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      The World So Far
    

    
      In their own backyards, subway stations, bridges, and cars, humans of all ages and backgrounds were abducted for sale on the intersolar black market. With the help of a human woman named Olivia Loxley, the Intersolar Union was able to liberate over a thousand human souls from the sex trafficking ring parked outside the Solar System. 
    

    
      The human refugees were relocated to Yaspur, a tropical moon in orbit around the water planet Big Blue in the Mandaahl System. They are on the mend, finding the light of day in the tropical heat of Yaspur’s red jungles as they come to terms with never seeing Earth again.
    

    
      Mere months after settling in, Amelia Ahlberg and her colleague Ezraji Zarabi coiled, a mate-bond experienced by shilpakaari men Though their trials were difficult and full of intrigue, they’re now starting a family. 
    

    
      Bree and Aavar have also survived difficult trials. On their first date, they were shot down in the jungle by Elaxi and her thugs, who wanted to sell a human on the black market. Bree was injured by noxious chemical fumes which corroded her eyes, while Aavar was imprisoned. They ultimately freed each other with a little bit of help from one of those thugs. His name was Siatesh…
    

    
      Do you like being in the know before you read a book? I highly suggest reading 
      Persistence,
       book 4 of the Intersolar Union Series, if you want a more complex view of our hero, Siatesh. Please check content notes for this book, as there is sexual assault against men on page.
    

    
      
        

      
      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 introduced in this book do not include descriptions. Consider signing up for my newsletter to see species and human casting inspirations.
    

    
      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; previously kidnapped by Siatesh and Elaxi, Aavar’s 
      priya
    

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

    
      Marcella Bianci (62)
      : (Mar-
      chell-
      ah Bee
      -ahn
      -key); Italian; elderly woman that quickly becomes the colony’s matriarch and has assumed the nickname Nonn
      a
    

    
      Omnira Shaw (29)
      : (Ohm-
      near
      -ah Shaw)
    

    
      
    

    
      VENANDI: 
    

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

    
      Vindilus Calgari
      : arms master on the 
      Palembre
      , now heading up security in the human colony
      ;
       former black market enforcer
    

    
      
    

    
      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’s coil
    

    
      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
    

    
      Elaxi
      : (Ell-ah-
      zee)
      ; a psychopathic smuggler that kidnapped Aavar and Bree to sell on the black market; Siatesh’s abusive ex-mistress, whom he killed
    

    
      Siatesh
      : 
      (See-
      ah-
      tesh)
    

    
      
    

    
      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); 
      special operative with a higher calling to protect humans; patrols and protects the human colony
    

    
      Roav
      : (Rove); special operative that follows Jharim; patrols and protects the human colony
    

    
      
    

    
      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
    

    
      Yulang
      : (
      You-
      long)
    

    
      
    

    
      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
    

    
      Davor
      : (Dah-
      voar
      )
    

    
      
    

    
      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
    

    
      Bleddyn
      : (
      Bled
      -din)
    

    
      
    

    
      UIDS:
    

    
      (weeds); similar to orcs with imposing tusks and four slanted red eyes set in protruding ridges of the skull; naturally bulky with varying grey skin tones; competition over female uids left many of them dead in the skirmishes, now women are prized and precious; tend to form male partnerships but prefer large territories away from other uids
    

    
      Kokebe
      : (Koh-
      kay
      -bay)
    

    
      Ngozi
      : (
      Goh
      -zee)
    

    
      
    

    
      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
      : (Sizzle)
    

    
      
    

    
      GUVERS:
    

    
      (
      gyoo-
      vurs); blustery loud avian species with thin, wispy feathers that look more like wiry fur; long necks on a short, pear-shaped body, and talons nestled beneath their bellies like penguins; Sid from 
      Ice Age
       is a good shape comparison
    

    
      Boom
      : (Boom)
      






    
    
      PROLOGUE
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d like to say a quick thank you to Raven Rage for helping me bring Omi Shaw’s family to brilliant life. Thank you for your generous time and attention to the Jamaican patois in my story. 
    

    
      
    

    
      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!
    

    
      
    

    
      ☽
       
      OMI 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      Parry Town was bumping when I pulled onto the main road just after lunch, pale yellow sunlight sifting through the lemony green banana fronds and soursop trees. Some neighborhood boys had tied their school shoelaces into knots and were trying to throw them over the telephone wires. The cables bobbed and jostled as they missed for probably the tenth time, sending moss and leafy vines to rain down on the road. I rolled down my window, my chill summer playlist leaking out into the fertile summer air. 
    

    
      “Hey!” I snapped. They shuffled back in surprise. “What yuh doing? Stop di rampin’,” I tsked, tapping my oversized sunglasses with a shake of my head.
    

    
      One of them, our neighbor’s son Wilford, grinned at my bright red car and bit his tongue between his teeth. Before he started speaking, I was already rolling my eyes. “Yuh get new car, Omi? Mi can drive it when mi take Sarah out Friday?”
    

    
      “Where yuh gonna take her, fi see yuh daddy’s goats? She’d like yuh more eff yuh read a book.” 
    

    
      Wilford’s two friends laughed, knowing it was true, as they clapped him on the shoulder and knuckled his head. His sullen expression made me smile crooked, but it was quickly replaced with a boyish smirk. I’d teased him mercilessly since he was in diapers. He knew it meant I loved him like a brother. 
    

    
      Meaning my sisters were off limits. 
    

    
      “Aright, aright. At least tell dem mi saw yuh car firs’. Them a go jealous.” 
    

    
      “That,”
       I emphasized with a rev of the engine, “I can do.” 
    

    
      The brats backed out of the road as I accelerated; not enough to put them in danger, but enough to make them appreciate my new wheels. I rolled down all my windows and slung my elbow out of the car window, enjoying the clean breeze. 
    

    
      I’d only been away from home for three months, but the relief of getting out of Kingston for a while was like draining a pound of sand out of my lungs. My work was more satisfying than anything in the world, but it was also grueling. I’d been working ‘round the clock on Caribbean Fashion Week as a lead hair artist, pulling eighteen-hour days, six days a week. Editorials, promo videos, interviews, influencer blogs, runways, style tests, prepping wigs and extensions. I oversaw a big team and worked with big names. I was passionate and driven…
    

    
      But I just needed a 
      break,
       you know? 
    

    
      All work and no play was not in my blood. When the day was stretching long, I’d get up and dance to put some life back in my soles. Coming home to Parry Town on the weekends was how I kept going hard without burning out. I’d sit on the porch with a rum-and-Ting, smacking that grapefruit soda between my lips while the buzz washed over me and rejuvenated my bones. My father’s old tinny stereo would play somewhere in the background, letting that dance back into my soul one note at a time. 
    

    
      Three months away was too long. Anxiety jumped up my throat. How was I going to handle being gone for eight?
    

    
      Mini sinkholes the parish insisted were “just normal potholes” started cropping up along the road, but I knew the obstacle course so well, I could navigate it blindfolded. I eased the passenger side of my shiny red car into the tall grass between two utility poles so overgrown with green that they looked like giant scarecrows and let a truck pass on the wrong side of the road, taking the brunt of the tire damage. Its bed clanked and wobbled, earning a nervous cluck from the backseat. I twisted around with a stern stare aimed at the chicken sitting in a basket lined with a towel. 
    

    
      “None of that,” I scolded. “Both feet inna basket at all times.” 
    

    
      My childhood home, the lighthouse of my heart, came into view as I rounded a grove of breadfruit trees. Its bright turquoise walls stood out against the lemony canopy, the perfect combination of Jamaican bliss. I cranked the volume on my music, and sure enough, Irie’s bright face poked out of the window, curtains stuck in her hair. Her expression popped with surprise and she disappeared back into the house, screaming loud enough at the rest of the family that I could hear her before I’d even made it down the drive. 
    

    
      Irie burst through the door, our dad in tow. She wriggled and jumped in an awkward pubescent dance and my dad joined her with little hip bumps and shoulder rolls, shuffling his feet in an obvious jab at the popular heel toe glide every influencer needed to know. As soon as I parked the car and opened the door, Irie fell on me in a hug. Even though she was nearly my size, I picked her up and swung her around.
    

    
      “Look at those cornrows, like a professional,” I cooed, inspecting the twists she’d done to keep her hair neat for the weekend. She’d obviously done it herself, and though it wasn’t as neat as when I did it, she was making good progress. 
    

    
      “It’s good, right?” she panted, patting her ears with pride.
    

    
      “It’s great. Hey, Dad.” He smiled warmly at me, looking over the car. 
    

    
      “Got you a good one,” he said with approval.
    

    
      “Good? It’s 
      red
      ! How many boys stopped yuh to ask for the keys?” Irie asked, jumping into the driver’s seat and sliding on my sunglasses. 
    

    
      “Just Wilford.” 
    

    
      She slid my shades down her nose just like I had and rolled her eyes with prolonged drama. “Fool-fool boys.” Irie was only thirteen, but her impersonation of me was spot on.
    

    
      “Chandy!” Dad called towards the cellar down the hill, chuckling. “Yuh baby reach home!”
    

    
      “Yuh know mi inna middle of it, so bring your butts down here,” Mom called back.  
    

    
      He gave me a pat on the shoulder and a little wink, then pushed the bill of his cap off his forehead and looked over my shoulder into the back of the car. His eyes went wide at the sight and I grinned with mischief. “What?” I asked innocently. 
    

    
      “A chicken dat?”
    

    
      Irie twisted around to get a good look. Dad followed suit, plastering himself against the window. I leaned my hip against the car door and crossed my arms.
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      To say my dad loved chickens was an understatement. He found a vibrant Rhode Island Red walking along the road one day about ten years back and brought it home to be with our regular egg hens. Then he bought a speckled black and white Plymouth Rock from someone down at the market for way too much money and got to talking about breeds. He was shocked to learn there were so many, and immediately began collecting. Those hens treated him like a king. 
    

    
      He opened the backdoor and gingerly lifted the chicken out of its basket. The young hen hummed with uncertainty and ducked her head as he lifted her out of the backseat. As soon as the warmth of the midmorning sun hit her feathers, she fanned out her butterscotch plumage. 
    

    
      “An Orpington?” he asked, bewildered.
    

    
      “Uh huh,” I hedged. “Had to pay my penance for being away so long.” 
    

    
      “How’d you get her?”
    

    
      “One of the models for 
      Shantelle
      . Her parents have a hatchery.” 
    

    
      “She’s a beauty. Thanks, birdie.” He gave me a hug, including the chicken, which squawked between us with discomfort, and led me down to the cellar, holding her tight. “Chandy!” he called, his voice light and bubbly. “Mi have a new gyal fi di harem.” 
    

    
      Irie flitted by, her giggles carbonated with excitement. We turned the corner of the yard into the cellar, where one wall was a lace curtain and the floor freshly-swept stone. Our mother sat on a crate with her back to a wall of baskets laden with eggs of all colors, and fresh fruits from the trees surrounding the house. Sarah, four years older than Irie and ten years younger than me, was cross-legged between her knees with her head bent forward while Mom’s lightning-fast fingers wove a long length of brassy gold braiding hair into the roots of a new box braid. 
    

    
      “Home at las’, Omnira?” Mom said over Sarah’s head, the beautiful lilt of her Jamaican Patois the strongest of us all and as rich as curry. “Mi did think Kingston gone swallow yuh.” 
    

    
      “She brought an Orpington.” Dad gestured to the chicken cradled in his arms, trying to help, and it worked. Mom’s light scolding turned to an endearing grin. I brushed off my hands and sat on the tarp beside Sarah. 
    

    
      “You should have told me you wanted color,” I teased. “Mi have ‘nuff ombre kanekalon inna mi apartment, wasting space.” 
    

    
      “Don’t be silly,” Mom chided, clicking her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “Work’s got ‘nuff.” 
    

    
      “I can’t do the bright colors for another two weeks anyway,” Sarah said, rolling her eyes. “It’s not allowed at school.” 
    

    
      “Ah, right,” I remembered, mesmerized by my mother’s quick fingers. Our parents had met thirty years ago at the same resort in Ocho Rios in which they still worked. I might have been gathering some fame and fortune in the fashion world, but I couldn’t hold a candle to my mother’s technique. Honed by decades braiding tourists’ hair, Mom was faster than me by a sprint, and neater, too.
    

    
      I picked up the half-finished box braid she tossed my way and started the familiar rhythm of braiding, fingers hooked into a position more natural to me than holding a pencil. 
    

    
      “How di show guh?” Mom asked. 
    

    
      My throat tightened up, but I nodded lightly, trying to hide the tension in my jaw. “Yeah, did criss.” 
    

    
      It’s true. The show really had been a hit, with more media attention on the Caribbean than we’d seen in a long time. But was it too good? The future I’d always dreamed of was sitting unanswered in my email and had been breathing down my neck for the past thirteen hours: I’d been offered the mainstage at Paris Fashion Week, my hair designs seen all over the world, influencing fashion from Europe to South Korea. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, but I was scared. A mama-taught country girl from Jamaica, I had the perfect underdog backstory for the spotlight. Designers, my family, my country… They’d all be watching me. 
    

    
      What if I tripped?
    

    
      “You play music for them while yuh workin’?” 
    

    
      I cleared my throat, smoothing out the sections of hair between my fingers. “Ah course.” 
    

    
      “Criss. Keeps the headaches away.”
    

    
      “Yuh did know that some hair stylists change the course of visual history?” my dad asked from his stance by the curtain. I stitched my brow. Irie giggled, biting her lip. Sarah smacked her arm. 
    

    
      “Quiet,” she hissed, hardly able to keep herself contained. 
    

    
      I squinted at my family with suspicion. Only Mom was able to keep a straight face, the others biting back glee like a pack of grinning hyenas. Still, she was focusing too hard on Sarah’s hair, purposefully turning her head away. I dropped my sister’s braid and pointed at my dad. “What yuh talk ‘bout?”
    

    
      “Nobody never tell yuh that yuh sculptural hairstyles, dem mind-blowing?” 
    

    
      There was no way he’d say something like that off the cuff, so it had to be a quote… “Hol’ on!” My eyes popped wide open as I jumped to my feet. Laughter filled the cellar as Dad produced a rolled up print-out of 
      Concentrate,
       the hottest fashion and beauty blog in the world. He wagged it at me, unfurling it like a royal scroll.
    

    
      “Omi Shaw’s vision is bold and unapologetic. She draws from the history and unbreakable spirits of Caribbean women while-”
    

    
      A hot blush prickled across my cheeks as he damn near shouted the article at me. I gasped, making a grab at it, but he dodged by the skin of his elbow, keeping it out of my reach with his long arms. 
    

    
      “Oh my god, Dad!” I whined. “The neighbors will hear!”
    

    
      Of course, he took a deep breath as he skipped past the curtain out into the yard, article held high like a proclamation. “-simultaneously envisioning a future of truth and power. Her creative point of view operates under the assumption that sophistication isn’t just for the wealthy few-”
    

    
      “Dad!” I scolded, reaching high. The chicken, still nestled in his arms, exploded in a frenzy of feathers, wriggling its way out of his arms. He let me snatch the papers away with a laugh, enjoying my wide-eyed embarrassment as the neighbors hooped and hollered in distant celebration. I smacked him on the shoulder with the crumpled article. “Do you have to embarrass me in front of the whole town?”
    

    
      “Mi proud a you, birdie. Ah course mi haffi embarrass you.” 
    

    
      My appalled expression softened at the twinkle in his eye. I pushed my braids aside, fanning the back of my neck with a smile I couldn’t contain. Maybe Paris was a good idea after all. Maybe they could visit while I was working and bring the feeling of home with them. Deciding to tell them my mind at lunch when we were all together, I let out a gust of air. “Thanks, Dad.” 
    

    
      “I didn’t teach yuh anything. Thank your mother.” 
    

    
      “Thanks, Mom,” I called over my shoulder.
    

    
      “You’re welcome, Omnira.” 
    

    
      “Guh ketch Honey,” Dad said, motioning towards the hen he’d apparently already named, now loose and wandering deeper into the trees. “I’ll get the curry goat hot fi lunch.” 
    

    
      My stomach growled right on cue. I tied back my braids to let the air hit the sweat on my nape and marched out into the banana grove after the chicken. She was easy to spot, her feathers as golden as a 
      crème brulée
      , a flair of red atop her head. I threaded through the palms, ducking beneath branches heavy with fruit, breathing deep and enjoying the peace that came whenever I wandered through Parry Town. 
    

    
      I stopped suddenly. How many steps had I taken without keeping Honey in my sights? I spun slowly, looking for that pop of red, listening for that murmured coo. A buttery feather caught my eye, laying in a pile of fresh fronds recently trimmed from the trees. I picked it up, confused that it was wet despite the lack of rain. Examining it more closely, my eyes went wide at the smear of blood between my fingers.
    

    
      I tried to drop the feather, only it stuck to the blood coating my fingertips, while looking wildly for the chicken, a dog, a thief. A rumble built in my chest. Was it my heartbeat? My pulse couldn’t make my teeth chatter. Was it an earthquake? Terrified, I stumbled backwards right into a tree, the breath knocked out of me before I could call for my dad. 
    

    
      But it wasn’t a tree. Something wrapped talons around my neck and middle, scrambling my brains, blurring my vision with its insane vibration. I writhed and screamed, but nothing came out, throat closed tight by a strong hand. 
    

    
      All the things I hadn’t done yet flashed before my eyes. Catching the chicken, Sarah’s box braids, confirming Paris… This couldn’t be happening. I had things to do. I couldn’t die; I was just looking for a chicken in my backyard. 
    

    
      Then something pressed against my neck like a puff of air. My eyes rolled back, and the world went dark.
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      I dropped the bootleg copy of the 
      Renata Rag
       onto my lap and stretched my arms behind me, looking out at the jungle. It was as calm as low tide, a breeze trilling through the leaves like a piccolo, making them dance in happy little flutters. The oppressive humidity had finally broken the night before in what the shilpakaari assured us humans was the last heat wave before winter came on. Not that it would get cold, ah course, but that the rains would ride in, flooding our footpaths and weighing down the palms. 
    

    
      I looked around at my little shop, pouting in thought as I laced my fingers together behind my head and slipped my aching feet out of my sandals. I dug my toes into the dark earth. This place was my home away from home, 
      literally,
       since I wouldn’t be stepping foot on Jamaican soil again. Myself and twelve hundred other humans had been abducted from our homes and held captive on a pleasure cruiser called the 
      Paramour
       until Intersolar Union operatives had rescued us. At first, I’d been thrilled, dancing to music in my head, hearing the retro beats my dad loved to listen to while he was smoking goat out back. 
    

    
      But then I found out we couldn’t go home. I sobbed for weeks, lost in a spiral of grief that tore me open and ripped my soul out. I’d spent hours each day looking at photos of my family on the Earth internet’s archive, curled up in a dark room with air that was too cold clinging to my sheets. And when that wasn’t enough punishment, I’d flip over to my portfolio, numb from all the spilt tears, to mourn the loss of my work. Work my family was so proud of… And the cycle would start fresh.
    

    
      It didn’t matter that they gave us a cushy colony to live in or a lifelong stipend. I wasn’t done with my life on Earth yet. I wasn’t ready to let go. 
    

    
      It took me a long time to come to terms with it.
    

    
      Yaspur nowadays wasn’t so bad unless I listened too close and the rhythms of life rang hollow. I tried to think of the sheer wonderment instead. We lived on the largest moon tidally locked to a giant water planet called Big Blue. The planet always loomed on the edge of the horizon, as imposing as a tidal wave, and in the evening its solar halo glowed violet against the tangerine sun. I thought of my parents’ house when I looked up at the turquoise sky, same color as its walls, or the red jungle, just like its floors. And every time I looked at the tentacles cascading down the backs of our shilpakaari delegates, I had to pinch myself. Less than a day’s flight from us was a city 
      full
       of shilpakaari. Aliens with four arms, colorful shark skin, and many biological redundancies in the men: two thumbs to each hand, four arms, three canines to each side of their mouths, two dicks. 
    

    
      Yeah,
       that last one made my eyes bulge when I found out too. I’d breathed a sigh of relief when I found out they weren’t both between their legs. No girl could handle 
      that
       on the first date, no matter how the guy revved her engines. 
    

    
      Pretty quick after the ISU dropped us off and left us to our own devices, though, I realized life was dull. I was used to a vigorous lifestyle: endless work days, and downtime bursting with family and fun. If I ever stretched out in a hammock or on a beach towel, it was after I’d worked my body and brain to its limits. 
    

    
      So when I’d started getting fidgety, I’d asked the Russians, Dimitri and Mikaela, to give me a hand building the shop. We’d rolled up our sleeves and set up a pergola behind the home towers. The view was perfection, overlooking the river as it snaked through the receding landscape. Enormous trees, now blossoming with flowers, hung over the roof, providing all day shade, and because it was perched on a little hill, the breeze was unobstructed. 
    

    
      But now I slouched with a heavy sigh, looking at the dirt floor. I enjoyed having my bare feet planted on the earth, but I didn’t want my shop to wash away with the monsoon season either… 
    

    
      “Hi, roomie!” 
    

    
      Tinsley’s cheerful greeting pulled me out of my slump. I raised my face towards the bubbly sound of her voice and broke out into a wide smile. She was a tiny thing, barely five foot, and would probably be mistaken for an elementary school kid until she earned some crow’s feet. Her short brown hair bounced around her pale Canadian face as she lugged a magnum of alcohol up the hill. 
    

    
      We couldn’t be more different or more alike. Before we’d been abducted, we were both rising stars in our fields, her a pastry chef in Kingston, Ontario, me a hair artist in Kingston, Jamaica. Where she was wiry and full of spunk, I was syrupy and all curves. We were unlikely best friends, but that’s what extraordinary circumstances do to people. 
    

    
      She hoisted the liquor onto the counter with a 
      thunk
       that rattled my glass jars full of combs and picks. Panting, she turned to me with a grin, that wild Tinsley glint in her eye. “Guess what it is.” 
    

    
      I raised a brow, looking at the clear plas bottle, its contents a sloshing putrid brown. I swallowed with distaste. “Margarita mix?” I joked apprehensively, 
      really
       hoping it wasn’t margarita mix. 
    

    
      She leaned in conspiratorially. 
      “Rummm,”
       she said, emphasizing the end of the word with a proud hum. I jumped to my feet in shock. 
    

    
      “No,”
       I gasped. She wriggled her shoulders with excitement, biting back a squeal. I clamped my hands down on her shoulders to keep her from wiggling like a puppy. “Tinsley!”
    

    
      “Yes!” she laughed, smacking the bottle like it was a horse’s butt. “Bajora helped me print it. I already tried some!” She grinned up at me with cherry red cheeks and pulled a shot glass out of her pants pocket, complete with lint. 
    

    
      “Aright, well, sit down, Thumbelina, or else you might just giggle yourself off a cliff,” I laughed, ushering her into my salon chair. She plopped down with a drunken huff. I cleaned out her shot glass with the corner of my shirt and set it on the table.
    

    
      “I know it looks gross,” she said, pulling the 
      Renata Rag
       out from under her butt, “but I 
      swear
       it tastes like the real deal. And Bajora says it’s safe.” 
    

    
      I lowered my eyes to the level of the supposed liquor and tapped on the plas. “You and Bajora gettin’ close, huh?”
    

    
      Tinsley made an elephant snort of dismissal, blowing her curly bangs out of her face. 
    

    
      “Please. 
      I’ve had enough of men chewing me up with flirtation and spitting me back out with commitment issues. Besides, he’s hot for Mikaela. Makes eyes at her all the time.” 
    

    
      I grunted, half-listening as I uncapped the top and took a tentative sniff. That familiar spicy tingle hit my nose and shivered all the way into my belly. I closed my eyes; the aroma transporting me back to Jamaica for a painfully blissful moment: evenings full of buzzing bugs and lazy Parrytonians playing reggae, house parties in Kingston, backstage good luck shots with my crew… 
    

    
      “Siobhan started a yoga group, that’s nice. Ooh, and Wade’s building football nets on the playfield…” Tinsley sat up with a dramatic gasp. “Woah! The doctor’s pregnant?!”
    

    
      I stuck my finger into the neck of the bottle, then held it up to look at. “Four and half months.” Poking out my tongue, I took a tentative sip and raised my brow, impressed. I stood up straight and poured myself a shot. 
    

    
      “How is that even possible?”
    

    
      “What yuh mean? Don’t know ‘bout the birds and the bees?” I teased, cocking my hip against the counter. I swirled the shot around in its glass between my middle finger and thumb. She rolled her eyes, blushing. 
    

    
      “Duh, of course I do. But Ezraji’s a shilpakaar. Aren’t they cephalopods?” 
    

    
      I nodded my chin at the 
      Rag
       with a grin. “Says there they used fancy medicine. Some sort of donor.” 
    

    
      Tinsley gasped at the page, stabbing it with her finger. “A donor?!” she squeaked. 
    

    
      I burst into laughter and tossed back the shot. It burned like sparklers all the way down my throat in the best way. It wasn’t quite the same as the rum back home, but it was close enough. I licked the side of my thumb, where a precious bead of liquor was making a quick getaway towards my wrist. I shook my fist with a triumphant smile. “Yasss, 
      Tinsley
      !” I praised, pouring another shot. “I’ll admit, you had me inna first half, but you pulled through. I owe you my first born fi dis.” 
    

    
      The rum gave me a buzz that was equal parts elation and proof. For the first time since I’d been stolen from my parents’ banana grove, a spark of inspiration struck my fingers. I plopped onto Tinsley’s lap, which made us both laugh, then turned my wig head towards me to braid in a row of hair, flying through the motions. 
    

    
      That little spark didn’t sustain me for long though. Once I got to the tail end, my energy sputtered out. Creative block was like that. It wasn’t that you stopped working or creating, it’s that you overworked what you already had. I looked at the next length of hair, which hadn’t been brushed or stretched or woven into the silk cap, and preemptive exhaustion weighed down my arms. I didn’t want to start over. 
    

    
      Starting over was heartbreaking. 
    

    
      Tinsley smacked my shoulder with the back of her hand. I remembered I was still sitting on her lap and planted my feet. Before I could stand, she pulled me back down with a silencing hiss. “Shh! Do you see that?”
    

    
      I followed her line of sight to the treeline where a few pink fern leaves brushed the black-violet grass. Something bright blue flashed beneath their shade. Tinsley clutched my shirt hard, choking me with the neckline, but I was transfixed, not breathing anyway. Was it a predator? A boar, maybe, or a cat? The hairs on my neck prickled as I froze, wide-eyed, ready to run. 
    

    
      A hen-sized bird with long legs hopped out, jabbing its wide, stunted beak into the grass, hunting for bugs. It had a bright blue wattle set against red and black iridescent feathers, and its tail was a bouncing fan of blue and pink plumes.
    

    
      “Dat a space chicken?” I asked, awed. 
    

    
      “It looks more like a roadrunner to me,” Tinsley murmured. 
    

    
      Lost in our own thoughts, we both spoke at the same time. “Do you think it lays eggs?”
    

    
      Our eyes locked. Tinsley licked her lip. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
    

    
      “Space chicken coop?” I breathed with excitement. 
    

    
      Tinsley wiggled. “Yes!” she whisper-yelled. It was enough to catch the bird’s attention. It raised its long neck and twisted its head to the left, pinning us with one big, saucer-shaped eye. We froze mid happy dance, staring back. Then it bolted with a cry similar to a raven’s wooden caw, the ferns shivering as it made its escape. 
    

    
      We both sighed with exasperation. “
      Damn
      ,” I breathed with oomph. 
    

    
      Tinsley pushed her hair off her forehead in thought as we both stood up. I poured another shot, and she took it right out from under me, pacing. “That’s okay,” she said to herself. “No, really, this is good. We need to 
      build
       the coop first, otherwise what’re we gonna do? Keep it in our bathroom?” She knocked back her muddy rum and slammed it down on the counter, then spun in a little circle of aggravation. “
      Nrrrgh,
       I just want to 
      cook
       something!” 
    

    
      I looked at the treeline, my heart pitter-pattering like a songbird against my ribcage. For a moment, I was back in that banana grove, chasing after my dad’s new Orpington. I rubbed my neck as the old ache returned, bruising my throat, and twisted my waist-length box braids into a knot on the top of my head to distract myself.
    

    
      Then I looked out at the tree line again. Maybe that funny-looking bird was a sign. 
      Home.
       I needed to quit wallowing and fill up life a little so it didn’t feel hollow compared to what I’d left behind. It was my responsibility to make life what I wanted it to be, after all.
    

    
      And a space chicken was a good start.
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      Clouds heavy with rain were gathering on the horizon, crowding out the imposing blue monolith that was this little moon’s parent planet. The rains would roll in soon and break apart the humidity that was currently as thick as lard. Instinctively, I marked the idling transpo on the tarmac, just visible through the palms uphill from us, as potentially safe. It was a vigilant habit I would never need again, but it haunted me. 
    

    
      Eyes from below pressed against my senses. The mangy yiwren standing under the shelter of the lean-to had marked my gaze, his fingers rubbing together in fists as we glanced at each other in wordless understanding. We knew a fellow Eruditian lost soul when we saw one. Jaw tight, he took a deep breath and raised a belabored smile at me. I curled my tendrils in cordial invitation. 
    

    
      Neither of us were fool enough to think a better future awaited us. But on this little moon, in this little colony, our only chance of survival was to remake ourselves again and 
      cooperate
      . Only the cunning, the strong, or the patient survived their lost soul contracts. I grazed the man’s many injuries with a speculative stare. His tawny fur wasn’t afflicted by mange but pocked with dozens of deep corrosive wounds. He looked out at the grey storm front, an anxious glint in his eyes that remembered the anguish of being caught in the rain. If we had been on Eruditia, we’d both leave the rest of the surrounding men to die in the downpour while we fought a bloody battle for any shelter that could withstand it.
    

    
      The planet I’d survived since my twelfth orbit was a rusted, scorching landscape of jagged metal and gangs, so different from the cool, misty oceans of my birth. I became a lost soul on that husk of a world and left behind every dream my dead father promised was waiting for me: a life of liberty, a future. 
    

    
      I’d remade myself in the image of Eruditia as soon as the Nephim Employment Agency had implanted my contract and pushed me down the gangplank to work off my first clause. Unlike my father, such a moral and generous man, I had no faith that others would help me do anything but relieve me of my tools, boots, and water. He’d died for offering a beggar his canteen. I’d survived by killing to get it back. 
    

    
      The memory was cold and distant. I felt no connection to the man that had sheltered me anymore. I only saw him as a symbol now, a reminder that people are only as civil as their willingness to play the game. If they believe you won’t stab them in the back, they’ll easily turn a blind eye. So I’d shaped myself into a void, a tool, a sentinel to observe, but never to impose. It made me valuable, effective, 
      worth keeping.
       The perfect vessel to suspend my owners’ disbelief. All I had to do was lay in the tall grass and wait for the perfect opportunity to sashay by, to swish its bushy tail and turn its sweet little face away so I could claim my freedom.
    

    
      Nasally, weedly grunts of effort drew our attention away from the storm front. We looked back at the only one of us that could make that noise, the guver with his long neck, long arms, and short legs. The blue quills upon his crown shivered as he hoisted himself up one of our guards, a biognostic currently in sentinel mode, stock still and watchful at the edge of our camp. 
    

    
      “Get the fuck off that thing,” one of the uids groaned, all four eyes rolling with agitation. “It’ll activate and rip you in half.” 
    

    
      “I don’t see 
      you
       trying anything,” the guver snarled, his two thick claws sinking into the biognostic’s silicone chest casing as he scrambled to get his feet on the cybernetic man’s hips. I watched the sentinel’s lenses, all five of them, for any sign of movement. “And the name’s Boom.”
    

    
      The uid huffed a derisive snort. “Fitting name for a rodent with a death wish.” 
    

    
      “What’s yours,” he looked the two uids up and down, “Dumb and Ugly?”
    

    
      “You really will wake them up if you keep slinging meaningless insults.” The hjarna stepped up to the second one, walking his curiously long, thin fingers over its black casing. His big black eyes squinted in thought, a shrewd expression better accessorized with a cigar than the twig currently hanging out of his heavily tattooed face. “They have peacekeeping protocols.” 
    

    
      “How can you tell?” the other uid asked. 
    

    
      “It speaks!” Boom sneered theatrically. “Not dumb, after all.” 
    

    
      “I can’t tell for sure,” the hjarna admitted with a shrug. “But it’s common sense, yeah? They’re working with the union and looking over a bunch of criminals.” 
    

    
      “
      I’m
       not a criminal,” the shadowy voice of an advenan said from the trees opposite me. His reptilian eyes caught the light as he curled his long, thin tail around his branch. 
    

    
      “Sure, I bet you’re downright wholesome,” the hjarna agreed. “All I’m saying is, we get violent, they wake up.” 
    

    
      All of us looked at our biognostic guards thoughtfully.
    

    
      The seven of us had been kept under surveillance outside the human colony for twelve sols, hoping that we would be accepted as refugees in jaded, hopeless silence. No one spoke or exchanged names. We didn’t wander too far or eat the 
      madhu
       honey being processed in the little lean-to where our hammocks had been strung up. Instead, we looked out at the crimson jungle, assessed our survival strategies, and ate half as much as our nutrient bars suggested for our weight classes. We tended to our own wounds, no matter how grizzly, without a wince or hiss to give away the pain. And we idled, picking at the black grass and magenta moss, waiting for the Intersolar Union to decide what to do with us.
    

    
      I swung down from my perch noiselessly and shivered my mane of long, black tendrils in invitation. The hjarna held up his inked hands in surrender. The advenan considered it, his scales flexing in a wave of sound like a flock of birds taking flight. But it was the yiwren who turned to face me. His sparse fur rippled as he tested the muscles of his shoulders and chest. 
    

    
      “It’s an Eruditian scrap!” the hjarna whooped. “C’mon, fellas, yeah? Make some noise!” Boom whistled, banging on the biognostic’s head with an eerie howl. Birds erupted from the canopy and the jungle went quiet.
    

    
      The yiwren kicked off his shoes and bent his knees as he spread his clawed toes into the dirt, gaining purchase. I slid out of my tabard, all four hands flexing. I clenched my uppers into fists but relaxed my lowers, ready to grapple. 
    

    
      With a snarl, the yiwren bared his substantial fangs, stretched his jaw muscles, and threw himself forward. I met him head on, keeping my mane out of the fight and away from my neck. My feet slid back in the undergrowth as I grabbed fistfuls of his shirt and clamped my upper hands down on the top of his head. Keeping those powerful jaws away from my throat was my key priority.
    

    
      “Get your claws in him!”
    

    
      My hands disturbed the yiwren’s tawny hair like a thumb over brush bristles, sending his scent into the air. As soon as my mane inhaled his flavor, all thoughts of a friendly bout dissolved. He was so fresh off the boat that his fur still smelled of dust and battery acid, the unique fragrance of the junk wastes. I wrapped my black tendrils over the back of his neck and squeezed the air from his lungs. 
    

    
      With a snarl, the man grabbed hold of my thighs, sank his claws into my flesh, and hoisted me up over his shoulder. I was tall and strong, yes, but too thin and easily thrown. I hadn’t survived boyhood by playing fair, though. My stranglehold tightened even as my hands lost purchase. As the yiwren tossed me over his shoulder, I snapped his neck back with my tendrils. He lost balance with me, and we both fell to the soft jungle mulch with a thud, kicking pollen up into the air. 
    

    
      I withdrew my mane before he could sink his claws in and scuttled onto my lower hands and the balls of my feet. My secondary shoulders bulged, holding my weight aloft on four limbs as my upper hands splayed out in a ready position. 
    

    
      “That’s fucking creepy,” one uid said in the murk of cheers and swearing. The yiwren was already crouching, digging his toes into the dirt. 
    

    
      We lunged in sync, bodies barrelling into each other with a bone-shuddering thud. My feet slid back in the leaf cover, but despite his superior weight and strength, my four hands would always be the advantage in a wrestling match. I occupied each of his with my upper grip, clasped my lowers around his neck, and let him get close enough I could feel his breath on my throat. 
    

    
      Then I did what no wrestler would ever dare. I drew in a long breath, then slid to the ground and brought him down on top of me. 
    

    
      No other species was dumb enough to fight a shilpakaar in the water, but they always forgot our enormous spleens allowed us to hold our breath for four times as long, regardless of the environment. The yiwren got his fangs on my throat, blocking my windpipe, drawing deep rivers of green blood. My lower hands wrapped around his throat, adding their strength to my mane. I locked my muscles, closed my eyes, and focused on slowing my heartbeat despite the sharp, hot pain. 
    

    
      The sounds of the others, the heat of the jungle, the ticking of time… It all fell away as I retreated into myself. I’m not sure how long it took, but the yiwren struggled. His teeth ripped away as he battered me with his shoulders, elbows, knees. Hands pried my tendrils away from his neck, but I held firm. 
    

    
      Cool, smooth fingers slid into my mane, gripped my skull, and set off an electric shock that caused my tendrils to shrink up in pain. The uids pulled the unconscious yiwren off by his ankles, his sticky, bloody claws dragging leaves and mulch with him. His long tongue lolled from his mouth into the dirt. 
    

    
      “Desist.” The robotic bass was monotonous and unconcerned. My sight blurred, then focused on a face of undulating facets, three of five red-glowing lenses focused on my reaction. 
    

    
      “Yes,” I croaked. He nodded once and let go of my mane. I sat up with a groan, shaking out the tips. The flavor of electricity skittered across my teeth. 
    

    
      “Is the scruffy one breathing?” Boom asked. 
    

    
      “His vitals are elevated but stable,” the other biognostic said. 
    

    
      “My short storage suggests you began a brawl to draw our attention,” the one looming over me said. I sensed some amusement as I rubbed at the blood on my throat. The punctures were deep. He retracted his forearm and withdrew a mediplasma, offering it to me. 
    

    
      “It was the idiot’s idea,” the advenan said from the trees, pointing his tail at Boom.
    

    
      The blue guver beat his chest, jutting out his jaw in challenge. “It worked, didn’t it, smartass? Besides, it wasn’t just me. The hjar
      —
      ” 
    

    
      “We want an update, yeah?” the hjarna interjected with a scowl at the others. He crossed his arms. “On our status. The colony. Are they going to accept us like the human woman promised?” 
    

    
      The bickering and growling quieted as the tension thickened. We trained every eye and ear on the bogs and their whirring processors. They looked at each other in mechanical unison, quantum lasers on the sides of their stares communicating at the speed of information. 
    

    
      Their heads swiveled to look at us. 
    

    
      “We have called the arms master.” 
    

    
      “He will be here shortly.” 
    

    
      “Please refrain from violence for the duration—”
    

    
      “—or we will be forced to participate.”
    

    
      All of us exchanged a glance. We couldn’t tell which spoke when, which meant—
    

    
      “Their charge is below twenty percent,” the hjarna guessed with a click of his tongue. “They’re on reserve power.”
    

    
      “We 
      have
       been waiting for ten sols,” the uid said.
    

    
      “Twelve,” the other corrected.
    

    
      “Right...” The hjarna squinted at them in deep thought, but whatever he was pondering in that lightning-fast brain, he didn’t share.
    

    
      Nor did he have the time. Vindilus Calgari’s heavy footfall caught our ears before we saw him, his muscular plates the same color as the red jungle. He pushed a large palm frond out of the way like it was a frothy curtain instead of twice his weight, towering head and spires over all of us. He was a venandi, the premier enforcer species in the Intersolar Union, with mandibles that covered a set of impressive fangs and short, sharp spires crowning his head. His kind were militaristic, meritocratic, and uncommon in the Outer Rim as a result. Most lost souls, myself included, only saw venandi in rotting propaganda holos that did the actual nightmare little justice. No wonder Nephim rarely forced them into contracts like ours. 
    

    
      “Hey, fellas,” Vindilus said, leaning on the edge of an open crate of 
      madhu
      , inspecting us with molten gold eyes. He crossed his massive arms, mandibles chittering in thought. “Sorry to keep you parked out here in the sticks for so long. The politics are… complicated.” 
    

    
      None of us responded, awaiting our judgment in silence. He clacked his mandibles to get our biognostic guards’ attention. They trained their lenses on him. Vents opened on their necks and shoulders, kicking the thick pollen into the air and off their skin.
    

    
      “How was your nap?” Vindilus asked. Both men tilted their heads. 
    

    
      “It was—” the first mused. 
    

    
      “—longer than expected.” 
    

    
      Vindilus cracked a grin. He turned his attention back to us. “Stop looking so sour. It’s good news.” The uids and hjarna exchanged surprised looks as he pulled up his holotab and ours beeped turn by turn. My arm buzzed, and I looked down at the notification. An ID tag glowed in the light projected through my forearm. A bust of my face rotated next to some basic information: 
      Siatesh, surname unknown, Renata residency pending
      . “Congrats on your new designation as refugees of the human colony Renata. You’ve got some hoops to jump through before it sticks, though.”
    

    
      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Boom snarled. For once, everyone else seemed to agree. We watched Vindilus for signs of deceit—hollow empathy, twisted logic, the oil of a salesman in the slums—but he just shrugged and flicked an insect off his forearm.
    

    
      “It took the head of human security a long time to weed through your records.” The venandi’s jaw ticked. “Once she signed off, we sent it to Helion. They cleared you yesterday, but we got preparations to finish, ya dig? Beds, food bays, running water, vent filters…”
    

    
      “AI, vitals sensors, security fobs, aggression and pheromonal trackers,” the hjarna continued for him. Vindilus didn’t deny it. Another mark for trust-worthiness. Instead, he gestured with his palms and a smile. 
    

    
      “Can you blame me? The humans here have been through a lot, fellas. I’m a touch protective. Ms Bianci’s willing to conduct your entrance interviews early, though, so let’s get to it. Choose a dance partner and follow me.” 
    

    
      The advenan jumped down from his perch and stretched out a tail twice his height to glide across the groundcover, taking his place beside the hjarna. Boom brushed his way through the crowd to walk by himself at Vindilus’s heel, asking loud, blunt questions. I stepped back from the uids and fell in line, taking up the rear. The yiwren groaned as my heel met his shoulder. I looked down at him and jostled him more forcefully.
    

    
      “Up,” I said. 
    

    
      He lifted his head with a hiss of pain and struggled to his feet. He stumbled the first few steps as we walked side by side, but righted himself with a groan.
    

    
      “You did a number on me,” he complained, glancing at me sideways.
    

    
      I swiped my finger through a trail of fresh green blood trickling down my abdomen and held it up to catch the orange light. “As did you.” 
    

    
      We both grinned like devils.
    

    
      The biognostics followed closely behind us, clicking and whirring to each other through their subwoofers as we pushed through the treeline and onto the tarmac. 
    

    
      “Is that a human?” the yiwren whispered in awe. I looked up at a ghost with thin skin and a silvery mane of white silk. She must have been an elderly human woman, with soft creases set around her mouth and eyes. The colony’s home towers glistening white against the afternoon sun at her back. She was inviting and regal, a leader that looked as wise as her years and as mystic as a spirit, as if she could dissolve into smoke at any moment. She was a powerful woman. 
    

    
      My mane retreated behind my back with unease.
    

    
      “Yes, it is.”
    

    
      “But her 
      flesh,”
       one of the uids murmured back to us, his four eyes open wide with disbelief. “I can see her blood vessels.”
    

    
      “They are delicate,” I admitted with a tight throat, remembering the only human I’d ever seen. I remembered the taste of sour infection and rot as her eyes corroded to nothing, how her weight and strength had diminished within half a sol. For a harrowing turn, I’d been sure she’d die, and I’d lose my one chance at freedom. I stared up at the matriarch with determination. I didn’t want to return to those deep woods and desperation. To my relief, no one pushed for more information, even if the curiosity ate away at their tongues.
    

    
      “Welcome, 
      tesoros
      ,” she projected around the group in a powerful voice.
       
      “My name is Marcella Bianci, I’m the de facto matriarch of Renata. Please, come! Let me get a look at you.” The woman waved her elegant hands towards us, gathering us around her like insects to a lantern. We stayed with our partners, glancing at Vindilus as he crossed his arms, jaw bones tucked tight to his face in watchful silence. The human woman exhaled with excitement, exposing her square white teeth set in dull pink gums. She clasped her hands together, taking care to meet each of our stares. 
    

    
      “I was writing my speech when you decided to fight like children, so I’ll just cut it short. I know you’ve been through a lot, just like we have. So I want you to listen carefully: If we are safe here, 
      so are you
      . And if you mess up? I will love you anyway, like any good mother should.” The sparkle in her russet eyes sharpened. She lifted one delicate finger for our view, displaying a polished claw that grew from the end in a perfect arch, similar to, though not as hardened as, the claws of a yiwren. “But that is only if I see you invest in our colony. This isn’t a prison or a camp, it’s our 
      home.
       You lift one finger to hurt what we have here, and I will run you through with a bread knife. Clear enough?”
    

    
      All of us nodded immediately. Even Boom looked cowed. None of us had intentions of ruining what we saw as a cushy retirement.
    

    
      “Pretty sure Sizzle will keep them in line, Ms Bianci,” Vindilus teased. Her smile deepened. 
    

    
      “That mangy hellhound might eat them alive, but I promise you there is no greater wrath than that of an 
      Itallyan
       woman.” She clapped her hands together once. “Now! Who’s first?”
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      The storm front had inched closer, whipping the jungle into a gentle current of wind. I stared at the summits of grey and brown clouds, expecting electricity to arc between them in violent slashes of light, but the lightning never came. This storm would be lethargic: slow to start, slow to whittle down. My throat grew tight, counting the bits between rolls of lazy thunder and the echo off the valley below the colony. 
    

    
      My eyes drifted to the transport still on the tarmac. Perhaps finding shelter was—
    

    
      The yiwren emerged from the hangar and closed the rickety door politely. He searched over our faces until he found me sitting in the shade of a pile of crates, a bottle of 
      umdhee
       half-empty in my lower hand. I didn’t move, upper elbows propped on my knees, anxieties hidden. Always hidden.
    

    
      “Ms Bianci’s ready for you,” he said, sliding onto the ground beside me. He huffed as his shoulders bumped the crate and looked out at the storm just as I had. His fur stood on end with my same fears. Neither of us acknowledged them as distant petrichor rode in on a breeze.
    

    
      “Are we being punished?” I asked. I kept the nervous tick of my tendrils from view. 
    

    
      He smiled tightly, trying to ignore the way the sun disappeared behind the clouds. “No, unless you count rooming together. I’m alright with it. You?”
    

    
      I took one last drag off my beer and handed it to him. “
      Savit
      ,” I said in agreement. He took the tepid drink and swallowed the dregs in a single gulp. I got to my feet, unfolding my dirty tabard from the ground and lifting it over my head. It was shabby, flecked with dirt and blood, but it was better than being shirtless. Everything I’d done in the jungle of Yaspur had been to buy my safety and freedom, and I would continue to play the part accordingly until I achieved it. Which meant I needed to appear as respectable as possible to the human matriarch.
    

    
      My heart clenched with foreboding.
    

    
      “It’s Bleddyn, by the way,” the yiwren offered. I hesitated for only a moment out of habit, but there was no reason not to share my name. Not anymore.
    

