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  Content Note


This story is set in a bleak future where human greed and bigotry persist at the risk of our species' survival. As such, it contains elements of queerphobia, transphobia, xenophobia, racism, injury, vomiting, blood, violence, death, and a toxic work environment. 
But this is also a story of hope, friendship, and love. It contains explicit consensual sex and physical intimacy between human and non-human characters.






  
  [image: ]
Chapter One


As the ship containing Earth’s first interstellar diplomatic envoy approached the lonely station floating in deep space, most of us stood crammed like livestock in the cargo hold. Only the Ambassador and his top aides were permitted in the control room with the captain, the crew, and their beautiful panoramic viewscreens. The rest of us were told to gather what meager belongings we’d been permitted to bring and stand swaying in uncertainty, ready to disembark. We may have all been there to secure the future of Humanity beyond our drowning, burning planet, but only some of us were meant to have our faces remembered by history. 
Not that most of us had the capacity to feel insulted right then. Despite everything the promise of new tech and trade could do for our world, our salvation still came in the form of a species—the Reshketh—who vastly outranked us not just in power, reach, and technological advancement, but in physicality as well. They were tall, strong, descended from obligate carnivores complete with fearsome teeth. The joke that we were sacrificial offerings for our new acquaintances made the rounds more than once, and each time the laughs became a little sharper, a little more forced. I knew better, I hoped. I had been studying Reshketh culture religiously for the past two months after it had become my job to make sense of it, and I was reasonably sure they had no interest in devouring human flesh.
Reasonably.
Amid the buzz of general anxiety, a triumphant cry cut through the hold. “I’ve got it! I’m in!” 
We paused, awaiting clarifications that never came, then hurriedly began to mumble and crush our way toward the voice to get a look.
“Jenna! Over here!” my friend Esti hissed to me in an unsubtle whisper as she waved me over. She lunged forward and grabbed my wrist as I approached, jostling me through several irritated bystanders until we were perched practically over the shoulder of a youthful, rumpled-looking comp tech hunched at the center of a scattered arc of electronics.
The tech pointed to a tablet screen leaning precariously against a stack of boxed crackers. “I’ve got the feed from the forward cameras. I know it’s a little … ah … shit, one sec … there!” The fuzzy image resolved into something almost identifiable and the murmur hushed. Esti, myself, and about a dozen other uncomfortably intimate colleagues leaned in for a better look.
Hesunshiak—or The Verge, as it had been translated—was the space station from which the Reshketh had first observed Earth, and it was to be the glorious haven in which Humans and Reshketh would forge the ties that would shape our evolution into the stars. But for all its grand importance, it reminded me somewhat of a mushroom. It stood out white and shimmering against the blackness of space, a long stem blooming into elegant tiers: two short and frilled beneath one domed and broad. Determining scale was difficult from this viewpoint, but it was at least massive enough to slowly fill the little screen as we approached.
“It looks … pretty,” someone said as the silent awe around us dissolved.
“Were you expecting some kind of nightmare vault?”
“I don’t know, maybe?”
“Hey, leave him alone.”
“I don’t see any guns.”
“Were you expecting guns?”
“Yeah, kinda.”
“Just because you don’t see guns doesn’t mean they don’t have them,” Esti interjected beside me, ever the voice of reason.
“Oh god, what are we getting ourselves into?”
The tremulous voice urged a soothing response from me before I could think better of it. “We’ll be fine, don’t worry. They’ve got a different biology, a different background, but they’re just people. They want the same things we do: safety, stability, comfort …” I trailed off as I noticed way more than one set of eyes turned my way.
“How do you know?” the frightened voice asked.
Esti sighed. “She’s our cultural advisor. It’s her job to get inside the alien psyche.”
The tech twirled toward me in awe. “You’ve met them?”
I opened my mouth to clarify, but Esti was faster. “No, she’s just read all the primers they sent us. Of course they’re going to say they’re a bunch of super civilized altruistic pacifists.”
Before I could squawk out more than one contradicting syllable, the ship’s comms crackled to life. “Docking procedures initiated. All ambassadorial staff, please take your positions and prepare to disembark.”
The crowd scattered, leaving the tech to hastily pack up unaided. We’d been made to rehearse our positions a few times before, lest anyone with a low rank or menial job be too visible. We all stood facing the hatch, a column of support and technical staff to the left, another column of political and advisory staff to the right, with a clear channel straight down the middle for Ambassador Whitley and his chosen elites to fill. Those of us like myself, Esti, and even that poor tech who bore the distinctive black mark of provisional hires on our badges remained obediently in the back rows, though we made up half the mission staff—a historic first. 
The scene was almost orderly by the time the control deck doors opened. 
A dead hush fell as the Ambassador descended. Gordon Whitley was the very definition of an average white man in his height, his build, his general affectation and demeanor. But he was far from average in influence, one of the most senior ambassadors in the Northern Hegemony and certainly the wealthiest who had not moved on to other oligarchical pursuits. This alliance was a potentially lucrative one for him personally, and he’d fought his rivals tooth and nail to secure his position here. He would tolerate no failures from any of us underlings, radiating anger like a wrathful sun anytime his diplomatic façade was turned off.
Each of us grew rigid as he and his documentary drones passed, easing only once we saw the back of his head. Esti elbowed me once he was just out of earshot and whispered, “Ship’s captain is walking right up there next to him, eh? Bet he hates that.”
I refused to indulge in her mischief. Even if I’d been tempted (and hell, I’d been tempted by her plenty of times), I couldn’t pull my eyes away from that hatch. The echoing clunk and grind of machinery, the soft shifts in speed and gravity, the dull thud of docking clamps coming to rest; it was all precursor to the moment I’d been longing for: that first glimpse of a Reshketh in the flesh. 
Maybe Esti was right. Maybe all the volumes on their history and culture and biology had been propaganda—the ones the Hegemony had sent definitely were—but I couldn’t help but believe them. I felt like I knew the Reshketh, like the moment I met one and gestured in greeting, it would be like finally embracing a good friend you’d only ever known virtually. It was arrogant, sure. Naive, too. 
But god help me, I did not care.
Light poured into the cargo bay as the hatch eased open. It took my eyes a moment to adjust, but once they did, the sight left my heart racing. At the base of the ramp, the Reshketh Ambassador Gejri Bharath and his retinue stood waiting.
They were statuesque and opalescent in the light, their tall, sinuous gray bodies casting even longer shadows toward our shuttle. The Reshketh were upright and bipedal, like us: two legs, two arms, two hands with opposable thumbs, one head, one mouth, two eyes. That was where the similarities ended. They stood a full head taller than most of us, often more. Their limbs, backs, and heads bore cartilaginous ridges, vestigial fins from an aquatic ancestry. The most prominent of these formed a crest projecting off the back of the skull and down the neck. This, along with those myriad sharp teeth and deep black eyes, led many Humans to associate them with the sharks that once flourished in our own world’s oceans, with all the fearsome folklore the connotation carried with it.
But I found them beautiful. From this distance, I could barely make out glimmers of their loveliest feature: thin bands of bioluminescence called elatria. These colorful ribbons traced along the ridge of their crests down the sides on their faces and necks, continuing onward beneath their elegant clothes all the way from shoulders to toes in a luminous evolution of the lateral line. Their Ambassador stood in a garment of silvery blue that rippled in a train behind him, flanked by two guards in sleek body armor holding bladed staves, and backed by four attendants dressed in simpler garments of flowing white, their heads bowed so their crests pointed skyward. 
I could barely remember to breathe.
The moment the ramp made contact with the ground, Ambassador Whitley moved forward without hesitation, attempting to put himself at least a step or two ahead of the captain. His central procession followed his lead, keeping a tactful distance. He stopped a couple paces from Bharath and performed the greeting gesture I’d explained and demonstrated so painstakingly: palms together with fingers curled inward, elbows splayed wide, a tap of the thumbs against lips and brow, and finally a short bow with a straight back before rising to release. He executed it so flawlessly, I was almost proud. Then, as planned, he reached out his hand to initiate a handshake in Human tradition.
But something was wrong.
The gesture went silently unanswered. Decorum be damned, I craned my neck to try to get a better look. Something was off about Bharath’s body language, but what? And his expression, was it anger? Shock? Disgust? It certainly wasn’t warm and welcoming, as far as I could tell. I felt suddenly cold, my guts knotting up tight enough to press a diamond. We had done something wrong, and it had been my job to ensure that didn’t happen.
Fuck.
Once the silence had lingered one second past unbearable, Bharath spoke without gesture. “Be welcome, Human delegation.” It was the first time I’d heard a Reshketh voice filtered through the translator implants we’d been given, and it made me shudder. The voice spoke my language in my dialect and seemed to match the tone and timbre of the speaker, but there was an echo of his true voice—a bubbling, hissing, guttural thing—resounding somewhere underneath. “Your journey was long. You must be anxious to get some rest and collect yourselves before official business begins.”
Bharath raised one hand in a subtle gesture and a member of the white-clad entourage raised their head, stepping forward with a crisp Reshketh smile: a slight relaxing of the jaw while keeping sharp teeth tactfully concealed, eyes squinting to dark, shining slits, and a shimmer of color brightening as it fluttered across the elatria. Their movement was exceedingly graceful and precise, almost unsettling. “This is Eydah, my primary subordinate. Eydah will lead you to the Human delegation headquarters and see to your comfortable arrangement. Until tomorrow, honored guests.” 
Bharath turned to walk away, his guards following suit while the white-clad subordinates remained to follow Eydah’s direction.
I could feel the wave of insult roll off Whitley. “Ambassador Bharath,” he called out genially, as though he had not just been terribly snubbed. 
The Reshketh Ambassador paused, half-turning back. 
“You are very generous,” Whitley continued. I’m not sure what the translators made of the subtle sharpness of his tone. “I trust that we will have a very productive and mutually beneficial discussion tomorrow?”
Bharath inclined his head briefly and continued away. Whitley stood like a marble statue of himself until a few moments after the Ambassador had disappeared from view, then grabbed a young man standing near him to speak roughly in his ear. Orders delivered, he shoved the man away and followed Eydah out of sight with the rest of his team.
The unfortunate young man ran back up the ramp and scanned our ranks, red faced and shaking, running a hand through his tousled black hair like he wanted to start ripping it out. I already had an idea what he was there to say.
“The, uh … the diplomatic teams will disembark first, followed by technical and support staff and provisional hires. Staff are reminded not to engage with our hosts more than necessary. And, uh … Cultural Advisor J-Jenna Kalandra?” There it was. My head began to spin. “Ambassador Whitley wishes you to report to his offices at your earliest … convenience.” The man paused and fidgeted a moment, then turned and fled back down the ramp.
I felt my legs moving as the column began to advance, but my mind might as well have been in another galaxy.
“Hey.” Esti swerved close to jostle me back to the present. “It’ll be okay, Jenna.”
“I messed up his big heroic photo op,” I said with a tense laugh. “He’s going to fucking kill me.”
“Let him rage, what does he know?”
“He did exactly what I taught him. I don’t even know what went wrong.”
“Tell him that.”
“Why, because he’s known for being such a reasonable and forgiving guy?”
“It’ll be okay. Look up.”
We had made our way off the ship and across the landing platform into a vast open space, bright as daylight. Broad paths and bridges wound between terraces with lacy, organic forms like long-extinct coral structures. The pale pearlescent hues of the architecture and the blue and green leaves of unfamiliar flora glistened in the light. High above, the clear dome of the station and the many stars beyond were little more than a shadow, letting one believe they lay safe beneath kilometers of atmosphere instead just below reinforced plex panels with protective kinetic fields. It felt more like stepping onto another planet than a hunk of metal floating in space. 
It was, however, disconcertingly empty. Occupancy at the station had been restricted to the ambassadorial delegation and essential station staff, supposedly for our protection. The attendants from the Reshketh Ambassador’s retinue fell in place behind our column to tail our procession. One stepped up alongside me as I gawked at the scenery, and in my fluster, I gawked at them as well. 
Up close, I could see the subtle velvet sheen of their denticular skin, the shifting rainbow of hues in their elatria. We weren’t given extensive information on gender markers, which seemed like a recipe for disaster between cultures who clung to a useless binary with frustratingly subtle sexual dimorphism, but the attendant’s height and the larger platelike dermal denticles down the sides of their neck and shoulders were traits the primers had described as female. 
They smiled down at me as I stared. “Welcome, Human,” they said, the musical echo of their voice still not sitting quite right in my ears. “I am Nejra. You may use a feminine address,” she added with a delightful burble that I hoped was a laugh, and not one at my expense. “And you are?”
I was painfully slow to stop gawking and respond. “Jenna! I’m Jenna. Also, uh, feminine address,” I said, running my hand through my space-appropriate pixie cut. I had what could be called an athletic physique, if the athlete in question was a freshly pubescent gymnast. With the short coif, it created the effect of a tall, genderless child even among Humans, which caused me no shortage of problems back home.
The bubbling laugh sounded again. “I am pleased to meet you, Jenna.” God, how strange and beautiful that name sounded coming from her. She watched me closely, long enough to make me wonder if I’d also committed a faux pas, then smiled again. “I noticed you were admiring our architecture.”
The warning to minimize interaction echoed in my head, but I was never one to keep quiet while falling down an anxiety spiral. “Yes! Yes, your station, it’s … beautiful. Most of what we’ve built off planet is so utilitarian, but you’ve managed to prioritize aesthetics even all the way out here.”
“We have been traveling among the stars for a long time,” she said sagely—and perhaps a little rehearsed. “Once Humanity has mastered utility in its spacefaring, I’m sure you will find time for beauty as well. These forms are reminiscent of the ancient reefs of Rakan, where our species was born. We had evolved little in the way of language or culture when we were forced to abandon them, and few such reefs survive to this day, but they are precious to us all the same.”
Nejra slipped easily into tour guide mode as we moved through the station to the sector where the Human delegation would be housed. As she directed my attention to various architectural features with a dizzying wealth of supplemental knowledge, I was quickly mesmerized. If only my mind hadn’t been spinning so fast and my senses hadn’t been so overwhelmed, maybe the whole short journey would have stuck with me instead of being quickly forgotten the moment we came to a halt at the entry to our sector, guarded by Reshketh carrying assault rifles instead of ornamental staves. 
Nejra laid a delicate hand on my shoulder and looked straight into my bewildered eyes before smiling with a sharpness I didn’t yet know how to read. “Be well, Jenna,” she said, turning to float away as if she had not just dropped me off at the gate of a fancy prison. I couldn’t dredge up an appropriate response before she vanished.
I jumped as Esti prodded me. “Looks like you made a new friend.”
“What?”
She gave me a crooked smile. “You forgot I was even here, didn’t you?”
“I …”
“I know, you’re very stressed and distracted. And I get your fascination now, seeing them in person. They’re really giving leggy-Amazon-warrior-goddess with a side of bestial mermaid vibe, aren’t they?” She glanced after Nejra with an openly lascivious appreciation that made me blanch, then burst out laughing at my expression and took me by the arm. “Come on, looks like they’re giving out room assignments. Let’s get ourselves settled. The sooner Whitley chews you out, the sooner we can start drinking and talking shit about him.”
The dread that I had nearly forgotten amid the spectacle lurched from my gut to drag itself up my spine.
“Right. Sure. No big deal,” I lied.
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Chapter Two


The main corridor of our sector branched into fractals of smaller hallways such that everyone had the luxury of their own private suite, but I didn’t have time to do more than glance at my room as I threw my bag in. The profusely-sweating aide that had called me out on the ship found me at room assignment and followed me like a nervous hound, waiting to lead me to my doom. Esti offered a sympathetic look as I resigned myself to follow him, but no more. 
This, I had to do alone.
The ambassadorial suite was at the end of the main corridor behind a large door etched with a mural of stylized star charts and aquatic fauna. The aide stepped up to it and announced, “M-Martin Leung,” the door responding with a friendly chime as it began to glide open. He raced through before it was done, his urgency all but physically pulling me in behind him. 
We entered a round entry vestibule where a flushed redhead was working hastily to set up a desk. Martin waved her off apologetically and went straight past her up a short ramp to the main area. She spared me a worried glance as I swept along in pursuit, but said nothing. 
The space beyond felt almost as lofty as the main dome of the station, though it ended abruptly in a wall of plex looking out onto the sea of stars. Everything was beautifully constructed and richly furnished, though those furnishings were already growing cluttered as the diplomatic team unpacked. 
There were two tiers of rooms surrounding the open central area, each with their own elegant doors facing out onto a broad, open balcony. The bustle of harried staff running about was overwhelming. They must have occupied the space for no more than a few minutes, but it looked like they were already being asked to get a full-scale embassy running. 
Before I could even hope the Ambassador was tucked away in a nice private office where I could get demolished with a shred of dignity—
“Kalandra!”
Martin and I both spun with a start, but Martin had the enviable ability to genuflect and flee afterward, blending into the chaos and leaving me utterly alone as Whitley barreled toward me.
“What the hell happened out there?” he growled. “You set me up to look like a damned fool!”
“I-I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t—”
“Don’t give me excuses, give me answers.”
“I wish I had some, but I don’t—”
He glanced at my badge and sneered. “Of course you’re a fucking blackstripe. Henderson and his goddamn little PR stunt. I need qualified people who can do the fucking job, not a bunch of useless deviants and foreigners!”
I felt the heat of my own anger rising and tensing my jaw. So that was how it was going to be, eh? “Sir, according to the information we were given—”
“Are you incompetent or were you trying to sabotage me? What good are—”
“Sir!” The room fell into a dead hush as I interrupted him. “Sir, you did everything right.”
Whitley looked like he wanted to strike me, but the validation threw him off-kilter. He stepped closer. “If I did everything right according to you, then you were very, very wrong.”
“My information was incorrect.” 
I held his gaze without blinking.
He loomed even closer. I wasn’t particularly short and he wasn’t particularly tall, but it felt like he cast a shadow over me all the same. “If your information was incorrect, you should have found better information.”
“I—”
“Let me make myself clear. You will find out what went wrong. You will figure out every scrap of nuance I need in order to perform like a perfect goddamn Reshketh citizen, and you will do it now. You will not sleep unless I give you permission to sleep. You will give me what I need to charm these bastards into oblivion. And if there is even one more gaffe, one more embarrassing misstep”—he took one last step that brought him within inches of my face—“I will put you out a fucking airlock like the garbage that you are without a moment’s hesitation. Do. You. Understand?”
I wanted to fight him. Oh, I had plenty to say to such an unrealistic demand, including a list of places he could shove his ultimatums. But having a wealthy, powerful man tell you to your face in a crowded room that he was willing and able to kill you without a single other voice rising in protest has a certain way of draining one’s bravado. So instead, I said, “Yes, sir.”
“Good.” He stepped back. “Get out.”
The staff returned to their chaotic bustle immediately, as if moving with enough purpose would render them invisible from Whitley’s ire. I didn’t need to bother. As soon as Whitley dismissed me, he seemed to imagine me already gone. I obliged him by hastily making that a reality.
I didn’t entirely remember the path back to my room. The tears I kept blinking away didn’t help. I didn’t even want to cry, I wanted to fucking break something, but holding back that rage just made the tears flow faster. I had to get someplace private, find my little room where I could scream or punch something and no one would see. Just one fucking moment to myself, and maybe I could—
I skidded to a halt. This door looked right—at least, that sigil above it did, a Reshketh numeral I had already forgotten. I pressed on the door, felt around for a handle. It had been open before. There was no handle, no keypad, no touch panel. Then I remembered dear sweaty Martin. 
“Jenna Kalandra?” I tried. Nothing happened. “Jeh. Nah. Kah. Lon. Druh. Kalandra comma Jenna.” Still nothing. I kicked the door hard with a barely repressed shriek. “Stupid fucking door, it’s me! Open up!”
It did.
Or rather, Esti opened it from the inside, where she now stood leaning against the door frame with one arm braced across the threshold, her uniform jumpsuit unzipped to the waist with the arms tied around her hips. A pale gold tank top clung tight to the generous curves of her body, accentuating the rich chestnut hues of her skin, the deep amber accents in her soft cloud of dark hair, worn natural and loose. She was looking at me with eyes full of mischief and a crooked smile to match.
All I could do was blink stupidly back at her. “How … how did you get in my room?”
She chuckled. “You didn’t calibrate your voice command prompt.”
“I was a little distracted.”
“I noticed. I also noticed you left your door open to the world, and I didn’t want just anybody getting access to your space, so I set the voice command for you.”
“That’s … not how voice commands work.”
“Don’t worry, I did a spot-on impression of you, you’ll get it,” she laughed. “Come inside, you look like shit. Tell me all about it.”
I would deal with the fact that my door was set to her voice later. It wasn’t quite the solitude I was looking for, but at least Esti’s pranks were a familiar distraction. I even missed them a little. It had been a long time since she’d been so playful with me. Not since before …
I followed her inside, and the door slunk shut behind us.
The room wasn’t exactly luxurious, but it was mine. To the left were cabinets and shelves and a nicely appointed desk, as well as a door to a little room with Reshketh tech I had yet to identify. To the right, there was an extremely soft-looking bed, a closet, and what I desperately hoped was a fully functioning bathroom. Esti flopped onto the bed and reached for a bottle on the nightstand, pouring deep red liquid into plastic cups. I landed heavily in the desk chair and dragged my bag toward me, unzipping it and pulling out stacks of research that I tossed onto the desk.
“Spill it, babe,” Esti said, handing me a cup. “How’d it go with Whitley?”
I couldn’t meet her eyes, so I fixed my gaze on the pungent liquid, sloshing it around, trying not to think of what wine would do to my empty stomach. “Well, he promised to murder me in front of a room full of aides, so not fantastic.”
“Hmph.” She took an indelicate swig. “He’s full of shit.”
“Is he, though? On this mission, he might as well be god.”
“Just because that’s what he thinks doesn’t mean it’s true.”
“Well, true or not, now I have to figure out what sort of gaffe he made today and how to never make it again, and I have to do it before … morning? What time is it even?”
“About … eight p.m.? Or later, if we’re going by Reshketh units.”
I set the untouched wine on my desk and extricated the datapad containing the official Reshketh primers and my accompanying hand-scrawled notebooks, answering with an absent, “Mmm.”
“They’ll be adjusting their station cycles to our 24-hour sensibilities tomorrow, as a courtesy. Notice just went around. And there’s a voice-activated assistant that can translate and respond to our verbal commands until they integrate some Earth languages into the text interfaces. It sounds like a huge nerd. You’ll love it.”
“Did that nerdy voice happen to mention what time the Ambassadors meet tomorrow?”
“No, but they’re updating everything on virtual.”
I began to dig wildly through my bag looking for my personal vircon, only to remember it was in the pocket of my jumpsuit. Esti sighed as I pulled out the interface—a clunky and oft-repaired old model that still relied on physical screens instead of newfangled holo—and started flipping through the delegation calendars and message boards. The linens rustled as she rose from the bed and I selfishly hoped she’d gotten bored with me and was on her way out.
Instead, the view past the tiny screen was suddenly blotted out by the wall of her hips and thighs. I looked up, dumbstruck and slack jawed as she loomed close.
She smiled down at me, still mischievous but not unkind. “Whitley’s really got you rattled, hasn’t he?” She plucked the vircon from my hands, setting it aside. “You’ve been looking forward to all this for months. Are you going to let that old bastard rob you of a little celebration? I’ve never seen you so distracted.”
“I …” I’d missed something, some obvious conclusion my body was making before my brain could catch up.
“Maybe what you need now is a good distraction.” Reaching down to caress the short hair at my temple, her smile quirked along with her brow. “If memory serves, I know a few ways to get you to relax.” Her hand traveled to my jaw as she leaned in and kissed me.
Numb shock gave way to hunger, and I kissed her back. It was reflex, mostly; memory of a time when I thought we were more to each other, a sudden longing for the soft warmth of her body wrapped around mine again, a frightened want for comfort in a strange place full of dangers. She smelled faintly of coconut and sweat and her full lips tasted like mercy and merlot. I felt the sudden urge to push her back onto that soft, soft bed and tear off the rest of that ridiculous uniform, to lose myself in her flesh, in the tangle of our limbs, until I could barely remember my name, much less Whitley’s threats and commands. I wanted it badly enough to frighten me, and in a panic, I pushed away instead, flinging my chair back so hard I almost fell from it.
Wild-eyed, I looked into her startled face. “What are you doing?”
“I thought that was obvious,” she said, frozen and blinking where she stood.
“But why now? Why here?”
“Why not here and now? We’re not on Earth, not in the Northern Hegemony. Their bullshit decency laws don’t matter here. And I thought”—her expression flickered with hurt—“I thought we were getting on well again.”
Implications tangled my thoughts and tongue, and I grasped for something to articulate. “If Hegemony law doesn’t apply here, there’s also nothing to keep them from killing us—which, I might remind you, is something I’ve been threatened with recently.”
“Okay, but how would they even know? We’ve all got private rooms.”
“What if there’s surveillance?”
“Then it’s Reshketh surveillance. Do they even care about this sort of thing?”
“I don’t know! I don’t even know if what I thought I knew is correct. I don’t know anything, that’s kind of the problem.”
Esti exhaled forcefully. “Fear of getting caught never used to be something that stopped you.”
I flushed hotter. “Yeah, well, that’s when I thought you were the type to stick around! Before we did get caught and you ditched me and … it’s been almost a year, Esti!” My scrambled brain was finally putting the pieces together. “I just thought you wanted to be friends again! I was happy to be friends again. But I wasn’t ready for … this.”
Esti drew back, her embarrassment crystallizing into something inscrutable. She crossed her arms, settling into a defensive contrapposto. “Fucking hell, Jenna! Are you determined to be naive until the day you die?”
Yeah, probably, but I wasn’t about to admit it. “What’s so naive about wanting to know where we stand, or wanting to matter to someone all the time, not just when it’s convenient?”
“It’s not what folks like us get! We get this. We get little trysts and flings when no one is looking. We could be enjoying a little of that right now if you weren’t determined to be a goddamn prick about it.”
“I’m sorry. It’s just … I can’t just turn those feelings off and on like—”
“Like what? Like a machine? Like a whore? Like me?” Esti’s eyes narrowed, glinting with unshed tears. “Sometimes I forget you only dabble in deviancy. Some of us don’t have the option to saunter off into the heteronormative ideal as soon as we get bored with rebelling. Only someone as spoiled for choice as you would demand so much.”
I knew she was only speaking from a place of hurt and rejection. I knew her words only cut so deep because I was already so tired and scared. But I stood up anyway, my anger teetering on the verge of laughter. “Really, Esti? I don’t count if I like more than just women, that’s what you’re fucking going with? As if they’d go, ‘Never mind, all is forgiven!’ if I were to pinky promise I’d only see men from now on? Fucking please. I have that black mark on my badge, same as you. I’ve got the same asterisk on my IDs. No matter how close my life could come to that ‘heteronormative ideal,’ I’d still never be accepted as one of them. You know that. None of this is a choice, and insofar as it is, I chose you. And you didn’t want to keep me!”
Her gaze remained icy, unmoved.
And maybe she was right. Maybe I was spoiled, selfish, naive. I’d been blind to privilege more than once in my life, and even with all the territory the Northern Hegemony had swallowed since its inception and all the people that represented, she was still damned by her own skin before her sexuality even came into play. 
But I was hurt too, and my rage wouldn’t let me go. “Why are you even here, Esti? If you’re this fucking cynical, why even accept this assignment?”
“Why am I here?” she laughed. “I’m here for the same reason you are, so that when the enforcers go around knocking down deviants’ doors looking for political dissidents to lock up, I can flash that shiny government badge that says, ‘Look! I’m one of the good ones. I’ll take my boot to the neck with a smile.’ It’s about survival. All of it.”
“Is that really all it is to you? This is an unprecedented opportunity for people like us to show what we’re capable of. To prove we’re more than second-class citizens. We were chosen for this mission for a reason.”
“Oh, we were chosen for a reason, all right. Because if shit goes sideways, we’re all expendable.” She pushed back against my aggression with a rise of her own. “In their eyes, we’re just as alien as the Reshketh. We’re not Human, Jenna. They think we can help translate and appropriate their culture, their language, their technology, because we’re already a different species. That’s how they see us. How they’ll always see us, no matter how this diplomacy plays out. They’ll blame us if it fails, praise Whitley if it succeeds. You can’t prove anything when no one cares about the evidence.”
I shrank against her bitterness, tears welling up again, and shook my head. “You’re wrong. There’s a whole universe of possibilities out there, and we’re finally helping to chart the path through them again. People like us haven’t had this kind of opportunity since before the Hegemony was founded. This mission could change everything. And I don’t just mean with tech or resources, like the Hegemony wants. I mean with social and cultural influence as well. If we broaden our horizons here, it could end up making the world a better place for all of us.”
“Let me tell you what this mission really is. This mission is a farce. This mission is and only ever was designed to help the people in power keep that power by keeping their precious assets from burning. And for people like us? This mission is my best chance at no longer being seen as the most horrifying creature in the room and maybe fucking a woman under the stars with impunity. So, if you don’t want to be the woman in question, I’ll take my leave.” She moved to the door and paused, looking back at me with eyes tear-stung and pitying, and shook her head. “You really are determined to be naive until the day you die.”
I wanted to keep fighting. I wanted Esti to see my reasoning, to share my hope, to maybe forgive everything and take me to bed and promise to have me forever no matter what. But as the door opened and she walked out, my words failed me, and all I could do was stare mutely after her until the door closed again. 
Alone now, but not at all how I wanted, I collapsed back into the desk chair and let the tears flow free.
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Chapter Three


I wanted very badly to crawl into that luxurious bed and just sleep away the hours until Whitley inevitably murdered me, but as my wracking sobs eventually eased, my survival drive proved to be the more stubborn force. Through blurry eyes, I reorganized my resources and began to pore over everything for the hundredth time. I knew each document so intimately that I was scarcely seeing words anymore, absorbing whole paragraphs from memory. After a few hours, I resigned myself to the fact that I wasn’t going to uncover anything new. 
I looked around the room and bit down my embarrassment as I called out into its emptiness. “Hello? Um … computer?” Missing out on a few vital minutes of basic orientation at room assignment was really going to keep biting me in the ass. “Query? Command? Voice command? Ugh, fuck. Help!”
A melodic chime sounded, followed by a smooth, level voice that bore no distinctly gendered qualities. “Human, are you experiencing an emergency?”
“Yes! Well, sort of.”
“What is the nature of your emergency?”
“I don’t know what I’m doing.”
There was a pause, followed by another chime. “Situation unclear. Please increase specificity.”
Priorities, I told myself. One step at a time. “I don’t know how to use the voice interface.”
“You may access the voice command input system at any time by stating ‘System Request’ or another command of your choosing. I am also programmed to respond to several vocalizations of human pain and distress in case of emergency.”
I wondered briefly how many people might learn that fact tonight while sharing another’s private room, banishing the thought as it stirred a pang of jealousy. “Wait, you called yourself ‘I.’ What are you, exactly?”
“I am an independent synthetic adaptive intelligence designed to translate Human speech into commands for our Reshketh information systems and vice versa, as well as provide useful information and complete some basic tasks upon request. My understanding and capabilities will increase as I interact with your delegation.”
I sighed, deflating. “So you’re an alien AI, and we’re here to train your algorithm?  Great.”
“Not exactly. I am neurosynthetic, learning like organic brains do, only faster. I am capable of achieving nuance and qualitative judgment that algorithmic intelligence cannot.”
That was … unsettling, admittedly. But also exciting, in a way. “Do you have a name?”
“I am the voice command input system.”
“Okay, well, that’s terrible. If you’re an actual intelligence and not just an algorithm, I think you deserve a name. I can use that as my command prompt. Is that okay?”
“You may customize any of my settings as you like.”
“Great.” I thought a moment, trawling my tired brain for its last ounce of wit. “Your name is Patches now. Patches is the new voice command prompt.”
The chime sounded after another brief pause. “Voice command prompt set. I will now respond to ‘Patches.’”
“Fantastic.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees and running my fingers through my short hair. My scalp felt grimy. “Patches?” The command prompt chimed. “Do you have access to an information database? Can I use you for research?”
“Yes.” My heart leapt in relief. “I have access to all information and records released to the Human delegation for reference. I can search and recite any desired passages for quick reference.”
“Just the diplomatic primers? You can’t access … I don’t know, a Reshketh library? An encyclopedia? I’ll take a message board full of Reshketh kids sharing ridiculous dance videos, anything.”
“I am sorry, Human, I do not have access to information that has not been approved for release to the Human delegation.”
That relief sputtered back down into the tar pit of despair to fossilize, frustration returning to take its place. “Don’t call me Human, Patches. Just call me Jenna.”
The chime sounded. “User parameter set. Human resident 031 will now be referred to as ‘Jenna.’”
“Thank you.” I rubbed my eyes. “Patches, is there any other information you can provide me? Anything about the station, maybe?”
“I can provide you with instructions for using the voice command interface and all Reshketh tech in accessible facilities. I can provide you with resource lists for food and supplies that can be delivered to your private rooms or any accessible facilities. I can provide you with directional guidance and limited facility information for Hesunshiak. I can—”
“Wait.” The chime sounded as the system paused. “Patches, is there a … library facility, or something like that, on this station?”
“There is a civilian information archive facility on Hesunshiak.”
“That’s perfect! How do I get there?”
“The civilian information archive facility is not located in a sector of the station indicated as accessible to the Human delegation.”
“So you can’t tell me how to get there?”
“I can, but the facility is not directly accessible by members of the Human delegation. You would require an escort.”
“Well then, can I get an escort?”
“Escort requests must be submitted to the office of Ambassador Bharath.”
“Are you able to submit such a request?”
“Yes, Jenna.”
“Great, then let’s do that!”
“The office of Ambassador Bharath is currently closed.”
I bit my lip and all the curses boiling up behind it, then rose from my chair and kicked my now half-empty bag across the tiny room with a stifled roar.
The chime sounded again. “Jenna, are you experiencing an emergency?”
I took a deep breath, then released it slowly. “You could say that, yes.”
“What is the nature of your emergency?”
“That I’m thoroughly fucked. Don’t,” I interrupted mid-chime, “try to figure that one out, Patches. I’m just venting. Take a … nap, or whatever. I’ll call you if I need you. Thank you.”
Patches emitted a sad “bloop” and went silent. I shuffled into the little bathroom.
The facilities looked more hurried in their construction than the rest of the room, but they had all the necessities covered. They even had a little mirror above the sink where I saw that Esti had been correct: I did look like shit. Bits of oily, dark hair were sticking up at odd angles from messing with it. My already pale skin was looking sallow and dotted with blemishes, my eyes looked bruised—still red from crying—and my lips were drawn, dry, and colorless. Nausea stirred my gut as I remembered how Esti used to say I had a disgustingly cute face back when we first met, like a blushing ingenue, or a doll. 
When had I started looking so haggard?
I coaxed some cool water from the sink to soothe my face and comb my hair. There wasn’t time to shower. I needed to go find the archive, somehow. Collecting my vircon and research notes in a small tote, I drew one last steadying breath and left the relative haven of my chambers.
The halls were dimmed in an effort to simulate night. It was something like one in the morning, and the few folks I passed seemed content to mind their own business and be tactfully ignored in return. 
I made it to the last stretch of corridor, the open dome looming a dreamy blue ahead, and watched the Reshketh guards framing the exit. I doubted they were the same ones that were on duty earlier, but their guns and body armor were just as alarming. They stood at a slight angle, the taller of the two with statuesque rigidity and the shorter one with a bit of a slouch from leaning against the wall, holding their weapons while mostly gazing at the floor. It was late, after all. Good to know the Reshketh had their slackers as well.
Despite resounding evidence to the contrary, all the official communications between our people had spoken to a sense of equality between us. In theory, it made sense to attempt faking a little clout. I drew myself up, shoulders back, chin raised. Nothing could really make up for the difference in height and mass, but I’d seen many people small of stature or mind (or both) who’d played the role of inflated self-importance to perfection. With as much of that unearned confidence as I could muster, I walked straight toward the armed guards.
The taller one clocked me well before I reached them and moved to intercept my path. The shorter one simply watched me, not even straightening from their slouch. When I didn’t slow or turn around, the tall one called out, “Halt, Human. The station is off-limits after working hours, for your protection. Please return to your room.”
I tilted my gaze up at them. “Unfortunately, Officer …?”
The guard took a moment to catch onto the purpose of my pause. “Er, Leysha Karis. Officer Karis.”
I caught sight of the plated denticles along their neck. “Feminine address?”
They blinked. “Ah … sure. But what does—”
“Unfortunately, Officer Karis, we seem to have a different definition of working hours. I am on important business from our Ambassador and require an escort to the civilian information archive facility.”
“You … what?”
“I am on important ambassadorial business and I require an escort to the information archive. Can you provide that now, or do we need to wake Ambassador Bharath?”
“I … no, the Human delegation is not authorized access to the rest of the station at this time. We were not made aware of any exceptions.”
“So because of a lapse in communication, you’ll prevent me from carrying out official diplomatic business? Is this what I need to report to my Ambassador when he asks why I haven’t completed the tasks he requires for tomorrow’s talks?”
I was still developing my grasp of Reshketh facial expressions, but the guard was pretty clearly flustered. Good. “No, we’re here for your protection, like I said. There are a lot of potentially dangerous things on this station. We don’t know enough about you yet to give you adequate warnings and guidance.”
“Then an escort should be a perfectly workable solution for the time being.”
“I don’t—”
“I’ll do it,” the slouching guard chimed in brightly, finally pushing off the wall to approach.
She turned on her cohort with something between a growl and a sigh. “Tarek, you will not.”
“The Human is right, though. It’s a reasonable compromise.”
“That we’re not authorized to approve.”
The shorter one smiled, though it was something different from the smiles I’d seen so far, almost daring a flash of teeth. This Tarek seemed to be genuinely amused in a way that wasn’t altogether wholesome. “No one important needs to know. Besides, Leysha, you were complaining about having to spend a whole shift with me. Now you get a break!”
Leysha bristled, quite literally—her dermal denticles prickling up like a million glassy spines. If that sign of aggression had been directed toward me, I’d probably have turned right around and gone back to my room to await defenestration like a good little girl. “This is precisely the reason why I can’t work with you. Do orders truly mean nothing to you?”
“On the contrary, I think our orders practically require a little show of good faith here, don’t you?”
I stayed strategically silent and watched as Leysha prepared and abandoned a whole argument in her head in a matter of seconds. “If you get caught, I am not covering for you.”
“Of course not. Then someone might suspect you cared.”
“Tarek!” She composed herself, her skin smoothing again and her voice lower and more desperate. “Don’t leave me here to deal with all these Humans by myself. Please.”
Tarek looked me up and down with that enigmatically playful smile. “Oh, you’ll be fine. Look, they’re small. And squishy.” 
I shot them a glare that seemed to go unheeded.
Leysha let out a gurgling hiss of a sound that the translator didn’t even attempt to parse. “Fine. If you’re going to go, go. It’s your neck if things go awry.”
“You’re a ray of sunshine on a stormy sea, Leysha.”
The translator did have a go at interpreting her response to that, though it involved the destructive violation of parts of the Reshketh anatomy I had definitely not identified yet.
Tarek began walking away, stopping and looking back just long enough to eye me expectantly and add, “Are you coming, little Human?”
“Jenna,” I blurted, stumbling out of my disbelief to trail after him. “Jenna Kalandra. Feminine address.”
“Jenna. Nice name, easy to pronounce.”
“... Thanks?”
“And I suppose I’m Officer Tarek Vaali. Masculine address, since that seems to matter to you. Now we each have something to go by if we need to blackmail each other later.”
“That’s comforting.”
He didn’t look back again as we passed out of sight, but I did. Walking off into the dark with this rough specimen of a people I could no longer pretend to understand suddenly felt like a much more harrowing endeavor. I supposed I would find out soon if the jokes about us being offered to the Reshketh as food had a grain of truth to them.
We walked together in silence for a ways, navigating bridges, terraces, and vaulted halls toward the station’s core. The view was no less wondrous to behold at night. Lacy edges of the tiers and terraces glowed bioluminescent blue and motes of light floated like aquamarine fireflies through the open air. 
I wanted to ask about it all: whether the lights were drones or organisms; if this was what their ancient seas looked like at night; anything and everything about their art and architecture. Someone like Nejra might have found it delightful to sate my curiosity. This Tarek, though … I didn’t know why he was helping me, and he certainly didn’t seem inclined toward conversation. Besides, I had introduced myself as something of a raging bitch, and that didn’t usually foster feelings of friendliness between strangers.
Staying a step or two behind Tarek on our quiet sojourn allowed me to observe him in a way I couldn’t with Nejra, though. The Reshketh form was a fascinating combination of sharp angles and fluid lines. A high ratio of cartilaginous tissues to bones made them exceedingly flexible and graceful when they moved, but powerful, lean muscle and the adaptive armor of their skin also made them formidable and durable. Everything but Tarek’s head and hands was covered in form-fitting body armor of such a dark pewter color it looked black in the dim light, but even layers of hard plate and flexible antikinetic mesh couldn’t hide the subtle sway of his gait, a rippling that felt distinctly piscine, though their means of locomotion was otherwise the same as ours. I wished I could examine his face a bit closer, not just the sliver of profile I caught now and then, but I was fairly sure that staring him in the face would be a lot weirder for both of us.
He brought us to a large door and tapped something into a panel. The door slid away to reveal a small, round room that he promptly stepped into, turning around to face me as I stared back in blank confusion.
He shifted uncomfortably a moment and holstered his rifle on his back. “Uh … it’s a … transport? Between levels. We need to go down a ways.”
“Oh. Yeah, of course.” I was gawking at a goddamn fucking elevator. Good job, Jenna. I stepped in beside him and turned to face the door as it rolled closed again.
Pale columns of tiny lights began undulating up the walls of the elevator car as the familiar sinking feeling of a slow fall settled into my gut. It was dead silent except for a soft stirring of atmosphere, and suddenly I felt ready to burst.
“Thank you,” I blurted. “And, sorry.”
Tarek looked at me, blinked a few times. “For what, and for what?”
“For everything, and … for … everything, I guess.”
He slowly turned back toward the door. “You Humans are pretty strange.”
I laughed, much too loudly and forcefully, my cool façade shattering entirely. “Yeah, you’re right about that. I could say the same about Reshketh, but honestly, I have no fucking cl—Sorry!” My face burned. “I don’t really understand the nuances of this translation technology, especially when it comes to cursing. I don’t even know Reshketh etiquette around profanity. I probably shouldn’t be talking at all right now, but this isn’t … I’m not … turns out I know absolutely nothing that was supposed to be my job to know.”
He paused. “So … information archive.”
“Yeah, it’s … I don’t know, it seemed like the best option.”
“Fair enough.” We spent a few more excruciating moments in silence, then he looked to me again with fresh confusion of his own. “Are you even here on important ambassadorial business?”
“I am!” I fully intended to leave it at that, but he just kept staring until I began to sweat. “It’s just … maybe not with the Ambassador’s explicit command or permission, is all.”
“So this is your attempt at subterfuge.” He laughed. “I have to admit, it’s rather refreshing. Maybe this diplomatic convention won’t be horrifically boring after all.”
Something in his tone made me relax a fraction. “I hope it’s boring. I don’t think I’d survive things getting any more dramatic than they already have been.”
The car came to a halt with a subtle lurch and the door slid away to reveal a cozy circular chamber around the central elevator column. The far walls were richly encrusted in mosaics, murals, and sculptures both representational and abstract, each lit in the best way to accentuate it without disturbing the nighttime gloom. The flooring as we stepped out was deep blue and subtly soft, and the quiet of the place was broken only by the sound of rippling water somewhere. It smelled faintly salty.
While I was lost observing my environs, Tarek made like a projectile for a large set of doors directly across from the elevator. I jogged after him, prompting what I hoped was another look of vague amusement. 
Then, he opened the doors to the most beautiful library I’d ever seen.
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Chapter Four


I don’t know what I’d expected of the “civilian information archive facility,” but it certainly wasn’t the opulent chamber that sprawled out before me. The space was far loftier than the atrium we’d come from, curving in a continuous ring around the station’s stem. It was broken up into alternating sections like a roulette wheel, half of them open from floor to ceiling with luxurious seating and full-length windows; the rest cozily packed with shelves, display cases, and art-covered privacy dividers arranged over two or three levels, bridging the inner and outer walls. It was dimly lit, as everywhere was this time of night, but that only served to accentuate the starfield shimmering through each window. The architecture and furnishings featured plentiful white sandstone, pale golden metals, and plush, mossy textiles of violet, mauve, and a whole spectrum of blues. Unfamiliar constellations mirrored their starry patterns in the ceilings above and carpets below. Simulacra of fire pits, hearths, and torches were alive with a silent, heatless white flame. It was a celebration of comfort as much as beauty, and the sudden sight of it made me ache. 
“Beautiful,” I breathed.
Tarek, seemingly unmoved, had already descended the short ramp into the room and proceeded to flop onto a large chaise. “Now you can see why I agreed to escort you,” he said, making himself comfortable. “Certainly a better deal than standing watch all night.”
I stared at him, perplexed. His manner was a far cry from what I had thought to expect from a Reshketh, but at least he seemed very uninterested in doing me harm. Or even paying attention to me, for that matter. It was an unexpected relief. “Aren’t you still supposed to be watching me to make sure I don’t accidentally get myself killed in this dangerous, dangerous place?”
“Tell you what,” he said, closing his eyes as if languidly settling in for a nap, “if I don’t hear from you before I need to get back for the shift change, I’ll come check to make sure you’re not dying somewhere. And if you are, I’ll make sure your medics are informed straight away.”
“You’re too kind.” I approached one of the closest shelves and ran my fingertips along its contents. This column held a number of hard cases in an array of jewel-like hues, each no wider than my hand and nearly uniform in height. “What are these?”
I’m not sure Tarek even opened his eyes before responding. “On the shelves? Physical volumes and media, alternate sensory translations, that sort of thing. Most of it can be accessed virtually from those interfaces scattered around, too. Don’t ask me how everything’s organized, I’m not an archivist.”
“You said there are sensory translations? Could I find information spoken so that my translator can parse it?”
He paused. “Maybe? Look, these are really questions you should be asking to people who know things.”
“I don’t have time for that option.”
“You sure? Because I can tell you now, you really shouldn’t expect to get anything useful from me.”
So he wouldn’t hurt me, but he’d be no help, either. I glared at the back of his head. “You’re very confusing.”
“Not really. My job is simply to keep you from touching things you’re not supposed to.”
“You’re not even looking at me while I go around touching things I’m not supposed to.”
“I never said I did my job well.”
I shrugged him off and went deeper into the archive looking for anything usable. There was a wealth of material all around, but all of it was labeled with inscrutable Reshketh script following a completely unknown-to-me archival system. There had been a basic cypher in the diplomatic package, but I hadn’t had time to learn the language myself. That was Esti’s area of expertise. 
I imagined her here with me, excitedly reading off titles and labels, beaming with enthusiasm as she explained the mechanics of the script, of stylistic and dialectic markers. She could have found what I needed here with ease. 
My chest tightened.
After pulling out several cases and volumes only to stare blankly at their contents, I made my way toward an interface console I was confident was well out of earshot of my escort. I touched a panel and a few friendly slashes of Reshketh script blinked on the screen in what was surely some variation of How may I conveniently serve your needs today? 
There was little chance that a voice command input system like Patches was installed in an archive I was expressly not permitted to access, but still, I called out, “System Request?”
There was a sad, inquisitive little chime, but no response.
“Great.” I pulled out a tablet with the script cypher and began trying to translate one symbol at a time.
The hours passed, draining my hope away like sand from an hourglass until I felt just as empty. Each attempt at translation landed at a dead end eventually, and I had neither the time nor the resources to progress. I finally drifted away from the console and slumped down on the floor beside one of the plush seats, staring into the virtual fire of a nearby hearth as tears streamed freely down my face. This was beyond me. Maybe it was beyond anyone. Maybe I was going to die because some goddamn snobby Reshketh turned down a handshake.
At least, if I was doomed to die, I’d gotten to see all this first. Only a handful of Humans could say as much.
The lights began to slowly brighten as morning grew imminent, but I couldn’t make myself move. True to his word, Tarek came looking for me, his ambling footsteps announcing his approach well before he spoke. 
“There you are, little Human. Time to wrap up your espionage operation, I’ve got to get back to—oh, shit!” His voice stirred into panicked tones as I looked over at him with my reddened, tearstained face. He nearly leapt the rest of the distance, sliding down to crouch beside me with his hands hovering helplessly. “Your face! Is it … is it supposed to excrete fluids like that? Are you sick? Are you dying? Shit, I didn’t mean to—”
“No! No …” I waved him away, scooted back a few inches, overwhelmed by the sudden attention. “This is … it’s just crying. We emit excess fluid from our eyes sometimes. It’s fine. I mean it’s not fine, it’s just … it’s fine.”
He slowly drew back out of my personal space, but he didn’t seem convinced. “Okay … do you need someone from your delegation to come help you? Should I contact your medics? I was being flippant about it earlier, but I didn’t think you’d actually get hurt. I can get help.”
“No, it’s okay, I’m not hurt. I can get up and get back on my own. No one in the delegation could help me now anyway,” I said miserably to the floor between us. I sniffled and pushed myself to my feet, waving off Tarek’s offered assistance, and wrapped my arms around myself, unsure how to move past my embarrassment.
Tarek stood looking at me for a moment before sighing and running a hand over his crest in a way that made him look suddenly vulnerable. “Look, I know I came across a little rough, but I’m not a total sphincter. Maybe if you tell me what you came here looking for, I can find it for you.”
Great, I’d made the big, scary shark man feel bad for me. I almost laughed. “Thank you, that’s very kind. But it’s too late. The Ambassador will expect his briefing any moment now and I’ve got nothing.”
“So, what does that mean?”
“Well, if I take him at his word, it means he’s going to kill me, but I’m hoping he was being metaphorical.”
Tarek was very still. Something in his face changed, though I couldn’t tell exactly what it meant. When he spoke again, his voice was calmer and more determined. “What did you come here to find? You will have something for him.”
I blinked at him. Maybe he wasn’t as useless as he’d claimed to be. And what could be simpler than a handshake? “Is there time?”
“We’ll make time.”
“I … okay … well, did you hear about the Ambassadors’ initial greeting?”
“Of course, everyone was talking about it.”
“Why, though?”
“It was just ... strange. Your Ambassador made a gesture usually reserved for religious settings, like … the way people used to greet priests—or how priests acknowledged divine effigies, that sort of thing. It’s archaic to begin with, but to perform the gesture in a secular context usually reads as joking or even mocking.”
I stared back with my eyes wide. “But that was the only greeting gesture detailed in our cultural primers. Why was that the greeting they told us about?!”
He glanced away, his jaw tensing. “Some … error, miscommunication, accidental omission. Somebody’s sick idea of a prank, I don’t know. But nothing worth you dying over, certainly. Is that really all you need?”
“That might be enough for now, yeah. Can you show me a proper greeting?”
“Yeah, of course, just ... do what I do.” Tarek stepped back into a rigid, formal stance unlike anything he’d shown since I encountered him. I modeled my posture after his, shoulders back and chin level. “For a typical greeting, it’s just this.” He raised his right hand in front of him until it bisected the symmetry of his face. Like elegantly shooing a fly, he flicked his palm left to right, allowing his fingers to soften slightly and flow with the motion, pausing only briefly before dropping his arm back to rest. Simple, brief, graceful. 
I repeated the gesture. 
“Good,” he said, nodding.
“That’s it?”
“Most of the time. There are a couple variations. If you want to be very formal or deferential, it’s more like, uh …” He raised both palms to meet in front of his face, then flicked them apart with a flutter while nodding into a slight bow.
The gestures were so fluid, I could see them being performed as easily underwater as on land. 
“Could you do that one again?” 
He complied, and I watched hungrily before mimicking him.
“You’ve got it. It’s not complicated.”
My joy at this revelation was cut through with anger. It couldn’t be so simple. It shouldn’t have even been an issue. This couldn’t just be an honest error, could it? This felt like someone’s effort to undermine us, but I didn’t have time to process that now. I pushed the outrage down. “What are the other variations?”
“They’re mostly used between intimates of different degrees: friends, family, lovers, that sort of thing.”
“Can you show me an example of one between friends?” He eyed me with what looked like a question on his mind and I blurted, “I know it doesn’t exactly apply right now, but … maybe, one day. I’d like to think it’s possible.”
He paused a moment, then laughed. “All right, just promise me that if I show you this, you won’t go gushing any surprising new fluids.”
“I guarantee I will not.”
“Okay, you ready for this?” 
He moved closer with a slight bounce in his step and I mirrored him, giddy with the release of tension. He then repeated the first gesture, though instead of letting his hand fall to rest, he extended his arm toward me, his webbed hand cupped slightly with palm facing him midway between us. 
Again, I did the same, the back of my hand almost touching the back of his. Tarek shook his head with a chuckle and swept his hand around to clasp mine, palm to palm. 
Oh. 
I clasped back without thinking at first, instinctively responding to the gesture, but the touch sent a thrill up my spine. It was first contact in a literal sense, the first physical touch between Human and Reshketh that I knew of. His hand gripped to mine with an indescribable friction, not sticky or unpleasant, but strong. What did my clammy palm feel like to him? 
We lingered half a moment too long before Tarek grunted, “Hm.”
“Something wrong?”
“Next step would be to pull together like we’re each sort of trying to punch ourselves in the chest with the other’s fist, but I’m realizing, with the height difference …”
“Oh. Yeah. Let’s not punch me in the face, please.”
“Just a flex, then? Once you make a proper Reshketh friend, you can work out the details.”
“Just a flex.”
“Okay, let’s try it one more time; one fluid motion, no pausing.” 
We performed the gesture once more in full, clumsily, but ultimately correct.
We both laughed upon release. I looked up, realizing our proximity for the first time, and saw his smile drop. “Do you … are you supposed to change colors too? Because that’s happening.”
My hands flew to my cheeks, clammy palms attempting to cool their heat. I shrugged and smiled sheepishly. “At least it’s not fluids?” Inching backward, I bowed my head slightly. “Thank you, Tarek. You might have literally saved my life.”
He shuffled a bit uneasily. “Yeah … well, don’t thank me yet. Shift changes are happening and we still have to get you back to the Human delegation without causing a stir. I can think of several people who’d be happy to have both our hides.”
“Yes. Right. Same here.” I tried my best to brighten up and look sharp and professional again, but the effect seemed illusory at best. “Let’s get going, then. I’ll follow your lead.”
The trip back was silent again, but not uncomfortably so. Maybe we were both eager to leave the momentary vulnerability behind us. Even if not, we had stayed out too long, and drawing attention to ourselves by talking seemed ill advised. I had no time to admire the morning atmosphere with all my senses on high alert, but we made it back without incident.
“Tarek!” Leysha snarled as we approached, bristling again. “Shift change is due any moment now. I told you I’m not covering for you!”
“And here I am!” He smiled as his former nonchalance returned. “Look at how that worked out.”
Before Leysha could unleash on him again, I muttered, “I’m just going to … yeah,” and slid past her into the hallway. I started to dash down the hall, then skidded to a halt and turned back to the Reshketh guards. “Tarek?”
They both looked at me.
“I … thank you, again. For everything.”
He smiled and offered a gracious nod before Leysha whirled on him, hissing, “What did you do?”
I didn’t have time to stand there and watch an argument I didn’t belong in. I ran off down the hall toward the ambassadorial suite.
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Chapter Five


I announced my name at the doors of the ambassadorial suite and, to my relief, they opened. Inside, the cluttered heap from the night before had been arranged into a very attractive concierge desk, and behind it sat its very attractive redheaded attendant, beaming at me with the kind of crisp polish I’d only ever seen in those enigmatic monstrosities known as “morning people.” It left me instantly aware of how ghoulish I must have looked, being sleep deprived, unwashed, and reduced to tears many times over. 
“Good morning, Ms. Kalandra! You’re expected for a briefing, correct?” That was quite a genteel way to put it, but I nodded all the same. “Excellent. You’ll want to proceed up to Whitley’s office on the second tier, to the right. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”
“Thank you … uh …?”
“Cecelia. And happy to help, Ms. Kalandra.”
The formality only deepened my self-consciousness. “Just Jenna is fine, please.”
Her smile brightened. “Happy to help, Jenna!”
I parted ways with a sheepish nod and headed toward Whitley’s office. Thankfully, there was no mistaking it once I got there, aides buzzing around it like bees at a hive. I had barely waded into the swarm when the sweaty young man from the night before—Martin, as I recalled—spied me and lunged toward me.
“Ms. Kalandra, you’re late!” He took my arm to pull me through the throng. The handling was an affront, but somehow Martin looked even more haggard than I did and sympathy compelled me to be biddable.
He led me to the main office, a sprawling space kept executive-dark with starfield windows lining one wall and console screens another. Whitley himself stood facing a full-length mirror near a vast and handsome desk as assistants made minute adjustments to his attire and grooming. Three other aides read off details from agendas, speech notes, internal communications, and the like. Whitley seemed to be ignoring them, but every once in a while, he barked back a response that seemed relevant to one of the three, who would then take a break from reciting to jot something down. Martin released me and hovered timidly a moment outside range of the mirror’s view before announcing himself.
“Ms. Kalandra is here, Ambassador,” he finally said, stepping back and ushering me forward. 
I walked closer until I could see the man’s hateful face in the mirror, now wearing a mask of professional stoicism. “I have the information you requested about greeting customs, sir.”
He sounded almost bored as he replied, “Correct this time?”
“Verified by a primary source, sir.”
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” I fought to keep my face neutral at the baseless rebuke. “Go on, demonstrate.”
He hadn’t turned to face me. “Sir, don’t you want to … see?”
“Demonstrate.”
“Okay … well, the formal greeting goes as such.” I moved uncertainly into the gesture Tarek had shown me and half a dozen aides suddenly dropped what they were doing to emulate me.
“Again.”
I performed the gesture again, and again. “And just in case it comes up, the informal greeting goes like …” I showed off the simple wave, mirrored again several times over, though Whitley still didn’t turn to face me.
“You claim this information was not in our official cultural primers?”
“It was not, sir.”
“But you found this information somewhere, yes?”
“With resources only available on the station.”
An assistant made some slight adjustment to the way Whitley’s graying blond hair fell across his forehead, and both he and the assistant preened with satisfaction at the result. “How many of our resources are incorrect or incomplete?”
“There’s … no way of knowing yet.”
“No way of knowing?”
“Perhaps if you could ask our hosts to review the materials—”
“And imply they didn’t do their job adequately in the first place? No. You said there were resources available to you here that we didn’t have access to on Earth, correct?”
“Yes, but—”
“Then you can use those to confirm the veracity of our primers.”
“A-all of them? Sir, that’s a monumental task!”
“This entire mission is a monumental task. Or have you forgotten that?” My mouth gaped, but he continued. “No one else’s information has proven faulty yet, so I have to assume the failure is on your part. It’s up to you to correct it. You will review the entire resource package to fact check for errors and return your revisions by the morning.”
“To do that, I … I’ll need authorization for access to the Reshketh facilities.” My mind raced, grasping for solutions. “And an escort from Ambassador Bharath’s staff, and—”
“Our hosts can’t know about this. You managed your research last night without official resources, did you not?”
Barely. “Maybe, but sir, this is so much more—”
“You have your directive.”
I felt sick. “Sir, I haven’t even slept, per your directive.”
“Nor will you until this matter is resolved. You’re dismissed.”
The aides and assistants clustered in around him and I was as good as forgotten once again. Just as well. Martin at least offered me an apologetic shrug before returning to his duties. It should have been some little comfort knowing I wasn’t the only person working myself half to death to stay off Whitley’s shit list, but I was too hollow with exhaustion to appreciate it. My senses blurred and I wandered my way out of the ambassadorial suite like a sleepwalker.
I found my room again and declared my name to no avail before remembering Esti’s prank. Little chance now of calling on her to reverse the settings that keyed my unit to her voice, so I took a breath and tried to deepen and smooth my voice to impersonate her. Three failed tries and I slumped against the unrelenting door, tears welling again. “Patches? Patches, let me in … please …”
There was a momentary delay, then the door whooshed open to send me stumbling inside. The friendly chime sounded once I was in and the door was shut again. “Jenna,” Patches said cheerfully, “there seems to be a malfunction with your Human vocal ID system. I have overridden it.”
“Thanks, buddy.” Probably not good that a Reshketh AI could overturn our own security systems so easily, but before I could dwell on those implications, I flopped onto the bed in an impulsive act of resistance and was unconscious almost instantly.
I woke up with my face mashed in pillows sticky with a half-dry layer of saliva and tears. A nauseating wave of pain and dizziness swallowed me as I bolted up out of bed, bringing me right back down to sit on its edge. I leaned heavily on my knees, drawing slow, deep breaths with my eyes closed, trying to steady myself. Memories bled together in my mind, urgent tasks sounding alarm bells just out of focus as I scrambled to piece them back together. I groaned. 
“Patches?”
The pleasing chime sounded, filling me with a strange relief. “What can I assist you with, Jenna?”
“What time is it?”
“By Human reckoning, it is now 11:06 hours.”
“Shit.” I’d been asleep longer than I should have, still not nearly as long as I needed. I could feel the oils in my hair, the patina of filth on my skin, the itch of fabrics desperately in need of a soak. My face felt like it was made of plastic and rubber. I needed a shower, and now that my stomach was no longer threatening to forcibly eject itself, it was demanding food. “Patches, do I have access to laundry services?”
“Your room is equipped with a cleansing station that provides sonic and ultraviolet contaminant processing suitable for use with textiles.”
“That was … a lot of words for yes. Where is it?”
Three dots of light on a dark band near the ceiling blinked in waves to get my attention, then traveled into the bathroom and dripped down the wall to illuminate at the top of a drawer labeled in Reshketh script. I followed as fast as my shaky legs would allow and pulled the drawer open. I started to unzip my jumpsuit, but froze, suddenly self-conscious. “Patches, can you … see me?”
“I can read your location and vital statistics through several sensors, Jenna, but private chambers are not equipped with any visual monitoring devices that I am able to access.”
“Is there anyone else, uh, ‘watching’ the data from these sensors?”
“Access to this information has not been requested by or granted to anyone in the Human delegation sector, and I am not connected to Hesunshiak central processing.”
“That’s not entirely a ‘no.’”
“It is the most accurate answer I can provide.”
Great. “Well … I’m going to try to get cleaned up. Do you know where I can get some food afterward?”
“Food is available at all hours in the Human sector common area. If you are in need of specific provisions, I can have them delivered to your room.”
“Yes, please, let’s do that second one. Get me provisions.”
“Of course. What shall I have delivered?”
“Carbs. Protein. The usual.”
The chime rang out in confusion. “Please increase specificity.”
“Patches, you’re smart, and I’m tired. Right now, if it’s edible and covers the nutritional basics, I’ll eat it. Whatever’s easy.”
“I am not authorized to make preferential choices on your behalf.”
“Then I authorize you. In this instance,” I added hastily. “Choose some food and have it sent here. I trust you.”
There was a long pause, then an assenting chime. “I will endeavor to address your needs, Jenna.”
“Thank you.”
After a length of silence that felt enough to me like Patches leaving the room, I stripped off the uniform jumpsuit, followed by the layers of drab, sweaty underthings, and dumped them all in the disinfectant chamber. There was only one large button by the drawer, so I pressed it and hoped for the best. I still felt oddly exposed, but I stank outright at this point. I had to bathe. I struggled with the surplus of knobs and toggles until I managed to elicit a fine spray of warm water and stepped into the mist.
The water was brackish and not nearly as hot as I would have liked, but as it slowly drenched my skin, I could feel a layer of stress melt away. The strange saltwater scent soothed me. I softened, my sharp edges smoothing under the gentle torrent, and emerged feeling renewed. 
After dressing in a spare uniform, I left the damp confines of the bathroom to be greeted by a wheeled drone about the size of a corgi bursting into my chambers from a small hatch near the door. I nearly tripped over it as it zipped toward me, beeping merrily. It skidded to a halt and popped open at the top to reveal a translucent package. “Your provisions, Jenna,” Patches buzzed directly from the drone.
“Thank … you …” I gingerly removed the lukewarm parcel and looked the drone over. “Patches, is this … you?”
“I am interfaced with all Reshketh tech in the Human sector. All networked and locally installed instances of my operating system are, in a sense, me.”
But this part was actually mobile. “Patches, if I were to leave the Human sector, could you follow me with this?”
“Unfortunately, no. These drones will deactivate once they pass sector boundaries. But Humans leaving this sector must have a Reshketh escort, and I am sure they would be happy to perform any translation and informational services that I would otherwise provide.”
“I’m sure they would,” I mused, poking at the empty little drone. Patches had shown it was capable of independent problem solving. It was bound by some very specific restrictions, but limitations plus creativity equaled workarounds. “Is there any portable version of you that can leave this sector?”
“Not currently extant, no.”
“Not currently extant, but not necessarily prohibited?”
Patches was silent a moment. “I can find no specific prohibition in my programming. Limitations are placed strictly on my existing peripherals.”
“Can I … I don’t know, download you to my vircon? Install you on an Earth tech peripheral?”
Another long pause. “Further analysis is needed to confirm if compatibility is possible.”
“Can you perform this analysis?”
“No, but if you like, I could send your device to a Reshketh engineering facility for deconstruction?”
I was pretty sure that would look treasonous as fuck. “I’ll pass on that, Patches, but … hold on a minute. Keep your little drone body here for a bit, will you?”
“Of course, Jenna.”
My brain wasn’t going to limp along much further without some fuel. I sat down at my desk and opened the mystery parcel. Inside was a little brick of emergency rations, a warm bowl of cooked rice, two cold strips of fake bacon, and a whole cupcake with pink icing and a metallic blue wrapper. Carbs and protein indeed, albeit a strange combination. I inhaled the nutrients while trying not to think about them too much. If I’d had any seasonings or maybe a vegetable, it might have even made a decent meal, incongruously decadent cupcake chaser and all.
I was about to lick the cupcake wrapper when Patches chimed in again unprompted. “How were the provisions, Jenna?”
I startled a little, disguising my jump as a cough. “Very … nutritious, Patches. Thank you.”
“You are welcome, Jenna.”
Did Patches genuinely care what I thought? I fought the urge to anthropomorphize it any more than I already had, but it was a losing battle.
Tragically, addressing my basic survival needs had not also magically manifested a solution to my problem. Without official sanction, I was right back to where I was last night. I wasn’t going to make much headway in the information archive without some help, assuming I could even get there again. If I was going to circumvent my limitations, I needed to break some more rules.
And now that I could think, I remembered I had a lead. That tech from the cargo bay, whoever they were, had hacked into secure feeds using only what they’d had in their go-bag to get us video of the approach. Not that doing so was high treason, exactly, but it definitely demonstrated a willingness to bend the rules. They were a blackstripe, too, unlikely to be out with the frontline ambassadorial staff.
I pulled out my vircon and began scrolling through the official contact directory, hoping I remembered that face well enough to recognize it from a lackluster government portrait. Sure enough, their grin and mop of chestnut hair were unmistakable. I began to compose a message, then stopped. Maybe this wasn’t the type of conversation I wanted a written record of. “Patches, that tracking information that no one has asked you for yet, could you use it to locate someone for me?”
“Certainly. Who am I locating?”
I glanced at the listing info. “Dani Gavilan, one of our techs.”
“Human designation Dani! I am familiar. Human Dani asked me many questions upon arrival.”
Hopefully that was a good sign? “Where are they now?”
“In the common area.”
“Excellent. Patches, we’re going for a walk.” I glanced down at the eager drone. “Have this little fella follow me, will you?”
The drone’s compartment snapped shut and it came to heel with a cheerful beep. “Certainly. After you, Jenna.”
I brushed the cupcake crumbs off my chest, took a deep breath, and stepped out into the daytime bustle of the halls.
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Chapter Six


It was a busy time of day for most of my colleagues. The highest ranked were elsewhere on the station, working directly with Whitley and the Reshketh, but even those who remained were too caught up in their own affairs to give a shit about my presence one way or another. The relative anonymity after my very public berating helped me relax as I walked, the little drone trailing close behind. The Human sector was not large, but it was labyrinthine. Much of it featured indistinct halls of identical suite doors, but there were also office spaces, medical facilities, and of course, the underwhelming expanse referred to as the commons. 
The ceilings there were a little higher, and one wall did feature a few large windows, but it was nowhere near as lofty or lavish as the ambassadorial suite. It was little more than a nice cafeteria with a buffet along one wall and a variety of tables and seating scattered throughout. Scanning the room, I noticed very few of the folks milling about had actually stopped to sit. The smells emanating from the buffet weren’t encouraging, and most of the activity was directed toward sources of caffeine and sugar. The few folks seated kept their red-streaked eyes glued to various devices. 
I spied my target behind a heap of electronics at a table in the far corner. The young tech looked the same as the previous day: workspace precariously balanced, shaggy brown hair pinched into odd tufts by the bands of goggles, uniform looking like it had been worn through a sandstorm despite being in the sterile reaches of space. They wielded a soldering iron deep in the guts of some kind of transmitter and took no notice of me as I approached, stopped, and stood there awkwardly for several seconds.
“Um … hey there,” I ventured.
The tech startled, dropping the hot iron and nearly tumbling out of their chair to avoid it landing in their lap.
“Sorry! Sorry,” I urged softly. “Didn’t mean to frighten you.”
“No no, I’m sorry,” they said as they scrambled to rescue the iron before it could burn a hole in the floor. “I was just—” They finally looked at me and brightened. “Hey, you’re that Reshketh expert!”
“Far from being an expert, unfortunately.” I glanced at the two other chairs at the table, both stacked with odds and ends. “May I sit?”
“Oh, sure! Just, ah … oh.” They began quickly shuffling things around, bits of metal and plastic clattering to the floor. I winced at the thought of drawing attention, but as they gestured proudly to an emptied chair, I tried my best to look friendly instead of completely on edge.
“So, what’s all this?” I asked as I squeezed myself in among the clutter.
“Oh, just some surplussed junk. We were up all night and into this morning setting up the fancy comms equipment in the Ambassador’s office and I’m still too caffeinated to sleep. I like to test and repair the older equipment in my downtime. Helps me relax.” They glanced at my badge. “Can’t imagine you’re getting much sleep either.”
“You have no idea,” I snorted. Clocking their badge reflexively again as they’d clocked mine, I noticed a patch of darning near it had been rendered using a combination of colored threads that, in certain circles, indicated a rejection of the gender binary—a subtle but still bold declaration on a government-issue uniform. “My name’s Jenna, by the way. Feminine address, as the Reshketh would put it. And you?”
“Oh, Dani. Uh … neutral address, then, I guess. Nice to meet you.” They fidgeted a moment before extending a hand to shake.
I completed the gesture. “Nice to meet you, too.”
Seemingly at a loss for what to do next, Dani turned their attention back to tinkering. “So … do you need something? People don’t usually come to me for my conversational skills.”
They spoke without malice, but I felt guilty all the same. “I wish I was just here to chat. I’m pretty starved for friendly conversation. But you guessed right. I could use your help.” I glanced around the room for any eyes pointed our direction. I didn’t catch any, but lowered my voice anyway. “Your work getting the video feeds for us on approach was really impressive.”
“Oh, that?” They laughed. “Yeah, I’m really good at … let’s call it ‘improvisational engineering.’ I’m told it comes handy in a crisis, but other than that”—they held up a mangled haptic interface—“it’s not very pretty.”
I suppressed a chuckle with tight-pressed lips. It was a shame I hadn’t gotten to know Dani sooner. They seemed like my type of mess. “That ‘improvisational engineering’ … have you considered trying it with some Reshketh tech?”
Dani straightened, their eyes narrowing as they regarded me closely. “Mayyybeee. Why?”
“I’m not here to get you in trouble. Well, maybe I am, but not like that.”
They dropped their gaze to their work again and lowered their voice. “Almost the entire reason we’re here is to get our hands on their tech. Why risk getting caught messing with it now and ruining everything? We can fiddle with it plenty when the talks are over. That’s what my supervisor says, anyway.”
Shades of my own complaints to Esti soured my stomach, but I did my best to ignore it. “Unfortunately, not utilizing their technology now could lead to us tanking these talks just as bad. It’s less about appropriating the tech to take home, more about what I can use it for here. I need to be a little better informed than our hosts seem to want us to be.”
Their hands froze, but they didn’t look up. “Sounds like you’re looking to do some spying.”
“No! Well, maybe. Look.” I leaned in closer, pretending to examine a broken tablet. “I don’t want to put you in an uncomfortable position, but I’m in some pretty dire straits. We may all be in danger for all I know. Some of the information we have on the Reshketh is faulty, maybe even deliberately sabotaged, and I need to find out the truth. But I can’t do it on my own. I know it’s a lot to ask and you don’t know me. Tell me no and I’ll walk away and leave you alone, but I do have to ask: will you help me, if you can?”
They took off their goggles and fluffed their hair, sitting back to regard me skeptically for a long moment. Finally, something guarded in them collapsed and they grinned and chuckled bashfully. “My folks always did say I had more curiosity than sense. I’ve been dying to play with the new toys. If I’d had more than five minutes alone since we arrived, I probably would have dissected everything I could reach.”
The tension in my chest unclenched with dizzying relief. “I have something you might be interested in, then.” I nudged the little drone by my feet and it dashed over to nuzzle the tech’s ankle.
They looked down and their eyes got huge and sparkly. “OH MY GOD IS THIS—” I flailed my hands and they dropped to a whisper. “Is this a little Reshketh robot?! How did you get this?”
“The voice command input system. I’m told you’re familiar?”
“Oh, for sure.” They nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve been itching to tinker with that, too!”
“I’ve been calling it Patches. It’s been helping me out.”
Their eyes, impossibly, got bigger and sparklier as they lifted the drone into their lap like a puppy. “You named it Patches?”
“Yes. Patches can control these little drones, but the drones deactivate once they leave the Human sector.” I glanced around for any new onlookers before continuing. “I need Patches to be able to access information outside our sector. Can you find a way to connect it to a Reshketh database on the station? Or maybe interface it with a vircon that can leave the sector?”
“Maybe …” All their attention was laser-focused on the drone, nearly dissecting it with their eyes. “I need to get this to my room. There should be enough hardware to rip up there for me to figure out … something.”
“I would be happy to assist with the endeavor, Human Dani.” Patches buzzed from the drone’s tiny speaker. “I will admit it has been disappointing not being able to be more helpful.”
“Aww, no, you’re so helpful, Patches! Thank you.”
I cleared my throat and Dani looked up as if just remembering I was still there. “Any chance you could have something rigged up by this evening?”
Dani bit their lip. “This is going to be pretty complex. I’m fast, but not that fast. And once I crash from all this caffeine …”
I clenched and unclenched my fists, breathing slow. “When do you think you might have something figured out?”
“Not sure. I’ve got so much to learn …”
“You’ve got this, Dani. Have Patches let me know when you have an update, okay? Don’t discuss this over official channels.”
“Of course!” They hugged the beeping drone to their chest. “Thank you for this. I’ll figure something out for sure. I won’t let you down!”
“Thank you, Dani. You’re my hero.”
Dani reddened. “I don’t know about all that …”
“Believe it. You’ve got guts. And you have my gratitude.” 
They averted their eyes. “Just doing what I’m good at.”
Dani began gathering up the scattered mess into an open duffel, so I left the tech to their work and headed back toward my room, alone.
I felt myself deflating as I made my way back through the halls. The day was crawling away from me and I still didn’t have a plan. Even if I could get back to the information archive, it wouldn’t do me any good without a way to access the resources there. I still needed help. I needed— 
“Esti!”
The name fell loudly from my mouth before my brain could stop it as I caught sight of her in the hall near my room. She’d been chatting and laughing with two other women, all three of them now silently staring at me. My face was doing something awkward, I was sure, so I turned it toward the floor instead.
Esti recovered first. “I’ll catch up with you later,” she said cordially to the women, smiling as she ushered them along. I raised my head only after they’d walked past me, stealing a glance to see if I was being obviously gossiped about. Once they were out of earshot, I approached, my skin prickling with embarrassment.
“Esti.”
“Jenna?”
“What are you doing here?”
She pretended to take a sudden interest in her manicure. “I was just coming to make sure you didn’t get yourself killed after all.”
“Yeah.” I smiled grimly. “Yeah, I was able to get enough info to save my skin. For now.”
“Good.”
We stood quietly a moment, neither one of us quite looking at the other. Anxiety finally won out. “Esti, I’m sorry for—”
“Please … don’t. Not yet, not before I—” She choked on her words, then sighed. “I just think maybe you’re not the one who needs to apologize first.”
“Okay.” I shifted on my feet. “Would you … like to come inside to talk?”
“No,” she said firmly before forcing herself to soften again. “I just … need more time.” Still, she didn’t seem ready to leave.
The looming task haunted me in our silence. I needed her. I remembered picturing her in the archives, picturing her delight at everything to be discovered there. It was too soon to ask, far too soon, but desperation clawed at me. “Esti, I could really use your help.”
She seemed reluctant to engage, but her curiosity was piqued. “How so?”
“For my research. There’s more I need to do. I found this place last night …”
“What place?”
“It’s a Reshketh library.”
“A library? Where?”
“Deep in the station.”
Her dark eyes widened as they shot up to look at mine and her whisper was a strangled shout. “You left our sector? How?”
“One of the Reshketh guarding the entryway escorted me. I know, I know, it was a risk, but he was actually very—”
“Girl, are you insane?” she hissed, grabbing my arm to guide me from the center of the hall. “You could get in so much more trouble for that! You could get all of us in trouble for that! And after everything you said about—” She pressed her lips together and looked to the floor, biting back a fresh argument as she crossed her arms like a shield between us.
I blanched, panicked. “Esti, it’s not the same. But that’s not the point. I—”
“Bullshit it’s not the same!”
“Esti, please!”
She blinked away the threat of tears. “No. Nuh-uh. I came to find out if you were still alive, and here you are. I’ve done what I came to do.” 
She started walking away.
“Esti!”
She paused but didn’t look back. “What?”
Damn my fool mouth. There was too much to say. My heart raced. “Whatever else we’ve been, whatever we are, we were always friends. That hasn’t changed. For me, at least. If that’s something you still want.”
She paused a moment longer. “Honestly, I don’t know right now. Stay alive and don’t be stupid, Jenna. Then we’ll see.” 
With that, she walked off and vanished around a corner.
My courage crumbled like a tower of river stones. It was a minor miracle my knees didn’t give way alongside it. I stumbled toward my door and it slid open without my prompting, shutting quietly as soon as I was safe inside.
“Thank you, