via the commander’s personal armory and ran through preparations in his head. He’d contacted the colony’s engineer and given them a standard departure time, inventoried all their gear and put in orders for the rest from Samridve, strapped down their rides for the trans-atmo flight… 
    

    
      After the Figment had terrorized Dr Ahlberg and her coil, Ezraji Zarabi, down in the human colony, Olivia had insisted that Thel inspect the colony’s defenses. Sure, it was a remote location, and the coordinates were locked down solid, but being remote also meant that if there was a problem, it would be harder to respond. As in the Figment's case. The doc’s coil had nearly died waiting for their medical team. Sorry bastard. 
    

    
      And Thel was less than impressed. The Samridvean ambassador was a slimeball and sent a good troop to stake out the jungle around the colony but had done it so quickly that he hadn’t run new background checks on any of the sentries. Within a couple days, photos of the humans playing, swimming, and basking in the sun had leaked into the media. The resulting bullshit Olivia had to deal with in the public eye made Vindilus’ blood boil. 
    

    
      It hadn’t been a surprise when Thel put Vin in charge of collecting a small team. The smaller the number, the better. And though he hadn’t known the bogs, Roav and Jharim, for too long, he liked them. They’d sacrificed big for Liv, which was a glittery smiley face sticker in his ledger. Besides, bogs could download skill sets. If they needed first responders in the colony? Check. Irrigation specialists? Check. Back-up domestic engineers? Fucking. Check. They could even stay on sentry watch for days without needing a charge. It was a win-win. 
    

    
      And then there was indestructible, terrifying Sizzle. He’d had to call in all of his favors to get that lunatic on loan.
    

    
      The lift doors opened and Vin sauntered out, checking the countdown. Twenty beats til seventh turn, Helion time. Perfect. He hiked up the waist of his pants and sauntered out onto the command deck.
    

    
      Thel’s
       vira
       leaned against the railing, overlooking the crew as they worked. Olivia was a human that had inherited the commander’s color-changing skin upon their convergence, but right now she looked the same as the day they’d abducted her from Earth. Her silk was brown like roasted nuts, swept up into a twist at the back of her crown, and her skin was creamy with a yellow tint, as if she might tan but never burn. Just then, she was engrossed in her reading, eyes locked on her holoscreen. Vin checked Thel wasn’t nearby, then activated his bionic lens and zoomed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      SAMRIDVE DIVERSIFICATION SERVICES
    

    
      Helping interspecial families for nearly a century.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re getting diversified?” he asked over her shoulder, awed. Liv jumped a foot in the air, spinning around with a wide-open expression of shock. Her skin and silk blinked straight to black as if she were a shadow. 
    

    
      “
      Jeezis
       Fucking 
      Kryest!”
       she yelled at him, patting her heart. “God 
      damn
       it, Vin.” 
    

    
      Vin would normally find getting the jump on his friend pretty damn funny, but his eyes were stuck on that holotab, still open on a mission statement from a diversification clinic. His heart pounded hard, looking at that page. “You’re going to have a baby?” 
    

    
      Vin’s soul simultaneously soared and shredded itself into pieces. He wanted his closest friends to have a family if they wanted, but he knew that meant nothing would be the same, and he was already standing on shaky ground. Seeing how happy they were chewed at him. He’d entertained the possibility that he was in love with Olivia, but he didn’t think it was that simple anymore. When he saw how much they filled each other up, it made his insides echo like a cavern, but he wasn’t jealous of Thel.
    

    
      Liv glanced at her holotab and clicked it closed. “No,” she sighed, straightening her green ambassador’s uniform. “It’s for Ezra and Amelia.” In a sudden fit of rage, Liv smacked Vin hard on the chest. “What are you doing spying on me, anyway?!” 
    

    
      He blinked out of his stupor and cleared his throat with a sheepish chuckle. “Sorry, I… Pom Pom wants to go with me to the human colony. I was looking for Thel, so he could sign off on it.” 
    

    
      She watched him closely, then crossed her arms. “I was looking for a doctor I can trust to make a trip out to the colony, but most of them are hjarna and want to write papers about human biology. I’m not comfortable with that yet, so it’s been a slog. Gonna have to get creative…” When she saw the look of disbelief on Vin’s face, she put her hand on his shoulder and smiled that stubborn smile. “As for us, it’s not on the radar. But if we plan to diversify, I promise you’ll be the first person we tell.” Vin let out a slow breath and nodded. Satisfied, Liv called Thel up from the objective deck, where most of the crew worked. 
    

    
      “You need something, Arms Master?” Commander Atarian asked as he bounded up the stairs in his dark blue uniform. He and Liv were paragons of professionalism, but he couldn’t help brushing his mandibles against his 
      vira’s
       cheek, anyway. 
    

    
      Liv waved. “You two talk. I’m going to comm this doctor.”
    

    
      Both venandi nodded to her. “I hope they survive the interrogation,” Thel teased as she wandered away. He watched her go, and once she was gone, he spoke in a low tone. “Tighten the hinges on your mouth parts, Vin. We’ve only been converged for half an orbit. I enjoy being inside her too much to worry about having whelps anytime soon.” 
    

    
      Vin huffed with amusement, shaking out his mandibles. “Won’t that keep up until you’ve 
      had
       whelps? Pretty sure that's the whole point of converging, brother.”
    

    
      Thel winked, an uncharacteristically playful grin spreading across his uptight, by-the-book face. “If the urge ever leaves me, it’s because I’m dead. What do you need?” 
    

    
      “Pom Pom has convinced me she should come to the human colony.”
    

    
      “Surprise, surprise. ADI, grant Pom Pom off-vessel leave on Yaspur, and have SMO Veel prep her med kit.”
    

    
      “Okay!” the AI bubbled from above. “For long-term travel or tourism?”
    

    
      “Long-term.” They weren’t sure exactly how long they’d be on the surface, so better safe than sorry. “And have her meds rerouted to Samridve.” 
    

    
      “You got it!” she said. Simultaneously, the robotic version of her voice echoed over the public speakers on the bridge. “The 
      Mummer
       has initiated docking protocols. Contact in twelve beats.”
    

    
      Thel clapped Vin on the shoulder. “That’s your cue. Be safe down there and keep the riff raff from getting into too much trouble.” 
    

    
      “Are you talking about Pom Pom, Sizzle, or the bogs?”
    

    
      Thel raised one brow. “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Fair.”
    

    
      He clapped Vin on the shoulder. “Stay safe down there. Who knows what’s brewing.”
    

    
      Vin scoffed. “Nothing we can’t handle. And you get my girl pregnant while I’m gone, I’ll punch your fangs out, y’dig?”
    

    
      They both laughed. “Are you suggesting you witness the act?”
    

    
      Vin’s balls were so blue that it was a far more appealing offer than Thel was probably prepared to hear. “You know me, Thel. Always up for a party.” He shook his mandibles in jest, then jogged to meet Pom Pom in the receiving bay, just in time for the 
      Mummer
       to lower its shields. Out the long, narrow windows, Vin watched the dangerous ship come to port and his grip on Pom Pom’s shoulder tightened.
    

    
      Unlike the 
      Palembre,
       a shining edifice of the ISU’s might and righteousness, the 
      Mummer
       was a ghost. Long tubes of black metal jutted off the hull like the spikes of a lionfish, their surfaces a mosaic of dark mirrors, constantly adjusting to the light of every star, ensuring the vessel would remain invisible. Designed by a biognostic savant, who also happened to be an asshole, its unique armor refracted honing frequencies and tracking devices. And if anyone ever had the misfortune of being the first vessel to maroon the 
      Mummer,
       its positively fluffy and wholesome exterior would punch spikes through the thick hulls of most other ships, siphoning energy reserves, overloading engine cores, and disintegrating system AI’s… The ship wasn’t just a marvel of engineering; it was a monster. 
    

    
      The 
      Mummer
      ’s gangplank latched onto the pressurized corridor, the entrance used by anyone arriving on a bird too big for the 
      Palembre’s
       docking bay. “Doesn’t matter if you’ve lived on that thing or not. It always packs a punch, doesn’t it?” 
    

    
      Pom Pom nodded in agreement, excitedly bouncing from foot-to-foot beside him. “It’s the coolest ship 
      ever.”
    

    
      Vindilus couldn’t have agreed more. He sought his old window with a smirk, remembering every corridor, every fight, every drink… Gamma team had been his gateway to a better life. They operated on the teetering edge, the kind of head space that confused ideas like justice and vengeance, dignity and pride, battle and slaughter. More often than not, they fell just on this side of right, which is how Vin began to tell the difference between living for himself and living for a real purpose. 
    

    
      And how he found Pom Pom.
    

    
      The walls hissed and their ears popped as the ship brought its pressure to keel. The doors opened on a volcanic growl, revealing a massive hellhound that rivaled Vin in height, with blackened red fur and gigantic eagle talons. It stared at the three of them with bloodlust reflected in its flat, jaundiced stare.
    

    
      “Sizzle!” Pom Pom squealed, running towards the beast. 
    

    
      “Here we go.” Vin rolled his eyes with amusement. 
    

    
      “Snacklette,” the beast snickered. His jaw unzipped all the way down his throat in a hungry, neon yellow, Y-shaped grin. A black, sticky tongue lolled out of his mouth and slid up the side of Pom Pom’s suit. She ignored the threat of the bilong’s tongue and collapsed into Sizzle’s matted fur. “You taste just as bad as I remember. How safe for you.” 
    

    
      “I missed you, too.” 
    

    
      “Since when does Traveler let a bilong onto his precious ship?” Jharim asked as he and Roav approached, duffels in hand. Vin nodded to the bogs in greeting. 
    

    
      “Since the maniac realized they could withstand the vacuum of space,” he answered, skirting around the joyful reunion, looking for the biognostic in question. “See that net full of junk?” They all turned to look out the window. Sure enough, trailing behind the 
      Mummer,
       there was a mangled ball of ship scrap. “That’s his pantry.” 
    

    
      “Cushy, innit?” Sizzle, well, 
      sizzled
       with amusement. “I’ll miss it.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. The drones are shoving it in Vindilus’ vessel as we speak,” Traveler assured him, sauntering down the gangplank. He was Gamma’s biognostic captain, only recognizable because he was always changing. The bog had designed and built the ship with his own hands. Hands that now looked human, with two gilded trigger fingers and the rest matte black. He grinned, the lower half of his industrial face a gleaming, golden human jawbone. The rest of his head was tactical, faceted, and topped with three scoping lenses.  
    

    
      He trained his lenses on the two bogs standing behind Vin, one scope swiveling to take each of them in. The one in the middle of his forehead slid to the back of his crown, traveling along a mohawk track, to watch Pom Pom. “What do you think of my shave?” he asked, rubbing his jaw. As usual, the man was obsessed with his own appearance. 
    

    
      “I like it, Uncle Trav!” Pom Pom said with enthusiasm.
    

    
      Jharim snorted, his subwoofer scratching the air with irritation. “It’s disgraceful,” Jharim spat. “Taking the dead likeness of our hosts.”
    

    
      Vin waffled his head back and forth. “Ehh, he’s right, Trav. It’s a shit idea.”
    

    
      That jester grin widened, baring black carbon fiber fangs. “If it pisses off our Jharim, here, that makes it a 
      great
       idea. It’s eighty percent of the reason I accepted your request for a loan.”
    

    
      “You already know each other?” Pom Pom asked. Trav’s head turned all the way around on its swivel joint to look at her. 
    

    
      “All bogs talk, Pomahrutvi. That’s the point of being a hive mind connected through Unity.” He tilted his head, refocusing all three lenses on her. “But I haven’t heard from those two in a 
      long
       time…”
    

    
      Jharim growled from within his chest, not the full rev of a venandi, but gritty and clear all the same, and shouldered ahead of Roav. “Let’s not pretend this is a heartwarming reunion.” He adjusted his duffel and pointed at Sizzle, who was licking the floor like a sommelier judging a rare vintage. 
      “You.
       Zip up your neck and put on your muzzle. Don’t lick 
      anything.
       You aren’t to eat a single bolt.” 
    

    
      Sizzle looked at Trav for confirmation, and when the captain gave it, he mewled and rolled his tongue back into his mouth. “Fine,” he groused. 
    

    
      “Let’s go.” He turned narrow sights on Trav with suspicion, grabbed Roav's duffel and stalked towards their trans-atmo vessel, smacking into the captain’s shoulder. The bog lazily raised his hands in surrender, enjoying himself far too much. 
    

    
      Roav paused as they passed, looking the captain up and down. “I would wish you go in Unity, but the sentiment would be disingenuous.”
    

    
      “I haven’t been with Unity in a long time. I suspect you two haven’t, either.”
    

    
      Roav looked speculatively over Trav’s casings, then walked on in silence. 
    

    
      “I take it you have a history?” Vin said, brow raised. 
    

    
      “Mm.” Trav watched his fellow biognostics’ receding backs with a hunter’s glint in his eye. “You’re welcome, by the way,” he said, swiveling his head back around and nodding at Sizzle, “for the loan. Keep me up to date. The 
      Mummer
       is always just a sol away.” 
    

    
      Vin knew Trav would be watching, but he had to be okay with that. When it came to small teams, Sizzle was worth a hundred highly trained men. He was one of three bilongs with permission to travel Intersolar Union space, and Trav used that to his advantage every opportunity he had. The most expensive Gamma op in the history of Trav’s team was the captain’s ticket to a front-row seat in the human colony. 
    

    
      Vindilus swooped his head with respect to his old boss, hitched their bags over his shoulder and let Pom Pom hug the madman one more time before steering her away.
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      The 
      duvi-
      56 ball joint was a spherical bearing designed to connect the MasterPro V58008 Tug’s main engine pod to its tug arm for steering and handling versatility on the tarmac. It consisted of a bearing stud and socket enclosed in a case-hardened socket seat for a longer service life, but it 
      fucking
       
      didn’t,
       because the only piece of the 
      duvi-
      56 ball joint still in its rotted plastic packaging was a shattered chunk of black rubber. I threw down the manual and pointed at it with a vehement growl. 
    

    
      “I don’t know how to file a complaint, but you’re a zero-star piece of crap. And if I type your stupid model number into my high school calculator, it’s gonna spell ‘BOOBS.’ Very mature!”
    

    
      I couldn’t figure out a solution. I’d scoured our supplies for any other ball joint that could fit, but, honestly, who has a surplus of ball joints just lying around? We had machines from the same company, but no luck with them either. And levipucks? They had a carrying capacity of about five hundred pounds; not enough for anything bigger than a moped, and I was pretty sure this new security team wasn’t showing up on pastel Vespas. 
    

    
      Something on the roof slid off the dome with a muffled scrape that sounded like a raccoon stuck in the attic. I looked up, following the sound as two distinct 
      thumps
       landed in the grass by the side door. 
    

    
      “Bree!” Piro gasped, pinwheeling inside. Aavar followed, closing up his undersuit in a rush, stretching his legs and arms out like he was squeezing into compression tights, all stork legs and 
      Flying Circus
       funny walks. 
    

    
      “You guys were on the roof?” I asked, hands on my hips. I looked up at the dome a good seventy-five feet above us, impressed. 
    

    
      “Gamma’s on their way down!” Piro couldn’t contain his excitement, even as he tried to warn me, eyes wide with an uncontrollable smile lighting up his features. My eyes bulged and my mouth fell open. 
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      Aavar strapped his boots on and flung his tendrils over his shoulder. They landed with a thud against his back. “We knew you’d be excited,” he teased. 
    

    
      I pressed my palms against my temples in despair, shaking my head. “But I can’t move any of their stuff! I don’t have the parts I need.” 
    

    
      “Is it just the 
      duvi-
      56?” Aavar asked, looking over the mostly assembled drone. I met his appraising look with dumbfounded hopelessness and nodded. How did he know? He grinned lopsidedly. “We can print a temp on Hunar’s workbench. We’ll need five or six. Temps are plas, so they only last an hour tops.” 
    

    
      I blinked at him, half pissed at Hunar for not telling me that, and half ready to kiss Aavar, I was so happy he had a solution. “We can do that? I didn’t know we could do that.” 
    

    
      Aavar shrugged sheepishly. “It’s not exactly regulation, so call it creative problem-solving? I’ll print. You comm the cavalry.” 
    

    
      While Piro gave us updates on the team’s descent, gripping the side door and hanging out like he was on the bow of a ship, Aavar and I sprang into action. I fell to my knees and started picking up the anti-static plastic wrap, extra bolts, and defunct ball joint scraps, tossing it all into the drone’s crate. I commed Hunar first. 
    

    
      “What is it?” he asked, sounding like a tumbler full of gravel.
    

    
      “Gamma’s on their way down, that’s what,” I said, huffing and puffing. He cursed under his breath, then cursed more loudly. “And Booby doesn’t have a fuckin’ ball joint, so Aavar’s printing plas temps. You are 
      not
       holding me responsible if it falls apart.”
    

    
      “What is a booby and why do I care?” Hunar sounded simultaneously confused and disgruntled. The muffled static of clothing scraping over his linguitor hit my ears.
    

    
      I blinked, my mind rebooting. “Boobs? Tits? You know, my bouncy parts?”
    

    
      There was a long silence. “My linguitor says a booby is a bird.” 
    

    
      I wiped my mental board clean with a swipe of my hand. “Tits, then. I bet my left tit often enough that you gotta know that word by now.”
    

    
      “My linguitor says that a tit is also a kind of bird. You haven’t been betting birds?”
    

    
      “Just get over here!” I ended the comm and brought up Bajora as I pulled Booby onto its side and opened the bottom casing where the ball joint would need to be inserted. 
    

    
      “Two minutes!” Aavar bellowed from the workshop.
    

    
      “They just broke atmo!” Piro said from the door as a peel of thunder reverberated through the hangar. 
    

    
      My linguitor beeped. “I know you aren’t looking for a good time, Bree, so this had better be good,” Bajora groaned. 
    

    
      “Gamma’s here.”
    

    
      “Good for them.”
    

    
      “You don’t need to be here?” I asked. I could 
      feel
       the begrudging eye roll before he spoke. 
    

    
      “No, I’m just a culinary engineer. But I bet Ezra does… Fine, I’ll let him know.” He clicked off the comm. 
    

    
      Aavar slid down next to me, a hot plastic joint hopping between his four palms like a juggler playing hot potato. I stopped him before he could insert it. “No! It needs to cool down first. If it’s hot, it’ll warp.” 
    

    
      With Aavar’s lower hands in a set of thick gloves, I sprayed it with nitro-coolant and we set it in its casing. Panting, sweating, I stood up and connected the drone to my holotab, officially designating its name as Booby. It hovered off the ground and began running diagnostics on its drive pods, articulated lenses, and tug arm. I leaned back against the crate and brushed a droplet of sweat from my temple. 
    

    
      “Thanks, Aavar. You just saved my ass,” I said with a breathless smile. He grinned up at me from a crouch, all four elbows perched on his knees. Then his eyes landed on something at the hangar entrance and his expression shifted. 
    

    
      I glanced over my shoulder to find Ezraji jogging towards us with Imani James on his heels. As the windows rattled and the spare parts on our shelves clattered and tinkled in their containers, she stared up at the sky like it might fall on us, eyes wide and questioning. 
    

    
      “Bree! What’s going on?” she yelled over the crescendo, putting a companionable arm around my shoulder. 
    

    
      I cupped my hands around my mouth and leaned into her ear. “Gamma team’s landing early!” 
    

    
      “Who?!”
    

    
      “New security!”
    

    
      She reared back from me with incredulous shock, the pale vitiligo patterns around her eyes and jaw warping with surprise. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” She trained her question on Aavar, who held up his hands in surrender. He fitted the cowl of his undersuit over his ears as the sound became unbearable. Piro did the same, yelling and pointing out the door as the trees whipped violently and the palm fronds thwacked into the hangar. 
    

    
      That was my cue, so I brought up the traffic baton on my holotab. I pressed one ear into my shoulder and covered the other with my palm as I pushed past Piro and headed out onto the tarmac to guide them in. 
    

    
      The ship was massive, taking up two-thirds of our tarmac, with a bloated belly made for ferrying other vehicles and angled feet that hovered ten meters in the air, waiting for guidance. The force of its upward thrusters nearly flung me off my feet, grit and dirt and pebbles blasting into my face. Someone yanked me back by the scruff of my neck. It was Hunar as he shoved an oversized helmet on my head, its long canvas skirt falling over my shoulders and arms to ward off flying debris. I held the wobbling helmet in place as he gave me a solid pat on the back and strode out with me, baton waving, helmet skirt flapping. 
    

    
      We guided the ship in, and she settled gently without so much as a bump against the high piles of return crates and decommissioned scrap. The helmet was a full visor and hid my punchy grin the whole time, but Hunar bumped my arm with his two left fists as soon as the ramp hissed and the interior of the ship started its atmospheric acclimation process. 
    

    
      “Good work.” 
    

    
      Good work.
       My cheeks prickled hot with pride. Hunar had never given me a compliment before. I strode back to the hangar like I was walking on air. Until I heard the fighting. 
    

    
      “You didn’t think to check if the rest of us knew or not?” Imani seethed. 
    

    
      “You’ll like them, Imani,” Piro said, his tendrils rubbing together anxiously as he tried smiling at her. “Gamma team is amazing. They’re the best force in the galaxy.” 
    

    
      Imani trained her lion’s stare on him like he was a guinea pig making too much noise and she was hungry. He shrank away, his mane sliding behind his shoulders in submission.
    

    
      Ezraji held out his hands in a placating gesture, redirecting her attention. “I assumed Ambassador Atarian would contact each of you. I had no way of knowing she’d only reached out to Hunar, otherwise I would have told you myself.”
    

    
      Imani’s crescendoing suspicion landed on me and eased a bit. “Did you know, at least?”
    

    
      I tossed my visor aside with a shrug. “Not until around dinner. We didn’t know they were showing up early, though. Something about time zones.”
    

    
      “I should talk to Hunar,” she sighed, brushing her palms over her short carpet of dense black hair. “Where is he?”
    

    
      I pointed with my thumb out on the tarmac. “He’s unloading.”
    

    
      Imani sidled her way past Ezraji and Piro with an unhappy glower, holding back what was probably a major flare of anger. Ever since the Figment incident, Imani had taken it upon herself to train lookouts and order defensive gear and rations on her own dime. She was even going on nature walks with Amelia and Ezraji, learning predator tracks and plants. Security was a serious gig for her. Aavar held the door open, his jaw tight. I searched Piro out and pointed to Booby. 
    

    
      “You know how to get that thing up?” I asked. He nodded vigorously. Then I stalked out the door after Imani, Aavar hot on my tail. 
    

    
      “Hunar!” she called. When he didn’t turn around to look at her, she shoved his shoulder from behind, not hard enough to start a fight, but definitely hard enough to get his attention. He whipped around, mane writhing under the hood of his helmet. 
    

    
      “What?” he griped as people walked down the ramp from the ship. I hardly noticed, riveted on the impending dumpster fire in front of me. 
    

    
      “Why didn’t you tell Marcella and I about a new security team showing up in the middle of the night? I thought we agreed, no more secrets.”
    

    
      The tension in the air tightened like a guitar string as Hunar pulled off his helmet with a resentful huff. “I’m not keeping secrets.” His eyes leapt to mine for a second. “They weren’t supposed to arrive until tomorrow morning. I thought everyone would spread the word.”
    

    
      “People with guns don’t show up in the middle of the night for a tea party, Hunar!” Imani implored, slapping the back of her hand against her other palm. “It’s what raiders and occupiers do. Trust me, this isn’t normal.” The whites of her eyes were stark against her dark blue-brown skin as she made her case. The hair stood up on my arms. Imani was intimidating but level-headed, and her worry gave me pause. I jumped forward, both hands outstretched as a red mountain of a venandi strolled down the ramp, watching the exchange. 
    

    
      “Hey, Imani,” I said, easing into her eye-line. “Commander Atarian sent them, arright?” I pointed up. “He’s right up there on that shiny dot. Maybe we can comm him and air all this out so it doesn’t happen again?” I grimaced up at Hunar. “She’s right. It’s fishy as fuck.” 
    

    
      Hunar sighed and shook his head. “No, it’s my—”
    

    
      “Is there a problem?” a voice as deep and rough as a volcano asked from behind me.
    

    
      The red venandi loomed at my back. I gasped and took a step away, staring up a wide chest, a crown of short, jagged spires, and plates as crimson as human blood. He glared at Imani with gold irises set in black orbs, mandibles tight to his cheeks. I was a scrappy, feisty woman, but even I wouldn’t challenge this gargoyle. Imani, though, raised her chin and pointed right at his face. “Your timing is suspicious, and no one notified us you’d be arriving. New security, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right,” he confirmed cautiously. “We sent down word yesterday, soon as we got into orbit, but the 
      Palembre
       is set to Helion time. Sorry for the confusion. We usually dock at major ports.”
    

    
      “It’s my fault,” Hunar gruffed, rubbing his neck uncomfortably. “Got a lot on my plate. Forgot about the time difference.”
    

    
      Imani squinted up at the shiny spot in the sky with a shake of her head. “I’m sorry, but I need to see authorization. I can’t just trust that your dot up there is what you say it is.” 
    

    
      The venandi raised his brow. “Sure. Hunar should have it. Hey, didn’t we meet before? Arms Master Vindilus Calgari.” He stuck out his three-taloned hand for a human handshake.
    

    
      Imani looked at his hand, then put her hands on her hips. “I remember, and I’ll reserve my handshake until we clear this up,” she said with stern formality. 
    

    
      Just then, a black android demon with five red lenses walked by, hoisting a massive gun over his shoulder, far heavier than a man his size should be able to carry. His lenses gleamed and the facets of his face churned in a kaleidoscope of delicate panels.
    

    
      I damn near peed my pants as his stare rolled over me. “Fuck off, Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robot,” I said, keeping the shudder out of my voice. Hunar gently pulled me back as he and Aavar closed ranks, then pinned me with a hard glance.
    

    
      “Put your claws away,” he warned me. 
    

    
      “Not helping, Jharim,” Vindilus snapped towards the robot. 
    

    
      A sulphuric laugh, something between a steamy hiss and a death rattle, bubbled up from the throat of a nightmarish monster on four legs, with red and black fur, haunches high like a hyena’s, but the size of a car. It blinked flat yellow eyes as large as saucers and rolled its mouth open, exposing a tongue maybe two feet long, and a mouth that extended with fangs all the way down the front of its throat. “So these are humans… I think I like them.” It chuckled, prowling off the ramp as it licked its hundreds of teeth. 
    

    
      Imani gasped. “You brought one of 
      them
       here?!” she accused, unable to take her eyes off it. I shrank back with an uncharacteristic whimper, staring at all those teeth. 
    

    
      Vindilus glanced over his shoulder. “That’s Sizzle. He’s our Gamma operative. Covert class.”
    

    
      “That thing’s a 
      monster,”
       Imani insisted, her nostrils flaring with fear. 
    

    
      “Only when I’m hungry, baby,” Sizzle called out. He licked his slit-open throat, caressing each fang with his tongue in a wicked Cheshire Cat grin. 
    

    
      It happened in a blazing second. One moment, Imani was holding it together, and the next, primal terror clicked in her eyes. Time slowed as she reached her hand behind her back and withdrew a human gun. My heart stopped as she aimed it at the beast and pulled the trigger. 
    

    
      The gun cracked off a shot that echoed through the jungle basin. The bullet thudded into the monster’s side, and then Imani was flying, knocked straight into Aavar. He caught her with all four arms, and they both slammed back into a crate that screeched across the tarmac, gouging out a path in the cement. I swerved behind the same container, ready for a firefight to break out. 
    

    
      Where’d Imani get a gun?! She’d had to have used her printer bay. I was all for colony safety, but she was printing ghost guns, really? My mind raced and my knees gave out as my body went numb.
    

    
      “Pom Pom!” Vindilus roared over his shoulder, keeping his eyes on Imani. There were two androids from hell now, both watching us for movement.
    

    
      A little girl in a full hazmat suit surfaced from the beast’s red, matted withers. “I’m okay!” she said, waving her hands. With a shudder, the beast got back to its feet and shook out its fur. Imani elbowed Aavar hard enough to wind him, scrambling out of his hold. He rolled to his feet after her, but Hunar held him back as she pointed her gun at the monster again. It stared at her with a smile. 
    

    
      “Plas isn’t my favorite snack, but I’ll take another if you’ve got it,” it teased. 
    

    
      “Those things eat humans,” she said with deadly calm. She squared her shoulders without looking up at Vindilus. My stomach roiled at the sight of those saw-like teeth. “If you won’t kill it, I will. Whatever help you were here to offer, we’re not taking it. You can turn right around.” 
    

    
      Imani’s holotab binged, lighting up half her face in its cold blue light. 
    

    
      “Their authorizations,” Hunar said. 
    

    
      Vindilus nodded to Imani’s holotab, never moving from his watchful position. “That thing’s name is Sizzle. Cost me a lot of personal favors to get him here.”
    

    
      “They. Eat. Humans. There’s no way I’m letting him in my colony,” Imani reiterated. 
    

    
      “Look, the only reason he’s allowed to be here is because he thinks sentient life tastes…”
    

    
      “Gross,” Sizzle hacked, his tongue lolling. 
    

    
      Vin gestured with his hand, mandibles clicking with frustration. “See? His preferred diet is scrap metal and silicone. So, if anyone is in danger here, it’s those two.” He pointed to the robots. They exchanged a look, then nodded once in unison.
    

    
      “This is true,” they said together. 
    

    
      Imani glanced at them for just half a second, but it was long enough for Vindilus to snatch the barrel of her gun and crush it in his palm. He yanked her close, his mandibles splayed with quiet fury. A growl rumbled in his chest, as if he were a dragon four times his actual size, vibrating my sternum and teeth. Imani pulled on her firearm, but it was no use. 
    

    
      “I get it. Comms got fucked up. My bad. But you shot at Pom Pom,” he menaced. “Point even a feather at her again, and I’ll kill you. I don’t care if you’re a protected species. You feel me?”
    

    
      Imani took back her hand, leaving the gun in his grip. He immediately tossed it at the bilong, who, to my horror, jumped for it like a dog after a biscuit and swallowed it whole. She jutted out her chin and rolled her shoulder. “I don’t hurt children.”
    

    
      “You almost did.”
    

    
      Imani raised her brow. “Check my aim, Arms Master. The next time I pull a trigger, 
      you
       might be in my sights.” She broke eye contact and looked around at the aliens outnumbering us on the tarmac, assessing her losses with a calming exhale. “You protect the perimeter, but 
      not one
       
      step
       towards the colony until I look over your docs. You understand? This hangar is as close as you get.”
    

    
      “I don’t need your approval,” Vindilus said, hoisting a crate up with his bare hands. “I have Liv’s.” 
    

    
      “Olivia Atarian wasn’t sold into slavery and dropped in an alien jungle!” Imani roared, slicing her hand through the air. That brought all of us to heel. Aavar, Hunar, and Piro glanced my way, but couldn’t make eye contact, their fists and jaws clenched tight. I pressed my mouth into a sad smile and crossed my arms over my chest. “She might have the power to choose who can land, but 
      we
       decide who can stay. A single fang out of line and you’re 
      out.”
       
    

    
      It wasn’t a threat. It was an ultimatum. Imani didn’t play games, and she wasn’t entertaining any compromises. She didn’t wait for a response, either, walking out into the long black grass with angry stares following her as she disappeared into the night.
    

    
      Sizzle’s relaxed laugh broke the silence. “If they’re all like her, I don’t think they need us that bad.” 
    

    
      Vindilus blinked at him, his jaw slack before snapping his mouth shut and clearing his throat. Then it was business as usual, everyone easing back into the task of unloading the ship. The robots, er, biognostics, introduced themselves as Roav and Jharim, Piro brought out Booby, Ezraji tentatively examined Sizzle’s side, and Hunar directed levipucks. 
    

    
      We all kept one eye on the fields, and one eye on each other. 
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      The heavenly scent of bacon filled the workshop, and I licked my lips, my palms pressed into Bajora’s workbench on either side of his food bay. From the intensity of my stare, anybody that walked in on me was sure to walk right back out. I was a secret agent hot on the case, cornering the sexy spy, er, food bay, that’d been seducing me and siphoning national security secrets to the Russians. 
    

    
      “The name’sh Bree, Bree Shtewart. I take my pancakesh buttered, and my bacon chewy,” I told the food bay in a horrible Sean Connery accent.
    

    
      God,
       the lack of sleep was eating away my sanity. 
    

    
      I picked up my sixth coffee of the night and took a deep swig. Only it wasn’t night anymore. It was morning. Booby was in a pile on the hangar floor, the last plas ball joint having crapped out around dawn. My mind was in a similar proverbial heap on the floor, beyond repair, until I got some rest. I’d officially worked more than a day straight, and there were more minutes in an hour, more hours in a day, according to ISU standard time. Realizing that I’d probably worked close to thirty hours, my joints wobbled. I dragged a chair over from the break table and flopped into it, rubbing a shaky palm over my face, groaning as knots the size of jawbreakers ground into my shoulders. I’d never been so jacked up on coffee or exhausted in my life. Was I experiencing a new state of being? Dibs on naming it 
      Wired-and-Tired.
       
    

    
      Bing.
       
    

    
      I pried my eyes open and looked at my stack of flapjacks so tall and crooked, the Italians would have mistaken it for Pisa. Butter ran down the sides in four creamy rivulets that pooled on the edge of each fluffy disc, as perfect as a magazine cover. Bacon curled along the edge of the plate like a smile, still sizzling. 
    

    
      “Come to mama,” I said, sliding the perilous tower out of the food bay and onto Bajora’s workbench. 
    

    
      “Bree?”
    

    
      I closed my eyes for strength the moment I heard Aavar’s voice. My immediate reaction was impatience, even if he 
      had
       helped me with Booby. In the past, he’d always arrived with some new repair needed, like my training was a game to him. He’d ogle and flirt while I struggled, exhausted, with no easy answers. If I was being honest, I’d enjoyed a lot of the banter because no matter how hard I’d pitched him attitude, he’d always bounce right back. But when I was bone tired and desperately wanted a shower, the jokes lost their shine quick. Aavar would grin with that bounce in his step or a waggle of his mane at me, and I’d have no energy to spare for him and his oblivious, flirtatious optimism. 
    

    
      But that hadn’t happened in a very specific amount of time. 
    

    
      I slept in the hangar more often than was healthy. Hunar’s schedule was brutal for a human biologically programmed for a twenty-four-hour day, and all of my training material assumed I understood the basics of galactic engineering practices when there was no chance in hell I had even the bare minimum covered. I’d never even taken a physics class on Earth, let alone understood what they thought out here. And Hunar knew that. Really, he’d just humored me at the beginning, even though he thought I was a nuisance. 
    

    
      When he saw that the first things I bought with our stipend were elementary level textbooks, his attitude changed. He pushed me harder, tested me, and gave me minor tasks here and there. The first week, it was organizing parts; the second week, warming up his tools. By the third week, I was handing them to him while he quizzed me on what they were for. Hunar drove me hard, but only because I wanted to excel. He wasn’t a slave driver, and he didn’t punish me for not hitting my deadlines. I was the one that set the bar high. 
    

    
      So as the weeks went on and my work became more complex, it was inevitable that I dragged behind my own standards. I worked later and later, took fewer and fewer breaks, ate less and less…
    

    
      I started looking for a napping solution and finally chose the shelving units that made up the walls of the workshop. Even if I was pretty thick through the hips, there was plenty of room for me to make a little nest of pillows on the bottom shelf where the units were two-deep for our bigger equipment. That’s when I set up my system. I’d go home at the end of the workday when everyone else left, eat, wash my hair, then head right on back to the hangar to finish.
    

    
      That’s how I ended up eavesdropping on the secret meeting in which Amelia told the guys what being on the 
      Paramour
       was like, and they told her, Imani, and Marcella that the delegate program was actually a matchmaking effort. After that, my world turned upside down and all the pieces fell into place. Why Hunar agreed to humor me when I showed up for a job. Why Bajora flirted with every manly chest that walked by. Why Aavar teased and jousted with me…  
    

    
      And why he stopped after Amelia told them her story. 
    

    
      Aavar peeked around the corner and winced. “Oh, nevermind. I can just cut them off or something.” 
    

    
      I sighed and stopped him before he could leave. He’d helped me with Booby after all. It wasn’t his fault I was so tired. “No, what is it?” I shook out the exhaustion, stuck a piece of bacon in my mouth, and got up from the chair. Plastering on an energetic expression, I picked up my tool belt, motioning towards the hangar. “You gotta get outta here this morning, right?” 
    

    
      He had a hard time looking me in the eye, always darting back towards the food bay. “It’s nothing. Eat breakfast and try to get some sleep. I’ll figure it out.” 
    

    
      I could tell from his tone that it was a real problem, not one of his tests. Unable to hide my fraying nerves, I grabbed his wrist and speared him with an impatient look. He froze, staring down at where my fingers squeezed his arm. “Aavar? I have about twenty minutes of good mood left, and I’m going to spend it on fixing whatever it is you need fixing. I owe you for last night. So just tell me what’s broken so I can get back to breakfast and pass out.” 
    

    
      He redirected those ruby red, ovoid eyes to mine and grimaced, the words tumbling out in a rush. “I tried to fix the fried static latch on my undersuit last night but when I caught Imani, it jammed again. Now I can’t get it off and I need to pee.” 
    

    
      I raised a brow. “Your undersuit? I don’t know anything about those things. You know that.” 
    

    
      “I know how to fix it,” he told me in a hurry, his mane curling up uncomfortably. “But my hands are too big, and I can’t get a good angle.”
    

    
      I chewed on another piece of bacon. “That’s it? Let’s do this then.” He huffed a huge breath of relief and pulled off his flight jacket. The heavy leather fell to the floor with a stiff scrunch. I went to my shelf and pulled out the box of tiny tools I rarely used. “Which latch is it?”
    

    
      “The bottom one.”
    

    
      I turned just as he shed his lower sleeves and dropped my box in shock. Without clothing on, Aavar was sculpted to perfection. His fresh green skin rippled with rich egg yolk orange stripes all the way down his muscular arms and the sides of his hipbones. It was such a saturated marigold that the end of each stripe was nearly red, and I wondered if he'd taste like a blood orange if I licked him. The stripes flashed brighter for a moment, or maybe that was me having a stroke. I blinked away, at a loss for words, pushing my greasy hair back from my face. 
    

    
      “Shit,” I breathed, picking up my scattered tools. Now who was ogling who? “Sorry.” 
    

    
      Aavar grinned, and the pressure in my chest eased. It had been such a long time since he’d worn that mischievous glint in his eyes that I hadn’t realized I’d actually missed it. Then he shook his head and the boyish sparkle snuffed out. His grin fell into a cordial smile. “It’s okay. You’re dead on your feet.”
    

    
      I sat down in my chair again and motioned him to come closer, laying out the few tools I thought I might need: a pair of needle-nose tweezers, my smallest wire strippers, a driver made for milliscrews. I kept my eyes trained on my things, organizing them into perfect little rows out of flustered frustration. Why was he making excuses for me? Because I was tired? Exhaustion had never kicked my ass before, and I wasn’t about to let him think it’d do so now. 
    

    
      “I didn’t drop the box because I’m tired. I dropped the box because you’re built like an Olympian, for fuck’s sake.” 
    

    
      Aavar stepped up to my knees and lifted his hands, clasping the upper two behind his head and the bottom two behind the small of his back. His abs clenched as he laughed, perplexed. “What did you expect me to look like?” 
    

    
      I swallowed thickly, my cheeks on fire. Silly, rebellious, unbelievable Aavar was suddenly very intimidating to look at. “Not… that. This one, right?” I poked the bottom of his undersuit’s closure, just above his pubic bone and very close to his groin. He cleared his throat. 
    

    
      “That’s the one. Please don’t poke. I wasn’t kidding when I said I have to wiz.” 
    

    
      Static latches were tricky. I thought of them as a magnetized metro rail, where each latch is a sensor along the way, telling the rail which way to direct the train. Essentially, they were fancy zippers that used the body's static build up to hold or release a seam. This one had been bent out of shape. I looked up at Aavar apologetically. “I’m going to have to dig my fingers in.”
    

    
      His cheek bowed in like he was biting himself to stop from smiling. He nodded, mane twisting up with curiosity. “Just be gentle with me.” I smacked his hip, and he shied away, breathing through a laugh. 
    

    
      The undersuit was so tight I could barely get two fingers between the fabric and his skin. Other than a slap, handshake, or the occasional awkward fist bump, I’d never touched any of the delegates’ skin. It felt soft and grainy, like one of those sting rays in an aquarium petting zoo. As thick as his skin was, it barely yielded under the pressure of my fingertips. “Tell me what to do.” 
    

    
      “You need to remove the friction plate.”
    

    
      “The discolored metal that’s snagged on the fabric?” I pried the inside of the latch out and my elbows screamed, making my fingers tingle. Inspecting the bent edges, my heart raced and my hands clammed up. I hadn’t been awake before, but boy was I awake now. Nerves misfired all over my skin.
    

    
      Aavar cleared his throat. “That’s the one,” he said, a little deeper than usual. 
    

    
      I picked up my tweezers and pried the suit away from his skin with serious effort. The angle was awkward, so I bent it out, untangling the jagged edges and unpicking it thread by thread. I glanced up at Aavar, standing there watching me with his upper arms behind his head, abs and biceps stretched long, and the furnace between my legs roared. I squirmed on my seat. 
    

    
      “You can put your arms down.” 
    

    
      “Where would I put them?” he asked, lost. 
    

    
      “On your hips, and press in. It’ll make it easier for me to reach the wire. I don’t want to cut you.” 
    

    
      He did as I asked, pressing on his hip bones with his upper hands. As he watched, his tendrils brushed the top of my head. I pulled the fabric to turn his hips into a better light and his cock visibly twitched. I blew out a tense breath and his mane scrunched up.
    

    
      “That tickles,” he rasped. He jolted away from my breath and took me with him. I head-butted his abdomen and grabbed his thigh to keep myself from falling off my chair.
    

    
      “Sorry!” We both froze. I lifted my hand off his thigh slowly, as if in surrender, righting myself while he eased back into the position I’d put him in. I pressed my lips together, buried what had just happened deep into the recesses of my mind, and busied myself with trying to fish the plate out. It was almost free. 
    

    
      “So, how 
      do
       you look like that? Do you spend all your free time at the gym?” I asked, trying to distract myself from Aavar with… questions about Aavar? Great plan.
    

    
      “I used to swim and train a lot,” he said with a shrug. “That was a long time ago, though.”
    

    
      “But you still look like you have zero body fat. It’s crazy.” 
    

    
      Aavar grinned. “Oh, I don’t have body fat. That’s a mammal thing. Ezra goes on about it a lot.”
    

    
      “Huh.” I picked the last of the plate free and reached for the wire strippers. 
    

    
      “He says that human women have a lot of body fat for producing milk and bearing spats. It’s what makes you so round. Shilpakaari women aren’t soft like you.”
    

    
      I glowered, tugging harder than I needed to. I suddenly felt every inch of my thighs and butt spilling off the chair. “Yeah, that’s what they say.”
    

    
      “You look like the galaxy’s warmest, softest pillow.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s dreamy tone pulled me out of my funk. He was trying to give me an honest compliment, not incite my womanly wrath. With a quick snip, I cut the delicate filament and stripped the coating off the wire, pulling the busted plate free. As soon as it was clear, the rest of the opening fell loose. Aavar caught it just in time, smiled sheepishly at me, and hastily pulled his suit up his arms.
    

    
      “Thanks,” he said, rushing for the exit. 
    

    
      “Wait.” I bit my lip as he froze halfway past the lockers. I set my box of tools back on my shelf, the knot in my shoulder bulging from the simple lift. “We made a deal a couple months back. Do you remember?”
    

    
      His mane spiraled up, both piqued and hesitant. “Yes. Why?”
    

    
      “Well, you’ve kept up your end of the bargain, and after last night, I need a day off.” I rolled my shoulder with a heavy sigh. “To be honest, the tools are too heavy. I need to go buy my own, and I don’t trust to have them shipped. They’ll just be the same heavy shit Hunar always orders.”
    

    
      “Are you asking me to take you tool shopping in Samridve?”
    

    
      I grimaced, wringing my hands together. “Yes? But don’t tell Hunar. I don’t want him to think I suck.” 
    

    
      Aavar clutched the open front of his undersuit a little tighter. “Can I still take you to some of my favorite places?” 
    

    
      I scoffed happily. “Well, yeah. We’ll have all day, right? Buying some new tools shouldn’t take 
      that
       long and I wanna see the sights. Besides, I miss the big city.” 
    

    
      His face broke out into a brilliant smile, and his mane roiled. “Yes!” he said
      , 
      then immediately doubled over with a groan. He pointed his lower hand at me and shuffled out of the workshop. “It’s on. Next week. Now I gotta—”
    

    
      My eyes bulged from my face. “Oh, right! Pee! Go pee!” 
    

    
      He disappeared around the corner, knocking a steel brush off its perch in his haste. Looking around the workshop, I placed my hands on my hips with a stupid smile on my face. I was feeling pretty perky, actually. Maybe I’d finish my cold pancakes and head back to my unit, take a shower, change my clothes, and forget sleeping. I was over the hump of exhaustion and ready for what the day would throw at me…
    

    
      Two hours later, I woke up feeling hungover with my cheek in a puddle of buttery syrup, as Hunar and Bajora slammed open the hangar’s side door.
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      Warmth pebbled my skin, raising every hair on my arms. I moaned with delight, face upturned to the turquoise sky, propped on my elbows on a towel in the near-black grass. I’d been cooped up in the hangar since Vindilus’s team had arrived and hadn’t felt the sun all week, trying to get as much done as possible before my day off. Most of their vehicles had needed fine tuning: less lift for the lower gravitational force, custom-fit filters for the increase in pollen count, fuel cuspids tweaked so they wouldn’t spin out on tight turns… It was awesome getting my hands on all those elite needles and gliders, but it meant I’d abandoned showers, food, and sleep. Sure, “Gross” became my middle name pretty quick, but they were here to protect us. There was no way I was going to cripple one of them by holding off on their ride until after my day off. 
    

    
      I slid my breakfast, a bottle of 
      furza — 
      yes, the whole bottle — to my lips with relish, tipping it sideways into my mouth with supreme laziness. Carbonated fruity booze fizzled and popped against the inside of my cheek. Having a day off was sacred. I’d do exactly what I wanted, how I wanted, and no one could stop me. Which was why I was wearing capri-length leggings under a creamy sundress, my work boots, and some chunky socks. I wanted my feet comfortable, my thighs un-chafed, and my photos enviable when I went to Samridve.
    

    
      The only thing missing from my outfit was a hat and sunglasses, neither of which anyone had found an equivalent of in any shop in our directory. “We can’t be the only ones that need sunglasses,” I muttered, laying a bright pink waxy leaf over my face. “We just can’t.”
    

    
      “Doesn’t your transitor have a shade function?” Naitee asked. I looked at her, eyes wide, and the leaf tumbled off my face. 
    

    
      “Wait, 
      does
       it?” I asked, bewildered.  
    

    
      Naitee and Clarissa giggled, sitting cross-legged amongst their plasdoc notes and reading. They were both gorgeous kids with long shiny hair, bright faces, and wicked smarts. They could be sisters if they weren’t from different continents, Naitee from Jaipur, Clarissa from somewhere in Colorado.
    

    
      “The manual should be on your holotab,” Clarissa offered. She leaned over in the grass and pulled hers up. “Just open that icon and there are some basic controls.”
    

    
      I followed along and sure enough, my vision darkened as I slid my finger through the spectrum bar. “Well, fuck a duck. Look at that.” Rambir and a few other kids ran by, giggling and squealing as they kicked a ball around. I grimaced. “I mean… lick? … a duck.”
    

    
      “I’m not convinced that’s much better,” Naitee tsked. She scolded me with an amused glance over her holoscreen. “Isn’t the saying cluck a duck, anyway?”
    

    
      I pursed my lips. “Yeah, that’s better than lick a duck.” 
    

    
      “Good morning, 
      miei cari,”
       Marcella Bianci said, sitting on the edge of a barricade near the grass. We all smiled at the nonna as she blew kisses to each of us. Marcella was the self-appointed, ISU-sanctioned leader of the colony. No one questioned their choice because we all knew someone needed to step up, and she had credentials and charisma in spades. Marcella was a whip with silver hair, arched black eyebrows, and tanned olive skin; an absolute unit of a woman packaged in a petite Italian body. Not only did she have big plans for our new home, but she treated everyone like family, even if she didn’t know them. It was that above all else that made people appreciate her. She was a sorely needed matriarch, the glue keeping our community together. 
    

    
      “Good morning,” Clarissa said politely. “Where’s Imani?” 
    

    
      The grandmotherly tigress waved her hand. “She’s either glued to her screens or off on one of her long walks. Not sure which. What are you studying this morning?”
    

    
      “I’m reading a paper on humans. It’s amazing how much they got wrong,” Naitee said with a zealous glint in her eye. 
    

    
      “Fascinating. Do you mind if I interrupt to take advantage of your intrepid young minds?”
    

    
      I grinned. Anytime the nonna sweetened her questions, she wanted something, and no one could muster the courage to deny her. Back on Earth, she’d had something like eight sons, so of course she knew how to get her way.
    

    
      “Sure, Ms Bianci,” Clarissa said, pulling her eyes away from the kids playing ball. 
    

    
      Marcella tsked. “Nonna, please, 
      dolce.”
       The older woman scooted closer on her perch, leaned down between the teens, and set her forearm open on her knee. “Now, young ladies, I want to send a message on this 
      thing
       Amelia insists we all have. How do I do that?”
    

    
      “It’s a holotab, and that’s super easy…” Clarissa leaned up against the barricade by Marcella’s knee. She walked the older woman through the steps while Naitee and I followed Rambir with our eyes. He laughed, out of breath, his shaggy black hair bouncing around his head as he chased his friends.
    

    
      “Hey, it’s kinda weird seeing you two without Rosy around. How’s she doing?” I asked. Even though they varied in age by more than a decade, the three of them were inseparable friends. Naitee leaned into me conspiratorially. 
    

    
      “She’s over the moon for a new beau,” she told me with an innocent blush. “Spends all her time talking to him on her holotab.” 
    

    
      “Do you know who it is?” I asked, desperate for gossip, having no social life of my own. Naitee shook her head. 
    

    
      “He’s not in the colony, so he must be one of the aliens, right?”
    

    
      “Maybe one of the Samridve sentries,” I said, chewing my lip, gushing over the mystery. 
    

    
      “No, I think he’s a venandi,” she said thoughtfully. “I’ve overheard them talking a couple times, and he purrs like Commander Atarian when he laughs. He sends her a lot of gifts from off-world, too. She seems really happy.”
    

    
      “Good.” I nodded, relieved. “She deserves it.” Rosy hadn’t had the easiest time acclimating to our new lives. Anxiety and drug withdrawal had tormented the poor girl for months. What’s worse? She was 
      smart.
       One of those obsessive planners that always made valedictorian, never dyed their hair, scheduled their exercise, and made sure they hit a gross-but-healthy salad quotient each day because they 
      should.
       She’d had such a promising life ahead of her. If a little romance was her talisman for chasing away the bad, more power to her. We all had our coping mechanisms, and it was a better choice than mine of guzzling coffee and 
      madhu
       honey all day.
    

    
      My thumb vibrated. I looked down at a new message from Aavar.
    

    
      
    

    
      09:13, Aavar Medansh: You ready for Shopping Day? Just topped off the transpo’s fuel charge 
    

    
      
    

    
      09:14, Bree Stewart: Yeah, I’m over at the playfield, be just a sec
    

    
      
    

    
      09:14, Aavar Medansh: No, stay there! I’ll come to you
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sent!” Marcella laughed, clapping her hands together once in excitement. I looked up from my own holotab and wiped the goofy grin off my face. Butterflies filled my gut. I was really about to be the first colonist to go to Samridve! I bit my lip to keep the girly scream from bubbling up, but Naitee saw my excitement and gave me a secret little golf clap, anyway. 
    

    
      My cheeks prickled with heat. Part of my excitement wasn’t just Samridve or new tools. It was Aavar. After seeing him shirtless the week before, I couldn’t stop thinking about 
      all
       the shilpakaari in the colony. Piro, Hunar, the doc’s husband… They were all built like trucks, for fuck’s sake. That’s what Aavar had said, right? They didn’t have body fat? The curiosity brewing between my legs was enough to give me hot flashes while I worked around them all. Every time Bajora flashed any of the human men a debauched smile, or Hunar walked away from his workbench and stretched, or Piro tripped and caught himself with that damnably graceful clumsiness… But most especially when Aavar left for Samridve.
    

    
      “Did you go pee?” I’d joked as he sauntered back into the hangar, heading for his transpo. He’d turned to me with that lopsided grin, never breaking stride, and gave me his signature finger guns. This time, though, his uppers had pulled their triggers while the lowers lifted the hem of his shirt to show off the bricks he called abs. 
    

    
      “I went pee. Thanks, Bree. Oof, that felt like it rhymed in my mouth. Did that rhyme?”
    

    
      We could feel ourselves speaking each other’s languages, but only heard our own. I winced. “Yeah, it rhymed.”
    

    
      “Tough break. Anyway, I’m putting in a new latch when I get to port. See you next week still?”
    

    
      “Yup,” I’d called after him, pretending to be unaffected even as my face burned. Then I’d blown out an overwhelmed breath. 
      “Damn.”
    

    
      “So who’d you comm, Nonna?” Naitee asked. I smacked my cheek, pulling myself out of my daydreaming. 
    

    
      “Olivia, of course.” 
    

    
      I creased my brow. “Olivia Atarian? Why would you need to—” 
    

    
      A shadow interrupted my question. All four of us looked up at the mammoth silhouette of a familiar dark red venandi. Vindilus winced, rubbing the back of his neck, his plethora of scars straining the surface of his plates. “Hey, mech,” he greeted me with a friendly grin.
    

    
      “What’re you doing here?”
    

    
      “Just thought we’d check out the colony.” 
    

    
      I sat up, brushing the black grass off my arms. “Guys, this is Vin. He’s in charge of the new sentries. This is Naitee, Clarissa, and Marcella.”
    

    
      He swooped his head to the side in the formal venandi greeting. “No one’s in charge at the loony bin. I just give ‘em their meds.” 
    

    
      “He means he supplies their weapons,” I translated for the bewildered women. 
    

    
      I looked behind him, expecting to see a couple of bogs in tow, but just saw Pom Pom, the little girl in an environ suit. She watched anonymously from behind a darkened visor, her respirator making soft, breathy sounds as she exhaled.
    

    
      To my surprise, Naitee squealed. “Pom Pom!” She reached her hands out to the girl, swallowing her up in a hug. “Have you been here all week? Why didn’t you come visit?”
    

    
      The little girl shrugged awkwardly in Naitee’s sisterly hold. “We were busy loading in.”
    

    
      “Pom Pom!” Rambir called breathlessly. He bounded over on spindly legs, his hair flopping in a shaggy muss atop his head. The little shilpakaari girl waved at him. 
    

    
      “Hey Rambir,” she said, her voice brightening. 
    

    
      “You wanna play tag?”
    

    
      She tilted her head. “What’s tag?”
    

    
      “One person’s ‘it’ and chases everyone else, and when they touch somebody, that person becomes ‘it’ and chases everyone instead. It’s really easy. I’ll show you how.”
    

    
      Vindilus put his meaty palm on her shoulder, and the comfortable elation in the group dwindled. He surveyed the other kids, mandibles fluttering hesitantly. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, kiddo.”
    

    
      An elderly fist bumped his shoulder with force. All of our eyes turned to Marcella. She smirked up at Vindilus, leaning on one hip with a flirtatious smile. “Come now, 
      tesoro,
       let her have her fun.” 
    

    
      Vindilus stiffened, noticing for the first time that a bunch of women surrounded him, grinning with lighthearted judgment. The poor guy was a single dad at the PTA meeting and didn’t even know it. He looked down at Pom Pom, shifting his weight. “What if you fall and rip your suit?”
    

    
      “We’ll be careful!” Rambir offered. One of the Canadian kids ran by and promptly fell on his face. Rambir didn’t notice, but Vindilus did. He opened his mouth to reject the idea, but the nonna stepped in, placing her tiny hand against his massive abdomen. He looked down at her palm with a piqued brow. 
    

    
      “See? They’ll be careful,” she said. Pom Pom took that as her opportunity to split and ran off with Rambir into the throng of giggling children. “You know, I was protective of my first two sons, and they turned out to be sticks in the mud. My oldest is an accountant,” she grimaced. “But they need to grow up sometime. After number three? I let loose and became 
      much
       more flexible.”
    

    
      Vindilus looked at me for help, frozen in place, his gold on black eyes wide and terrified. I bit my lip 
      hard
       to keep from laughing. Naitee turned away to hide her giggle, using her black hair as a veil. Clarissa snorted into her drink, trying to look like she hadn’t noticed. 
    

    
      “That’s excellent advice,” he said, an octave higher than usual. He took Marcella’s hand like it was made of porcelain and slowly handed back her appendage. “But it’s complicated with Pom Pom.” 
    

    
      Before Marcella could purr up at him again, her holotab went off. She looked down at the message and frowned. “Olivia says I need to email someone named Ferulis.”
    

    
      Vin raised a brow plate. “That’s our commanding officer. Why do you need to, uh, 
      imaiel
       him?”
    

    
      Marcella lifted her holotab up to see the holoscreen better in the light and tapped out a new message. “I want to build a piazza in town and apparently he holds the purse strings.”
    

    
      “It might be better if you put your arm in the shade, Nonna,” I pointed out. “It’s a holoscreen, not a book.” 
    

    
      Marcella glared at my friendly taunt, then glanced up at Vin as he shuffled sideways to create some shade for her. He crossed his arms over his juggernaut chest, watching Pom Pom and Rambir run around, displeased. Marcella’s eyes wandered languidly down his figure. “I used to be afraid of venandi, but now you just look rugged. Is this Ferulis character like you?”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles vibrated with amusement but didn’t look down. “No. He’s meaner.”
    

    
      Marcella grinned, resuming her message.
    

    
      I bit my lip and shook my head, leaning up against the barrier beside her. Damn, but the nonna of — 
      please,
       anything but Homey McHomeface — was bold. I opened my bag and started packing up my things, so I’d be ready to go when Aavar arrived. 
    

    
      I didn’t even get the chance to stand before the shilpakaar in question burst through the ferns onto the field, causing all the kids to scream and run in a giggling panic. 
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      “Save me! Please! Anyone!” Aavar yelled as the mob turned on him and gave chase. 
    

    
      “He’s ‘it’, get him!” Rambir laughed, his arms outstretched. Aavar jumped over the Canadian kid as he fell again, his tendrils flying all around his face. 
    

    
      “Wait!” he panted. “That’s now how you told me this works!”
    

    
      Those of us watching along the barricade burst into laughter. I crossed my arms and ankles, settling in. It would be a while before the cretins would let him go, considering how he flailed and carried on. Naitee glanced at me, and I rolled my eyes, unable to clench the grin off my face. 
    

    
      “What’s he doing?” Vin asked from above. I patted his grizzled knuckles. 
    

    
      “Calm your tits. He’s playing with them.”
    

    
      “Aavar’s a good egg. He stops by every time he brings in a shipment,” Marcella confirmed. “He’s the best medicine for those kids. Most of them don’t have nightmares anymore.” 
    

    
      A little girl from Korea, about Rambir’s age, screamed with excitement. “이리와!” she bellowed. He rolled out of the way and fell right into the clutches of three children. Within mere seconds, they’d buried Aavar beneath a wriggling pile, his four arms searching for help above the horde. He twitched and bucked as their little fingers tickled him mercilessly, and bellows of laughter peeled through the air. 
    

    
      His laughter hitched, face going slack with shock. He rolled over onto his stomach, staring across the field, where Pom Pom stood stock still, staring at Aavar apprehensively. His tendrils curled up tight, and he strained to pull himself out of the mass of children. Pom Pom hugged her middle, taking a timid step back at the sight of Aavar. 
    

    
      “Vin?” she called with uncertainty. Her heel hit a pothole and she tumbled with a short shriek of surprise.
    

    
      “Pom Pom!” Vin growled, barreling across the field. The human children screamed, scattering out of his way. Pom Pom scrambled backwards towards a steep ledge. All of us sat up on pins and needles, our breath caught. The kid looked like she might fall if she didn’t pay attention. 
    

    
      “No!” Aavar put out his hand to stop her. He kept her eye, getting a knee under himself. “Hey, you’re the new shilpakaari spat, right? I didn’t notice the biorig before…” 
    

    
      “Stay away from her!” Vin yelled, shoving himself between Pom Pom and Aavar. His mandibles flared wide, something most of us hadn’t seen since the 
      Paramour.
       Goosebumps crawled up my arms, remembering the venandi men that had visited the harems. Marcella pulled Clarissa and Naitee to their feet. 
    

    
      “Kids, come on!” she called in a voice only an experienced mother could produce. Every child ran in her direction, away from Vin’s posturing. “Let’s go get a snack, huh? Popsicles for everyone! Clarissa, Naitee, you take up the front. Make sure none of these ducklings get out of line.”
    

    
      They nodded, eyes wide, ushering kids away. I scrambled to my feet, watching them go, then looked back at Aavar, still on the ground, two of his four arms up in surrender. Vin’s rows of nasty white fangs swallowed up his entire face, making him unrecognizable. 
    

    
      “Vin, it’s okay,” I tried, ignoring the shake in my voice. “It’s just Aavar.”
    

    
      His molten glare trained on me, and I shriveled against the barricade. His eyes didn’t have any black in them at all anymore. They were just glowing orbs of gold.  
    

    
      “Hey! Hey, big guy, no, no. You can look at me instead,” Aavar told him, getting to his feet slowly. “Is she your daughter? Pom Pom, right?”
    

    
      Vin reached back for her, his eyes dulling slowly. He blinked hard, breathing like a rhino. “Yes.” Pom Pom looked up at him from behind her darkened visor and clutched the fingers he’d outstretched behind his leg. Aavar smiled at her, his hands still up where the venandi could see them. 
    

    
      “Hey, kiddo. Your dad’s pretty great. Did you see how fast he ran?” She remained quiet. Aavar chanced a look back at me in the silence. “Bree, you okay back there?”
    

    
      He was between me and Vin now, having shuffled sideways in the field. “Yeah, I’m good.” 
    

    
      Aavar returned his attention to Pom Pom. “You must have labyrinthula.” Vin growled a little louder from somewhere deep in his chest, the vibration so gritty and raw that my feet instinctively tingled, ready to flee. Aavar’s tendrils curled up with worry, and he raised his hands higher. Pom Pom said nothing, but she nodded her head once. “Aw, man. This must be your first time around another shilpakaar in a long time, huh?” 
    

    
      “It’s none of your business,” Vin snapped. 
    

    
      Aavar nodded. “You’re right, I’m sorry. How old are you, Pom Pom?”
    

    
      “Nineteen,” she said in a small voice from across the distance. 
    

    
      What the fuck?
       My eyes nearly bulged out of my skull. How old was Aavar if nineteen looked like 
      that?
       My mind started racing.
    

    
      “About now is when your colors should be coming in,” Aavar said, tapping his chin in thought.
    

    
      “What?” Vin said indignantly. He blinked down at Pom Pom. “Your colors are coming in?” 
    

    
      I ventured out onto the grass, and shuffled to a stop beside Aavar. He smiled at me, taking in my cream sundress. 
    

    
      “Wow, you look 
      great.”
       
    

    
      “How old are you?” I asked, squinting. 
    

    
      “You came out here to ask me how old I am?” 
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      He shrugged. “Thirty-eight.” 
    

    
      “Pink.” Pom Pom cut through my shock, getting the conversation back on track. “I don’t know about my spots yet.”
    

    
      “You didn’t tell me,” Vin said, a hurt edge to his voice. He eased out of his defensive stance as Pom Pom slipped around him with a shrug. 
    

    
      “It’s not really that important to me. No one will see anyway,” she told him. Vin watched her with a wide stare as she trudged through the grass until she was a foot from Aavar and me. The sky reflected in her visor as she craned her face up to look at him. “I have a lot of questions.”
    

    
      Aavar sat down so she wouldn’t have to strain, giving me an apologetic wince. “Yeah, I remember when all the girls turned twenty at school. The older boys started chasing their tendrils.” He snorted. “You’re probably going to go through a big growth spurt soon.”
    

    
      “That’s what the doctors told me on Helion too,” she confirmed. 
    

    
      “Bree and I are going to Samridve today, so I don’t have a lot of time right now, but when I get back, we can hang out and you can ask me all the questions you want. In the meantime, do you need any oils? Oh! There’s a store that sells medipads right by the port. I can grab some for you.”
    

    
      “You’d do that?” Pom Pom asked. 
    

    
      “Sure! When my sister started secreting pheromones, 
      blegh.
       She hated it so much. Those things were a lifesaver for her.” Aavar pulled up his holotab and wrote a list. “Let’s see. Medipads, an oil mister… Those are way better than just slathering it on, especially if you have open wounds. Do you want a salt block? It eases the headaches when your third set of canines drop, and my sister said it’s good for cramps, too.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom was sitting perky now, holding her legs like a chameleon with two thumbs on each side of her ankle bones. “Yes, please!” 
    

    
      I kept my mouth shut, even though I wanted to scream at them all. There was no way this kid was starting puberty at nineteen, right? How long did shilpakaari live for? I stared at Aavar’s profile, reverse-engineering his age. If she was starting puberty, she was what, like human age twelve? I did some quick math. That meant Aavar was twenty-four. If I were a shilpakaar, I’d be about fifty. Even if he was technically ten years older than me, I was still a fuckin’ cougar. 
    

    
      My life flashed before my eyes. Wearing glittery pink spandex bell bottoms, renting a limo SUV, getting Botox until my lips looked like they’d burst, all topped with one of those ridiculous pimp hats made of crushed velvet cheetah print and marabou trim. And why would this be in my head? Because it reminded me of my mother, living her best leathery skinned, lip-glossed life with flotation devices stuffed into her boobs. She’d stop by Aunt Jill and Uncle Milo’s place once a year to drop off a Christmas card, then dash away to chase a band or go clubbing. She’d always pined after younger men, which is why I’d bet a million dollars that if I poked her with a needle, she’d whoopie cushion away and get caught in a tree.
    

    
      Vindilus joined us, looking just as perplexed as I did, watching Aavar write everything down. We were both slack-jawed, lost in our little kingdoms of dumbfoundery, wondering why we’d never thought of these things before. Our counterparts chatted merrily, comparing Aavar’s memory of his sister to how Pom Pom was feeling. He had no qualms about girl talk. Apparently, shilpakaari girls leaked pheromones from the back of their skulls where the boys’ 
      senticotylus
       grew, and that was their equivalent of a human period. Instead of shedding an egg, though, it was like a heat. Go figure. 
    

    
      “You’re a girl, mech. Did you know any of this?” Vin asked me quietly. I shook my head, lips pressed between my teeth. 
    

    
      “Mm, no. I did not. It’s pretty different for us.”
    

    
      “What do 
      you
       do?”
    

    
      I glanced up at him sheepishly. “Bleed between our legs?”
    

    
      Vin crinkled up his nose at me like he’d run into a glass door. 
    

    
      Aavar checked the time. “We have to get going, but send me a comm if you think of anything else you need, okay?” He patted Pom Pom on the shoulder. Both the girl and her father started at the contact. When Aavar didn’t seem to notice, they relaxed and followed him to their feet. 
    

    
      “Okay,” Pom Pom said with a bewildered nod. “Can I comm if I have questions too?”
    

    
      “Sure!”
    

    
      “There’s one other thing. Well, two,” Vin amended. “Pom Pom’s meds have arrived from Helion. They’re at Nilah Port. I was going to get them myself, but if you’re going…” 
    

    
      “Say no more. That’s literally my job.” Aavar took my bag from the ground and slung it over his shoulder. “What was the second thing?” 
    

    
      Vin narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, as if he wasn’t sure if he wanted to commit to what he was going to say yet. “I’m sorry I considered killing you.” 
    

    
      “Wow, I guess there really is a first time for everything,” Aavar teased. He gave Pom Pom a wink. “You ready, Bree?” 
    

    
      His colors flashed subtly, and he gave me a hopeful smile, as if I might still say no. I grinned back. A big city. New tools. 
      Finally.
    

    
      “Hell yeah, let’s go.”
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      The jungle disappeared beneath us like we were on a jet ski in an ocean of strawberry jam. I let myself fall into that mesmerizing rush, chin balanced on my elbows as I leaned over the dashboard as far as I could go, up on my tiptoes to watch the transpo eat up the distance. I hadn’t seen this view since we arrived on Yaspur, and it was just as jaw-dropping as it had been then. My stomach flipped as I recognized again, for maybe the thousandth time, that I lived on an alien moon. I stared up at a gigantic water planet every day and worked with aliens and had bionics implanted in my body that interfaced with all the tech I was learning to repair. I ate food printed from an alien food printer and listened to alien pop music and was going to an 
      actual alien city.
    

    
      Fuck,
       I hoped someone was writing a memoir in our colony. I wasn’t an eloquent woman, but whenever Earth caught up with us again, our great, great-grandkids would make a fortune off their grandpappy’s diaries. 
    

    
      “Hey, does this jungle have a name?” I asked. “Oh! And are those mountains way over there?” I pointed, jamming my finger against the windshield. 
    

    
      “Yeah, those are mountains. And of course, the jungle has a name. It’s Daramēiza.”
    

    
      “It has a name, and no one mentioned it?” I turned around to face him, my brow scrunched. “That’s weird.”
    

    
      Aavar winced. “It’s not really a nice name. We mostly just call it ‘the jungle.’”
    

    
      I slipped off the dashboard and knelt by the pilot’s chair. The cockpit had been made for one person, so it was cramped for us both to be in there and looking at each other. “What does it mean?”
    

    
      “Dark maze. Here, I’ll show you the map.” Aavar knelt in his seat and climbed backwards, pointing for me to sit down with a grin. “Take the reins.” 
    

    
      I jumped into the cockpit without hesitation, liking the feel of the control column nestled between my legs and the warmth left over from Aavar’s body. Even though I wasn’t short by anyone’s standards, I sank into the upholstery designed for wide shoulders and taller men. Aavar gripped the back of the headrest with two hands and lunged over my head, selecting menus on the holoscreen. I tilted my head out of the way so he could reach and caught a whiff of cardamom as his tendrils fell forward. When they brushed against my cheek, I didn’t pull away, fascinated by the novel sensation. 
    

    
      But Aavar did. His breath hitched, and his tendrils scrunched up. He swallowed hard, giving me a furtive glance. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” he said, throwing his mane over his opposite shoulder and focusing intently on the screen.
    

    
      Aavar moved his tendrils far less than the other shilpakaari, and that was saying something. If I walked into the workshop, Bajora and Hunar would shift on their feet and their manes would go limp, and Ezraji walked around with his lower hands behind his back. A lightbulb had gone off in my head months ago, remembering that 
      all
       the pilots did that on our transfer down to the Yaspurian surface. 
    

    
      Maybe Aavar was worried about scaring us more than the others. He spent the most time with the kids, after all. Hunar and Bajora sometimes forgot, especially when they argued, and Piro would get excited about something, then remember and abruptly tuck his lower hands out of sight. What they didn’t get was that the motion was comforting to me. I talked with my hands a lot, especially when my Bronx accent thickened with frustration or excitement. When the guys used their hands to gesture too, it made me feel more at home.
    

    
      He pulled up a map of the terrain as we flew over it, riddled with black circles that denoted cenotes or cave entrances, maybe. “There. See? Daramēiza’s full of these—”
    

    
      “You don’t need to worry about your mane around me,” I blurted. Aavar froze, his eyes fixed ahead and mane tightening up like snakes hanging off of market hooks. I babbled, caught off guard by his unusually tense expression. “What I mean is, I’m not afraid of you because you’re an alien. Or, I’m an alien? Whatever, you get the point. I mean, the point is, you can move your tendrils and it won’t bother me… Do you guys even have the concept of aliens? I mean, everyone has a homeworld, but—” 
    

    
      “You like my tendrils?” he asked quietly.
    

    
      I blinked, looking at them as they swung around his chest. When we’d first met, Aavar had been a sallow yellow with brown undersides to his mane, but while working in the human colony, his colors had brightened significantly. “They’re pretty striking. Nice contrast.” He looked at me sharply with his ruby eyes and I sank into the seat. I had two verbal left feet when it came to giving compliments, but I was 
      sure
       that if I’d said that to Piro, he’d wander around the hangar glowing all day. “Piro said that was a good trait. Right? You must have been working hard since we first arrived.”
    

    
      He closed his eyes above me, and when he opened them, he smiled his signature smile. “Yup. A balanced diet does wonders. You wanna try flying her into port? We should be able to see the city in a couple of beats.” 
    

    
      His distraction tactic worked, and my awkward compliment went forgotten. I patted the controls like they were a terrifying animal and popped my lips. “As cool as that sounds, I’ll pass. I don’t even have a driver’s license back home.” 
    

    
      “Does this look anything like an Earth transpo?” 
    

    
      I laughed, and his smile warmed up. “Uh, no. It does not. You’ve seen some human movies, er, vids, right? You know what they look like.” 
    

    
      Aavar bit his lip like I’d walked right into a delightful trap. The tips of his tendrils curled like fishhooks as he minimized the map and tapped the autopilot function, so the controls were visible again. “Exactly! Nothing like this. So why would a license on Earth be any help, anyway?”
    

    
      “Shit, that’s a good point,” I breathed, looking at the controls. It looked a lot like a fighter jet cockpit, but with two separate handles encased like the knuckle guards of a fancy rapier. I’d watched Aavar pull out of the hangar and had read enough manuals to know that the handles had controls for two thumbs per each hand. “I only have five fingers, though.” 
    

    
      Aavar lunged over me again to disengage the autopilot. “That’s okay. The lower controls are only for special maneuvering. Learning how to barrel roll isn’t really a day-one sorta lesson.” 
    

    
      The heads-up display blinked blue, announced “autopilot disengaging,” then the nose of the transport angled down towards the canopy. I lunged forward, stuffing my hands into the guards and pulled back, leveling us out with a colorful curse. “What the fuck, Aavar!”
    

    
      “Hey, wouldja look at that,” he said easily, grin widening enough to see the glint of his three left canines. “You’re a natural.”
    

    
      “What if I’d pushed instead of pulled, huh? We’d be meat patties on the jungle floor.” 
    

    
      A hand hovered over my shoulder, close enough to brush the ruffled cap sleeve of my sundress, then disappeared. “I’m the best pilot in the Samridve fleet. Trust me, I wouldn’t have let us take a swan dive.” 
    

    
      I snorted. Aavar was a glorified delivery truck driver. Yeah right, he was the best. Still, it was nice to hear the smug confidence in his voice. “Alright, cocky, what do I do now?” Sweating, I stared at my hands. I knew how to service the transpos, but not how to navigate a cockpit. I spent most of my time patching shorts, rotating cuspids, and recharging.  
    

    
      “Alright, you see the artificial horizon? That’s a level.” He reached his lower hand over me to a holographic globe with a triangle gliding overtop of its surface. “Once the crosshairs in the spinning ball turn white on both axes, you lock the controls. Yaspur’s a pretty small moon, so its curvature needs constant course correction. When you lock the controls, the transport will calculate that for you.” 
    

    
      I watched the globe, eyes darting up to the window nervously as I caught one axis, then the other. The controls were smooth and sensitive, so we didn’t actually feel anything in the cockpit, but my nerves insisted that if I looked away from the bloody sea beneath us, we’d crash and burn. My palms and the back of my neck grew slick with anxiety. “Okay,” I breathed, wide-eyed. “How do I lock them?”
    

    
      Aavar pointed to my right-hand guard. “It’s the top button.”
    

    
      A shiny, terrifyingly red button sat atop my control like a warning. “The top button, as in the red button?” My Bronx was starting to show, vowels compressing into that quintessential New Yorker accent. “Nope. I’m not gonna press the red button.”
    

    
      “Just trust me, that’s the button.”
    

    
      “It don’t 
      matter
       if that’s the button, I’m not pressing the red button!”
    

    
      Aavar’s tendrils shook with laughter. “Because it’s 
      red?”
    

    
      “On Earth, red means 
      boom,
       arright? I’m not pressing the—”
    

    
      Aavar’s upper hand slid over mine into the narrow space within the guard, his fingers over my fingers, his palm over my knuckles. He gripped my much smaller hand, lower thumb pressing into my wrist. A tingle zapped all the way up my arm, straight into my heart as his chest pressed against the side of my face. I felt all those lean bricks beneath his skin. My cheeks burned as bright as the button itself, and my New Yorker tongue went numb…
    

    
      Then he pressed the button. The artificial horizon flashed blue, and the guards locked in place. He gave my hand a squeeze, frozen, his breath shallow.
    

    
      “Ezra wasn’t kidding,” he huffed in disbelief.
    

    
      “What?” I was dazed, entirely transfixed by the way his palm pressed on my knuckles, gripping me in place. 
    

    
      “Your sweat. It tastes like the ocean.” His tone was reverent, a little shaky even. He sighed before slipping away, setting his feet flat on the ground behind the pilot’s seat. 
    

    
      “See?” he teased, his voice returning to normal. “We didn’t explode.” I would have smacked him if my limbs hadn’t felt like jelly.
    

    
      By the time we approached Samridve, he’d shown me how to adjust course for the coordinates on the transport’s positioning software and answer comms. At that point, though, he had to take over because I’d turned into a puppy at the park, too excited by the city skyline to pay attention. Samridve was a glistening silver and white horseshoe, hugging the rim of a waterfall with Niagara’s grandeur, only three times taller. The falls dissipated into a glittering mist two thirds of the way down and were decorated with several hovering discs that Aavar insisted were Nilah Port. A bright green drone took control, guiding us onto a misty service deck, where dozens of other transpos exactly like ours were lined up like cars in a parking lot. The air vent that repelled water from our windshield kicked on as the mist grew heavier.  
    

    
      I had a hard time breathing, my hand plastered to my forehead in excitement. Our colony’s hangar was nothing compared to this. This place was like a suped-up LaGuardia Airport, only not a muddy shithole over the Hudson Bay. Hundreds of transports and vessels were being serviced, fueled, tugged in, and prepped for departure. Shilpakaari, in full coveralls and hooded visors, used their holotabs as traffic batons to ease pilots into their assigned bays, just like I did for Piro and Aavar.
    

    
      I was suddenly so grateful for Hunar’s hardass training. Most of what was going on around me was familiar, from the tools people carried, to the gestures they made with their batons, to the service lights blinking in distinct patterns on the transpos in need of repair. I could work here someday. I could live in a big city and reclaim my comfort zone: the hustle, the crowded streets, the bombarding smells and sounds, the monolithic buildings. Tears pricked my eyes, excited to fall into the familiar rhythms of a metropolis again. I didn’t hate the colony, but life there was achingly slow, and the jungle was overwhelming. When I went to sleep, there wasn’t the comfort of headlights flashing over my bedroom walls or the sounds of car alarms and distant drunken laughter.
    

    
      Aavar powered down the transpo and it settled on the shiny, wet tarmac with a descending whir. He pushed open the little swivel window to our right and called out while his two left hands busily switched off engines and lowered the stern ramp. 
      “Oya,
       Namit!” He waved through the windshield at a man in coveralls and a visor making his way across the tarmac. His uniform was the same cut as mine, only bright green instead of taupe. He wore a reflective hood attached to his visor, which was long enough to cover his mane. I hadn’t seen the visors before, but otherwise, even our tools were identical. The man pulled off his visor, revealing black-on-black eyes set in a burgundy face. His tendrils roiled without restraint, pouring over his shoulders, tasting the drizzle in the air. He waved up at the cockpit with his two left hands, then faltered, his eyes going wide as they landed on me.
    

    
      Aavar didn’t notice, climbing out of the cockpit, beaming. “Namit’s going to lunch with us, if you’re okay with that?”
    

    
      “Sure, why not?”
    

    
      Aavar’s mane shivered as if he were chuckling. “He’s nervous, so don’t bite.” 
    

    
      We strolled down the ramp as I slid my bag over my shoulder. “I’ll do my best.”
    

    
      “Oya,” 
      Aavar greeted his friend with open arms, having to yell over the roar of the falls. A light spray coated my skin and hair immediately, tempering the jungle heat. The other man shuffled on his feet, looking at me with concern as we approached. He was short for a shilpakaar, only about my height. When I made eye contact and smiled, his mane scrunched up around his neck nervously.
    

    
      “Hi!” I yelled.
    

    
      “Namit, Bree. Bree, Namit,” Aavar rushed, standing with his back to the falls, blocking the water. “Let’s get off the tarmac!”
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨
      ✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yarushda let me use her docking bay,” Namit yelled, guiding our way. I shuffled along between them, Aavar behind me, Namit in the lead. Since we were on a service platform, there weren’t a lot of idle people standing around, gawking at the human woman cutting between transpos. In fact, I think they purposefully avoided people as Namit looked left and right, choosing our path at every intersection.
    

    
      We cut around an arched building, the roof of which sloped down at each side, casting off the mist from the falls in rivulets beneath the walkways. As soon as we ducked past, the roar from the falls subsided significantly. Namit craned his neck to see around the far corner and I followed suit, electricity buzzing in the soles of my feet.
    

    
      A woman caught Namit’s eye, her mane flipping over itself as she waved us over. She was the first shilpakaari woman I’d ever seen, and I was stunned by her beauty: magenta with golden spots, delicate features, and demure peacock blue eyes. She was taller than Namit and me, but still shorter than Aavar. When she saw me staring, she bobbed her head with a shy smile. 
    

    
      “That’s Yarushda,” Namit said tightly, unable to look anyone in the eye. “She invited herself along when I told her why I wanted to use her spot.”
    

    
      “She did, huh?” Aavar practically giggled, bouncing on his toes. 
    

    
      Yarushda reached into the transport at her back and pulled a bundle out. She crossed the back lot with a brief look in both directions, hugging it to her front. As she approached, I realized her mane was encased in a hood the same color as her skin rather than swinging free. She bobbed her head to Namit first, then showed off a well-practiced human smile and held out her right hand.
    

    
      Her 
      only
       right hand. 
    

    
      “You must be Bree,” she said breathlessly.
    

    
      “You only have two arms,” I marveled. “I completely forgot women only have two arms.” She laughed nervously, unsure if she should put her hand down. I shook my head at myself and clasped her hand with a firm shake. “Sorry, I don’t have much of a filter. Yarushda, right? Nice to meet you.”
    

    
      Her mane roiled inside the hood, which was disconcerting, like snakes in a bag, but she looked relieved, patting the bundle in her hands. “I have something for you, if you don’t mind? The boys can change in the transpo while I help you with it.”
    

    
      Aavar said nothing, waiting for my permission. I patted his shoulder and shoved him towards Namit’s ride. “Go change.” He gave me a wink, then steered Namit towards the transpo by his upper bicep, curling over him to gossip. By the way Namit glanced back, there was no doubt they were talking about Yarushda.
    

    
      “I printed this for you,” she said, unwrapping the bundle. Inside was a hood like hers, only grey. “Aavar said it would match the color of your eyes.” I raised my brow, taking it from her slowly. 
    

    
      “Thanks,” I said hesitantly. “Do I need to cover my hair while I’m here? Sorry, I don’t know anything about Samridve.” 
    

    
      She brushed her palm over her hood self-consciously. “No, but you’re the first human to visit and, well, your silk will get a lot of attention.” She motioned to my hair. “Wearing one helps me get around, so I thought it might help you, too.” 
    

    
      “Shit, that’s a great point. Alright, I’m sold on the hood.” I’d piled my hair on top of my head like a bird’s nest, so I busied myself with pulling it down, glancing over her mane with confusion. Did she have the same disease as Pom Pom? “Can I ask why it helps you get around, though?”
    

    
      “I produce more scent than most women. It’s uncomfortable for my male coworkers and gets me a lot of unwanted attention.” 
    

    
      I nodded with realization. New York had no shortage of catcallers, and Aavar’s friend was stunning. I’d have bet my left tit men experienced a religious epiphany whenever she sneezed. If there wasn’t a shrine in some poor schmuck’s locker dedicated to her wrist bones or some shit, then I was the Queen of England. I brushed out my hair with its bottle-blonde damaged ends and four inches of dark roots, then held out the hood with a grin. “Mind giving me a hand?” 
    

    
      Yarushda bit her lip. “You don’t mind if I touch your silk?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Nah. I have so much of it these days. Actually, I really need to get it cut. Hey, you don’t have barbers here, do you?” 
    

    
      She drew back, her whole body shuddering with horror. “I know your silk is more like yiwren fur, but the idea of cutting it is still terrifying.”
    

    
      I grinned. “No barbers then.” 
    

    
      Yarushda gently picked up my unruly fluff and set it inside the hood. “Aavar told Namit that you’re his mechanic,” she said, shuffling around behind me. I rolled my eyes. 
    

    
      “He’s probably told you all sorts of things.” Like the exact dimensions and shape of my butt. Lord knows he’d studied it hard enough.
    

    
      Yarushda laughed. “Just that you’re learning so quickly. He’s very impressed with you.”
    

    
      Wait, really? She couldn’t see my frown or the sideways glance I tossed towards the transpo. Namit and Aavar were standing behind it, stretching tunics over their heads and flipping their manes out. That he had said nothing else took a chunk out of my pride that I wasn’t expecting. I’d thought the 
      Paramour
       discussion had scared him off, but suddenly, I wasn’t so sure. Maybe he’d flirted with me so hard because he’d felt contractually obligated to.
    

    
      The sudden unease slid off my shoulders with a familiar straightening of my spine. Human men had passed me over more than my fair share, what with my loud mouth and brash personality. Besides, hadn’t I rejected him first? I wouldn’t let this hiccup ruin my day, even if I couldn’t stop thinking about fixing his stupid static latch.
    

    
      “So, are you a pilot?” I asked, attempting to change the subject.
    

    
      “Yes! I’m the chief trans-atmo pilot. I helped ferry humans down to the colony. That’s how Namit and I started working together. He’s my mechanic.” Yarushda sealed the hood with a gentle touch. She held me by the shoulders like a big sister, looking over my features, making sure it was on straight, then nodded to herself once in triumph. “Done. Does it feel okay?”
    

    
      I gave her a thumbs up. “Feels great.” She beamed. 
    

    
      “Good. Let’s go!”
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      Flowers burst from vertical soil walls, obscuring the entrances to boutiques and cafes along Market Row, one of the wealthier districts this side of Kāca Falls. Across the roaring water, which was dampened to a low rumble by an acoustic net below the main strata, shone the business district with its spiraling towers, intricately carved like ivory horns. Arches and ancient geometric steps decorated the top several dozen meters of the cliffs, leading to high-end restaurants, ancient homes nestled away behind mature 
      biria
       trees, and artist studios. 
    

    
      Shilpakaari were known for their artistry, and even though Aavar wasn’t an artist himself, he had never been prouder. He trailed behind Bree as she roamed along the crowded street, looking where she looked, sniffing what she sniffed. She’d picked up a trinket on a display board, and he’d picked it up after her to inspect the tendril caps that caught her eye. She’d pointed down an alley piled high with drying pottery, and he’d pushed through the little crowd of tourists so she could watch a claymaster etch patterns into four wet bowls at once. She poked a metal lantern in passing, casting a kaleidoscope of triangular beams around the shaded walls of a teahouse. When a patron looked up with a grunt of annoyance, Aavar stopped the swinging lamp with a sheepish smile. 
    

    
      “Watch your guest, eunuch,” the man spat. Aavar’s smile settled in. He waited to see if Bree had heard him, if she would turn to look at him, then lifted the lamp by his finger so it tipped off its hook and landed squarely on the other man’s table setting. Porcelain cracked, his date squeaked and skidded back in her chair. There was a fair amount of polite gasping that gave Aavar a sense of catharsis. 
    

    
      He leaned over the shocked man, his mane curling angrily despite the vapid smile. “Would you look at that? Just missed a little…” He picked up an unbroken teacup with a prosthetic tendril and tipped its contents onto the man’s head. “There we go.” 
    

    
      While the man sputtered for an attendant, Aavar slipped away, coming up behind the others. He threw his arm over Namit’s shoulder with a satisfied hiss. His friend gave him an exhausted look. “What did you do?”
    

    
      “Nothing. Oh hey, that’s neat!” He steered them down an alley of ancient faded blue brick, where merchants lounged in alcoves filled with mountainous piles of peppers and dried fish.
    

    
      “Actually,” Yarushda said as they were being led away, “It does seem about time for lunch, don’t you think? I can suggest a bistro around the corner! It’s pricey, but the chef always lets me bring guests at a discount.”
    

    
      Namit rolled his eyes, grumbled under his breath, and started haggling aggressively for some fresh fruit. Aavar slid over to his friend. “I was planning on taking Bree to the perches. Have you been there, Yarushda?”
    

    
      Namit stared lasers through the back of Aavar’s skull. He pushed the mechanic back towards the merchant with a lower hand and punched him discreetly in the kidney. Yarushda nodded her head nervously. 
    

    
      “Just once or twice. The view is beautiful though.” She turned to Bree. “You’ll love it. And 
      kadthi
       is a great idea, Namit, thank you for buying some.” Namit groaned, paying the merchant. 
    

    
      The enraged bark of the man at the teahouse echoed off the bricks as Namit took their citrus in hand. Aavar snuck a look out on Market Row, then pushed everyone further down the alleyway. “Let’s take a shortcut.” 
    

    
      “This isn’t a shortcut, Aavar.”
    

    
      “Trust me, it’ll be faster.” 
    

    
       “Here, I’ll carry the fruit. Thanks for getting it,” Bree said. Before Namit could argue, she took the bag from his hand, their fingers brushing. Namit’s eyes widened and he looked up at Aavar. Both he and Yarushda froze, their tendrils twisting painfully. A furnace of jealousy roared to life in Aavar’s chest. Namit knew that it just took one touch for Ezraji and Amelia to coil. Bree, none the wiser, looked up at Namit with a smile. “Even if it’s not shorter, I don’t want to see all the touristy stuff anyway,” she told him, oblivious. “I’m from a big city too, so I’d rather hang out like a local, you know?” 
    

    
      “Yeah… sure,” Namit said, edging away. 
    

    
      Aavar traded places with him, his jaw clamped shut. He took a deep breath and popped his usual smile back into place. “I’ll show you the way.”
    

    
      No matter how hard he tried, Aavar stewed. He looked back at Yarushda, the same envy written on her features, even as she tried to look soft and happy. Within her hood, her tendrils reached for Namit. His stupid, blind friend looked apologetic at least, mane shrunken to a less impressive length, hands stuffed into his pockets. 
    

    
      Bree swung the bag of citrus by her hip without a care in the world. Unable to help himself, Aavar curled his lower hand around her wrist and lifted her hand. She blinked at him as he took the bag from her. “I’ll take that.”
    

    
      “Such a gentleman,” she teased. Just like that, her casual amusement doused the raging inferno eating his heart alive. She stretched her arms towards the sky, then clasped them behind her head as they walked. “So what are the perches anyway?” 
    

    
      “Exactly what they’re called. Our homeworld is all trees and oceans, you knew that right?”
    

    
      “Dharatee is?”
    

    
      “Yup. Unless you count the polar ice caps, there’s no land at all. Our cities are all underwater now, but for most of history, we lived in the forests.”
    

    
      Bree looked up at him in wonder. “How’s that even possible?” 
    

    
      “The trees on Dharatee aren’t really like the ones here. They’re hundreds of feet tall and rooted right into the ocean floor. Ezraji’s from a forest settlement there. He says their trunks feel more like stone than the trees here.”
    

    
      “Woah,” Bree said, mouth wide open. Aavar glanced at her glistening tongue, resting in her bottom jaw like a pillow. The inside of her mouth was pink and wet, and he wanted to know how warm it was. His eyelids lowered thoughtfully, a rumble jumping through his mane. Maybe he could feel the inside of her mouth with a tendril. Not much fazed her, so he might be able to convince her. He wanted to know how elastic her cheeks were, what it would feel like when her teeth scraped against his skin, what her face would look like with her lips clamped down around his… 
    

    
      Aavar cleared his throat and blinked away, curling his tendrils up over themselves, grateful that his synthcap was on her side instead of his real tendrils, which were crawling over themselves in an attempt to get closer behind her back. He wasn’t usually so out of control, but the brush against Namit’s hand stirred the instincts of the coil in him. He needed to keep focused and make sure she enjoyed the day, that they didn’t get too many stares, that she got her tools. He reminded himself that he’d given her up for a reason. She’d turned him down more than once, and knowing what he knew… He never should have pushed in the first place. The best he could hope for was friendship, and even that was more than a man with half a 
      senti
       could expect anyway. 
    

    
      Bree bumped his arm with her bare shoulder, and he bit back his thoughts. He wasn’t 
      sad
       their arms didn’t touch. He was 
      glad
       he wore a long-sleeve tunic. “Did you hear me?”
    

    
      Aavar ran a hand over his face. “No, sorry, what?” he asked hoarsely. 
    

    
      “The perches, then, are they like tree houses?” 
    

    
      Aavar turned the corner, looking out over the sparse market crowd, splitting the way for her. “Sort of.” He looked ahead at their path with a frown. Maybe the perches weren’t such a good idea after all. “Actually, they’re a common date spot,” he blurted, watching her sideways. 
    

    
      “Oh, let me guess. Shady tree branches and privacy for smashing faces?” 
    

    
      Aavar stitched his brow together, pointing her towards a colorful tent as they spilled out onto the main walkway again. “I’m not sure what smashing faces has to do with it, but no, they’re not super private. And they’re not actually trees. Sort of an homage to trees.” 
    

    
      “Well color me curious. And hungry. Is the tent where that awesome smell is coming from?” Bree pointed towards Savarah’s Skewers with its colorful, embroidered awnings that had faded in the sun over the decades. The thin flags were never replaced, but covered over with new ones, weighing down the front of the stall and its painted wooden pillars. The wood was soft enough that satisfied patrons had left silver coins in the wood, creating glittering metal patterns across their entire surface. Bree reached out and touched them with her delicate fingers, now scraped and calloused from hard work.
    

    
      “That’s what our money used to look like,” Aavar told her. “No one really knows how long Savarah’s has been here, but we’ve been using the ISU cache system for about two hundred and fifty years now.”
    

    
      “So what you’re telling me is this restaurant is older than the country I was born in?” Bree asked. 
    

    
      “Yes?” Aavar decided. 
    

    
      “Oh hell yeah, bring on the mystery meat!”
    

    
      Aavar ducked inside the tent, placed their order, and divided the food as they left, carrying a steaming bag in each hand. When they got to the perches, though, his stomach twisted. He looked at Bree as she stared out at the pools around which couples and spats were playing. There were some tourists here, mostly hjarna, who also loved water. A couple of yiwren basked in the sun. The water trickled from pool to pool, diverted away from the roaring river rapids on their way to the falls. The turquoise water was inviting and clear, leaving the limestone basins visible, the center of each boasting a sculpture of fish with elegant tails and long whiskers jumping upstream. 
    

    
      While she was distracted, he looked up at the perches. They were tall, polished totems notched with foot and handholds. 
    

    
      “Maybe we should sit by the pools,” he said, desperate to change his plan. Bree followed his eyeline, her eyes climbing up and up. 
    

    
      “Are those the perches?!” she asked, examining the lattice hammocks that fanned out around each totem, large enough to seat half a dozen people. “I bet you can see the falls from up there.” 
    

    
      Namit and Aavar shared a wary glance. “Yeah, it’s a nice view,” Namit conceded. His gaze brushed over Yarushda, who looked at the hammocks too, and he took a bag of food from Aavar’s hand. “Which one do you want?” he asked her. 
    

    
      “Oh,” Yarushda bumbled with surprise. “That’s alright. We can sit down here.” 
    

    
      Namit leveled her with a stare, his mane going still. “You think I can’t carry you?” 
    

    
      Bree turned towards the tension. Aavar shook his head as she took in a breath to yell at Namit. He bit the insides of his mouth to keep from grinning as Yarushda’s brow piqued. From within her hood, she hissed with approval. 
    

    
      “I’m not light,” she challenged. “I’m taller than you.” 
    

    
      Namit scoffed. “I could carry Aavar if I wanted.” He handed her the bag of food. “Which perch do you want?”
    

    
      Yarushda bit her lip and pointed to the lowest. “That one.” 
    

    
      Namit rolled his eyes. “We’ll take the top then. See you two in a turn?” 
    

    
      Bree waved weakly, watching them leave with confusion. “What was that about?” She tilted her head sideways as Yarushda climbed onto Namit’s back, squeezing his hips with her thighs. 
    

    
      “Do you want the sordid details, or do you want the friendly version?” Aavar asked, guiding her towards a bench. Bree stood firm, watching Namit climb effortlessly with the woman on his back. 
    

    
      “Do I look like a PG-13 kinda girl? Give me all the juicy bits,” Bree said, blatantly staring. “Damn, that’s impressive.” Aavar ground his dental ridges together. 
    

    
      “Yarushda covers her tendrils because she wants Namit to coil with her,” he said. “But my idiot friend thinks he won’t be able to keep her if they do, and he’s not a fan of heartbreak or drama. Doesn’t mean he isn’t attracted to her though. He wants her to keep pining for him. He gets off on denying her.” 
    

    
      Bree grinned crookedly and Aavar’s heart pumped straight into his cock at the ease with which she took that information. She crossed her arms and cocked her hip. “So he’s playing hard to get.”
    

    
      Aavar smirked, pointing to the bench someone else was liable to steal if they didn’t sit down soon. He took a step towards it in an attempt to coax Bree. “Pretty much.” 
    

    
      “And the perch thing. What’s with the perch thing?”
    

    
      Two spats and their father plopped down on the bench. Aavar sighed. He held up his four hands and wriggled his fingers at Bree. “It takes four arms to climb the trunks. The only way to get up there is if a shilpakaari man carries you up. The higher you go, the more difficult the climb. Tourists aren’t even allowed to attempt it.”
    

    
      “So it’s a test.” 
    

    
      Aavar was beginning to panic. “Sure. That and it puts your date right up against your 
      senti.
       It’s pretty much public heavy petting.” Could they sit by one of the pools? There wasn’t a lot of space with the afternoon crowd. Maybe another bench would vacate. Would she hate sitting on the ground? 
    

    
      “Could we go up?”
    

    
      Aavar’s marks flashed, lighting up his skin, heating his veins. Two months ago, he would have swept her off her feet in a heartbeat, but now? He looked at her with concern and she put up her hands in surrender, misinterpreting his stare. 
    

    
      “Just as friends, you know? I promise I won’t touch your 
      senti.
       But I get it if it’s too much trouble. I’m not exactly fat-free.” Bree frowned down at her thick middle, the beautiful round globes of her butt, the wide sweep of her thighs, and Aavar’s impulsiveness swept all his restraint aside. 
    

    
      “If you want to go up, we can go up.” 
    

    
      She hesitated. “We really don’t have to.” 
    

    
      “I’m warming up to the idea personally.”
    

    
      “Really, I can’t make you do that. It seems so… so 
      prissy. 
      Isn’t there an elevator or something?” She craned her head around, looking for one. Aavar held out their food to her, right in front of her face. 
    

    
      “Bree?”
    

    
      “Yeah?” 
    

    
      “Shut up and tell me which perch you want. And don’t choose the lowest one. Got it?” 
    

    
      Eyes as round as the coins stuck in the columns framing Savarah’s Skewers, Bree licked the corner of her lip and took the food. Her eyes twinkled with mischief. “Alright, Mister Showoff. I want that one.” She pointed to a totem on the fringes. The highest perch was already taken, but the second highest was open. Aavar snorted. 
    

    
      “Easy.” He led her to it and extended his lower hands back, squaring his knees. 
    

    
      “Aavar, I don’t know if this is a good idea. What if I lose it and fall backwards? I got one piggyback ride from a boyfriend in middle school, and he ran us into a wall after three steps.” 
    

    
      His mane shivered, undulating wantonly. “That just means you get to hold on tight. I know you’re not afraid, Bree. You just don’t want me to work hard.” 
    

    
      She sighed behind him and then her bare hands gripped his shoulders. “This is insane. I’m insane.” Aavar closed his eyes and held his breath, willing his mane to stand the fuck down. He slid his hands over hers and pulled her arms all the way forward, looping their food around her wrist. 
    

    
      “When you hold on, press down with your elbows,” he told her, his palms moving to her forearms, teaching her how to hold on. “If you do it that way, you won’t choke me.” 
    

    
      He 
      felt
       her swallow against his tendrils and nearly groaned as a shaky breath caressed his skin. “Okay,” she said. 
    

    
      While his upper hands held her arms in place, his lower hands reached for her legs. “Jump up.” She did, the crux of her knees sandwiching his palms. She wriggled, getting comfortable, her front pressed to his back. He hoisted her higher, her pillowy chest smashed into his upper shoulder blades. Her heart pounded against his mane as he locked her boots around his hips. He had to take a breath, so intimately aware of how her tendons tightened and her muscles flexed, that it made him dizzy. Centered, he swung his synthetic tendrils forward over his shoulder so she couldn’t pull them free by accident and did his best to ignore their dead weight. “You ready?”
    

    
      “Nope.” 
    

    
      Aavar chuckled. It just meant she’d hold him tighter. “Up we go!” He jumped for a handhold well above his head and Bree squeaked, her legs clamping down. She buried her face in his shoulder. 
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      “Oh my god, oh my 
      fucking
       god,” Bree said over and over like a prayer as Aavar spiraled around the totem, swinging and pulling their shared weight. He kept his body away from the pole to protect her hands and their food, but still only started panting for breath about two-thirds of the way up. The burn was delicious, making him feel every muscle and tendon. He wrapped his mane around Bree’s arms, feeling her eyelids vibrate against him with the force of keeping them closed. 
    

    
      When they arrived at the top, Aavar paused above the hammock, looking out at the city skyline and the jungle beyond. Kāca Falls plummeted into a misty abyss beneath them, and the people around the leisure pools were as small as 
      millibols.
       He pressed his feet into the totem and held on with his two right hands, leaning out over a view he hadn’t enjoyed since his academy days. 
    

    
      “Bree, look.” 
    

    
      She glanced over his shoulder and her mouth fell open. A gust of air caught them like a flag and Aavar laughed as she choked him. “Shit!” she yelled, reaching off into the wind. Aavar swung her around before she really did fall, and they both slumped to the hammock. He stared at her silk, which he’d never seen untied, as it whipped beneath her hand. It was fluffier than he’d expected, with three or four inches of fertile brown roots before an abrupt change to straw yellow. She motioned to the hood floating away while she tied it back up. “Yarushda printed that for me.” 
    

    
      “Can’t say I’ll miss it.” 
    

    
      Bree scolded him with her eyes, then rolled onto her belly. She pulled herself to the edge of the hammock and looked down at the perilous fall. “Aavar, you just hauled my ass all the way up here. Do you know how amazing that is? Twenty feet up and I would have fainted from vertigo, 
      if
       my arms didn’t give out first.” 
    

    
      He laid out their little feast of pastry pockets and skewers, stuffing their bags into the net attached to the totem so they couldn’t blow away. 
    

    
      “Come on,” he said, sucking pastry flakes off his inner thumb, “let’s celebrate Shopping Day.” 
      Bree Day.
    

    
      Bree slid away from the edge and sat across from him. He could tell by the way three of her four limbs always touched the hammock that she was nervous. He handed her a warm skewer of delicate thigh meat. She pinched the first chunk with her teeth, baring them like a snarling animal, and slid it off. The morsel disappeared into her mouth, and she nodded with approval, inspecting the skewer. 
    

    
      “It’s good,” she said, impressed. Aavar dug into one of the 
      amil
       pockets, savoring the flaky, buttery fish as it burst on his tongue. “Hey, can I ask you a personal question? Why do you name the days?”
    

    
      Aavar’s enthusiastic chewing slowed. His mane scrunched up uncomfortably, so he grinned. “It’s just a habit now. Not really a fun story. What do you think of your 
      fid?”
       
    

    
      Bree was too sharp to rise to the bait. “I don’t mind if it’s not a fun story.” She pierced him with those unnervingly direct grey eyes, waiting. 
    

    
      Aavar waggled his brows and leaned back on his lower palms nonchalantly, but really the dead weight of his synthcap was splitting his head in two. He slid his entire mane behind his back so she couldn’t see them roil. He shrugged lazily. “My therapist taught me to name the days for the thing I wanted to accomplish or remember. Positive realization.” 
    

    
      “Therapist?” Bree pressed, sliding another cut of meat into her mouth. Oil glistened on her lips, until her tongue darted out and swept it away. Aavar swallowed, clearing his throat. 
    

    
      “I was in an accident back at the academy. Had to go to therapy or else I’d lose my scholarship.” He winked, giving her a glimpse of his jagged canines in a crooked smile. “The Excellence in Flight Scholarship, by the way. I wasn’t lying when I said I was the best in Samridve.”
    

    
      The boast did exactly what he’d hoped it would. Bree snorted and rolled her eyes, swallowing down her food. “Yeah, I bet your mom’s proud.” 
    

    
      Ouch.
       Aavar maintained his smile, but the playful light in his red eyes dimmed. “She was. Doubt she’s hanging up my accolades on the wall anymore, though. We haven’t talked since then.” 
    

    
      Bree gaped at him. “What the fuck?”
    

    
      Aavar reached his upper arm towards her skewer and took it for himself, biting off some 
      fid.
       He reached into the bag and pulled out the 
      ebadhi
       pocket, plopping it into her hands. “It’s pretty normal for shilpakaari. All the effort goes into raising girls. You should try that. It’s a really sweet shellfish tourists go crazy for.”
    

    
      Bree set the pastry pocket down. “Can I ask what happened?” 
    

    
      Aavar’s mane knotted up, every dead tendril root aching with the searing hot memory. He brushed his hand over the edges of his synthcap, expecting the seams to pull away from his skin at any moment. It was a nervous tick, checking the seams, pressing the roots, flexing the tips of each prosthetic. 
    

    
      He’d had nightmares about this question. In the early months, when he’d pursued Bree with abandon, he’d thought about it often. How could he possibly tell her the whole truth? He 
      couldn’t,
       was the answer. He’d been the envy of every cadet, coiling early and often with his pick of partners. In essence, he’d been the same as Evakir Vazi. Cocky, boastful. But as soon as he’d lost his tendrils, every woman he’d ever known had abandoned him. Even his mother and sister. They visited him in the hospital the day he woke up, handed him his dowry savings account, and walked out of his life forever. Only he hadn’t known that. He’d waited for them to visit him again. For months. 
    

    
      What if Bree did the same? His nightmare was so painfully familiar. She’d stand with his mother and sister, smiling through human tears, petting his hand. She’d tell him that she’ll visit tomorrow. Then tomorrow would come and he’d wait. 
    

    
      And he’d wait. 
    

    
      And he’d wait. 
    

    
      The hospital would bustle outside of his room, but the interior would decay. His sheets would speckle with mold and the tiles would crack apart. The chrome walls would yellow and run with stagnant water from broken pipes. He’d stare out into the hallway, alive and bustling as doctors checked their charts and families waited for good news. He’d stare in silence while they forgot to feed him, to change his bandages. His wounds would fester, and he’d waste away in the forgotten room, left to die in the same bed where his mother and sister had told him they’ll check on him tomorrow. And his corpse would continue to wait. 
    

    
      “You don’t have to tell me.” Bree’s voice cut into his spiraling thoughts. “It’s okay. Just enjoy your lunch. Forget I asked.” 
    

    
      Aavar squeezed his eyes shut. “I was attacked by another pilot,” he blurted. “We were challenging each other over the same woman and when he lost, he jumped me in an alley.” His eyes shot open, searching for Bree, afraid that she’d be gone. But she sat just where she’d been, chewing her food thoughtfully. There was no glance of suspicion or judgment, no pity.
    

    
      “Wow, fuck that guy,” she said. “What a sore loser.” 
    

    
      The tense set of Aavar’s shoulders fell with a relieved huff. Bree reacted no differently to his failure to defend himself than if a guy had thrown a tantrum after losing a bet. He shrugged, laying his head back on his upper palms, one leg dangling off the edge of the hammock. 
    

    
      “A sore loser and a shit pilot with bad taste in music.” 
    

    
      “See, that’s his downfall right there. A hellish trifecta. A bad driver that also plays bad music is just the 
      worst.
       No wonder he didn’t win that woman’s coil.”
    

    
      Aavar beamed up at her as she devoured the rest of her pastry pocket, her cheeks bulging, crumbs tumbling to her yellow dress. She wiped her hands off on her leggings and crossed her boots at the ankle. “I bet your family loves you,” Aavar sighed wistfully. 
    

    
      Bree scrunched her nose at him in such a human expression that he couldn’t decipher its meaning until she shook her head, trying to swallow the massive bite of food she’d taken. He peeled a 
      kadthi
       while she forced it down. “Nah,” she said around a manageable amount of food. “I mean, yeah, my dad and I were close, sort of, but it was hard. My mom was a gambling addict and spent most of her time in Jersey City strung out in front of a slot machine, chasing bass players half her age. And my dad was a homeless vet. I lived with my aunt and uncle. They mostly just tolerated me.” 
    

    
      Aavar tilted his head. “Homeless animal doctor?”
    

    
      Bree waved her hand in negation. “No, vet as in veteran. When he got back from the Gulf War, there wasn’t a lot of support for soldiers with post-traumatic stress yet. He ended up in and out of shelters, dabbling in drugs, you know… Just couldn’t reacclimate to normal life anymore.”
    

    
      Aavar listened with a growing frown. She spoke about the soup kitchen at which she’d volunteer so she could meet her dad on the weekends, about getting grounded for rebelling as a teenager, all with a sense of acceptance. She found Aavar trustworthy enough to share the messy details of her life on Earth, even if he was still hiding so much. 
    

    
      His stomach plummeted. 
      Chudthi,
       how could she be so forthcoming while he secreted away all the nasty sides of himself? He hissed, darkness crowding in around the edges of his thoughts. She didn’t know anything about the delegate program or the contract they’d all signed. She was working with a group of men that agreed to try coiling with humans and didn’t know it. Even if they were protective of her, Bree had a right to know. 
    

    
      Aavar set down his skewer with conviction. Sevizi’s masterful spices turned to mud in his mouth, because even now, his motives were selfish. Telling her the truth was the only way he’d ever have a shot of feeding that little spark of hope. And if she decided to snuff it out? Better to do it now before it could burn him. “I know about the 
      Paramour,”
       he said hoarsely, interrupting her. “I know about the threshold labs and the harems and the auction block. I know everything.” 
    

    
      Bree closed her mouth and looked out at the red sea of trees beyond the city. “I know.” Aavar’s gut twisted, and his tendrils fanned out as if she might attack him, or worse, leak from her eyes, but she just smiled sadly and shrugged. “I have a secret nest in the workshop on a bottom shelf. It’s how I meet Hunar’s deadlines. Go home, take a shower, go right back to the hangar and work until I pass out. I was sleeping in there when you all met and talked about the lab.” 
    

    
      “Bree, you don’t have to—”
    

    
      She held up a hand, cutting him off. Aavar’s skin chilled with anxiety. He wouldn’t be able to handle it if she told him about all the violence. Memories bubbled over in his mind: a gritty alleyway, the searing hot edge of a knife sawing through his 
      senti, 
      the wet thud as his tendrils fell to the ground… 
    

    
      “It wasn’t that bad,” she said. Aavar blinked at her, his breath stuck in his throat. She met his eyes, and he could tell she wasn’t lying. He forced himself to calm down, reedy pulse pattering faster than a 
      fid
      . “I was in a harem for about a month with some other humans, mostly guys. We didn’t get a lot of visitors.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s brow drew close. It wasn’t that bad. Being raped in a harem 
      wasn’t that bad.
       “You can’t expect me to believe that.” 
    

    
      “I know. After hearing what happened to Amelia, you must think there was more, but it was pretty uneventful. The first time was pretty scary, won’t lie. After that, I only had one close call.”
    

    
      “A close call?” Aavar’s mane jerked involuntarily. Bree took another bite off their skewer, feeding herself with her fingers. 
    

    
      “Yeah. There was a pool in the center of our garden and the guy drowned me by accident. It was the only time I got injured.” Bree looked at him sideways and Aavar squinted, his stripes brightening as if he were facing a threat. He pumped his fists involuntarily, trying to work out what felt wrong. “But, you know, I don’t have nightmares about it. I don’t feel scarred or vulnerable. Humans react differently to trauma, and for me, it just didn’t stick.”
    

    
      Aavar listened, but her words echoed, blocking out reason. 
      Drowned in a pool, drowned in a pool, mostly guys, drowned in a pool… 
      A lightbulb went off in his mind and he snarled, his mane reverberating deep into his bones. “You were in a 
      shilpakaari harem?”
       
    

    
      Bree winced. “If I’m not freaking out about it, you can’t freak out about it either.” 
    

    
      “Bree, I hit on you 
      relentlessly!”
       he spat, disgusted with himself. Oil coated his insides with every pump of his heart. He grabbed his mane with both upper palms and clenched hard enough to feel pain. 
      “Chudthi.”
    

    
      Bree pried his fingers open and lowered them slowly, kneeling with her back to the stunning view. 
      “You
       didn’t hurt me, Aavar. Why would I let a handful of assholes ruin all shilpakaari for me, huh? You guys living in the colony are pretty great.” 
    

    
      “Don’t defend me,” Aavar snapped. 
    

    
      “Why not?” Bree’s voice rose too, offended by his tone. 
    

    
      “Because if you were there, then you know I signed a fucking contract too!”
    

    
      “Big deal! It’s not like any of you 
      knew.”
    

    
      “We didn’t know the specifics, but we got the gist of it from the get-go,” Aavar spat. “Especially me. I was your pilot down to the surface, remember? Because 
      I
       do. 
      I
       remember the way people looked at us like we might hurt them, and I hit on you anyway!” 
    

    
      “Yeah? Well, I miss your stupid flirting! The clown act and dumb tests. Why don’t you do it anymore, huh? No longer contractually obligated? Worried I’m too fragile? What?!” Bree pushed him. Aavar fell back on his upper hands, his lower palms raised in surrender as the constant breeze swallowed up their argument. Bree sat back on her knees, mollified. “Shit, sorry…” 
    

    
      The anger dissipated as quickly as it’d boiled over. Aavar swallowed hard. “I stopped because I thought I was part of the problem,” he croaked. “Not because I wanted to. What do you want, Bree?” His words were quiet, vulnerable. “I’ll do whatever you want.”  
    

    
      Bree hugged herself, staring hard at the jungle, at Big Blue hovering over the horizon. She squinted into the sun, the tangerine light bouncing through her grey eyes like crystal, making them clearer, stronger, sharper. Aavar held his breath, captivated by the prism of her stare, waiting for an answer. 
    

    
      “I miss the banter,” she finally admitted. Aavar’s stomach clenched, his blood pumping so hard his eyesight wavered. 
    

    
      “You do?”
    

    
      “I liked that you were playful and confident. I liked that you were unapologetic about being a pain too because I’m a hardass, you know? I’m no good at walking on eggshells. You didn’t care that I said no or cussed or threw my tools around. Now the only one that talks to me while I’m working is puppy-eyed Piro and I work 
      all the time,
       Aavar. I’m 
      tired.
       Being soft makes me tired.” 
    

    
      Aavar settled back on his upper elbows while his lower hands ran through his living tendrils. He exhaled heavily, taking her confession in with numb shock. “Sooo, I can start complimenting your butt again?” 
    

    
      Bree’s wide eyes jumped back up to his, her mouth slack. A crooked grin crawled across Aavar’s mouth, and she flicked a crumb at him. His tendrils shivered as she bit her lip to keep herself from smiling, even if her pale eyes sparkled with amusement. “Seriously?”
    

    
      Aavar gave her a sage nod, lacing his fingers together to look cool and confident when actually his hands were trembling. He could hardly contain himself, he was wound up so tight with excitement, with nerves. Speaking of which, all of his fingers felt simultaneously hot and cold, as if his entire body was in the throes of a celebratory flash dance. But he couldn’t let her see that. 
      Be suave.
       “Oh yeah. You only get banter if I get butt privileges. Says right on the packaging ‘must be sold as a complete set.’” 
    

    
      Bree scoffed, but her cheeks turned pink. According to Ezra, that meant either embarrassment or anger. Knowing Bree, it was both. “You mean butt-
      complimenting
       privileges, right? Because even I’m not adventurous enough to do that on the first date.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s ears pricked at her choice of words. Heart in his throat, he licked his lips and stared firmly at his hands. “If this is a first date, can I take you out for a drink?” As soon as he said it, he looked up at the woman he’d risked everything on. For months, he’d thought his gamble had fallen short, but looking at the tug in the corner of Bree’s mouth, that little spark of hope he thought he’d lost sputtered back to life like a trick birthday candle.
    

    
      Then she held up a stern finger. “I’m gonna be blunt.”
    

    
      “I 
      love
       when you’re blunt.” A satisfying pang in his chest grabbed at Aavar and pulled every delicious heartstring. Their game of tag had begun again, and not in the way the human spats played wrong. This was the game played 
      right.
       She was going to reject him. He knew it, and he loved it, because a coil was never sweeter than when it was a challenge.
    

    
      “I have commitment issues, which I’m cool with, because I like being on my own. Having unreliable parents sucked, living in an apartment with my aunt and uncle sucked, and living with 
      me
       sucks, at least according to every boyfriend I’ve ever had. Is that clear?”
    

    
      “Crystal,” Aavar confirmed, ready to rip his heart out and offer it to her on a platter. Bree nodded succinctly. 
    

    
      “Good.” 
    

    
      “But it wasn’t a no to drinks,” he hedged.
    

    
      “Yes to drinks…” She cocked a finger gun right at his chest and pulled the imaginary trigger. “But no to a date.”
    

    
      “Is that ‘no’ forever or ‘no’ for now?”
    

    
      Bree got to her feet, brushing her palms off on her leggings and he sprung up right after, hanging on her answer. She crossed her bag over her shoulder, the strap settling between the two mounds on her chest, making them more prominent. The little globes drew Aavar’s eyes, and she notched his chin, forcing him to look up at her deviously noncommittal shrug. “I’ll decide after drinks.”
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      “I don’t know, Aavar, this thing’s a little, uh, narrow.”
    

    
      “It’s called a tabard, and are you sure you’re wearing it right?”
    

    
      “I think you’d have to be an idiot to wear it wrong,” I said, raising my brow.
    

    
      I patted my thick thighs inside the muffled interior of a saffron yellow changing tent, my socked toes scrunching up the plush rug. The mirror was a puck I’d had to tap with my foot, activating a holoveil that reflected my image. My very scantily clad image. A rail of fabric spilled down my front and back in a straight column from neck to ankle, tied at the waist with a loop of weighted beads that pulled the fabric closed with simple, elegant gravity. Though my chest was diminutive, my hips spilled well outside the bounds of the garment, which wasn’t typical of the other women I’d seen walking around the city. 
    

    
      Yarushda, for example. After we’d relaxed at the perches, Namit had looked sultry and intense, pinning Yarushda with his black eyes. She’d been so flustered and short of breath that she couldn’t look at any of us, so I did the first thing I could think of to distract. “Hey, that top is nice. So, uh, airy,” I’d complimented awkwardly. She’d looked down at the brown tabard with its cargo pockets and side latches. The sides overlapped, though they weren’t stitched, and hid the tops of her thighs.
    

    
      “This?” she’d asked perplexed, smoothing it out over her stomach. I’d glared at Namit, not sure if he’d intimidated her or blown her mind or what. Our stares had locked, and he went still as I’d said, “Mhm. Yeah, super cool. I like it.”
    

    
      Then he’d done the weirdest thing, glaring at me like I was a threat to his manhood. The undersides of his tendrils and the greyish stripes on his arms flashed light green. As soon as it happened, his eyes went wide, mouth slack. He glanced at Yarushda, who was preoccupied with inspecting her clothing, like he’d been caught stealing.
    

    
      She’d laughed, oblivious, which pulled me out of my glaring confusion. Her mechanic shuddered a breath and turned away, shaking out his shorter, thicker mane. “If you like it, Aavar should take you to the docks. This is just my uniform, so I guarantee you’ll find better things there.” She noticed my hood was gone and glanced sideways at Namit, then slipped her own off her head, exposing a long, sinewy mane. “You should wear this. I have another in my locker, and we have to get back to work anyway.”
    

    
      And that’s how I found myself clothes shopping.
    

    
      “Want me to take a look?” Aavar asked, closer now to the entrance. His shadow leaned against the airy fabric, waiting. I puffed out my cheeks, looking at my thighs. 
    

    
      Ah hell
      ,
       I was so tempted to throw the tent flap open, cock a hip, and throw my shoulders back. Aavar’s braggadocious attitude was back in full swing now that we’d aired the 
      Paramour’s
       dirty laundry, and nothing had tempted me quite like his self-deprecating recoil at learning I’d been in a shilpakaari harem. Damn him, but he was growing on me. There was a genuine, full-hearted man underneath the clown.
    

    
      And that scared the shit out of me. If most of the humans in the colony were great-grandma’s silver, I was, at best, her unpolished pewter. I liked my pear-shaped body, and I knew I had a talent for tinkering, but my personality was 
      rough,
       man. I’d throw my tools when I got frustrated, was a belligerent drunk, and swore in front of kids. My aunt once crossed herself when she overheard me exchanging “yo’ mama” jokes with a construction crew, and she’s 
      Jewish.
       I pushed back on people too hard and had no filter, especially once I got comfortable. 
    

    
      That’s when they would leave. When I got comfortable. 
    

    
      “Bree?”
    

    
      “Yeah, arright.” I blew out a puff of air. “You can come in. No, no, wait.” I shimmied into my leggings. “Okay.” 
    

    
      When Aavar’s two left hands slid into the curtain and pushed it aside, I watched them in fascination. He had long fingers and wide palms that gripped the curtain like a chameleon on a branch. The few times he’d grabbed my wrist or forearm, his grip had been as snug as a bracer, but warm and calloused from work, just like mine. My breath hitched, staring at his second thumbs, imagining them around my ankles, around my neck…
    

    
      Then his bright red eyes breached the entrance, and he looked me up and down, pupils dilating. He cleared his throat and ducked back out with a hiss, “You’re wearing it right, but you should get shorter ones if you’re going to wear them with pants.” 
    

    
      “Does it look good though?” I questioned skeptically. “It looks different on me than on Yarushda. It’s not going to hurt my feelings if you say no. I’ll just try something else.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s shadow crossed its arms. “Let me just ask you something, Bree. Did you try it on without your leggings?” 
    

    
      I lifted the tabard over my head and responded while I wriggled my arms into my sundress. “Yeah, so?” 
    

    
      “Bare skin all the way from foot to hip?”
    

    
      “Are you asking whether or not I’m wearing underwear? Because that’s privileged information.” I wasn’t. I never wore chonies with leggings. I also never wore a bra, but Aavar didn’t need to know that.
    

    
      He bit his lip with a throaty growl of regret and stomped his heel against the ground as if he’d intuited the truth, anyway. 
      “Never
       wear it without your leggings. It looks so good, you’d have half the street flashing their colors at you. Got it?”
    

    
      Knots of dyed blonde hair tumbled into my face as I jammed my dress back on, utterly confused. “Flashing colors… I think I’ve heard that mentioned before. It’s what Namit did earlier?”
    

    
      I grabbed up my shoes and batted at the curtain, looking for the exit. Aavar pushed it aside and grinned down at me. “Oh yeah.”
    

    
      “What happened with those two up in the perches?” I asked, ready for the juicy gossip. Aavar leaned into the little dressing room conspiratorially, his tendrils twisting.
    

    
      “He didn’t have time to tell me. But my guess? Yarushda gave him an offer he’s having a hard time refusing.”
    

    
      “And that’s why he flashed his colors? It’s what, like a challenge? Do all guys do that?”
    

    
      Aavar bit his lip, the undersides of his tendrils and the marigold stripes on his forearms flashing bright red. “Sign of virility. Flashing colors is a serious proposition, though, not just flirting.” 
    

    
      “Sir, can I help you find anything?” a sharp voice, muffled by the curtains asked. Aavar waggled his brow at me and ducked back out. I got the feeling we’d just gotten in trouble, like teens making out in a dressing room.
    

    
      “Just finishing up, thanks,” he told the attendant, then pulled open the curtain again. “You like the sporty ones, right?” 
    

    
      Shoving my feet back into my boots, I snorted as Aavar bundled up three short tabards for me, all in warm tones and made of athletic fabrics that wick away sweat and pollen. A ribbon ran the length of one side seam on all three, repeating a brand name in Dharateen from shoulder to hem. “So what, flashing your colors at me is a marriage proposal or something?” 
    

    
      The clerk’s eyes jumped up to mine and quickly looked away, uncomfortable with direct eye contact. Aavar set the tabards down for him to wrap up, also averting his eyes. “No,” he admitted. “A man does it when he wants to be coiled. It gives the woman permission to claim him and gives other men the chance to challenge him.” 
    

    
      “Three cache, four hundred creds,” the clerk said, pretending not to listen intently. I held up my holotab and sent the money to him, my brow scrunched with confusion.
    

    
      “Wait, that 
      is
       a marriage proposal then. It’s what Ezraji and Amelia did, right? Humans where I’m from actually have a line the priest says during wedding ceremonies. ‘If anyone would like to speak up against this, uh, union, I think, speak now or forever hold your peace.’ It’s something like that, anyway.” 
    

    
      “Huh.” Aavar’s brow rose in surprise, but he shook his head. “The point is, it’s really rare for a shilpakaari woman to keep us long term, and she’ll usually switch things up if someone else looks like the better choice. Other species have marriage, like the venandi with convergence. We just aren’t that lucky.” He glowered, stuffing his lower hands into his pockets as he took my bag with his upper. I opened my mouth to respond with awkward sympathy, but his smile bounced back as flippantly as ever. “But if your answer is yes, then I’m definitely proposing.”
    

    
      “Hard no, thanks.” The bounce in his step returned at full force. His mane curled, a mass of pale green and marigold that, once we exited out onto the street, caught the sunshine like dewy young grass. 
    

    
      “When you say no, it just makes me want to try harder for yes.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “That’s not creepy at all.”
    

    
      “I’m a shilpakaari man, Bree. Being a try-hard is in my blood. Also, women get all the power around here, and I 
      know
       you like being in control.” He winked at me on the sly, then jerked his head down an alley. “Speaking of which, Namit told me where he bought his tools when he was a spat in training. You ready to drop some cache on new gear?”  
    

    
      We stopped by a major pharmacy, two clothing stores for kids, and a toy shop before we left the fashionable streets with geometric cobblestones and bursting greenery behind. Aavar wanted to show me the new “human” stuffies, which were essentially pillows with an interpretation of our faces and hair. It was both creepy and endearing to watch a shilpakaari girl walk out of the store hugging a dark purple human face to her chest and petting its hair. He picked one up for Pom Pom and, shockingly, Hunar. Apparently, my boss had kids and I didn’t know about it. Once we’d gotten everything on his list for Pom Pom, we veered off into a much less crowded neighborhood lined in hoverbikes and shopfronts displaying protective padding, helmets, and azimuth drive pods. Most of the stalls here were set into the foundations of older buildings, carved straight into the earthy bedrock of the city. The buildings above peeled with layers of ancient paint and rust, patched here, plastered there, and verandas in varying states of dilapidation crowded every possible nook while their owners looked out at their ancient view. 
    

    
      “Isn’t Samridve a colony?” I asked, catching the inscrutable eye of an old woman on her balcony, sipping something hot from a tiny metal cup. She watched us go with milky blue eyes.
    

    
      “Sure is,” Aavar said, weaving us through crowded streets filled with the detritus of life rather than tourists. Ladders and handholds littered the walls, with shilpakaari perched in impossible places, yelling at each other, laughing, or hiding from the sun under someone else’s laundry. Any ground space was occupied by mechanics working on bikes, merchants sitting on mats near their wares, and half-clothed little boys watching us while they played. Aavar helped me over a laundry basin as the kids and I stared at each other.
    

    
      “How old is it? Because I definitely thought a colony would be, you know—”
    

    
      “Like yours?” He grinned, looking sidelong at me with amusement, ducking under drying linens and tabards. “Twelve hundred, give or take.”
    

    
      My eyes bulged at that. “Holy shit!”
    

    
      “It’s the first interplanetary colony. We didn’t colonize off Dharatee for another—” His eyes shot wide open, and he pulled on my sleeve. 
      “Oya,
       do you even know what system we live in?”
    

    
      “Pff, no.”
    

    
      Aavar rubbed a hand over his forehead like he often did and chuffed with amused surprise. “This is the Mandaahl System. Dharatee, the homeworld, is the fourth planet from our star, Surya. Big Blue is the sixth planet, and Yaspur is one of nine moons. There are eight other colonies throughout the system, but they’re mostly research stations and pretty inhospitable. How about Earth?”
    

    
      “Wow. Uh, whelp. Ours is called the Solar System. Very imaginative. We’re the third planet from our star, the Sun. We have one moon, which we visited once sixty years ago, and we’re thinking about colonizing the fourth planet called Mars. That’s pretty much it.” 
    

    
      “Are cities very new on Earth then?”
    

    
      I blew out a breath and shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, my country is only two hundred fifty-ish.” I reached back into high school world history and popped my lips in thought. “Hmm, the oldest cities are seven thousand years old.” I squinted suspiciously at my horrendous memory. “Luxor, maybe. Or Athens…”
    

    
      We came upon the shop, and I nearly fell in because it was a literal hole in the ground. A ladder rose to about my height, leaning against the jagged edge of what could have easily been mistaken for a sinkhole. The ladder was painted in bright patterns, each side rail topped with a plume of bright red hair that felt similar to a horse’s tail. Aavar stood with his heels at the edge of the hole, so precariously perched that my stomach tightened with unease. “How about I go first?”
    

    
      I scoffed, amused but trying hard to look like I wasn’t, and stomped over to the ladder. “Nice try, Mr Medansh.” His mane shivered. “But I’ll go first so 
      I
       can watch 
      your
       butt for a change.” 
    

    
      “Anything for you, Miss Stewart,” he purred right back. 
    

    
      The shop was sparse and dim, a majority of its wares hung on the walls or were stuffed in chunky nets lining the outcroppings. A wind chime tied to one of the ladder’s rungs hummed our arrival in a sweetly discordant harmony as its delicate pipes fluttered. The merchant raised one upper hand to us in greeting, but otherwise stayed hunched over on his mat, repairing something with his lower hands. He held a hookah pipe to his lips, pulling on it absently as he went back to work. 
    

    
      After the sublime breeze of the perches, this was a hazy, languid sort of stop along the day. The afternoon was humid, and the heat had settled into the city like a dense fog, especially in the sinkhole tool shop where the wind died, and the walls were lined in metal knick-knacks that burned in the slanting sunlight. We got in and out as quickly as possible, with very little banter. Aavar stared hungrily at the sweat beading on my brow as he stowed my new tools in his own bag. The merchant had none to offer. 
    

    
      “I think it’s time we head for that drink,” Aavar said, ushering me towards the ladder. 
    

    
      “Where are we going exactly?” I looked up as I took the rungs in hand and met half a dozen curious, boyish faces, their cute little manes hanging down around their faces as they watched us. One of the kids gasped and they scattered, their feet pounding the stones as they ran. 
    

    
      Aavar grinned up at their mischief but didn’t comment. “I was thinking The Canopy. Really popular, amazing view, good music, and known for having a lot of universal options.” 
    

    
      “So, a touristy bar,” I surmised. Aavar nodded once, making his way up the ladder after me. I squinted against the pink rays of late afternoon sun.
    

    
      “Yeah, but a really 
      nice
       touristy bar.” 
    

    
      “With jacked up prices and lots of skimpy, glittery outfits?”
    

    
      Aavar winced. “Maybe.” 
    

    
      We climbed out into the plaza, and I dusted off my hands. “I’m from a big city, bigger than Samridve. I don’t really care for touristy shit.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s mane scrunched up in thought and he blinked nervously, hoisting his bag up onto his shoulder. “Well, there’s Atmos. It’s where all the pilots go. Classic, lowkey, looks out at the falls. But not much for tourists in terms of options, and it’s below street level, so no big city vibes.”
    

    
      “Atmos it is.” I gave Aavar a finger gun and a wink. He studied the cobblestones, leading me down the street. Gears turned in his mind as we ambled along, one after the other to keep beneath the thin line of shade. 
    

    
      “It’s—” he started. “I know a lot of people there.” 
    

    
      “Great!”
    

    
      He paused, pulling gently on my bicep. Genuine concern marred his default, trouble-loving expression of glee. “The people I work with here don’t exactly like me that much. It could get uncomfortable, and I want you to have a good time.” 
    

    
      “You mean they’ll avert their eyes and leave us alone? People have been staring at me all day, so that sounds great to me. Besides, it’s your fault people get annoyed, Aavar.” He was silent, following along behind me beneath the awnings. “I mean, come on. Putting a dead fish in Hunar’s locker? That shit reeked for 
      weeks.”
    

    
      Aavar giggled like only a jester could, shoulders relaxing. “Yeah, good times.”
    

    
      “Why’d you do it anyway?” 
    

    
      “You’d been working too much. I thought he might give everyone a day off while the hangar aired out.” 
    

    
      That brought me up short. I looked back at him with a sharp jerk. “You did that for me?”
    

    
      In true Aavar fashion, he just grinned. “Technically, it would have benefited everyone.”
    

    
      “What other insane things have you done for me?” I questioned suspiciously. 
    

    
      He shrugged, said, “Cover your ears,” and pointed me down a flight of narrow, ancient steps, where the center of each landing had been pressed and smoothed down like clay. The roar of the falls popped, vibrating my chest with its rage, and I nearly lost my footing. Aavar steadied my shoulders and pointed to a blue line on the old wall inscribed with the words 
      Dampener Line. 
      With a smile and a flick of his head towards the road, we left the upper strata and made our way down.
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      There was no way to talk as Aavar guided me quickly through the streets. We only passed two other people, both of which wore gaiters around their necks that disappeared up into their manes behind their jaws, hooking around the shells of their ears. When we ducked into a neon-lit stairwell at the back of Nilah Port, I noticed Aavar had one too. He lowered it as we descended below another blue line and the roar of the falls was overcome by a sensual lo-fi track, featuring a buoyant drum, some sort of complicated guitar, and a thready string instrument in minor key that sounded like an electric sitar. It felt as if traditional Indian music had smashed into heady bass beats. 
    

    
      Aavar checked his work schedule on his holotab, then slid ahead and pushed open a slab of shiny black stone, revealing a passage with mirrored walls that caught the black ceiling and purple accent lights like an infinity room. Glass bubbles floated around the ceiling as if caught in a calm wave. “Woah.” I jumped up and poked one, sending the whole collection warbling, causing a ripple of movement through the mirrors. 
    

    
      “Hi, Sudra. Any seats with a view?”
    

    
      I looked around Aavar’s shoulder to a woman with lavender coloring. She cocked a hip, typing into her holotab. “We keep the booths for groups, you know that. I have space at the bar by the windows…” When she saw me, she paused. “I’ll be with you in just a second. If you’re looking for dinner, though, the synth-cuis menu at Gura’s is probably better.”
    

    
      “I’m with him,” I said, pointing to Aavar. She tilted her head, the tendril over her shoulder spiraling in thought. Her eyes traveled over his mane, and it crimped uncomfortably. He broke eye contact and opened his holotab.
    

    
      “You can put the bill on my pilot number,” he told her, sending the information off with a flick of his fingers. She glanced down at the 
      bing
       and pursed her lips, nodding to the lounge.
    

    
      “This way.”
    

    
      We followed her into a dim bar with a wall of tinted windows looking out at the rush of the falls. We were so close to the water, rivulets raced down the length of the windows and the floor rumbled ominously. The barstools were polished wood and the booths aubergine velvet. It was luxurious in a masculine, lived-in way, with smooth hard surfaces that met intricately etched metal fixtures and a crown molding carved into black, jungle foliage. 
    

    
       The barkeep set a synth-cuis menu in front of us, staring with a constipated smile. “Human?” he asked, his tendrils writhing. Aavar put a hand over the menu before I could respond. 
    

    
      “A shark fin and an 
      iqua,”
       he cut in. The barkeep’s tight smile fell with distaste, and he walked away as I settled on the barstool, bags nestled beneath my feet. 
    

    
      “So what’s with covering my hair anyway? And why do you call it silk?”
    

    
      Aavar looked into the dark booths around us, casually glancing at who else might be taking their break. He leaned an upper elbow against the bartop and swung around to face the windows. 
    

    
      “It’s not called silk?”
    

    
      “No, it’s called hair.”
    

    
      He laughed, the three canines on his right side peeking out of a lopsided grin that made my stomach flip. “When you say that, it translates as ‘silk’ for me.”
    

    
      “What? That’s so weird.” I sat sideways, my knees knocking against his stool, watching the bartender lazily. My feet hurt from walking all day, and that familiar ache in my shoulders was rearing its ugly head. I clenched my fingers to dispel the uncomfortable tingle. 
    

    
      “Not really. Dharatee doesn’t have any animals with silk, so we don’t have the word. Linguitors are contextual AI, so they fill in the gaps and evolve overtime.”
    

    
      “Huh,” I said, distracted by the four hands of the bartender as they shook a cocktail and cut open some fruit at the same time. He reached for a jug of thick blue syrup and siphoned a shot into a tall glass with black liquor.
    

    
      I blinked at Aavar as he leaned in with a smirk. “Why don’t you teach me how to say silk the right way?” 
    

    
      Our drinks arrived, one pitch black and thick, the other akin to a white Russian. I considered them with a playful nip of my lip. “Yeah, alright. A drinking game. I teach you a word, you teach me a word. If we laugh, we gotta drink.” I shot a finger straight in front of his eyes before he could agree. “And that hissing thing your mane does counts as laughing.”
    

    
      Aavar raised all four hands with a bright, mischievous gleam in his eye. “Yes, ma’am.” He pressed the liguitor hidden behind his ear, then reached towards mine. I pushed Yarushda’s hood aside and angled my face away. He found the little black pinhead, then followed its root an inch down, right below my earlobe. The sensation made me clench my thighs together and wriggle on the stool, adrenaline coursing through my blood. 
    

    
      Neither of us said anything, both ready to burst with laughter already. I cleared my throat and bit the inside of my cheek hard. Then I took a deep breath and said very slowly, “Hair.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s entire mane scrunched up on itself. He bit his lower lip, exposing all six canines, and had to hold his breath to keep from laughing. I slapped a hand over my mouth to keep in the giggle. 
    

    
      “Chuherrh.”
    

    
      The dam broke. I burst out laughing, kicking the heel of my boot against the stool rung. “Where did the ‘ch’ sound come from?!” I was causing a scene, drawing attention, but neither of us cared. Aavar barely kept himself reined in, but he had to fist bump his chest to try to keep calm, breathing deep, eyes locked on mine. I picked up my cloudy white cocktail, pulling myself back down, breathing in little puffs. The 
      iqua
       was frothy and sweet with chunks of something like aloe. It fizzled on my tongue as I swallowed and motioned for Aavar’s turn. 
    

    
      “Reiyss’maha.”
       The middle of the word was a hiss, and the end of the word a shuddering growl. My eyes lit with impending embarrassment. I was gonna make Aavar laugh, no matter what it took. 
    

    
      “Raccccceththththmahaaaaa.”
       I took a verbal tumble down a flight of stairs, complete with a lisp and a haughty metaphorical bow at the end, sounding as over-the-top as possible. Aavar’s eyes bulged, he grabbed his abdomen, and then fell apart at the seams. His mane shuddered and his mouth opened wide in a bellowing laugh that gave me delectable goosebumps across my arms and neck. I waggled my eyebrows, shoving his drink in his face. Then I made a show of choosing my next word, swinging back and forth on my stool, tapping a finger to my mouth as if I didn’t already know. “Bree.”
    

    
      Aavar leaned in, eyes alight. He knew it was my name, and his expression became amused, seductive. 
      “Vrrrieh.”
    

    
      “Woah,” I breathed. The roll of his voice on my name shot a molten spear straight through my lady parts. I picked up my 
      iqua
       and tossed it back. He watched me drink, head tilted, examining the flush on my cheeks. He’d never looked so alien, nor so 
      attractive.
       Linguitors were a disservice to all womankind. I pressed my hand to my forehead. “How strong is this drink anyway?” I tried to play it off but ended up just pushing the hood off my hair instead. It clattered to the floor behind me and I jumped, looking down at it. Aavar stopped me before I could hop off the stool to retrieve it, his hand on my elbow. I looked up at his ruby red eyes, at a loss for words. 
    

    
      “Ehevahar,”
       he prompted quietly, the amusement gone. He squeezed my elbow imploringly. 
    

    
      “Ehevar,” 
      I breathed. That impulse from the changing tent to throw myself at him was growing stronger. “
      No for now
      ” was winning and I had to bite my tongue to keep from telling him that. What kind of hypocrite would I be if I tossed aside my personal goals of autonomy at the first sign of a crush? Besides, I knew from plenty of experience that my relationships were doomed. It was better to keep the dream than ride into that sunset where the sun annoyed you after a while and your butt hurt from the saddle and Prince Charming hocked a loogie. 
    

    
      But no matter what my veteran brain was telling my weak, gullible heart, it was dancing to the patter of 
      I’m the Very Model of a Modern Major General. 
      And just like the major-general in 
      The Pirates of Penzance,
       it knew a lot about the drudgery of life, but hadn’t waged many wars of love. 
    

    
      “Great, now I have that damn song stuck in my head.” I groaned. Aavar’s mouth twitched, not understanding my words, but enjoying the sounds anyway. He lifted his hand into the knotted mess of my hair, sliding his fingers along my skull so that every follicle tingled. 
    

    
      Before he could find the button to reactivate my linguitor, a big, dark blue hand shoved him back. A few people gasped, myself included. I careened backwards off my stool as a deep, harrowing voice assaulted him. A massive blue shilpakaar with writhing tendrils pinned him to the bar top, smashing his face violently into our drinks. The sound brought back memories of a pool, gasping for breath, feeling helpless. I fumbled with my linguitor until I heard the beep. 
    

    
      “—your fucking face here, you 
      chudthi
       fuck,” the man snarled. Aavar held his hands up in surrender, wincing as the man ground his palm into his neck. 
    

    
      “Hey Evie,” he wheezed. “Schedule said you’d be working. You aren’t playing hookie just for me, are you?” 
    

    
      Evie… I squinted at the broad back, the lustrous mane, the pilot’s uniform, and remembered my first day on Yaspur. I remembered how Aavar played with Rambir, how he helped us forget what had happened for a few hours and dance to music. Then I remembered the oily prick that made his passengers nervous and hit on me while I helped a bleeding woman. 
    

    
      "You're the squid brain that drooled on me while that chick was bleeding all over your ramp," I said, pointing at him. Evie turned around as I spoke, his eyes widening, and erupted into delighted disbelief.
    

    
      "Oya, 
      you really brought a human here?"
    

    
      “He brought a 
      friend
       here,” I snapped, hands on my hands. Aavar smiled in confirmation through a grimace, his feet losing traction on the floor as he struggled. Evie’s attention snapped to me and he let Aavar go. He slumped against his stool as the bastard turned a seductive smile on me. I raised a brow. 
    

    
      "Ah, I remember you, Bree Stewart," Evie said, pointing two ominous right hands my way. "Why are you hanging around with that waste of space when you could have any one of us?" 
    

    
      My skin crawled at the presumptuous confidence dripping off his words, so I deflected. "Are you about to hit on me again? You can't be serious. Does this actually work around here?" 
    

    
      H spread his arms wide and nearly every man in the bar, Evie included, flashed his colors on cue. The dark room strobed like a rave party, everyone lit and tensed for action. “Every man in this room would kill for a human.” 
    

    
      "Fuck off." I couldn't believe it. This is what the guys back at the colony did when they met a girl they liked? I couldn't imagine Ezraji or Hunar or Piro acting like this. Bajora, maybe, but no… This felt 
      toxic.
       There was something bigger going on here and my little prey brain kicked into gear, taking a step back from a predator I’d bet didn't hear "no" very often. He followed with a roll of his shoulders and raised his hands. 
    

    
      “I’m not going to hurt you, 
      priya.
       All I want is to prove to you that I’m the best. There’s no one that will work harder for you.” 
    

    
      Aavar licked his lips, looking between us. He tracked my fearful stare and pushed himself off the bar. “Come on, Evie,” he tried, melting into that mask of absolute confidence as he pushed to his feet. “You’ve never worked hard a day in your life. It’s one of the symptoms of affluenza.”
    

    
      Evie’s smile broke into a snarl. He turned on Aavar and slammed his head into the bar top again, hoisting him up and ramming him down like a wrestler. Drinks along the counter rattled and patrons moved back, eyes as big as saucers. I gasped and pounded my fist against the counter. The bartender just leaned against his cutting station, arms crossed.
    

    
      “You gonna do something or what?!” I barked at him, appalled. He caught my eye, then turned away, cleaning fresh glasses. 
    

    
      “I’ve been meaning to ask you. How did the dickless wonder win over my contract?” Evie murmured, on the edge of rage. “Did you blackmail your way in? There’s no fucking way anyone would pick you over me.” 
    

    
      Aavar tried to push him off, but his assailant was twice as strong and with all the leverage, bending Aavar’s spine over the bar, two hands squeezing his head, another on his neck. Aavar’s eyes grew wide, his breath thinning, mane grasping weakly around his face.
    

    
      My vision went red and a switch flipped in my brain. The fear I’d felt before channeled into a fury no man would ever challenge. It was the raging inferno of a woman who knew they were the fortifications between a good person and someone bent on breaking them. I bared my teeth and roared. 
    

    
      “Hey!”
    

    
      I leapt forward, grabbed Evie’s tendrils, and yanked him back. His head snapped with force, and he stumbled on his heels, falling elbows first into another table. The couple there jumped to their feet with a hiss as glasses broke and cocktails splattered their clothing. “Aavar is worth ten of you,” I rumbled, daring him to challenge me.
    

    
      The entire bar went quiet as I stared down at his wide-eyed glare. I was so pumped full of adrenaline that my fists shook as I braced for a fight, crunching glass into the treads of my boot soles. Nobody was gonna lay a hand on Aavar as long as I was standing. But instead of spitting insults at me, Evie’s colors flashed bright pink on his dark blue skin in a pattern I hadn’t seen before. The other men in the bar did the same, some standing, poised for… something. I creased my brow and looked back at Aavar, still prone against the bar top. His tendrils shrank away, and he averted his eyes, bright green blood trickling from his split lip. 
    

    
      “Wait,” I said, unraveling the scene before me. These men were 
      turned on.
       Evie licked his canines, a tendril curling up the valley between his pecs suggestively. I pointed my finger at him and said with clear, slow conviction, 
      “No.” 
    

    
      Evie laughed, enjoying the abrasive exchange too much for my taste. Goosebumps prickled my arms in disgust. “You like playing rough with your men? I can play rough, Bree. I can make you forget every man you’ve ever known. Including 
      him.”
       The pilot snarled at Aavar. “He’s half the man I am, and I mean that literally.”
    

    
      “You’re all out of your fucking minds. Come on, Aavar, back me up.” I glanced at him behind me, but he stared at the floor, jaw tense. His tendrils slipped back behind his head in a gesture of surrender. I creased my brow and shoved his shoulder. “Aavar,” I implored. What was wrong with him? This was his big chance to set the asshole in his place, and he wasn’t going to take it? 
    

    
      “He’s right,” Aavar keened, unable to look at me. “I can’t win a challenge against him.” 
    

    
      My jaw hit the floor in outrage. The rubberneckers hissed with their roiling manes, whispered, and smirked amongst themselves, completely at ease. They weren’t gearing up for a bar brawl like I was, but craning their necks, eager to witness Aavar’s embarrassment and failure. In a slow, sweeping arc, I swung my gaze back to Evie with deadly intent. His stripes pulsed with excitement and I latched onto them with a hungry glare. 
    

    
      “Pink, huh?” I purred, sauntering towards him. Evie’s eyes lit eagerly as he pushed himself up onto his palms. I took one tendril in my hand and it wrapped around my fingers possessively. 
    

    
      “Yesss,” he hissed, chest compressing in short gasps.
    

    
      My speculative smile turned sour, and I dropped his tendril like it was a muddy hose, wiping my palm off on his shirt. “Why would I choose pink when I can have red?” I snarled. Shock blossomed across his face as I gave him the cold shoulder and marched back to the bar. Aavar pushed away from the bar top, sandwiched between two stools, confusion and shame scarring his happy-go-lucky features. I pushed him back and climbed up the stools, planting my knees on either side of him. 
    

    
      Fisting his shirt, I said, “You better flash those colors brighter than a cop car.”
    

    
      “Wha—”
    

    
      I slammed him back against the bar, cutting off his questions. His mouth opened in surprise as he craned his head back. Curling over him, I palmed his mane and pressed my mouth to his. 
    

    
      No one moved. No one made a sound. My heart drummed against my ears, the flow of blood drowning out the sensual sitar beats, as it occurred to me that maybe shilpakaari didn’t kiss like humans. I panicked and nearly pulled away, but Aavar angled his mouth against mine and nudged with a groan. Four hands slid around the backs of my thighs and up my spine as I probed my tongue between his lips. He opened his mouth, and at the first touch of our tongues, his tendrils wrapped around my wrists and forearms, caressed my throat and cheeks. 
    

    
      There were no fireworks, no disco ball countdown to New Years in Time Square. No, Aavar was like a drug, dragging me down to depths from which I had no hope of resurfacing. I led the dance of our mouths, but every time he followed, it was me that spiraled further, each swoop and lunge another cinder block tied to my feet. I pulled him closer, jostling his chest, and he responded with a crocodilian growl that vibrated his tendrils. 
    

    
      “Excuse me,” the bartender said with an authoritative bite. “Excuse me! Coil challenges are prohibited inside the bar. I need to ask you to leave.” I unwound one of my arms and flipped him the bird, never once coming up for air. How could I? I was drowning, drowning. “Security!” 
    

    
      Heavy boots echoed in my ear, and I pulled back for a gulp of air, lungs aching in the most delicious way. Aavar held his breath, eyes scrunched closed, as he let me go. I slid down his front, his tendrils gliding through my hair, holding onto me for as long as they could, until my feet hit the floor.
    

    
      In a flash, I remembered why I’d kissed him and snapped a glare at Evie. He was stricken, face gouged with lines of indignation. But security was there, and a woman in uniform was pulling on my arm. I shook her off and grabbed Aavar’s wrist. 
    

    
      “Come on. Fuck this bar. Fuck you,” I pointed at Evie, then at the bartender. “And fuck 
      you,
       you shady piece of shit.” Maintaining eye contact, I hopped up on the counter and grabbed two bottles of booze for good measure before they tossed us and our bags out on the street.
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      Sweet aloe and bitters. Aavar stared straight ahead as he led Bree through the transpo lot, weaving between vehicles in the evening mist of the falls. It was a miracle he could walk at all, seeing as his limbs had turned to jelly and his brain to mush. He glanced over his shoulder, cupping his ears with his mane, listening for heavy boots and hisses. 
    

    
      Aavar hadn’t been lying when he said he couldn’t win a coil challenge, and every man in Atmos knew it. Flashbacks overrode his sense of reason, and he found himself lying in that gritty alley in his mind, watching his severed tendrils writhe in a puddle of his own blood. He swallowed hard, and there it was again. Sweet aloe and bitters. 
    

    
      Bree’s taste. 
    

    
      If only he’d had time to relish it, to appreciate her flavor before it faded. But no, he had to get Bree to their transpo, safe behind a reinforced ramp and classified access. He knew first-hand what shilpakaari men would do when they were desperate for a coil, and there had been 
      dozens
       of starved faces in Atmos, crouched on the edge of a frenzy the likes of which Aavar had only heard of in underground fighting rings. They wouldn’t just let a human woman, a galactic novelty, walk away with a eunuch. Aavar’s gut twisted as he admitted to himself that in his prime, he wouldn’t have either.
    

    
      “Aavar… Aavar, stop!” Bree ripped her bicep out of his crushing grip, and he blinked in surprise. When had he grabbed her arm? She pushed her hair back with a quick exhale, the wisps around her forehead now plastered to her skin. “Are you okay?”
    

    
      He looked over her shoulder, surveying the dark lot. “I’m okay. Are you okay?”
    

    
      Bree shoved him with a growl. “No, I’m not okay! What was that? Why would you let that thirstbucket asshat pull one over on you?” 
    

    
      Aavar grimaced, ashamed. His tendrils hung limp and ineffectual between his shoulders. “If you want to talk about it, we can. In the transpo.”
    

    
      “No, I wanna talk about it now.” She crossed her arms and planted her feet. Aavar growled, eyes drawn to the transpo one lane over. 
    

    
      “I wasn’t supposed to be part of the program,” he admitted in a rush. “I blackmailed Ambassador Zufi to take Evakir’s contract.”
    

    
      Bree’s stern expression widened in surprise, giving Aavar the chance to pull her towards the transpo. “Why?”
    

    
      “Because I heard him brag over comms about getting paid to fuck humans.” Bree went quiet and Aavar didn’t look back at her as his mouth ran in pace with his feet. “And you smiled at me. Like hell I was gonna let that slip away.” Fear gripped him as he checked under the surrounding vehicles for prowlers. 
    

    
      “Aavar…” 
    

    
      He shook his head, leading her down the aisle. “We can talk about how hopeless I am later, Bree.”
    

    
      “No, look.” He followed her line of sight to several silhouettes breaking through the lot, manes lifted and ready to fight.
    

    
      “Ssshit,”
       he hissed, grabbing her hand with one of his lowers. He bolted, pulling her behind him. Their feet pounded the pavement, splashing through reflective white puddles on the dark tarmac. Aavar pulled up the transpo’s controls on his upper arm and the ramp descended. “Get in!”
    

    
      The ramp began to close before they were even inside. Aavar vaulted over the edge as Bree rolled in and slumped to the floor with a squeak, clutching her liquor. He slid into the cockpit on wet and his tendrils whipped out over the dashboard, pushing buttons and prepping for flight. He reached up without having to look at his commlink, requesting traffic control. 
    

    
      “Nilah Port, Outgoing Traffic.”
    

    
      “This is CP Aavar Medansh, transpo T-01-HC, requesting immediate airway clearance,” he rattled off, warming up the azimuth pods and fuselage. The floor hummed as the engines came online and the diagnostic meters blinked white one after the other, clearing system checks. 
    

    
      “T-01-HC, you are clear to depart along the eastern strata.” 
    

    
      “You heard ‘em, birdie, let’s go go go,” he murmured to the transpo, waiting for those last few preflight checks, drumming his fingers as he glared out the windshield. Bree came up behind him, and he immediately cut the lights and pushed her down to the ground with a hand on her forehead. 
    

    
      “Excuse me!”
    

    
      “Shush. Don’t draw any attention.” 
    

    
      Bree floundered, trying to push his hand away, smacking it repeatedly.
    

    
      “Oh, I’m gonna draw attention. Open the side window, I wanna teach them some human swearing.”
    

    
      Aavar locked the swivel windows, just to be safe, staring, unblinking at the tarmac. One aisle away, a small collection of men, Evakir at the front, came to a stop with standard issue hand cannons drawn. They glared at Aavar with violence in their eyes, and that’s when it hit him. 
    

    
      If he ever came back to Samridve, Evakir Vazi would kill him.
    

    
      Bree bit Aavar’s hand, to which he yelped and yanked it back. She popped up, pulling on the locked swivel window. With a growl, she unlatched it, and flung it open, leaning halfway out.
    

    
      “Hey, bozos!” she roared as the transpo lifted off the ground and relinquished control to an escort drone. “Don’t hold your breath for some human tail, arright? Hate to break it to you,” she shouted in a sarcastic, singsong tone, “but you’re all grimey-maned ratchet mother fuckers. You couldn’t score this pussy if your dicks were bigger than the Empire State Building, ribbed, and had seven vibrator settings!”
    

    
      Aavar’s eyes went wide. He grabbed Bree, trying to pull her from the window, but she resisted long enough to get one more shot off. “And Evie’s a lame-ass twat waffle that couldn’t fly his transpo straight if he had training wheels!”
    

    
      Evakir roared at her, jumping onto the hood of a vehicle, gun raised. Aavar slipped his hands into the control guards and punched the accelerator, rocketing past the little escort drone as it spun out of control. A single bolt glanced off the hull, a mere foot from the windshield. Bree stuck her arm out the window, showing off her middle finger as the men on the tarmac reduced to the size of angry 
      millibols.
    

    
      “Fuckin’ right, crusty bitches,” Bree said with conviction, pulling her arm back into the cockpit and latching the little window shut. “Did you see that? He actually shot at us! What a loser.” 
    

    
       Aavar punched on the autopilot and melted like a wet noodle with a heavy sigh of relief and fear and shame. He grabbed the roots of his tendrils, shaky fingers surfing over the seams of his synthcap. One of the jacks was busted, and the tendril hanging limp, but against all odds, the seams were intact. Then he chuckled, laying his head back on the headrest. Bree looked at him, a grin lifting the sides of her mouth. She pushed his shoulder with her fist. 
    

    
      “What?” she laughed, coming down from her rage. Her cheeks turned red, a sign of human bashfulness, in direct contrast to the contraband liquor still in her grip. “Okay, yeah, I went a little overboard.”
    

    
      “Are you referring to stealing 
      furza
       as security kicked us out, kissing me, or calling Evie a mantle pastry?” he teased. 
    

    
      “Actually,
       I was referring to the Empire State Building. It’s a very fine building and I shouldn’t have tarnished its reputation.” They both laughed as Bree fell back against the hull, crossing her boots. Their eyes met, and Aavar’s throat constricted. His smile fell as that oily feeling wrapped itself around his heart again. He’d taken her into a den of snakes, knowing that someone would probably tell Evakir that he was at Atmos, and he hadn’t considered her safety. He’d failed her. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      She nudged his foot with the toe of her boot. “Don’t sweat it. You told me you weren’t very popular around here and I didn’t listen, you know?” 
    

    
      Aavar pushed up from the cockpit with a frown. “Not about that. I’m…” He couldn’t untangle the anguished knot in his chest. There were too many things, too many flaws and shortcomings. He could deflect and distract the attention away from her, but when it came to a serious threat, he was too broken to be her shield. He was a conman, a clown, and—
    

    
      Bree squeezed his arm. “Aavar,” she dragged, pulling him out of his spiraling doubts. “If it’s about the blackmail, I’m glad you did it. You’re a thousand times better than that douche kazoo.”
    

    
      Aavar blinked. In his rush to get her to safety, he’d forgotten he’d admitted to the blackmail. His eyes latched onto the smear of chartreuse green at the corner of her mouth. He pressed a thumb to his swollen, split lip and sucked the blood away. “You were one wrong move away from getting caught up in a frenzy, Bree, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it.”
    

    
      Bree blew out a puff of air and held up her fingers. “Okay, three things. One, it’s not your job to save me. Two, you don’t need to be a knight in shining armor to be an awesome person. And 
      three…”
       She waggled her bottle of 
      furza
       and raised one brow. “This thing flies on autopilot and we’ve got four hours to kill. So! Karaoke or air guitar dance off?”
    

    
      Aavar stared down at the feisty human with her damp yellow sundress and her heavy work boots and forced a grin over his frown. She wanted him to forget that he was missing vital parts of himself? That he filled the void with jokes and pranks? He would. For Bree, he would do anything. 
      “Oya,
       don’t you know me by now? The answer is always both.” 
    

    
      So they danced and flailed and drank straight from the bottle. They cued up human music with a rough, electric sound and played air-
      xama.
       Bree tied a tabard to her back like a cape “in an homage to Freddie” and sang at the top of her lungs, using her bottle as a microphone. She held her silk in little bristly bundles above her lips and made funny faces. She called it a 
      musstash
       and grabbed for Aavar’s tendrils. 
    

    
      “Come on!” she giggled, out of breath. “I want to see what you’d look like with a handlebar.” 
    

    
      “Handlebar?” he flopped down next to her against the stern ramp, panting for breath. She waved her hands at him to get closer. 
    

    
      “Yeah. It’s curly at the ends. Make them curl up, swirly, like 
      swoosh,”
       she said, sticking her tongue out in concentration. Aavar laughed, swooping his tendrils and toying with her as she tried to grab a couple. He leaned in so she could pinch the ends of two, one on each side of his face, and hold them above his mouth. He curled the ends, staring at her glistening lips. Sweet aloe and bitters.
    

    
      “Like this?” he asked over the energetic music. 
    

    
      “Wow, that is 
      not
       a good look on you,” she said, laughing. 
    

    
      “Yeah?” One of Aavar’s prosthetic tendrils crept across his neck unexpectedly, most likely another glitch from having his face smashed into the bar top. He rolled his shoulders, shaking off the unexpected sensation.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      He pumped his fists, scratching his palms. “Well at least—” 
    

    
      Aavar sucked in a breath and froze. He looked down at three of his palms and jammed the last into the back of his mane. His palms were 
      itchy,
       the ridges beginning to swell. His upper hand pressed gingerly against the remnants of his 
      senti,
       and the world fell out from beneath him as it filled his grip, as strong and hard as a python. 
    

    
      Terror filled his veins and he scuttled backwards, hitting the passenger benches with his shoulders. His tendrils slipped out of Bree’s hands as he fumbled away. “Don’t touch me,” he panted. Bree’s wide eyes followed him in shock and concern. 
    

    
      Before she could ask what was wrong, he jumped to his feet and ran to the cockpit, closing the door behind him. He leaned against the back of the pilot’s seat, clutching it with grippy hands made for grabbing, for holding down a woman, and closed his eyes. 
    

    
      Aavar breathed deep, trying his best not to hyperventilate. He was on the brink of coiling with Bree, but despite having worked towards it for months, panic raced through him. Their game of cat-and-mouse was about to take a nosedive. What if she rejected him for real when she found out he’d let her believe he had a full mane? Or that he was homeless and lived in his transpo?
    

    
      “Aavar?” Bree called from the other side of the door. He flinched, nostrils flaring. 
    

    
      “Yeah?” he managed. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” 
    

    
      He opened his eyes and stared out at the black jungle rushing beneath them. Big Blue glowed violet on the horizon, casting its eerie light across the canopy. This was his reckoning. He’d faced rejection for years, surely he could survive this one. All the hope he’d harbored before suddenly failed him. His confidence, his grin, his springy step. The farce disintegrated the moment the door opened, and he could 
      taste
       her on the air with his mane. A sweet, clean, salty taste emanating from the mist of water on her skin. It called to him. He wanted it. He’d never been tempted by anything more in his life.
    

    
      “No, I’m not okay,” he croaked. 
    

    
      His tendrils writhed with excitement, feeling the air push against them as she took a step closer. “Did I say something? I know I have a loud mouth, so whatever it was, I—”
    

    
      Aavar turned to face her without meaning to, unable to stop his feet. “No for now, or no forever, Bree? I need an answer.” 
    

    
      Bree looked him up and down. “You’re pale.”
    

    
      “No for now, or no forever?” he pushed.
    

    
      His judgment hung on the tip of her tongue as she opened her mouth and licked her pink lips. He held her eye, his hands shaking in fists, but all he could hear was his own keening thoughts. 
      Please,
       they cried. 
      Please, say yes.
    

    
      “You’re freaking me out. Please tell me what’s going on.” 
    

    
      Aavar averted his eyes, holding onto the pilot’s seat to keep himself from falling into her, engulfing her in his arms. “I’m about to coil,” he said, his throat tight. Air pumped through his lungs in painful gasps. 
    

    
      At her silence, he glanced at her face. To his surprise, she wasn’t brushing it off or trying to make light of it. Rather, she was regarding him with a scrunched brow, her own little hands curled tight. Then her eyes diverted to the jungle. “What’s that?”
    

    
      Aavar looked over his shoulder and tilted his head. A circular orange light flickered in the sky, only a few meters above the canopy. It grew larger as the seconds ticked by. Then he noticed the long, black body preceding it. It wasn’t growing larger, it was getting 
      closer. 
    

    
      “Get down!” 
    

    
      Aavar grabbed Bree and threw her into the cockpit. She gasped as he strapped himself in over top of her, cocooning her against his chest with his lower arms in a crushing vice and holding onto the pilot’s seat with the coiling grip of his palms.
    

    
      He squeezed his eyes shut, just as the missile exploded against the hull. 
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      Toxic fumes and hot smoke raced into my throat, burned the insides of my nostrils, and forced me to consciousness with a wracking cough. I opened my eyes to a dark, watery blur, then immediately closed them as tears poured down my cheeks to expel the acrid air. 
    

    
      I hit a warm barrier covered in cloth as I raised my hands to cover my mouth. Aavar was curled over me, listing to the left. The cockpit was sideways, my feet higher than my head, and his tendrils tangled in my hair. “Aavar?” I croaked. He didn’t respond, and panic crackled to life in my veins, scorching my skin and thinning my pulse. “Aavar!” I shoved him with my hands, feeling over his chest and sides since my eyes could not, searching for any sign of damage. “Fuck, come on, come on…” I pulled open the latch at the front of his undersuit and pressed my ear to his skin. A flighty pulse and shallow breath. 
    

    
      With a shuddering exhale, I pressed my forehead to his sternum in thanks and wriggled my fingers between our bodies, looking for his strap-ins. My memory of the crash was a hollow maw in my mind, but the sound of the carabiners on his pants snapping into the cockpit was as sharp as a firecracker. 
    

    
      Fire.
       As Aavar slid off me headfirst into the jungle mulch, the wind and the engines grew louder, and an eerie orange glow pressed against my eyelids. I covered my mouth with the skirt of my sundress as I scrambled to my knees, tumbling out of the cockpit on one elbow. 
    

    
      I breathed long and slow, fighting my cough and bolstering my determination. I forced my eyes open, then snarled as they shut of their own accord. It felt like I’d poured shampoo straight into my eye sockets and rubbed it around on my corneas. I tried again and kept them open a little longer, long enough to make out Aavar, lifeless on the ground. A sob broke through my lips, the flash of his pale, pale green skin against the dark jungle burned onto the backs of my eyes. His body never moved, no matter how hard I stared at the mess of tendrils around his face, half buried in the dirt. 
    

    
      Like a strobe light slowly winding down, I filled in more detail with each forced eyeful. My lungs slammed flat as if a metro bus had hit me full force. That eerie orange glow cast across the ferns and vines as they buffed in the wind wasn’t a simple fire. I licked my lips and turned my stiff, screaming neck to look at the carnage at our backs. 
    

    
      Every hair on my body stood up in horror. I scrambled backwards instinctively, fumbling down the little hill on my butt. The roar in my ears wasn’t the engines. There were no engines 
      left.
       Fire engulfed the black, ropy skeletons of trees and vines, flames licking hungrily at the canopy. The wind was the fire itself, devouring the oxygen and fuel in a swirling funnel along the path of damage left in our wake. 
    

    
      My eyes burned again, and I squeezed them shut, thick tears coating my eyelashes. I’d kept them open long enough to identify the fuselage, pierced through a tree branch and leaking like a soda can. There wouldn’t be enough pressure inside to cause an explosion with a gash in its side like that, but I wasn’t about to take chances. I needed to get Aavar out of there, so I crawled to his side at a sprint, practically swimming through the mulch and debris. 
    

    
      “Aav— ah, fuck!” I hissed, drawing my hand back from his shoulders in alarm. I pushed him onto his belly and, with my eyes still closed, felt his back. Thick glass laced with a flexible filament riddled his flesh, tearing his flight jacket apart. I sucked on the sting in my palm as my other hand surfed gingerly over the spikes. I grabbed one and pulled it out with force. 
    

    
      Was it safe for me to do that? No fuckin’ clue. I wasn’t Amelia; I had no training other than two semesters of mechanical engineering at a community college and working with Hunar, but I didn’t have time or eyes with which to assess the situation. I could only force my eyes open for a flash at a time, and the inferno was raging behind me, licking my skin with dangerously scorching cinders.
    

    
      Making an executive decision, I rolled Aavar onto his side and slapped him as hard as I could. My palm tingled something fierce, having blindly missed the mark, and glanced off the edge of his jaw. But he rolled to his stomach and groaned, and I held my breath, afraid I might blubber like a baby. 
    

    
      “Bree,” he croaked, all four hands digging into the ground, looking for purchase. He gasped. “Bree! Bree!” He flailed through the dirt, trying to find me. I put my hands on his shoulder and he flipped over. With a keening hiss, he pulled me close, crushing me to his chest, tendrils sliding across my shoulders.
    

    
      “Up,” I said, pushing away and stumbling to my feet. With a surprised cry, I fell to my knees again, a stabbing, horrible pain in my foot. I braced myself. “We need to get up! Move!” Through sheer force of will, I got to my feet as bones crunched together within my boot. I pulled on Aavar’s elbows, hauling him up after me. “A mediplasma,” he rasped. “In the cockpit.”
    

    
      I pulled him away, sliding an arm around his shoulders into a river of slick blood. Glass scraped across my forearm as I held him up and marched us away, towards the black pressing against my eyelids. I tripped on roots and smacked into vines, hacking up my lungs and unable to stop the torrent of snot and tears running down my face. Aavar’s tendrils hung limp, but his fingers clung to my clothes and tightened each time I stumbled. We just needed to get far enough away to catch our breath. 
    

    
      I didn’t realize how bad off he was until he collapsed to his hands and knees. The jungle was quiet except for us and the muffled roar of the wreckage, as if the insects were waiting to see if we’d survive or not. Aavar’s two left hands went limp on my waist, and he slipped right out of my grasp in silence, collapsing to the forest floor with soft joints and a lifeless mane. I fell to my knees next to him and his tendril crawled over my knuckles soothingly. 
    

    
      “I’m okay,” he slurred. “Just resting.” 
    

    
      “You’re not resting, you’re dying,” I told him in a soft, authoritative tone. My eyes were better, and now that we weren’t breaking twigs and shuffling through leaf cover, the night chorus returned, filling the air with a familiar insectoid whir. I could just see the orange blur of the crash rising like a torch into the trees. A mediplasma was in the cockpit… 
    

    
      I bit my lip, trying to control my breathing. Did I make a run for the crash site or stay with Aavar while he faded? The thought of that brilliant smile lost forever tightened my chest until I couldn’t breathe. My foot was nothing. I could do it. If he could hold on for twenty minutes, I could do it. I grabbed Aavar’s arm in one hand, his index finger in the other, and activated his holotab. It glowed blue against the jungle, casting the red foliage in a purple haze. “I’m linking our tabs,” I told him. “I’ll be back in half a turn. Can you stay awake that long?”
    

    
      Aavar’s red eyes watched me as I tried to make eye contact for more than a few seconds at a time. “Is that an order?”
    

    
      “You better fucking believe it. You fall asleep,” I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my composure, “and I’ll never fix your transpo again.” 
    

    
      Aavar smiled, even as his eyes drooped and his shoulders slumped. “Yes, ma’am.”
       
    

    
      I didn’t wait a second longer, jog-hobbling through the brush, climbing over tree trunks, taking the most direct path back. As I got closer, the sweat on my brow evaporated from the heat of the fire, and my eyes stung fresh. I closed them and covered my face with my skirt, since I didn’t have sleeves, as the chemical haze attacked my skin, leaving me raw and sunburned. 
    

    
      Gulping air through the filmy yellow fabric, I pressed onward to where the cockpit had been, a tornado of flames crawling across the canopy directly above my head. I collapsed at the upturned cockpit and jostled the latch at the bottom of the seat where the black box and a secure medkit were supposed to be stored. As soon as my fingers probed the latch, I hissed and pulled back. I chanced opening my eyes long enough to see that the upholstery was melting and the webbed straps fraying apart at the front of the seat. The metal latch was unbearably hot, and flames licked the bottom. If there was a mediplasma inside, I needed to get to it or else its syringe would crack and the contents boil.  
    

    
      Ripping off the remnants of my skirt, I wrapped my hand and grabbed the lock. With a violent yank, I got the door open, pulling the softening bolts, now glowing orange, right out of the hinges. Inside, insulated and cool by comparison, sat a mediplasma and the transpo’s emergency beacon.
    

    
      I grabbed both just as a voice roared over the turmoil. At first, I tried to get to my feet, to call out. I wrapped my items in the remnants of my burning skirt and hugged them to my stomach, trying desperately to look through the smoke. 
    

    
      Then I slowed, breath hitched. Something wasn’t right. Just as a bright white beam of light flashed over the scene, I rolled behind a tree trunk and sunk to the ground. I watched the beam cut across the ferns ahead of me, illuminating the detritus of the wreckage: a smashed 
      furza
       bottle, a mangled shopping bag, minced insulation and wiring, the piece of glass I’d pulled from Aavar’s shoulder, covered in sticky green blood. Then it swung away. 
    

    
      I reminded myself that we hadn’t crashed; we’d been shot down. If anyone was here, in the middle of the jungle, it was whoever pointed a fucking 
      anti-air 
      missile at us and pulled the trigger.  
    

    
      I slid to the ground on my belly, one arm curled over my payload, and slunk into the underbrush in an army crawl. Even if these were good Samaritans, I didn’t have time to bring them up to speed. I told Aavar to stay awake for half an hour, and I wouldn’t be late for our date. 
    

    
      By the time I got back to him, ducking low into the ferns, he had propped himself up against a tree on one shoulder, his head limp and lulling to the side. He stared at the ground, blinking slowly. I slid to my knees, panting in ugly, wheezing breaths, wiping moisture from my face. I jutted my foot out at an angle to keep the pressure off what had become a searing thump of hot agony during my sprint.
    

    
      “Here.” I shoved the mediplasma into his upturned palm. He curled his fingers around it weakly as I went around his back. “I’mma take the big ones out,” I panted. “You get that ready.” 
    

    
      I didn’t wait for him to approve. I just started pulling the shrapnel out of his back. Some were worse than others, embedded two or three inches into his flesh. Every time my eyes refused to stay open, I wiped the acrid tears from my face and forced them open again, squinting like a driver in a rainstorm without windshield wipers. Everything was a blur. A painful, throbbing, scratching blur. 
    

    
      I reached my hand over his shoulder. “Give it.” Aavar slid the mediplasma into my hand. I pressed it against the deepest cluster of wounds, then tossed it aside and fell to my butt. I pressed my head against the tree trunk at our backs and swallowed on a stiff, smoky throat. “There were people when I went back. We can’t stay.” 
    

    
      “Pirates,” Aavar managed. I felt him shuffle beside me, but kept my eyes closed. I didn’t want to think about the damage to my vision. “Smugglers.”
    

    
      “Of what? It’s not like we have anything worth their time.”
    

    
      “They don’t know that.” 
    

    
      “So what do we do?” 
    

    
      Aavar went quiet, considering our options while I tied the emergency beacon around my waist with the twisted remnants of my skirt. “The river passes by the colony and Samridve,” he finally decided. “We can follow it back to the city.”
    

    
      I coughed, my lungs peeling inside out as I hoisted myself up with a nod. The pain in my foot was worse than ever, spiking up my bones; so I bent over, fumbling with my laces, trying to knot them tighter with burnt fingers. Aavar pushed my hands aside and tied them for me. He said nothing, his head bowed over my calf in concentration. When he’d finished, he wrapped his upper hand around my ankle and squeezed. An intense, brooding shadow cast over his shoulders, staring hard at the snags and holes in the knees of my leggings. He looked violent, fists and jaw clenched tight. 
    

    
      “The fabric’s melted into your skin,” he said with a hollow swallow. “You shouldn’t have pushed yourself so hard.” 
    

    
      I felt my knees, scraped to hell, and sure enough, the edges of some rips were smooth, caught to my skin as if glued in place. I would have rolled my eyes if they weren’t balls of sandpaper. Of all the things that hurt, scraped up knees were the least of our problems. “I’ve had worse.” I hadn’t. I was terrified. “And don’t you dare tell me I should have used the mediplasma on myself. You took the brunt force of a crash for me, and you’d rather use our only syringe on scrapes and bruises while you bleed out? That’s some fucked up, martyr hero bullshit. Now, which way’s the river?” I pointed at random out into the jungle. “Is it that way?”
    

    
      Aavar looked as if he might argue with me, jaw clenched tight. Then he burst into a chuckle that washed over me like cool water. Still kneeling, he looked up at me like a begging man, his bright white dental ridges gleaming in the darkness. I closed my eyes again as he got to his feet. “Beautiful 
      and
       directionally challenged. I really lucked out.” 
    

    
      “Shut up.” 
    

    
      He giggled, smoky, but a little more like the Aavar I knew. “I 
      was
       going to argue with you, but you know what? You’ve given me a reason to be greedy. Without me, you’d walk in circles and die, anyway.” 
    

    
      I huffed and pointed to the right, away from the crash. “This way then? We need to go. Now.” 
    

    
      The glow of his holotab pressed against my eyelids. He took my waist in hand, assuming most of my weight, and started in the opposite direction. “We go north.”
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      Beneath Aavar’s carefully neutral, slightly amused expression, anger flowed through his veins like lava. Bree shouldn’t have run on that leg. And the soft pads of her fingertips were bubbling up as if she’d touched fire. Worse, her piercing icy grey eyes… She couldn’t open them. Rivers of salty water ran down her cheeks onto the column of her throat. The one time she’d taken a peek, he’d seen the white orbs surrounding her irises were blistered red, same as her speckled face. If she could never use those eyes to ground him with an accusing stare or read a manual again… 
    

    
      Aavar flexed his lower arm as Bree stumbled over a fallen log, keeping her aloft as they cut through the dark jungle. Her breath hitched, and she bit her lip to keep from revealing too much of the pain. She wanted them to push harder, to walk further, to get as much distance between them and the smugglers at the crash site as possible. 
    

    
      Images of her chest and face riddled with glass flashed through his mind and the anger dissipated immediately, overthrown by hollow panic.
    

    
      Chudthi,
       he’d almost lost her. 
    

    
      “Are we close yet?” she panted.
    

    
      Aavar swallowed hard against the urge to shiver his mane with sorrow. He knew Bree inside and out. She wouldn’t ask unless she thought she didn’t have much more in her. He put on a brave grin and tightened his grip. “Why don’t you let me, what do the humans call it… carry you bride style?” 
    

    
      Bree elbowed him weakly. “Nice try.” 
    

    
      “I really am trying my hardest.”
    

    
      “What do you guys call it?” 
    

    
      “Cradling.” 
    

    
      “Somehow that seems more intimate...” Her tone was thready and critical, but she was mulling it over. Aavar’s heart lurched, yearning to provide.
    

    
      “Think of it as the damsel in distress carrying the hero for a change.” 
    

    
      She snorted, a smirk tugging the corner of her mouth. Aavar’s eyes latched onto that little gesture and the vice on his heart eased. His mane curled with admiration but tweaked painfully. For the hundredth time since their march began, he probed the seams of his synthcap with his upper hand, out of her field of vision. They were curled and burned, some plugs bulging, the silicone torn or melted out of shape, and none of the prosthetic tendrils would respond. Most horrifically, there were a couple of glass shards stuck in the fleshy cap that sent a shiver down his spine. 
    

    
      “I think I hear it.” 
    

    
      Aavar cupped his natural tendrils around one ear and, sure enough, he heard the river too. A cool breeze hit them, flitting lazily through waxy leaves. They were close. “You’re right. This way.” 
    

    
      They broke through the vegetation and Aavar pulled Bree back before she could walk blindly off the short cliffs. He swore, gripping the waistband at her hip tight. 
    

    
      “What…” A breeze from the river blew into their faces from below and Bree swore too. “We’re standing on a cliff, aren’t we?”
    

    
      Aavar glanced over the edge, where the tall black grass draped over the soft, springy outcropping like a throw blanket. He shrugged one shoulder, judging the distance. “It’s more of a bluff, really.”
    

    
      “What’s the difference?” 
    

    
      Aavar winced. “It’s about thirty feet down, and it’s not 
      totally
       vertical? Cliffs are a sheer drop. Oh!” he amended. “Halfway down there 
      is
       a sheer drop. So, maybe it’s a bliff? A cluff?” 
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Aavar and Bree both turned towards a flinty sound just to their left, and she nearly slid off the edge of the bliff. Aavar lashed out, anchoring them to a tree and pulling Bree tight, holding his breath as a small flame among the midnight jungle reflected a dark pair of eyes. A rolled cigar glowed to light beneath a peacock blue shilpakaari face. Her tendrils writhed quietly, powerfully, like a nest of vipers, and when she flicked her lighter closed and the darkness engulfed everything but the tip of her smoke, Aavar could still feel the slick mane resting upon her shoulders, waiting. 
    

    
      “Aavar?” Bree breathed timidly. He squeezed her closer to him, behind him, as much as he could, and kept his eyes on the silhouette darker than the shadows.
    

    
      “Composite cliff,” the woman said, her tone veiled in nonchalance. She took a drag off her cigar and the tip glowed like a blacksmith’s bellows. She pushed through the underbrush into the pale moonlight, her black eyes brushing over Aavar with little interest. “Not as creative, I know.” 
    

    
      A boot settled into the grass at their back, and Bree gasped, twisting in his hold. Aavar looked behind them peripherally as two men emerged from the jungle, abyssal silhouettes, that waited and watched. The first had made the sound, massive shoulders curled and ready to brawl. He smiled with vicious excitement. The second was silent and lithe, all but disappearing into the shadows. He trained an observant yellow stare on Bree, his tendrils brushing against each other in thought. 
    

    
      “You can have all the spare parts you want,” Aavar told them. “I’ll give you the code for the engine core.” 
    

    
      The woman tilted her head once. “Very considerate of you.” But she didn’t move. 
    

    
      “We have nothing else on us,” he elaborated, throat tight. 
    

    
      At that, the woman smiled, her gaze drifting to Bree, and Aavar’s guts turned to cold mud. He gripped her harder, looking down at the cliff warily, a mere foot from the toe of her little boot. She was taller than the average human woman, but now he couldn’t stop thinking about her delicate, spindly fingers, made for intricate work, and how he’d taken her to buy 
      children’s
       tools. His urge to protect her and the knowledge that he didn’t even stand a chance twisted into a maelstrom within his mind; a bitter, horrific realization that he was useless. He didn’t deserve her, and because he’d fooled himself into thinking maybe, just 
      maybe,
       he did, she would disappear and die in chains. There was nothing he could do to save her. She…
    

    
      She would have to save herself.
    

    
      The smuggler lifted her hand with a welcoming caress of the air. “You know how this works, pilot. Hand the human to me and you can swim home.” 
    

    
      “What? No fuckin’ way, lady,” Bree mouthed off, her eyes still closed. She tried opening them, hissed, and squeezed them shut. 
    

    
      “It’s okay, Bree.” Aavar’s natural tendrils pet her silk. He closed his eyes, gripping her shoulders, tasting her skin. He wanted to remember it when she was gone. “You’re going to be okay.” 
    

    
      She clutched his burned and shredded shirt like a harpy. “What? No…” Her indignation came on slowly and with disbelief. Her voice warbled with hurt. “No, you can’t let them take me!” Aavar bit the inside of his cheek to keep his mane from wailing in sorrow as her voice rose to a fever pitch. She’d never sounded so terrified, clawing at him, pressing close, pulse faster than a jackhammer. She tried to force her eyes open again, and a sob broke through as they immediately slammed shut.
    

    
      Then she snarled, baring her teeth, and slammed her palm into Aavar’s chest, knocking his back against a tree that zinged through every piece of glass still embedded in his shoulders. She pointed at him blindly and said with trembling fury, 
      “Fuck you, 
      Aavar. Fuck 
      all
       of you. I’m not going anywhere without a fight, you pieces of shit. All of you can rot!”
    

    
      Aavar lunged forward and engulfed her in a tight hug, his mane wrapped around both their faces as he pressed his cheek to the top of her head. His lower hands wrapped around her waist and his uppers her shoulders, palms coasting across every soft curve. If this was the only moment in which he’d be able to hold her, he wanted her to feel his love and regret. She lashed out, trying to hit him, but unable to gain leverage, so he tightened his hold, breathing her in, rubbing circles into the small of her back and spine. 
    

    
      “You can swim, can’t you?” he whispered hoarsely.
    

    
      Bree stilled, but there was no time to wait for her answer. Aavar brushed his lips against her silk as he gripped her with all four arms and pushed as hard as he could. Bree’s blistered eyes opened in shock as she flew off the edge of the cliff, meeting his pained, hopeful stare. 
    

    
      “No!” the smuggler roared. She grabbed Aavar by the tendrils and dragged him sideways. Pain shot through his head, down the ligaments of his neck. She grappled him to the ground and the big guy raised a baton high above his head. 
    

    
      Strangely, Aavar didn’t feel the impact, just a searing heat against his temple, a flash of bright light. 
    

    
      And then, nothing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      When Aavar pushed me, I felt my soul leave my body. My heart bottomed out, and all the pain went numb. I’d thought he was giving me up. I’d thought of his submissive bullshit in the bar and indignation had exploded in my chest. He was a coward and at the first sign of conflict, was going to roll over on his back and hope that bitch would rub his belly and call him a good boy? 
    

    
      But as Aavar gave me a heartbreaking smile of encouragement, as he was dragged down and beaten to a crumpled, lifeless heap, I realized I was so, so wrong. 
    

    
      Time sped up as my back hit thick, violent rapids. Any air left in my lungs exited in a 
      whoosh
       that left me windmilling as the current sucked me in like a wrestler, and I flailed for a surface I couldn’t see. Everything was black, and no matter how hard I fought, I felt no break in the water. Exhausted, I went limp. 
    

    
      Immediately, my butt swooped up and broke the surface. I twisted around as the rapids calmed and broke for air. Gasping and panting, I couldn’t get enough. Then I found my rubbery arms, my numb fingers, and the horrific throb of my foot in a heavy boot battered by the river. I needed to get to shore, or I’d drown. 
    

    
      I forced my eyes to open, catching blurry glimpses of black grass glistening in the moonlight, like masses of snakes slithering along the banks, and the canopy against a purplish Yaspurian night sky. I tried again and again, and then I saw it. Over my shoulder, rapidly receding, was the orange glow of the wreckage climbing into the air and reflecting off the clouds of an incoming storm. I immediately swam for the bank on that side of the river, gritting my teeth as my boots weighed me down and my foot screamed in protest.
    

    
      My hands hit mud and clumps of decaying fodder. I clawed at the shallow water desperately, my strength failing as I coughed and hacked, keeping myself aloft on wobbly elbows. I army-crawled through the muck and finally collapsed, the river licking at my knees. 
    

    
      A rock pressed painfully against my hip. I rolled to the side, feeling for it with waterlogged, rubber fingers. Only it wasn’t a rock. It was the emergency beacon. I stared at it, tied to my waist with the remnants of my skirt. 
    

    
      Tears had been falling down my face all night, but these fresh beads weren’t just from chemical burns. The emergency beacon was exactly that. A 
      beacon.
       Its signal cast a wide net in the hopes of rescue. But it had also made us a target. 
      I
       was the reason those smugglers had found us. 
      I
       put a target on our backs. 
    

    
      And Aavar was…
    

    
      I tugged at the knot holding it in place, ripping and tearing through the delicate yellow rags. I sat up with a snarl and chucked the beacon into the river. It bobbed up to the surface a few yards downstream, then floated away innocuously. 
    

    
      All quiet again. The jungle barely stirred, or maybe I was too exhausted to hear it. Gentle thunder rolled over the trees, and the first drops of rain cratered the surrounding slope and plonked against my exposed skin. My scratched, burning eyes sidled closed as the night chorus lulled me into unconsciousness. 
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      When I awoke, the rain was steady and warm, the water a little higher than before, and a diffused fog pressed against my eyelids, as soft as chiffon. I dug my fingers into the mud experimentally, then opened my eyes.
    

    
      At first, I thought the blurriness was from waking up, but as I blinked, lids scratching across my corneas, I realized it wasn’t. I couldn’t keep them open for long, but it was better than the night before. Holding myself up on wobbling arms, I let the rain wash the mud off my skin and clothes, lifting my face to the sky. For a long time, I sat like that. Breathing, blinking, cleansing my eyes with the monsoon rain rather than taking a dunk in the river. I told myself that it helped. 
    

    
      I examined my stinging fingertips and knees next. My skin had bubbled up as if I’d touched a hot glue gun. The blisters were painful, but not terrible. They’d be gone in a few days as long as I took care not to pop them. 
    

    
      Then I looked at my boot and went weak. The hot earth of the wreckage had melted the sole, and something heavy had bent all the rivets out of shape. The lace, though, was still looped tightly around my ankle, soggy and crusted in sediment, but just how Aavar had tied it. 
    

    
      Fuck.
       
    

    
      I laid my face in my blistered palms and sobbed horrible, ugly donkey sobs. I rocked back and forth, clutching my chest, ripping at the vestiges of my sundress, now stained brown, black, and bruised avocado. When the tears were done, I went numb with a sigh and stared at the water flowing back towards Samridve, my arms limp. Then the violent grief began again. 
    

    
      Aavar… Aavar…
       
    

    
      I gasped, looking down at my holotab. We didn’t have any network to connect to out here, but I’d linked us up like Bluetooth. If I was close enough… 
    

    
      I rolled into a new rocking motion, more thoughtful, but just as hollow. I bit my lip hard, talking myself through the possibility… the possibility that I’d find Aavar dead. If I went back… No, I 
      had
       to go back. There were supplies I needed if I wanted to survive and wait for rescue. 
    

    
      Besides, the prospect of getting back in the water and floating to Samridve was daunting. I watched the meandering current, knowing it was far stronger beneath the surface. I couldn’t give up my boots, and with only one foot to kick with, I’d probably drown.
    

    
      That train of thought just put more urgency on my real instinct. Injured or not, I wanted to get Aavar. I 
      needed
       to. It didn’t matter if he was alive, I wasn’t leaving him to rot alone. Fuck Darwin and his stupid award. After he’d been so brave for me, I needed to be brave for him. I’d never forgive myself otherwise. 
    

    
      Bros before… what? No hoes out here. Well, the jungle was a ho, but that didn’t work for me. Manes before planes? I didn’t have a mane, and our plane was in pieces. Bros before… toes, blows, joes, lows, crows… 
    

    
      …
    

    
      Nose… Noses?
    

    
      How could I be so bad at rhyming one word?
    

    
      The water exploded as a river monster lunged for me like a slingshot. It was a monstrous fishlike creature with a long, thrashing tail and two wide front feet. I scuttled backwards with the speed of an Olympic crab-walker as its long, flat mouth snapped down on my good foot, catching the steel toe box and the heel vertically in its jaws. Unable to clamp down, it shrieked in frustration, shaking its head, and slinked back into the water.
    

    
      I didn’t need any more encouragement to get my ass out of the mud. In that single, harrowing moment, I remembered that the jungle was alive. Daramēiza, the dark maze, was a danger all by itself. If I wanted to survive, I had to treat it with suspicion and stay on my toes. No more crying in the mud. No more mourning. Daramēiza would remember 
      my
       name when this was over. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Mist had risen with the drizzling rain by the time I reached the cliff where I thought the smugglers had cornered Aavar and me. I couldn’t remember much of what it looked like there, but I remembered the breeze and the sound of the river. Black smoke rose high above the canopy at my back. I gripped my mossy walking stick in a tight fist and smiled. 
    

    
      Aavar wasn’t here. 
    

    
      I pulled up my holotab and lifted my arm up to the sky, searching for a network connection like an idiot in a movie. No luck. Then I checked for Aavar’s link. The holoscreen displayed a topographical map and there I was, a little white dot beside a serpentine line that must have been the Saphed River. No Aavar, though. In the corner, a prompt flashed: 
      NO SIGNAL
      .
       I took it as a good sign. There was no way I’d accept that he might be dead, floating downstream. 
    

    
      At just past noon, the red jungle was stifling and dark. Squeezing my way through the thickets was like pushing through a sauna stuffed full of plastic tarps hung from the ceiling. Waxy leaves taller than me clapped together as I batted them away, hitting each other with a thwappy echo. Tiny streaks of water glistened like blood in the gloom as the steady rain continued, soaking into the ground, sucking at my boots.
    

    
      By midafternoon, against all odds, I found the wreckage. 
    

    
      There were small pieces, at first. I tripped over a jutting ridge of unforgiving shrapnel and had to stop myself from bursting into a string of curses so colorful I would have tasted the rainbow. I didn’t know where the smugglers were or if they were monitoring the area somehow, so every step I took became a slow calculation. As a wounded loud-mouth urbanite that had gone on a nature walk once a year as a field trip in junior high, I was Grade-A prey. 
    

    
      The steamy mist gave way to leaden smoke with an after-note of battery acid, and the surrounding leaves started looking more like swiss cheese from cinder holes. I checked my tab again. Still no signal. I got down on my belly and pulled myself through the undergrowth to the edge of the wreckage, ignoring the sting in my eyes as they watered fresh and searched the site for movement. 
    

    
      Nada. 
    

    
      I waited half an hour, though, just to be sure, letting my lungs shrivel up in the horrid smoke. I felt like an upholstered couch in a smoking lounge, soaking up carcinogens with the same fervor as a beach bunny working on their tan. With the coast clear, I wiggled through the mud, keeping low with my stick close at hand. 
    

    
      I worked through the entire crash site, from cockpit to stern, squirreling things away. Specifically, I looked for my tools, cloth, medical supplies, the radio, and food. Nearly everything was burnt, melted, or shattered. I did, however, find a few gems. A roll of gooey tape, as hot as a potato, but still usable, and a scope similar to a jeweler’s magnifying glass that the pilots’ carried. I connected it to my holotab and stuffed it in a smoky canvas bag that had at one point housed the transpo’s fire extinguisher. If I could get to the canopy, I could hopefully scope out something familiar and the coordinates would land in my holotab. 
    

    
      The nose of the cockpit was mostly intact, though it was one of the last things in the path of destruction, which meant it was one of the first things to go down. The radio was on the dashboard, though the antenna was missing. Several wires had shorted out because their casings had melted into the circuits. There was nothing I could do to fix it, what with the rain already sneaking its way into the casing. I banged my head against the control pommels with a shaky breath of frustration. 
    

    
      But I needed to remember that getting word out wasn’t smart yet anyway. I needed to assess. The last time I’d sent out a rescue signal, it had led the smugglers straight to us, so this time around I was going to be smarter than that. Any frequency I could pick up on this radio would be public, so even if the radio 
      did
       work, I couldn’t use it. It was too dangerous. Besides, I wasn’t going anywhere without Aavar. 
    

    
      Beneath the dash, I found the survival kit, made to withstand emergency “landings.” 
      Hah.
       I pilfered the food rations that looked like blocks of yellow play dough, a dinky first aid kit, a flashlight, and some burn gel. The water hadn’t survived thanks to an unfortunate slice in the plas, but I could collect water with it still. There were also beacons, flares, and a shiny silver fire blanket, but I left them behind. 
    

    
      A few moments later, as I was looking for somewhere to sit, eat, and come up with a plan to find Aavar, I fell face first into a deep tract of mud. Spitting grit and mulch from my mouth with a sour face, I realized it was from the engine blast of a needle and my expression screwed up with victory. It had to be the smugglers.
    

    
      “Yes!” I exclaimed, fist pumping the air. I clamped my hand down on my mouth and froze, but no one came out of the bushes to drag me away, so I eased up. “Fuck yes,” I whispered smugly. 
    

    
      Needles lifted off the ground with a blast of air and fuck-if-I-know plasma-woo-woo technology. I’d only spent one day servicing the bikes Vindilus had brought with his team, so I didn’t know much yet. What I 
      did
       know was that the depression would stay deep and narrow if the bike was close to the ground, but shallow and wide with more lift, so slower speeds probably left a stronger divot in the ground, too. If the tracks got deeper, I needed to be more careful because it could mean I was getting close. 
    

    
      The best way for me to track the bike would be to walk in the track itself. It was foolish, leaving behind my own footprints like that, but it was getting dark, my sight was blurry and irritated, and the rain was still coming down. I had no other way of following them unless I wanted to whip out my flashlight and squint into the dark. 
    

    
      “Please be nearby,” I breathed.
    

    
      Without bothering to wipe the mud off my face, I set off. Half an hour later, my foot was in so much pain, that I had to stop and prop it up. I fixed my water bottle with the goopy tape and collected rain while I rested. Night had truly fallen by then, crowding in as the humidity pressed against my skin and irritated minor burns, so it was time to rest anyway. I chanced a glance at my holotab, sticking my arm in my canvas extinguisher bag so the glow would stay contained, and squinted to decipher my location. I was the little white dot right by the… Was I the dot by the wobbly circles or the dot by the…
    

    
      There were two dots on my screen. 
    

    
      My breath hitched. I closed my eyes and tried again. The second dot was still there. I’d found Aavar’s signal. Relief gutted me, drained my innards, and left me a wobbly puddle. I squeezed my eyes shut because I knew the tears would come and they would sting, so I held my breath and bit my lip and kept the dam from breaking. 
    

    
      When the realization that I wasn’t alone hit me, it was like a battering ram punching straight through my stubborn refusal to let go. I’d been forcing myself to believe that the smugglers hadn’t taken him far, that he was alive, that he wasn’t fish food. It had all been sheer pluck until now. Now I had proof. I knew where he was, and it wasn’t even that far. A mile as the crow flies. 
    

    
      If I’d accepted that he was gone, I’d be drowned in the river and he’d have no hope at all. 
    

    
      I cut my break short, stretching my limbs carefully to brush off the cobwebs of exhaustion and stay limber so I wouldn’t sprain anything else. I peed, drank the rest of my water, and smiled like the idiot I was as I trekked further into smuggler territory. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Apparently, a mile by air in the jungle is a long fucking way. Daramēiza was a labyrinth of hilly mounds, sheer drops, and caverns. No wonder those squid brains rode needles. The area they camped out in didn’t have a single step’s worth of flat land. Thankfully, moss grew everywhere, which meant their tracks were visible, even if the mud gave way to craggy stone for lengths at a time. Barring any sheer drop offs, I could still follow them. 
    

    
      Three hours later, my body screamed in agony. I couldn’t go any further. The darkness was as heavy as a velvet blindfold, the bugs and snapping twigs and howls all around me. This part of the jungle was nothing like the trails near the colony. It was wild and foreboding, claustrophobic, and so humid that I might as well have been standing in a hot shower. 
    

    
      The darkness, though, worked in my favor. As I collapsed against a tree, huffing and wheezing as quietly as I could manage, I glimpsed a red smudge of light in the distance. It was a torch or lantern; floating, maybe, or hanging off a branch. I watched it with my heart in my throat for several minutes, convinced I was about to get caught but it never moved. 
    

    
      Keeping my blistered vision on that point, I withdrew the scope from my legging pocket and aimed. The better of my two eyes glanced through the lens and locked on. Instantaneously, my thumb bones vibrated, telling me that the coordinates transferred to my map. Putting away the scope, I slid down the tree trunk to the ground. I couldn’t sleep here, but I couldn’t stand anymore either. I closed my eyes for a moment, just long enough to feel the delicious drag of sleep. It lulled me until I jerked awake, terrified. What if the sleep that pulled at me was the kind I’d never wake up from? 
    

    
      I slapped myself hard enough to sting, hugged all my supplies to my chest, and crawled through the brush blindly until I ran headlong into the rotting trunk of a fallen 
      biria
       tree. It was large and hollow, now cushioned by moss and overgrown with vegetation. I pushed my stuff inside first, listening for animals, and when nothing hissed or rattled or growled, I crawled inside. My last dregs of energy drained away, and I fell into a fitful, merciless sleep. 
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      Aavar groaned, the back of his neck so stiff he could hardly lift his head. He felt 
      crooked,
       as if someone had tilted the world and left it that way. The cold, hard ground beneath his knees swayed like a boat in a steady wake, rocking from side to side, tossing him harder to the right than the left. Then nausea gripped his guts and twisted maliciously. Bile rose up his throat, and he lunged to the side, throwing up the contents of his stomach, choking and coughing. Jaw slack, he spat the taste from his mouth, panting lightly as he stared at a flat stone floor, trying to stop the churning in his guts. 
    

    
      Bree.
    

    
      Nausea overwhelmed him again. He heaved, his ribs compressing in anguish as spittle and bile splattered on the ground at his knees. Visions of Bree thrashing in the river, hitting rocks, drowning, fighting, 
      dying
       swirled through his mind like a tornado, pushing him off balance and demanding he get up and find her, 
      save
       her. 
    

    
      But he had no strength. He pushed up on his knees and listed immediately to the side, unable to muster any fortitude. His head screamed in agony with every thought, every sensation. So he turned to Bree’s warmth for comfort, to the way her sweat and blood had tasted against his hands and mane as he enveloped her in the only hug he’d ever get. He thought of her lips on his, her 
      musstash
       game, the vulnerable shock on her face when he said he would coil.
    

    
      But that warmth wasn’t real. His skin was cold and speckled with mist, and the faint trail of Bree on his body was so fleeting he thought he might be hallucinating. His 
      senti,
       however, disagreed. It churned at the nape of his neck, strong and ready. Thinking of Bree and how her taste had become stronger over time, how he could discern the delicate salt and metallic tang now, threatened to swallow his heart whole. Stepping back from the edge of a coil was debilitating in and of itself, but to lose her entirely? It was worse than his nightmare back in that hospital, waiting, waiting. 
    

    
      So he had to believe Bree was alive and understood why he’d pushed her. Even if he didn’t survive, he needed to die fooling himself. It was the only way he’d stay strong enough to protect the rest. 
    

    
      A dark hand appeared, holding a cup of water beneath his slitted nostrils, which flared, taking in the crisp scent with caution. He forced his eyes to look up at the woman across from him, her mane slumbering upon her shoulders. It unnerved him that her mane slept, curling tighter or looser one at a time, like the silk of the 
      madoosa
       Ezraji had told them about; a creature from Earth that humans feared. 
    

    
      He understood that point of view now. 
    

    
      “That’s a nasty concussion,” the woman said, neither amused nor concerned. She pushed the water closer to his mouth, but not close enough to drink from. Aavar tried to move his hands, but found his uppers tied above his head, lowers behind his back. He clenched his fists in vain. The woman watched, a flash of intrigue in her black eyes. “Interesting.” She withdrew the water and set it just out of reach before she picked up a dangling mass from the shadows of the room. Aavar’s senses sharpened slowly into consciousness, recognizing that the room had been carved straight into bedrock and echoes of a waterfall bounced off the stone, filtering in from a narrow hunter’s blind along one wall. “You’ve trained yourself to reach with your hands first, not your tendrils. I suppose that makes sense.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s mane tensed. His head wasn’t just off-kilter from the blow back at the river. The woman held up his synthcap, bludgeoned and hanging from her hand like a dead animal. She turned it over in her grip and hefted its weight, brushing her fingertips across the bent and bloody jacks.
    

    
      “I’m not giving you the colony’s coordinates,” Aavar said, speaking for the first time. His voice cut in and out, hoarse and full of gravel. He swallowed on a thick, dry throat, and glanced at the cup of water, clenching his jaw. “I’m not giving you anything.” 
    

    
      The woman wasn’t bothered by his proclamation, lifting one prosthetic tendril and letting it flop back down. She set the defunct synthcap on the ground and unlatched a pouch at the front of her jacket, withdrawing a long, slender cigar. Its paper was pressed from aubergine pulp, the contents rolled expertly and exposed at the tip: a bed of dried and marinated leaves surrounding a compressed stick of powder, cut to an even edge.
    

    
      “It must be frustrating, having half a mane. Being half a man,” she stated, ignoring his conviction. She lit up and took a deep breath, blowing the smoke out of the narrow hunter’s blind, the night jungle crowding in like a swarm of ghosts. She caught his eye and smiled a lifeless smile, intended to make her seem friendly. Aavar recoiled. 
    

    
      “I was doing pretty well until you shot me down.” He pushed Bree out of his mind, as far back as possible, so he could put all the attention on himself. Every time he blinked, though, he saw that look of betrayal in her eyes as she disappeared into the water. A cold weight settled in his stomach. Where were the other two smugglers?
    

    
      “Yes, I imagine you were.” Her gaze flicked to the exposed slope of his neck, his shirt collar in tatters from glass shrapnel. “Humans don’t have experience with 
      sentis,
       do they?” Aavar’s arms flexed instinctively, wanting to bolt. Those eyes roving over his naked plugs and bare neck scared him. He tested his strength against the chains in vain, curling over himself, hiding his stature. 
    

    
      “Considering I’m a eunuch,” he said with emphasis, pulse in his throat, “I don’t really pay attention to that.” 
    

    
      The smuggler’s smile widened. She bit her cigar with sharp canines and took another puff, blowing the smoke out the window. 
    

    
      “You’re Aavar Medansh.” 
    

    
      “Good to know you can read,” Aavar quipped. His name emitted a weak glow on his strap-ins along the middle of the thigh.
    

    
      “I thought you might like to know who I am as well,” the woman said magnanimously. 
    

    
      Aavar gritted his teeth. As Bree would say, he didn’t give two flying fucks, but if she might let him go, he had to play nice. Still, something wasn’t sitting right. His heart hammered and his fists clenched. He was on the precipice of panic, even if his tone was biting. “By all means. I 
      am
       a captive audience.”
    

    
      She licked her canines, amused. “My name is Elaxi. What you did for the human was very thoughtful. Stupid, but thoughtful. I appreciate your courage, even if you’re lacking otherwise.” 
    

    
      “A ringing endorsement. Can I use you as a reference?”
    

    
      Elaxi put her hand above Aavar’s knee. He stared at her hand in horror and yanked himself out of her grip. She dug her claws in, leaning forward, taking another drag off her cigar. The tip sizzled red, devouring the dried leaves and incense as she pulled its essence into her lungs. When she breathed out this time, she blew the purple smoke straight into his face. He coughed, blinking away, the tips of his fingers, tendrils and lips tingling like radio static. 
    

    
      “You can’t have me,” he growled, trembling. 
    

    
      The corner of Elaxi’s mouth tilted patiently, looking from his mouth to his eyes. She snaked the side of her cigar over his ribs, a flirtation of pain. Aavar pulled on the chains above his head, to no avail. “After Yavit beat your head in, I had him remove your synthcap. You were lucky he cracked the molding rather than your crown, you know.”
    

    
      As Elaxi’s hand glided up the taut muscles of his chest, Aavar struggled to dodge her touch and bared his teeth at her. “What can I say? It pays off to be broken sometimes.”
    

    
      She tsked, feeling the cords of his throat as he angled his face away. “You aren’t broken, Aavar. You just lack direction. And lucky for you, I happen to be a generous woman.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s eyes went wide as her fingers changed direction, curling ominously around the side of his throat. He thrashed violently now, trying to buck her away without touching her, but there was no use. She found the base of his 
      senti
       and gripped it with confidence. 
    

    
      “No!” he roared, throwing his head from side to side. Elaxi laughed, eyes alight with excitement. She pulled him forward, an inch from her face, holding the cigar sideways between them. Aavar’s heart stopped. 
      Bree’s hands on the latches of his undersuit. Her breath against his mane at the perches. Her thick thighs around his waist. Her boozy, flustered laugh. Her skin. Her salt. Straw silk, calloused hands, piercing eyes, ruddy skin…
    

    
      “A eunuch halfway to a coil takes true determination,” she told him quietly, demanding his stillness, the burning end of her cigar hovering just above his eye, so close that the membrane burned. He took a deep breath, staring at it with wild-eyed suspicion, and held his breath. “A lot of petting, patience, and love. Your human did me a service, bringing you so close to the edge.” Elaxi twisted her grip and pressed her thumb into the divot in the muscle at the base of his 
      senti.
       It stirred against Aavar’s will, already so poised and willing. It should be Bree’s hands on him, if she chose him, but now Elaxi’s grasp was stealing his careful adoration, covering his skin in a noxious taste. He felt dirty in every pore, tendrils crawling across the wall away from his captor in desperation.
    

    
      “Please,” Aavar gasped, writhing helplessly. “Stop touching me.” 
    

    
      Elaxi blew in his face again, to which he coughed, his tendrils shriveling up in their escape attempt, their sensory pores stinging from the smoke. His 
      senti
       swelled, his palms itching. He clamped his mouth shut with a whimper, flailing, the chain links clanking against the walls. His lungs burned as panic blazed through his veins. “That human didn’t understand what you need, though. She didn’t know the coil. How many months did she string you along, Aavar? You are so very lucky that I’m here for you. You will thank me for your liberation.” 
    

    
      Aavar said nothing, going still to focus on holding his breath while his half-mane keened with panic and grief. He was powerless, and no matter how determined he was to avoid the pheromones in Elaxi’s purple smoke, his efforts were in vain. Elaxi chuckled, tapping his mouth with the wet end of her cigar, asking him to open up. He shook his head in the human way, defiant in their name, refusing to give even an inch. Then he bit his cheek to keep from breaking apart. His feelings meant nothing to this woman, all his patience and love, waiting for Bree. 
    

    
      When he wouldn’t budge, Elaxi gripped his 
      senti
       harder and wrung it like a towel. He hissed, unable to hold his breath through the pain. She drew in her smoke and blew it straight into his lungs. 
    

    
      “No!” As her poison filled his chest, Aavar’s 
      senti
       and cock both swelled until painfully hard. His skin prickled, and he thrashed, panting in shallow breaths as the sensation forced him over the precipice. He snarled, hips bucking mindlessly, mane wrapping around her hand as she milked the length of his phallic tendril. “Bree,” he sobbed, pulling away weakly. A fever pitch of static overwhelmed his mind. He recounted every brief touch in the hangar, every sideways glance of skepticism, the sparkle that turned her eyes into pools of crisp water. Aavar’s piercing sadness broke over a panicked moan as Elaxi pumped his sensory pores open in a forced climax that undulated over every inch of his flesh. What should have been ecstasy was wrong and tainted, like his muscles were sponges soaking up motor oil. Still, Elaxi’s pungent smoke transformed into an elegant, musky floral scent and his tendrils held onto her like she was a lifeline, their betrayal a stark reminder that he’d never had agency. He’d never been worthy. He stared over her shoulder at the ground, the earth falling out from beneath him as his devastated heart broke in two. 
    

    
      “Siatesh couldn’t find your girl. He said she’s probably halfway to Samridve, floating face down. Such a setback to lose a prize like that.” She clicked her tongue slowly in shame. “But there are others, aren’t there? Twelve hundred of them. Give me the colony coordinates,” she breathed into his ear, nipping the lobe, “and I’ll relieve you of your pearls, 
      priya.”
    

    
      Elaxi unwrapped his tendrils from her hand and stood with a serene smile, her mane never once waking from its slumbering mound upon her shoulders. She set her cigar on a metal plate in the corner to incense the room and wiped her hands clean. 
    

    
      Then she left Aavar to contemplate her generosity.
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      Stray hair tickled the side of my nose and upper cheek as I awoke, unaware that I’d been able to fall asleep. I wrinkled my brow and blew up at my hair, trying to dislodge it. The flyaways held firm, no doubt stuck to my skin, made damp and uncomfortable by the humidity. I opened my eyes, cotton-mouthed, aching from head to toe, and crossed a wide, shocked stare at a green bug with a bulbous butt perched on my face. 
    

    
      I bit down a horrified shriek, raising my hands and nearly smashing the monstrosity against the interior of the log I’d stuffed myself inside the night before, then froze, breath caught. Amelia’s pamphlets came to mind. Green meant danger. Red meant friendly. I bit my lip and lowered my hands, letting the spindly legged insect meander up my hairline and off my face. 
    

    
      After it was a foot or so away, I wiggled out of my log butt-first, sucking in lungfuls of fresh air. I looked up at the glow of the canopy, a red membrane of veins undulating above. The warm, orangey light suggested it was late afternoon. I’d slept more than half a day. A pulse of alarm shivered through my flesh. I was close enough to those red lights I’d seen that one of the smugglers could have tripped over me on their way to take a piss. I’d been vulnerable for all that time. 
    

    
      I pulled open my holotab, still seeing the world as if through a rain-drenched windshield marred with oily gashes. A pressure built in my eyes as I tried to read the sharpened holoscreen, making sure Aavar’s dot was still in the same place. To my relief, it hadn’t moved, but I had to put the screen down and close my eyes again. When I concluded my pupils were trying to focus through blistered corneas and were beyond repair, I had to breathe in and out in a careful rhythm, leaning my weight on my palms so that if I threw up, I’d do it into the leaf cover. Sweat broke out on my forehead as the maddening sensation eased. 
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I told myself, voice low and soothing. 
      Inhale.
       “I just have gel on my eyes. It’s just a harmless, cool gel. Amelia will remove it when I get home. It’s all just normal.” I fooled myself with a little shrug, talking myself off the edge of hysteria. How the
       fuck 
      was I going to save Aavar if I was going blind? 
    

    
      Nope. No. Couldn’t think about that. 
    

    
      I dug my fingers into the soil for a tactile sensation to distract me and felt a smooth, delicate rock. I focused on it with forced curiosity, dipping my fingers into smooth divots and around curvy protrusions. When I’d given the little rock a thorough once-over, I set it down and felt for some more things, my nausea easing. This time I found a stick, also smooth, slender and curved to a point…
    

    
      Wait a sec, these were 
      bones.
       I didn’t let myself panic; Daramēiza was a big jungle, after all, and the critters gotta eat. The bones were small, too, slender, almost like fish bones. And there were 
      a lot
       of the same kind scattered in the underbrush. Vertebrae, maybe, and tiny rib bones that arched like couch needles. Were these from 
      fid?
       They were rodents, and very small. Or snakes!
    

    
      I chanced opening my eyes, now that I wasn’t about to hurl, and saw that I was probably right. Beneath my palms were hundreds of vertebrae the size of my thumbnail and smaller. I didn’t look long, closing my eyes again to ward off another dizzy episode, but cataloged the information in my mind. Amelia had told me there weren’t any snakes on Yaspur. If I ever got back to the colony—
    

    
      No. 
      When.
    

    
      —I would have to tell her. 
    

    
      I sat back on my butt, considering my predicament. Had I squatted on top of a nest? Did this mean I needed to move? Were they poisonous? Maybe they’d keep other predators away… If I hadn’t run into one or found one on top of me last night, did that mean I was in the clear? The possibilities were daunting, and I didn’t have the energy to spare for thinking about it. So instead, I felt around the edges of my bad foot. The top of the arch crunched a little when I pressed down. My toes zinged too, but I could feel them. I gingerly lifted my foot towards my face and, in perhaps the most alluring moment of my life, took a big whiff like a cavewoman. It didn’t smell like rot, just mud. So something had crushed the top of my foot? Stellar. There was no chance in hell I’d take the boot off. If I did, it’d swell up like a balloon and I wouldn’t be able to put it back on.
    

    
      I opened my eyes again and looked out into the blur of the jungle in the direction I thought I’d crawled from. I checked my holotab, now more prepared for the odd pressure, the sandpapery feel of my eyeballs moving in their sockets, and put a pin in my location so I could return to my jungle B&B. Then I hoisted my supplies over my shoulder, picked up my stick, and crawled on my hands and knees through the underbrush towards the lanterns. 
    

    
      It took me so long to get there without standing up straight that I would have thought I’d missed it if I didn’t have my holotab. When I reached the lantern, I camped out for a solid few minutes, watching for streaks of movement, listening for shuffles, sniffs, yawns, snaps… When the coast seemed clear enough, I pulled myself up the side of the tree and felt for the lantern. 
    

    
      My hand hit a heavy orb hung from a roughhewn net like a potted plant, velvety winged insects bouncing gently off the surface like moths. I practically pressed my nose to it; a glass orb streaked with condensation, the filaments of a rudimentary lightbulb dormant within. It was at least a couple decades behind the lights we had in the colony, and much more similar to a human lightbulb than I’d expected. 
    

    
      I slid back down to my knees, keeping my bad foot elevated in the air as I crawled into the tracks from the bike. Now that the sun was beaming through the hazy atmosphere, highlighting the pollen floating around my face and the stark contrast of my skin against the blood red foliage, my limbs trembled being out in the open. I palmed thick mud and smeared it into my bare arms, cheeks, and forehead, then ducked all the way to the ground as I resumed my scouting expedition from the night before. 
    

    
      It wasn’t long before my hands landed on a stone too flat to be natural. I rubbed my palms over it, feeling the geometry of rustic engineering beneath my fingers. It sloped at a slight angle, disappearing beneath a carpet of moss. I felt the edge of that organic blanket with my pinkies and ring fingers, using the parts of my hands that weren’t stinging numb from blisters. The edges were woven, and when I pulled up, sure enough, the bottom was a flat mat. A hidden ramp. Storage for their bikes, perhaps. I slid into the thick ground cover again, attempted to see my surroundings, and took inventory.
    

    
      I had two nutrient blocks in wrappers that reminded me of candy bars. Each had six breakaway sections, and I’d opened and eaten part of one already. A day and a half’s worth, it felt like. I had eleven days’ worth of food, which meant about five days with Aavar. As I felt my tools, I chewed the half brick I had already bitten into. I had a pair of wire clippers, half a driver, and a flashlight on top of the little medkit and burn gel. I withdrew both, considering if there was anything I needed to use it for. Ultimately, I decided I could wait. Aavar might need it more than I did. Besides, using the pain relievers and antibiotics could be a death sentence for me. They were shilpakaari meds, not human.
    

    
      Checking over my extinguisher bag for holes, I continued the achingly slow crawl through the ferns. I skirted around vines instead of moving them with my hands and shoved my bag ahead of me on the ground so it couldn’t ruffle the waxy leaves acting as my cover. I army crawled straight towards the blank spot on the map, where Aavar supposedly hadn’t moved, and soon heard the roar of water. My bag tilted off the edge of the ground and I yanked it back, feeling the telltale breeze of water from below. I opened my eyes and peered carefully between the teeth of a palm frond. A gorge split the earth a foot from my face, black grass and bloody red jungle plants pouring over the edge, bursting with bright pink spots and leafy veins as they reached for the waterfall carving a deep well into the earth with its unrelenting force. I glanced over the edge, my eyes watering as I tried to make out the details. Maybe thirty feet below me sat a pool of crystalline water that blasted me with air as cool as the air conditioner in my home unit. 
    

    
      “Oh my god, yes,” I whispered to myself, practically moaning as the sting in my face and fingertips eased in the cool air. I fanned out my palms and closed my eyes, soothing my burns. I eased one hand into my bag and withdrew the scope while I soaked up the refreshing breeze, prickling the sweat on my brow. Clutching it hard, I turned it on and peered down into the water. 
    

    
      My vision was horribly blurry still, but I could tell the water was deep, clear, and other than the churning of the waterfall, had no current. It was like a cenote. There were no rapids floating away into an underground water slide of certain death as far as I could see. Which was good, because according to my map, Aavar was on the other side of that gorge or…
    

    
      My throat went tight. He could be dead at the bottom.
    

    
      I bit the inside of my cheek and clutched the scope harder. Crying again wasn’t an option. Every time I did, the tears dissolved my fortitude and stole away my conviction to survive. I wasn’t okay with surviving if Aavar didn’t. I couldn’t handle the guilt and loss. I couldn’t—
    

    
      No. Rein it in. Take a breath. 
    

    
      I inhaled and exhaled, clearing my mind with slow, deliberate breaths for several moments before I tried looking through the scope again. Sweeping the pool slowly, I looked for signs of his light green skin. Ultimately, I saw nothing. Maybe he was at the top of the gorge. I traced the waterfall, ascending its curtain of water. 
    

    
      “Fuck,”
       I hissed, freezing in place. The barest shadow of movement, an upright figure shrouded by the mists, squatted down on a bridge or landing behind the torrent of water. It stared in my direction, but I decided it hadn’t noticed me. It did nothing, like it was on break, or taking a leak. It lifted something to its mouth, probably a smoke, and took a drag with relaxed shoulders. A faint glow of blue light pressed against its chest. A holotab, most likely. 
    

    
      I thought back to the smugglers we’d seen. Were there only three, or were there more? If I had to bet, I’d say this was a small operation, otherwise I would have seen more needle tracks, and there would have been many more people combing the crash site. The figure had four arms, so it wasn’t their bitch leader. It had to be one of the two men, the leaner one, and he seemed at ease. This was their turf, no question.
    

    
      It dawned on me like a cartoon light bulb. This whole gorge was a hideout. I brushed my scope across the walls and realized that what I’d thought were the shadows of craggy shale rock were actually long, narrow windows cut into the stone. My pulse tripled in excitement. They were holding Aavar captive. I was sure of it. My bottom lip trembled as I choked back a relieved sob. 
    

    
      I kept my scope on the figure until he stood and sauntered back to whatever entrance was behind the waterfall. Once I was certain he wouldn’t come out again, I lined up my scope with the dot on my holotab and searched the shaded gorge for any sign of Aavar. 
    

    
      Near the bottom, just above the surface of the cenote, was another narrow window. Rusted chains and the remnants of a canoe knocked against the stones nearby. “Please, please, please,” I begged, breathing through the taut queasiness that came with trying to focus my vision. Everything blurred as my eyes watered and closed of their own accord, unwilling to give me more. But I pulled back my scope with a triumphant, if shaky, smile. Within that lowest window, I’d glimpsed a splotch of pale, pale green. 
    

    
      I glanced at the waterfall as I garroted the top of my bag closed with the little rags of my skirt and clutched it to my chest. No sign of movement. The water below was deep. The waterfall was loud. I poked up out of the ferns and swung my legs over the edge of the gorge. Yes, maybe it would have been smarter to linger and assess, but I was a fly-by-the-seat-of-my-pants kinda girl. A pantser, if you will. If I’d bided my time, I’d have probably talked myself out of plunging into a cenote of unknown depth surrounded by rocks in a smuggler’s den without a ladder in sight. But that boat… I’d bet my 
      right
       tit that there was an entrance down at the water. That was my most confident tit.
    

    
      So I braced my good foot against the wall, shuffled my butt to the ledge, and dove feet-first out into the open air. 
    

    
      
    

    



      19
    

    
      
    

    
      Aavar swung from his chains, his upper wrists holding his weight as he bobbed in and out of consciousness. It had been two days, according to the sunlight beyond the hunter’s blind, and his strength was failing. His brain was feverish and throbbing with a mind-splitting headache that creeped down the tendons of his neck and jaw. 
    

    
      Not that Elaxi had roughed him up, quite the opposite. She’d put him in her coil and stopped by every few hours for a smoke break, leaving her poisoned incense to perfume the air and keep him in the rutting high that came in the hours after. Pressure would build at the base of his cock where his pearls had formed, ready to fuck and spill, but no amount of writhing and bucking would relieve the sensation. Which was exactly her plan. She’d lean against the doorway and watch him as she ate a piece of fruit or dried fish. Then, when he didn’t beg, she’d leave the incense and walk away, dousing him in a fresh cocktail of hate and desperation. 
    

    
      It was excruciating, but every gut-clenching flick of agony was another brick to mortar the walls around the colony, another couple of hours’ head start for Bree. If she made it. Aavar’s tendrils wrapped around his neck in a comforting gesture, just the way her arms had squeezed his collar as he carried her up the perches. He clung to the remnants of her taste, spoiled now by Elaxi, but no less important to him.
    

    
      Something scraped against the floor outside his tomb. The bare ear on Aavar’s amputated side twitched at the sound, and his eyes slit open. He stared at his bruised and aching knees. The sound came again, but he only looked up when he noticed a pale worm inching across the threshold. His mane shivered, appalled, as its many—
    

    
      Wait, no. 
      It was a hand.
    

    
      Aavar’s listless eyes opened wide as a lump of wet silk and a familiar brow turned the corner of the room carefully, searching and listening from a position flat on the floor. 
    

    
      “Bree?” he quivered, half-convinced she was a ghost. As soon as she saw him, her breath hitched. She scuttled on her hands and knees into the room, limping across the distance in her haste. 
    

    
      “Aavar,” she practically whimpered, falling on his lap. Her arms slung around his middle, and she knocked the air out of him with a forceful thud, the weight pulling on the wrists above his head as they swung, half-suspended from the ceiling. “You’re alive, oh my 
      god…”
       A horrible keening sound built in her chest and her lungs shuddered. She dug her nails into his ragged tunic and scraped his skin. He fought against the bar, restraining his lower hands at the small of his back, snarling, needing to hold her weight and absorb her warmth. 
    

    
      Bree gasped, pulling away, her hands roving over his chest and thighs. “Are you hurt?” she asked, her fingers blazing trails across his skin as sure as a machete in the jungle. His reservoir of pearls clenched hard, sending a jolt of hot pain through his cock. Biting his tongue, he forced himself to smile breathlessly. 
    

    
      “Are you?” he deflected. “Your burns…”
    

    
      “I got here by myself, didn’t I?” she quipped right back. Then she punched him right between the ribs. “You’re an asshole for throwing me in the river, by the way.” 
    

    
      Aavar breathed through a painful chuckle. Instinctively, he tried to reach for her with his tendrils, then realized they were trying to crawl away from her. His amusement stalled, and he swallowed on a dry throat, remembering Elaxi. “Bree, you can’t be here. You need to run.” 
    

    
      She ignored him entirely, keeping her eyes averted as she untied the remnants of her skirt from the top of a long, narrow canvas bag. She withdrew a small medkit and popped it open. “I found some painkillers and antibiotics. You need to take them while I work on those chains.” 
    

    
      “Bree…”
    

    
      “I’m not leaving you,” she snapped, meeting his glare head on. 
    

    
      Aavar drew back in shock. Corrosive scratches marred Bree’s piercing grey eyes. The white orbs were now stained pink and red, so eerily similar to Aavar’s own that he recoiled, his half-mane hissing. Her speckled cheeks were raw and flaking, and that whimper… It wasn’t a whimper, but the sound of her breathing. 
    

    
      Furious, he thrashed against his heavy chains, knocking them against the stones. As soon as the burst of anger hit him, despair sapped away his remaining strength. His tendrils fell limp over his shoulder, pointing straight at the ground, forsaken. He’d failed her. “Bree…”
    

    
      Her palms pressed into his jaw, pulling his face up so he’d look at her. “Aavar,” she echoed, rubbing her thumbs in soothing circles against his cheeks, “One. Don’t you dare pity me. Do you know how hard I had to work to get this far? You should bow down to my sheer strength of will. Straight up Wayne’s World ‘we’re not worthy’ levels of adoration. Got it?” 
    

    
      Aavar chuffed weakly. He didn’t know the reference, but the corner of his mouth twitched, regardless. “Yes, ma’am,” he purred with a coarse sigh. 
    

    
      She grinned. “Two. We’ll figure all this out. Together.”
    

    
      Aavar swallowed on a dry throat. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in Bree, but that he didn’t believe in himself. Her conviction, though, was a fiery pulpit, and she’d burn before she’d abandon her goals. They’d either survive together or she’d die trying to save him, which meant he had to agree, even if he knew he’d throw her in a river again in a heartbeat if it meant she’d survive. “Okay.” 
    

    
      To his heart’s relief, her smile was just as brilliant as it had always been. For the first time since Elaxi had touched him, his muscles relaxed and the tight agony in his groin loosened. But then Bree’s hands slid back towards his mane as if she wanted to hug him and he gasped, pulling out of her reach. 
    

    
      “Don’t!” His heart beat louder than a thousand drums as he angled his bare plugs away from her, nostrils flared in panic.
    

    
      Bree’s expression twisted with hurt and confusion as she froze, trying to see his face through the blur of her damaged eyes. Her surprise morphed into undeniable suspicion. She bared her teeth. “What did that bitch do to you?” She grabbed Aavar’s head and yanked him back down, her palm landing on the bumps of his plugs. She gasped, on the verge of hysteria, as she snatched her hand away.
       
      “What the
       fuck?!”
    

    
      Aavar pulled back, but Bree wouldn’t let him go. He keened, his half-mane begging through little curls and shudders. “It’s okay, Bree. It’s— It’s not…” 
    

    
      “Are they experimenting on you? I don’t see any blood. Where is the blood?” she asked in horror. Aavar squeezed his eyes shut and an onslaught of memories sideswiped him, throwing him right back into the alley, into the pool of green blood, staring at his 
      senti
       as it writhed several feet away, dying. 
    

    
      “I’m not… 
      whole,
       Bree,” he forced out, voice cracking. “I wear a prosthetic.” Her harpy’s grip loosened, and he looked up, terrified, to find her face slack in shock, staring at his plugs. “I’ve been like this for years. It… I…”
    

    
      “This didn’t just happen,” Bree said, seeking confirmation. She angled his face towards her so Aavar had to look her straight in the face. He resisted, but she wouldn’t let him pull away. “They didn’t slice them off. You’re not—” Her voice choked off, throat bobbing. She clenched her jaw shut, took a breath, and began again. “You didn’t just lose half your mane and you aren’t dying. Right?” 
    

    
      Aavar blinked at her tone, her unwavering gaze. The end of her question wobbled, a higher pitch than she usually used, as if she was lost and on the verge of fracturing apart. She clutched his face in her hands like he might slip away, nails pinching his cheeks. Aavar instinctively commanded his prosthetic tendrils to wrap around her forearm to comfort her. But they weren’t there, and he couldn't control his real ones. He hissed in frustration and shook his head. 
    

    
      “I’m not dying,” he assured her, then squeezed his eyes closed, forcing the words out. “I’m a eunuch, Bree.” He pulled his face away. “The guy that stole my coil in the academy… He clapped a jailer’s collar around my neck from behind. They make our tendrils seize up. He sawed through the side of my mane to get to my 
      senti,
       then cut it in half. That’s what Evakir meant when he said I was half a man. I’m not complete anymore.” 
    

    
      “That prick cut off half your mane?” she asked, making sense of his confession. Aavar nodded, looking away. “And your 
      senti…
       That’s why people don’t treat you well. Why Evie was such a douchebag.”
    

    
      Aavar’s throat was so tight he couldn’t speak, so he nodded, wincing as another pulse of pain swept through him. Bree reached up gently and turned his plugs towards her. Though he resisted, he couldn’t deny her. Anxiety screeched through his chest as her fingers explored the dead root of each tendril he’d lost. Every brush sent a twinge between his thighs, threatening to split his cock apart. He bit his lip, enduring the best he could. 
    

    
      But 
      chudthi,
       it was happening. His worst nightmare and most ardent wish, coalescing into the most anxiety-inducing interaction of his life. His natural tendrils still crawled away from Bree, his body in revolt on Elaxi’s behalf, but his heart hammered with excitement and fear. She hadn’t recoiled in disgust or wiped her hands clean. He hovered on the razor’s edge of hope and despair, expecting her to scoff, to toss him aside. 
    

    
      “Does it hurt for me to touch them?” she murmured, noticing how he shivered and clenched with discomfort. 
    

    
      “No,” he panted. “Just, nnh, not used to it. Please, Bree, this isn’t safe.” He glanced at the door, at the purple incense on its little metal plate in the corner. “Elaxi could come back. You need to go. You need to 
      run.
       Follow the river and get help.” 
    

    
      She didn’t listen, forcing him to look at her again. “Remember what you asked me in the transpo?”
    

    
      He searched her eyes as he went numb, his heart bleeding out with each loud, aching thump. “Yes,” he said, his voice breaking.
    

    
      “It’s no for now, Aavar. Not forever. And just because you only have half a mane doesn’t change that answer.”
    

    
      “Please don’t give me hope if there is none,” he begged on an exhale, his voice thin with despair.
    

    
      “I wouldn’t do that to you. I’m telling you because I want you to know that I couldn’t care less about your mane or your 
      senti.
       As far as I’m concerned, you’re the complete package. Now, what hurts? Because I can tell something hurts.” 
    

    
      Aavar stared at her, mouth slack, as she withdrew a little variety of pharmaceuticals, a bottle of water, and a ration block. He glanced at the purple smoke dissipating into the air, lazily sliding through the narrow slit in the wall towards the roar of the falls as it passed them by. How could he tell her the reasons behind his pain? She’d just told him the most impossible thing was possible. She’d told him he had a chance, but he didn’t really, not in Elaxi’s coil. Fate was cruel. He grimaced, dropping his head. “I can’t. It’s too— I’m not— You should just choose forever, Bree. It’s okay. I’ll be okay. I’m used to rejection like that.”
    

    
      Bree stopped her search, pinning him with a glare. “You still haven’t told me what hurts.”
    

    
      He shook his head, begging for a way not to tell her about the coil, his eyes turning wild. “Please, just forget that I asked you anything. I’m not—” 
      worthy.
       “I’m not—” 
      clean.
    

    
      Bree’s brow turned dark. She looked at Aavar’s mane as it curled away from her, where it used to lean in. She pressed the ration block to his mouth, careful not to touch him. “Eat this. Now.” He hesitated a moment, then obeyed, chewing the putty without tasting it. It settled in his stomach, a cold lump. “Open your mouth. Drink.” She set two painkillers on his tongue, uncapped her water, and lifted it to his mouth. “All of it.” Again, he obeyed. When she was done, she put her things back in her bag in silence, averting her eyes. “Did Elaxi touch you, Aavar?” 
    

    
      He couldn’t bring himself to answer, which was all the confirmation Bree needed. Murder shrouded her expression, and she ground her jaw, round human nostrils flaring. She swallowed and looked out the hunter’s blind at the red foliage spilling over the gorge. He squirmed, ants marching through his veins, oil bubbling up in his throat. 
    

    
      “She stole your coil, right? You’re in pain because of the pearls… She’s using the coil to torture you.” 
    

    
      Aavar managed a nod this time, but it was a hollow, ghostly gesture. “She wants coordinates to the colony, and she wants to sell you on the black market. She’s using that incense to keep me in a coil frenzy.” He winced as his cock jumped, swelling in recognition of that lurid scent. His lungs constricted painfully. “It was you, Bree. You brought me to the coil, not her, I swear. She just—” 
    

    
      “—raped you,” Bree finished darkly. Aavar’s stomach bottomed out. She scrunched her brow, and hugged herself tightly, perched on her knees. Then she fanned her face, flustered, taking deep breaths, as if trying not to leak. Her mouth warped, heavy with grief, and she bit her trembling bottom lip until it turned white. He’d never seen her look so fragile. “I’d really like to hug you, Aavar. Is that okay?” 
    

    
      He hesitated, not expecting her to ask, then leaned forward, shuffling his knees a little closer. Of course she could. She always could. She wobbled the rest of the way to him, one knee between his thighs, slipped her arms around his shoulders, and squeezed him tight. He nestled his nose against her neck, arms hot with the urge to hug her back. He wanted to slide his hands around her waist and delve his fingers into her silk. Even if Elaxi’s poison made her skin taste like mud, his heart knew exactly who he wanted. 
    

    
      “Thank you,” he whispered. 
    

    
      “You must be in so much pain.”
    

    
      “It’s suddenly become much more manageable.” It was a lie, but had the desired effect. Bree’s shoulders softened with a breathy laugh against his ear. Aavar smiled softly into her throat. She shuffled her knees on the hard stone, brushing against his cock. It twitched, the tension flaring up with a groan. Bree looked down between them at the flagpole in his pants with a thoughtful expression. 
    

    
      “I have a very inappropriate question,” she started, injured eyes locked on his crotch. She swallowed hard. “I know you’re producing pearls because of Elaxi, but do you have to relieve them with her?”
    

    
      Aavar watched her closely, clenching his fists. “No,” he said in a definitive tone. He pulled on his chains. “Never. But I can’t do it myself. And that incense makes it worse. It’s her pheromonal scent.” 
    

    
      “Can I help?” 
    

    
      Aavar shook his head. “If you remove the smoke, she’ll know you were here. I just have to endure until I can find a way out.”
    

    
      “Let me rephrase.” Bree briefly pressed her fingers to his knee and his eyes shot wide open. It didn’t feel like Elaxi’s claws at all, but a soft, questioning gesture. She removed her touch once he’d gotten her point, and bit her bottom lip. 
    

    
      “I’ll help you, if you’ll let me.”
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      Aavar stared at Bree, frozen in shock but quivering with urgency. If he so much as breathed too hard, he was certain the illusion would shatter, and he’d find he’d been talking to the wall. But no, Bree was real. She’d touched his knee and his plugs and fed him. With relief within reach, his cock throbbed petulantly, begging, weeping for a firm hand. He swallowed on a cotton throat and licked his canines, unable to reel in the intensity of his stare. 
    

    
      When he didn’t respond right away, Bree raised her hands as if to reach for him. She paused, looking up at him with a blistered gaze. “Yes?” Aavar’s eyes dropped to her hands. Thirst gripped his throat, choking off anything but a cracked, indecipherable murmur. He stared at those fingers as he lifted his pelvis out, bunching his thighs, putting weight on the chains above his head to keep himself aloft. 
    

    
      He hadn’t worn an undersuit for their trip, but a casual tunic and slim-cut dhoti pants. Bree leaned over him, feeling for the latch at his waist. Her touch hovered a maddening inch above his erection, setting his lungs on fire with impatience and need. She finally found it on his hip and the waistband loosened enough for her to pull his pants to his thighs. 
    

    
      As soon as his cock felt the air, it swelled painfully and a thick drizzle of precum leaked from the tip. Bree looked at it, trying to make sense of what she saw. Aavar’s hot stare moved from her face to her hands obsessively. When his mane shivered, Bree swallowed hard. 
    

    
      “Can I…”
    

    
      “Yesss,”
       Aavar hissed, his voice so deep it was hardly recognizable.
    

    
       Bree slid her fingers up the vein of steel on the underside of his cock and all his reason and caution crumbled. Her touch was exploratory and hesitant, sending his nerve-endings into a frenzy. “It feels pretty similar to a human…” Her fingers drifted lower, bumping into the reservoir of pearls lined up and ready to release. She didn’t realize what it was, coasting back up his length, tracing her fingertips under the harpoon-like head. “Your tip is different. Firmer, not as flared. Are you still okay?”
    

    
      Aavar forced his hips to stay still. He nodded, then managed a grunt of affirmation. Flames of need threatened to engulf him as she traced back down to his base, rubbing her thumb over his pearls. A devastating moan ripped through him, to which Bree’s lips parted. Then she slid her grip around his staff and squeezed. 
    

    
      Aavar came apart at the seams. His brow creased, his stomach tightened, and the air exploded from his chest as a sluggish, painful orgasm pushed the pearls from his sac. When he came, his semen dribbled down his length, as thick as candle wax. Three pearls forced their way through the sensitive tip, dropping to his pelvis and rolling onto the stones. Bree’s touch alone had done the job.
    

    
      “Feel better?” Bree asked, giving him a moment to catch his breath. 
    

    
      Aavar’s mouth tweaked. Bree lightly circled his shaft, pushing his spill back up his length and off with her hand. The gentle pressure of her palm around his head sent sparks off in his brain. He watched as she used the remnants of her skirt to clean off her hand and his hip, chasing her movements with his eyes. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      Bree picked up one of his pearls and rolled it between her thumb and forefinger, judging its elasticity. “I bet swallowing is like drinking 
      bowbuh
       tea,” she said with husky amusement. Then she lifted the pearl to her lips and tasted him. Aavar’s heart skipped, his erection never once flagging, now swollen and needy again. He clenched his hands wantonly but bit his lip. She’d offered to help with the pain, which she had. She chuckled in that brash, inelegant, perfect way. “Woah, you taste like fruit. That’s wild.”
    

    
      Aavar closed his eyes to fortify himself against the urge to buck his cock right at her face. She’d tasted him. 
      Chudthi,
       nothing had ever set his blood on fire like that glistening pink tongue cushioned against his pearl like the bed of an oyster throne. 
    

    
      A whiff of musky purple incense seeped into his sensory pores as he inhaled, and Elaxi’s face invaded his mind’s eye. Her mouth, her viper mane, her hands, the deep purr of her voice. He threw his eyes wide open with a gasp, refusing to think of her. He anchored his fearful stare on Bree’s little smirk. Compulsive fantasies were nothing compared to the woman sitting between his knees. “I’m sorry,” he said, flustered, paranoid that she’d seen his thoughts. 
    

    
      Bree shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. Fruit is great. Humans love fruit.”
    

    
      Aavar sighed with relief when he remembered what she’d been talking about. His colors flashed weakly, a pale coral glow in the dim cell. It was as close to levity as he could manage. Bree’s hand came down on the underside of his shaft again, rubbing those maddening circles into the core pole of muscle. He ground his jaw together, nostrils flaring wide. 
    

    
      “You’re still hard. Do you need more?”
    

    
      Yes! Yes, please. Yes. I’ll die without it.
    

    
      “No,” he managed, piercing his tongue with the edge of one canine. “You need to go, Bree. Before Elaxi comes back.” 
    

    
      Bree wrapped her fingers around his cock, and he hissed, grimacing with pleasure. Her grip was sure now, unlike at first. She shuffled squarely between his legs, pushing his knees apart with her pillowy thighs. 
    

    
      “I appreciate the concern,” she said seriously. “But you’re lying through your teeth.” 
    

    
      Then Bree did the sexiest thing Aavar had ever experienced. She held his eyes with her injured ones, leaned over his pelvis, her silk brushing his hips, and dropped a string of saliva from her tongue to his head. 
    

    
      “Chudthi,”
       he swore, his throat as rough as gravel. Nestled straight up the divot in his abs, his cock ripened, so stiff he could come just from the air hitting that cool smattering of spit. 
    

    
      Bree didn’t speak another word as she lifted his heavy erection into her hand. She sidled her thumb up the underside with gentle pressure, then added her second hand. One after the other, her thumbs pressed a path into the sensitive reservoir for his pearls, slipping off his cock right where the skin pulled taut at the bridge of his head, only to return to the base and repeat her maddening climb. 
    

    
      Aavar groaned, the tendons in his neck bulging, abs tightening. He pulled hard on the bar at his back and the chains above his head, trying to find a way out. His frenzy was a fever pitch, throwing him into a possessive rut that, though his mind’s eye demanded Elaxi, he set his heart firmly on Bree. 
    

    
      “Bree,” he groaned breathlessly, focused on overpowering his coil. He said her name like a prayer, because it was one. 
    

    
      Just like the benevolent creature she was, Bree must have heard his plea for release at her altar. She dribbled on his head and rubbed the saliva into her two-handed grip, twisting her palms in a contrary rhythm. Aavar bucked, thrusting his cock towards her, angling his hips so the smooth edge of his head rubbed against the space between her thumb and finger with more pressure. She took his lead and dug her fingers into his taut staff, finding the divots in the muscles and riding them hard enough that stars dotted his vision. 
    

    
      “Come, Aavar,” Bree demanded, breathless, her thighs wriggling against the insides of his legs, her chest heaving, forearms taut with effort. 
    

    
      With a crocodilian growl, Aavar pulled his weight up by the chains above his head and bucked his cock into her pliant, warm palms. She stilled, letting him rut into her grip with abandon, her face open in awe, blistered eyes roving over his body. He fixated on her mouth as his 
      senti
       curled over itself, writhing with heat and need. It wanted to taste Elaxi, but his eyes drank in Bree instead, filled himself up with her, imagined her eyes were her hands, dozens of them, her thumbs pressing into the divots of his stomach, the nape of his neck, his ridged palms. He imagined her mouth filled with his pearls, dripping from her lips and chin. Bree on her hands and knees, stuck in a panel in his transpo, her ass in the air. Bree riding his face, her hands on his chest. Bree pregnant and swollen. Bree throwing a wrench at his head, then pushing him up against their lockers. Bree slathered in oil, her supple skin sliding under his hard grip as he rammed into her on Hunar’s workbench… 
    

    
      Every fantasy he’d never dared to indulge came bursting through the dam as he clenched up, muscles too tight to move. His voice cracked, his breath hitched, and then with a shudder that shook his chains, he came in long, powerful jets. He spattered Bree’s cheek and silk, the front of her grimy dress and her leggings. He shuddered in her grip, throbbing and unwieldy. A possessive growl shivered through his mane, taking in the sight as he fought to get his breathing under control. She would taste like him for days. 
    

    
      Bree watched his cock pulsate until the very last, forcing out two more pearls, smaller than the first three. She licked his semen from the corner of her mouth and gently slid her hands off his softening shaft. He slumped, relaxed for the first time in…
    

    
      Years.
    

    
      “Thank you,” he breathed, hardly able to believe she was draped in his come. “The mess...”  
    

    
      Bree wiped her hands off on her leggings, then gently pushed his pants back up and latched them shut. “I should thank 
      you.
       That was…” Her eyes flicked up to his with concern, a little stitch forming between her furry brows. “What I mean is, I’ll take the uh, 
      volume
       as a compliment.” She sat back on her heels with a serious expression, her fingers scratching into the smooth, melted patch of her leggings. Just as she opened her mouth, something clanged above them in the stone corridors. It echoed and groaned like a rusted, metal whale song, warbling through the cell. Bree gasped, scuttling sideways, clutching his knee as she stared up at the ceiling, then out at the hallway. 
    

    
      Aavar tensed, snarling with frustration at his chains. 
    

    
      “I need to—”
    

    
      “Hurry. If they find you, I can’t—” Aavar bit his lip and held his breath to keep the whimper of panic at bay. He couldn’t do anything to help her. He was a fucking user. Weak, so weak. “You’ve made me strong enough. I can endure. So now you need to go.” 
    

    
      Bree pushed her knuckles against his ribs in a playfully supportive way. “Don’t sell yourself short, Aavar. You’ve always been strong. But I can’t break you out of here with dinky wire cutters. Here.” She pulled out half a ration block and slipped it between his lips. “A day,” she said. “Two, at most. I’ll be back for you.” 
    

    
      Then she slunk away like a dream, and Aavar slept. Only this time, when his familiar nightmare came, and he waited in the hospital, Bree visited the next day. And the day after that. And the day after that.
    

    
      Elaxi, meanwhile, stood in the hallway, waiting. 
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      Thap thap thap.
       Three globular plasma pellets smashed into a target board, the rounds dripping into the aubergine grass. Vin adjusted the sight and examined the calibration mod’s readouts. 
    

    
      “Three tenths of a second faster than standard,” Jharim said without looking at the screen. Roav crouched by the field, looking out into the jungle. His stare swept the horizon. “Old, but a very well cared for piece.” 
    

    
      Vin turned the hand cannon over in his grip, admiring it with a purr. It was a beauty. Decommissioned for being unpredictable, but hell, that was part of what made it such a thrill to handle. The gun felt alive in his hands, a duet of impending inconsistencies and trust falls. “She’s been with me since before my Gamma days.” 
    

    
      “A loyal weapon is priceless.” Jharim raised his forearm and expended two internal rounds, both going wayward towards the outer rim of the target. He opened the casing of his forearm, tinkering with his tension cables. “If only mine held up quite as well.” 
    

    
      Vin’s content amusement slipped. He glanced at the tree line, then away again, taking up a rifle in need of atmospheric calibration. He cleared his throat, aiming at the target. “Just be sure you don’t hit Ms James.”
    

    
      Jharim looked up from his arm with a questioning whir. 
    

    
      “She has been watching us from the groundcover,” Roav offered. 
    

    
      Vin pretended to look through the rifle’s sights, but his eyes strayed to the heat signature at their ten o’clock. Ever since they’d arrived, Imani James had stayed out of their way, but hadn’t left them to their own devices. She watched and took notes, eating rations like she was on a stake-out. 
    

    
      Which is exactly what she was doing. At some point, Vin knew he’d have to address it, but the woman was entitled to her suspicions as long as they didn’t put the colony or his team in danger. Whatever breakdown in comms had happened, he’d make sure she was included from then on, even if she 
      was
       a thorn in his side. But for now, it did no good to stir up shit while her temper was still hot. 
    

    
      Especially since her scent was driving him fucking nuts. 
    

    
      “Oya!”
       The fresh-faced delegate, Piro, bounded through the grass, his lavender mane popping against the black field. He waved one of his hands with a big smile. “I brought you guys some, ah, beers?” He held up his other three fists, a sweating bottle in each palm. His big smile turned sheepish, taking in Roav and Jharim’s lack of mouths. “I thought it’d be rude not to offer.” 
    

    
      Vin chuffed, amused, and held out his hand. “Thanks, kid.” Piro smiled again. 
    

    
      “Yeah, sure.” He was so star-struck that the reflection in his ovoid eyes might as well have been tiny sparkles. “Looks like you guys are having… fun?” 
    

    
      Roav patted the ground next to him. “They are calibrating their weapons,” he said. “You can sit with me if you want to watch.” 
    

    
      Piro walked over to the bog like he was on cloud nine and plopped down, his tendrils bouncing. Vin pried the top off his beer with a talon and took a long, refreshing pull. Some of the tension eased from his shoulders and he breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe a few months in the colony wouldn’t be so bad, after all. He hadn’t spent more than a shore leave away from the 
      Palembre
       since he’d joined up with Thel, and even though leaving Holdan in charge of his armory made him twitch, stepping away might be healthy. He set the bottle down at his feet and transferred the calibration mod from his hand cannon to the rifle. 
    

    
      Vin winked, flipping his bionic lens settings to thermal so he could keep an eye on his stalker. She was exactly where she’d been moments before. He watched her yellow and orange figure as she crossed her legs at the ankles and shot off a rifle round without meaning to. 
    

    
      “Another strong hit,” Jharim congratulated him. 
    

    
      “Yeah, good hit,” he murmured, pulling his eyes away. 
      Shit.
       He checked the calibration readouts, making arbitrary adjustments while his chest tightened, and his brain went fuzzy and he just wanted the biggest fucking bottle of— 
    

    
      Bing.
    

    
      Saved by the bell. 
    

    
      Vin let out a staccato puff of air and pressed his linguitor to accept the comm. “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Hey Vin,” Pom Pom's sweet, nonchalant voice immediately soothed his soul. He turned away from the tree line, winking his regular lens back into focus, taking another gulp of beer. “Ez says he’s run out of my prescription, so I need to stay at the clinic for monitoring. Can you bring my stuffy over? I also want a can of the 
      persici 
      soda, and you can’t say no, since I’ll be strapped up to a machine and you hate that.”
    

    
      Vin came to an abrupt stop, his head snapping up. “That’s impossible.”
    

    
      “You didn’t drink them all, did you? You said we were going to share!”
    

    
      Vin shook his head. “Not what I meant, Pom. That pilot was supposed to bring in a whole shipment of your meds two days ago.” 
    

    
      Her tone settled back into its unconcerned cadence. “Oh. Well, it’s not here.”
    

    
      Vin ground his fangs together. Where was that fucker with Pom Pom’s meds? “I’ll bring your stuff in a few minutes. I got something important to do.” 
    

    
      “Cool, thanks!” 
    

    
      Bing.
       Pom Pom terminated the comm without a care in the world, as if it didn’t matter that she’d regress and lose some of her grafted skin if she went without her meds. Vin rubbed a furious palm over his spires as they heated with anger. They’d made a lot of progress with her condition since she’d been in his care, and he was damned if he’d let her lose any ground. He turned to Piro. 
    

    
      “The other pilot—”
    

    
      “—Aavar?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Where is he?” 
    

    
      Piro shrugged. “I haven’t seen him in a couple days, but we usually fly opposite schedules. Hunar would know better than me.” 
    

    
      Vin tossed his rifle to the shilpakaar, who caught it like a hot potato, eyes as big as eggs. It was obvious the junior pilot had never held a gun. “Roav, show him how to calibrate. I’ve gotta talk to his boss.” 
    

    
      Vin didn’t wait to see the look of shock from Piro nor the nod from Roav as he ducked into the side door and rounded the workshop shelves. He wasted no time when he found Hunar and Bajora both at their workbenches. “Where’s Aavar?”
    

    
      Hunar looked up from his circuitry, his own bionic lens demagnifying. “Why?” The engineer was tough and stoic, unwilling to bend at the murderous look on Vin’s face. 
    

    
      “Because the asshat was supposed to get something for me and hasn’t.” 
    

    
      Hunar swung his robotic armature out of the way and swiveled around on his stool, wiping his hands clean with a rag. “He and Bree went to Samridve.”
    

    
      “I’m aware.”
    

    
      “Did you know that they’re crazy about each other and haven’t come clean?” Hunar raised a brow at Vin’s confusion. The shilpakaar tossed his rag down with a weary sigh. “I get that it’s inconvenient, but they deserve to get tangled up in some bed sheets. Give it a couple more days. If I don’t hear from them, I’ll reach out.” 
    

    
      “I can’t wait a couple more days,” Vin insisted. “He wasn’t picking up a supply of socks and underwear. He was supposed to bring Pom Pom’s prescription.”
    

    
      Bajora turned around at that, he and Hunar making eye contact. The chief engineer’s brow furrowed as he tapped his two left hands against his workbench counter with concern. “And Aavar knew?”
    

    
      “I asked personally.”
    

    
      Bajora whistled, crossing both sets of arms. “That doesn’t sound like him. He’d do anything for kids.” 
    

    
      Vin’s gut twinged with a feeling of wrongness. The other two men met him at the break table in the center of the workshop, all three getting on their holotabs. 
    

    
      “Does he have any friends back at port?” Bajora asked, racing through his contacts. “No one I know crosses paths with him.” 
    

    
      Hunar’s mane twisted thoughtfully. “I’ll contact air control. It’ll take a while, though.”
    

    
      “No, it won’t. Jharim!” Vin waved at the bog through the open windows. He came over, splitting his five lenses between the three men inside. “We need an immediate patch through to air traffic control at the port in Samridve.” 
    

    
      Jharim nodded once, affixing all five lenses on Hunar. “Your holotab, please.” 
    

    
      Hunar lifted his arm through the window long enough for Jharim to press his fingers to its relay points within his flesh. 
    

    
      An unaware voice cut in, projected from Jharim’s tympana. “—ously, it’s like day and night with those two. Have you ever seen how he watches her? And then pretends like he isn’t. Idiot’s gonna lose her to—” 
    

    
      “Air traffic control, this is Hunar Fareshi, requesting a blue channel. Repeat, Hunar Fareshi, chief engineer, requesting a blue channel.”
    

    
      “Shit,” the controller said, clearing his throat. “Sorry, chief engineer, didn’t hear you connect. Switching you over to blue… Blue is a go.” 
    

    
      Vin met Bajora’s questioning glare and shrugged. “Blue means secure comms.” 
    

    
      “I’ve got a missing pilot out here. He was carrying cargo, pink and gold silk.” 
    

    
      The controller paused, likely looking over his comm notes, but Vin got the gist. Silk is what the shilpakaari called human hair while pink and gold probably referred to Bree’s coloring. “What is the replacement cost of the cargo?”
    

    
      Hunar cleared his throat. “Priceless.” He probably meant “alive and healthy.” 
    

    
      “Pilot’s name and date gone missing, please.” 
    

    
      “Aavar Medansh, two days.” 
    

    
      “Aavar Medansh?”
       the controller scoffed, breaking the script. “As in the guy that got kicked out of Atmo for a coil challenge? I heard there was actual gunfire out on the tarmac after that fight.” 
    

    
      All of their heads snapped up, exchanging glances. Hunar rolled his shoulder. “That sounds like our pilot,” he begrudgingly admitted. “Any casualties?” 
    

    
      “No, but he’s the talk of the town. Rumor has it the woman was a human, but everyone thought that was too wild to be true. 
      Oya,
       it’s true, isn’t it?!”
    

    
      Bajora rolled his eyes.
    

    
      “Can you find my missing pilot and cargo, controller, or do I need to give you a minute to gossip?” Hunar snapped, flexing his fists. 
    

    
      There was a pause, but no apology. Vin leaned in, ready to pull rank and wring the guy’s neck, but the man returned to the line. “He flies transpo T-HC-01, correct? I have it outbound to the east, following the Saphed River without any system warnings or unusual readouts until the demarcation line.”
    

    
      “Fuck,” Hunar sighed, bowing his head. 
    

    
      Vin leaned in. “Why, what does that mean?”
    

    
      “The human colony is under lock and key,” the engineer growled. “After leaving Samridvean airspace, our transpos purposefully lose signal so they can’t be tracked. Piro and Aavar both choose their route back at random so that outsiders aren’t as likely to find our location.”
    

    
      “I do have one piece of news, though,” the controller cut in. “The transpo’s emergency beacon was found floating down the river yesterday.” 
    

    
      “Origin signal intact?” Hunar asked with hope. 
    

    
      “No, but chances are you’ll find your man if you follow the river. I can’t send unauthorized personnel in your direction, so good luck, chief engineer.”
    

    
      Hunar cut the comm and gripped his mane, bursting into action. “Piro!” The junior pilot jumped, twisting around with a gun swinging wildly after him. Roav ducked and clicked on the safety. “You’re flying. Now!” 
    

    
      “Yessir!” Piro tossed the rifle to Roav, who caught it in one hand, staring wordlessly at Jharim. Vin watched the tiny laser between their brows flicker, knowing they were talking at near the speed of information. He followed after Hunar and Bajora, the three of them spilling out into the hangar with the others. 
    

    
      While Hunar got Piro’s bird warmed up, Vin stalked outside, breathing like a rhino. Not even two weeks in the colony and someone had already gone missing. He threw open his personal crate and withdrew Pom Pom’s sidearm. It was a small pistol with a heavy trigger. The piece auto-locked if the grip wasn’t held properly as a safety precaution for novice shooters. He opened the cartridge to make sure a full plasma charge had been inserted, then snapped it closed and returned to the hangar. 
    

    
      Piro was already hefting a large medikit into his cargo bay. Roav tossed in a roll of mediplasmas as Hunar stretched out two secure gurneys. Vin stepped over the crisp white linen and tapped Piro on the shoulder. The young pilot whipped around, the color sapped from his cheeks, eyes big and afraid. 
    

    
      “Yeah?” he asked breathlessly, mane twisting up like guts with worry. “You’re going, right?”
    

    
      Vin pitied the kid. He might be the first person to see Aavar and Bree after whatever happened to them, and they might not be alive. It would scar him for life. Vin understood this but shook his head anyway.
    

    
      “You’re scouting along the river. If it’s a simple rescue or retrieval, you’ve got what you need. If it’s not…” Vin looked over his shoulder at his team. “We’ve got to have our equipment ready for a fight, y’dig?” He pressed Pom Pom’s gun into the shilpakaar’s chest. “Did you get a shot off outside with Roav?” Piro nodded. Vin gave him an easy grin. “Good, you’re an expert then. This is the safety. Keep it on if you’re not worried, or it’ll lose priming charge. You’ll need to squeeze the trigger harder than you think, and you have to have a firm grip, or it’ll lock. Got it?” 
    

    
      Piro exhaled, holding the gun in his lower palms. “Got it.” 
    

    
      “Jharim will stay on an open comm the whole time. If you get in trouble, we’ll know and come for you, but don’t go looking for it. Fly as slow as that bird will let you. Find the crash site, look for survivors. No heroics. When you’re done, if you see nothing, or even if you do, I need you to get those meds from Nilah Port. Without them, Pom’s not gonna do well for long. Okay?”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “You got this.”
    

    
      “I got this.”
    

    
      Vin pressed his forehead to Piro’s in a show of confidence and the kid smiled, some of his awe cutting through the nerves. He smirked, lifting his mandibles open lopsidedly, and pressed his meaty fist against the pilot’s shoulder. “Besides, they’re probably just shacking up in the jungle. Right?”
    

    
      Piro’s shoulders fell a little. Vin didn’t believe his own words, but it gave Piro a little hope, and that’s all that mattered. “Right.” 
    

    
      Hunar banged the transpo’s hull. “Get going, tadpole.” Piro jumped up the ramp and disappeared inside. Within moments, he was strapped in and accelerating out the hangar’s cliffside doors. 
    

    
      After he was gone, Hunar leaned up against a crate, running his four hands through his mane. He looked ten years older, staring out at the red jungle canopy and the turquoise sky. His palm landed on a tool, and he held it up. A wrench. 
    

    
      “Chudthi!”
       he snarled, throwing it across the floor with an echoing clatter. 
    

    
      “We’ll find them,” Jharim assured the engineer. 
    

    
      “The jungle’s named Daramēiza for a reason,” Hunar snapped. He clenched his jaw shut, looking at the somber faces watching him, recognizing his guilt. He’s the one that had gone slack, that hadn’t worried when his people were gone too long. He pushed off the crate roughly. “Get back to your fucking calibrating and hope that Piro doesn’t fly into a trap.” 
    

    
      Vin made eye contact with Bajora before the culinary engineer followed his boss back into the workshop. The arms master wasn’t worried about finding Hunar’s missing people.
    

    
      He just wasn’t sure they’d be in one piece.
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      I did 
      not
       think this through. 
    

    
      Climbing up the side of the cenote was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I’d found a corner hidden from the waterfall, but paranoia had still ripped me apart. Were there other lookouts that I didn’t know about? Cameras? Since my sight was still blurry, I couldn’t tell for sure. By the time I’d reached the top, I’d expected my hands to grip a pair of boots rather than tree roots. Instead, I clutched the dirt, heaving myself up over the edge and beneath the bloody red ferns, wheezing for air. I lay in a puddle of sweat and water and condensation. If those assholes wanted to kill me, they’d have to wait in line; I was already dying from lack of exercise, soupy jungle lungs, and thick thighs. 
    

    
      I growled. There was no way they’d be able to kill me now. Rage boiled in my veins so hot that even if my heart stopped beating, my conviction would still thrive. That cunt had violated Aavar, and I wasn’t taking it lying down. Even if we barely made it out of there by the skin of our teeth, I’d be back. As far as I was concerned, I was a protected species in the eyes of the ISU, and I would use that to my absolute advantage in the case of cold-blooded murder. I would kill that bitch, burn her on a pyre of purple smoke, and let the world know: 
    

    
      You don’t fuck with a human’s chosen people. Especially 
      mine.
       
    

    
      But first, I needed to crawl back to my log penthouse on arms and legs that burned like flammable jello and slipped in the wet black soil. Did I have joints anymore, or did I leave them back in the gorge? Why did I never take up running or powerlifting as a hobby? Someone should have warned me I’d end up living on an alien moon in my thirties; I might have tried harder to get my shit together. 
    

    
       By the time I reached my hidey hole, the jungle dusk set in, but my clothing hadn’t dried even a tiny bit. My hair flopped against my neck like a mangled bundle of seaweed on the beach. Though the sun pressed against the canopy, making the leaves glow pink and purple with red veins like capillaries in a cat’s ear, its rays no longer penetrated the trees. According to my holotab it was midafternoon, but Daramēiza had other ideas, using her dense foliage to trap the moisture in the air, battering any breeze into submission with mossy, spongy wood like insulation. When I shimmied into the fallen tree, I felt like I’d opened a dryer mid-load and climbed inside. 
    

    
      Confronted with the suffocating stillness, the haze of bugs, the long twilight, my mind began to race. My heart thudded, but not because I hadn’t caught my breath or felt paranoid the smugglers would find me. I thought of Aavar, the butterflies in my chest batting their wings against my ribcage. I rubbed the feeling away with the heel of my palm, biting my bottom lip. 
    

    
      “Don’t think about it. You know better,” I scolded myself, closing my eyes. It was a mistake. Immediately, I saw Aavar’s hips thrust against my hands, undulating in a perfectly controlled rhythm. My eyes flew open as my pussy throbbed and I pressed my thighs together hard, squeezing the sensation into a needy flare between my legs. He’d been so feverish and desperate that it’d made my mouth dry with want. 
    

    
      But I wasn’t an asshole. When I’d offered Aavar a hand job, I’d done it because not releasing his pearls was obviously causing him agony. I gave him the choice and I kept myself out of it as much as possible. But, hell, the way his voice cracked as he came… I’d never heard such a sexy sound in my life. Hoarse and masculine, vulnerable and full of ecstasy. When I’d offered him a second round, I’d like to believe I was being selfless, but it wasn’t the truth. I’d offered because I wanted to hear that sound again. I wanted to feel that long, heavy rod throbbing in my hands and give him the sort of coil he deserved.
    

    
      I cursed myself inwardly, no longer fighting the echo of his panting breath and raspy moans. Even if my sight was blurry, I’d seen his biceps bulge as he’d lifted himself up in his chains and his abdomen clench in a rippling wake of muscle as he’d hammered into my fists. They haunted me now, trapped in my fallen tree. I chewed on the inside of my cheek. I’d never had any impulse control and now my fingers were playing with the waistband of my leggings. Would Aavar be okay with me touching myself? 
    

    
      I snorted and rolled my eyes. What kind of question was that? He’d be over the moon about it. I knew Aavar better than anyone now, and his lack of confidence broke my heart. He wasn’t weak or unworthy. He’d strapped himself in over me before we crashed so he could take the brunt of the damage and then threw me in a river, thinking those creeps would kill him and I’d have a chance at swimming to freedom. Shilpakaari society had seriously fucked up when they’d decided being attacked and maimed meant Aavar was less. Because he wasn’t. He was the 
      best.
       And Elaxi wouldn’t define him. 
    

    
      I slipped my fingers into my wet leggings with confidence, my blood spiked with adrenaline. My middle finger found my clit swollen already, so I pressed down on the nub and felt it throb in anticipation. I took up a familiar rhythm, slow at first, circling the hood of my magic bean. Aavar might as well have been whispering in my ear, I remembered his cracked moans so vividly. My fingers sped up, slipping through my own lubricant as I tilted my pelvis up and down against my fingers, imagining Aavar pounding up between my legs instead of my fists, his mouth against my neck, four arms wrapped around me like when I’d kissed him against the bar. 
    

    
      “Aav
      -oh fuck,”
       I gasped, clamping my hand down hard on my pussy. I hadn’t expected to come so hard and fast. I’d been right on the precipice without knowing it, and now my thighs quivered, and my mouth opened, and my own purr of satisfaction vibrated through the column of my tight throat. Greedy for something that felt good after so much heartache and terror, I kept the sweet circles going, eking out every last ounce of pleasure my clit could give me. 
    

    
      I sighed, knowing Aavar was in chains not far away. If only he could have seen that. Would he have watched me in awe? Would he have thanked me? 
    

    
      I hoped I’d have the chance to find out someday. 
    

    
      No for now.
       I hated that phrase. I wanted to say yes, but the chances of us both getting out of here were so slim, it’d be cruel. And what Aavar had said… They didn’t want him; they wanted 
      me.
       Humans were a hot commodity now. How much would I sell for? Whatever price tag they’d collar around my neck was enough to warrant blasting our transpo out of the sky. I’d make sure Aavar survived, but I was a realist. The most likely outcome of this whole thing was that I’d be captured and sold into another harem. If I was lucky. 
    

    
      I bit my lip in a snarl and withdrew my hand, wiping my wet fingers on the front of my leggings. I couldn’t say yes, because if I couldn’t save us both, I knew who I was choosing. If I said yes, and Aavar couldn’t keep me safe, it would break him. No reasonable person could expect a single, tortured man to fend off an entire band of weaponized criminals, but Aavar wouldn’t see it that way. He’d never been taught to be forgiving and kind to himself. He’d see it as proof. 
    

    
      Proof that he was less. 
    

    
      With a determined exhale, I pulled up my holotab. My vision swam as I squinted to read the words. The gesture made my eyes water and ache, so I eased up and searched through my data slowly, looking for…
    

    
      “Thank you, Amelia, you fucking goddess,” I praised, finding the collection of pamphlets she’d sent out on human-shilpakaari relations and shilpakaari biology. She made a big deal out of them to “shed light on potential cultural and biological exchanges between our people.” 
    

    
      Basically, she’d boned a shilpakaar and thought the rest of us needed a play-by-play in case it ever came up. I’d disregarded them entirely, considering I’d been in a shilpakaari harem on the 
      Paramour,
       but now I opened them all, looking for any solution to Elaxi’s grip on Aavar. 
    

    
      I shouldn’t have been surprised that an entire series had been dedicated to the coil: how it happened, how it affected the men, how it was culturally perceived, and how to treat it. I knew the basics, listening to the guys in the hangar teasing each other when they forgot I was around, but Amelia clarified a lot of things. For example, that the coil appears to come on more quickly with humans. Our sweat tastes like ocean water, nevermind a human woman’s nether regions. Such a strong response is only possible if a shilpakaari woman has her pheromones condensed into something like an incense stick or perfume. That bit of information made my stomach churn, Elaxi’s pungent scent still stuck in my throat. 
    

    
      Also, stimulating the 
      senticotylus
       was essential to a coil. I’d never touched one, though, much less seen one. I knew it was a big deal, but I’d kind of thought of it like my boobs. It was nice when someone played with them, but it wasn’t an 
      imperative.
       Apparently shilpakaari men could have sex regardless, but it was tasteless, anticlimactic, and seen as a form of sex work because it was so impersonal by comparison to the real deal.
    

    
      When I found a section on treating the coil, I held my breath and pulled the holoscreen as close to my nose as possible without disrupting the 
      lightfield 
      so I could more clearly see the words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In the case of an accidental or unwanted coil, several medications are available to bring on withdrawal symptoms and alleviate their discomfort. Hectaconorphine is commonly administered as part of a pain management regiment aimed at reducing seizures, migraines, mood swings, joint and muscle pain-
    

    
      
    

    
      Blah blah, information about meds I didn’t have and couldn’t pronounce, blah blah. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There are two approaches to coil withdrawal if medical intervention is not applicable. A shilpakaari man may either remove himself from the woman’s orbit and possessions, or join with a different partner. In extreme medical cases or by choice, some men have their 
      senticotyli
       removed and enter monkhood. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I wondered briefly why Aavar had never considered this. Perhaps he had. I thought of how his semen had tasted at the corner of my mouth and was very glad I wasn’t hot for a monk.
    

    
      
    

    
      WASTING DISEASE
    

    
      
    

    
      As previously established in Pamphlet 2, “The Biological Phenomena of the Male Coil,” the coil prepares a shilpakaari man’s body for siring offspring. This process takes a considerable amount of energy and instigates the production of pearls, sacs of semen that carry genetic information into the mantle, or uterus, of the female recipient. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In a healthy coil, the hormonal balance of a man’s endocrine system promotes bodily strength, endurance, and brain function. While not within a coil, a shilpakaari man’s physiology assumes a sort of hibernation, in which metabolic rates are reduced in exchange for preserving resources. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So Aavar had been in hibernation when I’d helped him with his undersuit latch, and he’d 
      still
       looked like that? Fuck me…
    

    
      
    

    
      Pheromonal exchange at the 
      senticotylus
       spurs a hormonal response that awakens the endocrine system and more liberally allocates resources. When this process is interrupted or neglected, a state colloquially known as “wasting” occurs, in which the man’s endocrine system over-distributes the body’s resources. There are two stages of wasting. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The first and less serious stage of wasting is brought on by neglect of the 
      senticotylus.
       The man’s coloring will become dull and his pearl production sluggish. Symptoms include slurred speech, lethargy, and lack of appetite. This state can last for several years and is not life-threatening, but severely affects quality of life, memory, and the immune system. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The second and far more serious stage of wasting is a product of pearls dissolving in a man’s phallic reservoir when he is unable to relieve the pressure. The dissolving membranes cause infection, which can leach into the bloodstream if untreated-
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Wait. Hold up.
    

    
      I huffed in disbelief. Elaxi wasn’t just edging Aavar to the extreme, she was actually leaching away his mental faculties and killing him slowly. I didn’t know much about medicine, but a blood infection could be fatal. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes in disbelief. He didn’t have any fat reserves either. He’d told me that. He’d said that shilpakaari didn’t have fat, that it’s what made humans so pillowy and comfortable. So he didn’t have calories stored away for when times got lean, but also had a higher metabolic rate. 
    

    
      My breath shook as I sighed with relief. I’d given him a day and a half’s worth of food rations. He was okay for now, but he wouldn’t be okay very soon. 
    

    
      I bit my lip in thought, closing my eyes so they could rest. Terrible currents of muggy fear roiled through me, but I pushed it down hard against the floor of my mind. Not that I’d ever had a lot of time to figure out what my plan was, but now I had confirmation. Aavar was living on borrowed time. I needed to plan. I needed to be fierce. 
    

    
      My eyes popped open, stinging in protest. 
    

    
      I needed to put Aavar in my coil. 
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      Aavar crouched in his corner, giving his knees and wrists a break. He stared at Elaxi’s purple incense as it creeped through the air, passing him on its way out the hunter’s blind and into the gorge. Thoughts of Elaxi plagued him endlessly, each mental image an assault on his senses. With nothing to distract him but a hollow, nauseated stomach, he’d made a game of every lewd, obsessive thought. Bree would burst into the dungeon and beat Elaxi to smithereens any time the figment of his imagination made a pass at him. She’d throw a wrench at the other woman’s head, slap her with a giant, wobbly dildo, or smoosh her face into a pastry pocket and tell her to keep her hands to herself.
    

    
      He’d retreated so far into his wishful thinking that when the quieter of Elaxi’s two thugs entered the room, he didn’t notice right away. Only when the other man stepped into the dim pink light of the slitted window did it draw Aavar’s attention. The slight shift down his spine jostled the pearls pressing against his reservoir, causing a new jolt of pain.
    

    
      The man was a midnight shadow, his coloring the darkest Aavar had ever seen, even in the slash of light from the gorge. He dressed with this in mind, black on black, melting into the corners of the room. Even his forearms and the undersides of his tendrils were the same color of pitch, not a stripe or speckle in sight. He studied Aavar with distant interest, his honey-yellow eyes unblinking and steady. 
    

    
      The man reached to his back and withdrew a hunk of dried fish, its pungent jerky flavor overriding Elaxi’s scent. Aavar drank in its aroma, his head clearing momentarily. 
    

    
      “The human,” the man said, holding the fish out the window. Elaxi’s pheromones seeped back in, strangling Aavar’s lungs. 
    

    
      “Yeah, you can fuck right off, chum nuts.”
    

    
      “Siatesh,” the man corrected. 
    

    
      Aavar smiled boyishly. “Oh, sorry. I thought the big guy said your name was chum nuts.” 
    

    
      Siatesh cocked his head thoughtfully. He examined Aavar’s mane, to which the pilot slid his tendrils to his back. Then his inquisitive gaze flicked to the ground. Aavar followed his line of sight to one of his pearls. Their eyes met again, Aavar’s jaw tight. The shadow knew Bree had been here. 
    

    
      “You’re faring well,” he said knowingly. Aavar detected an accent, subtle, but not from any colony he knew. Rolling and deep, as if he churred in his throat rather than with the front of his tongue. A shiver went up his mane.
    

    
      “You’re not from around here.” 
    

    
      “No.” The answer was simple and unadorned. Siatesh crouched in front of Aavar and slowly extended his dried fish, holding the flat, chewy meat right under the pilot’s slitted nostrils. Aavar pulled a breath of salty, fishy air into his lungs, banishing Elaxi from his mind. He leaned forward to fill his lungs with the odor as Siatesh ripped a chunk off with his canines and chewed, blowing the air in Aavar’s face. 
    

    
      “The Outer Rim,” Aavar guessed, a black pit forming in his gut. Siatesh didn’t respond, but his silence was enough of an answer. He swallowed another chunk, then slowly lifted the jerky to his mouth again. Aavar stared at the man’s hand and held his breath. There, between his index and middle fingers; three lines scored into the flesh. 
    

    
      A lost soul. 
    

    
      Despite the still, suffocating heat, a fearful frost crystallized on Aavar’s skin. He swallowed hard, but not because he was hungry. Several years ago, a company called the Nephim Employment Agency was ripped apart in the biggest scandal the galaxy had ever seen. The company’s left hand, Rakta Corps, had been caught cloning military assets in the Outer Rim, the shadowy edges of the galaxy where the Intersolar Union had no sway. Before the company could be raided, they’d obliterated their data.
    

    
      The discovery had nearly toppled the union into an all-out war. Skirmishes erupted daily, and tensions were so high that planet-killers were the talk of every media outlet. Any evidence of who had contracted clone production had been wiped, so which major union power had plans to topple the rest? 
    

    
      To rebalance the peace, every clone the union could find was “retired.” Rakta Corps was disbanded, but the Nephim Employment Agency continued to expand. They retreated from the union entirely, reputation destroyed as it was, and turned their efforts towards what they called “liberation.” 
    

    
      It was well-known among pilots that any vessel intercepted by Nephim would result in the offer of a lost soul contract. On paper, a lost soul contract was a voluntary employment opportunity that liberated the person from the oppressive hand of the union and gave them total liberty in exchange for certain tasks. In reality, it was trafficking and slavery. Failure to meet the terms of a lost soul contract resulted in death, and those terms could be renegotiated at any point. Indefinitely.
    

    
      When Aavar looked back up at Siatesh’s eyes, they hadn’t changed. They felt dead, not just distant. If Nephim wanted Bree… 
    

    
      “What does Nephim—” 
    

    
      “Making friends?” 
    

    
      Siatesh stood up and turned towards the entrance, taking the pungent odor with him. Elaxi’s incense pooled into Aavar’s lungs again, making him cough. The world swam as he blinked and shook his head, trying to clear it. The other man, as big as a shark and just as imposing, filled the door. Siatesh leaned back against the window, still chewing, unruffled. 
    

    
      “Talking about the weather,” he said.
    

    
      Aavar remembered Elaxi giving the order for the brute to take him out. Yavit. That was his name. “Weather, huh?” The big man smirked, breathing in the incense like a spring day. He shouldered past Siatesh and knelt in front of Aavar with a smile. “So, how’s pollen season going for you?” 
    

    
      “Great.” Aavar glanced at Siatesh, the shadow watching him from the corner of the room. Siatesh had seen his pearls on the floor, but would he say anything? All he could do was plead with his eyes. “I love migraines and forced hard-ons.”
    

    
      Yavit cupped his jaw and smacked his cheek a little too hard to be considered brotherly, as his sneer split into a grin of amusement. “Elaxi’s a good coil, pilot. You should take her up on it.”
    

    
      “Let me guess, fair and compassionate.” 
    

    
      Yavit’s amusement hardened, but his smile remained. He balanced his forearms on his knees. “Something like that. If she likes you.” 
    

    
      “And you’d be cool with sharing? Because I gotta admit, she has a fine, fine ass in my daydreams,” Aavar said with maximum sleaze. Yavit’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. Aavar made a show of rescinding his opinion. He hissed sheepishly and gave a little shrug. “But now that I’m thinking about it, she’s not 
      nearly
       as fine as Bree.” He leaned in as far as his overhead chains would let him. “Elaxi could drown me in her pheromones for all I care. There’s no one better than my human, and I’ll never give her people up.” 
    

    
      Yavit’s excitement turned brittle. He sucked on a fang, running his tongue across his top dental ridge with distaste. As fast as a snake strike, he lashed out at Aavar with his mane, wrapping it around his throat, bringing their faces within centimeters of each other. 
    

    
      “Watch what you fucking say, eunuch.” 
    

    
      Aavar breathed through the panic of having another man’s mane overpower him. “I’m weak, I know that,” he said through a constricted windpipe. “I’ll never win a challenge again.” 
    

    
      Yavit grinned, bristling with superiority. Aavar tested his balance, still crouched on the ground. Bree had given him a gift with her food and her hands and her strength. If she decided to run and didn’t come back, it would truly put his heart at peace. But he knew she wouldn’t. Bree was as steady as a planetary orbit. She would be back for him, just like she’d said. And when she came back, come what may, he wanted her to know that he’d fought and left his mark. 
    

    
      Aavar ducked his head and spun backwards on his chains. The move made his mane useless, but it already was anyway. That no sane man would turn his back with tendrils around his neck worked to his advantage. He slashed his leg out in an arc, clipping the side of Yavit’s face with his calf. The man twice his size took a nosedive into the wall as Aavar ground his heel into the back of his head and dislodged his impressive mane. Siatesh watched in silence, unmoved or surprised by the display. 
    

    
      “But I feel worse for you. You know why?” Aavar asked. Yavit snarled, reaching with his upper hands for Aavar’s heel. They struggled, Aavar pressing him hard into the stones with a breathless smile. “Because a eunuch chained to the wall just fucked you up. So who’s weak now, Yav?” 
    

    
      Yavit pulled Aavar’s feet out from under him and grappled his thighs with his lower arms. In a vicious lunge, he slammed both upper fists into Aavar’s abdomen and scrambled back to his feet. Aavar wheezed in pain, dry heaving the nothing in his stomach. 
    

    
      “Chudthi,”
       Yavit yelled, touching his face and pulling away fresh blood. He grabbed Aavar by the throat and dragged him up as far as his chains would let him. “You 
      will
       fucking cave, you piece of shit, I’ll make sure—” 
    

    
      “I take it you haven’t found reason, yet,” a purr said from the door. Siatesh lowered his eyes with a quiet roll of his mane and Yavit jumped away from Aavar, revealing Elaxi in the doorway. She leaned there, clipping the end of a new cigar, trimming it meticulously. Her tendrils, as always, remained still and unaffected. “I thought you might benefit from Yavit and Siatesh’s point of view, but you remain defiant.” 
    

    
      Aavar tried to catch his breath but couldn’t as adrenaline raced through his veins. He clenched his jaw, fortifying his courage. “It’ll never work. I won’t give you anything.” 
    

    
      Elaxi looked up at the ceiling as she lit her cigar, pondering his answer. “I thought as much.” She took a drag and blew the smoke out. Siatesh inhaled and closed his eyes, a little divot forming between his brows as he turned his face away. Yavit, however, drew it into his lungs like strength. “You think me greedy.” 
    

    
      “Greedy? Not at all,” Aavar said openly. “I do think you’re an evil bitch, though.” 
    

    
      The ghost of a thoughtful, seductive smile graced her full mouth as she opened her lips and expelled another mystic cloud into the room. Yavit and Siatesh’s manes rumbled at the onslaught, their focus narrowing, looking her over like a prize. Aavar’s throat dried up like a desert.
    

    
      “Pragmatic,” she suggested, swaying into the room in her tight harnesses and heavy boots. She looked between the other two men, sliding her fingers across their arms possessively. Siatesh’s fists clenched. When her fingers found Yavit’s bleeding cheek, he snorted like a bull, turning away. She clucked her tongue. “What a shame.” She turned away and he stared at the back of her head as if she’d just slapped him. Aavar recoiled as she came closer. She took his face in her hands and he jolted, squirming in her grip, cock painfully hard. 
    

    
      “Don’t touch me,” he shuddered. 
    

    
      “Are you afraid, Aavar?” 
    

    
      “No,” he said, ruby eyes on fire with conviction. “I don’t need to be afraid to find you repulsive.” 
    

    
      “So broken,” Elaxi lamented. “You’re a beautiful man, Aavar. You would be magnificent if you were whole.” 
    

    
      Aavar smiled mirthlessly. She wasn’t wrong but being broken was his strength. He protected people in his own way. If he could distract and draw the violence to him, he could keep others from getting hurt. What did it matter if he gained another crack? 
    

    
      And right now, that’s exactly what he was doing. Siatesh hadn’t outed his pearl wedged in the crease between the floor and the wall, and the other two hadn’t noticed it yet. If they did, it would put Bree in danger. They’d know she was alive, that he’d found release and had help doing it. He’d do anything to keep the attention on him and not the room. 
    

    
      “I think I’m pretty magnificent anyway,” he bluffed. “Way out of your league.” 
    

    
      Yavit started forward, canines bared, but Elaxi stopped him in his tracks with the first movement her mane had made since capturing Aavar. Her thick, oiled tendrils pressed against his bicep, the dark violet lengths shining like wet cords in the low light. Yavit’s eyes went wide from the touch, his Adam’s apple bobbing in surprise. Elaxi kept her gaze fixed on Aavar as her smile widened. 
    

    
      “I’ve been so impressed with your restraint, Aavar,” she said with open-faced amusement. “Truly, how many pearls must you have produced by now? And your mane hasn’t even dulled.” 
    

    
      Aavar resisted looking at the pearl in the corner. He shrugged, but it was forced. Dread gripped his heart. “What can I say? I don’t produce as much as I used to.”
    

    
      Elaxi’s smile turned wolfish, her hand descending Yavit’s arm, teasing the waistband of his pants. The mild discomfort in Aavar’s groin increased to a low throb. He bared his teeth, knowing exactly what she was doing. “You must have missed the delicious pressure of the coil all this time. The weight building in your cock. A palm wrapped around your 
      senti. 
      I can take care of you, 
      priya.
       The price is so small. You will suffer nothing for it.”
    

    
      Aavar snapped his jaw shut, fighting the coiling haze of her smoke. Yavit groaned as Elaxi expertly unlatched his pants and withdrew his cock, already weeping at the tip as she wrapped her hand around the base. Aavar turned his head away, but Elaxi blew her smoke in his face again and commanded him, 
      “Look
       at the release I can offer you.”
    

    
      Aavar watched as her mane tangled with Yavit’s, seeking out his 
      senti.
       The moment she found it, the other man’s eyes rolled back, and his muscles bunched. She put her cigar in between his teeth, snapped her fingers, and Siatesh came forward, neutral-faced but tense and unwilling. She grabbed his tendrils with her free hand and pushed him to his knees, facing her in supplication. Aavar’s mouth fell open in thirsty horror as Siatesh pushed her pants down to her thighs and pressed his face into her mantle. Elaxi steered his mouth with her hand on his 
      senti,
       controlling both men at once. She licked her teeth, breathless as they moaned for her, served and worshipped her. 
    

    
      “Never,” Aavar rasped, shaking with fury. “Fuck you, Elaxi.” 
    

    
      “You have two choices, Aavar,” she purred, her breath hitching as Siatesh grabbed her thighs and pulled her in, ravenous, his control supplanted by the haze of the coil. Elaxi rocked her pelvis against his mouth, pumping her hands in his mane and up Yavit’s shaft in time. She glanced at the pearl wedged in the corner and the color drained from Aavar’s face. She’d known the whole time.
    

    
      “No…” 
    

    
      “You tell me where the girl is hiding and find pleasure in my coil, or you don’t and you waste away in excruciating pain. And I’ll make sure, 
      priya.
       I’ll make 
      absolutely sure
       you produce so many pearls that your cock ruptures for denying me.” Her smile turned into a vicious, hateful snarl and Aavar pressed himself back into the corner, shaking his head. “So you’ll 
      watch
       as they come for me, and you’ll make those pearls, and whether you give in or not, your precious Bree is 
      mine.”
       
    

    
      Her grip on both men clamped down and they hissed in unison. Yavit grabbed her small hand in both his lowers and pumped her fist fast, erupting on a cracked growl of pleasure. His cock throbbed, the head swollen and shining as he released a string of pearls onto the floor at Aavar’s knees, as mindless and shameless as an animal.  
    

    
      Elaxi’s eyes closed, and her other hand fell to Siatesh’s tendrils, gripping them like reins. She bit her lip, a rumble flowing through her body as she came on his mouth. Arousal perfumed the air, just as sickly as her incense, like orchids drowning in sweet wine. Done, she pulled away without ceremony. Siatesh fell forward on all four hands, breath coming in heavy gasps, frozen in place with his back to Aavar. Elaxi sighed, satisfied, as she fastened her belt. She offered the lost soul no relief.
    

    
      “If you don’t tell me where she’s hiding, Siatesh will find her anyway.” She looked down at him with contempt and he kept his head bowed, gulping air. “Won’t you.”
    

    
      “Yes,” he panted. 
    

    
      Elaxi’s facade of amusement had completely transformed into the jagged planes of calculative disdain as she looked at the men at her mercy. She waited for Siatesh to pick himself up off the floor and fall in line. Then she took her cigar from Yavit’s mouth and tossed it at the incense tray in the corner carelessly. 
    

    
      “Her safety’s up to you, Aavar. Give me the girl and the colony both. If you do, I’ll make sure she’s sold in one piece. If you don’t…” She pinned him with a merciless, spiteful glare. “I’ll break her too.”  
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      After coming to the conclusion that I would put Aavar in my coil, I read as much as my eyes would let me, which was a surprising amount. The transitor I’d had implanted in my eyes just a couple weeks ago allowed me to see letters for longer than I could see anything else. Such a trippy experience, watching the world blur and dim around me while the letters were sharp and bright. 
    

    
      The mechanics of the coil were pretty simple. I needed to touch his 
      senti,
       and it would happen eventually. Amelia had also written that human sweat and oil might be factors in accelerating the process. Cool. I’d rub my grossness all over him and feel self-conscious about it later. 
    

    
      The details of putting him in my coil had fallen into place in no time, but I’d thought about it obsessively throughout the night. My heart had pounded against my ribcage like prison bars while I read. I’d felt off-center and breathless and… vulnerable. I knew he wanted me, but would he go along with my plan? Would I hurt him by doing this in the long run? If I put him in a coil and we didn’t follow through on things, I could hurt him just as much as Elaxi. Especially if I bit the dust. And how dangerous would this be for 
      my
       heart? 
    

    
      All of my past boyfriends had been low-stakes. I’d specifically chosen them based on whether I’d miss them when they left or not. If I’d miss them, I ran for the hills. Why commit to someone that would end up gutting my heart like a carp? It always happened eventually. My parents had taught me that.
    

    
      But Aavar… He was important to me. He’d spent all this time chasing me, bouncing back with each rebuff, sparring with his tongue like a boxer on his toes. But when the ball comes into my court this time and I don’t volley it back… when I catch it and he realizes he’s won… My biggest fear is that he’ll tell me he loves me. If he does, I’ll shatter. Because I can’t say it back, even if it’s true, and then abandon him by getting caught or shot dead.
    

    
      It was too painful to think about where this road was leading, so instead I’d tucked myself into hoverbike and needle manuals, letting my scratchy eyes override the ache in my heart. I’d needed a plan quick, and the only chance in hell we had was the bike tracks I’d followed. So I’d spent the rest of the night reading about coaxial cables, azimuth drive pods, and holotab interfaces while listening to alien bugs blanket the world; thousands, 
      millions,
       maybe, all bearing down on my log, crawling on my skin, disturbing my cradle of bloody red moss. Even in the night, sweat beaded on my flesh like glycerin, but I kept my focus on blurry words and graphs. It had taken me until dawn warmed against the canopy, but I knew what I was going to do.
    

    
      “Welcome to the jungle, we take it day by day…”
    

    
      I whisper-sang Guns N Roses as I crouched by a workbench in the garage hidden beneath that mossy ramp. It had taken some shuffling around in the dirt to find the pressure plate, but once I had, there were no sirens, drones, guards… I’d been able to slide right into the smugglers’ den and take to the shadows. 
    

    
      It was stupid, reckless, but what choice did I have? I had three options: let Daramēiza kill me by doing nothing, let Elaxi capture me by trying, or bust Aavar out by succeeding. And the chances of success were dwindling with each hour, because my eyes weren’t getting better. They were getting worse. Every time I opened or closed them, it felt like raking brillo pads over my eyeballs. When I’d brushed the tears away this morning, the water came away tinted pink and yellow.
    

    
      “If you want it, you’re gonna bleed, but it’s the price you pay…”
    

    
      I felt around the workbench with my eyes closed, keeping my ears open and my movements slow. I didn’t smell the telltale stink of a soldering gun, but you could never be too sure. My careful search yielded most of the tools I’d been hoping to find: a diagnostics cable, a driver, a magnetic puck, and a massive pair of bolt cutters. I stashed the magnetic puck and cable in my boot, and the driver in the thigh pocket on my leggings. 
    

    
      “You’re a very sexy girl, that’s very hard to please. You can taste the bright lights, but you won’t get there for fr
      —
      ”
       
    

    
      The heavy 
      clang
       of a metal door jolted the floor then warbled through the passageways in the gorge. I ducked down and held my breath, listening for footsteps. When there were none, I turned away from the workbench and crawled in the direction of the needles, their shadows cast against the dim glow of a red lantern hung from the wall. I bit my tongue after that. The humming had helped me stay focused, but I had to stop. I couldn’t afford to get caught. 
    

    
      Not yet. 
    

    
      Like most safes, engine casings, and doors on this side of the galaxy, the needles had an electromagnetic lock. The attraction between a magnet and an armature plate kept the engine casing closed with thousands of pounds of resistance. It was way more effective than nuts and bolts or locks and keys, but the mechanism was simple. Sometimes they were used to lock people out, but on vehicles, they were mostly used to secure the engine without damaging the hull. 
    

    
      I withdrew the magnetic puck from my boot and pressed it against the underbelly of the needle parked in the darkest shadows. The electromagnetic field caused a disruption between the armature plate and the magnet, and the casing popped open without fuss. Feeling with my fingers, I found the diagnostics outlet and plugged in my cable. Its tip lit up blue as I pulled open the protocols I used in the hangar back at the colony to interface with the transpos. Sure enough, there was the cable, searching for a holotab. 
    

    
      I had three objectives. One, turn off system sound so I wouldn’t get caught fucking around. Two, disconnect any previous riders from the vehicle’s profile so their holotabs wouldn’t be notified when I changed settings. Three, turn on global tracking and pray the smugglers had stolen their rides recently enough that there was an alert on the vehicle’s position. My fingers flew over my forearm, knowing the controls in-and-out, regardless of the blur of my vision. I brushed watery tears and thick sweat from my face with my shoulder, so focused that I hardly breathed. 
    

    
      I was on my belly, laying in the slim shadow of needle number two when two sets of boots clomped through the halls, echoing closer and closer. I left my diagnostics cable inside the casing and pushed it shut. My heart jabbed my ears until they were hot with blood, terrified as the garage door opened and spilled light across my arms. I slid them out of the way, tucking myself against the vehicle, trying to hide my bare skin beneath its chassis. 
    

    
      “If we don’t secure the human, we’ll have to part with six javelins and an anti-aerial net,” the man said. His voice was deep, his boots huge and caked in black soil. A small, clean pair followed. There was a thoughtful pause as he grunted, pulling open a crate that hissed with the pressure change. 
    

    
      “Include two subsonic thorn drones in the contingency package.” 
    

    
      I clenched my fist. I would remember that alluring, smoky voice for the rest of my life. 
      Elaxi.
       I craned my neck, watching the exchange from my hiding place once their boots were both turned away. The shilpakaar stood at least a head shorter than the titan pulling metal discs the size of a vinyl record from deep within the crate. He held them in one hand, his two thumbs cradling the discs in his massive palms. 
    

    
      “Don’t you think that’s too much?” he questioned. Elaxi pinned him with a dark, unreadable stare. His mane shivered and slipped behind his shoulders. He cleared his throat and lifted a drone no bigger than my fist from the crate. “The pilot too, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      My brow scrunched. They would sell Aavar too? No. No, no, that wasn’t part of the plan. I fought back panic, biting my lip so hard it bled, and forced myself into a mask of calm.
    

    
      The man snorted. “I’ll get the pod ready to move, then. Glad you’re getting rid of him. Lost soul contract’s all he’s good for anyway.” 
    

    
      Elaxi turned, leaning her hip against the crate. I slid back and closed my eyes as the woman let out a breathy chuckle. “Are you jealous of the eunuch, Yavit?” 
    

    
      “No,” he said carefully. “I just hate idealists and he wouldn’t be a fun kill anyway. Nephim can have him.” 
    

    
      “And they will.”
    

    
      “Only if they’re good on their word.” Yavit sighed, the crate hissed shut, and his boots shuffled on the floor. “You sure he’s gonna pull through?” 
    

    
      “If he can’t last four days, he wouldn’t survive a lost soul contract anyway. Whether he dies or not hardly matters. He’s worth very little, dead or alive.”
    

    
      Bitch.
    

    
      “Not the pilot, our contact.” 
    

    
      Elaxi’s mane simmered. She purred with dangerously thin amusement. “He always comes through on supply drops. He’ll do what he needs to do.” 
    

    
      Yavit swayed with uncertainty as Elaxi left him behind, exiting the garage. I opened my eyes after Elaxi’s footsteps faded into the gritty hallway and watched the mountain of a man as he pressed his fingers to a bloody bruise on his temple and cheek. His posture was hard, face in shadow, and even though I couldn’t see the details, I felt his attention turn towards a heavy pipe leaning against the corner of the room. He stared at it furiously for one, two, four breaths…
    

    
      “Fuck,” he growled, breaking away. He packed the drones and discs into a smaller crate, grabbed a long over-shoulder bag and trudged out of the garage. 
    

    
      Alone, finally, I let go a shaky breath and pressed my forehead against the stones. My mind swam. What was Nephim? Or a lost soul contract? It didn’t sound good. If Aavar didn’t die from wasting, they’d sell him… And he wouldn’t survive one of these contracts if he couldn’t go a week without food or water? I scoffed, eyes wide and stinging. 
    

    
      “It doesn’t change the plan,” I whispered to myself with an encouraging nod of my head. I sniffed back the tears and popped open the needle’s casing again. “Nothing’s changed.”
    

    
      Actually, it was good news. I nodded to myself again, mouthing my inner thoughts below a whisper, coercing myself into believing that I was right. It was good they thought he wasn’t worth the trouble of even feeding. That meant they wouldn’t bother chasing him if they caught me and he got away, right?
    

    
      I blew out a thin, timid breath.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Back to work.
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      Vin sat at Pom Pom’s side with the lights dimmed, vibrating the tube in which she slept with a gentle bass rumble from deep within his chest. He’d never been able to stroke her mane or hug her bare skin because brushes from his rough talons could hurt her, but he could always help her sleep when they were on shore leave. His subtle vibration reminded her of a childhood spent on ships in space, their engines humming softly as she settled in for bed every night.
    

    
      And for the past day and a half, it was the only comfort he’d been able to give her. He watched her sleep, carefully laying on her back with a round pillow under her neck to keep her stubby, impaired tendrils from being crushed under the slight weight of her head. When he’d seen her without her suit on for the first time in nearly an orbit, he’d snapped his mandibles tight around his teeth, so moved by how beautiful she was becoming. The kid was a looker, even covered in open sores and bandages. 
    

    
      Her features were soft from hiding away behind a shaded visor, and her limbs were so smooth, he wondered if she had any muscle mass at all. Long fingers, with buffed nails that had rubbed against her suit’s gloves for days at a time, looked clean, and her cuticles were supple. Her mane would always be stunted and mottled like a sea anemone, but it suited her delicate bone structure and long, slender neck. 
    

    
      And her colors... They were so girly. Vin chuckled, rubbing his thumb over the glass. She probably hadn’t told him because she’s always wanted her colors to come in neon green. 
    

    
      Pom Pom wheezed a sigh in her sleep and his amusement wavered. He was grateful for the sedative Ezraji had given her. It kept the worst of her prescription withdrawals at bay, yeah, but it also meant he could sit with her and wonder at the toddler he’d taken in now becoming a young woman. She’d survived his fumbles and flaws, and that blew his mind. 
    

    
      Pom Pom was Vin’s greatest accomplishment. Nothing else would ever come close. 
    

    
      Man, he turned into such a sap when he got to have moments like this.
    

    
      Bing.
    

    
      “What is it?” he murmured into his linguitor. 
    

    
      “The pilot has found something,” Jharim reported evenly in his ear. Vin got to his feet and rubbed a palm over his spires. 
    

    
      “Thank fuck,” he sighed. 
    

    
      “A crash site on the river’s opposite embankment, two hundred miles from here. Needle tracks leaving the area, and no immediate sign of Chief Pilot Medansh or Ms Stewart. I have already alerted Ms James, Ms Bianci, and the other delegates.”
    

    
      “He couldn’t get anything else useful?” 
    

    
      “The jungle is too thick for him to land and he’s low on fuel. I’ve instructed him to fly directly to Samridve, charge his transpo, and pick up Pom Pom’s replacement medications instead. Roav and Hunar are warming up our needles as we speak.” 
    

    
      “Good. All boots in the air in ten.”
    

    
      Vin faded his vibrations on the tube so as not to jar his girl awake, then stalked out into the hallway. Amelia was there, shoving a bag of antibiotics, antitoxins, and mediplasmas into a large pack. She zipped it closed and tossed it to him. 
    

    
      “Thanks, doc,” he said with a smile, tossing the pack over his massive shoulder. The little human, so much smaller than Liv, smiled up at him and walked him to the ramp. 
    

    
      “We’ll take good care of Pom Pom while you’re gone,” she assured him. 
    

    
      “No doubt.” 
    

    
      Vin’s boots kicked up dirt as he left the ramp and started down the footpath. 
    

    
      “Wait!” Amelia jogged up to him, her sun-white silk catching the tangerine light of early afternoon. Vin stopped. “I don’t know if anyone’s ever gotten off Imani’s shit list before. But you should try. She’s good people.” 
    

    
      Vin’s jaws ticked. “She shot at Pom Pom. If anyone should be getting off anyone’s shit list, it’s 
      her
       off of 
      mine.”
    

    
      “Just try.” She thrust several medical-grade nutrient bars into his hands. “For Bree and Aavar, if you happen to… When you find them. Good luck.”
    

    
      Vin’s mouth tweaked with consternation. His mandibles fluttered. “Thanks, doc. I’ll make sure they eat. Let me know if anything changes with Pom Pom. Your coil’s got my comms.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Vin gave her a little salute and mulch crunched under his boots as he took off up the hill towards the hangar. He cursed under his breath, rolling to a walk. Amelia was right. He needed to mend fences. Imani James was defensive because she cared about the colony, and he understood that. He was the same way with Pom Pom. Before he could talk himself out of it, he commed her linguitor.
    

    
      “What do you want?” she answered. “A 
      bon voyage?”
    

    
      His mandibles twitched. “I admit, we got off on the wrong foot.” 
    

    
      “No, we didn’t,” she said. “We got off on exactly the right foot.”
    

    
      “I should have sent down word that a bilong was on the team. But Siz is a good guy under that thousand-fang smile. I’ve never 
      once
       seen him eat a person.”
    

    
      Imani’s voice darkened. “Let me be straight with you, Red. Right now, my problem with you and your team doesn’t matter. 
      My
       people lost contact two days ago and are either dead or dying in the jungle. So I’m gonna let your team go, and I’ll even let you back into the colony when you return.” 
    

    
      Vin stared hard at the home towers in the distance, knowing she was watching him from her unit’s balcony. She leaned against the railing with a pair of binoculars in her hand and waved big and slow. That hellcat thought she had a say over his team? It irked him to no end that she’d just up and staked her claim. He muted his comms and let off a string of curses before answering. “Yeah? What’s the catch?”
    

    
      “Co-command. I want every detail, every snag, and eyes on every ugly mug out there waiting to poach us.”
    

    
      Vin stopped in his tracks, hands on hips, and stared a hole at the ground, so frustrated his chest was a bomb ready to explode. He shook his head and shrugged. “I can’t give you that, Ms James. I’m not a commanding officer.”
    

    
      “It can be informal. For now,” she acquiesced. 
    

    
      “If you just want eyes, I’ll give you my bionic lens access.” He was desperate to get this shit storm dealt with. “Hell, I’ll even download one of those stupid couples tracking apps on my holotab.” 
    

    
      To his surprise, Imani laughed. “I’m not interested in tuning in to find you on the toilet, Red.” 
    

    
      Fuck, he needed to go. “I know.” He sighed. “Let’s talk about it when we get back. You’ve got the colony covered while we’re gone, right? Or are you all talk and no bite?”
    

    
      “Are 
      you?”
    

    
      Vin creased his brow, not sure how to answer. He didn’t know if he 
      could
       answer, his throat tied up on a worrying rumble. He was 
      all
       bite, as far as most people were concerned.
    

    
      “I’m protective, and Liv’s people are my people. Besides, my girl’s here,” he sighed looking back towards the clinic. “You know I’ll do anything for her. I’m entrusting her to you, Ms James.” 
    

    
      Imani was quiet for so long that Vin thought she might have ended comms. 
    

    
      “... I’ll keep her safe. Of course, I will.” Imani’s voice was gentle, resigned. Then it hardened again. “But then my conscience is clear and we’re on even footing. I want in, Red. And I’m not taking half-assed or no for an answer.” 
    

    
      The comms went dead. Vindilus shoved the bag of meds higher on his shoulder, considering the hellcat. She was a pain in the ass, but Amelia was right. If he wanted things to go smoothly here, he needed to include her in colony defense planning. He could at least do that. They’d already had plans to include humans in training. What was the harm in pulling her in early?
    

    
      His boots hit asphalt as he walked onto the tarmac. Roav and Jharim, already mounted, nodded to him in sync. Sizzle sat behind Roav’s needle and affixed palm soles to his four sets of claws for rough terrain running, sniffing fuel fumes like a junkie. Hunar skirted the bilong with a suspicious glare, then waved him down. Vin’s personal needle was ready to whine, already hovering off the tarmac. 
    

    
      “Coordinates are uploaded.” Hunar opened the hatch, showing him what he’d packed: rations, weapons, and a few tampered pucks. Vin raised his brow at the engineer when he saw them. “They’re loaded with metal shavings,” he said tightly.
    

    
      “We’re not gonna need shrapnel bombs,” Vin said, surprised that they had any to begin with. “Where’d you get these, anyway?”
    

    
      Hunar’s mane shook itself out as he exhaled. “I started making things from scrap, just in case.” He looked, shifty-eyed, back at the colony. Likely, the majority of humans didn’t know, but Vin would bet his second node Imani did. “We didn’t have anything the last time shit hit the fan, and I don’t have the permits to buy legit.” 
    

    
      Vin couldn’t say no to extra firepower. He nodded once, then swung his tree-trunk thigh over the saddle. “Thanks for the fireworks.”
    

    
      Hunar grabbed his arm before he could hit the throttle. The engineer’s grip was surprisingly strong. His short, muscular mane roiled with anger. “They’re not dead, right?” he asked. 
    

    
      Vindilus flexed his mandibles. “If they are, it’s not your fault for giving them some space.”
    

    
      Hunar hissed. “Jury’s out on that.” The shilpakaar ripped away his unconvinced scowl and walked backwards until he was out of the needle’s wake. 
    

    
      With a hooping holler, Vin blasted the engines, swerved out of idle, and led his team into the tree line. 
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      I’d had 
      Welcome to the Jungle
       stuck in my head on a loop for almost two fucking days. 
    

    
      “Nuh-nuh-nuh-nuh-nuh-nuh kneees, kneees,”
       I screeched at a whisper as I pulled myself through the underbrush. I was really getting the hang of how to compress my vocal cords to get that supremo Axl Rose hyena howl. It kept me occupied, inventing lyrics that I couldn’t remember and producing imaginary music videos. I’d added guitar riffs and headbanging men with long hair in my mind. Sometimes they wore banana hammocks or fringed leather jackets or neon zebra print. Was it accurate? No clue. Did I have fun torturing myself with the same chorus for two days straight anyway? You betcha. It kept my focus away from the dull throb in my foot, the scrapes and tears and blisters, the empty stomach…
    

    
      Being able to retreat into a potent mix of terror and boredom rather than the pain was a relief, because my eyes had really started to go. I couldn’t even pretend to read anymore. Lacerated brushstrokes painted my vision, some entirely devoid of information, though my brain filled in the gaps as best it could. I lifted my hand to look at it, my ring finger disappearing and reappearing seamlessly in a new ghastly blind spot. And because everything was a stifling, suffocating red blur with humidity so high that it rained every fifteen minutes, I’d had to remind myself more than once that I could breathe and wasn’t, in fact, underwater. 
    

    
      Vertigo brought on by the anxiety of losing my eyes was what ultimately drove me out of the garage, but I’d gotten a lot done before I started to truly worry that I’d lose my yellow putty rations all over the stone floor. After hearing Elaxi’s plan, I’d shored up my can-do attitude, channeling all those sleepless nights and shelf nest naps in the hangar. I’d worked through all four needles, then sabotaged every other piece of tech or weapon I could find. I didn’t know anything about them, but hiding their ammo cartridges and doing factory resets… I could at least manage that. Who knew if it’d be useful or not, but at least I hadn’t given up and gone back to my log to curl up and cry. 
    

    
      That wasn’t entirely true. I 
      did
       curl up and cry, but after I was done. 
    

    
      The cenote’s familiar cool breeze flitted through the fern leaves, caressing my blistered face. I breathed in the crisp scent. It was crystalline and pure, chasing away the constant sickly-sweet smell of rotting plant matter and animal shit in the jungle. I slid my pack off my back, keeping it looped around my elbow so it couldn’t crawl away, and felt for the edge of the gorge with my fingertips. 
    

    
      I had to shuffle a few more feet forward to find it. When I did, I slit my eyes open just enough to make out indecipherable blurs that meant nothing. There was some grey, but mostly red, pressing all around me like bloody entrails that slid against my skin, wet and heavy. 
    

    
      My stomach twisted and I slammed my eyes shut. “Fuck,” I swore. It was still instinct for me to use my eyes, but every time I tried now, I felt like throwing up. It didn’t help that the edges of some of my cuts felt angry and that my skin itched like sunburn. There was no question that infection was setting in. I bit the inside of my cheek to distract from the nausea and let it fade, chewing my mouth apart until I tasted iron. I took a little sip of rainwater from my bottle, swallowing down the blood, and exhaled slowly.
    

    
      All I could do was keep going. 
    

    
      I swung my legs over the ledge of the gorge, popping up over the underbrush with my pack nestled against my chest. I crossed my arms over it and checked the top of my extinguisher bag was tied tight, wriggling my butt to the edge. 
    

    
      “This is so stupid,” I told myself, face turned down into the breeze. I hugged my bag tighter, feeling the weight of the bolt cutters and driver, the rest of my rations, the flashlight. They comforted me, and I held onto the bolt cutter handles through the canvas. What were the odds I’d drown this time? I tested my foot. It wasn’t any worse than before, and I’d already taken the plunge once… 
    

    
      “Alright, no dying,” I told myself. 
    

    
      “Promise?” a man hissed in my ear.
    

    
      My eyes flew open, searing hot. I gasped just as two right hands jerked me back from the edge, one beneath my jaw, pressing my neck back painfully, the other around my ribs. I flailed, unable to breath as that hand pressed against my throat, dragging me through the underbrush. I felt the ferns smack against me as I kicked my legs out and reached with terrified, noodly fingers up at the face behind me. 
    

    
      A third hand caught one of mine and snapped a shackle around my wrist. I withdrew my free arm, the one with the bag around my elbow, and gripped the bolt cutters. Instead of dragging my heels on the ground, I gritted my teeth and slammed up, propelling myself into the thug’s chest. When he stumbled back, I swung my bag wildly, landing a blow. His grip loosened and I ripped away, but I didn’t run. 
    

    
      I stayed low on all fours, opening my eyes as much as I could. The sick feeling came back, twisting my guts into a rubbery, wobbly cable. I watched the shadow rise out of the red sea, but couldn’t tell where he was looking, what his hands were doing, or if he was getting closer. I swept the space in front of me with my bag, testing his proximity. 
    

    
      As soon as the bag was within his reach, he snatched at it and ripped it away. I roared, stumbling to my knees at his feet. I hugged his legs, pushing at his top-heavy form. My foot shrieked in protest as I lunged forward using all my momentum to topple him into the soft soil. 
    

    
      “Concede,” he ordered with a grunt, throwing my bag and its precious tools and food somewhere far away. It disappeared into the ferns like a buoy in the ocean. 
    

    
      “No,” I growled as his four hands clasped my wrists and elbows. I twisted in his grip, trying to find purchase, but not really able to discern his limbs from the ground. I took a guess and tried to headbutt him. It landed, but not very effectively. I slammed my knee down on his stomach and he lurched. I tried again, but he rolled me over, bearing down on me with a vicious hiss. 
    

    
      “Concede,” he pressed again. 
    

    
      A frustrated sob burst from my lungs as I wriggled ineffectually against the smuggler’s weight. My lungs and muscles were on fire, shrieking in protest from lack of sleep, medical attention, real food. The man didn’t even need to exert effort to hold me down anymore, but I tried anyway, shaking my head from side to side, biting my lip to keep my mouth from trembling. 
    

    
      “No,” I cried. 
    

    
      It was all over. I’d known that the odds were zero after I couldn’t ignore my vision any longer, but to have the end come crashing down on me before I could cut Aavar free? I was one plunge into cold water away from getting him out. But now… 
    

    
      I sucked air into my lungs as the man shifted on top of me, his mane falling over my sternum and throat. It crawled like worms over my skin, suckling gently but without invitation. He let his mane taste me as he clasped my wrists together with a magnetic pop and patted down my leggings and chest for items. 
    

    
      A heavy tendril fell on the top of my breast, slid past the remnants of my sundress, and into the dirty, sweaty divot of my throat. The man stilled, two of his four hands still on my thigh pockets now clenched, pressing into the soft flesh of my full hips. That heavy tendril slid around my throat with a thoughtful hiss, and I was back in the harem on the 
      Paramour.
       I turned my head sideways, pressing my cheek into the mulch, trying not to breathe, not to move a hair. 
    

    
      Then I thought of Aavar and saw his dopey smile in my mind. I felt his arms wrap around me and his boyish chuckle tickle my hair. My strength came rushing back. As the shadow man’s hands receded and he lifted his weight off me, I rocked my knees up into my chest and kicked with both heels as hard as I could. He flew backwards, stumbling over the edge of the gorge, the black blur dipping out of sight. 
    

    
      I rolled over, scurried to my feet with a limp, my lungs on fire, my skin brushed raw from fever, and stumbled through the ferns. In my panic, I headed for the only thing I knew, trying to find my fallen tree, to hide, to curl up and burrow deep like a prey animal. 
    

    
      Four hands wrenched me off the ground before I could get my feet beneath me, two massive palms gripping my throat tight. He pressed something hard against my ribs and I seized up, my teeth grinding together.
    

    
      I didn’t remember blacking out, but woke up some time later, my boots bumping over roots and broken plant stalks as the man dragged me through the jungle by the shackles around my wrists. My bad foot hit a knobby tree root and I gasped, my eyes flying wide open with a shock of pain. I looked up at his dark silhouette as he waded through the underbrush like a crimson sea, knees high, hips rolling as he pushed against the jungle. 
    

    
      He pinned me
       with striking yellow eyes, then threw me over his shoulder
      . I groaned but tried to cuff the side of his face with my elbow. He wrapped his tendrils around my arms with a growl. 
    

    
      “Keep still.” 
    

    
      “Or what?” I breathed, kicking my legs ineffectually. He clapped three hands across the backs of my thighs and my ass. He didn’t need to answer. I knew he’d tase me again if he had to. I licked my tingling, raw lips. “You’re lucky I survived that shock.” My voice bumped up against his stride in a hot rasp. “It can stop a human’s heart. You shouldn’t shock me again if you want to sell me alive.” 
    

    
      His steps slowed thoughtfully, and that thick tendril, his 
      senti,
       slid into the neck of my ripped sundress, pressing between my shoulder blades, sliding through the sweat and dirt I’d accumulated since the crash. His mane rumbled against my skin and my stomach dropped out, oily bile rising in my throat. He took it no further, but I went limp with terrible memories anyway. 
    

    
      He stepped out into cleared land, his long coat surfing off the edge of the underbrush and his tendrils withdrew, disappearing into the back of his clothing and away from my skin.
    

    
      “Siatesh,” Elaxi purred as he slowed. “Just in time.” 
    

    
      His grip on my thighs twitched, then he bowed his head. “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Hey,” I croaked, trying to look over Siatesh’s shoulder. “Hey, Elaxi.”
    

    
      She circled her henchman, spearing me with the full blade of her stare. Her aubergine mane glistened like a nest of black mambas against her shoulders, bathed in the hot red glow of the jungle. It curled against her throat just enough to let me know it was alive and ready to strike. 
    

    
      “Bree,” she said, examining my eyes. As she put her hand on my jaw and lifted my face, I kept them open. I wanted her to see them, memorize them. “How disappointing. I’ll have to sell you at a discount.” 
    

    
      “Take a good look, bitch,” I breathed, smiling through the hopelessness, channeling every tattered ribbon of my tough girl bluster. “It doesn’t matter if I’m blind or not. I’m going to rip you a new fuckin’ asshole.”
    

    
      Elaxi hummed with appreciation, her claw caressing my cheek. “Maybe I won’t have to discount you after all. Load her into the pod. It’s time to leave.” 
    

    
      “Yes,” Siatesh said again, keeping his head down until Elaxi receded, her blurred figure disappearing into the bloody shadows. He watched her go, I think, his shoulders shifting slightly to the side. Then he hoisted me higher on his shoulder, knocking the wind out of me. I closed my eyes and bit my lip against the excruciating slide of my eyelids over the ruined orbs. Then I dropped my head, exhausted from the show of strength. 
    

    
      A door hissed, eerily similar to the sound of our unit doors in the colony. Siatesh stepped up into a steamy, dark space, then used all four arms to lift me bodily above his head. He flipped my arms up with one of his uppers, handling my bare arms, slippery from the constant mist. He hung me from a hook by my shackles and his hands lingered. He paused, looking at the door, then his hands slid away. 
    

    
      “Rest,” he said, as thin and eerie as a snake’s rattle. 
    

    
      “Fuck you.” My voice trembled.
    

    
      He walked away and the door hissed shut, plunging me into true darkness.
    

    
      
    

    



      27
    

    
      
    

    
      I gasped as the room lurched into motion. A vehicle, not a room. A cargo pod, I realized, thinking of the sound of the engine as it rumbled beneath my one good foot and through my shackles. It was the same as the ones in our hangar, or very close.
    

    
      I swung backwards as the pod gained momentum, the toe of my good foot just barely touching the ground, the broken one dangling free in the air. My butt bumped against something warm and pliant, and my mouth parted in surprise, head snapping up. 
    

    
      “Aavar?” I breathed. “Aavar?!” 
    

    
      A lone tendril brushed against my hairline and my entire body shuddered with relief. 
      “Priya…”
       he murmured, coming to. 
    

    
      “It’s Bree.” I scrunched my brow, licking my bleeding lips. Was he delirious? He had to be. I hadn’t been able to get food for him in a couple days. His tendril slid over my collarbone, and I dropped my head back, resting it on his taut shoulder. One of the little shards of glass still lodged in his flesh pressed against my scalp, but he didn’t flinch. My throat was as tight as a drumhead as I said, “I’m sorry I got caught. I tried. I thought I could do it, but I couldn’t.” 
    

    
      “Are you…”
    

    
      “Okay?” 
      No, of course not.
       “I’ll survive.” I sighed, the pressure in my chest as heavy as a boulder. My heart throbbed painfully. “Actually, I’m not okay,” I admitted in a rush. “I’m breaking apart, Aavar. I don’t know how much more I have in me.” Aavar lifted his head, half-mane pressing against my crown. The chains above our heads clanked. His lower hands, bound behind the small of his back, flexed into fists against my spine. “Are you okay?”
    

    
      He clenched, his back rounding against mine, tendrils crinkling up. “Don’t worry about me. I’m used to being broken,” he said without inflection, “and I don’t want that for you. Let me break instead,
       priya.”
    

    
      “It’s Bree, Aavar. 
      Bree.
       Your mechanic, your friend, your… Bree.” I was beginning to panic. What had happened to his mind? Why was he calling me a different name? 
    

    
      He huffed a weak laugh. “The last thing in the world anyone will rip away from me is your name, Bree. Breanna Lynn Stewart.” My confusion pulled me out of my free fall into despair. 
      “Priya
       is what we call our coils. It means ‘beloved.’ I would have done anything to have the right to call you that. Given you my whole world. But I waited too long, made the wrong choices.” 
    

    
      He seized up again and I turned my head to the side, cheeks hot, stomach full of lava, listening with bated breath as his words brought me strength and renewed my conviction. His voice was raw, resigned, and completely without veneer. All the layers of comedy and deflection had been stripped away. This was the real Aavar, beneath everything else. He spoke blunt, bitter words in a rough voice and my insides clenched. I was seeing the real man, and despite the circumstances, it meant everything to me. I needed to see the ugly. I needed to know I wasn’t alone.
    

    
      His breath hitched, lower arms tensing against my spine. I recognized the agony he was in and thought about my plan again. Maybe it was still worth it to try. Maybe he gave me more strength than I could ever have on my own. The coil… 
    

    
      “What did she do?” I asked, voice low and threatening.
    

    
      His tendrils grimaced against my skin, shying away at her mention. “The only good thing about all this is that as long as I don’t tell her about the colony, she won’t touch me. I’ll bite off my tongue before her pheromones get under my skin. No one is getting close to Rambir or the other kids. 
      Ever.”
       I felt his cheek brush against my hair and his voice felt closer the next time he spoke. “Which is why you need to give me your burdens, Bree. It’s what I’ve always been here for. What I’ve been waiting for. And I thought I 
      should
       wait. All this time I was such an idiot. I should have offered myself up to you from the beginning.” His tendrils rattled. “Instead I smiled too much, rebounded too much, flirted too much. I slinked around the shadows and fixed your tools—”
    

    
      “That was you?”
    

    
      “—and for what, so that I wouldn’t have to face real rejection? 
      Fuck,
       I want to be worthy of you, even if it’s not for long.” 
    

    
      I scoffed, clenching my fists as my fingers started falling asleep. He thought he wasn’t worthy? Please, like I was some fairytale queen that farted glitter and brought men to their knees with her beauty. How come I’d never noticed this selfless man standing in my shadow? I was an absolute wrecking ball…
    

    
      That might be able to wreck her way out of a cargo pod. 
    

    
      I leaned my head back against the pillow of his mane and exhaled on a whoosh. “Aavar, I have an idea. It’s crazy, and it probably won’t work. But I need you to listen to me without interrupting. Got it?” 
    

    
      His lower hands brushed against my hips, and my flesh tingled under his four thumbs, knowing what plan I would suggest. “I promise,” he said. 
    

    
      I swallowed hard. “I read a lot before my eyes…” I took a breath and started over. “Look, I know that Elaxi is killing you with neglect. I know that the coil makes you waste away, and if your pearls aren’t taken care of that they’ll poison your blood. So I’m going to put you in my coil instead. Is that okay?” 
    

    
      “Yes,” he said in a hoarse, thirsty whisper an octave deeper than normal. 
    

    
      “Whether or not it works, I think I can short out the door to the pod if we can get off these meat hooks. So if we can do that, I need to know… Will you be able to run? Run hard.” 
    

    
      “I can do anything if it’s for you.”
    

    
      A ghostly grin pulled at my mouth. “I mean it, Aavar. Can you run if we relieve your pearls? Even if you’re still in her coil.”
    

    
      He mulled it over, his tendrils freely pressing against my skin now, sliding along the edge of my collarbones, between the rolling hills of my breasts. Unlike with Siatesh, the sensation sent a flurry of butterflies beating against my ribcage. “I can do it. Rest for now. I’ll work on the coil and taste you with my 
      senti.
       I’m sorry that it’s not… Just let me know if it bothers you.” 
    

    
      A thick, blunt tendril, more muscular and thicker than the rest, pressed against the back of my neck. It was hot, scorching my already-warm skin, and slightly sticky, as if it had tiny suction cups, too small for the eye to see, covering its surface. I blew out a breath, setting those butterflies on fire, letting them gather between my legs and warm my pussy. I clenched my thighs, slipping on my precarious toes, thinking about his cock in my hands, and that groan of pleasure that haunted my dreams. I summoned it, basking in it, and when I spoke again, my voice was husky. “I think you underestimate my creativity.”
    

    
      I pirouetted on my good toes, twisted my shackles around to face Aavar’s back. His shoulders were at my eye-level, and his lower hands held captive at my waist. He was thinner, evident by the way his spine pressed against my cheek, each vertebra discernible through his shredded tunic. His weight shifted as he strained to see me. 
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “Can you hold my weight like you did at the perches?” I asked. 
    

    
      He bent his knees as much as his chains would let him. “Jump up.” I lifted my bad leg to his waist, straining to make it work. He leaned forward so I could lay my weight on him and shimmy into place. His lower hands ended up between my legs, each cupping my pillowy inner thighs. Then he stood upright, relieving the tingle in my wrists and the pressure on my boots. I squeezed his ribs with my knees and rested my cheek on his shoulder, catching my breath. It shouldn’t have winded me, but it did. I wiped stray tears on his shirt, swiping at the sweat and matted hair stuck to my forehead.
    

    
      We listened to each other’s labored breaths for a long moment, suspended in the dark, feeling each other’s bodies. I licked my lips and pressed my mouth to the bulging muscles of his shoulder, kept taut by the way his arms were chained above his head. The muscle twitched beneath my lips. I did it again, and his tendrils cupped my ear, exploring the lobe and my hairline. His breath hitched and he groaned with pain as his pearls demanded attention, lowering his head so the back of his neck was exposed. 
    

    
      I trailed my kisses along the arch of his trapezoids, sucking lightly at his skin, never pulling away completely. He probed at the corner of my mouth with one of his tendrils and I turned my attention to it, sucking it into my mouth like a finger. 
    

    
      When he groaned this time, it was a murmur of pleasure. I opened my mouth again, seeking his skin, and nipped the nape of his neck, searching for the base of his 
      senti.
       When I found it, I nuzzled it with my nose and cheek, pouring every ounce of my affection into the move. Aavar’s mane rumbled a deep bass in response that I felt all the way in my toes. His hands gripped my thighs tight, pulling my lower lips apart inside my leggings just enough that my pussy clenched wantonly. 
    

    
      His hands spurred me on. Pressing the bridge of my nose against the base of that tendril, I lifted my mouth away. “Is this your 
      senti?”
       I asked with a sultry breath, already knowing the answer. I just wanted to hear him speak, to let his voice wash over me. 
    

    
      “Yesss,”
       he hissed like a crocodile. It curled around the base of my throat, its abrupt end skimming the neckline of my sundress. It was much shorter than his others, and scarred by the raised, smooth ripples around the end where the length had been hacked off. I pulled my face back, estimating the length as it slid along my cheek. Maybe eight inches of it was left, almost nothing from a shilpakaar’s point of view. 
    

    
      But just the right amount for my throat. 
    

    
      As my mouth traveled its length, Aavar froze, hardly breathing, mane suspended in disbelief. I came to the scarred end and summoned spit into my mouth, licking my lips to glistening wet, gathering moisture onto my tongue. I fit my mouth around the tip of his 
      senti
       and spread my saliva in a ring around him. 
    

    
      “Oh, 
      fuck,”
       he panted, seizing up. His tendrils gripped my face, conflicted. They held me in place, but stopped me from moving my mouth. My lips popped off his 
      senti
       with confusion. 
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “It’s overwhelming,” he admitted. “So sensitive.”
    

    
      Pride washed through me. “I can stop,” I said, breathless, teasing the underside with the tip of my tongue anyway to make it clear I didn’t want to. He didn’t need the encouragement though. His lower hands pressed the crux of my groin into his back possessively, tendrils wrapping around my neck and winding through my hair. 
    

    
      “Don’t stop,” he growled desperately.
    

    
      I smiled, dragging my teeth against the blunt scars, gathering more spit in the cushion of my tongue. I licked up his length, plotting a trail of lubrication, then fit my lips around his 
      senti
       again, sucking in short dips. Each stroke deepened, gliding smoother down the tendril. 
    

    
      “Chudthi,” 
      Aavar growled as I slid his entire length into my mouth. It bumped against my throat, and I relaxed, taking a breath before I bottomed out at the nape of his neck. His grip in my hair tightened and my hips moved on instinct, wanting his fingers to drag inwards, to find my swollen, begging clit through my leggings. I rocked the little bud against the edge of his thumb, chasing that spiked pleasure. When my breath was nearly depleted, I pulled back, a string of saliva beading off my tongue as I gulped down some air. 
    

    
      “Can you get off this way?” I asked as the tips of his other tendrils sought the seam of my mouth, feeling my teeth, my gums, my tongue. I opened my mouth wide and stuck out my tongue so they could tickle and slide against the wet tissue. 
    

    
      “Bree,” he begged. I grinned. 
    

    
      “Thought so.”
    

    
      I wet my tongue again and plunged the length of his 
      senti
       into my mouth. I forgot about the chains, the infection seeping through my system, and my ruined eyes. I forgot everything but Aavar’s broken moans and the way he clutched me. I’d have bruises on the insides of my legs, but I didn’t care. I relished the fierce grip of his mane, pulling my hair and squeezing my throat to feel the bulge of his 
      senti
       moving in and out. I sucked on him like tomorrow might never come. And who knew? There was a real good chance that it wouldn’t. 
    

    
      His lungs seized up and his mane pulled tight. He stuttered with little gasps, holding me in place with my lips pressed against the nape of his neck, he was lodged so deep in my mouth. I held my breath as his voice cracked. His colors strobed against my eyelids like the lights on an ambulance as he came, rocking his hips beneath my knees. The tendrils holding my face in place fell lax and his vice-like fingers loosened on my inner thighs. I sucked my saliva off his 
      senti
       as he withdrew and dragged in a huge gulp of air. 
    

    
      “Did I hurt you?” he panted. “Bree?”
    

    
      I rocked my hips against the small of his back and bit my lower lip. My pussy throbbed, begging for help. “What?” I asked, too distracted to remember what he’d said. I closed my eyes, tempering that maddening pulse between my legs. “No,” I huffed, “you would have known if you’d hurt me.” 
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “One hundred percent.” I stretched my jaw, wiping the drool off my chin with the back of his shirt. “I would have bitten you.” 
    

    
      “I might have liked that.” He chuckled, tendrils shivering with amusement. I pressed my forehead to his shoulders with a little smile. He was a
      mused.
       I hadn’t been sure I’d ever see my light-hearted clown again, but when that familiar, easy chuckle bubbled up, I had to bite my lip to keep it from trembling. I laughed under a relieved sigh.
    

    
      “Next time,” I told him. Then I immediately regretted it, my smile falling. What if there wasn’t a next time? There was no way he’d be able to get us both out in his condition… I cleared my throat. “Did it work?”
    

    
      His mirth faded, tendrils curling thoughtfully against my hair. “No, but you taste different. Better. That’s a good sign.” I rested my head against his skin, sticky cheek to sticky shoulder, and sighed. He flexed his shoulder blades with a low hum. “No rest yet, 
      priya.”
    

    
      “I just need a couple minutes,” I said. “Then I’ll bust us out of here. Maybe. Somehow.” 
    

    
      He leaned forward just enough that I could relax my knees on his waist. I sank into him with gravity as far as my suspended arms would allow. Then his lower hands shifted between my legs and one thumb slowly traced the crotch seam of my leggings. I gasped at the throb that welcomed him. 
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “I know that it’s a no for now, Bree, but I want yes
       forever,”
       he said. “I want to share a locker with you in the hangar and have snaps of us all over my cockpit. I want to give you my pearls and make you come every night. And I want so many spats that we need a whole floor to ourselves.” That thumb traced back up the seam, judging where my pelvic bone ended and my pussy began, exploring the slight swell of my clit. My skin felt hot, and not just because of my fever. His words made my heart race, my throat close up, my toes tingle. “And I know all of that might be too far gone now, but there’s one thing I can do for you, 
      priya.
       Tell me how to make you come.”
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      “Oh my god,” she breathed. Aavar had always shown Bree subversive flirtations, but he could tell she liked his blunt truth from the rasp of her voice. He didn’t have any more time for games and pranks. He’d learned his lesson. Every moment he had left, he’d make sure Bree knew just how serious his intentions were, that if by some miracle they made it out alive, he’d work his ass off to turn his confession into reality. 
    

    
      Bree groaned into the crook of his neck and set his insides on fire as his middle finger took over for his thumb, reaching further, pressing little circles into the well of her mantle. She squirmed, butting up against his hand with minute movements. “Aavar, we need to find a way out of these cuffs. I can… you don’t have to…” 
    

    
      He cut her off. “Ezra told us that human women get wet when they want to come,” he said, a tendril prodding the corner of her mouth, asking her to yield. “You’re wet; I can taste it on my palms. So don’t argue, and let me give you what you want, 
      priya.” 
    

    
      “But we need to hurry,” she panted, resisting the temptation. Aavar’s mane shivered when her sigh tickled his ear. As she spoke, he slid one tendril tip in between her words to caress the pad of her tongue. He pressed his palm into her groin, soaking up the heat and the damp salt, the slight tang turning sweet like aloe
      .
       Maybe they 
      could
       actually liberate him from Elaxi…
    

    
      “You want me in your coil, Bree? As fast as possible?” He slid another tendril into her mouth, caressing her racing pulse with the blunt end of his 
      senti.
       “Come as hard and wet as you can. The more I can taste you through your leggings, the faster you’ll have me.” 
    

    
      Bree hesitated, then closed her lips over his curious ends, tangling her tongue with them. She rocked her hips, angling them backwards until his fingers were pressed against a little marble of swollen flesh at the top of her mantle. Aavar’s fingers trembled, but he suppressed the self-doubt. He remembered his whole days; remembered winning challenges. He resurrected his confidence, or at least its specter, and donned his lopsided smirk. Withdrawing his tendrils from Bree’s mouth, he cupped her jaw and tilted her mouth up towards his ear.
    

    
      “Tell me, Bree.”
    

    
      “Circles,” she managed, larynx bobbing against his 
      senti.
       The appendage twitched, swelling again. “Rub…” She gasped when he followed her direction, meeting her gyrating hips as she pushed herself down on his palm. “Yes, my clit, right 
      there, oh fuck.” 
       
    

    
      Aavar pet her clit with a single finger, dragging the digit from her well to the top of the little bulb. His skin, so sensitive to movement thanks to the coil, picked up the involuntary twitch in her core as he reached the top of the mound. He paused right there and swerved in a holding pattern, pressing into the delicate flesh until it felt swollen beneath his touch. She pushed hard into him, her face to his neck, her breath searing his skin. 
    

    
      “I want…” 
    

    
      “Tell me,” he demanded, his confident facade blossoming into real pride. “Anything, Bree.”
    

    
      “I want you to win, Aavar,” she said with frustration. “I want you to win so fucking bad. I want everything for you.” His chest compressed like he’d been sideswiped by a transpo. What did she mean by that? His touch faltered, trying to decipher her meaning, but the sentiment was clear, even if he didn’t believe it.
    

    
      Bree wanted him to win… 
      her.
       
    

    
      The armor around Aavar’s heart cracked open like thunder in his ears, that little spark of hope he’d kept for so long bursting into a brilliant sunbeam, scaring the shadows of doubt out of the corners of his soul. Relieving his pearls wasn’t a charity, after all. Bree 
      wanted
       him, and their game of flirtation wasn’t enough for her anymore. He keened and wrapped three tendrils around her windpipe, needing the instinctive reassurance of restraining her, even with his hands bound. Her breath stalled as he probed her mouth with his 
      senti. 
    

    
      “Open.” His cock stood at attention again despite the discomfort of spilling pearls in his pants. Bree did as she was told, gladly taking his tendril. He groaned, feeding it to her as her thighs began to shake from the tension. Her throat opened for him more readily this time. His mouth fell open, reveling in the live-wire sensation, the streaks of electricity her mouth sent jolting through his mane all the way to his cock. If his 
      senti
       were whole, he’d never be able to experience her lips butting up against its root and suddenly, he felt sorry for every other man he’d ever met that they couldn’t experience it.
    

    
      “I 
      will
       win,” he assured her, shuffling his grip on her mantle. He slid his middle finger into the softest, deepest seam, his thumb taking over the circles on her clit. She moaned, her vocal cords vibrating around his 
      senti
       so that he grimaced in ecstasy. His cock throbbed hard, a thread’s width away from erupting. “Come, 
      priya.”
    

    
      He paid homage to her words from the first time she’d relieved his pearls and tightened his grip on her neck. She froze, her entire body quivering like a sitar string, until her walls crumbled. She crowed on his 
      senti,
       drool sliding from her chin to his neck, her soft chest heaving against his four shoulder blades, her little buttons tight enough to feel as she brushed them against his skin. Her legs shuddered around him, and her womb undulated like a heartbeat against his fingers. 
    

    
      Aavar held her face in his mane for a second longer, then broke apart as a second orgasm ripped through him. He released her face and she pulled back with a gulp of air as if she’d just surfaced from drowning. 
    

    
      “Oh my god,” she gasped. “Oh my 
      god…”
       
    

    
      Aavar, short of breath, smirked. His mane shivered, shirking the weight of exhaustion and malnutrition for a blissful moment. “Careful. I could get used to rendering you speechless.” He massaged between her legs softly, winding her down and soaking the fabric in her taste. Little splashes of syrupy sweetness punctuated her scent. She was becoming more complex than simple dirt, iron, and mud. He could taste her protein deficiency and the levels of oxygen in her blood. He measured the enzymes in her saliva that would break down carbohydrates and sampled the infection…
    

    
      His teasing grin abruptly vanished. 
    

    
      “Bree,” he said seriously. She pressed her cheek to his shirt, still collecting herself. “You have a blood infection.”
    

    
      “You can tell, huh?” She didn’t sound surprised.
    

    
      “I can taste it. Bree, that’s not good. If it spreads too far, it’ll kill you.”
    

    
      “Nothing we can do about it right now.”
    

    
      Aavar looked up at his shackles, licking his canines. He wasn’t about to lose his second chance. Feeling Bree come apart in his hands had stitched the tatters of his soul together again, and he wasn’t the same shell of a man he’d been moments ago. That she’d put herself in his care despite all his faults and failures; that she’d come back, time and time again… Maybe he’d been strong enough all along, but too brainwashed to see it. What he lacked physically, he’d make up for in creativity. 
    

    
      “Do you have anything on you?” he asked. “Tools, a knife, anything? Did they search you?”
    

    
      Bree lifted her feverish forehead off his back. “No,” she said, revelation in her voice. “That guy threw away my bag, though. Siatesh, I think? It had bolt cutters and a driver in it. He searched me, but not very well. I still have a diagnostics cable and a magnetic puck in my boot.” Her heart pounded with excitement against him. “I can short the door with the diagnostics cable if you can get us out of these cuffs.” 
    

    
      Aavar chuckled, more alive than he’d been since Bree let him carry her up the perches in Samridve. “Lift your boot up to my mane, can you?” 
    

    
      She did her best. It took some gymnastics, but Aavar tilted his head sideways and slid his longest tendril around her ankle. He withdrew the magnetic puck, gripping it tight, and stood up straight again. “Got it?” Bree strained, falling back to her one good foot with a painful hiss. Aavar turned on his chains to face her and his heart lurched. 
    

    
      She was a wreck. How had she even survived this long? Her eyes were closed, her cheeks flaked in diluted blood, and her body was covered in scratches and bruises. Her coloring was ghostly pale, a sheen of water on her forehead that emanated unnaturally sour heat. She’d lost a shocking amount of weight, cheekbones and collarbones now prominent where before she’d been plush and soft. Had it only been three days? Four? He had no perception of time anymore, and that scared him. 
    

    
      Or at least, it 
      would
       have, if she hadn’t been beaming up at him with a huge, mischievous grin. “Tempting me with your Olympic abs?” she asked, wriggling her breasts against his ribs. “Sorry, but I’m blind now, which means I’m immune.”  
    

    
      Aavar’s features softened. He leaned down as far as his chains would let him and placed a kiss on her forehead. “I’m always trying to tempt you, Bree. Get ready for your cuffs to fail.” 
    

    
      “You got it.” 
    

    
      Aavar lifted himself by his upper arms towards the ceiling where their cuffs were locked to a magnetic hook a foot or so above his reach. He stretched his tendril across the distance to Bree’s cuffs and let the puck slide out of his grip, sticking to the armature plate like a fly on a spider’s web. Without delay, the electromagnetic field holding the cuffs together vanished. 
    

    
      Bree fell on her butt with a little yelp, jerking the pod. They both froze, listening and feeling for a stop in their momentum. When the pod kept meandering along, they breathed a collective sigh of relief. “You good down there?”
    

    
      “I’m not made of glass, Aavar. Just hurry up.” 
    

    
      Aavar bit his tongue. She 
      was
       made of glass at this point. Bree’s bravado had carried her through unimaginable, unsurvivable odds, but her body was failing. He could taste it. He swallowed hard and lowered himself back down. “I need the puck. It’s on your left cuff.” 
    

    
      “Right.” She pried it off and immediately, the cuffs flew back together again. A startled curse flew from her mouth. “Damn, I should’ve expected that.” She raised both hands up to him, the puck between her long, scraped-up fingers. A moment later he fell to the ground on his feet, barely disturbing the pod. 
    

    
      Aavar pulled Bree into his arms. His lower hands were still bound behind his back, but his uppers engulfed her entirely. He didn’t care that the muscles of his chest and back sang with agonizing fire from being strung up for so long. They stood like that for as long as Bree would let him, her shackled hands pressed between their chests as he crushed her with his relief and gratitude. 
    

    
      “Aavar,” she wheezed. He released her with reluctance, taking her hands in his. She unfurled her fingers, offering him the diagnostics cable. “Plug me in and I’ll walk you through the interface.”
    

    
      Aavar grinned. She couldn’t see it, but he made sure she heard it in his voice. “Yes, ma’am.” Then he unlatched his pants and let his pearls drop to the floor. Bree instinctively turned her head down to the ground with a nonplussed raise of her brow. 
    

    
      “I better not slip on those.” 
    

    
      “If you do, I’ll catch you.” 
    

    
      She snorted, holding out the forearm housing her holotab. “Thanks for saving me from your splooge, 
      Kassanovuh.”
       
    

    
      “Thanks for letting me.” 
    

    
      Aavar plugged her in, and she walked him through the override protocol.
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      The pod door slid open in silence, filling the pod with a wave of fresh air and twilight jungle sounds. Despite the falling day, Aavar blinked away the light and filled his lungs with a deep inhale. The jungle smelled like steamed dumplings filled with clay, but alive and wild. He slid into the wake of ferns surrounding the pod, careful not to disturb them. 
    

    
      They were lucky it was nearing dark already, what with the thick canopy sheltering the ground. Yavit and Elaxi rode on two needles up ahead, guiding the pod through the difficult terrain. The massive man hacked away at the underbrush any time it might intercept the bottom of the pod, while Elaxi was transfixed by her holotab, no doubt in comms with her middle man. But where was Siatesh? Aavar checked behind them and froze, his stare locking with familiar yellow eyes, so piercing and focused they made his tendrils shiver. Siatesh did nothing, nodding pointedly up at Elaxi in the distance. 
    

    
      Aavar clenched his upper fists, preparing for a fight. Half a mane and restrained lower hands? Nothing could stop him now, not with Bree counting on him. But the lost soul remained relaxed on his needle, staying a fixed distance from the pod as it bumbled along. Aavar took his silence as what it was and slowly walked backwards, catching up to the pod door. He kept his eyes on Siatesh as he felt for Bree standing in the pod doorway. She took hold of his tunic and he lifted her out with a nod to the smuggler before sinking them both into the sea of Daramēiza’s dark labyrinth. 
    

    
      “Wait,” Aavar whispered, pressing his mouth to her ear. It was pliant, much like his own. He counted to twenty, then lifted his ovoid red eyes over the ferns, trying to keep as much of his light green skin beneath them as possible. He watched the reflective red pod glide away, undisturbed, and Siatesh closed the pod door as if nothing had happened. 
    

    
      “That was too easy.”
    

    
      “Yeah…” Aavar trailed off in thought. Why would Siatesh let them go? Was he there to help them? That made no sense. The Nephim Employment Agency, the company that owned his lost soul contract, was the one trying to get their hands on humans. What the fuck was happening? He kept the questions to himself, guiding Bree away as his first priority. “Come on.” 
    

    
      They rounded an old 
      biria
       tree, its roots raised above the ground like a bed of tendrils. Aavar stood and pulled Bree to her feet, turning his back to her. 
    

    
      “What are we doing?” she asked, exploring the tree with her shackled hands. 
    

    
      “I need you to get up on my back again so we can climb, just like the perches. Do you think you can?” 
    

    
      Bree hesitated, real concern stitching her brow. She licked her lip and took a deep breath. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”
    

    
      Aavar held back a keen hiss of concern, instead lifting her wrists by their magnetized cuffs. 
      “Oya,
       pretty lucky you’ve got these then. Put them around my neck. If you choke me, I’ll move them.” 
    

    
      She blew out a shaky breath full of trepidation and courage, then nodded. “Yeah, arright.” 
    

    
      Bree jumped up on Aavar’s back and he gripped her thighs with his lower hands as she wrapped her shackles around his neck and he adjusted his mane. Situated and as secure as they could be, Aavar looked up to assess his path, testing his legs.
    

    
      Elaxi’s coil games had weakened him, but the spilling of his pearls relieved some of the mental fog of the wasting at least. Aavar tested his legs, flexed his upper arms and back, stretching with Bree’s weight to test his boundaries. When he was satisfied, he jumped for the first branch and pulled them up. 
    

    
      It wasn’t smooth and took effort. Bree pressed her face into his shoulders, focusing on her own trembling muscles. Aavar stood on the branch, balancing their weight in the arches of his feet as it warbled beneath them. He crouched and lunged again, catching the next beam and using his swinging momentum to pull them up. 
    

    
      Lungs pumping, pores open for maximum ventilation, Aavar breached the canopy. The sweet air of open skies had them both gasping. A breeze, the first either of them had felt in days, caressed their faces. “Where are we?” Bree asked. 
    

    
      “The canopy,” Aavar told her, his eyes sweeping the trees.
    

    
      “Is it safer up here than down there? What if we fall?”
    

    
      “It’s not safer, and if we fall, we’ll probably die,” Aavar said with a shrug. Before Bree could ask, he hoisted her up his hips and slid a tendril across her mouth. “This part of the jungle is 
      very
       old. Our only chance is finding a research outpost.” 
    

    
      “We have to hurry then. They’re going to figure it out, if they haven’t already. And I’m… I’m getting tired.” 
    

    
      “They won’t notice for a while.”
    

    
      “What, why?” 
    

    
      He waffled with a grimace. “I 
      might
       have made eye contact with Siatesh, and he 
      might
       have let us go.” 
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      “Shh. Let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth just yet.” 
    

    
      Bree gaped at him. “Do you even know what that saying means? The gift horse 
      is a trap!”
    

    
      Aavar nodded, a lump of worry lodged in his throat. “Yeah, well, kinda don’t have an option at the moment.” He scoured the horizon, every evening shadow and silhouette, until he saw what he was looking for: a transpo dock. It was too square to be a branch and remained stationary even as the wind whipped the leaves beneath it. It couldn’t be more than half a mile. “Found one!” Aavar said, reining in his whoop of excitement. He gripped Bree’s forearms and shuffled her up his shoulders. She scrambled, digging her boot soles into his thighs. “Hang on tight. I’m going to run, and it’s going to get bouncy.” 
    

    
      He stepped off one branch and onto the next, letting the thinner limbs of the highest boughs propel him forward, swaying and giving beneath their weight. As Bree clung to his neck and cursed colorfully in his ear, he couldn’t help but grin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      The research outpost was a small cabin at ground level with a bunk bed shoved in the corner of a lab dominated by rusted old equipment cabinets and countertops. A water purification pump embedded in a shallow stream out back was hooked up via hose to a sink inside, and one locked cabinet above it suggested there might be rations stored there. A few claw marks from curious animals marred the old paint. 
    

    
      Bree sat on the counter where Aavar had left her, her feet dangling off the edge. She listened to him rummage and felt the counters, but didn’t get up to explore herself. “Any food?” she asked. “Or medicine?” 
    

    
      Thin notes of desperation colored her tone, even though she worked hard to keep her voice casual. Aavar found a key fob in a drawer and tried it on the cabinet. It worked, the door swinging open on rusted, janky hinges. He withdrew rations and a medkit. “Found some food,” he said, brushing his hands over the medkit solemnly. He checked the contents. No mediplasma, no bandages. Just painkillers, antibiotics, some vitamins, and an aerosolized steroid for inflammation. Nothing Bree could use safely. “No meds for a human.” 
    

    
      “What about for you?”
    

    
      Aavar blinked at the painkillers, vitamins, and steroids, rolling his shoulders. He popped the pills and swallowed dry, handing the steroid to Bree and wrapping her fingers around it. “Could you press this between my shoulders?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah, sure.” 
    

    
      Her hands slid under his shirt and lifted the tatters gingerly. His skin was swollen and hot, both from carrying her and from the remnants of the glass that hadn’t healed with the help of the mediplasma several days ago. She dug a couple nuggets of glass from his muscle and pressed the syringe to his spine. With a whoosh of air, she injected the steroid into his flesh.
    

    
      “So Siatesh knows. How long do we really have?” she asked quietly, recapping the empty vial and setting it on the counter beside her. That was Bree, always ready to hear the realest shit. Aavar leaned his upper palms on either side of her legs with a sigh. “He’s a lost soul, so I don’t think he’s here of his own free will either.”
    

    
      “I overheard Elaxi say she would sell you for a lost soul contract. What does that mean?” 
    

    
      Aavar’s grip on the counter hardened. “It’s a form of slavery. A lifelong employment contract that forces people to forfeit their identities and morality for a company called Nephim.” He blew out a puff of air. “Most lost souls don’t survive long.”  
    

    
      Bree nodded, chewing her lip. “The cuffs aren’t the same old-school ones from the hideout. They’re maglock, which means they probably have tracking like the drones back in the hangar, right?” Aavar couldn’t bring himself to answer, so Bree continued. “I sabotaged their needles yesterday. Turned on tracking, did a factory reset… If we’re lucky, they were stolen and they’ll ping someone. I don’t know. It’s a shot in the dark, but at least it’s something. Have you checked your holotab? Does it work out here?”
    

    
      Aavar pulled up his interface, then dropped his arm. “No. If I could find the outpost relay, I could turn it on, maybe. Then we’d have a signal.” He tapped his fingers against the counter thoughtfully. “They’re usually on the transpo dock, but I didn’t see one coming in. 
      Shit. 
      This place is so old, I don’t think anyone’s been here in years. We can’t stay here, Bree, we need to find another outpost.” 
    

    
      Bree reached for his face, grabbing his jaw in both palms, straining her wrists against the cuffs. Her smile was thin, tense. It drove Aavar crazy, seeing her like that: uncertain, but putting on a brave front. “We’re going to eat and we’re going to sleep. Then we’ll get out of here and find the next spot, okay? But if we push too hard, you’ll get hurt, and then we’re both fucked. Got it?” 
    

    
      Dissent and exhaustion warred in Aavar’s chest. He wanted to get Bree to medical help as quickly as possible. The infection traveling through her system would kill a shilpakaar within a week, much less a human. Not to mention the angry scrapes, red and hot to the touch, her eyes, leaking fluid and swollen and… He missed her unnervingly clear gaze so much it hurt.
    

    
      Aavar sniffed back the dismay and pressed his foot to the sink’s pedal. A stream of old, yellow water splashed into the basin and down the drain. He pumped the water until they heard the purifier kick on with a little whir. 
    

    
      “Should be safe to drink,” he told her, filling the basin with clean water. He pulled an iodine tablet out of the medkit and plopped it into the sink. When she didn’t answer, he looked over his shoulder. She was suspended with a thoughtful crease in her brow, licking her teeth. “What is it?” 
    

    
      She tilted her head. “Your lower hands aren’t mag-locked, are they?” It was more of a revelation than an actual question, but Aavar responded anyway, filling the basin. 
    

    
      “No, just good ol’ irons.” He rolled his shoulders, trying to ignore the inflamed ache that flared to life as if summoned by talking about it. He wriggled his hands and pulled on the chain links ineffectually. “Why?”
    

    
      “I might still be able to get them off. Is there a toolbox or something in here?”
    

    
      Aavar’s foot paused mid-pump and the sink trickled to a stop. He looked around the room with all its cabinets and storage bins, his heart skipping a beat. “Maybe. Let me search.” 
    

    
      Aavar rummaged through half the room before he found a drawer full of miscellaneous rusting tools and clamps. Bree specified two wrenches and he found just one. A few minutes later, he pulled a metal toolkit from beneath the bunk beds that was in much better condition. It was locked, but the mechanism wasn’t made to withstand even moderate force. He pried the toolbox open with a driver, mangling the metal. Within, he found two more. 
    

    
      “Yes!” Bree said, feeling their surfaces with her fingers. She motioned for him to turn around, nearly hitting him in the face. “C’mon, lemme see if I can 
      makgaivur
       this shit.” 
    

    
      “I don’t know what that means, but please don’t break any of my fingers without advance warning,” Aavar teased, turning his back to her. She probed the shackles with her thin fingers, tickling the skin of his wrists. A jolt of adrenaline shot up his arms from the sensation and he bit his lip, staring up at the ceiling. 
    

    
      “Oh fuck yeah, the chain is soldered onto the shackles,” she murmured, mostly to herself. “Super weak. Lemme see…”
    

    
      She fussed with the chain links nearest his wrists, metal scraping on metal as she pressed her tools into position. Then she took a deep breath and heaved. Tension wound up the shackles and into his arms before snapping like a twig. With a metallic 
      twang,
       his lower shackles broke. 
    

    
      Aavar turned around to face her in shock. “How did you do that?” She waggled her two wrenches at him with a smirk. 
    

    
      “Superior force, community college, and 
      yootoob.” 
    

    
      Aavar flexed his fists, looking down at all four palms, wriggling his fingers and rotating his wrists. His shoulders hurt, but the meds were working their magic. “Thank you,” he said in a low, reverent tone. Her smile fell, her closed eyes fixed on his chest as he ran his hands down the length of her bare arms. He wasn’t thanking her for freeing him from the chains. He was thanking her for believing in him, for liberating him from his own toxic self-doubt, for fighting for him. 
    

    
      Bree sniffed, pushing her hair from her face again. “You said there’s food?” 
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      We ate as many ration blocks as our palates would allow, two days’ worth for me, three for Aavar. I’d have gagged if I ate any more of the yellow kind, so Aavar gave me the only other option: red ration blocks meant for pregnant people. 
    

    
      While I finished eating, he turned the wrapper over in his hands repeatedly, the little crinkle catching my ear. It was obsessive, at least my gut instinct said so, especially since he was trying to be quiet about it. I swallowed down another mouthful and pulled apart my next bite, rolling it between my fingers like playdough. 
    

    
      “I read that shilpakaari men in the coil think about pregnancy a lot.”
    

    
      His turning hands faltered, and he shoved the wrapper in his pocket with a sigh. I heard his palm scrape against his mane before he answered.
    

    
      “Yeah, sorry. It’s instinct.”
    

    
      “What are you thinking about?” If it was Elaxi, I really didn’t want the answer, gripping the counter ledge with a trembling fist as he blew out a slow, deliberate breath.
    

    
      “Do you know what diversification is?” he asked, redirecting the conversation. 
    

    
      “No, what’s that?” I tried to follow his lead, but my heart lurched at his dodge. He probably 
      was
       still thinking about Elaxi, and it rankled. Not because I was jealous, but because he had no free will.
    

    
      “It’s how we have spats with people of different species,” he explained. “I don’t really know how it works. I always thought I’d coil with other shilpakaari. That’s what I was thinking about.” He cleared his throat, sitting up next to me so his bicep bumped my shoulder. “I was testing myself to see how close I am to turning coils.”
    

    
      “How?” I was genuinely intrigued, placing a little ball of ration putty into my mouth. Aavar tsked. 
    

    
      “You don’t want to know.” 
    

    
      “Still the bitch, then.” I couldn’t help the bitter twinge in my voice. Aavar caressed the cup of my ear with a tendril to soothe me. 
    

    
      “No,” he said with discomfort. He blurted his words in a rush. “It’s you. Pregnant. What our spats would look like. Elaxi hasn’t popped up at all.” 
    

    
      A crackling blush spread over my skin. I blew out a breath with a self-encouraging nod. “This is a good sign, right?” 
    

    
      Maybe he heard the reedy fear in my voice, because his palm came down on mine. He rubbed the sides of my hand with both of his thumbs. “‘Yes forever,’ Bree. That’s my goal. And I know you like our playful banter, but you have to know that I’m serious even when I’m joking around.”
    

    
      I scootched away from him. “Wow, yeah, that’s… a lot.”
    

    
      But it wasn’t, actually. Aavar wasn’t a cocktail of binge spending and gambling addiction like my mom. He wasn’t an unreliable vanishing act like my dad, either. He was the most loyal man on the planet, er, 
      moon,
       and I knew loving him would be easy. 
    

    
      Was 
      already
       easy…
    

    
      I bit my tongue and looked away. I wanted so badly to tell him that it was already ‘yes forever,’ I just didn’t think my forever was going to be very much longer. No matter how I played it in my feverish, discombobulated head, there was no choice. We only had one path forward, ticket for one. I sniffed back tears that would cause me just as much physical as emotional anguish. 
    

    
      “I get it,” he said quietly as I steeled myself, pressing my thumb to my runny nose. “It’s too much now, so I’ll wait until it’s just right.” 
    

    
      Fuck me, I fell for an absolute optimist. 
    

    
      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, tension causing my words to shake. Aavar exhaled with uncertainty, then elbowed my side.
    

    
      “Oya,
       besides, think how hot you’d be wearing maternity coveralls.”
    

    
      I scrunched my brow, sputtering. “Did you say maternity 
      coveralls?”
       
    

    
      “Oh yeah. Those latches on the sides? So sexy. You can bet your… which one was it, your left tit? If I ever get you into a pair, I’ll be the happiest, horniest man alive.” 
    

    
      I elbowed him back, laughing, the heavy fog lifting off my mood. “If you’re that confident, you should bet my 
      right
       tit. It’s my most confident tit.” 
    

    
      The grin returned to his voice. “Why do you bet small birds, by the way? Is it a human thing?”
    

    
      I bit my lip. Of course his linguitor translated that the same way Hunar’s had. “Not the bird.” I picked up his lower hand and pressed it to my chest. “These.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s outer thumb brushed the side of my small breast, not even a handful for him. Of all the touches we’d had so far, including his mane and 
      senti,
       this sensation was the most intimate. My mouth fell open with exhilaration and his mane rumbled.
    

    
      “Our linguitors need an update.”
    

    
      I squeezed his hand, feeling the cords of each digit as he weighed my little breast, rubbing a curious finger over my nipple. I couldn’t give him ‘yes forever,’ but I could work out my desperation for a future in other ways. Besides, I had a job to finish before my infection peaked and made me useless. Or dead. I needed to make Aavar strong so he could run, and I was going to pour everything I felt into the last act I’d do for him.   
    

    
      “Do you want dessert?” I asked breathlessly.
    

    
      His hand dropped away with a shaky exhale and I felt an unexpected shock of panic. “We have dehydrated sludge, if you want,” he said, swallowing down the rough rasp of his voice. He pushed himself off the counter. “I’ll get it for you.” 
    

    
      I cursed myself, bit down on my cheek, and reached out my bound hands to brush against his stomach as he rounded the counter. Gripping his tunic, I licked my lips and the heat between my legs bottomed out. “I meant 
      me,
       Aavar.” Silence. Stillness. “Aavar, I meant—”
    

    
      “I heard you.” His voice was rough, an octave too low, not light and airy and playful anymore. Maybe that hadn’t been real at all, though, just an effort to make me feel less hopeless; maybe this rough, hungry tone was real instead. Holding onto him, I was more desperate for the validation of life than I’d ever thought possible. I tugged him closer, but he resisted. “Bree, I’ll turn for you soon, whether or not we… You’re sick. You need rest. We just have to be patient, and I’m good at patient.” 
    

    
      His words were so gentle, I wanted to spit. 
      I
       wasn’t good at patient. Accepting empathy was also not one of my strengths, its embrace wrapping around me like a staticky fleece blanket rather than a warm quilt. The thought made my skin hot and blistered. Or maybe that was my worsening sepsis. My brows stitched carefully, avoiding the soft, wobbly pain in my eyes. Something about what he said…
    

    
      “You think I want this just to turn your coil?” My fingers on his tunic loosened, energy waning. I shook my head. Even if flipping his coil was my goal, it didn’t address the reasons 
      why.
       I wanted to give him the best odds of survival possible, but I also wanted to restore his confidence, not lead him to think he was the last available option. I wanted him to see how beautiful and unique a person he was, to know that he was still worthy of love. 
      My
       love. Even if I couldn’t say that out loud. I took a deep breath and put a little piece of myself out there for him to see. 
    

    
      “Do you remember when I first showed up in the hangar and asked for a job?” I remembered like it was yesterday, and maybe because I’d lost my eyes, I saw it vividly in my memory. “I was pacing out in the field, talking to myself.”
    

    
      Aavar laughed a breath. He ran a hand through his mane. “Yeah, I remember. You were worried Hunar would reject you.”
    

    
      I turned my face towards my lap as my hands dropped, too weak to really hold onto him anymore. “I wasn’t giving myself a pep talk because I thought I’d be rejected. I was scared of being alone with shilpakaari men.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s half-mane shivered so deep I felt it in my chest.
    

    
      “Chudthi,” 
      he cursed, stalking away from me, up and down the row of counters, his boots crunching on gritty tiles. “I dragged you inside, Bree. I didn’t even 
      think—”
    

    
      “That’s not the point, Aavar. The point is that 
      you
       gave me confidence. When I found out you’d be living in the colony, the world felt a little safer, y’know?” I blew out a breath when his pacing came to a stop. “If I’m being honest, I was scared shitless. I thought I could bluster my way through, but when I saw the hangar, it looked so much more isolated than the day before with all those transpos and people. Then you came bouncing up with that big grin and it all just melted away. 
      You
       are the reason I don’t lump all shilpakaari men into the rapist category, Aavar. 
      You
       are why I took a chance.”
    

    
      The air stilled as if Aavar had turned to stone. I waited for him to say anything, to move, but he didn’t. I breathed the hot jungle steam, a rattle in my lungs that I couldn’t shake, swaying with trepidation. Had I said too much? Could he see between the words? I didn’t want to destroy him after all this was over but I… 
    

    
      I needed him.
    

    
      Aavar’s hip brushed my knees and my mouth watered. My emotional confession sent me into a spiral of carnal thirst. I bit my tongue, on the edge of begging. When his upper hands cupped my jaw, a muffled sound of restraint tumbled from my throat. 
    

    
      “You want me,” he said, the question implied. I nodded, his thumbs stroking my cheeks and neck. “You want me to take care of you.”
    

    
      “Yes,” I sighed, a weight lifting off my shoulders. I’d never admitted to needing care before, and it felt long overdue, raw. Vulnerable. Aavar’s warm grip on my face tightened as his lower hands slid up my leggings, dipping in the crease between my thighs and hips.
    

    
      “Do you—”
    

    
      “Please, don’t ask me any more questions,” I interrupted. My heart was so close to crumbling, bursting, melting, I couldn’t tell up from down anymore. My conviction was failing fast. Any question he asked, and I’d end up spilling my self-eviscerated heart on the floor. “Please.” 
    

    
      Aavar rumbled with that crocodilian growl I’d heard once or twice. I clung to his tunic, keeping him pressed to my knees, unwilling to let him go.  
    

    
      “If I turn while I’m with you, I’ll frenzy,” he murmured, his lower fingers testing my waistband, gaining purchase. “I’ll want to restrain you, keep you, fill you… If I do something wrong, bite me. Hard.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I promise.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s silicone-like palms kneaded my bare skin, dragging my leggings down the back of my ass as his mouth descended into the crux of my neck. 
    

    
      “Surrender to me, then, 
      priya,”
       he purred, tendrils sliding across my throat. “You’ve been the hero for so long. It’s my turn now.”
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      Aavar’s eyes rolled back as his palms hungrily roved across Bree’s bare skin. Adrenaline spiked in his gut. She’d asked him to take care of her as if this were a real coil. When she’d relieved his pearls, he’d hardly been able to touch her, chained up just out of reach, but now that his arms were free, he could worship her like he’d always fantasized. 
    

    
      As he pulled her leggings down her thighs, the scent between her legs bloomed. It was faint, only slightly sweet. Aavar’s pores opened, absorbing her essence as he skimmed her flesh. While shilpakaari advertised their flavor openly, hers was deliciously intimate and 
      primordial.
       It was the scent of oceans and life and gods. His breath turned ragged as greed pumped through his blood. 
    

    
      Wordlessly, Bree lifted her uninjured foot. Aavar untied the laces and pulled her boot off, taking the sock with it. He tossed them to the ground and carefully peeled away the melted edges of her leggings while his upper hands and eyes stayed transfixed on bare skin he’d never seen. She was much paler beneath her clothes, milky and smooth. His lower hands tied her leggings around her injured ankle to keep them out of the way, but it was a mindless task as his upper palms tickled the pliant cilia covering her skin. They were fine but stiff under his hand and about the same color as her brows. His palms sparked as each follicle butted up against his ridges, tasting tiny fireworks.
    

    
      Aavar was hard before, but now his cock wept and his 
      senti
       ached and writhed. In his next breath, the tension winding through his ribs and squeezing his chest in anticipation rumbled out as deep as a venandi mating hrum. Bree’s flesh pebbled beneath his roaming hands as he threaded his uppers into her silk, angled her face, and pressed his mouth to hers. 
    

    
      Aavar felt powerful as he curled over her. He hadn’t felt that way in a decade, as if the cords of his muscles were swollen and primed to fight, to fuck, to conquer. Bree, who never needed anyone, who hid behind blustery walls, sharp words, and a sheen of oil and dirt, was putty in his hands. 
    

    
      Emboldened by her trust, he flicked her mouth open with his tongue and bit her lower lip, urging her to forget the pain. When her nails bit into his chest, his lower hands slid down her thighs to her knees, gently pressing them open. 
    

    
      He pulled Bree to the edge of the counter and lifted her heel to the ledge. Her heart rate spiked as his tendrils wrapped around her throat loosely, feeling for her pulse, her breath, her thirsty swallows. Her heady scent sharpened as her hips opened wide, one foot up on the counter. Panting, he broke their kiss and stared at her open, vulnerable expression. 
    

    
      “Aavar?” she asked, confused by his sudden stillness.
    

    
      His heart lurched that he couldn’t lock his gaze to hers. He willed her to see what she did to him: the bare awe on his face. Her crystalline grey eyes, so direct and sharp… what would they look like at this moment, staring up at him? 
    

    
      He blinked the thought away, stare descending down the front of her body. His tendrils tightened on her throat in a reassuring way, not too tight or fast, as he lowered his mouth to her bare knee and suckled on her skin. 
    

    
      “Ezra told us once that human sweat tastes like the oceans of our homeworld,” he told her between kisses on the inside of her joint. She resisted letting her leg fall open at first, relaxing slowly into his coaxing mouth and the thin tendril that snuck into the cushion of the back of her knee. His entire mane shivered as he burrowed the appendage into the tight, hot space, wondering if she would feel the same below. “I haven’t been there, but he was right. You’re… addictive.” 
    

    
      “Good,” she panted, shackled hands curling into timid fists as his upper hands left her silk and trailed down the outsides of her legs. “Because there isn’t exactly a spa in the jungle.” 
    

    
      Aavar chuckled, his voice coarse. He sounded confident and strong, but in reality, his hands shook if he pulled them off her skin. His heartbeat was jackhammering in his tendrils so hard, he was sure she’d feel them pulse. This was 
      Bree.
       Swallowing, he lifted his mouth off her knee and slid one palm into the folds of her mantle. 
    

    
      “Chudthi.”
       he snarled, his knees nearly buckling as his palm soaked up her primal taste. His entire mane tingled and swelled all the way down to the roots, and his hips bucked instinctively. The taste was fucking unreal. What would she taste like if he coiled for her with her flavor so raw and potent already in his pores?
    

    
      Bree’s breath trembled as she rocked her mantle against his touch, a movement so minute a less sensitive hand wouldn’t have noticed. Slowly, he dragged the swollen ridges up her folds, then back down. She sighed, dropped her chin to her chest with a stitch in her brow.
    

    
      “Tell me,” he purred, studying her face, hungrily cataloging every vulnerable twitch of her expression. 
    

    
      “Those ridges are no joke,” she huffed with a weak laugh. 
    

    
      “Bree.”
    

    
      “Hnh?”
    

    
      Aavar applied a little pressure, stroking now with more confidence. She shuddered near the top of his drag. “Tell me.” 
    

    
      The tip of her pink tongue pressed against her top lip, and as he dragged higher up her mantle again, she nodded emphatically. “There. That, 
      that.” 
    

    
      Aavar lifted his palm away so he could see that little nub, her clit, hooded and swollen and glistening with the thick waters he’d spread across it. He curled that one tendril in the crux of her knee tighter around the joint and pushed her open wider, entranced by the look of her sex, the way it bloomed so pink, so much like the color of her mouth. 
    

    
      The mouth she’d had on his 
      senti,
       pressing her chest against his shoulders, those little buttons… 
    

    
      With one of his free hands, he lifted the front of her top, now ragged and loose. Her breasts fell free as he pushed her dress shreds above them. Tiny buttons, nearly the same color as her skin, popped free, angled up towards her face from the pressure of the seam pushing into her chest. They were ringed in tiny bumps, and a delicious green vein traveled up the underside of each modest mound. 
    

    
      “Please don’t stop,” she breathed, wriggling her hips, pushing herself against his hand. He blinked away from her chest, looking down at her mantle as he pressed the heel of his palm into her clit again. She pushed out an exhale, her thighs trembling. 
    

    
      The tendrils around her neck slid free to squeeze her breasts, wringing them as tight as a towel. He pushed her knee out again, making room for a second hand between her legs. “Like this, 
      priya?”
       
    

    
      He replaced his palm with a thumb, massaging her clit in slow, slippery circles. She nodded, unable to talk, wound up too tight. Aavar stared at the crux of her legs with disbelief. He was pleasuring Bree. 
      His
       Bree. His for now, at least. He pressed the two middle fingers of his other hand against the entrance of her mantle and watched them disappear into the sleeve of immense pressure and heat. 
    

    
      Bree’s breath hiccupped, once, twice, then she held it, mouth open on a silent cry, rocking her hips against his fingers for friction. Aavar stilled his tendrils, pushing her legs wider open, increasing the intensity of his angle, and pressed his two fingers as deep into her as he could go, knuckles butting up against her folds. 
    

    
      Then she flew apart at the seams. Her sex tightened around his fingers, milking them and flooding his palm with fresh oceanic honey. Her voice cracked, torn asunder by the force of her orgasm. 
    

    
      Aavar’s half-mane hissed, puffed out at full attention. He fell to his knees in front of her and withdrew his fingers, spreading her wide open and fitting his mouth over that glistening bed of muscle. He pressed his tongue wide and dragged it up to the hood of her clit, sucking every last drop into his eager mouth, vibrating his tendrils against the insides of her thighs. 
    

    
      Trembling fingers reached behind his head to his 
      senti 
      and pulled him back with a jolt of desperate pleasure that went straight to his cock. He snarled, baring his teeth, wrapping his mane around Bree’s legs and arms to restrain her so he could taste his fill.
    

    
      “Too sensitive,” she managed, sweat breaking out on her forehead, arms, and chest. “Have you… are you…”
    

    
      “No.” The answer was curt, rough, unlike his usual self, but Aavar knew it was because Bree was precariously his. This was the moment in the challenge, right on the edge of winning, that caused a possessive streak in shilpakaari men. He was obsessing, so close, 
      so fucking close,
       just a few suckles more. His mind raced as his tendrils writhed, shifting, curling around Bree’s limbs on one side while his two hands on the other held her tight, making sure she couldn’t go, couldn’t back down. 
    

    
      Just a little more, more, more is more, more is more…
    

    
      She still held his head back, throat taut and 
      senti
       primed, but the glint in Aavar’s eyes was predatory, mischievous, sinful. “More,” he rumbled, sliding his fingers back inside her sheath. Bree gasped with a sharp, high-pitched moan. 
    

    
      “Yes,” she agreed. 
    

    
      Aavar’s defiant lust transformed into a breathless grin, his canines catching the red glow of the jungle. Yes, she’d agreed. 
      More.
       He withdrew his fingers and slid them into his mouth. He knelt before her again, tendrils abandoning her arm and leg as she gripped their roots, clutching him in place. 
    

    
      He popped the fingers from between his lips, his tendrils sliding into the hills and valleys of her mantle, soaking her flavor into their superior sensory glands, curling around her clit and sending shockwaves through her skin. She shied away from him when he did that, still “too sensitive.” He would see about that. He would be the best coil of her fucking life. No one would best him in a challenge ever again. Least of all Bree herself. 
    

    
      Using his slick middle finger, he pushed experimentally against the puckered opening behind her mantle. She grabbed her right tit, as she called it, nodding, biting her lip. 
    

    
      “Are you sure, 
      priya?
       I have so much more to give, and you don’t look well taken care of.” 
    

    
      “Fuck,” she breathed as he prodded again, easing her open with the tip of a tendril. 
      “Fuck,
       is that a—”
    

    
      Aavar chuckled, pressing kisses to her thigh, holding her biceps and legs in place with his other three hands. “I’ll fill you up, Bree,” he promised. “With everything I have.” 
    

    
      He eased his finger in to the second knuckle and twisted it, pressing his thumb against her mantle. It sucked wantonly at him.
    

    
      “Do it, Aavar,” she gasped, rocking hard. “I don’t care what you fill me up with.” 
    

    
      Aavar pushed his finger the rest of the way into her ass as his tendrils slid one by one into her hot, swollen depths. He didn’t have a full mane, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t perform. He curled them up, three — no, four — spiraling on top of each other, pressing against her walls, feeling his long middle finger ease into the buoyant ring of her rear. He pulled the digit back and pressed in again until her thick waters coated his knuckles.
    

    
      “Yes, oh my god,”
       she sighed, grabbing his 
      senti
       again. This time, she didn’t pull him back, but forward, pressing his mouth flush to her clit as she twisted her grip on his 
      senti.
       She pumped her hand in time to his, spurring him on as he added a finger to what was now a brutal pounding. He sucked her bud into his mouth and set his tongue to work. 
    

    
      As her second orgasm teetered on the edge, her oceans rising around the tendrils stuffed to spirals inside her, a pulse of fire rocked through his veins. His vision blackened, his tendrils swelled, and he seized up, caught in her tidal wave. 
    

    
      A monolithic rumble vibrated through his mane to his chest, deep and sinister and greedy, as if the cavity of his body were a massive bronze bell. Bree’s taste deepened, soared, crashed through him like a nuclear blast. 
    

    
      For just a moment, the world tilted, and he was floating in a timeless abyss, a small eternity wrapped in Bree’s divine coil that brought him a clarity of purpose which could only happen being buried in her body during the moment of change. When the world came tumbling back, she was no longer on the counter, but sitting on his shoulders with her back to the wall, his four arms holding her aloft as his tendrils and mouth invaded her. 
    

    
      “What the fuck, Aavar!” she smacked his shoulder and pulled his 
      senti,
       which riled him further. He unlatched his mouth from her sweet well and lowered her with a ragged hiss, letting her mantle slide across his chest, marking him. When the crux of her legs was aligned with his cock, he pressed her to the wall and wrapped his tendrils around her throat. 
    

    
      He smiled through his labored breath, rubbing his cock against her clit. His chest felt tight again, but not from anxiety or anticipation. From divine joy. 
    

    
      “Priya,”
       he sighed, nuzzling her nose with his as he rubbed her essence over his shaft. 
    

    
      “It worked?” she asked, her hands cupping his face with an open expression of awe. He nodded, knowing she could feel it. Pink tears squeezed from the corners of her ruined eyes and her mouth trembled. She bit her bottom lip and pressed their mouths together. 
    

    
      Aavar angled his kiss to match hers and pressed his cock head to that hot, crushing sleeve. As he sank home, the crocodilian rumble in his chest broke on a strangled moan. Bree filled all of his cracks and breaks. He wasn’t filling her, 
      she
       was filling 
      him.
       With her trust and hope and 
      future.
       He accepted the unspoken vow as he seated himself fully into the depths of her body, spearing her on his cock. 
    

    
      As he pressed himself hard into her groin, Bree mewled, a sound Aavar had never heard before. Her breasts heaved as she clutched him, her throat bobbing against his mane. He slipped a tendril into the corner of her mouth, setting a maddeningly slow rhythm as he watched her breasts bounce and her cheeks turn red with blood. 
    

    
      “These are how you’ll feed our spats?” he murmured, voice deep and so overwhelmed that it trembled. He rocked his hips out of her, then pressed back in, hitting her walls. That same keen-moan vibrated his tendrils around her throat again. He took her right bud into his mouth, sucked hard, then let it pop out from between his lips. 
    

    
      Bree clutched at him hard. “Please, fuck me,” she begged. 
    

    
      Aavar’s lust turned into a brilliant smile of wonder. He picked up his pace a fraction. “I am, 
      priya.”
    

    
      “Harder,” she growled. 
    

    
      He took her other bud into his mouth and rolled it between his teeth. “You didn’t answer my question,” he teased, licking the swollen flesh. 
    

    
      She tensed her jaw, grinding her teeth together, but when he thrust hard into her just once, she gasped, clutching his shoulders. “Yes! Yes,” she admitted. 
    

    
      He leaned in, his voice dangerous, trapping her against the wall and freezing so that both of them quivered like drawn bows, ready to snap. “And you’re going to survive to do it. Aren’t you?” he rumbled with intensity. 
    

    
      Bree stopped breathing, the color draining from her face. Her fingers pinched into his flesh thoughtfully and she licked her lips. “Aavar…” 
    

    
      His mane shivered viciously. He couldn’t hear her say what she was going to say. That he had to leave her behind. Every grip he had on her tightened desperately. “You’re going to survive this, Bree. Because if you don’t, I won’t either. You understand? You have to fucking live.” Bree sucked in a sob, dropping her head, refusing to answer. Aavar tightened his grip again. “Promise me, 
      priya.
      ” 
    

    
      “I promise,” she whispered, her shattered heart spilling out in front of him. Knowing she didn’t believe it anymore, that her bluster had finally failed her, Aavar softened his hold and keened, pressing his nose to her shoulder. 
    

    
      “It’s a promise I’ll make sure you keep,” he told her. Then he adjusted his grip and thrust deep, intent on fixing the heartbreaking pain of giving him assurances she didn’t believe in. She hugged his neck, turning her eyes away from his mane to keep them safe as he pressed his upper arms against the wall for leverage and held her aloft with his lower hands, spreading her open. He railed her hard, pearls building in his cock to an undeniable crescendo, bumping together with shocks of pleasure so intense that his spine grew hot. 
    

    
      Aavar’s mane spiraled up instinctively, tight with pleasure as his pearls fired one by one up the length of his shaft, embedding themselves into Bree’s channel and crowding him out. Bree hugged him tighter as he groaned through the profound experience, shuddering, throbbing, curling all his tendrils around her tenderly to reassure himself that she was there, that she wanted it, that she still tasted aroused as he truly filled her up. 
    

    
      There wasn’t a single doubt as she found his 
      senti
       again, rubbing it lovingly with her thumb as he bottomed out, wrapped around her with breath so shallow and harsh that his voice broke. 
    

    
      “Give it all to me,” Bree said tenderly, scratching her little nails into the roots of his mane. “Take as much as you want. As long as you need.” 
    

    
      Then she placed a kiss on his temple and Aavar squeezed his eyes shut as another wave roiled through him.
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      When the shockwaves subsided, we breathed in wobbly silence, lungs and hearts pounding in separate cadences that crashed together in shared disbelief. Aavar was in my coil. He was mine now. 
    

    
      Holy fucking shit. 
    

    
      The coil had been a completely abstract thing to me, but the way Aavar’s body reacted; a ripple through his skin like a wave rushing through the bandstands at a baseball game that made my skin prickle with goosebumps. Then his muscles had swelled and his skin had flashed with heat. But it was the undeniable grace with which he’d picked me up and swung me against the wall… My body was literally feeding his, changing his chemical makeup to make him stronger, faster, virile… It was mind-blowing. 
    

    
      And terrifying. 
    

    
      Aavar was mine. For 
      real.
       It was so much responsibility that the pressure crushed me from all sides. There was no way I could keep my promises. I’d failed before I’d even started. I’d fuck up somewhere along the line.
    

    
      If we were on Earth, shacking up in his apartment in Queens, winding down from the best sex of my life, I’d calmly brush my hair back, climb down off the wall, and go “freshen up” with an awkward smile. Then I’d probably freak out hard enough that I’d try to climb out the window and run away. I wasn’t interested in failing a good thing.
    

    
      But I couldn’t do that trapped in the suffocating hell that was Daramēiza. And I couldn’t do that to Aavar. 
    

    
      My
       Aavar. 
    

    
      That was assuming I didn’t die first, and that was a real possibility. Our vigorous activities had sapped me down to the bones, which felt porous and cold, as brittle as bleached coral. I loved every touch and stroke of Aavar’s mane, but my skin was so raw it was nearly a punishment. Worse, I couldn’t remember moments that had just passed, as if the fever were addling my mind. Everything was a fog, and I couldn’t tell if I was dizzy because I was floating from ecstasy or falling into an abyss.
    

    
      I banged the back of my head against the wall, relishing the thud of pain that distracted me from all the others, and pressed my weak hands into his mane. It was a fleeting touch before my arms gave out and fell limp on his shoulders. He pressed his forehead to my neck, still short of breath, still lodged inside me, still hard. 
    

    
      “Do you need more?” I murmured, trying to keep my tremulous voice steady.
    

    
      “Did I hurt you?”
    

    
      “No.” If he did, I didn’t notice. I just hurt anyway.
    

    
      “Did I take good care of you?”
    

    
      “So good I’m a pool noodle.” 
    

    
      We both laughed with exhausted huffs. Aavar sighed with relief and pushed us off the wall. My pussy protested, squeezing at the emptiness he left behind as he withdrew and carried me across the room. When he knelt, my bare butt hit a lumpy mattress covered in a muggy sheet. 
    

    
      “I don’t need any more than that,” he said, planting a kiss on my sweat-beaded forehead. “What I need now is for you to rest. And to bring down your fever.” 
    

    
      We both knew he wouldn’t be able to, but it went unspoken. No matter how long I waited for him to douse ripped sheets in water, I panted for air, my lungs feeling just… too short. The sweat on my skin was cool and prickly, even though I should have been burning hot after getting plowed against a wall. 
    

    
      Aavar’s tunic brushed against my bare leg as he knelt in front of me and wrapped a tepid rag around my neck. The water trickled down my spine. “Once it gets warm, tell me and I’ll switch it out.” He untied my leggings with care not to jostle my bad foot and slipped the pant leg over my other heel. We sat in silence as he helped me redress, pulling my grimy sundress over my breasts, rolling my sock back onto my foot, relacing my boots. 
    

    
      “What day is today?” I asked suddenly, his lower hands knotting my laces with a snap while his uppers kneaded my thighs. He had all four hands on me at all times, never once letting go unless he had to. 
    

    
      “Uh, not sure.” He flicked the wrist with his holotab on it. “Tuesday. Does that translate?” 
    

    
      “I meant, what 
      day
       is it?” 
    

    
      Aavar sat back on his heels with a quiet huff, his hands stilling. “I— I didn’t pick a name.” He sounded surprised. 
    

    
      “You always name the days,” I reminded him, bereft. I wanted this day to have a name. 
    

    
      “I don’t think I need to anymore,” he admitted with mild shock. “My goal today is you. Why don’t you name it for me?”
    

    
      He waited, but my taxed, scorched brain was a blurry void. “I’ll think about it.” His tendrils wrapped around my wrists in reassurance, then his hands were on my shoulder and neck, pushing me down, I think, though it felt like I was buoying up instead. My head hit a pillow with a little 
      puff
       much sooner than I thought it would. Fast, it was all progressing too fast. I had a promise to keep. 
    

    
      “Rest, 
      priya,”
       his voice floated above me. “I will keep watch.” 
    

    
      Then I sank into a slick and sour sleep. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      A torch couched between his teeth, Aavar sat atop the research station with a little sack of tools and a rusted, banged up relay, trying to get corroded wires to hold a charge. When he hooked it up to his holotab, it zapped him hard and sparked. 
    

    
      “Fuck!” he roared, throwing one of Bree’s two wrenches out into the night canopy with vicious force. It swallowed up the tool in a calm, midnight breeze. 
    

    
      Aavar stared out over the endless labyrinth, all four hands tugging at his head in frustration. Bree was so feverish and her sweat so sour, that he couldn’t deny that her kidneys were probably starting to fail. Her breath was too shallow, her heart rate too high… 
    

    
      He had to get her medicine
       now, 
      but the fastest way to do that was to sit on his ass and fix a fucking antenna. One that 
      would
       have, by the way, been easy to fix if it weren’t for the sticky 
      umdhee
       someone had purposefully spilt all over the circuits. Aavar put his money on Yavit bringing down comms when Elaxi chose the area for her den. 
    

    
      Aavar might have gotten out of his shackles, but he was still trapped. He couldn’t race through traffic like he had for Amelia when she’d needed the hospital, the wind whipping his transpo, police lights tracking close behind. There was nothing in the jungle to match his desperation other than a gentle breeze and the wheezing breaths of his dying 
      priya.
    

    
      Aavar checked his holotab again, watching her vitals. They were still steady, but thinning. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Bree had traded her life force for him, there was no question. Without her coil, he would have had no chance at getting her back to the colony. Now, though, with rations feeding his volcanic metabolism, her flavor in his pores, and his pearls running through regular production, his body was lithe and healthy again. Climbing into the canopy had taken no effort at all this time. 
    

    
      Maybe he could sprint to another research station with a working relay before morning. It’d be much easier to carry her now. She could sleep in his arms while he—
    

    
      A sound so familiar he thought it was a hallucination sputtered in his ears. Aavar cupped his half-mane over one ear and turned it towards the sound listening with bated breath. He stared into the jungle below, gripping the broken relay tight. 
    

    
      A light beneath the canopy glowed magenta against the bloody red leaves, tracing through the jungle in their direction. Two. Three. The high-pitched whine of needles racing over the jungle brush sharpened as they approached. 
    

    
      Aavar dropped the relay and jumped blindly back down into the canopy. He hit a branch and grabbed it, swinging so fast down the trunk it was more like falling. The groundcover scattered under his feet with a pollinated 
      thud
       as he hit the ground hard and bounced up immediately, throwing the station door open. Bree slept through the crash of the door and the hard jostle as Aavar slid into the mattress on his knees. He shook her desperately. 
    

    
      “Bree! Bree, we have to go. Wake up!” he shouted. He dragged her out of, not sleep, but unconsciousness, and she lifted her head to reveal a sunken and bloodless face. 
    

    
      “Aavar,” she croaked. 
    

    
      “Elaxi found us. She’s almost here,” he said, pulling her into his arms without waiting any longer. 
    

    
      “Good.” Bree put a sluggish hand on Aavar’s chest and squirmed weakly to her feet. He stared after her as she clutched the counter, panting already.
    

    
      “Good? What the fuck, Bree? We need to 
      go.”
    

    
      “No, 
      you
       need to go.” Her words shocked him into silence, the needles whining like a hive of wasps. Bree pressed a trembling hand to her forehead, gathering her wits. “Their needles are unlocked and have global tracking enabled. You can steal one and get to help. But you have to leave me here.”
    

    
      Aavar’s mane hissed fiercely. He grabbed her shoulders hard enough to bruise. She winced, but he couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t let her go. “Bree, you promised me.” His voice was coarse and angry, a corrosive spike ripping through his heart.
    

    
      She swallowed hard, and Aavar noticed the skin around her ruined eyes had begun to yellow. “If they catch me and you get away, they won’t chase you down. If we go together, they will, and might find the colony too. I—” She bit her lip, brushing her fingers against his tunic. “I 
      need
       you to find help, okay? It’s the only way I can keep my promise. You understand? I’m not giving up.” 
    

    
      Aavar smashed Bree against his chest. A chorus of anguish echoing in his mind, threatening to shatter him at the thought of leaving her. He took a slow breath and squeezed his eyes shut. Not leaving her. 
    

    
      Trusting her. Like she was trusting him.
    

    
      He pressed his forehead to hers, the light perfume of decay wafting up from her injuries. His voice broke. “Tell them you need meds. Don’t fight.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      The whine of engines vibrated the windows now, vehicle lights bouncing off the walls, casting furious, sharp shadows around the room. 
    

    
      “I’ll be back for you, Bree.”
    

    
      As she tilted her face up sightlessly towards him, her mouth broke into a smile so out of place it made Aavar’s tendrils twist nervously. “Thanks, Mom. I’ll go back to bed.” 
    

    
      Pressing his hand to her forehead, Aavar flinched. He licked his lips looking out at the nearing headlights. 
    

    
      He needed to hurry.
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      I drifted in and out of consciousness to the sounds of school kids gabbing on the sidewalks outside of my first floor Bronx apartment, dreading going to work. I didn’t like working in the metro anymore, not since I killed that alien with a fire extinguisher. No one had ever come to talk to me about it, and it made me nervous. I would be arrested for murder someday, if I went back to work, if I went back to that abandoned ticket booth. 
    

    
      No, that wasn’t right. I lifted my head off my damp pillow and tried to open my eyes, but they wouldn’t budge, or maybe I couldn’t feel them. Glued shut, but without so much of the pain anymore. A mosquito flew near my ear, louder and louder. I wagged my weak hand around my face, but it was no use. The mosquito… No, it wasn’t a mosquito, was it? It was too even, too electric, something familiar… the whine of needle engines outside. Oh, right. I’m not in New York.
    

    
      I’m fucked. 
    

    
      In a blur of tangled sheets, missing time, and discombobulated balance, I found myself clutching at the soil outside, hidden beneath the ferns. Maybe the bed hadn’t been real, and I was still safe in my log outside the smugglers’ den. But then I heard their voices and remembered. Needles…? 
    

    
      Aavar. 
    

    
      My memories were like a handwritten letter that a drizzle of rain was slowly destroying drop by drop; every time I grasped at a thought, it blurred into obscurity. But I knew his pearls were still butting up against my cervix, and that he wasn’t with me. Feeling the pressure between my legs kept his image sharp in my dying brain, even when I forgot why I was clawing my way through the jungle brush. 
    

    
      Four hands clasped onto my clothing and arms, hauling me out of my muddy hiding place. In a panic, I swung my rubbery arms, cuffed fists full of mulch and grime, lashing it out at my attacker. My fingernails swiped flesh in front of me while four arms tightened around my biceps from behind and dragged me back. Elaxi growled as the ferns buoyed around us. 
    

    
      “Feral pest,” she hissed. 
    

    
      I might not have been able to hold up my head, but I managed to tweak my mouth. “Welcome to the—” I said with immense effort, the memory fizzling out before I could say the rest. I swayed perilously in her henchman’s hold. 
    

    
      “Welcome to what?” she snapped.
    

    
      My knees buckled. Whoever was behind me lowered me to the ground with a thoughtful rattle of his mane. His tendrils dragged across my forehead like hot sandpaper. 
    

    
      “Please,” I croaked. I was supposed to ask for something, but I couldn’t remember what. If I was lucky, he’d understand. 
    

    
      “She’s dying.”
    

    
      Siatesh. An echo of his 
      senti
       slithered down my spine, but I couldn’t muster the will to be afraid. He pressed something against my temple, then a river of cool relief flooded my system. The flesh around my eyes became uncomfortably tight and painful again, but the pockets of my lungs deepened enough that I could catch my breath. The fog cleared a little as a rush of clean blood hit my brain. My lips parted in surprise, grappling with his hands to feel what he’d done. He slipped the spent mediplasma from my weak fingers and disposed of it. 
    

    
      “That’s one of our ult-grade medis,” Elaxi noted. “I never gave that to you.” 
    

    
      “It is useful. I kept one,” he said in that thick accent. 
    

    
      “It’s the 
      only
       one you’ll ever have again,” his mistress threatened. “Get her up.”
    

    
      “Your cargo needs a moment.” 
    

    
      Elaxi paced away, swearing, but Siatesh leaned in, hovering over me. His tendrils wrapped around my arms from the undersides and tickled my hairline, supporting my head. He held me still, even after the mediplasma had run its course. A moment of clarity hit me hard, and my heart pounded so hard, it felt like the earth was shaking. 
    

    
      Siatesh was trying to coil with me. 
    

    
      “Why?” I panted with confusion, the earlier fear at his unwanted 
      senti
       came roaring back. My hands shook, but even if my death was delayed, I was still as weak as an infant. Siatesh’s tendrils tightened. Out of Elaxi’s view, I realized.
    

    
      “To help.”
    

    
      “Is she done yet?” Elaxi snapped. 
    

    
      Siatesh’s tone never changed. “Soon.” 
    

    
      My thoughts, sluggish but sound, reeled like I was on the old swings at Coney Island. Why would Siatesh try to coil with me… to help? To help what? Me? Him? 
    

    
      I listened for Elaxi as she paced through the ferns, sending out a comm request that beeped into the deafening night chorus of insects, muffled almost as soon as it blasted out of her holotab. The bitch had tortured Aavar. Who’s to say Siatesh was in a better position? He didn’t seem to want it for sex, and according to Aavar, he’d seen us but said nothing. 
    

    
      I opened my trembling fingers, reaching them out to him hesitantly. I was willing to take a chance on Siatesh, and he felt it, his mane vibrating against my skin. A familiar, thick tendril brushed against the back of my hand, and I swallowed the nausea in my stomach, determined to keep my promise to Aavar, no matter what it took.
    

    
      Elaxi hissed and ripped Siatesh away. I gasped as I fell to the ground amongst several hard thuds, a groan, and a vicious growl. 
      “You
       are 
      mine.
       An expensive slave with no free will. You 
      eat
       when I tell you, 
      fuck
       when I tell you, and will never subvert me. Do you understand?” she rattled. 
    

    
      “Yes,” Siatesh responded in a shallow gasp. I scurried up to my elbows, listening as his bulk crashed into the ferns, as if Elaxi had been holding him aloft.
    

    
      “You’re the best scout Nephim has to offer, Siatesh. A blessing and a curse. I want to use you, but the moment you work against my interests, you become a liability, you see? Think about jumping ship again and I’ll use that convenient chip in your head to turn out the lights for good.”
    

    
      “Yes.” His voice was quiet, resigned, but steady. 
    

    
      I reached out blindly, looking for anything I could use as a weapon, but I was so exhausted I could hardly wrap my fingers around a twig. A rough, small hand snatched me up by the wrists and hauled me to my bad foot. I yelped, pulling back on Elaxi’s hold, but she just drove a harder pace. 
    

    
      For the first time in two days, I felt the glow of light against my eyelids: the needles’ headlights. Elaxi gagged me and threw me over the back of her ride, strapping my shackles in place. Her breath caressed my sweaty, bloody, ragged cheek. 
    

    
      “Good night, cattle,” she purred, brushing a finger over my eyelids. White hot agony lit my face on fire, and I screamed a gut-wrenching shriek of pain. She chuckled, then pressed another aerosolized syringe to my temple. 
    

    
      To my relief, the world went dark.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Aavar sprinted through the untamed jungle, vaulting 
      biria
       roots and using vines to propel himself when the chance arose. His tendrils whipped the ferns in a wave behind him as he pushed through, making as much noise and movement as possible. 
    

    
      He hadn’t felt so harmonious within his own skin in years. Bree’s coil was so different from Elaxi’s forced facade. His muscles sang as loudly as they burned, pushing him harder, faster. That he’d turned while he was driving himself into her just made the high all that more intense. It was a lifesaver, considering the brute hot on his trail. 
    

    
      Yavit’s needle burst through the choking brush like a bullet through human flesh, scattering and breaking apart young red saplings and palms just a few dozen feet behind Aavar. He pushed his pace with a singular mind, all muscle memory and velocity, getting Yavit as far from the research station as possible.
    

    
      Pumping air through his chest like rhythmic bellows, Aavar ducked at the sound of a hand cannon firing. A yellow projectile flashed against the tree trunk to his right and left a dent as large as a fist, the edges crackling with electric sparks. 
    

    
      Yavit roared with frustration, revving his engines, but Aavar kept running, shoring up his courage, looking for the type of tree he needed. He could outrun a needle when the rider didn’t know how to handle it on rough terrain, but he couldn’t outrun shock rounds. 
    

    
      He spotted a young tree that stood straight and steady, but still had smooth bark. Changing course, he ran straight for it. The ground evened out around the young glade, where the roots of older trees had decayed and fallen away. Immediately, the needle sounded closer, right on his heels. 
    

    
      Aavar lunged for the tree with his two upper hands like a gymnast, tossing his weight around its trunk. As Yavit came in close, he thrust his boot heels at the man’s ribs with a heave.
    

    
      Yavit grabbed at Aavar’s ankle with his lower hands, losing purchase on the handlebars and his hand cannon, just before he flew from the needle’s saddle, taking Aavar with him. The bike skidded sideways, smashing into the underbrush and whirring down as the accelerator released. Yavit fell on his shoulder and rolled to a crouch, snarling, his mane raised in challenge. 
    

    
      “I’m going to kill you the way you’re meant to die,” he threatened, chomping his teeth, muscles bulging and prepared to wrestle. “With my mane stuffed down your throat.” 
    

    
      Aavar lifted himself off the ground, staying low. He licked his lips and put his four hands forward to stall the big guy. “I saw how Elaxi treats you, Yav. You don’t need to do this for her.” 
    

    
      Yavit snarled, baring all six canines with a rattle of his tendrils. “I’m different from the others, asshole. She treats me like a king!”
    

    
      “A king?” Aavar scoffed. He was stalling, thinking of how to get out of this alive. In close quarters, he was a dead man. He needed to be creative to win. 
      Think, think, think…
       “You don’t know what it’s like to have someone love you, big guy, trust me.” Yavit lunged in a rage and Aavar scuttled out of range in a smooth slide. If he got him angry enough… “Why do you think she needs Siatesh? She’s supplementing you like a bad diet.” 
    

    
      Yavit’s colors flashed in warning, yellow against the violet night jungle. When he jumped for Aavar this time, he corrected for his dodge and grabbed him by the neck, slamming him into a chokehold with a sinister chuckle. “What, the slave?” he breathed in Aavar’s bare ear, biting one of his synthcap’s jacks. It sent a jolt of iron electricity through his teeth as he struggled. “Ela and I go 
      way
       back. I’ve been with her through all the others. Even got to choose some myself.” 
    

    
      Others? Aavar’s heart spiked. How many others? 
    

    
      “She gets bored, my coil. We take one in, use them for the dangerous work, and when she gets suspicious, we cut them loose.” Yavit’s tendril brushed lustfully beneath Aavar’s chin with a chuff of amusement as he thrashed. “You might have fucked the human once, boy, but that’s nothing compared to the years of daily milking I’m rewarded with.” 
    

    
      All the years… Pain, degradation, and the fear of inadequacy came back into sharp focus. Aavar seized up with hopelessness. Yavit was strong; not just because he was a beefcake, but because he was telling the truth. Elaxi had kept him for 
      years.
       That was rare, and the payoff was evident in his neon yellow colors, so bright they glowed in the dark, not to mention the python grip he held on Aavar’s throat, crushing his windpipe. 
    

    
      Aavar closed his eyes and forced himself to see what Bree saw. He soothed his panic with her roughshod self-confidence, her bluster, her light. She’d survived with a heaping pile of unshakable, unapologetic attitude. If she could survive going blind in an alien jungle, he could survive too.
    

    
      Without thinking too hard about it, Aavar stuck one of his tendrils up Yavit’s nose.
    

    
      Yavit immediately let him go, reeling backwards as Aavar jammed his tendril so far up there, he was sure he felt Yavit’s 
      fid
      -sized brain. The bigger man wrenched back, his gill-like nostril tearing open as Aavar kept driving upwards. Chartreuse blood gushed down his face and hands as his grip loosened. Aavar slipped out of his hold and made a break for the capsized needle. 
    

    
      “You fucker!” Yavit snarled, lunging for Aavar’s boots. He held on tight, pulling the pilot off his feet with a jarring thud. Aavar clawed at the ground, so close to the bike he could feel the heat of the fuel cuspids on his face. 
    

    
      “Damn,” he breathed as Yavit pulled him back through the mud. He kicked and clawed, but it made no difference. The bigger man’s grip was iron-clad. He dropped Aavar’s boot at the other side of the clearing and kicked him once with gusto in the ribs. Aavar curled up instinctively with the bone-jarring pain. 
    

    
      His hand brushed over the carabiners hanging off his strap-ins as Yavit took a moment to wipe blood off on his tabard. He unclipped one and fit it over his knuckles just as the brute fell on him, this time aiming to twist his neck clear off. 
    

    
      “Can’t wait to show your pretty human what a shilpakaari scalping looks li— 
      agh!”
    

    
      Aavar held onto Yavit’s forearms with three of his own as if his life depended on it — which it did — while his fourth aimed a punch at Yavit’s temple. The smuggler didn’t let go, but ducked his head out of the way, trying to stave off the onslaught. It didn’t work, as Aavar’s remaining tendrils aimed for the eyes, the ears, the nose, distracting his opponent. A bruising uppercut landed with a crunch, and he took the opportunity to push up with his feet, headbutting Yavit’s jaw. The other man fell backwards, momentarily stunned, taking Aavar with him. 
    

    
      “Shouldn’t talk during a fight,” he panted, scrambling to his knees. He reared back and slugged Yavit one more time, the dental ridges on the side of his mouth collapsing from the steel wrapped over his knuckles. 
    

    
      Then he got to his feet and sprinted across the clearing for the needle again. Yavit wasn’t far behind, already getting to his feet as Aavar slid to a stop at the undercarriage, trying to hoist the bike back up. 
    

    
      Then he paused. In a flash, he thought of Yavit returning to Bree, of Siatesh not being able to protect her like he prayed the mysterious man would. He saw Yavit’s wrath and the only soft, pliable punching bag available, chained up and dying of fever. 
    

    
      As Yavit lunged to his feet in a blind rage, Aavar removed the magnetic puck from his upper wrists. The shackles magnetized back together with a 
      whomp,
       rendering him helpless. Then he put the puck to one of the fuel cuspids, popping it open. 
    

    
      Yavit clutched at Aavar’s tendrils as he hurdled over the bike, yanking one painfully before it slipped out of his slick, bloody hand. Aavar gripped the accelerator. Their eyes locked. And he revved the engine. 
    

    
      A blast of raw plasma and molten heat exploded straight through Yavit’s abdomen, tossing his body across the clearing like a ragdoll. He hit the trees and veered off, raw flesh and guts falling like rain. His body fell to the ground and Daramēiza swallowed him up beneath the ferns with an appreciative breeze. 
    

    
      Aavar’s hand fell off the accelerator and the needle’s whine went quiet again. There were no snarls, no gasps of pain, just the night chorus. He inhaled deep and slow, then wrapped his hand in his tunic to remove the overheated puck from the cuspid casing. His upper hands split apart as he affixed it to his mag-lock shackles and righted the bike. 
    

    
      Swallowing hard, he looked back in the direction of the outpost, flicked on the bright headlights, engaged the shifter, and peeled out into the jungle. 
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      I bobbed and jostled on the surface of an ocean of sickness, my stomach churning with nausea, my head pounding, sweat pouring down my face. I wasn’t sure which smelled worse, the jungle or me, but I recognized I was still in Daramēiza’s humid embrace, even as wails of rage and anguish bubbled up from the depths, as if hell was opening her nasty trap, ready to swallow me whole. 
    

    
      Getting dragged back to awareness felt a lot like waking up hungover with mono. No matter how hard I fought to be conscious, to know what was happening to me, the shadows pulled me back down. Until suddenly I was propped up, swaying like a drunkard on a ship in high winds. 
    

    
      I listed to the side and promptly puked into a mulchy puddle. 
    

    
      The sound of a crackling fire confused me at first, mistaking it for bubble wrap. I raised my hand to my temple with a groan, my ratty clothing damp against my skin. Lifting my face to the trees, fat, lukewarm raindrops pelted my cheeks. It was drizzling and must have been for a while. Water fell on my closed eyelids and a burst of white light shocked my senses. I hissed with the pain and lowered my face. 
    

    
      “Not dead, after all.” I froze at the sound of Elaxi’s rough tone. She was sitting right in front of me and slightly higher, perhaps perched on a log or her ride. Something in her hands clicked, less like a gun and more like a latch. “Take off your clothes.” 
    

    
      I swallowed hard on a dry, swollen throat. “No.” 
    

    
      “TAKE THEM OFF.” 
    

    
      I jumped at the sudden, ferocious roar. Something sharp pressed against my inner thigh as I stumbled and shuddered my way out of the remnants of my sundress, all bravado gone. My breasts came free, and I tossed the shreds away. 
    

    
      The sharp thing disappeared, and when Elaxi spoke again, it was with her usual venomous calm. “The rest now.” 
    

    
      I examined my shoelaces with my fingers, picking them apart with a fire of nauseating anxiety growing in my chest. They were waterlogged and knotted tight. I bit the inside of my cheek and puffed out an exhale, trying to hold back the mounting urge to hurl up my guts again. Once I’d worked the knots loose, the throbbing numbness in my broken foot screamed back to life. I yanked off the good one easily enough, then gingerly set my bad foot on my opposite knee and completely removed the laces. Heel and toe in palm, I took a deep breath and held it as I slowly leveraged the boot off my swollen, maimed foot.  
    

    
      I gagged on a sob when the bone at the top of my foot crunched. The boot came free, and I exhaled with a ragged moan. “Mother
      fuck.” 
      I rolled off both my socks and the sharp pain subsided into a pulsing ache. 
    

    
      Elaxi breathed a demure chuckle, tapping her knife against my injury. I hissed, twitching. “I don’t suppose your skin is meant to be all these pretty colors. Grey, blue, yellow, green…” She poked the bottom of my foot, moving me along. I slid my hands into the waistband of my leggings and shuffled them off with weak arms, grinding my bare ass into the groundcover. 
    

    
      I fell back against my tree trunk with sweaty, limp arms and gestured to my gloriously ungraceful, bruised, battered body. “Better, psycho?”
    

    
      “No.” Her hand dove into my hair and yanked me to my knees. I shouted in surprise, clawing at her grip like a kitten. Actually, I wasn’t nearly that strong. Kitten scratches stung, but my hands just slipped off her thick skin like hot dogs as she dragged me through the ferns by my hair. When the earth dropped out from under me, I took a big gulp of air. 
    

    
      And breathed in prickling cold water. I thrashed, my lungs on fire, coughing and swallowing and drowning before I’d even had time to get my bearings. But her hand never left my head, and I found my face bent towards the sky, nose and mouth breaking the surface with a painful crick of my neck. I hacked and spewed, my throat on fire, my lungs worse, as Elaxi pulled me towards her. 
    

    
      “You’ve cost me 
      everything,”
       she menaced, voice shaking. “So I’m going to clean you up, make you pretty, and sell you for twice what I was promised, or so help me, I’ll gut you on the spot.” 
    

    
      She shoved my face back under the water as she released my hair. I flailed, feeling for the bottom of the pool or the sides, my bad foot hanging uselessly straight down. Three hands grabbed my arms and pulled me to the edge while I heaved up the last of my stomach contents. I clutched Siatesh’s tunic with a shaking fist, afraid he might drop me back in the water. He pried my hand off his clothing, set a waxy bar in my palm, and curled my fingers around it. 
    

    
      “Wash.” 
    

    
      I clung to the rock ledge, cheek pressed into the bar of soap, breathing. Thinking. 
    

    
      I’d cost her everything. 
    

    
      A smile spread across my exhausted face. 
    

    
      Aavar got away. And why was I so sure? I knew how angry bitches worked. If Aavar hadn’t gotten away, I’d have woken up to his corpse keeping me company. 
    

    
      As battered and broken as I was, I’d walk into the hell that awaited me with the unshakable conviction that I was right. That shining hope was bright in me again; brighter, even, than when I got up from that riverbank, followed those tracks, and found him against all odds. Every bit of my scrappy intuition told me that he’d do the same for me. He wouldn’t leave me behind.
    

    
      I raised my hands to my head and scrubbed the bar of soap into my hair, panting from the effort. When the slippery nugget popped from between my fingers, my smile fell and my arms went limp. My adrenaline was waning, and with it, my strength. 
    

    
      Boots shuffled. Siatesh pushed the soap back into my hand. 
    

    
      “Where’s Yavit?” I asked in a murmur so soft, only the insects could hear me. My unlikely ally did, too. 
    

    
      “Dead.” 
    

    
      Aavar did that. He 
      won.
       
    

    
      My smile returned. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ⍨✴⍨
    

    
      
    

    
      Obnoxious pop music echoed at full volume through the jungle as Aavar maneuvered his stolen needle like a professional rough-terrain race pilot, hugging the riverbank. His muscles burned and exhaustion tugged at his consciousness, but he wasn’t getting off that saddle until he was within radio-range of the colony. If he was lucky, they’d pick him up before then and follow the music. 
    

    
      The fastest path was often the most treacherous, and the pace he’d set was punishing. Yavit’s needle was an urban model; it could manage roots and rocks alright, but it wasn’t built for viscous ground like mud, sand, or clay. The waterlogged banks of the Saphed discombobulated the needle’s gyroscope, leaving Aavar to pull and push its weight in place of an autopilot. Every time he passed over a rock larger than his fist, he ran the risk of taking a nosedive. Though any other pilot would probably crash and burn, Aavar was in his element. He might not have been a strong fighter anymore, but he could handle any vehicle like he was born for it. 
    

    
      The ground beneath him solidified as he ran over a rough patch of dried reeds and pebbles, giving him time to open up comms again. 
    

    
      “It’s Medansh, fucking mayday!” he yelled into his linguitor with an air of professionalism. He put it on an S.O.S. repeat, gripping the handle just in time for the needle to bottom out in the mud again. Kicking up a wake of water and clay thirty feet high, he barely broke stride, his eyes fixed on the horizon, looking for the white towers that should come into view soon. 
      Please,
       be soon…
    

    
      A massive red shadow lunged from the tree line, claws extended, mouth unraveling down the length of a throat three feet long. Aavar barely had time to whip his ride around as Sizzle’s beastly mass gouged out a crater in the riverbank, missing him by a hair. The needle’s engine sputtered out and the overheated hunk of metal fell with a wet 
      slup
       into the clay. 
    

    
      “Just in time,” Sizzle purred, heaving his claws out of the mud with nonchalance. He smiled a bilong’s haunting, oversized grin and stalked the distance. Aavar got to his feet, gasping for air and pushed his muddy tendrils out of his face.
    

    
      “Boy, am I glad to see—” Aavar’s pop music burbled into a muffled electric beat as the speakers went under, drawing both their attention. “Fuck!” He kicked his needle, then licked his lip and started pulling at it with desperation. He looked back at the bilong as the massive predator approached. “Help me get this out. We need to go. They still have Bree.” He heaved with all his might, sliding into the mud on his hip. 
    

    
      Sizzle chuckled, pushing Aavar aside. His skin prickled at the feel of those massive claws against his skin, mane twisting up with a bad, gut instinct as the scorched scent of a blacksmith wafted by. Then the bilong sank his claws into the needle’s frame, rending metal like it was butter and Aavar’s heart clenched. 
    

    
      “I need that!” he protested, lunging himself between the bilong’s open maw and the needle. Sizzle stopped, lifting one brow over a flat, yellow eye. 
    

    
      “You are either an idiot or very brave,” he remarked, licking Aavar’s torso from the waistband of his deteriorating strap-ins to the collar of his bloodied, scorched tunic. 
    

    
      The pilot gulped. “Definitely both. Where are the others?”
    

    
      “Slow. I need that fuel. Literally,” Sizzle purred hungrily, scratching his talon into the molten engine block. “So why don’t I offer you a trade only a brave idiot would take?”
    

    
      Aavar glanced sideways at Yavit’s piece of junk and nodded, smart enough not to turn away completely from the bilong’s rippling teeth. “I’m open to offers.”
    

    
      Sizzle leaned in with a chuckle, pressing his paw into Aavar’s sternum as he rose over him. Aavar clutched one of the rings on his strap-ins, expecting to punch his way through the beast’s mouth after being swallowed whole. Being eaten alive wouldn’t be enough to keep him from Bree. Nothing could keep him from her anymore. Not himself, not Elaxi, not death. 
    

    
      The bilong’s tongue folded over itself, reaching behind a flap of cheek tissue inside its own mouth. The thin whip produced a mediplasma, tucked inside its neck for safekeeping, and pressed it to Aavar’s arm. With a hiss, the aerosolized syringe emptied into his bloodstream and pushed the remaining glass from between his shoulders.
    

    
      “A ride…” Sizzle grinned, tossing the syringe into his own mouth with a satisfying crunch. “For a ride.” 
    

    
      Aavar searched the beast’s fervent gleam and matched his grin. “Fuck yeah.”  
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      The wind was fresh and steady, as strong as the wind atop the perches in Samridve. I raised my face to the clean air, standing on my one good foot as the gusts beat my clothes and twisted my hair. For the first time in a lifetime, the warmth pressing against my skin wasn’t the dark, damp humidity of the jungle, but the revitalizing caress of sunlight. 
    

    
      Its heat brought much-needed comfort to my aches and pains, inflated my laboring lungs, and plumped my skin like a raisin in a rehydrator. I felt 
      human
       again, except for the abyss that used to be my eyes. The area felt numb, or like nothing, maybe, but cold in comparison to the warmth of the sun, and I couldn’t see the glow against my eyelids like I’d been able to the night before. I fooled myself into thinking it was because of the thin blindfold Elaxi had tied over my face, but deep down, I knew better. Siatesh’s mediplasma had brought me back from the edge of death, but I was sliding right back in. 
    

    
      “Straighten your shoulders, cattle,” Elaxi snapped. I took a deep breath and coughed up my ragged lungs, straightening my spine as I wobbled on my one good foot. Chill sweat broke out on my arms and neck from the effort. “Better.”
    

    
      After I’d washed, Elaxi had made me change into an oversized tunic. I found solace in the fact that it was probably one of Yavit’s spares, the dead bastard. She’d made Siatesh buff my skin, clean my nails, and finger comb my hair while she watched, telling me all the things she planned to do with Aavar’s body once she went back to collect him. I’d listened to her in obedient silence as she regaled me with bloody, horrific landscaping ideas: Aavar speared on a pike, Aavar’s entrails hung like vines, Aavar’s skull as a bowl for her ratchet cigars. 
    

    
      In my temporary burst of health, I’d had to clench my hands into biting fists and chew the insides of my cheeks to abate the urge to talk smack. I had a promise to keep, and Elaxi was a live wire looking for any chance to strike out. So I’d listened to her psychopathic threats in mute fury, and when she’d told me to spread my legs and remove Aavar’s pearls from their cushy bed inside my pussy, I’d done it. I hooked my fingers around three of the five and let her think that was all of them. Clenching my channel now, I felt a smug satisfaction that he was still with me. 
    

    
      “Incoming, south-southwest, entry at forty-six degrees,” Siatesh clipped, standing on Elaxi’s other side. A shock of thunder rolled through the wind, but the rumble crescendoed rather than subsided, and the wind kicked up. 
    

    
      She chuckled, patting my head like one might a dog, sliding her claws to the back of my neck, which she gripped in a painful vice. “I didn’t believe him when he told me you were potent, you know. But he was right. You flipped the eunuch’s coil in record time. I doubt he would have coiled for me at all if it weren’t for your priming. And Siatesh… Such a shame that you’ve compromised a prize like him. What do you suppose it is about you?”
    

    
      My nostrils flared as her two thumbs rubbed threatening circles into the column of my throat. Elaxi was trying to spark a conversation, looking for a selling point, a way to increase her profit… I couldn’t help a resentful chuff as I tried to push her hand off my neck. When I remained silent, she breathed a fake, forlorn sigh. “What do 
      you
       think, Siatesh? What makes the human so delectable? You must have an inkling, now that you’ve tasted this one.” 
    

    
      He didn’t answer either. Then Elaxi’s knife pressed against my belly. 
    

    
      “Saltwater,” he said with resistance, his voice gruff. 
    

    
      The wind was nearly unbearable now, my hair lashing at my face, stinging the raw, inflamed skin around my eyes. The rumble of the approaching ship was now so loud that the ground shook and my chest vibrated like I was moshing at a rock concert. 
    

    
      Without my sight, I imagined the ship was bearing down on us and nearly fell backwards with panicked vertigo. Its shadow snuffed out the warmth of the sun and its vents hissed as its cabin acclimated to the pressure of the Yaspurian atmosphere. A ramp descended, I think, with a quiet crunch. Multiple pairs of boots stomped down its length, drawing up right in front of me. I stood up straight and ground my jaw shut. I could’ve pissed myself, I was so scared, but I had a promise to keep. Obedient, slow, and neutral. That was my mantra now. It was a tough gig for me, but I could manage. 
    

    
      “Bree Stewart. Second chances are always the sweetest, aren’t they?” 
    

    
      The cadence, the pride, the tiny dick energy… “Evie?!” I blurted. My plan flew out the window at the sound of that oily asshole’s voice. “You fucking 
      bastard.”
    

    
      I would have clawed at him without a second thought if my hands weren’t shackled behind my back. Even so, the pilot wrapped a long, strong tendril around my neck, running his hands across my skin. He nearly suffocated me in his mane, soaking up the sweat collecting on my brow and between my breasts. My mouth opened in surprise, and he hissed with relief, a moan breaking in his throat. 
    

    
      Fucking 
      hell.
       I’d have rolled my eyes if I thought I still had any. “Let me guess,” I wheezed. “You’re in my god-damn coil.” 
    

    
      “One touch,” he growled, tightening his grip on my throat. “That’s all it took. And when I tried to get you back—”
    

    
      “—you mean when you 
      shot at us?”
    

    
      “Losing a challenge to Aavar Medansh was 
      not
       an option!” He exhaled, withdrawing his gross 
      senti
       from around my neck. “Luckily it won’t matter for much longer.” 
    

    
      A familiar scent, musky and as rich as an orchid blossom, wafted past my nose. Evakir breathed in deep, stepping towards Elaxi’s sultry purr. 
    

    
      “Gross,” I spat. 
    

    
      “You’ll never turn grey again if you’re loyal to me,” Elaxi promised. Someone’s mane hissed with interest. 
    

    
      “Get a room.”
    

    
      A blinding pain shot across my cheek bone. I stumbled sideways and fell hard on my hip and temple, unable to soften the fall with my bound hands. My gasp of shock turned to a harsh, rattling cough. When I tried to sit up, I couldn’t muster the strength, so I stayed down, rasping into the wet grass. 
    

    
      “She’s sustained many injuries. Do you suppose it wise to damage her further, Mr Vazi?” This new voice was highly educated, as if the owner weren’t some black-market lowlife, but the kind of man that wore a ten-thousand-dollar suit and shit on poor people from his Wall Street corner office. There was a ripple to his voice box, and though he was high above me, and I was so dizzy that the wind felt like a whirlpool, I knew he was something different. Something I’d never seen or touched, nor had touched me. My pulse raced with new fear at the thought that there was 
      more.
       The evil we colonists had faced was just the tip of the iceberg, and the realization came crashing down on me like a glacial tidal wave. 
    

    
      “Humans are stalwart,” Elaxi assured him, deadpan. “She’s survived five days in Daramēiza blind with a broken foot.” 
    

    
      A smooth metal depressor pushed against my jugular. “Stalwart or not, she’s septic. I won’t give nearly as high a price for her now. She requires much attention.” The buyer was amused and curious, his tone conversational. My wellbeing meant nothing to him at all. 
    

    
      “You will pay double for the damages she’s incurred,” Elaxi clipped. “My operation is only effective because we 
      avoid
       tech, and Nephim knows it. Even our holotabs run the risk of detection, much less a medichamber. So if your company wants more inventory, you’ll have to foot the bill and address damages to the product 
      off-
      moon.”
    

    
      He chuffed with amusement. “How many more can you acquire within a reasonable timetable and under the radar?” 
    

    
      Elaxi’s mane purred with satisfaction. “Give me two weeks, and I can find the colony.”
    

    
      “Bullshit,” I snapped, struggling to sit up, delirious but defiant. “Don’t listen to her. She doesn’t have 
      shit
       on us.”
    

    
      Elaxi twisted her fingers into my hair, pulling my face up towards the sky. Her unnaturally still tendrils brushed against my cheeks and pinched my earlobes, the barest hint of movement that turned the anger in my gut into a block of ice. “Except, don’t I? I have a pilot that’s been there, and according to him, all we have to do is follow the river.” Her lips caressed my ear. “I might not have coordinates, but I don’t need them, 
      cattle.”
    

    
      The color drained from my face. Evakir 
      had
       been there months ago. And I’d made sure he hated me enough that ratting us all out would feel like a triumph. Like a 
      win.
    

    
      “Nephim is open to negotiation,” the buyer said thoughtfully.
    

    
      Elaxi lifted away from me with a chuckle. “I thought you might be. Let’s talk price.” 
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      By the time Sizzle had eaten Yavit’s bike, the others had caught up. Vindilus had jumped off his ride without breaking stride, grabbed Aavar by the neck, and shoved a nutrient bar down his gullet. As soon as he’d gotten the hunk of fudge down his throat, he’d asked, “Is Pom Pom okay?” 
    

    
      Vin dropped him with a volcanic snort. “She’s in stasis for now. Withdrawal.” He sighed. “She’s okay,” he said, less guarded, his gaze flicking back towards the colony. Then he nodded to the channel of muddy water Aavar had left in his wake. “Bree?”
    

    
      Aavar blinked away, his jaw clenching. “We need to go. She’s not good. It’s… She has a promise to keep.”
    

    
      Vindilus’s mandibles flared in knowing amusement. “Then let’s go get your girl, brother.” 
    

    
      The mixture of buff ire and approval made Aavar giddy. Or perhaps it was the dehydration. Or that no one had mentioned the plugs covering half his head. Whatever it was, they’d sped off without another word, trusting him to know the way back. 
    

    
      But he hadn’t known where they should go, only where they 
      had
       been. It was Bree that had put all the pieces into place, making sure Elaxi and Siatesh’s needles had global tracking on, and that his and her holotabs were connected. Even if Aavar had never gotten away, they would have been found. His 
      priya
       had saved them after all, even if she didn’t know it. 
    

    
      “A ship has broken atmosphere, angle of descent at forty-six degrees. Trajectory calculated. EDL is imminent at incoming coordinates,” one of the biognostics, Roav, said into Aavar’s ear. He yanked on Sizzle’s matted fur and leaned down. 
    

    
      “We’re close, right?” he asked, just to make sure. The bilong chuckled with amusement, engine vapor huffing out of his nostrils.
    

    
      “Hold tight.”
    

    
      If riding a needle through the riverbank was fast, it didn’t hold a candle to riding on the withers of a bilong. Though the fact that Sizzle was a sentient ride took some getting used to, Aavar quickly learned to intuit his movements just like any other vehicle. He looked where Sizzle looked and kept his weight aloft on nimble legs as the beast jumped up and down the rocky terrain, over cenotes and fallen trees. They pulled out in front of the others, Sizzle’s sloped shoulders pumping like pistons beneath Aavar’s chest. His massive claws ripped through the jungle with ease. 
    

    
      And twenty beats later, when they exploded through the trees and onto a craggy incline of shrubs and rocks, Sizzle really let loose. His tongue rolled out one side of his mouth like a pennant, tasting the exhaust in the air with anticipation, and Aavar felt like he was flying, in his element, so in harmony with the beast that they shared legs and breath and heartbeats. 
    

    
      The looming mass of a high-class ship the likes of which usually graced Nilah Port’s private tarmacs came into view, its maw open and flanked by soldiers in black tactical vests and full visors. Below them, a zambiwan in a slick black cote that hung to his knees, cinching his torso with expensive perfection. Below 
      him,
       Elaxi, Siatesh, a shilpakaar he couldn’t recognize at a distance, and…
    

    
      Bree. 
    

    
      Aavar’s breath and pulse floated, temporarily suspended with the wash of relief and fear that rippled through his veins. He’d taken a page out of Bree’s playbook — he’d believed she’d keep her promise with one hundred percent of his soul — but now that he could see her straw-colored hair and ruddy skin and she was… 
    

    
      Next to Evakir Vazi. 
    

    
      Aavar’s world reduced to a single point. He didn’t care about the guns. He didn’t care about the zambiwan or Elaxi or lost soul contracts. All he saw was years of torment at the hands of men like Evie, the destruction of his 
      senti,
       the evasion and bullying and abandonment. He saw his mother and sister and Ambassador Zufi. He saw the look of fierce protection and anxiety on Vindilus’s face at the sight of Pom Pom’s own people. 
      His
       people. 
    

    
      They needed to be so much better. 
    

    
      Sizzle must have felt his focus shift, because the bilong lowered his head with a steamy growl, slurped his tongue back into his mouth, and stretched his stride into a blurring pace. He stayed low to the aubergine grass, his black and red fur camouflaging their ascent up the cliff. Aavar shifted his feet, straddling Sizzle’s spine with the arches of his boots, staying low to his neck. Tensing, preparing, unblinking. 
    

    
      They rocketed out of the grass at Bree’s back. There was just enough time for Evie, Elaxi, and Siatesh to turn their heads in his direction with widening surprise. Siatesh grabbed Bree with two fast hands and yanked her out of the way before Aavar pulled back hard on Sizzle’s head and thrust both his feet forward, just like he had with Yavit. His heels punched straight into Evie’s chest, propelling him backwards into two guards. The three of them tumbled off the cliff’s edge with a shriek of terror as Aavar skidded to his feet and smacked into the side of the ship. A gun clattered to the ground at his feet as their three bodies hit the riverbank below with a distant, wet squelch. 
    

    
      “Wow, that’s a 
      really
       good move,” he panted with a beaming grin.
    

    
      “Aavar?” Bree’s voice trembled with uncertainty at the sound of his voice, and the spell of disbelief was broken. Soldiers burst into action.
    

    
      “I made it!” he called out to her, snatching the gun from the ground and popping back up like a whack-a-mole. He’d never shot one, so as everyone else pointed their muzzles, cocked and loaded, he shrugged and rammed the barrel under the nearest man’s visor. The man flailed, gurgling and coughing as he lost his balance and stumbled back into his partner. 
    

    
      As the next rounded their sights towards him, Sizzle pounced mouth first and unzipped his jaws to their fullest length. With a terrorized scream, the man disappeared whole into the bilong’s mouth, giving everyone pause. He licked his razor teeth with relish. “Get the human. We’ll handle these morsels.” 
    

    
      Aavar’s tendrils curled up in fascinated disgust as Sizzle hacked the man’s flesh and bones back up like a hairball and chose his next target, the ship’s ramp. He gripped the barrel of his club — er, 
      gun
       — and leapt over the corpse meatball towards Siatesh, who pushed Bree behind him and unsheathed a hunting knife. 
    

    
      Blinding pain shot through Aavar’s head, and he stumbled to the side. One of his jacks shorted out, sending electrified sparks through his flesh as he scrambled backwards, trying to get his bearings straight. He shook his head and looked up at Elaxi striding towards him with a thin, retractable baton clutched in her fist. 
    

    
      Unlike Yavit, she kept her silence, focusing her rage into flesh-rending blows as Aavar pulled back and she persisted. Her growls of hatred punctuated each flay of the crop as she lashed Aavar’s sides, his arms, his tendrils. Panic hit him so hard he went numb, dumbfounded by her relentless onslaught as he fell back foot by foot towards the cliff. 
    

    
      “Aavar? What’s going on?” Bree asked, struggling with her cuffs. 
      “What is happening?!”
    

    
      Aavar glanced over at her panic-stricken face, two of his arms protecting his face from Elaxi’s brutal whipping. Siatesh watched the violence, his eyes darting between Elaxi and the zambiwan buyer who was standing amidst the chaos as if he were waiting in a customs line, bored and unaffected. 
    

    
      “Aavar?!” Bree screeched, limping toward the sounds of the fight. Siatesh grabbed her forearms with three hands, holding her in place behind him even as she tried to pull away. “Get off me!” 
    

    
      Aavar managed to get to his feet, arms bloodied and stinging. “Bree!” He ran towards them but bounced back with a snap of his head as Elaxi grabbed onto his mane and pulled hard. He thudded to the ground on his back, breath knocked from his lungs. Elaxi wrapped one of his own tendrils around his neck, bent his spine back, and wrapped her legs around his middle, digging her heels into his groin to keep him in her hold. 
    

    
      “You just can’t get the hint, can you?” she snarled in his ear. He grabbed hold of the roof of her mouth with one of his upper hands while the lower two tried in vain to pry her boots off his sensitive parts. She bit down on his fingers and wrapped one of her tendrils around his wrist. It clenched tight enough to cut off circulation. Her mane was stronger than most shilpakaari men, and Aavar’s waning adrenaline was no match. “Worthless! Incom
      plete…”
    

    
      She used one of those thick tendrils to pull a knife from the sheath on her jacket sleeve, palmed it, and struck straight down at Aavar’s heart. He lashed out with one of his tendrils, pushing her aim off course. The knife ripped through the tatters of his tunic, eking out a thin slice of thick, dehydrated blood from his side before 
      she stabbed the rocks. 
    

    
      “Not anymore,” he rasped, his half-mane crawling up her throat, wedging its way into her mouth around the fingers she’d bitten down on. Unable to close her jaws, his tendrils met no resistance, curling up in her throat, breaking it from the inside. Her jaw went wide, forced open too far to chomp down. Her knife hand slashed wildly, cutting across his mane as he rolled onto his knees. It was a familiar, razor-edged sting, the kind that would bleed hard and fast, but he didn’t care. Aavar’s mane didn’t matter to him anymore. 
    

    
      Cartilage popped inside Elaxi’s throat, and she dropped the knife with a strangled groan, her face turning deeper violet. Her tendrils wrapped themselves through Aavar’s like they were holding hands, prying them apart, forcing him out with their ropes of steel muscle before he could flip their hold. He didn’t have enough leverage with only half his mane in play. He didn’t have enough strength in the arms she’d chained and lashed and—
    

    
      Ebony palms gripped Elaxi’s scalp and forearms. A knee pressed into her neck from above. Aavar looked up at Siatesh’s wild yellow eyes as he kicked his mistress’s knife out of the way, staring at the zambiwan watching with nonchalant disgust not more than ten feet from them. Then he looked down at Elaxi’s forearm as he laid it out on the ground with his lower hands and jabbed into the tendons with his knife. The bionic synapses and nodes that made up the scaffolding for her holotab severed like veins, slipping from her open muscle. He dug the central node out with a snap. 
    

    
      Elaxi looked over her forehead at the buyer, a pained and pleading expression in her eyes. He rubbed his fingers together, assessing her situation. “This is the one you’d planned to sell with the human as a set?” He snuffed thoughtfully. “Unfortunate that you won’t be able to profit from them.” 
    

    
      At the sound of the buyer’s voice, Siatesh froze, knife in hand, staring up at, presumably, one of his many owners. Aavar looked between them, at the knife, and Bree, who listened breathlessly, struggling on her knees now to find him, to help, to make sure he was still alive.
    

    
      Aavar grabbed Siatesh’s hand and thrust the knife into Elaxi’s chest. It glanced off one rib but hit home with a thud. She curled over her punctured heart like a shriveling flower, her mane becoming uncoordinated, wheeling about like deflating tubes. Both men stared down at the knife and the woman that hurt them, as her eyes dulled. 
    

    
      They both let out a collective sigh of disbelief and wonder. Elaxi was dead. 
      Dead.
       
    

    
      “Aavar… Aavar!” Bree gasped, falling on her shoulder without her hands to catch herself. Aavar didn’t have any more time to devote to the evil woman, and had more important things to do, anyway. He let go of the knife and Siatesh’s hand, scrambling across the rocks and grass, and pulled Bree into all four of his arms. She gasped at the contact, falling into his chest.
    

    
      “I’m here!” He breathed her in, his bloody tendrils cradling the back of her head as he buried his face in the crook of her neck. She was sour again, septic, closing in on the delirium of the research station. It was only a matter of hours, if he knew the taste. His relief chilled, a stitch forming between his brows. “I’m here, 
      priya.”
    

    
      “I know what today is called,” she breathed. 
    

    
      The concern on Aavar’s expression smoothed as he huffed a single laugh against her collarbone. “Yeah?”
    

    
      Before she could answer, Siatesh stood, the crunch of his boots gaining Aavar’s attention. He turned his head, one eye watching the other man as he rocked Bree in his arms, brushing her skin with his palms, tasting her salt, her infection, the dead tissue around her eyes. He banded her so tightly, no one would ever be able to pry them apart. But he had to know — had to bear witness to whatever Siatesh planned to do.
    

    
      Siatesh held the knife loosely in his hand, but his grip tightened. He watched the zambiwan’s black marble eyes, poised for action. The man just stood up straight, looking over the battle with a sigh of inconvenience. He assessed Siatesh, from head to toe. “Such unfortunate collateral.” Then he turned away without a thought to the knife in the shilpakaar’s hand, and strode up the ramp to his ship, sidestepping the destruction Sizzle had caused. All around him, his men fought and died. They weren’t a match for Vindilus’s raw power and weapons handling, or the biognostics’ speed and defensive plating. More than one meatball lay on the ground now, one rolling for freedom down the cliff’s slope. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” Bree asked, pulling her face back. Aavar looked at the thin cloth covering her ruined eyes and smiled sadly. 
    

    
      “I’m okay.”
    

    
      “You feel…” She squirmed. “Sticky.” 
    

    
      Aavar giggled, biting his lip to keep from outright laughing. “I might be bleeding a lot.”
    

    
      Vindilus noticed the ramp closing and activated a puck that looked suspiciously like one of Hunar’s levipucks-turned-pressure bombs. He lobbed it into the narrow opening at the top of the ramp and panicked roars broke out inside, muffled as the ramp shut with a hush. 
    

    
      Bree gasped, completely unaware. “Where’s that fucker, Evie?” She was really thrashing now. “I’m going to kill him.”
    

    
      “Ooh, I 
      might
       have already done that. Sorry, I didn’t know you wanted the honors.”
    

    
      A quiet, implosive 
      boom
       rocked the ship as it lifted off the cliff’s edge, and after a moment’s delay, the craft slid sideways in the air, dipping out of sight into the valley below. Aavar raised a brow. Everyone but Bree stopped their fighting, watching the ship plunge to its destruction in collective surprise. 
    

    
      “There’s no way,” Bree continued, unfazed. “That asshole would have bragged about his sparkly dick the whole fight.” 
    

    
      “He did not fight,” Siatesh said, cutting through Bree’s rant. When Aavar’s eyes met his, the corner of the lost soul’s mouth lifted with relieved amusement. “He kicked him. Very hard.” 
    

    
      Bree’s shoulders dropped, and the words on her tongue died in a huff. “Oh. That’s more effective.” 
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      A thunderous screech echoed through the valley basin as the ship collided with the jungle below. One of the buyer’s soldiers looked over the edge and raised his hands up. “Sanctuary.” 
    

    
      Echoes of the same word were whispered on every set of lips. Siatesh also raised his hands, expression darkening, as he muttered the same words, angling his gaze to the ground. 
    

    
      They all looked around the group of soldiers as they pulled their face masks off. One mangey yiwren, one guver with ears weighed down with steel gauges, two mean uids, and one hjarna covered in tattoos. Vindilus slapped his gun against his thigh, then put his hands on his hips. 
    

    
      “Really?” he asked, breath still coming hard from the fight. He wiped orange blood off his cheek with his forearm, squinting into the sun. All five nodded and raised their index fingers. Siatesh did the same, showing his scarred contract. “Well, shit, fellas, best I can do is a ride to Helion.” 
    

    
      “They can stay with us,” Aavar called. When every head turned in his direction, he grimaced. “I mean, the colony 
      is
       a sanctuary. Right, Bree?” Please let him be right, he thought. She would back him up with her blustery heart of gold, wouldn’t she? He wanted so badly to be better than he’d been taught before. What better place to start?
    

    
      She angled her face up to him. “Sorry, you’re going to have to fill me in.”
    

    
      “The soldiers that are still alive—” Sizzle belched in the distance. “—they’re all on lost soul contracts-” 
    

    
      Her thin fingers gripped him harder. “Like Siatesh?”
    

    
      “Yeah.” 
    

    
      She yelled over his shoulder, in the wrong direction, but the sentiment was understood. “They’re staying, Vin!” 
    

    
      “I can’t authorize that without permission, Bree,” he retorted. 
    

    
      “I’m human, aren’t I? Isn’t that what Imani said? I’ll sign all their hall passes.”
    

    
      There was a brief moment of thought, then Vindilus shrugged with a mischievous gleam. “You’re right. That hellcat can deal with the fall-out herself. Jharim, Roav, get down to that ship and salvage what intel you can. Unalive the survivors.” He glanced at the soldiers and Bree uncomfortably. “Unless they claim sanctuary, too. Sizzle, you know the drill. Hoover up those projectiles. And lost souls! Line up, cuffs out if you got ‘em.”
    

    
      Bree settled back down into Aavar’s arms. She coughed, rubbing her feverish sweat on his tunic. She took a big sigh and lifted her head back up with effort. Her lips were cracked, her skin covered in bruises. Aavar had never felt more complete than he did looking down at his survivor, his hero, his 
      priya.
       “I decided to name it—”
    

    
      “Shut up,” Aavar interrupted.
    

    
      Then he kissed her. 
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      Medical white noise floated through my ears as I meandered into wakefulness, a heavy, pillowy weight over the top half of my face. The thin, pungent smell of high-grade cleaning products filled my lungs and I breathed it in deep. No cough, no rattle, just a smooth glide of air in and out of my chest. Air that didn’t stink like verdant rot. 
    

    
      After the battle on the cliff, my strength had completely left me. All the gumption holding me up wasn’t necessary anymore, and in a whoosh, every one of my brain cells went on strike like they were members of New York’s public transit union. Aavar kissed me, and I couldn’t remember anything after that. There was some hollering, the sound of one of our transpos, an engine vibrating beneath me; just a haze of meaningless whooshes and whirrs that might have scared me under normal circumstances, but I’d recognized them for what they were: I didn’t need to be tough anymore. I was being taken care of, and I was okay with that for once. 
    

    
      Took surviving a bitch-ass twatwaffle and her goons, but hey, at least I finally got there. 
    

    
      Two smooth hands reached under my blanket, sliding up my bare calf, squeezing gently with a thumb on either side of the muscle. A head laden with tendrils pressed gently into my chest. 
    

    
      “Aavar,” I said with a hoarse, unused throat. The corners of my mouth turned up. He rubbed his cheek into my sternum, mane sliding into the sleeves and neck of my hospital gown. 
    

    
      “I knew you were awake,” he murmured.
    

    
      “How long have I been out?” It was a slurred grumble, hardly distinguishable as words, but he understood. 
    

    
      “Eleven sols.” 
      That
       woke me up. I struggled to sit, panting, but he pressed his weight against my efforts and tsked. 
      “Oya,
       what’s the rush? You should go back to sleep.”
    

    
      I huffed petulantly. “I’ve been asleep for over a week. I don’t wanna sleep anymore.”
    

    
      “You almost didn’t make it, Bree,” he admitted quietly. “Please.”
    

    
      I stopped trying to sit up, reluctantly lowering my head back onto a firm, round pillow beneath my neck. Aavar was right; I should rest. It was okay for me to rest. I flexed my fingers, one hand trapped beneath his weight, the other free. I lifted my free hand to his tendrils and let it rest there, content. 
    

    
      There was a gasp somewhere nearby. “I think she’s awake!” Someone shushed the familiar boyish sound of Piro’s voice. I groaned, bending my knees beneath me. My foot didn’t hurt. It felt… 
      normal.
       
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, she’s awake,” I croaked, rotating my ankle, flexing my toes. I breathed in the smell of my own hair, clean and mercifully dry; felt the crisp sheets under my hands. Even if I couldn’t shake the sensation of dirty sweat in my pores or bugs crawling over my skin, I stubbornly ignored it.
    

    
      Several people walked into the room. 
    

    
      “Bree! I brought yo— 
      hurgh—”
       
    

    
      “Let Ezra and Dr Ahlberg do their job,” Hunar’s gruff voice said from the hallway, pulling Piro back. “We’ll be outside.” 
    

    
      “Thank you, 
      syalī,”
       Ezraji said to him, sitting down on a stool with wheels that squeaked as he shuffled in close to the bed and the door hissed shut. I managed to lift my head, and shilpakaari hands immediately pulled me up to sit, holding me steady. 
    

    
      “Guess you get to stay awake, after all,” Aavar said in my ear.
    

    
      “Are you comfortable discussing medical matters with your coil present?” Ezraji asked. 
    

    
      My coil. I gripped the sheets harder. The things we’d done to survive in the jungle were real. It wasn’t just some “what stays in Vegas” bullshit and he wasn’t running away. People knew about us now. Holy 
      shit,
       Aavar was really mine. I got to keep him.
    

    
      “Fuck yeah, I am,” I breathed, astonished. Aavar’s half-mane shivered with relief. A little chuckle swept the room.
    

    
      “I’m going to give you a light stimulant. Is that alright, Bree?” Amelia asked in her crisp Swiss German accent. A pen clicked. I turned to the sound.
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      It wasn’t a pen, but a syringe. Amelia pressed it against my neck, and I felt the pressure like breath blown hard through a straw as the meds dissipated into my pores. Within seconds, I was sitting up straighter, and my limbs weren’t so heavy or dense anymore. My mouth felt like a desert, gritty and chewed up, with saliva as thick as honey. Before I could ask, Amelia was gently wrapping my fingers around a cup with a straw. I chugged the contents in two gulps. 
    

    
      “I’ll get more,” Ezraji said with amusement, rolling away on his stool. 
    

    
       Amelia exhaled in preparation, shuffling plas-docs in her hands. “Alright, Bree. I know you’re a no-nonsense woman. Should I just…?” 
    

    
      “Lay it on me.” Before she started speaking, I knew what she’d say. Everything else felt fine, but I couldn’t feel my eyes. I would be blind for life, and Amelia needed to break the bad news. I squared my jaw and erected my walls of bluster, prepared for the worst.
    

    
      She cleared her throat. “Your vitals are very strong,” she started lightly. “We’ve reconstructed the cuneiforms and metatarsals in your foot. You should have full range of motion with minimal inflammation for the next couple weeks. You’ll just need to take it easy. No climbing or swimming.”
    

    
      “Trust me, not a problem,” I assured her. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t want to do either of those things for a long time. My foot throbbed once with a phantom pain, remembering the river and the cenote. Flexing my toes under the sheets, I brushed aside the memory as she continued, writing notes in between. 
    

    
      “You’ll most definitely have Post-Sepsis Syndrome. Flashbacks or even hallucinations, insomnia, joint and muscle pain, difficulty concentrating, extreme fatigue… If you experience any of these things, please come see me. We can alleviate some of these symptoms, should they arise.” She pressed a gentle palm into my knee. “And I know how difficult those symptoms can be. There’s no judgment here.”
    

    
      “Just tell me if I have eyes anymore or not.” 
    

    
      A whoosh of silence went through the room. Ezraji must have returned, because he gripped my wrist gently and placed a cup in my grip. I raised it to my mouth, pretending not to freak out, pretending that I was resigned to whatever outcome, that I’d already made my peace even though I hadn’t. It was fine to think I’d never have eyes again when I was pretty sure I would die. Now that I had a moment to breathe and I 
      wasn’t
       dying, it was a different story. 
    

    
      “We removed the… remains,” Amelia started, shuffling uncomfortably on her seat. My stomach plummeted into icy cold horror. I swallowed hard on a lump of fear in my throat. “We’ve calibrated your replacements, but y—”
    

    
      “Replacements?” I breathed. 
    

    
      “We tried to grow human tissue for a biological reconstruction, but weren’t able to do so without the cells mutating, so we put in an order for bionic lenses. There’s a lot of catching up for us to do on the subject of human medical integrati—”
    

    
      I put up my hand, overwhelmed. “I have Terminator eyes?” 
    

    
      There was an awkward pause.
    

    
      “Could you define 
      turminadur?”
       Ezraji asked. 
    

    
      My breaths came in shallow and fast. I didn’t have eyes anymore, but some sort of machine in their place? A holotab was one thing — I could look at it, move it, touch it, interact with it — but replacing one of my major senses was jarring, terrifying, and not at all what I was expecting. I’d been thinking in terms of humans on Earth, where if my eyes were gone, they were just 
      gone.
       The prospect of having a machine 
      replace
       my eyes, to take up so much space in my head… A parasitic panic swept over me, much like someone afraid of needles, a need to get the foreign thing out of my body, to—
    

    
      A pair of hands cupped my jaw and turned my face while a second pair gently clasped my fingers, pulling them away from the bandages I’d been pulling at without conscious thought. 
      “Oya,
       it’s not so bad,” Aavar soothed. His outer thumbs rubbed my neck while his inner thumbs brushed my cheeks. I took a steadying breath, cardamom tickling my nose. Aavar’s familiar, washed, healthy scent calmed me. If he was okay, I was okay. “Why don’t I take the bandages off and you can see for yourself?”
    

    
      “We’ll give you two some privacy,” Amelia said. “You’re all clear, medically speaking. We’ll be right outside, okay?” I felt the difference in the room once she and Ezraji had left, the door closing behind them. Aavar’s weight shifted onto the bed in front of me. 
    

    
      “You ready?” 
    

    
      “Have you seen them?” I asked. Aavar took my hands. 
    

    
      “I’ve seen them on other people, and I saw the model they chose before the surgery.” 
    

    
      I bit the inside of my cheek, gathering my courage. “Okay,” I huffed. “Let’s get this over with.” 
    

    
      Aavar rubbed his palm against my cheek once more, then he lifted the cap off over the top of my head and unpicked the edge of the bandage covering my eyes. He unraveled it with care, until the end of it was gone and the gauzy cushions over my eyelids fell into my lap. 
    

    
      I held my breath, heart pumping like crazy. Aavar brushed his fingers against the tops of my cheekbones, and I flinched back expecting it to hurt, but it felt normal, if a little sensitive from deprivation. He traced my eyebrows next, then the corners of my eyes and my tear ducts. 
    

    
      “Not half bad, right?” he joked quietly.
    

    
      I pressed my shaking fingers against what had been dead tissue the last time I’d been conscious, half expecting it to give way like icing on a cake. Instead, my skin felt supple, pliant, and warm. “How?”
    

    
      “Reconstruction. If you want the details, you’ll have to ask Ezra.” He held my face in his hands and pressed featherlight kisses to each of my eyelids. I reared back, but he wouldn’t let me go, pressing his forehead to mine. “Did that hurt?”
    

    
      “No…”
    

    
      “Open your eyes, Bree.”
    

    
      I took a deep breath, then shoved them open, clutching at Aavar’s arms for support. The horrible scratchy sting that had plagued me for days was gone. I blinked rapidly, my instincts too timid to let them stay open for fear of the pain that was surely just around the corner. When the pain didn’t come, I wiped the expectant tears from the corners of my eyes and looked up.
    

    
      “Hey there, beautiful,” Aavar beamed. “I’ve missed you.” 
    

    
      My lips parted. I was stunned into silence, looking at him with his beaming grin and bright red eyes. The most I’d seen of him since our transpo went down was a pale green blur, but now that he was in sharp focus again, I was struck with awe and relief. My imagination had filled in the blanks while I was delirious in the jungle, but the image in my mind paled compared to the beauty of the man sitting cross-legged on my hospital bed. Yes, he had new scars: slashes of near-white across his arms and tendrils. But he also had a dimple on his left cheek when he smiled, and the corners of his eyes were spotted with blood orange, just like his stripes. How had I never noticed before? He was so much more beautiful than I’d ever let myself see. To think, Daramēiza had almost robbed me of my own personal vision of heaven.
    

    
      I slid my arms around Aavar’s neck and pressed my face into his chest so he couldn’t witness my ugly sobs. He gathered me up in his arms, tossing the sheets aside, and rubbed his ridged palms all along my skin. His tendrils wiped up my tears, rumbling every time a new one fell. 
    

    
      “I’ve always admired the cilia that frame your eyes,” he murmured into my hair. “But the cilia on your legs are longer. Other humans that wear shorts don’t have cilia like this.” He brushed his knuckles over my legs.
    

    
      I sniffled, confused, the sobs of relief subsiding with confusion. “You mean hair? Oh god, please ignore it. I haven’t shaved in two weeks.”
    

    
      “You shear them off?” he asked in horror, his petting coming to an abrupt halt. 
    

    
      I lifted my face away and scowled up at him, pulling the sheets over my legs. “Aavar,” I scolded.
    

    
      He giggled, biting his lip, his eyes twinkling down at me. I smacked his chest and shuffled to the end of the bed, thoroughly distracted from the overflow of emotion, just as he’d hoped. “What!” he laughed. “Come on, I knew it was silk. I can taste it all over your skin. Like 
      persici
       fuzz.” 
    

    
      “Aavar,” I warned.
    

    
      He waggled his brow at me. “Do we get to discuss butt privileges now?”
    

    
      I lunged for his side of the bed and narrowly missed smacking him good. His guffaws of laughter filled the room, and I couldn’t stop from smiling. We were home. We were safe. 
    

    
      We were together.
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      Over the next hour, we jousted as I found a new set of clothes piled neatly on a chair by the window, then exhaustion hit me and Aavar stepped in, untying my hospital gown, putting on my shirt for me, one arm at a time. He slid my socks onto my feet and tied my boots. At that, I started crying again, and he just pulled me into his arms, rocking me to the beat of one of those damned pop songs he always played in his cockpit. He sang the lyrics off-key, tendrils bobbing along in sync. 
    

    
      I could see more clearly than I’d ever been able to, like watching a nature documentary on a high-def monitor. I didn’t have any of the fancy hardware like Hunar and Vindilus, but I wasn’t sure I’d want it anyway. Hues were more vibrant and varied, and I swore I could see colors and patterns in things I’d never seen before. The palm fronds outside my window were pink and red like they’d always been, but now also speckled with bright ultramarine blue spots near the stalk. Aavar was more vibrant too. When he flashed his colors at me, they practically glowed. 
    

    
      “We don’t have human vision presets,” he explained when I told him. “It sounds like you have shilpakaari sight right now.” 
    

    
      I decided to freshen up and Aavar excused himself so he could give the others an update. I locked myself in the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. Where my grey irises had once been, flat silver discs stared back at me. They didn’t look terribly different from my human eyes, but moving the orbs around in my skull, they felt cooler than my real eyes had, and when I tried touching them, they didn’t hurt or feel like anything at all. I pressed my finger to one silver iris without a blip of pain, blotting out half my vision in the process. 
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      I washed my face and brushed my teeth, then left the bathroom to find that Aavar was still gone. I walked out into the hallway to greet Hunar, Bajora, and Piro. They were lounged about like lizards in the sun. Hunar saw me first and got to his feet, tendrils curling hesitantly, eyes wide. I gave him a smile as he looked me up and down. 
    

    
      “Hey guys,” I said with an awkward wave. 
    

    
      “Nice peepers,” Bajora teased, giving me a wink.
    

    
      “Bree!” Piro ran over and gave me a hug. His mane churred with happiness, but stayed firmly behind his shoulders. I patted his back as he squeezed the life out of me. 
    

    
      “I missed you too, kid.”
    

    
      He withdrew, scratching his mane sheepishly. “We were so worried. Bajora cleaned your entire work area and organized your nuts and bolts. And Hunar—”
    

    
      “We’re glad you’re home safe,” Hunar interrupted. He gave the room a thin-lipped smile and Bajora leaned up against the wall, grinning.
    

    
      Piro held out a thermos. “It’s 
      kauphee.
       I thought it might help you wake up.” 
    

    
      Touched, I took the thermos and gave all my boys a smile. “Thanks.” 
    

    
      Muffled voices seeped out of an open door down the hallway. Ezraji’s voice was unmistakable, deep and soothing. Then Aavar spoke, his voice more energetic and vibrant. I glanced back at Hunar, Bajora, and Piro, and they waved me off. I headed down the hallway, the voices clearer with each step. 
    

    
      “—can replace it for you, but it’ll be costly,” Ezraji mulled, deep in thought. 
    

    
      “I’ll figure it out,” Aavar hissed with discomfort. 
    

    
      I peeked around the doorframe to find Aavar sitting on a bench in front of a holoscreen serving as a mirror. Ezraji poked at the jacks in his synthcap.
    

    
      “Isn’t all your pay going to medical debt already? If you’d let me just cut the jack free, we won’t have to call in new parts.” 
    

    
      Aavar shook his head, tendrils twisting up with anxiety. I recognized that specific swirl of his like it was my own grimace. “I’ve got a few creds up my sleeve. It’ll be fine. Better to put my best foot forward now that I’m encoiled.” 
    

    
      After everything we’d been through together, Aavar felt like he still needed to wear his synthcap and fake tendrils? A tornado of emotions swept my heart up in gale-force winds, battering me between my need to protect a man that the world had hurt so badly and indignation that he wouldn’t stand tall, even if it was by my side. Surprised that my heart lurched so painfully, my temper flashed white-hot. I stormed into the exam room with conviction, my jaw wired shut, fingers trembling with rage. Without a word I sat down next to Aavar and looked in the mirror. He and Ezraji watched me in stunned silence. 
    

    
      “Bree?”
    

    
      I picked up the gauze scissors on the counter and spread my hair out around my face. 
    

    
      “I didn’t sleep in a bed of snake skeletons for three days just to bring you home so you could hide how awesome you are,” I said, boiling over with restrained fury. I parted my hair slightly to the left, following the same line of demarcation that separated Aavar’s synthcap from the rest of his natural mane. “You’re enough. And I know it’s hard for you to accept that, given the unbelievable 
      bullshit
       that’s been crammed into your brain, but I’m going to remind you every fucking day.” Locks of long bottle-blonde hair fell to my lap, leaving a choppy inch of chestnut brown hugging my scalp. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, a bed of snakes?” Ezraji asked.
    

    
      “I know I can’t make you have that kind of confidence, okay?” I was arguing with my own reflection at this point. I was angry that I wasn’t enough, ashamed that I 
      couldn’t
       be enough. “I know it’s something you have to find on your own and that I need to be patient, but damn it, I’m not Mother Theresa, so here you go.” I tossed down the scissors with a clatter on the metal counter and turned to face him, glare burning with challenge. I pointed my finger in his face, channeling my Jewish aunt, digging deep into my Bronx upbringing. “My hair stays like this forever. You got that, peaches? I ain’ gonna grow it out. I’ma wear it with 
      pride. 
      Because I love you and I want you to see that reflected back at you every day for the rest of your life.” 
    

    
      “Ms Stewart, we were just—” I held my hand up at Ezraji and his tendrils sidled back, jaw snapping shut. 
    

    
      “Thanks, Ez, but buzz off.” I gave him a nasty glare and stood up, smoothing out my shirt. Then, unable to look Aavar in the eyes because I couldn’t bear to see it if I’d hurt him badly, I leaned down and pressed a kiss to his battered plugs and forehead. “Now, you do what you gotta do.” I cleared my throat and pointed to the door. “I’ll just… yeah.”
    

    
      As soon as I turned for the door, where the Three Stooges watched the drama with open mouths and wide eyes, four arms wrapped around my torso and pulled me back. Aavar wrapped his mane around my collar and laughed into the fuzzy short side of my hair, rubbing his nose against my scalp. 
    

    
      “I love you, too,” he chuckled, breath tickling my ear. “And I’m not wearing the prosthetic anymore.”
    

    
      I squirmed but it was a half-assed protest. “Then why are you replacing a jack? You can just cut them all loose and be done with it.” 
    

    
      “Because I have a terrible idea.” He shrugged with amusement. “I think you’ll like it.” 
    

    
      I turned awkwardly in his arms, his tendrils rumbling with adoration as our eyes met. Warm fuzzies melted away the ball of twisted rope rolling around my guts. “What sort of idea?”
    

    
      “I sent Ambassador Zufi a proposal for a colony media account. I want to show people what humans are really like and how accepting you are. That way there’s a real voice against the frenzy of rumors going on. It’ll bring in a ton of cache to the program too. Help expand the colony, which you know Marcella will like. She approves, by the way.” 
    

    
      I raised one brow. “And you’d… show yourself without your synthcap?”
    

    
      He shrugged. “Well, yeah. I want to make a difference. Shilpakaari society is brutal, but it doesn’t have to be. It 
      shouldn’t
       be.”
    

    
      “It’s heroic,” Ezraji said, holding up a bundle of my hair with serious consideration to the weight of it in his palm. “Men like Aavar are cast out of society. Giving them a voice is giving them power.” 
    

    
      “And why is this a terrible idea?” I asked.
    

    
      “We’ll be instafamous.”
    

    
      “And…”
    

    
      “My family will come crawling back. You won’t like them at 
      all.”
    

    
      I grinned. “No, but I’ll like telling them off.”
    

    
      He grinned right back. A smoldering, sexy, Aavar grin.
    

    
      “Sorry to interrupt, but you mentioned a bed of snakes earlier,” Ezraji said, leaning into my eyeline. He pulled up a holoscreen and pointed at a collection of bones. “Did they look like this?”
    

    
      The light excitement that had filled the room moments before deflated and Aavar loosened his hold on me. I looked at all the shilpakaari and blinked, expecting my eyes to sting and water. It was a passing sensation, but I rubbed my tear ducts anyway. “Oh… I don’t know what they looked like. I just felt them with my hands.”
    

    
      Ezraji’s mouth thinned. “Apologies. Let me print a model for you to feel.” 
    

    
      When they were in my hands, still warm from the printer, I ran my fingers over the curled edges and little blocky hunks of plas. I nodded, setting the models back on the counter. “That’s about right, why?”
    

    
      Amelia slid into the room, her arms crossed over her chest. Ezraji caught her eye with a sad smile, setting the models aside gently. “These are the bones of a shilpakaari mane. You were very lucky, I think.”
    

    
      My mouth dropped open. “What?” 
    

    
      Aavar growled. “Elaxi.”
    

    
      My blood went cold. All that time I was in that log, I was sleeping next to a dead man? “I think I’m going to be sick.” 
    

    
      Amelia shook her head. “No, it’s a good thing! Ezraji wasn’t lying when he said you were lucky. When a shilpakaar dies, their bodies kill the plants around them as they decompose. The smell keeps predators away.”
    

    
      “We used to string tendril vertebrae into necklaces for our children to keep them safe,” Ezraji supplied. “Some settlements on our homeworld still do.”
    

    
      Although the thought of sleeping on someone’s grave had my stomach rolling in protest, gratitude swept through me. I hadn't thought of it before, but the whole time I was staked out in the deepest parts of Daramēiza, I’d only once been tested by a predator. With the scent of my decaying eyes, it was a wonder that I hadn’t been picked off, and now I knew why. I’d had a guardian laying right next to me the whole time. 
    

    
      Before I could crumble into tears over the unknown man that had probably ensured my survival, Aavar placed his lower hands on my shoulders and scrubbed his upper knuckles into my scalp. He grinned his perfect, jester grin. 
      “Oya,
       why don’t we clean up this scruff and plan our debut on the Homey McHomeface media account, huh?”
    

    
      The color drained from my face. 
      “No,
       Homey McHomeface won?!”
    

    
      The entire room burst into guffaws. Even Amelia giggled behind her hand. Aavar bit his lip, showing off his canines and shook his head. 
    

    
      “Nah, even if it 
      was
       the best name.”
    

    
      “The colony’s name is Renata,” Amelia piped up. “It means ‘rebirth’ in Italian.” 
    

    
      Of course, Marcella’s entry won. It only made sense that people associated the strength of the colony with the nonna herself. We said our goodbyes, gathered our stuff, and I tugged on Aavar’s hand, leading him out the door with a wave to the others. “Whatever the name is, we have a lot of planning to do.” 
    

    
      Aavar rubbed the back of his head with one of his uppers and grimaced sheepishly as he let me tug him down the ramp. “I might have gotten carried away…”
    

    
      “Oh yeah?”
    

    
      I was hopped up on stimulants and had been asleep for a week and a half. I had very specific “planning” in mind, and it had to do with my bed, very few items of clothing, and all the lights on so I could watch Aavar’s glorious body at work. 
    

    
      When I pulled him towards my home tower, he gently pushed me down the fork in the road towards the one the other delegates had been staying in. “I might have already moved your stuff into a family unit across the hall from the one I shared with Piro.” 
    

    
      I raised my brow at him as he took over guiding me to our new home. “Presumptuous.” 
    

    
      “Bold?” he offered. “Considerate? I also signed you up for private lessons to get your piloting license, and put you on the waitlist for a rough terrain needle. It’s built for venandi and being shipped in from Aescipoli, their homeworld, so it’ll take a few months to get here, but you’ll have an easier time handling it.” 
    

    
      I laughed. “Okay, Prince Charming, anything else you need to tell me?” 
    

    
      “Well…” 
    

    



      Epilogue
    

    
      
    

    
      Vindilus walked up the ramp to the clinic with a salt block and an oil mister in his upturned palms like he was picking up his first ever date to prom. Each was artfully wrapped in crinkled paper and lopsided ribbons, which Bree demanded he do himself. He leaned his head next to the doorframe and rapped his mandible against the metal since neither of his hands were free to knock. 
    

    
      After Piro had delivered Pom Pom’s replacement medicine, Aavar had put in a priority order for all the things he’d lost in the crash. Her items had arrived two days later on Piro’s next flight. Vindilus considered himself an average reader, but a lot of the words were uncomfortable to associate with Pom Pom. Like 
      menstruation
       and 
      heat.
       He’d had to swallow a big, fat reality pill and get over it. His little partner in crime needed him to balls up and get with the puberty program. 
    

    
      Ezraji and Amelia both peered out of their shared office, the shilpakaar in a hazmat suit, his coil not. She brushed her silk back and pushed up her glasses as they joined him in the lobby. 
    

    
      “Hey, doc,” he said, holding up his gifts. “Pom awake?”
    

    
      Amelia nodded. “Yes, just gathering her things. I’ll let her know you’re here. She’ll be thrilled.”
    

    
      “What’s the prognosis?” Vin asked after she’d disappeared down the hall. 
    

    
      Ezraji lead him back outside so he could lift his visor. The airlock steamed and the researcher took a deep breath of fresh air. He smiled, putting his hands in his pockets. “She had a bit of a relapse, but nothing major. The fluid in her lungs is minimal and should resolve itself in a day or two. And reconstruction this morning went very well. She’s ready to get out there and be a kid again.” 
    

    
      Vin breathed a sigh of relief. He rubbed his spires, trying to work out the uncomfortable heat beneath his plates. “Thank souls.” 
    

    
      “A similar disease affects cephalopods on Earth,” Ezraji said with a gleam in his eye. “It’s so close in pathology that our linguitors translate them as the same disease. Amelia says her research suggests their planet’s labyrinthula isn’t nearly as detrimental, so we’re scouring zoological papers. It’s very promising work.” 
    

    
      A smile spread across Vin’s mandibles. “Hell yeah, that’s great.” His chuckle of excitement dampened as he looked down at his gifts, now bundled up in one forearm. He brushed his hand over his mouth and blinked away. “I know she’s going through an important time—”
    

    
      “Puberty.”
    

    
      “Right.” Vin started again, clearing his throat. “Look, the bogs are working on the buyer’s ship’s AI, trying to wring intel out of it, and I’ve got Chairman Ferulis breathing down my neck for daily reports. This whole botched sales attempt is big. It’s… not good news, man.” He held his breath, gathering his courage. “I need Pom Pom to stay with people that have time to support her. You and Amelia wouldn’t be able to take her in for a while, would you? She can help around the clinic. It’s what she does during shore leave when she has long term treatments.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s smile was sympathetic but sad. He shook his head and Vindilus cursed, looking out at the jungle. Is this what it was like being a parent? Trying your best but always knowing someone else could do better? He felt trapped, not because he had less freedom, but because no matter how he sliced it, Pom Pom got the short end of the stick. Besides, it wasn’t like shilpakaari society would change overnight. Just because the delegates here were willing to help her didn’t mean they wanted to be exposed to her. “Sorry, forget I asked.” 
    

    
      “No, you misunderstand. We, ah,” Ezraji cleared his throat, looking up and down the road. “Amelia is expecting.” Vindilus’s eyes went wide, and the researcher immediately held up all four of his hazmat gloved hands. “It’s still early,” he rushed before the venandi could react. “But Amelia and our spats will be considered immunocompromised soon. Under other circumstances, we would be happy to take her in, of course, but we just can’t risk it.”
    

    
      “The doc got diversified? Liv found you a specialist?” Vin asked with quiet excitement, leaning in. Ezraji nodded, and the arms master couldn’t help but clap him hard on the shoulder with a whoop. “Hot damn! The first diversified human spats already! You shils work fast.”
    

    
      He purred suggestively, pushing Ezraji to crack a laugh. “My 
      priya
       was eager to be the first,” he admitted with a deep keen of his mane. “Who am I to deny her desire to go down in medical history?” 
    

    
      “Have you decided what they’ll be called? First parents get dibs, right?”
    

    
      “Hukaari.”
    

    
      “Hukaari, huh? That sounds 
      goood,
       brother! Ah? Ah?” He nudged Ezraji with his knuckles once, twice, until the rigid man laughed openly and leaned back against the wall, dazed and happier than any man Vindilus had ever seen, with the exception of, perhaps, Commander Atarian. Even his own stomach gurgled with giddy bubbles. The first diversified human species! Earth’s Awakening couldn’t be too far off, now, no way. Within their lifetimes, for sure. Everything they were working towards was falling into place. 
    

    
      A few moments later, they walked back inside the lobby, where Pom Pom stood with her bags in hand, her biorig over one arm. Vindilus stopped in his tracks, one of his packages falling to the floor with a crumbled clatter. He’d so rarely seen her up and walking around without her biorig that it threw him off guard. Startled, he blinked down at the gift and stooped to pick it back up. 
    

    
      “Hey, Vin,” Pom Pom said, not acknowledging how unusual it was to see her out and about. She stared openly at him, fixated, as if she weren’t used to people seeing her face when she interacted with them. Which was true, since she kept her visor dark, uncomfortable with people seeing the open sores on her face. Now, though, freshly reconstructed and bare, he got to bask in her child-like features. She was skittish, awkward, and perfect. 
    

    
      “Hey, squirt,” he said, regaining his easy composure and tossing her the gift he’d dropped. “I come bearing fruit.” 
    

    
      She caught it easy enough, just like when they lobbed grenades and munitions across the armory, but her eyes went wide this time. She dropped the box into her other hand and shook out her palm. “Woah.” 
    

    
      Vindilus rumbled with adoration. “Feels different without your gloves on, huh?” 
    

    
      Pom Pom smiled crooked, two canines glinting at the corner of her mouth. Had she always smiled like that? “Yeah.” 
    

    
      The door hissed open and Aavar walked in. “Hey guys!”
    

    
      Vindilus immediately shoved him back outside. The pilot yelped, stumbling down the ramp backwards. “Are you crazy?” Vin snapped, following him out. “Pom’s not wearing her biorig!” 
    

    
      Aavar held up his hands, tossing his half-mane behind his back with a thud as they hit his shoulder blades. “I know. It’s okay, Vin, I swear.” 
    

    
      Vindilus looked him over suspiciously. “You’re not dumb enough to think she’s cured, right?”
    

    
      Aavar shook his head, smiling. “Didn’t Ezra mention?” Pom Pom and the doctors walked out the lobby door. She took Vindilus’s hand, like she had a million times, holding it up by her shoulder, where his knuckles brushed her mane. He twitched, worried about hurting her, but she held on firm, looking up at him. Her skin was as soft as eel leather, smooth and unblemished by years of hardship like his own.
    

    
      “What’s going on?” he asked, confused, a nervous spike in his heart. 
    

    
      “I’ve always wanted to take shore leave on Yaspur,” she said with a shrug. “Aavar said I could live with him and Bree while you’re working. I’m calling in my sick leave.”
    

    
      Vin held back a snort. Pom Pom didn’t have sick leave because she didn’t have an official post; she wasn’t old enough. But Commander Atarian and he had decided that they’d treat her like crew to give her a purpose, to help her connect with people on the 
      Palembre
       and feel less out of place. She got a weekly allowance, straight out of Vindilus’s pay, that went into her own cache. The idea that she needed to accrue sick leave was ridiculous, but so on brand, he had to bite back the smile. 
    

    
      “You’ve got more than enough,” he told her. “How long we talkin’?” 
    

    
      “A few weeks or something? I know about the shit storm,” she said matter-of-factly. “You need to focus, and I’m a distraction, especially when I’m sick. I know that.” 
    

    
       Vindilus grimaced and tightened his hold on her hand. His mandibles chittered unevenly. “You’re never a distraction, Pom Pom. You’re a main feature, got it?” He glanced up at Aavar. “You sure?”
    

    
      “Labyrinthula sucks 
      ryhidon
       balls,” Aavar said, “but people don’t need to be assholes about it. Besides, can’t get a 
      kat
       out here, so Bree and I decided watching after Pom Pom will have to do.” He winked. “She’s skittish, so she wants a buffer for living together. 
      And
       they can talk about girl stuff.”
    

    
      Vindilus shook his head. He thought 
      he
       was afraid of commitment. “And what about the other humans. Do they know about her condition?”
    

    
      “It’s like leprosy on Earth,” Amelia offered. “Humans ostracized people for centuries because of it, but we’ve become much better with science and treatment. Many people live with leprosy in regular society. I can’t see why our reaction to Pom Pom would be any different, especially when humans aren’t susceptible anyway.”  
    

    
      “There’s a vaccine for at-risk colonies in the outer reaches, and I’ve already taken my dose,” Aavar said cheerily. “The others are getting theirs when Piro comes back. And we’ll have the booster for Pom Pom then too, right, 
      syalī?”
    

    
      Ezraji nodded, his hazmat suit crinkling as he crossed his arms. “That’s right. We’re all fine wearing suits in the meantime.” 
    

    
      Vindilus looked down at Pom Pom with dumbfounded awe and fear. He was losing the part of her that slept in his desk cabinets and fingerpainted dud grenades. She looked up at him, her stubby head of tendrils shrinking, even if her face appeared neutral. She clutched the stuffy Liv had given her more tightly. Vin’s anxiety loosened on an exhale. He knelt down so they were face to face, a sad smile in his eyes. 
    

    
      “You sure you’re cool living with that clown?” he asked, nodding over his shoulder. If anyone suggested his voice was a little hoarse, he’d deny it. Pom Pom nodded. 
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      With a sniff, Vindilus packed all her gifts into her duffel with care. He focused on his task, afraid that the moment might overwhelm him if he looked up at her face. “You’re still gonna work in the hangar, right? If not, you need to tell me when we can meet up. I’ll lose my shit if I don’t see you every day.” 
    

    
      “I was kinda thinking I could work in the mornings and then hang out with the other kids in the afternoon. I think it’d be cool to learn how to write like humans do, and Rambir said his sister takes some sort of history class. I want to learn all the human things while I’m here.” Their eyes met and she blinked away. “And some, y’know, private things.” 
    

    
      “I wish I could help you with that stuff.” He zipped her bag closed and stared at the standard issue black duffel with the sudden sense that he lacked the sustenance she needed. What if she’d always wanted something more fun than a military duffel? What if she’d pined after sparkly backpacks and dolls and bubble machines and shit? He’d never thought to give her those things, to offer them, to show her they were okay for her to want. “I’m not failing you, am I?” he asked quietly. 
    

    
      Pom Pom plopped her knees down on the duffel between them and put her arms around his chest. She dropped her head to his breastplate, short tendrils tickling the underside of his chin. “You’re the best. Better than a mom or dad.” He looked down at her with confusion and she beamed at him, her smile blazing hotter than the sun. “They didn’t choose me. 
      You
       did.” 
    

    
      She left Vindilus stunned on his knees, stood up, and patted his shoulder. “Buck up, squirt,” she said in her best impression of him.
    

    
      A laugh built in the arm master’s chest, light and disbelieving at first, then uproarious and bold, belting out in rich, thunderous guffaws. He got to his feet and tossed Aavar her duffel with a stern point of his finger. “You watch my girl.” 
    

    
      “Promise.” 
    

    
      He turned to the pink tyrant that owned his heart. “Go live a little, Pom. I’ll see you tomorrow, eighth turn sharp.”
    

    
      She groaned, lifting her head to the sky in protest as he strode down the ramp. “Inventory? Really?”
    

    
      “You bet your butt, inventory! Hunar’s packing some serious homemade heat. Gotta get that shit in line, kid!”
    

    
      “Fine, see you tomorrow!” 
    

    
      Vindilus grinned tympanum to tympanum as he walked away.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      
    

    
      Note from the Author
    

    
      
    

    
      Thank you, thank you, thank you. 
    

    
      I know how much of a commitment it is to read a book, especially an epic slow burn! This has been my most ambitious book yet, and I wouldn’t have been able to pull it off without some incredible support. Can you believe this was supposed to be the lighthearted book in the series?! 
    

    



      Colony spin-off series!
       ISU book 5 leaves Yaspur behind for places unknown, so the 
      Over the Moon
       series is where you can continue to read about the characters in the colony. These will be lighthearted, stand-alone fun! The first book is about Siatesh, and is already available for pre-order. Other heroes you’ll read about include Hunar, Piro, Bajora, and Chairman Ferulis, just to a name a few!
    

    
      
    

    
      Signed paperbacks!
       Sooooon!
    

    
      
    

    
      xx Etta
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      Intersolar Union Series
    

    
      
        Convergence: Intersolar Union Alien Romance,
      
      
         Book 1
      
    

    
      
        Resilience: Intersolar Union Alien Romance, 
      
      
        Book 2
      
    

    
      
        Vigilance: Intersolar Union Alien Romance, 
      
      
        Book 3
      
    

    
      
        Persistence: Intersolar Union Alien Romance, 
      
      
        Book 4
      
      
         
      
    

    
      
        Resistance: Intersolar Union Alien Romance, 
      
      
        Book 5
      
    

    
      Over the Moon Series
    

    
      
        Watch Your Orbit: Intersolar Colony Romance, 
      
      
        Book 1
      
    

    
      Eat My Moon Dust: Intersolar Colony Romance,
       Book 2
    

    
      Awakening Earth Series
    

    
      Integrating with Yul, 
      Book 1
    

    
      Integrating with Vasil,
       Book 2
    

    
      
    

    

      Please consider visiting my 
      
        Content Notes
      
       for an in-depth guide on content details and trigger warnings for each of my books. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    



      
    

    
      About The Author
    

    
      
    

    
      ETTA PIERCE is an academic whose imagination simply won’t be confined to her many career goals. As a result, she’s turned to the delicious salve of romance fiction.
    

    
      Everyone needs a guilty pleasure, right? 
    

    
      Want to talk directly to the author? 
      
        Hit her up on Facebook!
      
    

    
      Find more of her books on her 
      
        Amazon Author’s Page
      
    

    
      Or visit 
      
        Etta’s Website
      
      , where she’s already posted her dubious plans for future books. 
    

    
      You can also 
      
        sign up for Etta’s Exclusives
      
      , so she can share goodies and short stories not available anywhere else! 
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