    
      “Siatesh,” I said.
    

    
      Just as I’d expected, Bleddyn’s expression went slack in recognition. Perhaps the humans had no knowledge of my reputation, but the other lost souls would. 
    

    
      “Are you the shadow they talked about in the junk wastes?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Most likely. It doesn’t matter anymore.” I set my attention on the hangar and walked to the door, letting them whisper amongst themselves. 
    

    
      As soon as I was inside the hangar, the tension building behind my sternum loosened. I let out a slow exhale. I was safe from the rain for now. 
    

    
      The interior of the hangar was mostly dim, the air heavy and humid. Several giant turbines turned lazily in the ceiling, slicing through beams of weak tangerine light. Only the workshop, surrounded by shelving units, glowed brightly. It was a comforting beacon, a haven, from the darkening skies outside. Perhaps I could drag out my interview…
    

    
      The muffled sound of upbeat music sidled lazily through the shelves. The singer was young and optimistic. I’d never heard music like this, and it made my temples twitch. It was uncomfortably energetic, like shaking a jar of bubbles, bouncy balls, and shrapnel. 
    

    
      I pressed my tendrils over my ears and ventured around the corner into the labyrinth of canisters, tools, tubing, and scrap metal. The shelves were tightly packed but neatly organized. One of the red lockers to the left stood wide open, obstructing my path. I touched it only enough to close it but came up short. 
    

    
      There was a printed snap taped up to the inside of the door. It felt vintage, ancient even, from the limited spectrum of light captured and the odd pixilation that suggested the original was much smaller. A human woman leaned against a green railing above a slate-colored sea. Her straw-colored silk whipped in the breeze, and a tall statue of a green human stood behind her in the middle of the water. 
    

    
      I picked the snap off the locker door and held it up, my heart pounding. She was plumper and wore strange clothing, but there was no doubt that this was Bree Stewart, the woman that had offered me sanctuary despite everything I’d helped do to her. Whole. Healthy. On her own homeworld. I brushed my thumb over her eyes. They were unnervingly sharp with hardly any color in them. Light grey and piercing. 
    

    
      “Lose your way?” a hard voice grunted. Completely caught by surprise, I snapped my gaze to a shilpakaar that was greying prematurely, his tendrils thick and strong, but shorter than average. He glowered at me, both sets of arms crossed. I taped the snap back onto the locker door, the edges of the adhesive curling, and closed it securely. 
    

    
      “I never saw her eyes open,” I admitted, lowering my gaze to his forearms. 
      Appear weak,
       I told myself. 
      Assure him you aren’t a threat.
    

    
      “Bree’s taken,” he warned with finality. “She and Aavar are tighter than a titanium spring. You got that?” 
    

    
      “Leave him be, Hunar,” the matriarch tsked, peeking around the corner. I kept my eyes averted, hands relaxed, and slipped my tendrils over my shoulders in submission. The matriarch flashed her white teeth at me from the periphery of my vision. “Come here. We don’t have all day.” 
    

    
      The other shilpakaar, Hunar, growled with distaste, but grabbed up a rag and turned his back to me. Slamming a visor over his eyes, he dismissed me as unworthy of his attention. One adversary dealt with, I entered the little engineers’ lounge and took the chair across from Ms Bianci, who wriggled on her seat to the beat of the music. 
    

    
      “I do love this band,” she sighed. “Reminds me of the New Romantics.” 
    

    
      “Yes,” I agreed automatically. “It is lovely.” 
    

    
      Ms Bianci beamed and picked up a board of printed plasdocs secured with a rubber band. She held a stick between her fingers and wrote like the ancients. I stared at her fine motor skills with fascination as her line of ink swooped and scraped, but kept my expression neutral. 
    

    
      “So, Mr Siatesh, I understand that you’re in dear Bree’s coil,” she purred, crossing her legs at the knee. “How are you feeling?” 
    

    
      She pinned me with a direct stare and I blinked, taken aback by that pin-point gaze. The whites around her eyes unnerved me. My mane curled up with discomfort. During my time guarding Bree, she’d been horribly blinded. I had assumed human eyes were ovoid sclerae with striped pupils like mine, but I’d been sorely mistaken.  
    

    
      “It was a coil of convenience,” I said, glancing at Hunar. He tilted his head, listening through a gap in his mane. “I did not entertain feelings for her. She was desperately sick.”
    

    
      “But you don’t think of her now? I wouldn’t blame you if you did,” Ms Bianci laughed easily, patting my knee. My eyes snapped to it, skin crawling at the unexpected touch. “She’s one of a kind.” 
    

    
      I stared at that hand. “It was a matter of survival, and frankly, I’ve lived through worse hunger. Withdrawal is going smoothly.” 
    

    
      “You use pretty words for a clacker,” Hunar warned. I took the slight with ease. 
    

    
      “Shouldn’t I, when addressing the matriarch of my new home?” I asked. “If you’d prefer the slang my language is known for, I will oblige. I want to integrate, not stick out like a sore thumb.” 
    

    
      Hunar leaned back on his workbench and pushed up his visor. “So you 
      are
       speaking Black Clack. Why aren’t you speaking Dharateen?” 
    

    
      “Hunar,” Ms Bianci snapped. “Don’t be so rude.” 
    

    
      He pinned her with a stony glance. “Black Clack is the language of the Outer Rim. It’s spoken by thieves and murderers. I don’t care if you think I’m being a hardass, Nonna. If that’s the only language he knows, it’s the only way of 
      life
       he knows, too. Just ask Sizzle.” 
    

    
      “You can’t generalize an entire—”
    

    
      “It’s fine, Ms Bianci,” I interjected.
    

    
      “It’s not,” she snapped. “Such an ugly business, and it doesn’t become you, Mr Fareshi.” 
    

    
      Hunar sighed, rubbing his brow. “I know.”
    

    
      “I have no intention of thieving and murdering,” I assured him. “Unless the colony needs me to.” I glanced at Ms Bianci’s hand again. She had touched me… but humans were casually affectionate, weren’t they? I shook the tension from my mane. The matriarch had no interest in owning me next. Reason told me so, even if my pulse raced.
    

    
      “That’s a very sweet offer, Mr Siatesh. Do let me know if anyone takes you up on that.” Ms Bianci picked up her writing utensil again and continued to take notes. “So! You’re not transfixed by our Bree. That’s wonderful news. It was one of our specific concerns. That being said, our delegates have suggested a probationary period of six months—er, satbits—to make sure there are no lingering symptoms.”
    

    
      “Probationary… May I ask for details?” 
    

    
      She shrugged comfortably, twirling her writing instrument. “We’re putting trackers on your key fob and holotab, including a pheromonal sensor. No contact with Bree and Aavar. And no rebound coil with any other colonist.” 
    

    
      The corner of my mouth lifted with relief. My logic had been right. She wasn’t vying for my ownership. “I have no intention of being encoiled. I’d like to live quietly and in solitary peace for as long as I’m allowed.” 
    

    
      “The coil is faster with human women. Just takes one touch for some,” Hunar cautioned. “And a majority of our colonists are women.”
    

    
      I nodded tightly, a lump in my throat. “I remember.”
    

    
      Hunar leaned back on his workbench. “Dr Ahlberg’s recommendation is that you take hectaconorphine.” 
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      The only medicines I was truly familiar with were maggots, tourniquets, splints, and mercy kills. Eruditia was a shipyard where space debris was purposefully crashed into the atmosphere and destroyed. There was no infrastructure for things like schools, hospitals, or even homes. The bombardment was constant; the water poisoned by fuel and corrosive chemicals, and the dry air full of soot that strangled the lungs like a coal mine.
    

    
      “It’s an aerosolized injection that suppresses coiling and withdrawal,” the engineer said, rubbing the back of his head. “It’s safe to take long term.” 
    

    
      A painless injection every day in exchange for my freedom? Of course I nodded in agreement. “
      Savit.
      ” 
    

    
      Hunar grunted, but he couldn’t hide his smirk at the Black Clack slang. “Don’t forget the vaccine and boosters, Nonna.” 
    

    
      “Ah, yes! There’s a shilpakaari child with—”
    

    
      “I will take any medication required of me.” 
    

    
      “Excellent!” Ms Bianci sighed happily, setting a padded cooler to my left on the table. “Now, for the fun part. What are your work qualifications?” She suspended her hand above the plasdoc patiently. 
    

    
      I creased my brow. “My… qualifications?” 
    

    
      “Yes!” She leaned in conspiratorially and winked one heavily lashed eye at me. “I have organized a work integration program of sorts. You’ll each be working with humans on specific ventures to integrate more smoothly. Isn’t the idea divine?”
    

    
      “Yes,” I said immediately. “But I have never worked.”
    

    
      Actually, I’d worked plenty. As a scout, an assassin, a spy, a thug, an interrogator, a slave laborer… The last one might apply. 
    

    
      “I have done… construction,” I decided. “And have an excellent memory. I’m very observant.” 
    

    
      “Do you have fine motor skills?” She glanced down at the two thumbs on each of my four hands, trying to guide me towards something. I let her. 
    

    
      Could I wield two knives and grapple without cutting my own forearms? 
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Are you detail-oriented and take direction well?” 
    

    
      Could I turn off my morality for the sake of a job? 
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Do you like the arts?”
    

    
      Could I patiently look at pictures or listen to music?
       “Yes.”
    

    
      “Do you get along well with others?”
    

    
      Absolutely not.
       “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Do you have any family we should contact?” 
    

    
      “Yes… Wait, no.” I tripped over my mouth at the question. Did I have a family? If I did, I wouldn’t know how to find them. It was cleaner not to think about it. “No… I am alone.” 
    

    
      “Not anymore, 
      tesoro
      ,” she said, setting down her board with a proud smile. She pushed the cooler towards me. “Now, take your first dose of hecta-whatever so I can give you a hug, fret over the blood on your tunic, and officially welcome you home.”
    

    
      Two aerosolized injections later and Ms Bianci wrapped her arms around my shoulders. It was uncomfortable, having such a tiny, fragile woman squeeze me so tight. I kept my hands away from her shoulders but managed to breathe evenly.
    

    
      I stared at the three scars on my finger that marked the location of my lost soul contract while she wet the front of my tabard and tried to wipe it clean. The contract was void now, but it reminded me of all the times I’d sculpted myself into the clay that others needed. I would do the same here with the humans. I would perform whatever tasks they asked of me because I knew better than to put my faith in promises of freedom. Hunar stared at me suspiciously. 
    

    
      The Intersolar Union was watching. One tendril out of line and, promises or no, they’d chew us up like chum.
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      I wrinkled up my nose in a grimace. “This is the vegetable patch?” 
    

    
      Tinsley drummed her fingers against her thighs as the first drops of rain plopped atop our poncho hoods. She shrugged. “Yeah,” she said, more to convince herself. “Yeah, this is totally working out. See the potato sprouts there?” 
    

    
      Three spindly twigs held the rubbery, over-watered stalks of a tomato plant as it limped towards a watery death. Beside it, three mounds of earth signaled fresh seeds, where new pink leaves were unfurling.
    

    
      “I don’t think those are potatoes, Tin.” 
    

    
      “Sure they are,” she insisted.
    

    
      I raised my brow. “Potatoes grow pink vines?” 
    

    
      Tinsley rocked on her heels and stuffed her hands in her pockets. A fat raindrop spattered on her nose and she sniffed. “Maybe Yaspurian potatoes do.”
    

    
      I smiled, also threw my hands in my pockets, then gestured with one elbow towards the flat grass beside her vegetable patch. “So that’s the spot, huh?” 
    

    
      Tinsley’s mood brightened again as she pulled me in that direction. “What do you think?” She extended her hands in all directions. “That’s big enough for a space chicken, right?” 
    

    
      I joined her, imagining my dad’s first coop in my mind. It was smaller than what he had when I’d last… last been home. I dragged my boot heel against the ground, plotting out a rectangle in the dirt. “Just fits,” I said, pleased. 
    

    
      Tinsley clapped. “Yes! It’s all coming together. Vegetables 
      and
       eggs. I could make omelets!”
    

    
      “Tinsley,” I teased. “We have to catch a hen first. The one we saw was colorful, so it was probably a cock.”
    

    
      “How dare you discuss cocks without me.” 
    

    
      We both turned as Bajora sauntered up, lower hands deep in the wells of his work tabard while his uppers cradled a steaming thermos. He was a tall shilpakaar with a crooked grin and a saucy attitude. His dark blue tendrils twisted at us playfully, and Tinsley immediately tugged on one. He hissed, standing up too tall for her to reach without jumping. 
    

    
      “Not 
      that
       kind of cock. A 
      bird
       cock,” she huffed. 
    

    
      I grimaced. “Yuh not doing us any favors, Tin.” 
    

    
      Bajora chuckled, tucking his mane behind his shoulders. He plucked Tinsley’s button nose like a guitar string. “You’re lucky I can’t coil, 
      human
      . Who knows what I’d do to you?”
    

    
      “Oh pish,” she said, waving him off. “Even if you 
      could,
       it’s not like you’d go all ape for pussy, anyway.” 
    

    
      Bajora bit his lip in amusement, catching my eye. He playfully winked one giant red orb at me. “I have no idea what 
      ayp
       means, but you have a good point. So why are you talking about cocks? I want in.” 
    

    
      I motioned to the rectangle I’d dug into the soil. “We want to build a bird coop.”
    

    
      Bajora whistled, glancing at the sky. “Does it take you long to build one?”
    

    
      Tinsley looked at me as the resident chicken expert, and I shrugged. “It took my dad a weekend.”  
    

    
      Bajora hissed sheepishly and pointed at the cloud cover. “Hate to break it to you lovely ladies, but once the sky opens up, she’s not stopping for a good satbit or more.” 
    

    
      “How long do you think we have?” 
    

    
      Bajora grew up on Yaspur, unlike many other shilpakaari in the colony who immigrated here from their homeworld of Dharatee. He ran a black blade of grass through his hand and lifted his tendrils around his face to let them breathe. With a thoughtful exhale, he rocked his head from side to side. “A hand’s worth of sols? That’s a generous estimate.”
    

    
      Tinsley bit her lip, pulling on it with her teeth as she jittered in place. “We don’t have any supplies yet. Or tools.” 
    

    
      “We could strip the wood ourselves, and borrow tools from the hangar,” I suggested, suddenly desperate. I searched the treeline as if the space chicken were stalking us. Now that it’d been stuck in my head for two days, I needed to follow through. That bird was an homage to my dad and his harem of hens. If we had to wait several weeks, it might wander off or get eaten. The blood on Honey’s feathers came back to me in a rush. “And we can work in the rain.” I shrugged, a little too optimistically, according to the look on Bajora’s skeptical face. “It can’t be worse than the wet season back home.” 
    

    
      Bajora took a sip from his thermos with a somber twist of his mane. “I don’t know what it’s like for you on Earth, but here, we call this time of year the 
      ulta samudr.
       It means the Upside Down Sea. Even shilpakaari close up and stay indoors until the storms pass.”
    

    
      Tinsley sighed. “Maybe Bajora’s right, Omi. We need to think about your shop on the hill right now. We’ve got to batten down and close it until the storms pass. Then we can build the coop after and catch the next space chicken we see.” 
    

    
      “No!” I implored, wide-eyed as I gripped Tinsley’s poncho. “It’s fine. We can get it all done.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      In unison, all three of our thumb bones vibrated. We each bared our forearms to look at the notification. It was a Nonna Notice, the affectionate name given to announcements that came straight from Renata’s leader.
    

    
      
    

    
      WELCOME RENATA’S NEWEST RESIDENTS
    

    
      …BY PARTICIPATING IN OUR NEW WORK INTEGRATION PROGRAM! 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wow, Nonna’s timing is creepy perfect,” Tinsley awed after we’d finished reading the fine print. She looked up at me. “You’re going to apply, right?”
    

    
      I waffled between her and Bajora. “Why me? Why not you?” 
    

    
      “You do 
      actually
       run a shop, you know,” Bajora pushed. 
    

    
      “And, it says there are only seven people coming in!” Tinsley tapped on her forearm for emphasis. “Who’s more likely to get a worker, huh? Some sorry ex-chef with a puny vegetable patch, or the only person in the colony that runs an actual business?”
    

    
      I set my jaw. We had a lot to accomplish before the Upside Down Sea caught us up in its riptide. “Arright,” I decided with conviction. “I’ll apply for a spot. Tinsley, you look into ordering supplies. And Bajora?”
    

    
      He raised his brow at me. 
    

    
      “Put in a good word with Hunar? You know we’ll have to borrow some of his tools.”
    

    
      He smirked. “Right. Best of luck to you both. Just don’t get washed away when 
      ulta samudr’s
       tide comes in. I don’t know what kind of people they’ve got lined up, but if there’s a zambiwan or a venandi, snatch them up.” 
    

    
      We each went our separate ways. Tinsley to the printer bay back at our shared unit. Bajora to the hangar for his shift. And me? 
    

    
      I crouched next to the expiring tomato plant, clicked on the link in the Nonna Notice, and filled out an application.
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      My heavy box braids swung as I peered into the barn-style doors of the hangar. I’d forgotten how big it was, with a domed ceiling seventy-five feet tall and large enough to house a Boeing 777. The morning steam had permeated the long metal building too, obscuring crates, shelving units, and a single transport docked left of center, shrouded in blue shadows between slanted shafts of pink light.
    

    
      “Hello?” I called, but the fog ate up my words. I strained my ears for voices and looked down at the flyer on my holotab. It glowed blue on my forearm, diffusing through the mist in a halo. This was the right time and place, wasn’t it? I checked Marcella’s Nonna Notice. The title scrolled over my forearm like a ticker tape, followed by the details.
    

    
      A simmering hiss slid over my skin, and goosebumps erupted across my arms. I blinked up at a massive form stalking through the hangar on all fours, tall withers undulating at a lazy gait. The bilong named Sizzle raised his head above the steam and smiled a thousand-toothed grin, zipping and unzipping his y-shaped mouth along his neck.
    

    
      “Good morning, human,” he said in a low rattle, tapping his claws along the grated floor. 
    

    
      I cocked my hip at him. “I groom your undercoat once a week. If you don’ know my name by now, I’m gonna start turning you away.”
    

    
      He hissed with amusement, biting his tongue. “You wouldn’t dare displease a bilong. I’ll eat you.” 
    

    
      “You’re a vegetarian. You don’t eat people.”
    

    
      “Every vegetarian has a cheat day, whether or not they admit it.” 
    

    
      I crossed my arms and stood my ground, meeting the dangerous glint of fun in Sizzle’s wolfish eyes. I’d been afraid of him at first, but unlike most people in Renata, I had something to trade with him. The jungle drove him 
      crazy.
       His fur was always matted with pollen, and he’d been stationed somewhere cold before being assigned to Yaspur. His undercoat was still thick and suffocating. Tinsley spent a lot of her time with Bajora, picking his brain about how our food bays printed fully cooked meals, and sent the mangy oversized hyena-dragon my way when she saw how miserable he was. 
    

    
      I cupped my ear theatrically, tapping my toes against the metal floor. “What was that? You wanna cancel your appointment tomorrow?” 
    

    
      “I’ll eat your shop.” 
    

    
      “I’ll never shampoo you again.” 
    

    
      He rumbled with laughter, deep and smoky, like someone who’d puffed cigars for decades. Then he licked my wrist with his long black tongue and nodded towards an open door spilling light into the gloom. Even though I knew Sizzle wouldn’t eat me, my skin prickled fearfully at the gesture. I shook it off and followed him. 
    

    
      “They’re on the tarmac,” he said, leading the way through a maze of pneumatic cables and spare parts. “I’m impressed by how many softies showed up.”
    

    
      “That right?” 
    

    
      He pushed his sizable withers through the hangar’s side door and we stepped out into the light. The sun was hotter on the dark asphalt. A handful of other humans stood together, talking amongst themselves, looking over several plasdocs. 
    

    
      “Mmm,” he purred in affirmation. 
    

    
      “Miss Shaw!” Marcella called, waving her delicate hand. I pushed Sizzle’s shoulder in thanks and jogged over to the group. She handed me a stack of applications and kissed both my cheeks. 
    

    
      “Good morning, Nonna.” 
    

    
      “
      Buongiorno, cara.
       I’m glad you decided to join us.” 
    

    
      I nodded in greeting to a few people I recognized. Then I saw the crates and chairs set up in the shade and creased my brow. Marcella had placed little bowls of floating flowers atop the small crates. And behind each stood an alien.
    

    
      A nervous huff escaped my lips. Most of these men were 
      not
       the sorts of aliens I was used to seeing. There were two with grey skin and tusks, their four eyes squinting out at us with curiosity, and a giant blue weasel that stood on top of his chair to appear taller, arms crossed over his narrow chest. In the next row of seats shuffled a man covered with patchy amber scruff. His ears twitched as he kept his head bowed. The next few I recognized. A hjarna with bulbous black eyes and powdery blue flesh covered in tattoos. An advenan with the face of Anubis, tall and lithe with dark purple scales that blended perfectly with the grass. And way in the back, in the last row by himself, a shilpakaar like all the other delegates already living in the colony, hiding his second set of arms behind his back. They all watched us in silence, trying their best to look fit, but not intimidating. Nervous, and slightly desperate. 
    

    
      I remembered that feeling. How strange to realize the tables had turned…
    

    
      A leathery Australian accent floated over my shoulder. “Looks more like speed dating than a job fair, dunnit?” Wade said as he chewed on a blade of grass and winked. “Got Marcie’s stench all over it.” 
    

    
      “I heard that,” Marcella quipped, pointing at him. She hated that nickname, which only emboldened the blonde contractor to use it more often. “There’s nothing wrong with a little atmosphere to calm the nerves and smooth things out. It’s how business is done.” 
    

    
      “Uh huh.” Wade glanced down at his plasdocs. They were the same applications in my hands. He slapped the stack against his palm and rolled it up. “Alright, fellas,” he projected, looking over the non-human men standing silently behind their chairs. Their faces all turned towards him. “Any ah you lot have experience making nets?” 
    

    
      The four-eyed ones with tusks and the mangy amber one raised their hands. 
    

    
      “Right-o. Got my candidates. Maybe I’ll get lucky and take a two-fer.” Wade spit his blade of grass out and gave Marcella a biting wink. She scowled at him as he broke the ice and walked over to the grey ones first. 
    

    
      I shuffled through the applications in a rush. What did Bajora say? Something like Zambians, but not that. It started with a ‘zam’ for sure… “Phew,” I sighed when I saw that the grey men were called ‘uids’. “Oo-eed?” I asked myself, tilting my head. “Yoo-id?”
    

    
      “‘Weeds’ apparently. Ooh, Wade’s such a go-getter, doesn’t it drive you batty?” Sherry asked, crossing her plump arms over her ample chest. She was a Minnesotan woman with an accent as thick as mine. We sometimes had difficulty understanding each other, but she always turned red and giggled like a guinea pig when it happened, like it was the most interesting thing in the world. Her curls would bounce and her round face would scrunch up. She was as sweet as syrup. 
    

    
      “Hi, Sherry, what you here for then?” I asked, bumping my shoulder against hers. 
    

    
      “Ooh, ya’know… I’ve been wanting to find a good spot for a bar. Someplace with a good view.” She shrugged, clutching the applications to her chest. “When I get it started, I gotta have something for everyone, though. Wouldn’t feel right if the shillies couldn’t buy a drink.” She giggled with a little snort. When I gave her a confused blink, she leaned in, clearing her throat. “The shilpakaari? The word is just such a mouthful, so I thought I’d make a nickname. Is shilpy better? Shilly, shilpy…” She weighed the two words, wanting my input. 
    

    
      “I’ve heard Bajora call themselves shils. Shilly is nice too.” 
    

    
      Sherry beamed. “Thanks.” 
    

    
      “Got my man, Marcie!” Wade called, clapping one of the uids on the back like they were already old friends. “Kokebe here’s got sewing experience. It’s better’n nothin’.” The four-eyed man followed, looking back at the others as Wade strutted up to Marcella and handed her his roll of applications. She took them with a tight smile and his eyes twinkled. “Didn’t even need to sit down.” 
    

    
      “Such an efficient man.” It wasn’t a compliment.
    

    
      “Any other hoops to jump through, or can we get to work?”
    

    
      Marcella slashed her jaw towards the hangar. Kokebe’s shoulders relaxed. He looked back at his companion and gave a hand gesture, to which the other smiled and sat down. The entire group looked relieved, easing into their chairs one by one. 
    

    
      After that, the dam broke. People walked into the shade, choosing their seats and talking to the new refugees as if we’d grown up around aliens our whole lives. The nonna sat with Sizzle and enjoyed the spectacle with a beaming smile. 
    

    
      I held back, sifting through applications to choose a place to sit. We needed someone who could protect my shop against the wet season, help Tinsley and I build a chicken coop, and maybe, if I was really lucky, wash clients’ hair and organize my work spaces after 
      ulta samudr
      . I glanced up at the group as Sherry sat down with the hjarna, reaching out to pet his tattoos with a giggle. I put the applications for the scruffy one and the weasel away automatically. The first because he looked like he might have a hair-related affliction. The second because there would be a lot of heavy-lifting. 
    

    
      I took a breath, and sat down at the first available seat, across from the advenan. His long, slender face was unreadable. I cleared my throat and said, “Hi.” 
    

    
      Great.
    

    
      “Hello.” 
    

    
      “You…” He swept his tail around the crate at our feet and lifted a canister of water with his needle-like claws. Flashes of the banana grove burned the backs of my eyelids like exposed film, taking me by surprise. My throat tightened, so I took another breath to stall, but my voice came out tense, anyway. “What’s your name?” 
    

    
      “Davor. Yours?”
    

    
      “Omi Shaw.” 
    

    
      “It is good to meet you, Omi.” The way he hissed my name prickled the back of my neck. He wasn’t trying to be threatening, but the low hiss, the sharp eyes, the claws. He held out the water to me with a flick of one tall, straight ear. “You look… parched.” 
    

    
      I blinked and took the water, a chill rushing down my spine. “Do you know much about building floors?” 
    

    
      Davor scratched the scales beneath his chin, and they clinked together like aluminum. “I have built two huts of wood. The floors were sturdy.” 
    

    
      I took a sip of water and set it on the crate. When he took it back, our fingers touched. I bit my tongue as a jolt of uncomfortable fear caused my hand to jerk. 
    

    
      I suddenly knew I couldn’t hire him. I’d be looking over my shoulder, feeling ashamed of my dodgy attitude, reliving nightmares I’d stopped dreaming months ago. I pushed one of my braids behind my ear. 
    

    
      “Have you ever worked with hair?” I blurted, trying to find a way out. He raised one brow, looking at my head with detached confusion. 
    

    
      “Human hair? No… I have, hmm, 
      cleaned
       yiwren fur.” 
    

    
      My spirits slumped. He’d worked with fur. 
      Damn.
       “What’s a yiwren?” 
    

    
      Davor leaned forward and pointed at the scruffy one a few crates over. He was talking to Sherry now, hands on his knees, kneading the joints anxiously. “That is one. I used to hunt his kind for food and sell the hides.”
    

    
      “Oh, okay.” I stood abruptly, beyond pleasantries, looking for an open seat. The last uid got up from his crate and shook hands with Dimitri and Mikaela. Then the hjarna walked away with a woman carrying a stack of documents and notes. Suddenly, there weren’t so many options left. I smiled tightly at Davor, hugging the applications to my chest. “I’ll let you know.” 
    

    
      He nodded once as I retreated on jerky knees. I scouted the shilpakaar at the back of the group and felt a sense of safety. I’d gotten used to the shilpakaari with their four arms and squid-like manes. Besides, four arms would be helpful in building a coop quickly, right? 
    

    
      Sherry was making a beeline for him, but I was desperate, and my legs were long. We both raced to his chair as professionally as possible. A relieved smile stretched my mouth. I was going to get there first. I was—
    

    
      I stumbled back with a gasp as Sherry, shorter than me by a foot, slid her butt in underneath me. 
    

    
      “Ooh, sorry, hun, didn’t see ya there,” she panted theatrically. We both glanced at the shilpakaar with sheepish smiles, but my eyes stuck. 
    

    
      He glistened like polished onyx with a long, slender mane. It was 
      gorgeous.
       Lush and demure, and unmarked by speckles or stripes like the others. I caught his gold eyes as his tiger-striped pupils narrowed on my braids.
    

    
      “Sorry,” I said, looking between them. The shilpakaar bowed his head but said nothing. “How’s the search, Sherry?” 
    

    
      “Chipper, you?” 
    

    
      “Good…” I looked back at Davor. His ear flicked towards me, but he spoke with someone else. I cleared my throat, rubbing my hands on my pants. My eyes drifted back to that glorious black mane, then flitted away. “I think I’m done for the day. It’s getting hot. Hope you find someone, Sherry.” 
    

    
      “You, too!” 
    

    
      Defeated, I headed back towards the hangar, ready to face Marcella’s frown of concern. “This was a great idea, Nonna,” I said. “Thank you for organizing it.” She gave my arm a gentle squeeze. 
    

    
      “You should close up shop and enjoy the shade this afternoon, hmm?” she cooed, straightening my shirt for me, not realizing the shop’s perilous situation. My mother used to do the same when I was rattled by a bad review or dumped by a boyfriend. How had the morning taken such a fast turn into disaster? 
    

    
      I bit my lip to keep from crying tears of frustration and heartache and gave her a wobbly smile. “Maybe you’re right.” 
    

    
      Marcella didn’t press, but her expression sharpened as she looked over the refugees. I clasped her elbow and shook my head. “No one did anything wrong.” 
    

    
      The elderly woman nodded once and patted my sternum. “You let me know if they ever do.” 
    

    
      I smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”
    

    
      Sizzle watched Davor closely, silent when he would usually tell jokes. With a puff of smoke from his snout, he pushed me towards the hangar with his head. I waved goodbye and let him herd me along.
    

    
      “The advenan scared you,” he rumbled, sniffing the ground for who knows what. Beetles? Pipes under the ground? People? “What’s he got that I don’t?”
    

    
      We entered the side door, and I tipped my face up towards the lazy fans. “I think the one that took me was like him. Something ‘bout those claws set me off.” 
    

    
      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t go near your shop,” Sizzle assured me, licking a row of teeth. 
    

    
      I glanced at him. “Davor did nothing wrong.”
    

    
      “They’ve all done plenty of things wrong.”
    

    
      What could I say to that?
    

    
      Just as Bajora had predicted, the rain fell in a mist, the clouds so close to the ground, I felt like I could reach up and touch them. Sizzle nudged me onto the path towards the home towers. “Better run. The grass is getting heavy.” 
    

    
      “The grass?” I asked, confused. 
    

    
      He chuffed with amusement. “Acute humidity weighs it down before a storm. You’ve never smelled the difference?”
    

    
      So that’s what he’d been smelling. 
    

    
      I bumped my fist against Sizzle’s shoulder in farewell. “Thanks for the warning. And don’t eat Davor.”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      I smirked, some of the strain melting off my shoulders, and jogged towards my little hill to batten down my shop as best I could.
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      Evening settled over the colony like a wet blanket. I draped my crossed arms over the rail of our balcony as Tinsley hummed and danced to Elton John in the kitchen. She’d pretend to stir pots and flip pancakes printed fresh from the food bay when the weather dragged down her mood. This time, though, she was experimenting with her bootleg rum while I sulked in my pajamas, a silk scarf wrapped tightly around my braids to protect them from the rain. 
    

    
      “Hey, do you think this thing can print a lime? Like, just a normal lime. Ordinary. Simple.”
    

    
      We’d been over the difference between raw ingredients and full-on meals, but she still held out hope. “Probably not.” 
    

    
      “Alright.” She sucked the rum off her fingertips and started searching. “Maybe we have limeade in here…” 
    

    
      Twenty minutes later, she slid a short glass in front of me. “I strained some lemonade over a kitchen towel because there’s no lime 
      anything
       in that stupid machine, and used 
      madhu
       honey instead of simple syrup, but hopefully this tastes like a daiquiri.”
    

    
      I pulled the murky swill in front of my nose and took a whiff, perking up at the fruity, spicy aroma. I sat up straight and cradled the drink in my hand, pressing the alcohol to my lips to taste. “Mm,” I hummed with surprise and sipped for real. “Tastes pretty good. It’s not a daiquiri, but it’s not bad, either.” 
    

    
      Tinsley wriggled her fingers expectantly, so I handed the drink over. She took a sip, then made a sour face and laughed. “Times like this, I wish Sherry were our neighbor. I’ve never been good with alcohol.” 
    

    
      Talking about Sherry summoned images of the shilpakaar from earlier in the day. I wondered if she’d already hired him to work for her. Looking out at the clouds, my spirits sagged with their damp weight. I 
      needed
       help with my shop. Strong help.
    

    
      Tinsley’s little hand plopped down on my shoulder, knowing what I was thinking about. “Hey, it’s cool. We can totally ask Dimitri and Mikaela for help again.”
    

    
      I grimaced. “They’re helping Sherry build her bar. That’s a complicated project, and they’re racing against the wet season, too.”
    

    
      “They’ll make time,” she nudged. “That’s what friends do.” 
    

    
      I shook my head and slid the pile of applications my way. The shilpakaar was on top. 
      Siatesh. Origin: Eruditia. Likes the arts, dextrous, a people person. 
      He’d have been a good fit, if Sherry hadn’t gotten to him first… I thumbed the contact information at the bottom of the page thoughtfully.
    

    
      What if she 
      hadn’t
       hired him?
    

    
      I shot up and plucked the drink from Tinsley’s hand, gulping it down.
    

    
      “Woah, okay then.” Tinsley took the empty glass and followed me through our home unit. “Are you one of those types that gets hyper-productive when you drink? 
      Oh my god
      ,” she gasped. “Do you want to decorate with me?! We could choose a random holiday, just willy-nilly, because there aren’t any 
      rules
       anymore, Omi! And—” 
    

    
      “You know that tendril cuff I bought a couple months ago?” I asked, cutting off her depressive excitement. Tinsley had a hard time accepting the lack of seasonal shifts that were common in Canada, and her yearning for fall and winter manifested at random. I threw open my messy wardrobe and started tossing things round my bedroom. 
    

    
      “Yeah, the gold one?” She shifted topics without a hitch.
    

    
      I wriggled out of my pajamas, pointing at her as I balanced on one foot. “Yes! Where is it, do you remember?” 
    

    
      “I think it was in here…” Tinsley disappeared into the bathroom and started rummaging through our things. “Aha! Found it!” She raced back into my room, holding it out to me like a relay baton. I took it with a big smile and pulled the silk scarf off my braids. 
    

    
      “I’ll be back in half an hour. Wish me luck.”
    

    
      “G’luck?” she called as I disappeared into the hallway.
    

    
      Ten minutes later, I was standing in the portcullis of the tower next to ours. I swiped through the directory until I found the unit listed on Siatesh’s application, hesitated only a moment, then punched the commlink with conviction. 
    

    
      It rang twice, before a deep voice answered. “This is Bleddyn.” 
    

    
      I blinked. “Oh.” I stared down at the application, fire in my cheeks. “Shit…”
    

    
      “Can I help you?” 
    

    
      “Sorry, I was looking for, uh, See-ah-tesh?” 
    

    
      There was a pause, but the comm didn’t die. I blew out a shaky breath, and when the door unlocked, I ducked out of the heavy mist like something was nipping at my heels. 
    

    
      Accompanied by a 
      bing
      , the lift doors opened on their floor and I ventured out, reading the glowing numbers beside each unit. A door hushed open, and I turned to see the scruffy yiwren filling the entry.
    

    
      Bleddyn was taller than I’d thought, no longer rolling his shoulders or ducking his head. He attempted a closed-mouth smile, but it was strained. His fur was in much worse condition than I’d thought originally, covered in scabs that could be mange, and so dry it looked brittle and powdery. I skimmed his bare arms with a critical eye. 
    

    
      “You wanted to see Siatesh?” he asked.
    

    
      “Hm? Ah, right. Yes, is he home?”
    

    
      “Yes, but he’ll be a minute. He’s, ah, grooming.” Bleddyn looked over his shoulder, a wrinkle forming on his broad, flat nose. The stiffness in his shoulders deflated helplessly. “I don’t know human customs. Should he meet you out here or would you like to come inside?”
    

    
      “Sure, thanks,” I said, slipping past him.
    

    
      The unit was sparse save two chairs, a table, and a kitchen towel. I glanced down the hallway, spying a bare mattress in the open bedroom. Wasn’t Renata going to supply them with everything they needed? They were refugees, just like the rest of us.  
    

    
      Bleddyn took a bowl from the cabinet and filled it with water, setting it on the counter for me. I realized he meant for me to drink it, so I did, holding the bowl in two hands, slightly perplexed.
    

    
      “I saw you at the…”
    

    
      “Job fair,” I supplied. 
    

    
      “Right.” Bleddyn glanced at the bathroom door. “You left quickly. Are you looking for workers?”
    

    
      I nodded. “I thought Siatesh might be a good fit, but I didn’t get to talk to him today.” 
    

    
      Bleddyn brushed his hands on his chest and pulled another bowl from the cabinet, expression dim. “He’s had a lot of offers.”
    

    
      Well, damn.
       “That right?”
    

    
      Bleddyn shrugged, leaning back on the counter. “It’s understandable. Shilpakaari are familiar to you. The rest of us aren’t.” 
    

    
      The knot between my shoulders softened. Bleddyn was insecure about not being approached at the job fair. Sure, he was different to look at and his fur wasn’t great but talking with him was easy. I attempted a smile and felt it wasn’t so forced this time. “I think you’ll do fine. Just give us some time.”
    

    
      The bathroom door slid open, expelling a carpet of steam. Siatesh strolled out, a towel around his narrow waist. He held it aloft with one lower hand, his uppers slicking oil through his tendrils. His attention narrowed on us in silence, and Bleddyn motioned to me. 
    

    
      “This human didn’t get to speak with you today, so she’s come to visit.” 
    

    
      I set down my bowl of water and waved. “My name’s Omi. Omi Shaw.” 
    

    
      Siatesh wavered, glancing at the open bedroom, but rolled the towel around his waist one more time and joined us instead. He bowed his head to me. “I apologize for making you wait. I didn’t realize we had company.” 
    

    
      “No problem,” I breathed, looking anywhere but his stomach sculpted from lean obsidian bricks as he settled to a stop in the bright light of the kitchen. “I’m Omi.”
    

    
      “Yes,” he said slowly, looking me over. “You mentioned.” He gestured to the table and I sat, biting the inside of my cheek with embarrassment. Ah course, I’d already said my name. I brushed the tabletop with my fingers, picking up the pieces of my composure.
    

    
      “I’ll leave you to your meeting. It was good to meet you, Omi,” Bleddyn said with a smile. It was flippant but wolfish, full of teeth that could scare off a hyena. I waved as he disappeared into the other bedroom.
    

    
      Regrouping with a slow inhale, I pressed my hand to Siatesh’s application. I was here for a reason, and I needed to focus. “I know you’ve had other offers, but I wanted to see if I could convince you to work with me.” 
    

    
      One of his tendrils slipped forward over his shoulder, catching my attention. I wondered if they ever twisted them or bound them. I imagined braiding them like snakes, working the oil through my fingers and sliding along their lengths. 
    

    
      “What sort or work?” 
    

    
      I blinked, clearing my throat. “I need help protecting my shop from the rain.” His brow ticked with interest. “That’s the number one priority. Can you help with that?”
    

    
      “Fortifying against rain, yes,” he said. “And your other priorities?” 
    

    
      “Building a chicken coop.” 
    

    
      “What is a 
      ch’gin
      ?” 
    

    
      The corner of my mouth ticked up with a smirk. “It’s a kind of bird. Humans like to eat eggs.” 
    

    
      He nodded slowly. “Miss Sherry has offered me work in creating human cocktails. She thinks I will be ‘good advertisement.’” 
    

    
      A brief pang of jealousy rushed through me. Ah course he would be good advertisement. He was built like he spent twelve hours a day training for decathlons. I licked my lower lip, took a deep breath, and smiled. “If you think that’s a better fit, I won’t push you.” 
    

    
      Though his expression never changed, Siatesh’s gaze sharpened in focus. He watched me drink from the bowl Bleddyn gave me and stood, taking the bowl gently from my hands. “Humans prefer cups, I believe.” He took the bowl to the kitchen and slid a mug from the cabinet, filling it with water instead. Our eyes met as he drank the water from my bowl in long pulls. It felt personal, the way he held the bowl in one hand, a thumb on either side of his palm to cradle it, and put his mouth where mine had been. 
    

    
      When he returned to the table with a fresh cup of water, my throat felt dry. I gulped it down, my heart racing. 
    

    
      “So this is temporary work?” he prompted.
    

    
      I tried to pull meaning from his tone, but the man was a statue. Did he want it to be temporary? Or was he more likely to work with us if I said it was permanent?
    

    
      “It can be… but there’s the potential for long-term work, too. I run a hair shop, but I don’t expect you to have any experience at the start either.” 
    

    
      Siatesh’s attention moved to my hair and perused it slowly. I took it as permission to do the same, admiring the three tendrils spilling over his chest as their tips curled languidly. “I did not realize some humans have tendrils.”
    

    
      That took me aback. I slipped some braids over my shoulder, mirroring him, and held them up. “They’re not tendrils. They’re braids.”
    

    
      “Like rope?” He sounded surprised. 
    

    
      “Something like that.” I glanced at his mane with a twitch of curiosity. “Can you control each of those separately? Can you braid them together?” 
    

    
      Siatesh curled each tendril one after the other, then he mimicked braiding with his lower hands, looking at the pattern in my box braids. His tendrils followed suit, weaving themselves together as if his miming fingers were controlling them. It reminded me of when I’d pretend I was ambidextrous in school, writing with both hands mirrored at the same time. His hands were informing the movements of his mane. “It appears so.”
    

    
      “That’s amazing!” I awed, jaw dropping to the table. His tendrils mesmerized me, slimmer and longer than most of the other shilpakaari in the colony, more dexterous. The gears in my mind ground into motion, their pace quickening with ideas, editorial shots, portfolio projects… 
    

    
      “Do your braids also weave themselves together?” he asked. 
    

    
      “
      Pff
      , wouldn’t that be nice?” I rolled my eyes with a wistful sigh and wriggled my fingers. “I have to use my hands.”
    

    
      “And you make these braids, like rope.” 
    

    
      “Some people do, yes. Here, you can feel one as long as you don’t rub it.”  
    

    
      I leaned over the table, holding out my hair, and Siatesh froze, his mane retreating behind his head. He didn’t lift his hands to touch my box braids, instead staring at them with intensity. He swallowed hard, taking a measured breath and leaning back to look at me. 
    

    
      “May I decline?” he asked as if the answer would be no. I blinked at him and sat back down slowly. 
    

    
      “Oh… Ah course,” I stammered, feeling silly. Perhaps the rum had gone to my head. I slid his application off the table and hid it in my little cross bag. Oil pumped through my heart as I realized I’d made him uncomfortable. “Sorry. Maybe I should—”
    

    
      “I am prohibited from coiling with a human woman,” he explained.
    

    
      Apprehension melted out of my muscles as the misunderstanding became clear. Coiling was the term shilpakaari used to describe dating. I shook my head and held out my hands, palms up. “No, no. Touching a human’s hair isn’t like coiling. Braiding and cutting hair is my job here. Humans usually need help to keep theirs healthy and beautiful.”
    

    
      Siatesh relaxed marginally. “You would not expect to touch my mane if I touched your silk? Humans like physical contact.”
    

    
      I 
      did
       want to touch his mane, but not for the reasons he assumed. “Your body is yours. Ah course I wouldn’t touch you if you were uncomfortable. Just like I wouldn’t want someone to touch my braids unless I invited them.” I tapped my fingers against the table, weighing my words. “Hair is personal for humans too. We use it to celebrate our power, culture, personalities... Most humans won’t even think of touching your mane without permission.” 
    

    
      His stare dipped to the braids still bundled over my shoulder and my heart raced. Siatesh was far more stoic than the other shilpakaari in the colony. Deliberate and careful. When his eyes roved over my posture, it felt like he was stripping me open, one word at a time. 
    

    
      “I will consider your offer,” he decided, standing from the table. 
    

    
      Dear 
      mother
      , I forgot he was only wearing a towel.
    

    
      I gathered up my little bag as he opened the door and stepped aside, then remembered the tendril cuff I’d brought. I rummaged through my things and found the circlet, holding it up between us. It glinted, catching the kitchen light, exposing all the fine etchings in the deep yellow metal. 
    

    
      But suddenly, I wasn’t sure. 
      Was
       it fine? Was it expensive and fashionable, or was it expensive and gaudy? We both stared at it, confused. 
    

    
      “It’s a gift,” I blurted, pushing it at him. “I was going to use it in my hair someday, but it would look amazing on one of your tendrils. I thought it might, I don’t know…”
    

    
      “Sway me?” he asked. There was a tinge of amusement in his tone, even if he didn’t smile as he raised his brow. It was enough to ease the tension. 
    

    
      “I guess it 
      is
       a bribe,” I admitted, not backing down. “And before you ask, no, you don’t need to reciprocate.”
    

    
      Cautiously, he took the cuff in one of his upper hands and turned it over. 
    

    
      “I will accept your 
      gift
      , then. Thank you, Miss Shaw.”
    

    
      “Have a good night.” I waved, backing out of the unit, trying my best not to stare at all that godly muscle. As the door hissed shut and I called the lift, I banged my forehead gently against the wall. 
    

    
      “What were dat,” I scolded in my mother’s thick patois. I heard the ghost of her voice in my head and suddenly felt drained. The heat of embarrassment doused me. Siatesh had done to me what celebrities sometimes did to my assistants. I was flustered, 
      star-struck,
       by his direct attention, and embarrassed by the cracks in my professionalism.
    

    
      Bing.
    

    
      I stepped into the lift and shook off my schoolgirl relapse. It wasn’t in my nature to worry about what happened today when I’d have no control over it tomorrow. I’d tossed my hat into the ring. 
    

    
      Now it was up to Siatesh.
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      Even the morning saw no break in the mist.
    

    
      I stared out at the human colony from my southern outpost in the lowest bough of a tall, gnarled tree covered in pink moss and speckled flowers. They supported this moon’s jungles like the skeletons of old freight ships did the junk wastes of Eruditia. 
    

    
      My tendrils arched away from my head to ease the oppressive heat. It wasn’t so hot as it was still and humid. Even though I had been on Yaspur for months, I hadn’t acclimated yet. My body still expected the dry winds of Eruditia to crack my skin and steal the moisture straight from my lungs. 
    

    
      But here I was, on edge from the rain, covered in pollen and mist just from stepping outside. 
    

    
      Taking a shower had been a waste of time. 
    

    
      Sizzle chewed on a scrapped engine belt as we listened to the forest and watched the deep shadows while the sky lightened to lavender. Neither of us spoke, settling into the discomfort we’d endured already for several turns. My keeper faced away, ears trained on the distant river. 
    

    
      The arms master had supplied each lost soul with a scope and single-use flare cannon for our shifts. We were meant to use them to watch the terrain and alert his team to danger. Instead, I trained my lens on the sixth floor of Home Tower 01, the second window to the left, where the lights had turned on ten beats prior. Within, Omi Shaw sat upon a desk with her heel propped on the back of a chair, a towel around her middle and a colorful wrap over her tendrils. 
    

    
      Not tendrils. 
      Braids.
       
    

    
      When she’d first approached my seat at the matriarch’s job fair, I was apprehensive. Her braids were lifeless, but thick and oiled like a mane. This reminded me of the psychopathic mistress I’d outsmarted at nearly the cost of my life. Elaxi’s mane, too, had been lifeless, only stirring when murderous anger devoured her mask of stoicism. So when Miss Sherry, topped by a head of wispy gold silk the same as Bree Stewart, had reached my table first, I’d been relieved. 
    

    
      Thinking back on both offers, though, doubt invaded my initial decision like tree roots through eroded stone. I’d thought Miss Sherry would be the safest of my options, since the human men had already chosen the uids, but in hindsight…
    

    
      Sherry fanned her red cheeks as she righted herself on the seat. Her small green eyes bulged with a sheepish smile. “Sorry about that! Looks like we’re all eager to meet such a handsome fella. Is it, ah, Sai-yuh-tesh?” 
    

    
      “See-ah-tesh,” I corrected politely. 
    

    
      “Sherry Bluthe, pleased to meetcha.” Sherry held out her hand, expecting me to take it. My mane curled with discomfort behind my shoulders. The hectaconorphine the clinic had prescribed me was effective, but it didn’t erase the months I’d spent under Elaxi’s thumb, nor the anxiety I had come to associate with touch. 
    

    
      “Thank you for the offer, Sherry, but I must decline for now with no offense meant.” 
    

    
      Sherry laughed like a carbonated songbird and wriggled her fingers with a playful roll of her eyes. “I promise I won’t bite.” 
    

    
      Sliding a glance towards Sizzle, observing from the sidelines, I slowly mirrored her hand. She took it and softly shook our palms up and down, then leaned in with a wink. I took back my hand as soon as she released it. Sherry reached over the crate and patted my knee as she set some plasdocs before me. 
    

    
      “Now, what do you know about mixing drinks? Don’t worry if you don't know much!” she giggled. “A handsome man like 
      you
       can learn on the job…”
    

    
      Initially, Sherry’s offer had seemed safe. She was like most women I had known: commanding, possessive… I had compared her to my limited experience and found her in step with what I’d known. Marcella Bianci and Bree Stewart had shown these qualities too. What made Sherry safe was that she knew nothing about me. She was self-centered but not shrewd. Like many of the masters I’d served over the years, I could become what she expected me to be while her ego kept her predictably, willfully blind to my actual goals. 
    

    
      But Omi Shaw had been… lenient. Observant. She’d made no assumptions about me and adjusted when I’d declined to touch her mane. She offered me something I’d never had before and didn’t realize I craved like a starving man. 
    

    
      Autonomy. 
      Overt
       control. When had I ever been more than a tool at the disposal of others?
    

    
      In my scope, Omi rubbed oil into her bare leg and smoothed it away with a razor set into a small handle, gently brushing over her knees and ankles. When she opened her pelvis and palmed her inner thigh, her towel slipped. I lowered my scope and found Sizzle’s muzzle inches from my mane. I held still as he breathed in my scent and ruffled my clothing.
    

    
      “Omnira Shaw is my favorite human,” he warned. 
    

    
      I swallowed, focusing on the slow beat of my heart, flexing each of my tendrils, preparing for a harrowing retreat. I might be slick in combat, but no one could best a bilong. “She offered me work before my watch began.”
    

    
      Sizzle chuffed, easing back a hand’s length. “I suggest you take it.” 
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “It’s between you, Davor, and the noisy blue nugget, and I can’t stand that thing,” he coughed with distaste. “If I have to listen to him squawk while she treats my coat, I’ll chomp him like gristle.” 
    

    
      “Why not Davor?” 
    

    
      Sizzle went quiet and the gentle patter of rain on the canopy filled the silence. “She says he’s like the one that took her from her homeworld. He makes her nervous.” A snarl snagged one side of his mouth. He licked his lip free of his teeth and clicked the flexible rows of razors together in a wave all the way down his throat, realigning them like a 
      milibol
       walking on its many legs.
    

    
      Curiosity rarely wrapped its talons around my thoughts, but it stirred now. I remembered enough of my young schooling to know that humans were unawoken. Their planet—
      Urdthi
      , maybe?—was a no-orbit zone. Or at least, it had been when I was a boy.
    

    
      “How did the humans come to be here?” I asked, giving in as those claws 
      tap-tap-tapped
       against my mind.
    

    
      “Same as any other ignorant species. Abducted and sold on the black market. The ring was busted an orbit ago, and they were relocated here.” 
    

    
      I inhaled, letting it sink in, considering the power of the human coil. Bree Stewart’s sickly taste still prickled my tendrils. “Sex trade,” I assumed. “Brothels and private pets.” 
    

    
      Sizzle scoffed. “Yeah, and 
      meat.
      ” Our eyes met. “Most of them don’t know that, so keep it to yourself.” 
    

    
      “
      Savit,
      ” I assured him, tendrils curling tight in thought. Was Miss Shaw slated for a brothel or a butcher? I shook away the thought. I would never ask. The answer would disturb me either way.
    

    
      My holotab vibrated the bones in my thumb. I covered the notification on the back of my hand, putting it to sleep without looking at it so that white flashes wouldn’t temporarily scar my vision. Sizzle observed in silence as I produced my first daily dose of hectaconorphine and injected it into my neck. 
    

    
      “Never heard a shil speak BlaCla,” Sizzle mused, finished with his threats. “You speak it better than my mother.” 
    

    
      “Do bilongs keep in close contact with their mothers?” I wondered lightly, feeling my mane relax as the medication spread through my bloodstream. Sizzle grinned, a plume of smoky laughter fuming from his nostrils. 
    

    
      “No.” 
    

    
      I smirked, leaning back on the tree trunk. Black Clack was the common language spoken in the Outer Rim, the outskirts of the universe where people either got chewed up or knit themselves into the fabric of the ISU’s criminal underbelly. The language differed greatly from that of other shilpakaari. I spoke little, because it made me stand out, even with a linguitor implant. The ISU coded every language in the standard linguitor with an accent or regional dialect.
    

    
      As a result, every union citizen that heard me speak seized up with discomfort at the sound. It was designed to be spoken by any species: an eerie collection of chittering and hollow clicks that didn’t require vocal chords.
    

    
      “I’ve been under contract since I was a boy. My language settings switched over organically a few years after I started working off my first clause.” I plucked a leaf from above my head and shredded it in my upper palms. Saying it out loud didn’t evoke feelings of loss, but I disliked seeing pity or awe on other beings’ faces. 
    

    
      “You must have been a resilient little shit,” Sizzle remarked with indifference. “Which is good, considering you’re going to build Omi a roof and a floor in the rain. I know how much you Eruditians hate the rain.”
    

    
      “How do you know I’ll say yes?”
    

    
      Sizzle snorted like a beast of burden with hollow lungs. “Other than watching her change clothes?” I averted my eyes, feeling the weight of my scope in my palm. “You’d be a terrible bartender. If you can name one real cocktail, I’ll eat my own tail. Besides, no one knows rain like an Eruditian.” He winked one eye, the blue glow of his bionic scope skittering across his vision, then stood and stretched his face to the sky. “Pack it up, watch is over.”
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      Music wafted from the top of a knoll covered in bundles of long, wet grass where a simple pergola had been erected, its curtains hanging heavy in the relentless humidity. I stared at the hill behind the home towers with my mane pressed tightly to my ears, filtering the cacophony as I waited beneath a giant palm. I hadn’t expected a shop dedicated to grooming human manes would be a place for music of this sort. It was off-putting, discombobulating. I couldn’t focus on assessing the environment when such a frenetic collection of sounds invaded my thoughts. 
    

    
      My thumb bones vibrated. Exhaling with resignation, I turned off the alarm without looking.
    

    
      So many obstacles still stood in the way of my retirement. 
    

    
      I unlatched my simple belt pouch, which held the sum of my belongings: three doses of hectaconorphine, a shell I’d carved into a sharp blade, my watcher’s scope, half a ration bar, and the gold tendril cuff Omi had given me. Her bribe pressed against my hip with an unnatural weight as I uncapped one aero-syringe and injected a second dose into my forearm. 
    

    
      Had I possessed something of such cultural and monetary significance on Eruditia, thugs would have jumped me for it. It was why my father immediately bartered his off for a hunting knife and water. But in Renata? No one batted an eye. Meaning, no one winked on their bionics to see what I carried in my pouch. Instead, the few humans I’d passed this morning gave me a range of tense nods and bright smiles. 
    

    
      I’d kept my lower hands behind my back as suggested by the other shilpakaari, nodding my head to each in reverence. And in those hands, I cradled my humble sharp-edged shell. Because I held on my person the most expensive thing I’d ever owned. It twisted my mane with anxiety to carry it, but I felt possessive of the trinket.
    

    
      Had the human known its significance when she’d given it to me? Surely…
    

    
      “Always so introspective.” Sizzle snapped his teeth at me in greeting, his claws sinking into the mud. I hissed with frustration. Between the heavy burden of my pouch and the tinny music from up the hill, I hadn’t noticed his arrival. “If I didn’t know better, I’d assume you were a statue and sniff you for piss marks.” 
    

    
      “Do all humans enjoy music?” I asked, ignoring the dig. I kept my tone casual, nodding up the hill towards Omi’s shop. 
    

    
      Sizzle grunted, not stopping as he passed me and dug his paws into the supple ground. In the several hours since we’d last seen each other, the rain had persisted in a slow drizzle, sinking into the soil and roots. I made to follow, the earth sucking on my boot soles.
    

    
      Sizzle and I crested the hill side-by-side to find a small collection of humans gathered in and around the shop, its curtains drawn back with strips of red, green, and yellow cloth. One elderly man with a dark complexion and slack features sat upon a woven mat with his shoulders propped against a pillar, weaving dried grass. Two others, a man and a woman, were inside the shop, one leaning against a table, the other lounging in a tall chair, conversing. But there was no Omi. 
    

    
      Sizzle shook the mist off his red and black matted coat. The bilong expanded his throat like a long-necked bird and trumpeted our arrival. Though the humans looked up, no one gasped in fright. The two inside even waved. It was… impressive. Bravery, it seemed, was a common quality for their species. 
    

    
      “Sizzle!” the man inside called, rubbing his palms together. “Any special deliveries?”
    

    
      “Only for Omi.” 
    

    
      The human jogged out to meet us. He had a disturbingly pale face with angular cheeks and a square jaw. He scratched a rug of short filaments growing from his chin with blunt nails and brushed back a thick wave of champagne hair. His blue eyes sparkled with amusement as he cocked a grin. 
    

    
      “She and Tinsley are on a water run,” he said. 
    

    
      “Then I’ll give them to her when she returns,” Sizzle snapped, licking his teeth. The woman from inside approached with a demure smirk. Now that she stood before me, my mane curled with curiosity. Her pheromonal signature was masculine, but her clothing and jewelry was markedly female.
    

    
      “I bet she won’t like you being greedy,” she warned playfully. “You know she collects them for her clients. 
      We’re
       clients.”
    

    
      “
      Bored
       clients
      ,
      ” the other added. 
    

    
      “Come on, Sizzle, cough them up.” 
    

    
      “These two buzzards,” the bilong growled, “are Mikaela and Dimitri.”
    

    
      “Siatesh,” I replied with a stiff nod, still trying to filter out the melody playing on Mikaela’s holotab. It was metallic, fast, and rough. The fair one, Dimitri, held out his hand, and I clasped it in return. Rather than shake my palm, though, he squeezed, then let go. Mikaela gave me a wink before stalking closer to Sizzle. 
    

    
      “That’s not advisable,” I warned, my mane curling with apprehension. 
    

    
      “Sure it is,” she said, pushing up her sleeves. “This overgrown mutt is ticklish, and he’s got something we want.” 
    

    
      Sizzle snarled. “It’s my payment. I’m not giving it to you
      .
      ” 
    

    
      A bilong, easily the most feared sapient species in the galaxy, that could eat a being whole as easily as it sliced a transport to ribbons, felt threatened by the wriggling fingers of a human not half his size? What sort of magic had gripped this fledgling colony? A grin tugged at my mouth.
    

    
      “Hey! No- No fighting!”
    

    
      The three of them froze, circling each other, as a bubbly voice rose up the hill, panting for breath between words. A small woman with bouncing brown locks struggled between two buckets of sloshing water. Omi Shaw brought up the rear, navigating the slick stone steps carefully. When she saw me, she broke into a wide smile, braids wrapped carefully in the same cloth I’d seen in the dawn hours. I remembered the heel of her foot propped against a chair, a towel slipping over bare flesh… 
    

    
      “You came!” she breathed, lungs pumping, gait tilting precariously this way and that.
    

    
      My new employer was struggling. This was an opportunity to prove my usefulness, to earn my place. I would become indispensable quickly if her exhaustion was any indication. Hauling buckets up a modest hill was nothing compared to the hard labor I’d endured as a child.
    

    
      “Yes,” I said, sliding down the embankment next to her in a smooth glide meant to impress. She wobbled, threatening to drop both buckets. I grasped the shoulder of her jacket, digging my boots into the slick earth to hold us both upright. 
    

    
      But even through the fabric, I tasted her salt. I remembered that oceanic signature on Bree Stewart, winding my tendrils around her limbs, hauling her after my mistress. Despite the sour notes of infection and death clinging to her skin, the woman had turned me with simple, chaste touches within an afternoon. My tendrils cramped, breath hitched. I withdrew my hand as soon as Omi was steady on her feet and brushed my palms off on my tabard discreetly. “Please, allow me.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” she sighed, handing her buckets over. She sopped up the mist gathering on her skin with the hem of her shirt, even though that was also damp. I committed the act to memory. I should never allow a human woman’s clothing to touch me. Easier said than done. “That climb is a killer when it’s slick.”
    

    
      Dimitri and Mikaela took a bucket each from the smaller woman and hoisted her up with their free hands. We stacked the four buckets in the shelter's corner after emptying them one by one into a plas-lined tub. 
    

    
      “You must be the new guy! Siatesh, right?” the other woman said, meeting my stare with a crescent-shaped glow of happiness. She snapped a towel off the back of the tall chair and rubbed it aggressively against her head. “I’m Tinsley, Omi’s roomie. We’re really excited you’re able to help us out.” She leaned towards me and spoke out the side of her mouth in an indecipherable gesture. “Seriously though, the rain would wash us away without you here.”
    

    
      I managed a tight smile until Tinsley elbowed me in the ribs conspiratorially. My mane slipped behind my shoulders, so stiff the muscles ached. As soon as Omi saw this, she smacked her unitmate’s shoulder in warning.
    

    
      “What mi say dis morning? Nunna dat touchy feely stuff, criss?” she hissed in a thick accent my translator had trouble deciphering. 
    

    
      “Right.” Tinsley grimaced and mouthed a word at me dramatically. Most likely an apology. “Oh! I bet Sizzle’s got the new 
      Rag
      ! I’ll go ask.” She bounded away without a backwards glance, Dimitri on her tail. 
    

    
      “What good, Mikaela?” Omi asked, pulling off her jacket and folding it into a bin beneath the table. 
    

    
      “Stopped by to see if you’d have time for an order,” she said, clasping her palms beneath her jaw.
    

    
      Omi raised her brow, glaring pointedly at the discordant sounds coming from Mikaela’s holotab. “I do if yuh turn off that racket.”
    

    
      “What, not a fan of 
      The Sex Pistols
      ?” she batted with a flirtatious smirk. 
    

    
      “In a bar, yes. In my shop, no.” Omi demanded compliance with a stern look and a lilting voice, the edge of a smile teasing the corner of her mouth just so. Mikaela rolled her eyes with a grin, then double-tapped to pause the music.
    

    
      Calm.
        
    

    
      The rhythm of the rain pattering against the tarp overhead loosened my tendrils and filled my lungs with the first calm breath I’d taken all morning. There was no breeze, but the sifting of the weaver man’s fingers over dried grass reached my ears with a dry papery hush that reminded me of the wastes I’d left behind. 
    

    
      “So what yuh looking for?” Omi asked, uncovering her supplies. 
    

    
      “Would you be able to make me some extensions?” Mikaela asked, somewhat hesitantly. “I’m growing my hair out, but it’s taking forever.” 
    

    
      Omi clapped with excitement. “Yes, cheeky! How long you want?”
    

    
      While they discussed the specifics, I licked my lips and stared at the ground in concentration. Every human’s shoes shuffled over packed earth and their clothing whispered around their joints. Always moving, never truly still. They made little noises with their tongues against their teeth or lips as they spoke—tsks and hisses and pops—verbal gestures like facial expressions that enhanced their communication. It was so nuanced that our linguitors hadn’t once caught it. Did they even know this was part of their language? Did they have more than one?
    

    
      I trained my stare at Dimitri and Tinsley as they poured over the plasdocs Sizzle had brought as his payment for Omi’s services. They combined micro-movements with words and expressions, hand gestures, and eye dilation. Their mouths moved differently from each other. Dimitri’s tongue was more active, while Tinsley made larger shapes with her mouth. They 
      were
       speaking different languages… 
    

    
      “You okay?” Omi asked quietly, interrupting my spiral of thoughts. I blinked at her as Mikaela joined the others. She squeezed his shoulder, to which he smiled.
    

    
      My brow drew together. “Yes,” I confirmed. No one had ever asked me that question.
    

    
      “So what yuh think?” She stopped by the man weaving, taking a couple of his creations into her hand. He patted her arm with shaking fingers as he continued his meditative weaving.
    

    
      “Of…”
    

    
      She smiled easily and nodded towards the ceiling. “The shop. The rain.” She held up the man’s work, taking one for herself and offering me the other. They were hand fans. I declined, crossing my upper arms over my chest, but Omi fanned her neck and beneath her shirt, the fabric billowing from her body reluctantly, still full of steaming heat from her trek through the mist. 
    

    
      “I will look while you tend to the elder,” I offered. Her face shuttered closed. 
    

    
      “Mr Sayeb is middle-aged,” she murmured. “Head trauma before… before Renata.” 
    

    
      I couldn’t hide the surprise on my face as I looked at him more closely. It’s true his silk wasn’t silver like Ms Bianci’s, and the lines on his face were subtle. A white stripe marred the back of his head, disrupting his short silk, and a pucker stretched the skin over one cheek. “I see.” 
    

    
      Omi cleared her throat and threw on a smile. “Mr Sayeb!” she called, sauntering over to him. She held onto both of his elbows as they worked together to stand up. “Let’s get you cleaned up for the ladies, ah?” 
    

    
      The man laughed, patting her bare arms. I got the distinct impression that they didn’t speak the same language, but understood each other regardless. I glanced behind his ear to find he had no linguitor either. The damage had likely been too great for one to integrate with his brain stem.
    

    
      Omi swayed her hips with a bright smile as she helped him to the chair on shuffling feet. She opened her holotab and double-tapped the volume. Though I prepared myself for the grating metal strums of Mikaela’s music, a calm, breezy sound resonated from her arm instead. It was a soothing instrument, just one, that played a simple, diffused melody.
    

    
      As Omi draped a towel over Mr Sayeb’s chest, I put my mind to work on the familiar task of preparing for the rains. My employer’s pergola was like any other: a flat, lattice roof with four pillars. I pushed on one. It was sturdy, which meant they’d set the pillar deep in the earth. Looking up, I counted six even joists supporting the lattice ceiling and two support beams at the head of each pillar. The structure was sound, but not meant to withstand weather of any kind. The humans must have arrived during a temperate season. 
    

    
      I leaned beneath the structure, examining the heavy pools of water collecting in the thin tarp now stretching through the holes in the lattice like bubbles. The thin strips of wood bowed beneath the water’s weight. Droplets of water plopped into the packed earth beneath our feet at random. 
    

    
      I reached for the tarp, crinkling its edge between my upper right thumbs. It flaked into my palm. When I inspected it up close, it was discolored from the sun and dry. My mane curled up in thought, lower hands settled on my belt. 
    

    
      “It’s bad, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Omi caught my eye. She stood over Mr Sayeb, who laid back in her chair, and ran water over his silk with a ladle. She brushed her delicate nails through his roots and he closed his eyes, the tremors settling as he relaxed. 
    

    
      I squeezed the wood of a pillar with two lower hands and knocked on it with one of my uppers. 
    

    
      “The pillars aren’t saturated with water, which is good, but the tarp is damaged and cracking. It’s going to break apart in between the lattice soon. We need to convert the roof and raise one side to drain the water.” 
    

    
      Omi nodded slowly, rubbing soap on her palms. A pregnant drop of water spattered on my mane. My tendrils snapped with surprise. I hissed, glaring at the edge of the tarp, and moved further into the shelter. 
    

    
      “What about the floor?” 
    

    
      “It would take me a few days once we have the supplies. Can you close your business for that long?” 
    

    
      “I have to anyway. Bajora says the rain will get pretty bad. What’s an extra few days?”
    

    
      She grinned as she worked the lather into Mr Sayeb’s silk. My mane shivered, mesmerized by the gentle scrape of her fingers over the man’s head, and my 
      senti
       tingled pleasantly at the back of my neck. I swallowed hard, suddenly thirsty. The hectaconorphine should have fully taken effect by now. Was my dose not high enough?
    

    
      The faded taste of her salt through her jacket. That’s all. It would pass.
    

    
      I looked away. 
    

    
      “Then the coop?”
    

    
      “Then the coop,” I confirmed.
    

    
      Omi scraped a blade over Mr Sayeb’s neck and chin carefully, wiping it off with the corner of his towel and dipping it into soapy water in between. When she was done, she lifted him upright with a towel cradled around his wet silk, careful to support his neck. She set the towel on his shoulders, picked up a comb, and parted his thick hair into sections. 
    

    
      “Tinsley and I will try to get things ready for the coop while you’re working on the floor. There’s a lot to do,” she sighed, deftly combing out, then trimming his silk at an angle. “And don’t misunderstand, I know it won’t all get done tomorrow. I just want to make sure my shop doesn’t wash away.” 
    

    
      I tilted my head in agreement. “
      Savit.
       A roof and a floor first.” 
    

    
      “
      Savit,
      ” she said back, beaming. “Is that a toast? Like ‘cheers’?” 
    

    
      “It just means agreement,” I clarified. 
    

    
      “Like criss!” Omi laughed. “
      Savit,
       I like it.” She swayed on her feet, unwrapping her braids. “Tinsley! Bring that rum. We need to start today right.” 
    

    
      “Ooo, yes!” Tinsley hopped through the small space, withdrew a jug half her size from beneath the table, and poured its contents into small glasses and bowls. She put mine on the corner of the table closest to me, so I could pick it up myself, then handed them off to Dimitri and Mikaela. “Siz, you want some alcohol?”
    

    
      The bilong squinted at her from the rain, where he licked the mud from his claws. “No, unless I can eat the jug whole.” 
    

    
      The small woman stuck her tongue out at Sizzle, to which he unrolled his own, long and black, and slapped her calf. She squeaked and jumped away. Sizzle snickered, settling back into the rain. 
    

    
      “To new friends,” Omi said, lifting her glass into the air. The others followed, so I did the same. 
    

    
      “And fuck the rain!” Tinsley added. 
    

    
      “To fucking the rain and new friends!” Dimitri corrected her.
    

    
      Mikaela and Tinsley snickered and snorted. Everyone tipped their drinks back in unison. I tasted the spiced fumes with my tendrils before the liquid hit my tongue. Delicious fire slid down my throat as I swallowed half the glass. The humans hissed and grimaced, slamming their cups one by one onto the table. When they looked at me expectantly, I raised the remnants of my drink into the air.
    

    
      “To fucking the rain and new friends,” I agreed as expected, downing the rest of my drink in one gulp. 
    

    
      The pergola burst into riotous laughter.
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      Siatesh might have fooled the others with a reserved smile or greeting now and then, easily agreeing with their jokes or accepting a drink, but I saw the way his demeanor changed when someone walked up the hill. He would stiffen, his mane fanning out to buffer his ears from the rain. If he deemed it someone he didn’t want to interact with, he would set down his work and fetch water.
    

    
      This wasn’t true for men, though. Siatesh seemed comfortable with Dimitri and Mr Sayeb, my two most common visitors. When male clients came for a shave or a trim, he hardly paid attention. It was just the women. The sooner they gave me a hug or squeezed my elbow, the faster he picked up a pail and high-tailed it down the hill. 
    

    
      Once the grey clouds thickened and the rain grew colder, he approached me at the start of the day, inspecting the tarp overhead. He massaged a role of adhesive in his hands, tearing a strip free as he blotted a wet spot with a towel and stuck the tape in place. 
    

    
      “It won’t hold much longer,” he observed, searching for other drips. He ran his hand through his mane, slitted nostrils flaring with frustration. “But I can’t raise the roof without a lull in the rain.” 
    

    
      I glanced out at the slanted frame he’d been working on in the downpour, a stitch in my brow. “You sure the wood’s alright getting wet like that while you’re building? It won’t warp?” 
    

    
      He nodded, a grin tugging the corner of his mouth. “It wouldn’t be a very sound roof if it couldn’t.”
    

    
      I blinked at my own stupidity and laughed under my breath. “Ah course.” I bit my lip, looking over his already drenched clothing. “What ‘bout you?”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      I chucked my chin at his clothing. “You work every day in the rain. I know shilpakaari like water, but you won’t get sick?” 
    

    
      His mane curled up in an expression I couldn’t decipher. “I promise I won’t get sick.” He gestured out at the rain. “But I have to wait for a break in the storms. Is there work I can do otherwise?”
    

    
      I looked around the dim shop, hands on my hips. “Maybe find some lights at the hangar. Then you can help me here.” 
    

    
      “
      Savit.
      ”
    

    
      After Siatesh walked out into the rain, I sat down in my salon chair, scoured the weather forecast, and reviewed my appointments. They expected the rain to ease up in four sols, the standard unit for days in the union, and in that time, I had three female and four male clients scheduled. I popped off a message to each of my female clients, asking them to reschedule, using the humidity and shortened days as my excuse. 
    

    
      When Siatesh returned, he had an oilcloth bag bundled in his lower arms. He set it on my table, withdrawing a handheld lantern and four frosted bulbs to mount on the top of each pillar. As he placed the third, my first client of the day ducked into the shop and stomped his feet. 
    

    
      “Phew, lord, that rain is 
      thick,
      ” Jeremy sighed, shaking off his poncho and hanging it on a hook by the tarp entrance. “Hey, Omi, how you doing?”
    

    
      “Criss,” I said. “This is Siatesh. He’s been working in the shop for a bit.”
    

    
      “What’s good?” Jeremy held out his hand to Siatesh for a handshake. Siatesh took his hand with one of his own, then withdrew to the corner beside the table.
    

    
      Tsking, squinting at the college boy’s dookie braids, I tapped my chair with a hum of disapproval. “Your rows look like yuh been rubbing yuh head with a tennis ball.” 
    

    
      Jeremy grimaced. He was from Las Vegas, which had no humidity. All his life, he’d just worn his hair natural on top with a fade from his nape to his crown. He was Afro-Chicano, and his hair took after his latina mother with softer body and curls. But the humidity on Yaspur had made it unmanageable. So he’d tried cornrows for a while. But apparently, he wasn’t disciplined enough to take care of them. 
    

    
      “I tried, but the damn durag doesn’t stay on while I sleep.”
    

    
      We didn’t have actual durags, but I’d been able to fashion a few out of slinky tops available on the market. I withdrew my wig head from a tub beneath the table with a huff. 
    

    
      “Siatesh, you mind trying it on the wig head?” I asked as I unraveled Jeremy’s braids. 
    

    
      He blinked at the head, touching it hesitantly. “Try on the…
      weeg
      ?”
    

    
      I paused, pressing my lips together to keep from laughing. Amusement bubbled up in my chest to the point I thought I might explode in giggles. 
      Weeg…
       With a deep, fortifying breath, I pointed my comb at Jeremy’s durag, my fingers flying over his head. “I’ll talk you through it.”
    

    
      Siatesh did as I asked, with care to line up the inside-out seam over the center of the forehead and hold the front in place. Jeremy snorted, hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay.” 
    

    
      We spent the rest of his appointment chilling, just a soft lofi beat wafting up from his holotab. He closed his eyes and let me rinse his hair, pulling too much breakage from his braids as I detangled them. Normally, I would have been frustrated with a client treating their hair so badly, but I was too preoccupied with stealing glances at Siatesh. 
    

    
      I kept thinking about his mane. It was long and slender and glistened like onyx when it was wet. What if I twisted them up into a topknot? Could they hold that shape on their own? What about jewelry? I thought about the tendril cuff I’d given him and wished he’d wear it. It would pop off his ebony skin and make him look powerful. 
      Seductive…
    

    
      “-you think, Omi?” 
    

    
      I cleared my throat, blinking down at Jeremy. “Hmm?” 
    

    
      “I said, maybe I could try a high top fade this time,” he repeated. 
    

    
      “Oh, ah, sure. Siatesh, you mind fishing out my clippers?”
    

    
      “Of course.” 
    

    
      Siatesh assisted me all the way through Jeremy’s appointment and for the rest of the day. By lunch, I’d finished my appointments and was working on the wig head at the table, reggae playing on my holotab. He leaned his hip against the closest pillar, rubbing some of Jeremy’s hair between his fingers, comparing it to the ginger client that came in later. 
    

    
      “The man with copper silk, though,” he asked, continuing a conversation we’d been having about hair types. “He has two textures of silk. His 
      beerd
       and his head.”
    

    
      “That’s right. Most humans have more than one texture,” I said, lacing individual filaments into the hairline of a wig. 
    

    
      “And yours is like the boy this morning,” he guessed.
    

    
      I shrugged a shoulder. “Jeremy is a 3b or 3c. I’m a 4a.” I realized that wouldn’t make any sense to him, so I popped my lips together, backing up. “Meaning mine is curlier. If I didn’t braid my hair, it would look like… hmm, like a cloud, I guess.” 
    

    
      Siatesh’s eyes slid down my braids with curiosity and I shifted on my hips, my cheeks growing hot. “A very big cloud, I imagine.” 
    

    
      I couldn't help myself, laughing and slapping my knee. I leaned my elbow on the table, smiling up at his confusion, lifted one of my big box braids, and waved it back and forth. “Only ‘bout half a dis is me. The bottom is all synthetic.” I stood up and held it out in the light, looking for the telltale crimpy ends about halfway down my braid. “There.” I said, pointing to them. “That’s the end of my natural hair. All the sleek stuff? Synthetic. Like the filament I’m using on the wig.” I pointed to the bundle of free filaments at my work space. 
    

    
      Siatesh leaned in, looking closely, and pride swelled in my chest. A week ago, he would have been too wary to stand so close. When I spoke, my tone was more intimate than I’d planned. “The offer still stands. If you want to touch one, I have gloves.” 
    

    
      With a hesitant hiss, Siatesh leaned away. “I wouldn’t want to rub them the wrong way. Perhaps another time.”
    

    
      I tossed the braid back over my shoulder and sighed theatrically, distracting myself from my disappointment. “Arright, arright. But can I see you twist your mane up again?” 
    

    
      Siatesh glanced at my salon chair in thought, then wound his tendrils atop his head, letting the tips fall forward over his eyes. My mouth went slack at how much it changed his features to have his tendrils away from his cut jawline and thick neck. 
    

    
      “Most human men cut their silk short in the back, correct? Does it make me look more human when I do this?” 
    

    
      Siatesh was 
      teasing
       me, a smirk in his eyes. “Yeah, that’s… wow.” I slumped back into my chair, flipping my hook onto the floor by accident. I jumped, picking it up, pressing my fingertips against my hairline out of nervous habit. “Huh.” 
    

    
      Siatesh dropped his mane and picked up a pail and a bag of trash. “The light will fail soon. I’ll fetch more water for the morning while you finish. If there are no more clients today, it’d be best to close up early.”
    

    
      “
      Savit
      ,” I mumbled as he left. Then I sat back and pressed my palms to my blistering hot cheeks. I was flustered. I was star-struck. And I was so full of ideas, I could hardly breathe.
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      ☽
       
      OMI 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      “Woah!” Tinsley squeaked, sliding sideways in the mud. Part of our bucket of water sloshed, spattering our ankles with wet earth. I caught her by the elbow and we both hunched over like old biddies, trying to keep our balance.
    

    
      “Careful,” I breathed, laughing. Neither of us was confident enough to move, our slides wedged in the footpath now full of ravines and puddles. The clouds had broken early in the morning, and though the skies were clear for a few precious hours, the pathways around the colony were treacherous and would be for weeks. Tinsley had the nerve to shrug one shoulder with smug confidence. “It’s just like ice,” she told herself. “Juuuust ice. I can do ice.”
    

    
      I raised one brow at her. “Mud is definitely not like ice.”
    

    
      Tinsley moved one foot and the other shot out from beneath her. She pinwheeled, arms flailing in all directions, then fell with a 
      splat
       onto her butt. The bucket went with her, crisp water dowsing her front. She opened her mouth in shock, sputtering.
    

    
      A bellow of laughter rumbled up from my belly, even as I tried not to move, hands and fingers splayed out for balance. I shook my head. “I told you, it’s not like ice!”
    

    
      Tinsley bit her lip, trying not to laugh at herself. “I think I got mud in my mouth.”
    

    
      “What a mess,” I sighed, beaming with amusement. I cleaned the stray speckles of mud from my arms, crouching down next to her. “You want to go back an’ change?”
    

    
      Tinsley shook her head, a girlish sparkle in her eye. “Nah. I’m pretty comfortable. You should 
      join me!
      ”
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      But before I could leap away, Tinsley had her little songbird claws in my clothes. She dragged me down with a cackle of delight. We laughed until our stomachs ached, then fell still, panting.
    

    
      “So how’s it going with Siatesh?” she asked, leaning her palms back on the gravel. A careful woman in a poncho stepped around our mess, eying us sideways. Tinsley nodded to her. “Just… taking a break,” she explained weakly. “Like a clay spa. You should try it!”
    

    
      “He works hard,” I said as the woman scurried away. Tinsley threw a pebble after her.
    

    
      “Yeah, and?”
    

    
      “And what?” I asked innocently. Tinsley leveled me with a lead stare.
    

    
      “Come on, Omi. All you do is stare at his tendrils. Just admit you think he’s hot.”
    

    
      I blushed hard, my cheeks darkening as heat crinkled over my face. It was my turn to throw pebbles, digging smooth stones out of the soil. I bit my lip. “He is, but it’s not that.”
    

    
      “Then what is it?” she asked, no longer teasing. “You know I don’t care, right? I think the shilpakaari are nice, as long as you don’t count Hunar. He’s a piece of work, that guy.” She rolled her eyes. “So if that’s what you’re worried about—”
    

    
      I shook my head vehemently. “No, no, it’s not that.“
    

    
      “Oh! Good, I’m glad we’re on the same page.”
    

    
      “Same.”
    

    
      The silence that fell between us was awkward. I grimaced with a sigh. “I’m getting… ideas.”
    

    
      Tinsley leaned into my space. “Ideas?” she prodded.
    

    
      “Braider ideas,” I clarified. “Siatesh can twist his tendrils together. 
      At will
      .”
    

    
      “Woah!”
    

    
      “Exactly! I’d never thought about styling shilpakaari manes before, but I might… want to try.”
    

    
      “What sorts of things are you thinking?”
    

    
      Tinsley leaned in, and my heart skipped a beat. I’d looked up images of mane styling in shilpakaari society, but there was almost nothing. Their manes were erogenous and off limits unless they were fighting or fucking. But that didn’t stop me from daydreaming about Siatesh’s mane. It was 
      exquisite.
       Long and slender. I imagined painting it in gold leaf and twisting them into spiraled pairs over his shoulders. What would it look like if I French braided them into a crest? Was that even possible? I wanted to run my fingers through his locks and put my mind to work. Trimming hair and shaving jawlines was droning and thoughtless. I yearned to express myself. It’s what fueled my soul and gave me a sense of higher purpose. It’s what I’d been missing on Yaspur.
    

    
      I sighed, tossing another pebble, as reality dragged me back down. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t act on any of it.”
    

    
      “Why not?” Tinsley nudged my shoulder. “You shouldn’t be shy. Just go up to Siatesh and ask. It 
      never
       hurts to ask.”
    

    
      I scolded her with a sideways glance. “I told you what he’s been through. He’s not even comfortable rubbing shoulders. You really think he’d let me touch the most sensitive part of his body?”
    

    
      Tinsley snorted. “I 
      highly
       doubt that’s the most sensitive part of his—“
    

    
      “I 
      can’t,
       Tinsley. He’s my employee. He’ll feel obligated to let me.”
    

    
      My roommate held up both her hands in surrender. “All I’m saying is that you can have a conversation about it without the power games. Make sure he knows you won’t be angry if he says no.”
    

    
      I pursed my lips in thought. Maybe Tinsley was right. It couldn’t hurt to ask, right? Tinsley had more experience with sensitive conversations than I did. She’d had a successful business in Canada, a bakery that employed parolees and conducted programs with underserved kids…
    

    
      Besides, I could approach it as a general topic. Not ask to touch his mane, per se, but see what his initial reaction would be.
    

    
      “I’ll ask him if he’s ever styled his mane before, or if he knows better ways to search for examples,” I decided. The air of melancholy lifted off my shoulders as I got back to my feet with a squelch.
    

    
      “That’s it, shoot for the moon! But help me up first,” she begged, wriggling her fingers at me. I clasped one of her hands, and froze, eyes wide, looking over her shoulder.
    

    
      The space chicken was strutting its stuff in the playfield right across from our mud bath. It tucked its long blue and pink tail feathers neatly behind its wings as it pecked at the weeds, searching for bugs.
    

    
      “What?” Tinsley mouthed.
    

    
      “
      Space chicken
      .”
    

    
      I kept my eyes on it and slid my sandals off with deliberation, letting go of Tinsley’s hand. I squared my feet as I lifted our spilt bucket off the ground.
    

    
      Its handle clacked against the side.
    

    
      The space chicken pinned me with a suspicious eye.
    

    
      We both burst into action. I left Tinsley in the mud as I scurried after the bird, across the playfield, bucket at the ready. Rocks dug into my feet, but I was a country girl through-and-through. My heels were tough from a childhood chasing boys around the banana groves and sisters on shell-covered beaches. I gained on the flighty fowl quickly with my long legs.
    

    
      It switched directions on a dime, digging its claws into the ground. The soft, wet ground washed my feet right out from under me. I slipped to the mud on my knees but scrambled up, undeterred.
    

    
      “You got this, Omi!” Tinsley bellowed as if she were at a hockey game. She protected the treeline, diverting the bird by gnashing her teeth and waving her arms. This was my chance. I cut across the field at a diagonal, making up for lost distance, preparing to lunge.
    

    
      Four hands grabbed me from behind and spun me sideways. I dropped my muddy bucket with a clatter as a firm grip pulled on my clothes. A thick forearm banded beneath my ribs and hoisted me back, knocking the breath out of me as my braids snapped forward. I lost traction and swung with my feet in the air and my hands on the ground. My braids hit the mud with a heavy thud and my eyes went wide.
    

    
      A tool bag covered in washed-out soil sat toppled, right in my path. Nails, a ruler, and other small tools scattered across the ground.
    

    
      “Are you alright, Omi?” Siatesh asked from above, out of breath. “Are you hurt?”
    

    
      “Omi!” Tinsley yelled, jogging up to us, slipping and sliding. “What’s the matter?” she asked. Siatesh motioned to the ground, where the metal detritus caught the pink light of morning. “Oh, shit.”
    

    
      “I’m okay,” I assured them both. Siatesh righted me. I held onto his sleeves, finding my footing. Our eyes met briefly, his steadfast, mine blinking with embarrassment and shock. Rubbing my hands on my thighs to abate the tingle of adrenaline in my stomach, I stepped back. “Sorry.”
    

    
      His mane curled up in uneven strokes, first this one, then that. “You could have been hurt,” he huffed. His tendrils twisted behind his shoulders and out of sight. “You were chasing that bird. Was it the 
      ch’gin
      ? Is it really worth injuring yourself to catch that animal?” 
    

    
      Indignation bubbled in my gut. I clenched my jaw, lifting my chin. “Yes,” I said with conviction. “They remind me of home. My dad kept chickens.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand. You’ve put yourself in danger because the bird is sentimental?” He searched my blazing expression. Was he suggesting that memories weren’t important? He seemed sincerely confused, but it still made my chest burn with irritation.
    

    
      “We also want its eggs,” Tinsley spoke up before I could argue. She fetched the bucket and started picking up the dangerous pile of nails and tools. “Fresh eggs are the best.”
    

    
      “How do you know it lays eggs?” Siatesh cocked his head. Tinsley and I looked at each other in horror, and she slowed, eyes as round as saucers.
    

    
      “Birds are - are 
      birds,
       right? They can’t be that different…” she sputtered.
    

    
      A smirk tugged at Siatesh’s mouth. He knelt beside her to help. “They lay eggs,” he assured her.
    

    
      “Siatesh!” she gasped, tossing a pebble at him. “Did you just tease us?”
    

    
      He shrugged one languid shoulder. “Perhaps.”
    

    
      Temper cooling, I knelt down to help Tinsley gather nails as she patted her chest with a mushy expression. “I’m so proud.”
    

    
      His brow creased. “That creature’s eggs… You’re sure they’re edible?”
    

    
      Tinsley shrugged. “We were planning to find out the old-fashioned way.”
    

    
      “Taste test,” I clarified.
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      I glanced at Siatesh from beneath my lashes. He scoured the ground for loose nails with four deft hands, sweeping this way and that. His focus was down, which gave me the opportunity to watch his mane. It curled over itself in a spiral like a ponytail, one holding the others back from falling forward. Their ends flicked and tasted the air like a school of fish all following the same path but at individual paces. I’d counted over twenty before I realized he was watching me.
    

    
      I cleared my throat, standing up with the bucket handle in my grip. “Let’s get cleaned up, then I’ll take these over to Wade. I bet they’re his.”
    

    
      Siatesh took the bucket handle from me with both left hands. “Allow me while you change into something dry. I will collect water on the way.”
    

    
      An hour later, I dropped Tinsley off at her woeful vegetable patch to measure dimensions, pull weeds, and level the ground, before heading to the shop. Banging echoed off the home towers as I crested the hill. Sherry was waiting for me while Siatesh worked on the pergola’s new roof, raising new, angled joists above the lattice.
    

    
      Sherry was trying to get a look at him, hollering up a conversation between her hands. The easy roll of his mane was gone, replaced by stiff concentration. He glanced at me, then back at his work, jaw ticking with tension.
    

    
      “It’s alright though, dear, Boom’s got lots of bartending experience,” she called up. “The boys are planning a platform so he can reach above the bart—”
    

    
      “Sherry!” I called, waving. I smiled at her, panting as she met me in the yard with a cheery smile.
    

    
      “Good morning, tulip, how are ya!”
    

    
      I put my hands on my hips and nodded. “Good, good. Tinsley and I had some misadventures this morning. Had to go change my clothes. Sorry to make you wait.”
    

    
      “Oh, that’s alright,” she dismissed with a warm tsk. “I was just admiring the view.” She looked out at the early morning mists of the valley basin, the red trees shimmering magenta and crimson in the pink light. It was the first glimpse of sunlight we’d had since the start of the rains, and the fresh scent of soil and new leaves was sweeter than a flower shop.
    

    
      “It’s alright,” I undersold with a wink. “Your usual trim?”
    

    
      “Yup! Just the bangs.”
    

    
      Sherry settled into my chair while I scooped a ladle of water onto a clean towel. I pressed the cold water to her hair and combed it forward.
    

    
      “Ooo, that’s chilly,” she wriggled.
    

    
      “How’s the bar coming along?” I asked. Sherry liked to talk. Ask the right question and she could gush for hours. She drummed her fingers on the armrest with a sigh of frustration.
    

    
      “Not great,” she admitted. “We were all set with this little knoll overlooking the river. The view was good, but now that the rains are in, Dimitri says the ground isn’t stable.” She tsked, shaking her head. “Ground seemed fine to me when I stomped on it.”
    

    
      “He knows best,” I mumbled. “This is good, though. You can see where’s best in the rain. No surprises for next year.”
    

    
      I lifted my scissors away from her forehead as she looked out at the morning. I turned the chair so she could look while keeping her head straight and made the first cut just below her brow line.
    

    
      “That’s true,” she admitted. “I just want it to be special. More than just a watering hole.”
    

    
      I snipped the last of her bangs, checked that they were even, and added a minor variation to the angle. When I was done, I brushed a towel over her chest and patted her shoulder. “You have nothing to worry ‘bout. People are dying for a place. Just you wait.”
    

    
      She wrung her hands together in uncertainty. “I hope so… My diner was failing when they took me,” she said with a stitch in her brow. “I don’t want to fail here, too.”
    

    
      I pressed my mouth into a sympathetic line. It seemed like we all had regrets to pepper the good times on Earth. Sherry wriggled to her feet, and I gave her a pillowy hug. She returned it with a thankful hum as we rocked back and forth. “The only way you’ll fail is if you try to sell piss instead of beer.”
    

    
      Sherry giggled into my shoulder. “You’re right. I’m twisted up over nothing.”
    

    
      I extricated my arms from the hug and tossed the towel over my shoulder with a brief nod. “Get yuhself back to work then, Sherry. I’m dying for a real margarita and the longer yuh stare at mi sunrise, the longer I have to wait.” I clapped my hands at her with a big smile. We both laughed as she grabbed her things.
    

    
      “See ya later,” she called, shuffling her way down the stairs.
    

    
      After she’d gone, the silence took my attention. I looked up at Siatesh, kneeling on a joist like he was born on a tightrope. He hadn’t taken the time to change or clean up. I frowned at a tear in his tabard.
    

    
      “Do you want to go wash up? I got you covered in mud this morning,” I asked, gesturing to the dried clay mottled over his front as I tied three black cords to one pillar, then the other. I withdrew a roll of loose synthetic hair that I’d purchased and printed overnight from my bag. It wasn’t human, per se, but pretty close, and the mottled color matched Mikaela’s auburn perfectly.
    

    
      Siatesh fingered the corner of his tabard. “No, if you don’t mind. I’d rather finish the roof while the sun is out.” He looked off into the horizon, squinting into the tangerine sun. “There are clouds gathering across the valley. I see the blur of rain from here.”
    

    
      “Whatever works for you. I’ll be here if you need me.” 
    

    
      “
      Savit.
      ”
    

    
      When I picked up about a dozen of the loose strands of hair and began weaving them between the three cords, my fingers fell into an easy routine. I smiled as the rhythms my mother taught me danced through my fingers, zigzagging each length into the weft of extensions I was tying by hand. I breathed in deep, enjoying the petrichor and the sleepy drip of water on the ferns. For the first time in a long time, I felt centered and focused.
    

    
      The rest of the day was busy. Renatans took advantage of the sunshine to visit for a trim or a shave. Siatesh dropped down from the roof to refill my trough of water, even though I insisted I could do it myself. He claimed it was a simple task, and when he came back hardly puffing, I decided he could do that grueling task on the regular.
    

    
      The rain didn’t catch up with us until the end of the day when lavender dusk fell over the white chrome home towers. I looked down at the work I’d done with a proud smile. I’d been able to tie six wefts for Mikaela, and when the afternoon lulled, I’d pulled out my wig head to experiment with new braid patterns that mimicked the behavior of Siatesh’s mane.
    

    
      My stomach flipped as he came back from the treeline for the third time, carting another armload of spongy 
      biria
       bark. Now or never.
    

    
      “Hey,” I said, before he could disappear again. I stretched and leaned against the worktable. Siatesh paused, waiting for me to continue. “Can I ask you some things about tendrils? Professional curiosity, nothing more.”
    

    
      Siatesh tilted his head in thought, brushing off his palms.
    

    
      “
      Savit.
      ”
    

    
      I breathed in some confidence, reciting the words I’d been practicing in my head all day. “Ever since you showed me you could braid your tendrils, I’ve been thinking ‘bout it. But I can’t find any information on tendril styling. Do shilpakaari just… not decorate their manes?”
    

    
      Siatesh approached the table, tracing a finger over the braids on my wig head. “Not that I know of. They’re more like hands than human silk. We use them to communicate.”
    

    
      My brows shot up. They utterly fascinated me. I leaned in with wide eyes, betraying my fascination. “Do you dance with them? Or make art? What you do with them, artistically speaking?”
    

    
      Siatesh’s mane crimped up and his hand dropped from my work. He shook his head once. “I’m not sure. There weren’t many shilpakaari on Eruditia. The planet has almost no water.” A drop of rain fell on his shoulder. His mane shrank away. He looked up and shuffled further under the new roof. “I was very young when I was sent there. I’ve heard that erotic dancers use their tendrils, but I assume this has to do with releasing pheromones. They’re called coilists.”
    

    
      I activated the holotab on my forearm and wrote the word to look up later.
    

    
      “These braids you make… They come in so many patterns and sizes.” He weighed the chunkiest one in his palm. I smiled.
    

    
      “There’s a lot of diversity in human hair,” I told him. I pointed to the one in his hand. “That one’s a box braid. Like mine.”
    

    
      “And this?” He lifted one that was springy and crimped.
    

    
      “Marley twists.”
    

    
      “Did you teach yourself the craft?” I hopped up on the table, swinging my legs, my smile falling just a hair.
    

    
      “My mother was a braider. She taught me everything she knew, then I went to school for a while. Learned other things. Cutting, styling, color… When I was done, I started working in editorials. Fashion,” I elaborated when his brow stitched with confusion.
    

    
      “You’re an artist,” he surmised. “Of a kind only humans have. To my knowledge, no other species expresses themselves like this.”
    

    
      I bit my lip, breath caught as he admired my work slowly. His expression was reserved, but his fingers were attentive, and his mane spiraled slowly over itself. He was content, relaxed. I wanted to ask if I could experiment, but just as I opened my mouth, I chickened out. I didn’t want to violate his confidence. So I bit my tongue and changed the subject.
    

    
      “What did you want to do before Eruditia?”
    

    
      The question surprised him. He paused, retracting his hand from my wig head. “I don’t remember.” He looked out at the rain. “I remember asking my father for a toy ship. He was a civil engineer.” Siatesh’s brow creased. “I think.”
    

    
      “We don’t have to talk about it.”
    

    
      He shrugged. “It doesn’t bring me sadness anymore. I have survived many trials and am hopeful about making a life in Renata. You were close with your mother?”
    

    
      “I was close with mi whole family. Two younger sisters, both my parents.”
    

    
      Siatesh tapped his lower knuckles against one of the pillars. He spoke with mild surprise, as if he was learning things about himself he no longer remembered. “I had three other siblings. Two sisters, one brother.”
    

    
      “I’m so sorry,” I said, leaning forward on my knees. He had lost such a large family, and was the only one to survive? The thought ripped me apart inside. As the smiling faces of the people I loved and left behind flashed through my mind, Siatesh shook his head.
    

    
      “Only my father and I were taken,” he clarified.
    

    
      My eyes widened. “You planning to look for them?”
    

    
      Siatesh stopped short. “I… hadn’t considered looking. Lost souls are expected to be lost forever. It has been decades. I would be an interruption to their lives.” 
    

    
      Immediately, my chest erupted with indignation. Did Siatesh really think that? Who hurt him so badly that he thought his own family would find him bothersome after decades of being lost? The edges of my eyes swam with tears of frustration. I ground my teeth into my cheek, overcome with fire. 
    

    
      “The light’s failing,” he noticed. “I will put away the tools.” 
    

    
      I caught his sleeve before he could turn, holding it in a vice. He didn’t tense up, but he waited as I worked out exactly what I needed to say. 
    

    
      “I don’t know exactly what you been through, Siatesh,” I rasped, licking at the hollow of my cheek to keep my lip from trembling. “But there’s one thing you’ve got di rest of us will never have.” I forced myself to look at him. He held my stare with his amber striped pupils, both unreadable and sharp with anticipation. “A 
      chance.
      ” 
    

    
      “To see them again?” he asked. 
    

    
      “And to smell them. To feel their warmth, 
      hear
       their voices…” 
    

    
      “I don’t remember them well,” he admitted, his mane rattling gently. I got the impression it was a sound meant to soothe me. “I don’t have memories like that anymore.”
    

    
      “Even if you don’t, they might,” I urged. “You’ve spent this whole time knowing what happened to you and your dad, but they’ve been in the dark.” 
    

    
      “And this is what you worry your family is experiencing.” His voice was quiet. “That you cannot ease their pain.” One tear rolled down my cheek as I closed my eyes and thought of the earthy scent of my father’s ganja. I wiped it away and gave Siatesh a wobbly smile, unable to answer.
    

    
      Siatesh’s eyes dipped to my hand. He lifted his palm above mine, so close that I felt his heat, then withdrew it with a shaky breath, tearing his eyes away. I let go of his sleeve, crossing my arms to hide my hands.
    

    
      “I will think about it,” he promised. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      I brushed my face, clearing my throat, and once I’d found my composure, I took a deep breath. I was suddenly glad I didn’t ask if I could experiment with his mane. This was far more important, for us both. “
      Savit,
      ” I croaked. Siatesh grinned as I got to my feet. “Let’s close up and get out of here. It’s been a long day.”
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      ☽
       
      SIATESH 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      My heart ran as if I was preparing for a chase even though I sat upon a cushioned bench in the clinic lobby, awaiting my check-up. I was half an hour late to work with Omi and had no way to contact her. Our holotabs were closed systems until the ISU deemed us safe enough to integrate, which meant no cache accounts, no markets…
    

    
      No messages.
    

    
      I checked the hour on my holotab for the tenth time. A weather alert told me that if I wanted to get anything done today, I should do it soon. The wind was picking up, howling against the windows. 
    

    
      Hsshhh.
    

    
      The exam room’s door slid open and I stood, nodding to Bleddyn as he brushed the fur on his forearms flat. He pressed his mouth into a thin smile. 
    

    
      “Passed with flying colors,” he said without prompting. 
    

    
      “I would assume.” None of us had any intention of breaking the rules. Even Boom was being quiet, sitting cross-legged on one of the clinic lobby’s benches. He chewed on something absently, arms crossed, long neck swiveled towards the windows. 
    

    
      “Yes, well. And yours? Are you nervous?” Bleddyn asked. 
    

    
      We hadn’t spoken much in the time we’d lived together. He was working double shifts with the arms master during the day, since no human had taken him on, and I patrolled with Sizzle at night. Still, he knew there was more at stake for me than the rest of them. 
    

    
      “We’ll see.” I left the rest unsaid. I’d done as required. How I felt about my pending evaluation made little difference. 
    

    
      I just wanted it to pass quickly.
    

    
      Bleddyn shook out his fur, just as the human doctor, a small woman with champagne silk and glass lenses propped up on her nose, came around the corner. Her nose wrinkled, and she sneezed, a tiny squeak bouncing off the tiles. 
    

    
      “Oh!” she sniffled. “Excuse me.” 
    

    
      My unitmate’s ears flattened in embarrassment. “I apologize.” 
    

    
      The woman looked him over with a bright smile, her hand rubbing the basin of a round belly protruding from beneath her lab coat. “It’s alright. Thank you for waiting.” She hoisted a tub from beside her feet. Bleddyn rushed to take the heavy container. “This is a human remedy. I’ve written some instructions there.” 
    

    
      Bleddyn and I both eyed the handwriting carefully. He brushed a claw over it. “
      Owitmayal…
      ” 
    

    
      “
      Ōtmiel
      ,” she pronounced for us. “It’s a home remedy to relieve itching. Since your prescription doesn’t allow you to take other medications while your coat recovers, I thought this might do the trick.”
    

    
      Bleddyn held the container tight to his side and dipped his head. “Thank you, Dr Ahlberg. I will use it tonight.” 
    

    
      “Try a small area on your arm first. Our models suggest you won’t have any side effects, but just to be safe.” 
    

    
      “I will.” 
    

    
      With a smile and a wave, she turned down the hallway and disappeared into a different exam room. 
    

    
      “Yo, what’s wrong with her? She looks like she’s got gut worm,” Boom asked from the benches. He shivered. Bleddyn gave him a weird look.
    

    
      “Aren’t you a mammal?” he asked. 
    

    
      “No. Gross.”
    

    
      “Guvers are fowls,” I supplied. “Though I agree, her stomach looks… worrying.”
    

    
      “No.” Bleddyn’s ears perked forward in excitement. “It’s amazing. She’s—”
    

    
      “Pregnant. Yes,” Ezraji said from the open room behind us. He tapped his upper thumbs against the doorframe. “Twins. They’re due in two satbits.” 
    

    
      Bleddyn held his 
      ōtmiel
       a little tighter. “The first?” 
    

    
      “Yes. Hukaari, we’ve decided.” 
    

    
      I knew very little about the wonders of medicine, but diversification was a privileged service and highly sought after, even in the Outer Rim. The first diversified couple of any pairing was given the honor of choosing the name of their offspring’s species. My mane roiled in wonder, staring down the hallway. It was exceedingly rare to meet a First Family, as they were called. 
    

    
      “Siatesh?” Ezraji asked, pulling me out of my wonderment. I nodded in farewell to Bleddyn and followed the other shilpakaar into the exam room. 
    

    
      Bleddyn nudged my shoulder. “Good luck.” 
    

    
      The door closed behind me as Ezraji prepped a vial. “Sit there, on the table.” I did. He pressed an aerosolized syringe to the skin of my forearm and released a valve on the top. Concentrated pressure stung against my flesh as beads of blood filled the vile, swirling like chartreuse ink until it was full enough to smear the glass tube.
    

    
      “That’s the only sample we’ll need. Thank you,” he said, rolling across the examination room on a low stool. I pushed down my tunic sleeve as he fitted the vial into a machine that clicked and whirred.
    

    
      “Of course,” I said, only half listening. Ezraji’s mane mesmerized me. Though his teal colors were marred with spring green scars all across his neck and tendrils, they were the longest, healthiest I’d ever seen. His teal and ultramarine combination wasn’t particularly striking under normal circumstances, but the blue speckles on his tendrils sparkled like ocean sapphires. The intensity of his coloring was a shock. 
    

    
      When he turned back around, he caught my wandering eyes and cleared his throat. He snapped the gloves off each of his hands and tossed them in the trash. 
    

    
      “I hear that you’re on probation,” he cut right to the meat of things. I preferred that as well. 
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “And you know how potent the humans are, correct?” Ezraji’s mane curled with mild concern. He was as suspicious of my intentions as all the other shilpakaari in the colony. I not only expected their distrust but also accepted it. I’d kidnapped and tortured one of their own, then coiled with his 
      priya
      . It didn’t matter to them I’d done so to break free of my enslavement and save all three of us from a tyrant. And if I were in their shoes, it wouldn’t matter to me either. These humans were their responsibility, their purpose. I thought of Dr Ahlberg’s swollen womb.
    

    
      I understood why they were so protective.
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      He crossed his upper arms over his chest with the lowers clasped between his knees. “I don’t need the readings to know you’ve been staying on your hectaconorphine. Is it a high enough dosage? I know you’re working with the woman that does silk grooming.” 
    

    
      “Omi Shaw,” I supplied with a nod. “Yes. She has been very accommodating.” 
    

    
      The machine beeped, and Ezraji looked over its readouts. “Your withdrawal from Bree Stewart has resolved and you’ve passed your substance test.” He set the results back down on the counter. “I’m guessing you want to stay on your meds so you can work with Miss Shaw without any mishaps that violate your probation.”
    

    
      I inclined my head again in agreement. It wasn’t that I expected Omi to touch me by chance, but that I was becoming curious… Elaxi, the only 
      priya
       I’d ever known, had been domineering and cruel. I’d assumed most women were like this. 
    

    
      But Omi… She’d never once challenged my request for space. In fact, she protected me from other humans who might have tried to shake my hand or pat my shoulder in passing. And because she was so courteous, I wished that she wasn’t so accommodating. Though I couldn’t coil while on medication, my mane still wandered in her direction if I was engrossed in my work, and on the occasions she played music, I watched her dance from my vantage point on the unfinished roof. Even if the rain was uncomfortable and soaked through my clothing each day, I couldn’t complain about the view.
    

    
      “Your 
      priya
      ,” I said before I had time to reconsider. “Is she kind to you?” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s fist clenched hesitantly as he considered whether to answer. I would expect no less from a father-to-be. “Amelia is loving and gentle.” He softened, looking through the walls with a smile, as if he could see the human doctor from across the clinic. “She calls me her home and forgives all the mistakes I’ve made. She says she’ll coil with me for life. That many humans prefer this.”
    

    
      This was a surprising revelation. “Like the venandi with convergence,” I mused. My own markings, stripes that had gone dormant long ago from neglect and starvation, pulsed with heat.
    

    
      Ezraji chuckled. “I still pinch myself from time to time. Especially now that we’re starting a family.” 
    

    
      I followed his line of sight through the wall, but rather than imagining his doctor, Omi’s words about my family filtered through my mind. If such things were possible… Had my own siblings secured partnerships? Did I have nieces and nephews that looked as we did when we were spats?
    

    
      “I was hoping to ask a favor.” 
    

    
      Ezraji’s jaw tightened, returning to my face. “What sort of favor?” 
    

    
      “Omi suggested I look for my family now that I’m no longer a lost soul. Do you know of ways to check? A database perhaps…” I thought of the thousands of faded faces posted on the outer hull of ships near the drop off point on Eruditia, where the hopeful withered away waiting for news of those they’d been separated from. The thought of putting my family on one of those boards constricted my chest. “Or a public posting?”
    

    
      Ezraji nodded slowly, getting to his feet. He produced a scanner that looked similar to a hand cannon and held it in both lower palms. “This is a genetic coder. We can crosscheck you against every biometric available. It’ll take time, but we’ll get a hit if your family’s from the union.” 
    

    
      I couldn’t help the sudden twist of my tendrils as my pulse jumped in surprise. “It wouldn’t be a possibility but a guarantee?” I asked with disbelief. Moments ago, this was a theoretical inquiry, but now it was tangible. Ezraji handed me the device to inspect. I stared at it dumbly, laying in my palms like a brick. I’d lived all my life in a rusting technological wasteland but had no idea how to use any of it.
    

    
      “Yes,” he assured me. “Every child of school age has been required to register their biometrics for decades. Even if your family is full of ghosts, your biometrics will still be there. Guaranteed,” he echoed gently.
    

    
      For the first time in a very long time, fear overwhelmed me. Jaw tight, expression shuttered, I stood and set the coder on the table. “I will think about it.”
    

    
      Ezraji stood with me, taking the device in deft hands. He turned it on and tapped on the sensor with a shrug. “It would be good to have your biometrics while you’re here. We use them to tailor medications and calibrate the surgical arm in emergencies.”
    

    
      Our eyes met across the room. Ezraji didn’t budge, keeping his thoughts from curling through his mane. I hesitated, but ultimately swept my tendrils aside to bare my neck and clasped both sets of arms behind my back. Though it didn’t hurt, I flinched regardless, my pulse hammering against my sternum like nails on a coffin.
    

    
      Because Ezraji 
      would
       search for my relatives, even if he didn’t volunteer the results. I was a security risk, an unknown. It was the logical thing to do, and Ezraji was a calculating man.
    

    
      So while the coder committed my body to memory, I closed my eyes and prepared for the inevitable. When the siblings I’d all but forgotten learned of my existence, they wouldn’t welcome me back with open arms. Omi Shaw’s family was surely heartbroken to lose such a vibrant young matriarch, but my family’s grief had had time to chill. They would see a hollow stranger, a man out of sync with the child I used to be.
    

    
      “Before you go, I have to ask…” Ezraji cleared his throat, motioning to my mane. “Do you want to go on supplements? You’ve no markings.”
    

    
      My tendrils fell limp as I schooled my expression. Just another thing I’d sacrificed to survive. A change my brothers and sisters wouldn’t recognize. A trait Omi might have… appreciated. “They are dormant.”
    

    
      “Dormant?” Ezraji pressed.
    

    
      I looked him straight in the face and flashed my stripes. Slashes of gold pulsed down my onyx mane and arms. Dots beneath my eyes and along my collarbones heated like a blush of sunlight.
    

    
      “I starved throughout puberty,” I explained without inflection.
    

    
      To my relief, Ezraji offered me neither sympathy nor judgment. Instead, he walked to a cabinet, pressed his thumb to a reader, and opened a shelving unit full of organized medications. He selected a couple and held them out to me.
    

    
      “What are these?” I asked, taking them.
    

    
      “Our coloring dulls under two conditions. Extreme nutritional poverty and wasting from a neglected coil or chronic illness. The treatments for both are long term, but simple.” He put his hands in the front pockets of his tunic with a shrug. “Whether or not you choose to recover your markings is up to you. Contrast coloring isn’t a factor in how the humans perceive us… Miss Shaw, for example,” he added with meaning. Our eyes met as I slowly curled my fingers around the vials.
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      He led me into the lobby with an open palm, nodding to the medications in my hand. “These are the boosters we prescribe at the start of a long-term regimen. That’s a synthetic stem therapy for recovering withered chromatophores. The other is a dense mollusk protein supplement. Your stripes might itch for a few weeks. And if you do decide to take them…” He stopped by the entrance, the door hissing open to a curtain of rain. “Let me know. I can tailor supplements for you since we’ve got you in the coder now.”
    

    
      “
      Savit.
      ”
    

    
      He tucked his chin, then said, “
      Savit.
      ”
    

    
      We exchanged a tense but companionable smile before I descended the ramp and the clinic’s doors slid shut behind me. Within seconds, the rain drenched me to the bone, battling the wind as it whipped my mane like stray cording. My mind raced as I hurried to Omi’s shop.
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      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      Even though the rain pelted my skin with water chilled beneath the shadow of the moon’s planet, the supplements burned a hole through my pocket. I’d nearly tossed them into the wild grass on my way but froze, fingers gripping the delicate glass vials. One of the human spats could step on them. I would wait to discard them in my unit, even if my heart raced to have them there.
    

    
      I was not ready for…
    

    
      What?
    

    
      “Coiling,” I exhaled out loud, forcing myself to say the word into the wind. I paused at the bottom of the hill, where the pergola’s half-shingled slanted roof was visible above waves of heavy aubergine grass. I was getting ahead of myself. Panic would just get me killed.
    

    
      No… It probably wouldn’t here, would it?
    

    
      Renata had different rules than the ones by which I’d always lived. Humans were compassionate, trusting, and driven. They built tight-knit communities of support rather than incessant competition.
    

    
      But that was a gross generalization. I couldn’t assume they were all like Omi… which meant I had to assume none of them were. Tendrils cramped tight against my neck and my 
      senti
       throbbed from the pressure. I reached my upper hand behind my head and gripped it until I felt pain. I’d never expected that I could have a real future. An anchor of any sort. Now, though, there were so many fragile temptations before me. Tricks and games? I didn’t think so. Ezraji was not a cruel man, which meant I really could find my family, recover my markings, place 
      trust
       in people.  
    

    
      Maybe I’d never been a lost soul. Maybe I’d just been…
    

    
      Misplaced for a while.
    

    
      “Siatesh!” Omi called from the top of the hill. I blinked, refocusing on her as she waved. As I climbed the steps, the whites of her eyes appeared red, her movements harried and frantic. 
    

    
      My pulse leaped. Was she angry? I bound up the steps two at a time. I hadn’t realized I’d made a mistake, so I rushed to correct it.
    

    
      “I apologize. I was required to report to the clinic.”
    

    
      Omi hunched in my path, hands and face covered in mud blown sideways across her skin and clothing from the force of the storm gusts. Despite how wretched she appeared, she looked me over with shock.
    

    
      “Is everything okay? Are yuh hurt?” she yelled over the sharp crack of the tarps.
    

    
      “You needn’t worry. I’ll make up the time I’ve lost on the roof, I promise.”
    

    
      When I caught Omi’s eye again, she was watching me oddly. I took a measured step back, giving her space, but it only carved a groove between her brows.
    

    
      “I was concerned about 
      you
      , Siatesh. Not the roof.” Omi bit her thick bottom lip and gestured outside the shop. “You didn’t see it when you came up?”
    

    
      Whatever it was, I hadn’t. Omi and my fears had immediately occupied my attention. Which only made the fallen tree’s canopy and destroyed table more appalling. Ashamed, my skin grew uncomfortably hot. I raised my palms carefully as my mouth went dry. Mud covered the shop from the near miss, all her supplies tossed.
    

    
      Blood drained from my tendrils so fast that the tips went numb. This was it. Just as I’d found hope that I could mend my life, the universe would rip my chance away. The same panic that had consumed me as a boy overtook me again. I felt the weight of the dead contract in my neck and it stung as if freshly inserted, reminding me of all that was at stake.
    

    
      “I promise you, I did not fell the tree. You can ask Ezraji. I just came from the clinic. Or… Or Sizzle. I patrol the colony border with him at night. They did not release me until after dawn and I went straight to my appointment.” Her brows rose into her forehead in surprise. “Please, I would never—”
    

    
      “Stop, Siatesh…” She tucked her hands into her jacket sleeves, and stepped closer, leaning into the wind. I kept still, breath lodged in the cage of my chest as she lifted her covered hands and pressed lightly on my upper arms. I swallowed hard as she anchored her eyes to mine and spoke with great care so I would understand. “It’s just 
      ulta samudr,
       okay? Nature doing its shitty thing. You’re not in trouble. I was worried, because you’re usually here before me. I thought…”
    

    
      We both looked at the tree, where deep gouges carved out the earth in the shape of her boots and bucket. Omi’s muddy clothing made sense now. She wasn’t here when the tree fell. She’d been digging to find me.
    

    
      My mane clenched up, tumbling over my shoulders towards her. I stared at the massive tree trunk with white-knuckled fists. Then Omi did the oddest thing. She brushed her sleeves gently up and down my forearms. A gesture of… 
      comfort.
       Immediately, the breath I’d been holding billowed from my lungs. I nodded, even if my jaw ticked with tension.
    

    
      “Was that okay?” she murmured, removing her hands slowly.
    

    
      “Yes,” I managed, though my voice was rough. I blinked, my anxiety hardening into a cold lump. I inspected her muddy frame, searching for injuries as I should have done first, a new knot of shame settling in my stomach. “Were you hurt? Are you alright?”
    

    
      She smoothed down her brow with the back of her hand. “I’m fine now that I know you’re okay. Just exhausted thinking of starting over.” She sat down in the spattered salon chair with a sigh. Her posture wasn’t as straight as usual. She sniffed, pushing water from her eyes. I brushed the overturned table with my lower fingers, pondering the wet trail along her cheek. When I’d seen such waters trace down Bree Stewart’s cheeks, it was because she was gravely ill. 
    

    
      My brow creased. I’d been so distraught that I hadn’t judged Omi’s health. Perhaps she’d been wounded, or the incessant rain was causing sickness. I turned the chair towards me slowly, her knees knocking against my thigh. She didn’t stop me but pushed her hands against both cheeks and sighed. The line of her mouth wobbled as her hands fell into her lap.
    

    
      “I’m alright,” she croaked. It was unconvincing.
    

    
      “You’ll have to lie far better than that.”
    

    
      She dropped her face with a trembling breath. Her voice cracked on a sob. “This shop is one of the few places where we can gather and feel like we’re 
      human.
      ” She crossed her arms over her chest as she shrank with sorrow. “We live in alien apartments with alien food printers and wear alien clothing. I spent 
      months
       printing combs and testing products.” She pointed to her chair with the basin behind it. “I had this built custom in Samridve and shipped here. And sure, we’ll have a bar soon, but 
      every
       species has alcohol. Only humans have hair. This shop should feel like Earth in a way nowhere else can.”
    

    
      Her conviction twisted my tendrils into painful knots. I thought of Eruditia and how desolate it was; how I’d had to collect a canister of fat drippings to keep my mane from cracking apart. If there had been a shilpakaari oilery or a junked mister, would I have had more moments of comfort?
    

    
      Though that hellish time had passed for me, I saw the barest echo of it in Omi’s unfocused gaze. Horrible people had also kept her in torment for a time before the union gave the humans this sanctuary. The brothel or the butcher? Whichever fate she’d been destined for, she had known the same pain I had. It didn’t matter if she counted that time in days or weeks or decades. I couldn’t stand to see her adrift.
    

    
      “Maybe,” I mused, “this is an opportunity.” When she glanced at me, I mustered up a grin, mane tumbling forward around my face. “You have a coop to build for the… what was it, space 
      ch’gin
      ? If you can manage without mud wrestling with it, at least.”
    

    
      A smile cracked open on her face, replacing the hollow stare of heartache with a sparkling gaze. My stomach flipped. I gripped the armrests as my smile turned hungry, breathless.
    

    
      I 
      did that. 
      I
       gave her relief.
    

    
      “Are yuh teasing me?” she asked, her accent thickening with a flirtatious lilt, stretching against the chair back. The front of her shirt, damp from the weather, clung to her chest, and her mammalian teats pressed against the fabric. I did my best not to stare, but they were burned into my mind all the same. Would they be light pink like her palms, or rosy and dark like her lips? “I guess it 
      is
       good timing, and besides, the tree missed the shop, mostly... You’ll be starting on the floor soon. Right?”
    

    
      “The floor, yes.” I cleared my throat.
    

    
      She growled a sigh, but it was a resigned sort of noise rather than aggressive. She jumped to her feet and nodded out at the deepening puddles of mud, where some of her things were still swimming. “You mind helping me find what’s left?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      We collected things for the next hour, and as the rain battered the new roof, Omi wrapped a silk scarf around her braids and latched up a hooded coat to protect them from the rain and wind. The light failed early, with the days lengthening and the storm clouds already thick, so once I’d investigated as far as the treeline, she called me back to the shop. She sat at the broken table with the disembodied 
      weeg 
      head she pinned her work to, untangling dismal lumps of ruined silk and pitching them in a bag of unsalvageable trash. 
    

    
      “Those are the lengths you prepped for Mikaela,” I realized. She nodded. 
    

    
      “Yeah.” She tossed some into the trash with a wet 
      schlump.
       “I was planning to set them with sponges overnight so she could have waves.”
    

    
      “They can’t be saved?” I lamented, standing behind her.
    

    
      “I can do it again,” she said, wiping off the curves and crevices of the humanoid face with the only dry corner of the last towel. “Practice makes perfect.”
    

    
      “Perhaps the silk itself is worth drying, though.” I lifted my tunic over my head, its damp cloth clinging to my shoulders and tendrils. “Could you not use these in braids? Create fresh ones and apply them to someone later?” I asked. Omi turned to answer my question as I twisted the shirt into a spiral and wrung it between all four palms. She did a double take, eyes fluttering, mouth snapping shut. Though the light was dim, her cheeks darkened with a rush of blood. The tips of my tendrils shivered.
    

    
      “I, ah…” She cleared her throat, patting her chest. “I mean, yes, but the process is different.”
    

    
      I leaned over her shoulder, unable to help myself. Though I didn’t touch her, my mane swung her way, close enough to taste the soil clinging to her clothing. It hissed quietly, not loud enough to hear over the sharp pummeling of the rain on the tarps. I took a deep breath and stood upright with the head cradled in my hands.
    

    
      “This process was your primary profession, weaving cords of silk and caring for that of others. How is the process different from what I’ve seen you doing this past week?”
    

    
      She grimaced lightly, swaying to the side.
    

    
      “Most of my work was experimental and creative. It wasn’t like what I’m doing here.” She glanced up at me hesitantly as I wrestled my damp shirt back on. “You want to see?”
    

    
      I blinked at the bald head. “You have other disembodied heads like this one?”
    

    
      Omi bit her lip. “Wig head. And no, but…” She lifted her holotab. Her pulse beat so strongly that it thumped against the side of her throat. She pulled up some sort of archaic database, typing in human symbols. Her finger hovered over the search icon for a hesitant beat, then she closed her eyes, collected herself, and angled her tab towards me.
    

    
      The images she slowly scrolled through were stunning. The first was a halo of braids around a young girl’s face. Her chocolate skin was painted with pink speckles on her cheeks and nose, and her mouth was open as if she’d just discovered something wondrous.
    

    
      There were many others. Geometry that shone like gems, clouds about the face that appeared dusted with 
      kepi
       powder. She called this an 
      affroah.
       And the braids… some warbling like 
      thiyatvi
       reeds, others intersecting and colliding like a macrame waterfall, more that were bold and as thick as chains. She was a master.
    

    
      “These are not like the silk I’ve seen in the colony,” I awed. Omi nodded, memories softening her expression. 
    

    
      “It takes a lot of training and experimentation,” she said, lowering her arm. “Shilpakaari 
      really
       don’t have anything like this?”
    

    
      I shook my head. “I do not believe so.”
    

    
      “But your manes are so important to you.” Her eyes dropped to my tendrils and they spun upon themselves, flexing their incredible strength, simply because she was watching. I pressed my tongue into my canines to keep still. “It’s hard to believe you don’t express your power through them.”
    

    
      The supplements in my pocket clinked together. I swallowed hard. “We place more importance on contrast,” I admitted.
    

    
      “Contrast?”
    

    
      “Most shilpakaari have contrast coloring, especially men. The more vibrant, the higher the contrast, the more virile and healthy you are.” I leaned out of her personal space, uncomfortable being so close while I exposed one of my faults. She noticed, of course.
    

    
      “But you don’t,” she confirmed.
    

    
      I stared out at the gathering dark nervously. If they caught me showing her my colors…
    

    
      It was harmless, wasn’t it? I could not coil as long as I took my withdrawal medication. I hadn’t missed a single injection.
    

    
      “I do.” I darted one more look out into the jungle. Was Sizzle there, watching? Perhaps another lost soul on patrol? “They are just not visible unless I flash them. It was an advantage, growing up where I did. I was better able to hide.”
    

    
      “You can flash them like, what, a 
      kuhdel 
      fish?” She giggled, hugging herself, her lush mouth spreading wide with joy. “That sounds amazing.”
    

    
      I creased my brow. Not only would she not touch me out of respect, but now she wouldn’t demand to see my colors? I licked my teeth, then sent my markings into a flare of heat. They pulsed, tingling as the underutilized chromatophores bloomed beneath my skin for the second time that day. She gasped, jumping to her feet.
    

    
      “Siatesh!” she bellowed, jaw hanging open. “That was incredible!”
    

    
      My cock twitched at the breathy exclamation. I cleared my throat and tipped my head.
    

    
      “Thank you.” What more could I say?
    

    
      “It’s like your skin 
      blooms,
      ” she sputtered, gesturing to my arms, face, and mane. She erupted with laughter, caught up in her ideas as she paced the little shelter. “Can shilpakaari control how long the color shows? Or how brightly? Can you change colors? Oh! Can you control di, di pattern or… or frequency?”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but breathe a relieved laugh as I crossed all four arms. “They intrigue you.”
    

    
      “
      Yes
      ! Ah course they do!” She bit her lip, wringing her hands together as she rocked on the balls of her feet. “Actually, I’ve been curious about yuh mane for a long time.”
    

    
      Said tendrils went into shock and lost their buoyancy entirely. I recovered quickly, but they retreated behind my neck. Her meaning slid over me, even if she didn’t say it out loud. “You… want to experiment, like you do with silk.”
    

    
      “You think it’s worth trying? On tendrils, I mean.” When I didn’t immediately answer, she implored me to consider before I could turn her down. “Here, look.”
    

    
      She brought up an image of a man with braids woven tight to his skull, spiraling up into a topknot secured with a lacquered bangle. “These styles are meant to make a 
      statement.
       To make someone feel powerful. I don’t mind trimming hair, but if that’s all I do in Renata for the rest of my life, I’ll go insane.” She dropped her forearm, and the screen went to sleep. “You don’t have to say yes, but I would 
      love
       the chance to try. If it’s too uncomfortable, though, I understand. I won’t think differently of you if you say no. I won’t be angry.”
    

    
       A tempting precipice loomed at my feet, and I was on the brink of falling. I clenched my fists, flexing the two thumbs on each hand in thought. This was what I’d secretly yearned for. Omi Shaw’s skilled hands in my mane, setting sparklers aflame in every tendril’s thick root. But hesitation and suspicion sank their claws in and wouldn’t let go. I was a tool in the eyes of every master I’d ever known. Elaxi was my only womanly experience, the only one who’d ever touched my mane willingly, and she’d only done so once to ensure I’d coil and instinctively hesitate to harm her. Then Bree Stewart, another distant, meaningless touch; a single moment that broke Elaxi’s hold on me.
    

    
      But Omi felt… different. And my conversation with Ezraji had been enlightening, 
      enticing
      . I’d seen his citizen ID snap, presumably taken before he’d coiled with the human doctor. He’d been a healthy, average teal but with dull speckling. Now, though, he was vibrant beyond imagination. 
    

    
      Is that what a real touch did? I’d survived on meager scraps for so long. What might it feel like to be truly satiated for once?
    

    
      I licked my bottom lip and said, “I am not averse to it. Experimenting.”
    

    
      Omi’s face went slack with surprise. She clasped her hands together beneath her chin. “Really? You sure?”
    

    
      My throat swelled with thirst. “I’m sure.” I checked the horizon, but there was nothing to see. The tops of the trees weren’t even visible, obscured by the heavy torrent. I picked up four bags of trash. “But I won’t be able to until tomorrow. Tonight, I must patrol with Sizzle along the southern rim.”
    

    
      “That’s perfect. We can meet at my place tomorrow night. Sound good?”
    

    
      What was her version of the word… “
      Criss.
      ” 
    

    
      She smiled brilliantly. “
      Criss
      . It’s a date!” 
    

    
      Anxiety gripped me again, but I pressed it down. I couldn’t coil, and besides, Omi would not abuse the control she’d have over me. She would not pressure me or expect me to do her bidding. I’d had precious few choices in my life…
    

    
      So I 
      chose
       to trust Omi Shaw.
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      “So this is 
      totally
       a date, right?” Tinsley asked, leaning against my door frame with a smirk. Rather than working, I’d spent the entire day cleaning our unit, choosing shilpakaari-friendly human foods, reading about manes, and meticulously pampering myself from head to toe. 
    

    
      I gave Tinsley a sly tsk. “Don’t be silly.” She saw right through my haughty denial and blew a raspberry at me.
    

    
      “Pff, yeah, okay.” She rolled her eyes and bounced down on the bed. “We need to come up with a system.” 
    

    
      I raised my brow at her. “A system.”
    

    
      She wriggled her socked toes at me. “Yeah, you know. Like a sock on the doorknob. That’s what I did with my roomies back home, but we don’t have doorknobs anymore, so—”
    

    
      I threw a pillow at her face, knocking her sideways. She laughed, limbs flailing as she tumbled to the floor and sat back up. 
    

    
      “Tinsley! I’m not jumping Siatesh.” 
    

    
      “Why 
      not
      ?”
    

    
      “He’s been through a lot.” I sobered, looking at myself in the mirror. I wore a short tabard dress in the shilpakaari style that I’d purchased the night before via the printable market on my holotab. A sash held it closed, but the side seams were perilously open from shoulder to hem. “Maybe I shouldn’t wear the dress.” It was marigold yellow and just occurred to me that the color matched Siatesh’s stripes. I popped up from my chair, suddenly so nervous that I felt sick. “I’ll just change into my shorts.”
    

    
      “Omnira Shaw, don’t you dare!” Tinsley grabbed me by the hem before I could scurry to my wardrobe. “You deserve to put your best foot forward. You aren’t going to violate the poor guy by looking nice.” 
    

    
      “No, I’ve 
      definitely
       gone overboard.” I thought of the foods printed and waiting in the kitchen, the oils I’d arranged on the coffee table, the perfume I’d dabbed behind my ear. I wanted to scour it off so badly my skin itched. “He trusts me, Tin.” 
    

    
      She pressed her knuckles to my shoulder. “Exactly,” she urged. “Just because he has boundaries doesn’t mean he never wants to cross them. Just follow his lead, you know?” 
    

    
      I puffed up my cheeks and blew out a breath. “You’re right. It’s just a nice night in.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “With potential, not promises.”
    

    
      “Look at you, talking like you just got out of HR training. You got this!”
    

    
      She clenched her fist and 
      ka-chinged
       in solidarity. I did the same, just as the colony’s AI interrupted. 
    

    
      “A guest has requested access,” BEO’s smooth old-world accent announced. 
    

    
      “Access granted,” Tinsley hummed, skipping out the door. She paused before entering her room and waggled her eyebrows at me. “I’m jonesing for some Christmas tonight, so don’t interrupt my wassailing and 
      Home Alone
       marathon. Got it?” 
    

    
      With a pointed stare, she slipped into her room and the door hissed shut behind her. 
    

    
      Leaving me. In the hallway. Just as the front door chimed. 
    

    
      “A guest is at the door.”
    

    
      “Uh…” I flipped around, rushing back into my room. “Tell him just a minute!”
    

    
      “Of course.” 
    

    
      I threw open my wardrobe and pulled out a pair of midnight blue tights built for an advenan. They had a hole for the tail, but would fit otherwise. I pulled them up my legs in a rush, hopping down the hallway to the restroom. Inside, I scrubbed at my neck and wrists with unscented soap. 
    

    
      “There is still a guest at the door. Shall I ask him to return at another time?”
    

    
      “No!” I yelled at the ceiling. Adrenaline prickled in my stomach. I took a deep breath, dried my skin with a towel, and checked myself in the mirror. I channeled my usual cool as I approached the door. 
    

    
      When it slid open and revealed Siatesh’s stoic expression, I beamed warmly, motioning him in. 
    

    
      “Hi!” I said, breathless from hopping into my tights. They were slightly crooked and driving me crazy. 
    

    
      Siatesh smiled. “Hello.” 
    

    
      The door shut behind him as he strolled into the unit, taking stock of his surroundings. He marked the doors and windows, vents and chairs. I had to remember that 
      I
       was the potential aggressor. It was my job to put up some barriers and make him feel safe. Still, I couldn’t tell if he was nervous or not, so I cleared my throat, rounding the counter to put the bar-top between us.
    

    
      “I hope you don’t mind,” I started, opening a cabinet and pulling out two blue glasses. “I thought you might be hungry?” 
    

    
      “Starved,” he rumbled, looking first at me, then blinking down at the counter where I gestured to an array of foods. His mane twisted calmly. “These are human?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Some of them are shilpakaari,” I clarified while the food bay poured water into our tumblers. I withdrew a bottle of 
      furza
       from its cold storage and set it on the table. “I read Samridve is famous for seafood pastries.”
    

    
      “I’m afraid I know little about Samridve other than their local rations come in red and yellow packaging,” he admitted. I motioned him to the couch rather than the table, my stomach flipping as his eyes roved over the assortment of oils. They were still warm from the printer, steaming the glass table in a halo around their bases. I cleared my throat and filled my mouth with a bite of ackee. 
    

    
      Close, but no cigar. The ackee fruit was a little too chewy, a little too sweet. The universal version of cod, though, was right on the money. I clenched my jaw before swallowing, letting the nostalgia wash over me, threatening to spill a few tears. 
    

    
      “This reminds me of my childhood,” Siatesh said quietly, inspecting the ceviche. Our shared pang of memories turned my knees to jelly and threatened my composure with hiccups. He took a timid taste and his tendrils rumbled, though his expression remained shuttered. “Is this a shilpakaari dish?”
    

    
      I shook my head with a warm smile. “It’s called ceviche.”
    

    
      “Humans also eat seafood?”
    

    
      All I could manage was a nod, my throat painfully tight. The well of grief surprised me. I wasn’t prepared for it, clawing at my stomach. I suddenly wasn’t so sure I could eat, staring down at a poor copy of the ackee my mother made at home and taught me to make for my siblings when I was twelve, how to carefully peel away the eggy fruit’s red skin and boil it until yellow. A memory of patting my youngest sister’s back suddenly overcame me. She’d thrown up raw ackee, too hungry to wait for dinner while Mom and Dad were still working late at the resort. 
    

    
      Something between a sob and a laugh hiccuped out of my mouth. I set down my food and wiped the impending waterworks from my eyes. Siatesh watched me as I struggled with the ache in my chest. He set down his utensils and contemplated his plate. 
    

    
      “My sister and I both loved a food like this.” He glanced at me, gauging my reaction. My breath froze in my chest, the grief suddenly lifting as curiosity took over. He remembered things from before Eruditia? Of 
      course
       he did… It’s not like his memories had been erased. He just didn’t volunteer personal details. Except now. To 
      me.
       
    

    
      I wiped a tear from my chin, sitting up straight. “Oh?” I asked lamely. 
    

    
      He speared a piece of ceviche on his bident, the only form of utensil they supplied us, and twirled it between his upper hands. “She would always distract me and steal pieces from my bowl. I hardly ever got a taste unless I pestered our father while he was cooking. He’d slip us boys a few morsels and chase away our sisters.” He savored a bite, rolling it in his mouth with a satisfied hum. When our eyes met next, he gave me a small smile. “Thank you for preparing this.” 
    

    
      I returned the gesture, scooting my food around the plate, worried that if I took another bite, I’d crumble a little more. “Do you miss them?” 
    

    
      “I…” He faltered, his brow creasing. “I am bitter that I lost them. But my pain scarred over long ago. It’s how I survived. They wouldn’t recognize me now, and I have not belonged anywhere in a long time.”
    

    
      I shook my head, leaning forward over the table. I wanted so badly to reach for him but knew that I shouldn’t. Instead, I captured his yellow striped eyes with mine and held them captive, imploring him to understand. “They might miss 
      you,
       though, Siatesh. Losing family is horrific. As the months pass, we think we’ve healed, but really, we’ve just stapled the wound together. An unexpected bump in the road, and the staples dig into our hearts and the cuts bleed fresh.” 
    

    
      Siatesh swallowed, the tendons on either side of his trachea tensing. “I envy your passion,” he admitted. “Your family was very lucky to have you while they did.” His tendrils spiraled over themselves, falling over his shoulders towards me. 
    

    
      “So was yours.” 
    

    
      He inhaled deeply, standing up. He picked up his plate with his upper hands and reached for mine with his lowers. “I believe it’s only fair if I clean up.”
    

    
      “Don’ yuh dare,” I scolded, getting to my feet as we brushed away the heavy moment. “You’re a guest! Give them here.” 
    

    
      When I tried to take the plates from his many hands, he held them back, twisting his torso away from me. At first I thought he was being playful, but the look on his face was strained, so I paused. He licked his lips. 
    

    
      “I’m not used to being catered to. It makes me…”
    

    
      “Uncomfortable?” I prompted. He nodded once. I pursed my lips but handed him the dirty plates. With his four hands, he cleared the entire spread in a single sweep that would have taken me two or three trips. “Then thanks for doing the dishes. I’ll get our little experiment set up by the couch.” 
    

    
      Glancing up at Siatesh in my kitchen was a dizzying feeling. He washed the plates in the food bay, brushing his fingers over their surface with his sleeves rolled up, focused on his task with that stoic reserve that was making my blood heat. He had the same look on his face while he hammered shingles into the shop’s roof or cleaned mud off my combs. It made the instant that mask dropped away more powerful. The little moments I’d caught him watching me while he should have been working zapped me like lightning. 
    

    
      I bit the inside of my lip. I needed to prove I was trustworthy, that I wouldn’t take away his freedom. He would have total control over what happened tonight. 
    

    
      So if he decided that this 
      was
       a date?
    

    
      I squeezed my thighs together. My clit pulsed once.
    

    
      “Alright,” he said, standing at the counter, fixated on the spread of oils and cloths on the coffee table. “I’m ready.” 
    

    
      I scooted to the far couch cushion and patted the seat next to me. “Let’s talk first.” 
    

    
      He sat beside me, his weight dipping us closer together. “Yes?” 
    

    
      “Some rules. You can say no anytime. You won’t make me angry, and you won’t hurt my feelings. Okay?” 
    

    
      Instead of answering, he nodded once, as if he didn’t quite believe me but didn’t want to lie. I pursed my lips and held up a pair of vinyl gloves. His brow creased, taking one in his palm. “What are these for?”
    

    
      “I thought you might want me to wear gloves.” My cheeks prickled. I took a deep breath and decided to just blurt it out. “Look, we’ve lived with a few shilpakaari for a while now. I know that touching your mane is erotic.”
    

    
      “You do.” The question was implied as his heavy gold eyes examined my features. 
    

    
      “Yes. Just be honest with me, Siatesh.” I leaned my elbows against my knees. “Tonight, I was hoping to feel their weight and see how flexible they are so I can make a copy on my wig head. That way, I can spend some time playing with the fake ones so I don’t have to touch you all day. How’s that sound? Is it too much?”
    

    
      His mane hissed from roots to tips, shivering the ends. He swallowed hard, and when he spoke, his voice was tight, his eyes dark and bronzy. “It might be.” 
    

    
      I nodded, inhaling in thought, and carefully put on one of my gloves. “How about this?” I raised my hand up near him. “
      You
       touch 
      me. 
      I can even wear two sets of gloves.” 
    

    
      Siatesh looked at my palm, covered in a black layer of vinyl with one extra thumb hole limp off my pinky. I expected him to touch my palm with his own first, but he leaned in and pressed his tendrils into the divots between my fingers. They were flighty at first, tapping my skin like I might try to snatch them if they stayed for too long. Then one wrapped around my thumb and the others followed suit. 
    

    
      Even through the glove, it was a skin-prickling experience. Goosebumps rose all over my arms and neck as the cords of muscle squeezed my hand like baby pythons. My fingertips throbbed with the added pressure. 
    

    
      “I can feel your pulse,” Siatesh huffed, transfixed. 
    

    
      I licked my lips, keeping my hand up. He carefully avoided skin contact, so I did my best not to move, even as my arm burned under the weight of his mane. “Can you taste me?” 
    

    
      His gaze unlatched from my hand and sifted down my arm, over my shoulders, my throat. “No… Not through the glove. Only in the air.” 
    

    
      “You can taste me in the 
      air
      ?” I balked. I wriggled on my hip bones self-consciously, feeling the tight heat of my clit as it pulsed once more. If he could smell 
      that…
       
    

    
      He dipped his head. “It is very subtle. If I were coiling, I would be far more sensitive.” 
    

    
      I breathed a sigh of relief. His eyes landed on my throat again. 
    

    
      “I can taste that you washed your neck before you opened the door though.” My breath hitched as he tilted his head curiously, drawing my hand closer to his mane so more of his tendrils could wind through my fingers and squeeze my palm. “Why?” 
    

    
      “I put on perfume,” I heard myself say, mesmerized by the sharp stripes of his pupils, the way they lured me in and held me captive. They narrowed ever so slightly, each tiger-like stripe as thin as a scalpel slice. The effect was chilling. “Then I took it off.” 
    

    
      His grip on my hand became painful. He stood, yanking me up with him. Nerves lanced me like icicles at the look of frantic betrayal on his face. “You planned to 
      control
       me?” 
    

    
      I blinked, confused. “What? No! How does perfume—”
    

    
      “Elaxi used perfume, so we’d frenzy and burn for her.” His lungs pumped as he looked for an escape. “I shouldn’t be here. You’ll destroy my freedom. I need to leave. I need—”
    

    
      “Siatesh!” I yelled, cutting him off as he dragged me with him towards the door. I put my hand on it to bar his exit. “Hold on. I didn’t know about—”
    

    
      “
      Liesss,
      ” he hissed, pressing me against the door’s smooth, curved surface. We froze, breathing erratically, Siatesh’s mane puffed up around his face as if he expected a fight. 
    

    
      I
       did that. I’d triggered his worst fears and memories. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t known. I’d hurt him, and his sense of safety was more important than my desperation to explain myself.
    

    
      “Okay. It’s okay,” I soothed. “I’m sorry.” I closed my eyes, dropping my hand off the door frame and sliding out from beneath his looming chest. The door hissed open, revealing the hallway.
    

    
      “If you need to go, it’s okay. I’ll understand.”
    

    




    
      
    

    
      14
    

    
      
    

    
      ☽
       
      SIATESH 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      All I could think of was the need to escape. I’d been so patient, year after year, clause after clause, ripping the tatters of my soul with each horrific command I’d obeyed. And my affection for Omi Shaw would trip me at the finish line? The human woman that seemed so gentle and caring, that burned with a passion not for power, but for her art? 
    

    
      I needed to protect myself, to get away from this yearning. I needed to harden myself again because my suspicions had always been right. The woman pinned against the closed door had planned to use me for her own creative endeavors, to trap me with her intoxicating scent and gentle smiles. She wouldn’t let me go, not for a moment. 
    

    
      My chest felt so tight, I thought my ribs would crack. My lungs wouldn’t pump, my heart wouldn’t beat. I hadn’t felt panic like this since I’d been a boy. And when Omi slipped from beneath the cage of my arms, careful not to touch my strained muscles, I fought the urge to stumble away, to put as much distance between myself and the woman who had planned to capture me. 
    

    
      But then she dropped her gaze and carefully pulled her hand out of my grip, leaving the glove scrunched in my tendrils. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” she said, taking several steps back. “If you need to go, it’s okay. I’ll understand.” 
    

    
      Then to my absolute bewilderment, she opened the door to the hallway and hugged herself, waiting for me to leave. 
    

    
      Blood rushed to my ears in a flood of disbelief. Black spots bloomed in my vision and blood sluiced through my hearing as if I were underwater. I stared at the light rails along the ceiling of the hallway, so even and calm. The moments ticked by and Omi just waited. Waited for me to…
    

    
      To 
      choose.
       
    

    
      I closed my eyes and licked the three canines on my left side, pressing my tongue into their sharp points to distract myself from my sprinting heart. I’d made a terrible mistake. Omi Shaw wasn’t Elaxi, but I’d assumed the worst, regardless. “Tell me about your perfume,” I rasped, my tendrils hanging limp about my face. “Why did you put it on? Why did you take it off?” 
    

    
      She shuffled on toes covered in blue stockings, the pale round nails of all five digits curling against the tiles in hesitation. “Humans use perfume to make our skin smell good. Just flowers or spices… things like that. I took it off because I didn’t want to overwhelm you.” She sighed. “But I put it on because I like you, Siatesh. I wanted you to think I’m beautiful.” 
    

    
      My eyes snapped to hers. “You 
      are
       beautiful.” It wasn’t a compliment. It was a fact.
    

    
      She smiled, but it was thin, her full lips pressed between her square teeth. “But I didn’t tell you that’s what I was doing.” She motioned to her dress, the sofa, and the leftover food still displayed on the counter. “This is all human behavior for a date. I didn’t think about your point of view, you know? I’ve just been treating you like a human man, even though I know you’re not.”
    

    
      A date. She had said as much, but I hadn’t truly understood. Perhaps dates were different for humans… But even if they weren’t, would I know what a date entailed? “What is a date?” I forced the question out as if it pained me to admit that I was so different from her. I hadn’t had the luxuries of regular social interaction. I was learning, absorbing, as I went. 
    

    
      But when I observed her reaction to my ignorance, she only pursed her lips in thought. There was no judgment on her face, no expectations. “Hmm. A chance for two people to get to know each other better. Hang out, relax, eat… To find out if they like each other enough to do it again as many times as they want. And maybe, if they both want to, they take things further.”
    

    
      “Further, as in a coil.”
    

    
      She winced, but nodded honestly. “Maybe. Most dates don’t lead anywhere at all. They can be casual and light. A lot of humans coil for life, so we take our time finding the right person first.” She sighed, dropping her arms. “I guess this is a lot of pressure to put you under. I’m sorry, I didn’t think things through.” She pushed her braids back behind her shoulders and braved a smile, picking up the 
      weeg
       head sitting on a chair. “So why don’t we hold off on all of this for now? I’ll pack up the leftovers so you have some proper food in your unit.” She tossed the head on the couch out of sight and pulled containers out of the kitchen storage. “No one should live off ration b—”
    

    
      She froze, eyes wide as I grabbed her bare wrist with my lower hand, my uppers balanced between the food bay and the counter, barring her escape, something Elaxi would have cut me down for. My heart pounded against my sternum and through the roots of my tendrils. Omi tasted like the breeze over the oceans of my childhood. All Elaxi had ever tasted like was death soaked in pungent flowers. 
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “I 
      want
       to experiment with you,” I said, conveying that I meant much more than just styling my mane. “I don’t want to drive you away.” I licked my teeth. “But I have limitations. My probation, my past experience… It is hard to balance. I’m sorry if I frightened you.” 
    

    
      She set down the container and turned towards me. “What will help the most?” 
    

    
      The word clung to my throat, and when I forced it out, my voice cracked. 
    

    
      “Control.” 
    

    
      Instinctively, I prepared for Omi to hiss, for her braids to come to life in an aggressive display. Instead, she nodded slowly, mulling it over. “I can give you that.” 
    

    
      My mane roiled as I dug my fingers into her flesh in disbelief. I pulled her towards me just a little closer, hoping to catch that very subtle scent of hers in my pores, to know if she was lying or not. “You can?” 
    

    
      She nodded more confidently. “Sure, why not? You should feel ownership over your own body, Siatesh. You can choose how and when I touch you. So, for now…” She slowly removed my hand from her arm. “I’ll pack up your leftovers. You relax, look things over, and let me know if or when you want me to touch you.” 
    

    
      My 
      senti
       swelled ever so slightly, coming to life at the nape of my neck, as I watched her, wide-eyed, slitted nostrils flared. I ran a hand over my jaw, looming over her with a rumble in my mane. 
    

    
      “Omi,” I croaked. 
    

    
      “Yes?” she asked, not looking up. 
    

    
      “Touch my arm.” 
    

    
      She brushed her fingers against my nearest forearm, then dropped them, continuing her task. A perplexing heat rose from my skin, my 
      senti
       lengthening as it grew in girth. It was not the overwhelming throb that came with a coil, but set my mane aflame all the same. I blinked away, stalking to the couch. Sitting, I picked up the 
      weeg
       head, its bald crown pricked with metal pins. 
    

    
      “You mind putting a pin where each of your tendrils is?” she asked, sucking something off her thumb. I stared at her pink palms, swallowing on a dry throat.
    

    
      What would the inside of her mouth taste like? Stretching those lush lips open with my tendrils, her tongue wriggling against me, hot and wet… Did our new rules include 
      that
       as an option? 
    

    
      “Yes,” I managed, ripping my eyes away with effort.
    

    
      Omi joined me a moment later, containers packed and placed on the edge of the counter. She brushed down the front of her dress and kneeled on the floor across from the coffee table. Before she’d been too close… but now she was much too far away. 
    

    
      I frowned, checking my pheromonal levels discreetly on my holotab. I was well within the margins of my medication. Something else was driving me towards this woman with an impatient ache I’d never felt before. I cataloged my state. When I looked at Omi, I was in awe. I respected her and looked to her for guidance, as though she could teach me lessons on trust and community every day for the rest of my life. 
    

    
      My cock also respected her, apparently. It thumped once, a delicious, deep throb of pleasure that told me I should up my prescription. Again.
    

    
      “Where you wanna start?” she asked, cutting off my salacious thoughts. I blinked down at the table, where one glove remained, the other rumpled in her palm. I leaned forward over the coffee table and handed the new one to her. 
    

    
      “You said you must judge my mane’s heft and strength,” I reminded her. 
    

    
      Her cheeks darkened to a shade as dark as beetle wings as she slipped them on. She pushed the extra thumb holes in and pressed down the divots between her fingers so they’d be snug. I pushed all of my tendrils over my shoulders to hang straight towards the glass table. They crimped up into spirals, each moving at its own restless pace. Though they’d touched her hand once, the possibility of it happening again made them tingle. 
    

    
      “Okay,” she inhaled, wriggling her vinyl-covered palms at me. “What now?” 
    

    
      One of the major tendrils draping over my brow swayed towards her, brushing its tip against her palm. It slipped between her thumb and forefinger, and she curled her hand around it gently, sliding up its length. When its middle rested in her palm, she lifted its weight. My eyes dilated as the tip tapped her braids, unbeknownst to her. Furtive little brushes to test them.
    

    
      “It’s heavier than I expected,” she breathed, uncapping a black writing utensil. She wrote directly on her 
      weeg
       head above the pin that represented this tendril. 
    

    
      “We have major and minor tendrils,” I murmured and her fingers tip-toed to the next tendril and did the same. My 
      senti
       curled at the base of my neck expectantly.
    

    
      “Really?” she asked, a spark of excitement in her eyes. I nodded as she repeated the process across my crown. 
    

    
      “Yes. Manes can be long, short, thin, wide, and flat… But all of them will have three types of tendrils.”
    

    
      “Tell me about them?” she asked, the dark cilia framing her eyes fluttering as she continued her work.
    

    
      “The ones you’re working on now are major tendrils. They’re strong and more resilient. Millions of years ago, they were as dextrous as my hands.”
    

    
      The corner of her mouth twitched. “You remember that from history class?” she drawled with husky humor. I smirked. 
    

    
      “Yes, actually. It was one of my favorite subjects. It’s the only one I remember anything about.” 
    

    
      “What about your other tendrils, professor?”
    

    
      My mane shivered in amusement, the tips growing hot as her emboldened fingers gripped them with more confidence. Her vinyl-covered knuckles brushed the tendrils above my 
      senti
       and my head swam. I licked my canines, parting my strong outer tendrils to reveal the layer of sensitive feelers beneath. She picked one up, letting it weave between her fingers.
    

    
      “Minor tendrils are thinner, more sensitive, and used for tasting.”
    

    
      “Tasting?” she pressed. 
    

    
      “Impending storms, food, blood trails.” 
    

    
      She raised her brow. “And me?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
      Ask, Omi.
    

    
      “How do I taste?” 
    

    
      “Like a feast,” I rumbled.
    

    
      She rolled her lips together, trying to cover the sweet little stutter of her breath as her fingers stilled. “And the third kind… that’s your 
      senticotylus
      , right?” 
    

    
      I hummed with approval. “Mm. Do you know what it does?” 
    

    
      “All I know is that it’s like a penis, but… not.”
    

    
      To show her or not… Even when I was in a coil, I hadn’t done such a thing. Hesitation warred with my hunger to feel those delicate fingers brush across it. The danger, now that I knew I would have control, was laced with a daring rush. 
    

    
      “You don’t have to show me. I can style your mane without it,” she assured me, mistaking my hesitation for fear. Perhaps I would have been afraid before, but now I was fixated. The obsessive call of a coil frenzy warbled, thin and meek, suppressed by the hectaconorphine. Safe. 
      Dangerously
       safe.
    

    
      “My 
      senti
       swells the same as my cock.”
    

    
      Her scent ripened just so. “Oh?” she breathed, wide-eyed and slightly dazed. Her gaze flicked to my groin, as if she couldn’t help herself. 
    

    
      “But it gives me much more. Outside of a coil, my metabolism is dormant. In a coil, I’m faster, stronger, more alert.”
    

    
      Her brows creased. “More than 
      now
      ?” she scoffed with disbelief. 
    

    
      “Yes. Right now, it curls against my neck, but with consistent care from a 
      priya
      , it hangs longer and heavier than the rest of my mane. I would taste not just your soap, but your blood oxygen levels, nutrition, whether you’re fertile… It is my strongest, most flexible tendril, and if I were in a frenzy, I would use it to subdue my 
      priya
       and fill her with spats.” I sat back, thinking about how that wasn’t the case at all in my limited experience. Just wishful thinking. 
    

    
      “But your meds stop that from happening.” 
    

    
      I bowed my head. “For which I am thankful.” 
    

    
      Omi swallowed thickly. “Can you show me where it is?” she asked, pointing to the 
      weeg
       head. “So I don’t accidentally pick it up.” 
    

    
      I stared at the nape of its neck. The skull was round, the slope far too subtle. A shilpakaari skull protruded much further, the back of the skull elongated to accommodate our tendrils and their nervous system. Our trapeziuses were thicker and more defined to control the weight. 
    

    
      What a perfect excuse. 
    

    
      “Not on that. There is no space for it.” I stood from the couch and turned around. “Showing you is… lewd.” I stared at her from over my shoulder as she stumbled to her feet. “Is this alright with you?”
    

    
      “Yes,” she squeaked quickly. “Yes, totally… totally fine.” 
    

    
      My heart stopped in my chest, crushed between feelings of anticipation and suspicion. “I’m trusting you, Omi,” I whispered.
    

    
      She inhaled deeply, then gave me an encouraging smile. “I know. I’ll be careful.” 
    

    
      I parted my mane at the neck and turned my back on the only woman I’d ever trusted, fists clenched. My 
      senti
       scrunched up, nestled against the overhang of my skull. Though it had swollen out of interest before, this moment was harrowing, waiting for a touch, for a searing, uncaring grip.
    

    
      “Wow, your head is shaped like a crystal skull,” Omi wondered. She was a step closer, but hadn’t reached for me. I put my lower hands on the bar stool before me and clenched the plas cushion. “Is it… healthy? It looks pretty dehydrated.”
    

    
      I reached back with an upper hand and felt the tendril. Its collapsed ridges were hard from lack of nutrition, the spiral molded to my neck from years of neglect. I breathed out in a silent, shaky breath. The air felt prickly and uncomfortable.
    

    
      “Most men my age have probably coiled many times,” I admitted, my hand falling away. “Mine lacks… much.” 
    

    
      Air brushed against my oversensitive mane as Omi retreated, then returned to the counter with the oils she’d prepared. She set them in front of me, turning all the labels towards me so their human letters warbled into the scratch marks of Black Clack. “Would you like my professional opinion?” she asked. 
    

    
      I dropped my tendrils back into place, the set of my spine softening now that she was within my view. “Please.” 
    

    
      “I printed these because your skin is ashy. Your tendrils especially. I know you’re supposed to spend a lot of time in the water, but without oiling your skin to lock in that moisture, you’re not doing yourself any favors.” 
    

    
      I picked up a container of oil and turned it over, scenting all three with my tendrils. One of them was especially familiar. It held the same notes as Omi’s skin in the mornings. “You use this one,” I mused. 
    

    
      She smiled. “It’s 
      kowkuh 
      nut oil. The other two are shilpakaari.” 
    

    
      Twisting the top off the tub, the 
      kowkuh
       nut oil blossomed into the air. It was a heavy perfume, but not the same as flowers or food. It complimented her breezy scent very well. I pressed my finger against the white butter, which melted at my heat. 
    

    
      “I’d like to treat your mane with it,” she whispered. Our eyes met as she bit her lip. “I can do just one of the major tendrils around your face. Then you could do the rest yourself.”
    

    
      My 
      senti
       thumped as it stirred from its slumber, creeping across my neck towards my collarbone. I slid the 
      kowkuh
       nut oil towards her. “No.” Hurt flashed across her face, but she did well to school it, pressing her lips together. I clamped down on my mane to keep it from hissing hungrily. 
    

    
      “Alright. Would you mind trying it on your arm, though? I’d really like to know if it’s a good treatment for shilpakaari.” 
    

    
      She accepted my misleading statement without hesitation? My mane tumbled over itself to reach her, slipping one after the other over my shoulders as I leaned over her. I picked up her gloved hand and set the tub in her palm. “No,” I repeated. “As in, I’d rather not do it myself. You are the expert.” 
    

    
      Omi’s earthy eyes sharpened as she examined my expression. She nodded, withdrawing from my hand. “Alright. Which one first?” 
    

    
      My throat was so dry, I couldn’t speak. I lifted a major tendril towards her as she set the 
      kowkuh
       nut oil on the counter and scooped glistening white shavings into her palm. She smashed them between her gloves until melted, then picked up my tendril. 
    

    
      Omi stroked down its length, one hand then the other, over and over in a mesmerizing pattern that melted through muscle and bone. When she twisted her fingers to coat the other side of its length, I groaned, my cock jumping against the fabric of my pants. 
    

    
      Omi froze with a questioning look. “Everything okay?” she asked. 
    

    
      I nodded, pressing my tongue to my canines. “It feels good.” 
    

    
      She smirked, her fingers growing more confident, exploring the sensitive root. 
    

    
      “You will do this for each one?” I asked, breathlessly, gripping the stool. Omi had the audacity to laugh. 
    

    
      “Yes. Can yuh last that long?” she teased, raising one brow.
    

    
      “Another,” I growled. She abandoned the first tendril, draping it back to reach the minor tendril beneath it. The taste of 
      kowkuh
       nut exploded in its pores. As I licked the corner of my mouth, I tilted my head to give her better access. I was getting greedy. I wanted her to touch all of them at once, to feel that delicious, crackling pleasure in every follicle. 
    

    
      “Still okay?” 
    

    
      I grunted, unable to form words. Even with her gloves on, I was becoming intimately familiar with the grooves of Omi’s hands, the way her five fingers spiraled through my needy cords of muscle. I pushed the next tendril into her palms and she took the hint, this time rolling it playfully like dough. I couldn’t help the shiver that started at my scalp and traveled down each in a flash of heat. 
    

    
      “Your stripes look so good when you’re oiled,” she awed. “Like amber veins in onyx.” 
    

    
      My eyes creaked open. I’d flashed my colors for her without straining to do so?
    

    
      Omi’s hands slowed as she rounded my shoulder to work on the back of my head. I stared at our wobbly reflection in the white plas kitchen cabinets, clenching my abdomen. My cock jumped in response, as did my 
      senti.
       Its length ached, wanting to unspiral with each gentle pull and twist. 
    

    
      I parted my tendrils silently, begging her to touch me there. She froze, her breath hitched in silence. I couldn’t voice what I wanted, I couldn’t bring myself to say it, to beg for something that terrified me so.
    

    
      Just when I thought I’d break down, Omi curled her hand through the tub of oil. Three of her fingers slid across the spiral of my 
      senti
       and my lungs cracked. 
    

    
      “Okay?” she asked, trembling herself. 
    

    
      I strained and huffed in affirmation, afraid to move but for a subtle nod. The cushion beneath my lower hands creaked as my grip tightened. 
    

    
      Omi pet my 
      senti
       again, smearing oil over it. With a gentle grip, she pulled my head back by other tendrils until I looked at the ceiling and my hips pressed against the stool. My pulse throbbed through every artery, every root. 
    

    
      “Can it unfurl?”
    

    
      “Yesss
      ,” my instincts simmered.
    

    
      She pressed her thumb into the spiral near the base, then dragged her loose grip down. Her gloves were hot and slick, oil dripping on my neck as she pulled, lengthening, stretching, 
      waking… 
    

    
      “Has anyone ever made yuh feel good, Siatesh?” Omi’s voice was low and husky. My lips parted on shallow breaths, the muscles in my jaw and lower back tingling. She took her time, digging four of her fingers into the groove of my dormant phallus as she pulled long and slow. 
    

    
      “No,” I said, my throat full of gravel.
    

    
      “What if I want to do that for you?” Her grip changed, one hand holding the end of my 
      senti
       in place while the other milked the root. I shuddered, pressing my cock into the groove between my thumbs, still clutching the barstool. 
    

    
      “What is the price?” I asked, panting. Omi had me in the palm of her hand. I would pay anything to keep her fist moving at my nape. Coil or no, the 
      kowkuh
       nut oil was heating the tight sheath of her palm, squelching over my tendril with salacious sounds.
    

    
      “There’s no price, Siatesh. I just want to give you a little love. You’re in control, remember?”
    

    
      Control.
    

    
      I felt dizzy, feverish. Omi’s offer was everything I’d never been given. An invitation I wouldn’t have trusted a week ago. My 
      senti
       uncurled and thumped in time with my cock, yearning to coil, to take what was offered, to be overwhelmed by the touch of a woman with no ulterior motives. 
    

    
      I dabbed my tongue against the corner of my mouth, hypnotized by the roll of her fingers up and down my root. “Tighter,” I tested. She squeezed my 
      senti
       hard and my hips bucked on their own. I grimaced in pleasure, face to the ceiling. 
    

    
      “Like that?” she breathed, an edge of excitement to her voice. 
    

    
      “More,” I demanded. “And twist your—” My words cut off with a growl as Omi clamped her fist around me and 
      pulled
      . So hot and hard and slow that it felt like my 
      senti
      ’s root ran all the way down my spine and tugged directly on the head of my cock, an impatient string of hot precum smearing against the latch of my pants. She pulled all the way to the tip of my tendril, stretching it down my back, making it pliant with her heat and massaging grip.
    

    
      “That’s it, sugar,” she purred against my shoulder. “You’re doing so well.”
    

    
      My lungs rumbled as the last dregs of resistance melted out of my neck and shoulders. My tendrils crawled over Omi’s braids, intertwining themselves into her silk. Each of them puffed, swollen and sensitive, crushing her locks in a vice of impending climax. 
    

    
      “I’m—” I started, stuttering over my words. My lower abdomen tightened of its own accord, searing pleasure pulsating along my aching shaft. 
    

    
      “Yes?” 
    

    
      “Faster,” I breathed. 
    

    
      Omi curled her fist around the end of my tendril and pumped her other hand to a demanding beat. The sound of vinyl slipping over my skin wrinkled loudly in my ears along with her labored breath. 
    

    
      “
      Fuck,
      ” I growled, clawing at her clothing with my upper hands, trying to hold her pelvis against the small of my back, to grind her against me. I was losing control, losing my mind, and it was
       my choice
       to do so. There was so much pressure in my groin. I needed to erupt, to come, and my mind was growing foggy with the rhythm of her hand, the lancing heat pooling in my cock.
    

    
      Every muscle in my body stretched between the root of my 
      senti
       and the cock. My chest cracked open in a mess of moans and sharp breaths as thick ropes of semen jetted against the barrier of my pants, wetting my front in the thickest climax of my life. My 
      senti
       curled around Omi’s wrist, holding her to me with every appendage now. 
    

    
      Spent, I slumped against the barstool, where I’d left the upholstery sticky with a sheen of pearly white. My mane felt heavy and clumsy, a warble of hot numbness pulsing through the major roots. I clenched and unclenched Omi’s hand with my 
      senti,
       the tendril oversensitive and swollen from being milked so thoroughly.
    

    
      “You did so well,” she marveled, brushing her thumb along the nape of my neck, eliciting a shiver. “Your stripes were so bright. Like a bumblebee.” 
    

    
      I blinked slowly, urging my eyes to refocus and my limbs to regain their strength. My heart pounded against my ribcage and my ears as I swallowed, fixated on the slippery spill seeping through my pants. Dread bloomed like ice over still waters in my gut. I hadn’t coiled, but I belonged to Omi now… didn’t I? 
    

    
      My brow creased. Logically, I knew that wasn’t the case. She’d said I was free, that I had control. But I didn’t know what to expect, what to prepare for, how to protect myself.
    

    
      As Omi unraveled her hands from my 
      senti,
       I constricted her fingers and silk. Throat tight, I asked in a hoarse voice, “What now?”
    

    
      She breathed in a careful sigh. “Now, I give you the leftovers to take home.” She brushed that thumb against my nape again, skirting the vertebra. “And you do whatever you want to do. I don’t own you, Siatesh.” 
    

    
      I turned to search her face. “I can leave?” 
    

    
      Her gaze faltered, but the corners of her mouth curved up in a warm smile. She stepped away from me, taking off her oiled gloves with care. “If that’s what you want. Ah course.” 
    

    
      As soon as she said it, I knew it wasn’t what 
      she
       wanted. My shoulders tensed as she entered the kitchen to toss away the slimy gloves. Her facade would crack any moment now. That round face would sour with dismissive boredom or disgust. My 
      senti
       still throbbed, thinking of the firm grip of that warm little hand. Nothing as good as Omi was ever given to me for free. I pried my lower hands off the barstool as my uppers pressed grooves into my mane, conflicted.
    

    
      Then a container of food was thrust beneath my chin. I shifted, meeting Omi’s sweet smile. “Go on, take it.” Dumbfounded, I lifted my lower hands, took the container, and held it in front of my wet crotch. Omi bit her lip, amused. “So… you want to do this again sometime?”
    

    
      I nodded once, though my usual reserve was flimsy. “
      Savit.
      ”
    

    
      “
      Savit
      ,” she returned, opening the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
    

    
      As I excused myself into the hallway, I felt as though my body and my mind had been cleaved in two. My every step was expectant, prepared to meet resistance. When I entered the elevator, I turned to find that Omi 
      was
       watching me, but when our eyes met, she simply waved. 
    

    
      “Night, Siatesh.”
    

    
      “Good night.” 
    

    
      When she rolled around the doorframe back into her unit and the elevator slid closed before me, I wondered… Maybe freedom from Omi Shaw wasn’t actually what 
      I
       wanted.
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      The printer bay was a marvel of Intersolar Union tech that every engineer on Earth would murder to get their hands on. It constructed materials molecule by molecule via nucleic polyjet printing with multiple heads working simultaneously. Learning about them occupied my time when we’d first arrived on Yaspur. I’d burrito’d up in my bed with the manual projected on a holoscreen to marvel at the pictures and how eerily similar they were to the safety pamphlets stowed in the seat backs of planes. Such a powerful machine, reduced to flat drawings and nestled in an alcove in the hallway about the size of a linen closet next to Tinsley’s bedroom door. 
    

    
      Which is why she woke up first when it kicked into gear on its own before dawn. 
    

    
      Snorting awake at the sound of a mighty, high-pitched roar as she pounced into the hallway, I stumbled out a moment later to find her with a shoe held high above her head, ready to beat the snot out of an intruder. 
    

    
      “What’s wrong?!” I gasped.
    

    
      “Lights, BEO!” she’d yelled at the ceiling, swinging her shoe around like she might whack someone. 
    

    
      “Of course.” If he weren’t an AI, I’d say he sounded amused.
    

    
      The amber night lights blossomed in the recesses of the walls just as the printer bay’s multiple heads repositioned themselves with a springy 
      whirrrr.
       
    

    
      Tinsley shrieked, threw the shoe, and jumped on her tiptoes like someone had dangled a spider right in her face. I burst into laughter, squeezing her chilly bicep with my warm hand. 
    

    
      “Hey, hey, relax! It’s just the printer bay.” 
    

    
      “Son of a 
      bitch
      ,” she sighed, pushing her unruly curls from her eyes with an accusatory finger pointed straight at the innocent nozzles. 
    

    
      Satisfied that she wouldn’t throw her shoe into the bay and start the second Luddite Movement, I tapped on the controller screen and brought up the bay’s queue. “Looks like our sugar daddies at the ISU council have gifted us all waders for the wet season.” Tinsley peeked over my shoulder at the schematics. 
    

    
      “In the middle of the night, though? How is it humans have time zones figured out but a galactic government spanning multiple solar systems doesn’t?” I shrugged as she scrolled through the queue to the second pair being printed and groaned. “These will 
      never
       fit me. I’m like half the size of a shilpakaari man and these are unisex.” 
    

    
      I clucked my tongue in admonishment. “Sure they will, Thumbelina. We’ll just roll them up twenty times.” 
    

    
      Tinsley huffed, picked up her errant shoe, and smacked my butt with it as she stomped back into her room, mumbling about a stiff coffee. I joined her, neither one of us able to sleep as the printer bay’s arms thumped against the alcove walls.
    

    
      Which is how we found ourselves at the vegetable patch in a light rain as the sun rose, or at least we presumed. I missed the hot pink and purple fire on the horizon in the mornings as I squinted out at the dreary grey sky. A rain droplet spattered my nose, and I wiped it away. 
    

    
      “You know,” Tinsley began, hands on hips, “I could get used to these. They’re like snow pants.” She stuck her thumbs beneath the straps and yanked on them like a hillbilly. I pressed my lips together, fighting off another bout of laughter. We’d pulled the straps as tight as they got, but the waist still hung off her like she was wearing a barrel with suspenders.
    

    
      “Mhm,” I teased, hauling the last of our coop’s roughshod fencing to where she counted her palmful of nails. She’d bullied Dimitri and Mikaela into giving us a canister, but they hadn’t lasted long. We’d lined up four posts along one side of the chicken run and used old plastic tarps to fence them. Tinsley worried her lip and handed me one of three remaining nails as she critiqued our work. 
    

    
      “It looks terrible,” she lamented. 
    

    
      I wriggled my fingers for another nail. “It’ll get the job done for now.” 
    

    
      “But it sucks. We need real fencing and lumber.”
    

    
      I pinned her with a stare as I nailed down the top corner of the tarp. “What yuh gon’ do? Bat yuh lashes at Hunar and say, ‘pretty please, Mr Grinch, we need some chain link fencing and two-by-fours?’” 
    

    
      Nose crinkled with distaste, my roomie shook her head. “Hell would freeze over first. Why don’t we ask Siatesh? He can put in an order for us the same way he got the materials for your floor.” 
    

    
      “True…” I glanced back at the road towards the shop where Sizzle and Siatesh were clearing the fallen tree and starting on the floor. A pang of adrenaline shot through my stomach and my palms grew hot, the scent of coconut oil infusing my breath. 
    

    
      “Soooo, last night, huh?” Tinsley asked, waggling her eyebrows at me. We ducked under a giant red fern to get out from the rain and wipe off our faces. Flashes of Siatesh’s thick 
      senti
       in my hands slithered through my mind’s eye. I felt its weight in my palms again, and my pussy swelled at the thought of hearing him growl and pant. I bit my cheek, trying to hide the curled edges of my smile. 
    

    
      Tinsley sprinted in place on the balls of her feet in excitement. “I 
      knew
       it! Oh my god, was it good?”
    

    
      I shook my head, holding up my hands to stop her runaway train of thoughts. “We didn’t go all the way. I just… made him feel good.” My smile fell, a little divot forming between my brows. “He’s never had that before, you know?” 
    

    
      Tinsley scrutinized my shifty expression, slipping her arms inside her giant waders to hug herself in their warmth. She crouched down and fit the waist over her shoulders like a sack to keep the mist at bay. “You mean,” she worked out, craning her face up at me, “this was a onetime deal? You guys aren’t…” She smooshed her index fingers together like they were kissing. I shook my head. 
    

    
      “We aren’t dating.” 
    

    
      Tinsley nodded slowly, sitting on her heels. “I understand that. He’s got a lot to work out still.” 
    

    
      “It was amazing,” I assured her. “But after he came, he sounded 
      afraid
      . Like he thought I owned him.”
    

    
      “Geez.” 
    

    
      “So I let him go and if it ever happens again, the ball is in his court.” 
    

    
      Tinsley gave a low whistle. “It was the right thing to do, but you’re setting yourself up for major heartache, roomie.” She jumped up and bumped my shoulder with her fist. “I promise I’ll print you a pint of ice cream and we can throw darts at a printout of his face when the time comes.” 
    

    
      She flipped her hood back up and stepped out into the steady rain again, heading towards the hangar. I tripped after her, tucking my braids away. “What yuh mean?” 
    

    
      “Please.” She rolled her eyes playfully. “You like the snot out of him.” 
    

    
      “Is that even a real saying?” 
    

    
      “The point is, you both have the hots for each other, but Siatesh is going to destroy you if you aren’t careful. You’re gonna turn into a throbbing lust beast on a caregiver’s high, rip each other’s clothes off every time he wants to, and it’s going to be devastating.” 
    

    
      Oh no.
       
    

    
      I stopped in my tracks. Tinsley was right. Giving Siatesh every first experience was like a drug. His raw emotions, his exclusive trust, the way his voice cracked like he was starving for touch… One night of giving him what he needed, and I was already panting for more. He hadn’t even touched me yet. What would happen when he did?
    

    
      If
       he did… 
    

    
      “Shit,” I said in realization. 
    

    
      “Yup.” Tinsley popped the end of the word between her lips. “Take it from me, the ultimate wingman.” She stopped and pointed at my nose. “You need to make sure he learns how to take care of 
      you,
       too. If you don’t, he’ll think that using you to feel good is normal and okay.”
    

    
      I swallowed hard. “I’ll armor up,” I promised her, even though I wasn’t so sure I’d be able to. 
    

    
      What now?
    

    
      Siatesh’s hoarse question made me hungry. A deadly viper turned vulnerable putty in my hands, literally. And coaxing, persuading, reassuring… I’d never done that with a partner, but now I wanted to murmur sweet words of encouragement in his ear at all hours of the day. I wanted to pull that cracked moan out of his throat while I hypnotized his 
      senti
       like a snake charmer. That sound and the rhythmic gyrations of his hips against my stool had played on repeat in my mind all night. 
    

    
      Addictive wasn’t a strong enough word. Armor up? Yeah, right. I was a goner already.
    

    
      Tinsley nodded once, though, believing I still had hope. “Enjoy it while you can! I know I would. The driest of dry spells, this colony. Oof.” Her holotab lit up the inside of her waders and she squinted at the bright glow along her skin. 
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Oooo! Bajora says they have new booze for us to taste test.” Tinsley hopped to her feet with a little wiggle of excitement. “And 
      maybe
       he’ll distract the Grinch while we steal some scraps from under his nose.” 
    

    
      We cackled with laughter and ducked back out into the rain.
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      The grey silhouette of the hangar, veiled in sheets of mist, loomed from above a steady slope and a wide muddy path pocked with boot tracks. It was a much gentler climb than getting to the shop, which was a relief, because by the time Tinsley and I reached the closed barn-style doors, the steady rain had turned into a torrent. Shielding our faces, we ran to the side door, which was propped open with a rock, and tumbled limb over limb to get out of the gush of water sluicing off the domed roof. 
    

    
      “Tinsley, get over here!” Bajora called through jam-packed industrial shelving units. She stomped her boots on the mat in front of the door in a rush. 
    

    
      “Coming!” 
    

    
      I followed suit, wiping the mud off the sides of my thick soles and unlatching my coat as the humidity steamed against my skin. It was raining, but it was still warm. I pressed my fingers into my loose roots as I navigated the labyrinth of shelves, searching for the source of voices. It’d be time to redo my hair soon if I wanted to protect it from the wet season. 
    

    
      Turning the corner into the engineering lounge, I immediately bumped into Tinsley’s back. Worn out furniture and workbenches packed the walls of the little shop, a tight squeeze even with just five people present. Bajora towered over the rest of us, but it was the blue weasley refugee that really stole the show.
    

    
      “Finally, a proper audience!” he griped, one eye squinted closed and a bottle cap clamped between his sharp molars. “Took long enough. Bajora’s not as popular as I thought.” 
    

    
      “Watch it, you overgrown squeaky toy.”
    

    
      Shirley clapped her palms together with a giggle. “Come on, Boom, show the girls!” She squeezed my arm in welcome, her button nose red from the rain. All three of us humans wore our new waders. “He’s a real showman, that little fella.” 
    

    
      Boom spit the cap from his mouth, slipped his short tail beneath a bottle of 
      umdhee,
       and flipped it into his grip. He swirled the bottle by the neck in one hand and ladled alcohol from a green tub on Bajora’s workbench into a small, deep bowl. 
    

    
      “Alright ladies, gather ‘round,” he said, bending low on the tabletop as if he was going to tell us a secret. Sure enough, the cocky weasel winked, whiskers rustling. “I’m gonna pour you an old shil favorite. 
      Umdhee
       here is a salty beer full of brine and gross shit, right? Well, anyone with a right sense of taste,” he spoke behind his hand away from Bajora, “meaning the 
      rest 
      of us, learned centuries ago to cut it with syrupy wine.” 
    

    
      “Vermouth!” Shirley shouted, thoroughly caught up in his performance. “He means vermouth!” 
    

    
      Tinsley gasped. “You can make martinis with salted beer?!” 
    

    
      I’d never had a martini, but I recognized a bastard sangria when I saw one. The alcohol in the container was darker than blood, slightly pink, and swimming with chunks of purple and green fruit. I dipped my finger into the tub, stuck it in my mouth, and hummed, dancing with excitement. 
    

    
      Boom palmed the bowl and swooped it upside down over his head, not spilling a single drop as he bit off the swirling bottle’s cap with a metallic 
      tink
      . Like a barista painting milk into a latte, he slipped the beer into the side of the bowl to keep it from foaming, combining the two liquids until they looked like marbled peanut butter and jelly. Then he knelt on one knee and extended the bowl to me first. 
    

    
      “Give it a try,” he said with a smile, obviously enjoying himself. I held the bowl in both hands and tipped it to my lips with a grimace while Tinsley and Shirley watched me in baited silence. When I surfaced from a mighty swig, I licked my lips and they all erupted into applause and laughter. 
    

    
      “
      Woo,
       dat’s some good shit!” I admitted, wagging my finger in appreciation as I passed the bowl to Tinsley. She tasted it and nearly sloshed the contents as she jumped with excitement. I turned to Shirley, who was wringing her fingers together beneath her soft, round chin with equal parts excitement and nerves. Patting her pillowy arm, I winked at her. “Yuh bar’s gonna be hoppin’, girl.” 
    

    
      “You really think so?” she breathed, pressing her palm to her forehead in disbelief. “I mean, this is just one drink. There might not be that many universal options, yah know?” 
    

    
      Boom tossed the half-empty bottle of 
      umdhee
       to Bajora, who leaned against the windows with a smirk as Tinsley fully committed herself to getting day drunk. “Eyyy, don’t sell yourself short. Shirley’s Temple is gonna light this colony on fire.” 
    

    
      “Shirley’s Temple?” I asked with curiosity.
    

    
      The American’s face turned cherry red as she rolled her eyes and shook her head. “It’s what Boom wants to call the bar,” she sighed. “And we’re absolutely 
      not
       calling it that. No, no, no.” 
    

    
      “Yes, we are,” he said with a confident nod, mixing up another cocktail.
    

    
      “It’s terrible!”
    

    
      Boom’s black nose twitched as his lower claws—or were those talons?—tapped against the edge of the tabletop. He handed Shirley a bowl and smoothed back the wispy blue tufts between his ears with a sleazy car salesman’s grin. “Well, yeah. But at least you’re thinkin’ about how shit the name is now instead of wallowing. Do me a favor, boss, and down that while you’re distracted from the nerves.”
    

    
      Shirley took the bowl with a huff, trying to scold him even as she bit back a grin. 
    

    
      Tinsley hiccuped and held her empty bowl over her head to show it was empty. “Can I have another?” 
    

    
      A deep, gravely bark from the lockers at the opposite end of the lounge interrupted our party. “Do 
      not
       give her another,” Hunar snapped, his sharp bronze eyes narrowing on Boom in challenge. He’d obviously been outside working on the tarmac, covered head-to-toe in a set of black waders and a rubbery hood that hid his mane. The heavy fabric writhed as his mane moved beneath, the tip of a tendril slipping into view as it gathered up the rain dripping down his shoulders.
    

    
      “Party pooper,” Tinsley mumbled. She handed her empty bowl to Boom as he and Shirley packed up their new drink and two bottles of dirty rum, scurrying out from beneath Hunar’s wrathful glare with an impish wave to the rest of us. 
    

    
      “Do you 
      have
       to be such a downer, Hunar?” Bajora drawled, tossing his empty 
      umdhee
       bottle into the trash. “Let the humans have their win.” 
    

    
      The chief engineer flicked on his soldering gun and bench light. “I’m not a downer,” he insisted, unlatching his hood to free his mane. “The hangar is—”
    

    
      “—dangerous,” Bajora finished for him. “Right.” 
    

    
      Tinsley cleared her throat and put on a sweet smile. “You’re right, Hunar. Thanks for looking out for us.” 
    

    
      Bajora and I looked at her like she’d grown another head. Hunar, though, turned to her slowly, squinting. “What do you want?” 
    

    
      Tinsley held up her hands and shook her head. “Nothing! I just think your ah, 
      consistency
       is admirable.” 
    

    
       Hunar looked her up and down, then grunted, winking a series of glows through his eye—first red, then purple, finally settling on blue—and picked up his soldering gun. His eyes went unfocused, looking elsewhere as he picked up a controller with his lower hands, three of the four working in tandem on a chip the size of a human thumbnail. “You don’t mean that as a compliment, so just spit it out.” 
    

    
      “Are you calling me a liar?” Tinsley challenged, putting her hands on her hips. 
    

    
      Hunar exhaled slowly, set his soldering gun in its stand, and winked once more, the glow fading from his glare. He fully faced Tinsley. They were the same height even though he was sitting. “You think being sweet to me is going to make me more pliable because you want something, Miss Adams, not because you genuinely think my 
      consistency
       is 
      admirable
      .” He made quotation marks in the air with his upper fingers in a human gesture. 
    

    
      Just as I was about to inject some civility into the exchange, Bajora pulled me back, shaking his head.
    

    
      Tinsley huffed, dropping her sweet sheep’s clothing. “Fine. But I wasn’t lying, Hunar, you really are consistent.
       
      A consistent 
      asshole
       and a Scrooge and, and I shouldn’t 
      have
       to suck up to you to ask for a favor, anyway!” 
    

    
      “What’s a 
      skrooj
      ?” Bajora asked me sideways.
    

    
      “A grumpy old man.”
    

    
      Bajora snorted.
    

    
      Hunar’s mane hissed. “I’m not an asshole. Humans like you come up here and traipse through my workshop like it was a field of 
      vadra
       flowers when really, you’re skipping over a plasma discharge!”
    

    
      “I do 
      not
       traipse over plasma stuff!” Tinsley insisted. 
    

    
      Hunar pointed with all four hands at the cable beneath her feet. It was, in fact, labeled in bright red letters: PLASMA DISCHARGE, DO NOT TREAD. Tinsley’s face turned so red it neared purple, embarrassment seeping all the way into her scalp and ears. Her nostrils flared as she stilled, staring at the thick cable in clenched silence. Hunar sighed, running an upper hand through his mane. 
    

    
      “You don’t need to suck up to me to get something done. Just ask,” he finished lamely, his voice still gruff, but gentler now. Tinsley didn’t look up at him, instead pinning me with a watery stare of mortification, trying desperately to keep her tears at bay and maintain the shreds of her pride. 
    

    
      “You got this, right Omi?” Though her voice was steely, her eyes were begging. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Yeah, Tin, I’ll take care of it.”
    

    
      She left in a rush, the side door banging shut behind her. 
    

    
      Bajora’s jaw ticked as he fanned out his tendrils and hissed. “Real fuckin’ classy, Fareshi.”
    

    
      “No,” I said, cutting off their exchange before they could bite each other’s heads off. “Hunar’s right. We should respect his workspace.” I smiled weakly at him, remembering a time when a model’s best friend came to have shots with her backstage. I’d asked them not to, but she did it anyway. The friend ended up with a nasty curling iron burn on her palm. “I’d be pissed if my clients were being unsafe.” 
    

    
      His shoulders sagged and he gave me a single nod of thanks. “What did Miss Adams need?” 
    

    
      “It’d be better if you just called her Tinsley,” I suggested with a sheepish smile. “She likes feeling close to everyone.” 
    

    
      Though I expected exasperation, Hunar simply crossed his arms. “Alright. The favor?”
    

    
      I leaned over his workbench and expanded the holoscreen above my forearm. “These are chicken coops. We’re building one in her vegetable patch, but we don’t have supplies. We were hoping to take some scraps and nails.”
    

    
      He rubbed his chin in thought, that engineering mind blazing over schematics, no doubt. “Sizzle eats our scraps, so I’ve got none for you. But I can put in a bulk order. It’ll arrive with Piro’s next delivery. Is that fast enough?” 
    

    
      I gave him a genuine smile of relief. “That’d be great.”
    

    
      He scrolled through the wholesale market on his own holotab, only available to businesses, of which we had none in Renata yet, other than my hair shop. He referenced my tab, mumbling to himself as he put together an order that I definitely couldn’t pay with my monthly stipend. 
    

    
      “Is there a payment plan?” I asked hopefully. “I have to replace everything in my shop too… A tree fell on it.” 
    

    
      He raised one smooth brow but shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. The colony has its own infrastructure budget. If you ever need bulk for your silk shop, let me know. I’ll add them in.”
    

    
      “Really? Guess it’s my lucky day,” I beamed. “Maybe that means the rain will break, too.” 
    

    
      Hunar snorted, sending the order out. “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s going to get worse before it gets better.” Then he looked out the window thoughtfully. “What’s her size?” 
    

    
      “Who, Tinsley’s?” I asked, confused. 
    

    
      “She’s ten hands and two tall,” Bajora chimed in. “She wears a spat nine.” 
    

    
      Hunar’s eyes went wide. “Spat 
      nine?
      ” 
    

    
      “What’s the big deal?” I said defensively, looking between their aquatic features. 
    

    
      “His daughter’s a six.” 
    

    
      “Seven,” Hunar groaned. Bajora winced. 
    

    
      Hunar closed the wholesale market and purchased a set of children’s waders in Tinsley’s size. His personal ID zoomed by as he bought the item and sent it to our unit to print. He glanced up at me as he closed his holotab. “Tell her they’re from Bajora. Otherwise, she won’t wear them.” He glanced at me with an awkward clearing of his throat. “Maybe I should build that coop. It’ll take half the time.”
    

    
      “I’ll let you know if we need the help.”
    

    
      “How are things with Siatesh, by the way?” Bajora asked over his shoulder, opening up a food bay’s casing. His red eyes were sly as his slitted pupils glanced off me. “Tinsley says things are heating up between you two.” 
    

    
      “What?” Hunar growled, snapping his eyes to mine, that glimpse of sweetness gone.
    

    
      “He works hard, follows all the rules, and what he does privately is none yuh business,” I scolded, my neck growing hot. I knew about his probation, and though the rules said nothing about no sexual contact, I felt like Bajora had ousted us. 
    

    
      “He hasn’t coiled with you? Threatened you?” Hunar pressed. I shook my head adamantly. 
    

    
      “No, never.” 
    

    
      “Ezra knows,” Bajora mentioned, grabbing wire cutters from his shelf with a shrug. “Says his intentions are sincere. Besides, all his hormone levels have been in check. Not even a toe out of line.” 
    

    
      Hunar looked me up and down, crossing his lower arms over his hips while his upper hands prepared a length of copper. “What do 
      you
       think, Miss Shaw?” 
    

    
      I inhaled to steady myself. What 
      did
       I think? After Tinsley’s warning and my bundle of lusty nerves, I felt confused. “I think… that he just needs a little… love?” 
    

    
      Bajora laughed. Hunar rolled his eyes. My face broke out into a grin. And all just in time for a lime green light above Hunar’s bench to flash. Both men snapped into action with excitement, turning off their tools. 
    

    
      “They’re back early?!” Bajora yelled. Hunar jumped and pressed his finger to the linguitor behind his ear. 
    

    
      “
      Comm Aavar Medansh.” 
      He paused as they connected, then growled, “You’re clear to land and if you comm me back pretending like you didn’t hear me, I’m going to gut your transpo’s cockpit and use your pilot’s seat as my lounge chair. We clear, Medansh?” Another pause, then Hunar actually 
      grinned
      . He looked at Bajora and for the first time, the two shilpakaari, ever at odds, looked like friends. “See you in two beats, chief pilot.” 
    

    
      “Aavar and Bree are back?” I asked, surprised. Both men flashed their six brilliant white canines at me, their manes roiling in excitement. 
    

    
      “Looks like it. Come on, join the welcome party,” Bajora said, dragging me out into the hangar with them as its backside yawned open on the torrential rain. The grated plank beyond the doors was blackened from the transpo engines and overhung a tall cliff above the river rapids below. Powerful gusts of wind moved the downpour like white curtains on a clothesline. 
    

    
      I could hardly contain myself as Bajora and I stood back from the landing zone and Hunar stepped forward, his holotab now extended above his forearm like a light baton to guide them in. I didn’t know Bree Stewart personally, but I was familiar with her media feed, followed by billions around the galaxy. That wasn’t what drew me to her, though. 
    

    
      It was Siatesh. Only two other women in the colony were with shilpakaari, and though I knew my relationship with him was fragile and undefined, I needed to talk to someone that understood them better than I did. That already had a window in and wasn’t suspicious of him. 
    

    
      Why 
      was
       everyone so suspicious, anyway? 
    

    
      Spores of concern blossomed all through my gut. I hadn’t thought to ask, and he’d never offered to tell. Maybe Hunar’s reservations were warranted, and I was just ignorant. 
    

    
      “
      Syalī
      !” boomed a voice as the transpo touched down. Aavar leaned out the side window on his transpo and smashed Hunar in a hug before the grump had time to duck away. The older man swore a rainbow of curse words that didn’t translate, wrenching free of the pilot’s chokehold. A robust blonde woman with a ruddy tan and silver eyes jumped down the back ramp, all smiles and waves. 
    

    
      As the transpo cooled down, dripping water into a shiny puddle on the steel flooring, they all said their hellos and made introductions. I did my best not to stare at Bree’s bionic eyes. So eerie and synthetic. Her tough Bronx accent warmed her up, though, and when she came in for a friendly hug, it was like we’d always been friends. 
    

    
      Bajora whistled, looking Aavar over as everyone hauled a piece of luggage towards the lounge. “You’re looking bright, huh?” he teased. 
    

    
      I remembered what Siatesh told me about contrast and glanced over at the pilot. He was fresh lemony green with blood orange stripes along his arms and a mane that only covered half his head, as if he’d suffered an injury and had covered the bald half with a metal plate. Speckles of gold glowed along the edges of each stripe. His coloring was rich and expressive. It perfectly matched his boyish charm and the way he bounced on the balls of his feet like a boxer. 
    

    
      “My 
      priya
       is very attentive,” he purred, squeezing Bree’s butt. She squeezed his right back. When she turned her head, I noticed she’d shaved her hair on one side to mimic his.
    

    
      Thoughts of styling them to look identical looped around and around in my head. How I’d pose them, what colors I’d use. I could weave copper through Bree’s blonde hair that matched the plate on Aavar’s head, and—
    

    
      “So how are the refugees?” Bree asked. She kicked the bottom corner of her locker and it popped open. 
    

    
      “All’s good so far. Omi here’s working with Siatesh,” Bajora nudged, raising his eyebrows at me as they set down their things on an empty shelf in the lounge. “They’ve gotten pretty close.” 
    

    
      Aavar and Bree both looked at me but with drastically different expressions. Aavar’s smile felt strained, frozen in place even as his tendrils clutched the collar of Bree’s shirt. Thankfully, Bree was genuinely pleased. 
    

    
      “That so?” Aavar asked. 
    

    
      “That’s great! How’s he doing?”
    

    
      I leaned against the break table and crossed my arms with a smile. “He’s good. He’s building the roof and floors for my shop, up the hill.” 
    

    
      Bree nodded in realization. “Oohhh, that’s right! I forgot about the salon. I never had time to visit.” I waved off her grimace of apology as she unpacked some things into two open lockers. Mostly printed pictures she was taping to the interior of the slotted doors with holographic stickers. Suddenly, she snapped at me, cocking one hip. “But I totally should! It would be a great feature for the media feed.” 
    

    
      I bit my lip. This was the sort of opportunity my creative monster roared for. The temptation was too much to pass up as my pulse spiked and the potential impact I could have grew to astronomical proportions. “A tree just fell on it a few days ago, so it won’t really be presentable until after the wet season. But…” I piqued one brow, drawing her in. “Siatesh and I are working on a different project on the side. Styling shilpakaari manes.” 
    

    
      “Get out,” Bree gasped. “That’s the coolest shit I ever heard.” 
    

    
      I leaned in, eyes wide with excitement. “Right?! They don’t do it 
      at all
      ! Just jewelry or maybe some paint for festivals.”
    

    
      “I guess it makes sense. They’re pretty sensitive.” She glanced at Aavar, whose tendrils shivered in her direction suggestively. 
    

    
      “True…” I caught Aavar’s eye. “But wouldn’t you like having your mane mirror Bree’s hair?” 
    

    
      All three men swiveled around to look at me. 
    

    
      Bajora coughed. “You could do that?” 
    

    
      “Make them look like a pair?” Hunar asked to clarify.
    

    
      I shrugged. “Ah course.” 
    

    
      The culinary engineer shuddered, his dark blue skin tinting purple. “Wow, that just, ah, hits a hot button, doesn’t it?” he asked, looking at the other two. Hunar cleared his throat as Aavar’s mane rumbled. 
    

    
      “What yuh mean?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. 
    

    
      “What he means is shils like to measure dicks.” Bree tapped the back of her head, referring to their 
      sentis
      . “Having a mane styled to match their 
      priya
       is like…” She waved her hands trying to find the right word. 
    

    
      “The ultimate big dick energy,” Aavar supplied, using the human phrase with pride. 
    

    
      “So… you’d be into it?” I asked the room. Every head nodded, including Bree’s. 
    

    
      “‘Into it’ is an understatement,” Bajora croaked. Hunar sat down abruptly, crossing his lower arms over his lap and shifting the weight of his thick mane, heat in his cheeks. 
    

    
      “Sounds to me like the perfect thing to put on the feed,” Bree practically cackled. “You 
      are
       planning to take snaps, right?” I hadn’t planned on it yet, but nodded vigorously anyway, already onboard the runaway train. “Can we join in?” 
    

    
      Join in?!
       “Yes!” I yelled much more quickly than was professional.
    

    
      “Maybe Ezra and Mel will want in, too. Preggo pics and all that,” she mused.
    

    
      I jumped to my feet, clasping my hands together. “Oh my 
      god,
       yes! I’m all in!” 
    

    
      Bree clicked her finger guns at me and reached into Aavar’s locker, right past his smitten nose as he stared at her hair with a mesmerized look. What she withdrew nearly made my heart stop. 
    

    
      It was half a mane of tendrils, Aavar’s missing side. I wouldn’t have to jerry rig a mane after all. “That’s Aavar’s synthcap. Can you use it to do styling stuff?” I nodded, holding the perfect replica of a mane in my hands like I’d just been gifted Excalibur. “Sweet. I’ll message Mel and see if she’s free. Day after tomorrow sound good? The rain’s supposed to ease up, but I don’t wanna rush you.” 
    

    
      “Six looks in two days?” I asked, my patois thickening with excitement. “I could give you ten between my shower and breakfast.”
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      I walked up the hill to the shop in the dark, the rain tumbling down the black grass in rivers that softened the incline and sucked greedily at the boots of my waders. The sky pummeled my plas poncho hood so hard, it drowned my hearing. 
    

    
      My heart was racing at a dizzying pace, but not because the trek was harder than usual. The day had been so busy, what with coordinating the photoshoot, getting down ideas, and making orders, that I hadn’t gotten up the hill to touch base with Siatesh before the thunderstorm drove everyone inside. The afternoon a lost cause, I’d then spent a couple hours tending to Tinsley’s bruised ego. It took several of her homemade margaritas to convince her to try on her new waders, and even then, she’d only try them on if I printed out Hunar’s face so we could throw popcorn at his scowl. 
    

    
      My life on Earth had been like a boat, rocking back and forth between deeply restful days and frenetic work. But ever since we’d all been dumped on Yaspur, my routine had felt capsized. I ate too fast, walked too fast, showered too fast, all because I was expecting to wake up and work after a week swinging in a hammock and watching the breeze. Having a short deadline relieved my anxiety like no cocktail ever could. It felt right to be busy and live in the moment. 
    

    
      But no matter how many distractions I’d had to keep me going throughout the day, I hadn’t been able to turn my mind away from Siatesh’s broken moans and domineering vulnerability. While Tinsley wavered back and forth from hating Hunar to writing him a 
      Thank-You
       card, I’d pressed my legs together, staring at the stool Siatesh had ground his hips against. And during Bree’s lesson about using a snap drone for our photoshoot, I’d had to ask her to repeat herself multiple times, simply because I’d hear one of the guys’ manes hiss or shiver as they spoke and my mouth would water at the thought of Siatesh’s tendrils in my mouth, wrapped around my throat... 
    

    
      I swallowed a pool of saliva and crested the hill with a steadying breath. Stuffing my trembling hands in my pockets, my stomach flipped as Siatesh came into view. He’d discarded his usual tunic and lifted a wet tub, hauling it into the shop. 
    

    
      “Hey!” I called, jogging up to help. The breath whooshed from my lungs the moment he noticed me, turning his magnificent shoulders my way. His gaze was warm despite being drenched to the bone. 
    

    
      “Omi,” he greeted, setting the tub on the floor and sliding it beneath a new table. He brushed his hands on his sopping wet pants, the waist riding low, and rubbed his upper palms together. “You shouldn’t be here. The storm will worsen through the night.” 
    

    
      The deep pitch of his voice rolled between my legs and I went weak at the knees. I shook my head, heart in my throat, as I tried desperately not to stare at the muscular V between his hip bones. 
    

    
      “Neither should you,” I admonished, handing him a towel more for my sake than his. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling out of nerves. “I stopped by your unit to see how the day went and Bleddyn told me you were still working.” 
    

    
      He shrugged with an unusually easy twinkle in his golden eyes. “I wanted to finish the floor so I could move everything back inside before the storm washed it away.” 
    

    
      Lightning flashed above us, bright white. A sharp crack echoed through the jungle valley loud enough to rattle my bones. I jumped further into the shop, tripping over my own waders. Siatesh caught me by the poncho, a divot of worry forming between his brows. 
    

    
      Clearing my throat, I soldiered on, his palms searing holes in my biceps and forearms where he held me in a firm four-handed grip. “I came up to talk to you about our experiment.” 
    

    
      Siatesh’s mane curled with interest. “Yes?” 
    

    
      “I met Bree today. And Aavar.” Butterflies erupted in my stomach, thinking about all the conversations we’d had, all the plans Bree had helped me set into motion. I could hardly contain myself, despite my nerves. 
    

    
      But the easy set of Siatesh’s spine immediately bristled. The smile disappeared from his eyes as he stood straight, mane twisting up nervously. “I see…”
    

    
      “No, they’re great!” I continued, beaming, completely caught up in the whirlwind of excitement. “They’re interested in the experiment we’re doing. So are the doctors at the clinic. They asked me if we could do a photoshoot the day after tomorrow, and I said yes.” 
    

    
      Siatesh eased slightly, searching my face. “They were not angry at me?” 
    

    
      “Not at all. I even have Aavar’s synthcap so I can practice styling on it.” His gaze sharpened at the mention of the tendril prosthetic. “Apparently we’ve stumbled on something really exciting. My gut instinct was 
      right
      , Siatesh!” 
    

    
      “Congratulations,” he said stiffly.
    

    
      “Which is why I wanted to talk to you tonight. In person. I’ll be styling a photoshoot for Amelia and Ezraji, then Bree and Aavar.” I took a deep breath, preparing myself for rejection. The moment I’d brought up the others, he’d become distant, stoic. I closed my eyes and pushed the words out, so nervous that my hands shook. “And I’d like to take snaps of the two of us, too.” 
    

    
      I couldn’t 
      not
       watch his reaction, my eyes popping open, searching his face and mane for some hint of his thoughts. His eyes widened in disbelief and my mouth curled into a helpless smile. “You would?” 
    

    
      “Ah course! You’re my muse. But it’s a lot to ask, I know. The others are encoiled, and the styles will be matching with skin-to-skin contact. If you don’t want to do it, it’s okay. I won’t force you.” 
    

    
      He sighed, jaw tight as he looked me over. “I cannot be near Bree and Aavar. It is part of my probation.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “I would do this for you. I trust you. But I can’t.” 
    

    
      Hearing him say that flooded my heart with warmth, stalling my engines until my cheeks flushed with heat. It zinged all the way to my toes and the tips of my braids. “I trust you, too. And so do the others, which is why they all agreed that you could do it.” 
    

    
      Siatesh took a deep breath, and the tight crimp in his mane smoothed out. His tendrils slipped over his shoulders to test the air between us. A shiver ran down my spine when I realized he was tasting me. “They really decided that?”
    

    
      “Yes. Marcella, too.” He looked at the floor with a shaky exhale. “How yuh feel?” 
    

    
      His breath trembled as he sighed. “Less like I’m walking on a tightrope.” 
    

    
      I took a measured step towards him, broaching the subject gently. “And how you feel about the other night?” 
    

    
      Lidded tiger-striped eyes snapped to mine from his obsidian features. He looked more like a black jaguar than a man now, sharp-edged and focused like a hungry hunter. Thunder rolled through the sky. “As if it was a dream.” 
    

    
      My stomach twisted with anticipation. “It wasn’t a dream,” I soothed.
    

    
      Siatesh stood unnaturally still, his gaze flicking to the cradle of my palms. I sucked in a breath and raised my hand for him to direct. His mane rumbled to life like the storm, as deep as a crocodile in heat, on the razor edge between self-preservation and crippling need. “What if my dreams are… evolving?” he asked, the tips of his tendrils close enough to brush air against my palm. “Would I still have control if 
      I
       wanted to touch 
      you
      ?”
    

    
      “Ah course. But if I say no, you have to stop,” I warned him. “Just like I do with you.”
    

    
      He nodded in understanding, eyes sliding down my neck. I glanced at the glowing lights of the home tower across the field as my heart started thumping. A couple sat on their balcony watching the rain. A woman cleaned her living room, dancing to music. “You wanna come over for a bit? Get out the rain, warm up… together.” 
    

    
      His mane rattled out a descending hiss, the shilpakaari equivalent of a ‘no’. “I’m afraid of what I’d agree to,” he admitted. He took a step closer, ghosting his tendrils over my braids, as if he were starving. He swallowed hard. 
    

    
      Though he was reserved and shuttered, when I looked at Siatesh, there was no question of the vulnerability and yearning behind his movements. He was an open book in my mind, and I knew exactly what was tearing him apart. His hesitation and firm boundaries weren’t an insult, but a sign of trust. If he didn’t trust me, he would shut down, choose the path of least conflict: compliance or avoidance. I didn’t know the full breadth of what he’d survived, and I never needed to know. 
    

    
      What I 
      did
       need, was to give him a safety net. 
    

    
      I pursed my lips and held up a finger between us, my voice low and smooth with a hint of amusement to draw him out of his desperate thirst. “Hold that 
      very
       interesting thought.” I knelt by the table and searched through the boxes until I found my stash of gloves, then waved them with a grin. His golden eyes flashed with the lightning. 
    

    
      “Now you can touch me without worrying about the consequences.” 
    

    
      Siatesh wavered for a heartbeat, then took all four gloves from me and slid them on, finger by finger, his two right, then two left gloves. As he did, calm swept over him. His movements became deliberate, his expression dark and thoughtful. Calculating.
    

    
      The air in the tarped shop thickened. Now 
      my
       throat was dry. Siatesh watched me like a hunter as I shuffled back a step, my calves bumping into my tall salon chair. 
    

    
      “I can taste you through your clothing and the instruments you use. I pick them up sometimes, just to sample your flavor. Did you know that?” he breathed, pressing between each finger with deliberation. 
    

    
      “No, I didn’t,” I managed, my lungs stuck. 
    

    
      He took one step forward as if he were entering a boxing ring, all focus and coiled tension. It looked as if he was in his element. A natural predator with a strategy in mind, cataloging my body and how he wanted to unravel my anatomy. He had always looked capable and athletic, but now I realized he had been a dangerous man before attempting to fit in with humans. 
    

    
      The realization sent a spike of shock through my skin as his upper fingers pressed on my hips. I wasn’t afraid of him, but it felt like he wanted me to be, staring at my bare hands. It wasn’t intimidation, I decided, but fear. I could reach out and touch him at any moment and he’d be too close to dodge. 
    

    
      His upper set of hands traced my pebbled arms as his lowers squeezed my hip bones. Two sets of hands on me at once was jarring, exhilarating, even if that thin layer of plas separated us. He breathed, slitted nostrils flaring like gills. “I touched your jacket that first day on the hill,” he murmured. “Your flavor terrified me. Ancient, nutty, 
      perfect.
      ” His upper hands slid beneath my poncho, exploring my collarbones and stealing my composure. “After you used 
      kowkuh
       nut oil on my mane, it’s all I can taste. The taste of Omi Shaw in my mouth, in my palms, in my 
      senti.
      ” 
    

    
      “Your palms?” I slurred, heavy eyelashes dragging my eyes down. There was a question there, one that vanished the moment his thumb tipped my jaw up and captured my bottom lip, pulling it down so he could look at my teeth in sinful curiosity, pressing on my dull canine with the pad of his thumb. 
    

    
      “But there are parts of you that would taste sweeter than any oil you could buy,” he purred. “Tell me, what does the inside of your mouth feel like? Are your cheeks pliant? Is that pink tongue as soft as it looks? I obsess over these questions now, Omi, because you’ve embedded your flavor in my mane and no amount of scrubbing will ever erase you.”
    

    
      Wordlessly, I opened my mouth and extended my tongue. Siatesh’s lips parted, his mane writhing over his shoulders as if he were restraining it. He released my chin and pressed two fingers to the pad of my tongue, leveraging my mouth open wider. 
    

    
      I squeezed my thighs and cupped my elbows behind my back. I wanted so badly to pounce, wrap my arms around his neck and press my mouth to his. But that wasn’t what this was about. His two gloved fingers slid further into my mouth, nearly hitting my throat. He hooked them sideways and pressed against my cheek, bowing it out. A shiver ran through his tendrils. 
    

    
      I closed my lips over his digits, dipped my head to coax them back into the center of my mouth, and sucked, hollowing out my cheeks as I dragged back. They popped from my lips, shiny with saliva. He stared at them, shocked, a weak pulse of amber gliding over his stripes.
    

    
      “I need to know something private, Siatesh,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me any details. 
      Savit
      ?” He traced his wet fingers over my mouth, cold from the air on my saliva. I pressed a kiss to the tip of one finger, unable to help myself as he mulled over my request. Finally, he nodded once. “You said no one has ever made you feel good. Have you…?” 
    

    
      Siatesh blinked, still staring at my mouth, then spoke with a detached tone. “I… serviced my previous mistress very rarely. Elaxi is the only 
      priya
       I’ve ever known, and she never touched me or relieved me of my pearls. That was a chore I did alone.” 
    

    
      My heart bled. An encoiled shilpakaari 
      needed
       touch. If their pearls weren’t relieved, they could cause debilitating pain and sickness. And now he lived in constant proximity to humans that were known for encoiling shilpakaari men even with accidental touches?
    

    
      “It must have been frightening to move into a colony of mostly women,” I said before I could think better of it. Siatesh met my eyes, his two wet fingers traveling down the front of my throat. The slight pressure on my trachea made my heart race. 
    

    
      “I have lived my entire life under frightening circumstances,” he said with a sharp grin. “Peace is more disturbing.” My stomach flipped as he reached the neckline of my poncho. He captured my stare, and though I couldn’t hear my heart over the storm, the pressure of my blood pounded against my throat and sternum. “Take it off, Omi.” 
    

    
      I licked my lips and lifted the poncho with trembling hands. My braids fell with soft thuds against my breasts and arms. Siatesh rumbled, taking in the high waders strapped over my shoulders and the damp tank top underneath. His upper hand slid up the back of one strap, brushing my collarbone. I sucked in a breath. 
    

    
      “Why are you doing this?” he asked, a divot forming between his smooth brows. 
      Why are you doing this… for me?
       That was the part he left out. How could I explain I was falling for him without scaring him away?
    

    
      “Because I like you,” I confessed. 
    

    
      He released the strap’s latch, and it slid off my shoulder, the waders drooping sideways. 
    

    
      “You want to coil with me,” he stated as if he knew it was a fact. He brushed the back of his index finger against my breast and my nipple tightened, straining at my tank top. 
    

    
      “Yes. I… I want 
      us,
      ” I breathed. I wanted so much more than a fling that would destroy me.
    

    
      “But you won’t do it,” he surmised. I shook my head as his other upper hand slid up the last strap. “Because I have control.” 
    

    
      “Exactly,” I panted, his finger suspended over the latch.
    

    
      “You could own me, you know,” he murmured with a cracked voice. “Hand me the collar and I’d put it on myself. There’s 
      nothing
       I wouldn’t do if you promised to keep me. I would kill for you, Omi Shaw, and not think twice.”
    

    
      His confession made the world sway like I was standing on the bough of a ship, not the new floor of my shop. But as romantic and dramatic as it sounded, anxiety riddled his tone. “I don’t want a pet. No collars, no keeping. We choose each other, or we don’t at all.” 
    

    
      Siatesh unlatched my second strap, and the waders fell down around my ankles. Thick, humid air prickled my bare legs as the mist from the rain billowed beneath the clear tarps. Siatesh stared at my knees and I pressed them together, holding my breath, waiting. 
    

    
      He wavered, rocking towards me, then away again, his upper hands bunching into fists while his lower hands squeezed my hips so hard I’d likely have a couple bruises the next day. 
    

    
      I tilted my head towards him to get his attention. “It’s not lovin’ if you don’t walk hand-in-hand, sugar. What I’m offering you isn’t like anything you’ve had before. It’s better. Special.” His eyes flicked up, staring at my sternum now, his shoulders raised like the hackles of a cornered animal. He gnashed his teeth with a hiss.
    

    
      “I’m—” 
    

    
      “—afraid,” I finished for him. He closed his eyes and nodded in silence. “We can just try again next time. No harm, no foul. I’m a patient woman.” 
    

    
      Rather than put him at ease, my words lit a fire in his eyes. “Patient,” he echoed. His voice undulated through me, primal and only half-aware. “
      I’m
       not patient. Not anymore.” My pussy grew hot as his lower fingers slid beneath the hem of my shirt. 
    

    
      My eyelids fluttered as I looked through my lashes at the glow of home tower windows and the silhouettes of people still visible through the tarps and the rain. If they squinted into the storm, they could see me, standing half naked in my panties, four hands kneading my bare skin. 
    

    
      Siatesh lifted my shirt up my belly with his gloved hands. The hem caught on his upper wrists as he brushed the underside of my breasts. They were bottom-heavy like a pair of ladles, topped with a flat slope that ended in pert nipples. He cupped the weight of one like a bowl while the other hand snaked up my ribs. A shudder rushed from my lungs as he pinched one nipple and twisted with curiosity. When he lifted my tank top to my collarbones, a rush of lust sizzled down my spine and landed between my legs.
    

    
      His jaw tightened, gaze bouncing across my chest. He pulled on the nipple caught between his fingers, then let go, watching my breast bounce. He turned his attention to the other, still somewhat soft, and coaxed it to a bead with gentle taps of his thumb. 
    

    
      “Can you taste me through the gloves?” I breathed. 
    

    
      “No,” he growled. “And I’m at war over whether that’s a good thing.” 
    

    
      I managed a laugh, the ball of tension in my stomach easing just enough that the tremor in my knees subsided. Siatesh traced a finger over my bowed lips, then used his three other hands to lift me out of the ankles of my waders and deposit me on my salon chair. I gasped with a strangled squeal of surprise, my arms untangling from behind my back. 
    

    
      “But I can taste you in the air,” he purred, close enough that his tendrils teased the lengths of my braids with curiosity. His lower hands pulled on my hips until they folded me over myself in the chair. 
    

    
      “What are you doing?” I panted, eyes wide. I was on the brink of fight or flight, adrenaline pumping through my veins as I clutched at the gloved hand sliding over my collarbones, holding it in place. Siatesh’s lower hands slithered down one thigh, hooking the back of my knee beneath one armrest. 
    

    
      “I want you to understand something, Omi,” he said darkly, pressing my other knee into position so my pelvis was strained open, three of his four hands kneading into the supple backs of my thighs. His mane strained towards me, rumbling with eagerness. “The ache to please you is 
      deliciousss.
      ” His hissed, and the rattle bled into the other primal sounds his throat and chest made between words, warbling like a subwoofer underwater. “Every shilpakaari man has the instinct to please, to beg, to nest. That I can touch you without consequence?” Lightning flashed, glancing off his black tendrils, making them shine like obsidian.
    

    
      I licked my lips while he bared my panties to the wet air. It was so hot between my legs, I half-expected for my pussy to steam. When one of his lower fingers traced up the covered divot of my swollen slit, I groaned. He shifted to stand beside the chair, halfway between my core and my face. An upper hand gently brushed my braids away from my ear so he could lean in to murmur as my eyes rolled back from the whisper of his touch. “Addictive.” 
    

    
      “
      Yes,
      ” I breathed. 
    

    
      He gripped the back of my neck and supported my head as he forced me to look down at the hands on me. One pinched and pulled my nipple taut, another skimmed my suspended calf, all while that one finger drove a cushiony groove in the wet fabric of my panties, teasing until the tip of his matte-black gloved finger was glistening and my clit was throbbing. 
    

    
      “Dangerous,” he growled, hooking that finger beneath my panties and ripping them open with what looked like a sharp shell. 
    

    
      My lungs burst, pumping so hard my exposed chest jiggled with each breath. I clutched the armrests, my nails digging in to brace myself. Tears welled up in my eyes from the sheer tension in my every muscle and nerve-ending. “Please,” I begged. “
      Please
      .” 
    

    
      He ran that finger up my bare slit, gripping the back of my neck harder, forcing me to watch. I nodded, short of breath and unable to speak but mouthing the word 
      yes
       mindlessly. He swirled my own glistening fluid over the hood of my clit, then slipped it all the way back to my ass. Again and again—
      swirl, slip, swirl, slip
      —until my legs were trembling so badly that he gripped my ankle and held me open. I pushed my hips up towards him, lips swollen, every nerve set to stun. 
    

    
      “Your hands are so good,” I stuttered, grimacing, rocking my hips in vain despite being firmly held in place. “Oh my god, oh my 
      god…
      ” I willed his finger to delve into my channel, to light me up, but it didn’t. 
      Swirl, slip, swirl, slip
      . He pressed against my ass instead, testing my rosette’s tension. My pussy pulsed, the ghost of an orgasm that left me reeling and needy. I mewled. “Please!” I was uncontrollable, a cat in heat, my breath shallow and shaking. “Siatesh, I need your fingers inside me. 
      Please.
      ” 
    

    
      He watched my desperate expression closely. “Do you require it of me?” he asked. I froze, biting the inside of my cheek so hard, I tasted iron. I shook my head with an internal whimper, blood as hot as lava coursing through my veins. 
    

    
      “No,” I croaked. “You don’t have to, sugar. I can take care of myself instead.” I pried my right hand off the armrest. Before I could reach between my legs and relieve the terrible, hot pressure, he jolted the grip on my neck and pressed his thumb into the arch of my foot, forcing my toes to relax. 
    

    
      Siatesh watched my face as he pointed my gaze towards his hand. He lined up his middle finger like a corkscrew and sank the long digit home. It disappeared inside me inch by inch and was long enough to jut up against my cervix.
    

    
      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I whispered. My pussy was so swollen with want that it fought to push even his one finger back out. I kept my eyes on his black gloves, but felt the look of awe rove over my face. His grip on my neck loosened, massaging through the roots of my braids before he withdrew and sidled between my legs. 
    

    
      “You’re breathtaking,” he huffed, the calculative stoicism eking away. He withdrew his finger to the tip, then slid back in. Now that he stood between my legs, he didn’t touch me with any other hand, just the one, pistoning in and out of me in a slow, deep rhythm. 
    

    
      “So are- so are you,” I told him.
    

    
      When he raised his other hands, I expected him to hold my thighs and ankle. Instead, he pressed two fingers into my pussy, then slipped the lower hand down to my ass, testing and asking for entrance. Both right hands sank into my body at once, their rhythms slightly different as he delved deep into my channel with one and gently plied my backside with the other, one knuckle at a time. 
    

    
      “Oh, 
      fuck
      !” I whined, unable to catch my breath as my body tightened with the salacious attention. “Oh-” 
    

    
      “Tell me,” Siatesh panted, licking his teeth as I started winding up tighter than a steel spring. “I want to please you, Omi. I… I need to.” 
    

    
      “Top, the top.” I was delirious, but he got the point. He lay a flat palm against my pelvis, then pressed his thumb into my clit. “Deeper, 
      harder,
      ” I whimpered, mouthing 
      please
       over and over. Siatesh’s fingers started up a rhythm, his thumb hitting my clit at an angle that sent fire through my pussy. Every thrust of his hands hitched my breath and my breasts. 
    

    
      “Come,” he growled, adding a second finger to my channel, his molten eyes fixed on my face. I came apart, my legs shaking, toes going numb. I gripped his digits with my pussy so hard, his pace faltered. His mane thrust towards me as he bared his canines, and the hand on my thigh blocked them from reaching my knee before he could pull back far enough they couldn’t reach. They swarmed his glove, spiraling between each finger, pulling the vinyl right off his hand. 
    

    
      “
      Fuck,
      ” he cursed, wavering above my pulsing core as the waves of my climax eased. He slowed, but didn’t retreat from inside my body. He licked his lips as the glove disappeared towards the back of his mane and shuddered.
    

    
      Then the tarp entrance brushed aside with a loud crinkle and Bleddyn stepped inside. 
    

    
      “There you…” His eyes went wide and his nostrils flared. “
      Scacite
      .”
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      The moment Omi’s mantle squeezed my fingers, I lost all reason. She was as hot as a fire inside and so tight, so wet, that all I could think about was collecting her sweet waters with my tongue, clasping my mouth around her sex, and wringing out every last drop. Her taste in the air was mind-bending, trapped in the humid shop with the thunderstorm raging around us. I damn near unlatched my trousers to sink my cock into her embrace when my 
      senti
       swelled to life, darting over my shoulder to reach her. 
    

    
      I barely caught my mane before it collided with her dark, silky leg. But it got what it wanted, anyway. The glove it took hadn’t been inside her, but it carried Omi’s intense flavor, regardless. Her sweat and pheromones, the taste of her skin and the tiny filaments that covered her flesh like the silk on her head. My greedy phallus wrung the glove right off my hand, storing it against my neck while she watched. While she let me own her. 
      While I was still knuckle-deep inside of her.
       
    

    
      “
      Fuck,
      ” I cursed, on the precipice. I could tell from her lidded gaze and shallow breath that she’d do anything I asked. It was a powerful, heady feeling. For once, I was the one giving orders, and it felt 
      good.
    

    
      Good enough to suggest that we—
    

    
      One wall of tarps draped open and my attention snapped to the large, poncho’d figure bending beneath it to enter the shop. 
    

    
      “There you…” Bleddyn straightened, his eyes wide, nostrils flared. “
      Scacite
      .” 
    

    
      I hissed. Omi shrieked, trying to close her legs, but unable to with them braced beneath the arm rests. If it weren’t for the fact that I didn’t want my precious gloves anywhere near the yiwren’s sensitive nose, I would have lunged for him. 
    

    
      “What is it?” I hissed in warning. Bleddyn’s hackles rose, visible even through the poncho draped over his shoulders. But he held up both hands in surrender, angling his nose towards the break in the tarp. 
    

    
      “We’ve got plans, remember? I came to remind you since we can’t send comms.” His eyes flicked to Omi, one ear twitching. “Hi, Omi.” 
    

    
      “H-hi,” she breathed, blood in her cheeks causing the earthy shade to turn berry red. She pulled the front of her shirt down over her breasts and covered her mound with her hands. My cock jumped in protest, adamant that we weren’t done here even if my frenzy had passed. I would have ignored Bleddyn entirely to take Omi where she lay spread open like a feast if it weren’t for the wary look in her eyes. 
    

    
      So I reined myself in, battened down the terrible hunger like I had so many times before, and ripped the glove out of my mane before my 
      senti
       could stiffen and covet the treasure. I set the glove gently on Omi’s stomach and withdrew the finger I’d thrust deep into her tight back well. Petting the inside of her channel with my two long fingers a few more times, I brushed my thumb against the bead above it. 
    

    
      “Siatesh,” she wavered, glancing at Bleddyn with apprehension. 
    

    
      Uncertainty jerked in my chest. I withdrew my hand from her mantle, where it felt like I could belong, and eased her legs from beneath the arm rests. She crouched into her waders immediately, pulling them up her shoulders as fast as she could. 
    

    
      “Sorry, Bleddyn,” she breathed, her voice shaking. She was unsteady on her feet as she grabbed her poncho from the table. She couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes, focusing instead on tucking away her braids. When she was done, she looked up at us both with an overly bright smile and cleared her throat. “Let’s go. The storm is getting worse, anyway.”    
    

    
      
    

    
      ☽☾
    

    
      
    

    
      Bleddyn snorted at me from the portcullis of Omi’s home tower as she disappeared into the lift with a timid wave. I was in just as dour a mood, having been interrupted from the most delicious plunge of my life, so I hissed in response.
    

    
      Perhaps I should have thanked him. 
    

    
      Ever since Omi mapped my mane and milked me dry, I’d felt myself falling further under her spell. Each passing hour brought more desperate thoughts to mind. How I could please her and beg her to do it again. 
    

    
      How I could worship her.
    

    
      I was unhinged in the face of such a lovely, sweet thing putting her hands on me like that. I might sully her, but she would 
      destroy
       me just by finding me worthy of her attention. The moment I’d gone back to our unit that night, I’d jabbed the treatment for my colors into my neck. I could be beautiful for her. 
    

    
      If she kept me. 
    

    
      And now that I’d experienced the other side of the coin? Omi begging me, thanking me, wringing pleasure from 
      my
       hands… 
      Fuck,
       there was nothing in the world that sounded better than to let go and lose myself in her mantle every day. 
    

    
      If…
       she kept me. 
    

    
      “You have an angel in your grasp and you’re going to fuck it up,” Bleddyn grumbled over the downpour, adjusting a clear container of bread beneath his arm. I raised my brow. 
    

    
      “And 
      you
       have freshly printed food in yours that’ll cause a riot where we're going,” I pointed out, evading his statement. He exhaled fiercely again, flaring his nostrils and baring his teeth. 
    

    
      “I can’t get her fucking scent out of my nose,” he complained. 
    

    
      That
       caught my attention. My mane puffed, and the 
      senti
       slowly healing at my neck creaked, ready for a coil challenge. “Why would it still be there in the first place?” 
    

    
      “Oh, I don’t know,” he growled, glaring at me. “Maybe because you had your fingers in her cunt well after I’d arrived? She’s
       still
       on your glove, Siatesh. I know it’s in your pocket. I’m going fucking mad.” 
    

    
      I lifted my fingers to look at them, dusted with a slightly chemical scent from the inside of the gloves. When it came time to throw them away, I’d been unable to part with it, stuffing it in my pocket. The urge to pull it out and lick it clean nearly overtook my good sense. If I did, I would either die between her legs or waste away begging for her to let me in. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes as we entered our home tower and took a deep breath. As long as I had control, I could survive. Maybe I could even 
      thrive
       for once… 
    

    
      The lift opened and Bleddyn stepped in. “Take the next one,” he gruffed, hackles rising again. I grinned at him and stepped inside. 
    

    
      “It’s not the worst thing you’ve tolerated.” I crossed my arms to keep them from my pockets. “And I doubt you have the skill to make me trash it.” 
    

    
      The lift slowed to a stop and opened on our floor. We walked out into the hall and tossed our wet ponchos onto the tiles of our own kitchen floor. “Our wrestling match suggests we’re more equally matched than you’d like to admit,” he bit, continuing down the hall and pressing the comm on the last door to the right. We smirked at each other as the door opened. 
    

    
      “Took you two long enough,” the hjarna, Yulang, said as he ushered us inside. The others were all already gathered, waiting in the tight living room. Bleddyn handed off his container wrapped in a towel. The hjarna blinked at it. 
    

    
      “Universal 
      banaer
      ,” he explained. “You said this was dinner, right?” 
    

    
      Yulang’s tattooed blue face spread in a thin, wide smile as he carried the heavy package into the living room. “Sure, yeah,” he drawled. The only other offerings on the coffee table were ration bars and shilpakaari salted beer, which I declined automatically. 
    

    
      “Good, can we get down to business already? We’re cuttin’ into my beauty sleep,” Boom piped up from the back of the couch, looming over Kokebe
      ’s
       shoulder. Davor slid the 
      banaer
       closer to his corner of the room with his tail, deftly untying the towel. 
    

    
       “We’re gathered, yeah, so we can compare experiences. Stay informed,” Yulang started. He crushed the tin cap off a bottle of beer with his thick, flat teeth and spit it across the room. “I’m working with Professor Stone on curriculums that align with ISU standards for their spawn. How have your assignments been so far?” 
    

    
      “Mine’s great,” Boom offered, kicking back with his stumpy legs, arms behind his long neck, looking smug. “All I gotta do is mix cocktails all day with Sherry. Reminds me of my Volcage days.” 
    

    
      “If you were working in the Volcage, how’d you end up in a contract?” Ngozi, the other uid, asked. 
    

    
      Boom rolled his eyes at himself. “I took a cruise job.” 
    

    
      Everyone nodded as if it made perfect sense. 
    

    
      The uids sat forward in tandem, burly shoulders fighting for space on the small sofa. “We’re working construction. It’s been fine. The rain is shit, though.” Kokebe shrugged one shoulder. “Next time we do one of these, I want to invite Wade.” 
    

    
      “Dimitri and Mikaela too,” Ngozi added. 
    

    
      “Yeah, and Shirley,” Boom agreed.
    

    
      Yulang knocked his long, thin knuckles against his temple, forcing one bulging black eye to blink. “The entire purpose of this meeting is to decide if this place is what it claims to be, yeah?” He looked around at all our faces. “Has anyone noticed anything suspicious?” 
    

    
      No one spoke, looking from face to face for secrets. Until Bleddyn piped up. “If Wade comes next time, Siatesh should bring Omi.” 
    

    
      All eyes turned to me, my mane straightening, so each length was prepared for a fight. I uncrossed my arms, bracing my feet instinctively, ready to defend the glove in my pocket. 
    

    
      “Omi, as in the woman that talked to me first?” Davor asked, leaning in. 
    

    
      I hissed. “It doesn’t matter if she talked to you first. She’s mine.” Someone whistled. I chose my words carefully. “We have been running an experiment.” 
    

    
      Bleddyn snorted. “In each other’s pants.” 
    

    
      I would have eviscerated him right there if I thought Omi wouldn’t be upset. 
    

    
      “You’re dating a human?” Kokebe asked. “Have you coiled with her like the doctors at the clinic?” 
    

    
      “Oh heyyy, that’s right,” Boom said, climbing down the back of the sofa. He walked across the coffee table and stuck his hand in my mane. I hissed, tossing him back into the uids in a flash of anger. 
    

    
      “Hands off,” I snapped. 
    

    
      “Woah, woah!” Yulang yelled, trying to bring order back to the five other voices snapping in Boom’s face. 
    

    
      “The fuck’s wrong with you?!” Kokebe shouted.
    

    
      “Even 
      I’m
       not that crazy,” Davor said.
    

    
      The guver just chuckled. 
    

    
      “Cool off there, pals. I just remembered that conversation you had with Ezra over at the clinic,” he whittled, whiskers quivering with amusement. “Something about your colors and appealing to humans without ‘em. Wanted to know if you’re packin’ heat with that head dick of yours.” 
    

    
      My immeasurable stoicism was slipping. I flashed my colors, a shock to everyone in the room, who probably thought I had none, and slipped my sharpened shell from the sleeve of my tunic in a warning. “The state of my 
      senti
       is none of your business.” 
    

    
      Boom chittered at me with annoyance. “Of course it is. Hello, am I the only one in here that gets it? A shil with a low-hanging head dick is stronger, faster…” He counted off on his taloned fingers. “Oh! 
      And completely enthralled by the woman that did it to ‘em.
      ” He clapped his hands at Yulang. “Helloooo, isn’t that the sorta security breach you were squawking about?”  
    

    
      Davor curled his tail around Boom’s mouth, gagging him from speaking anymore. “I know you served your time on Nephim executive ships, but the rest of us were planet side. We’ve all scrapped and murdered to squeak by, but that one,” he nodded to me, “has a reputation. I don’t think he’ll mind flaying you open if you press your luck too hard.” 
    

    
      “Yeah? Care to enlighten me?” 
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, adjusting my mane as I settled back into my seat. It hid my shell and smoothed out my tunic. The room sighed collectively. “Yes, Omi and I are… partners,” I used her words. “No, we have not coiled.”
    

    
      “And here I thought the first one to bag a human would be Davor,” Yulang admitted. The advenan snapped his whip tail in the air, releasing Boom. 
    

    
      “Just because you fear my kind for the Hunt, doesn’t mean we’re savages.” 
    

    
      “Could have fooled me,” Bleddyn growled under his breath. Davor leveled him with a neutral gaze. 
    

    
      “Why, because I ate yiwren to survive the wilds of Marittin?” Davor shrugged. “Your meat is oily and tastes terrible, if that’s any consolation.” 
    

    
      “Enough,” I hissed, opening my pocket to clutch Omi’s slick on my glove. I slammed it shut, but her scent reached the uids and Davor, regardless. They breathed it in with interest even as Bleddyn attempted to ignore it.
    

    
      “Your lover’s name is Omi, you said, correct?” Ngozi asked. “She smells very sweet.” 
    

    
      Bleddyn immediately gripped my forearm to warn me off. The uid meant it as a compliment, smiling around his tusks. My mane roiled, but I kept my expression neutral, nodding once. “She is.” 
    

    
      “It must be reassuring, having someone who accepts you despite your lot in life,” he admitted and leveled me with a knowing stare, as if he could see through my mask into the deepest shadows of my secrets with his four eyes. “If you haven’t told her why you’re here, make sure you do sooner rather than later.” 
    

    
      The room stilled, eyes averted except the uids. They were disturbingly perceptive for being brutes built for hard labor. I cleared my throat beneath their serene scrutiny and nodded once. “I will.” Then the conversation turned to working with Vindilus and Sizzle, and my mind drifted away. 
    

    
      While I’d shared many of my personal fears with Omi, I hadn’t told her about how I knew Aavar and Bree. How Bree had put me in her coil so I stood a chance at killing Elaxi. And though I’d told her I’d kill for her, she didn’t know the depths of that truth. I would slaughter in her name if it came to it. I had a strong stomach, many applicable skills, and knew how to use her silk shears in ways that would make her ill. Being an assassin and a spy for whoever had something worthy to trade, I’d had neither pride nor honor. Just piercing, singular focus. 
    

    
      I didn’t want her to know those things about me. But we chose each other… If that’s what was happening, she should know. Some of the permanent lump of darkness in my chest broke away at the realization that I trusted Omi to see me for who I was, not what I’d been forced to do.
    

    
      Who I was… What a novel thought, that I was becoming my own person now. 
    

    
      My thumb bones vibrated with an incoming message from BEO that a guest was at the door to our unit. Bleddyn had received the same and nodded to me. “Go on. It’s probably Omi, back for more.” 
    

    
      The yiwren managed a grin for my benefit as I clapped him on the back and headed out, my stomach tied up in knots. 
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      To both my relief and disappointment, it wasn’t Omi pacing the hall, but Ezraji. He didn’t notice me until I was much too close for his comfort, taking a step back as he held up a holochip, tapping the little bar against his palm.
    

    
      “I’m not interrupting your evening, am I?” he asked with a grin. I gave him one in return. 
    

    
      “Just a social dinner next door.” 
    

    
      “Ah, to share intel, no doubt.” 
    

    
      I curled my mane in affirmation. 
    

    
      “Are you excited for the snaps we’ll be taking day after tomorrow?”
    

    
      Excited felt like such a childish word in the face of what I felt. Thrilling anticipation was far more appropriate. I nodded to the holochip rather than answer. “I’m guessing the genetic coder has been quite busy.”
    

    
      Ezraji’s smile thinned. He looked at the holochip, then offered it to me. “We got a few hits on your family. Arms Master Calgari has run their history, of course, but we have no reason to contact them without your permission.”
    

    
      I took the slim black bar from him with numb fingers. His mane twisted with curiosity, staring at my hand. But I wasn’t paying attention to him. Instead, I focused on the little black bar and the information it held. 
    

    
      My family was… 
      real.
       
    

    
      I exhaled hard, biting the sides of my tongue to keep my composure. Everything I wanted was within reach. Careful deceptions, patient games… I’d aimed only for my safe retirement, but the number of gifts the universe had bestowed upon me these last few weeks overwhelmed and consumed me. 
    

    
      “I need clarification on my probation,” I said. 
    

    
      Ezraji nodded slowly. “Bajora told me. Ms Shaw seems to like you enough that she stood up for you at the hangar today.”
    

    
      “We are becoming intimate,” I said delicately, unwilling to show him just how sick I was for her, afraid that it would find its way into a report that would jeopardize my place here. 
    

    
      Ezraji, though, glanced down at my pocket. “Something tells me you’re already intimate.” My gaze sharpened. He flashed his brilliant colors at me with a brotherly twinkle in his eye. “I’m a father-to-be, remember? My mane is quite sensitive these days, what with spats on the way.”
    

    
      I blinked away my possessive urges. “Of course.”
    

    
      Ezraji leaned in with amusement. “A word to the wise. Be prepared for the kick in metabolism. I swear I eat my 
      priya’s
       weight every day.”
    

    
      The thought of being a father terrified me. My own father’
      s
       smile flashed in my mind, a memory of his palms rubbing thick grease into my mane to protect it from the sun while his own burned and peeled. I felt Omi’s phantom on my mane instead of his, though, and shuttered my expression. “I will remember.”
    

    
      Ezraji sighed, leaning up against the wall with all four hands pushed into his work tunic’s pockets. He looked up at the diffused glow of the lights. “How are things going with Miss Shaw?”
    

    
      How to answer? Omi had been at my mercy just hours before. My cock stirred, 
      senti
       swelling at the thought of her whimpers and praise. “My instincts burn to...” My tongue tied up in knots. I blinked, looking for an answer in the smooth surface of my door. I couldn’t look at Ezraji as I wrestled with myself, itching to fist the glove in my pocket. 
    

    
      “It’s hard to take the leap. I understand.” The permanent upturn of the medical delegate’s mouth, which I could only assume was the paternal glow of a nesting man, fell as his eyes glazed over, caught up in memories. “When I first coiled for Mel, it was an accident. She’d needed comfort and hugged me, friend to friend. I hid it from her for weeks and it damn near destroyed us.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “There is nothing in this galaxy like a human woman that freely gives her love and forgiveness to you, Siatesh. Don’t pass up on it, probation be damned.” 
    

    
      He gave me a knowing look, glanced at the holochip, then kicked off the wall and sauntered away, disappearing into the lift.
    

    
      I was too raw to return to the gathering at Yulang’s place. A riptide pulled my soul in half, and the 
      senti
       at my neck betrayed me, lengthening, swelling in anticipation of what Ezraji was suggesting. Thinking of producing pearls in a coil again, though, skewered me with phantom pains in my groin. To live on too little food for the increase in metabolism, to have their release denied, to live in a constant state of overproduction without relief... 
    

    
      But the worry was quickly replaced by a voice that told me, 
      yesss
      , I should dominate, subdue, hold Omi to me and never let her go. She gave me control. She would let me possess her. My fingers itched, my cock swelled, and I groaned at the thought of even 
      one
       more fucking shot of hectaconorphine.
    

    
      Head spinning, heart in my throat, I opened the door to my unit and ducked inside. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ☽☾
    

    
      
    

    
      “Welcome home,” BEO said in his soothing old world accent as the lights came on. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes, clutching the counter. “Turn off the lights.” Was that voice mine? I sounded like a barrel full of gravel, twisted up and feral. The lights went off with a soft chime, plunging me into the shadows I needed in order to confront myself. 
    

    
      The holochip clutched in my lower hand bit into my palm, as heavy as lead. I breathed through the panic, the overwhelming lust, and stood up straight. There was a storm on the horizon, I told myself. If I panicked, I would die. 
    

    
      Centered, ready, I opened my eyes and took the ten steps into my bedroom. 
    

    
      “BEO, close and bar the door. Drop the shades.” 
    

    
      “Alright.” The door slid from the ceiling and clicked as its deadbolt sank home. The windows frosted over, turning the same shade of light grey as the walls.
    

    
      Only then did I look down at my lower hand, darker than the deep blue shadows of the room, which held a box from my past that I’d locked tight, wrapped in chains, and drowned in the corrosive oceans of Eruditia as a boy. My family.
    

    
      My family. 
      My mouth went dry, a keen hiss of worry shuddering through my tendrils.
    

    
      What would I tell them when they asked me about our father? 
    

    
      My chest tightened at the thought, a terrible ache pounding through my mane’s roots. I forced my jaw to open, clamped so tight that I could hardly pry it loose. 
    

    
      You’re doing great, sugar.
    

    
      I inhaled sharply at the vivid toll of Omi’s voice in my mind. Instantly, calm seeped over my flesh. My tendrils loosened, and the room stopped spinning like I was standing on a turntable. I reached into my pocket and withdrew the glove so my mane could taste her on the air, and imagined her sweet, low voice again.
    

    
      Your hands are so good…
    

    
      I tilted my face towards the ceiling. That breathy affirmation took all the heat of my panic and sank it straight into my cock. I rocked on the balls of my feet, feeling her confident grip in my mane, milking my 
      senti.
       
    

    
       I tossed the holochip onto the bed and brushed my nose against the fingers that had been lucky enough to feel Omi from the inside. Need vibrated through my mane. Omi had been teaching me that my body wasn’t made simply for transactions of violence and power. She wanted me to do things because I 
      wanted
       to. Not because they were necessary. Not because she wanted them. But because they would bring me pleasure.
    

    
      Right now, though, all I wanted was… 
      her.
    

    
      Conviction burst in my chest. With shaking fingers, I put the used glove back on and thrust my hand into my mane. I grabbed my 
      senti
       and squeezed, milking it for myself. 
    

    
      Omi’s taste burst across my minor tendrils and phallus, my colors flashing so brightly that their amber glow bounced off the chrome walls. My shoulders tilted back against the door with a strangled moan, my mane knotting over itself in an effort to taste those blessed, sacred fingers. My flesh pulsed again and again. 
    

    
      I blinked in confusion, realizing the sensation wasn’t the same as my stripes opening. I paused and lifted my lower arm where my holotab was flashing. It was time to take my fourth shot of suppressant for the day, the last before sleep. 
    

    
      I gave my 
      senti
       a hard squeeze. As my eyes rolled back in my head, I dismissed the notification and placed myself right on the razor’s edge of control. A thrill washed through me at the thought of giving myself up. 
    

    
      “
      Priya,
      ” I whispered, tasting the word. For once, it was sweet on my tongue. I hissed in satisfaction, imagining Omi laying on my bed, spread open for me to feast upon. 
    

    
      Please! Please…
    

    
      A crocodilian growl swept through my tendrils at the thought. My 
      priya
       submitting to me as I climbed over her, opening her mouth when I commanded it, touching me how I wished to be touched, giving me free rein over her body. The sense of power and security was overwhelming, pumping my 
      senti
       as I unlatched my pants with shaky fingers and palmed my cock in my lower hands like the hilt of a sword, twisting them in opposite directions. 
    

    
      My chest hollowed out once, twice, then I was coming in clear, viscous jets. My pearl reservoir tightened and tingled as I rocked my hips, feeling as if it should be heavier, weighed down with sachets that… My eyes popped open with a thunderous, earth-shaking thought as I caught my breath. Now that my mind was clearing from the fog of desperation, I could see it clearly. 
    

    
      Every pearl I’d ever expelled had been smashed beneath a boot sole. But Omi wouldn’t do that. What would she do with them? Would she scoop them off the bed into her palms and carefully dispose of them? Would she swallow them in her perfect, pillowy mouth? My cock twitched at the thought that she might let them live within her mantle, safe and warm until they dissolved naturally. 
    

    
      I couldn’t impregnate her without the help of diversification, but the image of her sated, naked, and dripping cum made me bare my canines in possessive need. I’d never felt such a strong attachment, and I hadn’t even coiled for her. 
    

    
      Something… 
      more.
       I felt compelled, driven towards her with every thought and motion. I couldn’t blame it on chemistry alone. It was a deeper, gnawing heat in my gut, a stutter in my chest that wouldn’t abate. I didn’t need years of coiling under my belt to understand what was happening to my heart. I hadn't felt love in years, but its calling now was as natural as breathing. 
    

    
      The holochip caught my eye, gleaming on the sheets. I fastened my pants with reluctance, letting my minor tendrils curl around my fingers to eke out the last of Omi’s flavor. They stole the glove, curling it up into the back of my mane to live in the cradle of my 
      senti
       where it belonged.
    

    
       When I picked up the black bar, it felt heavier than before. Important. For myself, yes, but facing one of my greatest fears had nothing to do with what I wanted. 
    

    
      There’s one thing you’ve got that the rest of us will never have.
    

    
      It’s what 
      she
       would need from me.
    

    
      Terrified yet resolute, I pressed my thumb to the thermopower control. Heat from my fingerprint spread through its circuits, and a square viewer about the dimensions of my index finger glowed to life. Crouched in the corner of the room, I reacquainted myself with the faces of those I’d left behind in honor of the second chance Omi would never get.
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      Coconut oil dripped from my gloves, squelching through my fingers as I scooped it into my hands and carefully inserted it into individual jars labeled 
      Ezraji, Aavar,
       and 
      Siatesh
      . I was taking my time, pressing my thighs together to enhance the persistent throb between my legs. I wrang my fingers one by one, thinking about Siatesh’s hands and the salon chair looming behind me. Every time I dipped my fingers into a jar, I felt him sink his gloves into my pussy to the hilt for the first time. 
    

    
      When I realized I’d been holding my breath, I stood up straight, needing a breather. I forced myself to look out at the occasional rays of sunlight peeking through the thick 
      ulta sumudr
       overhead. Birds chirped, ferns burst with new leaves, the grass glistened… For once, the red jungle felt comfortable rather than a sharp reminder of my parents’ banana grove.
    

    
      Relief was fleeting, though. I stretched my face, picked up my thermos, and took a giant swig of coffee. I’d been winding myself up for two days, unable to think straight or sleep, so out of my mind with desire and exhaustion that I’d taken three breaks to climb into my bed, spread my legs, and rub my slick clit until I’d come. It was the only way I had even a 
      chance
       of concentrating on the photoshoot. 
    

    
      I turned around, stretching my arms and shoulders, looking at the armrests that were still tilted out from the seat. Flames licked my cheeks. I remembered Bleddyn looking down at Siatesh’s hand slowly pumping in and out of my core. Proud, possessive… I’d thought he’d been showing me off—and perhaps he was—but he’d been 
      taking care
       of me, winding me down from my orgasm. He’d been unwilling to give up even a moment inside my body. And Bleddyn had seen 
      everything… 
    

    
      Why did that make it all so much more exciting?
    

    
      “Get a grip,” I scolded myself, fanning my face. I jumped in place until my lungs burned, trying to exercise away the lust. I’d enjoyed my fair share of rubbing and groping in clubs, getting a little thrill out of public attention, but I’d done nothing like what we’d done during that storm. I felt like I was going crazy. Was I even the same person? 
      Please touch me. Thank you for fingerbanging me…
       How far was I from breathing “yes, sir” in Siatesh’s ear and begging him to smack my ass with a crop? 
    

    
      Not very far. 
    

    
      I groaned, scrubbing my face. 
    

    
      “Enough!” I sighed, knocking my temple with my knuckles. “Head in the game, Omi.” 
    

    
      “Perhaps, I can be of service.” 
    

    
      I gasped, whipping around, my braids sailing through the air. Siatesh stood between two pillars where I’d tied back the tarps to get fresh air and light into the shop. He clasped all four of his hands behind his back and his lips turned up in a scintillating grin. 
    

    
      “Good morning,” he rumbled. When he dipped his head in greeting, he let his tendrils fall over his shoulders and reach for me through the air. 
    

    
      I cleared my throat, patting my chest. “Morning,” I panted, unsure if my heart was racing because of jumping around or seeing his obsidian features in the sunlight after such a wild night. I found it difficult to meet his intensity head on, so I slid a braid behind my ear and gestured to the table. “I’m putting together kits for everyone.” I picked up the jar of coconut oil with his name on it. “There’s, ah, oil. And gloves for… for…” My voice cracked. “Right. And bobbies, combs, a spray bottle, some—” 
    

    
      Siatesh’s bare hand slid over the top of my glove, gently setting down the container of rubber bands in my grip. He turned me towards him, licking his three left canines with amusement and excitement. “I fluster you.”
    

    
      “No shit,” I said in a gust. 
    

    
      The excitement in his eyes dimmed. He pressed his tongue into the point of his tooth and grimaced, looking down at my hand. “I came early to talk with you about something… difficult.” 
    

    
      I took a deep breath. Anything he had to say, I could handle. Still, the heat between my legs chilled, and the blood drained from my cheeks. “Did I make you uncomfortable?” 
    

    
      He looked at me sharply, mane curling up with distaste. “No, the opposite. I…” He squeezed my hand then let it go and took a step back. “Do you know how I came to be here… Why I’m on probation?” 
    

    
      I blinked at him, an anxious quiver in my heart. “I know they found you when Aavar and Bree were rescued,” I intoned. Sitting on the edge of my table, I removed my oily glove so I could cross my arms. “I thought everyone was on probation. No?” 
    

    
      Siatesh rolled one shoulder, gripping the armrest of my chair with one hand, brushing his fingers over where I’d laid the other night. “They did not find me when they rescued the others. I’d been with them for days.” He paused. “Elaxi, my former mistress, was the smuggler that attempted to sell them.” 
    

    
      My vision shook, mouth gone dry. I stood from my perch on the table, hugging myself. “What?” 
    

    
      Siatesh closed his eyes, breathing with purpose as his fingers dug into the chair. “The owners of my contract decided I was worth a considerable cache at auction. Elaxi purchased me, put me in her coil, and kept me as her bloodhound. Once she’d shot down Aavar’s transpo, I tracked them and kept watch.” When I couldn’t form a response, Siatesh carried on, holding onto the chair as if his life depended on it. “I have been on death’s door since I was twelve, surviving only through patient plans and careful deceptions on a planet so hostile to my species that most don’t survive more than a couple sols. When Elaxi bought my contract, I thought it would be better. There were no shilpakaari women in Eruditia, so I thought I’d find some sense of belonging. Instead, she starved me with her coil and used my mane to infect me with desperation and neglect.”
    

    
      When he opened his eyes, Siatesh wouldn’t look at me. I could tell he’d thought hard about what he’d say, though, his eyes fixed on the deep shadows of the jungle treeline. He’d put the chair between us on purpose, to give me space to feel safer. 
    

    
      But how safe could I feel with a man that had kidnapped and tortured people I 
      knew
      ?
    

    
      “How could you…” I didn’t know what I wanted to ask. How could you kidnap and torture people? Everyone in the colony knew what those two had been through. Aavar starved and tortured in a dungeon. Bree horribly injured and dying of infection. And 
      my
       Siatesh had been instrumental in making that happen. My mouth went dry.  
    

    
      “I didn’t have any feelings towards humans at the start, but Bree Stewart’s strength amazed me. She never stopped fighting to get to Aavar. She was loyal and good. The more she taught me without knowing I was there, the more I realized I was closer to salvation than I thought possible,” he said with a hoarse voice. “This colony is nearly as secure as the capital space station. If I could gain a human’s trust, I could gain my freedom. That was my thinking, and Bree Stewart helped me do that.” 
    

    
      “That’s why you aren’t allowed near her and Aavar,” I said, sludge running through my veins. I thought of the shell he’d used to cut my panties open and realized he probably wasn’t allowed to have that either. “Because you hurt them.” 
    

    
      He winced at my words, his eyes falling to the floor at my feet. “Yes,” he admitted, his tendrils keening nervously. “I tried to keep them safe. I knew where Bree was hiding in the jungle from the very start, but said nothing. I brought Aavar dried fish so he wouldn’t starve. And when Bree found her way into Elaxi’s hideout, I slammed the doors to warn them and distract Elaxi from visiting Aavar’s cell. I had to hide my efforts, but I did what I could.” He swallowed hard, his voice quieting. “I didn’t know how to be kind before I met you, Omi, but I did… try.” 
    

    
      I exhaled a shaky breath. “Wow,” was all I could get out, holding my throat loosely in one hand. Siatesh’s confession weighed on my shoulders. My brow creased, thinking about Bree and Aavar, her missing eyes, his scars and tendrils… 
    

    
      But when I’d spoken to them about Siatesh, they hadn’t looked fearful. In fact, Bree had been excited we were working together. It made no sense. “How’d you get in here at all, if that’s what happened?” 
    

    
      Siatesh leaned over the chair as if he wanted to step closer. “Bree vouched for me.” I glanced at his face and his mane drifted in my direction with a pulse of recognition. “For all of us. But the other shilpakaari are not so… forgiving.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I get why.” 
    

    
      Scolded, Siatesh’s tendrils spiraled out of view behind his shoulders, forlorn. He brushed his fingers across the armrest once more, taking a step back. “Thank you for being so warm to me,” he said. “I appreciate every kindness, but I understand if this is too…” 
    

    
      “Wait,” I interrupted him, stepping up to the other side of the chair. I looked over his mane and face with more scrutiny than before. 
      This.
       This is what had been holding him back. He was so much more than the stoic shell he showed to others. Not just more emotionally complex, but so much more hardened and weathered. I realized this was probably why he thought his family wouldn’t want to see him again either. 
    

    
      But it was for a good reason. The man I’d had working in my shop, that I’d let own my body and visit my home, was dangerous. What he’d told me was just the tip of the iceberg, no question. “I need to get two things straight.” I forced him to look me in the eye as I raised my index finger. “One, have you ever considered hurting or manipulating me?” 
    

    
      His mane puffed in surprise and indignation. “No.” Then it spiraled thoughtfully. “But I dislike most music. It distracts me when I’m observing my environment. I pretend not to mind it when you play it.” 
    

    
      I exhaled slowly, trying to school my expression at the gush of relief. “Anything else?”
    

    
      “No. And I’ve never entertained hurting anyone here. Least of all, you.” 
    

    
      “Two.” I unfurled a second finger. “I forgive you for not telling me sooner. Thank you for being brave enough to do it. But next time you keep secrets from me, we’ll have serious words.” 
    

    
      Siatesh pinned me with a questioning, wide-eyed stare. Disbelief shook his tendrils. “You just accept me? Just like that.” 
    

    
      I huffed a crooked smile. “To be honest, I’m a little shook up,” I admitted. 
    

    
      “You do not need to be afraid of me,” he insisted. 
    

    
      “I’m not. I’m shook up because of what you’ve been through, sugar. I wish I could have been there on Eruditia.” My voice trembled, indignant on his behalf. “I wish I could have nursed your sunburns and fed you water and kept a lookout while you slept. Maybe then you would have known how to be kind.” I shook my head, the unexpected blur of a tear soaking my lashes. I brushed the sensation away, sniffed it all in, and buttoned my bleeding heart back up. “But the past’s the past. You don’t have to relive it for me. I trust you, Siatesh, and I’m grateful you trust me, too.”
    

    
      Something buzzed, cutting the moment in half. Siatesh and I both looked down at his holotab. He pressed the meat of his inner thumb to dismiss it, a thoughtful look on his face. 
    

    
      “Omi…”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      He withdrew an aero-syringe from his pocket and unfurled it between us. He gestured for me to take it, so I did with a questioning raise of my brow. 
    

    
      “This is the suppressant that stops you from coiling?” 
    

    
      Siatesh’s mane froze with trepidation. “I haven’t taken it since the storm.” 
    

    
      My mouth fell open as he looked up at me. “But the photoshoot!” 
    

    
      Siatesh covered my bare hand with his and blew out a shaky breath. Warm, rough, lighting me on fire. My skin erupted in goosebumps at the contact, prickling the hairs at the back of my neck. I stared at him wide-eyed, my heart racing. He leaned over the chair slowly, his upper hands sliding over my jaw to cradle my face. 
    

    
      “I will take the shot if you want me to,” he breathed. “But I already call you 
      priya
       in my mind.” 
    

    
      “
      Oya
      !” Aavar hollered. Siatesh and I jumped away from each other like we’d been caught necking in the hallway at school. I brushed down my clothing as he slipped the syringe back into his pocket. 
    

    
      I waved down the hill, a bright smile plastered over my flustered expression. There was no time to talk about the world-altering choice he’d given me. “Hey!” 
    

    
      Bree held open the tarp as Aavar deposited a pile of robes, makeup, and other things on the salon chair. He and Siatesh shared a tense smile, their manes straightening out around their shoulders. Bree put her hands on her hips and whistled. 
    

    
      “Long time no see, Siatesh! You gain weight? Looks good on you.” 
    

    
      He dipped his mass of black tendrils in acknowledgement. “It is good to see that your sight is intact, Bree.” 
    

    
      The mechanic shrugged. “Ehh,” she said, tilting her hand. “I get headaches sometimes, but it is what it is. Can’t complain about miracle eyeballs.” She winked one polished silver bionic orb at me and sat the snap drone on our table. “Finally got this fucker working,” Bree sighed, smacking it on the head. “Apparently it needed a software update. Isn’t that the most Earth shit you ever heard? Ezra and Mel are running late, by the way. She fell asleep in their office and he doesn’t wanna wake her up yet.”
    

    
      “The spats are growing fast,” Aavar added, waggling his brows. “We dropped off a levicart so she wouldn’t have to walk. It won’t mess up your schedule, will it?” 
    

    
      “Definitely,” I said, distracted and short of breath. I started, eyes wide. “I mean, no! No, it’ll be fine.” Siatesh and I shared a glance. “Great, even.” He bit back a smile, knowing I was referring to him. I did the same, pressing my lips between my teeth.
    

    
      We had so much to talk about, but we couldn’t afford to lose daylight. This was too important. I handed two bags bursting with supplies to Siatesh, packed up the individual kits, and led us into the jungle by the light of a holomap to get the most important photoshoot of my life underway.
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      Ezraji and Amelia arrived with plenty of time to spare. Apparently, Amelia had forced poor Ezra to run to get there just half an hour late. You could hardly tell though. The father-to-be was beaming from ear to ear as he ushered her into the jungle meadow, blue speckles glowing like sapphires on his teal skin. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry we’re late!” Amelia said, pushing her glasses up her nose. Her coil helped her down from the levicart and she held her round belly as she waded through the red ferns towards me.
    

    
      “No worries, mama, we’re still setting up,” I assured her. The doctor blew a wisp of white blonde hair from her face and Ezraji squeezed her shoulders. 
    

    
      “See?” he teased. “It was worth it to let you sleep, 
      priya.
      ” 
    

    
      Hearing him purr that word in her ear made my stomach flip. I glanced over at Siatesh as he unpacked my bags onto the collapsible table we’d brought along. He pulled out Aavar’s synthcap and his tendrils shrank with distaste. He set it down unceremoniously in a lump on a towel. I guessed it was disturbing, handling someone’s disembodied lifelike prosthetic. 
    

    
      “Come over here, mama. You should sit while I do yuh hair.” I waved Ezraji off. “It’ll take me a while, so scram, you.” I tsked as he fussed over the flyaway wisps around her face. 
    

    
      “I’ll be back. Just going to set up lights,” Ezraji assured her. He glanced back with a smile at least twice. Bree chuckled.
    

    
      “He’s worse than a mosquito,” she teased. “I never woulda pegged that square for such a dope.” 
    

    
      Amelia pulled down her hair and took off her glasses, rubbing the underside of her swollen stomach. “Oh, shush. Aavar and Siatesh are no different I’m sure.”
    

    
      “I’ll be worse, and that’s a promise!” Aavar shouted, shooting finger guns at us.
    

    
      Everyone worked away while I slipped into my element, playing some light reggae on my holotab. I made sure it was quiet, remembering what Siatesh had confessed. I vibed to the beat, rocking my hips as images flitted through my mind like a runaway train. 
      Siatesh, biting back a smile, kissing my belly, fussing over my braids
      … My father had done the same when my mother was pregnant with Irie. I pressed the back of my hand against my forehead, wicking away a mist of sweat as my stomach tumbled with butterflies. I wanted that someday, and thinking of Siatesh feeding a babe in the middle of the night, or growling when they pulled on his tendrils… It felt right for that ‘someday.’ 
    

    
      Amelia wasn’t much of a talker, which was good for catching up on time, especially since I was having trouble staying focused already. She was sweet and thoughtful, stealing glances at her coil while Aavar programmed hover bulbs. He’d called out occasionally for feedback on light direction, bounce, and aperture while Ezra stood in the center of the ferns as a stand-in. It turns out Aavar had been taking their media feed seriously and had learned about photography.  
    

    
      Siatesh stayed nearby, carefully laying things within my reach as he sensed I needed them. Our fingers brushed now and then, and when we were back to back, his tendrils would weave through my braids, sending little sparks through my scalp. I nearly moaned from the sweet sensation and had to fake clearing my throat. 
    

    
      “Holy shit, Omi, that’s cool as fuck,” Bree said, watching as I looped Amelia’s hair into a metal hoop at the back of her head. Her honey white hair was long, and though she didn’t take very good care of it, some gentle brushing and a mist of oil made it glow. She’d also done exactly as I’d asked and not washed it the night before. 
    

    
      “Thanks.” I nursed a lovesick grin as she watched, using the needle point of my comb to divide it into tiny wefts and gently plait it up to the edge of the hoop. Then I flattened it with the oil of my fingers until it shone as smooth as champagne gold, each strand of hair laid carefully beside the next as I looped them across the hoop. Winding with precise angles gave Amelia the look of a halo bursting with sun rays to frame her face. 
    

    
      “Are the marks from my glasses still visible?” she asked, rubbing the bridge of her nose. Bree shook her head, adjusting the drooping shoulder of the doctor’s fluffy robe. 
    

    
      “Nah, sweets, you good.” 
    

    
      “Last one’s in,” I told them, rubbing my hands together after sliding the last pin into place. Ezraji helped Amelia to her feet. 
    

    
      “Radiant,” he rumbled. 
    

    
      “And you gon’ be okay if everyone stays to watch?” I asked Amelia. She nodded. 
    

    
      “It’s fine.” 
    

    
      My heart raced as the couple waded through the ferns to the center of the meadow. They found a spot where the ferns dipped slightly lower and cradled the bump of Amelia’s belly button rather than her ribs. She was a small woman, and the contrast against her coil was significant. She was small, delicate, and pale. He was imposing, scarred across his mane in bright green lashes, and rich teal. Among the red foliage, they were a photographer’s dream. 
    

    
      “Alright, whenever your ready,” I called.
    

    
      
    

    
      ☽
       
      SIATESH 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      Omi’s holotab linked to the snap drone as Dr Ahlberg dropped her robe and covered her breasts. I barely registered what was happening in the ferns as Omi took charge. She was confident, critical, in her element. If I could have wrapped my 
      senti
       around her throat and taken her right there, I would have. 
    

    
      I hissed as she picked up Aavar’s synthcap to give Ezraji some direction about curling his mane around a larger hoop. Fist clenched tight, my cock swelled, my 
      senti
       stirred, and the urge to flash my colors grew incessant. Instinctively, I didn’t want her to touch anything but 
      my
       things. I tasted traces of Aavar around the prosthetic, and I despised the thought of his chemical makeup on her hands. It didn’t help that the bionic appendages looked exactly like his, the same pale green with a rusty red sheen that no longer fit his vibrant coloring.
    

    
      “Glad that thing’s being used for something good for a change,” Aavar said, sidling up to me. I bared my teeth and looked down at the table, obsessively straightening Omi’s tools to distract myself. It was a terrible idea. Beneath my skilled hands were shears, needle-thin picks, and hot coils. So many implements capable of causing pain… 
    

    
      The pilot’s tendrils spiraled with a knowing rumble. Either he was oblivious to my murderous intentions, or stupidly brave. “Touchy subject, huh?” 
    

    
      I licked my teeth and redirected my eyes to the canopy as I took in a steadying breath. “Thank you.” Aavar raised a brow at me. “For giving your synthcap to Omi. It’s been very valuable to her.”
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      I hissed. “But, I hate that fucking thing.” My growl was more gravel than words. I couldn’t keep my eyes off Omi for long, so when I found her again, I exhaled with relief when I saw that she’d discarded the synthcap on Dr Ahlberg’s seat. 
    

    
      Aavar bit his bottom lip with amusement. “I forgive you for wanting to gut me, if you forgive me for wanting to bash your face in.” 
    

    
      Both our manes inflated as if posturing, the ends curling up like fishing hooks, ready for a fight as we stood side by side. 
    

    
      “You don’t truly think I have eyes for your 
      priya,
       do you?” I asked out the side of my mouth as Omi waded into the ferns, gesturing with her hands. 
    

    
      “
      Pfft,
       of course not. And it’s not like I’m interested in Omi.” 
    

    
      “Of course.” 
    

    
      We rolled our shoulders with discomfort in unison. 
    

    
      It wasn’t that we didn’t trust or like each other. In any other circumstance, Aavar would be the person I trusted 
      most
       in the colony. But we were in a precarious situation. I’d coiled with his 
      priya
       in the past, after all, and I was now technically still unattached. Meanwhile, I was on the precipice of the coil, the point at which most shilpakaari men could frenzy out of control. My pheromones were thick in the air, ready to turn, which meant I was violently territorial. 
    

    
      Instinctual and unavoidable. 
    

    
      Aavar cleared his throat. “So… you still on probation?” 
    

    
      I grunted, watching Omi like a hawk.
    

    
      “You know your levels are high, right? Ezra checked this morning.” 
    

    
      I gave a curt nod. “I stopped taking the hectaconorphine yesterday.” 
    

    
      Omi snapped on a pair of gloves, and my eyes narrowed. Aavar and I both followed her with our stares as she explained her vision to the parents-to-be. She unwrapped Dr Ahlberg’s silk from its metal hoop and quickly unwound the strands braided flat to her head. Then Ezraji knelt, and Dr Ahlberg climbed into his upper arms, her thighs parting across his chest. She braced herself on his shoulders as Omi quickly combed and wrapped the human woman’s golden hair around his long tendrils so they were twisted together. 
    

    
      When Ezraji kissed his 
      priya’s
       rounded belly and spoke to her in murmured words that made her blush and smile, holding the small of her back in all four palms, the snap drone whirred into the air. Omi backed away slowly, enraptured by her holoscreen.
    

    
      Meanwhile, I clutched the table, looking at her gloves. The same kind that had milked me dry. She wasn’t supposed to touch anyone else’s mane with gloves. Just mine. 
      Mine.
       This was a new rule that I would impose as soon as possible. 
    

    
      Aavar whistled low, rocking on the balls of his feet. I suddenly wondered if his friendship was worth the paranoia and pestering. Perhaps I should drag him under the groundcover and strangle him with my tendrils… 
    

    
      “You’re definitely gonna violate your probation, aren’t you?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Obviously,” I snapped. 
    

    
      He chuckled good-naturedly, which only stressed the strain in his features. “Good, because I wanna punch you so bad, I think I popped a blood vessel. And if we’re all happily coiled, the urge will, 
      poof,
       disappear. According to the doc, anyway.” 
    

    
      “Noted.”
    

    
      Bree slid up to us, her arms crossed over her chest. She bumped up against Aavar. 
    

    
      “Whatcha talkin’ about?”
    

    
      He shrugged. “How much we want to rip each other’s throats out. Nothing special.” 
    

    
      “Cool, cool, posture away, don’t let me interrupt. 
      But.
       Omi said she needs us to get oiled up soon. So can I steal my man back?”
    

    
      I nodded, giving her a tight-lipped smile. “I think that’s wise, yes.” 
    

    
      She cocked a smirk. “Hang in there, Siatesh. You got this.” 
    

    
      They walked away, but the tension didn’t go with them.
    

    
      Omi? I didn’t have her. Not truly. Not yet. 
    

    
      But soon.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ☽
       OMI 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      Amelia and Ezraji left as soon as their set was finished. I’d gathered everyone around the photos, and the shilpakaari men’s jaws fell to the jungle floor. The rays of light bursting through the canopy hit Amelia’s hair just right, and when she stood in Ezraji’s shadow, her alabaster skin practically glowed. But the most beautiful photo, of course, was when her coil whispered to her belly and held her aloft on his shoulders, their hair and tendrils spiraling together. 
    

    
      Bree and Aavar didn’t need nearly as much prep. Their matching styles were already a knock-out. Bree had committed to shaving half her head permanently, since Aavar had lost half of his tendrils in an attack years ago, and in a society that judged men on their manes, that was a bold statement all on its own.
    

    
      So while Bree worked iridescent oil through Aavar’s mane, I combed and smoothed hers. Her hair was thick, coarse from dyeing it blonde for years. Now the sandy brown roots had grown out the length of my hand, revealing several strands of silver sprouting from her hairline. 
    

    
      “Can you believe my eyebrow hairs are going too?” she asked, brushing her brows with her fingers. “Figures I’d grey early.” 
    

    
      I shrugged, rubbing red copper powder into some strands to give her stripes similar to her coil. “You went through a big shock. It happens. Mi grand da was the same. Hair black as coal until he was forty-five. Then he had a heart attack and lef’ the hospital white as a sheep.” 
    

    
      When she and Aavar found their spot in the ferns, he curled over her from behind, their heads slightly tilted so both his mane and her hair fell in a similar arch over their shoulders. His tendrils cradled her sleek curtain of bronzy hair while his hands covered her breasts and mound. She reached back to touch the unused plugs on the side of his head, where he would have plugged in his synthcap like a living wig if he still wore it. 
    

    
      But the real magic was when Aavar got a mischievous glint in his eye, probably bored with standing still. The imp banded one arm around Bree’s chest, then used the other to tickle her mercilessly. Her peels of laughter and colorful swears filled the clearing, and the more she threatened Aavar, the more he relished it. 
    

    
      All the while, the drone snapped away. And when it was done, the shots of Bree’s struggle were as dynamic and captivating as a Rubens painting, all reaching arms and warm afternoon shadows. I caught Aavar’s brilliant smile in every photo, face turned lovingly into her neck as their hair and mane whipped in parallel through the air. 
    

    
      They panted as they put on their clothes, Bree ducking down into the ferns for privacy even as she smacked at Aavar’s thigh, flustered, but hiding a smile. He ran his upper hand through her hair as he latched his pants with his lowers. 
    

    
      My eyes locked on Siatesh and the bottom fell out from beneath my feet. Butterflies swelled in my stomach, threatening to turn my heart to jelly. I reduced my holoscreen and approached him as he packed up the supplies I wouldn’t need anymore. His shoulders were tense, his gaze sharp as he went through the motions.
    

    
      I slowed thoughtfully. Maybe he was having second thoughts and felt like he couldn’t say anything. He’d gone off his medication, but that didn’t mean we had to coil. Calling me 
      priya
       in his head was a lot different from taking the actual plunge. Besides, there were other solutions. Distance, phone sex, gloves, toys… My brow creased, and I cleared my throat. He jumped, spinning around to meet me. 
    

    
      “Hey,” I started, putting my hands in my pockets. “We got some really great stuff today. If you don’t want to—” 
    

    
      “I do,” he said firmly, his mane more unsettled than usual. It reached for me wantonly now that I was close. 
    

    
      “Look, Siatesh…” I pulled up next to him, slowly bagging up used bobbies. “I’m all in, but it doesn’t mean we have to do everything 
      right now
      . I’m patient. We don’t even have to do the photos. I don’t want to pressure you into it and coil by accident.” 
    

    
      He rumbled from somewhere deep in his chest, a dark glint in his eye as he pulled me around by the shoulder. “When it happens, it won’t be an accident. I swear to that.” 
    

    
      Bree stomped her boots, causing waves through the ferns. She came up next to us and tightened the laces. “Hey, I gotta finish up at work, but I can take some stuff to the shop on my way.” 
    

    
      “Oh, sure! Uh…” I reached for some supplies, but Siatesh slid two hefty bags down the table, already packed.
    

    
      “You can put them both beneath the worktable,” he told her. “The green one has heat coils in it, so make sure it’s furthest from the rain.” 
    

    
      Bree shrugged them both on her shoulders. “Arright.” Then she bumped my shoulder with her fist, shaking her head in slow awe. “This shoot was 
      wild,
       Omi! I can’t wait to sift through it all for the media feed. I’m so excited we got to do this.” 
    

    
      “Me too,” I beamed. “You want me to send you top picks?” 
    

    
      “Just favorite the ones you like the most. I got memory access on the drone, same as you. Then maybe we can meet up in a few days to look them over together?” 
    

    
      I nodded, my chest tight with excitement. “Perfect.” 
    

    
      “Great. Aavar’s adjusting lights since it’s getting dark. Whenever you’re done, just tell him to meet me at the hangar.” She nodded her chin at us, then trudged out of the clearing. As soon as she left, the silence descended on us like velvet. We both glanced at Bree’s coil, preoccupied with his holotab across the clearing.
    

    
      “What do you need me to do, 
      priya
      ?” Siatesh murmured, brushing his tendrils over the neckline of my shirt. His voice sent a hot shiver down my spine. I took a deep breath and reached trembling fingers into my last bag, pulling out a robe and several carefully packed hair pieces. 
    

    
      “Lay these out for me while I take off my clothes.” He did as I asked, unraveling several lengths of crochet hair I’d threaded into rows of extensions. 
    

    
      “What is this?” he asked, running his hand over it while I ducked down in the ferns and pulled off my shirt and pants. My stomach flipped. We’d never seen each other naked, though he’d gotten more than an eyeful. 
    

    
      “They’re bohemian box braids,” I explained. “My natural ones aren’t very dramatic right now, so I wanted to add some drama. They’re—”
    

    
      Siatesh turned around, holding one length up to the light so the fragile metal gleamed. His mane swirled slowly, awed as his amber eyes roved over the curls. “These are my colors.” 
    

    
      I closed the robe over my chest and tied the waist. “Ah course, they are.” I took the extensions from his hands and set them on the table. We looked down at them while his lower fingers brushed over the tresses fondly. 
    

    
      I admired my work, a big part of why I hadn’t been able to sleep. The braids were long and blue-black with bright yellow gold filaments woven into the bottom halves like an ombre. The black bohemian curls that defined the style were soft and romantic, cascading between the golden ends. They were my most meaningful work. 
    

    
      I turned Siatesh towards me and started unlatching his clothing. My hands shook without gloves on, the rasp of fabric against my fingers more jarring than ever. 
    

    
      “You made your own stripes,” he purred, letting me undress him. I nodded once. 
    

    
      “
      Your
       stripes.”
    

    
      “You’re claiming me,” he insisted. I pushed his tabard off his neck, exposing his chest. My breath trembled as I sighed, looking at all the dark, glorious muscle. I swallowed hard. 
    

    
      “Only if you let me. I don’t ever wanna be your prison.” 
    

    
      “No,” he agreed, slowly pushing his pants down his hips. He caught my eyes wandering south and tipped my chin back up with his tendrils. “You’re my home.”
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      ☽
       
      SIATESH 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      We waded out into the ferns, and memories flooded back to me. They weren’t traumatic, but reflective of my months with Elaxi. All of my best memories of that time were on patrol around her hideout. Alone with the jungle, hidden in the shadows beneath giant palm fronds during the rainy afternoons when the humidity became too heavy, or walking in slow paces, letting the insects and birds get used to my presence so they’d continue to sing even if I was stalking a trespasser or prey. 
    

    
      I hadn’t been lying to Omi. She really had become my home; the place where I could lower my guard and step out of the shadows. 
    

    
      And here I was, my 
      senti
       thickening behind my neck, waiting in suspense for her touch to push me over the edge and put my home at risk. 
    

    
      Violating my probation was stupid. It was a temporary limitation meant to test my willingness to play by the rules. If I could bite my tongue and hold off for a span of months, I’d be guaranteed to have Omi forever.
    

    
      But for the first time in a very long time, I couldn’t abide by patient plans. I 
      needed
       Omi like I needed water and air to breathe. I needed her to be mine so I could always lose myself in her. I needed my colors to glow with strength, to eat my fill, to be 
      whole
       for once. Not just because I wanted her more than life, but because I understood what was out there licking its chops, waiting for a wayward human to stumble by. 
    

    
      Not that long ago, it had been 
      me
      . 
    

    
      “Stand right there,” Omi said, jerking me from my thoughts. I did as she asked and she smiled with trepidation. 
    

    
      “If your braids could spiral, they’d say you were nervous,” I teased, mine curling over themselves. 
    

    
      She shook out her hands with a huff of laughter. “I’m used to being behind the camera, not in front of it. And definitely not naked.” 
    

    
      I spun her around to face Aavar as he got the snap drone up in the air. We nodded to each other, and I leaned in close over Omi’s shoulder as my lower hands untied the waist of her robe and my upper hands slid the collar from her arms. Her skin prickled as the air hit her nude figure and her rear bumped against my hips. My cock twitched and swelled between her cheeks. I’d never been so close to a woman, let alone the one I wanted most. Her warmth against my front was intoxicating. 
    

    
      She raised her holotab to open the screen and observe the snap drone’s live feed. I gripped her forearm. “Pretend like it’s not here.” 
    

    
      “I need to make sure we get good shots,” she admonished with a click of her tongue against the roof of her mouth. She was succeeding, just barely, at an air of professionalism, her breath shallow, her spine too rigid for my liking. 
    

    
      I descended upon the bare crook of her neck with my mouth, and her breath faltered. Picking up the heavy sweep of her godly gold and black braids, I slid them over her other shoulder, banding her soft breasts beneath my arm. “I promise, I’ll make sure you get something good.” 
    

    
      “Siatesh…” she breathed with hesitation. 
    

    
      I sucked on the tense cords of her neck, my tendrils tumbling over her form, and flashed my colors as bright as possible, staring straight at the drone. Omi stopped asking questions and tilted her face back with a soft purr. Beneath the weight of her braids, I massaged one breast, pinching her nipple between two fingers. 
    

    
      An intoxicating wave of her flavor perfumed the air. She shifted her thighs, her eyes popping open, blinking with concern towards Aavar. The pilot leaned against a tree trunk with his lower arms crossed, watching the snap drone’s feed. Heat pooled in Omi’s cheeks as he looked up at us with a tight jaw. Before she could speak, I wrapped my tendrils around her throat, the tip of one teasing the corner of her mouth. 
    

    
      “Aavar needs to see this,” I told her. “He won’t interfere.” 
    

    
      “See what?”
    

    
      “That you’ve caught me, Omi Shaw. That I choose to coil for you and no one else.” 
    

    
      Her eyes went wide, and she shifted to look at me. “
      Now
      ?”
    

    
      My intense focus split open with a wide grin. I nipped her chin, my 
      senti
       pulsing at the flavor of her salt. “Are you nervous, 
      priya
      ?”
    

    
      “Yes,” she exhaled, closing her eyes. “But I love when you call me that.” 
    

    
       I turned to face my future, her golden brown gaze gleaming in the afternoon light. Without taking my eyes off her face, I slid my 
      senti
       over my shoulder. It tingled and flexed as the muscle came to life, lengthening of its own accord. “Let me make it mean something,” I asked, capturing her wrist. I slid her palm down my lower abdomen to the base of my cock. It bobbed against her belly as she wrapped her delicate fingers around the base. My 
      senti
       rumbled in anticipation. 
    

    
      “That’s where the sound comes from in your mane?” she asked as the drone floated behind her, watching. I glanced at it as her eyes dipped down to my shaft. 
    

    
      “Yes.” I ran my upper hands around her ribs. She was such a delicate thing with her ribcage exposed just beneath the flesh. Her sides jittered and she bit her lip. 
      Ah,
       it tickled.
    

    
      “Don’t,” she huffed with an unavoidable smile. 
    

    
      “Ticklish?” I asked, pressing my fingers into her sides again as she glanced over her shoulder at the drone. She crumpled in on herself with a snort of laughter, voyeur forgotten. 
    

    
      “
      Deliciousss
      ,” I hissed. Her taste was seeping through my palms with more intricacy. I sensed the salt content in the water her skin produced and a drop in her ovulatory hormones, suggesting she’d gone into whatever passed as a human heat recently. I pulled on her hips with my lower hands, pressing her groin against mine, becoming needy and impatient, and she groaned. 
    

    
      Heart in my throat, I squeezed her hip one more time, then slid my bare fingers between us. My middle finger found her slit first, sliding into the crux of her legs. Thick waters slipped over my fingers, wetting them instantly, and I swayed on my feet. I gasped, clutching at her with my three other hands as my mouth went dry, my stomach clenched, and the ridges on my palms expanded like fireworks, the force rippling through my stripes involuntarily. 
    

    
      “
      Fuck
      ,” I growled, gripping her mound like my life depended on it.
    

    
      “What just…?” Omi stared at my hand between her legs, bewildered at the unfamiliar sensation. I dragged my palms over her skin. 
    

    
      “It’s part of the coil,” I rasped, swallowing hard, rubbing a gentle circle into her slick mantle. I ran my tongue over my teeth, tasting her through my fingers. “The palms swell with blood and expand to expose sensory nerves.” 
    

    
      She picked up one of my upper hands and brushed her fingers over it, feeling the grippy ridges. “Why?” 
    

    
      “The better to subdue you with.” Gaining some control back, I curled above her, holding her arms in my upper palms, savoring the texture of the fuzz that covered her skin. Then I dragged one suckling finger up between her legs and she moaned. “The better to please you with.” 
    

    
      “
      Oh
       my god,” she panted, leaning back to look between our bodies in lustful fascination. Though I wouldn’t have been able to tell before, the little bead she called a clit pulsed against my touch. Omi’s body appreciated my efforts. I did the same thing again, curling my 
      senti
       into her braids as they shuddered with her breath. 
    

    
      Unable to help myself, I dipped my finger into her well, dragged it forward, and spun soft circles around her clit. My hand suckled lightly at her flesh, tasting and testing, greedily soaking up her flavor. She clawed at my arms and rocked her hips, then exhaled slowly and eased up, trying to school her expression. 
    

    
      My brow creased as she closed her eyes and focused, biting her own lip. I pinched her clit between two fingers. She whimpered but remained neutral and pliant. My heart bottomed out as I realized she was trying to give me control, to make herself into a doll for an experience that she thought would terrify me. It did, but I knew I wasn’t jumping alone. Omi was with me, as she should be, and that gave me conviction. 
    

    
      When we’d first met, perhaps her tactic would have been better, but now 
      I
       was better. Better equipped, more stable, more trusting. 
    

    
      And I 
      wanted
       her desperation. 
    

    
      Without conscious thought, I fell to my knees before her. Her gold and black braids caught the orange sun as she looked down at me, her hands braced on my shoulders. My mane wrapped itself around her forearms as I gripped the backs of her thighs and knees with all four hands. I forced her legs apart so that my mouth could fit against her slick mound. 
    

    
      Omi gasped as I sucked her flavor into my mouth, coating my tongue and chin. With a shuddering bass growl that vibrated the fern leaves around us, I snaked my 
      senti
       between her legs and buried the tip in her hot, tight mantle. 
    

    
      Stars exploded in my vision as my striped pupils split open to their maximum dilation. My entire body froze up, gripping her legs so hard, there was no doubt she’d have bruises or marks. Every inch of my skin vibrated as my 
      senti
       grew to its full length, buried inside her, and my colors strobed hot enough to reflect off the dewy ferns. 
    

    
      “Siatesh!” she gasped, her legs shaking in my grip. I jolted her when she tried to pull away from the barrage of sensation, my mane wringing her forearms like shackles as the coil took hold of me. She gripped my roots, crushing my eager mouth to her mantle as her stomach clenched and her breath stuttered. 
    

    
      Then her voice broke on a mewl dripping sex, and I was drinking her in as her channel clenched my 
      senti
      , milking it with more force than her hands had with oil. 
    

    
      Ree ree ree…
    

    
      Alerts echoed through the clearing as Aavar’s holotab and mine went off at the same time. I snarled, silencing the alarm. The echo died away before Omi’s sense came back to her, and I planned to keep it that way. I rose to my feet, licking every drop of her from my mouth with my tendrils so I could bask in her taste in full. 
    

    
      A shiver of fear ran down my spine. I glanced up at Aavar, who had now witnessed me twice in such a fashion, subjugated first by the whims of a psychopath, and now kneeling willingly at Omi’s feet. His hand still covered his holotab, and he smiled, giving me one more nod before slipping back into the jungle. I watched him go for a few strides, pulse racing like a sprinter. For once in my life, I felt… 
    

    
      Whole. 
    

    
      “That was…” Omi began, thinking I was done. I threaded my upper hands into the roots of her braids and slung them all down her back. My palms soaked up the taste of 
      kowkuh
       nut oil with relish. 
    

    
      “We’re not finished here, 
      priya
      ,” I promised her, hooking her knee over my hip with my lower hand. She held onto my shoulders for balance as her mantle opened to the air. I pressed the length of my shaft against her and rocked my hips. 
    

    
      “You coiled?” she asked. I nodded once, pressing my forehead to hers. 
    

    
      “Yes.” I rocked my hips, sliding her thick waters across my aching member. “I’m yours. You’re mine.” I pressed my head to her channel, and the swollen entrance resisted, then greedily sucked me in. I shuddered, holding her flush to me as my entire length sank into that searing hot well. Omi laid her head on my upper shoulder, hugging me.
    

    
      “Welcome home,” she whispered. 
    

    
      I keened, pressing us as close together as possible. More sensitive now than before, I felt the vibration of footsteps in the distance. I didn’t want this moment to end, but it would be stolen away too soon, regardless. I took a deep breath and decided to trust. 
    

    
      Rolling my hips back, I withdrew to my tip, then sheathed myself in a smooth glide. My head butted up against Omi’s womb and excitement clenched my reservoir. I did it again with more confidence, finding my rhythm, working my muscles in ways they’d never worked before. 
    

    
      At the first sound of her breath breaking in my ear, my confidence and desperation roared. I lifted her, holding both knees aloft with my lower biceps, kneading her cheeks with my uppers. Then I tilted my hips back and used gravity to pound into her. Deep, insatiable. Omi clutched my neck with both hands, the fingers of one clawing into my 
      senti
      , jolting it in time as I fucked the breath from her lungs. 
    

    
      Pearls built within my reservoir, bumping against each other as I climbed higher and higher towards my climax. That’s when I caught it, the parting of the ferns around red and black fur that blended in so perfectly, one would think Sizzle was born in them. He stalked closer, licking one flat, yellow eye, baring his teeth. 
    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut and pulled from Omi as the first pearl shot from my cock. I came into the ferns with a hiss, clutching her to me so hard she couldn’t breathe. If I gave her my pearls, I might not survive whatever punishment came next, and though I trusted this colony to be humane, to place empathy over leverage, it was a leap of faith that terrified me to my soul. If I could never touch her again…
    

    
      “Please,” I begged as Sizzle rose to his full height. “I love her.” 
    

    
      Omi’s brow creased. She looked over her shoulder and screamed, scrambling to get away from the vision of violence behind her. I tried to pull her behind me, but she ripped my hands away. When she shouted, it was a fearless command. “Sizzle, no!” she roared. She twisted in my arms and put both hers out to the sides, protecting me. I stared at her in awe. 
    

    
      “He violated his probation,” the bilong growled.
    

    
      “That doesn’t give you the right to eat him! He’s mine,” she claimed, baring her teeth.
    

    
      At that, Sizzle stopped short. He snorted as if spitting out something disgusting. “
      Ack’k’k! 
      I’m not going to 
      eat
       him.”
    

    
      Arms Master Calgari stepped into the clearing, only his sun-bright eyes giving him away. He acknowledged me, rifle pointed towards the ground, and held out a hand, giving me a chance to come peacefully. Slowly, I slid out from behind Omi and stepped forward. 
    

    
      “No!” Omi pleaded. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Ms Shaw, but the terms of Siatesh’s probation are rock solid,” the massive venandi said with an uncomfortable clack of his mandibles. “He needs to come with me. Sizzle can escort you home.” 
    

    
      Before she could say anything, I kissed the tips of her fingers, splayed open before me. Omi bit her trembling lip, saltwater cascading down her cheeks in fat rivulets. She heaved for breath, covering her breasts. I gave her a comforting smile and chucked her chin with my 
      senti
      . 
    

    
      “But… I love you,” she sobbed, petting my arms and chest with shaking hands. 
    

    
      “I will come home, 
      priya
      ,” I promised, hoping it was true.
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      One week later.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      I’d been curled up in my salon chair for what felt like hours, buried beneath a blanket despite the heat. I needed the weight to keep me sane, the pressure on my chest and arms like someone was with me, holding me, comforting me. Taking advantage of the heavy rain, I’d sobbed with the tarps drawn, the downpour covering my heartbreak. 
    

    
      Now I felt hollow, swiping through footage from the snap drone, occasionally staring at the perfectly level, perfectly sanded, perfect floor. 
    

    
      I’d found my home, and they’d taken it from me. 
      Again.
    

    
      In an explosive fit of rage, I threw my blanket to the floor and roared at the pillars, throat strained and coarse. Once my breath was gone, I slumped back, the corner of the blanket still clutched in my grip. I dragged it back over me and burrowed into my sorrow. 
    

    
      I hadn’t immediately retreated into this shell of a woman. No, I’d camped out at the hangar to plead with that big red venandi bumbohole for two days. Tinsley helped, too, dragging anyone she could persuade to hold up a sign. But they hadn’t lasted long, driven home by lightning storms that cracked against the hangar’s many antennae.
    

    
      Once polite begging no longer worked and the 
      ulta samudr
       wouldn’t cooperate, I’d gone full crazy, making a huge scene by yelling and throwing the security team’s things around. Delirious from lack of sleep and sense, I’d finally tried to throw paint on their weapons, and Sizzle restrained me. I’d fisted his fur and kicked and punched until the fight left me weak and dehydrated.
    

    
      That’s when I’d found out that it was Hunar that reported the spike in Siatesh’s levels. He hadn’t apologized or backed down when my tears started fresh, but he hadn’t moved away when I gripped one of his tendrils and yanked hard enough the bastard probably saw stars, either. Sizzle let me wear myself out again, then nudged me with his snout. 
    

    
      “Up you go, o’ fearless one,” he’d simmered, ushering me onto his back with an air of regret. “Time to sleep it off.” 
    

    
      I stared unblinking at the floor again—my perfect floor—and inhaled once I realized I’d stopped breathing, too. I swiped to the next photo on my feed, swiping away a tear. 
    

    
      It was a powerful shot, one that tore me apart every time I saw it. We were in profile against the afternoon sun, all the red ferns around us as bright as blood and dotted with pink and orange rain drops. Siatesh was kneeling before me, holding me up as I braced my hands on his shoulders. Our gazes were locked, his mouth nestled between my legs, tendrils wrapped around my forearms. Amber stripes glowed off his ebony skin as he coiled with me.
    

    
      Sure, it was salacious, but that was the photo I chose for Bree and Aavar’s media feed. I wanted the entire union to know we belonged together, and I needed it to pack a controversial punch. Because I wasn’t giving up. In my more lucid moments, I’d been amassing a list of news outlets that might be interested in our story. If they pushed me to do it, I’d make Siatesh the number one trending story in the galaxy, a thorn in the ISU’s side, a PR 
      disaster…
    

    
      “Knock knock,” Tinsley called, interrupting my vengeful train of thought. She pushed aside the tarp and ducked her head in, her hand glowing from the flashlight function in her holotab. She clapped it off, turned on my lantern, and held up a plain bag full of something white and vaguely familiar. “Hey, roomie. I brought lunch.” She stomped her waders on an absorbent mat and plopped down on the table. “Not that you’d guess it’s lunch, considering how dark it is already.” 
    

    
      I groaned, sitting up straight with a creak in my limbs. Tinsley tossed the bag at me and I caught it against my chest. “Marshmallows?” I asked, perplexed. 
    

    
      She popped three in her mouth, puffing out her cheeks. “Damn shtraigh’,” she managed. 
    

    
      I chewed down one fluffy sponge of sugar and instantly felt more alert, reaching for another. Tinsley smiled gently, kicking her heels. I crossed my legs on the chair, smacking my cheeks.
    

    
      “Hunar delivered all the supplies for the coop. If you’re up for it, we could roll up our sleeves and get some work done when the rain breaks. He offered to help, again, and I told him to fuck off. We don’t need help from an asshole like him, right?” 
    

    
      “Yeah.” In truth, I’d seen the space chicken once or twice since the photoshoot, but chasing after it now just felt like another slice of home slipping through my fingers. I wasn’t sure I could build it a shelter in anticipation of the day we’d probably never catch it. The act would drive a stake in what little hope and warmth I still felt. 
    

    
      Like always, Tinsley sensed that the space chicken was a raw subject. She nodded to my holotab instead, changing the subject. “Still planning a media blitz?” she asked. 
    

    
      I nodded, swallowing hard. “Bree and Aavar are on board, if I do it.”
    

    
      “So am I. And you know I’ll drag everyone else along.”
    

    
      A real grin washed away some of my woe. I tossed a marshmallow at my unitmate, who tried and failed spectacularly at catching it with her mouth. “I know.” 
    

    
      Tinsley worried her bottom lip. “Are you doing okay?”
    

    
      I rubbed my face with both hands. The emotional answer was no, definitely not. I had no answers and my blood had long since boiled down to nothing from anger and frustration. But did I think Sizzle would destroy me, his favorite human, just like that? Did I think Aavar, who had watched on with approval, wouldn’t be up in arms if something really terrible had happened? What about brash, take-no-prisoners 
      Bree
      ? I took a deep breath, pursing my lips. 
    

    
      “We violated his probation,” I admitted. “The arms master told me he’s safe and that he’d keep me updated. I’m trusting him for now.”
    

    
      “Was that before or after you tried to splatter his precious hand cannon?” 
    

    
      I grinned. “After.” 
    

    
      Tinsley snorted, popping another marshmallow.
    

    
      The tarp rustled loudly, and we both gasped. My heart climbed into my throat as I gripped the armrests. Then Mikaela ducked into the shop and pushed back her poncho hood. “Hello! I saw the light on through my window and thought I’d stop by…” She took in our marshmallows and blankets with a sheepish grimace. “I can come back,” she said. 
    

    
      My eyes went wide. “Your extensions!” I slid to my feet, working out the kinks, and pushed Tinsley’s legs aside. Beneath the table lay a bag I’d placed there the morning of the photoshoot. I pulled it out with a genuine feeling of triumph. “I’ve had them done for a while. Sorry ‘bout that.” 
    

    
      Mikaela shook her head, crossing her arms over her chest with an empathetic smile. “It’s okay, you’ve been dealing with a lot.”
    

    
      My momentary lightness dimmed, and my eyes fell to the floor again. I tied my braids back with a length of jersey fabric and wiped my knuckles beneath my chin to catch the last of my stray tears. “I have,” I admitted, inhaling some strength. Mikaela deserved to choose how she wanted the world to see her, and if I was part of that journey, then I was sure as hell gonna use my talents to lift her up. “But these are gonna be a 
      gooooood
       dose of happy.” I drew out the words as I pulled each length from its protective sleeve. 
    

    
      “Oooo, they look so good!” Tinsley squealed as I finger combed the gentle waves of long, shiny hair. 
    

    
      “Marshmallow me,” I commanded, opening my mouth. She smashed one onto my tongue as Mikaela took the extensions from my hands like a precious work of art. Her ruddy Russian nose and cheeks turned pink with excitement. I motioned her towards the salon chair, pulling box after box of supplies from under the table as Tinsley clapped.
    

    
      “On up wid yuh, cheeky,” I said, leaning into my patois. “You gon leave mi shop a queen.”
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      The door hissed open, and I stood, ignoring the biognostic in sentinel mode beside the dining table. Hunar led Marcella Bianci into my humble unit with his two right arms extended. She strode in with her shoulders back and that no-nonsense smile that spoke of an experienced mother and businesswoman. 
    

    
      “How are you doing, 
      tesoro
      ?” 
    

    
      I still didn’t know what that term meant, but I bowed my head, waiting for her to sit. 
    

    
      “Eager to fulfill my punishment,” I admitted, the tips of my tendrils twisting up. Hunar and I exchanged glances. He studied the sallow set of my skin, the dull gleam in my eyes, and probably guessed from my slight hunch that my lower abdomen was too tight to stand properly. 
    

    
      “Shakes?” he asked. 
    

    
      Rather than answer verbally, I curled up my mane in affirmation. Withdrawal from Omi’s coil was wreaking havoc on my mind and body. Though I’d endured worse physically, it was the ravenous hunger that thoroughly undid me. My coil with Elaxi had been much longer, but nothing had ever incapacitated me like the distance from Omi. Hunar cleared his throat as Marcella’s eyes widened. “I’ll get you some water.” 
    

    
      “Siatesh…” she lamented, regret in her pale eyes. “We were under the impression that you had enough medication to last through your house arrest.” She clasped my forearms. Her touch, even through my clothing, felt like a steel rake scraped across my skin. I gently stepped back and her hands fell to her sides. 
    

    
      “I do,” I assured her. I didn’t want her to think they’d been cruel. They had set rations and clean clothing outside my unit, and the biognostic woke up once each evening to ask if I had any requests. 
    

    
      The matriarch clicked her tongue, slowly shaking her head as she assessed my rumpled clothing. “Why aren’t you taking it? It would have made you so much more comfortable.” 
    

    
      “With all due respect, Ms Bianci, I want my 
      priya
      , not an easy slide out of her coil. If that means I must endure the symptoms and prolong them, then I will.” 
    

    
      She sank into a chair as Hunar brought all three of us a glass of water. He didn’t ask me to show him my trembling fists buried deep in the pockets of my tunic, but held the water up to my lips. I drank greedily before he set it down on the table alongside a deactivated puck. 
    

    
      “Considering the state you’re in, it’s best if we just dive in,” Hunar gruffed, sitting in the opposite chair from Ms Bianci. The woman nodded, taking a small sip of water. “Bureaucracy is shit. The union took forever granting clearance. It’s the only reason you’ve been on house arrest. Council orders.”
    

    
      I brushed my face with my shoulder, focusing. “Clearance…?” 
    

    
      Ms Bianci leaned over the table and slid the puck my way. “Petiva is on the other end,” she murmured. 
    

    
      The world dropped out from beneath my seat. “That can’t be.” 
    

    
      Hunar cleared his throat. “You don’t remember requesting comms with your family last week? It’s the only reason you won’t rot in here for an extra satbit. As soon as they found out, they started hounding the pricks on Helion.” 
    

    
      I shook my head to clear it, brow creased. “I remember. I just didn’t expect…”
    

    
      “That your family would 
      fight
       to see you?” Ms Bianci asked, finishing my thought. She clasped her translucent hands over her knee and leaned towards me. “Eruditia didn’t love you, 
      tesoro
      , but your family never stopped.” Holding my stare, she pushed the puck further into my corner of the table. “Grab onto them with the same conviction you’re holding onto Ms Shaw.” 
    

    
      Reality shifted, exposing cracks in the hull of my soul that had been splintering for decades. Omi filled me to the brim with her love, but all I’d do is take and take and take unless I gave in to what I’d lost as a boy. I would strive to see family as she saw hers. People that loved and missed me. That were in pain before and now were just as nervous as I to be reunited. 
    

    
      I dug one upper hand from my pocket, letting the matriarch see just how badly it shook. My fingers slipped from the puck more than once, but I managed to activate it. The holoscreen blinded me as the device whirred to life. 
    

    
      “This is SO Bjorek Dasin, Iden-074 of the 
      Yafridi,
      ” came a male voice. The advenan’s face came into view as his retina was scanned. Hunar turned the puck in his direction, following the same protocol. 
    

    
      “CE Hunar Fareshi, Iden-15809 of Renata. Requesting Petiva Dalal.” 
    

    
      “Request confirmed.” 
    

    
      Hunar turned the puck just as Dasin did, and suddenly, without warning, I was staring into the face of a woman with my twin sister’s name and eyes. She looked at the spec op beside her, blinking with uncertainty. “Uh, this is Petiva Dalal, Citizen Number 19469-02.” As their puck scanned her retina, I found myself lost in her bronzy orange eyes. How could her eyes be so familiar after so much time?
    

    
      “Sati?” she finally asked, leaning in, shaken by the sight of me. 
    

    
      “Peti,” I breathed, dumbfounded. No one had called me that since my father was killed. 
      Our
       father… My blood ran cold. I grimaced, clenching my mane hard enough to ache. “Baan didn’t—He isn’t—”
    

    
      “
      Oya,
       you don’t have to tell me,” Petiva interrupted with intensity. “You don’t have to tell me anything 
      ever
      , Sati.” She looked down, her mane tying itself into knots. “Maan has gone to the depths, too. It was peaceful.” 
    

    
      I blew out a breath, leaning forward. “Vradesh and Evidtha?”
    

    
      “Vrad and Evi are fine. They’re both outside.” She glanced at the special operative out of frame with a twinge of frustration. “They only gave one of us clearance.”
    

    
      Hunar cleared his throat to cut in. I leaned back as he turned the puck towards himself. “Speaking of clearance, Ms Dalal, we need to discuss Siatesh’s probation and recent violation.” 
    

    
      Peti straightened her shoulders and shook out her mane, focusing with a draw of her brow. “Probation?” 
    

    
      Hunar twisted his tendrils in affirmation. “Considering the… 
      activities
       your brother was involved with before seeking sanctuary, we gave him refugee status in Renata understanding that he would have some temporary limitations.” 
    

    
      “Activities, what activities? What limitations?” 
    

    
      Hunar glanced at me, uncomfortable towing union talking points. I widened the holoview so we could both be visible, clutching fistfuls of fabric in my pockets. “I was involved in trying to sell a human on the black market.” 
    

    
      “He was told hands off the humans and coiled with one anyway.”
    

    
      At Hunar’s brash summary, Peti nearly fell off her seat. The clumsy girl I’d grown up with reared her head with a gasp, mane puffing out with shock. “Coiled with a- a 
      human
      … 
      That’s
       where you are?!” 
    

    
      “The human colony, yes. Her name is Omi Shaw,” I said, my mane keening. I swallowed hard at the gut punch of longing, saying her name aloud.
    

    
      Peti smiled wistfully. “I have a coil, too. And three spats.” She swiped a snap from her holotab to the feed and an image of three adolescent children climbing atop one another in a wrestling match filled the screen. The boy reached towards the sky in triumph, squashing his two sisters beneath his four arms as they snarled. Peti chuckled as I smiled. She shook her head. “Siavar has your smile. He’s always reminded me of you so much. I’m expecting my second purse in a couple satbits.” At that, my eyes snapped to hers. 
    

    
      “You’re having more? With the same coil?” 
    

    
      Peti nodded, leaning forward with excitement. “Just like Maan and Baan were! Muhi and I have been together for nearly twenty orbits.” 
    

    
      Hunar grimaced, rubbing a hand over his rough face. “We don’t have much time left, so long story short, Ms Dalal? Renata backs Siatesh, but the union thinks it looks bad on paper. Your brother needs a sponsor to avoid detention.” 
    

    
      Peti blinked her big amber eyes, settling back into her seat. She creased her brow. “Wouldn’t his 
      priya
       be the obvious choice? We’re on Dharatee. It’s half a system away.” 
    

    
      “Yes, but she was denied eligibility in case of coercion. You’ll be given control over his assets and citizen number, which means his movements are under your supervision. Renata is a top security colony, so any violations of the terms of his refugee status will incur harsh penalties.” 
    

    
      “I don’t care. I’ll do it,” Peti said before doubt could sink its cold claws into my blood. She smiled at me, her mane spiraling with adoration. It reminded me of the first day Ms Bianci spoke with us on the tarmac. 
      You’ll make mistakes and I’ll love you anyway.
       The human matriarch beamed and clapped her hands together in silent support. 
    

    
      A smug grin spread across Hunar’s hard face. “Good, because the union is required to give you physical access to your beneficiary. It is also within your rights to identify known associates that act as secondary sponsors, in case of your inability to perform your duties.” 
    

    
      Peti jumped to her feet as I sat back in shock.
    

    
      “I can visit? I can visit 
      with
       our family?” 
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am. Once you stamp your biometrics to the agreement, you’ll be assigned a top clearance liaison on Helion. SO Dasin’s got everything you need.” 
    

    
      Hunar’s smug expression softened after he signed off. When he stood, I reached out with shaking hands to grab his tunic.
    

    
      He paused, waiting for me to speak, but nothing came out. 
      Thank you…
       That’s what was playing over and over in my head like a prayer, but spoken aloud, the words would fall flat. This man that had been so wary of me at the beginning had now given me the greatest gift I could ask for. Hunar squeezed my hand gently, then removed himself, helping Ms Bianci from her seat. 
    

    
      “You did it on purpose,” I realized as the front door slid open. Ms Bianci disappeared towards the lift, but Hunar looked back. “You reported my violation so I could have a sponsor. Tell me I’m wrong.” 
    

    
      Hunar gripped the door frame. “Family’s worth a little heartache.” The lift chimed down the hall and the chief engineer stepped into the hallway. Within moments of being left alone in the barren unit, my heart pounding, the biognostic sentinel by the dining table whirred to life. He blinked his five lenses and turned his hydraulic neck in my direction. 
    

    
      “Your house arrest ends in thirty bits. You will be free to move about the premises without penalty. Countdown commencing…”
          
    

    
      
        

      
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      24
    

    
      
    

    
      ☽
       
      SIATESH 
      ☾
    

    
      
    

    
      As the biognostic counted down the end of my house arrest, I stumbled into the kitchen where I kept my hectaconorphine doses and injected one in my neck. Relief washed through me like a hot shower after tepid rain, releasing my tendrils, easing my abdomen. Though my groin still felt tight, the withdrawal medication reduced the pain significantly. One dose wouldn’t detach me from Omi, but it 
      would
       soothe my trembling joints so I could run to tangle her up in my arms and never let go.
    

    
      “Resident Siatesh Dalal, profile updated,” BEO said from the walls. I chugged some water, my heart skipping at the sound of my own surname. I’d forgotten I had one, and I couldn’t remember when. It didn’t matter now, though. 
    

    
      “Siatesh Dalal, domestic AI access reinstated. Welcome to Renata. I am BEO, your domestic—”
    

    
      “Unlock the balcony,” I cut in. The biognostic leaned against my counter, lenses swiveling with curiosity as the balcony door slid open on the steady patter of monsoon rain. Out of sentinel mode, he was no different from any other mercenary, one brow plate raised in curiosity. 
    

    
      “You prefer scaling buildings?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Faster than the lift,” I said, walking straight out into the downpour. I grasped the railing with both left hands, swung my feet over, and climbed to the sodden grass without looking back. Soaked to the bone within seconds, I fanned out my mane and let the rain seep into my skin, taking in a lungful of jungle rot and petrichor as I sprinted up onto the road.
    

    
      Rivers of muddy water flowed on either side of the footpaths as I ran towards Omi’s shop. The rain wasn’t so hard to keep humans indoors, so I took a chance, heading there first. My heart pounded in my tendrils, breath shallow. I was desperate to see her, hold her, taste her. 
    

    
      A flash of bright plumage on the edge of the playfield caught my attention. I nearly blew past it, but when I realized it was the 
      ch’gin
       Omi had tried so desperately to catch, I stopped. It overlooked the field, now a sizeable pond dancing with raindrops. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and calmed my desperate heart. I hadn’t understood why the 
      ch’gin
       was so important to Omi before, but now…
    

    
      I withdrew the tendril cuff from the pouch on my pants. It had been such a comforting weight against my hip since Omi bribed me to work for her, I’d nearly forgotten I hadn’t always carried it. I slipped the delicate metal onto my front tendril and stretched my arms and ankles. 
    

    
      I’d starved for years. I could withstand my hunger for Omi one more day in order to give her a sliver of the joy I’d felt in seeing my sister’s face.
    

    
      I turned from the footpath and disappeared into the jungle’s shadows for the last time.
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      The rain sucked the life out of me as it drained through my box braids. I’d used every ounce of happiness left in me to give Mikaela the experience she deserved, pushing through my tears. I felt like a leaky dam, laughing and joking behind her while they fell anyway, gathering beneath my chin. So that I wouldn’t have to walk in front of Mikaela while my lip trembled and the side of my shirt grew wet from blotting my eyes, Tinsley passed me the things I needed from the table. She would yell, “Yes, doctor!” rubbing the area above her upper lip like she had the thickest mustache in the world and kept the afternoon about Mikaela with her outrageous acting. I couldn’t have asked for a better friend… A better sister, really. 
    

    
      As soon as the thought passed through my mind, a wave of terror hit me. What if they took her away from me next? I had a terrible track record, after all.
    

    
      After Tinsley took Mikaela home, gossiping about Bajora, no doubt, I’d collapsed back into my chair and my blanket. I’d stared out at the 
      ulta samudr
       until my butt went numb and a message from Tinsley hinted that I’d better come home for dinner or she’d send a search party. 
    

    
      Like a zombie, I’d walked out into the rain without my poncho, just swaying along the road as my braids filled with water and pulled down my overgrown roots. I couldn’t find the energy to care anymore. 
    

    
      I came to a stop in the downpour, looking at my home tower rising above the jungle, most of its interior lights glowing through the thick grey rain as people ate dinner and watched archives from Earth. A flare of anger ignited my blood. I couldn’t find the energy to 
      care
      ? If I were at home, my mother would tsk and tell me to brush off and get back up. Siatesh hadn’t been executed. A vindictive bastard that thought he was nothing more than a criminal had stolen him from me. This was a narrative as old as time, and if the women in my family had taught me anything, it was that we accomplished nothing in the face of adversity by remaining quiet. 
    

    
      I turned on my heel, conviction straightening my spine, and stalked back towards the hangar. The delegates and security team that were meant to “protect us” were going to get a very raw piece of my human mind. If they wanted me to leave, they’d have to arrest me too. At the very least, I’d know where Siatesh was, and that by itself was an improvement. 
    

    
      The sound of a hammer in the early evening caught my attention though. No one should be working outside in this rain. I was wading through calf-deep water on the path, let alone any of the fields. I glanced at the playfield to my right, which was now so full of water, it could swallow up a child. 
    

    
      If anyone was working in rain like this, it would be a water-loving shilpakaar, and Hunar was the only one that really oversaw construction. I fisted my hands and followed the echoes, running through all the righteous insults I’d been building up since Sizzle removed me from the hangar the last time. 
    

    
      But what I found instead was… baffling. I shielded my eyes, wiping water from my brow, as I tried to look past the flood light shining over Tinsley’s vegetable patch. A figure climbed the back of a structure I hadn’t seen before, right where we’d planned our chicken coop. Perhaps Tinsley had taken Hunar up on his offer to help.
    

    
      “Hey!” I growled, approaching in the slippery mud. My heavy braids swung wildly as I stepped in a pothole filled with detritus. I wrenched my wader boot out of the mud and threw my braids back. “Hey, asshole!” 
    

    
      The hammering stopped, and the figure froze, turning towards me. Everything sharpened as I got within feet of a diminished pile of lumber. I scoffed at it, tongue thickening at the gesture. This was a special place, but now Hunar was making its significance sour. “What all dis? Yuh feel bad ‘bout taking mi Siatesh away? Fuck off! Mi don’ want yuh soothin’ yuh soul by doing good tings for di poor human gyal!” I kept ranting and swearing, picking up his tools and tossing them into the jungle. “Out!” I snarled, slashing the air with a pair of wire cutters the length of my arm. 
    

    
      When I looked up at the roof where he’d been, the spot was empty. My eyes went wide, looking for him in the misty veil of the storm. Hunar approached slowly from the left, caught in my shadow from the bright work light. I jumped, falling back as the mud slurped up my boots. 
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, Hunar had his arms around me, keeping me from falling into the pile of lumber and tools. Only it wasn’t Hunar. It was Siatesh.
    

    
      “Didn’t I tell you to be careful, 
      priya
      ?” he murmured. I dug my nails into his shoulders, insults caught in my throat. He smiled, big golden eyes wandering over my face. Every tendril on his head sought my bare skin and hair, twisting me up as his arms delved into my shirt and up my spine, holding me so close, I could hardly breathe, hardly think. 
    

    
      “What are you…?” 
      doing here?
       The end of my question died when he pressed his mouth to mine. Not quite a human kiss as he picked me up by the hips with his lower arms, uppers wrapped around my neck, pressing me to his heartbeat. He walked us somewhere, but I wasn’t paying attention, too focused on holding him so tight my muscles locked up from the strain. 
    

    
      We turned a corner away from the light and beneath the unfinished coop as Siatesh pressed his forehead to mine.
    

    
      “They released me today,” he told me, rubbing his ridged palms against my arms as if my skin mesmerized him. “I rushed to find you, but fate had other ideas. I’m sorry to make you suffer a little while longer.” 
    

    
      Gentle cooing from within the shadows caught my attention. Siatesh lit his holotab, and the blue glow revealed a mound of bright tail feathers nesting on Siatesh’s tunic and some mulch. Confusion warred with adoration in my mind as I stared at the space chicken, dumbfounded. Siatesh sensed it, rubbing his chin against my temple. Careful not to pull, he squeezed the excess water from my braids as he spoke. 
    

    
      “I took your advice about family to heart, Omi. I spoke with my sister today, saw her face. A second chance to—” His voice tightened, and he paused, clearing his throat. “—to reclaim the parts of me I’d lost.” He nodded to the coop and the space chicken. “I didn’t understand why your 
      ch’gen
       was so important before, but now I do. It’s a memorial to your family. You want to raise it and make it flourish in their honor. It’s not about surviving. It’s about thriving.”
    

    
      The floodgates flew open. I sobbed, rubbing my swollen eyes against his skin as I whispered, “I love you so much,” into his chest. He rocked me back and forth, his mane shivering to comfort me. 
    

    
      Then I reared back and smacked his shoulder. “You shoulda come to me first,” I scolded. “We can work on it together, 
      not
       at night in a storm.” He chuckled, and the sound warmed me all the way to my toes. How had this man spent decades of his life without smiling and laughing? It was a crime how beautiful his joy was. 
    

    
      “This is my… what do humans call it… my engaging gift.” He lifted my chin up with his 
      senti
       and my vision shook. 
    

    
      “Engagement gift?” I breathed. 
    

    
      Siatesh ignored my correction, sliding his 
      senti
       along my jaw, wrapping it around the back of my neck. “Now that my future is within my grasp, I’m greedy for it, Omi. I want to build a family, to be equal partners, as you say. I cannot think of a better way to ask this of you than to honor the family you’ve lost.” 
    

    
      A tear slid down my cheek, bumping against his tendril, and he snarled. As much love as I saw in his expression a moment ago, now there was biting hunger. He squeezed my throat with his 
      senti
       as it rumbled like a crocodile, vibrating through my skin. Sensitive minor tendrils brushed against my eyelashes, soaking up the taste of my tears. “Not that I haven’t been starving for you, 
      priya,
      ” he keened, clutching at the thigh of my waders with a frustrated growl. “But I wanted to prove I’d truly earned your bribe before I thrust my 
      senti
       in your mouth, rip your clothes off, and fill you with pearls.” 
    

    
      I squeezed my thighs together at the rough edge of his voice. “Bribe?” I asked. 
    

    
      Siatesh moved one of his larger tendrils into the glow of his holotab, showing off the golden cuff I’d given to him weeks ago. “Monks who choose chastity wear these to keep their 
      sentis
       from swelling without pain.” 
    

    
      “Yikes,” I said, taking the word from Tinsley. He smiled ruefully, brushing the engraved gold.
    

    
      “Originally, though, a loving 
      priya
       would gift them to their 
      coil.
       It is a symbol of pride and belonging. My father wore one.” 
    

    
      “But we haven’t been in love for many orbits,” I teased, one brow raised. Siatesh smiled brilliantly, rubbing his cheek against mine. 
    

    
      “No… But I’m known for my patient plans, and you, Omi Shaw, are my plan.” 
    

    
      I saw it all in his striped eyes. Our future, our family, our love and happiness. Though I wouldn’t get my parents and sisters back, Siatesh and I could build upon the lessons and love they’d given me. I bit my lip and nodded, unable to speak, then pressed my mouth to his.
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      I padded out into our kitchen, and my stomach flipped. 
      Our 
      kitchen. Siatesh and I had only been reunited for two days, and already boxes of my things lined one wall in the living room. It hadn’t even taken an entire morning to move with Tinsley’s help, and the furniture in Bleddyn’s room was gone before we’d even arrived. Bajora had offered him Ezraji’s old room in his unit as soon as he found out they had released Siatesh.
    

    
      It was surreal and perfect. I was walking on cloud nine. The photos were rolling out on Bree and Aavar’s media feed, the 
      ulta samudr
       was easing up, and I’d get to fall asleep in my muse’s arms every night for the rest of my life. I had so much to look forward to.  
    

    
      Siatesh stood behind the kitchen counter, adjusting vinyl gloves on his four hands by sliding his fingers between each other and pressing down. He smiled darkly, striped pupils dilating at the sight of me in a robe. He gestured to the sink with a chuck of his chin, mane tumbling idly over his shoulders as my flavor reached his pores. 
    

    
      “Up,” he ordered. 
    

    
      I raised a brow at him. “You don’t have to do this. I’ve been doing it for years without you.”
    

    
      He grimaced with amusement. “Ouch.” We both laughed, his lower hands kneading my hips. 
    

    
      I nudged his side. “You know what I mean.” 
    

    
      Siatesh kissed my silk bonnet, then lifted me onto the counter. “I can just watch, if you’d prefer. But I want to learn.” 
    

    
      As soon as I’d told Siatesh that being in the rain had ruined my hair, he’d been despondent. He thought it had made me sick, which was incredibly endearing until I realized it reminded him of the acidic rain on Eruditia. So I told him more about Black hair, how it differed from Bree’s and Amelia’s, for example, and that getting caught in the rain just meant I needed to take out my box braids, detangle, and moisturize. It wasn’t the smartest choice to do a twist out when the humidity was so high, but Siatesh assured me we wouldn’t be leaving our moisture-controlled unit until someone pried us away. 
    

    
      I gave him an indulgent, teasing sigh. “I 
      guess
       I can teach you how to pamper me properly.” 
    

    
      His mane hissed with amusement. “I promise you’re in control, 
      priya.
      ” 
    

    
      I bit my lip as he lowered me gently over a metal tray propped next to the sink. I crossed my arms over my stomach as he gently removed first the silk bonnet, then the plastic wrapped around my hair and set them aside. 
    

    
      “So you put an oil on your silk overnight,” Siatesh recited. “And now you wash it out twice and detangle by hand.” 
    

    
      “Oil comes later,” I told him. “Last night was a mask. It’s a thick conditioner. Or butter, I suppose?” 
    

    
      “
      Buhdr.
       I see.” 
    

    
      I nearly giggled at the serious way in which he pronounced the word wrong, pinching my lips between my teeth. He looked at me sharply, which only made it worse. 
    

    
      “
      Priya
      ,” he scolded. 
    

    
      “Sorry,” I managed, breathing through the laugh. “I’m good.” I cleared my throat. “This is very serious.” 
    

    
      “Yes, it is.” 
    

    
      I burst into giggles, covering my face. Siatesh pressed his fingers into my ribs, and I convulsed, guffaws of laughter exploding from my lungs. He leaned over my face, his mane cradling my head as he smiled that reserved, Siatesh smile. 
    

    
      “Done?” he asked as I calmed down. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Probably?” I squeaked, short of breath. 
    

    
      His smile widened. He gave me a peck on the forehead, then stood up straight. “May I touch your silk now?”
    

    
      I took a deep breath, nervous, but nodded. “Untwist the big sections and wash it with the shampoo, especially close to my head. Warm water, not hot. 
      Savit
      ?”
    

    
      “
      Savit.
      ” 
    

    
      Siatesh washed my hair diligently, scraping his fingertips over my scalp and around my hairline in little circles. The attention made me moan, my clit pulsing from the slow, indulgent way he took care of me. He asked questions at the beginning. Is the temperature alright? How much “silk soap”?
    

    
      Detangling my natural hair was his favorite. He separated each quadrant of my head and threaded his fingers through my curls to gently remove any new knots, making sure the roots were well-separated. My skin erupted in goosebumps at the pleasant feeling. I was losing any sense of time as he worked, and found I was dozing off in between his questions. When I showed him how to put in small two-strand twists with caster oil at the roots, his mane puffed up with pride. After coiling the ends of the first around his finger, I gave him an approving purr. 
    

    
      “Look at that perfect spiral,” I said, spinning my finger lazily in the air, holding the twist in front of my face. He tsked, taking the twist from me carefully. 
    

    
      “No touching,” he admonished. My eyelids grew heavy as his thumbs pulled soothingly on my forehead. He could twist two at a time with his four hands. After my hairline was done, his tendrils slid around my collarbones and jaw, his third hand cupping the back of my neck so he could work on the back of my head. A tendril brushed over the front of my robe, teasing one of my nipples. 
    

    
      My clit pulsed again, pussy clenching on nothing. I breathed deep so that my chest rose to meet his tendril, encouraging Siatesh to continue. He used the tip like a thumb, brushing over the cloth of one, then the other, teasing my nipples into beads. His fourth hand slid down my front, over the fabric. 
    

    
      “Siatesh…” I warned, my voice as deep and smooth as bourbon. “You need to finish first.” 
    

    
      He leaned over me and nipped at the bare flesh beneath my collarbone as his fingers curved against the swollen nub between my legs. “I’m very good at multitasking.” 
    

    
      His mane pulled on my sash and the robe fell open. Hands continued to pull gently on my roots and press oil into my scalp, to separate and twist. The sensation was heady, dizzying, as the hand between my legs whispered against my clit, in no particular rush, spreading oil between my legs. A minor tendril wrapped around my nipple and pulled, making my clit pulse and swell. 
    

    
      “
      Yesss, priya
      ,” Siatesh hissed, his fourth hand finding a circular rhythm. He was patient, 
      so
       patient, twisting me up just like my hair. I arched my back to push the little bud taut, letting Siatesh play me like an instrument. 
    

    
      “Siatesh, I’m- I’m-” 
    

    
      He withdrew his hand just as my impending climax pulled my groin tight and tingled in my channel, ready to explode. I gasped as he smacked my pussy like a misbehaving child and tsked, squeezing the back of my neck in warning. 
    

    
      “Not until your hair is done,” he scolded with a devilish rumble. 
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I groaned, squeezing my knees shut as I pressed my hand over my mound. He captured my wrists and lifted them to his tendrils. They wrapped around both, holding them over my face. With a hungry growl, he pushed open one of my thighs, exposing my oiled clit to the air. 
    

    
      “I said no touching, didn’t I?”
    

    
      “Yes,” I admitted, breathless. Our eyes locked, his two right hands working diligently on my twists, never stuttering over their careful ask. 
    

    
      “I’m the only one allowed to touch you, isn’t that right, Omi?”
    

    
      “
      Yes
      .”
    

    
      The heel of his palm pulled back on my groin, his middle finger tapping on my clit like Morse Code. The sensation was as hot as a tattoo gun, almost too much. I tried to close my legs with a whimper, but he wouldn’t let me. His finger slid from my channel then to the tip of my clit, over and over, a maddening sensation. When he slipped the oil over my puckered hole, pressed into the ring then back out again, I saw stars. 
    

    
      “Siatesh,” I panted, my legs trembling. I gripped his mane hard. He winced, then grinned. 
    

    
      “Almost done, 
      priya.
       You can hold on, can’t you?” he coaxed, that middle finger sliding from my ass all the way to my clit in a lubricated swoop. Up then down, up then down. 
    

    
      “Hurry, hurry,” I breathed over and over, my eyes squeezed tight.
    

    
      As he spiraled the ends of the last twist around his finger, he dipped two fingers into my swollen and slick channel. I cried out, and he pressed his forehead against mine. 
    

    
      “Don’t come until I tell you to,” he demanded, a feral edge to his voice. He ripped his glove off with his teeth. I was beyond words, my entire body quivering, a sheen of sweat forming on my collarbones. His tendrils lapped it up like fine wine.
    

    
      Siatesh pumped his bare hand into me relentlessly, a steady rhythm in which he pulled his fingers out to the tips then dove back in. He adjusted his stance and the heel of a different hand pressed into my groin, two fingers swerving over my clit again. 
    

    
      “Siatesh, please!” I threw my head back. “I can’t-” My voice broke, crumbling into a mewl of desperation. 
    

    
      “Come on my hand, little 
      priya.
      ” 
    

    
      He’d wound me up so tight that it took a couple heartbeats to let go, but when I did, my orgasm thundered through my veins. “Thank you,” I sobbed, my ankles shaking. Siatesh pulled me to sit on the edge of the counter, my open robe falling to my elbows. He was already pumping his hard cock with a gloved hand while he disposed of the others in the sink. Short of breath, he fixed the silk bonnet to my head with his upper hands while he pet my oversensitive clit and fit our hips together. 
    

    
      “What do you say?” he breathed, kissing my sternum as he gripped the small of my back and wet his harpoon-like head against my entrance. He dipped it lower, teasing my pucker with enormous pressure. He guided my hands to the backs of my knees so I could hold myself open while he assumed my weight by the back of my neck and hips. 
    

    
      “Welcome home,” I gasped. Siatesh slid his shaft up my wet folds, then lined himself up to my channel and drove inside my body. He set a relentless pace, igniting my insides on fire, making me delirious. Then he swept me off the counter, his lower hands cupping my ass as he pressed me against the wall. His mouth descended on my bouncing breasts, sucking the beads until my clit swelled again and the roof of my channel sizzled with excitement. 
    

    
      His lips popped off my breast, leaving behind a wet circle. “You’re mine,” he insisted, a hand at the back of my bonnet to keep my hair from rubbing against the wall. “You’re really mine.” 
    

    
      “Yes. Oh, 
      fuck yes!”
       He was getting close, and the swell of his cock was much more than that of a human man, ridges forming along the bottom of his shaft. Already large, Siatesh stretched me open to the brink of pain. Then he groaned, and those ridges shot forward, pummeling my cervix with an electric pleasure that pushed me over the edge. I came around his cock, squeezing it like a fist. He groaned, rocking his hips within me on instinct. When the second and third bumped against my cervix, I realized those ridges were pearls. 
    

    
      Pearls that were now nestled inside me. 
    

    
      When he retreated, I wrapped my legs around his hips and hugged him tight. He massaged the back of my neck, burying his face against my bonnet. We stayed there against the wall, breathing and loving.
    

    
      “You’re my home, Omi Shaw,” Siatesh murmured. “I love you.” 
    

    
      I smiled into his mane. “I love you, too, Siatesh.”
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      I hefted the last box onto the kitchen counter with a grunt and a telltale jingle from somewhere inside. Glitter puffed straight up into my face and I screwed up my nose, fighting back a sneeze. 
    

    
      “Ah- 
      ah- CHOO.
      ” 
    

    
      Sneeze mist. All over the container of loose tinsel. 
    

    
      I fisted my long-sleeve shirt and wiped it off with a shrug, humming Christmas carols. Nothing could get me down. The unit was finally mine, which meant I could do whatever I wanted with it. It’s not like I missed Omi listening to reggae or spending three hours in the bathroom while she conditioned her hair or drinking suspicious rum cocktails with me… 
    

    
      Sniff.
    

    
      “BEO!” I roared before the tears could start fresh. “Play 
      Jingle Bells
      .” 
    

    
      “Alright,” he said in his chipper afternoon voice. 
    

    
      Where was I… Right, anything I wanted. I could turn this place into Santa’s Motherfucking Workshop while I drowned in perfect ice cream with perfect vanilla wafers. And sure, I knew the wet season wasn’t the same as winter, but it was the first break in the jungle heat we’d ever had, and it’d been at 
      least
       thirteen Earth months since we’d been here. 
    

    
      How did I know that? Because Omi told me her braids usually last six weeks. But Yaspur is super humid. So let’s suppose that’s five weeks. Then she takes a little time in between, so up to six weeks, maybe? I wouldn’t really know, but I think that’s at the low end. And she’s redone her hair nine times since we’ve been here…
    

    
      Fifty-six Earth weeks. Thirteen months, baby. 
    

    
      I grabbed my bootleg margarita off the counter and downed the glass. 
    

    
      Which meant I’d missed two holiday seasons back home. I was going nuts. The holidays were my favorite time of the year and feeling like they were breathing down my neck, waiting to break free, was absolute torture. It made me miss my dad and my bakery more than life. I wanted to curl up on his sofa in Wahgoshig. He’d burrow under one of my 
      noo kom
      ’s heavy wool blankets while he roasted chestnuts, turning them over open flames with his bare, calloused fingers. I’d pet the old, soft wool, feeling how she’d brushed it, spun it into thread, and woven it on a rickety loom my dad still kept in the garage. She hadn’t been a master weaver or anything, but she’d made it with 
      love.
       
    

    
      I glared at my food bay. Perfect, stupid food bay. Nothing came out of that thing with love. 
    

    
      Where was my drink? I stared down at the empty cup. Right. 
    

    
      What was one more?
    

    
      I poured another drink and got my booty swaying to carols, looking over my near twenty boxes. On the sofa, on the counter, stacked three high on the chairs. I grinned, knocking back my second shot. 
    

    
      “Woo!” 
    

    
      Living alone was gonna be 
      great
      .
    

    
      
    

    



      Note to My Readers
    

    
      
    

    
      THANK YOU!
    

    
      So much effort went into this book. There’s trauma recovery, anxiety, and diversity that I’m not familiar with myself, including Black women’s hair and a character in the middle of a gender transition (Mikaela, who was written as Mikael in 
      Convergence
      ). 
    

    
      Why such culturally specific diversity?
       This series is all about lifting up human cultures in the ISU world. I want to highlight their strength and unique beauty. That means not all of my characters can be American! I love and appreciate American characters of diverse backgrounds, but I wanted to present heroines that lived their cultural roots in a way that has major impact on their stories. Future women in this series include Marcella, an Italian woman in her 60s, Naitee, an Indian girl in her late teens, Tinsley, an Indigenous Cree baker, and Mikaela, a trans woman from Russia. There will be more, but these are the characters you’re probably familiar with. I humbly hope that my readers feel inspired by these beautiful people, and that I can write them with respect and authenticity.
    

    
      Are you doing it alone?
       No! I’m committed to having consultants for each of these books. My ideal is to consult with a fellow romance author of that community, so I can lift up their work as well. I also plan to have a secondary consultant outside of the romance genre. In the case of this book, I spoke with a woman in transition that doesn’t have access to medications, a braider from Jamaica, and the mother of a transitioning teen.
    

    
      In particular, I’d like to thank 
      
        Raven Rage
      
      , a Jamaican dark contemporary romance author. She was so generous with her time, helping me write 
      the Jamaican patois and understand the intricacies of Black hair
      . If you need a little intermission from alien romance, please check out her work! 
    



      ~Etta
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