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      The Story So Far
    

    
      
    

    
      Convergence. 
      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.
    

    
      Resilience. 
      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.
    

    
      Vigilance. 
      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. 
    

    
      Persistence.
       Having learned what happened to the humans on the 
      Paramour
      , the shilpakaari delegates in the colony were shocked. Chief Pilot Aavar Medansh decided to step back from courting Bree Stewart, the hangar’s New Yorker mechanic, and though his intentions were noble, he couldn’t help but jump at the chance to take her on a date to the big city, Samridve. After she very publicly kissed Aavar in front of his long-time bully, they made a dash for their transpo and left the city in a rain of laser fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just as their feelings for each other came to a head, their transpo was shot out of the air by smugglers looking to sell Bree on the black market to a buyer working for the Nephim Employment Agency, a corporation known for its insidious slave contracts and cloning branch called Rakta Corps. They’d planned to use Bree as a base for cloning humans into a product called a “doll” and enslaving Aavar in a lost soul contract, a slave contract most don’t survive. However, Bree wouldn’t go down without a fight. She rescued Aavar from his chains, and he brought the cavalry to destroy the buyer’s ship and saved the love of his life.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now the lost souls Bree freed from their contracts are helping to defend the colony. Renata’s citizens are enjoying the peace and quiet in their little home at last.
    

    
      
    

    
      All but Imani James. She’s been keeping a dangerous secret, and sees the quiet for what it is: the eye of the storm…
    

    
      
    

    
      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; Aavar’s mechanic and 
      priya
       or wife
    

    
      
    

    
      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 and 
      priya
       or wife
    

    
      
    

    
      Imani James (31)
      : Tanzanian; former game 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 unitmate
    

    
      
    

    
      Ephraim (34))
      : 
      (Eff-
      rem)
    

    
      
    

    
      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-
      nahn
      -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
    

    
      
    

    
      Roka Lokurian
      : covert elite operative, commander of the 
      Yafridi
    

    
      
    

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

    
      
    

    
      Brutan Wallis
      : (
      Broo-
      tahn Wallis)
    

    
      
    

    
      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; Bree Stewart’s coil
    

    
      
    

    
      Pom Pom
      : adolescent girl with a leprous disease called labyrinthula; Vindilus’s adopted daughter
    

    
      
    

    
      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
    

    
      
    

    
      Siat Xata
      : 
      (Shee-
      awt 
      Zah
      -tah); covert elite operative; commander of the 
      Tidus;
       Vindilus’s ex
    

    
      
    

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

    
      
    

    
      Polamar Qirwani
      : 
      (Poll
      -ah-marr 
      Churr
      -wah-knee)
    

    
      
        

      
    

    
      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
    

    
      
    

    
      Traveler
      : captain of the 
      Mummer
      ; the notorious leader of the Gamma team, a dark ops group that operates in a morally dark grey area
    

    
      
    

    
      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
    

    
      
    

    
      Burdam Endar
      : (
      Burr
      -dum 
      En
      -darr); the owner of the 
      Paramour
       and leader of the human sex trafficking ring in 
      Convergence;
       deceased
    

    
      
    

    
      Pau Yua
      : (Pow 
      Yoo-
      uh); tech specialist aboard the 
      Yafridi
    

    
      
    

    
      Guei Boha
      : (Gway 
      Bow-
      hah)
    

    
      
    

    
      Charles
      
        

      
    

    
      
    

    
      YIWREN:
    

    
      (
      yee
      -run); exhibiting non-sexual hermaphroditism depending on their environment, can be lithe and docile or muscular and aggressive in appearance; covered in springy fur with eyes like a deer but with the strength and jaws of a hyena; incredible endurance and noses, which make them sought-after workers and chefs; close-knit families that raise pups communally; adrift after their home planet became unlivable
    

    
      
    

    
      Fásach
      : (
      Faw
      -sigg)
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      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
    

    
      
    

    
      Novak Gaul
      : (Know-
      vack 
      Gall); covert elite working with Siat Xata
    

    
      
    

    
      Mijka Gaul
      : 
      (Mee
      -kah Gall)
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      BILONGS:
    

    
      (
      Bill-
      longs); often misconstrued as a drake the size of a horse, with scythe-like claws and two-tonal fur; feared for their thousand-tooth grins, which unzip in a Y-shape down their necks and rattle eerily on the hunt; they can and will eat 
      anything
      ; known for being solitary and hostile
    

    
      
    

    
      Sizzle
      : a member of Gamma team and crewmate aboard the 
      Mummer;
       currently works security in Renata
    

    



      Prologue 
      (Extended)
    

    
      
    

    
      Before you dig in, please know that there’s a handy summary of the world so far, species descriptions, and character info before this prologue! Please check it out if that tickles your detail-oriented book brain. Enjoy!
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth wide, engulfing a tin spoonful of sukuma wiki with a moan of delight. Collard greens, onions, and tomatoes steeped in oil, cumin, and saffron filled my cheeks to bursting as I pushed a chunk of dense ugali bread into my mouth for good measure.
    

    
      I only saw my mother on the weekends, but she always sent me back to the reserve with enough food to feed an army.
    

    
      Not that I was sharing.
    

    
      “Save it for your man, James,” John laughed in Swahili from where he lounged on the other side of the room, boot heels rocking merrily over the red cement floor. He was a big man with skin as rich as wet soil, but teeth yellowed from years of smoking hand-rolled tobacco. That mouth split open in a wide guffaw of amusement as I glared like a hamster, mid-chew. I pulled the plastic stool I was using as a table closer between my knees and grimaced a smile at him.
    

    
      “No man could make me as happy as my mama’s cooking.” His amusement turned appreciative, not for the first time. I rolled my eyes. “Especially not you.”
    

    
      John sighed, rubbing the back of a short carpet of hair. “At least share her food every once in a while. We got a commissary, why do you always hoard the good stuff?”
    

    
      One of the safari rangers nearby snorted, straddling a seat back with a piece of jerky in his hand. “Getting Imani James outta that uniform would be easier than getting her to share her mama’s food.”
    

    
      I swallowed the savory mouthful and dipped my spoon right back into the bowl. “That’s right,” I said loud enough for them to hear. “Nunna you are good enough.”
    

    
      “Don’t get sour. They’re just jealous because their mamas don’t love them.” Ephraim dragged a wooden chair across the floor, its legs stuttering over the dust, and sat next to me. He winked, spreading ChapStick over his full lips. His eyes twinkled over a wide, hooked nose, a lopsided army-green ranger hat perched over one ear. “You almost done, Imani?”
    

    
      “Why, so you can sop up the leftovers?” I teased, pushing his chair away with my boot. “You can’t fool me with that charmer’s smile. You’re a buzzard just like the rest of them.”
    

    
      He laced his hands over his stomach, hooking one arm over the chair, and looked at the clock above the chalkboards at the front end of the room. “Can you be done in five?”
    

    
      The worry lining his eyes made the teasing grimace slide right off my face. I set my spoon down in my bowl and leaned my palm against my knee.
    

    
      “Someone fell on that game trail. The one they closed last week,” I guessed, washing the last of my food down with a ginger energy drink. Ephraim flicked his eyes to it and I passed it over. He chugged the dregs like he thought we’d have a long night, then shook his head.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “We didn’t lose a rhino, did we?” I asked quietly. His brows creased and I leaned forward, hoping I was wrong. “Please tell me we didn’t.”
    

    
      “Nothing like that,” he assured me quickly. “A freak storm’s gumming up surveillance. One of our drones went down and the rest can’t fly tonight.” I sighed with relief, sitting back in my chair with an accusatory stare. Even if the crash of black rhinos we protected was safe, I’d still lost my appetite. The elephants and they were the whole reason we’d been hired by Nyerere National Park. Their numbers had fallen by over sixty percent in less than a decade, and poachers only understood two languages: money and firepower.
    

    
      Which is why Ephraim and I both retired out of the Tanzania People’s Defense Force two years ago and were offered our positions among the game reserve rangers. We came at the same time the US marines first trained the team on illicit trafficking, infantry strats, and surveillance. We hadn’t known each other then, but we were a dream team now.
    

    
      “So you’re telling me that we’re spending the night together in a muddy bush to watch some rhinos chase lions out of the watering hole.” I raised a brow in challenge, crossing my arms.
    

    
      Ephraim grimaced sheepishly. “We also have to pick up the stranded drone.”
    

    
      “Come on, let someone do that in the morning.”
    

    
      “Delicate equipment.” I rolled my eyes, ready to toss a litany of curses at the ceiling.
    

    
      “Hey,” he hummed, nudging my shoulder with his. “A night shift with double pay isn’t so bad. Call your mama and tell her I’ll bring you home with coffee in the morning.” He leaned over my plastic stool and shoved a spoonful of sukuma wiki into his mouth with an appreciative groan. “Maybe she’ll make us breakfast.”
    

    
      At that, I smacked his shoulder and took my spoon back, a look of playful outrage warring with my rightful indignation at our assignment. He put his hands together, begging. “C’mon, Imani, she cooks so good!”
    

    
      I stood and brandished my spoon at him like a sword. “I take it back. You’re 
      worse
       than a vulture!”
    

    
      The room roared with laughter as I smacked the hat off his head with the butt of my spoon and tossed the utensil against his chest before I walked away.
    

    
      But I left Mama’s sukuma wiki there. No way I was gonna let Ephraim work an overnight stakeout in the rain on nothing but protein bars and old jerky.
    

    
      Five minutes later, I was geared up in my army-green fatigues, buckling down the canvas sides of our Jeep. The outpost at my back was dusty and dry, a shoebox of a building surrounded by acacia trees with delicate yellow-green leaves. The only sign of civilization outside of our little office was a satellite tower weighed down with antennae and round dishes, its cables buried in the dry dirt. Most of them were for communicating across the fifty-thousand-acre park... One was for watching football.
    

    
      Now their shadows crawled across the thorny bushes that pocked the single tire trail out of the park. Every dark slash stretched away from the red horizon as if it burned to be too close to the setting sun. It had never made the hair raise on my arms before, but with that tower of angry clouds encroaching on the horizon…
    

    
      The cumulonimbus swirled in a descending black spiral as if Heaven itself were sending down a tornado on Nyerere. I’d never seen anything like it and doubted any of the others had either. It looked as if the night sky was bleeding tar into the dying light of the sun.
    

    
      A window rattled open with a gritty, sandpapery grind. I snapped my attention over to Ephraim as he leaned out, waving his hand. “Ginger’s all gone! You want the vitamin one?”
    

    
      I groaned. I was addicted to my spicy energy drinks, but so was everyone else. It figured that they’d hoard them just the same as I did. “Whatever, just hurry up!”
    

    
      He snapped the window shut.
    

    
      The Jeep’s engine came to life with a diesel growl, vibrating beneath my seat. I honked the horn and Ephraim stumbled out the door, laden with a bag of snacks and drinks in addition to his duffle. He skipped through the cloud of dirt stirring beneath the Jeep’s muffler and slid into the passenger seat beside me with a brilliant white smile.
    

    
      “I brought dinner,” he panted, proud of himself. I raised a brow, eyes flicking from his arms to his face. He shrugged. “What?”
    

    
      “You’re going to bounce right out if you—”
    

    
      “—right, right, if I hold it all. Sorry, just a minute.” I bit back a smile as he wriggled out of his seat, rolling his eyes at himself. He bent awkwardly with full arms, opening the luggage trunk’s latch with his pinky. “And don’t ask me how I survived the army again, huh?”
    

    
      I squeezed my mouth shut to keep from laughing and shook my head. I’d promised after the first dozen times that I’d never ask again, but Ephraim made it hard. He’d always been a boy stuck in a man’s body, full of laughter and light and mischief. I’d hated it at first, but now it unraveled the staunch set of my shoulders and eased the tension in my jaw. It was like he walked into a room and everyone’s blood alcohol levels assumed they’d already had a beer to wind down.
    

    
      It had been a good thing we were paired together in those early days. My mama had taught me to coat my soul in oil and peppers, because a woman with vitiligo in Tanzania would never be safe. I’d been conditioned to walk into every new room expecting a fight, and most of the time, I’d gotten exactly that.
    

    
      But with Ephraim there to calm the waters, things went differently. Our colleagues forgot that my skin was as marbled as the champagne grasslands and dark thorny bushes. They shook my hand without hesitation, no longer checking that I still had both. And maybe some of this was my confidence and competence, but Ephraim was the catalyst.
    

    
      I’d seen acceptance as an unattainable monolith, one I’d never be able to conquer myself. After becoming a game ranger, though, I realised the monolith was only the first domino. It took just one voice to humanize me, one ally to topple them all. And just like that, I was seen, I was heard, I was valuable.
    

    
      I could be a 
      person
      …
    

    
      Maybe I should have shared my mama’s cooking with him more often.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      Fat raindrops battered the windshield the closer we drove towards the storm. I cursed as I flicked on the Jeep’s crusty windshield wipers. Streaks of wet dust smeared across the glass in front of me, so I unzipped the canvas door and leaned out to see.
    

    
      The wind was 
      cold
      . Winters in Tanzania were mild and dry, nothing like this. My skin erupted in gooseflesh, eyes wide, as the icy rain pummeled my face. My bucket hat went flying, caught around my neck by the chin cord. Ephraim yelled something unintelligible and pulled me back into the cab by my elbow.
    

    
      “What?!” I yelled. Hail cracked against the canvas, the wind blowing us sideways.
    

    
      “You were drifting off the trail!” He lifted his radio to his mouth and pushed to talk. “Dalmation Team to Outpost South, do you copy? Over.”
    

    
      He repeated his call more forcefully, receiving nothing back but an odd static, like the sound of dial-up internet if it were a trap beat in minor key. The sound skittered over my skin, skipping like smooth rocks over a pond to make my flesh spark and itch. Something…
    

    
      A flock of birds flew directly 
      up
       into the angry rain.
    

    
      Something wasn’t right.
    

    
      “Ephraim! Did you see that?” I asked, punching his arm wildly. My hands twitched on the steering wheel as he lowered the radio from his cheek in shock. We didn’t carry handguns as game rangers, and now I sorely wished I had my infantry piece on my belt next to the familiar weight of my bush knife.
    

    
      “Imani… Imani, stop!”
    

    
      I slammed on the breaks, heavy duty tires sliding through a slurry of silky mud and rocks. He tugged me by the back of my hat, poking his finger against the wobbling plastic window on his side of the cab.
    

    
      One of our bull rhinos was caught in the Jeep’s passenger spotlight, slick and shiny in the rain, his breath fogging the air as he snorted. His eyes darted wildly between three large men, their shadows low in the heavy grass. They were massive, larger than any poachers I’d ever seen, who tended to be reedy from long treks on foot and a lack of good food.
    

    
      Ephraim turned the spotlight in their direction and they ducked further into the grass, spreading out. He clicked on the radio and turned the knob to full volume. “Attention! You are trespassing on national park lands. We are armed and will shoot if you attempt to run. I repeat…”
    

    
      I pressed my foot into the brake and popped the luggage trunk open, wrenching out our long guns as he brushed the spotlight over the three men. They kept their dark heads down, hands over their heads. That creeping feeling intensified. Not 
      one
       of them glanced at the rhino ready to charge.
    

    
      Ephraim’s easy temperament hardened into the seasoned soldier no one believed he was. He signaled for me to go out the rear, so I unzipped the Jeep’s driver-side door and slipped out into the rain with my gun. Drenched to the bone within seconds, the rain hit me at a slant. I tilted my bucket hat against it to keep the storm out of my eyes while I eased around the back of the Jeep and couched my rifle’s stock against my shoulder. I aimed my sites at the closest figure and waited, counting my breaths.
    

    
      “Three men, body armor. Front, twenty meters. Eleven and two, thirty meters,” I murmured into the Jeep’s canvas. Ephraim’s view was limited with the rain and the vinyl windows. “The bull might be Mwamba. Position, lef—”
    

    
      “
      Help
      !”
    

    
      I blinked. Had I heard that right? It sounded like English, but I couldn’t be sure. Ephraim heard it too. Switching from Swahili, his voice echoed like a tin can into the rain and hail.
    

    
      “Attention! You are trespassing! If you are safari guests, please raise your right hands! Do not run. I repeat, do not—”
    

    
      The bull charged.
    

    
      Mwamba lowered his head and exploded forward, rumbling the ground like an armored tank. The delicate tension broke into chaos as he rushed one of the men, ramming him in the chest and sending him flying. The front figure threw a canister at his feet, an orange glow illuminating his silhouette, which was more akin to naval special forces than a poacher. High tech black gear gleamed in the harsh spotlight, revealing wide shoulders and impossibly narrow hips. The man raised a glowing blue handgun, the likes of which I’d never seen.
    

    
      Ephraim took the first shot, straight through the Jeep’s canvas as he leaned back into the driver’s seat to get clearance for his rifle’s barrel. The shot was haphazard but true, piercing the vinyl window and glancing off the front man’s black helmet with enough force to knock it off his head.
    

    
      My breath hitched. I hesitated for a single heartbeat, skin growing hot, heart pounding against my sternum. I took my shot, but it disappeared into the storm.
    

    
      These weren’t men. Not at all
      .
    

    
      The red face of a devil sneered at us. It clicked and rumbled, the sides of its face splitting open to reveal rows of sharp, jagged molars like the mouth of a hyena only 
      more
      . Broken, carved spikes rose from its head rather than hair, and its hateful eyes glowed cyan blue. They fixed on the Jeep like lasers.
    

    
      “Shit!” I retreated, reaching into the cab to clutch a fistful of Ephraim’s fatigues. I yanked him out of the Jeep and he fell to the ground with a hard thud as a beam of narrow blue light lanced the canvas. Burning plastic and metal filled the air and stung our eyes as Ephraim scrambled, his back to the front tire.
    

    
      Immediately, he got to his feet, careful to stay behind the joints of the door for better cover and laid his rifle over the hood of the car. He turned his head sideways, estimating his next shot, and took it with cold precision. Droplets of water fell from his lashes, but he never blinked.
    

    
      “One down,” he reported. “Rhino two o’clock, engaging enemy.”
    

    
      I heard him but stared at the hole in the vinyl window.
    

    
      “Ephraim?”
    

    
      It wasn’t smoking. It was 
      steaming.
       The entire cab was foggy with heat. Something inside the engine block groaned. My chest felt hot. Was it a bomb? Was it—
    

    
      “Ow, fuck!” Ephraim and I dropped our guns at the same time, the barrels red hot. He stumbled back from the Jeep as its hood warped and popped. The tires exploded with a loud crack, melting around the hubcaps. Ephraim howled with pain, struggling to remove the dogtags he still wore beneath his shirt. He pulled them away with trembling hands, his flesh melting into the chain links around his neck as the tin superheated and the rubber casings melted into his skin.
    

    
      When he threw the tag away and still howled, holding his trembling arm, I remembered the scar on his forearm from surgery as a teen. A surgery to mend his broken ulna with a long metal plate.
    

    
      Ephraim pushed his jacket up his arm, staring at the bubbling flesh and muscle tissue around the scar, eyes wide and delirious with pain.
    

    
      I ripped off my jacket and picked up my smoking rifle with one hand. “Go, go, go!” I yelled. The only thing I could think of was to get away from the source of the heat, whether it was the Jeep or the disc the creature dropped into the grass.
    

    
      When Ephraim didn’t move, I hooked my other elbow around his good arm, and dragged him directly away from the Jeep. Hot diesel fuel spewed from beneath the chassis to coat the ground. I kept my eyes on the hood of the car and the stream of fire now ignited beneath the engine block, shuffling backwards as fast as my boots would carry us, Ephraim’s agonised scream ripping my mind apart in panic.
    

    
      “Keep it together!” I roared in his ear. “Move, move!”
    

    
      Ephraim held onto my belt with his good hand, finally propelling himself backwards with his heels. He nodded, his scream reducing to a low, constant moan. “Go… ‘Mani…” His burnt arm fell to his side, blackened and bubbling.
    

    
      Another beam of blue light streaked through the air, hitting Ephraim in the chest. It cut through him like butter from sternum to hip without a sound. He slumped as I reached for my gun to return fire. The smell of cooked game meat filled the air, mixed with petrichor and dry grass.
    

    
      My breath, my heart, my fear. Everything stood still. I kept my eyes fixed on the Jeep, jaw set as if stapled shut. I couldn’t look down. I couldn’t rip my own soul in half.
    

    
      Ephraim was…
    

    
      He was...
    

    
      An injured grey devil stumbled around the side of the Jeep. Its arm was crushed to its side, chest plate splintered and caved in. I couldn’t hear the creature over the torrential rain, but its jaws moved haphazardly over its fangs as it stalked after us, its weapon slowly glowing back to life.
    

    
      I took one step over Ephraim and knelt, dropping my jacket to the ground as it slipped off the barrel of my rifle. I couched the gun against my shoulder and leaned my cheek into the stock. Its rubber was liquidy and scorching against my skin. White hot pain seared my palms as I aimed. Ephraim didn’t try to help. He was…
    

    
      The devil raised its laser pistol. It pulled the trigger over and over with a snarl on its nasty fanged face, ready for when the gun would be at full charge again.
    

    
      I took a deep breath, smelling my own flesh burn. I was calm with rage, patient to get it right. I’d die beside my sweet Ephraim, but I’d do it while drawing blood. I aimed, counting my heartbeats, then let the bullet fly.
    

    
      As the abomination’s gait swayed, my shot struck its temple, splitting its head open between two of its spikes, like lightning striking a tree. It toppled, its weapon firing in a wide arc as its hand flexed in death.
    

    
      With a shrill wail of pain and grief, I threw my searing hot gun away, falling to my elbows to protect my quaking, ruined palms. I pressed my face to Ephraim’s knee, rolling my cheekbones across the lax muscle and bone beneath his fatigues. He was still so warm.
    

    
      The ground thudded ominously, boots pounding across the dirt as the last of the three let loose a monstrous roar. I gnashed my teeth and got to the balls of my feet with my own hateful snarl. The red devil I’d seen first, with eyes glowing blue like their weapons, bore down on me with its fangs exposed.
    

    
      It crushed me to the ground, so heavy and hard that it was like wrestling a mountain. But like most bodybuilders, the creature had limited range of motion. I squirmed and wriggled my narrow shoulders and hips until I could raise my arm above the back of its head and drive my elbow down into its skull. It tried to grab my scalp, pulling off my hat instead.
    

    
      Black spots lined my vision as the devil crushed me. My ribs cracked and my lungs flattened. No air in or out, even though I strained like a fish out of water. I pressed my shaking fingers into its face, searching for its eyes, its nostrils, anything to bring it more pain before the end.
    

    
      My fingers wrapped around a bony protrusion, the jaws that split open over its mouth. With the last of my strength, I wrenched at the appendage until I felt it pop.
    

    
      The devil reared back, but I held on like a crocodile, ripping and twisting, digging my fingers into the tendons holding its jaws together. It grabbed my wrist and crushed the bones with a gravelly crunch, and I lunged forward with my other hand. It took over where the other was useless now, sacrificed for the devil’s agony, and I pierced into that delicate joint until I felt the flesh tear and warm blood coat my knuckles.
    

    
      But my victory couldn’t last, even if the creature would never forget me now. It grabbed my face in its three fingers, the points of its talons digging into my neck and scalp. It slammed the back of my head against the ground in a rage. Over and over and over.
    

    
      Broken, crushed, I pressed my knuckles into Ephraim’s lingering warmth, watching the rain descend from between the devil’s red claws.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      The darkness was thick, both as suffocating and as vast as a velvet ocean. I couldn’t tell if my eyes were opened or closed, except for the sharp agony of blinking, which split my head open. I pressed my face to the cool ground, glad for the distraction of rocks biting into my cheek and temple.
    

    
      I had no sense of time anymore. How long had passed? Minutes… days? Purgatory maybe. That was the Christian name for the space in-between, wasn’t it? Unlike my faithful mother, I’d never practiced. Always too angry, she’d said. Perhaps that’s why I’d been left here, reliving the blue flashes of laserfire behind my eyelids. They sliced my brain apart with every heartbeat.
    

    
      Would I be in pain forever?
    

    
      I rocked back and forth to alleviate the agony in my head, and found I was laying on my side. When I spread my arms and legs out, I felt no other body. Just rocks and dust.
    

    
      A deep, gentle sigh pulled me away from my anguish.
    

    
      “Eph…” I croaked. My throat was as parched as the Serengeti’s dry season. I lifted up my head and immediately regretted it as vertigo gripped me and tossed my stomach. I rolled over when my core clenched on nothing and wretched thick saliva.
    

    
      The sigh came again, this time followed by snorting and shuffling. It was an animal, not Ephraim. I wanted to weep, but the pressure in my head was already too great. There were no cracks for my tears to leak through.
    

    
      “I think she’s awake.”
    

    
      “¡Oye, está despierta!”
    

    
      Women’s voices. American English and Spanish, or maybe Portuguese. I wasn’t familiar with either one, and my brain was on fire, too overwhelmed with the sound of my own blood to make sense of their words.
    

    
      “Oh, shit.”
    

    
      “Is that a mother-fucking rhino?!”
    

    
      “Just be careful.”
    

    
      A shoe ground down the rocks near my face and someone knelt beside me. They wrapped my head in a damp cloth. Instant relief. Not from the pain, but from the heat of it, at least. It was enough for me to search for shadows in the darkness.
    

    
      “Hey there, do you speak English?”
    

    
      “O española?”
    

    
      Of course I spoke English. Most Tanzanians did.
    

    
      “Ephraim?” I rasped.
    

    
      There was some mumbling, then one of the women shook her head. “No Ephraim. I’m sorry.”
    

    
      I bit my lip to keep back the grief, then heaved myself up with their help. Several hands cradled my shoulders and arms, and I found three women surrounding me. The bull rhino, Mwamba, lay five meters to my right. He was awake and vigilant, the silhouette of his ears perked forward. I looked up at the sky to find no stars, moon, or clouds.
    

    
      “Is the rhino yours?” one of the women asked. Another hushed her. “What? That thing’s huge.”
    

    
      Mwamba turned towards me, one ear twitching. He huffed the cold air, face lifted to the sky, and I glimpsed a wet sheen on his horn. Blood, no doubt. My mouth twitched, not with mirth but with irony. “Mwamba isn’t mine. Maybe I am his,” I said in English. The bull snorted and peered fixedly into the distance, lumbering to his feet.
    

    
      “Well, 
      Muhwumbuh
       needs to just stay over there so I don’t lose my shit,” the woman said, following suit. I pulled her back down.
    

    
      Or tried to. My hands seized up as pain splintered through my forearms and fingertips. I gasped, turning my hands over. They were so close to my face, but I still couldn’t see them. I couldn’t 
      feel
       them. I brushed the backs of my hands over each palm, surprised to find a coat of dry gel cushioning them.
    

    
      Mwamba chuffed a warning. I pulled the North American back down with rubbery fingers. I couldn’t get a grip on her, but she understood, hiding behind my shoulder.
    

    
      “Rhinos don’t like sudden movements,” I told her quietly, watching him even though keeping him in focus made my eyes water.
    

    
      “Gotcha. Don’t anger the tank puppy.”
    

    
      I creased my brow in confusion, trying to understand where I was. Had it all been a hallucination? Did these women save me? One of them could be a ranger from a different outpost. We had a handful of foreigners doing conservation research around the park too.
    

    
      Maybe I wasn’t dead after all. Maybe the devils had been something else. A coping mechanism. Maybe Ephraim…
    

    
      “Are we in Nyerere?” I asked.
    

    
      “Uh, no?”
    

    
      “We’re… well, we don’t know. Not anywhere any of us recognise. It’s a, ah, warehouse, or something. There’s a ceiling.”
    

    
      A gentle hand clasped my forearm. My awareness was sharpening little by little, and another woman, the one with a kinder voice, squeezed my drenched skin. I was in my damp tank top and fatigue pants, boots and socks sodden and heavy. The fabric around my head felt like the bandana I kept in my cargo pocket for the dust.
    

    
      But the ground was 
      dry. 
      And the air smelled…
    

    
      Oh my god.
    

    
      I heaved, my lungs filling with the sickly scent of putrefaction. I took the bandana off my head and pressed it to my nose. “What’s that smell?”
    

    
      The woman I couldn’t understand patted my shoulder.
    

    
      “Puedes oler la ballena, ¿eh?”
    

    
      “The whale.” A shadow pointed to a dark hill in the distance. Not a hill, a bloated 
      corpse.
       It rested on its side, one long fin rising into the air. The obsidian reflection of the water surrounding it was as smooth as glass.
    

    
      “There are other animals too,” the kindly one explained. “We’ve found an elk, some sheep, and two alpacas—”
    

    
      “—that might be llamas.”
    

    
      “Jimena said they’re alpacas.”
    

    
      “¿Cómo se llama?”
       Jimena asked, patting my knee.
    

    
      I pressed the back of my wrist to my forehead, closed my eyes, and breathed. I didn’t know what she was asking me. What I 
      did
       know was that we’d been taken. Trafficking, no question. All of us were women, and the animals they’d listed were all known for medicinal anatomy.
    

    
      But a 
      whale?
    

    
      “How long have we been here?” I asked.
    

    
      “Jimena’s been here the longest. Three days, maybe. But the place is 
      big.
       Jimena left her cellphone along the wall and said it took her almost a day to circle back to it. And before you ask, no, the phone doesn’t work anymore.”
    

    
      Mwamba trumpeted and the women scattered behind me. I rose to my feet, dizzy and reeling, my arms splayed wide. The bull rhino wasn’t looking at us though. He was transfixed by a corner of the room, so far from us that dust obscured the details of a seam in the wall now illuminated by a blinking white light. The floor hummed, pebbles dancing around our feet.
    

    
      “Are they bringing in something new?” I asked.
    

    
      “Is it food?” the younger, louder American asked desperately. We looked at Jimena, but she stared just as hard as we did, eyes wide in the dim flashing light. She shook her head, her frightened features blinking in and out of darkness with the rest of us.
    

    
      Mwamba lunged forward, an intimidating false start to a charge at nothing. The four of us women backed up behind him. A tiger sprinted beneath the white light in the distance, a streak of orange and black.
    

    
      Then the seam in the wall split apart achingly slowly, blinding us with a ribbon of stark white light that illuminated the surreal zoo in which we stood.
    

    
      It was a massive hangar strewn with splashes of sand, earth, rocks, and landfill garbage. Larger things—uprooted trees and boulders, old cars and planes—filled the landscape. There were baobabs and sycamores, a Boeing 777, shattered satellites, velvet theater seats, the remnants of a stone shrine from somewhere in Asia, and a pizza cart from New York with a yellow-striped umbrella, its napkins and condiments scattered where it had been dropped from a height. The collection was a disturbing sampling of humanity.
    

    
      “Oh my god,” the kind woman said. She gripped the younger American, pushing her back. “Run…” she whispered. “Run!”
    

    
      The younger woman looked past me and screamed, her voice echoing off the cavernous walls. They pulled at my clothes, but when I didn’t move, they left me there, tripping over themselves to flee.
    

    
      I looked back at the white ribbon again, stuck in the beam as if it were Ephraim’s spotlight.
    

    
      Emerging from the whiteness was a creature on four legs, its haunches high and sloping into narrow hips like a hyena or German shepherd the size of an elephant. Its fur was jagged and dark, a low-slung head with flat yellow eyes roving side to side as it scanned the landscape.
    

    
      Then it lifted its face to the sky and its throat rippled open like a dissection incision, exposing hundreds, 
      thousands
      , of teeth. That mouth stretched until its throat was spread eagle and its black, steaming tongue reared up like a cobra. It howled and the sound echoed under my skin, in my ribcage, as big and deep as the horn of a barge. The eerie toll was Death itself.
    

    
      Every living creature hiding in the hangar burst forth and fled while I stood rooted to the spot, staring, disbelieving. Colorful birds and horses, giraffes and penguins…
    

    
      I really was still alive, and that red devil was too. Somewhere. Maybe Ephraim had been lucky, dying as quickly as he did. I hoped beyond measure that it was true, because what came next was clear to me and I wouldn’t have wanted it for anyone in the world.
    

    
      At least, nobody from 
      my
       world.
    

    
      Anger boiled low in my gut. I looked over my shoulder, where the other women’s backs receded towards the far reaches of the strange habitat. My head still split in two, my palms throbbed and stung, but at least I knew there would be an end to it now.
    

    
      Mwamba trumpeted angrily. He and I were in agreement. That creature needed to pay its pound of flesh for what we’d lost. Maybe I could kill it when those teeth sank home. Maybe I would be numb enough to take my time. Study. Get it right. Self-destruct.
    

    
      As I slipped into the shadows of the Boeing 777 and withdrew the hunting knife on my belt by its melted hilt, I sent a thought to my mama for her grief.
    

    
      Her baby wasn’t coming home.
    

    
      
    

    



      1
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The trailhead off the children’s playfield was well-worn and marked. I walked it slowly, just like most days before breakfast, looping the entire human colony of Renata, rain or shine. The early pink sun would peek through the leaves, steam rolling off the ferns and palm fronds to envelope the red jungle in a warm, humid fog.
    

    
      It was eerie, silent, but quickly becoming my favorite retreat. The mists transported me back to my days in the army on Earth, when I was young and focused, and I forgot the bitter pains of surviving the 
      Paramour
      .
    

    
      Reflexively, I squeezed my hold on the stock and grip of my home-printed long gun. My palms were numb, the nerves scorched and scarred over, having never healed properly after my abduction from Nyerere National Park. My fingers and the outer edges of my grip were true, though, and I’d learned to think of myself as always wearing fingerless weight-lifting gloves. The delusion accounted for the unnatural thickness I felt in my palms, as if they were cold, meaty foam three times the size of my grip.
    

    
      I turned on a sharp corner along the trail that swung around an old 
      biria
       trunk, using a familiar root as my foothold, reminding myself to walk slowly, to stay focused. I knew the trail more intimately than my own bedroom at this point, and that familiarity was dangerous. My eyes would see what they expected to see rather than what was there.
    

    
      But it wouldn’t have mattered if I’d been paying attention or not.
    

    
      The white silhouette pushing against the fog lay in sharp relief to the dense, blood red forest. I had seen this before, but the hair still stood on my arms and neck. My heartbeat roared in my ears. I lifted my gun and couched the stock against my shoulder as I approached, keeping both eyes open.
    

    
      The dismembered body of a woman with skin so white she looked like a Grecian statue, lay atop a thicket of ferns as if it were her deathbed. She stared at the canopy with open eyes. If I didn’t know what death looked like on a person, I’d have thought she was a department store mannequin with her bloodless pallor and perfectly straight legs.
    

    
      At least, what was left of them.
    

    
      I sighed, turning my attention from the empty cavity of her abdomen and the insects feasting on her muscle tissue to stare out into the forest.
    

    
      “
      Comm Hunar
      ,” I commanded my linguitor. The device beeped and his voice crackled to life within my ear.
    

    
      “Morning,” he gruffed.
    

    
      “Morning, or have you not slept yet?” I murmured, surveying the canopy as I knelt near the body. Familiar whirs and clicks inside her skull confirmed my suspicions as I got close enough that the fog no longer blanketed the noise.
    

    
      Hunar grunted belligerently.
    

    
      “Imani J
      am
      esz
      s
      z, right? It’s so good to me
      e
      e
      e
      t you,” the corpse said with a distorted voice. I ignored the body even though I felt its eyes on me.
    

    
      “We need to cord off the loop and the playfield trailhead, stat,” I told the only alien I trusted on the other end of my comms.
    

    
      Hunar was silent for a breath, processing what that meant, and when he spoke again, he was far more alert. “You found another one?”
    

    
      “Five minutes’ walk from the treeline,” I confirmed, lowering my gun. My grip loosened, letting the barrel fall across my bent knees. I finally looked down at the woman’s face, her distant eyes trained on me instead of the canopy. The corner of her mouth twitched like a flickering overhead light as she tried to smile, the fat of her cheeks already eaten away by a curious animal. It exposed the delicate wiring beneath her flesh.
    

    
      “I think I’m lo
      o
      os
      z
      t,” she said. “Can you sh
      zs
      how me how to get to Ho
      m
      e To
      we
      r 01?”
    

    
      “Get here quick. 
      End comm.
      ” The link cut out on fuzzy silence, and I stared down at the woman’s fine features with the same melancholy question I’d had the first two times I’d seen a wandering robot woman in the jungle…
    

    
      Who were you?
    

    
      But I didn’t ask.
    

    
      She wouldn’t have the answer anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      Loud bootsteps preceded Hunar as he trudged towards my position carrying a shovel and a black case with handles. Two drones buzzed through the clearing, scanned and recorded the scene with a wide beam of light. I closed my eyes as the harsh blue crossed over me, then stood to greet the shilpakaar I’d come to trust.
    

    
      Hunar nodded to me once, his mane of thick tendrils swaying over his shoulders as he stepped over logs and waded through the undergrowth. He was a wide man with dull turquoise coloring and overdeveloped forearms from strenuous, detail-oriented labor. One of his bronze ovoid eyes glowed blue, a film of information running over its surface as the drones reported their findings. He crossed both sets of arms, slitted nostrils flaring with distaste at the alabaster body.
    

    
      “She’s fresher than the last two,” he said, getting down to business. “But the rest is the same. No other tracks, data trails, heat signatures, scent. Just her receding body heat and a data halo.”
    

    
      “Her data halo is intact…” I scrunched my brow, mulling it over, then grimaced. “What is a data halo, again?”
    

    
      Hunar grinned. “Just coding artifacts. They’re useful for time of…” He glanced at her half-eaten face and shredded abdominal wall, emptied of its kidneys, liver, and other organs. “Time of death.”
    

    
      “Time of decommission, you mean.”
    

    
      “She could have been sapient,” he pushed. “An abused bog. We don’t know.”
    

    
      I tapped her lightly on the forehead with my long gun. Her eyes twitched, the pupils contracting and dilating like camera lenses as they adjusted focus. She looked at Hunar, then her gaze slid back towards me once more.
    

    
      “Imani J
      am
      esz
      s
      z, right? It’s so good to me
      e
      e
      e
      t you.”
    

    
      I held Hunar’s gaze as she smiled with the half of her mouth still intact. Her expression was mangled from decay and discoloration. He grimaced, brushing one of his upper hands over his mane, and the appendages shrank back with disgust.
    

    
      I tilted my head, egging him on. “So, are we going with time of death?”
    

    
      Hunar cleared his throat. “Time of decommission it is.”
    

    
      Renata’s chief engineer withdrew a puck from a pouch on his thigh and lifted the back of the woman’s hair. The white-blonde tresses were soft and clean, as if she produced no oil through her skin. She obediently turned her head with a grating whir from inside her spine. Hunar pressed around the vertebrae beneath a thick copper jack until he found a slit in the flesh, then plugged his puck into her data bank.
    

    
      The device’s storage bar lit up white. There was nothing in her memory.
    

    
      “No luck.”
    

    
      “Dammit,” I swore, biting my bottom lip in thought.
    

    
      I recalled the first two dolls we’d found. Neither had been as complete as this one. The first had scared me shitless, crawling across a clearing like a disemboweled zombie, maggots eating their way through her flesh. We’d found her legs several meters back where one had gotten stuck between roots and she had elected to keep going, twisting the limb off at the knee.
    

    
      The second had been more intact. She wore remnants of her clothing, straggly blonde hair matted around her face. I’d thought she was a colonist when I found her during the height of the wet season, floating face-up in a cenote. Then I noticed her legs still trying to walk beneath the inky water, churning her hips in an unnatural way. And the hands, bobbing on the threads of circuitry interwoven with her tendons and vessels like fishing bobbles, the biological components of her wrists long since decayed.
    

    
      But this one…
    

    
      “Would they make twins?” I asked. “Her hair and eye color are the same as the others.”
    

    
      “You think whoever’s sending them is using the same model?” Hunar’s tone was curious. His mane roiled over itself slowly, thoughtfully. “It would save resources. Money, time…”
    

    
      The same model. My eyes widened. “She hasn’t been out here as long as the others,” I realised. Hunar raised a brow, his tiger-striped pupils narrowing in focus.
    

    
      “You’re right. She 
      is
       more intact.”
    

    
      I caught Hunar’s stare, heart pounding. “Every time we’ve seen her, she’s been less damaged.”
    

    
      Hunar’s oversized eyes widened. “
      Chudthi.
      ” 
    

    
      I pressed my hands to my cheeks, looking up at the canopy and calculating as my mind spun. “Humans can go three days without water, and up to a month without food.” I examined her physique. “She still looks well-fed.”
    

    
      “Dolls don’t gain or lose weight. I don’t know the engineering behind it. Something about adaptive metabolic rates.”
    

    
      I blew a frustrated raspberry, digging my fingernails into my short carpet of hair. “How about water?”
    

    
      “They 
      need
       food and water. Just doesn’t show.” A glint caught his eye as he huddled closer. “Actually, their bodies behave as if they’re at full health until suddenly—” He snapped two sets of fingers. “Lights out.”
    

    
      I leaned in, catching on. “So she was walking or running at full capacity until her body failed?”
    

    
      “Yes,” he said, grinning. “And…” Hunar floated his tendrils just above her chest, grimacing as he tasted her skin with his sensitive pores. “Her body has been dead for a while. I’m gonna guess four or five sols.”
    

    
      We looked down at her in unison, the same chilling realisation in both our minds. If her body died four or five sols ago, that meant her bionic scaffolding kept walking.
    

    
      She really 
      was
       a zombie.
    

    
      Lord have mercy.
    

    
      “I’ll put my cache down on her being out here for ten to twelve sols. Who knows, dolls might be more resilient than homegrown humans.” I shot him a glare, to which he grinned mirthlessly, looking down at his holotab. “So that means…” He did some fancy fingerwork, mumbling to himself. “Given the hard terrain, I’d say the furthest estimate is that she started seven hundred fifty kilometers from here.”
    

    
      I scoffed. “Humans don’t use the trees like shilpakaari do. Daramēiza is a knot of sinkholes, roots, and ravines. There’s no way.” I sighed, catching the woman’s eye again. She’d gone still, but her stare was unnaturally alive, vibrant and blue. “Two hundred fifty. 
      Maybe
       three hundred. Which means—”
    

    
      “—whoever is dropping them off is getting a lot closer.” 
    

    
      I stood abruptly, hands on hips as I waded in a tight line amongst the ferns. “How are we supposed to protect ourselves with literal pod people walking through the jungle?”
    

    
      “You’re just 
      now
       freaking out?” Hunar seemed genuinely perplexed.
    

    
      “
      That
      ,” I pointed at the body with absolute conviction, “is the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen. It knew my name.”
    

    
      “Creepier than that first one?”
    

    
      “Yes! That was just gross. 
      This
       though? 
      This…
      ”
    

    
      I was yelling, carried away by the grotesque absurdity and danger the inert woman represented. We had no leads. No motive. No sightings of anything but the occasional doll with a wiped data bank and eerily living eyes.
    

    
      I paused before the pressure of over a thousand human souls on my shoulders weighed me down and buried me alive. Panic wouldn’t hurt just me. It would endanger our entire colony’s fragile chance at peace and safety.
    

    
      Ephraim’s face, eyes bulging with terror as the flesh on his arm cooked, flashed behind my eyelids. I rolled the invisible burden from my shoulders, calmer than before, but still chased—always chased—by the fear that I’d stumble and our shining home towers would collapse into the jungle.
    

    
      Hunar produced a slender knife and sighed, cutting around the data bank carefully. “I’ll take this and see if there’s anything I can dredge up, but you know I won’t find anything. You need to—”
    

    
      “I’m not showing the bogs,” I snarled. “I don’t trust them.”
    

    
      Biognostics were a species with digitally evolved anatomy that they consciously self-improved to achieve their goals and obey their unique origin code, making them unpredictably dangerous.
    

    
      Except that they were also a collective hivemind, and for some reason, staunchly believed in being a neutral party. They called it Unity. Every bog enforced Unity, or they were ejected from the collective neuroservers and lost touch with a key part of their sense of self. It had worked for centuries.
    

    
      At least, according to the audio I studied while I strength-trained in the afternoons.
    

    
      I’d learned a lot while Marcella assumed I listened to music and worked up a sweat in the living room. What I’d learned had made my ears and common sense sharp. Roav and Jharim, the two bogs in our colony, had been Ambassador Olivia Atarian’s bodyguards on the capital space station. I knew practically nothing about them, except that they’d made a deal to tag along as part of her crew before 
      immediately
       volunteering to rust in humid, isolated Renata.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      At first, I’d barely paid attention to them. They weren’t nearly as big a thorn in my side as Vindilus, the new “head of security,” or his pet hellhound.
    

    
      But then they told me their origin code, the protocol that gives them a reason to keep ticking, was calibrated to their employer’s safety. If that were true, they wouldn’t volunteer to jump ship at the first stop after signing on to Olivia Atarian’s crew.
    

    
      Which meant they’d struck a deal, used the galaxy’s most advanced vessel to skip across systems, and landed here. If they left her behind, it meant that they’d never actually been her “bodyguards,” and something 
      here
       was their origin code instead.
    

    
      Origin codes weren’t a safety net. They were compulsions, obsessions. And 
      that
       was dangerous.
    

    
      But most of the shilpakaari delegates and security team disagreed with me on that. They lived side by side with Roav and Jharim as if they were on the up-and-up. Even Hunar had his reservations.
    

    
      All because they could trust Unity. It was the ultimate enforcement of a moral code.
    

    
      Bullshit.
    

    
      “Somethin’s gotta give, Imani. We’re sitting ducks,” Hunar said, carefully extracting the doll’s data bank. He peeled back the nape of the doll’s neck and clicked on the knife’s flash heat function. It cut through the cartilage surrounding the vertebra like butter.
    

    
      I picked up the shovel and leaned on the handle, pressing the sharp tip into the groundcover. He was right. Finding a third doll meant these weren’t from the smugglers that had recently kidnapped Bree Stewart and her coil, Aavar Medansh. Finding a third meant someone else was out there, in the bloody jungle labyrinth of Daramēiza.
    

    
      Failure snapped at my heels again. Always just a step behind, waiting for me to trip so it could gobble me up like dinner.
    

    
      I rolled my shoulder as pain lanced through my old wounds.
    

    
      “I need to think.”
    

    
      Hunar stood, the data bank carefully packed away. His mane twisted over itself in thought as he inspected my expression with hard eyes. “One day, Imani. Then I 
      have
       to report it up the chain. Got it? You’re the sharpest human around, and you make some sense, but you’ve got a grudge against Vindilus and his team that’s impairing your judgment.”
    

    
      I pressed my lips into a thin line and nodded, gripping the shovel with frustration. I pressed my thumbs into the numb pads of my palms, remembering my abduction. The flash of red at night, the sharp talons.
    

    
      But it was distant enough to ignore. More pressing was that if Hunar followed protocol, I had a sinking suspicion that the bogs would find out about the dolls. They could be inside every piece of comm tech we had.
    

    
      “Let me know what you find,” I said.
    

    
      “Imani…”
    

    
      “One day,” I snapped, matching his glare. “I got it.”
    

    
      Hunar left with a sigh, wading through the ferns. I could see him far longer than I could hear him, his teal skin popping out of the red forest as the light warmed up and cut through the canopy. I turned my attention back to the doll. Her eyes still fixed to mine, following me, even as I stood up.
    

    
      Something needed to change, Hunar was right about that. I couldn’t let these nightmares march up to our borders anymore just because I didn’t want to take risks and play nice. They obviously weren’t from the smugglers or their buyers. Both dead and dealt with.
    

    
      I huffed with indignation when the answer arrived. It had been at the back of my mind for a while, but I hated it. I rolled my eyes at myself and stood up straight.
    

    
      “Fine,” I told the doll as if we’d been having an argument. “I’ll talk to him. Happy?”
    

    
      Then I lifted up my shovel and drove it into the ground with force.
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      “
      Ai fil~ uh lavinduh haez kripun ahp onmi~”
    

    
      Vindilus sang the chorus of a 
      Suifti 
      song way too high for his bass voice, listening to the colony archive’s last top ten hits from Earth as he piled personal effects outside the Nephim shipwreck.
    

    
      The midafternoon sun beat down into the ravine, baking the clay riverbanks and making the whole place stink like rot and gym socks. He glanced at the two dozen bodies covered in burial nets beneath an outcropping of the cliffs.
    

    
      Right, it might be them too.
    

    
      Vin wondered when they would dissolve into the ground. It wasn’t ideal conditions for the net to do its work, but he wasn’t about to go out of his way to say 
      hasta la vista
       to a buncha assholes trying to smuggle his humans on the black market.
    

    
      “Go ahead and stink, you bastards,” he challenged them under his breath.
    

    
      Another song he recognised turned over in his linguitor and his mandibles fluttered with interest. “Oo!” He put his hips into the beat, tallying up his new finds.
    

    
      Aavar and Bree could tease him all they wanted.
    

    
      Earth music was lit.
    

    
      “Arms Master,” Roav called from the ship. Vin squinted into the reflection of the stream, catching the bog’s waving arm. “There is another one.”
    

    
      “Really? Thought we got them all.” He stowed his holotab and sloshed across the stream in his heavy terrain boots.
    

    
      For the past satbit, he and his team had been methodically logging and scrapping the crash site of a Nephim ship they’d taken down in a skirmish to save Bree Stewart from smugglers. Their plans for her were still unconfirmed, but it likely had to do with using her living genetic code to create dolls for a market obsessed with their carefully guarded colony of refugee humans.
    

    
      If there was one thing Vin understood, it was that the ISU’s black market inhaled coveted things and spit them back out at an exorbitant price until the resource was spent. It also didn’t help that humans looked a fuck-ton like the Muru, a sort of fertility god from venandi legend. Honestly, human dolls would end up on the market no matter what they did to stop it.
    

    
      But if they were hounds about it, at least they could keep genetic poachers from getting their hands on real bonafide human code. Code that would sell for quadruple the price of a knock-off.
    

    
      The fact that someone had already made a grab for the colony doc’s code pissed Vin off. He had a personal vendetta against poachers, considering how he’d found Pom Pom all those years ago. Locked in a cage in a marketplace, being auctioned off for fucking 
      bits…
    

    
      The more he thought about the gross violation of his little girl 
      and
       an entire species, the more he wanted to crush skulls like they were sugar cubes.
    

    
      Which is why he listened to 
      Suifti
       music. It helped him escape and keep his sense of humor.
    

    
      And he was getting pretty good at sounding out human noises. 
    

    
      Roav trained his two deep lenses on Vin with a single smooth nod. He stood nearly as tall as the venandi, which was a feat in itself.
    

    
      “Whatcha got?”
    

    
      “There were five charging stations on board,” Roav reminded him. “But we’ve found a sixth body. Come, I’ll show you.”
    

    
      The bog led him into the remnants of the ship, a stifling metal hull that smelled like burned sensors and mud, surrounded by scattered bits of glass and plas all the way to the treeline. The clay streambed acted like a non-Newtonian fluid, smashing the ship’s thrusters into solid ground upon impact, then slowly absorbing the ship. Entire compartments were now stuck deep in the earth, beyond their reach.
    

    
      If they wanted to excavate it, they’d have to ask the colony’s host city, Samridve, for aid, and that wasn’t happening. The shilpakaari ambassador there was slimy as fuck. No way Vin would give him clearance so he could blow the story wide to all the big media feeds.
    

    
      Roav projected a hologram over the stream running through the ship. His lenses illuminated a world beneath their feet in blue light. He highlighted a flashing white crosshair, cycling through the ship’s schematics.
    

    
      “There is a cyber-organic entity coded as female within the captain’s quarters.”
    

    
      Vin’s lip curled up. “Of fucking course there is.” He leaned against the slanted remnants of the gangplank and crossed his arms. “And you’re sure she’s not one of the ones assigned to a charging station? There might be one in the limp dick’s room.”
    

    
      Roav gave him that same nod, undisturbed, or at least, not showing it outwardly. Classic bog, cool as a 
      cucumis.
    

    
      “All stations would be listed in the same index together. There are twenty-four laser pistol charging stations, twelve environsuit charging stations, and five cybernetic entity stations. We have found fifteen laser pistols, one environsuit, and 
      six
       cybernetic entities.”
    

    
      “So… what does that tell you?”
    

    
      Roav shrugged, much like humans and shilpakaari did at the colony. “They have impressive battery life.”
    

    
      Vin chuckled, stretching the tension out of his fists.
    

    
      He could 
      really
       use a good, bloody spar.
    

    
      “I would request parts for my own upgrades, but Jharim would disapprove.”
    

    
      Vin looked down at the other bog, sitting against the hull. Jharim and Roav were both hardwired into the ship, thick rubbery wires plugged into the jacks on the backs of their necks. But the bulkier bog with five lenses instead of two looked as if he were sleeping, when in actuality, he’d been working inside the ship’s mainframe for two sols straight.
    

    
      “He’s still alive, right?” Vin asked, raising a brow plate at Roav. “The guy’s been in there for a 
      while.
       It’s not like he’s in sentinel mode, chillin’.”
    

    
      Roav expelled steam from the vents in his neck, a move Vin now recognised as a soft laugh. His upright, mechanical posture relaxed. “I understand your concern, but Jharim takes code projection and meditation seriously. He is capable of spending many sols within another system.”
    

    
      “Like astral projection, for real?” Vin gawked.
    

    
      Roav inclined his head thoughtfully. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Talk about impressive battery life.”
    

    
      Roav snorted, steam puffing from between the facets of his unreadable face. “Well, he 
      has
       had centuries to practice.”
    

    
      Vin blinked at Roav, dumbfounded. The bog turned his face away, going unnaturally still.
    

    
      “Bogs can live that long?”
    

    
      Roav’s processors whirred like a computer tower, looking down at Jharim.
    

    
      Vin was sincerely shocked. Bogs generally had the same lifespan as a shilpakaar, right? He thought that was right anyway. Parts became harder to find, and as platforms evolved, older bogs lost out on being able to upgrade. Their memories pixelated into distorted bites of information, and they shut down. It was similar to severe dementia.
    

    
      “Some models are more stable than others,” Roav said awkwardly. “And our neuroservers freely share upgrade information.” 
    

    
      “Well, shit, I guess Unity’s a pretty sweet deal.”
    

    
      Roav nodded in agreement. “Yes.”
    

    
      One of the songs Vin didn’t like turned over on his playlist and he grumbled, turning off his linguitor’s radio function. Singing bugs and trilling leaves replaced the pop music, leaving a ring in his tympana. He looked up at the sky.
    

    
      It was later than he expected.
    

    
      He cleared his throat and put his talons on his belt, getting down to business. No more hiding behind inventory. “So, have you guys learned anything new today?”
    

    
      “Quite some. Follow me to the bridge.”
    

    
      Roav reached above their heads to the bulkhead that separated the gangplank and loading bay from the forward bow of the ship, now jutting nearly straight up from the ground. He lifted himself into the opening with a smooth mechanical 
      whir
      .
    

    
      Vin hopped up and hooked his boots into the doorframe. As he straightened, standing on the wall by the bulkhead, Roav leapt for the wall and rebounded at an angle to catch the next ledge. He reached down to Vin with one hand.
    

    
      “Before you claim that you will tear my joints apart, I have a carrying capacity of five hundred pounds.”
    

    
      Vin smirked. He jumped for Roav’s hand. The bog swung him up into the next bulkhead with ease.
    

    
      “Figures I’d get swept off my feet by a bog that tells me his carrying capacity first,” Vin snarked.
    

    
      Roav followed as Vin climbed up the wall by slicing into the metal with his talons. The bog still beat the venandi, despite the head start, leaping with lightning quick calculations of angle and velocity. He watched Vin pull himself into the sideways bridge with curiosity.
    

    
      “I think you are in need of companionship,” Roav stated bluntly. “You have told suggestive jokes twenty-two percent more than usual this weekend. Whenever you are near—”
    

    
      Vin glowered. “Nope. Not talking about it.”
    

    
      “But you have claimed to be interested in feisty women, and Imani James is—”
    

    
      “You better tell me why we’re in the stupid bridge or I’m gonna punt you right outta that hull breach, you feel me?”
    

    
      Vin stared Roav down while the bog’s lenses rotated, assessing the risky hole in the side of the bridge.
    

    
      Vin wasn’t fooling around. No 
      way
       was he getting worked up. This was the first weekend he’d spent away from the colony since arrival, and he was feeling 
      good
      . No tight chest, no irritable mood swings. Just beer, campfires, bubbly music marketed to teen girls, and a bunch of dead bodies.
    

    
      The perfect boys’ weekend out.
    

    
      Roav chose wisely, deciding to change the subject. “We’ve been chasing down echoes in the ship’s AI and caught a few.”
    

    
      “Echoes…”
    

    
      “Yes.” Roav hauled himself into the sideways cockpit and knelt on the seat back, pressing buttons above his head. “They are usually communications, logs, or flight paths the AI is ordered to auto-delete. Maybe they are like… ghosts.” He tilted his head with curiosity.
    

    
      “Anything juicy?” Vin asked as the console’s holoscreen illuminated the ceiling. Once the console was powered, Roav commanded it through his hardwired cables. Thousands of files, code, and maps flew by behind him while he straddled the seat back like it was a saddle and nodded down to Vin.
    

    
      “I will list them. Firstly, this vessel was retrofitted with a black market chain-skipper engine core.” The strobe of screens froze on a rotating model of an engine core.
    

    
      “Well fuck me, that’s nuts. Wait, what about the skips? Do we know where it’s been?”
    

    
      The screen shifted to a star map, showing all major trans-solar hubs in the ISU. The map was crisp, but the flight paths overtop were wispy and incomplete, dashing Vin’s hopes for a lead. “The AI has deleted all trans-solar skips from its database.”
    

    
      “Back to square one,” Vin grumbled.
    

    
      Roav leaned his chin on the headrest and crossed his arms like a 
      urundili
       basking on a tree branch. “The engine core is a civilian model, which means that, unlike the 
      Palembre
      , this vessel was required to use trans-solar ports. I took the liberty of perusing Aankh Peri-112∢’s logs this morning and found that, though the ship’s AI deleted its path history as expected, the port still had record of its capture trajectory.”
    

    
      “You’re saying you know the direction it came from?”
    

    
      Vin swore the smug robot grinned somewhere in that faceted face. “Just like a bullet. Yes.”
    

    
      The holoscreen above Roav highlighted the bits and pieces of movement across the star map, then narrowed on a system Vin knew well.
    

    
      “Their last entry was from the direction of Yaŋjiŋ Ap-37∢, the trans-solar port in the Taixi system. Nothing after that point, but the crew’s rations were manufactured on Huajile. We assume they docked there often.”
    

    
      “Ah, shit.” Vin sat down, his boots dangling from the bulkhead, and sighed.
    

    
      Roav tilted his head.
    

    
      “I take it you don’t like Huajile?”
    

    
      Vin stared through the hull breach at the sea of red leaves, nearly the same color as human blood and his own scarred plates, a slurry of memories rising up his throat. “Just brings back the past.” His expression darkened. “Actually, this might be a good thing. Send me the details.”
    

    
      A buzz interrupted their conversation. Pom Pom’s ruddy pink face and bright blue ovoid eyes popped up on Vin’s holotab. He accepted, and the little shilpakaari girl with short, wriggly tendrils atop her crown, beamed a wide smile.
    

    
      “Hey, Vin.”
    

    
      “Hey, squirt. What’s happenin’?”
    

    
      “Just wanted to make sure you were still coming over for dinner.”
    

    
      “
      Pfft.
       Of course. Just need to load up our rides.” He glanced at the early afternoon sun. “Should be back just in time.”
    

    
      “Cool. See you then.”
    

    
      Pom Pom ended the call, her features frozen in the last frame with one eye awkwardly half-shut.
    

    
      Vin smiled warmly at the blurred snapshot. His kid was growing up fast now that she had the support she needed. He missed the early days when she slept cradled in one of his big arms, but nothing beat watching her bloom.
    

    
      Roav slid down from the cockpit and crouched. “I’ll start loading the needles.” Then he disappeared down the bulkheads without a sound.
    

    
      “Show off,” Vin scoffed.
    

    
      He closed his holotab, mulling over the bog’s findings, watching him through the hull breach as he affixed the medkits and a crate of laser pistols to the sides of his needle.
    

    
      Huajile…
    

    
      A growl rumbled through his chest. The buyer had to be connected to the Conrad.
    

    
      It had been Vin’s favorite bar until the 
      Paramour
       operation. Seeing the slave dresses the humans wore on the pleasure cruiser had immediately sickened him those many months ago, souring one of the better memories he had of Huajile in his early days of smuggling. The bar had been a theme park of human fascination, with human images all across the upholstery and walls. He’d always gone there to blow off steam and enjoy weird human music after a rough run, and the memories made him smile.
    

    
      Until he realised the photos on the wall must have been the real deal. Not some gimmick, but 
      actual
       trafficked humans fawning over patrons of every species. Celebrities, politicians, high stakes gamblers, businesspeople…
    

    
      He’d steered clear of Huajile for years.
    

    
      It was high time he showed his face again.
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      Vin took his time along the well-worn paths on his needle, the engine rumbling at the low end of its charge. Roav and Jharim trailed behind him like napping knights, both lazing on their mounts as if the bikes were alive and knew the way home. Roav laid back with his hands behind his head while Jharim reclined backwards, the nape of his neck balanced upon his steering column as if it were a pillow.
    

    
      The sunset was too gorgeous for Vin to miss by napping on autopilot. When the orange light of Surya hit Yaspur’s parent planet, Big Blue, 
      juuuuust
       right, it illuminated the crests of the toxic water planet’s tumultuous surface. Monstrous tidal waves and whirlpools larger than the capital space station glittered in the star’s halo, pink and perfect.
    

    
      Vin gave a contented sigh, his mandibles slack. Renata was fucking paradise.
    

    
      He was so enamored with the view that he didn’t notice Imani James sitting on his weapons cabinet outside the hangar until they’d gotten close enough to get a whiff of her earthy, spicy scent. His shoulders tensed, mandibles snapping shut, and suddenly his relaxing weekend getaway disappeared in a puff of smoke.
    

    
      When their eyes met, hers were as dark and hard as bottle glass. She was angling for a fight, no doubt.
    

    
      All three of them parked their rides and dismounted. The bogs stretched their hydraulic joints, Jharim’s five lenses trained on the human. Roav did his best not to look at her, immediately hauling the medkits into the hangar. 
    

    
      “Good evening, Ms James,” Jharim said, standing his ground but cordial enough. Vin groaned inwardly as she sliced the poor bog in half with a look of pure hate. The fist from which a duffel bag hung tightened. “How can we assist you?”
    

    
      She turned to Vin, ignoring him. “We gotta talk, Red.”
    

    
      Vin snorted, narrow nostrils flaring. He hated that she called him that. “What is it this time? Let me guess, you want your own needle and officer rank.”
    

    
      She’d asked a million times, and she could ask a million more, but he’d 
      still
       not be qualified to make that sort of thing happen. He’d tried. Twice. And got chewed out by the big boss for bothering him.
    

    
      Twice.
    

    
      “Yeah, but I know better than to hold my breath and wait for a man to follow through.” She let the loaded innuendo dig under his plates with a bitter smirk. “This is about something else.”
    

    
      Vin glanced at Big Blue again, its halo now turning lavender as the sun disappeared behind its horizon. “Spit it out, then. I got a date.”
    

    
      Imani jumped off the cabinet and slung the duffel over her shoulder, not rising to the bait. “Not here. Let’s talk in my unit.” She paused, weighing her words, then finally said, “I’ve got a 
      joosbuks
       you can try.”
    

    
      Vin cut the engine and unclipped the plasma discharge cable from the outer hangar wall to refresh his ride’s battery. “What’s a 
      joosbuks
      ?”
    

    
      Imani’s glare darkened. “A fruit drink from Earth. Consider it a peace offering,” she glowered, turning to walk down the path towards the home towers. Caught off guard, Vin’s mandibles went slack.
    

    
      “Oh, okay,” he breathed, grabbing his gear and tossing it on the weapons cabinet where Imani had been sitting. He left it a jumbled mess, afraid that if he didn’t catch up with the human monolith that she’d waver and disappear like a mirage.
    

    
      A peace offering?
    

    
      Hope replaced the dread tightening Vin’s chest. His brow plates lifted with open interest, and just as he was about to jog after her, a hand clamped down on his shoulder.
    

    
      “Must you entertain her?” Jharim asked, two of his five lenses rotating towards the back of his head as he watched Imani stalk away. Vin leaned around the bog’s shoulder to get a better view. “She is not a collaborative human.”
    

    
      “Yeah, but,” Vin licked his lips, “she has something important to talk about.”
    

    
      “More like she has something 
      arbitrary
       to 
      argue
       about,” Jharim insisted. His vents crackled with a sigh. “I know you have a weakness for volcanic personalities, Arms Master Calgari, so I suggest that you quarantine yourself from her as soon as possible. A conversation in her quarters hardly seems like a wise decision.”
    

    
      Vin couldn’t argue with that. Imani looked like she could barely tolerate him, but he’d take whatever he could get. 
    

    
      Because maybe Imani was finally warming up to him.
    

    
      If so, thank
       fuck.
    

    
      Butting heads with her was bad for Vin’s health and bachelorhood. She was just the sort of head-strong, competent, fearless woman he was tragically attracted to.
    

    
      But the cherry on top. The magic bullet. Vin’s kryptonite…
    

    
      She 
      hated
       him.
    

    
      There was nothing he liked more than a challenge. If she ever hauled back and punched him, he’d propose on the spot.
    

    
      He’d sworn off women like her the moment it’d gotten him in the worst moral trouble of his life, and that was saying something of the ex-criminal. He wasn’t smart enough to out-fight someone like Imani. The human was trained for combat, and nearly as good a shot with the puny ghost guns she printed at home as he was with his hand cannon set to target assist. She quickly caught up to the lingo Gamma team used over comms and studied the tech and defenses available to her like it was her holy mission to catch up.
    

    
      It was awe-inspiring. Dumbfounding.
    

    
      Now, if he could just get her to 
      smile
       at him. To enjoy working together…
    

    
      He could finally flip her attitude the bird and move on.
    

    
      After all, there was nothing more boring than smooth sailing.
    

    
      “A peace offering sounds like just the thing I need,” Vin said, removing Jharim’s hand. When the bog didn’t step out of his way, he ripped his eyes from Imani’s receding ass and groaned.
    

    
      “Even if I wanted to knock boots, it’s not in the cards, okay, man?”
    

    
      Jharim didn’t know just how bad Vin wanted it. How could he? He wasn’t a venandi. He knew nothing about being impulsive or how aggressive she made Vin feel. He was so fucking confused with her around, so—
    

    
      “I do not care if you have sex with her. I care if you lose your mind because your chest starts vibrating.”
    

    
      Huh… Maybe he did get it.
    

    
      “I’ll keep a clear head,” Vin promised, not really sure if that was possible. He gave Jharim a clap on the shoulder and jogged to catch up to Imani. She glanced at him sideways, the milky markings on her face twisting up with a scowl.
    

    
      “Jharim’s right not to like me. I don’t like him either,” she commented.
    

    
      Vin looked back over his shoulder, where Jharim was still watching them. “He’s a stick in the mud. Thinks your peace offering is a Trojan horse.”
    

    
      Imani opened the home tower’s entrance with her fob and ushered him in. “Do 
      you
       think it’s a Trojan horse, Vindilus?”
    

    
      When they stepped into the lift, Vin took up a lot of space. Imani’s forearm brushed against his, her toasted 
      madhu
       eyes glaring up at him expectantly. He held his breath as his plates shifted and tingled. “No,” he managed, trying not to breathe her in.
    

    
      When the lift doors opened, he practically stumbled out. Imani followed, stopping at the first door on the left.
    

    
      “After you,” she said, stepping aside as she opened her unit with a tap of her fob on the access panel. Vin looked her up and down, expecting there to be a weapon clutched in her hand.
    

    
      “No, after 
      y—
      ”
    

    
      “
      Tesoro,
      ” came a familiar coo from inside the unit.
    

    
      Vin turned to the familiar, syrupy voice with a beaming chitter of his mandibles.
    

    
      “Marcella?! I didn’t know you lived with the stick-in-the-mud!” he boomed, walking through the door with his thick arms spread wide, forgetting Imani. Or maybe goading her on, stoking that little spark of frustration. He couldn’t help himself.
    

    
      Besides, Marcella, the Nonna, a tiny woman with long silver silk and eyes the same color as Imani’s—though somehow warmer—stood from the couch and gave him a hug. He bent down in a familiar ritual, keeping his face still as she clasped his jaws and placed a human kiss on each of his cheeks.
    

    
      “As strapping as ever. The sun has done you good this weekend. You’re practically glowing.” Vin pressed his forehead to hers, holding her steady as he loomed above. She was a good two feet shorter than him and maybe a fourth of his weight.
    

    
      “How many glasses of wine have you had already?” Vin teased, taking her nearly empty glass in a delicate three-taloned grip. He sucked in her scent, then pulled away to refresh her drink at the food bay. “Two? What’s stressin’ you?”
    

    
      Marcella gave him a throaty laugh. “Always so perceptive.”
    

    
      She returned to the sofa, lounging across it with her holotab open at an angle as if she were working on a board propped against her knees. Imani entered the unit and the door hushed closed behind her. She set her duffel on the dining table as Marcella grimaced at the holoscreen.
    

    
      “I’m preparing 
      another
       proposal for that prickly boss of yours. Apparently sending him the history and significance of 
      palazzos
       isn’t enough to convince him we need a town square.”
    

    
      Marcella huffed. Vin rounded the counter with her third glass of wine, grateful for something other than Imani to focus on. He glanced at the human in question as she unpacked her duffel, her back turned to him. She activated a privacy puck and set it on the table near her hip.
    

    
      Ah, so it was a sensitive conversation Imani wanted to have, huh?
    

    
      “Ferulis is a stickler for the rules,” Vin admitted, setting Marcella’s drink down on the short table beside her. “I’m sure he’ll come around if you work your charm on him though. No one could resist you.”
    

    
      Marcella pushed back her silvery silk, the deep lines around her eyes and mouth scrunching up with amusement. “Vindilus Calgari, I could say the same about you.”
    

    
      “Are you two done flirting?”
    

    
      Marcella toasted her glass in Imani’s direction with a sharp smile. “Of course not. You could do with some yourself, dear.” She took a sip of her drink, then patted Vin on the hip. “Not sure how you got in here with that hellcat standing guard, but good on you.” Imani turned towards them, a scowl warping the alabaster markings on her face. Marcella held up her hand. “You 
      know
       I mean that with all my love and affection.”
    

    
      Imani sassed back with a crooked, subtle smirk. “You’d be proud to know that I invited him, Grandmother, or did you miss us walking in together?”
    

    
      “Such a bewildering sight.” Marcella took another sip of her wine. “So are you finally sleeping together?”
    

    
      “Marcella!” Imani scolded, the widest expression Vin had ever seen on her usually stoic features. Her mouth fell open in a long O, exposing those bright white teeth that usually hid behind full, glistening lips. Her tongue was pink, and her pulse thumped against the long column of her neck…
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles vibrated in appreciation before he could snap them shut. The humans, thankfully, didn’t understand the lusty sound, so he cleared his throat and wiped the smirk off his face.
    

    
      Mostly.
    

    
      “Is that why I’m here?” Vin teased. He stretched his neck with a breathy groan as if warming up for a run, knowing it would stoke her embarrassment. “I mean, if that’s what you want, I’m all for a little hate sex.”
    

    
      Imani rolled her eyes and stepped aside so he could see what she’d unpacked onto the table. When he made eye contact with a half-rotted human face, all flirtation left his body along with his soul.
    

    
      “Hi. Arms M-ster Calgar-
      r-r-r
      , right? Nic
      z
      e to me
      e3
      et you.”
    

    
      Marcella gasped, her wine splashing on the wall and sofa. “
      Bedda Matri!
      ”
    

    
      “Is that a fucking doll?” Vin asked, mandibles splaying open in cold shock.
    

    
      Imani crossed her arms and leaned against the table next to its face as it smiled with only half its mouth intact, one eyelid drooping, the iris jittering as it tried to focus.
    

    
      “Go on, you two buzzards!” she coaxed, now actually enjoying herself. “Tease me some more. I’m sure it’s 
      way
       more important to push my buttons than talk about 
      real
       problems.”
    

    
      “Non è sufficiente che tu vada a zonzo nella giungla nelle prime ore del mattino alla ricerca di queste cose, ma ore le getti sul nostro tavolo. Ho appena pulito, bambina—”
       Marcella yelled over Imani so vehemently and quickly that Vin’s linguitor stalled out. The tiny elderly woman’s arms flailed like weapons, and the words that tumbled from her lips were staccato, like hail hitting the hull of a ship in waves of passionate anger.
    

    
      Imani raised both her hands, scarred palms out in surrender, closing her eyes with a stitch between her brows. “Enough! There wasn’t anywhere else to talk about it.”
    

    
      “Anywhere else is better to talk about a doll’s head than the 
      dining room
      !” Marcella sounded out, slapping her knuckles against the opposite palm.
    

    
      Vin shook himself loose, a fire stoking deep in his chest.
    

    
      There was a doll in 
      his
       colony? The place Liv and Thel trusted him to take care of?
    

    
      “Where did you get that?” he asked quietly.
    

    
      He stalked across the room, Marcella’s voice dying down. He was livid, and though he loved the woman like a matriarch, his temper was rising along with many other feelings.
    

    
      Indignation.
    

    
      Fear.
    

    
      Incompetence.
    

    
      Imani lifted her chin, holding her ground. The brass 
      nodes
       on this woman— “Where’s that offer for hate sex now?”
    

    
      “Ms James,” Vin warned.
    

    
      She breathed deep, relaxing her shoulders. “Five minutes’ walk from the playfield, off the loop trailhead.”
    

    
      Vin looked her over, then leaned into her pulse, breathing in the scent of petrichor and salt on her skin. She wasn’t frightened in the slightest and hadn’t been all day. Her skin was warm and her heartbeat steady, even if it pounded against her throat.
    

    
      “This isn’t your first time finding one, is it?” he rumbled.
    

    
      She pushed him back by the chest. Actually 
      pushed
       him. He clamped his jaw shut on an impulsive 
      hrum
       in his diaphragm.
    

    
      Now was 
      not
       the time.
    

    
      “Don’t sound so surprised. How many have you found down at the shipwreck, huh? All accounted for?” Imani blasted back at him.
    

    
      Vin couldn't hold that growl back as embarrassment prickled his plates, shaking the glasses and dishes in their cabinets. Someone spilled the high security beans, and it wasn’t him.
    

    
      Fan-fucking-tastic.
    

    
      “You should have told me the moment you found one,” he deflected. “We’re supposed to be on the same side! Why is it so hard for you to play nice?”
    

    
      “Why would I trust you when you’re working with 
      them
      ?” Imani hissed. “Three, okay? We’ve found three dolls, 
      all
       of them wiped clean. Tell me your stupid bogs are trustworthy now!”
    

    
      Vin chuffed, so worked up he was surprised steam didn’t roll out of his nostrils.
    

    
      “Jharim and Roav aren’t machines, and they’re bound by Unity. For fuck’s sake, how many times do I have to spell that out for you? No hacking. No cannibalising. No war. No lying to authorities. It’s hardwired.”
    

    
      Imani bit back a response, pacing into the kitchen to put the counter between them. The heat of the argument simmered down from a boil with every steady pace she took, breathing in a rhythm as she squeezed her hip bones with her hands.
    

    
      Then she leveled Vin with a stare, and it was as sharp as a knife.
    

    
      “I don’t hate them because they’re machine men,” she started. “I’m 
      suspicious
       of them because the first doll crawled out of the jungle the day after you landed, without notifying 
      any
       of the humans I might add—”
    

    
      Vin groaned. It was true there had been a miscommunication, but it had been an honest mistake. “I’ve apologised for that—”
    

    
      “
      Then,
      ” she interrupted, silencing him with a single finger, “you started stripping that black market ship without a 
      peep
      . You shared 
      nothing
      . How many dolls did you find on board? How many dead? Any weapons we could refurbish? Logs of humans that were sold before we were rescued? 
      No.
       You tell me clean-up is simple. There’s just junk. Nothing to see. Nothing to worry about. Meanwhile, you bring back crates and crates of stuff that—”
    

    
      “I can’t share findings because they’re classified. And I’ve 
      tried
       to get you clearance, but Ferulis refuses.”
    

    
      “Bastard,” Marcella snapped under her breath.
    

    
      Imani slammed her hand on the counter. “I’ve been in the army, Vindilus! If it taught me anything, it’s that the rulebook goes out the window the moment no one is looking. No one gives a flying shit if you tell a human about security in her own fucking colony! The things you 
      choose
       to share are trivial garbage meant to keep me at arm’s length, so I gave you back the same.”
    

    
      Vin grew silent, a chill running up his spine. That… tracked. He 
      had
       been purposefully keeping her out of the loop, just not for the reasons she thought.
    

    
      “And why am I the only one finding them?” Imani continued. She clutched the countertop and leaned over, baring her white, square teeth in a quiet snarl. “Not your bogs or your hellhound or your shiny new lost soul refugees… 
      Me.
       How do all those people you put on official patrol miss the stench of a half-dead, human cyborg crawling towards our home towers? It’s as if someone knows your patrol schedule but not mine. Why’s that?”
    

    
      “Because you don’t log them like I asked,” Vin broke, adjusting his mandibles, cowed.
    

    
      Imani turned her back on him and opened their cold food bay. “I know I’m not the easiest person to get along with. I 
      can’t
       be, given the circumstances. Because 
      you don’t need me,
       Red.”
    

    
      She turned around, something in her hand, and gestured at him. “But I need 
      you
      , don’t I? I need to 
      play nice
       so that the big bad aliens give us poor humans protection. I need to rely on you because you have the training and the context and the 
      security clearance
       that I don’t.”
    

    
      Vin clicked his mandibles with agitation, heat rising to his jaw as Imani leaned forward in righteous fury. She was describing a problem he’d never seen before. It was so glaringly obvious, he felt winded.
    

    
      “I need to accept that you’re in charge. I’m right, aren’t I? Because if humans learn to protect themselves and use your tools, your precious ISU would have a harder time looming over our shoulder.”
    

    
      Huffing with the need to punch, roar, or shoot something, Vin leaned over the counter towards her. “I get your hang-ups. They’re valid, even. But I’ve given you access to everything I’ve got. Patrol routes, proper weapon fobs that you refuse to use, a comm-linked linguitor, voyeur access to my souls-damned holotab—”
    

    
      “I don’t want a black ops team with no oversight. I want an above-the-board unit that will 
      train
       us instead of placate us. This isn’t about my ego. Humans in Renata need control over their lives. Otherwise, this colony is just a prison with guards that smile instead of spit.”
    

    
      Imani set a cold box on the counter between them. It was green and made of thick, waxy paper that had been smooshed. An alien fruit graphic adorned the front in red and white. There was no question that it was from Earth. Priceless. Sentimental even.
    

    
      “Your 
      joosbuks
      . Think about it, Red.”
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      Vindilus stepped out of the home tower’s entrance, dipped around the corner, and collapsed back on the wall. He just needed to breathe it out.
    

    
      In, one, two…
    

    
      Out, one, two…
    

    
      Another 
      hrum
       tightened his second diaphragm and he held his breath, clutching his pectoral plate until his own talons left grooves in his hide.
    

    
      “Fuck me,” he sighed as it subsided.
    

    
      Imani’s argument had rendered him speechless. Not a tall order for a smart, ruthless woman, but 
      fuck
      …
    

    
      I want an above-the-board unit that will 
      train
       us…
    

    
      Her words echoed in his ears. He’d heard her loud and clear this time, even if he hadn’t totally understood her point of view when they’d fought in the past. And now that he did, he was equal parts starry-eyed and devastated.
    

    
      There wasn’t a single plate on Vin’s body that was “above board.” 
    

    
      Personal heartbreak aside, Imani would be an 
      amazing
       leader if Chairman Ferulis would just hand her the reins. The grizzled old venandi was hard-pressed to change course once he enacted a plan though, and the plan was a forty year moratorium and guardian protection. The first generation born in the ISU would benefit from union citizenship and be allowed to travel and settle elsewhere, but the humans in Renata right now were meant to live worry-free.
    

    
      Pfft.
    

    
      Worry-free, 
      yeah right.
    

    
      Vin lifted up the 
      joosbuks
       Imani had given him, turning it this way and that.
    

    
      He recognised it as a drink. Its contents sloshed and the flimsy plastic tube on the side looked like a straw. There was a matching foil-covered hole on the top about the same diameter.
    

    
      The amazing thing about it wasn’t the decidedly human-like illustration or the table of writing and—maybe those were numbers?—on the side. Probably a warning about how bad it was for you.
    

    
      No. The amazing, unbelievable, 
      ridiculous 
      thing about this stupid 
      joosbuks
       was that Imani somehow knew he’d like it. Unique soda flavors were his and Pom Pom’s thing, and he could tell from the packaging that this was a novelty drink.
    

    
      Ominous.
    

    
      That souls-damned 
      hrum
       perked up again like an eager pet.
    

    
      The scent of her sweat…
    

    
      “Cool it,” he told himself, hitting the back of his head against the wall with a groan.
    

    
      Did his body want to brawl with Imani James or fuck her? It whole-heartedly exclaimed that both were the answer. And after this fight, where he got up close and personal, where her cheeks flushed pink in her creamy spots and her heartbeat thrummed against her neck, mere 
      inches
       from his mandibles…
    

    
      Resigned, he pulled a little aero-syringe from his thigh pocket and injected a dose of Agros into his neck. The black market impulse suppressor did its work quick, relaxing the tightness in his chest. He’d need a steady supply if he was going to survive his appointment in Renata.
    

    
      But more pressing, if what Imani had said was true, something was up. The first of three dolls had arrived a day after his team, and they hadn’t found it first? It shredded his pride and ego to admit it, but that was fishy as hell. No wonder she’d kept it from him.
    

    
      One thing was certain though. He had to hold off his impulsive streak if he was going to actually work with her for once. She was right about the rulebook, and he’d never really been the straitlaced type anyway. He’d just take it in stride, bring her in the fold aft—
    

    
      The sway of her hips…
    

    
      The arms master hauled back and snarled, throwing the empty syringe into the black grass as it waved in tall heaps around the home towers. “Cheap expired shit!”
    

    
      Vin was so confused that a whine escaped his lungs. There was absolutely no way he could perform his job under this much stress, not after the last time he’d been impulsive under fire and everything had gone to shit.
    

    
      Then he remembered his plan to bug out to Huajile and his shoulders relaxed. Finding out that dolls were marching into the colony made checking the one lead he had much more dire, especially since Thel and Liv were out of comm range on a diplomatic tour and couldn’t provide assistance. He wouldn’t be gone for long, and whatever he found might be enough to launch another covert elite commander into action on the colony’s behalf. Novak, maybe. If they could pin him down long enough.
    

    
      Besides, while he was there, he could stock up on the suppressants he was running dangerously low on. And when he got back, he’d be able to safely pull Imani in without accidentally converging with her.
    

    
      Mind made up, plan in place, Vin took a deep breath. It felt good to know what he’d be doing next. His eyes bugged open. Which was dinner with Pom Pom. And he was late.
    

    
      He stitched himself back up and buried thoughts of Imani James deep down.
    

    
      Time to set the fucking table like he’d been born the domestic type.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      When Pom Pom answered the door, a cloud of rich spices and scrumptious, tangy, sweet meat poured out of the unit with her. She launched herself at Vin, throwing her arms around his waist, and looked up at him with her signature old soul smile.
    

    
      “Hey, Vin.”
    

    
      “Hey, squirt.”
    

    
      Vin chuckled. All the tension and self-doubt wreaking havoc on his system eased as he placed his red talons on Pom’s pink squiggly tendrils. They popped up between his fingers like a sea anemone, hugging his knuckles with affection.
    

    
      Her pink coloring and dark red spots had bloomed, even within the span of just a weekend. Pom Pom had labyrinthula, a skin disease that had plagued the shilpakaari since the beginning of time. It withered their tendrils and sapped their color, leaving them with open sores and disfigurement.
    

    
      Vin had done his best, but Pom Pom had still lost a couple toes and her pheromonal glands, which were the first things most female shilpakaari lost around puberty when afflicted. She wore a yellow cloth decorated in red blobs tied around her crown to hide the incisions on the back of her neck where they’d been removed. Her skin was scarred lightly from multiple skin grafts and years of bandaging, but whatever the human doc was doing was a soulsend. Every day his little girl looked happier, less in pain, and her scars were starting to fade.
    

    
      Vin flared his slitted nostrils, clicking his mandibles together in anticipation.
    

    
      “What’s cookin’?” he asked.
    

    
      Pom Pom giggled.
    

    
      “Well, Aavar’s cooking. I don’t know what though.”
    

    
      The shilpakaar in question poked his head out of the kitchen, his spring green tendrils slithering over one shoulder. Half his head was missing its mane, instead covered in jacks that the pilot could outfit with prosthetic— Wait.
    

    
      “Hey, 
      Dad,
       come on in!” Aavar beamed, using the human term to tease him.
    

    
      Vin tilted his head and pointed at Aavar’s head. It was covered in hearts, flowers, and rainbows. “Did you let Pom draw on your jacks?”
    

    
      Bree, Aavar’s human coil, paused from setting the table, looking at his head. “I did it. It’ll wash off… probably?” She clapped her hands together, motioning to Vin. “Come on, big guy. In or out, one or the other, chop chop.”
    

    
      Vin fell into a familiar routine. He shimmied out of his boots and left them in the hallway by the door next to the others, all lined up in order of size. He stretched his toes, talons clicking against the tile, as he washed his hands at the sink.
    

    
      “No offense, Vin, but you smell 
      vile.
      ”
    

    
      Aavar sidled up to him and waggled his tendrils as if rot and river mud was the best thing he’d smelled all day. With a 
      priya
       to warm his bed, that was highly unlikely. Vin raised a brow plate.
    

    
      “Need me to shower before dinner? I don’t wanna ruin anyone’s appetite.”
    

    
      “Nope! I like it.”
    

    
      Vin snorted at the pilot, his nostrils flaring with amusement.
    

    
      “You’re gross,” he chuckled. He caught Pom Pom’s pink head as she bussed food from the counter to the table. “Don’t take after this fool’s bad habits, Pom.”
    

    
      Aavar giggled. “Oh, it’s not me being gross. It’s me being cocky.” The shilpakaar took a long whiff off Vin’s shoulder, to which the big guy shooed him away with an indignant stare.
    

    
      “Ew?” Vin complained, pulling bidents from a canister on the counter, and retreated to the table. “What’s gotten into you, man?”
    

    
      “Wait! Don’t sit down yet!” Bree hopped up on a chair using Aavar’s shoulder for balance, reached high, and took a snap of the spread with her holotab, angling the holosensor just so. “A 
      s’moargis
       board of interspecies unity,” she cackled, saving the snaps in her memory bank to post to their media feed later. “Let the 
      troals
       feast on that. Suck it, bitches.”
    

    
      Vin sat after Bree gave the go-ahead, his eyes dipping to the loving display of foods fit for three species. Vibrant pink sweet meats for him, fish stew for the shils, some sort of brown meat and white mush for Bree, and pastries for all.
    

    
      Unity…
    

    
      Vin’s expression deepened. He needed to talk to the bogs.
    

    
      How 
      did
       they miss that first doll if it showed up right on their heels? They’d spent two sols mapping the jungle, choosing their lookouts, and routing patrols…
    

    
      But the familiar, easy banter lulled him back to the dinner table. He couldn’t address Imani’s concerns right at that moment. Besides, Pom Pom was his priority in all things, and the present was about her. Giving her a family. Giving her stability.
    

    
      That’s right. He’d read up.
    

    
      As Aavar and his little girl piled their plates high and fought over who would get to eat the third piping hot 
      amil
       pastry, Vin looked around the room.
    

    
      Bree and Aavar had been making a sweet home out of their unit. The standard couch had been replaced with a pile of large, colorful pillows and a hand-woven rug. A low table made of magenta 
      biria
       wood sat atop it, ringed with cup stains from use. The walls were painted turquoise like the sky on two sides, a bit sloppily at the edges of the ceiling and corners, and offset the warmth of the sitting area perfectly. The place breathed with life. It was perfect for Pom Pom as she recovered and found her footing.
    

    
      Vin’s eyes landed on the large, printed snap of Bree and Aavar on the wall, the frame draped in flower stems. A few were fresh, but most were wilting or dried, as if Aavar brought one home every once in a while.
    

    
      The tradition of framing a snap was totally foreign to Vin though. It had weirded him out, at first—to see them both standing in the kitchen talking 
      and
       on the wall—but now he understood the merits.
    

    
      Red ferns, laughter, their manes of silk and tendrils swaying together as Aavar pounced on Bree from behind…
    

    
      Beautiful fucking memory, that. Vin would have bet his shore leave that they relived it every time they glanced at it.
    

    
      No wonder Aavar kept draping it in flowers.
    

    
      Aavar cleared his throat. “So, about that dead fish taste on your skin—”
    

    
      Vin’s rosy thoughts dissipated in a puff of smoke. He groaned. “Seriously? While I’m eating?”
    

    
      Bree leaned in, hardly able to contain herself. Mischief lit her silver eyes. “Cut the shit, Vin. You found Evie, right?”
    

    
      Vin blinked. Then realisation rushed over him. When they’d rescued Bree from boarding the buyer’s ship, Aavar had gotten there first. By the time Vin and the bogs had broken the treeline, Aavar was kicking some sorry guards off the cliff.
    

    
      “Is that the douchebag you said was personal?” he asked, scratching his chin.
    

    
      Pom Pom listened to the morbid conversation as if it were normal, reaching over Vin’s plate to take a cup of 
      madhu keer
      .
    

    
      “Yeah,” she said around full cheeks. “He had long teal tendrils. Right, Aavar?”
    

    
      Aavar shot a finger gun at her.
    

    
      “That’s him.”
    

    
      All three sets of eyes landed on Vin as he thought through the bodies. They didn’t know how many he’d found, and he wasn’t planning on telling them. But he 
      had
       netted two shilpakaari. Both were teal. One was in the ship’s standard uniform, the other one not. “Yeah, we found ‘em. Why?”
    

    
      “I have a present for him.” Bree’s smirk turned absolutely vicious. She reached under the table and withdrew a crossbeam covered in messy soldering, showing it off with pride. Vin squinted at it. He swore it looked like text... When her horrid Dharateen handwriting translated, he burst into laughter, clutching his belly.
    

    
      
    

    
      HERE LIES EVIE. HE WAS A DICK.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bree bit her lip to keep from laughing. “What?! I wanted to warn anyone that might come across his bones someday. Don’t tell Hunar I used his workbench though. He’ll kill me if he finds out how much of that shit I wasted.”
    

    
       “You’re killin’ me, mech,” Vin laughed, reaching across the spread of food to take the little crossbeam. He turned it over in his hand. “What do I do with it, exactly?”
    

    
      Pom Pom stuck her bident into a pastry so it stuck straight up. “Apparently humans stake it in the ground by the bones.” She picked up the pastry and shoved half of it in her mouth.
    

    
      Vin’s amusement eased, watching her eat. She was eating more than she had in… 
      ever.
       Good, real shilpakaari food. The fish she was eating, 
      amil
      ? Samridveans caught it with their bare fucking hands and made it into a high-nutrient puree filament for the food bays on Yaspur.
    

    
      Just because most kitchens printed their food didn’t mean the materials they used were the same everywhere. Yaspur was in the shilpakaari home system, Mandaahl. Shilpakaari foods that were good for Pom Pom were freshest here, where they didn’t have to spend weeks in cold storage or freeze-dried. Yaspurian 
      amil
       and 
      ebadhi
       were caught by fishermen every morning to be ground into the filament that printed her dinner.
    

    
      She couldn't get that anywhere else.
    

    
      “I’ll make sure Evie gets this.” Vin leaned the crossbeam against his chair leg and sighed. “But I gotta skip systems for a quick trip.”
    

    
      Everyone’s smiles dropped. Aavar’s tendrils swirled thoughtfully behind his head, but Pom Pom’s had gone still, curling in on themselves. No one said anything, so he ventured on, clearing his throat.
    

    
      “Things are in pretty good shape here,” he explained. It was a necessary lie, he told himself. He just wasn’t sure if the lie was necessary for them to stay calm while he was gone, or for 
      him
       to stay calm while he left Pom Pom behind. “Piro’s a good shot now, and the lost souls you saved off that ship have got good combat experience between them.”
    

    
      Aavar set down his bident, nodding with encouragement. “We’ll do whatever you need, Vin. Pom Pom can take me under her wing and teach me about inventory to pick up the slack. And Imani’s a beast. She’ll keep us all in line.”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles chittered with worry. The idea of her hands all over his equipment or her ass sitting on his needle…
    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    
      Pom Pom voice was small and uncertain. 
    

    
      He rapped his knuckles against her knee.
    

    
      “Huajile.”
    

    
      Pom Pom set down her bident and laced her six-fingered hands together on her lap.
    

    
      “Yeah, I know,” he continued at the worried pinch of her face. “Sucks. But it’s important.”
    

    
      His little girl nodded to herself, straightening her shoulders. “Then I should go too.”
    

    
      It broke his heart to see her so scared and so brave. He clinched her soft pink chin and made her look at him.
    

    
      “You won’t ever go back there except on 
      your
       terms, baby girl. I’m just visiting the Conrad to settle a hunch.” He shifted in his seat, a thought niggling the back of his brain. “And reconnecting with the guild. I need to pay my dues anyway. So it’s important,” he paused, “but not 
      that
       important, you dig?”
    

    
      Pom Pom’s shoulders softened in relief. Her tendrils spun over themselves, reviving with curiosity. “Will you tell everyone I say hi?”
    

    
      Vin gasped, patting his heart. “Of course. What sort of heathen you take me for?”
    

    
      She shot a finger directly at his face. “And you’ll comm me every sol?”
    

    
      Vin groaned like a teen. “Geez, bustin’ my nodes! Duh, of 
      course
       I’ll comm. If I don’t, send the cavalry.”
    

    
      Pom Pom giggled at the stupid inside joke and the tension around the table broke. He vibrated his mandibles warmly, rubbing his knuckles on the ticklish tips of her mane. “That’s more like it.”
    

    
      When he stood from the table, everyone else did too. They took their time saying goodbye, running through Vin’s expectations, Pom Pom’s night routine, her adjusted meds, brushing their teeth while he did the dishes, and shooed the pink menace away from the sweets to put on her pajamas.
    

    
      He always felt a sense of fulfillment at Bree and Aavar’s unit. Part of the family.
    

    
      But as he waved goodbye and the lift doors closed, their laughter and clinking dishes were replaced with a hum of loneliness. He leaned back against the wall, his short spires screeching against the ceiling, and hoped that Pom Pom would grow up full and vibrant instead of an empty drifter like him.
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      Pom Pom adjusted the colorful cloth tied around her crown then wriggled her fingers into her favorite work gloves. They swallowed her arms to the elbows and instantly provided relief. She felt better inside the familiar encasing of fabric-lined rubber, pulling the bent azimuth blade from the thrusters on Vin’s needle.
    

    
      So
       much better.
    

    
      She’d been out of her biorig for a few months now, but every once in a while, she missed its climate and sensory deprivation. Did that say something about her childhood so far? Probably.
    

    
      That was fine. All the hardship was part of her sense of humor now.
    

    
      Besides, living outside her suit was overwhelming, and it made her nerves itchy sometimes.
    

    
      It’s why she still slept in her rig’s undersuit. She wouldn’t be able to do it forever—the suit was starting to pull—but she could pretend she was still sleeping in Vin’s cabinets on the 
      Palembre
       for a little while longer. Even if it meant she was being a big wiggly spat about it.
    

    
      When Bree and Aavar had figured out that’s what she was doing, she’d expected them to do what most adults did around her, which was skirt on by and avert their eyes.
    

    
      But nope!
    

    
      Bree called her out on being secretive, insisted she was failing at the whole “kid thing,” then invited Pom to come to the hangar early in the mornings when it was quiet. Seemed like a win in Pom Pom’s book. The human was like that red, blobby Earth character that smashed through walls, and it suited her just right.
    

    
      Damn. What was its name, the 
      Kulayd 
      Man?
    

    
      Someone kicked open the hangar’s side door with a loud bang.
    

    
      Pom Pom didn’t jump—she’d learned not to, covered in open sores most of her life—but the loud sound jolted her ears without the dampeners in her suit. She put in some earplugs to prepare for the cacophony.
    

    
      “Morning, squiggle-child and she-beast!” Bajora bellowed. Pom Pom leaned out from behind a shelving unit as he pushed his boots through a mud brush and stomped his feet on the prickly doormat. He cupped his mouth with one of four palms and flung his voice into the hangar. “Get your 
      kauphee
       yet?!”
    

    
      “Fuck you too, Bajora!” Bree swore from across the hangar. She waved in their direction with both arms, middle fingers extended.
    

    
      “That’s a fat no, then.” He rolled his eyes playfully. “She’s gotta learn how to turn the food bay on by herself sometime, right?”
    

    
      Pom Pom grinned. “Nah. Aavar is good at pressing buttons for her. Especially at night.”
    

    
      Bajora balked, eyes wide, then threw his head back and laughed.
    

    
      Yeah, that’s right. They weren’t exactly quiet about the horizontal hokey pokey. Another thing that was also fine. Pom had nice 
      long
       playlists of indie wave pop to catch up on. Her new aural obsession? Pond. 
      Such
       a good band.
    

    
      And the vocalist was hot.
    

    
      She should say that out loud around Vin sometime. He’d turn purple in shock. She loved getting a rise out of him.
    

    
      Hunar’s wide shoulders blocked out the morning glow at the side door, a thermos of hot 
      hefi
       in his hand. He grunted in greeting, shuffling Bajora along.
    

    
      The morning parade followed its predictable routine, listening to the weather forecast and news updates, checking in with Samridve traffic control, banging locker doors and changing into work coveralls. Soon the workshop smelled like roasted 
      beenz
       and 
      hefi
      , and everyone gathered for “rock, paper, scissors'' to choose the music for the day. Bree won with a whoop of excitement and loaded up her go-to rock collection. It always started with her and Aavar’s couple song, 
      Welcome to the Jungle.
    

    
      Pom Pom appreciated the morbid humor of enshrining the song she sang to herself while saving Aavar’s butt from smugglers, but it grated on her tendrils, and the man’s voice was too screechy to be the first thing she listened to that day. Her newly sensitive tendrils vibrated from the hard sound of metal and plastic drums echoing through the dome ceiling. Earplugs wouldn’t be enough, so she opted to steal Aavar’s dampener cowl instead.
    

    
      But as she turned the corner, ready to raid Aavar’s locker, she walked into a warm, soft wall.
    

    
      “Oof!”
    

    
      Imani steadied her by the shoulders. “Sorry, Pom Pom. You okay?”
    

    
      Pom Pom beamed at Imani. “Nini! Where you been?”
    

    
      Ever since the woman had apologised at the clinic for trying to shoot her, she’d become one of Pom’s favorite humans, right up there with Libby and Mel. She’d brought her all the cloths she wore around the base of her tendrils to hide the scars on the back of her neck, and said she’d designed them herself based on patterns from her home on Earth. Each one had a meaning. It was the coolest.
    

    
      Also, she was like Pom Pom in a lot of ways: they were both observant and quiet, and their nicknames repeated syllables.
    

    
      Also, Imani didn’t project it much, but she definitely liked kids and silly stuff. She’d even taught Pom Pom some human dance moves and games with sticks on slow days. She wasn’t fazed by Pom’s questions about why her coloring was different and let her poke and prod and get her curiosity out. Even with Libby, she hadn’t been brave enough to ask for that.
    

    
      And she didn’t believe for 
      one second
       that Imani actually hated Vin.
    

    
      The bogs? 
      Oh
       yeah. But Vin?
    

    
      Nah.
    

    
      Imani gave her a tight smile and adjusted the knot on her headwrap. “You like this kanga cloth, huh?”
    

    
      Pom Pom nodded, soaking in Imani’s smooth, velvety voice. “Yup. Most of my other stuff is boring, and the red and yellow looks good on my pink.”
    

    
      Imani smirked, then her eyes went hard. She nodded out the open barn doors at the front of the hangar. “Do you have time for a chat?”
    

    
      Pom shrugged, but inwardly she was dying for a break from the sensory overload. “Sure. Vin’s needle isn’t going anywhere.”
    

    
      As Imani led her out to the human’s favorite fallen tree trunk to sit at the other side of the tarmac, Pom brushed one hand over the grass while the other felt the cloth knot at her nape. “What does this one mean again? The writing on it.”
    

    
      Imani’s hand drifted up to the nape of Pom Pom’s neck and brushed across the text written along the border of the cloth. “It says 
      Kumbukumbu ya Upeno wa Mama
      . It means ‘the memory of my mama’s love’ in 
      Swuh’heeli.
       The flowers I drew are her favorite.”
    

    
      See?
    

    
      Imani was the best, and it felt like she was Pom Pom’s little secret. No one else saw this side of her. Not even Hunar, and they spent a 
      ton
       of time together. It made her feel special and cool to see the soft side of such a boss.
    

    
      Pom was the number one collector of B.A.B.s.: Bad-Ass Bitches. The tough nuts to crack were her favorite people. Sizzle, Bree, Imani, Vin…
    

    
      Pom Pom glanced at the trans-atmo ship she and the rest of the team arrived on. Her short tendrils hitched anxiously at what Vin had said the night before. He’d be leaving for a moon filled with ultimate baddies on that ship soon. It worried her, because he was too good-hearted and gooey on the inside, just like all her other B.A.B.s.
    

    
      “I haven’t seen your pet hellhound around this morning,” Imani commented, looking at the treeline with distaste. Pom Pom turned away from the ship, plopped down on the tree trunk and shuffled her butt back until her feet couldn't touch the ground.
    

    
      “He went to the crash site this morning to pig out on scrap metal. And he’s not 
      really
       that hellish.”
    

    
      Imani’s shoulders softened with relief. Pom Pom kicked her heels against the magenta tree bark with her work boots and leaned forward, chewing her cheek. Her two friends did their best to avoid each other, and she didn’t really understand why.
    

    
      “He doesn’t hate you for shooting at him that one time, you know.”
    

    
      Imani sat down next to her with a huff. She shook her head, bending one leg up on the trunk to face her. “I’m not avoiding him because I think he hates me, sweet girl.”
    

    
      “You think he’s a bad guy.” Pom Pom knew this, nodding solemnly. She’d tried to convince Imani otherwise, but the human was stubborn.
    

    
      “I don’t think that either. Do you remember what happened to Amelia?” she asked cautiously.
    

    
      Pom Pom thought about Mel, the colony’s doctor. She’d been kept as a lab animal on the 
      Paramour
       and sometimes, if she was under a lot of stress, the bad memories confused her. “That she has 
      pee-tee-ess-dee
      ,” she sounded out carefully.
    

    
      Imani nodded. “Being around Sizzle does that to me too. He makes me think of the 
      Paramour
      . That’s why I shot him coming out of the ship that first night. I didn’t see you or the tarmac. I heard running and saw blue-black fur, not red…” Imani’s voice trailed off and her pupils focused on something far away. Pom Pom tried to look at the horizon too, but didn’t see anything interesting.
    

    
      “You want me to comm him? Exposure to the sun hurts my skin at first but if I stick it out, it feels good after a few minutes. Maybe hanging out would be good for you too.”
    

    
      Imani rolled her shoulder with a wince. “Thanks, but no. It’s just better for now that we don’t mingle. When things here settle down, I’ll… try.”
    

    
      Pom Pom was skeptical of that but shrugged. “Okay. So what are we chatting about?”
    

    
      Steeling her nerves, Imani took a deep breath. “I need some insight. About the bogs and Vindilus.” Imani’s lip hitched up at his name. Pom Pom giggled, finding her aversion funny. If only she knew that Vin 
      liked
       that sort of thing. “You know them better than anyone and I think you’d tell me the truth.”
    

    
      “No way.” Pom Pom shook her head dramatically and crossed her arms. “Papa didn’t raise no snitch.”
    

    
      Imani blinked at her, dumbfounded, then let loose a belly laugh that was rich like toffee, the pale markings on her face and neck accentuating her expression. Pom Pom’s tendrils shivered happily, proud of herself.
    

    
      Then she glanced down at the 
      biria
       bark and started peeling it away. Vin was going to Huajile and she couldn’t do anything about it. He’d be better off if she went with him. She was better at reading people than he was.
    

    
      Imani’s hand covered hers and squeezed. “You’re nervous,” she said, misinterpreting Pom Pom’s hesitation. “Straight talk? Vindilus and I are at a stalemate about Roav and Jharim, and I still don’t have clearance.”
    

    
      Pom Pom thought about that logic. She always preferred the truth, and most of her humans did too. No one she’d had a good feeling about had ever done anything bad with the truth she doled out. It was the same with Libby when Commander Atarian first acquired her, right? She’d wanted to know some facts, and after Pom Pom had given them to her, she’d been way more relaxed. They’d even converged…
    

    
      Pom Pom’s eyes went wide.
    

    
      They’d converged.
    

    
      She knew Vin had been taking impulse suppressants again. She’d tasted them on the knuckles of his talons at dinner.
    

    
      The way Imani hated on him?
    

    
      Pom guessed Vin 
      really
       liked it.
    

    
      “Yeah, okay,” she said a little too enthusiastically. “What do you need to know?”
    

    
      Imani sighed with relief. “Did he tell you about the doll?”
    

    
      Pom Pom shook her head. “No?” She’d put a couple of cool action figures in her market list, but otherwise, he hadn’t commented on anything.
    

    
      “What about work yesterday… Anything?”
    

    
      Pom Pom’s tendrils curled up on themselves. “Yeah, we talked. He said he found Evie down by the crash site and that he’d put Bree’s message over his bones.”
    

    
      Imani blinked. “What now?”
    

    
      Pom Pom mimicked the shape of the crossbeam Bree had made. “You know, the human thing you put over someone that’s died? Bree wanted to warn people that he’s a dick, so we made one in the shop.”
    

    
      Imani pinched the bridge of her nose, but Pom Pom could tell she was amused by the effort it took her not to smile. “Evie was… a bad guy, right? He was in the skirmish to rescue Bree?”
    

    
      “Yup. And he was a dick.”
    

    
      Imani sighed in a woosh.
    

    
      “Alright. Anything else?”
    

    
      “You want to know something specific, right, Nini? Just ask, I don’t mind.”
    

    
      Pom Pom didn’t understand why people were always so careful with her. She might be a kid, but she wasn’t a spat anymore, even if her voice hadn’t smoothed out and her growth was stunted from years of sickness.
    

    
      Imani captured Pom’s big blue eyes with her sharp brown ones. “Do you trust the bogs?”
    

    
      Pom Pom hadn’t expected that. She turned her head down to think about it, then nodded once. She could trust Imani with her hang ups. “They’re alright. I helped them integrate into my inventory system. But they’re a little…”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Well,” Pom Pom hedged with a wince. “They’ve got their own language that’s too fast for linguitors to hear, and they use it even when they’re not supposed to in mixed company. But really I’m jealous that they just 
      know
       things about tech that I can’t without lots of training. They can listen to code like its 
      music
      . And they can 
      see
       data halos in the air. It’s so cool! Even around junk in my inventory. I wish I could do that.” Pom Pom really prided herself on how integral she was to the 
      Palembre
       and Renata teams because of her sleek organization and detailed logs.
    

    
      Imani blinked slowly, rubbing her mouth with her shiny, scarred palm. “They can listen in on code and talk in an untranslatable language? Is Vindilus okay with all that?”
    

    
      “Well, yeah. He’s used to working in the grey. As long as people are performing their jobs and not screwing us over, he’s pretty happy.”
    

    
      Imani scrubbed her face. “Is he 
      incompetent
      ?”
    

    
      Pom Pom bit her lip. She wanted to defend him, but also loved him 
      despite
       whatever flaws he had. Other people should be like that too: aware of each other’s shortcomings and accepting anyway. Otherwise, people got weird and passive aggressive.
    

    
      Take Pom Pom, for instance.
    

    
      If she didn’t tell people why she was so reserved or slow at moving around, why she’d learned not to use her face and tendrils to express herself, they’d think something was off. Once she told them she had labyrinthula, it all made sense and it was okay. People accepted her. It was silly that adults couldn’t understand that and tried to look so tough and perfect all the time.
    

    
      Talk about stressful.
    

    
      So Pom took the question seriously and shook her head. “He’s pretty smart, especially about force tech. But he doesn’t like leading people. Makes him anxious. He doesn’t think he’s good at that.”
    

    
      “Do 
      you
       think he’s good at it?”
    

    
      “He’s… average? It’s hard to say. Our boss is 
      real
       good at it.”
    

    
      “You mean Thel Atarian.”
    

    
      “Yup.”
    

    
      Imani squinted in thought. “Has Vin ever done something under Thel’s nose? Taken a bribe or smuggled something?”
    

    
      Pom Pom had to think a little harder. “He used to be a smuggler. That’s how he found me. A lot of our stuff is contra, but the commander knows about it. Does that count as smuggling? We just buy our own gear and don’t sell it anywhere else, so I don’t think so.” She swayed back and forth, thinking about how best to say it. “Vin does a lot of illegal stuff, but he doesn’t do 
      bad
       stuff. Most venandi are like that.”
    

    
      “Like what?”
    

    
      “Honorable but not law-abiding.”
    

    
      Imani snorted but didn’t try to argue with her. Pom Pom smiled, but it was sad.
    

    
      “I wish he didn’t have to go back. Huajile sucks.”
    

    
      “They’re leaving?” Imani asked with shock.
    

    
      Pom Pom shook her head. “No, just Vin. The rest of us are staying.”
    

    
      Imani’s open excitement turned sour, an angry crease forming between her silky brows. “Wait, he’s leaving and 
      the bogs
       are staying?”
    

    
      “It’s okay. Everyone thinks that you’ll do a really good job while he’s gone.”
    

    
      Imani stood and paced, hands on her hips.
    

    
      “But why would he 
      leave
       after yesterday?” she asked herself.
    

    
      Pom Pom perked up. “Something big happened yesterday, huh? Between the two of you?” It was her turn to sound excited. The creamy spots of Imani’s face turned almost as pink as Pom Pom.
    

    
      “
      No
      ,” she said with finality, still pacing. “I shared something with him that was… important.”
    

    
      Important, huh?
    

    
      Pom Pom grinned. Whatever it was didn’t matter. The fact that Imani didn’t look disgusted at the implication of “something happening...” Now 
      that
       was interesting. Maybe Pom’s theory about telling the truth, warts and all, was right.
    

    
      She leaned back on the 
      biria
       trunk and gave a coy shrug, the wheels turning in her head. “He said he needs to check on his favorite bar and to pay his dues at the guild. Nothing too crazy. It’s basically a weekend vacay.”
    

    
      Imani froze in her tracks, staring at Pom Pom with indignation.
    

    
      Perfect.
    

    
      “He’s leaving because he wants to go drinking. In a black market. Right now.”
    

    
      Pom raised her finger. “And he needs to pay his dues.”
    

    
      “And that doesn’t sound fishy to you?” Imani raised her brow in challenge.
    

    
      Pom Pom waffled, kicking her heels, careful not to grin. She glanced at the ship in the distance with a spark of hope. “I guess he was being a little weird about it. He didn’t tell me why, just that it was important.”
    

    
      Imani knelt down in front of her. “How was he being weird?”
    

    
      Poor Nini. She really looked concerned, like she was beating herself up.
    

    
      Pom Pom could use that uncertainty.
    

    
      “He usually tells me everything. I don’t like him going by himself, either. That place is nasty.”
    

    
      “Maybe he could take someone with him. 
      Like the bogs
      ,” Imani grumbled. “The humidity in Renata can’t be good for their circuits.”
    

    
      “Nah, he’d never agree to that.” Pom Pom glanced at her sideways, throwing her dice on a longshot. “But 
      you
       could stow away. There’s a spot big enough for a human under the cockpit, and it’s supposed to be a short trip.”
    

    
      Imani’s nose wrinkled up in confusion. “I can’t do that. I have enough problems here. Besides, it’s a terrible idea.”
    

    
      “Think about it! You can spy on him all you want, and I’ll watch over things here for you! I can be your eyes and ears on the bogs. Stick to them like glue.”
    

    
      Imani opened her mouth to argue, and Pom Pom threw her arms up, rubbing her palms together to beg. The human stopped and knelt down in front of her.
    

    
      “Pom,” she said in that sad way adults did sometimes when they told her bad news. “I can’t go. The colony isn’t safe right now.”
    

    
      Pom blinked. “It isn’t?”
    

    
      “No,” Imani sighed a growl. “Which is why I don’t understand why Vindilus would leave 
      now.
       I need him here to—”
    

    
      The 
      thwap
       of plasma shots ricocheted like rubber bands off the hangar walls, across the fields, interrupting their conversation. Pom Pom and Imani both turned towards the sound.
    

    
      Wrapped in the warm morning haze, Vin calibrated his hand cannon while Roav set up targets on the other side of the tarmac near Sizzle’s pile of snack scrap. Jharim leaned on the weapons cabinet as he strung a bow. Both he and Roav turned towards Pom Pom and Imani in unison.
    

    
      “Actually,” Imani said, getting to her feet with a revelation. She straightened her clothes with a snap that Pom Pom recognised was 
      not
       good. “I don’t need him to stay. All I need is to borrow his mouth for a while.”
    

    
      Pom Pom tilted her head.
    

    
      Well, alright then. Straight to the point.
    

    
      She grinned as Imani waded through the black grass back towards the tarmac.
    

    
      They really were perfect for each other.
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      Twenty Beats Earlier
    

    
      
    

    
      Vin hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep, too revved up by the fight with Imani to settle for dreaming about how he’d paint her skin with more white if she’d let him. He’d made himself come twice, holding his 
      hrum
       back so he wouldn’t expel any genetic particles through his unit, gripping his cock in a tight fist to make the pleasure-pain last. It was exquisite torture, but ultimately a useless fight. In the dark, in a bed, by himself, he thought of her obsessively, no matter how raw he tugged his nodes.
    

    
      So he punished himself instead, running along the colony trails at a dead sprint until his knees turned to jelly and his lungs burst into flames. It gave him a sense of purpose too. A way to soothe his guilt for keeping Imani at a distance. Because he was mixing things up, patrolling without a schedule like she did, doing his due diligence…
    

    
      Speaking of due diligence.
    

    
      A runner’s cough tumbled out of his lungs as he leaned up against the bogs’ charging ports, waiting for them to wake up at their programmed time. He frowned down at his holotab, scrolling through their files.
    

    
      The 
      Palembre,
       Thel’s vessel, still had them listed as active crew. He double-checked his and Pom Pom’s status just to be sure, but they were recorded correctly as OVA: on off-vessel assignment. Even weirder, the ship’s AI stated their last in-range location was in sentinel mode in Vin’s armory. 
    

    
      “The fuck?” he mumbled to himself.
    

    
      The sound of an electric jet engine warmed up beside him, the biognostics’ chests vibrating as their internal systems did a pre-consciousness check. Jharim’s five red lenses swiveled towards him as Roav’s black ones adjusted their aperture as if working the sleep from his eyes.
    

    
      “Good morning, Arms Master,” Jharim said, stepping out of his charging port. His body automatically rotated every facet on his face and in his joints, giving him the look of a black metal bird airing out its feathers.
    

    
      “Question,” Vin cut the greetings short. “Why’s ADI got you logged as aboard the 
      Palembre
       still? You should be OVA.”
    

    
      Roav glanced at Jharim, rotating his wrists and lifting his facets like hackles. The older bog—
      centuries
       older, apparently—didn’t seem bothered, casually working through his usual routine. He picked up a magnetic mister and stepped far enough away that Vin’s equipment wouldn’t feel the pull as he sprayed the metallic lubricant into his joints to protect against the extreme humidity.
    

    
      “OVA is… ah, off-vessel assignment. I see.” The lubricant dripping down his arms slipped in between the seams of his body and disappeared from view. “ADI 
      is
       buggy. I assume the AI simply lagged and didn’t update before Commander Atarian skipped out of range. When they’re back from the tirdeul home system, I will inquire with her.”
    

    
      Vin collapsed his holotab, eyes on Roav, quietly fixated on locking up their ports for the day. ADI was quirky, sure, but she definitely wasn’t buggy. “Roav, you sure that’s why?”
    

    
      The taller, leaner bog turned his head over his shoulder to make eye contact with Vin. He nodded once. “Yes.”
    

    
      Vin breathed out through his nose slowly, thinking about that answer. All bogs were with Unity unless they’d committed a biognostic crime, so there was no reason to suspect that they’d lie. They physically couldn’t lie to authorities, even if they tried. And he was an authority.
    

    
      Brushing his hands over his spires, Vin let it go. He’d given Imani’s suspicions a chance, and they’d fallen flat. Which meant there was no reason not to tell them about what she’d found. In fact, he needed to if he was leaving town.
    

    
      “There’s a hole in our security,” he started, crossing his arms. He told them about the doll’s head as he flipped on the hangar’s food bay and printed himself a spicy shot of 
      gob
       to get him through the morning. It sucker-punched him right in the jaw, a potent combination of caffeine and alcohol. Exactly what he needed. “So, ring any bells? ‘Cause there’s no way we casually missed three fucked up zombie dolls crawling into the colony.”
    

    
      Roav picked up their battered calibration targets and headed out to the tarmac. Jharim shrugged, slinging his aero-bow over his shoulder. “It is statistically possible. There are only four of us patrolling several dozen miles of borderland.”
    

    
      Vin pressed his knuckles into the weapons cabinet, mandibles clacking together in disagreement. “The lost souls are pulling their weight, which makes thirteen of us. And it was within minutes of the treeline. There’s no way.”
    

    
      Jharim stopped by the hangar side door, his matte black palm curled around the door frame. “What was Ms James’ conclusion?”
    

    
      “That you and Roav are involved, of course.”
    

    
      Jharim nodded, venting steam from his neck in a sigh.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Vin squinted into the morning sun as they stepped out after Roav. “She’s got a point though. Maybe one could sneak by us, but 
      three
      ? Come on.”
    

    
      Jharim looked out at the black grass fields while Vin lined up his first shot. 
      Thwap, thwap.
       His aim went wide by a knuckle’s length.
    

    
      “They may have been programmed to avoid authorities. This is a common function among dolls in pink districts. It would also explain why she has found them rather than us, since she has no union credentials. Regardless, Ms James will continue to suspect that we are bad actors.” He drew back his aero-bow’s quivering electrostring, the current arcing across his bare hand. “Her suspicions cripple our effectiveness. I question the merits of allowing her to continue insisting we bend to her need for control.”
    

    
      “She’s not asking for control. She’s asking for equal footing.” 
    

    
      “The look on her face suggests that’s insufficient.”
    

    
      Vin kept back a rumble in his chest, but just barely. Imani waded across the field from the direction in which Jharim had been staring. Souls-damned bog had known she was there, staring at her while he loaded up his shot and let his first aero fly.
    

    
      And Vin was out of fucking Agros.
    

    
      He elected to hold his breath and nod in greeting rather than inhale her like a five pound bag of 
      daz.
       Jharim, on the other hand, couldn’t help but push her fucking buttons.
    

    
      “Ms James,” he said, aiming another charge as his target. “I see from the pinch in your soft face that you’ve had a troublesome morning.”
    

    
      Imani didn’t miss a beat. “Having trouble calibrating those rusty circuits?” she tsked. “It’s a shame you need to rely on aim assist to hit your mark.”
    

    
      Jharim let loose another aero, glaring at her as she tapped on her forearm where his cybernetic body did indeed contain an auto-aim feature. Vin coughed into his hand, hiding a grin. He always appreciated a solid burn.
    

    
      But when she turned her intense brown eyes on him, she wasn’t entertained. “We need to talk.”
    

    
      Vin sighed, leaning as far from her as he could without looking like a lunatic. There was no way he would survive being alone with her. Not until he got a new supply. “Anything you wanna talk about, you can say in front of the rest of my team. They’ve been briefed.”
    

    
      Her eyes flicked to Jharim in surprise, but ultimately, she rolled her shoulders, licked her teeth, and withdrew a home-printed pistol from its holster.
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      She stood up next to Jharim and took aim, both eyes open.
    

    
      “Why are you leaving the colony?”
    

    
      Vin sat up straight, shocked. He looked out into the field but saw no one. “Who told you?”
    

    
      Imani shot one bullet, lowered her barrel towards the ground, and glared over her shoulder. “I accept your apology for not telling me.”
    

    
      Vin growled, hopping to his feet. He raised his hand cannon from Jharim’s other side, aiming for the projectile hole Imani had left in their target. 
      Thwap, thwap.
       One plasma shot hit her mark, but the other swung wide, oozing off the edge of the now-crooked absorbent board.
    

    
      “I was 
      planning
       to tell you.”
    

    
      “You haven’t answered my question.”
    

    
      Vin rolled his eyes, craning his neck around Jharim’s chest as the bog drew his bow. Vin’s spires intercepted the aero’s trajectory and the charge went neutral. Jharim kept form, waiting for a clear shot around the arms master’s head, glancing down at them impatiently.
    

    
      “I have a lead. Why else would I leave the colony crawling with dolls?”
    

    
      Imani raised her pistol for another shot, hitting the crooked bullseye like it was a stroll in the park. Show off.
    

    
      “At least do me the favor of taking your whole team on your field trip so I don’t have to babysit so many problems.”
    

    
      Vin chuckled, low and smokey.
    

    
      “Are you admitting that you need me?”
    

    
      Imani clenched her jaw, also leaning around Jharim’s waist to get in Vin’s face. “I already told you I need you. I want to 
      not
       need you.”
    

    
      “
      I
       don’t,” Vin quipped.
    

    
      Then froze.
    

    
      Imani swallowed, her mouth shut so tight the muscles around her jaw bulged. Their little spat turned into the union’s most embarrassing staring contest as she processed his words. Fucking souls, he’d said that.
    

    
      He’d 
      really
       said that.
    

    
      Before the jungle opened up beneath Vin’s feet and swallowed him whole, Jharim lowered his aero-bow between their faces with a gritty digital growl. And the tension snapped like his electrostring, zapping Vin so hard his golden eyes jittered.
    

    
      “If you’d like to bicker, please do so behind me. I am not built as a riot shield.”
    

    
      Imani cleared her throat, standing to her full height and smoothing out her shirt. “You’re right. I came here for a reason, and it’s not to be provoked.”
    

    
      Jharim nodded to her, his shoulders relaxing, notched another aero as it charged, and drew his arm back.
    

    
      Vin circled away, his palm clamped over his mandibles. What was going to give him away next, a tent pole in his pants? He looked down just to make sure.
    

    
      Then he heard Imani say words that made him bite his tongue hard enough to taste blood.
    

    
      “I need to borrow your mouth, Arms Master.”
    

    
      He spun on his heel, locking eyes with her.
    

    
      “What?” he bumbled, dumbfounded.
    

    
      Imani crossed her arms, one of her dark silk brows peaking sharply. A little grin tugged at her mouth. If she’d been venandi, her mandibles would have chittered in victory.
    

    
      “See? I can be provocative too.”
    

    
      “No one doubts that you can be provocative, Ms James,” Jharim commented, letting the aero fly.
    

    
      “I’m glad you don’t doubt me, Jharim. Thank you. And since Vindilus is leaving and everyone’s been briefed about the dolls—” she glanced angrily at Vin, who waved his talons at her with a snide smile, “—have you guys noticed anything? Found anything?”
    

    
      “Nothing yet. Forming a strategy is this morning’s plan,” Vin informed her. “Right, Jharim?”
    

    
      “Yes,” the bog agreed. “The arms master has just informed me of the breach. We will scour our data logs and assist in tracing the units.”
    

    
      “I appreciate it. Having your expertise will be a big help. We haven’t been able to track anything down.”
    

    
      Something was… off. Imani’s voice was soft and friendly, even a little higher pitched than normal. Vin squinted at her with suspicion. He’d thought this was what he wanted, for her to be collaborative and easy to work with and boring but seeing it in action made him want to ruffle her feathers. To lather up her temper until she was spitting angry.
    

    
      He wanted to use his mouth on her.
    

    
      Thel had told him over drinks that Liv liked his tongue between her legs. When riled up, human women were sensitive enough that it could make them come, even without the 
      hrum
      , though the commander said that it drove them wild. Human women loved things that vibrate. 
    

    
      Vin snorted, a sneer lifting the corners of his bifurcated mouth. He jumped up onto the weapons cabinet, subconsciously sitting where Imani had been waiting for them the night before.
    

    
      But his mood soured as the moments ticked by. Imani wasn’t explaining her comment. She was biding her time, shooting off two more bullets, making small talk with Jharim. The bog’s spine softened, and he chuckled once at something they were saying on the range.
    

    
      Actually 
      chuffed steam.
    

    
      Holy shit, were they 
      flirting
      ?
    

    
      Vin growled loud enough for the bog to hear, but not Imani. It was deep, aggressive, verging on territorial.
    

    
      Who was he kidding?
    

    
      It was downright possessive.
    

    
      One of Jharim’s lenses rotated to the back of his head on its track. It locked with his eyes as their molten glow expanded dangerously. Vin’s message was loud and clear.
    

    
      Back the fuck up.
    

    
      Jharim’s lens swiveled forward to join the rest. He lowered his weapon, taking a step away from Imani.
    

    
      “I believe you mentioned needing the Arms Master’s mouth?” he said.
    

    
      Smart man.
    

    
      “Oh! Yes,” she said, reloading and holstering her weapon. Jharim returned to the weapons cabinet and Imani sauntered along behind him. When she made eye contact with Vin, she didn’t comment on the more intense glow of his eyes.
    

    
      “My mouth is at your service,” he said, throat full of gravel. His second diaphragm tightened, ready to lay claim. His talons left dents in the cabinet where he gripped the corner.
    

    
      “I realise I’ve been overly paranoid and confrontational,” she sighed, the admittance hurting her pride. “The best way for me to deal with that is to just get to know Roav and Jharim. Spend some time with them.”
    

    
      “What does that have to do with me?”
    

    
      Vin cursed inwardly. He sounded like a brat. Jharim set his aero-bow aside and very deliberately picked up a close-range submachine vector with anti-venandi plate-piercing rounds.
    

    
      Again, smart man.
    

    
      Vin was getting tired of him being so smart.
    

    
      “I figured I could ask Jharim some questions about bogs through you since you’re the authority here.” She swallowed her distaste for that fact and managed to keep most of her smile intact. “If he’s alright with that.”
    

    
      Jharim checked the gun’s magazine, then clicked it into place. “Of course, Ms James. Anything you’re specifically curious about?”
    

    
      “Where are you from?”
    

    
      When she turned to Vin expectantly, he snarled. Playing third wheel on their speed date wasn’t on his to-do list. Ever. “Where’re you from, Jharim?”
    

    
      “Aescipoli, the venandi homeworld,” he said easily. “You can check my provenance with my serial number, if you’d like.”
    

    
      “I’d rather hear about it from you,” Imani said. “Do biognostics not have a homeworld?”
    

    
      Jharim waggled his hand back and forth. “Not really. The first are said to have come from Eruditia, but we don’t hold any sort of territory or culture there. We’re drawn to large cities and stations where digital life thrives.”
    

    
      “And that’s not Eruditia?”
    

    
      Vin shook his head glumly, crossing his arms. “It’s a planet-turned-scrapyard. Downed ships and junk. That’s it.”
    

    
      “Do you eat?” Imani looked at Vin. The arms master sighed dramatically.
    

    
      “Jharim, do you eat?”
    

    
      “No, we charge or consume a battery.”
    

    
      “And your senses, what’s it like? I can’t imagine having a hard shell. Do you sense things with your body at all?”
    

    
      Jharim held out his hand for Imani to explore. She glanced at him warily, then spread open his hand to run her fingers over his palm.
    

    
      Blood rushed into Vin’s tympana so hot he nearly snapped his teeth at the bog. He was pretty sure he popped a blood vessel as he ground his fangs together. “Do you sense things with your body?”
    

    
      Two of the bog’s lenses turned towards Vin this time and stayed there. Watching. Preparing. “Yes. Our components are not so different from a biological body, Ms James. My casing is lined in a net of neural nodes sensitive to haptic and tactile feedback. I can feel your hand just fine. It is quite pleasant.”
    

    
      “Watch it,” Vin warned before he could censor himself.
    

    
      Jharim chuffed steam again. Imani glanced between them as she brushed her fingers over the bog’s knuckles.
    

    
      “If you don’t eat, what about taste?”
    

    
      “I have no sense of taste at the moment, but I could install one if I exchanged my facial facets for a style that required a lower jaw and had a tongue jack.”
    

    
      “So your senses are customisable,” Imani surmised, nodding slowly as she digested that nugget of info.
    

    
      “To an extent. Our origin codes necessitate certain standards of functionality. A biognostic with caretaker protocols is required to install sonographic sight for diagnostic purposes.”
    

    
      Imani’s pupils narrowed, looking down at Jharim’s hand. Her smile, though still spread across that thick, delicious mouth, hardened. She glanced at Vin and his heart nearly stopped.
    

    
      She wasn’t playing nice. Not at all.
    

    
      “How about you? You definitely don’t have caretaker protocols.”
    

    
      “Yeah, how about you, Jharim?” Vin asked, smug faced. He knew that this wasn’t going to end well for the senior-most member of his team, but he didn’t give a shit. Jharim deserved to get his ass handed to him for daring to flirt with Imani.
    

    
      “That’s correct,” Jharim said, looking between them suspiciously. “My sight is standard for a tactical unit. Full light spectrum, echolocation, and radiofrequency.”
    

    
      “Radiofrequency, like data halos.”
    

    
      Jharim didn’t answer, staring at her as their conversation stalled. Vin sat up, leaning over the edge of the weapons cabinet with interest. “Jharim,” he pushed, commanding the bog to respond.
    

    
      Jharim inclined his head. “Like data halos.”
    

    
      Imani still held the edges of Jharim’s hand as she glared up at him. Calm, dark, powerful. Her words were a punch to the gut. “Then how come you didn’t see the data halo on the doll’s head last night?”
    

    
      Jharim stayed silent, all five of his lenses now focused on her. Vin hopped off the cabinet, jaw slack.
    

    
      That’s right…
    

    
      She’d had that head in her duffel when they’d met, right here, the night before. Jharim and Roav both hadn’t noticed.
    

    
      Or they hadn’t said anything.
    

    
      Imani leaned into the taller bog’s space. “I’m watching you. I don’t trust you. And I 
      know
       you lie.” She shoved his hand back into his chest, made eye contact with Vin with a nod of acknowledgement, then turned and walked away.
    

    
      Vin’s 
      hrum
       settled as his instincts decided Jharim’s submachine vector became more important. He looked at the short firearm built for close-quarter venandi combat with new distrust. The air thickened with tension as Jharim glanced at him over his shoulder.
    

    
      “What was that about?” Vin asked dangerously, extending his talons to their full length. Jharim glanced at them, then slowly, slowly, lowered his gun to the ground.
    

    
      “I apologise,” Jharim started. “Roav and I reduced sensitivity on our RF sensors so we could withstand long-term code projection at the crash site. It seems to have blinded us here in the colony—a grave error on my part. We will maximally increase their range until the dolls have been dealt with.”
    

    
      “Crank it up. Right now.”
    

    
      The bog’s red lenses pulsed brighter once, then settled back in. “Adjustments complete.”
    

    
       Vin stalked up to him and kicked the vector away from their feet, just to be safe. “You make adjustments to your sensors like that again without telling me, and I report you for Unity eval. Got it?”
    

    
      Jharim nodded once. “Of course.”
    

    
      “While we’re at it, send me your raw data logs twice per sol.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Vin retracted his talons, nodding towards the treeline. “You and Roav are assigned to full patrol. Rescue style, heel-to-toe sweep. Got it? Search every souls-damned inch of that fucking jungle.”
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    
      “Dismissed.”
    

    
      “Full sweep, estimated time of completion, three sols. No recharge required. Roav and I will prepare our equipment and begin immediately.”
    

    
      Jharim looked at Roav in the distance and the younger bog jogged in, meeting Jharim at the hangar’s side door. Vin watched them go, his mood dark.
    

    
      Maybe Imani wasn’t so paranoid after all.
    

    
      And if that was the case, that pea-shooter she insisted on carrying wasn’t enough.
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      Soaking in the heat of the sun with my bare arms and legs was a luxury I didn’t get to enjoy often, if ever, anymore. There were no days off in Renata. At least not for me. And there was no way I’d patrol in a pair of shorts and a tank top.
    

    
      But today was a solid victory. Today, I showed Vindilus why I didn’t trust the bogs. Hopefully my skepticism would rub off on him and he’d do something about it. If he didn’t? Well, I’d just have to 
      provoke
       him further.
    

    
      My chest tightened, recalling his admission. He wanted me to need him. I couldn’t decide if that was a threat or a pick-up line…
    

    
      Both. It was definitely both.
    

    
      When he’d goaded me in the past, I’d thought that it was exactly what it seemed: a way to rile me up for amusement rather than genuine attraction. Venandi were notorious for liking the chase more than the catch, and Vindilus came off as the typical infantry playboy: 
      let’s fuck now, because I might die later.
       So predictable and achingly familiar.
    

    
      That sort of man was the only kind I’d ever slept with. I couldn’t even claim to have gone on a date, even in my mid-thirties. No one had ever held my hand or taken me to dinner. Beers at the base’s favorite bar? Yes. Quick fuck in the corner of a barracks? Yes.
    

    
      But the moment I pushed for something visible, we turned into oil and water. I was an exotic commodity first, a person second. Good fodder for a lonely dick who wanted to add the girl with vitiligo to their score card, but never more. I wasn’t worth the trouble. I wasn’t worth the effort to love.
    

    
      “
      Jamani
      ,” I swore in a sigh, scrubbing my freshly trimmed short carpet of hair. Who’d have thought men would treat me the same all the way on the other side of the galaxy? It was confusing and depressing. I didn’t wear self-pity well.
    

    
      So instead of letting my mood swirl down the toilet along with my emotional confidence, I leaned against our balcony rail and watched passersby. Charlie Halloway, a red-haired woman from an island between Great Britain and Scotland, waved at me as she trudged down the hill towards the river. I smiled back, activating my holotab so I could hum to music and work on a kanga cloth design.
    

    
      Designing and printing kanga was my favorite—let’s be real, my 
      only
      —hobby. My mother and I had supported our family by embroidering pillows, quilts, and souvenirs with it until I joined the army and got a better paycheck. We’d always wanted to design our own. Now that I could, it was a bittersweet way to remember her and celebrate our struggles.
    

    
      This one would have river bands of blue running through red ferns and black grass. The banner would say 
      Macho na Masikio.
       “Eyes and Ears.” It’d be my reminder to Pom Pom how important it was to be observant.
    

    
      Mama willing, it’d protect her too. Keep her focused.
    

    
      The history audio I’d been listening to faded out and the posh accent of our colony’s AI, BEO, filled in. “Apologies for the interruption. There is a guest at the door. Shall I let them in?” he asked.
    

    
      A guest? I stared up at the ceiling as if BEO were an actual person. “Who?”
    

    
      “Pom Pom, the shilpakaari child.”
    

    
      Weird.
    

    
      “Open the door.”
    

    
      I pushed off the rail and padded back inside as the door opened to Pom Pom’s wriggly tendrils, just barely poking out over a pile of crates in her arms. I jumped forward to take them from her and lay them out on the counter.
    

    
       “Thanks,” she panted, looking me up and down. “Woah, you have more spots than I thought you did!”
    

    
      I looked down at myself. Swirls like milk cascaded down my biceps and chest. In the months since we’d arrived, the creases in my elbows and the nail beds of two of my left fingers had lost their melanin. The corner of one eyebrow was also turning white, and the spots on my forehead were encroaching on my hairline, which meant it would probably turn white, too.
    

    
      I smiled at Pom Pom ruefully. “Thanks for the reminder.”
    

    
      “Humans don’t like it?” she asked, shocked.
    

    
      “Not where I’m from,” I admitted. In Tanzania, albinism and vitiligo were dangerous. Superstitions about magic growing in our bodies made us prime targets for mutilation, murder, and subhuman treatment.
    

    
      Pom Pom scoffed. “That’s stupid. You’re the prettiest human I’ve ever seen.”
    

    
      Pretty?
    

    
      I had never been called pretty in my life. Strong, tall, fierce… But never pretty.
    

    
      “And 
      you
       are the sweetest shilpakaar.” I gave her shoulder a squeeze, then knocked on one of her little crates. “So what’s all this?”
    

    
      Pom Pom grinned. “Special delivery from Vin. New gear.”
    

    
      I raised my brow in sardonic surprise but didn’t complain. Maybe he’d taken my interrogation this morning more seriously than I’d thought. If this was his way of apologising, I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.
    

    
      If it was more than that…
    

    
      I cleared my throat, rocking from heel to heel. “If I accept this, he isn’t going to think I owe him something, right?”
    

    
      “Nah. It’s all pretty standard.” She popped open the first crate and the lid sprang up with a hiss. Inside were three pucks tucked into custom-molded foam.
    

    
      “These are the basics. A secure trans-solar holopuck so we can comm, a thumper, and a BDRE.”
    

    
      Hunar used trans-solar holopucks a lot for communicating with the capital space station and Commander Atarian, but the others I didn’t know. “What’s a thumper?”
    

    
      Pom pulled it out of the box and showed me the backside, which was a silicone suction cup. “You attach it to a surface, press this button, and it’ll project an echogram of what’s behind it.”
    

    
      I blinked. “Like an x-ray?”
    

    
      “Pretty much. But it does literally thump. See?”
    

    
      Pom Pom smooshed the puck against the tiles, pressed the button, and it thumped three times against the floor.
    

    
      More like, it 
      humped.
    

    
      I covered my mouth and bit down on my lips hard to keep from chuckling a husky, inappropriate giggle. That thing was 
      hilarious
       and there was no way I’d ever use it.
    

    
      But it did its job, expelling a white hologram across the floor in a four-meter radius that highlighted the pipes, insulation, and circuitry beneath the kitchen tiles. Pom Pom, innocent and sweet, tilted her head at my reaction.
    

    
      “You don’t like the thumper?”
    

    
      Lord have mercy.
    

    
      “It’s great,” I eked out, trying not to breathe for fear of laughing. I cleared my throat loudly and pointed to the last one. “And that one?”
    

    
      I could swear Pom Pom grinned as she pulled the thumper off the floor and put it back in its case. When she turned back around though, she was her normal even-keeled self, holding out the last puck for me to take. It was a thick hunk of metal tech the size of a tin of chewing tobacco that weighed several kilos.
    

    
      “This is a BDRE. It stands for bio-defensible regulated environsuit. Vin got it for me, but I don’t really need it and the standard model isn’t half as cool, so I switched it out for you.”
    

    
      I held it hesitantly, my skin crawling. Ever since my abduction, I’d had a subconscious aversion to metal. Not that I’d admit that to anyone, but it had become a compulsion. I avoided touching our bar stools with my bare feet, for example, and preferred my shitty home-printed pistols to the things Vindilus gave me access to.
    

    
      But the worst was visiting Hunar in the hangar for updates, having to squeeze between hundreds of pounds of metal shelving and tools to get to the workshop. I wasn’t claustrophobic but felt like the canisters of bolts and piles of sheet metal would reach out and scorch my skin if I wasn’t on high alert.
    

    
      “What’s it made out of?” I asked as casually as possible. 
      Too
       casually.
    

    
      Pom Pom slapped it like a car on a sales lot. “This bad boy’s got a carbon fiber scaffolding with a nano-netic adaptive polymer skin. Basically, it’s a battle-ready spacesuit. Will survive literally anything. Totally illegal though. Is that a problem?”
    

    
      Nano-netic adaptive… I wasn’t advanced enough to understand that, but carbon fiber wasn’t metal, and that was enough of an assurance for me. Maybe ignorance was bliss, in this case, but I’d take it.
    

    
      Because realistically, I had no idea if Vindilus was in on whatever the bogs were doing or not. I could begrudgingly admit that he was fun-loving with other people. Respectful. 
      Good,
       even. Seeing him with Marcella the night before had been like a lance to my heart. His warmth with her had reminded me so much of Ephraim, I’d teared up, unable to watch them greet each other. I’d had to turn my back and bite my lip, angry and aching over how unfair it was.
    

    
      Ephraim had treated Mama just the same.
    

    
      But how many poachers had I caught on the game reserve… two, three dozen? And of those, how many had held up pictures of their children, pleading to be let go so they could put dinner on the table? How many upstanding citizens had spit at me as I walked through the market buying groceries for Mama?
    

    
      It didn’t matter if Vindilus was easygoing or a good father. Good people could get roped into bad things. Could 
      believe
       bad things. They could think it was okay to hate selectively because they did good things first. Like eating their vegetables so they could have dessert.
    

    
      And if Vindilus 
      was
       that kind of person… I’d just ousted his team and proved I knew they were rotten. Whether or not Vindilus was the type of guy to flirt with me one minute and plan an accident the next, Jharim probably had a bullet with my name on it now.
    

    
      I wasn’t willing to let “illegal” be the deciding factor in my survivability.
    

    
      “It’s not a problem,” I decided.
    

    
      Pom Pom lifted her fist to her chest. “Put it on your skin and punch the middle twice.”
    

    
      Pulling down the front of my tank top, I pressed its smooth back to my sternum. The back was stickier than it looked, like gecko feet clinging to a sheet of glass. I chuckled, looking down at my chest. I looked like Iron Man.
    

    
      Pom Pom urged me to punch it twice, motioning with her fist. So I did.
    

    
      An electric shiver ran straight through my nervous system and I jumped like a snake had bitten my butt. “Ow!”
    

    
      Pom Pom erupted in laughter and I pointed at her, eyes wide with accusation.
    

    
      “You are a menace!” I said as it happened again. She clapped, thoroughly enjoying herself.
    

    
      “Vin’s right. That’s way too fun to watch!” she said, trying to catch her breath. Her tendrils danced with amusement atop her head as she clutched her gut. The BDRE puck whirred down and the light dimmed. Pom Pom brushed her knuckle against her spotted cheeks where her coloring pulsed with joy. I crossed my arms, looking stern, but her laughter was worth my expense. Nothing healed the soul more than laughter.
    

    
      “Did he put you up to this?”
    

    
      “No,” she breathed, her giggle high subsiding. “But he did the same thing when he gave it to me. My tendrils stood up straight for a week. Ah, man. Anyway, the BDRE is tailored to you now. You’re the only person that can activate it. You just need to put it on your chest and then punch it once. Just be careful, it’ll cut your clothes to ribbons.”
    

    
      “Got it, and—”
    

    
      BEO interrupted. “There is a guest at the door. Shall I let them in?”
    

    
      I glanced at Pom Pom and she shrugged. My pulse jumped to my throat, where Vindilus had huffed against it the night before. I hated to admit it, but it had been…
    

    
      Exhilarating.
    

    
      No
      , infuriating.
    

    
      This isn’t your first time…
       His voice, two-tonal and as deep as a bronze bell, rumbled in my ears.
    

    
      I bit my lip, again pushing down the furnace of confusion erupting in my chest.
    

    
      “Who is it?” I asked tightly.
    

    
      “Clarissa Mills.”
    

    
      My breath left my lungs in a whoosh. “Let her in.”
    

    
      The door hushed open as I set the BDRE back in its case. Clarissa stood in the doorway, covered in sun-kissed freckles, her perfectly straight hair cascading down her chest in a sheet. She was a sweet teenager that usually hid her worries behind a shy exterior.
    

    
      “Hey Clarissa!” Pom Pom gave her tutor a hug.
    

    
      “Hi Pom.” Clarissa hugged her back and smiled, but it was strained. She looked up at me and my smile fell.
    

    
      The poor girl had been having problems with her unitmate, and there was no system to help deal with it. Renata’s people were good, but they were wounded on the inside. Sometimes those kinds of wounds festered on the soul.
    

    
      Especially when there were no familiar safety nets. The colony was no different than the Tanzanian countryside, except that it had a sleek face and fancy talking apartments.
    

    
      “Did you eat lunch, child? You’re welcome to stay for a bit,” I offered.
    

    
      “Oh, that’s okay,” she said in her singsong American accent. She looked down at Pom Pom while the girl packed up the pucks in their crate. “Actually I was hoping you could come over for a bit. Rosy is…” She glanced at Pom Pom again. “Having a hard time with something.”
    

    
      I nodded, pulling up my holotab and sending the new kanga cloth file to the printer bay in the hall. It hummed to life behind us. “Let me just change.”
    

    
      Switching into a well-worn set of coveralls was like coming home as I rolled up the top set of sleeves to my elbows. Most overalls on Yaspur were made with four sleeves to accommodate male shilpakaari, so I used the bottom set as a belt and cinched it tight to keep the open latches from gaping too much around my tank.
    

    
      I tended to wear clothing without a lot of closures anymore because of my palms. Their scars made navigating latches, snaps, and zippers more of an active chore, and I was in a hurry anyway.
    

    
      Clarissa had rarely, if ever, looked so concerned.
    

    
      “I’ve got something printing for you, sweet girl, but it won’t be ready for a while,” I said, tickling Pom Pom’s tendrils. Her eyes lit up with excitement and I winked. “You don’t mind if we pick this up later?”
    

    
      She shook her head. “We’re good. Vin wanted me to add your biometrics to the weapons cabinet and the big fabricator though. You free tomorrow?”
    

    
      Tomorrow.
    

    
      Vindilus was leaving tomorrow. Leaving me with the bogs.
    

    
      I glanced at Clarissa as she waited, shredding her cuticles with quiet anxiety.
    

    
      “Tomorrow’s good,” I agreed, stepping out into the hall. “Come on, Clarissa. Let’s talk to Rosy together.”
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      I felt more unease navigating around the towering piles of empty parcels and discarded clothing in Rosy and Clarissa’s unit than I did on patrol in the jungle. I glanced down at Clarissa with uncertainty as we entered the kitchen, but she wouldn’t look at me.
    

    
      Anger hit me in the gut. The girl was fourteen to Rosy’s late twenties. The deep grooves of shame written on her face were much too old for her, too heavy a burden.
    

    
      “Rosy!” I called out, stern, but approachable. I glanced into the kitchen, mostly blocked by loads of laundry and old food stacked along the borders of the tile like a booby trap. Territorial and paranoid. My brow creased. “Girl, where you at?”
    

    
      The door at the end of the hall opened, energetic music blasting through. Rosy bounced out with her arms full.
    

    
      The sight was alarming. She wore inside-out panties, socks, and a tank top beneath a clear poncho and vinyl dish gloves. Her hair looked washed, thankfully, but it was matted with old food, as if she’d fallen asleep with her head on her plate and hadn’t realised.
    

    
      When she saw me, she stopped, a manic smile stretching her latte features wide open.
    

    
      She made a choice to ignore me, turning sharply to Clarissa instead.
    

    
      “Good, you’re home! You can help me.”
    

    
      Clarissa pushed back her hair timidly, then tucked her hands against her ribs.
    

    
      “Hey, Rosy. Imani came over.”
    

    
      I slid in front of Clarissa, careful not to cross my arms or look too affected. “Hey, Rosy. How’re you doing?”
    

    
      “Imani James, right? It’s 
      sooo
       good to meet you,” she said. I blinked at her, unable to hide the shiver that went through me at those words.
    

    
      “You don’t remember me?” I asked, unable to mask my concern.
    

    
      Rosy blinked, then exploded into a high-pitched laugh. “Oh! Of 
      course
       I remember you,” she cooed, shuffling out of the hallway. She tossed the pile of stuff onto the floor. A pillow, some plasdocs and notes… She turned around and shuffled back into that bedroom at the end of the hall, her arms locked as straight as poles at her sides.
    

    
      The movement was so odd, my forearms erupted in goosebumps.
    

    
      “What’s going on, Clarissa?” I murmured once Rosy was out of earshot.
    

    
      The poor girl’s bottom lip trembled. “She’s been doing this for a few days. No sleeping or anything. She kicked me out of my bedroom last night to… to 
      clean.
      ”
    

    
      “Well, 
      yeah,
       your room is 
      disgusting.
      ”
    

    
      We both jumped, turning towards Rosy. She was standing at the end of the hall, and though she was still smiling, paranoia made her stare brittle and cold. The hairs on the back of my neck stood as if I were being threatened. Whatever this was, it was dangerous.
    

    
      “What?” she scoffed as if it were obvious. “There are tiny little things crawling 
      everywhere
      . Can’t you feel them? That’s why I have to take the wardrobe apart, so I can just…” She motioned to the ceiling, popping her lips together. “Pop the UV light on the ceiling. Then all the little things will 
      die
       and it’ll be clean all the time!”
    

    
      When we didn’t immediately agree with her, that smile turned into a sneer. “It’s a 
      good idea.
      ”
    

    
      I needed to get Clarissa out of there.
    

    
      “Very creative,” I admitted, doing my best not to egg her on and validate her mania.
    

    
      …It was mania, right? Who was I kidding, I didn’t know anything about mental health, not even my own. It’s not like it was part of boot camp or the correspondence classes I took to finish primary school.
    

    
      When the colony doctor, Amelia, had been hallucinating, I’d insisted to her that she needed to relax, calm down, admit that it wasn’t real…
    

    
      But it 
      had
       been. She’d been dosed with a sleep aid by someone trying to steal information off the data bank on the back of her neck.
    

    
      And I’d been an asshole for not listening.
    

    
      My past mistakes paralyzed me. What would be best for Rosy?
    

    
      I glanced at Clarissa. The girl pressed herself against the counter, making herself as small as possible. She couldn’t look at the young Dominican woman she’d become friends with, leaning on each other during the extraordinary, world-shattering changes in their lives. She was beaten down, hurt, scared.
    

    
      And she had asked me for help first.
    

    
      I took a deep breath and smiled calmly.
    

    
      “Clarissa, you mind if I have some water?”
    

    
      Confused, she licked her lips. “Oh, uh, sure.” Then she retreated behind the counter—where it was safe—and opened the now-bare cabinets, looking for a clean glass.
    

    
      “Take your time,” I told her, then motioned Rosy towards the bedroom. “Why don’t you show me what you’re doing? I’m curious.”
    

    
      “Yes! I’d love some help,” she giggled, walking away. I followed slowly after her, glancing into the other room.
    

    
      It was dim inside, piled high with detritus and more parcels. A holoscreen illuminated the room from the far wall, paused on a scene from a film. An older white woman with faded red hair and a light blue shirt stood in a small bedroom, blurred in motion. She had the drawers pulled out of the dresser, caught in the act of needlessly refolding her clothes. 
    

    
      The desk beneath the holoscreen made me stop in my tracks. Atop it stood a bowl of half-finished food, its contents forced out onto the surface by a tall stack of perfectly folded shirts smashed into the bowl. The bident with which Rosy had been eating was speared into the top of the stack, the handle sticking straight up. Next to it, glitter cut into cocaine lines shimmered in the low light, iridescent pink and purple and green.
    

    
      Rosy wasn’t manic. She was taking an alien upper.
    

    
      Rosy gripped my shoulder and swung me around with a nasty scowl.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” she spat.
    

    
      I removed her hand calmly. “Rosy, are you taking something I should know about?”
    

    
      She snatched her hand away, clutching a shoe to her chest. “Why, so you can butt in like you do everywhere? I don’t have to tell anything to some sorry bitch that pretends to be a cop!”
    

    
      Blood rushed to my face, because she was technically right. I wasn’t anything other than what I made myself. I made it up as I went because no one else seemed to think it was important. 
      But it was.
       It 
      was
       important.
    

    
      It took effort to keep from swallowing hard, to remain calm. “It is if you have drugs here, Rosy. It’s not good for you. Or Clarissa.”
    

    
      “They help me,” Rosy insisted, her expression crumbling into despair. “Please, I can’t stop. I 
      have
       to have them. They help me feel better, and I need to feel perfect. My 
      best.
      ”
    

    
      I nodded with empathy. So many demons in this colony, and hardly any of them the kind I knew how to fight. “I understand. I won’t take them away. But maybe we can go on a walk? Fresh air and sunlight is always good.”
    

    
      “A walk?” she trembled.
    

    
      I smiled. “Why don’t you go get some clothes on?”
    

    
      “Walks are healthy. People are supposed to walk at least thirty minutes per day,” she recited like a high school health class, mood turning on a dime.
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Rosy nodded, dropping the shoe off her fingertips to thud against the floor. “Okay. If you promise not to take them away.”
    

    
      I breathed a sigh of relief, urging Rosy gently by the shoulder. She disappeared into the dark bedroom, and I kicked a hairbrush into the sensor to keep it open, watching those lines of glitter like a hawk.
    

    
      “It’s really bad, right?” Clarissa murmured, sidling up to me.
    

    
      I clasped her shoulder and squeezed with encouragement. It didn’t matter that Clarissa was so young. I knew from personal experience that it was important to acknowledge it.
    

    
      “It’s bad. You did the right thing.”
    

    
      Clarissa bit her lip to keep from crying. “I’m so sorry. I should have said something earlier. She got the 
      daz
       from her boyfriend, then just kept finding it on the market when he refused to get her more. It keeps getting worse every time.”
    

    
      “‘Nuff of that nonsense, sweet girl. Just pack up whatever’s important. Quick and quiet, go now.”
    

    
      Clarissa nodded, taking the pillowcase off the pillow Rosy had just dropped. She stuffed it with underwear and random shirts, then picked up all her plasdocs and notes from the pile with shaking hands. She considered a toothbrush, but looked at the mangled bristles, and dropped it back into the sink.
    

    
      My eyes never strayed from inside the bedroom, where Rosy was humming to comfort herself around the other side of a mound of clothing. Once the poncho crinkled as she lifted it over her head, I brought up my holotab and sent an alert to the clinic, asking Amelia to go on a little walk with Ezraji in five minutes. Maybe once we were outside, I could convince Rosy to—
    

    
      “What did you 
      do?”
       she asked, trembling with fury. I looked up to find her, again, in my space before I’d even realised it, one pant leg around her ankle, the rest dragging behind her. I backed up slowly, like I was staring down a lioness I hadn’t expected to find in the grass.
    

    
      Rosy snarled with her lips drawn back and grabbed for my forearm.
    

    
      “Hey!” I barked, using my diaphragm like I’d been trained, my palm out to stop her from lunging again. She faltered enough from the boom of my voice for me to keep my holotab out of her grip. “Look at me, Rosy.”
    

    
      It took effort, but she did.
    

    
      “If you ask me what I’m doing calmly, I’ll tell you. But if you try to force me, Rosy, that’s unacceptable.”
    

    
      Suspicion and vitriol flashed in her eyes, her pupils contracting to pinpoints. “So what were you doing, then?” Her tone was challenging and bitter.
    

    
      This wasn’t going to end well. I held back a sigh of damnation, holding her gaze. “Asking some friends if they wanted to meet up.”
    

    
      Rosy actually 
      spat
       at me. “Bullshit! You were messaging the clinic! Nasty fucking liar. Get out!”
    

    
      “Rosy—”
    

    
      “Get out! Get out! Get out!”
    

    
      She lifted a chunk of plas from behind her back and threw it at my face. It glanced off my cheek before I could raise my arms in defense, and my skin immediately prickled and swelled. She bent down to pick up something else, rearing back her arm without hesitation.
    

    
      “Go, Clarissa!”
    

    
      I motioned for the girl to make it to the door. She hugged her pillowcase to her chest and disappeared around the piles of clothing in the kitchen.
    

    
      “I’ll 
      never
       go to the clinic! Never!” Rosy screeched, trying to push me back into the living room. I held my ground until I saw the unit door shut, then yelled up at the ceiling.
    

    
      “BEO, enable crisis response!”
    

    
      “No!” Rosy shrieked.
    

    
      “Crisis response enabled.”
    

    
      “Lock Bedroom two!”
    

    
      Rosy gasped, turning to her bedroom just as the door closed, locking her addiction away. She shouted again, banging on the door, repeating commands at BEO until she sank to the ground. She looked up at me with a glassy glare burning with betrayal.
    

    
      “You 
      lied,
      ” she hissed. “I told you I need it. Please, please just open the door. I’ll do anything. I’ll be my best.”
    

    
      I brushed a hand over my face and my cheek stung. I blinked down at a smear of blood on my palm, then took a deep breath, squeezing my hip bones for strength. Rosy had gone from frenzied violence to a sobbing, moaning mess on the floor.
    

    
      I wished so hard at that moment that I had the grace to know what to do. I’d always had my mother to lean on or Ephraim to soften my sharp edges. I’d even dared to hope that someday I’d invite Ephraim to—that when Mama couldn’t do all her good work anymore, that we could take over. Together.
    

    
      But here in the colony, I was so utterly alone. I had no family, no friends. Marcella was the closest thing—
    

    
      I took a deep breath. I couldn’t spiral, not in front of anyone, and certainly not in front of Rosy. But maybe…
    

    
      If Rosy was so terrified of the clinic right now, maybe she’d feel better with someone that had a lot of experience being a mother. That’s who I’d ached for in my ugliest, most vulnerable moments.
    

    
      I knelt down beside her and gingerly placed my hand on her knee. It was meant to be a supportive gesture, but she pulled away. I accepted it, curling my fingers back.
    

    
      “Rosy,” I said quietly, kindly. “Why don’t I comm Marcella?”
    

    
      She didn’t respond, pressing her fingers against her door.
    

    
      “I won’t comm the clinic if you let her take care of you for a while.”
    

    
      At that, Rosy turned to look at me. She sniffed, sitting up a little straighter.
    

    
      “You won’t?”
    

    
      I nodded once. “That’s right. But right now, Rosy…” I licked my lips, trying to find a way in. “You aren’t your best. You’re hurting yourself and Clarissa.”
    

    
      Her face pinched. She looked down at the pants around one ankle and shuddered a breath, pulling them up her calves. “I know,” she rasped. “I just don’t know how to be better. I’m so conflicted. I 
      need
       to be perfect, and I can tell that I’m not.”
    

    
      “Hey.” I dipped my face to catch her attention. “The best thing you can do to get better is be patient with yourself and take one day at a time. Can I comm Marcella?”
    

    
      Rosy ultimately agreed, and when Marcella accepted my comm, I hardly had to say anything. A burden lifted off my shoulders the moment the matriarch turned her attention to Rosy and soothed the girl’s nerves.
    

    
      Arrangements came together quickly. Marcella and Rosy agreed to spend some time living together in one of the empty units in our tower, working on pedicures and bubble baths—Marcella’s words, not mine. But it had gotten Rosy’s attention. She’d scrunched her socks into the floor self-consciously.
    

    
      “I should paint my toes?” she’d asked.
    

    
      Marcella tsked. “Should, shmould. If you enjoy it, you should take the time to do it for 
      yourself.”
    

    
      Rosy finished getting dressed, putting on something new from inside an unopened parcel. I gave her a little privacy to clean up and brush the food out of her hair. Then I met with Clarissa in the hallway, leaving the bathroom and unit door open just in case.
    

    
      When I exited the unit, Clarissa was standing at the other end of the hallway, staring at the door with the pillow crushed to her chest. She chewed her lip, eyes puffy and red. I didn’t hesitate reaching out to her and enveloping her in a hug.
    

    
      “You’re going to stay at my place for a bit, alright?”
    

    
      She nodded into my chest.
    

    
      “Your cheek is cut.”
    

    
      I chuckled, brushing my fingertips against her scalp.
    

    
      “I’ve had worse. Did I ever tell you about my little sister breaking my nose?” Clarissa pulled back, immediately checking to see if my nose was crooked. “When she was a baby, she dove straight into my face with that melon head of hers. 
      Bam.
       Ooh, lord, when I tell you it 
      hurt.
       Nose gushed like a geyser.
      ”
    

    
      I pretended to headbutt her with a silly face. Clarissa huffed, the corners of her mouth resurrecting a thin, ghostly smile.
    

    
      “I didn’t know you had a family.” She rolled her eyes at herself. “So stupid. Of course you did. You’re just so… cool about it.”
    

    
      I swallowed hard and patted her on the shoulder.
    

    
      More like I was brittle and unapproachable about it.
    

    
      “I’m ready,” Rosy said from the open door, her thick curls stuffed into a hat. She hugged herself, chewing her lip as she glanced at Clarissa. “Sorry. I’m trying, I really am.”
    

    
      “Come here,” I said, bringing her under my other arm before they both dissolved into guilty tears. I dragged them towards the lift. “No apologies for now. Just getting cozy and taking care of yourself. We’re all in your corner. Right, Clarissa?”
    

    
      “Definitely.” She leaned forward to make eye contact with Rosy. Her smile was shaky, but her eyes brimmed with love. “It’s what sisters do.”
    

    
      The lift arrived and we shuffled in sideways so we wouldn’t have to break the embrace. While we descended, the girls reached across my back and held hands.
    

    
      The breath I’d been holding eased from my lungs.
    

    
      I’d done my best.
    

    
      Maybe that was enough for now.
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      Clarissa’s breath finally evened out, her lips parting as her forearms and shoulders relaxed into sleep. I stroked my fingers through her long, silky hair, lighter and lighter, until I eased away and pulled my comforter over her arms. She’d been exhausted by the ordeal with Rosy and wanted to go to sleep right after dinner. 
    

    
      Safely tucked into bed, she was so small and pale against the colorful patchwork of my quilt. I clenched my jaw, glancing at the equipment Pom Pom had left behind for me. I didn’t want to leave her, but I had a job to do. With reluctance, I grabbed them and left for the hallway.
    

    
      The door hissed open just as I emerged, and Marcella sat at the counter. She poured herself a glass of wine, her silky dressing robe pooling around her crossed legs. She looked up and smiled.
    

    
      “Sleeping?” she mouthed. I nodded.
    

    
      “Thankfully. Rosy?”
    

    
      Marcella nodded and poured me a glass.
    

    
      “I can’t drink that. I need to go on patrol.”
    

    
      “Don’t argue. We need to talk about Rosy.”
    

    
      I sat next to her with a defeated sigh and cradled the drink, tapping my thumbs on the rim. “How is she?”
    

    
      Marcella must have heard the dread in my tone because she patted my forearm and clinked her glass against mine. “You did well, 
      bambina
      . Don’t be so hard on yourself or someday I might be scraping 
      you
       off the floor.”
    

    
      “I’ll make sure that won’t happen,” I assured her. “If I need help, I’ll get it.”
    

    
      Marcella took a long swig of her drink, but let it go with a skeptical sniff.
    

    
      “I was a cocktail server in one of the VIP gardens on the 
      Paramour.
       Clients snorted the glitter you found like it was air. A lot of the humans did too. It’s called 
      daz.
       They said it made them feel like everything we were going through was a party. Then they’d crash like they’d had too much to drink. Not one psychotic episode, human or otherwise.”
    

    
      “So what does that say about Rosy?”
    

    
      Marcella looked pointedly at my drink, and only spoke once I took a sip. It was dry and sweet. I turned the glass in my hand, enjoying the unexpected flavor.
    

    
      “It’s laced with something, maybe. Or she has a condition that exacerbates its effects.” She polished off her wine with a hum of appreciation. “She’s still terrified of the clinic, but I need to check in with Amelia, just in case. I promise I’ll be discreet.”
    

    
      I rubbed the rim of my glass in thought, then took another sip. “I’ll ask Ezraji to test the 
      daz
       and see if I can get some people up there to clean up.” I shifted uncomfortably on my stool. “I’ll… I’ll see if Sizzle will eat through the bulk of it.”
    

    
      I flexed my palms uncomfortably, their numbness more bothersome when I was anxious. Marcella glanced at them too. She knew that I’d survived a bilong attack in the bowels of the 
      Paramour,
       so at the mention of Sizzle, hope lit her eyes.
    

    
      “You’re going to try?”
    

    
      I rolled my shoulder with a wince. 
      “Try.
       I haven’t gotten close to him since they arrived.” I thought of Pom Pom’s words. Maybe I did need a little exposure. The more I kept the bilong at arm’s length, the more my imagination filled in the gaps. “But I need as much support as I can get. Getting information through official channels has been a nonstarter since day one. I need to adapt.”
    

    
      You’re just a sorry bitch that pretends to be a cop.
    

    
      I stared further into the remains of my drink, lost in thought. “I need legitimacy.”
    

    
      “You should confide in Vin, darling,” she said, leaning in to keep her voice low in case Clarissa woke up. “I know you got off on the wrong foot, shooting at Sizzle that first night, but he’ll understand why if you tell him. He’s a reasonable man.”
    

    
      I shook my head, knocking back the end of my drink. “No, he’s not.”
    

    
      “And you are? Just talk to him on open ground. Set down your swords and be vulnerable for a minute.”
    

    
      I looked at her sharply. “I apologised to Pom Pom, then she passed the message on to Sizzle. I don’t owe Vindilus an apology 
      or
       an explanation.”
    

    
      Seeing through my bluster, Marcella grabbed my hands and rotated my stool towards her, petting my knuckles lovingly. “I know you haven’t told me everything, 
      bambina
      , and you know how much I love you. Like a daughter. It pains me that I don’t know more about why you dislike him so.”
    

    
      I bit my cheek and closed my eyes. The red venandi with blue eyes sneered at me behind my eyelids, my Jeep burning behind him. I didn’t owe Vindilus, but maybe, after all this time, I did owe Marcella.
    

    
      “Do you remember who abducted you?” I asked in a thin voice.
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, Marcella was pale. She nodded but didn’t answer. Understanding saddened her features.
    

    
      “I’m sorry he reminds you of that.” She squeezed my hand.
    

    
      “I know it’s not him, but I can’t help it. He walks in a room and my temper rages.” I shook my head. “As if fighting him off would solve all the grief of losing—”
    

    
      I clamped my jaw shut. Marcella sensed that my composure was slipping, picked up our glasses, and took them to the sink.
    

    
      “That’s enough turmoil for one day,” she cooed. “You have trails to patrol, and we can always have an emotional brunch in the morning. Perfect excuse for mimosas! In the meantime, I’ll take care of the girls and keep them comfortable.”
    

    
      I stood and picked up my new equipment, slinging the strap over my shoulder, then grabbed the blue kanga cloth from the hallway printer. It was still warm. I tied it around my strap like a bandana, deciding I’d slip it in Pom Pom’s locker so she’d find it in the morning.
    

    
      “Thank you, Grandmother.”
    

    
      “Of course, 
      bella.”
    

    
      We gave each other kisses on the cheek and said our goodbyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      I stopped by the hangar before my patrol to find the windows glowing with yellow light in the late evening. Hunar’s thick shoulders huddled over his workbench like usual, a nano drone buzzing above his hands as it assisted in soldering some complicated circuit. He didn’t look up through the window, but several of his tendrils tapped against the glass in greeting as I slipped in through the side door.
    

    
      “Got a read on that data halo yet?” I asked over the shelving. I breathed slowly as I scraped off my boots, then slid sideways through row after row of metal scrap into the engineering lounge.
    

    
      “Yeah, but there’s not much. Just crumbs,” he grumbled. He swatted his drone away and blinked off the scope on his bionic eye as he turned to face me. “What happened to your face?”
    

    
      I pressed my tongue to the inside of my injured cheek, massaging the hard bruise. “Just some friendly fire. What kind of crumbs?”
    

    
      “Hnh. Just a vitals readout and the remnants of a caretaker protocol.”
    

    
      That struck me. Where had I heard caretaker protocols before…
    

    
      “Jharim mentioned something about caretaker protocols,” I remembered. “During target practice this morning. Something about sonographs.”
    

    
      “Well, sonographic sight comes standard,” he mulled over. Then he noticed my new equipment case. “Vin’s coming around, huh?”
    

    
      I adjusted the strap, unsure. “Maybe. Part of why I stopped by. Thought you might know a better way to carry these.”
    

    
      We popped open the case and he mumbled to himself, looking over the pucks with big, rough hands. He glanced at my waist and thighs, measuring off the cuff. “Stay here. I’ll grab a belt.”
    

    
      He disappeared into the dark shelving.
    

    
      “So what’s sonographic sight exactly? Seeing with sound?”
    

    
      “It’s, ah, what’s the thing you humans use on Earth to see inside the womb? Mel was talking about it the other day.”
    

    
      “Ultrasound?”
    

    
      “Yeah, that.”
    

    
      He returned with a black belt about three fingers wide, outfitted with a pouch on a thigh holster. I strapped myself in with a shiver. “So when that doll the other day kept staring at me, it was seeing my insides? Creepy.”
    

    
      Hunar paused, gripping the first puck. “Yes…” He looked at me, somewhat alarmed. “It probably was. 
      Chudthi.
       Where’s the head? I want to check for sure.”
    

    
      “I buried it like usual. Why?”
    

    
      He rushed back to his locker as he talked over his shoulder. “Remember the Figment, how he was trying to tap into Mel’s data bank and steal the clinic’s genetic coder?”
    

    
      His meaning hit me like a sledgehammer.
    

    
      “You think those things have been recording me?”
    

    
      “I think they were 
      trying.
       By the time they got here, they were too decayed to get anything useful. But it gives us a lead to work with if my hunch is right.”
    

    
      I paced in a tight circle, scratching my nails over my scalp. The implications were stunning, but I didn’t know what it all added up to. The first things that came to mind were using lab-grown human parts for scam remedies, harvesting our hair for thread or our skin for leather, the kinds of things I saw in Nyerere. What else would they want scans for… medical advancement?
    

    
      I snorted. If they wanted that, they’d give us a real facility and a dozen doctors at the top of their fields instead of a glorified pod and one medical delegate.
    

    
      Hunar slammed his locker door shut, a plasma pistol in his hand. He untied the kanga cloth from the puck case and wound it around the gun’s grip. “I know you don’t like touching metal, but I want you to take a real weapon with you for a change.”
    

    
      “My plas rifle works just fine.”
    

    
      Hunar grabbed my hand and wrapped it around the grip. I tried to pull free, but he held me in place, eyes boring into mine. “It won’t do shit against anything but an animal, Imani.”
    

    
      I ripped my hand away and he let me. With a sigh, I tucked it into the back of my new belt on the outside of my clothing. The pressure against the small of my back was hot and uncomfortable. “Happy?”
    

    
      Wiping his hands with a rag, he nodded once. “Happier. I want you to do me a favor though, and you won’t like it.”
    

    
      “Alright.” I braced myself for him to tell me to wear chainmail next.
    

    
      He leaned back on the battered old break table. “I need you to dig up the dolls and bring me some eyes. There wasn’t anything in their data banks and the eyeballs are long gone, but their ocular chips might have something.”
    

    
      “You’re sure?”
    

    
      Hunar shrugged. “No, but it’s more than we had a few hours ago. While you do the grunt work, I’ll calibrate the survey drones to pick up more sensitive sound waves.”
    

    
      I looked at our reflections in the windows with a sigh. Night had fully descended, and I hadn’t exactly buried the dolls in an easy location. But Hunar was right. This was more than worth a few treacherous hills and tree roots.
    

    
      I extended my hand and wriggled my fingers expectantly. “Better get me a shovel then.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      It took me two hours to safely cross the three kilometer stretch of jungle to the gravesite. By the time I’d gotten there, the night chorus was at a crescendo: chirping insects and amphibians fighting for space with the howls and shrieks of animals on the lookout for predators. When I finally stumbled to a stop on the navigation pin on my holomap, I tossed down my shovel and just breathed, hands on my knees.
    

    
      “Way…” I panted. “
      Way
       harder at night.”
    

    
      I’d never been this deep in the jungle after dark and despite my best attempts at courage, I felt like I was being watched. I knew from my work as a game ranger that predators in places like this were ghosts until it was too late. I’d done my best to stay quiet, taking my time, using stones and water to my advantage whenever possible. But nothing save the wind could hide the scent of my sweat, and the jungle air was as thick as a blanket.
    

    
      After I’d dug the first doll four feet into the ground, I’d realised there wasn’t much left on them that large animals would want, especially since their bones looked like they were some sort of medical scaffolding rather than living tissue. So I’d buried the second and third only a foot beneath the earth. And though insects had taken care of most of the tissue, the inorganic components remained.
    

    
      I decided to take eyes from just the third doll. The first had probably rusted and decayed by now, and the second had been submerged face-down in water for at least three days. After some careful excavation, I stepped on my shovel with my boot, sliding it smoothly into the raised soil, and popped the head out of the dirt.
    

    
      I could officially add grave robber to my resume. I apologised in my mind to whomever the doll was modeled after and wiped the sweat from my brow.
    

    
      It smelled as bad as any carcass I’d come across and looked significantly worse than the day before. But when I shined my holotab’s flashlight in her face, those eyes were as bright a blue as if she’d just woken up from a nap.
    

    
      If I hadn’t been so repulsed by the smell, I might have noticed the night chorus dying down.
    

    
      If I hadn’t winced as I put pressure on the tear duct to bulge the first eye out, I might have heard the ferns rustling.
    

    
      But I didn’t. And the world went black in a blinding white flash of pain.
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      Dawn was approaching, the halo around Big Blue’s atmosphere lightening to a vibrant lavender in the night sky. Vin groaned as he hefted himself up the side of the decommissioned transpo parked near Sizzle’s mountain of snack scrap. His muscles screamed and burned after his berserk run the day before, even his arms.
    

    
      Was that a thing? Could a run actually exercise your arms? Obviously it 
      could,
       but he was a beefcake with biceps larger than most human heads. He definitely wasn’t missing arm day. There was no way a run would—
    

    
      He growled, scraping his talons over his spires. 
      “Souls,
       I’m an idiot.”
    

    
      It wasn’t the run. It was hopelessly milking his cock 
      before
       the run.
    

    
      “You’re just now figuring that out?” Sizzle asked from the ground. The monstrous hound jumped up onto the transpo, pitching it hard to the right. He dug his claws into the transpo’s hood, the hangar’s floodlights catching his yellow eyes like reflective disks, and shook the dew out of his red and black fur.
    

    
      “Watch it,” Vin warned, protecting his face from the spray of mist.
    

    
      “If I recall, 
      you
       summoned 
      me
       at the end of my shift. Deal with it
      ,”
       Sizzle retorted, settling down on his haunches with a yawn the length of his neck. His y-shaped mouth stretched open like a sail, thousands of sharp teeth rolling over themselves as he worked out the kinks. He flexed them in a wave, each fang clicking against the next.
    

    
      Vin leaned his elbows on his knees, staring at the dark treeline. How long until another doll crawled into town? And would the bogs catch it? Would they tell him if they did?
    

    
      “I’m leaving in two turns for Huajile.”
    

    
      “So you said.”
    

    
      “I’m handing off authority to you.”
    

    
      At that, Sizzle chuffed, steam rising from his muzzle. “I’m not a union citizen, so you can’t hand me shit. Why not Jharim? He’s the law-abiding type. Much better fit.”
    

    
      “I don’t trust him. Besides, he and Ms James rub each other the wrong way. Putting him in charge will just make it worse.”
    

    
      Vin couldn’t tell if he was talking about the in-fighting or his own jealousy after morning target practice…
    

    
      Both. It was definitely both.
    

    
      “Finally,” Sizzle sighed. “Those bogs are sus as fuck.”
    

    
      “Sus…?” Vin raised a brow plate.
    

    
      “Suspicious. Some humans shorten it.”
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      “Traveler says they’re alright, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t doing their own thing,” Sizzle continued, speaking of his captain. “Where are they anyway?”
    

    
      “I put them on patrol. Are you up to taking the reins or not?”
    

    
      Sizzle snapped his teeth together in agreement, the corners of his long draconic mouth curling up in a sharp smile. “Of course. If they step out of line, can I finally eat them?”
    

    
      “No,” Vin said automatically. “You arrest them and throw them in the cells beneath the hangar.”
    

    
      Sizzle grumbled but didn’t argue.
    

    
      Vin reached behind his butt and flipped the grave marker from Bree in his palm. “Also, you apparently need to put this over some guy’s burial net at the crash site next time you go.”
    

    
      Sizzle examined it, his head turning sideways to get a better look. Once he’d read the soldered scrawl, he chuckled.
    

    
      “Let me guess, Evie is the shilpakaari prick Aavar kicked over the cliff’s edge.”
    

    
      “Yep.”
    

    
      “It’s my honor to put the dick marker in his remains then.” Sizzle took the metal cross in his claws and opened his mouth wide, stashing the thing in the pocketed lining of his mouth. He licked his teeth, sobering. “That just leaves Imani.”
    

    
      “I know.” The arms master groaned, scratching his spires. He was at a loss. No matter who he left in charge the week he was gone, there was going to be drama. He just didn’t want the colony to implode while he was away. “I think she actually hates you 
      more
       than the bogs.”
    

    
      The bilong hissed deep in his throat, a noise of concession as he rolled his haunches. “She does. But you would too, if you’d been on a bilong’s menu and survived.”
    

    
      Shocked, Vin growled. “You didn’t try to—”
    

    
      Sizzle snapped his jaws. “No. 
      Gross.
       But someone did. I’d bet my horde that slaver’s ship had a poacher’s paradise on it.”
    

    
      Vin hadn’t seen most of the 
      Paramour
       when they’d rescued the humans, too busy interrogating the ship’s owner—a sleazy, oil-suffused hjarna named Burdam Endar—but he’d heard plenty about the bowels of the ship.
    

    
      Endar had bought the retired cruiseliner and renamed it to entice clientele. It had been one of 
      Starcrossed Cruises’
       smaller ships, designed for ecological tourism. As such, it still had hundreds of suites, nine exotic gardens from the galaxy’s most famous planets, and two docking bays: one for cargo and one for guests with private rides. When Thel’s spec ops had searched the lower gun, they’d found that the cargo bay had been transformed into a playground for sports hunting.
    

    
      And when they’d turned the lights on full, the place was a massacre of bloody sand and destroyed human artifacts. They’d only found a handful of survivors, most of which were small mammals. All of it was carted off to union research centers and some hoity-toity university.
    

    
      All but one human survivor.
    

    
      Vin snarled viciously. 
      “Fuck!”
    

    
      The sudden outburst jolted Sizzle, his hackles exploding into a static crest down his spine that made him look twice his size. He bared his teeth, clawing into the transpo to keep from lashing out. “Wild animal, here. Y’mind?”
    

    
      “You’re sure,” Vin pressed, ignoring him. “You’re absolutely 
      sure?”
    

    
      Sizzle appraised him, easing back down on his haunches. His round yellow eyes dulled solemnly. “Yeah, I’m sure. That first night, when she shot me… Only time I ever see eyes like that is when someone gets up close and personal with my mouth.”
    

    
      Vin grabbed the short spires around his skull and pulled on them until they hurt. Why hadn’t she ever told him?
    

    
      Why 
      would
       she tell him? She tolerated him 
      at best.
       Besides, he’d called her a bigot every time the bogs or Sizzle came up. He’d seen her as a pain in his ass because she didn’t just smile and fall in line and wear her heart on her sleeve.
    

    
      “If it makes any difference, I like her. So does the snacklet,” Sizzle chuckled.
    

    
      Pom Pom liked her now too?
    

    
      The bilong whistled low. “The size of the balls on that woman. And smart. If the union weren’t so up their own asses about controlling their ‘delicate human charges,’ she’d be in covert training right now.”
    

    
      Vin’s diaphragm revved so hard he choked on his own spit.
    

    
      “Not the 
      fucking time!”
       he roared, pointing at his own sternum plate. He hopped down from the transpo, pacing in a tight line. “I need to get out of here. I need to 
      think.
      ” He’d been coasting on assumptions for a long time and the reality of not knowing anything at all about Imani was turning his blood into lava.
    

    
      “Go on then, boss. Solve your problems with other problems.”
    

    
      Vin growled, nostrils flaring dangerously. “What’s that mean?”
    

    
      “Just that we’ll be fine here.” Sizzle rolled his eyes and pushed his muzzle against Vin’s hip, coaxing him in the direction of the tarmac. “Now give me your codes like a good venandi and get the fuck outta this soupy backwater bug trap for a few days. Follow that lead.”
    

    
      Sizzle smacked his ass with his tail.
    

    
      “Ow!” Vin clutched his left butt cheek. With an indignant glare, he dusted himself off and strode towards the hangar, Sizzle’s steamy chuckle following him the whole way. The bilong was right. He didn’t have time to sit and contemplate.
    

    
      Besides, if he stayed any longer, he’d march right up to Imani’s unit, bust down the door, and demand names.
    

    
      That thought stopped him short. Had she always been like this? So closed off and prickly? What had she been like on Earth before Burdam’s clients tried to kill her and mount her head on their walls?
    

    
      “Keep this place safe, right?” 
      Keep her safe too.
    

    
      Sizzle snapped his teeth in agreement. “We will.”
    

    
      Vin brought up the controls for the trans-atmo ship. The suspension bobbed, expelling a cloud of steam from its vents as the engine kicked into full gear, winding up and up and up. Vin jogged up the gangplank and pressed on his linguitor as the noise became too much to yell over. 
    

    
      “I’m serious about not eating the bogs. If they’re involved in all this doll shit, we need to catch them in the act,” he said, waving to Sizzle from across the tarmac. The bilong’s fur whipped back and forth like a palm in hurricane winds, debris glancing off his face and eyes without a single blink. He licked one eyeball, then the other, a disturbingly sharp grin spreading wide over his draconic, houndish features.
    

    
      “What if I only eat non-vital components?” came his reply in Vin’s ear.
    

    
      Vin smirked and flipped him the bird, human style, as the gangplank rose. That bilong had a way of soothing his hairbrained temper like no one else. Thank souls, because the colony needed someone levelheaded.
    

    
      No, the colony already had someone levelheaded. His team was just backup.
    

    
      Or at least, they 
      should
       be just backup.
    

    
      Maybe that was where he’d start when he returned. Fuck the union and their stupid position on human citizenship. Imani needed to hold the reins.
    

    
      Besides, Vin 
      really
       wanted it to be someone other than him. He hated being in charge. He shook out his mandibles as he slumped into the cockpit and activated the panorama of holos. 
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      “Aankh Peri-112∢, Aankh Peri-112∢, this is Arms Master Vindilus Calgari, requesting blue comms.”
    

    
      Vin looped the signal, and within moments, an orbital traffic controller transferred him so he could book his spot on the civilian chain-skipper to the Taixi system. But paying attention was difficult. He’d had to ask for a repeat twice.
    

    
      Imani was stuck in his lungs something fierce, and it wasn’t dissipating. In fact, it felt like it was getting worse.
    

    
      Was this some symptom of convergence he hadn’t known about? Obsession came with the territory, obviously, but sensory hallucinations? He hadn’t touched her, and she’d definitely not touched him. But he 
      had
       sat on the weapons cabinet. Same spot.
    

    
      So maybe her scent was on his pants?
    

    
      “Alright, Arms Master Calgari, you’re good to go,” the controller said.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You’re good to go.”
    

    
      “Oh. Uh, yeah. Alright.”
    

    
      Vin’s ship lifted off with a titanic tumble, shaking the hangar’s windows and blowing back the trees. Within moments he was above the clouds, looking at a sea of twinkling, endless black as the atmosphere gave way to the vacuum of space.
    

    
      The silent, smooth glide of the abyss just made his labored breath and thundering heart more prominent. As soon as he cleared low orbit, he unstrapped and spun out of the cockpit, practically tripping over his own boot heels. The vibration of leaving Yaspur had exacerbated his impulses like potholes when he had to pee. His cock was so hard it hurt.
    

    
      Vin stalked through the ship’s narrow corridor to the cargo bay, pacing like a caged animal. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but he needed space. He needed 
      air.
    

    
      “Welcome back to space, AM Calgari!” the ship’s AI named ADI chirped. She was the artificial intelligence on board the 
      Palembre
       and serviced all of its extension vessels and vehicles. Including Vin’s ride.
    

    
      “Fucking souls,” he cursed, jumping at the loud, bubbly chirp of her voice. He’d gotten used to life without her optimistic interruptions. Under normal circumstances, he’d be happy to have the familiar voice back, but now it grated against his tympana.
    

    
      “You seem to be having an impulsive episode. Can I offer you sedation in this trying time?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “I can limit the dose so you’re awake in time to dock at Aankh Peri-112∢ in eighty-three beats.”
    

    
      “No!” Vin roared at the ceiling.
    

    
      “Alright, suit yourself,” she hmphed from nowhere and everywhere. “I’ll be here if you need me! A gentle reminder that I will be forced into crisis response if your vitals show extreme signs of stress. Enjoy your episode!”
    

    
      Vin leaned back hard on one of the several weapons crates he kept on reserve in case of emergency. The bottom scraped against the floor from the jolt of his substantial weight. He held onto his spires for dear life, fingers clawing into the soft tissue behind them as he breathed in and out.
    

    
      Even if ADI sedated him, he’d still be in the same mess once he got to the Aankh. All she’d do is make it so he was impulsive in a massive chain-skip terminal, surrounded by hundreds or thousands of other travelers. What if he couldn’t keep himself together until he was in a private pod? A disaster like that hadn’t happened in 
      decades.
    

    
      Curled over himself like he was getting motion sickness, Vin grumbled, “ADI, comm Fásach.”
    

    
      “Sure!”
    

    
      A cacophony of club sounds filled the cargo bay as the line went through.
    

    
      “Vin?” came a familiar voice, smooth like an amber stone. “Haven’t heard from you in… well, years.” The background noise faded out as Fásach excused himself from whoever he’d been with.
    

    
      “We can catch up later. I’m in a bad way, Fás. I need the best you got.”
    

    
      The other end of his linguitor was quiet for a long moment before Fásach spoke in an empathetic murmur. “Is it as bad as last time?”
    

    
      “Worse,” Vin groaned. His chest felt so tight, he wasn’t sure if he was going to erupt into flames or vomit. If he didn’t get high-quality Agros soon, he’d be useless. “Way worse.”
    

    
      “I take it you need it shipped.”
    

    
      “No, I’m on my way.”
    

    
      “When?”
    

    
      “Two sols.”
    

    
      “I’ll have it ready.”
    

    
      “Thanks.” Vin felt relief for a split moment, then his skull started to vibrate as if he had a subwoofer strapped to his forehead. “I gotta go.”
    

    
      He didn’t bother waiting for Fásach to say his goodbyes before he cut comms. Instead, he leaned one palm against the hull wall, unbuckling his tac belt with the other.
    

    
      As soon as he gripped the length of his cock with his sharp talons, he hissed with pain and pleasure. The world nearly flipped upside down with the first pump of his tight fist, and his mandibles expanded as he breathed through a gritty snarl.
    

    
      Precum slid down his knuckles and in between his fingers. More than he’d ever seen. The nodes along the underside of his shaft vibrated gently like an engine in idle, making every tug more sensitive than the last. He stared down at himself, redder and thicker than he’d ever been, with a sense of awe.
    

    
      Imani flashed in his mind, her dappled coloring making her mysterious and powerful. She looked over her shoulder at him, then down at his cock, less than impressed.
    

    
      Five frenzied tugs was all it took.
    

    
      Vin had imagined her watching him more than once. As if she wasn’t surprised, wasn’t fazed, and it was the hottest thing he’d ever dreamed about. But this time, he could smell her. Practically 
      taste
       her. His vision was so real, he didn’t even stop pumping as his cock jumped in his hand, spewing ropes of seed across the floor. Once, twice, three times…
    

    
      It was taboo among venandi to expel a genetically-laced 
      hrum
       without a partner there to converge with, especially since the particles they released were airborne and could infect any unprotected body within fifteen feet. Vin had broken a lot of taboos, he 
      enjoyed
       taboos, but this one terrified him. He’d never—
    

    
      The talons of his supporting hand contracted, sliding into the metal like it was butter. Vin’s diaphragm pulled hard on his lungs, his body so tense that he couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, as he fought the urge to cover his cargo bay in contagious genetic material.
    

    
      “Oh fuck.”
    

    
      When the contraction passed, his eyes went wide, lungs laboring as if he was in the middle of a battlefield. The gold of his pupils had dilated to their full orbs, the molten glow glinting off his cheeks and nose in his vision. He was far gone. Too far gone.
    

    
      What if Imani had been there when he left? What if they’d had even a single moment alone like she’d asked that morning? If leaving her for a few sols was doing 
      this,
       what would being near her do?
    

    
      The answer was staring him in the face.
    

    
      And it scared him.
    

    
      “Please remain calm, Arms Master,” ADI said from above.
    

    
      Vin barely heard her.
    

    
      Instead, he remembered one late night on board the 
      Palembre.
       A terrified comm from Liv. Thel was having a panic attack, and the only person he’d talk to was Vin.
    

    
      Only it hadn’t been a panic attack. He’d been seconds from converging with Liv. The arms master had put on his BDRE and rushed up to the commander’s quarters to talk him down, but it was so bad… He’d told Thel to just let go. It was okay. Liv wasn’t there, and the ship could vent out the room afterwards.
    

    
      Vin looked down at his hands. His body was vibrating so hard it hurt, the edges of his form blurred from the motion like the cone of a speaker.
    

    
      “ADI,” Vin struggled. “Venti-lation..?”
    

    
      “Same as the 
      Pal,
       sir.”
    

    
      Vin blew out one shuddering breath, mind made up. His brow plates drew together with the effort to stand up straight, his abdominal wall cramping in agony. He held the edge of the crate and stroked himself with determination, the full length of his cock from the very base of the largest node to the tip. The rhythm was deeper, filling him with volcanic warmth, turning up the corners of his mouth in a possessive snarl.
    

    
      Imani was there in his mind’s eye, watching him fall apart for her. Though he couldn’t breathe in deep enough to smell her anymore, he felt her scent against the creases in his plates. He’d never touched her in real life, but he saw her pulse jump in that long, bare throat.
    

    
      The intense vibration in his body shifted to a deeper resonance, like ancient behemoths colliding in the crystal mountain ranges of the venandi homeworld. It was rough, deeper than the oceans, 
      primal.
       It enriched the rhythm of his 
      hrum
       from a general vibration to a mesmerising complexity of overlapping tones and beats. The nodes beneath his rough palm assumed each part of the rhythm independently, reaching higher and higher…
    

    
      Vin closed his eyes, terrified, as his body let go. The spaces between his shaking plates felt as if they were carbonated, genetic material exploding from his pores as he came in thick cum that coated his bare hips. A moan cracked in his throat as he wrung the last drops out of his aching, raw head.
    

    
      Spent, quaking, Vin slid to the ground. He hit his spires against the crate, the tendons in his neck stretched tight, staring at the deep gashes his talons had left in the hull. His heart still pounded, but his mind was euphoric.
    

    
      This
       is what Thel felt when he fucked Liv. When he gave in and loved her openly.
    

    
      Now that Vin had experienced a fraction of the bliss a 
      vir
       felt for his 
      vira,
       life would be more lackluster and hollow than ever. Bachelorhood was shit compared to this, and he wasn’t even with anyone.
    

    
      Vin’s eyes dropped to the puddles of seed he’d spilled, feeling shame.
    

    
      His previous experience in nearly converging with Siat Xata had been humiliating and degrading. She’d laughed at him, goaded him, used his clouded judgment against him to get her way. She was a cruel woman, used to men laying down at her feet so she could use them as her personal red carpet.
    

    
      But Imani wasn’t like that.
    

    
      He rubbed a hand over his face. Maybe he would talk to her when he returned and was on a regimen of suppressants. After all the bullshit he’d put her through, he owed her the truth, at least. She might hate him more after he told her, but…
    

    
      Maybe not.
    

    
      His scars were deep enough that whatever her reaction, he’d keep his distance regardless. No 
      way
       he was tying himself to something so… so…
    

    
      Terrifying. Mesmerising. World-altering.
    

    
      Fuck no. No way. That kind of pressure would break him. He wasn’t ever getting caged like that. Imani might be a good person now, but what if she changed? What if she became something brittle and jagged later? Siat Xata had probably been nice at one point too.
    

    
      He was safer not engaging with those possibilities.
    

    
      Not that she’d want him anyway. She hated him.
    

    
      For the first time in a long time, the idea of the woman he pined for hating him dragged down his mood. Because her reasons were legit. It wasn’t a game.
    

    
      Literally covered in self-loathing, Vin got to his feet and latched his pants.
    

    
      “ADI, can you take care of the mess? Full sweep.”
    

    
      “Sure thing, boss!”
    

    
      A vacbot trundled out of a storage compartment in the corner of the cargo bay, cleaning up his mess and reporting its findings to ADI in a series of beeps and clicks. The most profound experience of Vin’s life was being sucked off a grimy floor by a drone on autopilot. He sighed, shoulders slumped in hollow defeat and exhaustion, then left the scene to take a shower and change his clothes. 
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      I woke up in a haze, not sure if my eyes were opened or closed. The darkness was heavy and my head pounded like someone had struck me with a hammer.
    

    
      The pain was so familiar, I nearly sobbed.
    

    
      Not again…
    

    
      I reached out with shaking hands, trying to keep my head still as I explored my surroundings. I expected to smell burning rubber, to feel sand beneath my ruined palms, but instead I jammed my fingers against a wall.
    

    
      A 
      metal
       wall. I pressed on it, then the other side. With a gasp of terror, I felt for the sky.
    

    
      Instead, I found a lid.
    

    
      I was sure then that my eyes were open, because tears fell down my cheeks, forced out by the hot pain at the back of my head.
    

    
      “No, no, no,” I moaned. I was hot, too hot. The air was stifling and thick. Was my metal coffin going to burn me alive?
    

    
      Alive, was the operative word. I closed my eyes and dragged in a long breath. I needed to stay focused, even if my body was raging with anxiety. That’s how I survived last time. Let the fear wash through me, breathe in…
    

    
      Breathe out.
    

    
      I was probably in a shipping crate, not a coffin. Just a shipping crate.
    

    
      I pressed my fingers against my face, testing for fractures and bruises. My forehead was hot as if I had a fever, and the back of my head was wet in some places, crusty in others. A bulging knot had swollen around the wound at the base of my skull, so tight that I couldn’t tell how bad it was. The fact that I was still bleeding… It couldn’t have been long.
    

    
      The crate shifted around me. Or was I dizzy? I couldn’t tell. Were my eyes still open?
    

    
      My linguitor beeped, then a smooth robotic voice rang in my agonized skull.
    

    
      “All passengers must disembark the vessel.”
    

    
      I lowed, the pain so deep and all-consuming that I couldn’t help the prolonged moan. I didn’t feel 
      right.
       Something was deeply wrong. My shoulder brushed the metal and I gasped, pulling away. Had it been cold or scorching? I couldn’t tell.
    

    
      I couldn’t tell.
    

    
      There was a grumble from outside the crate, some jostling as boots came closer. Instinct came over me. Survival was more important than the anguish. Curling my weak hands into fists, I pounded against the crate’s lid until I felt sick.
    

    
      Hot. So hot. The air, my skin, everything. I was going to burn alive if I didn’t get out.
    

    
      My wail for help was slurred and gravelly, as if I’d been slumped with my mouth open for hours. The growl I’d heard was louder now, desperate, and metal whined on the outside of the crate as whoever it was pried open the latches with their bare hands.
    

    
      Blinding overhead lights lanced my eyes, proving that they’d definitely been open. I sucked in fresh air like I’d been drowning, reaching up with shaky, useless arms. A flash of red reached for me, hot hands clutching my biceps in a painful grip as I was lifted out of the crate.
    

    
      “Imani!”
    

    
      The voice was familiar, and when I forced my eyes to peer into the terrible brightness, my breath hitched.
    

    
      Staring down at me was the demonic face of a red venandi with blue eyes. The brightness wobbled like a heat mirage around him, crowding in around his features even as the fringes of my vision tunneled as black as night.
    

    
      My worst fear was real. I hadn’t killed the devil in Nyerere, so he’d come back to finish the job.
    

    
      “No!” I roared. In an unexpected explosion of strength, I pushed up with my legs and thrust my palm against the demon’s chin. His grip loosened enough that I wriggled over the edge of the crate and collapsed onto the floor. My shoulder hit a metal ramp and I slid down its length until I hit rough stone.
    

    
      “Thank you for disembarking,” that robotic voice said calmly in my ear.
    

    
      “Imani, stop!”
    

    
      I scrambled to my hands and knees but couldn’t get them to work in tandem. I fell on my shoulder again and again as my elbow gave out, finally dragging the arm along the ground as I searched for anyone else to cling to. Anyone other than the monster that had stolen my life away.
    

    
      Then my cheek was against something hot and soft. A huge sound beat against my ear, exacerbating the agony of my head. My feet were dangling. I could have sworn I was sideways, but also upside down.
    

    
      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” the familiar voice panted. “I’ve got you, sweetheart. Stay still now… Get out of my 
      fucking
       way!”
    

    
      I tried to push away, but my limbs didn’t listen, letting a hand wrap over the top of my head and hold it firmly against the body that held me. I passed out with that demon’s hand on my skull, just like in Nyerere.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      Vin’s heart pounded so hard it shook his vision. When he’d opened that crate, there had been so much blood. It coated Imani’s shirt, arms, and head, as red as his plates and just…
    

    
      How much blood did humans have?
    

    
      “Get out of my 
      fucking
       way!” he roared down the dock as she went limp in his arms.
    

    
      She was burning up.
    

    
      What the 
      fuck?
    

    
      People scrambled out of his way, seeing the full golden glow of his eyes, the wide, threatening splay of his mandibles to show off a terrifying array of fangs. Three security officers jogged down the passage towards him, their neon green uniforms reflecting the overheads.
    

    
      “Stop!” they yelled, prepared for conflict. Vin didn’t falter a single stride, flipping his holotab so they could see his credentials displayed on the back of his hand. They came to a halt, uncertain.
    

    
      “What’s happened to… her?” the middle officer asked, a venandi woman who wasn’t willing to back down, even if she didn’t really understand what Vin was carrying.
    

    
      “She needs medical,” Vin snapped. “Where’s the station’s medbay?”
    

    
      “We have first aid, but that’s it. The 
      Nebrae
       has one. State-of-the-art.”
    

    
      That was the trans-solar cruiser Vin was scheduled to take to the Taixi system. He looked over the crowd to find its colossal form in the distance. “Take me there, 
      now.
      ”
    

    
      The other two officers fell in step at the sight of Imani’s blood dripping into his boot prints. Their leader pressed against her linguitor and fell in step with him, urging him to the left at the end of the dock.
    

    
      “Officer Titani to the 
      Nebrae
      … We need emergency medical staff to prepare a secure room for…” She glanced at Imani with a stitch between her plates. “Human female—
      Yes,
       human female. She’s lost a lot of blood.”
    

    
      “Head trauma,” Vin added.
    

    
      Officer Titani threw a fist-sized drone into the air. It unfurled with a series of flashing lights and sounds, and immediately, the droves of travelers ahead of them moved out of the way. Vin hauled off and ran, holding Imani as still as possible, afraid that if he took his time, she wouldn’t make it.
    

    
      But she did. She made it, and when the medical officers gave him suspicious looks, he brushed it away, eyes wide as they whisked her off on a levi-gurney. He followed them through the hallway from one observation window to the next, abusing his rank left and right to make sure she was never out of his sight.
    

    
      They secured her in a surgical net and rotated her like she was tied to a spit beneath a complicated surgical arm just as his linguitor went off.
    

    
      “What?” he snapped, not even looking at who was calling.
    

    
      “This is Officer Titani. I have a secure comm waiting for you.”
    

    
      “Bring it here.”
    

    
      “I don’t have clearance,” she admitted stiffly. “You need to pick it up at the lobby.”
    

    
      Vin blinked, taking his eyes off Imani long enough to look around the medbay. It had been mostly abandoned. “I’m not leaving, so you either bring it here or tell them to call me the fuck back.”
    

    
      The comm cut off and Officer Titani pried open the double doors at the end of the hall. An alarm blared overhead as she slid the comm puck down the hallway. The alarm cut off as soon as she let the doors slam shut.
    

    
      “Vindilus!” Ezraji’s voice called out. Vin grabbed the puck from the ground and flipped on the holowell. The shilpakaar’s intelligent, alarmed face glowed to life. “I got a call that an injured human was found at the Aankh.”
    

    
      “Imani James,” Vin breathed.
    

    
      “What? How’s that possible?” the colony’s medical delegate gasped, just as confused as he was.
    

    
      Vin didn’t bother answering. He turned the holo towards the surgery and widened the field of view. “They’re operating on her head. Can you see?”
    

    
      “Give me to one of the surgeons.”
    

    
      Vin pounded on the glass. A hjarna medical assistant jumped, dropping a diagnostic sensor. He rushed over to the door to take the puck. Then Vin was alone again. He paced the hallway for over an hour as they recalibrated the surgical arm to human specifications. He caught bits and pieces as Ezraji and his 
      priya,
       the colony doctor, took turns looking over the readouts and giving the surgeons advice.
    

    
      The same assistant returned to the door with Ezraji on the puck and bowed slightly as he held it up for Vin to see. Big black eyes fixed on the bloody boot prints wearing a path into the white tiles, and he swallowed hard.
    

    
      “How is she?” Vin asked desperately, needing to be looped in. He couldn’t take the not knowing anymore, searching Ezraji’s glowing features.
    

    
      “She’s stable, but her fever has spiked, and her vitals are stressed. Did anything happen, Vin?”
    

    
      “No clue. I didn’t find her until she started pounding on that crate’s lid.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “Well, yeah, I… I…”
    

    
      Ezraji’s deliberate, soft question made Vin realise just how badly he’d fucked up.
    

    
      “Oh no,” he breathed, clutching his spires, mandibles slack.
    

    
      She’d been in 
      the
       crate…
    

    
      Blood drained from his face as Ezraji’s holo squared on him.
    

    
      “I 
      hrummed
       in the cargo bay,” he admitted in a whoosh. “I was alone. I didn’t know—”
    

    
      Ezraji nodded slowly. “I thought as much.”
    

    
      “She’s…”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Vin stumbled back, his knees hitting a bench. He fell to his ass, dizzy and overwhelmed. Imani was… He’d…
    

    
      “Vin, I need you to do something,” Ezraji said, coaxing his attention back on the holowell. “I need you to 
      hrum
       for her again.”
    

    
      Vin scrambled to his feet, pointing at the comm puck like it was the thing of nightmares. “No, I can’t do that. I’ll just make it worse!”
    

    
      “No, you won’t, I promise. It’ll ease some of her symptoms.”
    

    
      The arms master clutched his chest, on the verge of his own panic attack. “I 
      can’t.
       She wouldn’t 
      want
       that.”
    

    
      “We can’t use our meds, yes?” the hjarna assistant spoke up. He swallowed hard, big bug eyes blinking out of sync from the nerves of speaking to a massive, aggressive venandi. “We, hm? We can’t give her a mediplasma until, yes, her vitals are stable.”
    

    
      “We gave one to Liv, no problem!”
    

    
      “It’s a hairline fracture in the base of her skull and swelling in the lining of the brain. The mediplasma is a stimulant that increases heart rate and cell production. If she takes one with her vitals already skyrocketing, it could cause a clot in her brain. Do you understand? This isn’t about whether or not you meant to converge with her, Arms Master.”
    

    
      Vin’s heart punched against his sternum with such force he nearly fell back another step.
    

    
      Converged…
    

    
      He took a deep breath, staring at Imani through the glass. She was ashy from blood loss, the usual warm luster of her skin now grey and dull. She was so thin, compressed into the surgical net. A quarter of his size, even if she was tall. How had he never noticed before?
    

    
      He swallowed hard, then strode into the surgical suite as the door slipped open. The assistant followed, Ezraji’s holo cradled in his hands. The surgeons nodded to him.
    

    
      “What do I do?” he asked hopelessly. “I’ve never done this before.”
    

    
      “Just 
      hrum,”
       Ezraji said. “Do what feels natural.”
    

    
      Vin swallowed his scoff. What felt natural was slinking off into the dirty, grimy streets of Huajile and disappearing for good. It would be better for them both.
    

    
      Instead, he thought of Pom Pom and breathed.
    

    
      His little girl had a way of making every fucked up situation okay. It was no secret that he needed her strength more than she needed him. That had always been true, even when she was so tiny she nearly fit in his beefy palms. He started humming the lullaby he’d learned for her years back, when she’d wake up scared and crying.
    

    
      He mumbled it under his breath now, staring at his bloodied shirt and pants, too afraid to look at Imani.
    

    
      Was convergence visible yet? How much would she change? Maybe it would only be her eyes. She’d be furious, but the anger would fade eventually. No one would make an immediate connection, and she could wear lenses like Liv did before she told Thel.
    

    
      His diaphragms tensed as his purr started up. His mandibles clicked nervously, eyes darting from the expectant faces of the surgical staff to the colorless, abstract images up on the surrounding holoscreens. Imani’s skull, her scarred palms, scrapes on her knuckles, a row of…
    

    
      His jaw fell open. A row of tiny lacerations that looped around her shoulder, down her torso and beneath her knee. Bilong teeth.
    

    
      The 
      hrum
       building in his chest shifted into a gentler rendition of the euphoric, mind-altering rhythm he’d discovered in the cargo bay. It was rough, full of pain, but soothing enough to do the job. The assistant watching her vitals nodded to the others, and they all returned to their work, murmuring quietly between themselves so as not to distract Vin.
    

    
      “On behalf of 
      Starcrossed Cruises
      , welcome to the 
      Nebrae,
       everyone. This is your captain, Yawa Liusin, speaking. Thank you for choosin—”
    

    
      Vin tuned out the overhead announcement, feeling the jolt of the docking clamps loosening their grip on the massive cruiser’s hull. He kept 
      hrumming
       all the way through the rest of Imani’s surgery as the cruiser positioned itself for chain-skipping in the station’s massive eye. He sang that lullaby and 
      hrummed
       until his vocal cords chaffed and his chest cramped.
    

    
      The medical staff didn’t acknowledge him for the most part. In fact, they pretended like he wasn’t there as they fed Imani microdoses of mediplasma for hours. He got the impression that they were trying to accomplish as much as possible before he lost his stamina. So he stayed for it all, pacing, dead on his feet, trying to figure out how she’d ended up in his cargo bay.
    

    
      Right then, he didn’t have enough brain cells to devote to it. Regardless of how she ended up on his ship, 
      he
       was the one that had fucked up.
    

    
      And now Imani was stuck with him. Forever.
    

    
      Vin sucked in a deep breath, and 
      hrummed
       again.
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      Pom Pom and Sizzle lounged on a moldy old sofa hoisted atop a mountain of polymer palettes, bobbing their heads to venandi dia-trap music on her holotab while they ate lunch. Her snuggly puppy—a nickname he’d never know she used in her head—wrapped his tongue around a carburetor and snapped it into his mouth with a metallic crunch. 
    

    
      “Oya!”
       Piro called, walking up to the junkyard with Ezraji. Pom Pom waved her boot at them, her mouth full of nutrient bar. 
    

    
      “Hewo!” she blabbed, miraculously keeping the gooey chunk in her mouth. 
    

    
      “We’re taking up our patrol. Is there a particular route you need covered?” Ezraji called up, blocking the sun with one of his upper hands. 
    

    
      “Western rim, near the river,” Sizzle instructed with a jerk of his head in that direction. 
    

    
      Pom swallowed and chugged some water. “How’s Melly, Ez?” she asked. Dr Ahlberg hadn’t been in the clinic during her last two treatments. 
    

    
      The medical delegate smiled softly. “Eagerly awaiting labor. The boys are smaller than human twin fetuses, so she’s prescribed herself bedrest until it’s time.”
    

    
      “Do humans schedule that sort of thing?” Pom Pom asked, tilting her head. 
    

    
      Ezraji’s tendrils spun over themselves bashfully. “No, but there are signs. And educational vids… I… do not suggest you watch them. Human women are wonders of nature.” 
    

    
      “The baby splits their body in half between the legs,” Piro said with a shudder. 
    

    
      Pom Pom and Sizzle both gasped, rearing back in alarm. 
    

    
      “No way.” 
    

    
      “And most of them can get up and walk within 
      hours!”
       the pilot exclaimed. “How does that make any sense?!”
    

    
      Ezraji cleared his throat. “Piro walked into the clinic during one of my study sessions,” he explained with a pained look as sweet, innocent Piro gestured wildly. 
    

    
      “They also 
      produce more blood,”
       he marveled. “And all their organs move around. And then afterwards, they feed babies from their chest buttons for months!”
    

    
      Pom Pom snickered. “I mean, they 
      are
       mammals. Yiwren do that, too.” 
    

    
      “So do bilongs,” Sizzle hissed with amusement. 
    

    
      But Piro wasn’t done. “They’re… they’re like woman-sized nebulas molding starstuff into spat-sized planets!” 
    

    
      Pom Pom burst into laughter as Sizzle guffawed, his long tongue lolling out of his Y-shaped mouth. Ezraji pressed his lips together to hide a snicker and put his hand on Piro’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “Come on, young philosopher. You can marvel as we walk the riverbank.” 
    

    
      Piro huffed a deep breath with a thousand yard stare. “I can’t believe all that is going to happen to Amelia.” 
    

    
      “We’ll report back in an hour,” the father-to-be called up, then turned Piro away. 
    

    
      “That boy,” Sizzle chuckled, shaking his maw. “I can’t wait for him to learn up close and personal how magical puss—” He licked his mouth shut, glancing at Pom Pom. “Nevermind. And don’t ask Vin. I forget you’re a pup sometimes.”
    

    
      “Chronic illness has made me into an old soul,” she teased. 
    

    
      Her holotab buzzed along her thumb bones and Sizzle’s ears perked up like antennae. She opened the holoscreen to find an official blue channel calling in from a ship called the 
      Nebrae.
    

    
      
    

    
      BLUE COMMS REQUEST: 
    

    
      CALLER: ARMS MASTER VINDILUS CALGARI
    

    
      FACILITATOR: LIEUTENANT VERONA TITANI
    

    
      ORIGIN VESSEL: NEBRAE, STARCROSSED LINERS
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shit,” Sizzle growled. “Do venandi have parental telepathy?”
    

    
      “Is that a real thing?” Pom Pom raised her brow. Sizzle shrugged. 
    

    
      They leaned their heads together, her little tendrils mingling with his musty red and black fur, and answered the comm. 
    

    
      The holotab connection buffered. He was still in the Mandaal system, but the terminal was pretty far away. When the vid feed finally loaded, Vin gave her a weary smile. 
    

    
      “Hey, squirt,” he sighed. “Good, you’re both here.”
    

    
      “I swear I’ve said nothing inappropriate to the snacklette,” Sizzle said preemptively.
    

    
      “That’s… good, yeah.”
    

    
      Pom Pom’s beaming grin faded as the exhaustion in his voice and eyes hit her. He sounded like he was sick with a sore throat, clearing his throat, drinking some sort of throat coat shot and tossing it away. 
    

    
      “What’s up, Vin?” she asked. 
    

    
      He winced. “Dirty business first,” he croaked, turning to Sizzle. “You need to arrest Roav and Jharim.” The bilong’s eyes sobered. Pom Pom half-expected him to ask if he could finally eat them, but her friend was serious when he responded.
    

    
      “Charges?”
    

    
      Vin shook his head. “Assault, attempted murder, treachery… Pick one.” 
    

    
      “What happened?” 
    

    
      The holofeed jolted as Vin started to pace. He huffed with anger, trying to keep his temper in check. 
    

    
      “Have you seen Imani James recently?” he asked. 
    

    
      Sizzle shook his maw. “No, but she avoids me, so I wouldn’t expect to.” 
    

    
      “She’s not avoiding you, she’s in intensive care recovering from surgery.” The jolt in his feed stopped as his eyes grew distant. He swallowed hard, staring off the holofeed. “I’m looking at her right now.”
    

    
      “What?!” Pom Pom leaned in so close she could see the individual threads of light that made the holo image. “Is she okay?! How did she get there?”
    

    
      “Someone knocked her over the head and stashed her in my cargo bay. She’d obviously been dragged through the jungle, and ADI,” he snarled, “had her listed as a body in stasis.”
    

    
      Pom Pom nodded, understanding. “She was listed as cargo then. Not a passenger.” 
    

    
      “Bingo.”
    

    
      “And you think the gearheads did it?” Sizzle asked with hesitation. 
    

    
      Vin caught his eye with fierce determination. “Unless you think it was me or Pom Pom, yes. No one else can register living cargo with ADI. Besides, they were out patrolling all night. So go arrest those fuckers and ask me questions later, got it?” 
    

    
      Sizzle snapped his teeth and stretched his claws into the couch cushions as he rose to his feet. “You got it, boss.” He jumped down, the tower wobbling as he bounded into the treeline. Birds flew up from the canopy as he disappeared with a shiver of palm fronds. 
    

    
      Pom Pom watched the jungle with wide eyes. She felt off-kilter and scared. Not for herself, but for the people around her. Her heart raced a mile a minute, thinking about Sizzle, about Imani. Intensive care? How bad off 
      was
       she?
    

    
      “You okay, Pom?” Vin asked softly. She blinked down at him and shook her head. 
    

    
      “Is Imani okay?” she countered, hugging herself, curling over her holofeed. 
    

    
      Vin nodded. “She’ll be okay.” His brow plates drew together and his voice cracked. “But I fucked up, sweet girl. I converged with her while she was bleeding out, stuffed in a cargo crate. I didn’t know, I swear—”
    

    
      Pom Pom bit her lip to keep it from trembling. She’d never seen her para so distraught. It was earth-shaking to witness Vin in his most vulnerable moment. 
    

    
      “Can I… Can I see her?” Pom asked, cutting into his spiral. Vin’s mandibles snapped shut, looking at Imani beyond the vid with haunted eyes. Eventually he shook his head. 
    

    
      “Not right now,” he broke. “She should- she should choose what to do, you know?”
    

    
      Pom Pom took a deep breath and gave him a thin smile, trying to lighten the mood. “Sizzle and I both knew you liked her.”
    

    
      Vin sighed a self-deprecating laugh. “Yeah,” he admitted, rubbing his palm over his face. “Siz told me you like her too. I’d planned on… I don’t know. Talking to her, at least. When I got back. Now it’s…” His jaw ticked. “Now it’s hopeless, though, isn’t it?” 
    

    
      Pom Pom shook her head, her short mane anxiously twisted up in knots on top of her head. She put on a brave face, grinning wide. “Nah,” she said, biting the inside of her cheek, a keening sorrow building in her chest. Imani was not the forgive-and-forget type. She was Pom Pom’s prickliest B.A.B. and that was saying something. “Imani’s a good egg. She’ll be mad for a while, sure. But you should still talk to her. Tell her how you feel, you know?” 
    

    
      Vin nodded, staring down at his hand in thought. He lifted up one of Imani’s kanga cloths. It appeared dirty and crumpled, making Pom Pom’s heart stutter. Was that blood or mud? Did she want to know? 
    

    
      “All your headwraps are from Imani, aren’t they?” 
    

    
      Pom Pom nodded, looking down at her lap. “Yeah… they are.” 
    

    
      “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” 
    

    
      She shrugged. “The first one was an apology a couple days after we got here. She wanted to keep that one secret because she thought you’d get angry, but she thought it was important that I knew she didn’t hate me. Life was just hard for her with the 
      pee-tee-ess-dee,
       and she wasn’t handling change very well.” 
    

    
      “Pee-tee-ess-dee?”
       
    

    
      “It’s what Mel has. A lot of the humans experience it. It’s trauma memory, or something like that.”
    

    
      Vin blinked, taking a deep breath. “Trauma shock. Fuck me, I didn’t know.”
    

    
      “That’s what 
      pee-tee-ess-dee
       stands for?” Pom tilted her head. “But she said it comes with hallucinations and sweating and stuff.” 
    

    
      Vin groaned with frustration. “Every species has their own symptoms.” 
    

    
      Shots flew into the canopy in the distance, scattering birds and rumbling the treetops. A 
      biria
       tree fell, large animals whooping and calling in echoes across the jungle. Pom Pom gasped, transfixed by distant snarls and plasma blasts. 
    

    
      “Pom?”
    

    
      “Sizzle found them,” she said in a small voice. She knew he was indestructible, but she felt nervous anyway. 
    

    
      “Look at me,” Vin commanded gently. “Just stay where you are, okay?”
    

    
      Pom Pom chewed her lip but nodded. “Okay.”
    

    
      “I need you to do me a favor. Are you paying attention?”
    

    
      She took a deep breath, centering herself, and nodded with more conviction. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Keep your eyes and ears open. And play down how smart you are, you feel me? I need you to keep an eye on things without putting yourself in danger. If you notice anything at all, you tell Sizzle or Hunar and that’s it. Got it?”
    

    
      “Got it.” 
    

    
      Vin swallowed again, wincing from the pain. He sat down with a sigh, the holofeed jolting, then smiled. “I gotta go. These civilian pucks don’t hold a good charge.”
    

    
      “You’ll check in again though, right?”
    

    
      “You can bet on it.” He stared down at the kanga cloth. “I love you, squirt. I’m sorry for the mess I’ve made.” 
    

    
      “I love you too, Para.”
    

    
      He gave her his usual, dopey, lopsided smile and relief rushed her. See? He’d be okay. They’d all be okay.
    

    
      Pom Pom wished more than anything that she could hug him 
      and
       Imani though. Maybe she thought too highly of herself, but she was certain that if she were with them, everything would go smoother. 
    

    
      But no, poor Vin would have to navigate Imani’s wrath on his own. 
    

    
      She looked back out at the treeline, now silent, and sighed a shaky breath. Imani wasn’t kidding when she’d said the colony was in danger. 
    

    
      Pom Pom had a feeling something bad was brewing.
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      When I woke up in the dim room, warm and clean with only the mildest headache and a dry mouth, I thought I was in the colony’s clinic. Then I saw how tall the ceilings were and knew that I couldn’t be. This was a real building, not some clinical prefab riveted together by a drone and crowded on all sides by red foliage.
    

    
      Maybe I was in Samridve, the colony’s host city?
    

    
      I remembered bits and pieces, but most of it felt like a night terror. Talking to Hunar and taking the gun, that was real. Going to the burial site, that was real. I only remembered walking there, though, not arriving.
    

    
      I closed my eyes, trying to untangle the mangled, choppy black blurs of my memory, but it just made my head hurt. There was nothing there, and forcing myself was nauseating, so I moved on.
    

    
      To the metal box, the blood, sliding down a hill… or was it a ramp? I knew I’d been running from the venandi that had abducted me in Nyerere, but the details were a blur. I’d been stuck in a riptide of panic, tumbling over and over myself without knowing which way was up.
    

    
      Was that part real? Or had I been having an episode?
    

    
      I sat up, pressing my palms into crisp sheets. They ached, my fingertips zinging as if I had nerve damage. Something shifted to my right and my stare locked with Vindilus’s gold eyes. His mouth parts fell slack as he sat up in his chair, looking me over with a hard swallow, as if he were amazed that I’d woken up at all.
    

    
      I breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t seen the venandi from Nyerere. I’d seen Vindilus. My brow creased as bits and pieces returned. He’d held my head against his chest. He’d carried me, gotten me help…
    

    
      “Where are we?” I asked, mouth as dry as the Sahara. “Why haven’t you left yet?”
    

    
      Vin dipped his head, working a bright blue length of cloth through his fingers thoughtfully. The kanga I’d designed for Pom Pom, now bloodied and wrinkled. For a split second, I wondered if she was alright and nearly jumped to ask, but he interrupted me before I could.
    

    
      “We need to talk,” he said, his voice so rough I had a hard time understanding his words. He sounded as if he’d lost his voice at a football match, then swallowed a subwoofer. I shifted with discomfort, staring at the cloth, at the folded pile of bloody clothes and equipment propped against his chair.
    

    
      “Is Pom Pom alright?” It was illogical, but I couldn’t keep from asking. I’d planned to give that to her, and though I was pretty sure I’d had it with me in the woods, warbling thoughts of putting it in her locker made me question what I remembered.
    

    
      He glanced up at me, then sighed in a bitter whoosh. He held up the kanga cloth with curiosity. “She’s been getting them from you, hasn’t she?”
    

    
       I straightened my spine. “Yes. Is that a problem?”
    

    
      He huffed, his mandibles fluttering. “She loves these things.”
    

    
      “I know. That’s why I make them for her.”
    

    
      Vindilus’s lungs rattled and he coughed, rubbing his chest. His stricken eyes bounced across the wall opposite us, deep in thought. It made me uncomfortable to witness this side of him. He looked… vulnerable.
    

    
      “Sorry if I attacked you,” I blurted, looking away. “I mistook you for someone else.”
    

    
      Vindilus was shaking his head before I’d finished. “It wasn’t your fault.” He cleared his throat painfully. “Do you remember?”
    

    
      “Not much,” I admitted.
    

    
      “I found you stuffed in a crate in my cargo bay. We’ve arrested Roav and Jharim. They’re the only ones in the colony that could override ADI’s manifest. She thought you were a body in fuckin’ stasis until you woke up,” he snorted darkly. “Some tech heads on Helion are running diagnostics on her.”
    

    
      “So I was right,” I surmised, a stitch in my brow. I expected to feel triumphant, but instead I just felt tired of the whole debacle. I crossed my arms, tucking my palms against my sides. They ached and throbbed, amplified by my fraying nerves. “What’s going to happen now?”
    

    
      “Siz threw them under the hangar. There are four classified prison cells down there,” Vin confessed. He huffed a bitter laugh at my indignant look of surprise. “Don’t worry, they’re not for humans. Just for anyone else that fucks with you. Humans are house arrest only.” The gold of his eyes reduced to pinpoints. “The classified shit? It doesn’t matter anymore. You’ll know everything, Imani. As soon as we get home, I’ll loop you in on it all, and Ferulis won’t do shit. Not now that we’ve—”
    

    
      He snapped his mouth shut so fast his mandibles clacked. Every plate on his body went rigid as he swallowed hard.
    

    
      I glared at him with suspicion. I might have been wearing a care gown, sitting on my bare ass in a hospital bed, but the confession he’d cut off had sapped all of my focus. It was more important than the classified “shit” he’d been hiding. I could feel it.
    

    
      “Now that we’ve what?” I pressed, rolling my shoulders back. He met my eyes again. This time, there was panic, grief… My heart raced. “Now that we’ve 
      what,
       Vindilus?” I asked again.
    

    
      He wheezed in a deep breath, closed his eyes, then spoke, his mandibles deathly still. “We’ve converged.”
    

    
      I blinked at him, expecting something clearer, more dramatic. “What does that mean?”
    

    
      His eyes snapped to mine. “Fuckin’ souls… You don’t know already?”
    

    
      I shrugged, one eyebrow supremely arched. “No, should I?”
    

    
      He rubbed a hand down the hardened planes of his face. “It’s what happened to Liv when she and Thel got together. They went public with it real quick. You don’t remember that?” Vin turned his whole chair towards me as the pieces started to come together in a soup of disbelief.
    

    
      Oh, I remembered alright.
    

    
      I’d visited the clinic when she and Commander Atarian were recovering from an assassination attempt. Her skin had changed color and her eyes had turned purple. Half the colony thought she might have some sort of alien virus, and naturally, the stares and whispers had turned my way too. Where Olivia had had splotches of black on her hands and arms at first, I had white all over my face.
    

    
      The experience had transported me back to my teen years, when it was the most dangerous for me to leave Mama’s home, even though I was one of the oldest and had to help with groceries and deliveries. Men’s eyes would follow me everywhere, weighing whether today was the day they’d cash in on one of my limbs and violate me for good measure. It never happened, but the oppressive shadow of their casual consideration breathed down my neck everywhere I went.
    

    
      I blinked rapidly and touched my own face. My eyes, my cheeks, my mouth and nose… It all felt fine, normal, like me. But my heart still raced and my cheeks still burned.
    

    
      “What do you mean, we—”
    

    
      Vindilus leaned his elbows against his knees and looked up at me with heart-wrenching, stupid, mother-fucking 
      guilt.
    

    
      “Soldiers throw out the rulebook all the time in the ISU, just like humans. You were right on the money about that,” he admitted with a bitter huff, his lungs wheezing painfully. “But I towed the line anyway because I needed to keep you at arm’s length. You fuck me up, Imani. Every time we fight, I can’t decide if I want to challenge you to a spar or get on my knees and beg to see you naked.”
    

    
      I fisted the care gown at my sides like I was wringing his neck. I wasn’t going to give him the comfort of responding to that confession. Too many past experiences bubbled up in the cracks of my soul. “And what does that have to do with me being in 
      here?”
       I clenched.
    

    
      I could tell the duplicitous bastard wanted to look away, so when his head moved, I dipped mine to follow, forcing him to keep my stare, to see me and my rage.
    

    
      What had he done to me?
    

    
      I desperately wanted to look at myself, to feel my face again, to take a shower. But if I did, I didn’t know what I’d see, and that terrified me. I needed my anger like a ship needed fuel. I needed it to ignite and keep me moving forward as I razed him to the ground.
    

    
      Vindilus’s lungs vibrated for a moment, so deep, I felt it in my skin. He cut the sound off with a wince, clearing his throat. “When I’m around you, I take—
      took
      —an illegal suppressant called Agros. It helped, but the stuff I had was cheap shit and I ran out quick. I was going to fill up once I got to Huajile, get myself evened out, you dig? I wanted to be able to think straight when we talked about it.”
    

    
      “Why didn’t you just, I don’t know… comm me about it? I would have 
      happily
       stayed out of your personal space.”
    

    
      Vin rolled his shoulder awkwardly. “I thought I could handle it, but the last couple days…” His eyes grew distant. He swallowed hard and shook his head. “It came on too fast, and I didn’t want to risk it. So when I was 
      sure
       I was alone on my ship, I 
      hrummed
       to get the impulse out of my system so I could think straight and make a plan. I swear I didn’t know you were in the crate. I’m so sorry—”
    

    
      I slid off the bed and got to my feet, stopping his apology. I was weak-kneed and the bottoms of my soles tingled, but it felt good to pace. “I don’t care about the crate. You pushed me out because I get your dick hard when we fight?”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles chittered in guilt. “I was a fucking idiot, Imani, and—”
    

    
      “No, you 
      are
       a fucking idiot!” I roared, my voice splitting into two tones with the force of my yell. I gasped, my expression falling slack. Vin got to his feet, taking one step forward in wonderment. I help up my palm to stop him, closing my eyes.
    

    
      Had I hallucinated that? Had the harmony come from my own vocal cords? I clutched my throat, expecting it to twist and warp beneath me like a creature burrowed in my esophagus. I swallowed the urge to throw up.
    

    
      “Imani…”
    

    
      “Don’t.”
    

    
      He did anyway, holding out his hands to try to calm me down as he rushed through what he thought was important. “You asked what converging has to do with being in here. You started changing while you were bleeding out in my cargo bay. It gives you a fever and raises your heart rate, so you were pumping pints out of wounds that should have just trickled.”
    

    
      “Olivia’s wasn’t that extreme,” I challenged. “And it took three days. You’re saying mine happened overnight.”
    

    
      “Liv’s transition was gentler because she and Thel had already…”
    

    
      “Fucked?” I challenged. Vin’s eyes grew sharp and cold.
    

    
      “Yeah. They’d already fucked,” he confirmed, his voice hardening.
    

    
      It was too much. Too intimate.
    

    
      Nostrils flared, hate steaming in my blood, I stalked into what looked like a bathroom and the door slid shut behind me.
    

    
      I leaned my palms heavily against the sink, staring into the dark basin with a snarl. The lights rose like the sunrise along the walls, a tediously gentle process that wore down my patience. My eyes flicked up to the holomirror and my spine straightened.
    

    
      I reminded myself that I still 
      felt
       like me.
    

    
      Then the growing light caught a glint off my pupils.
    

    
      The woman looking back at me wasn’t 
      human
       anymore. I had my same features, my same fuzz of hair, white teeth, and pillowy lips. I hadn’t grown a tail or wings or fangs…
    

    
      But I had 
      horns.
    

    
      Spires. Short and blood red, the same as Vindilus. One of the four grew out of the patch of vitiligo creeping up on my hairline. It was white too, with a blood-tipped point. The blue-black complexion of my skin had taken on a dark scarlet tone instead, almost purple in some places. I leaned in close to the holo, pressing on the corners of my altered eyes.
    

    
      The other details felt arbitrary compared to my gaze, so intertwined with my sense of self that I didn’t recognise my reflection. They were what I stared at in the mirror in the mornings and how I convinced myself to keep fighting even when I felt like an imposter and a mule.
    

    
      But they weren’t mine anymore. They were 
      his.
       Lustrous and plush like the most intense ancient yellow gold. They were the sort of metallic that empires on Earth had waged war over. I hated them.
    

    
      But I couldn’t do anything about them.
    

    
      I pressed my fingers into my palms and looked down at my bare feet on the clinical white tile. My scars and vitiligo were the same, my mind was the same. My reflection looked wrong, but I felt like me. I gave myself that reminder like a mantra. It was the same way I relearned how to shoot a gun and use silverware after my palms scarred over.
    

    
      Just keep breathing.
    

    
      I took a deep breath and smacked the door open with my palm. It slid up into the ceiling with a hiss. Vin was pacing when I returned to the patient room and stopped abruptly to hear my reaction.
    

    
      I stared at him with all my feelings. The betrayal, the unfairness, the violation. I let it sink in and destroy him, his mandibles fluttering nervously. I didn’t care that he had apologised. I didn’t care that it was a mistake. I would hold him 
      accountable.
    

    
      Then I sniffed with dismissal. “Alright.”
    

    
      “Alright?” he asked, following after me as I stooped to the ground and started checking over my things. I pulled out the three pucks Pom Pom had given me. The BDRE was intact, but others… The holopuck had a dent in it, and the thumper was trash. I tossed the latter on the bed for someone else to throw away. “That’s it?”
    

    
      “What else is there to say? It’s done.”
    

    
      Vindilus got in my way, not touching me, but barring my access to the bed. I had no bag for my disgusting, bloodied clothes, so I’d have to make do with a pillow case, just like Clarissa.
    

    
      “You aren’t angry?” he asked, flummoxed. I shot him a glare.
    

    
      “No, I’m not angry. I’m 
      spiteful,”
       I hissed. “I’m full up on vicious, hateful intent. Angry doesn’t 
      cut it.
       But I’m not an idiot. I don’t know shit about spaceships, which means you’re my ride back to the colony. Then, Vindilus?” I shoved his arm out of my way and ripped the pillow from its casing. 
      “Then,
       I’m going to shoot you. Now hurry up and pack.”
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      Vin stared at Imani’s back as she stuffed her dirty equipment into the milky white pillowcase, smearing the inside with mud and old, brown human blood. He stared up at the ceiling, begging the souls of the ancients to let him survive what he had to tell her next.
    

    
      If he thought she was pissed before, she’d erupt like a volcano when she found out going back to the colony wasn’t going to happen for a while.
    

    
      Fuck. He needed to rip the bandage off. Easing her into the whole convergence thing had blown up in his face. Not that it could have gone well, but…
    

    
      “We’re on a chain-skipper headed for the Taixi system,” he said to her back. She paused. “We’re already thousands of miles from the station and aligning to the Aankh so it can catapult us across space. No refunds, no cancellations.”
    

    
      Imani turned slowly, her new eyes cutting him open like a gilded dagger. “Excuse me?”
    

    
      As much guilt and regret as Vin felt, every time she looked at him, it stole his breath away. It had always been true, but now venandi evolution was on board, cranking up the volume through hormones and a rich, problematic history of conquest. He wanted her to fight him, to claim him, to see him as worthy, even if he was a fucker and took away any chance they had at choice.
    

    
      Vin swallowed down the bloody pulp of his larynx, rubbed raw from 
      hrumming
       for endless hours. “We’re going to Huajile. The skipper returns from the Taixi system in a week. I’ve already booked it.”
    

    
      Imani threw her sack of equipment on the ground like she was punching the air and stalked towards him. He let her push his chest hard, getting out her anger. But it was more than that signature righteous fury in her voice. He grabbed her biceps when he realised the higher pitch in her tone and the round whites of her eyes meant she was desperate and afraid.
    

    
      “No refunds or cancellations?! There are dolls in the jungle, two bogs in the brig, and 
      neither of us is there to protect people.
       Use that fancy covert rank for once and get us the fuck home!” she screamed, her voice splitting into harmony.
    

    
      “It’s physically impossible, Imani,” Vin told her calmly, making sure she didn’t fall as she wailed on him. “Once we’re aligning for the skip, the factors are crazy. Thousands of other skips could go wrong. I’m sorry, but we can’t.”
    

    
      A calm, robotic woman’s voice intoned from above. “Patient vitals are dangerously stressed. Medical staff will assist you shortly.”
    

    
      Imani gritted her square white teeth, but the fight left her. Vin’s mandibles vibrated as his heart cracked in two. He didn’t like how her forehead beaded with water or that her strength diminished with every push, pull, and slap. Within seconds, her arms hung at her sides, spent.
    

    
      “Ahem, excuse me, yes?” came a thin voice from the hallway. Vin didn’t have to glance over his shoulder to tell the voice belonged to the clinical assistant from the night before. “Ms, ah, James, yes? Are you alright?”
    

    
      Imani’s eyes shifted to the hjarna. She nodded, resigned. “Fine.”
    

    
      “Now that you’ve woken up, hmm? You’re free to check out any time. No, ah, no procedural complications. Vitals in check.” He shuffled awkwardly. “Except now. Which is understandable. No- no trouble at all.”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles heated with frustration. He clacked them against his jaw in warning, and the hjarna made a quick escape, mumbling thank yous and apologies. When they were alone again, Vin braced himself for another attack, but Imani just pulled away, glaring at her pillowcase. She stooped to tug the dirty socks from the top of her boots.
    

    
      “I need clothes and a room. And I want to comm the colony. Can I at least do that?” she asked, flipping them right side out.
    

    
      “Uhh, yeah.” Vin brushed his spires, looking around at what was available. “Room’s taken care of, but clothes…”
    

    
      He hadn’t let them clean Imani’s clothing, hoping they’d be able to find evidence of who had attacked her once he reconnected with the guild on Huajile.
    

    
      But Officer Titani had shoved a new shirt through the double doors a few hours after she’d sent the puck. He grabbed it by the shoulders and pulled it off his frame without a second thought, holding it out to Imani to take. When she blinked at him, he thrust it against her chest.
    

    
      “Wear it,” he insisted. “I’ve got another one. This one’s cleaner.”
    

    
      She threw it on the bed and turned her back to him. Conflicted, Vin watched her until her slender fingers grasped the care gown, then gave her privacy, watching the door instead. The fabric of his shirt rustled. Then Imani sat, putting on her socks and boots.
    

    
      Imani James was wearing 
      his shirt.
       He’d never wanted to look at her so much in his life.
    

    
      “The colony?”
    

    
      “Huh?” Vin shook himself loose. “Right.”
    

    
      Vin unfolded the blood-encrusted shirt he’d worn the night before, now stiff and cold, and put it on. Then they commed Hunar on her secure puck. It glitched, though, its vid feed damaged from the attack. The shilpakaari engineer was shocked at the description of Imani, and brutally honest about it, a trait she obviously appreciated.
    

    
      “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but this might be a good thing,” Hunar grunted thoughtfully. She touched the spire growing from the white spot on her forehead self-consciously.
    

    
      “Why’s that?”
    

    
      “It’s one of the strongest reactions I’ve ever heard of. Like ancient venandi when they’d converge during battle. The accounts of that shit are no joke. No way someone on Huajile is gonna try to kidnap you now.”
    

    
      Imani smirked and Vin’s heart tripped. It was true. When her features had changed, he’d been in awe at how powerful her fight against him was. Even in the surgical suite, she’d pushed convergence to the absolute brink, fighting his 
      hrum
       like he was an adversary she’d fully intended to beat.
    

    
      And now she was wearing his shirt like an oversized dress, the hem brushing against her spotted thighs. He’d never seen so much of her skin before and it was the most beautiful pattern. He wanted to taste every inch.
    

    
      Hunar’s attention turned to Vin then, with less warmth. “Don’t fuck this up, Calgari.”
    

    
      Vin huffed bitterly, pulled from his inappropriate obsession as he adjusted his seat. “Too late.”
    

    
      They moved on to other things after that. Roav and Jharim had resisted at first, but not for long. It was hard to survive a bilong, after all, especially for a bog when the bilong in question chews on dead cables and rusty springs for snacks. Vin glanced at Imani’s shoulder where old scars from a bilong had been visible on her scans the night before.
    

    
      And the burial site had been ransacked violently, doll parts strewn about. Their faces and components had been pulverized with a heavy rock and left unearthed. Hunar was pretty sure it had happened before they’d arrested the bogs, but it still struck Vin as odd. Jharim was calculating, not chaotic. Still, the worst predators were the best at blending in. Maybe he was more deranged than Vin gave him credit for.
    

    
      When Imani ended the comm, she tossed the puck back to Vin and slung the pillowcase over her shoulder. “Let’s go. I’m done sitting in this room and I need to do some shopping.”
    

    
      “Shopping?” Vin asked, flummoxed. He took the pillowcase from Imani and followed her to the door with confusion written on his face.
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      I glowered, keeping to the wall as I walked down the massive hallway. This ship dwarfed the 
      Paramour,
       but the springy tiles and alien plants surrounding intricate fountains were familiar enough. I recognised some foliage from Yaspur, even a grove of 
      biria
       trees that reached for the galactic sky, their bloody vines and magenta canopies spreading out like veins against the domed ceiling in an effort to reach the light sources that fed them.
    

    
      Those trees mocked me. I needed to get back to Renata, and here was a little slice of Yaspur, laughing in my face. I bitterly imagined setting the glade on fire… then considered it more seriously. If there was a fire onboard, would they turn the ship around? It would have to be a big fire, and—
    

    
      A couple of shilpakaari men reached their tendrils towards me as I paused, staring at the trees, mulling over the options. I batted them away with the back of my hand.
    

    
      “Off,” I snapped, meeting their eyes with a sharp glint of anger. They tumbled over each other in an attempt to flee, their manes curling up in shame.
    

    
      Vindilus glared after them, mouth parts kneading his clenched jaw. “Shops are this way,” he gruffed, nodding to a junction between two large corridors.
    

    
      That 
      sound…
       I’d never noticed the resonant bass tones of his voice before, but now they reverberated through my skin every time he spoke. I ignored it with vehemence, grinding my teeth together every time I had to squeeze my thighs to relieve the ache in my groin.
    

    
      The reaction was biological and unwanted, but I 
      needed
       to relieve the pressure. My gut told me I’d burst if I didn’t. That I’d die of thirst while stubbornly ignoring a barrel of water across the room.
    

    
      I took a deep breath and refocused on my task.
    

    
      The crowds were thin at best. It was late in the evening according to the lights, most of which glowed a soft violet like the atmosphere of Big Blue in the early evening. The promenade glowed with orbs hidden in lush gardens and tree branches. Above, visible through the observation dome that mimicked the night sky, was a circular arc. I wasn’t sure how, but I 
      felt
       its monolithic scale, larger than a mountain or the Grand Canyon. It made me dizzy, to see something I perceived as so alien after all this time. 
    

    
      I bit the inside of my cheek, redirecting my eyes to the search for clothing. I glanced beyond every liquor display and wall of souvenirs, past a puck repair shop and a luggage display.
    

    
      I finally broke and headed for a shilpakaari woman covering a glowing table of black liquor bottles with a metal net. “Excuse me.”
    

    
      She looked up with lavender eyes and blinked rapidly, the net sliding to the floor in her shock. Her coloring darkened around the column of her neck to a deep fuschia, speckles of the same pulsing like freckles across her sharkskin cheeks.
    

    
      “Holy seas! I’m so sorry—”
    

    
      I held back a sigh of frustration and bent to pick up the net for her. She took it reverently, glancing between me and Vindilus with wonder. I took a measured step away from him.
    

    
      “Where are the clothing shops?” I asked.
    

    
      “Oh, the holomarkets in your room should have some. Up here is just spirits and souvenirs.”
    

    
      I turned sharply towards Vindilus. He held up both his hands.
    

    
      “I didn’t know, I swear,” he said.
    

    
      I slowly turned back to the woman and gave her a tight, close-lipped smile. “Thank you.”
    

    
      A ropey male voice spoke from behind Vindilus. “My apologies, sir, but this corridor is going dark for the evening. You and your, ah, 
      vira,
       must be looking for refreshments.”
    

    
      The hjarna, short with powdery blue skin, black eyes, and a polished crest dusted with silver, bowed deeply as Vindilus stared at him.
    

    
      “My what?” he stammered.
    

    
      The hjarna looked between us, blinking out of sync with his growing unease.
    

    
      “Dinner, yes? The Vista, perhaps. Very popular for, ah, yes, couples. Or the cocktail lounge on level si—”
    

    
      “Can you show us where our rooms are instead?” I cut in. Vindilus had been knocked into a stupor and I wasn’t interested in guest services listing all the places we could go on a date.
    

    
      “Certainly.” The hjarna lifted his forearm and scanned Vindilus’s with his holotab. He looked over a projection of several screens and two keyboards, his fingers flying over the controls. “You’ve reserved suite Peri-3006, under Officer Vindilus Calgari, yes?” He tossed a small puck into the air. It righted itself as if caught between two magnets and glowed to life. “The bellpuck, yes, will escort you to your rooms. Thank you for skipping on the 
      Nebrae.”
    

    
      When we arrived at the suite, the little puck fell to the ground, inert, and slipped into a narrow gutter along the seam between the wall and the floor. It rolled down an encased rail like a coin, disappearing down the corridor as the suite hissed open.
    

    
      Vindilus stepped inside without a word. His frantic steps caught my attention, pacing back and forth in the suite. I entered after him as he gripped his spires with a shaking hand, the blacks of his golden eyes wide.
    

    
      “What have I done?” he huffed, digging his talons into his spires. “I… we’re 
      converged.
       Do you know what that means?” He stopped, looking down at me in horror.
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and took the pillowcase from him. “That I’m your… what was the word? 
      Vira?”
    

    
      “Yes!” he bellowed, then sat heavily on the edge of the bed.
    

    
      The 
      only
       bed.
    

    
      I squinted at it, licking my teeth. Then turned away, shoving my meager things in a wall compartment with determination.
    

    
      “My 
      vira…”
       he murmured, lost in thought.
    

    
      Clutching the cabinet, I leaned against it with my palm and closed my eyes. Taking a deep breath, I reminded myself to be empathetic. Vindilus hadn’t meant to alter me like this. It had been a mistake. Of 
      course
       he hadn’t known I was in his cargo bay. In fact, he was trying his best to keep his hands to himself.
    

    
      “You need to keep it together, Vindilus,” I said, lacing my words with a resigned tone, hoping it was close enough to empathy to pass muster. “I’m a fish out of water here.”
    

    
      “It’s forever. You get that, right, Imani?” he asked, mandibles vibrating with fear.
    

    
      With every stroke of his tiny violin, my patience thinned. “Yeah. I get it. You’re stuck with me for life.”
    

    
      Vindilus jumped to his feet with a snarl, mandibles flared wide in anger.
    

    
      “No. 
      You
       are stuck with 
      me!”
    

    
      He slammed the compartment door shut with a crack, a hairline fracture racing up the center of its surface. I instinctively shoved both hands against his chest as he crowded me in, baring my teeth from the effort.
    

    
      But he just loomed there, staring at me, his breath fogging the chrome panels as the fight left him.
    

    
      “You’re 
      stuck
       with me,” he murmured sadly.
    

    
      I saw it all over his face, the sense that he’d fulfilled his destiny to be a failure. I flared my nostrils as I breathed, trying to rein in my anger. His scent filled my lungs and I huffed it back out, not willing to play that game.
    

    
      “I know you didn’t do it on purpose,” I admitted in an attempt to break the tension. I didn’t want to punish him for an accident, but he’d altered my life. Would other humans avoid me even more than before? Would they trust me less because I “sympathised with aliens?” I didn’t care that it was a forced venandi marriage because I’d resigned myself to being a loner long ago anyway. But the fact remained that I…
    

    
      I didn’t know what to prepare for.
    

    
      “I need 
      distance,
       Vindilus,” I said, worrying my lip. “I need you to stop focusing on how 
      you
       fucked up and just accept that I’m going to fume because we’ve got bigger things to worry about right now.” I pushed him away with a single hand. He let me, eyes conflicted, nostrils flared. “A colony full of people, remember?”
    

    
      His mandibles chittered in affirmation, taking another step away. I breathed a sigh of relief, hands on my hips.
    

    
      “Good. Now, what’s the AI called?”
    

    
      Vin rubbed a palm over his mouth before he replied. “Room.”
    

    
      “Room, print advenan socks, a shirt, and pants,” I ordered.
    

    
      “Alright,” its even, robotic voice intoned. “Please stand still while I take your measurements.”
    

    
      I stood still, arms out wide, as Vindilus and I stared at each other. It felt like a showdown, something brewing behind both our glares. The printer bay heated up, its compartment sliding open as warm cloth slowly descended from its port.
    

    
      “You smell… different,” Vindilus said suspiciously.
    

    
      My ears burned. I swallowed hard, retreated across the room to wait for the printer. I didn’t want him to know that convergence had affected me so thoroughly. My pussy clenched at the guttural purr he emitted, and I busied myself with ignoring it, unstrapping my boots and kicking them into the corner of the room. If I was lucky, they’d be gross enough to distract.
    

    
      “No, I smell like 
      you,”
       I countered, motioning to the t-shirt I was wearing as a dress. I jammed my legs into a pair of pants with a tail hole in the butt as soon as they were ready. The fabric grated against my skin. Cheap, of course. Go figure.
    

    
      “Don’t take it off.”
    

    
      I whipped up with fire in my eyes. He looked down at the floor, curling his talons into fists, wincing as if holding himself in check.
    

    
      “Please,” he breathed.
    

    
      “Smells that good, huh?” I asked, sniffing the neckline. He groaned, closing his eyes.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I grabbed the freshly printed shirt and put it on under the black tee. It was just as uncomfortable as the pants, rubbing me the wrong way despite the fact that Vindilus’s shirt looked like exactly the same material. Why didn’t they feel the same? Was the printer bay broken?
    

    
      Annoyed that I now 
      wanted
       to wear his shirt, I threw it at him with more force than was necessary.
    

    
      “You
       wear it then,” I said, shutting the printer bay with a snap.
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      I sat with my back against the bed, wishing there was a clock to help tick away the time as I scoured the networks for a way to counteract convergence. The constant hum of the ship was driving me crazy. I missed the metronome of a cheap clock so much I started clicking my tongue in time. Every barracks, outpost, and schoolroom had one back home. Anywhere I’d ever had to sit and read.
    

    
      No matter how far I fell down the rabbit hole though, all I found were conspiracy theories. Every legitimate source stated convergence was genetically irreversible. The truth didn’t surprise me—I’d expected there was no going back—but I liked finding answers for myself.
    

    
      I closed my holotab and laid my head back against the bed, the dull throb above my eyes as persistent as ever. I’d had so much water, there was no way I was dehydrated anymore. I checked my forehead for the tenth time. My skin felt rough against my clothes, but still no fever. I wasn’t sick either.
    

    
      My head lolled to the side, eyes falling on the oversized shirt Vindilus had left tossed over a chair when he’d taken my need for distance literally and left to get his head straight. I swallowed hard, catching the fabric with my fingers and dragging it towards me.
    

    
      It was so 
      soft.
       So much better than the junk I’d printed. I rubbed it across my sandpapery arms and neck, trying to ease the discomfort. Heat pooled between my legs instantly, but I was the only one in the room, so it didn’t dissuade me. Coarse fabric brushed against my slit as I snuck my hand between my legs and rubbed the tip of my middle finger against the seam.
    

    
      I considered putting the shirt back on…
    

    
      Then groaned and tossed it back onto the chair. Wearing it was tantamount to accepting Vindilus’s apology, and I wasn’t anywhere 
      near
       ready to do that. But I needed to relieve the pressure, and I was alone.
    

    
      Staring at the door, my heart skipped as I slipped the waistband of my pants down my thighs. I wanted to feel the cool air as I opened my legs wide, but I didn’t dare take off my pants. Vindilus might come back. He might catch me.
    

    
      And then what?
    

    
      My abdomen clenched.
    

    
      I pressed my lips between my teeth as I curled one hand around the back of my thigh and slipped the other down my pelvis. My fingertips met in the middle. I was so slippery, I couldn’t believe it. I dragged one finger up the underside of my clit and it sparked, so sensitive already that if I did give in and stretch my legs open, I’d come within moments.
    

    
      But part of me liked the possibility of getting caught. I’d nearly always been in situations where I might: sharing a room with other girls, using a co-ed shower, or in a bunk in the barracks. Though it had been thrilling in the past to get away with it, now it was the image of the access panel turning blue and the door sliding open. Vindilus standing in the door, seeing my pants around my knees and my hands working between my legs.
    

    
      I slipped two fingers into my channel and squeezed them tight, no longer blinking or breathing. My heart was sprinting just as fast as my other hand spinning circles around my clit. What would it feel like to have Vindilus’s voice in my ear just then? Rough and deep, almost in pain, begging for forgiveness. Would he beg on his knees? Would I let him touch himself, or would I make him suffer?
    

    
      Muffled voices strode by the door and an access panel beeped in the hallway. I gasped, jolted by the sound, expecting the door to open. When it didn’t, a rush of adrenaline speared me straight down my spine. Vindilus could walk down that corridor next. He could be right outside.
    

    
      I gave in and slipped one leg out of my pants. My knees fell open, exposing my clit to the air. It was a swollen, aching bud, so close that my abs shuddered from the effort of keeping myself in just the right position. I pumped my other fingers hard, jolting my cervix as I swirled higher and higher.
    

    
      My brow creased, my toes curled, and I fell off the edge of a climax so intense my voice broke and my hands kept moving. The overwhelming live-wire intensity of a post-climax never came, my body wanting more. 
      Demanding
       more.
    

    
      I withdrew my fingers from inside myself and pressed my wet middle finger against my rear. I didn’t do it often, but I needed the intensity. The pucker resisted, but the slight jolt of delicious pain was enough to excite my clit again. Within moments, I came for a second time, my forearms and abs burning from the tension.
    

    
      Spent, I set my feet on the ground, my knees toppling to one side. I caught my breath, untangling my pants with shaking hands. The high of masturbation ebbed slowly, but my gnawing fascination with the door never eased.
    

    
      There was no doubt in my mind that Vindilus would walk through that door and 
      know.
    

    
      The scars along my shoulder ached as I got to my feet, peed, and washed my hands. I splashed water over my face, staring at my unfamiliar features with determination. I could see myself in the sharp glint of my eyes again. I ran my fingertips over each spire and found they were hot to the touch. Each root felt odd as I pushed down on the point, not like something glued to my head, but like pressing on the bridge of my nose. Attached. Part of me.
    

    
      I backed away. If I thought too hard about it, I’d end up nauseated.
    

    
      As I paced the room, unable to sleep, waiting for Vindilus to come back and realise what I’d done, I decided his plan was a better idea. I was used to patrolling at this hour and was as restless as a caged tiger. As soon as I’d printed a hooded poncho and strapped on my boots, I left the room without a thought as to whether or not I could get back in without him.
    

    
      I went in search of The Vista, the restaurant the hjarna steward had mentioned. A drink sounded like a good distraction as I ate up the time. I paused, looking at the skip countdown projected on the high ceiling.
    

    
      “—looking forward to a warm dip once we get there,” a shilpakaar said, rubbing his four hands together as he and two others strolled down the passage.
    

    
      “I hear they’re pretty docile. They don’t expect to be in control at all.”
    

    
      “That’s right! And some of them have a lot of contrast.”
    

    
      I glowered after them as they passed by. These shilpakaari weren’t anything like the delegates in our colony. They were dressed in iridescent fabrics that wrapped around their waists and shoulders rather than coveralls and grease. Their clothing was an odd mix of logos and sports gear, silks and drapery. I glanced back at the hall they’d come from as one of them took a sip from a short glass of black liquor.
    

    
      “Do you know if they coil like the real deal?”
    

    
      “Don’t think so, and who even knows if the ‘real deal’ coils at all? It’s all baseless rumor—”
    

    
      The coil?
       I lifted one side of my mouth in disgust when I realised they were talking about a brothel or escort service of some kind, then abandoned my current path for the hallway they’d exited from.
    

    
      It wasn’t The Vista, but it 
      was
       a bar. The bartender was a yiwren woman with doe eyes and auburn fur. Her hyena-like ears scooped through the air as she listened for orders and empty drinks. I approached her side of the bar and knocked on the chrome with my knuckles, not wanting to draw attention to myself by yelling out my order. One of her ears swiveled towards me as I leaned against the bar and took in the room.
    

    
      The only lights in the place were from holoscreens and recessed glow beneath the tables. The look was smooth and industrial, the bar mimicking the shape of the 
      Nebrae
       itself, and news feeds from all across the union murmured into the shilpakaari hits list blaring over the crowd. It was the odd bastard child of an airport bar and a club without the dance floor.
    

    
      I stared, transfixed, at the news feeds. There were probably a dozen. In Renata, we didn’t have access to wide media, but they didn’t have access to us either. It kept us safe from hackers that might try to trace our location through market IDs, cache accounts, so on and so forth. It was one of the things I thought the union had done right: let us heal and come to terms with our situation in relative silence. We didn’t need the opinions and fascinations of the wider galaxy looming over us while we tried to figure out who we would be if we weren’t on Earth anymore. That period of mourning was important for all of us to come to terms with our new lives.
    

    
      “What’ll you have?”
    

    
      I blinked away from the holos and turned towards the bar. The yiwren’s flat pupils widened vertically and she stared at my spires in fascination.
    

    
      “Something universal,” I shrugged, pushing up my sleeve to expose my holotab. The bartender’s eyes snapped to my five-fingered hand in fascination, her ear twitching.
    

    
      “Are you human?” she asked, leaning in. I realised she must be young. Her voice was sweet and eager.
    

    
      “I am.”
    

    
      Without meeting her eye, I busied myself with pulling up my cache. I’d never paid for something on the spot, only on the holomarkets in Marcella’s and my unit, but it couldn’t be that hard.
    

    
      “You don’t look how I thought you would.”
    

    
      “Yeah, well, this is what happens when a venandi gets too excited,” I deadpanned. “Do you have 
      iqua?
       Make it strong.”
    

    
      The woman’s hackles rose along her shoulders and neck by a couple of inches as she blinked away. “Yes, sorry. Can I…?”
    

    
      She motioned to my arm and I held it out for her. When she touched me to turn my hand the right way and press on the space between my index and middle finger, her hands were warm and cushiony like a cat’s paw. My cache code illuminated on the back of my hand, but when she scanned it, it flashed white.
    

    
      “Oh, I’m sorry, but it seems your cache has been suspended.”
    

    
      I blinked at my arm. “Right,” I mumbled. Closed network meant closed caches too. “Can you bill it to my room? Peri-3006.”
    

    
      Drink in hand, I wandered around the room, reading headlines on the holoscreens.
    

    
      
    

    
      YIWREN FLEET SET FOR FIRST SKIP IN TWO DECADES.
    

    
      VOLCAGE RAID A PREDICTABLE FAILURE.
    

    
      GUVER CACHE BANDIT APPREHENDED.
    

    
      HUMANS. ARE THEY READY FOR PRIMETIME?
    

    
      
    

    
      A hjarna woman in a glistening gold tabard and pants sat in the spotlight of a round table, flanked by a teal venandi in a crisp suit and a lavender shilpakaar bedecked in color. Her crest was impressive, a perfectly dusted pattern of gold filigree on the fan of bone across the top of her head that looked like a royal crown rather than anatomy. Her big black eyes scrunched up with laughter as images of Olivia in her ambassador uniform circled around the holowell in the center of the table.
    

    
      Bing. 
      “Would you like to listen to 
      Curious at Night
      , featuring hosts Polamar Qirwani and Brutan Wallis, guest starring Councilwoman Guei Boha?” the 
      Nebrae’s
       AI voice asked in my linguitor as I got closer to the holoscreen.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Bing.
    

    
      Laughter bloomed in my ears as I settled into a dark booth and raised my 
      iqua
       to my lips.
    

    
      “Truly, though, councilwoman, you must agree that keeping humans so isolated is bad for their future,” the shilpakaar said, knocking his knuckles against the table.
    

    
      The hjarna feigned surprise. “I absolutely do 
      not
       prescribe to that opinion, Polamar.”
    

    
      “How could you not?” the shilpakaar doubled down. He pointed his two left index fingers at the holo of Olivia, posing for photos at some officious event. “You’ve met Ambassador Atarian. You 
      know
       that they’re adaptable and capable. How could the council continue this moratorium for what is essentially a life sentence for many of them? Forty years is half a human lifespan, is it not?”
    

    
      “It is, but the moratorium is important. These people didn’t come into the union honestly, Palomar. They were ripped from their homeworld, tortured, raped, eaten—”
    

    
      I scoffed bitterly, taking another sip of my drink.
    

    
      “—and we need time to settle on a course of action with Earth.”
    

    
      Palomar leaned forward in his chair, his tendrils curling up around his face. “But don’t you think they should be 
      part
       of that conversation? Do they even know the council is considering an Awakening?”
    

    
      That made me sit up. I could put two-and-two together. The union was thinking about bringing Earth into the fold. As in telling 
      all
       of humanity. The implications were both exciting and terrifying. I could see Mama again…
    

    
      But I’d changed so much, lost so much… And I wasn’t even including convergence. Would Mama recognise me behind the stone barricades and steel barbed wire surrounding my soul? She would, but it might break her heart.
    

    
      “They 
      are
       part of the conversation. Ambassador Atarian has been instrumental in making progress towards that end.”
    

    
      The venandi rebutted, clicking his mandibles together in a sleazy coo to try to bring down the tension. “I understand the council’s point of view, and I actually think it’s the right course.”
    

    
      Palomar sat back in his chair with disbelief. “Really.”
    

    
      “Yes!” Brutan laughed. He pointed with an open palm towards the center of the table, a heavy gold band on one talon that matched another on one of his polished black spires. “Think about it, Palo. We have one 
      exceptional
       example of humanity in Ambassador Atarian, but that’s it—”
    

    
      “Except that’s not 
      true.
       The media feed run by Bree Stewart and her coil, Aavar Medansh has given us a look into human culture that was sorely needed. How many wild rumors did we operate on before she got approval to—”
    

    
      “It would be rash to introduce this generation as citizens when we have no clue of their level of trauma or even what they experienced aboard the 
      Paramour.”
    

    
      “We could ask them!” Palomar suggested. “We could give access to xenobiologists and psychologists that would be better equipped to assess their—”
    

    
      “This is exactly why, gentlemen, we do not want interference,” Councilwoman Guei stepped in, silencing both hosts. She leaned forward, her three long, spindly fingers swiping away the holowell at the center of the table to look directly in the camera. “The humans in that colony were the subject of scientific experimentation and sexual fantasy. The most lurid things imaginable happened on that cruiser. People used and discarded like toys. It’s our duty to protect them and let them heal at their own pace. And that means enforcing strict anonymity. For now.”
    

    
      I sucked the last drops of my drink out of the glass and slammed it down on the bar. I wasn’t going to listen to that bully fight longer than I had to. The way humans were described, like we might not have the faculties to make choices for ourselves… It waved an army of red colonial flags in my brain. The need to have our own power and visibility rang louder than ever.
    

    
      I snarled, shoving my five-fingered hands in my pockets on the way back to the room.
    

    
      I was done with wandering. 
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      Vin paced the hallway in front of their room, nostrils flared, his head screwed on backwards. He’d spent some of his time in the level’s gym, running at a dead sprint like had become habit.
    

    
      Pulling blood away from his cock alone had been worth the fire in his lungs. By the time he’d returned to the room and asked for access, he’d felt better than he had in days. More leveled, more grounded. When Imani hadn’t answered the door, he’d thought nothing of it. Chain-skips were usually scheduled for late and she needed rest. He’d just tip-talon in like he was a 
      fid
       and not a mountain on legs, sneak to the shower, and clean himself up. No problem.
    

    
      Mandibles perky, he’d opened the door and peered in.
    

    
      Then immediately fell back in shock.
    

    
      Imani’s scent was so powerful, it stunned him. It was full of deep, rich spice and heat and 
      cum.
    

    
      Imani had touched herself, then left their room on her own. The exercise that had leveled Vin out suddenly meant nothing. He pulled himself away from the door before he could rip the place apart, looking for the exact spot. Did she lay down on the bed? Prop her leg up on a chair? Press her cheek to the floor with her ass in the air?
    

    
      And then, the thing that actually made him angry.
    

    
      She’d fuckin’ 
      left.
    

    
      On her own, not even a sol after surgery.
    

    
      Every message he sent her holotab went unanswered. A thousand times a minute, he wished he’d insisted on putting that stupid tracker thing on her holotab like she had on his. It was the first thing he’d do when she got back.
    

    
      She could take care of herself, no doubt. He had faith in her ability to own anyone that got in her path.
    

    
      No, the problem was 
      him.
       It was always him, but this time it was Vin 
      plus
       his instincts.
    

    
      Because they hadn’t sealed the deal and she’d probably never want to. Their convergence was eating him alive. The ache low in his belly was demanding he claim their connection before someone else came along and infected her with 
      their
       convergence instead. She was a fuckin’ juggernaut. Any venandi worth their salt would line up for the opportunity.
    

    
      And even if they didn’t see her merits, they’d see her as a hot commodity.
    

    
      Vindilus lengthened his talons in preparation for an imaginary fight. He’d slay the entire unmated population if even 
      one person
       stepped out of line.
    

    
      The familiar rhythm of her boots reached his plates before she rounded the corner. He stalked towards her, his mandibles opening to display his fangs. “Where have you been?”
    

    
      She rolled her eyes, not slowing down.
    

    
      “To get a drink. Knock it off.”
    

    
      She brushed past him and he spun to follow, slamming his hand against the stupid access panel 
      lightly
       so he wouldn’t break it. She entered their room and he…
    

    
      He stopped.
    

    
      Her scent was so overpowering.
    

    
      Imani lifted the poncho off her shoulders and tossed it on the chair with his shirt.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Vin stared at her, swallowing hard. He took a deep breath helplessly, a thirsty man standing in a rainstorm. “I’m mad at you,” he tried through the haze of her scent. 
      Unfair.
    

    
      Imani crossed her arms. She looked him up and down, her eyes landing on his groin, then smirked. “Why? Because I left without you, or because I got myself off?”
    

    
      Vin’s eyes narrowed. He gripped the doorframe, talons slipping into the metal like butter, keeping him from descending on her. “I get that you can take care of yourself, Imani. But the Taixi system has the biggest black market in the ISU. It’s probably where the 
      Paramour
       was headed, you dig? You’ll be a prime target, regardless of what Hunar says.”
    

    
      Imani’s molten bitterness ebbed. She took a deep breath and dropped her arms.
    

    
      “I got it. I just, ah…” She licked her thick lips, her eyes going distant. “I couldn’t sit around anymore. I wandered into a bar and watched 
      Curious at Night.
       Do you know that show?”
    

    
      Fuck.
       It was only a matter of time until she saw some media feeds about humans, but the late night Helion circuit had been boosting their ratings with human gossip, wild opinions, and rumors. “Yeah, I know it. Sorry you saw that shit.”
    

    
      Imani shrugged. “I’m not. It was validating.”
    

    
      Vin huffed a laugh. “I wouldn’t call that venandi piece of shit 
      validating.”
    

    
      His 
      vira
       smiled. It made it all the way to her eyes for the first time in his company, and her lips parted, white teeth in high contrast against her marbled skin. His diaphragm warmed, pulling tight at the sight.
    

    
      “What can I say? I’m a creature of conviction,” she said, pressing her fingers against the alabaster spire above her left brow. “Opposition just makes me stronger.”
    

    
      “Good evening, everyone. This is your captain speaking. We have been scheduled for chain-skip in thirty-two beats. Please make your way to your quarters, stow your belongings, and strap in.”
    

    
      Vin entered the room and the door closed behind him with finality as he nodded to her arm. “I want to put the same tracker on your holotab as you put on mine.”
    

    
      “Let me guess, so you can track me on Huajile?”
    

    
      Vin smirked, giving her a dose of her own bald truth. “The scent of your cum made me feral, and not knowing where you were made the idea of murdering half the ship 
      very
       appealing. So. You wanna save some innocents or what?”
    

    
      He reached out his hand. 
      Please, please, let me touch you.
    

    
      Imani raised her brow, the white of her marbled cheeks turning red, but extended her arm. It was so slender that Vin’s palm cushioned more than half its circumference. He wrapped his three fingers around her wrist as she curled her palm closed.
    

    
      The relief of touching her was instantaneous. Convergence demanded that they share proximity by irritating nerve endings in the skin and plates until they touched. It wasn’t permanent, but it was aggravating. His frayed nerves smoothed out, and the itch in his plates melted, satisfied by the contact. She let loose a shaky sigh, her shoulders relaxing, but the thready exhaustion beneath her skin still thrummed against his palm.
    

    
      Vin rubbed his thumb over her pulse once, stimulating her holotab to glow. He kept his hold on her while he downloaded the tracker even though he didn’t need to. Imani knew, staring at his hand.
    

    
      “Now that you’re my… now that we’re partners,” he started, mandibles clicking together nervously, “I can give you access to my cache accounts. You’re eligible for citizenship and rank too.”
    

    
      “Are you trying to convince me that this is all going to work out?” she asked in a low voice.
    

    
      “Is it working?” Vin meant it as a joke, but Imani didn’t laugh. He wiped the smile off his face and dropped her arm. “Sorry.”
    

    
      “Vin,” Imani breathed, stopping him in his tracks. Their eyes caught. “I appreciate the access and I won’t be reckless with your money.”
    

    
      “I never thought you would be.”
    

    
      Imani leaned against the wall, crossing her arms. She tilted her head up to look at him and Vin considered for a moment if it was an invitation. “You didn’t want this either. I know that. The bogs fucked us both. Especially you.”
    

    
      “Imani—”
    

    
      The AI’s soothing tones interrupted him before he could figure out what to say. 
      “Chain-skip in twenty beats. Please return to your rooms, stow your belongings, and strap in.”
    

    
      “So what’s next?” Imani forged on. Vin wasn’t sure if she was asking about them or about the trip, so he went with the safest of the two options. The one he could answer in twenty beats.
    

    
      “Next, you get on the bed while I toss our stuff in a cubby.”
    

    
      Imani watched without reaction as Vin adjusted his pants in plain sight. If she could be open about getting herself off, he could be open about having a tent pole in his pants, right? He cleared his throat and shoved their stuff in his duffel as fast as possible.
    

    
      “Right,” she said skeptically, crawling onto one side of the bed. She tossed him her boots, one after the other, and he pushed them into a storage bay. “Now what?”
    

    
      “We strap in. Lay down.”
    

    
      Imani laid down. Vindilus awkwardly did the same, their shoulders brushing. “A net’s gonna cover us both, alright? We won’t be able to move for the skip, so make sure you’re comfy.”
    

    
      “How long does it last? And what happens?”
    

    
      “The Aankh basically scrambles our molecules while the engine cores take a big suck off its plasma charge and bend space time with a gravity well. We don’t actually 
      move,
       we just…” He swirled his finger in a zippy little circle. “Lasts about ten minutes on each side of the skip.”
    

    
      “Has a human ever…?”
    

    
      “Yeah, Liv’s done it plenty. It’s a trip though. You can see and feel everything but aren’t actually anything at all. Just a bag of molecules and loosely tied-together organs that can feel fucking 
      planets.
       I don’t suggest you look around too hard.”
    

    
      Imani didn’t respond to that except to nod and stare at the ceiling. Her pulse sped up, a sheen of sweat over her forehead. “What straps us down?”
    

    
      “A net.”
    

    
      “A metal net?”
    

    
      Vin turned to her, watching anxiety gnaw at her features. “If you’re claustrophobic, the shower turns into a holochamber.”
    

    
      She shook her head. “I’m not.”
    

    
      “The metal then?”
    

    
      Imani paused before nodding, rubbing her thumb into her opposite palm. Vin stared at her hands and realised he’d never really seen her palms. He knew they were pink like the inside of her mouth, but that’s it.
    

    
      “What happened?” He waited a beat, then shook his head. “You don’t need to tell me.”
    

    
      Imani bit her lip. “Is the net metal or not?”
    

    
      “Probably. It has to be conductive.” Vin rolled to his side as Imani stared at the ceiling, lacing her fingers together in deliberation. “Imani…”
    

    
      “The bastards disarmed me by superheating metal,” she started, her voice strained. “My 
      Jiyp,
       my gun, my zippers... I kept hold of my gun long enough to kill one, but I had to drop it and run from cover. When I woke up on the 
      Paramour,
       my palms were covered in something that melded with my skin like scar tissue.”
    

    
      Vin’s brow plates drew together. He clamped his mandibles closed to keep from snarling, reaching cautiously for Imani’s hand. She looked like she needed calm, not vows of violence. “It sounds like they used a synth-graft. Can I see?”
    

    
      “Chain-skip in fifteen beats. Please return to your rooms, stow your belongings, and strap in.”
    

    
      Imani relinquished one hand, her eyes trained on Vin’s reaction. He kept his face schooled, but the floor dropped out from beneath him. Her hands had been 
      ruined.
       How did she still feel her gun with scars like that? He swallowed hard.
    

    
      “Can you still feel them?”
    

    
      She shook her head, taking her hand back.
    

    
      “Now you know why I don’t use your weapons cabinet. I use my ‘puny gun’ 
      because
       it’s plas.” She sighed. “I can handle the net, I just don’t like it. Anytime I touch metal without knowing, it just… feels hot.”
    

    
      Vin settled onto his shoulders, mirroring Imani’s pose, hands over his abdomen. “What if I can make it a little easier?” He didn’t dare look at her, his heart in his throat. Her pulse thudded harder against her skin, against his plates.
    

    
      “Room, strap us in for the chain-skip,” Imani commanded without answering. The mesh unrolled over their bodies from the foot of the bed to their shoulders, cranking tighter until it was comfortably snug. Imani craned her neck to see herself strapped down, then tossed her head back, panting in a steady rhythm as the vibration of the engines grew. “God, why did I stop at one drink?”
    

    
      “Imani?”
    

    
      “What,” she snapped.
    

    
      “Do you know what a 
      hrum
       is?” Vin purred, his voice so low it rattled his plates.
    

    
      Imani swallowed hard, her eyes bouncing from his mandibles to his chest. “Yes. I did some reading.”
    

    
      They both looked back up at the ceiling in unison, afraid to be vulnerable.
    

    
      “You tell me if you want me to stop,” Vin managed. The 
      hrum
       came through his vocal cords, two tonal and rough, laced with an edge of desperation he couldn’t mask. He 
      needed
       to comfort her. When Imani didn’t tell him to stop, he let his second diaphragm go, setting the rhythm it had evolved for his 
      vira
       as she lay unconscious in the embrace of a surgical arm.
    

    
      A dam broke in his chest, the relief of 
      hrumming
       so intoxicating, the pressure of the net against his cock nearly made him come. It took restraint not to change his rhythm into something that would entice her, heat her up, make that scent between her legs bloom again.
    

    
      But an edge of that all-consuming need for his 
      vira
       seeped into his rhythm anyway. He couldn’t help it. The 
      hrum,
       he was learning, couldn’t lie.
    

    
      Still, though…
    

    
      Imani didn’t tell him to stop.
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      The Taixi system’s trans-solar port, Yaŋjiŋ Ap-37∢, was close enough to the hjarna homeworld’s orbit this time of year for tourists to watch the planet’s lazy rotation in detail—a fact the captain made sure we knew as we came out of the chain-skip.
    

    
      Piaoguo was a large planet that dazzled blue and green with white cloud cover. The moment I’d seen it through the observation windows, it’d stolen my breath away. For a split second, I’d thought I was staring at Earth. I’d thought I was home.
    

    
      And I’d wanted to run in the opposite direction.
    

    
      I was too terrified of ever returning. Of Mama seeing all my broken pieces, and I wasn’t talking about the spires sprouting from my forehead or the new red tinge to my skin.
    

    
      But that’s where the similarities ended. Piaoguo’s seas were emerald-green, and its vast dunes a soulful, haunting blue. There was no brown or tan like the vast horizon of Tanzania, no snow-capped mountains or forests. The entire planet was so saturated with blue and green, it felt strange to look at, as if it were computer generated. The more I’d stare, the more the differences would pile up, the more comfortable I became.
    

    
      Getting off the 
      Nebrae
       was easier than I’d expected too. Apparently, humans were considered a protected species, and though we didn’t have citizenship, we were welcome in any union system. Vindilus gave his biometric signature to an immigration official, swore me into his protection, and off we went. I’d rolled my eyes internally but couldn’t take offense in any serious way. It had been a glorified liability release for Piaoguo’s government, not a statement of ownership.
    

    
      “You good?” he asked as we left the 
      Nebrae.
       I looked back at it, craning my neck as if trying to see an entire mountain of city windows. Thousands of people poured out of the ship at multiple gangplanks, one half of the entire station dedicated to its bulk. I’d had no idea how big the cruiser was, having woken up in the medbay, but I now understood why there was only one skip per week.
    

    
      “Yeah, I’m good,” I said, in awe.
    

    
      Vindilus brushed his talons against the small of my back, and a jolt of lightning shot straight up my spine as I turned towards the rest of the station. It was like any other transient place—full of fast food and strange souvenirs, the constant murmur of shuffling feet and conversation. But the station was exceptional in that a net dome encased the entire thing like a transparent bubble, so that the entirety of the Piaoguo system was visible. The markets and docks looked as if they simply floated in a galactic soup of stars. Vindilus pointed up at one of the planet’s moons, leaning close.
    

    
      “You see that lump of coal up there?” he asked, a bitter twinge in his tone.
    

    
      I swallowed hard, leaning less than half an inch in his direction, just close enough that his body heat eased my aching skin. “The black one, yes.”
    

    
      “That’s Huajile. I pulled some strings and got us a semi-private ride. It’ll take a few hours, but it’s faster than public transit.”
    

    
      He pointed towards a dock number in the distance, so I started walking. We stayed side-by-side, letting the stream of mostly shilpakaari and hjarna move around us. People stared and whispered, but I stared right back in challenge. I’d also not seen many hjarna, so I took the opportunity to look my fill.
    

    
      They were a bug-eyed species with narrow shoulders and wide hips. Their mouths were flat and thin, and their three-fingered hands were lightning quick and agile with an extra knuckle to each long digit. They had the teeth and feet of pachyderms on Earth, though their skin tones erred on the side of peach and blue pastels. Above all their heads splayed a wide bone fan. Some were decorated with paint or colorful dust, some were plain, and others had even been carved or pierced. They came in a variety of shapes from smooth to rough, wavy to straight, extremely arched or modest. There was a huge diversity among their crests, even if their facial features were fairly uniform.
    

    
      Then an idiot lifted his holotab and tried to snap a photo.
    

    
      Vindilus snarled and grabbed the man by the side of the head, jolting him onto his wide, flat toes. His crimson talons extended as the gold in his eyes dwarfed the black orbs, a menacing trill running through his mandibles. He squeezed the man’s face from crest to throat in a single-handed grip and he whimpered.
    

    
      “P-please!” he breathed. “I-I, yes hmm? I didn’t, yes, yes! I didn’t mean—”
    

    
      I grabbed his arm as he babbled and twisted it to see his holotab. A single snap of me sprang up, glancing sideways at a vendor as we passed. I deleted the file and dropped his arm before Vin could rip his face in half.
    

    
      “Don’t do it again,” I warned him. He glanced at me with terror in those massive black eyes and nodded.
    

    
      “Yes! Yes, yes, I swear.”
    

    
      But Vindilus didn’t pull back. I put a hand on the arm holding the hjarna on his toes and he jerked towards me. His mandibles were splayed wide, showing off his terrifying jaws full of fangs, his molten stare blown out to twice their usual size. I gave him a firm pat. “Come on, Vin.”
    

    
      I didn’t know what Vindilus was going through, but I could tell it was a struggle for him to choose our schedule over violence. He dropped the man, his eyes on mine with such intensity he seemed more like a beast than a person. He didn’t speak, didn’t watch the man stumble away, didn’t move from me.
    

    
      Did he expect me to lead the way then? I turned towards the dock he’d pointed at earlier, and before I could take two steps, Vindilus yanked me back. His forehead bowed down over mine, our spires locking as he rubbed them together. A shiver ran all the way from my follicles to my toes, the sensation was so intimate and breathtaking. Hands as wide as the span of my waist roamed over my shoulders and hips, and those mandibles vibrated against my cheek like a cat’s purr.
    

    
      I raised my hands to push him away but couldn’t bring myself to do it. I stared at my palms on his chest, wide-eyed and out of breath. It felt so 
      good
       to be surrounded by him. Like a hot oil massage after working hard. I’d never had that sort of luxury, but I understood it now. I understood the leisure of the wealthy because Vin’s hands sneaking beneath my shirt could convince me to never put on a pair of combat boots again.
    

    
      “No onnne elssse,”
       he rumbled like the bowels of a mountain, straight into my soul.
    

    
      I closed my eyes, throat dry, preparing to say no to the feast my starving body yearned for. Vin slid one hand around the nape of my neck and teased my fine carpet of closely buzzed hair, talons slipping out from inside my shirt’s neckline, while his other pressed my belly into his erection. Adrenaline rushed through me at the sensation, at the unbelievable shaft swollen and throbbing against me from groin to sternum. Lord, it 
      vibrated—
       
    

    
      “That’s enough,” I gasped.
    

    
      Vin scraped his spires against mine in a sweep like swords singing against each other in battle. He loosened his hold on my neck, tracing my bare spine as he withdrew his hands from my shirt.
    

    
      “Step back,” he strained.
    

    
      I stumbled back a pace, my heart racing. Not from panic, but from… 
      what?
       My blood sang like I was about to punch someone. I wanted to challenge Vindilus to an arm wrestling match or pick up the nearest club and swing it at his face. But not because I hated him.
    

    
      Because I’d 
      liked
       his hands on me.
    

    
      It was all because of that 
      hrum.
       His low vibrations had hypnotised me during the skip, soothing my anxiety. For the first time in what felt like forever, the metal hadn’t felt hot. He’d asked me to tell him to stop if I was uncomfortable, but I’d been greedy. I missed the ease of not having to worry about post-traumatic bullshit that got in my way. I 
      knew
       each time it happened, but knowing didn’t make the experience any less harrowing. It didn’t stop my heart from sprinting or my temper from snapping.
    

    
      Knowing was not the same as coping.
    

    
      So I didn’t tell him to stop. Not even when something in his tone changed and the vibration made its way between my legs, playing me like a thumb lazily strumming a bass guitar. It hadn’t gotten me anywhere close to relief though, so I’d pretended like maybe he didn’t know that’s what his voice did to me now. Maybe it was a side effect he wasn’t aware of. I could indulge in it, take advantage of it, and still not give in.
    

    
      I was such an idiot.
    

    
      I rubbed my face with both hands, trying to quell the heat between my legs. The inescapable pull in my chest.
    

    
      “You good?” I asked, my tone more harried than usual. Vin’s eyes reduced to their normal golden marbles within his black orbs. He nodded, swallowing hard.
    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    
      “You apologise too much,” I snapped.
    

    
      He laughed, and suddenly, the tension was gone. One corner of his mouth rose in amusement. “Sorry? I told you, my impulsiveness is whack right now. You have my permission to kick me in the nodes if I ever do that again.”
    

    
      I licked the corner of my mouth, hands on my hips. I didn’t know what nodes were, but I could guess. “Let’s go.”
    

    
      I led the way, walking as fast as possible. Vin directed me from behind until we reached a small vessel with an open gangplank, two crewmembers—likely the pilots—standing on either side.
    

    
      “I don’t understand. I’ve had this cabin reserved for weeks!” whined a shilpakaar with a roiling, angry mane as he waved his holotab at one of the pilots.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, sir,” the hjarna said, multi-jointed fingers flying over her lightboard, “but our system indicates that you have no reservation, hmm. Are you sure you booked, yes, the correct date according to Helion time?”
    

    
      Vindilus flashed his tab at the other pilot and we were ushered inside quietly. I stared back at the shilpakaar causing a scene with suspicion.
    

    
      “Is that what you meant by pulling some strings?”
    

    
      “Hmm?” Vin asked innocently.
    

    
      He opened the cabin with a lever, far less technologically advanced than the other ships I’d seen, and motioned for me to enter first. It was small—hardly large enough for both of us to sit. A bench sat below a porthole, cushioned, though the wall was more like a military submarine than a luxury cruiser. Naked rivets and metal I-beams lined the room, and the air was stale, as if recycled. Vin cleared his throat as he pressed a few buttons on the wall, turning on the ventilation system. Crisp air flowed into the room.
    

    
      “It’s not fancy, but these ships are zippy. We’ll be at Huajile soon.”
    

    
      I sat down, suddenly tired, keeping my back away from the hull on instinct. “Then what? We waste a week tracking down your bar lead?”
    

    
      Vin closed the cabin door and leaned against it with an unsure quirk in his mouth. “Yeah.” He brushed his hand over his spires and sighed. “We need to talk about what just happened.”
    

    
      I sat back, my shoulders hitting one of the hull’s I-beams. I jolted away and leaned forward instead, balancing my elbows on my knees. “Okay.”
    

    
      Vin sighed and his mandibles rattled. “Convergence is a genetic bond, but venandi men go crazy if they don’t knock boots soon after. I mean, you 
      smell
       like me, Imani. It’s mind-melting and makes me want to tear your clothes off.”
    

    
      My pussy tingled at the bald declaration, and it put me on edge. Vin had never been so open before, but now he had something to gain from it. Something that brought back midnight barracks booty calls and empty promises. “I’m well aware that you want to fuck.”
    

    
      Vin’s slitted nostrils flared, his gaze sharpening. I had to hold back a wince at my raw, angry tone. “Yeah, well, we 
      haven’t
       fucked, so I’m still impulsive. Which means I’ll be pretty territorial for the next few weeks. After that, the symptoms should ease off.”
    

    
      We stared at each other, neither of us wanting to be the first to bend. I took a deep breath and softened the set of my shoulders. He didn’t know anything about me, or how I’d been treated on Earth. Unless I told him, I shouldn’t hold him accountable for that. “What’s it like, being impulsive?”
    

    
      Vin didn’t expect the honest curiosity and cleared his throat. “It’s… unpredictable. My blood is hot and I’m constantly expecting a fight. I’m hyper focused with a hair-trigger temper.”
    

    
      I nodded, taking that in. It sounded like he was in a war zone without a clear enemy. I’d never experienced that, save for my abduction, but some of the older rangers and my fellow soldiers had. “It must be exhausting.”
    

    
      He didn’t respond right away, looking me up and down. Slowly, he pushed off the door and crouched in front of me so we’d be eye-to-eye. When he spoke, it was intimate and low.
    

    
      “Actually, this is the shit venandi 
      live
       for. A chance to fight for something real, you know? To build meaning of our own.” Vin traced the back of one knuckle up the length of my forearm; a featherlight touch of uncertainty that forced my heart into my throat. “I’m yours, Imani James. I’m in your corner. So what do you say?”
    

    
      My brows creased.
    

    
       
      To what?
    

    
      He left the question open-ended so I’d have to choose his meaning. Would I have sex with him? Would I live life with him? Would I bleed for him?
    

    
      “I forgive you,” I murmured.
    

    
      Vin chuffed, tapping that knuckle against the back of my hand. He pressed his forehead to my knee before rocking to his feet. “That’s more than I deserve.”
    

    
      “No, it’s not,” I admitted.
    

    
      His eyes were dark when he gave me a half-hearted smile. “Thanks.”
    

    
      The engines revved, vibrating the rivets and our duffel.
    

    
      “Good evening, valued, ah, guests,” one of the pilots said over a speaker set in the wall. “Please take a seat, yes, until we’ve safely left Yaŋjiŋ’s dome. Smooth sailing from then on.”
    

    
      I patted the bench beside me, and Vin took it. He grabbed a blanket out of a swivel compartment stuffed full of first aid supplies and draped a blanket over my head like a shawl. At my look of confusion, he motioned to the metal I-beam behind me.
    

    
      “Just in case.”
    

    
      Vulnerability nearly bowled me over, and I bit the inside of my lip to keep it from trembling. Mama, Ephraim, and Marcella were the only people that had ever tried to take care of me.
    

    
      Maybe Vin really was in my corner. 
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      Vindilus stepped off the ramp and Imani jumped down after him wearing Pom Pom’s BDRE, the orange light of the volcanic sea glinting off its black, carbon fiber facets. Blue lightning arced across the sky in the distance, an endless electrical storm that haunted the horizon like impending war. She stared at lightning while Vin stared at her.
    

    
      Long and slender, they decided she could pass as a tailless advenan with the suit. It was their best option at being inconspicuous and controlling Vin’s impulses at the same time. No one to mistake as a challenger or a threat. No way to stare at the human with an auction sign practically floating over her head. It was a win-win.
    

    
      Except that the environsuit looked 
      so fucking good.
    

    
      Imani searched the low black landscape, her visor still retracted so he could see her molten gaze sweep over the volcanic seas. She breathed in the oven-hot air and took in the collection of seedy passengers and vessels along the docks. A siren sounded some three-hundred meters away and drew her attention as a lava geyser erupted in the distance. She grimaced, adjusting the air control in the BDRE.
    

    
      “So this is Huajile.”
    

    
      “Uh huh,” Vin mumbled, still in a stupor.
    

    
      “Why would anyone think to settle here?” she asked.
    

    
      “The hjarna get off on calculating themselves out of the worst fuckin’ odds.” Vin led the way, duffel hitched over one shoulder. He swerved around junked parts and the melted skeletons of vessels that hadn’t made it off the tarmac in time for a closer siren. “Huajile is the oldest colony in the union. The hjarna started the whole thing. Did you know that?”
    

    
      “No,” Imani said with interest.
    

    
      “Yeah, their Grand Experiment.”
    

    
      “How old 
      is
       the union?”
    

    
      Vin stared down a greasy guver with spotty plumage and a missing ear, couching his thumb between his two large fingers. The guver saw the gesture, nodded, and cleared out. “They came here five millennia ago, looking for microorganisms and signs of life, then just kept it going. Found us first, then the shils and so on.”
    

    
      “So it’s all been a Grand Success.”
    

    
      Vin glanced at Imani and chucked his chin at her visor. She lowered it, obscuring her severely beautiful features. He connected their linguitors so they could still talk, clicked his mandibles with satisfaction, and led her into Port of Last Call.
    

    
      The famous bazaar crowded out the tarmac inch by inch with awnings made of tantalum carbide to protect it from the occasional magma shower. Ancient satellite dishes rose above them like giant palms in the Yaspurian jungle, only they reached for radio waves instead of sunlight. The bazaars were ancient, centuries-worth of tech disintegrating on top of each other, with some of the oldest hjarna stones underfoot, some still carved with mathematical notes from their masons.
    

    
      The hjarna didn’t like to keep old things and quickly bulldozed them. Their colonies were the pinnacle of current fashion and tech, which was a fucking shame. History would only ever get to see holos, since they were remodeled every ten years to keep their bug eyes from twitching too hard.
    

    
      But Huajile was different. Vin breathed in the familiar, sulfurous air, his plates sizzling like he was getting sun for the first time in months, even though the sky was always black. Huajile had opened its arms to all species, whether they had union visas or not, because hjarna were greedy bastards that wanted to study 
      everything.
       As a result, their test subjects had taken up roots when their contracts came to an end, forging a life on the little rock that was arguably better than the Outer Rim, where the shadows ate up union law and spit it out.
    

    
      Make no mistake though. The hjarna had 
      tried
       to bulldoze the place. Wars had been waged to keep Huajile as it was. But the moon had evolved beyond a simple research station into a refuge for its former experiments, and there was no turning back.
    

    
      “Not sure if it’s 
      grand,
       but it’s probably better than the alternative,” Vin conceded, contemplating the pros and cons.
    

    
      Imani slowed down, taking her time as they walked along the narrow, serpentine paths, crowded in on all sides by vendors and people. “How do you know it’s better?” She skimmed her fingers over a chunk of volcanic rock being sold as a souvenir, taking in all the wares each vendor had to offer.
    

    
      “Venandi clans would have ripped each other apart, and the shilpakaari homeworld is a massive ocean with huge storms. There’s no way they would have been able to make it off-world without help. What would humans do, if they kept on the same path?”
    

    
      Imani didn’t look up as she answered. “We’ll probably kill ourselves off with climate change from fossil fuels. If too much of our biodiversity goes extinct, the ecosystem will collapse.”
    

    
      Vin suddenly understood Liv and Thel’s urgency in trying to bring about an Earth Awakening. “I’m sorry that your planet is suffering.”
    

    
      Imani scoffed. “Earth will be fine once humans are gone. Be sorry that most of us are short-sighted dicks. Sixteen thousand species on the endangered species list—”
    

    
      Vin balked. “I’m sorry, how many?”
    

    
      “Sixteen thousand. Forty thousand, if you include the IUCN Red List.”
    

    
      “Fuckin’ souls! That’s twice as many as most colony worlds.”
    

    
      “What about your homeworld?”
    

    
      Vin rolled his shoulder, then gestured out at the bazaar. “You’re lookin’ at it.” Imani’s shoulders tightened. The faintest trace of her heartbeat thumped against the haptic feedback of her suit.
    

    
      “It’s not 
      all
       outlaws and junk, though all the good parts are. Huajile is still a major research station. Just not near the Volcage.” He gestured back towards the black mountain ranges dripping with orange and yellow, the moon’s molten core spilling into the volcanic seas.
    

    
      A daemagar and two yogs strolled by, speaking in Black Clack, the common language of the Outer Rim. One of the yogs noticed her looking and winked two of his four eyes with a smarmy grin. Vin rattled his mandibles, to which they simply kept walking, unperturbed. Imani turned to watch their backs. “I’m guessing they’re the ‘good parts’ you’re talking about?”
    

    
      “Huajile’s the only place in the union where all species are welcome. Most tourists are from the Outer Rim, so… yeah. Lots of mugs you’ve never seen before. Come on, staying out here’s making my mandibles itch.”
    

    
      Vin brought up his holotab as they walked, trusting Imani to be vigilant enough for both of them. He brought up his contacts list and hovered over Fásach’s profile. Would Agros even do anything now other than make his 
      hrum
       a drunken mess? The yiwren would tell the guild about Imani, no question…
    

    
      Vin sighed. It didn’t matter if he tried to keep Imani a secret. If Fásach didn’t see her, someone on the street eventually would.
    

    
      But she’d 
      just
       started softening up to him and he was greedy. The guild getting involved could ruin that. Still, he needed them for more than just Agros. He needed intel. He needed a lab.
    

    
      Resigned, he tapped Fásach’s profile.
    

    
      Beep.
    

    
      “You finally in town?” Fásach’s smooth voice asked over his linguitor, deep bass beats leaking through his internal speaker.
    

    
      “Yeah, and it’s a fuckin’ trip.” Vin shook his head. “Where you at?”
    

    
      “I’m going to guess and say that means you don’t plan on swinging by the guild hall. The kral’s in town, you know. He’ll expect you to visit.”
    

    
      Vin swallowed hard. Imani’s sure steps tightened his tympana as he fought not to glance her way. “Nah, not right now. Is the Port Hole still viable?”
    

    
      Fásach chuckled. “Yeah. Meet you there in twenty.”
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      Vindilus led Imani down a steep embankment scarred with cooled lava flows and graffiti on the outskirts of Port of Last Call. He winked through his bionic eye’s settings to check the area for anyone getting too curious, then scanned the manhole cover at his feet with his holotab. It clicked, unlocked. Sliding the cover to the side, he jumped down into one of his favorite old haunts.
    

    
      The Port Hole hadn’t changed even one bit unless you counted the rust collecting on the vents and a couple more bullet holes in the volcanic rock walls. Everything was as he remembered. The weapons chest was at the foot of a set of bunks, its lock still busted from a good steel-toed kick. A black grated wall hid the workbenches, where bionics could be repaired and combat first aid could be applied by a tabletop surgical arm. The model was new, but the feel was the same.
    

    
      Vin’s heart clenched. There were so many bad memories here, but so many good ones too. Hedging bets on warrants, buying drinks and getting wasted after a good smuggling run, hauling ass out of bed butt naked when the sirens went off and fresh lava oozed out of the porous walls…
    

    
      The last one wasn’t so fun, but the ladies did whistle. That made it alright.
    

    
      Imani’s boots landed on the tantalum grate flooring with a metallic ring. Vin blinked out of his nostalgia and reached one long arm up to the manhole cover. He hooked it with a practiced talon and slid the disc home.
    

    
      “Welcome to 
      Chez
       Port Hole. A friend’s gonna stop by soon, just a heads up.”
    

    
      Then he watched Imani as she absorbed one of his many homes growing up. The plain walls, the lack of anything personal. He thought of the fabric she’d given Pom Pom and suddenly felt uncomfortable.
    

    
      Had Imani’s life been full of color? His hadn’t. He thought he liked it that way, but after spending time with humans, he wasn’t so sure.
    

    
      “Those headwraps you make for Pom Pom,” he asked before he knew what he was doing. Imani turned, retracting her visor and gauntlets. A sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead. Vin’s chest rumbled as he crossed to the community food bay and poured her some water.
    

    
      “What about them?” she asked, taken aback by the sudden question.
    

    
      “What are they? I saw writing, but it doesn’t translate.”
    

    
      Imani took the water and drank half of it down before pressing the plas cup to her forehead. “They’re called 
      kanga.
       The writing is my native language, 
      Swuh’heeli.
       It didn’t make it into the translators.”
    

    
      “What do they say?”
    

    
      Imani dragged open the duffel bag and pulled out the blood-stained and crumpled blue cloth he’d found wrapped around her gun. She stretched it open for him to see. The words attempted to translate, but cycled through fragments of meaning, unable to translate them. “It says ‘eyes and ears.’ See that there?” She pointed to the blue squiggles. “That’s the river near Renata. And here, the ferns and the grass. I wanted Pom Pom to stay safe.” She handed him the 
      kanga
       cloth. “Some of the others say things like ‘cheerful laughter,’ or ‘be patient with yourself.’ Whatever I’m thinking of for her at the time.”
    

    
      Vin brushed his fingers over Imani’s blood, looking down at the words that wouldn’t sit still long enough for him to see them. He was half-tempted to turn off the transitor in his retinas so that he could. “Her favorite is one that’s yellow and red, do you remember that one?”
    

    
      Imani smiled with pride. “I do.”
    

    
      Vin looked up at her questioningly. “What does it say?”
    

    
      “It says, ‘the memory of Mama’s love.’ The red flowers were her favorite.”
    

    
      Mama, as in Imani’s mother, no doubt. What would she think of him, having trapped and altered her daughter? He had no clan strength to offer her. Just a guild affiliation that he’d neglected for the sake of running away from a guilty conscience.
    

    
      “I’d like to get out of this suit soon,” Imani said, oblivious. She refilled her water again. “The charge is low and it’s getting hot.”
    

    
      Vin blinked away from the 
      kanga
       cloth. “Oh, right. Sorry. You can use the shower to change if you want. I don’t suggest using it though. The water’s practically boiling, even for me.”
    

    
      Imani stooped to grab her single change of clothes from the duffel and something clunked, rolling onto the floor. She picked up a canister with a little six-fingered hand print on one end, a smiley face on the other. “What’s this?”
    

    
      “That’s Piff,” Vin explained, taking it with a beaten smile. He cradled it in his hands as he wrapped it up in a pair of socks. “When Pom Pom was a whelp, she imprinted on a grenade. Couldn’t take it from her without her wailing, so I emptied its charge and let her have it. Now she sneaks Piff into my stuff if we’re apart so he can watch out for me when she can’t. It’s tradition.” He cleared his throat, latching the duffel closed, and motioned to the lower bunk. “Towels are on the bed.”
    

    
      “Got it… Thanks.” She disappeared into the shower cubicle and the BDRE hissed as it retracted back into its puck. She was naked in there. Naked and covered in sweat and rubbing herself down with a cold washcloth…
    

    
      Vin scraped his talons across the soft underside of his spires and groaned. His erection was instantaneous, pressing against his waistband and throbbing from the pressure. He picked up the whole duffel, spread open the latches, and dunked his face in. Their mingled genetic markers didn’t relieve his aching need, but at least it soothed him as he rubbed his cheeks on the things she’d touched. Made him more patient. He reminded himself that they were together in the same bunker, where no one else could get in.
    

    
      The siren light above the workbenches strobed twice, then went dormant again.
    

    
      Vin growled. Everyone except for guildmates. Like the one he’d called.
    

    
      He tossed down their duffel and approached the subterranean door in the corner of the bunker. It was as thick as a bank vault and pressurized in case of lava flows, but swung open on well-oiled, silent hinges.
    

    
      Fásach stepped into the safehouse, his thick ears twitching. He glanced through the black grate walls and stepped around the workbenches, sharp black eyes carefully guarded. He was thinner, narrower than Vin remembered, with a softer, light grey pelt and drooping ears. The yiwren had been stacked back in their youth, but now he just looked wilted.
    

    
      Vin crossed the room and got in his way, blocking any view he might have had of the shower cubicle and the bunks. “Long time no see, Fás. Your timing is uncanny,” Vin said, largely keeping himself in check but still on edge. His 
      vira
       was naked half a room away. “You’re lookin’ pretty domestic these days.”
    

    
      Fásach snapped his powerful jaws, but the ghost of a smile pulled at his mouth. “Yeah, well, you got fat.”
    

    
      “And I’m happier for it, you fucker.”
    

    
      They pulled each other into a hug with shared chuckles, Fásach’s strength the same as it had ever been. Vin sighed. He’d missed the bastard something fierce. When they pulled apart, Fásach attempted to walk around him and enter the safehouse, but Vin stopped him with a firm hand.
    

    
      “No can do. Just give it a minute.”
    

    
      Fásach’s ear twitched, swiveling towards the shower cubicle with confusion. His nostrils flared as he took in a deep breath and tilted his head. “This isn’t a guest house, Vin. You know that. Guildmates only.”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles stiffened. “Mhm.” Realisation dawned on Fásach’s features, subtle though it was. The yiwren was as closed-off as a professional poker player. Just to drive the point home, Vin’s chest rumbled with a threat. “We’re gonna park right here until she’s done, you dig?”
    

    
      Fásach held up the package of Agros, wrapped in matte cellophane with a rueful smile. “Guess you don’t need this then.”
    

    
      Vin pressed his tongue into his fang. “Does it do anything post-con?”
    

    
      Fásach shook his head. “I’m not a pharmacist, but I doubt it. You two aren’t…?” He made a motion with his hands colliding together.
    

    
      “It’s… complicated.”
    

    
      “Always is with you.”
    

    
       The shower cubicle opened with a clatter and both men turned to look at Imani. She rubbed a towel carefully over her spires, ringing each one with care, her shirt and pants from the 
      Nebrae
       clinging to wet skin.
    

    
      “Ceol naofa,”
       Fásach swore in awe a little too loudly. His eyes widened, ears up at attention. Imani stopped in her tracks, glancing at him with calculative caution.
    

    
      “You must be the friend,” she guessed, glancing at Vin for confirmation. He stepped aside so they could properly see each other.
    

    
      “Huajile isn’t safe for humans, even if they’re converged,” Fásach said quietly. “You remember this is a transient black market, right?”
    

    
      Imani tossed her towel down on the bed and padded over on bare feet. She yanked her boots and socks from the duffel and started putting them on. Vin and Fásach both stared at her five delicate toes. The little claws that topped each one were a lighter pink than the rest of her midnight red skin.
    

    
      “Vindilus didn’t bring me here. Someone stuffed me in his cargo bay and tried to kill me.” She finished one boot, then moved onto the next. “So you can save your demeaning attitude for someone that fits the bill.” When she stood back up, she speared Fásach with a stare so heavy it flattened his ears. “Besides, human trafficking? Been there. Done that. Or have you not paid attention to the news?”
    

    
      Vin coughed, his mandibles rattling with amusement. He slapped Fásach on the shoulder.
    

    
      “Fásach, this is Imani James.”
    

    
      “Faw-sigg?”
       she clarified.
    

    
      “Or just Fás,” he offered, glancing between them. “It’s good to meet you.”
    

    
      Imani softened, extending her hand. “Same.” Fásach’s brow creased, his ears swiveling towards Vin before he grabbed her hand with his. She clasped them together and shook it once. 
    

    
      Vin butted in a little too loudly. “While you’re here, Fás, you got any word on the Conrad? Do we have anyone working there?”
    

    
      Fásach returned the Agros to his bag and put his hands on his hips with a shake of his head. “No, but the place has changed a lot. It’s not open to the public anymore, just elite parties for people from out of town. And they’ve got a big client in town. Double security. Mijka is working the detail, and the kral’s head over heels about it. They don’t even staff locals anymore, so it’s a big win.”
    

    
      Vin rolled his eyes thinking of that cocky bastard. “Yeah, I bet he is. He’ll exploit anyone to get intel.”
    

    
      “Who?” Imani crossed her arms.
    

    
      “The guild kral,” Fásach explained. “He’s the family’s sovereign.”
    

    
      “Your family?” She pointed at Vin, to which he grimaced.
    

    
      “Sorta. Found family, let’s say. One other thing before you go.”
    

    
      Vin pulled the bloody pillowcase from his duffel and held it out for Fásach to take. He did, his nose twitching. “Why am I holding a bag of bloody rags?”
    

    
      “Can you drop them off for analysis at the lab near the guild hall? They’re Imani’s clothes. I want a forensics examination, full kit.”
    

    
      “Let me guess, it goes on the Union’s tab.”
    

    
      “You bet.”
    

    
      Fásach grinned. “I’ll make sure Dali knows to charge as much as possible.”
    

    
      Vin chuckled. “Thanks for the delivery, brother. Sorry you have to hustle it off.” He opened the door, but before ushering Fásach back into the underground tunnels of the Volcage, the yiwren grabbed his bicep.
    

    
      “You need to tell the guild, Vin.” He glanced at Imani. “You know the rules.”
    

    
      “After we check out the Conrad, I’ll get right on it. Cross my heart.” He secretly hoped they could make it the full week without having to make an appearance, but Fásach’s response to Imani suggested there was little chance of that. He was the most closed mouth of them all, but he believed in the guild and its laws. He’d wait a few days out of respect, but he’d still tell the kral when Vin paid his dues as a straight cache transfer and didn’t walk through the guild hall doors.
    

    
      Fásach was a loyal son-of-a-bitch.
    

    
      “So, the Conrad. What’s the plan?”
    

    
      Vin locked the subterranean entrance and joined Imani in the common room, sprawling out on a sofa. He glanced at her as she wrapped the towel around her shoulders and leaned back against the bunk’s frame. Clasping her hands over her hips pulled her shirt taut against her chest. The buttons there, nipples, he recalled, caught on the fabric.
    

    
      Vin cleared his throat and looked away. He shoved a pillow over his crotch and adjusted himself. “Fás says the guild has someone working a big client coming in. But the Conrad’s just a bar, or at least it used to be. We’ll need to check it out.”
    

    
      “And before that?” Imani gestured at herself. “I’ll need something to wear while I clean this if it’s all I’ve got for a week.”
    

    
      “We’ve gotta go shopping anyway,” Vin sighed. “Can’t sneak a buncha weapons through civilian transit, after all. But sleep first. Sound good?”
    

    
      Imani got to her feet and took off her boots. “I’ll take top bunk.”
    

    
      Vin gave her a weary smile as she climbed the ladder to the top bunk. She disappeared beneath the thin sheet and removed her pants, keeping them on the railing. Once she was settled, he let go a low 
      hrum
       to lull her to sleep. It was so quiet, she probably couldn’t feel it, but within moments, her breath evened out and her lips split open.
    

    
      Vin considered relieving the pressure in his groin in the shower but didn’t want to wake her up. He brushed his thumb along his nodes from the outside of his pants with a groan, then stuffed the pillow under his head and resigned himself to sleep. 
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      First thing we did the next morning was check in on the colony. Everything was alright, according to Hunar and Sizzle. They were working together to get as much coverage with Hunar’s drones as possible. Pom Pom was there too, but the vid feed was still on the fritz.
    

    
      Vin had already told her we’d converged. When she’d congratulated us with youthful excitement, my heart had swelled in my throat and my veins had frosted over. Not from fear or anger, but the overwhelming realisation that Pom Pom came with the package. Whatever happened with Vin and I, Pom Pom would be part of it.
    

    
      In that instant, the need to protect the colony became more than an existential life calling. Vin’s daughter was there, without him. Without 
      me.
       Flashes of my childhood, of dancing in the village center and organizing dozens of school lunches, of Mama taking time out of her busy day to rub my back while I cried after a bully cursed me… I realised I had the opportunity to pay it forward. To give Pom Pom all the love that woman had given me in my hardest years. If I was honest, I’d been doing it for a while already, caring for Pom Pom from the sidelines.
    

    
      “Grenades! Landmines! Depth charges!” a vendor yelled as we strolled by. Vin picked up a concussive grenade from a basket, gave it a sniff, and tossed it back down.
    

    
      “Quality’s usually not on the street,” he told me. “Half of those are duds, guaranteed.”
    

    
      “Pretty amazing that they’re on the street at all,” I marveled with skepticism.
    

    
      I stole a glance at Vin from within my visor as we walked along the bazaar streets. We weren’t in Port of Last Call anymore, but a black market called The Pipes a couple hours away by foot. The market was carved into the volcanic rock and curvaceous flow of cooled magma at the edge of the Volcage. Impressive hollow lava tubes rose fifteen meters into the air around the backside of the market, protecting it from the Volcage and its nearby geysers like a pipe organ in a cathedral—massive and whistling harmoniously in the scorching hot wind.
    

    
      The scent of barbecued meat drew my attention from the market’s namesake, saliva instantly pooling in my mouth. Some vendors sold meat on hooks, pelts, and dried organs. There were no signs, so I couldn’t guess what they were, but I’d have bet my right arm they were poached.
    

    
      Or trafficked.
    

    
      Vin saw my line of sight and nudged my shoulder. “That’s how restaurants around here work. You buy the meat before they cook it.”
    

    
      “What kind of meat?” I asked with suspicion.
    

    
      “All imports, above board. There aren’t any animals on Huajile to hunt.”
    

    
      “So why have meat at all? Aren't food bays enough?”
    

    
      Vin grinned, pointing out a group of yogs, a zambiwan, and other species he’d introduced me to over the morning. “The Outer Rim doesn’t have our laws or our tech. All those tourists there? They eat the old fashioned way, and they wanna taste grade-A union livestock, not replicas from a printer. You wanna try? I hear humans prefer that too.”
    

    
      “I could eat,” I admitted. And guzzle water. And sit down. Huajile was as hot as Dallal, Ethiopia, and just as sulfuric. “Can I take off the suit inside?”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles vibrated, but the sound came from his chest at the mention of my suit. I was naked underneath it, as intended, and he couldn’t help the twinge of a purr. The haptic feedback in its sensors picked it up as if he were touching me, rumbling delicately against my chest and arms. He cleared his throat, trying his best to hide his reaction.
    

    
      “I’ll get us a private quartz.”
    

    
      I thought of his 
      hrum
       from the night before as we wove through the throngs of mercs and shady vendors. He’d kept it low and subtle, but the vibration had found its way into my chest, lulling me into a sleep that my body had desperately needed.
    

    
      At first, I’d been surprised that he’d do it after how hot-headed I’d been. I’d snapped at Fásach, after all. But he’d deserved it, assuming I was a souvenir Vindilus had brought along for the ride. I’d expected him to tell me to calm down like most men would, but instead he’d chuckled, delighting in the snap of my jaws.
    

    
      It reminded me of Ephraim, a hollow ache in my soul.
    

    
      So did his easy grin now, so different from the frustration we’d inspired in each other just days ago. Is this what everyone else saw? Is this what Marcella flirted with and Pom Pom hugged before dinner?
    

    
      Vin motioned to the massive tent, a protective metal fan catching the orange glow of the Volcage above its awning. He swept the heavy tapestries aside and motioned me in as a cool fog rolled out at our feet.
    

    
      The interior of the tent was almost Arctic by comparison to the outside. Silver threads glinted in the tapestries, emitting a light mist here and there in small amounts, and each group sat upon a large, polished slab of crystal. Some patrons even wore blankets around their shoulders. But most importantly…
    

    
      Not a single metal scaffolding, fan, or corrugated sheet in sight.
    

    
      My shoulders relaxed immediately.
    

    
      Vindilus held up his hand, couching his thumb between his two talons. A young hjarna, perhaps in his teens, rushed over.
    

    
      “Hello, guildmate,” he said with excitement. “Can I offer you, yes, a quartz?”
    

    
      “Private, please. Back of the house.”
    

    
      “Of course. Right, hmm, right this way.”
    

    
      Back of the house was behind a flap of the tent that segregated the public face of the restaurant from what was obviously a speakeasy. Languid string notes oozed through the air, whispering against several corded-off private rooms where glasses clinked and quiet laughter billowed through thick curtains. The hjarna motioned to an empty room and bowed, his fan sending a breeze across our quartz.
    

    
      “I will return with refreshments,” he said as we sat down.
    

    
      “And a robe,” Vindilus added.
    

    
      His young guildmate asked no questions as he left and tied the curtain closed.
    

    
      I immediately retracted the visor and took a deep breath of cooled air.
    

    
      “Seems like this guild of yours is pretty important,” I hedged, fanning my face ineffectually.
    

    
      Vin’s expression fell. He busied himself with setting out a woven mat and glasses from a basket by his feet. “Yeah, it’s one of the big ones.”
    

    
      “Is it like a cartel?”
    

    
      Vin thought about it, meticulously arranging our bidents and spoons, afraid I would judge him. “Some of them are, but ours isn’t. No trafficking. No poaching. No dangerous drugs.”
    

    
      “Just smuggling.”
    

    
      Vin sat back and looked me in the eye with a single nod. “That’s right. Prescription meds and weapons, mostly fed to the covert elites. It’s how I got to be arms master on the 
      Palembre.”
    

    
      “Are there many of them? Guilds, I mean.”
    

    
      The hjarna returned, and I looked away so he wouldn’t see my face. He set the robe down alongside a tray with two chilled glasses and a carafe of water, then ducked into the hallway and returned with three large slabs of purple meat.
    

    
      “I took the liberty of choosing our finest universal cuts.”
    

    
      Vindilus ordered, then motioned to the robe once the server had left. “If you want to retract the BDRE.”
    

    
      I took the robe and slid off the quartz. Vindilus looked away, clearing his throat as I punched the puck suctioned to my sternum and the environsuit contracted into itself. My naked body instantly breathed a sigh of relief, goosebumps racing up my arms. I fanned the robe against myself a handful of times before throwing it on, relieved it was silky and soft…
    

    
      But it still felt raw. Not a sun in the sky and my skin was so tender, you’d think I’d be covered in blisters. Convergence was making it difficult to focus past the raw nerve-endings and constant heat between my legs. I squeezed them shut and latched the robe closed with a snap, flustered.
    

    
      “Thank you,” I said, settling back onto the quartz, stuffing the excess fabric between my legs as I crossed them at the ankle.
    

    
      “Fuck me, I love your legs.” Vin swallowed hard, a purr escaping his lungs before he cut it off.
    

    
      “What?” I froze, completely thrown off.
    

    
      Vin squeezed his eyes closed and shook his head. “It just slipped. Sorry. I—
      fuck,”
       he sighed, scratching the back of his head. “What I meant to say is, since this is permanent, and I want to- I want 
      us
       to-”
    

    
      I bit the inside of my cheek from a sudden urge to grin. His struggle was ruefully cathartic.
    

    
      He snapped his jaws shut, took a deep breath, and started again. “I was a test subject at HIXBS. An orphan.”
    

    
      The near grin snapped off my features and the world stopped beneath my seat, making me dizzy. My eyes flew wide, focused like lasers on his tense features. He didn’t look at me, didn’t turn my way, and I 
      recognised
       that shame.
    

    
      “The Huajile Institute for Xenobiology Studies,” he said, taking a deep breath. “It’s the big research station I was telling you about. My deadbeat Ignarian parents tossed me there before skipping out. The staff kept me as a physical threshold subject until I was sixteen, then dropped me off at the docks near Port of Last Call with a cache account and a visa. When I contacted the Ignarian clan about claiming membership, they denied it. So… I stayed.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Ignarians are mostly red, like me. It’s why it grates so much when you call me that.”
    

    
      I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
    

    
      “I thought you should know, considering…” He glanced at me. “Considering the circumstances. The guild’s all I got to offer. Also, that kid’s gonna fuckin’ sprint to the kral the moment his shift is up. He recognised me. No question. ‘Best universal cuts.’” Vin snorted. “Suck up.” 
    

    
      I licked my lips thoughtfully, taking a sip of water and a deep breath. He was trying to lighten the mood out of nerves, and I wanted to give his words the room they deserved. “I’m sorry I called you Red. It was…” I chuckled bitterly and looked away, picking at the hem of my robe. “It was my version of keeping you at arm’s length.”
    

    
      “Don’t sweat it. I never told you, so I can’t hold it against you.”
    

    
      I bit my cheek. “Did you think I would judge you because you’re an orphan?”
    

    
      Vin turned towards me, his shoulders slumped, forlorn. “No, but the 
      guild,
       Imani. My brother will kick my ass if he doesn’t meet you, and we’re not exactly strait-laced. I’m worried it’s just one more brick on the stack of reasons to hate me. So here I am, ripping off the bandage.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t want you to hate me any more than you already do.”
    

    
      Imani gripped her elbows. She shook her head and leaned over, brushing her fingers against Vin's talons. It felt… personal. Awkward. The side of herself she didn’t show anyone anymore.
    

    
      "I don't have parents either,” she smirked sadly. “And I won't judge you for the guild that took you in. I might judge 
      them,
       but I know what it’s like to have found family and still feel something’s missing.”
    

    
      Vin stared at her in wonder and confusion. "But you told me about your mara. Her favorite flowers."
    

    
      Imani leaned her palms back on the quartz. They tingled as a chill worked through the numb tissue. "Mama is the woman that took me in. That was her name. She ran a village of girls that needed protecting. Gave us food, schooling, skills… The name is meant to confuse people, so they'd think we belonged somewhere. The delivery man that brought us petrol and supplies? We called him Papa and never knew his real name. For his own protection, as much as ours.”
    

    
      Stunned, Vin brushed his fingers over my knuckles and my stomach flipped. We both watched our hands, where his touch was featherlight and timid. Beneath his hand, my blistered skin soothed and relaxed.
    

    
      “It must have been lonely,” he rumbled.
    

    
      At that, I laughed. “Not even a single day. If anything, I never had any time 
      alone.
       Most years, I had forty to fifty sisters. When I couldn’t stand it anymore, I ran off to the military, learned to shoot a gun, then brought the skill home so they could protect themselves." I smiled full of pain. "Most men run in fear of a girl that knows how to pull the trigger."
    

    
      Vin's brows creased as the reality of my life sank in. He drew inward, contemplating, and I took the opportunity to let his past wash over me too. The new things we'd learned, the sense of loss and loyalty we shared without ever knowing it…
    

    
      We really should have been working together this whole time. What would life have been like if Vindilus and I had just sat down and gotten a drink? What if I’d swallowed my paranoia and actually tried to work with him? What if he’d listened to me when I said humans needed their own autonomy?
    

    
      There were so many things I would have gone back and done differently, if I’d known we’d end up sharing a quartz slab on a volcanic moon in another system while dolls crawled into our colony and traitors were locked up beneath the hangar. I couldn’t shake the idea that everything I’d wanted would have happened earlier, if only I’d taken a breath and a 
      chance
       on him.
    

    
      Our barbecue was served on a grate above a spoonful of lava sizzling and warping the air inside a tantalum bowl. The hjarna fumbled, blinking out of sync now that he was able to see my face. When Vin snorted at him, he left in a rush, circling back to bow before exiting. I would usually expect Vin to find it amusing, but he just rotated the meat on the grate with an extra-long bident. He was gearing up to ask me something, so I waited, sipping my water and playing with the fabric of the robe in a gesture of rare uncertainty.
    

    
      When he asked, his tone was low, understanding, and full of melancholy. “Is that why you don’t trust me? Because of how you grew up?”
    

    
      I took a taste of spicy oil meant for our meats, rolling the oil around my mouth as I asked myself: was that still true? I found that it wasn’t. I 
      did
       trust Vindilus Calgari. And I understood him better now. His need to belong, to be reassured, to flirt so people would like him and not push him away. We were opposites born of very similar circumstances.
    

    
      My mind made up, I set down my bident and took another sip of water.
    

    
      “The venandi that abducted me was red,” I recounted with a tight throat, watching the meat cook, remembering the smell of burning flesh. I blinked and leaned away, afraid it might make me ill. “And I wasn’t alone. He killed my partner, Ephraim. He—”
    

    
      “—ah?”
    

    
      My attention snapped sideways to the tapestry at my back, separating us from another room. I recognised that inflection. 
    

    
      “Red? 
      Fucking red?
       Which one was it?” Vin growled, the gold in his eyes leaking into the blacks. “Tell me, Imani. Tats, scars, a name.”
    

    
      “Shh,” I hushed him, listening. The voice was muffled, but it was still a familiar baritone, and the accent was special…
    

    
      “Imani, if you don’t tell me, I’ll kill every merc in the Ignarian clan. They’re the only reds. Get it? It means they abandoned me, then fucking 
      abducted
       you. I swear to fucking 
      souls
       the only good Ignarian is a d—”
    

    
      “Shh!” I lashed him with an angry stare. Vin shut up, but he wasn’t happy about it, a furious rattle in his mandibles. He snorted like a bull as I got down on my hands and knees, laid my ear on the ground, and lifted the edge of the tapestry just enough to see the quartz and who sat upon it.
    

    
      It was a face I knew. A venandi with black plates and ruby red eyes. I’d only met him once, but I would never forget him.
    

    
      Rosy’s boyfriend.
    

    



      23
    

    
      
    

    
      Rosy’s supposed venandi boyfriend sat facing my way upon the quartz across from a shilpakaari woman with a turquoise mane, his polished onyx plates and bright red eyes glinting just like the Volcage. He turned meat, downing a clear drink in his other hand. The woman watched him, nursing hers as she waited for him to finish.
    

    
      My blood immediately boiled.
    

    
      This was the bastard that had gotten Rosy addicted to 
      daz.
       I remembered his team showing up to help rebuild the clinic after it was destroyed by a concussive blast. I remembered hearing his self-indulgent, flirtatious voice over Rosy’s holotab afterwards, making her laugh and sparkle.
    

    
      And I remembered scraping her off the floor, incoherent and high, after throwing chunks of plas at my face.
    

    
      The venandi’s nostrils flared. He went still, mandibles and all. That’s when I realised that I was out of my BDRE and had been sweating all day.
    

    
      Before I could let go of the tapestry, a set of arms grabbed me around the middle and placed me on my feet. Vindilus crowded me in and turned me away from the tapestry, his talons holding me so tight, they pierced the fabric of my robe, dots of red blood welling up as if I’d been pricked by a needle.
    

    
      “Now’s not a good time to get on your hands and knees in front of me,” he gruffed, no longer trying to stifle his purr. It rolled out of his chest, making my breasts tingle and my thighs quiver. I pushed him, to which he bared his fangs. Not as if it hurt, but as if it provoked him. He licked a fang with his black tongue, golden irises enlarging by the second, and my face grew hot at the sight.
    

    
      “Now’s not a good time to stare at my ass either,” I lashed back, jerking my chin at the tapestry behind him, trying desperately to stay on course. “Do you know that guy?”
    

    
      Vin growled, tilting his head to breathe in the sweat on my neck as he winked through his bionic eye settings. “Of course I do. That’s Roka Lokurian. Now, what else do you remember about the Ignarian fuck that abducted you?”
    

    
      “Who is he?” I barreled through. Vin gnashed his teeth.
    

    
      “He’s a covert elite, like Thel. But I checked to see if any covert vessels were in Taixi. There weren’t any on the manifests.” He snorted, slowly regaining his composure. “It’s good news though. He might help us skip back to the colony sooner.”
    

    
      Vin moved past me and I immediately grabbed his shoulders, shaking my head. “No. Not with him.” I punched on my BDRE while still wearing the robe, then let it drop to the floor as our meat turned from perfectly cooked to burnt on the grate.
    

    
      “I mean, I don’t like him 
      personally,
       but he’s not a bad g—”
    

    
      I cut him off, looking out into the tent’s main passage. When I ducked back in, I shook my head again, my temper boiling close to the surface. “He’s dating a colony woman named Rosy. Got her addicted to 
      daz.
       I don’t want him anywhere near her, and I 
      definitely
       don’t want his help.”
    

    
      Vindilus grabbed our stuff and left the food to burn, paying on his holotab. “You’re sure? He’s flirtatious, but he’s really not the commitment type.”
    

    
      “Yeah, Vin, I’m sure.” I balled my fists, the environsuit creaking. “And my gut says whatever he’s doing here isn’t good.”
    

    
      “Nothing 
      anyone
       is doing here is good.” Vin glanced through the tapestries into the next room again and cursed. “Slippery bastard’s gone.”
    

    
      I stuck my head back out of our tent flap just in time to see a flash of turquoise in the dim light, weaving past servers towards the public side of the restaurant. His escape stoked a fire in my belly, solidifying the instinct I had that he was rotten to his soul. We needed to catch him. To figure out what was going on for the sake of the colony.
    

    
      For the first time, I was glad Vin and I were stuck on Huajile.
    

    
      “Not yet. Come on.”
    

    
      We reached the entrance of the restaurant and I immediately turned left down a wide, crowded alley filled with hand cannons and armor. Vin was hot on my heels but slowly losing pace, encumbered by our purchases and his wide, muscular frame.
    

    
      I, on the other hand, slipped through the crowd, oil in water, using my hands to part bodies like the Red Sea and keeping my eyes firmly set on that shilpakaari woman’s turquoise mane. Behind my visor, my stare was wide, my breath labored, too afraid to blink and lose them.
    

    
      Lava flowed through my veins like I was Huajile itself, and I wasn’t willing to let the man who’d decimated Rosy get away. Conviction and righteous fury fueled me as I zipped through crowds of beings I knew nothing about. This was a weapons market, where people packed guns and blades the likes of which I’d never seen, but I was beyond caution or reason.
    

    
      I wanted 
      revenge.
       Wasn’t the 
      Paramour
       enough? No one should ever hurt one of my people again. I’d make an example out of Lokurian. Prove to them all that humans stick together, that we protect each other. Maybe then people would think twice before—
    

    
      Beep.
    

    
      “Imani, you gotta slow down,” Vin said in my linguitor.
    

    
      “No, I’m gaining.”
    

    
      “Imani,”
       he warned.
    

    
      A big uid grunted as I shoved my way past him. He snarled over the crowd, spitting insults after me until the sound was suddenly cut off by a thud. My ear twitched as Vin growled something so deep it couldn’t translate. A whistling crack echoed in the air as a firearm went off.
    

    
      I wanted to look back, but I trusted Vin to be okay and couldn’t take my eyes off Lokurian, not for a second. He’d noticed the commotion, though, his head snapping sideways, one red eye catching the light. He grabbed the shilpakaar by her wrist and dragged her behind him.
    

    
      “Damn it!” I growled, abandoning any possibility for stealth. “Move, move, move!”
    

    
      Then Vin caught up. He grabbed me by the arm and spun me into a vendor’s tent, stacked boxes scattering as my heel flung wide and I stumbled to keep upright.
    

    
      “No!” I roared, trying to push him aside. “I could have gotten him!”
    

    
      “We need to regroup,” Vin said, raising a calming palm. I ground my teeth together, pacing. “We need to call Thel, and figure out what’s going on.”
    

    
      “You said yourself that Lokurian shouldn’t be here,” I admonished. “He’s hurting one of my people, Vin.” I pounded my fist against my sternum. “One of 
      our
       people!”
    

    
      “Yeah, and he’s a covert elite!”
    

    
      I roared right back at him, baring my teeth like a venandi, curling my lip up in challenge. The two-tonal edge of my voice returned. “He could be a god and I’d 
      still
       hold him accountable for what he’s done!”
    

    
      Vin’s chest erupted in a 
      hrum,
       angry and rough and… afraid. It seeped into the haptic feedback of my suit as he pushed me back from the entrance of the tent, igniting every nerve ending until I was dripping with the need to comfort him and relent. I vehemently ignored the pull as he gestured wildly at my environsuit.
    

    
      “He’ll kill you before you have the chance! You look like a fuckin’ advenan, Imani. One in a world class BDRE. You get it? Even if he doesn’t mean to kill a human, he’ll strike first. You don’t fuck with a covert elite. You have no idea what they’re capable of—”
    

    
      “—and he doesn’t know what I’m capable of either! You don’t want to help? Fine. But I’m going. You’ve got a tracker on my holotab. Just follow it whenever you want to back me u—”
    

    
      Vin grabbed me by the wrist and tugged me against his chest, knocking the air out of my lungs. He lifted my face, so I had to look him in the eye as his 
      hrum
       turned from desperate to soothing. “I’m with you. I’m never fucking leaving. You want to chase him down? We will. But not today. Not in the middle of The Pipes where we could start a war. And not when you’re so pissed you can’t see straight. Please.”
    

    
      “Get off.” He let me pry myself out of his arms but stood in the entrance with his feet splayed apart as if expecting me to bolt. His instinct was right. If I thought I could evade him, I’d have tried.
    

    
      But he also… had a point. The anger had been sudden and fierce. A chance to finally, 
      finally,
       stick it to someone that deserved it in this whole mess. My entire sense of purpose and all my frustrations had coalesced into a need to beat Lokurian to a bloody pulp. A tear of frustration raced down my cheek and I thanked my lucky stars Vin couldn’t see it as I worked off a temper so hot my visor steamed. I jabbed a finger at him in warning.
    

    
      “He shouldn’t be here,” I repeated.
    

    
      Vin shook his head. “No, he shouldn’t.”
    

    
      “And there’s a big, secret client at the Conrad.”
    

    
      Vin nodded once, slowly. “Yes… there is.”
    

    
      I took two steps towards him with absolute faith in the pieces falling together. “He’s involved. I 
      feel
       it. So we’re getting him. Understand?”
    

    
      Vin clicked his mandibles in agreement. “I’ll put out an alert to the guild. They’ll keep their eyes peeled. If he is involved, we’ll find out soon. You good?”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      Then I brushed past him out into the market, my focus set on buying an arsenal that could take down a covert elite. 
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      Vin didn’t lead them back to the Port Hole, but to the local guild safehouse, on alert for anyone watching too close. He sent a message off to his brother and received nothing back. Typical. Prick.
    

    
      The Pulpit wasn’t as familiar to Vin, but it didn’t really make a difference. Same set up, different name. All their safehouses had been designed for familiarity and muscle memory, regardless of where they were located. This one though, ran colder than the others. It was further from the banks of the Volcage, sandwiched between the pipes of a coolant manufacturer.
    

    
      As a result, the walk to the Pulpit was beautiful. It was one of the only places on this side of Huajile where plants grew—iridescent yellow mosses and clovers that decorated the pores in the black volcanic rock from which most buildings were made. The air smelled cleaner too. Less sulfuric. He’d thought that this is where he’d spill the beans about having no clan, somewhere a little gentler than the rest of the souls-forsaken dump. Maybe it could have been an intimate moment. He’d hoped anyway.
    

    
      “This way,” he said, guiding Imani towards a massive column of condensation swirling into the air. She followed without comment, her spine straight and tense.
    

    
      Vin swallowed hard, his three-chambered heart tripping over itself. Her silent treatment was killing him. He winced as he tweaked the wound in his side, his broken oblique plate grinding together where it’d been cracked open by a single round from that uid’s Whipspark finger cannon. The fucker had tried to shoot Imani in the middle of the crowd, aiming right for the back of her head.
    

    
      As he’d taken the shot and smashed the uid’s head into his knee, everyone had looked away. Business as usual. The merchant had taken his prone body with a nod of approval, dragging it to a service alley so it wouldn’t obstruct his wares, and that was that.
    

    
      The encounter wouldn’t have normally fazed him—Whipsparks were a rare finger cannon designed to bypass security checkpoints, not kill venandi—but the entire afternoon had been one shock after the other. By the time the uid pulled the trigger, Vin was practically out of his mind. It had taken years of training with Thel not to rampage through the market. That war he’d mentioned to Imani? It was a war he would have gladly started, if for no other reason than to blow off steam.
    

    
      Now though, he was interested in blowing off steam in an entirely different way.
    

    
      He adjusted his pants discreetly as they entered the condensation emanating from grated flooring above the coolant manufacturer. Local Huajileans sat in the mist, enjoying the blast of cool air and anonymity while they ate, gambled, and swapped jobs. A crowd had gathered over the shoulders of two elderly hjarna women as they battled in a multi-tier game of strats, and whelps of all kinds ran around pretending to be ships at the docks, shooting at each other with finger guns.
    

    
      The castaways from the research station.
    

    
      Orphans.
    

    
      Vin glanced at Imani.
    

    
      Lunch had been a revelation. Imani wasn’t all that different from him, except in every way that counted. They were both parentless but had inherited so many siblings, they couldn’t keep track. For the first time 
      ever,
       they’d been in sync. Truly on the same page, seeing and understanding each other rather than grinding their teeth and compromising over bullshit.
    

    
      It had blown his mind that she would hand him something so vulnerable. The last time anyone had done that was Pom Pom, the first night she’d climbed into his bed and slept in the crook of his arm.
    

    
      And their fight. 
      Souls,
       it had been a good one. When she bent over on the ground so far that he could see the shadow of the mound between her legs and smell her sweat in the air, it nearly undid him. Then she’d pushed and dared and challenged him to keep up… It was the Imani he’d been hopeless for in Renata. An unapologetic bulldozer with a sense of conviction so bright, it would blind a lesser man.
    

    
      Only now, Imani carried Vin’s markers. Now, she was 
      his,
       and her spirit was fucking delicious.
    

    
      It was a greedy thought, to think that she’d ever let him say something like that out loud, but he couldn’t help himself. He was so wound up that his cock strained the fabric of his pants and made climbing nearly unbearable. That chase had ignited ancient parts of him that still throbbed and frothed at the mouth. He needed time alone, and he hadn’t had that since rushing Imani to the 
      Nebrae’s
       medbay.
    

    
      Imani wiped at the foggy condensation on her visor and Vin reached out, guiding her by the shoulder of her environsuit into a narrow alley filled with pipes and pressure meters locked behind plas windows. It was a tight fit as he jumped up to a ladder several heads above him and pulled it down with a clang.
    

    
      “Going up,” he said, letting Imani climb first. She swung her new operations bag over her shoulder and hoisted herself into the steam. Vin followed after, wincing with each rung.
    

    
      As she set down her things, Imani retracted her visor and put her hands on her hips. “What is this, 
      deja vu?”
    

    
      Vin didn’t bother looking around as he tossed his stuff on the ground.
    

    
      “Yep. The safehouses are all the same. Easier to defend.” Vin stalked into the kitchenette and brought down the biggest bowl, filling it with water from the food bay while he looked for towels. The last guildmate to use the Pulpit obviously didn’t replace anything.
    

    
      Imani leaned back on the bunks, pulling the blue kanga cloth from her bag, now clean and fresh. She sighed, watching him with those sparkly gold eyes. Vin rolled his shoulder, unnerved by the attention.
    

    
      Actually, no.
    

    
      He was starting to feel really fucking 
      needy
       from the attention.
    

    
      His cock throbbed as he cleared his throat. “Shower’s still over there. And here’s your water.”
    

    
      Imani took it from him slowly, looking down at her reflection. Her voice was low and velvety, full of gratitude. “I owe you for holding me back. I was stupid.”
    

    
      “What?” Vin blinked.
    

    
      She looked up at him with hot shame, not the dagger-like glare he’d expected.
    

    
      “I'm still pissed, but not at you. I shouldn’t have done that. I’ve been fighting a lot of battles alone without any clear victories or losses. It’s made me desperate for closure, and when I saw that bastard’s face, I focused on it too hard. I got sloppy, and I apologise.”
    

    
      Vin looked down at her reflection too, brushing his talons against her suited arm. “Don’t sweat it. Like I said, I’m in your corner.”
    

    
      Imani’s brow creased. She reached for his side and he dodged with a little huff of nervous laughter. She stared down at the smear of dark blue on her fingertips in shock.
    

    
      “It’s nothing,” he assured her.
    

    
      “Why are you bleeding?” Imani asked.
    

    
      “It’s just a nick.”
    

    
      “Take off your shirt.”
    

    
      Imani brought her bowl to the weapons bench and set it down with a sloshy clatter. Vin glanced at the shower cubicle desperately. “I can take care of it. It’s really no big deal. Why don’t you take a shower?”
    

    
      Imani sliced him open with a stern finger directed at the bench. “Sit.”
    

    
      Vin clenched his mandibles tight to his face. If Imani touched him, he might just explode. He grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled it over his spires, careful not to smear blood on his face. He showed Imani his oblique plate from a safe distance.
    

    
      Huh. Not even as bad as he thought.
    

    
      “See?” he asked, prodding the oozing crack. “It’s not that big a deal. Our plates have blood vessels, so this is totally norm—”
    

    
      Imani looped two fingers into his waistband and tugged him closer. A growl of need revved in his chest. Their eyes caught as he swallowed it back down, denting the bunk frame with the strength of his grip. She was sitting, her face at the level of his hips, looking up at him with his swollen dick right in front of her mouth.
    

    
      Fucking souls.
    

    
      “This is an impact crack.”
    

    
      “Mm.” Vin didn’t trust himself to speak.
    

    
      “That guy shot you, didn’t he? The one I pushed.”
    

    
      “I’ll always bleed for you, Imani.” Vin swallowed again. His throat was as tight as if he were hungry.
    

    
      And he was…
    

    
      Starving.
    

    
      The fact that her hands were covered by the BDRE drove his raw skin nuts, wanting her bare, soft flesh against his plates. He took a step away and pressed his shirt against his side. “Cool down, take a shower. I’ll patch myself up. Okay? No biggie.”
    

    
      Imani looked down at the club in his pants, and it pulsed at her attention. He groaned, pointing to the shower cubicle as clumsy words spilled from his mouth. “I haven’t had any time alone, you dig? And it’s hard—difficult! 
      Fuck.
       It’s, ah, getting to me. Okay? I… I gotta take care of some things. Let off some steam. So… you know. Take your time.”
    

    
      “You mean, 
      I’m
       getting to you.”
    

    
      Vin didn’t respond, tossing his shirt on the floor. He rubbed his spires as he walked away, trying to make it all as normal as possible. Aimless, he stopped at his own duffel and started pulling out grenade pucks, pretending as if he weren’t ready to hump the couch into the ground.
    

    
      “We got a pretty good haul today,” he said, clearing his throat. “Two pulse grenades, a vantablade, and that cavi-mag is a great rapid-fire pistol-grip. I think you’ll like it once we—”
    

    
      “Vin…”
    

    
      He cleared his throat. “I’ll do inventory, until you… until whenever. And then we can grab something to eat since dinner was interru—”
    

    
      “Convergence is making us sloppy,” Imani spoke over him, forcing him to stop. He clacked his mandibles shut, looking at her sideways.
    

    
      “I know,” he admitted quietly.
    

    
      They froze in silence, the 
      ryhidon
       in the room so large, neither of them knew how to navigate around it anymore. Vin was territorial and losing his mind. He let himself get shot for fuck’s sake. He could have detained that guy more safely if he’d had his head screwed on his neck instead of his cock.
    

    
      And Imani’s temper was clouding her judgment. That chase was so unlike her, Vin worried she might be breaking apart at the seams. She’d given him all her anger, but when that ran out, what would be left?
    

    
      Grief? Resentment? Or worse…
    

    
      Resignation?
    

    
      “Show me,” she requested in a sober voice.
    

    
      Vin paused, staring at the grenade in his hand. Did he hear that right?
    

    
      The sound of Imani’s BDRE retracting made his tympana jump and he squeezed his eyes shut, afraid to breathe. What was happening? He was hallucinating, that’s what. None of this could be real.
    

    
      “You can look, Vin.”
    

    
      “I shouldn’t,” he managed.
    

    
      “Please, before I convince myself I’m an idiot for offering.”
    

    
      Vin groaned, too greedy not to take her offer. Imani stood by the weapons chest, naked, holding the bowl of water as she squeezed droplets out of a washcloth.
    

    
      She was stunning. The mixture of her garnet and ivory skin tones fought for dominance all the way to her toes. Both her breasts were milky white and muscular through the top, while the heavier bottoms were dark and lush. Even the buttons on her chest were two-tonal pink and dark red. Most of her markings looked like a coastal map that he was dying to explore with his hands, his mouth...
    

    
      “Vin.”
    

    
      “Anything,” he breathed in agreement before he even knew what she would say. She ran the washcloth down one breast and the button tightened into a point. They could 
      do
       that?
    

    
      “Show me…” Imani licked her lip, a crease forming in her brow. “You don’t have to. If this is uncomfortable, I’ll take a shower and we can use our imaginations.”
    

    
      Use their imaginations? His imagination was 
      ruined.
       The real deal stood naked in front of him. How could he let the opportunity to see his 
      vira
       like this slip by?
    

    
      Vin got to his feet, hands shaking as he unlatched his pants. He gripped his cock in one hand and the tip throbbed. He could come without touching himself, he was so turned on as Imani watched him withdraw it, hunger darkening her eyes to a lusty bronze. She rubbed her washcloth over her neck slowly.
    

    
      “Do you prefer your imagination, Imani James? Because I don’t,” he purred. “I’ve been desperate for you for so long, it hurts. Anything you offer, I’ll take. 
      Anything.
       You feel me?”
    

    
      He reached out to her with his free talons to touch her cheek, a low vibration traveling through his jaw parts. He was wound up tighter than a bow string, but the hitch in her lungs and the crease in her brow stayed his hand. He held his breath, on the verge of getting on his hands and knees.
    

    
      “Let’s watch each other then. For tonight.” Imani’s white cheeks filled with red, glancing down at his cock as it weeped pearlescent light blue precum.
    

    
      Vin curled his talons away and swallowed hard. He shuffled back until his calves hit the sofa, afraid to blink or breathe. He sat slowly, pushing his pants lower as he stretched his lap open. Then he ringed his thumb and talon around the head of his cock and brushed lightly, his pulse punching his nodes so hard they thumped to the beat.
    

    
      But Imani didn’t react, didn’t try to put on a show, didn’t give him suggestive comments or ask anything. Instead she watched him in return, unashamed and brazen on the surface, but uncertain in the cracks of her stare. Gripping his shaft at the base, where his largest node was swollen, he hissed, panting for breath. Imani turned away, rewetting her towel.
    

    
      He squeezed his shaft to keep himself from coming as the realisation that he was masturbating in the open with Imani naked right in front of him really hit home. It was everything he’d ever fantasized. He threw his head back with a purr, taking his hand off his cock as he got too close to the precipice and needed to breathe himself down. If this was his only chance, he was going to make it last.
    

    
      “Souls,
       you’re fucking beautiful.”
    

    
      “I’ll take your word for it,” Imani said, lifting one leg onto the weapons chest. She washed her ankles and calves, the back of her knee, the inside of her thigh… Was she rubbing her skin more slowly now?
    

    
      She 
      was.
    

    
      Her heartbeat skipped and her body flushed with heat as she watched him from the corner of her eye. Vin ghosted his talons down the row of nodes on the underside of his shaft as he picked up a tight, slow rhythm again.
    

    
      When Imani brushed the towel between her legs, Vin took a chance. He started 
      hrumming,
       as deep and quiet as distant war drums. Even from a distance, he saw her skin pebble and her muscular thighs flex. Imani looked up at him, lips parted.
    

    
      But she didn’t say no.
    

    
      Instead, she rotated so he could see between her legs, where her fingers were pressed against that beautiful, spotted mound, the washcloth hiding it from view. She leaned her shoulders back against the bunks and picked up her own rhythm, eyes on his cock.
    

    
      Imani was letting him touch her like a 
      vir
       would for his 
      vira,
       through sounds tuned just for her.
    

    
      In an instant, before he’d even had time to consider, the 
      hrum
       burst from Vindilus’s diaphragm at full power. Layers of vibration toppled and fought each other in his chest, engorging his nodes one by one as the sensation crescendoed. Imani rubbed the washcloth in circles over something Vin couldn’t see, but he was too enraptured by the way her forearms strained and her ab muscles clenched with each shuddered breath. He pumped his arm to her rhythm, matching his 
      hrum
       so that all parts of himself were in sync with her.
    

    
      “Do you know what I was thinking about when we converged in my cargo bay?” Vin asked, pressing his tongue into a fang as the head of his cock started to tingle and swell.
    

    
      “No,” she panted, unable to temper the uncertain quiver in her voice.
    

    
      “Your gladiator’s soul. I love that you don’t take my shit. You make me rise to your level every fucking day, Imani James, and I don’t expect you to quit that if you ever let me in.” Vin’s breath broke on a moan, his strokes tightening. A rough undertone of his 
      hrum
       took dominance, left over from her surgery and the bloody pulp of his throat.
    

    
      Imani’s brow creased and she hiccupped, a strangled moan tumbling off her lips. 
      “Ndio, tafadhali usisimame,”
       she shuddered in her native tongue. 
      “Usisimame, usisimame…” 
      She was begging, her voice breathless and broken as her composure crumbled.
    

    
      She bared her teeth as her panting gave way to a single sob, a tear tracing down her cheek. She took a deep breath and met Vin’s eyes in brave fear, breasts quaking and pressed together between her biceps as she fell apart, hips bucking. Her mouth opened on a silent moan, tongue pressed to her teeth.
    

    
      Vin followed her lead in wonder, his lower abdomen cramping with the force of his orgasm. He growled so deep, the shelving rattled as the biggest load of his life coated his bare chest in a light blue sheen of cum.
    

    
      They both panted, wide-eyed, coming down from the heights of pent-up need and frustration. Imani brushed a hand over her short silk, blinking in disbelief as she wiped away the single tear.
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles widened as if to speak, but he faltered before he could say… what? Thank you? He nearly scoffed at himself.
    

    
      “Here, you can… you can use this to clean up,” Imani said, out of breath, tossing him her washcloth with a shaky hand.
    

    
      All at once, his focus shifted from the incredible display of longing they’d both shared. Vin’s storm of possessive lust returned as he pressed the washcloth to his face and took a deep breath. Her 
      actual taste
       was smeared into the cloth and he used it, coating his mandibles, delving his tongue into it, biting it and clutching it.
    

    
      “Fuck!”
       he growled, sucking the water and fluid into his mouth like he was dying of thirst. His lungs pumped like pistons. “I want to put my face between your thighs and eat you like a feast.” He started purring again, a seductive harmony that fully utilized his two-tonal voice. He gripped his cock as it flooded with blood again, wrapping the towel around his shaft. “I’d fuck you into the floor every day for breakfast if you let me.”
    

    
      Imani watched his cock strain, hard and heavy again, as she slipped into the clothing she’d gotten from the 
      Nebrae,
       picked up the bowl of water, and padded over barefoot. Vin stroked himself with a belabored, impatient moan. She knelt next to his knee, inspecting his nodes and the way he gripped himself.
    

    
      “Will you ever let me?” Vin panted, more vulnerable than he’d ever sounded before as his voice cracked. She met his eye.
    

    
      “Maybe… Probably.” Then she brushed her fingers against the tip of his cock and he groaned desperately, getting close to another explosion. The rough fabric felt like silk coated in Imani’s scent and fluids, soothing his raw nerves, the painful itch of his skin. His 
      hrum
       stuttered as she traced her fingers down his nodes, feeling the vibration in each one before walking her way down to the last.
    

    
      He came with her hand on him, catching his semen in the washcloth this time. His abdomen pulsed just as hard as his nodes, emptying his sac of everything he had.
    

    
      Imani took the towel from his grip and carefully pulled it off his cock, making sure its contents stayed within the folds. She dipped it in water, wrung it out until its contents were murky with cum, and gently brushed the damp cloth over the divots of his abdominal plates.
    

    
      “It’s only been three days,” Imani said quietly, taking care to go slowly and work her fingers into every crease, washing Vin clean. “I’m not good at being… intimate.”
    

    
      Vin swallowed but clacked his mandibles in agreement. “I’m not either.”
    

    
      Imani licked her lips, her eyes watery, a little red around the edges. “Convergence has been torture. We can both agree, right?”
    

    
      It hit a nerve to admit that converging was painful, but it 
      was.
       They weren’t touching each other nonstop, they weren’t having sex. Most of the day, Imani was in an environsuit, which made it impossible for Vin to even 
      think
       straight since he couldn’t smell their combined scent but also saw every curve and facet of her body. It put him on constant alert that he might turn around and she’d be gone.
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice hoarse, trying to take the washcloth from her. She snapped her eyes to him, arresting his hand before he could even try.
    

    
      “You don’t need to apologise again, Vin. What I’m trying to say is, we could make a great team, if 
      I
       gave us a chance.”
    

    
      Imani stood back up, leaving Vin reeling as she dumped the water in the food bay and tossed the washcloth into a cleaner. He turned to watch her over the back of the couch as she shook her head. “I don’t want to make the same mistakes we made in the colony. Butting heads because we aren’t listening to each other.”
    

    
      “Neither do I.”
    

    
      “So let’s start with convergence.” Imani cleared her throat, vulnerable. “This is our new normal, and I’m not going to push you away anymore,” she said, motioning to his shaft as he tucked it away and latched his pants. “Especially since denying what this is will continue to mess with our common sense. It could get us killed if we aren’t in sync.”
    

    
      Vin got to his feet, bewitched by Imani’s logical, impersonal way of proposing they actually be 
      vir
       and 
      vira.
       He couldn’t help the ghost of a grin as he gently trapped her in the kitchenette. She met his amusement with sober intent, crossing her arms over her chest.
    

    
      “Are you proposing, Ms James?”
    

    
      She raised her brow. “Are you saying no, Arms Master?”
    

    
      “To you? Never. Let me show you what we’ve been missing out on.” He raised one hand and slipped it around the nape of her neck, gently pulling her closer. She resisted at first, stiffening at his touch, but the moment his heat sank in, she relaxed.
    

    
      “Jamani,
      ” she breathed, closing her eyes. Vin scratched his talons through her short black silk from temple to nape, and bumps rose across her skin. His plates shuddered, finally, 
      finally,
       allowed to ease her discomfort like convergence demanded. The tension immediately seeped from his shoulders.
    

    
      “Is this a good start?” he purred in her ear.
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      Vin motioned to the bunks. “Then I’ll drag both mattresses onto the floor so we can sleep touching. The more we touch, the better. Got it?”
    

    
      Imani nodded, lost in the hands exploring her cheekbones and forehead.
    

    
      He stepped back, brushing the talons that had teased her silk over his face on instinct, taking her scent into his lungs.
    

    
      “Time for bed then, 
      vira.”
    

    
      Her gilded eyes snapped open, and he held his breath, waiting for her to deny him the honor of calling her that. But she just ran her hand over her silk, flustered.
    

    
      “Right. Time for bed.” 
      




      25
    

    
      
    

    
      I had been telling the truth when I’d said I wasn’t good at intimacy. The only people I’d ever slept beside were my sisters and Mama when I was young. Now, laying in the crook of Vin’s arm with his talons draped possessively over my hip, I was so wide awake that my eyelids rebounded open every time I tried to close them.
    

    
      Vin had decided we needed to keep our clothes on so they’d carry both our scents and ease the ache in our skin, but I think the real reason why is because he knew I was spooked.
    

    
      That 
      cock.
    

    
      It had been larger than a handful. I was a tall, long woman, and my fingers wouldn’t be able to meet if I gripped it. And his nodes? I knew what they looked like now, smooth bumps that climbed the underside of his shaft and vibrated with the rhythm of his 
      hrum.
       Vin had always made me feel too warm, too wound up, but actually 
      seeing
       his intensity made me uncharacteristically nervous. I hadn’t had sex in years, and the idea of relinquishing control to someone like him was overwhelming. Someone I’d loathed for months. Someone that pushed my buttons.
    

    
      Well, he was pushing 
      different
       buttons now.
    

    
      I teased the hem of Vin’s shirt, slipping my fingers beneath the fabric while he purred in his sleep. It wasn’t a snore, but a resonant, constant rumble deep in his chest. He didn’t awake as I pressed my hand against his chiseled abdomen, but his talon squeezed my hip as he rolled me closer. My knee slid over his thigh and I sighed. Warm, relaxed…
    

    
      Comfortable.
    

    
      At the colony, I’d thought Vindilus was full of bravado and high on his own authority, but that wasn’t the case, was it? He wasn’t trying to placate me or divert my attention because it was inconvenient. At least, not anymore. And he’d probably saved my life in The Pipes. 
      More than once.
       He’d bled for me, supported me. He’d promised we’d track down Lokurian and I…
    

    
      I finally 
      believed
       him.
    

    
      He understood my point of view, and he’d changed because of it.
    

    
      I needed to change too.
    

    
      I’d realised that on the way to the Pulpit. I had become so brittle that I couldn’t survive on my own anymore. My fury and indignation, the fight I’d been waging on my own to gain some semblance of human control in the colony, had led me to lashing out blindly. That wasn’t like me. I was observant, smart, and creative. I needed that back again.
    

    
      I needed a partner.
    

    
      I’d thought for certain that I’d never again have the sort of connection Ephraim and I had shared. I’d missed how his temperament absorbed my high-octane temper with authentic banter and goodness every day since I’d woken up on the 
      Paramour.
    

    
      I’m with you. I’m never fucking leaving. I’ll always bleed for you, Imani.
    

    
      Vin’s words echoed in my head.
    

    
      What would happen if I smiled at him or laughed like I had with Ephraim? Would he smile and clack his mandibles? Would he flirt with me out in the open? Be proud of associating with me? The doors to my heart were rusted over, but I could force them open. I could give him a chance if I was brave enough.
    

    
      I bit my lip, sliding my hand up to his sternum. I’d missed my chance with Ephraim. I’d never told him that I thought we made a good team outside of work too. It was the biggest regret of my life.
    

    
      And I wasn’t in the habit of repeating my mistakes. 
    

    
      I pressed my ear against Vin’s chest and listened to his three-chambered heart. 
      Thump-thuthump. Thump-thuthump.
       It clashed with the beat of my own, and they tripped together, tumbling, trying to untangle the rhythms… But every third beat, they were in perfect sync.
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      Tink.
    

    
      A little tap, the sound of a bird’s beak or a moth hitting a window, caught my attention. I craned my head up, looking over the bare bottom bunk towards the narrow window.
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      I’d probably imagined it. Aural hallucinations were a common side effect of sensory deprivation and fatigue.
    

    
      I settled my head back down in an attempt to fall asleep again when a blue light rippled over the bottom bunk from the corner of the window. It reminded me of a laser sight, but not quite the same, warbling over the furniture and walls as it slowly coasted down towards the floor.
    

    
      When it found the mountainous swell of Vin’s chest, the warbling light split apart into three steady pinpoints, a whine revving up from outside.
    

    
      My heart punched my sternum so hard, I gasped. I pulled my hand out of Vin’s shirt, smacked the puck suctioned to my chest, and slid overtop of him as the BDRE sliced through my clothes and enveloped my body. A loud concussive 
      thunk
       blasted against the wall overlooking the coolant station, sending volcanic rock from the walls crumbling to the floor.
    

    
      In less than a second, three projectiles hit my shoulder, the back of my head, and my thigh, and the BDRE’s heads-up display flickered on with warning signals. They whirred and ground like garbled gears, filling my linguitor with the horrible screech of rending metal.
    

    
      Vin’s eyes opened, already turning entirely gold. The whine from the window restarted and he pulled me beneath him in one arm, dragging me towards the cover of the weapons chest. Another round of projectiles hammered into the walls and mattress, drilling in like moles. They were about the size of a pen, the back caps blinking at a crescendo.
    

    
      “Vin!” I gasped as he palmed my ass and flipped me over his knee like I weighed nothing. He pushed my head down as he ripped the darts from the back of my helmet and suit. With a snarl, he threw them back towards the window just in time for them to explode.
    

    
      “Duffels, go, go, go!” he instructed, all business. We slid out from safety together, him taking the side of fire as he gave me cover. He grabbed the cavi-mag from where he’d left it on the ground and threw me behind him as the second set of darts exploded.
    

    
      I suddenly understood why he was Arms Master Calgari. When it came to business, Vindilus knew how to handle firearms under stress. He had the cavi-mag locked and loaded in less than a second without looking away from the window, and when he fired, it was within a heartbeat of raising the gun. The way he handled his weapons reminded me of gunslingers in old American movies about the West. A flick of the wrist, a perfect shot. Why did he never shoot like that on the range?
    

    
      I shoved our things into the two duffels we’d accumulated, leaving behind the tatters of my sleep clothes, but taking the chance to drag Vin’s boots out of the line of fire. A different projectile, this one liquidly and white-hot, glooped past my head, spattering the wall right by Vin’s shoulder.
    

    
      He snarled as the fire ate into his plates, the sleeve of his shirt turning to cinders. I froze, transported back to Nyerere, but he kept his focus on the window, his grip sure and unfazed.
    

    
      “Got it all?” he clenched.
    

    
      “Got it!” I yelled, keeping myself together as best I could. The metal around us suddenly felt so hot that my skin blistered inside my suit. I sweated bullets, fingers numb, palms itchy, on the verge of hyperventilating. But I picked up the duffels and dragged them towards the alternate exit past the weapons bench and tabletop surgical arm, breathing through the familiar panic.
    

    
      Something big thumped against the outer wall. Again and again. A canister clattered into the room and thick smoke choked the air. All the while, a battering ram chipped away at that external wall.
    

    
      “Go, go, go!” Vin yelled, bursting into action. He met me at the door and slammed it open. It was a vertical drop into blackness with a ladder.
    

    
      We didn’t need to speak to work in tandem. I slung the duffels over my shoulders, pulled their straps tight, then jumped into Vin’s arms, wrapping my legs around his muscular, waspish waist. He kept his gun aimed at the corner of the workbench, with the door open to his back as he used his other hand to unclip the smallest puck I’d ever seen.
    

    
      The thumping stopped as boots crunched on the debris from the wall. We waited as Vin’s bionic eye winked through its settings, settling on ultraviolet. A blue light blinked in the depths of his pupil.
    

    
      “I just want to talk, ah?” Lokurian said from the cover of smoke in his smooth, chocolatey baritone.
    

    
      Vin bared his fangs but didn’t respond, holding his position.
    

    
      “Please, a simple chat. I’ll stay off the guild’s turf, if you call off your watchdogs.”
    

    
      Then Vin looked at my visor, waiting for my decision. I wish he could have seen my face, to see the connection I felt in that moment when I finally admitted I was falling before we’d even taken the plunge. I gripped him tighter as my answer.
    

    
      He flicked the tiny puck like a coin into the smoke, stepped back into the ladder well, and we plummeted into darkness as a brilliant maelstrom engulfed the Pulpit above. 
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      The afternoon was hot, sticky, without a breeze, and the entire hangar was in a foul mood. No one spoke or played music like usual. Everyone was overworked and exhausted, trying to keep up with the needs of the colony while protecting it without Vin, Imani, or the bogs to do the heavy lifting. 
    

    
      Even 
      Aavar
       stuffed himself under his transpo to fix a leak instead of dealing with people. 
    

    
      “Fucking 
      hell,”
       Hunar growled, tossing a tool down on his workbench with a clatter. Pom Pom wrung cold water out of her kanga cloth and wrapped it around her head, watching him with distant curiosity. He sat heavily at the break table, flipped on the privacy veil, and pulled up a comm without acknowledging her. 
    

    
      “This is Renata, over,” he snapped. 
    

    
      “Renata, this is the 
      Tidus,
       in steady orbit over your location, requesting permission to land a trans-atmo vessel on your tarmac,” came a female venandi voice. Hunar raised an eyebrow. 
    

    
      “The 
      Tidus?”
       
    

    
      Pom Pom lunged over the table and pressed the mute button with wide eyes. “Say no!”
    

    
      He gave her an exacting look, then unmuted. “State your business, over.” 
    

    
      “The 
      Tidus
       is a covert elite vessel with jurisdiction to oversee—”
    

    
      Hunar rolled his eyes. “I 
      know
       what the 
      Tidus
       is, pilot,” he bit out.
    

    
      There was a pause, then the voice reconnected. “Novak Gaul sent us to assist with security.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom shook her head, crossing her arms like an X, begging with her expression. Hunar took a deep breath, his mane curling up with distaste, then flicked on the incoming vessel lights so they blinked all across the hangar. 
    

    
      “Fine,” he told the pilot. “Permission granted.” 
    

    
      Then he cut the comms. 
    

    
      “No!” Pom Pom wailed, incredulous. She chased him out of the lounge, practically tripping on his heels. “Do you know who commands that ship?”
    

    
      “Siat Xata.”
    

    
      “Exactly! She’s the 
      worst.”
    

    
      “Yeah, well, we need the help,” he griped, clapping his hands together as people surfaced from their work, glancing at the incoming strobes. “Alright listen up! We’ve got an incoming crew from the 
      Tidus.
       The covert FOV’s parked in steady orbit, and has offered up some help with securing the colony. The only catch is that its commander is a real piece of work. Modesty hoods are now required for all delegates. Get them on, then we’re gonna clear that tarmac for landing and plaster smiles on our faces, got it?” 
    

    
      Everyone grumbled, grimacing, tying hoods over their manes. Bree tossed her tools, swearing about shilpakaari liberation as she got to her feet, and Hunar pointed at her. 
      “Especially
       you, Stewart.” 
    

    
      She flicked him off with a sneer of compliance. “My contract clearly states I only curtsey if there’s a fuckin’ breeze, Hunar. But this? This feels like I decided to take a swim in a steaming pile of—”
    

    
      “Mud!” Aavar exclaimed. “She was definitely going to say mud.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom huffed as people milled about, half-assing their jobs and ignoring her. Piro checked his hood twice, running his upper hands over it nervously, checking the edges. Hunar tied his tight, standing in front of Bree’s locker, where she’d stuck a mirror up on the inside of the door. All she wanted to do was scream. They shouldn’t have to hide their manes any more than 
      she
       had with her labyrinthula for her entire childhood. Why bend to the maniacal, domineering impulses of that greedy user?
    

    
      Pom Pom’s seething hate was completely justified. Siat Xata was public enemy number one in her book. She’d stomped all over Vin’s heart, leaving oil stains and scrapes that just wouldn’t buff out. And now she could potentially do that to one of her Renatans? To sweet Piro or grumpy Hunar?
    

    
      Disgusted that they’d have to breathe the same air, Pom Pom threw down her stuff without putting it away like usual and went outside to glower. 
    

    
      A quarter turn later, the trans-atmo ship broke atmosphere with a ripple of stagnant cloud cover, the metallic shine catching late afternoon pink from the horizon as it descended. Pom Pom kicked her heels and crossed her arms, watching, thinking…
    

    
      Grinning.
    

    
      No one asked her to help as they moved crates and hoses and depleted cell canisters. She was just a kid, after all, obsessed with her holotab. 
    

    
      Using her covert access to look at the crew roster for the 
      Tidus.
       
    

    
      She hummed one of her favorite Pond songs, pulled up her neck gaiter to dampen the sound of the ship as it landed, then kicked off the crate, stowing her holotab. 
    

    
      No one paid her any attention as she wound through Aavar, Bree, Hunar, and Piro all working around the ship as it cooled down. She sent off a little note to Ezraji with a bounce in her step, then walked right up the ramp into the cargo bay. 
    

    
      “Hi!” she greeted a hjarna with a cheerful expression. He waved back, perplexed. 
    

    
      “Hey, kid,” he said. “What’re you—”
    

    
      “Welcoming committee. Pom Pom, from the 
      Palembre?
       I’m in charge of tactical inventory,” she rattled on without taking a breath. “Yeah. Hey, listen. I’ve been sent to check on your biorigs. Pollen down here can get 
      crazy.”
       She snorted with laughter, slapping her knee. “Can you point me in the right direction?”
    

    
      The hjarna blinked out of sync, disturbed by her motormouth. He pointed to a row of containment lockers on the far side of the cargo bay. “They’re over there. We didn’t hear anything about pollen though.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry! I’ll make sure it’s all in working order. Thaaaanks,” she bid him farewell in a singsong voice, bypassing two venandi. A shilpakaari woman loading two crates on a levicart looked at her with suspicion, pausing as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. 
    

    
      Fuck yeah, friend. Take a good look.
    

    
      “Hey, ship, what’s your name?” she asked, unlocking the rolling door that held all the biorigs. 
    

    
      “Hello. My name is LOA.” 
    

    
      “Sweet.”
    

    
      Pom Pom made eye contact with the shilpakaar across the cargo bay, now talking on her holotab. She wriggled her fingers, pulled the helmet off the first rig, then very loudly coughed into it. The woman’s mane shriveled. 
    

    
      “LOA, do me a favor, wouldja?”
    

    
      “Of course, you are a guest.”
    

    
      “Can you let Commander Xata know I’m onboard? My designation is Pomahrutvi Calgari, but she’ll know me by Pom Pom.” 
    

    
      “Of course. I’ll relay that information now.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom picked up the neck helmet and rubbed her tendrils on the visor, pretending to wash her pits with the gloves. Inside out, of course. Her linguitor beeped and an angry voice filled her ear.
    

    
      “Get off my ship, you little—”
    

    
      “Siat! I’m so excited you’re here! We’ll have all sorts of fun,” Pom Pom said. She filled her mouth with spit, swirled her tongue around, then walked along the row of rigs, licking the ventilation input for every single one. “Oh, but you’re vaccinated against labyrinthula, right? All the other shils here have been vaxxed. Because they’re decent people instead of heartless assholes.”
    

    
      The harpy growled. “Are you actually licking our suits? Do you know how disgusting that is?” 
    

    
      “Yep! They taste like rubber,” Pom Pom grimaced, trying to scrape the taste off on her teeth. She hocked a loogie, dribbled it into a mask, and smeared it around the filters with her finger. “Hey, listen. I know you’re here out of the goodness of your heart, but you 
      really
       should quarantine with the rest of your shilpakaari crew until we can get the vaccine printed for you. Just to be safe. Listen, I got a date with some sick beats right now, so I gotta go. But if you need supplies for your quarantine sleepover, just let me know! Kay, byyyyyye. 
      End comm.”
    

    
      Pom Pom sighed, breathing in the scent of neoprene, recycled air, and victory. She turned up the volume on Pond, lifted her hands to the air, then rubbed down on every single suit, pretending they were the band members. 
    

    
      “Unable to close biorig storage. Personnel obstructing mechanism,” LOA said from above. 
    

    
      “Nice try!” Pom Pom bellowed. Pfft. As if she didn’t know how these ships worked. She’d literally grown up on one. One of the venandi crew approached her, hands out, ready to grab and detain her and she held up her finger. 
    

    
      “Nope!” she said, stopping them in her tracks. She looked out the open ramp, where Bree and Aavar were doubled over in laughter, Hunar looked begrudgingly impressed, Piro nervous, and Sizzle proud. She pointed to her four-legged friend. “You see that bilong out there? You touch me, and I promise he’ll eat you.” 
    

    
      The 
      Tidus
       crewmember looked out onto the tarmac as Sizzle’s grin pulled open the bottom of his Y-shaped mouth, unzipping his teeth along his neck. He licked his fangs, playing it up, a puff of steam pillowing out of his Cheshire grin. 
    

    
      Pom Pom shrugged. “You can take your chances if you want.”
    

    
      The venandi shook her head. “I like my plates where they are, thanks. That vaccine you were talking about?” 
    

    
      Pom Pom grinned. “LOA, connect Ezraji Zarabi at the Renata clinic to Commander Xata.” 
    

    
      “Requesting permission… Request granted… Comms connected.”
    

    
      “Excellent. You all, feel free to disembark anytime. We’ve got some killer 
      madhu
       honey, and Bajora’s been printing human booze. I haven’t tried any, 
      obviously,
       but I hear it’ll knock you on your butts.”
    

    
      Pom Pom sauntered down the ramp, gave Aavar and Bree some finger guns, and went on break. 
    

    
      Her work was done.
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      After landing in a crumbling lava tube beneath the coolant manufacturer, Vin led us into a shanty town near the Volcage with our weapons drawn. We moved like a fire squad using Gamma team’s hand signals and foot taps, which my suit picked up as comms and translated in my heads-up display regardless of if I was looking at Vin or not. The warning signals and jittering visor screen worsened each minute.
    

    
      Vin stopped beside a corrugated aluminum door and threw a small black bead into the air. 
      Vvvvvp.
       It spun and tumbled in place, then fell innocuous back into his hand. He pocketed it once more and gave me a nod, lowering his gun. I stared out the mouth of the alley while he tapped with the tip of his talon against the door.
    

    
      “Vin?” Fásach’s voice asked, groggy. “What’re you doing here?”
    

    
      “Pulpit’s burned,” Vin whispered in a low growl. “We need to lay low.”
    

    
      I couldn’t see him, but I heard Fásach’s shuffling feet, the hesitation in his pause.
    

    
      “I can’t, Vin. The lab’s not far. You should go there. Forensics is working overnight for you anyway.”
    

    
      “I swept the town, Fás. We don’t have a tail. I swear.”
    

    
      “You can’t be certain of that.”
    

    
      Vin chuckled. “I can when it’s a covert elite riding our asses. Trust me, no one knows their set-up better than I do. Now are you gonna let us in? My shoulder’s killing me.”
    

    
      The door rolled open and I lowered my guard, following Vin inside. As I passed Fás, he gave me a wary nod, then shoved the door closed.
    

    
      I retracted my visor and holstered my gun, breathing in the warm, sulfuric air. There was a coolant circuit in the center of the room covered by a plank of wood and strewn with eating utensils, a palette of soft, shiny bedding in the corner, and a green plas curtain to one side that presumably led into a washroom. Threadbare rugs covered the floors in layers, their patterns faded from foot traffic.
    

    
      “Thanks, Fás. I owe you,” Vin sighed, setting his stuff down on the bedding. He slid down the palette with a groan until his butt hit the floor and tossed his head back on our duffel.
    

    
      Fásach pressed his hand against the wall and a metal canister popped out, its sides scraped to hell from being withdrawn so often. “I have news anyway. Show me your shoulder so I can kick you out.”
    

    
      “What sorta news?”
    

    
      He popped open the canister and withdrew first aid tweezers and a metal can. “Good news.”
    

    
      Vin huffed a painful laugh as Fás pulled the singed edges of cloth out of his disfigured shoulder plates, each little black scrap plunking into the can. “The kral’s finally kicked me out?”
    

    
      Fás grinned. “Yeah, right.” His smile faded as he tapped on a handheld light the size of a pencil and held it out to me. “You mind?”
    

    
      I sat over Vin’s shoulder trying to keep my feet off the bed and held the light steady. “What’s the good news then?” I prompted. Fás’s face creased, making him look ten years older.
    

    
      “Mijka started her security gig at the Conrad. She confirmed the VIP lounge is staffed with human dolls,” he said without looking up.
    

    
      “I 
      fucking
       knew it,” Vin growled.
    

    
      “Language,” Fásach scolded. Vin and I both raised a brow at him. He blinked back down at his work, unnerved. “They’re what you’d expect though. Lifeless and automated. But she said that 
      some
       are extremely real.”
    

    
      “Extremely real,” I echoed, my heart in my throat. “As in human.”
    

    
      “They’re definitely dolls. All their necks have a jack and a light in their pupils blinks when their charge is low.”
    

    
      I ground my teeth together. What were they being used for? The question was on the tip of my tongue, but I knew the answer already. “Is there anything else Mijka noticed?”
    

    
      “Yeah, clients like the silk.” He glanced at my close-cut hair. “There are three models. Yellow, orange, and brown silk. They had fancy names, though. I don’t remember.”
    

    
      “Blonde, ginger, brunette,” I rattled off. He nodded.
    

    
      “Yeah, those.”
    

    
      “Did Mijka get snaps?” Vin asked. “Vid?”
    

    
      Fásach shook his head. “Security’s tight. Whoever’s coming in, she doesn’t even know yet. One thing’s for sure though, that whole security team’s full of the worst. We’re lucky she’s got such a rap sheet, or else they never would have hired her.”
    

    
      Vin snorted. “Guess we’ll just have to get in ourselves. Raid first, ask forgiveness later. Not the—
      fuck
      —first time.” Fásach dug into his shoulder and he groaned. I swallowed hard as he pulled a piece of cloth embedded into the destroyed plate out of the soft tissue, now leaking clear fluids and fresh blue blood. I shuffled uncomfortably.
    

    
      “Do you have a mediplasma? This is going to get infected,” I asked. Fásach glanced at me, then shook his head.
    

    
      “I have one, but it’s for emergencies.”
    

    
      I raised a brow, nodding to the second degree burns. “This 
      isn’t
       an emergency?”
    

    
      Vin lifted his opposite talons towards my free hand and gave it a squeeze. My heart skipped, the BDRE suddenly much too hot again. “Not even close,” he chuckled. “Why do you think I have so many scars to begin with? No fancy medbays here.”
    

    
      Fásach dug back in, staring up at me with dark, observant eyes. “You two are getting along, huh? I thought converging was an accident.”
    

    
      “It was,” I said, my defensiveness born out of the tingle of embarrassment in my cheeks.
    

    
      Fásach snorted. “Doesn’t smell like it.”
    

    
      “Para?”
    

    
      Every set of eyes turned towards the green curtain and my breath stuck in my lungs. A tiny venandi girl, no taller than my hip, peeked out with big eyes, the little nubs of her spires shorter than my own. Her mandibles fluttered nervously, and she shrank back. She looked terrified, with the same round stare as so many sisters I’d welcomed over the years.
    

    
      “Oh shit,” Vin breathed, shocked.
    

    
      “Safia!” Fás admonished, looking with terror between us. He rushed over to her and pushed her back into the other room, murmuring with his head stuck on the other side of the curtain and holding it closed in a clenched fist.
    

    
      “Is that your daughter?” I asked.
    

    
      Fásach tensed. He pulled his head out of the curtain, one round ear popping out at a time, and snapped it shut. He blinked, standing in its way, staring at the door, at Vin, at me. His hackles rose, the silvery fur along his back standing straight up, accentuating the waning strength of his shoulders.
    

    
      “You should go,” he said suddenly, Vin’s shoulder only half finished. I held up both of my hands to calm him down and slowly got off the palette.
    

    
      “I’d like to meet her, if I can. On Earth, I was surrounded by girls all the time. It’s… nice. Familiar. Safia, right?”
    

    
      Fásach bared his teeth. “She’s not supposed to show herself to strangers. She knows better.”
    

    
      “We’re not strangers, Fás. We’re guildmates,” Vin said, adjusting his seat with his good arm. “C’mon, brother, I’d trust you with Pom in a heartbeat.”
    

    
      Fásach bared his teeth, walking in a tight circle. He closed his eyes, conflicted. “You’ve been gone a long time, Vin,” he bit out. “And caregiving isn’t my… A lot has changed for me since you skipped town.”
    

    
      “This is why you’ve lost so much bulk, right?” Vin probed. Fásach nodded, his hackles slowly flattening.
    

    
      “Makes me nervous,” he admitted.
    

    
      Vin blew out a breath, leaning back on the bed. “I’ve never felt more vulnerable than when Pom Pom hugged me for the first time,” he murmured, eyes transfixed on a memory. “Like my plates were stone and my hands made out of clay, you know? Clumsy and stupid. Just a bumbling giant trying to keep this delicate little light from dying.” His mandibles rattled as he shook his head back and forth. “I can’t imagine what it’s like for a yiwren like you, Fás. Physically softening this much?” He whistled. “Take it from me though. It’s worth it in the long run. It’s always worth it.”
    

    
      Fásach’s ear swiveled and he turned to look over his shoulder. The little girl pushed past his leg, followed by another girl a head shorter. They stared at Vin, their mandibles clicking hesitantly. He smiled at them and clacked his own jaw parts together in greeting.
    

    
      “You’re part of our family, right?” Safia asked.
    

    
      Fásach was stiff beside them, nervously pressing down his hackles. “This is… This is Safia and Misila. Girls, this is your guildmate, Vindilus.”
    

    
      “Look at those spires. I can already tell they’ll be taller than mine,” Vin said with a wink.
    

    
      Misila, the younger girl, giggled. Safia held her hand in a tight grip. She dipped her head in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you.”
    

    
      Vin motioned to me. “And this is my… my…”
    

    
      I took a step towards them and completely retracted the helmet so they could see my spires. Their mouths fell open as I knelt, forearms on my knees, and smiled, exposing my square white teeth. “I’m Imani, Vindilus’s 
      vira.
       Have you ever been given a human handshake before?”
    

    
      The girls clacked their mandibles in the negative, of course, so I held out my hand. The little one tried to hold my hand first, then Safia joined in. Both of them held my fingers with the wrong hand at the same time, but I gave them one shake anyway, charmed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Safia and Misila.”
    

    
      Suddenly, Misila reached her hand behind my neck and felt my skin beneath the BDRE’s collar. I leaned forward for her, somewhat surprised, glancing up at Fásach as her little talons rubbed my head. She squished my cheeks next, pressing her knuckles against my nostrils in fascination every time they popped back into shape. Then she grabbed my earlobes and pulled.
    

    
      “That’s enough, Misila,” Fás said gently. Safia pulled her back by the shoulder.
    

    
      “But—”
    

    
      “No,
       Misi,” Safia hissed.
    

    
      Laughter bubbled up my throat as I rocked back on my butt and drew my legs up so I could hug them. “I’ve missed girls like you,” I said, wagging my finger at them. “So brave and skeptical. You remind me of 
      my
       sisters.”
    

    
      Fásach grinned, scraping his claws over the back of Safia’s head. “Don’t let them fool you. They’re a menace.”
    

    
      “Oh, I don’t doubt it,” I said, full of knowing. I rocked back to my feet and slapped him on the shoulder. “They’re perfect. But we still need to finish Vin’s shoulder.”
    

    
      Fásach nodded, relieved and grateful. “Do you have the stomach for it? School starts early here. I’ve got to get them ready. Make… make breakfast.”
    

    
      I nodded, looking over our yiwren host with a critical eye. There wasn’t a food bay in sight, which meant he’d need to do it the old fashioned way. “You can cook?”
    

    
      “I’m passable,” he said, nodding to Vin. “Take care of your 
      vir.
       You can stay until he’s good, but after that, I can’t risk it.”
    

    
      “We understand,” Vin agreed. He wagged the light at me with a crooked grin. “I’m at your mercy, Ms James. Care to make me groan?”
    

    
      I nearly kicked his boot, glancing at the girls. He chuckled, tossing me the tweezers and light. Then I knelt down in front of him, trying to ignore the smell of burnt flesh, and got to work.
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      Fásach fed his daughters and hustled them out of the shanty, then Vin and I lapsed into a silence punctuated by hisses of pain and twitches. Without their youthful giggles and pouts, I descended into deep thought. The more distance I had from the ambush, the angrier I became.
    

    
      What if that blast had hit the wall just a little higher? Would I be scraping Vin’s half-melted face off the floor? Flashes of Ephraim’s burning forearm haunted me every time I blinked until he grabbed my wrist and pinned me with a glare. “Come on, now, be gentle.”
    

    
      “You almost took an incendiary plasma round to the face,” I said tersely. “Didn’t we talk about this last night? We need to be careful. That’s the whole point of—”
    

    
      “No,
       it isn’t,” he said, snapping his mandibles together in a sharp crack. “Converging with you is bigger than relieving stress, Imani. At least for me.” He snorted like a black rhino. “And 
      you’re
       one to talk. You took three hits. 
      Three!”
    

    
      “In a BDRE! Pom Pom told me it’s nearly indestructible,” I clenched, digging my tweezers into his shoulder. Vin snarled.
    

    
      “Yeah, 
      in environments.
       Not against covert-grade driller darts. Ah, 
      fuck,
       that stings.”
    

    
      “Good!” I threw the tweezers down, leaning back on my heels. I was panting heavily, my lungs tighter than they had any business being. Water blurred my angry glare. 
      “Good.
       It should hurt.”
    

    
      Silence descended again and I picked up the tweezers, clenching my jaw, leaning back into Vin’s shoulder while he watched me. A few breaths passed, then his talons gently lowered my hand from its work. “You need a rest. My shoulder can wait. The plates’ll just crumble off and grow back.”
    

    
      “I’m good,” I said, working hard to stay focused. We were so close to done. Just the area around his collarbone, and we’d be finished. Then I could walk away or sleep or run drills. Anything to get my mind off the heat, the burning smell, the smoke…
    

    
      “But you’re burning up,” he murmured, brushing sweat off my brow.
    

    
      I blinked, rolling my shoulder. I thought I’d been hallucinating, having a traumatic episode, but he was right. The BDRE’s status lights were all blinking. 
      “Jamani.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “The suit’s toast and it cut apart my clothes back at the Pulpit. I don’t have anything else.”
    

    
      “Here.” Vin reached into the duffel and pulled out his only other shirt, tossing it into my lap. “Trust me, I’m not gonna complain.”
    

    
      I set down the tweezers and light, then retracted the BDRE. It sucked into the puck on my sternum and my lungs expanded as my bare skin touched the air. Vin stopped me as I unfolded the shirt, reaching for my chest. I froze as our eyes locked, me naked and crouched in front of him, his talons brushing my skin.
    

    
      “It’ll charge faster on me,” he explained. “My heartbeat is stronger, and I can purr to increase haptic feedback.”
    

    
      “Why would we charge it? It’s no good anymore.”
    

    
      “I have a nano-repair rig back at the hangar.”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      Vin slid a talon beneath the puck and gently popped it off my skin. My heart skipped and my nerves tingled. I wanted to punch him.
    

    
      I wanted to 
      kiss
       him.
    

    
      “We’re back to that, huh? Fine?” he asked as he pulled down the neck of his shirt and positioned the puck against his plates. I shook myself out of my thoughts, slipped the oversized shirt on, and picked the tweezers back up. When I did finally touch him, I tilted his jaw away roughly so I could get at his collarbone.
    

    
      “I’m angry,” I snapped.
    

    
      “Yeah, why’s that? Because we worked as a team? Because we survived together?”
    

    
      “Because you nearly got yourself killed!” I punched his chest on the opposite side of his burns and my fingers squelched through blue blood over that damned oblique plate. It had opened back up at some point in the night, and he hadn’t said a word.
    

    
      I stared at the blue covering my fingers, caught between wrapping my legs around his waist again and biting his head off. Why when I was angry, did I want to provoke him so much? Venting my anger at him ignited my blood, and the certainty that I’d lose an actual fight was exhilarating.
    

    
      Vin chuckled, laying his head back on the bed. “Yell at me some more about it, 
      vira.
       I like when you’re rough around the edges. Always have.”
    

    
      I grimaced and dispelled the thoughts, wiping my hand on his pant leg. “I’m over it.” The bulge in his pants swelled and he watched me with bedroom eyes, sharp and gold in the dim light.
    

    
      “The scent between your legs begs to differ.”
    

    
      I swallowed hard and picked up the tweezers, pushing his jaw again so I could get at his collarbone. He winced with a grin, and my clit pulsed.
    

    
      “Change of subject, then. The scars on your shoulder…” he strained.
    

    
      I didn’t slow down, intent on taking care of him as quickly as possible. “They’re from a bilong, yes.”
    

    
      “So you really did kill one?”
    

    
      “Mhm.”
    

    
      Vin grew quiet, and I appreciated that he didn’t try to empathise. 
      I’m sorry. That must have sucked. Shit, Imani.
       Anything he could have said would have been the wrong thing, so his silence was easier. He brushed his hand against the side of my knee though, and I slowed then, recounting my midnight thoughts, the chances I wanted to take. I was fucking everything up.
    

    
      But he was still giving me an in, wasn’t he? My brow creased as I inhaled slowly, trying to let go of my anger. No—
      fear.
       I dropped another char of fabric into the tin can.
    

    
      “It was blue, a little smaller than Sizzle,” I said with hesitance. “I made it swallow its own tongue.” He looked at me sharply, full of questions. “Bilongs are a Catch-22. Can’t be both indestructible 
      and
       able to eat everything. So I hugged her tongue, sawed through the tendon, then kicked it down her throat with my boot.”
    

    
      “Damn. Wish I’d thought of that.”
    

    
      His comment caught me off guard. Apparently there 
      were
       right things he could say. A weight lifted off my chest, my voice loosening, my shoulders relaxing. The thumb by my knee stroked my skin in a lazy arc.
    

    
      “It was stupid. I thought I was going to die doing it. Almost did, I guess. Everything went black while I was trying to crawl out of her jaws, then I woke up in a medbay after the rescue.”
    

    
      “So you 
      were
       the one human they found on the killing field.”
    

    
      I sniffed, rubbing my sweaty brow on the sleeve of his shirt. “Yeah. There were three others when I got there.” The divot between my brows deepened as I started pulling charred plate fragments off his shoulder.
    

    
      My throat went dry and my guts suddenly felt like they were floating. I was on the precipice of spilling it all, that tight feeling in my esophagus you get before you throw up urging me to vomit out the words. To get it over with and be done.
    

    
      “Siz told me he understands why you keep your distance,” Vin said, trying to console me. “I get why you shot at him when we first arrived. Why you didn’t trust us.”
    

    
      I shook my head, biting my lip to keep from falling apart. “It’s more than that. My best friend was killed during my abduction,” I forced out. The air whooshed from my lungs as I sat back, the tweezers falling powerlessly into my lap. “Ephraim.”
    

    
      “The partner you mentioned at lunch,” Vin pressed, sitting up straighter.
    

    
      I nodded. “We worked together as a team for years and he always balanced me. I thought we would be partners forever. I loved him more than anyone. Then I came here, and my equilibrium never returned because he was 
      gone
       forever.”
    

    
      “It’s hell to lose people,” Vin murmured.
    

    
      I shook my head. “These markings?” I gestured to my face and legs. “They’re called vitiligo. It’s when the melanin in human skin isn’t stable. Most places on Earth, it’s not a big deal. But in my country, men saw me as a profitable novelty. I grew up in the countryside where I could have been hunted for ingredients in superstitious medicines and charms.”
    

    
      “What the fuck?”
    

    
      I sat back on my knees, fixating on Vin’s shoulder, a crease in my brow. “Letting people in was never an option, but Ephraim slipped in anyway. He was the 
      only
       friend outside Mama’s house I’ve ever had, and then he died in my arms with his skin bubbling and his body cut in hal—”
    

    
      Vin wrapped his good arm around my shoulders and dragged me against his chest. That’s when I realised tears were leaving salty tracks on my cheeks and my voice had risen, reedy and thin.
    

    
      “Heyyy, it’s all good,” he purred. “Tell me what he was like. He balanced you out?”
    

    
      I took a deep breath, reigning myself back in. “Yes,” I croaked. “He was easygoing and optimistic. And he stole my lunches.” I huffed a laugh. “He was always hungry.”
    

    
      Vin chuckled. “Sounds like a good guy. Or maybe a bilong, I’m not sure.”
    

    
      I nodded slowly. “He was. A good guy, I mean, not a bilong.” I looked up at Vin with a watery stare. “So are you. You’re starting to balance me out, Vin. You understand? It scares me.” I stared at the mangled plates of his shoulder, nauseated. “The last thing he felt was—”
    

    
      Vin clacked his mandibles to get my attention, brushing me with those red talons and tracing my tears with his golden gaze.
    

    
      “Hey, I’m afraid too. The only other woman I’ve ever fallen for was a tyrant that used me like a puppet with a string tied to his dick. And then you come along: fierce, demanding… I was worried that I had a fatal attraction, you know? That if I ever gave in again, you’d change into the shadow of her, and I’d be up shit’s creek. But you just keep getting 
      brighter,
       Imani.” He shuddered with a chuckle, pressing his face into my neck. “Four days ago, I would have bet my entire salary you’d never let me touch you.”
    

    
      I laughed unexpectedly, smokey and full of pain.
    

    
      “Four days ago, you would have been right.”
    

    
      Vin leaned back, vibrating his mandibles with appreciation, and pressed his forehead to mine. “Will you let me balance you out?”
    

    
      I hesitated a heartbeat, then nodded, giving in.
    

    
      Vin’s 
      hrum
       sighed out of his diaphragm. It was soothing and confident as it rolled over my skin, easing my grief and confusion. I shuddered as he seeped into my soul and neutralised all my electric fences and barbed wire. I’d revealed the minefield of defenses that had kept me standing for so long, and he was just marching right in. Taking it in stride. He saw my totality and didn’t think I was something to pity, exploit, or fix. I’d never let myself have anything like that before. Not with anyone.
    

    
      Ever.
    

    
      He strummed my shoulder blades like a slow-motion guitar with his good hand, pressing warm circles into my spine. An ache deep in my body yawned open with the mesmerising rhythm. I wanted him to touch me so bad, my thighs shook. I arched my back into those talons and sighed. The tone of his 
      hrum
       stuttered and changed, heating up the crux of my legs.
    

    
      Our eyes met, wide and surprised, as his hand glided lower, finding the hem of my shirt. Then his talons skimmed my bare hip, pushing the shirt above my ass as I moaned, heart in my throat, desperate to lose our game of cat and mouse. All the hissing and spitting was coming to a head and there was no turning back.
    

    
      I slipped one knee over his thigh just as the corrugated door clamored open.
    

    
      I grabbed the gun on the bed and spun out of Vin’s arms, crouching with the shirt around my waist, pointing it directly at the door. He snarled, 
      hrum
       stuttering to a halt as a tall, dark figure slid inside and dropped a kit to the ground at his feet. A long, thin tail swept across the dirt and slammed the door shut behind him.
    

    
      “Fuck,”
       Vin growled, grabbing his face with his good hand. He pulled down on his mandibles in exasperation. “Really?!”
    

    
      The man moved forward into the single overhead light and observed me with black eyes punctuated with red, slitted pupils. He was an advenan with black, oil-slick scales and orange markings framing his face. Intense, severe, deadly.
    

    
      “Good to see you too, Vindilus. Now, are you going to introduce me to your 
      vira,
       or do I have to do the honors myself?”
    

    
      I glanced at Vin warily.
    

    
      He rolled his eyes, entirely unimpressed, and waved at the man looming over us. “This insufferable asshole is Novak, the Kral of Gaul.”
    

    
      I creased my brow and lowered my gun. “Your 
      brother?”
    

    
      Novak crouched in front of me, tasted the air with a forked tongue, and grinned, baring two needle-like fangs.
    

    
      “Welcome to the family, Imani of Gaul.”
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      Novak held his hand out to shake Imani’s in the human way and she slid further in front of Vin to shield him, too smart to be disarmed like that. His chest bloomed with pride that she was protecting him.
    

    
      But he also had to dig his talons into the rugs, straight through the volcanic rock underneath. Novak’s stupid tongue slithered back out to taste her in the air, delighting in the fact that he’d just cock-blocked them, no doubt. Vin groaned, adjusting his pants.
    

    
      “Gaul?” Imani asked, glancing his way. How could she think straight? Vin certainly couldn’t—between her legs was hot and slick and he 
      needed
       it.
       “But your name’s Calgari.”
    

    
      A hiss of amusement rolled out of Novak’s mouth, his thin, sharp teeth glinting in the overhead bulb. “Calgari is the venandi word for expendable. Historically speaking, my dear brother would be battle fodder on the front lines of whatever clan took him in.”
    

    
      Vin clacked his mandibles in warning. He wasn’t fodder for 
      anyone.
       “Guilds are advenan politics. They’re not recognised as family names, and people don’t really advertise their guild affiliations. It’s dangerous.”
    

    
      Imani creased her brow. “What about Pom Pom?”
    

    
      Novak cut in with serpentine pride. “Vindilus of Gaul. Pomahrutvi of Gaul. Sizzle of Gaul. Hunar Fareshi of Gaul. A significant amount of the security in and around Renata… is of Gaul.”
    

    
      Vin held his breath as the floor fell out from under him.
    

    
      He hadn’t told her about Pom or Sizzle.
    

    
      Oh fuck,
       he was in so much trouble. He’d spent so much time pissed at his brother the last few years that he hadn’t even considered the possibility that his team was thrust together for the kral’s convenience. And Hunar? He hadn’t even known Hunar was a member.
    

    
      Imani swallowed, keeping her face straight even if Vin’s heart raced a mile a minute. “What about Roav and Jharim?”
    

    
      At that, Novak’s eyes hardened. “No. Unfortunately.”
    

    
      “Imani—” Vin started.
    

    
      “If Hunar is one of yours, then you know what happened,” she pushed, pointedly ignoring Vin. He nearly whined, finding it hard to breathe.
    

    
      This was the straw that would break them, he was sure of it. The secrets he’d kept in the colony before their convergence reared their ugly, guilty heads and spat ugly thoughts at him.
    

    
      You were never worthy…
    

    
      Novak nodded once and slid around to his duffel, pulling its latches open. “I do, and I’m skeptical that they’re involved. Those dolls you found… there’s something more to them.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know,” Vin interrupted, grabbing Imani by the arm. “I didn’t know that Hunar was one of us. I swear.” Her eyes fell to his hand as her jaw clenched. He shook his head in desperation. “I would have told you if I thought it was more than just Siz, Pom, and me. And the three of us? We’ve been distant from the guild for a long time. Please, Imani, you gotta believe that.”
    

    
      Imani’s gold eyes cut into him, frustrated, but steady. “I believe you. It’s alright. We’ll figure it out later.”
    

    
      Air whooshed out of Vin’s lungs as he grabbed his spires and lay his head back in relief and awe. Imani 
      believed
       him…
    

    
      She trusted him.
    

    
      A dumb smile curled up Vin’s mouth.
    

    
      “Charming as this is, I’m not here to help air out my brother’s secrets. We need to talk about Roka Lokurian and the Conrad.” He motioned to Vin’s shoulder. “And 
      you
       need a plate graft if you’re going to be useful.” He sighed. “It’s worse than you think.”
    

    
      “His shoulder?” Imani clarified.
    

    
      Novak glanced at it, his scales shifting with aggravation. “Yes, but I’m talking about the Conrad.” He pulled medical supplies out of his bag and placed them on a UV mat as it glowed to life. “It used to be a little bar with a human fascination, but someone bought it out and turned it into a dollhouse. Big fish clients only. It’s impossible to get in.”
    

    
      “Even for you?” Vin jabbed.
    

    
      Novak snapped his head up. “Especially for me. The only reason I couldn’t get it shut down is because the owner is someone more dangerous.”
    

    
      “I take it that’s a tall order,” Imani asked, unimpressed. Novak warmed up a beveled plate chisel and handed her a tube of gel and a glove.
    

    
      “Smear that over his shoulder. And yes, considering I’m a covert elite. The only higher authority in the union is the council.”
    

    
      Imani wriggled her fingers into the glove, then applied the gel. Vindilus watched her eyes as she thought. The gears inside that blade-sharp mind were at work, turning and grinding through information. He didn’t want to interrupt her as his shoulder went numb and the horrible sting subsided, but he couldn’t help purring in thanks anyway. Her eyes flicked to his, and then she bumped their spires together wordlessly.
    

    
      Vin’s heart nearly exploded from his chest. He’d told her he was in her corner… Now here she was, saying the same.
    

    
      Best fucking day 
      ever.
    

    
      “So what you’re telling us is that the bar was bought by a council member,” Imani said, shuffling out of the way for Novak. He took her place and started whittling away the destroyed plates of Vin’s shoulder.
    

    
      “That’s right. But it’s not Ferulis or Baella Atarian. They’re the only two with authority over covert elites. The rest of the council has to decide covert action by committee vote. Which means Roka’s in it for personal gain.”
    

    
      “Money, connections, power,” Imani mulled over, nodding slowly.
    

    
      “Most likely.”
    

    
      “It’s the same all over the galaxy, isn’t it? Poaching, trafficking,” she asked bitterly. It was rhetorical, so neither Vin nor Novak answered. Instead, Vin cleared his throat, his mandibles still hot from her open affection.
    

    
      “You’re sure Lokurian’s involved and not Xata? Lokurian’s a bastard, but he’s a romantic. Xata’s got a track record.”
    

    
      Novak paused at that, pinning Vin as a crust of damaged plating fell to the ground. “I’ll admit Siat Xata is a terrible, selfish person, but she’s the only one that believed me when I said Roka was turning bad. I needed allies.”
    

    
      Vin snorted, the heat he felt for Imani turning into familiar indignation. “She’s not 
      anyone’s
       ally but her own, brother, and you 
      know
       that. She got half the guild tossed in prison when she tried to take over—”
    

    
      “With 
      your
       help,” Novak snapped, his tail whipping the air across the room. “Half the guild locked up, a battle in the Pipes, medicine that didn’t make it where it needed to go… Absolute chaos and betrayal, but you know what? I forgave you a long time ago, because if it weren’t for that prison sentence, Mijka would have never qualified to work this job.” Novak sheared off another charred plate as Vin fell silent, a lump in his throat. Imani removed her glove with deliberation, putting the pieces together as she tossed it into the trash with the empty tube.
    

    
      “She’s rotten to the core, Novak. She’ll screw you over one day.”
    

    
      “I know. But it’s not worth kicking up personal history when we have bigger things to worry about. Besides,” he hissed, “she’s not here. If she steps foot on Huajile ever again, I’ll kill her myself, and she knows that.”
    

    
      “Where is she then?” Vin asked, the Volcage running through his veins. Novak licked the root of his retracted fang with distaste.
    

    
      “Renata.”
    

    
      Vin exploded forward, grabbing Novak by the neck. How 
      dare
       he send that bitch to his colony? “I don’t want her anywhere near my home, you feel me? Get her the 
      fuck
       out.”
    

    
      “Your security team is down two of its strongest members, and unlike me, Xata commands the 
      Tidus
      , which is full of personnel that can 
      help,”
       Novak rattled, his tail rising slowly over Imani’s shoulder. She’d jumped back, shocked by the immense force and power of their two bodies fighting to overthrow each other.
    

    
      “That’s enough!” she barked, pushing them apart with her shoulders. Vin and Novak both let go with a wide-eyed gasp, letting Novak get as much space between himself and Imani’s bare skin as possible. He skidded across the rugs, his long, clawed feet digging into the pile to keep his balance. “You’re both grown men, so stop hissing and clacking at each other.”
    

    
      Novak rolled his neck, scales chittering along his skin with the sound of knives scraping against a whetstone, thousands of razor-sharp edges realigning themselves as he reigned in his temper. “I appreciate your bravery, but highly suggest you don’t touch an angry advenan in the future.”
    

    
      “And I appreciate quick, efficient communication, so let’s just cut the bullshit,” Imani started, pushing Vin’s shirt down her thighs as she stood up and started pacing. “Roka Lokurian knows where the colony is. He’s been there at 
      least
       once, and is involved with one of the colonists, Rosy Turner. He’s been hooking her on a drug called 
      daz.”
    

    
      “He was also probably the Figment that attacked the clinic and stole the genetic coder,” Novak added. Imani put her hands on her hips, pacing in a tight line.
    

    
      “Alright. Which means he wanted our genetic information to sell—”
    

    
      “—to the Conrad’s owner,” Vin finished for her, sitting up straighter. “Without real genetic mapping, dolls are uncanny and strange. No one wants that. They don’t even sell well on the open market, let alone fetch a price in a dollhouse. And that means—”
    

    
      “—that the dolls in the Conrad are made with the real deal and are highly illegal,” Novak concluded. Imani snapped her fingers and pointed at him with conviction.
    

    
      “Yes.
       So Vindilus’s hunch was right about the Conrad, and Lokurian has probably manipulated Rosy into giving him her genetic coding to sell.” Novak grinned and Vin vibrated his mandibles in appreciation as a smile spread across Imani’s lips, pure vengeance and righteous fuel burning in her gold eyes. “How do we get him? I want his head on a pike. And don’t tell me I can’t have that. I read that vengeance killings are acceptable in venandi society.”
    

    
      Novak adjusted the fangs in his long mouth and tasted the air. “She is the one good choice you’ve ever made, brother.”
    

    
      Vin shook his head, scratching his spires. “Wasn’t a choice. But I wouldn’t take it back either.”
    

    
      Novak picked up the first graft, a semi-flexible piece of black plating and aligned it with Vin’s shoulder. “These are too small for you now, but they’ll grow in,” he said. “Just try not to get shot there for the next month.” He affixed the others, then pumped Vin with a double dose of mediplasma that made his fangs tingle.
    

    
      When he was done, Novak stood and helped Vin to his feet. He yanked his brother into an embrace before he could refuse. It was brotherly, and full of all the things they never got to apologise for. Vin growled, but it was a welcoming sound.
    

    
      “Enough catching up,” Novak smirked, pulling away. He winked at Imani as his tail lifted his duffel and slung it over his shoulder. “We’ve got a lot to do, and the guild’s lab is nearby. Come on.” 
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      Vin had never been to the guild lab before. It was new since his time and wreaked of covert elite money and connections. He snorted as they passed through the doors, three hjarna scientists in their milky lab tunics performing chemical analysis and looking through holoscopes on the other side of a glass wall. His eyes fixed on Imani’s old clothing, crunchy with dried iron-rich blood and dirt as it lay in the ghost of her form on a large slab table.
    

    
      Stabbing pain in his gut, a reminder of the grueling training of his youth at the research center, merged with the recent traumatic memory of finding Imani on death’s door. The collision of the two experiences made him dizzy.
    

    
      Then the sweep of a familiar tail across his wrist pulled him back.
    

    
      “Imani should have a bionic eye implanted so we can record from her POV,” Novak said, unaware or perhaps unsympathetic to the nostalgia Vin was drawing up. He turned away from the forensics lab and followed after the kral with Imani at his side.
    

    
      “Like the one Vin has?” Imani asked.
    

    
      Novak’s scales shifted in a cascade of clicks that meant he agreed, but he nodded like a human over his shoulder as well. “Never hurts to be able to record your view. We can use it as evidence.” He turned to Vin, pausing. “Did 
      you
       get footage of Roka at the Pulpit?”
    

    
      Vin shook his head. “Just his voice. It was enough for recognition, but that’s it.”
    

    
      “Shame.”
    

    
      “How involved is it, putting something like that in my eye?” Imani asked.
    

    
      Novak led them into what they called an enforcer bunk, where the bruisers of the guild likely hid for a few days, licking their wounds and decompressing from a job or skirmish. A single bed covered in crisp white sheets stood in the corner near a narrow wardrobe with a milky white care gown hanging from the front hook. A small food bay was hidden behind it alongside a recessed shelf carefully stocked with utensils and dishes. The other half was a steel table, a collection of cleaning supplies, a drain in the floor, and a locked cabinet of medicines and surgical knickknacks.
    

    
      Novak turned on the tabletop surgical arm and affixed its chin rest as it hummed to life.
    

    
      “You already have a transitor for reading, I assume?” He glanced up at Imani and she nodded, so he continued. “Simple, then.” He withdrew a small glass jar with the bionic bead rattling around inside. Imani took it and held it up to the light.
    

    
      “And it’s safe,” she said skeptically.
    

    
      “As safe as the other stuff you’ve got. It’ll use the transitor as a scaffolding,” Vin told her, tapping the class with the point of his talon. “These little guys take just about an hour to calibrate.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll be able to cycle through lenses like you?” she asked. Vin shook his head.
    

    
      “Mine is a lab-grown eyeball,” he admitted. “So is Hunar’s. Those take weeks and recovery is a couple days. We don’t have that kind of time. This is a recorder that can interface directly with your tech HUDs. So that cavi-mag pistol?” He gestured to her duffel. “You’ll be able to see targeting information natively.”
    

    
      “So, you ready for an upgrade?” Novak asked.
    

    
      “You don’t have to,” Vin emphasized, still hoping she’d say yes.
    

    
      Imani hardly blinked before sliding her butt onto the stool and facing the chin rest. Vin started 
      hrumming
       on instinct and didn’t let up as Novak loaded the bead. It was more for him than for her, he realised, hating the look of her near a surgical table again. She was wearing his shirt like a dress, just the same as when they left the 
      Nebrae’s
       medbay.
    

    
      But really, there was nothing to worry about. No blood or vitals going haywire, no cries of pain or frantic doctors. Vin stayed by her side as Novak sprayed a numbing agent into her eye, then slid the bead past her eyeball via the “tear duct.” Once she reported that she’d lost her sight and couldn’t feel anything, he made sure her face was secure and set the arm to its protocol.
    

    
      Novak left then, tossing Vin a guild welcome kit with a grin. “Once she’s good, meet me at the firing range so we can calibrate that eye and get her used to the native display. I’ll work out a plan with Mijka in the meantime.” Then he clapped Vin on the back and left with a slither of his scales down the length of his long, whip-like tail.
    

    
       The procedure took just a couple of minutes, but when Imani pulled back, a drop of blood trailed down from her tear duct. Vin dabbed at it with a clean towel. “That’s normal,” he told her, even though his mandibles chittered unhappily. What if the numbing agent didn’t work as well on humans?
    

    
      “Thanks,” she said, holding onto his hand as she got up. He helped her to the bed as she sat down and started unlacing her boots, then knelt at her feet and gently pushed her hands away. Taking care with the latches along her ankle, he took a deep breath, sucking in the smell of Yaspur’s jungles still clinging to her soles.
    

    
      “You don’t have to do that,” she told him. “I still have one good eye.”
    

    
      He hummed in the negative. “I’m gonna take care of you whether you like it or not, Imani.” His mandibles fluttered, unable to look up at her, and he cleared his throat. “Besides, I have a welcome kit to give you.”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      He removed her boots, sliding his thick fingers against her ankles. They were so thin. He’d never gotten a good look at human feet, but they were just as delicate as their hands. So different from the tough skin and plates of his own. “A UV tattoo and an access chip. It’ll let you open any guild safehouse, vehicle, or locked weapon. It usually goes in the palm of your hand.”
    

    
      Imani opened her hand for him to see the scars again. Melted tissue in a swirl of pink, shiny skin caught the light. “Will it still work?”
    

    
      Vin took her hand, brushing a talon over the scars. “It’ll work. Did the docs ever get a look at these, by the way?”
    

    
      Imani nodded. “Ezraji said they don’t have the equipment for reconstruction in the colony, but I could make an appointment in Samridve for the union hospital’s burn ward. I’ll go eventually, but it just… hasn’t been a good time.”
    

    
      “The dolls?”
    

    
      Imani nodded, slipping her hand out of his. “When this is all over, I’ll make an appointment.”
    

    
      Vin stayed crouched at her feet, staring at those thin ankles with the visible veins and tendons and bones. “When this is all over, I’ll go with you to that appointment.” He shook his head. “I don’t plan on giving you up without a fight, Imani,” he admitted, wrapping his hand around the arch of her foot. “I want to be your 
      vir,
       and not because it’s convenient or keeping our heads on straight right now. You feel me?”
    

    
      Imani’s fingers dug into the sheets as the silence dragged on. “I’m coming around to the idea.” Vin’s eyes snapped to hers. She took a deep breath and gave him a smile. A 
      genuine
       smile. His heart thumped so hard, it damn near broke his ribcage.
    

    
      “Vira—”
    

    
      She shook her head. “Baby steps, Vin. I’m not good at this, remember?”
    

    
      Vin bit his tongue and rocked back on his heels, the tips of his mandibles tingling in awe. “Anything you want.”
    

    
      She nodded to the welcome kit and laid back on the pillow. “As for that thing, I’ll pass. Your brother is your brother, I get that, but I don’t have to trust him. Not yet. And there’s no 
      way
       I’m signing myself over that easy.”
    

    
      Imani crossed her ankles and laced her fingers together, closing her eyes. Vin grinned, stuffing the welcome kit in with their things. Then he leaned his shoulders against the bed and let his head drop back against Imani’s hip.
    

    
      “I guess it’s a bad time to tell you the bionic in your eye is guild-coded, too.”
    

    
      She jumped up, leaning on her elbows, instantly enraged. 
      “Jamani,
       why didn’t you 
      tell 
      me—” Vin burst into laughter, and she squinted with suspicion, pointing her finger at him. “Are you playing me right now?”
    

    
      His mandibles chittered with amusement. “Am I?” he hummed, mimicking her with his legs crossed and his three fingers laced together.
    

    
      Imani smacked him square in the face with her pillow, hard enough that he let loose a muffled guffaw of surprise. She snatched the pillow away before he could lay claim and shoved it back under her head.
    

    
      “Son of a bitch,” she scolded.
    

    
      Vin sighed happily. “Yeah, probably.”
    

    
      They both grinned in silence until they fell asleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      Imani aimed the cavi-mag at the target twenty-five meters away and took two shots. Vin sat back against the counter, enjoying the view of his 
      vira
       firing with increased accuracy and speed. She was getting the hang of her new bionic and native display just as quickly as she caught onto Gamma team’s lingo.
    

    
      “How do you transfer recordings?” she asked, letting the pistol recharge as she switched to moving targets.
    

    
      “Your holotab stores the data. Just search for native HUD devices and it’ll come up.”
    

    
      Imani set down the pistol and expanded the holotab in her forearm, exploring her new options. Vin’s tab binged as she sent a file his way. He loaded the vid into his eye and watched from her point of view as she aimed and fired on replay.
    

    
      “Impressive,” Novak said, sauntering into the fire range. He carried a bundle under his arm and set it next to Vin as Imani continued target practice. The brothers leaned in mirrored stance next to each other, observing her form. She really 
      was
       impressive. The first example of a human either of them had seen that had professional training and experience in combat.
    

    
      “She could be a covert elite someday,” Novak said quietly. Vin gruffed in agreement. “First of her kind.”
    

    
      “Protected species aren’t approved for that.”
    

    
      “I doubt they’ll be protected for much longer. Ambassador Atarian is a force of nature, and she doesn’t take no for an answer.”
    

    
      “Ahh, so 
      that’s
       how the docs managed to get pregnant,” Vin said. He already knew that his brother had stopped by the colony and “visited” the clinic, but he couldn’t help needling him. He was in a good mood, and Vin liked pushing peoples’ buttons when he was in a good mood.
    

    
      Novak grinned, crossing his arms. “I might have made a discreet donation under the immense pressure of that woman’s demands, yes.”
    

    
      Vin snorted. “You mean a highly illegal donation.”
    

    
      “Yes, exactly.”
    

    
      They chuckled. Novak tasted the air, laser-focused on the back of Imani’s head.
    

    
      “I suggest preparing yourself for fallout. Your 
      vira
       is going to hate the plan.”
    

    
      “I don’t hate the plan,” she said, still shooting. Vin raised a brow plate.
    

    
      “How do you know the plan already?”
    

    
      Imani set down her pistol and turned around, shrugging with a straight face. “There’s only one type of plan that’ll work on such a short timeline. Right, Novak?”
    

    
      “I thought a red dress would be most suitable,” he acquiesced. Vin perked up, starting to catch up.
    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    
      “As long as I don’t have to wear heels.”
    

    
      “Hold up.”
    

    
      “I’d bet dolls don’t converge either, so what’s the solution for my spires? I’m 
      not
       having them removed.”
    

    
      “I’ve got you a mask. It’ll attach to your silk and project your human face over your features. As long as no one touches your head, you’ll be good.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    
      Vin turned to Novak and grabbed the front of his shirt to stop their conversation, his eyes desperate and sharp. “You’re suggesting Imani traipse around like a doll in there? Are you fucking kidding?”
    

    
      Novak raised a brow. “This conversation is going the exact opposite of what I’d expected.”
    

    
      “No!” Vin emphasized, jumping away from the counter. Imani pulled the bag from Novak’s side and started rummaging through it, pulling out a length of red. She examined its length as it tumbled towards the ground as if everything was just… just fine.
    

    
      But it wasn’t fine! How did neither of them see the glaring problem with this plan?
    

    
      “You don’t get what convergence does, Nov. I’ll 
      gut
       anyone that touches her. You feel me? I’ll absolutely annihilate the entire fucking bar.”
    

    
      Novak smirked. “I think it’s up to 
      her
       if you do that. Right, Imani?”
    

    
      Vin snarled at him, getting in his space, the gold bleeding into the blacks of his eyes. He flared his jaw parts wide open, exposing the dozens of sharp fangs usually hidden behind his mandibles. Novak didn’t blink, but his heart rate rose and those scales shifted open just a share, stilling at a better angle to shred Vin’s plates open if it actually came to blows.
    

    
      Yessss.
       This was the sort of fight he needed. One that made them both bleed and spit and fear for their lives. He unsheathed his talons to their full length, cutting into the fabric of Novak’s shirt as his spires grew hotter and hotter—
    

    
      “Vindilus,” Imani interrupted. “Look at me.”
    

    
      Vin turned sharply, then his mandibles went slack.
    

    
      Imani stood in the middle of the shooting range in the red dress Novak had provided. It was a thin, long column of red that split open at the side seams, leaving her ribcage, hip bones, and thighs open to the air. A long, narrow triangle of open flesh fell from the front of a tall collar that covered the back of her neck where a jack would be, exposing the petite mounds of her chest and the strength of her abdomen in a divot that ended just above her stomach button.
    

    
      “Shit,” he hissed, suddenly so hard he felt lightheaded.
    

    
      Imani put out her hands and took a little spin, the globes of her ass peeking out on either side of the long narrow column of fabric. When she circled back to a stop, she didn’t bother smoothing the dress out, instead picking up her pistol again and checking its recharge.
    

    
      “I don’t care what I look like going into this as long as it gets us in the door.” She flicked off the safety and turned the targets back on, glancing back at Vin with challenge. “We have a lot of people depending on us, Vin. So you’re going to hold it together. Got it?”
    

    
      He swallowed hard. It wasn’t really a matter of conscious choice, but he nodded anyway. Imani was right. Even if it was impossible, he had to keep his head screwed on. This was a linchpin moment. The dolls, Lokurian, the Conrad…
    

    
      “Got it,” he rumbled.
    

    
      “Good. Now, is there anything smaller than the pistol I can use?” she asked. “I can’t hide much if I’m going to wear this.”
    

    
      Vin retreated into work mode to avoid the gnawing concern he had over his possessiveness and the unrelenting need to bend Imani over the counter, regardless of who was watching. He considered how much of a harness she could wear between her thighs, decided she couldn’t at all, and groaned. 
    

    
      “A vantablade and a Whipspark should do it,” he gruffed, staring at the apex of her thighs, pressing his tongue into a fang. “They’ll both make it through the security checkpoint, and they’re lightweight enough we can affix them to the inner thigh with a mag-strip.”
    

    
      Vin ripped his eyes away, pulled the vantablade from their equipment, and scoured the wall for a Whipspark. It was such a small weapon that it didn’t have a native display, and Imani would need to practice with it. When he handed it over, she raised a brow. “I’m guessing humans don’t have finger cannons?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “That little guy is what punched a crack into my plate. No HUD for your bionic, and only charges one shot every three bits. Gotta get your timing down stat.”
    

    
      “Looks like you’ve got this covered and I’ve got masks to program.” Novak pushed off the counter, his tail sweeping the ground. “Meet at the entrance in twenty. Party starts in an hour.”
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      Lately, Pom Pom hated the trek between the hangar and the clinic, especially since the warmer weather meant she needed a treatment every day now. The jungle summer was creeping in fast, with longer days, shorter nights, more steam, and the smell of decaying plant matter. It meant she was covered in humid dew and out of breath by the time she got back to work, and it was 
      gross.
       
    

    
      More importantly, her usual midday appointments meant she couldn’t keep an eye on Xata. They’d gotten the biorigs cleaned up within a sol, which had really bummed Pom Pom out, even though they’d all gotten vaccinated against labyrinthula, and she could still walk around with the sun warming her face. 
    

    
      No, losing sight of that woman wasn’t something Pom Pom was willing to do. Vin had said to keep her eyes and ears open, after all. Did they 
      really
       trust Novak? He’d thrown them under the bus and chosen Xata’s alliance back when Vin had warned him against it. Maybe he was playing a double con. 
    

    
      Her suspicions, the weather, the 
      Tidus…
       it all meant Pom Pom woke up at the crack of dawn and shuffled to the clinic instead of going straight to work with Bree. She usually got there before Ezraji did now that Amelia was staying at home, awaiting the savage splitting of her body, or whatever humans went through during birth.
    

    
      But when she turned the corner of foliage towards the clinic, amber light spilled out onto the footpath. Ezra was already there then, probably warming up the vitals reader and getting the surgical arm to run its morning paces.
    

    
      The doors hissed open and she filled her lungs with blessedly filtered, cool, 
      dry
       air. Brushing her boots in the bristly human thing by the door, she scraped old mud and pebbles from their soles. 
    

    
      “Hey, Ez!” she called. “Need me to wait for a bit while you get stuff up and running? I’m not in a hurry.”
    

    
      “Is that Pom Pom I hear?” 
    

    
      Mel’s singsong voice floated down the hallway and Pom Pom gasped. Mel was back! She raced down the hall without taking off her equipment, swinging around the doorframe. 
    

    
      “Mel!” she exclaimed, excited to see her. The golden-haired doctor turned her face towards the door while she worked on something at the counter with her back turned. 
    

    
      “Morning!” she replied with the bright smile of a morning person.
    

    
      “What are you doing here? I thought you were resting at home.”
    

    
      “Resting? Never,” she laughed, returning to her work. “Just trying to get this silly thing open so I can back it up.”
    

    
      Pom Pom wandered into the room, tapping the surgical arm, which was still cold. She’d seen their routine a hundred times, so she flicked the switch on and watched the machinery hum to life. “What is it, the vitals reader? I thought they didn’t have internal storage.”
    

    
      Mel was definitely not the techy type. She struggled with her lightboard sometimes, cursing the fact that she couldn’t throw it or slam down a 
      maos,
       whatever that was. Pom Pom was sure she could help, so she leaned against the edge of the counter and took a look. 
    

    
      Only she stopped, her eyes going wide. 
    

    
      Mel wasn’t pregnant anymore.
    

    
      A sickly prickle creeped over Pom Pom’s skin, into her tendrils, until the tips sparked with unease and fear. Piro had said that humans could walk within hours of giving birth, but Pom Pom was pretty sure Ezraji would have woken up the entire colony if she’d given birth already. Plus, shouldn’t she be with the spats after they popped out? 
    

    
      Not alone, fixing the genetic coder, so early in the morning no one else would think the clinic was open. 
    

    
      Pom Pom swallowed hard, looking down at her flat stomach, her shoes… 
    

    
      “Hey, Mel,” she said, trying not to raise any alarms. Her eyes locked onto the doctor’s feet. “What happened to your shoe?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Mel didn’t look up from her task.
    

    
      “You’re missing one of your shoes.”
    

    
      Pom Pom pointed down at the muddy sock. 
    

    
      Mel paused, looked at her foot, then laughed. “Oh, I must have lost it outside. Silly me for not noticing.”
    

    
      A horrible certainty passed through Pom Pom like a specter. 
    

    
      This wasn’t Mel.
    

    
      “Right… Hey, do you mind if I get the vitals reader started up? I’m due for a treatment.”
    

    
      “Sure, of course.”
    

    
      Pom Pom turned her back to the imposter, careful not to rush, then exited the room. She swung into Mel and Ezra’s office, where the vitals reader sat charging on their desk. Her hands shook as she reached out to it and she withdrew, taking two deep breaths. 
    

    
      She needed to keep her cool, play dumb… 
    

    
      “You didn’t turn it on,” Mel said from the doorway, a frown on her face. Pom Pom jumped with a girlish gasp, sending one of the chairs rolling away as she spun on her heel. 
    

    
      “Oh, I- I don’t know how,” she lied. “I thought it’d be simple, but I can’t figure it out.” 
    

    
      The imposter’s frown eased back into a smile. “I should have guessed,” she laughed. “Here, I’ll do it for you.” 
    

    
      As Mel hummed to herself and set about unplugging the vitals reader, Pom Pom glanced at her lab tunic’s pockets, one weighed down by a slim vial. An aero-syringe. What did it have in it? Was it for her?
    

    
      Pom Pom reached for the pneumatic plasma injector strapped to her thigh. It was how she recharged depleted hand cannons and the bogs’ dead battery cells. Line up the nozzle, adjust for pressure, pull the trigger. 
    

    
      Pom Pom squeezed her eyes shut, setting the injector to its highest setting, wishing she was deaf. She’d heard Mel sing that song dozens of times. Doubt ate away at her as she lifted the injector to the doctor’s head. Her friend, her caregiver. 
    

    
      Who was resting at home, awaiting her spats, not at the clinic trying to dig her way into the genetic coder. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” Pom Pom sobbed. 
    

    
      Mel gasped, turning around with her big blue eyes and pointed little nose. She reached into her pocket, dropping the vitals reader. 
    

    
      Pom Pom pulled the trigger and a plasma charge carved straight through Mel’s eye and out the back of her head. Brainmatter, blood, and bone fragments spattered the white walls and narrow windows, the chairs, the walls, the desk… 
    

    
      Nano-netic fibers, conductive neural mesh, synthetic optic cables too. 
    

    
      The aero-syringe clattered out of the doll’s hand and rolled to the floor near her crumpled form. Pom Pom didn’t bother to look at it. She didn’t want to know what it was. Instead, she sat down on the ground and hugged her knees, Mel’s ruined face flashing behind her eyes as she keened in terror and focused on breathing. 
    

    
      In, one, two. Out, one, two. 
    

    
      Just like Vin had taught her.
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      I stared at myself in the transpo’s reflective window, uncomfortable with the view. I looked 
      human
       again. No spires, no golden irises… They kept the red tint to my skin because the holomask nestled against the short curls at the front of my hairline only reached my collarbones.
    

    
      I was relieved that the dark scarlet tint could stay.
    

    
      I’d gotten used to my venandi features. I imagined that my golden stare darkened and glinted depending on my mood now, just the same as Vin. And the way it felt to rub my spires against his—there just wasn’t anything like that a human could experience. Like being the bow and strings of a perfectly tuned cello.
    

    
      Now, looking into my pre-convergence reflection, my eyes felt cold and closed off, my hairline unadorned. I wanted the crown Vindilus had given me back. I wanted to wear it with pride.
    

    
      “We’re almost there,” Vin said quietly, interrupting my thoughts. I looked at him just in time to see his face change as he turned on his own holomask. His face became sapphire blue, covered in talon scars from fist fights. Polished spires dusted in gold rose to a medium height above his head, and a piercing dangled from one of his mandibles. He cycled through settings on his holotab, then stretched his mouth out as he donned a pair of gloves to hide his red hands.
    

    
      “How do I sound?” he asked, his accent changing to something with sharper consonants. I raised a brow.
    

    
      “Different. You’re not speaking venandi anymore?”
    

    
      He adjusted the cuffs of his formal cote, mandibles rattling. “I switched my language to Black Clack. It’s what Sizzle and Siatesh speak. Changes the timber of my voice.” He scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “And I can’t speak Mara Lingui, the venandi universal. I grew up here, remember? Not on Aescipoli.”
    

    
      That took me by surprise. I had assumed language was taught by species, but of course that made no sense. Just like humans, it would matter where you grew up, wouldn’t it? “What do you normally speak then?”
    

    
      “Hja Erle, the hjarna universal,” he said, reaching into his shirt. He withdrew the BDRE puck from his chest and held it out to me. “I was thinking, you can put this at the back of your neck, under the collar. You won’t be able to use it, since it’s not designed for that sort of unraveling, but it’ll fool any curious—” he bared his fangs and took a deep breath, “—curious hands into thinking it’s a charging jack.”
    

    
      Vin stifled the aggressive rattle in his mandibles, locking them tight against his cheeks as he waited for me to take it. I turned away and bowed my neck so he could do the honors and hopefully soothe his possessive streak. Just as I expected, he sighed, rubbing his palms up my arms, scraping his talons through the tiny curls at the nape of my neck.
    

    
      “I know you said you’re good, but are you really?” I asked as he affixed the puck to my neck and lifted my face by the line of my jaw. He turned my face so I’d look at him over my shoulder, blue eyes instead of gold beamed down at me, but they were still Vin. The cracks in his confidence were just as glaring as ever.
    

    
      “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s not a question of if you can take care of yourself. I’m not being possessive because you’re fragile. I just…”
    

    
      He trailed off because we both knew the reason why. He wanted me. Or…
    

    
      Maybe he wanted me to 
      see
       him. To claim him. A possessive thrill shuddered down my spine. I opened my mouth to say something, then his eyes looked past me.
    

    
      “Showtime.”
    

    
      Jamani.
    

    
      “Remember, you’re a doll. Keep your eyes as dead as possible.”
    

    
      “Easy enough,” I sighed, dragging myself out of the moment.
    

    
      “How do you record?”
    

    
      “Wink once.”
    

    
      “And if someone touches you?”
    

    
      “Don’t react unless told to.”
    

    
      “How do you greet someone?”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes and turned to him with a dead smile. “Hello. I am IJ-02.”
    

    
      Vin shuddered. “So fuckin’ creepy.”
    

    
      The transport slowed in front of a maroon carpet lined in a glittering pink fringe that hid patrons from the public. Gold security pucks floated just beneath the fringe, watching the perimeter, each accompanied by a security officer. By the shape of their visors, I suspected most were hjarna and venandi, but the black mantles that covered one shoulder and their waist made it difficult to tell for sure. They were the big leagues by the polish of their boots. I mentally withdrew my Whipspark from between my thighs a dozen more times, committing the motion to muscle memory.
    

    
      Vin grabbed the back of my neck and squeezed as the transport settled to a stop. “Time to turn off your holotab, 
      vira.”
       I did so with a deep breath. My linguitor beeped as the bionic in my arm went dead. No doll would have one, so I couldn’t either.
    

    
      They also probably didn’t sweat. I breathed in a rhythm as if I were running a marathon, trying to keep my heart rate in check, but nerves still rolled through me like stage fright. The only thing I could do was let it run its course and settle into the situation.
    

    
      The doors opened and my pulse punched it as Vin guided me out of the transport, a sleek black marble that rolled away in silence after he’d exited at my back. He kept his hand on my neck and tucked the other into his cote pocket, his entire posture changing. He looked and felt dangerous next to me. He was wearing his guild days on his sleeve, treating the world as if he owned it, but still bracing for a fight.
    

    
      “Invitation?” a distorted voice asked, a bog stepping in our way. I stared straight ahead at the doors, in awe of the real red neon sign sparkling above the entrance. 
      The Conrad
       was written in English with an air of 1940s propaganda, the letters on an arc with a glitzy arrow pointing down at the maroon carpet.
    

    
      Vin let go of my neck and pulled up his holotab. The bog’s eye lit up, reading the invitation in a millisecond. “Welcome, Naeronis Polaris. If you’d like to check your property at the door, we have charging stations available.”
    

    
      As soon as the exchange was over, he took my neck in hand again, steering me towards the entrance. My instinct to fight for dominance came dangerously close to the surface and he squeezed my neck in warning. I took a deep breath. I had an ego, but I knew when to shelve it for the greater good. My involvement in this sort of bust could ensure humans had more control over themselves in the union. It could be related to the dolls we’d found near Renata too. I couldn’t afford to make mistakes of pride.
    

    
      I couldn’t let Vin screw it up either.
    

    
      A shilpakaari woman in line ahead of us turned at the sight of me. She reached out her tendrils with a coy smile.
    

    
      “Such beautiful markings,” she said, appreciating my vitiligo as her mane coasted over my jaw and mouth. Shilpakaari prized high contrast in their stripes and spots, so it made sense she’d show interest. Vin growled, pulling me to his side.
    

    
      “I’m not selling.”
    

    
      “Perhaps you’d be open to reserving an hour? I can pay handsomely.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “A pity.”
    

    
      The woman stepped into security ahead of us, then disappeared into the hallway beyond.
    

    
      “Approach,” an advenan woman with brown scales said. She stared at me hard, and I did my best to look empty. This was Mijka, no question. She chucked her head to the side with a shift of her scales as Vin unloaded jewelry from his hands and checked in two weapons. “Come on, dolly. Cavity check.”
    

    
      I looked back at Vin, and he nodded. “Go.”
    

    
      Mijka pulled me off to the side while Vin waited. She set a puck to scan, which of course beeped at my thighs. I stared at Vin as she brushed her hands against my skin slowly, feeling through my hair while avoiding the holomask hanging over my forehead.
    

    
      “Kitchen exit, last resort,” she murmured. “Friendly cover on roof.”
    

    
      When she looked me in the eyes, I blinked once to confirm, hoping she understood my gesture. She got down on her knees and slid her hand between my thighs. “Feet apart,” she said loudly.
    

    
      I knocked my ankles open, and she inserted something cold into my vagina, presumably from up her sleeve and I nearly balked. It was tapered and metal. It felt like a—
    

    
      As quickly as she inserted it, she removed it again and held it up for her partner to see. “Just a phallus,” she said. Vin raised a brow at the now warm, slightly slick vibrator. His nostrils flared as he pulled on the hem of his gloves.
    

    
      “Mind putting it back?” he rumbled. “I have plans for that tonight.”
    

    
      My stomach flipped, and I had to bite my cheek to keep from reacting. The heat between my legs swelled as he kept my eye. I swallowed hard, chest growing tight as the tension between us skyrocketed.
    

    
      “Apologies, sir,” the man Mijka was working with said, holding out an empty bucket for Mijka. She tossed the toy in with a hollow clatter. “Toys are strictly in-house only.”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles vibrated with displeasure, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he clacked his mandibles at me, calling me to his side. I made sure to bypass the security scanners as I joined him. He pulled me into his side as we walked down the hallway, separated from other guests by the timing of security.
    

    
      “You’re enjoying yourself,” I whispered, too low for eavesdropping. The open channel between our linguitors would pick it up. His talons burned a trail along my ribs.
    

    
      “If I’d known you 
      like
       my possessive streak, I would have played it up more.” Vin dragged a deep breath from my neck, rumbling deep in his chest. “I didn’t know Mijka would do that.”
    

    
      “I’m a big girl. It didn’t bother me.”
    

    
      Vin rattled his jaw parts in understanding, then pressed his hand into my neck again as we approached the guards at an intricately gilded door. They looked so odd…
    

    
      Until I realised the doors had actual 
      handles.
       They were human doors right out of a baroque palace, with long vertical bars decorated in swirls of gold and human babies. The door slabs were carved quartz, polished to a high, shiny pink and purple. The scene upon their surface though, had nothing to do with historical European style.
    

    
      Three human astronauts ran through space, sprinting towards Earth’s moon. On the other side of the moon stood three other figures: a hjarna someone, a venandi man, and a shilpakaari woman. They were depicted as divine, with the sun glinting behind them, wearing what looked like traditional robes and headdresses. The humans, by comparison, looked desperate to race into their arms.
    

    
      Vin squeezed my neck as the doors swung open.
    

    
      The lounge beyond made my eyes water. Not because it was such a reminder of Earth, but because the colors and combinations were all… 
      wrong.
       Perhaps someone of Western descent would have felt differently, but this place was a colonial gentleman’s club from hell.
    

    
      Deep, minor bass filled the air with eerie near-jazz music played on alien instruments. The baroque chairs were neon pastels rather than the soft creams, pinks, and blues I’d seen in some colonial buildings along the coast of Tanzania, and the tables were bronze and lime green peridotite inlaid with mid-century American designs that invoked the Space Race and Futurism. Rugs and cushions lined the walls with shilpakaari hookahs, and chandeliers hung overhead, spewing coolant fog into the strange room.
    

    
      But the most jarring element of the entire lounge was the bar.
    

    
      The bar spanned an entire wall and was made of real wood. 
      Earth
       wood. I could tell it in my bones. It was the kind of old wood Europeans bathed in dark varnish… Live oak maybe. Or Sycamore. I thought those were the names, but I couldn’t be sure.
    

    
      What really stood out to me though, was the bright purple arcade vending machine embedded in the wall with a yellow and white picnic umbrella sticking out of the top. The glass had been replaced, but I remembered the dents and scratches in the metal body. I remembered the pizza stand and its yellow and white umbrella, its paper plates and condiments strewn through the sand.
    

    
      But more than anything, I remembered taking a bag of 
      Takis
       off the woman who only spoke Spanish shortly after she’d been left half-eaten by the blue bilong. I’d been hiding long enough that I was starving and needed to go in search of food. When I’d found the vending machine toppled on its side, the glass had already been kicked in. I hadn’t recognised anything but the 
      Takis,
       bottom right. The bilong found me after I’d wretched them up, unable to cope anymore.
    

    
      Vin turned me around with concern. “What—”
    

    
      “Master Polaris!” a hjarna said with his hands outstretched. Powdery Baroque patterns decorated his crest, and a gilded cover made the ridge look like an eighteenth-century mirror frame. He wore an outfit similar to a 1950s suit with checkered slacks and a fitted vest, but the shirt was seamed like a tactical undersuit and the collar was funnel-shaped and fitted with a brass ring as if he were an American astronaut. He smiled, displaying all his flat teeth, and gestured at the lounge. “Welcome to the Conrad! I’m Charles.”
    

    
      “Charles?” Vin asked.
    

    
      The hjarna bowed again. “Yes, my stage name, if you will. I don’t believe I’ve ever had the pleasure of hosting you. And here I thought I knew every doll in town,” he leaned in with a wink. “She’s absolutely 
      splendid.
       Where did you get her?”
    

    
      Vin snapped his mandibles with distaste at being interrupted as I focused on breathing.
    

    
      “The competition.”
    

    
      I kept my eyes fixed on the vending machine and winked. My bionic vibrated once against my optic nerve, and I carefully took it all in. The umbrella, the 
      Takis,
       the arcade logos and old stickers, and any clientele that walked into my casual observations.
    

    
      Charles tsked, leaning in. “Between you and me, I completely understand. I told our previous owners to step up their game, what with the human market booming so, but they just wouldn’t listen.”
    

    
      “So you’re the reason the Conrad’s under new management,” Vin surmised.
    

    
      “Hardly.” The hjarna’s smile tilted into a smirk as he curled his long, many-jointed fingers into loose fists. “I’m simply of service to my clients. But I’m flattered you think I’d have such sway over this historic establishment. Now, your doll! You simply 
      must
       tell me all about her! Surely you’re here to flaunt your acquisition.”
    

    
      Vin clacked his mandibles, our agreed-to sign that I needed to pay attention. I turned towards them as I winked off my recorder, much calmer now that the shock had faded and I’d recorded the horrifying display. I smiled dimly at the hjarna and bobbed my head.
    

    
      “Hello. I am IJ-02.”
    

    
      Charles tittered with excitement, leaning in close. He brushed his fingers against my cheek and mouth, pressing my upper lip open to see my gums. Vin’s grip on my neck tightened.
    

    
      “Such unique and exquisite markings. Our shilpakaari clientele would pay a fortune for a… what model was it, IJ?”
    

    
      “She’s custom, and I’m not here to sell. I’m here to enjoy my evening, uninhibited,” Vin emphasized.
    

    
      Charles clicked his tongue in appreciation, running his hands over my bone structure, weighing one of my breasts with the eye of a livestock judge. My nipples automatically tightened, pressing against the dress. He stared at them, shaking his head in awe.
    

    
      “Incredible work, all the way down to the imperfections and asymmetry. She’s made with living code, isn’t she? You’ve just turned off her sapience settings.”
    

    
      Blood gushed through my veins so hard I heard my own heartbeat in my ears. Vin weighed his options, then nodded once, slowly. I winked my recorder back on while Charles pressed on my nipples, mumbling to himself.
    

    
      “Do you have any here? I’m curious to compare,” Vin tried.
    

    
      “No, but we will soon,” Charles admitted with concern. “I was certain we were ahead of the rest of the union with this. Hardly any humans actually made it off Endar’s ship, you know. He’d only sold a handful to get the word out.” His spindly fingers coasted lower, heading for my groin.
    

    
      Vin grabbed his hand, making sure to bite one talon into the soft flesh of his wrist.
    

    
      “I know,” he said meaningfully. “And if your hands keep wandering, I’ll break your crest in half. You feel me? 
      Charles?”
    

    
      The hjarna looked up at him with alarm, then a low, menacing giggle escaped his lungs.
    

    
      “Oh, 
      juicy,”
       he hissed, sucking in a breath. “Had I known such an esteemed guest was among us, I would have made arrangements to fill out your dance card. Our new owner would have gushed to meet you. As it is, might I interest you in a full entourage?”
    

    
      Charles clapped his hands and security unlocked a side door. Nine dolls joined the guests from the lounge, three making their way through the fog and straight to his side.
    

    
      “We have three models, all partially gene coded. Human varieties such as these are called Ginger, Blonde, and Brunette. Do any strike your fancy?”
    

    
      When they were close enough to see, my lips parted and I blinked.
    

    
      Standing in front of us, their faces painted in garish makeup, hair left long…
    

    
      Charlie Halloway.
    

    
      Amelia Ahlberg.
    

    
      And Rosy Turner. 
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      Vin snapped his mandibles with a crack that reverberated off the wall of glass bottles behind the bar. The three “models” standing before us were a nightmare, dressed and primped as if a psychopath had painted them up for a Hollywood murder spree.
    

    
      Except they were people we 
      knew.
       I didn’t know Charlie that well, just that she was quiet and spent most of her time down by the river. But Amelia and Rosy terrified me.
    

    
      The Amelia doll wasn’t eight months pregnant and glowing with excitement. Instead, she was about as lifelike as a life-size Barbie, with bright pink lipstick on her mouth and the alien equivalent of blue mascara gooping up her lashes. Her hair had been teased into a semblance of the classic American housewife, the shape correct, but the texture of her hair ruined as if a toddler had been playing with it.
    

    
      But Rosy was the hardest. She looked just the same as when I’d left, but not so strung-out and manic. She wore a pair of high-waisted shorts and a matching bustier that had likely been scavenged from the 
      Paramour
       along with the vending machine and other paraphernalia. Of all three of them, her stare was the most recognisable.
    

    
      Swallowing down the shake in my voice, I gave her a blank smile.
    

    
      “Hello. I am IJ-02.”
    

    
      None of the women responded, focused entirely on Charles and Vin. The hjarna giggled.
    

    
      “How charming!” he said, patting me on the ass. “That was a good girl, making frie—”
    

    
      Vin snatched his hand away and snarled, the blue of his holomasked eyes expanding. “I told you to keep your fucking hands off my—”
    

    
      “Your vitals are dangerously high, master. Perhaps I can bring you a refreshment?” I interrupted, turning to him with that same empty smile. Vin didn’t look at me, focused on bending the hjarna’s hand back until his host’s easy temperament broke into a grimace. He crowded him in relentlessly, putting his mountainous body between us.
    

    
      “P-please, yes?” Charles finally caved, his fright causing that tick all hjarna had, his two bulbous black eyes blinking out of sync. “If you’d like a drink, they’re on the house.”
    

    
      Vin let Charles’s hand go, a threat in his chest. “I don’t want to be disturbed unless it’s someone worth my time. Show off your parade somewhere else.”
    

    
      Charles nodded vigorously. “Of course, Master Polaris. Please, yes, e-enjoy your evening.”
    

    
      Just as quickly as he’d snapped, Vin turned away, narrow nostrils flaring as he stalked past me and grabbed my neck a little too roughly.
    

    
      “Watch it,” I bit out like a ventriloquist.
    

    
      He chuffed as he sat on a plush red leather stool in front of the bar and stared at the wall. The shelves of alcohol that climbed all the way to a tall, domed ceiling were labeled in human script. Some were English or French or German. A couple were Japanese. Others were entirely nonsense, and the colors didn’t match. The gin bottles held wine. The wine bottles held something that glowed blue.
    

    
      A Charlie bartender came up to us and smiled at Vin, ignoring me.
    

    
      “Hello, master. How may I provide for you this evening?”
    

    
      “Gob.
       Double shot,” he growled, unable to look at her. The Charlie doll walked away and I leaned in, making sure no one was watching too closely.
    

    
      “You have to keep it together,” I murmured, squeezing his knee. The look in his eyes was stark and unsure, the talons of his free hand extended to their full length as he gripped the bar. His mandibles were deadly still, and he breathed in short, shallow breaths.
    

    
      “I can’t,” he said, flexing his hand. “I shouldn’t have agreed to this.”
    

    
      “Vin…”
    

    
      His mask’s blue eyes bore into mine, twice their usual intensity, almost entirely engulfing the black. “That little fucker’s scent is all over you.” His bifurcated mouth and mandibles flared open, exposing all his fangs for a split second. He snapped his eyes shut and forced the display closed, the plates of his face strained.
    

    
      The Charlie bartender set his drink by his hand and he didn’t even notice. I picked it up and slipped between his knees, keeping my eye out on the crowd. The coolant haze obscured much, but not the curious purrs, murmured questions, clinking glasses, or eerie jazz. The dolls had drifted into the rest of the lounge, patrons pulling them aside here and there. Disrobing them, inspecting them, touching them. Someone somewhere moaned.
    

    
      I blinked away from the disturbing ambiguity of what was happening in the lounge and held the shot up to Vin. He stared at me, waiting for me to lift it to his lips. I did as his talons wrapped around my hip bones and dragged me against his groin. He swallowed and pressed his nose into the crook of my neck with a possessive rumble.
    

    
      “Vin, you have to chill,” I said into his tympanum. “Your hunch about the Conrad was right. This place is a thousand times worse than I imagined, which means it’s more dangerous too.”
    

    
      He scraped his teeth against my neck with a groan and I gasped, both his hands sliding under the open sides of my dress to squeeze my ass. Despite myself, heat pooled between my legs.
    

    
      “You don’t get it,” he panted. “We were so close to—” His breath cut off. “When Nov showed up, you dig? And I haven’t—” A familiar vibration stuttered in his chest. “Blown off steam.”
    

    
      I nearly balked at the realisation he was trying not to 
      hrum.
       Quick as lightning, I grabbed him by the mandible and forced him to look at me. “I’ll knock you flat on your ass if you do that here.”
    

    
      “Please,” he begged, wincing with pleasure. “I need 
      something,
       or I’ll go insane. Anything’ll do. Hit me, bite me, kick me, I’ll take anything.”
    

    
      Vin really wasn’t in his right mind. There was no way I could do that. What sort of doll was programmed to fight their master? His delirium was dangerous…
    

    
      But he was also 
      right.
       I’d been ready to seal the deal of convergence before Novak had interrupted at Fás’s place, and since then, we hadn’t had enough privacy to take care of things. The Pipes had proven how dangerous it was for the tension to build up, and that was after a couple days of just proximity. How much did it addle his logic to have me half naked in his lap and not be able to follow through with his instincts?
    

    
      I had to do something.
    

    
      So I gripped his mandible tighter, then reached for one of his hands on my rear. I stared hard at his dazed eyes, willing them to sharpen and overcome the fog of possessive lust he was slowly drowning in. When he finally focused on me, I gave his mandible another little jolt.
    

    
      “No 
      hrumming.
       Got it?”
    

    
      He swallowed hard but gave me the smallest nod. A nod that said he wasn’t sure he could keep his promise. A nod that said, I know I’m a screw up.
    

    
      Conviction settled over me. I pulled that hand from my hip to my groin, sliding it beneath the narrow strip of my dress. Vin watched me in wonder, his eyes clearing.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” he murmured.
    

    
      “I’m making sure you don’t lose it,” I breathed.
    

    
      I glanced over his shoulder again to check that we hadn’t garnered any attention. There were plenty of people in the lounge, but all were preoccupied, and none were at the bar with us. Vin’s threats had secured us some privacy, after all.
    

    
      Good, because my plan was going to make us both vulnerable. Or perhaps it would make us more 
      believable.
       I swallowed hard and pressed his fingers into the gap between my thighs, nerves popping like rock candy as his gloved talons slid against my pussy for the first time.
    

    
      A shudder of ecstasy escaped my lips, heat filling my cheeks. My chest tightened like a rubber band, making it hard to breathe. His touch was rough, needy, and 
      perfect.
       My channel clenched on nothing, a thrill running down my spine, and I rocked against his hand, biting my cheek.
    

    
      Vin’s purr brought me back to reality before I could drown in sensation, and I jerked his mandible once more in threat. “What did I say?”
    

    
      Instead of answering me, Vin growled and knocked my legs further apart. He buried his face in my neck again, nibbling his odd mouth against my throat, jolting my heart with soft pinches of his bifurcated lips. I gripped his shoulders with both hands, his immense strength and weight making it hard to weather his lust. The hand between my legs slipped back and forth, working me up and up until my abs clenched and—
    

    
      Then he pulled his talons back, thrusting his gloved fingers into his mouth. He coated the inside of his mandibles, licking away the glistening fluid he’d gathered with such ferocity, my thighs shook.
    

    
      “Fuck,” he snarled. 
      “Fuck!”
       He pushed me back against the bartop and pressed his forehead to my shoulder, breathing heavily.
    

    
      “Better?” I panted, not feeling better at all. I felt emptier, 
      needier.
    

    
      “No. And I’m not above fucking you in public either,” he rasped. He rolled his face towards my chest and pinched my nipple with his lips, through the fabric of my dress. The sensation was such a tease, my voice broke on a moan.
    

    
      That moan released Vin’s control. He lifted me up in an embrace, bending my spine back as he curled over me, rubbing his face into my skin.
    

    
      “This is mine,” he growled, sliding his cheek over my bare arm. A purr revved against me and I couldn’t stop him, my eyes rolling back with the pleasant buzz under my skin. His face brushed up my sternum, mandibles fluttering against my breasts. “These are mine too.” Then he nipped my chin, holding the back of my head in one giant hand. Our eyes met, his entirely blue now. Feral, but focused. “And so is that two-beat rhythm in your chest, 
      vira.
       You understand?” He jolted me when I didn’t answer, my chest too tight to draw air. “Tell me you understand, Imani, because I would raze this entire moon if it stood between us now.”
    

    
      All I could manage was a wide-eyed nod, taken by surprise at his voracity. I knew Vin wanted me, I knew that his feelings were big. But 
      this?
       If I turned around and lifted my skirt, he’d fuck me into the bar and claim me in a room full of dangerous strangers. I’d never had that sort of grip on someone, and it threw me. I didn’t know what to expect or how to act.
    

    
      I didn’t know how to defend myself.
    

    
      Vin hooked one of my knees over his thigh and my hot slit opened to the coolant mist, tingling with anticipation. His glove tangled with the front of my dress, to which he growled and thrust it away so he could explore my sex. He prodded the throbbing bud of my clit first, sliding down to press on my channel, then left a wet trail to the pucker of my behind. I bit my lip as he retracted his fingers all the way back to my clit again, drawing my soul from my body.
    

    
      “Is this mine too, Imani?” he asked against my shoulder, breath shaking.
    

    
      I clamped down hard enough on my bottom lip that I tasted blood, the one leg holding me up starting to wobble as he rubbed a steady pace into my pussy. I nodded again, more desperate by the minute.
    

    
      “Imani,” he croaked, begging. “I need to hear it. It’ll drive me insane if I don’t.”
    

    
      I pinched my eyes shut and licked my lips. Vin needed to hear it, because it would help cool down his temper. But if I said it, would I mean it? Would I forfeit myself to a venandi so overwhelming, a man that coerced every emotion from me with hurricane force? I answered both our questions in a whisper.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Vin growled, his other hand lifting me by the ass until only my toes touched the ground. I flung my arms around his neck to keep myself steady as the hand between my legs shifted, one slick digit pressing on my swollen channel.
    

    
      “And here?” he breathed.
    

    
      “Yes,” I confessed more easily this time.
    

    
      He pressed the tip of one talon into my pussy. It was nearly as thick as a human cock and the little tease felt so divine, I whimpered without conscious thought, digging my nails into the soft back of his head. It had been so long since I’d had anything other than my own fingers inside me that a single gloved talon tip was overwhelming.
    

    
      Especially 
      his.
       Every inch of my skin was starved for him, especially the places inside me he could fill. My mouth, my pussy, my mind. I wanted to laugh and fight and compete with him. I wanted to butt heads and earn his respect and share my meals with him.
    

    
      I wanted everthing. No, I 
      needed
       everything. Everything I’d been denied on Earth, and everything I’d denied myself after.
    

    
      “It’s yours,” I repeated with clarity. Vin watched me like a hawk, still but for that hand.
    

    
      “Better be certain, 
      vira,
       because if it’s mine, I’m going to fuck you to the hilt with my talon. Right here, right now.” He snorted a hot breath into my neck, teasing the entrance to my channel. “I’m too far gone to hold back.”
    

    
      “Yes!” It was my turn to beg, fighting to keep my voice down, to make sure we weren’t being watched. His mandibles rattled and I grabbed one again, forcing him to look at me. “But if you 
      hrum—”
    

    
      Then Vin 
      laughed.
       His mouth cocked sideways with a boyish smirk, and he laughed with that deep vibrato, so hot and full of dark promises he might have been the Volcage itself in venandi form. “I don’t need to.”
    

    
      When his talon sank home in one smooth, slippery thrust and bottomed out against my cervix, my eyes rolled back. His breath huffed against my throat and a thick, stiff tongue ran up the length of my esophagus as he withdrew, tilting his palm against my clit. I ground down on it, the bud catching on the leather in an erotic way, and my channel thumped once with fervor.
    

    
      “What was that?” he asked.
    

    
      I didn’t want to talk. I wanted his hand to piston in and out of me like I was speared on his lap instead. My mind clouded with need, I pushed his face out of the way with my chin, whispered, “Just fuck me, Vin,” and bit down on his mandible.
    

    
      The change was instantaneous. Vin gripped my ass to bruising and his shoulders bulged, pressing my standing leg against his groin. The nodes on his cock vibrated through his pants, teasing me and making me wetter than before. A dribble of fluid slipped down my leg, gathering at the back of my knee.
    

    
      With that guiding hand on my ass, he thrust that single talon back into my body, rocking my insides with every powerful jolt. I gasped, clawing onto the back of his neck for support as his hands worked in tandem, sliding me forward to meet his talon and drag my clit across the heel of his palm.
    

    
      Baring my teeth, I kept my eyes open and stared at the lounge. I was doing this for a reason, not just because I needed it. Party guests stared at us appreciatively as they led naked dolls across the room or strung them up in handcuffs along the walls to play with. “So real,” one shilpakaari man murmured to another, their 
      sentis
       swollen and dangling long from the napes of their tendril manes as they stared hungrily at my bare hips.
    

    
      I should have been horrified, but there wasn’t room for anything inside me except for Vindilus. His hand, his rhythm, his heat, his growl. He enveloped me, overwhelmed me, and lit a fuse between my legs that was quickly reaching the end of its wick. A tear of pleasure traced down my cheek, just like that first night in the Port Hole, catching on his mandible.
    

    
      Then the coolant mist swirled as someone walked in quickly, a large, venandi shadow guiding a shilpakaari woman by the arm. Lokurian glanced at us with piercing red eyes, pausing at a velvet curtain, and my lungs hitched.
    

    
      Vin felt the shift in my attention and growled, wrapping his teeth around my neck in a gentle stranglehold. His talon let loose inside me, jolting my breasts, my thighs, my ass. I mewed, my voice breaking and my eyes pinching closed, unable to fight the tidal wave of my impending climax.
    

    
      “Ndio,
       just like that,” I encouraged breathlessly, keening into his tympanum. His many fangs pricked my skin as we moved, giving me a rush as his tongue lapped my larynx. My abdomen tightened and I rotated my pelvis down, pressing my taut, swollen clit against a seam in his glove, riding the vibration of his cock against my thigh until I imploded.
    

    
      My greedy pussy milked his talon so hard it wouldn’t let go, holding him inside my channel as fresh come lathered his hand and the insides of my thighs. My legs shook and he held me up, slipping that talon in and out of its new home slowly, winding me down, breathing hard against my flushed skin.
    

    
      Careful not to hurt me, Vin removed his teeth from around my neck and rubbed his mandible against my jaw. He was panting just as hard as I was, our hearts punching each other’s chests with fervor.
    

    
      Vin pulled back and brushed the smeared tear off my cheek with his thumb. I slipped my knee off his thigh, my legs weak, and he withdrew his other hand from between my swollen, sore lips. The long digit glistened, his black glove coated in white, a sheen on the rest of his hand. He arrested my eyes and licked it clean, a thick, black, pointed tongue wrapping around his talon at the base, then sliding up its length.
    

    
      “How does fucking in public sound to you now, 
      vira?”
    

    
      I swallowed hard as he rumbled, teetering on whether or not I should jump up on the bar and spread my legs. No one else in the Conrad seemed to have inhibitions.
    

    
      Why should I hold back when I wanted my 
      vir?
    

    
      “No…” I told myself, shaking my head to clear away the haze of sex. “Lokurian and that shilpakaar walked in while you—”
    

    
      Vin flashed his fangs at me mercilessly while I smoothed out the front of my dress. “While I what, Imani?”
    

    
      I gave him an unamused look. “He saw us.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “He bought it. That I’m a doll.”
    

    
      “Mmh.” Vin bent over and rubbed his lips against my stomach, massaging my spine as his hands wandered.
    

    
      I winked my bionic recorder on. “I’m going in.”
    

    
      At that, Vin grabbed my wrist, no longer playing. His stare was sharp. “Come again?”
    

    
      “I’ll announce that you’ve sent me as a gift for the evening. All you have to do is nod at the security guards over there.” I gestured over his shoulder to two lethal silhouettes watching the guests with disinterest.
    

    
      “Imani,” he said seriously, his eyes round. “What if he—”
    

    
      “I’ll shoot him in the face,” I said, tapping my thigh. The Whipspark and vantablade were still secure on their magnetic strip, now warm from the friction of Vin’s hand. “You’ll hear it and come running.”
    

    
      Vin held my face in his hands, staring intently at my eyes as his mandibles churned with hesitation. “Eyes and ears open, 
      vira.”
    

    
      I swallowed hard, thinking of the kanga cloth I’d made for Pom Pom, then put on my blank smile and walked across the lounge, Vin’s eyes burning a hole in my back. 
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      Against my better judgment, I tried walking past the guards, my face carefully neutral as I approached the bottle green velvet curtain. A hand barred me across the chest, and I halted, looking up at the security guard, a hjarna with a scarred upper lip set in a scowl.
    

    
      “No entrance,” he barked.
    

    
      I smiled, wondering if hjarna had senses as strong as the venandi and shilpakaar. My groin still felt like warm putty, and thinking about it sent a spike of adrenaline through my blood. Could he see my heartbeat? Hear it? “I was sent as a gift for the evening by Master Polaris.”
    

    
      The security guards glanced at each other, then their eyes surfed the crowd. One of them pressed on their linguitor. “
      Comm Charles…
       There’s a doll here asking for entrance. Says they’re a gift…” He met my eyes. “What’s your designation?”
    

    
      “I am IJ-02.”
    

    
      “IJ-02… 
      End comm.
       Living code, huh?” When the guard looked down at me again, it was with curiosity and speculation. His eyes roamed down my front, then he nodded to the curtain. “Go on.”
    

    
      The other guard pulled the curtain open just enough to walk through upright, my shorn hair brushing the tassels. It fell with a heavy whisper behind me, blocking out the coolant haze, the jazz. Lokurian sat with the shilpakaari woman at a round booth. Upon seeing me, he froze, considering me closely, and waited.
    

    
      I bowed my head, maintaining a smile, and clasped my hands together. “Hello. I am IJ-02.” It was my best line and had fooled everyone so far. Why not use it again?
    

    
      “Is that 
      Imani James?
       Woah, what the fuck?” the shilpakaar said.
    

    
      “I told you not to speak, ah?” Lokurian’s mandibles rattled with displeasure.
    

    
      My heart stuttered.
    

    
      That was 
      Rosy’s
       voice.
    

    
      Accents were coded in our linguitors to designate the language someone was actually speaking. Shilpakaari had a rolling accent with rubbery consonants and warbling vowels that, at times, sounded like they were speaking underwater. This shilpakaar, though, was speaking English 
      natively.
    

    
      I fought the urge to look up, focused on breathing in a rhythm. I was lucky my eyes were cast to the ground, because my shock would have been glaringly obvious. I kept my face down, waiting for orders, the ground shifting underneath me as confusion warred with my fight or flight instinct.
    

    
      “I haven’t seen a doll of you before, ah? Imani James?” Lokurian purred dangerously. He slipped out of the booth and lifted my face up by the chin. His eyes were locked on my pulse, racing like my life depended on it. I swallowed, buying myself time to think of a response.
    

    
      “I am one of a kind,” I said. “Master Polaris commissioned me directly from the 
      Paramour.”
    

    
      Lokurian’s talons wrapped around my neck, pressing into my pulse and the fake charging jack beneath my collar. I fought back the instinct to swallow and let him do so. He was using his vibration-sensitive plates as a lie detector.
    

    
      “Who is Polaris? Why does he smell familiar?”
    

    
      A lump formed in my throat that I ignored. I focused on breathing in a steady rhythm, willing my defiant soul to back down. I couldn’t afford to let the spark of hate I felt in my chest reach my eyes. This is the man that had attacked my colony, infiltrated it and terrorized my people. For their sakes, for their 
      vengeance,
       I needed to stay cool.
    

    
      “Master Polaris is my owner and provider. I do not know how he spends his time when he is without me, and I do not have permission to speak on our itinerary or other masters I’ve met in his company. Perhaps you met him aboard the 
      Paramour?”
    

    
      Lokurian’s smile soured. “Not likely.” He rolled his tongue over his fangs, spreading his mandibles as if he’d eaten something rotten, then switched topics. “I’ve seen your originator. In the human colony. We’ve never spoken but she was fiery. Are you?”
    

    
      “My master has reduced my sapience settings for the evening. I am… obedient.”
    

    
      Lokurian snorted, taking a deep breath, staring at the crux of my legs as if he had x-ray vision. “And previously used. Who sends sloppy seconds as a gift? You can tell your master I decline.”
    

    
      Lokurian pushed me back towards the curtain, rejecting me, so I opened my mouth, determined to stay.
    

    
      “Master Polaris prepared me for you as a courtesy.” Lokurian stopped, his hand still wrapped around my neck. “I am more responsive after being prepared.”
    

    
      At that, the traitor turned to look at the Rosy shilpakaar for confirmation.
    

    
      “What?” she asked with a human shrug. 
      What was going on?
    

    
      “Is this true of human women?”
    

    
      “I don’t know, Roka. What does she mean by ‘being prepared?’”
    

    
      Lokurian snapped his mandibles together. “Don’t play dumb.”
    

    
      The shilpakaar rolled her eyes. “Fine. Yes. We’re way more sensitive after we come. We have better manners—you know, more 
      please papi
       and 
      thank you for fucking me.
       Oh, and we scream louder when we get dicked dow—”
    

    
      “That’s enough.”
    

    
      I stared straight at Lokurian like I’d seen the other dolls do when they met Vin, but realisation sparked even if my eyes remained dead.
    

    
      This really 
      was
       Rosy. I didn’t know accents from the Americas very well, but Rosy had a slight Caribbean bounce to her consonants that the shil had too. The holomask on my hairline suddenly weighed as much as a brick, my hair follicles beneath itching, expecting Lokurian to check at any moment.
    

    
      What’s more, these two truly did hate each other. It wasn’t like the competitive bickering Vin and I had played at for so long. Lokurian’s bifurcated lips lifted in a snarl whenever she spoke, as if her voice grated on his tympana. This wasn’t the drug-lusted kidnapping I would have thought.
    

    
      But…
    

    
      I held my breath, barely dodging a gasp.
    

    
      Who was in my colony if Rosy was here?
    

    
      Or 
      what?
    

    
      My heart spiked, catching Lokurian’s attention and I had to shut that line of thought down fast. I licked my lips, unable to hide the sudden shift from him. Pulse in my throat, I rasped, “I do feel empty.”
    

    
      Rosy gestured to me. “See? But if you’re going to fuck a doll, I’d really rather not be here.”
    

    
      Lokurian’s mandibles vibrated with disgust as he let go of my neck and slid back into the booth. He motioned for me to sit beside him as he withdrew a secure comm puck from a slim pocket latched to his thigh.
    

    
      “As wounded as I am that you wouldn’t want to watch me perform, we have a meeting, ah? And this 
      gift
       could be good leverage.” He rolled his neck as he set the puck down on the table, working the hate out of his shoulders until that buttery, flirtatious edge of his bubbled back up to the surface. “NASA, engage privacy veil.”
    

    
      A light cascaded down the interior of the velvet curtain and an AI’s voice floated out from a speaker in the table. “Engaged.”
    

    
      Rosy giggled as Lokurian set the comm puck between them. “Seriously, the AI’s name is NASA? Charles is 
      such
       a fanboy—”
    

    
      “Comm Helion, Blue Line 03.”
       Lokurian ignored her, getting himself ready. He motioned to her head as the holowell pulsed, waiting for an answer, and she touched the front of her forehead.
    

    
      Suddenly, Rosy was there, wearing the same style holomask, a little teardrop on the front of her hairline. But she looked… 
      healthy.
       Vibrant, even. Excited. She drummed her hand on the table anxiously, the second shilpakaari thumb next to her pinky stiff and fake, encased in a teal glove that mimicked the look of their sharkskin. Her hair was lustrous and thick, curling in mahogany cascades around her face. She looked nothing like the woman I’d grappled with in the colony, who’s eyes were sunken with exhaustion and her hair mangled from lack of care.
    

    
      The holowell flashed with light, then settled into the blue image of a hjarna woman. A familiar hjarna woman.
    

    
      Guei Boha, the woman I’d seen on 
      Curious at Night
       stared down at us with a demure smile, her thin, wide lips oiled to a pleasant shine. I would never forget her. The woman that advocated for us to stay in isolation, to stay a mystery with no power, no agency, no voice. All while smiling, laughing, probably smelling nice and wearing expensive shoes.
    

    
      Lokurian bowed his head to the side in a formal venandi greeting. “Councilwoman.”
    

    
      “Commander Lokurian,” she boomed, smooth and powerful. She sat back in the holo, tapping two manicured fingers against her cheek with a smile. “How do you find the Conrad?”
    

    
      “Charming, of course,” he said, straightening. “Your dolls are par none, ah?”
    

    
      “Thanks to you, dear boy,” she chuckled darkly, a glint in her eye. “But we both know they must be improved upon. Now where is this intrepid young woman you told me about?”
    

    
      Lokurian paused, glancing sideways at Rosy. She took a deep breath, sitting up straight in her seat. His talons, next to me on the cushions, punctured the leather. With a flirtatious rattle, he adjusted the cam’s aperture to include Rosy.
    

    
      “It’s a pleasure to meet you officially, Councilwoman Guei,” she said with a little bow of her head, mimicking Lokurian. She smiled with confidence, her fingers laced together on the table. “I’m Rosalind Turner, one of the human survivors of the 
      Paramour.”
    

    
      “And the 
      donor
       for our Roz line, I see,” Guei said, inspecting her face with interest. I got the impression that donors weren’t common. If what I’d learned was right, they were actually illegal. “Lokurian claims you have a proposition for me.”
    

    
      She nodded once. “I am willing to go under observation for living code, with a formal contract and certain stipulations, of course.”
    

    
      I gripped the fabric of my skirt, blank on the outside, but as tense as a cocked bowstring. Rosy had turned inward by the time we’d met at the colony, ravaged by withdrawals and trauma, but I’d known that she’d been a stunning law student. Her sharp intellect and shrewd skepticism were on display now, cold and competent.
    

    
      “What sort of stipulations?”
    

    
      Rosy smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She sent a doc of some sort to the holowell and laced her fingers back together as Guei’s bulbous black eyes zoomed through the written contract.
    

    
      “I’m sure you’ve read a majority of it, but just to give you the bullet points,” Rosy said, interrupting Guei’s reading. “Immunity, a lifetime stipend that supports my preferred lifestyle, an estate with full-time security, and complete anonymity when the hammer drops.”
    

    
      “When the hammer drops,” Guei asked, sitting back again.
    

    
      “When the hammer drops.” Rosy confirmed this without inflection, without giving anything away. I wanted to lunge at her and ask 
      what hammer
       but both she and Guei wouldn’t say it aloud. “We both know I have the leverage here. Considering your plans, this negotiation is a drop in the ocean compared to what you stand to gain. Living code is your big break, isn’t it, Councilwoman?”
    

    
      “Why would you agree to betray your fellow humans? Olivia Atarian gives the impression that humans are a loyal, diligent sort. Very genuine in temperament. It’s one of the things that makes you perfect pets.”
    

    
      Rosy laughed. “Humans are a lot of things, Councilwoman, including prolific conquerors. We may not be off our own planet yet, but we’ve spent thousands of years doing this same song and dance. Keeping a community isolated, limiting their representation, censoring their expression, making them complacent with luxury goods and entertainment.” Rosy listed off everything that I’d been rallying against since day one, wishing others would see it too. “This is the classic human playbook with an alien twist, and there’s almost nothing any of us can do about it.”
    

    
      “How very astute,” Guei admitted, impressed.
    

    
      “Yes,” Rosy agreed, leaning in. “Because I’ve lived this already. I was a refugee after foreign actors, hurricanes, and earthquakes destroyed my home when I was a child, and I’m not willing to relive a hell like that. So I’m going to save my own skin again and make something of myself while this whole doll thing is on the ground floor. I’m a drop in the ocean, like I said, so I’m going to make sure to get mine.”
    

    
      “Fascinating,” Guei said, slowly tapping her fingers. “The commander was right, you really are sincere.”
    

    
      “Absolutely.”
    

    
      Lokurian purred, gathering their attention as he widened the aperture again, including me in their feed. I revamped my blank smile, trying hard not to snarl and bobbed my head. “Now that you’ve gotten to know each other, I have another development to discuss.”
    

    
      “Hello. I am IJ-02.”
    

    
      Guei reared back. “What is 
      that?”
    

    
      Lokurian chuckled, throwing his arm across the back of the seat behind me. “The competition. Apparently, living code is already out there, Councilwoman. Endar was doing you dirty, ah?”
    

    
      Guei’s face erupted in a vicious show of flat teeth, her crest deepening in color. She slammed her hand against the table, jolting her end of the holofeed. “Greedy 
      ssohi!”
       she swore. She leveled me with a glare so venomous, my blood chilled. “You’re made with living code?”
    

    
      “Yes,” I said, bobbing my head again.
    

    
      “Who built you?”
    

    
      “I am not permitted to speak on this topic,” I tried.
    

    
      Guei turned her vitriol on Lokurian. “You’re 
      sure
       this is a living doll?”
    

    
      He glanced at me, clacking his mandibles in affirmation. I turned to stare at him, awaiting orders. “She has imperfections, and her heart rate is erratic. Yes, I’m sure.”
    

    
      Guei leaned in. “How do you know she’s not a human like your Miss Turner?”
    

    
      My hand twitched towards my Whipspark, but Lokurian rolled a shoulder, patting the back of my neck where my BDRE was nestled. “She has a jack. Besides, I saw her owner fucking her against the bar. Trust me when I say the real Imani James would never allow that.”
    

    
      “Imani James…” Guei pondered. “That’s the human security officer in the colony, isn’t it? The one that keeps barking up Ferulis’s peg leg about securing her position.” Her smile spread as she inspected me. “And we have a living doll of her already? This is almost too good to be true.”
    

    
      Lokurian narrowed the field of view and leaned in, all flirtation and softness gone from his features. He captured Guei’s stare and held it. “No. 
      I
       have her. Which means you’re going to dissolve my contract and pay out. Tonight.”
    

    
      Guei rubbed her cheek again, tap-tap-tapping away on her temple. She chuckled with amusement and bit her lip with a sigh. “Fine,” she lamented. “I suppose you’ve earned it, giving me the colony’s biggest thorn. Your package is at the nursery, pick-up this evening. And as for you, Miss Turner, I’ll take that contract, starting now.”
    

    
      Both Lokurian and Rosy’s holotabs beeped at the same time. Lokurian stared at his, transfixed, his breath shaking as he sat back against the booth. Rosy’s provided a direction prompt, and she held it up to scan her eyes. Her throat and eyes spasmed as her linguitor and transitor were scanned. When it was done, she gasped for air, clutching her throat. Guei smirked.
    

    
      “Commander Lokurian will ensure you receive your pay out. Enjoy the Conrad. Pleasure doing business.”
    

    
      The holowell went dark before either of them had the chance to respond. There was a pause as our eyes adjusted, then Rosy jumped to her feet.
    

    
      “Yes!” she whooped.
    

    
      Lokurian stared at the table, shellshocked and harried, his talons clasped beneath his chin.
    

    
      “Where’s Charles?” Rosy mumbled, looking for a call button. She finally pulled the curtain aside and yelled out. “Ay, Charles! We need some drinks in here!”
    

    
      Lokurian snapped out of his fog and pulled her back by the arm. “Are you insane?! No talking and no wandering without your holomask on. We’ve talked about this.”
    

    
      Rosy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and I’ve just gotten myself filthy rich with immunity. Ease up, Roka. If anywhere is gonna keep a human secret, it’s the Conrad, okay?”
    

    
      Lokurian growled, bearing down on her. “No, Miss Turner. How do you think they get clients here in the first place, by 
      keeping
       secrets?”
    

    
      Charles poked his head in, blinking out of sync. He saw me, so I nodded to him, pretending like my worldview hadn’t shattered. “Hello, Master Charles.”
    

    
      “Drinks, yes?” he asked, ignoring me. He set down two glowing drinks in front of each of them, a decanter of refills, then a lukewarm water in front of me. “I take it Councilwoman Guei was, yes, impressed?”
    

    
      “Out,” Lokurian growled. The hjarna disappeared immediately, and the traitor slid his drink in front of him. He tossed it back in one go and poured himself a refill. “Congratulations on your contract,” he said with sarcasm, knocking back a second. “Want my advice? Go over it with a fine-toothed comb before giving up any more living code and sign it in colony blood, ah?”
    

    
      Rosy tasted her drink, then hummed happily, licking her lips. “Please. It’s not like you have to kill anyone to get their living code. They’ll all just live out their lives in that little colony, content with their stipends while the place turns into a dump and the galaxy forgets them. Compared to what humans do to each other, Renata is cushy.”
    

    
      “Don’t underestimate our cruelty either,” Lokurian warned. Then he glanced at me, still smiling, though my jaw was clenched so hard, I was sure my teeth would crack. He nodded to my water. “And 
      you
       need to drink. Human bodies aren’t meant for this place.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Master Lokurian.”
    

    
      I needed a 
      drink,
       not water, but I’d told him I was obedient. So I slid my hand across the table, gripping the water glass.
    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    
      Rosy gasped and clutched my hand. She twisted it open, exposing my scarred palms to the mood lighting. Character broken from the surprise, I met her eyes with sharp, angry clarity.
    

    
      “Dolls don’t have scars.”
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      Our eyes met, our breath froze, my wrist clutched in her grip.
    

    
      Tha-thump.
    

    
      In the space of a single heartbeat, it all fell apart. I reached beneath my slitted skirt, raised the Whipspark at Lokurian’s face, and pulled the trigger.
    

    
      A shrill whistle exploded in the curtained area as he fell back with a snarl of surprise. Rosy tapped her holomask and slid out of the booth, leaving him behind as she made a break for it. I crawled over the table, spilling drinks all around me as I slid to my feet, glad I’d been able to wear my combat boots as I crushed glass underfoot.
    

    
      I exploded out of the curtain and raced after Rosy, close enough on her heel to see her shilpakaari gloves whip around the service door.
    

    
      “Imani!” Vin roared, but I didn’t dare lose ground. Vin wasn’t the only person trailing after me, and I needed to get Rosy. I needed her to answer for what she was doing. All my anger and conviction boiled down to that woman and the way she’d put us all in jeopardy.
    

    
      “Rosy!” I yelled, projecting my voice like the soldier I was, past caring if anyone found I was a real human. We raced through a hallway of dormant dolls, charging with thick cords forcing their faces down where they connected to their necks. A server swerved to get out of Rosy’s way, and I pushed him aside, his silver tray clattering to the ground.
    

    
      Rosy barreled straight through the kitchen, knocking people into the food bays and swiping things off the counters. I slid beneath a row of heated lights to avoid a pillar of crashing plates and cups, taking a detour that proved faster.
    

    
      Then I saw the door to the back exit. Rosy was running right into our operation’s friendly cover.
    

    
      “Rosy, no!” I roared, pushing for speed. I caught her hair in her hand, trying desperately to yank her back. She stumbled and I got ahead of her, barring the door.
    

    
      But if I’d had any hope that the timid girl I’d known was still somewhere inside, still cared about Clarissa or the children in the colony or Marcella… It died as Rosy raised her boot with a twisted grimace of inconvenience and hate and kicked me back against the door.
    

    
      Rosy barreled overtop of me as the oven-dry heat and the eternal red darkness of the Volcage blasted our skin. I reached for her, wide-eyed, the breath forced from my lungs, trying to gather air that was almost too hot to breathe.
    

    
      But I was too late. I couldn’t yell out in time.
    

    
      Rosy careened sideways, her throat ripped open by a blast from the next rooftop.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      Vin’s blood was racing so much faster than his feet, all he could process were flashes.
    

    
      The sound of an electrified shot.
    

    
      Imani on the ground, covered in red human blood.
    

    
      Lokurian slowing to a halt, a handcannon cocked in his grip.
    

    
      Imani...
    

    
      She was grappling the shilpakaari, but that much blood… It was nearly as much as she’d lost in his cargo bay. Vin didn’t have time to stop, to check on her, if he wanted to get her to medical help fast enough.
    

    
      He roared, his mandibles flaying open as a beat of vengeance thumped in his chest. He extracted his talons and launched himself at the commander, knocking the other venandi to the ground. Lokurian met him head on, but just barely, his hand cannon scattering out of reach.
    

    
      Both men’s chests boomed loud enough to rattle the overhead heat shielding and loosen dust from within the cracks of nearby buildings. They postured, baring their fangs in full display, hissing and rattling as their war 
      hrumming
       shook the earth and shattered discarded glass bottles.
    

    
      Lokurian sank his talons into Vin’s bad shoulder, to which he snarled, using the commander’s occupied hand to leverage him into the volcanic rock. He hauled back with one calloused fist and slammed it into the mandible on his left side. The bone snapped, already sizzling from a wound like getting blasted in the face with a firework.
    

    
      So Imani had used the Whipspark, after all.
    

    
      The thought enraged him further, thinking that she was beyond a privacy veil where he hadn’t been able to hear. He’d stared unblinking at the private booth, gouging nervous grooves into the bartop to keep himself from ripping the curtain down. And now look at the price she’d paid. Bleeding out on a hellish landscape, expecting backup. Expecting Vin to be there for her.
    

    
      He needed to kill Lokurian so he could take care of her. He refused to think she could already be…
    

    
      Lokurian took his chance, ripping one of the grafted plates off his shoulder. Vin snarled as the commander heaved him off, pushing his face into the Conrad’s wall with one elbow. His rough spires grated against the rock, the broken tip of one causing sparks to fly like flint and stone.
    

    
      Lokurian wanted to fight dirty? Fine.
    

    
      Vin snapped his fangs around Lokurian’s talon, anchoring them down to the bone.
    

    
      “Fuck!” Lokurian yelled in pain, trying to pull back. Vin threw him off and gave chase, hitting his jaw again and again in a blind, desperate rage, trying to knock him out. The commander reached up with his bloodied, ragged talon and grabbed him by the spires, jerking his head aside. The holomask went flying, and Lokurian’s eyes widened, his war 
      hrum
       stuttering.
    

    
      “Calgari?” he gurgled, his one mandible mangled and sloping unnaturally down his neck.
    

    
      “Traitor,”
       Vin hissed, licking his bloodied fangs. “Thought you were so slick, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “I can explain—”
    

    
      Vin bared down on Lokurian’s throat, using his superior size and weight to keep him down. Lokurian was a slick fighter, but not suited to grappling. He was too lean, too pretty, and had always favored flanking and diversion.
    

    
      “I don’t have time for a chat, so let’s just cut to the chase. 
      Ultio nem vira,”
       Vin growled the ancient evocation of lover’s vengeance, grabbing hold of that broken mandible. He pulled back and Lokurian clawed at his wrist and forearm to stop him from ripping the appendage off.
    

    
      The joint popped, the tissue tore, Lokurian shrieked.
    

    
      Then something thumped into Vin’s side and he fell to the ground, unconscious.
    

    
      
    

    
      ⺣✴⺣
    

    
      
    

    
      I caught Rosy as she fell and rolled us over to absorb the shock when something big boomed through the door behind us. Snarls and roars filled the air, accompanied by a rhythm of war drums so deep and frightful, they shook me like a subwoofer at a concert. My eyes darted to Lokurian, on the ground beneath Vin. I wanted to yell out to him, but I was still struggling to breathe, and Rosy was dying.
    

    
      “Rosy,” I croaked, feeling her neck for the wound. My hands swam through sticky, hot blood, but the holomask hid it all beneath its projection. She opened and closed her mouth, trying to get air, desperate eyes fixed on my face. “Damn it!”
    

    
      I abandoned her neck with one hand, searching through her hair for her holomask, and found the little teardrop hanging from her forehead. I tossed it away, and her mask glitched and died.
    

    
      Angry, hot tears fell down my cheeks as I took in her injuries. She was going to die, there was no question. I took a deep breath and held her quickly dulling eyes, willing myself to just be there for her without the rage and betrayal I felt in my heart.
    

    
      “I’ll hold it off as long as I can,” I told her, pressing down on the side of her neck with the bottom length of my skirt. Her wobbly hand brushed against my forearm, trying to hold onto me for help, but unable to coordinate her fingers, so I held it in place as my skirt saturated and grew heavy.
    

    
      Something went thud behind me, sparks flying and lighting up the Volcage dusk. The growls and fighting intensified. Someone shrieked. I bit my lip, holding Rosy’s stare as the life left her, hoping it wasn’t Vin.
    

    
      “Imani,” Novak panted, running up to me. He held a cusser in one hand, its overcharge sparking up his forearm, and a dart gun in the other. I let loose the breath I’d been holding, dropping Rosy’s hand to her chest.
    

    
      Rocking to my feet, I looked over my shoulder at the two venandi, both bloodied and worse for wear, slumped on the ground, sedated. Novak jogged to a stop beside me, staring wide-eyed at Rosy’s body.
    

    
      “
      Sraç,”
       he cursed.
    

    
      “Did you shoot her?” I asked, looking at the cusser. He tossed it to the ground and pulled up his holotab.
    

    
      “Yes,” he stated, compartmentalising as he typed something encrypted on its holoscreen. “If I’d known she was 
      human,
       I wouldn’t have used a cusser. Shilpakaari are resistant to electrocution. Their skin isn’t conductive.”
    

    
      I stared down at the wound, now slowly seeping blood as it blackened. The wound was burned and lined in branching grooves. The cusser had burned through her skin.
    

    
      I swallowed hard and turned away from the lingering smell of burnt flesh. Mijka burst through the back door, her tail whipping the air, scales up at jagged angles. She took in the scene and cursed.
    

    
      “We gotta move,” she hurried, grabbing the cusser from the ground and cocking it. She pointed it at the open door, a low-grade electric 
      zzzap
       climbing her arm. The current whipped off her tail into the ground every time it got near enough. 
      “Now.”
    

    
      Novak affixed a levipuck to Vin’s shoulder, then picked Lokurian up in a dead man’s carry. Vin floated into the air, his boots dragging the ground. Just to be sure, I checked that he was breathing with a shaking, sticky hand.
    

    
      A transport arrived within seconds, just a ripple in the air, no more than a mirage, its mirrored surface was so flawless. Mijka closed the door to the kitchen slowly, keeping her eyes peeled as Novak loaded the men in. She spoke into her linguitor as I hauled Rosy off the ground and laid her on the floor between two bench seats. 
      “Comm Nuaer…
       Nothing but glass out back, just left in a rush. Yeah, ghost business, probably.” She snorted. “Anyway, I’m gonna pick some flowers. Thanks. 
      End comm.”
    

    
      Novak pulled me into the transport, then cracked his tail against the ground. Mijka shook her head and motioned for us to go. “Got you a few beats, so beat it, my kral.”
    

    
      She grinned and Novak slid into a torpedo cockpit between the front row of benches, practically laying on the floor with the controls above his head. The doors slid shut and we accelerated away from the Conrad, its neon sign blinking into the volcanic haze high into the atmosphere behind us. 
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      An hour later, after circling and listening to chatter, making sure we weren’t followed, I sat upon a pristine white bunker bed, staring at Rosy’s clean but bloodless features. My hair was still wet from the shower, and I wore Vin’s shirt once more. It had become a comfort over the last few days, something I wore when I needed to collect myself and adapt.
    

    
      My anger had evolved since the meeting with Guei. I’d watched it over again with Novak in the transport, thinking about why Rosy would do something so horrid. Why she would be so self-serving and cold.
    

    
      Good people, desperate deeds.
    

    
      It was the same thing Ephraim and I saw every time a poacher tried to talk us out of an arrest. They needed to feed their families, get medicine, make sure their kids went to school, save up for something better…
    

    
      Regardless of the individual reasons, Rosy had something in common with those men that, if I’d stopped obsessing over my crusade and actually met people where they stood
      , perhaps I could have recognised. It was the desperation of someone that knew what it was like to have a boot on their neck and would do anything to get out from under it.
    

    
      A quiet knock on the open morgue door pulled me out of my self-defeating thoughts. Novak walked in, dressed down in an undersuit and simple thigh holster. He held out my clothing from the night I’d been hit on the head, now clean and folded. Almost anyone else would have tried to smile in sympathy, but Novak simply watched me with astute eyes.
    

    
      “Forensics are in.”
    

    
      “It was Rosy,” I said, thinking back to that night with resignation.
    

    
      Novak set the pile of clothing down beside me, gently laid a new comm puck on top of them, and leaned against the doorframe. “It was Rosy,” he confirmed. When I didn’t respond, he shifted with discomfort. “Do you want me to comm the colony or will you?”
    

    
      “I will, I just need…” I trailed off, so overwhelmed and exhausted by what I’d learned, that if I didn’t give myself a proper moment to come to terms with it, I knew I’d break down. I needed a release. I needed relief.
    

    
      Novak adjusted his scales and pushed off the doorframe. “Vin is down the hallway, third door on the left. Surgery on his shoulder went well, and the seda-dart’s half-life is almost up. Which means you can jolt him awake. Fair warning though…” He waved an aero-syringe in front of me until I took it. “He’ll wake up rearing for a fight.”
    

    
      “Thanks for the warning,” I managed, setting it on my pile of clothes. Novak nodded once, turning the corner of the open door and disappearing down the hallway.
    

    
      My features hardened after he left. I took a deep breath, centered myself, and commed Hunar from the new comm puck, eager to see a familiar face.
    

    
      “Imani,” he said immediately, answering as if he’d been waiting on pins and needles. His ovoid eyes roamed over my features studiously as his mane of tendrils writhed with worry around his neck. “Wow.”
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      “You didn’t check in yesterday.”
    

    
      I nodded. “There’s a lot going on here—”
    

    
      “Here, too. Imani—”
    

    
      I held up a hand to stop him. “First, I have an important question, and I need you to confirm it, don’t guess. Got it?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Is Rosy Turner in the colony?”
    

    
      “Miss Turner… that’s the woman entrusted to Marcella’s care, correct?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Hunar’s face turned downward, likely looking at his holotab. He flicked through his logs and nodded. “Yes, BEO is taking her vitals currently. She’s in the temporary suite you and Marcella set up. She has shown great improvement.”
    

    
      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Goosebumps rose all across my arms and neck. Marcella had been alone with that 
      thing
       for days…
    

    
      “Hunar, that’s not Rosy,” I croaked, flipping my holofeed so he could see her lying dead on the table. “This is Rosy. 
      That…
       is a genetically coded doll.”
    

    
      “Chudthi,”
       he swore, mane puffing up with shock. He grabbed Bajora off screen.
    

    
      “You mind?” he griped. “I’m making Bree’s—”
    

    
      “I don’t 
      care
       that you’re in the middle of printing a 
      kauphee,
       send Sizzle to arrest Rosy Turner.”
    

    
      “What?” Bajora asked, his tone sobering.
    

    
      “Don’t arrest her. Decommission her,” I interrupted. My eyes went wide. “And 
      don’t
       let him eat her.”
    

    
      “Go!” Hunar pushed Bajora, then leaned into the holofeed. “Imani, there’s something—”
    

    
      “Let me finish, then tell me.” Hunar’s slitted nostrils flared, but he nodded. I told him everything about the Conrad, Lokurian, and the dolls. I told him about Guei and that Rosy was trying to sell her living code. By the end, he was pacing back and forth, his mane roiling with anger. When I was done, he leaned his palms on the hangar’s old break table and cocked one hip.
    

    
      “What you’ve uncovered isn’t the only news,” he started.
    

    
      “I know about Siat Xata,” I said with distaste, but Hunar shook his head.
    

    
      “Not that. The dolls that we’ve been finding along the trails.” He leaned in, furious. “They’re all 
      Amelia.”
    

    
      My mouth fell open. “What?”
    

    
      “Pom Pom walked into the clinic yesterday before it opened because she saw the lights on. Amelia was working early, so she figured she’d get her treatment out of the way.”
    

    
      My heart skipped. I gripped the edge of the bed, terrified. “Is she okay? Pom Pom, 
      is she okay?”
    

    
      Hunar nodded once. “No one knows Amelia is pregnant yet. Bree hasn’t released any snaps or vids because they didn’t want to announce until the spats were born healthy.”
    

    
      “So the doll wasn’t pregnant,” I realised, brushing my hand up my forehead in shock.
    

    
      “Pom Pom shot her dead. Her data halo is identical to the last doll you found.” He let out a breath, speaking more quietly. “Xata’s team is checking everyone just to be sure, but it’s… tense. I want to release Roav and Jharim so they can help. I don’t think they’re involved, Imani.”
    

    
      I immediately shook my head. “We don’t know that.”
    

    
      Hunar pressed his fist into the table, trying to stay civil. “Nothing either of us has found is linked to them in any way.”
    

    
      “Except they 
      lied,”
       I reasoned. “Or does your memory only reach back half a week? They’re supposed to be with Unity, which requires them to be truthful to authorities, but they 
      lied.”
    

    
      Hunar bowed his head slowly, not wanting to back down. “Alright,” he sighed. “We’ll keep them down below for now.”
    

    
      “You know I have a point,” I pressed.
    

    
      “I know. I’ll tell Pom you commed. She’ll be sad to miss your spires again.”
    

    
      My stomach flipped. “She’ll see them soon enough.”
    

    
      “We all better. Colony feels like a buoy in a hurricane without you here.”
    

    
      We shared a weary smile, then I cut the comm.
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      When I visited Vin’s room a few moments later, I stopped short. He was in a care gown that seemed ridiculous on his mountainous frame. How could someone so massive ever be incapacitated in bed? It defied the laws of nature to see Vin unresponsive in anything other than his own clothes, purring softly in his sleep.
    

    
      My chest grew tight, right below my sternum, and I rubbed the spot, concerned I was nauseated. When had I last eaten? I didn’t feel faint or weak, but unsettled, threadbare. Had Vin felt this way when he was waiting for me to wake up on the 
      Nebrae?
    

    
      I sat down on the edge of the bed, thinking about 
      ultio nem vira
       as I looked over his rough plates and scars. He had quite a few, but I’d never dwelt on them. Most were faded from time, but some had been deep. Probably from his time as a physical threshold subject at the research center. I placed my hand on his chest, pushing aside the front of his care gown, and pressed just hard enough to feel the gentle 
      tha-d’thump
       of his three-chambered heart against my palm.
    

    
      If I’d been in any position to perform 
      ultio nem vir
       for him as a kid, I would have done it.
    

    
      I laughed at myself, tears blurring my vision. Damn it, but I really 
      would
       have done it.
    

    
      Vin would have too.
    

    
      I brushed my fingers over his mandibles, feeling the grooves between his facial plates, familiarising myself with his features. The membrane that stretched between his jaw parts and his mouth, the high cheekbones and lashless eyes. A heavy brow with battered spires rising overtop his face. I walked my fingers up the two that were now damaged above his left brow and temple. The front had been scraped and burned during his fight with Lokurian, striations of blue blood caught in its smooth, healed surface as if cast in resin.
    

    
      Another battle scar to carry.
    

    
      I gave it a kiss, hoped he’d be alright, then braced for him to wake up as I pressed the aero-syringe to his neck.
    

    
      Vin exploded awake, his eyes shooting open, all golden fury. He lunged with his talons at full length, throwing me beneath him with a roar.
    

    
      The tension in my chest snapped with adrenaline. My blood vibrated and the tips of my spires grew hot. I pressed my palms flat against his chest, pushing with all my might to keep his weight off me.
    

    
      “Im…Imani?” he panted, a talon poised above my face. I met his eyes, and he wondered at me with confusion. “You’re 
      hrumming.”
    

    
      We both looked at my chest.
    

    
      I really was.
    

    
      I didn’t feel like a walking vibrator like I’d expected as I dug my fingers into Vin’s care gown, but more like I was singing opera from my diaphragm. It was a single thread of rhythm compared to the complex chorus of sounds Vin made for me. A vibrato without a tone that carried from my spires to my toes.
    

    
      “For me,” he clarified, his golden stare calming into a warm yellow gold.
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      He stared at my chest with confusion, trailing his talons along the shirt I’d accepted and would now never give back. His own 
      hrum
       purred to life, knitting together with mine as he pressed his face to my sternum and breathed in.
    

    
      “Are you alright?” I asked, still trying to hold up some of his weight. I glanced at his shoulder with worry.
    

    
      “My 
      vira
       is alive and well. Of course, I’m alright.”
    

    
      I rolled my eyes. “I mean your injuries.” I brushed my fingers over his spire again, lamenting the new scar.
    

    
      “Yes.” He gave me a crooked smile. “Mediplasma works wonders when you’ve got access to it.”
    

    
      My smile fell. I swallowed a thick lump in my throat. “We have a lot to talk about. I need to show you the recordings—”
    

    
      He pressed his forehead to mine, brow plates creased. “If you think it’s important right now, then okay. But I gotta be honest, I thought you were bleeding out in that alley. So give me a few minutes to enjoy the fact that you’re alive. Please?”
    

    
      He questioned me with his eyes, and my chest grew warm. “You’re right,” I murmured. “We should enjoy being alive.” Then I dragged his face towards mine and kissed him.
    

    
      Vin’s 
      hrum
       changed slowly, overwhelmed and disbelieving. He crawled up my body, a knee on either side of my thighs as he curled above me and clutched my face with both of his warm palms. I pressed our mouths together at an angle, working his bifurcated mouth like an ‘x’ and coaxing his lips open with my tongue.
    

    
      He rocked back and pulled me with him, lifting my shoulders off the ground with a forearm banded across my spine. His thumb tipped my chin back so he could open my mouth further and trace his pointed tongue across the roof of my mouth with a growl.
    

    
      Suddenly our bodies couldn’t stop rocking, pulling and pushing against each other, a dizzying dance of lust left too long to suffer. He let go of me with one hand so I could support myself, then lengthened his talons and ripped his care gown to shreds, pulling the ribbons off his shoulders like the material was warm butter. He reached for my shirt and I gasped, covering the fabric.
    

    
      “No! It’s my favorite,” I admitted.
    

    
      Vindilus blinked. “But it’s mine.”
    

    
      “It 
      was
       yours,” I challenged. “This shirt and I have been through too much together to give it back now.”
    

    
      Vindilus grinned, mandibles chittering with dark amusement. 
      “Quid pro quo, vira.
       If that’s yours, then these are mine, now.” He bumped his spires against mine with that special 
      zing,
       pressing me back on the bed. “And this is mine.” He nipped the pulse in my neck. “And this.” He sucked on my bottom lip as his hand slid between my legs, forced together by his knees. “And this… right, Imani?”
    

    
      He watched my expression as his talon rubbed against my compressed slit, changing his 
      hrum
       to something seductive and as deep as an ocean. My own stuttered and stopped, unable to keep up. I panted as he sat back on his heels, naked, his swollen shaft bobbing up towards his abdomen.
    

    
      I nodded desperately, shrugging out of his shirt. “It’s yours.”
    

    
      Vin’s cock twitched, the nodes along the underside starting to swell. He stared at my naked body in wonder, and licked his fangs as he widened his knees. “Spread your legs for me, 
      vira.
       I want to see what’s mine.”
    

    
      I pulled my legs out from beneath him, bent my knees, and let my them fall open, propping myself up on my elbows. He huffed, awed, and pressed his talon against my slit.
    

    
      “Imani James is mine,” he marveled in a whisper, pressing a little circle into my throbbing nub. I clenched my channel, trying to coax his large talon south. He took the bait, his other hand circling his shaft as he traced my vitiligo. “Your spots are so fucking pretty.”
    

    
      Then he sank his talon home and we both moaned. I rotated my pelvis and strained my neck to watch his massive red hand stroke into me. Vin’s 
      hrum
       made me wetter than I’d ever been in my life, putting every nerve in my groin on pins and needles. He withdrew his finger before picking up a rhythm and lathered his cock until it glistened.
    

    
      “Jamani,”
       I panted desperately. Vin pumped his member in his hand, baring his fangs, breathing in even paces.
    

    
      “I’ve gotta go slow,” he groaned, closing his eyes, reminding himself more than letting me know. He lined up his talon again, this time sliding both inside me. The fit was tight, almost impossible. “I might hurt you if I don’t. 
      Fuck,
       you’re so small.”
    

    
      I laid back and pressed open my labia, helping his hand fit. As he hit my cervix, it jolted in pain, too raw and unprepared. I grabbed his wrist and pressed him in further, stopping his tight, shallow rhythm. I rocked my hips and did it again. Each time was a little more comfortable, a little slicker.
    

    
      I bit my lip and sat up, sliding my butt out of his reach. His eyes jutted open, mandibles flaring with shock. I pushed him back towards the foot of the bed, but he resisted, thinking I was trying to get away. His eyes immediately sharpened, mandibles cracking once in warning.
    

    
      I pinned him with my own stare and snapped my teeth together to mirror him. “Lay down, 
      vir.”
    

    
      Vin’s jaw parts went slack at the use of the word, letting me press him flat to the bed as I stood naked above him on the mattress. If we were going to do this, I needed more control. I needed to set the pace.
    

    
      I sidled over his hips, squatted halfway down, and picked up his cock. It was as heavy as a club, and just as hard, the bottom nodes vibrating already. I lined his head up to my pussy and rubbed him back and forth, taking a deep breath. He clutched my ass, pulling my cheeks apart from the crease of my thighs, mimicking what I had done for his fingers so he’d get a better glide home.
    

    
      Then I eased myself down.
    

    
      Vin’s nostrils flared and he threw his head back, chuffing like a beast. I slid him in two inches, maybe three, then retracted.
    

    
      “No!” he moaned, gripping my ass harder. “No, please…”
    

    
      When I settled back down, taking more of him, he nodded like a human, mandibles flared open. I balanced my weight on his chest, blood pumping so hard I could hear it in my ears. Every inch filled a void I hadn’t known was there. Like my palms, it had been numb and pushed to the side for so long, I could hardly recognise the feeling of connection anymore.
    

    
      “Vindilus,” I breathed, rising up and bearing down on him again. He arched his back, angling his cock so it pushed against the ceiling of my channel, lighting my nerves on fire.
    

    
      “Souls,” he breathed, holding himself back. He gripped the mattress and tore it apart. “You say my name again and I won’t be able to—”
    

    
      “I’m staking my claim,” I interrupted, stopping him mid-sentence. He stared at me as I sat on his hips, filled to the hilt. I rolled my hips and reveled in how tight a fit he was, how much he stretched me open.
    

    
      Mesmerised by the view, Vin reached forward, brushing his thumb against my glistening clit. My brow scrunched in ecstasy.
    

    
      “You’re mine, got it?” I quivered. He purred in affirmation, so I reared back, hands on his thighs, and began to bounce.
    

    
      I’d never had sex this way before, but the performative power of it felt 
      right.
       The way I was stretched open for Vin to see made me gush with heat, the constant rub against my channel’s ceiling so shocking, my pussy throbbed and contracted every other bounce. Not quite an orgasm, but just as exhilarating. Vin gripped the bed frame behind his head with one hand, the metal whining in his grip, and bared his fangs.
    

    
      Vin’s raw power bending, subservient to my will, is what did me in. I no longer bounced but slammed myself down, small breasts shuddering violently with every collision of our hips.
    

    
      “Imani, I’m—”
    

    
      “Yes,”
       I gasped, holding his stare just like I had in the Port Hole. His 
      hrum
       traveled all the way up the length of his shaft as I unraveled, milking him like a prize bull. My climax was so intense, I had to collapse forward as my knees buckled and my abdomen contracted.
    

    
      Vin grabbed my hips as soon as I was off balance and wrenched me off his cock with barely a moment to spare before he came. He lifted me like I was a ragdoll over his chest, my knees falling back to the bed on either side of his face. I gasped, my pussy still throbbing as he fit his mouth to it and 
      hrummed.
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I moaned, too sensitive as his vibrating tongue swirled over my clit. I squeezed his head with my knees and tried to move away, but he snarled, pushing me back on his chest. My pelvis opened as I fell back, trying to gain purchase.
    

    
      “Vin!” I gasped as he pinched my clit with his bifurcated lips, isolating it as he lashed it with his tongue. He growled, hugging my hip bones in place as I squirmed. He kissed and lapped and sucked on my pussy in a way that had me swelling and building back up. No longer squirming, I rocked my hips against his face and closed my eyes.
    

    
      When his erection twitched against my cheek, I turned my head sideways and did the same. I suckled and tongued the nodes I could reach, rubbing my numb palm against the opposite side of his shaft. He growled impatiently, bucking against me as his 
      hrum
       crescendoed.
    

    
      Then the world spun and I was on my stomach, Vin’s pillow beneath my cheek. He shifted behind me, and as I tried to turn over, he put his hand on my shoulders.
    

    
      “Nah ah,” he said, a grin in his voice. “You claimed me your way. Now it’s my turn, 
      vira.”
    

    
      I strained to see over my shoulder as he lifted my hips and my wet slit hit the air. Perhaps Vin could tell how tense I was, always preferring to have control, to see my opposition, because he purred, running a calming hand down my spine until I grew pliant and my hips swayed from side to side.
    

    
      Then his head cleaved my entrance apart and his weight shifted overtop of me and I nearly toppled from the spike in my heart rate. One after the other, Vin’s talons bit into the mattress near my ears, his forearms bulging as they held his weight. Hot breath huffed against the nape of my neck, and Vin placed a kiss on my spine, mandibles fluttering over my scapulas.
    

    
      “Thel taught me everything I know about being a venandi,” he murmured, sliding inside me bit by bit. “I’m gonna pay it forward while I fuck you, 
      vira.”
       He rotated his hips out, then curled them back in, each slow, diligent roll seating him further inside me. When I tried to rock back on him, he bit my shoulder and chuckled when I gasped.
    

    
      “Please,” I breathed.
    

    
      “Venandi clans fought 
      a lot
       in ancient times, but not just because they were territorial bastards.” He licked the little sting of his fangs on my skin, rocking in, rocking out, setting me on fire. “Warriors converged with each other on the battlefield. Imagine going to war with me, 
      vira.
       If we went head-to-head, would you 
      hrum
       for me with that pretty little purr of yours?”
    

    
      I thought about the first time we met. Not on the tarmac when he’d arrived with Sizzle and Pom Pom in Renata, but the meet-and-greet on the 
      Paramour
       after our rescue. Vindilus was offering self-defense lessons. Hardly anyone took him up on it, except me. I saw him and thought for a split second he was the venandi that had abducted me. Then I heard his voice and saw his eyes, and though I knew he wasn’t, I wanted to prove to myself that I could hold my own. So I’d sparred him. It had been a healing opportunity for me to punch him in the jaw and snarl and work up a sweat.
    

    
      I moved that memory to a battlefield in my mind. I wore the traditional brilliant patterns and beaded necklaces of my Sukuma ancestry, a round gula shield in one hand, a spear in the other, while Vin stood proud and smirking, his arms crossed, wearing nothing but a wrap of fabric around his waist and metal rings around his ankles.
    

    
      “I’d make you fight for it,” I panted, pushing my hips back with force. Vin’s cock jolted inside me, and he growled.
    

    
      “Yess,”
       he rattled. “A 
      vira
       would only give in to a warrior worth her time. And when he bested her, she’d present herself just like this.” His pace picked up speed and conviction, railing my channel to maximum capacity.
    

    
      “Ndio,”
       I mewed, nodding with encouragement.
    

    
      “I’m not dominating you, Imani,” Vin whispered in my ear, straining to keep himself in check. “I’m 
      honoring
       you and asking for your trust, like a venandi that meets his match in battle. Because we 
      did.
       And you bested me,” he groaned, licking a trail of sweat from my shoulders. “Every fucking day.”
    

    
      Vin hauled me back by my elbows and slipped one hand around my throat, arching my spine as he pounded into me. I let go of any sense of control, overwhelmed by his pounding rhythm, and my chest burst into a 
      hrum
       again. Vin’s chest vibrated like a subwoofer, shaking the fixtures of the room.
    

    
      The lack of control was 
      liberating.
       I smiled as I fought for air and my pussy swelled, on the verge of coming once again. For the rest of my life, with this one person, I would never have to have all the answers again. We would hold each other up in our times of uncertainty and watch each other’s backs. Vin would be my escape from the pressure of protecting all those lives in Renata. The person that wouldn’t just accept my fault lines, but also help heal them.
    

    
      He gripped my neck a little tighter and my clit swelled, needy and sensitized. I squeezed my thighs together and pitched my ass back. A glass cabinet of meds cracked, the door shattering from Vin’s 
      hrumming
       as I fell apart, milking him for a second time. Then he tumbled right after, his cock vibrating from base to tip as hot semen pressed against my cervix and fought his head for space.
    

    
      When Vin finally let go of my throat, he was gentle, making sure I could hold myself up as my weight fell on my palms. He curled over me, rubbing his face against every inch of skin he could reach, purring.
    

    
      “I love you, Imani James,” he breathed, voice cracking. His forearm snaked around my stomach and hugged me close.
    

    
      “I love you, Vindilus of Gaul.”
    

    
      He smiled into my shoulders and I smiled back, even if he couldn’t see it, both of us still catching our breath.
    

    
      “Partners,” I pressed.
    

    
      “For life,” Vin agreed.
    

    
      Then he rolled us sideways, burrowed his mandibles against my neck, and we slept in perfect harmony.
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      Vin rubbed his nose into Imani’s short, springy hair and pressed her naked backside against his hips for the dozenth time since waking up. He kept his eyes closed, his face buried in her neck, and reveled in the biggest victory of his life. 
    

    
      Imani James had claimed him. The idol of his fantasies, the phantom that haunted his dreams… She’d accepted their convergence and she was 
      his.
       
    

    
      Wasn’t that a fucking wonder? Maybe he wasn’t the total screw-up he’d always thought. 
    

    
      Or it was a fluke.
    

    
      It didn’t matter. Now that he’d weaseled his way into her soul, he’d never let up. He’d know every inch of her, mind and body, even if it took him decades to crack all her locks. Maybe intentions did count for something. 
    

    
      And Vin intended all sorts of things. He intended to have family dinners with her and Pom Pom, make good on his word to take her to the hospital in Samridve to treat her palms, shower her in love and affection, and 
      hrum
       her fucking brains out every morning. 
    

    
      Starting now.
    

    
      He purred, brushing his mandibles against her neck as his cock swelled, thinking about the fact that his seed was still cushioned between her legs. His talons wandered lazily, brushing her skin from thigh to ribs in a soothing circle. 
    

    
      The door to the room hissed open and glass crunched under someone’s boots. Vin groaned, clutching Imani’s hip wantonly. 
    

    
      “You mind?”
    

    
      “Not really,” Novak said with boredom. “I’ve seen you naked before. But did you 
      have
       to shatter the cabinet?”
    

    
      Vin peeked over Imani’s shoulder with one eye open. “What do you want?” 
    

    
      Novak grinned. “Same thing you want. Get back to Renata, wake Lokurian up so I can gloat, and give Ferulis a fat ‘fuck you’ for not listening to my warnings.”
    

    
      “That’s not what I want. I want you to leave for half an hour so I can wake my 
      vira
       up properly. 
      Then…
       I want those things,” Vin admitted. Novak’s tail cracked the air with amusement as he crossed his arms and settled in. He motioned to Imani, naked and starting to stir. 
    

    
      “Go on, then,” he goaded. “I’ll wait.” 
    

    
      “Wait for what?” Imani asked, instantly awake. She propped herself up on an elbow, drawing Vin’s discarded shirt over her naked torso.
    

    
      Vin snapped his jaws at Novak in agitation and his brother hissed with laughter. 
    

    
      “A lot has developed in the last eight hours,” he started. “Firstly, I’ve taken control of the 
      Yafridi.
       We’re in the process of vetting the crew. Four arrests so far, including Roka’s arms master and senior medical officer. The tech specialist, Pau Yua, though, checks out. I thought for sure she was the one that hacked the 
      Palembre.”
    

    
      At that, Vin and Imani both sat up, ready to go to work. “What about the package Lokurian was going to get?” Imani asked. 
    

    
      “Package?” Vin asked, out of the loop. He still hadn’t seen Imani’s recordings, but wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to. A possessive heat rose in his chest at the thought of what Roka might have done behind that privacy curtain. 
    

    
      “The payout for his contract was supposed to arrive tonight,” Imani elaborated, putting on his shirt. “Any word on that?”
    

    
      Novak tasted the air. “Coordinates for the drop off came in ten beats ago. It’s on the far side of the Volcage. Good hiding spot for a nursery.” The kral grinned, viperous fangs extended with excitement. “And I don’t know anyone better suited to blowing stuff up than my brother.” 
    

    
      Vin chuffed with pride, but brushed his talons down Imani’s spine. She looked back at him with big, gold eyes perfectly in sync with his, and his chest swelled. “You cool with some civilian demolition, 
      vira?”
    

    
      “Let’s do it,” Imani said, a vicious smile spreading across her face. “The way Charles was talking about the 
      Paramour
       suggests he thought their supplier was the only one.”
    

    
      Vin nodded, remembering that part of the conversation through a haze of raging possessiveness. “If it is, talk about a blow to the nodes. That would cripple human doll production.” 
    

    
      Novak licked his fangs back into his mouth. “Guei Boha would get angry and sloppy. Exactly what we need.” He stretched off the wall, sweeping the glass with his tail. “Glad to know we’re all on the same page.”
    

    
      Vin balked. Guei Boha? As in the hjarna councilwoman from Piaoguo? Vin hadn’t worked with her directly, obviously, since she didn’t command their fleet, but he’d seen her advocate for human security and protection of Earth on live feeds. He thought of her charismatic smile and boisterous attitude, and his stomach soured. 
    

    
      Of 
      course
       it would be her. Anyone in a place of that much power looked for more of it.  
    

    
      Imani made to stand up, then grimaced and sat back down. “You know, ah, I might need a minute to wash up.” 
    

    
      Vin grinned sinfully. “Can’t imagine why.” 
    

    
      Imani shoved him with her elbow. 
    

    
      “You’ve got ten. I’ll meet you at the entrance,” Novak winked at Vin, then rolled around the corner of the door, his tail gently tapping the sides of the hallway as he strolled away. 
    

    
      Sensing that Imani was fully focused, Vin held himself back from toying with her too much, but giddy clicks and chuffs left his mandibles anyway. He smacked her butt with a towel, watching those glorious little globes jiggle. She threw a pillow at him, less than amused. But he could tell when she turned around to wash her face in the surgical sink that she was trying not to smile. 
    

    
      That’s when it really hit home for Vin… They were family. He tucked in his shirt and latched his pants, watching his 
      vira
       slide on a fresh pair of socks and lace up her still-muddy boots. She looped the laces around her ankles twice, making sure they were sturdy with a practiced hand, and he marveled at her five fingers as they managed the ancient bows. 
    

    
      “You’re cool with…” She looked up at him and his voice died. He cleared his throat, then opened his own boots, careful to slip his talons in place. “You’re cool with having Pom Pom around, right?”
    

    
      “Of course,” she said quickly. “She’s like a—”
    

    
      Imani stopped and bit her lip. Vin froze too, not sure how to have this conversation. 
    

    
      “She’s like a daughter to you,” Imani finally finished. 
    

    
      Vin blinked, looking back down at his boots with a crease in his brow. “Do you… want her to be like that for you too?” 
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Vin sat up straight, needing a deep breath of air, suddenly nervous. “Souls, I don’t know! I don’t know what I’m trying to ask. 
      Fuck,
       I’m so nervous. Why do I feel so nerv—”
    

    
      “Vir.”
    

    
      Vin’s heart rolled over and did a somersault. “Yeah?”
    

    
      Imani set her elbows on her knees with an encouraging smile. “I’m not good at intimacy, but I miss having a family,” Imani said, then held up her scarred palms in surrender. “If 
      you
       want us to be one. And as for Pom Pom?” Imani took a deep breath. “She gets to choose if I’m more like a mother or a sister or a friend… And I’m okay with whatever she chooses.”
    

    
      Vin sighed with relief. “You’re right,” he said, seeing it more clearly. Being a dad to a little girl had been relatively easy. Kiss the boo-boo, clean the squishies, make sure she didn’t eat combustibles… But being a dad to a young woman was tough shit. Vin couldn’t pretend to know what Pom Pom wanted or needed, and even if he asked, he wasn’t sure he’d get it right. But Imani seemed like she understood. Maybe having her by his side would bring some clarity. He smiled, clacking his mandibles lovingly at her. 
    

    
      “We should talk more,” Imani said, checking her holotab for the time, “but we need to get going.”
    

    
      They finished packing up their things and hauled ass to the lab’s entrance. Novak was there, loading charges into a trans-atmo vessel with a belly hatch as its four corner engines warmed up. Vin picked up the last in one hand, setting it carefully next to the others. 
    

    
      “What’s the plan?” Imani yelled over the revving engines. Vin’s linguitor beeped as Novak patched into them both. 
    

    
      “These are sub-igneous mines,” he told her, slinking into the cockpit. “Vin will decide where to place them once we get a lay of the land, they’ll go boom, then we’ll take this shuttle up to the 
      Yafridi
       and high tail it off Huajile.”
    

    
      “That fast?”
    

    
      Vin checked each of the mines with a critical eye, making sure their charges were ready and their transmitters working. “Guei is hjarna and this is a hjarna system. As soon as she finds out what’s going on, she’ll lock down the borders,” he said.
    

    
      “Road blocks, security checkpoints, patrols,” Imani mused. 
    

    
      “Bing bing bing.” Vin gave her a wink, calculating blast radiuses and splash physics. 
    

    
      “She can update all AI in the Taixi System with an emergency stay, meaning that even if we tell the 
      Yafridi
       to chain-skip back to the Mandaal System, ULA will refuse the order unless given special clearance.” 
    

    
      Imani watched Vin as he worked, a crease in her brow. She crossed her arms, going unnaturally still, and he brushed his knee against hers. 
    

    
      “What is it, Imani?”
    

    
      “Rosy. She should be buried with humans,” she said. “Even if she was willing to sell us out. We need to take her with us when we leave.” 
    

    
      Vin understood the conflict on her face. Imani was struggling between empathy and fury, a horrible contradiction that accompanied the most unsettling types of grief. He squeezed her knee. “Novak?”
    

    
      “She’s already in the 
      Yafridi’s
       morgue. Lokurian’s up there too.” 
    

    
      “Thank you,” Imani sighed. 
    

    
      Novak imposed silence after that. The trans-atmo they had was a glorified cargo bay and not meant for maneuvering, which meant flying directly over the Volcage was dangerous, even if it kept them off the usual stratos of traffic. All three of them kept their eyes and ears open for sirens and geysers. 
    

    
      About half an hour later, Imani retreated to the center of the transpo, away from the metal frame and the bubbling heat of the lava seas. She drank four bottles of water, her lips cracking, skin so dry it was papery. Vin cursed Lokurian for damaging the BDRE badly enough that she couldn’t use it for temperature control. He dowsed her blue kanga cloth with water from his own canteen, rolled it up, and tied it around her neck. She smiled at him, pressing her wrists and lips to the wet fabric. 
    

    
      Vin discreetly checked her vitals. Her pulse was a bit thin, and her temperature was rising. Inside places like the Conrad or the lab, where coolant mist was piped through the walls and into the air, she’d been alright, but now that they were exposed to the heat without her BDRE for an extended period of time, she was starting to suffer. 
    

    
      “How long?” Vin asked over his shoulder.
    

    
      “Four beats. Almost there.” 
    

    
      “How you doin’, 
      vira?”
    

    
      “I don’t have heat stroke yet,” she said. “But it’ll come on quick.”
    

    
      “Can you stand the heat for half a turn?”
    

    
      “Probably, but I’m not sure. Either way, do what you need to do.” 
    

    
      Vin rubbed his mandibles in thought, studying the terrain around the drop off point. What was the most efficient way to destroy the structure? He wouldn’t really know until he saw it. It could be tall or subterranean, made of tantalum or volcanic rock, with or without windows, with or without vents… 
    

    
      When they finally arrived, Novak took a wide circle, careful not to get too close. It was a structure alright. A shiny building set deep in cooled tracts of lava near the Volcage so that wandering vessels wouldn’t see it until they were close enough to peek over the black, hardened dunes. There was a single tarmac and no indication on public maps, which tracked with the remote location. There were also no vents, windows, or civilian vessels, which suggested that no living person actually worked there. 
    

    
      It was a nursery, no question. 
    

    
      And its outer walls were made of tantalum.
    

    
      “Alright, here’s what we’re gonna do,” he told Novak, looking over their arsenal of mines. “Tantalum’s not gonna melt, so we can’t wipe the nursery off the map, but we 
      can
       fry everything inside. Set four mines along the Volcage wall and blast that embankment apart. The rest we’ll use to direct flow.” 
    

    
      Fifteen beats later, all charges were set. Novak operated the pulley while Vin loaded them and watched Imani, at one point pouring the rest of his water over her head. She thanked him, but her words were slurred, a pinch between her brow as she clutched her abdomen and rubbed her head. 
    

    
      As soon as all of his transmitters were armed and ready, Vin slapped the side of the transpo and closed the bottom hatch. “Let’s move, brother!”
    

    
      Vin started the chain reaction, his first four mines detonating and spewing lava a hundred feet into the air. The blow bounced lava back like an ocean tide as their other charges detonated, carving a path towards the nursery. Then, just as he’d hoped, the lava rushed in like a wave to fill the blown out embankment, spilling over the Volcage wall and engulfing the building in a layer of molten rock. 
    

    
      As soon as they were sure the nursery was covered, Novak punched the engines straight up, vented heat out of the hull, and shot them into low-moon orbit.  
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      While Vin and Novak spoke with their executive officer in Lokurian’s secure comms booth, I sat on a metal table in the medbay aboard the 
      Yafridi
       with a hjarna clinical assistant holding an electric fan a foot from my face. She was nervous, blinking out of sync, avoiding looking at my converged features as much as possible. I spritzed more water onto my neck, face, and thighs, and her aim followed, chasing the heat away. My body temperature had been 39.4 Celsius, very close to the tipping point of a dangerous heat stroke. 
    

    
      As a result, the only part of the ship I’d seen so far was the medbay. All chrome and glass and metal. I pressed my hands into the steel counter, cooling myself down. 
    

    
      It didn’t burn. 
    

    
      It didn’t frighten me. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and thought of Ephraim. 
    

    
      I let the memory of his death wash through me first. There was no avoiding it, the loss so raw and painful because I’d been keeping it back in order to get out of bed everyday, to stay vigilant, to fight those daily fights. I had to let it happen to get through it. 
    

    
      And once I had, my memories brightened. I heard his laughter again, instead of his screams. I saw the sparkle in his eyes instead of terror. I remembered how he hugged Mama when we went to the market together and his stupid little victory dance at smuggling the last soda into our Jeep without the other rangers noticing. 
    

    
      I smiled, my eyes closed, feeling the fan like a night breeze in Nyerere. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” the clinical assistant said. I pried my eyes open and met her fearful stare. 
    

    
      “Do you need me to take over?” I asked, holding my hand out for the fan. She shrank back, angling it at my thighs. 
    

    
      “No. I’m, ah, hmm, sorry for… for…” She took a deep breath, her hands shaking. “I’m sorry for everything.” 
    

    
      My memories of Ephraim faded, but as they did, he was still smiling in the passenger seat of our Jeep, one hand on the hood. I examined the clinical assistant’s dodgy expression, the twitches and tense shoulders. 
    

    
      “You mean you’re sorry for what your commander did,” I clarified. 
    

    
      She swallowed, her thin mouth pressed into an anguished slash across her face. “I’m angry at his, yes, betrayal, like you. But I’m sorry for, hmm, for the dolls. On Huajile.” 
    

    
      I leaned forward and gently took the fan from her hands. She jumped as our fingers made contact, eyes now fixed on mine. I was tired, and my head still hurt, but I understood her anxiety.
    

    
      “Are you sorry because you’re involved, or are you sorry because the people making dolls look like you?”
    

    
      She bowed her head. “Hjarna are curious. We, yes? We are vilified for it. I’m… ashamed.”
    

    
      “Don’t be,” I said with an assuring smile. “Greed and desperation are universal, and not all hjarna are bad.” My mood fell as I thought of Rosy. “Humans aren’t all good either.” 
    

    
      Vindilus walked in, finding me instantly. I turned off the fan and slid to my feet, giving the clinical assistant’s shoulder a squeeze. She sighed heavily, but the twitches in her expression eased. She took the fan and stepped aside as Vin’s boots thunked closer. 
    

    
      “Ferulis has been debriefed. He wants to talk to us. Together,” he murmured, rubbing his spires against mine in greeting. I checked the hem of his shirt, feeling underdressed for meeting a commanding officer, but nodded. 
    

    
      “Let’s go then.” 
    

    
      My 
      vir
       ushered me to a lift in the center of the ship. Eyes followed us everywhere, but no one spoke or whispered. Many of the crew looked grief-stricken or confused. Mijka stood guard by the elevator, her tail swaying at alert across the metal flooring. She bowed her head to Vindilus, then opened the lift doors. 
    

    
      “The kral is on the bridge,” she said as we passed. “He says hurry up.” 
    

    
      “Tell him not to twitch too hard,” Vin chuffed. “We’ll be there when the XO is done biting our heads off,” Vin said, clapping Mijka’s shoulder. The doors shut with a gentle bing. Then he leaned into me and brushed his thick three-fingered hands down my spine.
    

    
      “Ferulis is an old crank. Don’t let him ruffle your silk,” Vin warned. 
    

    
      The lift opened on a suite, and it suddenly occurred to me that these were Lokurian’s private quarters. String instruments hung from the wall by an ovular dining table, and colorful pillows and blankets dressed a large bed and sofa. They were embroidered with strips of fabric, like molas from South America, painstakingly crafted by hand in a way that felt familiar to my own quilts and kanga cloths. The office to the right of the lift was home to several holoscreens covered in photos of a little venandi girl and a few women, one the same coloring as Lokurian. They hugged and smiled like venandi with their mandibles stretched up and open. I paused, looking in on the joyous photos. 
    

    
      It reminded me of one poacher I’d arrested early on in my career as a game ranger. He’d held up a happy, smiling picture of his children, and when I cuffed him, he kept staring at it, smiling, tears of grief running down his cheeks. It had kept me up for weeks afterwards, wondering what jail he was rotting in, wondering if his kids were alright. 
    

    
      “What’s her name?” I asked, nodding to the little girl. Vin put his hands on his hips, and his voice cracked when he answered. It was hard for him to look at her, I could tell. He saw Pom Pom in that photo, feeling the pain of being ripped away from his child. 
    

    
      “Aelia. Roka’s daughter. She’s six or seven now, I think.” 
    

    
      I memorized her features—the soft spires jutting out of her forehead, the pink eyes, the light grey-lavender complexion. Her talons were painted, and she’d drawn all over herself with colorful chalk. Chalk that she’d obviously used to draw all over sheets of matte plas that decorated every surface. I pulled a few off the walls and tucked them under my arm with a clenched set to my jaw. 
    

    
      Vin led us into the secure comms booth and shut the door. An unnatural hush accompanied us, accentuating the blood pumping in my ears. I took a deep breath, rolled my shoulders, and nodded to the holowell. 
    

    
      “Hey,” Vin rumbled, his purr dampened by the foam walls. 
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Don’t be nervous. He’s just an old crank.” 
    

    
      “I’m not nervous,” I said, a crease in my brow. If anything, I was preparing for the worst. Ferulis had denied all my requests for rank, access, or citizenship after all. He’d also been blocking Marcella’s proposals for community funding.
    

    
      “You smell nervous.”
    

    
      “I’m 
      not
       nervous. I’m irritated.”
    

    
      Vin leaned into my neck and took a deep breath. “Coulda fooled me.” 
    

    
      I punched his pectoral plate and he play-winced, clutching his chest with a smirk. 
    

    
      “I’m not nervous,” I reiterated, my stomach flipping over as the holowell warmed up. I clenched my jaw and stared at it head-on, waiting. Vin grabbed me by the waist and shoulders, tipped me off balance so I’d clutch his arms with a yell of surprise, then buried his mandibles in my neck and chest, rubbing his face into me with affection.
    

    
      “Hey, this is serious!”
    

    
      “Mmhmm,” he purred. Yanking him back by the spires, he groaned, looking up at me with bedroom eyes as I angled his face away from my skin. He licked one mandible with his black tongue and grinned.
    

    
      “You’re distracting me,” I scolded. 
    

    
      “Is it helping?” 
    

    
      I clamped my jaw shut with embarrassment, then pulled myself out of his arms and smoothed down my shirt dress. “...Yes. Now shut up.” 
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am.”
    

    
      “Chairman Aescopis Ferulis has requested secure comms,” ULA’s femme fatale voice interrupted.
    

    
      “Accept,” I told her. 
    

    
      The holo flicked bright white, then settled into blue. A craggly venandi that looked more like a dragon than anything else stared at me with one silver eye, one piercing and bright. His mandibles had grown extra dags and tabs in his older age, something I’d never seen, and he didn’t attempt to appear human in any fashion. He used his mandibles to express his aggravation and authority, allowing them to chitter and rattle as if they spoke all on their own. 
    

    
      “Finally, I can look the biggest pain in my ass eye to eye,” he growled, looking me over. “You, Imani James, have been more bothersome than the shrapnel embedded in my thigh.”
    

    
      I nodded my head in the venandi way, swooping it to the side, then stood tall. 
    

    
      “It’s good to meet you, sir. I’m glad I’ve gotten your attention. Have you reconsidered my requests?” 
    

    
      Ferulis grinned, snapping his jaw parts together. “Don’t need to, now, do I? Not with those red spires growing out of your forehead.” He waved, sitting back in his chair at an angle. “Calgari will take care of your citizenship and accounts. Have you decided what you’ll do with them?”
    

    
      “Make it harder to ignore human voices,” I deadpanned. “Keep an eye on news feeds and the council.”
    

    
      Ferulis’s mandibles shivered with amusement. “We 
      are
       sorely lacking in oversight,” he admitted. “How is convergence going? I want it plain. Do you hate each other, or what?”
    

    
      Vin wrapped his talons around the back of my neck, the palm of his hand hot and soothing. “We’ve grown on each other,” he said, purring. 
    

    
      Ferulis’s hand went up to silence him, and the old chairman leaned forward, lacing his talons together. “Good, because I’m offering you joint command.” 
    

    
      My eyes widened. “I’m sorry?” 
    

    
      Vin balked. “What?”
    

    
      Ferulis waved up and around him as if he were looking at the ship. “The 
      Yafridi.
       What you two pulled off was impressive. 
      Stupid.
       But effective, nonetheless. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve said that to Atarian, and I take it as a good sign for your potential. Besides, after the enlightening conversation I just had with Gaul about my colleague,” he spat, “I think you’re right, Ms James. We need to speed up the human debut. Whatever Guei is attempting to do, she’s been working to slow down the process all along. Go gentle, my ass.” He rolled his eyes. “All the bleeding hearts on the council eat it up like sweet meats.”
    

    
      “We can’t leave the colony, sir,” Vin argued before I could protest. “Not until we know it’s safe. It’s our home.”
    

    
      “I’m not saying you will. I’m saying I’m going to announce your promotion in—” Ferulis checked his holotab, “—seventeen beats on a live feed, congratulate Ms James for her incredible commitment to human integration, and then use it to pressure the council for an Awakening. The 
      Yafridi
       will park its thrusters in Yaspurian orbit while you’re OVA or until I’m compelled to have you appear before the council on Helion.”
    

    
      Time slowed down for me as he walked us through his plan. I didn’t expect, hadn’t prepared… 
      I’d won.
       I’d won and there was no time to process, to figure out what I’d do now that I’d gotten what I wanted—
    

    
      “I’ll need a statement. Couple seconds, nothing major. Just a quick clip for the media to really rile them u—”
    

    
      “I have terms,” I interrupted. Ferulis stretched his mouth parts and cracked his neck, leaning forward with such intensity, it felt like I was on a battlefield. He tapped his forearm with a sharp talon.
    

    
      “I’m waiting,” he growled. 
    

    
      “Imani and Vindilus of Renata. No Calgari-expendable bullshit.”
    

    
      “Done.” 
    

    
      “I want to organize human appearances for the public.” 
    

    
      “Maybe. I’ll think about it.” 
    

    
      I clenched my jaw and felt the chalk drawings under my arm crinkle. I held them up, then tossed them down next to the holowell. “I want Aelia Lokurian and whoever her caretaker is to be moved to Renata for their protection.” 
    

    
      The room went absolutely silent. Vin and Ferulis exchanged glances as the chairman squinted, thinking it over. 
    

    
      “Why?” 
    

    
      “Lokurian’s betrayal will open his family up to attack and vulnerability. If they relied on his salary or property, communicated with him often, or if the people he was working for knew where she was...”
    

    
      “So you’ll move her to the place her father was exploiting, to be ostracized and bullied. How humane.”
    

    
      “Vindilus and I both understand what it’s like to be orphaned, and Renata is the most secure location in the union, at least according to you. I don’t believe that anymore, but here we are.” I squared my shoulders. “No matter where that little girl goes, she’s going to face ridicule and danger because her father was a traitor to the 
      union,
       not just humans. With us, she’ll at least have a chance at living quietly, and Renatans will get to know her. Otherwise, what? You’ll let an indifferent, anonymous news feed shred her life apart and put her on display?” 
    

    
      Ferulis growled. “Fine. Anything else?”
    

    
      My hands shook, but I kept my tone steady. “That’s it for now.” 
    

    
      “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” he snapped, though there was a hint of pride in his tone. “Now, give me that recording, Imani of Renata, and I’ll let you two stew over your victorious negotiations.” 
    

    
      I looked straight ahead at the holowell, and thought about what words I’d say while the men waited. Then I found a point to focus on just slightly above Ferulis’s brow plates, and nodded my head sideways. 
    

    
      “My name is Imani of Renata and I am humbled by the opportunity to command the 
      Yafridi.
       To anyone who doubts humanity’s place among the stars… we will prove you a fool.”
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      Pom Pom stood with everyone else on the edge of the tarmac, tense and silent. The whole crew from the 
      Tidus
       was standing there with them, including Siat Xata, Marcella, most of the shils, and Sizzle. Anyone that wasn’t on patrol or working had come together in a little knot, staring at a glinting silver dot in the sky as it descended. Imani and Vin had broken atmo a couple minutes earlier and she could hardly stand waiting anymore. 
    

    
      The 
      Yafridi’s
       transpo touched down, its suspension hardly bouncing at all, which meant they’d traveled light, and a blast of air pushed against the little crowd. Everyone but Sizzle covered their eyes or turned away.
    

    
      As soon as the gangplank descended, Pom Pom pushed to be first. 
    

    
      “Outta the way! Touching family reunion!” she yelled, elbowing her way through crewmembers that had come forward to help with offloading. 
    

    
      But a lean pair of long legs didn’t move out of her way. She ran forehead first into Novak, the Kral of Gaul, and he reached one sinewy hand into her tendrils, righting her before she could fall back on her butt. 
    

    
      “Hello, Pomahrutvi of Gaul,” he hissed with impish delight. Pom Pom grimaced sheepishly as he leaned in, tasting the air with his tongue. “First my brother comes to visit, and now my niece practically jumps into my arms. I’m pleasantly surprised that you’ve missed me so much.”
    

    
      “Uncle Novak!” Pom Pom squeaked, untangling his fingers from her mane. “It’s so good to see you.”
    

    
      “I don’t care how good your acting is, you both still owe me your dues.” 
    

    
      “Lay off, Nov, she’s got more important things to do,” Vin’s voice boomed from behind them. Pom Pom beamed, batting Novak away as the kral smirked. “Like give me a hug. C’mere, squirt!”
    

    
      Vin knelt on one knee and held his arms out wide. Pom Pom rushed him full force, determined to one day knock him off his feet. But today, he just engulfed her in the big arms that made her feel safe and surrounded her with the fatherly purr that had eased her nightmares all her childhood. With Vin around, everything would be okay, like it always had been.
    

    
      She didn’t care how childish she sounded when she buried her face in his shoulder and spoke against his shirt. “I missed you.”
    

    
      Vin cupped the back of her head where she’d knotted her kanga cloth, this one shocking turquoise, and swayed her side to side. “I missed you too, sweet girl.”
    

    
      Pom Pom smiled, catching a glimpse of a red and white spotted knee as Imani stopped behind them. She looked up and her jaw fell slack. The human woman she loved so much, one of her premium B.A.B.s, had turned a rich scarlet, darker and more sensual than Vin’s volcanic red plates. Gold eyes pierced the crowd, frowning at all the newcomers, no doubt—Nini didn’t like new people in her space—but the most incredible, unbelievable thing…
    

    
      The 
      spires.
       Imani looked like a queen.
    

    
      Pom Pom didn’t know that was even possible! Convergence could 
      do
       that?
    

    
      “Holy shit,” she gaped.
    

    
      Vin chuckled. “She’s right behind me, isn’t she?” he whispered conspiratorially. Pom Pom nodded. 
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    
      “Nini doesn’t look 
      anything
       like Libby.”
    

    
      “Nah. She fought harder.”
    

    
      “Those spires are the craziest thing I’ve ever seen.”
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles clacked together with amusement. “Wait until you hear her yell at me. Then she’ll be the craziest thing you’ve ever heard too.”
    

    
      “Hey, Pom,” Imani said, her severe features breaking on a smile. She knelt down as Novak passed by, directing the 
      Tidus
       crew to unload, then adjusted the kanga cloth tied around Pom Pom’s mane. “So… what do you think? Do I pass muster?”
    

    
      A sly urge came over Pom Pom, like it often did. She infused her question with all the syrup she could gather, eyes round and innocent. “Does this mean you’re my new mom?” 
    

    
      Vin coughed, taken off guard. Imani blinked, at a loss.
    

    
      Pom Pom burst out laughing. She crawled over Vin’s arms and gave Imani a hug. “Just kidding. Who needs titles for family anyway? But I 
      am
       going to call you Mama Nini from now on, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
    

    
      Imani returned the hug with a shudder, her throat tight. “Mama Nini, huh?”
    

    
      “This is very touching and all, but we have business to discuss.”
    

    
      The familiar, grating sound of Xata’s voice loomed over them. Pom Pom immediately looked to Vin, who’d closed himself off, one fist tight enough to strain. He got to his feet, standing in front of Pom Pom and Imani to shield them from her vitriol. 
    

    
      “You need to coordinate with someone, do it with Novak. After that? Leave,” Vin growled.
    

    
      But Imani wasn’t having it. She removed Pom’s arms from around her neck and stood up, pushing Vin out of the way. “No, no. She’s right. What was your name again?”
    

    
      Pom Pom watched Xata’s perfect mane roil with frustration. She gave Imani a cold smile, but it wasn’t a sneer like she gave most people. “Siat Xata. I command the 
      Tidus.”
    

    
      “Ah, the ex.” Imani sized her up, taking her time. She nodded once in decision. “Alright. Here’s straight to business. Your exile from Huajile extends to Renata, which is officially under Gaul protection. You step foot here without permission ever—
      ever
      —again, and I’ll shoot you myself. And no, I’m not going to thank you for stepping in. You know why?” She took a step closer. “Because you don’t care about humans. You came so you could stick it to whoever you have a vendetta against, not because you felt compelled to protect people. So go ahead and see yourself out. The sky’s the door.”
    

    
      Xata’s smile widened. “Damn,” she sighed. “I love a woman that knows how to throw her weight around and mean it. What a shame we didn’t meet before Calgari stole you away.”
    

    
      “You have two turns to head skyward,” Imani told her without returning the smile, looking more badass than Pom Pom had ever seen. “The 
      Yafridi
       will escort you out.” 
    

    
      Then she just dismissed herself and Vin from the conversation, pulling his face down to hers and brushing their spires together. 
    

    
      Pom Pom’s pubescent mind was blown. No small talk, no yelling, no compromises. Imani took the worst person in Vin and Pom’s past, and just brushed her under the rug like dirt. And Xata accepted it? She’d never forget this moment. It was burned into her memory as a pillar of spectacular emotional pyrotechnics. She’d put it on a shelf of honor in her brain and call it…
    

    
      So You’ve Met a Toxic Trash Heap and Want to Get Rid of Them, 
      Volume One.
    

    
      Marcella and Hunar fawned over Imani too, of course. Marcella cried, patting Imani’s cheeks and polishing her spires with a handkerchief. Sizzle, though, stayed back, watching from his place at the edge of the tarmac. Pom Pom waved for him to join and he just licked his eyeball, waiting, watching. 
    

    
      When Imani noticed him, her smile dropped. She creased her brow, digging her boot heel into the dirt, then approached him, her arms crossed over her chest. Pom Pom stayed nearby, too nosy not to listen. 
    

    
      “Thank you for the space,” Imani said.
    

    
      Sizzle rolled his hackles, more subdued than Pom Pom thought she’d ever seen him. “Did you ever get a name?” 
    

    
      Imani shook her head. “No… But she was blue. Smaller than you.”
    

    
      Sizzle snapped his jaws, his thousands of teeth clicking together with distaste. “That sounds like Rip. She’s a bitch.”
    

    
      “Was a bitch. I killed her.” 
    

    
      Sizzle snapped his attention to the proud glint in her golden stare, then chuckled darkly. “Guess you’ve earned that shiny uniform, after all. Sing that story like a canary when the cameras come snapping. It’ll help you boost the human profile, since bilongs are indestructible monsters.”
    

    
      “You aren’t afraid of making the world a more dangerous place for your kind?”
    

    
      Sizzle chuckled hoarsely. “Just stay vague on the how.” 
    

    
      Imani grinned and held out her hand for a human shake. “I will… if we can do target practice or patrols together sometime. Can’t say I’ll never try to shoot you again though, fair warning. PTSD isn’t always predictable, but I’ve got to start somewhere.”
    

    
      “If you do, I won’t hold it against you,” he promised, wrapping his claw around her forearm in agreement. “But be a real friend about it and use bonded bullets. They taste the best.”
    

    
      Then Vin leaned into their conversation, blocking Pom’s view. She craned her neck, listening. 
    

    
      “They’re unloading Rosy, 
      vira.”
       
    

    
      Unloading her?
    

    
      Pom Pom turned to watch the ramp as all the voices died down. Two of the clinical assistants from the 
      Tidus
       crew guided a silver morgue chamber to the tarmac and Pom Pom’s tendrils shriveled back. She hadn’t seen one in person, and it made her feel odd. Disconnected from the grief on the adults’ faces, as if a part of life she hadn’t thought much about was standing like a giant in front of her. Or floating, she supposed. She thought of the Mel doll’s smile the other morning, and felt the pressure of the trigger against her finger. 
    

    
      Ezraji and Bajora stepped forward, taking the ends of the chamber from the crew and looked at Imani for answers. Pom Pom did too. 
    

    
      Everyone
       did. 
    

    
      “Bambina,
       what’s this?” Marcella brushed happy tears from beneath her eyes with the back of her finger, her relief at having them home turning to sad confusion. 
    

    
      Imani took a deep breath. “We’ve brought Rosy home for burial,” she told the group. “The ugly truth is that she left the colony of her own free will, to sell her living genetic code for the creation of dolls. She wrote her own contract, and from what I could tell, was dedicated for her own means, not manipulated.”
    

    
      “Living code, what does that mean?” Marcella asked, crossing her arms. “Is it different from the genetic code the Figment stole from our clinic?”
    

    
      Hunar’s mane swirled sadly behind his shoulders. “It means the dolls modeled after her would be sapient—feelings, thoughts that evolve, fears, pain—and that those living qualities could be turned on and off at will. Clones, not dolls. Slaves.” 
    

    
      “The last time Rakta Corps cloned soldiers using their living code, we had a war that nearly tore the union apart,” Xata told them, her expression somber. “None of us want to relive that, no matter how much we hate each other day-to-day.”
    

    
      “I want to tell the colony what’s happened,” Imani continued. “All of it. I want them to know the dangers and contribute to their own safety. To give them purpose. Without that, we’re just wasting away in a beautiful prison.” 
    

    
      “Hell yeah,” Pom Pom said, smile returning. “It’ll be like we’re all a crew again. Just… not on a ship.”
    

    
      Imani smiled and gave her a little wink. “Exactly.”
    

    
      “We’ll defer to you,” Hunar promised. “There’s a morgue below the hangar. Let’s move Rosy there until the details of her burial are decided. Novak, you have Lokurian too, right?”
    

    
      Uncle Novak’s ear twitched. “I do. His sedative should hit its half-life in the early morning. We can wake him up then and get the interrogation underway.”
    

    
      “Let’s put him in the cell block then.”
    

    
      Vin put his hand on Hunar’s chest. “Ah ah. You and I need to have words, 
      guildmate.”
    

    
      Pom Pom’s jaw fell open. Hunar was in the guild?!
    

    
      “Seriously?” she squeaked with indignation. Pom Pom prided herself on knowing all the dirt, and this had completely blown over her head. It riled her up to be taken by surprise like that. Of all her B.A.B.s, Hunar was the one that had kept the biggest secret? That was a twist she didn’t expect.
    

    
      Hunar winced. “We can punch it out later. Let me finish my job first.” 
    

    
      Pom Pom hauled back and punched him in the gut before Vin could agree. He doubled over from surprise rather than pain, and she smacked his shoulder. 
    

    
      “You should have told us!” she yelled. “All this time we could have been having secret club meetings, secret handshakes, secret 
      codes—”
    

    
      Hunar held up all four of his palms as Vin chuckled. “Surrender, sister,” he coughed. 
    

    
      “Damn straight,” she huffed. 
    

    
      “You can beat up on Hunar tomorrow, Pom,” Imani sighed, looking up at Big Blue as the sun disappeared behind its corona. “But tonight, we need to catch some rest. Everyone unload, return to your normal activities, and we’ll deal with planning our next moves in the morning.” 
    

    
      Everyone broke apart, saying goodnight, goodbye, giving last hugs. Pom Pom bounced up on the balls of her feet. 
    

    
      “So… family dinner?” she asked as Vin and Imani hoisted their duffels over their shoulders. They looked at each other and Vin purred. 
    

    
      “I think we need a night in, squirt. A real bed instead of a medical cot or a bunk, you feel me?”
    

    
      Pom Pom’s spirits sank just a little. She understood though. People always told her that when she got older, she’d understand the ache of being bone-tired, but labyrinthula made sure she was already well acquainted with a body that hurt from exhaustion. “Tomorrow then?”
    

    
      “Tomorrow for sure,” Imani agreed.
    

    
      “Holotab date for tonight?” he asked. Pom Pom swayed on her feet, pretending to think about it, then nudged him with her fist. 
    

    
      “Yeah, fine.”
    

    
      Vin pulled Imani’s shoulder so she’d turn to him. He rubbed his neck with a grimace and cleared his throat. “You… wanna come over?” he asked. “I can’t guarantee the place is neat.” 
    

    
      “It’ll beat Marcella listening with a cup pressed to the wall,” Imani said with a grin. Their golden stares glistened, looking at each other with pure love, forgetting the rest of the world around them. Pom Pom rolled her eyes, but secretly she was ecstatic.
    

    
      “Stop being gross. Let’s go,” Pom Pom said, pushing on their hips. They laughed and let her push them along the path to the home towers.  
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      The morning was cool and sticky, humidity clinging to my skin like glycerine. Vindilus and I both woke up at the crack of dawn, strapped ourselves into our usual gear, and went to the hangar. It was odd, donning my standard set of human pants and lightweight coat, looking out a balcony crowded with red foliage. Last time I was in Renata wearing clothes like these, I couldn’t stand Vin. Now I was waking up in the same bed with him.
    

    
      When we arrived, Hunar was asleep next to the side door in an old, sun-worn chair, both sets of hands laced over his abdomen. A fine mist of dew covered his skin, suggesting he’d been there for a couple hours. I touched his shoulder and he jolted awake, striped pupils trying to focus. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” he gruffed, rubbing his face.
    

    
      “Did one of my guys bug out or something? What’re you doing here?”
    

    
      “Waiting for you,” the engineer said, getting to his feet and stretching his arms up. His mane wrapped around itself, spreading the dew across his tendrils like lotion. “Call me paranoid, but it didn’t feel right leaving Lokurian down there without someone to watch the hatch.”
    

    
      “Hatch?” I asked. 
    

    
      Hunar moved his chair aside, lifted a carpet of black grass like a rug, and pressed his hand to an access panel. It beeped, hissed, then slid open, revealing a set of stairs. When I raised my brow at him, he put his lower hands on his hips and cleared his throat. 
    

    
      “Yeah… To be honest, I hate this old junk,” he said kicking the rusted chair. “But it keeps people away. Aavar won’t even sit on it anymore.”
    

    
      We went downstairs where Novak was already leaning against a wall, watching Lokurian’s chamber, his tail swaying across the dark floor. The automatic lights faded into morning glow and he looked up, catching the last reflection of pre-dawn in his red slitted eyes. He nodded to us, then went back to his watching. 
    

    
      “Bogs are asking for you.”
    

    
      “Where are they?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I’ll show you,” Vin said, leading me to a cell far from the others. It was lined in rubber mats along every surface save the iron bars of the front. Inside, two silhouettes slumped against the far wall, one against the bars. As the lights came up, a set of lenses rotated and focused, then Roav looked up from where he sat with his hands curled around the iron. 
    

    
      “You came,” he said, surprised. His voice was distorted and off-tune, like a musical toy low on batteries. I looked at the other two behind him. Jharim and Rosy were inert, their heads lolled over their chests, hands limp in their laps. 
    

    
      “The gang’s all together,” I quipped, crossing my arms. Roav looked down and shook his head. “How charming.”
    

    
      “We didn’t know about Miss Turner’s doll. She was programmed to avoid security and the medical staff. If we’d known…”
    

    
      “Right. That completely explains her manic behavior.” 
    

    
      “Her coding was incomplete,” Roav explained, lenses pleading with me. “She was observing human entertainment to make up for it. Women striving for perfection.”
    

    
      Vin put a hand on the bars and leaned in. “What do you want, Roav?” 
    

    
      “I’ll tell you everything I can,” he said, exhaust huffing out of his neck. “Just get us out of here. Sensory deprivation is driving me mad, and the colony isn’t safe. Please.” 
    

    
      He was desperate, he wasn’t lying about that. “Answer my questions and I’ll consider it.” When he didn’t refuse, I leaned in. “The dolls.”
    

    
      “We found them and wiped them before they reached the colony,” he admitted quickly, a light in the back of his lenses blinking blue. “Jharim wiped Miss Turner too. If they’d come into contact with humans while they were whole, they would have recorded their biometrics and transmitted them to their owner.”
    

    
      “Who sent you here?”
    

    
      “Ambassador Atarian.”
    

    
      Vin stepped forward. “Why do you read as in stasis on the 
      Pal?”
    

    
      Roav’s face shuttered. He attempted to speak, but something grated in his speakers. He attempted again, but shook his head. “I can’t. My origin code doesn’t allow me.” 
    

    
      Vin and I glanced at each other, shocked. I licked my lips, frustrated, curling my fingers around the bar to lean over the bog kneeling on the rubber floor. “What is your origin code?”
    

    
      “To protect my owner.”
    

    
      “Owner,”
       I jumped in. “Not employer?”
    

    
      “Correct.” 
    

    
      “Great. Give Guei the middle finger from me,” I snarled, ready to walk away. 
    

    
      “Guei isn’t my owner,” Roav said desperately. I caught his eyes and they focused anxiously, the lenses turning and twisting, as if he couldn’t look me in the face. “Jha… Jharim is.”
    

    
      My mouth dropped open. What was going on here? Roav was a slave… to his partner?
    

    
      “Are you with Unity, Roav?” Vin asked quietly. He looked up at us with shame in his facets, and shook his head. 
    

    
      “No,” he admitted with a digital croak in his voice. 
    

    
      Vin brushed his hand over his spires, knowing just as I did, that all of this could be a lie if he weren’t with Unity. “Fuck me.”
    

    
      “I told yo—”
    

    
      “Don’t
       say it.”
    

    
      “Please,” Roav pleaded. “Jharim and I may not have origin code to protect Renata, but that is our goal. Let us help.”
    

    
      Vin slid his talons from my shoulder to my elbow. “What do you want to do, 
      vira?”
    

    
      “They’re your security team,” I countered. “What do you want to do?” 
    

    
      Vin’s mandibles shook sadly. “I want to trust them. Even if you’ve proven we can’t.”
    

    
      I sighed, putting my hands on my hips. I met Roav’s eyes, starting to fade and flicker, then gave my 
      vir
       an apologetic smile. “Get them charges from upstairs. You can talk to them more, see if they’ll open up…”
    

    
      “Than
      n
      nk y0-u.” Roav’s vocal settings wound down, his head going limp as his eyes faded to black.
    

    
      “But they stay down here,” I sighed, looking at their lifeless features. “Until we figure out what’s going on.” 
    

    
      “Yes, Commander.” Vin kissed my forehead, and though his words were meant to tease, we were both too caught up in the tangled web of the bogs to smile. 
    

    
      But they were going to be a problem for another time. Novak dipped his head at me from the shadows as Vin jogged up the stairs, clapping him on the back. “He’s up.” 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and followed him to one of the normal cells, a white chrome box with a charged lightfall cascading down the front like a window. Lokurian was inside, the living embodiment of the Volcage with plates like cooled lava and eyes as red as fresh molten rock. He leaned heavily on the wall, lungs pumping as he worked off the sedative. 
    

    
      “Where are we?” he slurred, growling like gravel. He stood straight up, lifting his elbow off the wall, and immediately fell sideways again, shaking his head. 
    

    
      “Renata,” I told him. 
    

    
      When Lokurian looked up, I swallowed hard. One of his mandibles was gone, only a nub left to flutter as he rattled and shook his head. Blazing white fangs caught the light amidst his coal black features, giving the impression that he was grinning like a demon. 
    

    
      When his head tilted again, he pressed his hand against his face and startled, running his talons over his bare fangs as if he’d never felt his own teeth before. He pressed his back to the wall next to the lightfall and fixed his glare on me. 
    

    
      “Ultio nem vira?”
       he said with a dark laugh, looking me over. “You look alive enough to me.”
    

    
      “An honest misunderstanding,” I quipped, crossing my arms. “Unlike the conversation I recorded of you with Guei and Rosy. 
      That,
       I’m sure I understood perfectly.” 
    

    
      Lokurian snapped his one mandible in frustration. “Not the fine print, I assure you. Where’s Miss Turner?”
    

    
      “Dead,” I managed, jaw tight.
    

    
      He sighed, his smile fading. “I’m sorry. She was a driven young lady.” 
    

    
      “Fuck you,” I spat. 
    

    
      Lokurian smiled, licking his teeth. “It’s true. She found me out early on, used it to her advantage. I was impressed.” His smile soured. “And annoyed.”
    

    
      “You addicted her to 
      daz.”
       
    

    
      At that, Lokurian raised his brow plate in innocence. “Ah ah. I gave her a diminishing regiment of doses to wean her off the nasty stuff.”
    

    
      “The woman I saw in the Conrad was 
      not
       the Rosy any of us has known. You can’t deny that. Something was wrong with her. Twisted. She was manic, withdrawn, obsessive—”
    

    
      “The woman you knew was broken and hollow. She was withdrawn because she was bitter. She was quiet because she was angry,” he spat. “I thought I could fill her up with whatever I needed, though, so obviously I didn’t read her well either.”
    

    
      “But she loved people here,” I said with conviction, unable to believe someone would betray their own family like that. “Clarissa, Marcella… She was trying to become a better pers—"
    

    
      “No. Her 
      doll
       was,” Lokurian corrected sharply. “They don’t do well with illicit substances. Deteriorates their logic cores. But I couldn’t convince Rosy to wait to give up her genetic coding until after she’d completely kicked her habit. Ask your dear Dr Ahlberg if you don’t believe me. She’ll tell you the correct course for 
      daz
       withdrawal.”
    

    
      My guts bubbled up with hate, upper lip lifting in a snarl. How 
      dare
       he bring up Amelia? He’d attacked her viciously, stalked her, dosed her… 
    

    
      “You were the Figment,” I asked, just to be sure. He held out his hands, palms up. 
    

    
      “You have to understand, I’m in a tough way, 
      vira nem fratei.
       Desperation turns the best of men into monsters.”
    

    
      I took a deep breath, trying to keep my head cool. Maybe Lokurian had been a good man once. Maybe he could be convinced to be good again. I worked out a strategy in my mind, letting my anger dissipate, loosening up the burning coal clogging up my heart. 
    

    
      “You’re right. Why don’t you tell me about it?” I asked. 
    

    
      Lokurian tapped his holotab. “No can do, Ms… what are you now? Certainly not Ms Calgari.”
    

    
      “Commander of the 
      Yafridi.”
    

    
      Lokurian rattled with agitation, and I couldn’t help the vengeful smile as the smooth deflection in his voice turned brittle. “Now, if you don’t mind, you should lock up tight, then get back to redecorating my ship so I can slither my way out of here. I’m late to a very important appointment.” 
    

    
      “Oh, sorry,” I said, leaning in. “You mean the appointment you had at the Huajile nursery? Don’t worry, we knew it was important, so we went in your place.”
    

    
      Lokurian’s eyes went wide. He pushed off the wall, stumbling like a drunk and stopped right in front of me, inches from the lightfall. 
    

    
      “Imani, watch it,” Novak warned from his perch behind me.
    

    
      “What do you mean, you went? What did you do?”
    

    
      “It was a human nursery,” I murmured threateningly. “What do you 
      think
       we did? Take a tour?”
    

    
      Novak came forward. “What were you picking up, Roka?” he asked, putting a staying hand on my bicep.
    

    
      I ripped my arm from the kral’s grasp and squared off with the fallen commander, seeing his plates bulge and his eyes turn wild and desperate. I wanted him to feel those things. To hurt, to know he was thoroughly, completely screwed. He’d lost. 
    

    
      And we’d 
      won.
    

    
      “We roasted it,” I told him. His one mandible fell slack. “Blew the Volcage wall and buried it in lava.”
    

    
      “No…” His head tilted once more and he couldn’t catch himself, falling to his knees at my feet. “Please tell me you didn’t. Please… My 
      vira.”
    

    
      I blinked, brows creasing. “What?”
    

    
      Vin bounded back down the stairs with two charges in his hands. He saw Lokurian awake and set them by the stairs. “What’s going on?”
    

    
      Lokurian’s lungs worked overtime, a gut-wrenching whine vibrating through his chest. He saw Vin and the whine became a guttural engine, sputtering with oil and rusted gears. 
    

    
      “Imani, back up!” Novak yelled, pulling me by my jacket. 
    

    
      “Ultio nem vira!”
       Lokurian bellowed, attacking the lightfall. It bowed and flickered as electricity arced over his plates.
    

    
      “Woah! Roka…” Vin reasoned, both hands out. “Your 
      vira
       died five years ago in a firefight.”
    

    
      “And I was about to get her back!” he roared, baring his teeth. His anger transformed into a grotesque expression of anguish. “Don’t you know how our AI work? Every covert vessel records our biometrics, genetic coding, behaviors, vitals… It’s everything you need for living code. She was waiting for me. And you killed her all over again!” 
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I breathed, looking up at Vin for answers. Was that true? Lokurian lost his balance once more, landing against the lightfall with a grimace as it shocked him. He slid to the ground and pushed himself back against the side wall, breath labored. 
    

    
      “Roka,” Vin murmured. “Even if she was there, she wasn’t your 
      vira.
       She was a copy that would try to please you. She’d never fight with you, never challenge you, never blame you… It’d all be an illusion.” 
    

    
      Lokurian turned his glare on Vin with absolute vitriol. “Fuck you, Calgari. You have 
      no
       idea what it’s like to lose your soulmate.” His eyes landed on me. “But maybe you will soon.”
    

    
      “Is that a threat?” Vin growled, his talons elongating. 
    

    
      Roka huffed bitterly. “No,” he croaked, his expression despondent even with the devil’s fanged mouth catching the light. “I wouldn’t wish this purgatory on anyone, even you. So when it happens, because it 
      will,
       I’ll mourn with you…” He caught Vin’s glare, cutting him apart with a world-rending broken heart. “And welcome you into the darkness where I’ve made my home.” 
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      Lokurian stopped responding to us after that, a black shroud as damning as Death falling over him as he sat with his shoulder against the wall, turned away from the lightfall. Vin hooked up the bogs so they could charge, a process that would take several days, since their batteries were fully depleted, and we sat in the engineering lounge with a privacy puck activated, warping the industrial shelving as we spoke with Ferulis. 
    

    
      “Aelia Lokurian is in transit, but I’m not clearing any other family members. They surrendered her peacefully under the agreement that we’d give them a daily comm for the first three satbits, and minimum of one per week after that.” The chairman cracked his neck, lacing his talons together. “Tell Lokurian she’s there. Let them see each other, if they want. Be kind to them both. Got it?”
    

    
      “That was the plan,” I assured him. “I’m not blaming a little girl for her father’s desperation.” 
    

    
      Ferulis snorted. “I appreciate your idealism.” 
    

    
      “Lokurian is more likely to talk if we show him compassion. Maybe even flip,” Novak explained. 
    

    
      I gave the kral an unamused smile. “I know the reason.” I looked Ferulis in the eye. “But I’m not willing to change that tactic and use the girl as leverage if he doesn’t.”
    

    
      “So stubborn. You fit right in with all my other elites,” Ferulis gruffed with a sparkle in his eye. “Fine. No using the child. But finding her a home and providing for her is your charge. She has no union stipend.” 
    

    
      “What about Guei?” Vin asked.
    

    
      “Hard to say. Looks like business as usual, but she’s always been clever and ruthless. Holos aren’t admissible in court—too easy to fake—so our hands are tied until we get those dolls.”
    

    
      “The Conrad is shuttered,” Novak told the group. “Fásach checked last night. I’d say it’s safe to assume she knows.”
    

    
      Sizzle and Hunar stepped through the privacy veil with patrol and drill reports. Pom Pom joined us too, seeing the rest of the Gaul crew in the lounge. She passed around sodas and printed snacks from Bajora’s workbench.
    

    
      “This 
      is
       every member of the guild in Renata, right?” I asked Novak with suspicion. He smirked. 
    

    
      “Yes.” Then he pointed around the room. “And 
      all
       of you owe guild dues.” 
    

    
      Every person winced except Pom Pom. 
    

    
      “Not me!” she said proudly, sucking blue powder from her puffy snacks off her fingers. “I’m still a minor. Vin’s on the hook for mine.”
    

    
      Novak navigated his holotab, then each of ours binged and a chorus of groans filled the room. The kral grinned, pleased with himself. 
    

    
      “This entire endeavor has been worth it just for this moment,” he mused. 
    

    
      “Are you sticking around?” I asked. Novak’s scales realigned, chittering with a metallic hiss down the length of his tail. 
    

    
      “I’m leaving for Helion tonight,” he said, sobering. “Xata and I need to assess the situation, place eyes and ears, et cetera. But I’ll visit when we’re ready.”
    

    
      “Ready for what, brother?” Vin asked. 
    

    
      “Whatever happens next.” He tasted the air, crossing his arms. “Guei is an aggressive genius, in both business and politics. Whatever her motivations are, we’d be foolish to rely on preconceived notions. She’ll just use it against us.”
    

    
      “So you’re going in with an open mind,” Hunar said. “Letting her make moves before you give yours away.” 
    

    
      Novak nodded. “Exactly.” 
    

    
      “Just keep us in the loop,” I said. “Otherwise, we’re blind here.” 
    

    
      “As much as I can. Don’t expect a lot though. We’ll be watched.” 
    

    
      “Are we telling the colony today or…?”
    

    
      Hunar and everyone else turned to me. I breathed deep, thinking it over, then shook my head slowly. “Tomorrow. Vindilus and I need to gather the security team and talk about training opportunities. Pom, I need you to do inventory so we know what we can dole out too. Once the colonists know, they’ll crave structure, so we have a lot of prep to do first.”
    

    
      Sizzle ate a bowl full of snacks, the plas cracking apart inside his mouth. “I’ll call the lost souls in to figure out what training we can help with.” 
    

    
      “And I’ll send out the drones to patrol,” Hunar offered, unlocking a cabinet full of the coin-sized bots.
    

    
      “I’ll work with Marcella on how to approach the announcement,” I sighed. “She knows how to make people feel safe. She can help find someone for Aelia to live with too.”
    

    
      Vin fluttered his mandibles in thought. “I’ll call up to the 
      Yafridi
       and have TS Pau deactivate ULA. What Lokurian said this morning about our AI… it bugs me.”
    

    
      “Can you reach Atarian yet?” I asked. He shook his head. 
    

    
      “No. Not for a couple satbits.” 
    

    
      Hunar leaned his elbows on the table. “How about others… Ezra and Mel should inventory emergency aid and order supplies. Take on a couple of assistants too. And I can teach Bree how to retrofit armaments to the transpos.”
    

    
      With every facet of the conversation, I felt lighter, more hopeful. This is what I’d wanted all along. Transparency. Teamwork. I found myself rubbing Vin’s knee beneath the table and smiling as I wrote everything down. 
    

    
      We broke apart and took to our tasks. While Vin stayed in the engineering lounge with the privacy veil up, talking to Mijka on the 
      Yafridi,
       I packed up an overnight bag and coordinated with Marcella in our unit. It took an entire bottle of wine, a meal, and two hours to describe everything that had transpired. Then we planned a town hall, Rosy’s funeral, made lists… She tempered my intensity with empathy and compassion and praised me for thinking of bringing Aelia to the colony. She added a nanny to the list of job opportunities immediately.
    

    
      Her reaction eased my soul. Warm and welcoming to a little girl whose life was about to flip on its head. In the back of my mind, I’d been worried that Aelia would feel the alienation I’d felt as a child and wondered if it had been the right thing to do. 
    

    
      By the time the sun was setting, BEO announced a visitor. Vin stepped inside, bent over so Marcella could give him a kiss on each cheek, and pressed his forehead to hers. His golden eyes dripped with affection as he pointed towards the door. 
    

    
      “We have a dinner date, remember?” he asked, clearing his throat. “If you still want to come.” 
    

    
      I grabbed my overnight bag and hoisted it over my shoulder, excited to do something normal for once. The world didn’t feel like it was on the verge of crumbling anymore. It felt like we were building it up instead, and there was no accomplishment that deserved more celebration than that.
    

    
      Especially while there was time to celebrate at all. 
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    



      43
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d been nervous joining Vin, Pom Pom, Aavar, and Bree for dinner. Most people in Renata had only seen my severity, walking around the outskirts of the colony with a plas rifle or pistol in my grip, observant and frowning. Would dinner be stiff because they thought I couldn’t relax? Would I make a fool of myself by trying to ease the awkward tension? It was all I could think of as we strolled to the home towers.
    

    
      That, and the stares of confusion and shock. The reaction to my converged features was, sadly, familiar. I thought of walking the streets and markets as a teen when my vitiligo really began to spread. I’d tried makeup for a while then, but it had no longer helped once white spots tore my melanin open like holey tights across my arms and legs. When my shoulders stiffened at the memories and I stopped paying attention to Pom Pom and Vin’s easy banter, he threw his arm around my shoulder and greeted people with vibrato.
    

    
      “Hey, Wade, what’s up? Ooo, that dress looks 
      fine,
       Mrs Fields, you got a date?! Rambir, I’m gonna sick Sizzle on you if you don’t stop throwing a ball next to the balconies, y’dig?”
    

    
      He turned his flirtatious charm on every sideways glance and glare, pulling smiles and greetings out of people before they had time to wonder if there really 
      was
       an alien virus or whatever conspiracy theory was making the rounds. I wrapped my arm around his waspish waist, finding myself smiling and nodding my head in greeting too. He might not be an alien virus, but Vin was certainly infectious. 
    

    
      I’d never spent much time with Aavar and Bree, but I’d seen them around. I knew of Bree’s explosive temper, and that Aavar drove Hunar insane with his scheming, but they were the perfect combination. Full of energy that exploded in their home with bright colors on the walls, tapestries, and pillows. It felt like a city apartment, where outside was all grey and brown, but inside was a garden. Dinner was like that too. Full of laughter and drinks and inappropriate jokes that made Pom Pom screw up her tendrils and giggle. 
    

    
      I giggled too and smiled so much my face hurt. It no longer felt like I carried the weight of the world on my shoulders alone. Now that we were all working together, I’d finally have time to be a person. I could spend an hour each day embroidering pillows or being part of the community, not just watching from the outskirts. I could eat a meal with my family, maybe even let my hair grow so Omi Shaw could style it into the flat twists of my youth. 
    

    
      I would no longer feel guilty about taking the time to appreciate life. For Mama. For Ephraim. For myself.
    

    
      The door to Pom Pom’s room hushed open and Vin stepped out into the living room quietly. He smiled at me. 
    

    
      “Out like a baby,” he murmured, joining me on the pile of pillows that had replaced Bree and Aavar’s standard couch.
    

    
      “How is she?” 
    

    
      Vin rubbed his thumb over my knee absently, his eyes growing a bit distant. “She’s having nightmares,” he admitted. “She’s never shot to kill before.”
    

    
      “The first time always sticks.”
    

    
      Vin nodded, rubbing a hand over his mandibles. “She was too afraid to call anyone, so she sat alone with it until Ezra and Mel came to open the clinic an hour later.” 
    

    
      I frowned. “What a nightmare.”
    

    
      “Yeah… What do I do?” Vin pinned me with his golden eyes, full of uncertainty and pain. 
    

    
      “You listen to her, assure her she was right, love her… She’s a strong girl, and she’ll be a stronger woman because of this.” 
    

    
      “She thought Renata would be a good chance for her to grow up a bit more normal though, you know? Every time I think I’ve done the right thing for her, it backfires in my face.” 
    

    
      I took Vin’s hand in both of mine, prodding his palm, tracing my fingers between his knuckles. He watched me lace our hands together, two of my fingers to his talons, and grew silent. 
    

    
      “You haven’t screwed up, Vindilus,” I said quietly. “You listen to her and support her. That’s like giving water and sunshine to a thirsty flower. It’s all she really needs. Life will happen to her anyway, and all the hard times will sculpt her character, no matter what you do. So just keep feeding her water and sunshine.” 
    

    
      Vin sighed with relief. “I can do that.” 
    

    
      “Yes, you can.” I pressed my fist into his shoulder and he rocked, staring at the many snaps displayed on the living room wall in contemplation. Then he sighed and got to his feet. “Come on, 
      vira.
       Let’s go.”
    

    
      “Your place?”
    

    
      He smiled. “My place.”
    

    
      After we kicked off our boots, I washed my face and brushed my teeth, donning one of his shirts for bed. When I padded into the bedroom, Vin was sitting on the edge of the bed, still clothed, staring at an empty wall.
    

    
      “Something on your mind?” I asked, tossing a used washcloth and my clothes into the wardrobe to sanitize. 
    

    
      “Will you move in with me?” he asked. 
    

    
      My stomach flipped and I swallowed hard, closing the wardrobe door. “Is that what you want?”
    

    
      “More than anything. You?”
    

    
      “More than anything.” 
    

    
      Air whooshed from his lungs, a sheepish smile creeping over his face. “I thought you might not.”
    

    
      That made me blink. “Why?”
    

    
      “Because converging wasn’t—I thought you’d want to take it slow.” 
    

    
      “No, I don’t. Life’s too short to take it slow. Besides…” I sat down and laid back on one of his massive pillows, stretching my chest towards the air, supporting my head with my numb palms. “Aren’t we married?”
    

    
      Vin tilted his head, eyes trailing down my figure. “Mated. It’s a stronger term than married.”
    

    
      “Mated then.” I bit my lip and let my knees fall open. My 
      vir
       stared at the naked crux of my legs hungrily.
    

    
      “I have other questions,” he growled in a murmur, running his rough hands across the insides of my thighs. 
    

    
      “Ask them then.”
    

    
      Vin slid me back on the pillow until my ass was in the air and my shoulders and head on the sheets. He pushed my knees back until I was bent in half like a pretzel, already purring sinfully. “Only if you press your elbows into the backs of your knees and hold your ankles.” 
    

    
      I did as he asked, breath shallow, holding his fierce gaze. The maneuver stretched me open and angled my pussy directly towards the ceiling. I raised a brow at him in challenge. “I answer, you answer. Got it?”
    

    
      Vin pressed his hands into my hips, spread my slit open, and licked me with his thick black tongue from rear to clit. He groaned, pressing the tip against his fang as I flexed my toes and shuddered. “When?”
    

    
      “Tomorrow,” I breathed. He flicked that tongue out again, bearing down on me from above with rapt attention.
    

    
      “Can I 
      hrum
       for you in public?”
    

    
      Vin spit on his talon and pressed the tip against my swollen pussy, carving a little groove as he spread slippery fluids around the entrance to my channel. 
    

    
      “What kind?”
    

    
      His talon entered to a single knuckle and he rotated it, delving deeper. “Any kind I want.” 
    

    
      “Yes,” I panted, brow creased. I tapped my fingers against the arches of my feet, impatient for him to make that digit move faster, harder. “You’re okay with all the extra attention? Because of converging with a human?”
    

    
      “I’ll deal,” he shrugged, curling his finger inside me. I gave him a jerky sigh, fighting back the moan in my throat, my knuckles white from holding my ankles so tight. “I hate commanding, by the way. When we’re on the 
      Yafridi,
       you gotta take the reins. I’ll just advise.” 
    

    
      “Disagreements on command get worked out in private,” I added with a nod.
    

    
      At that, Vin grinned. His eyes deepend, thin and sinful in the dark. He started up a rhythm in earnest, lighting my cervix up, and I bit my lip to keep from moaning. Scraping his other talons across the back of my thigh lovingly, petting me as he turned his arm into a piston, he licked his mandible.
    

    
      “Private as in naked?” he purred. 
    

    
      “Sometimes,” I panted. “Other times I might want to punch you.” 
    

    
      “Why not both?”
    

    
      I nodded, throwing my head back, clenching my stomach to widen my legs further. 
    

    
      “Kids?” he asked quietly. 
    

    
      “We have Pom,” I deflected. 
    

    
      He smacked my thigh and I hissed. “That’s not an answer.”
    

    
      “Maybe after all this—” My forehead broke out in a sweat as he pressed his finger against my clit. My breath shuddered, cutting off my words. “—all this danger. You?”
    

    
      Vin withdrew his finger and pressed back in with two. My voice broke and he pressed a palm against my mouth. “Shh. Focus on our conversation.”
    

    
      I nodded against his hand, so turned on by my liberation from control that I nearly thanked him. 
    

    
      “If Pom Pom is okay with it,” he said, slowing his rhythm. He stretched his fingers open inside me. “As for me, I’m a converged man.” He lifted his shirt over his head, stretching his chiseled abdominal plates, showing off the new cracked scars in his side. He tossed his shirt and unlatched his pants with a grin. “My possessive streak won’t be satisfied until we have an army of whelps.”
    

    
      “My limit is two.”
    

    
      “I’ll always be possessive then.” 
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      Vin crawled over me and pressed his mouth to mine, massaging my cheeks with his mandibles. As our mouths and tongues fought for domination, I let go of my ankles to wrap my hands around the back of his head and hold him to me. 
    

    
      A sharp smack on the back of my thigh made me jump. I bit my lip, smiling mischievously. 
    

    
      “Didn’t I say hold your ankles?”
    

    
      “Who’s in charge of this relationship, exactly?” I countered.
    

    
      “You are, obviously,” he scoffed, stroking his cock, pressing his thumb into his nodes as they swelled, a purr in his chest. He rubbed his nose against my neck, licking my pulse hungrily. “Say the word and I’ll let you tie me to a chair instead. You wanna edge me? Deny me? String me up? Do it, because I’ll fucking love it all. So what do you want to do, 
      vira?”
    

    
      My heart raced as I flexed my toes and clenched my channel in anticipation. 
    

    
      “Right now? I want you to fuck me.”
    

    
      Vin rubbed my fluids against his head in preparation, notching that glorious cock against my channel. He bit down on my one white spire and I gasped, not expecting the fizzy shock of adrenaline that pumped down my spine. Then he growled in my ear, nipping the front of my throat in warning.
    

    
      “Quiet,” he ordered. I held my breath as he slid in with one deep thrust. He pressed a finger between my lips to keep me from making noise as he withdrew and plummeted back down into the crux of my legs again and again. We locked disbelieving stares as he rolled his hips, hitting every nerve. I came within moments and he stopped to watch my pussy pulsate around his glistening cock. 
    

    
      He collapsed down onto his palms and pressed his forehead to mine, perfectly lined up from the awkward angle of my hips up against the pillow. Our spires rubbed and my petite 
      hrum
       stuttered to a start. He smiled, fluttering his mandibles against my skin in harmony. 
    

    
      Lifting my shoulders in one hand, he pressed my chest up against his and let loose, holding me tight as he pounded into me with such intensity it bordered on delicious, well-warmed pain. I buried my face in his neck and bit down on his plates to keep from calling out. He wound tighter and tighter, his hips freezing up as he came in hot jets within me, and his abdomen contracted so hard, his body jerked, holding me in a vice grip. 
    

    
      It was quick, but perfect. Our hands roamed over each other’s bodies like feathers, just feeling and being felt. Vin grabbed his discarded shirt from the ground and rolled us over onto the pillows. As he lifted me off his cock, he sopped up the mess with his shirt, threw a blanket over us and massaged circles into my shoulders. 
    

    
      “Should we talk about our plans tonight?”
    

    
      “We’ll face the world tomorrow.” I closed my eyes basking in his warm, rough plates. “But tonight? Just 
      hrum
       me to sleep, 
      vir.”
    

    
      “Yes, 
      vira.”
    

    
      And he did.
    

    



      Epilogue
    

    
      
    

    
      Roz-02 moved along the shadows of the alley with vigilance, looking this way and that for authorities and prying eyes. She paused before crossing the rocky paths, dodging between awnings to the pattern of lightning flashing overhead. 
    

    
      She lifted her hand to the corrugated door and knocked quietly, pressing herself against the side of the scorching hot building to make herself smaller, less noticeable, if that was even possible. She’d seen the yiwren stalking the perimeter of the Conrad from her hiding place inside and followed him. She was desperate. She needed food, water… And a sharp, lancing feeling shot up her legs every time she took a step. What was that sensation? She’d never felt it before…
    

    
      The door clattered open, startling her. A pair of dark, horizontally slitted eyes found her and widened. 
    

    
      “What the—”
    

    
      Roz-02 grabbed the yiwren’s wrist. “Please,” she begged. “I-I don’t know where to go.” 
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      The man attempted to shut his door, but she put her bare foot in its way. He looked down at her feet, blistered and cracked from the heat of the roads, spotted with blood. His hackles rose, conflicted. She licked her dry lips. 
    

    
      “I saw you at the Conrad,” she tried. “I saw… I saw many things that I don’t—” She squeezed her eyes shut, images of life somewhere else flooding her mind’s eye like a flipbook. “I don’t understand. And I need… I think you can help me.”
    

    
      “The Conrad… You’re one of the dolls?”
    

    
      Roz-02 nodded. The yiwren glanced both directions outside, then stepped aside. “Come in. I can at least give you shoes.”
    

    
      Roz-02 slipped into the one-room shanty, and the yiwren locked the door behind her. 
    

    



      Note to My Readers
    

    
      
    

    
      Thank you!
    

    
      I hope Vindilus and Imani’s story was well worth the wait. That you felt breathless, confused, angry, scared for the lives of my characters. I certainly felt breathless and scared! Vindilus, the series sweetheart, paired with Imani, the colony’s biggest hard ass? Talk about a tough sell!
    

    
      How are you doing?
       I’m great! But producing this novel was an arduous trial. During the five-month course of writing this story, my family was brought down by both Covid and Mono. But that’s not all! Fatigue and morning sickness hit me hard as well. It was quite the gauntlet! We’re all healthy and well-recovered now. 
    

    
      Thank you to my Beta and ARC readers, who stood by my side throughout the entire ordeal and gave me such incredible support, both emotionally and professionally. 
    

    
      Good people, desperate acts.
       This was a major theme of the book, and though I know there are characters in this series that are easy to hate, I ask you to consider the particular pressure cooker in which each of them was made. Rosy, Xata, Lokurian, Imani… My biggest hope is that this book makes you think twice about what made them easy to hate, and whether they might deserve your empathy after all. 
    

    
      Imani’s upbringing in Tanzania.
       I chose Imani to have vitiligo so that she could embody a very particular idea: that women who are victims aren’t also helpless. Tanzania is a beautiful country with beautiful, strong people that have faced immeasurable hardship because of the colonial deterioration of the region but it’s also notorious for the hunting of people with albinism. Imani’s vitiligo means she has always walked the fine line of safety in her own home. This life of adversity, however, hasn’t separated her from the things that are important to her. Instead, perhaps, her life experiences have given her a strength and clarity of character rare in people that live with ease. Even if she doesn’t share it with others, she hasn’t lost her fierce loyalty to family and friends, her love of design and her mother culture, and her closely-guarded love for life. Hopefully this paints a complex picture of women, survival, and healing. Especially when the healing doesn’t mean we return to who we were before we were hurt, but that we are shaped into something new and just as brilliant.
    

    
       
    

    
      ~Etta
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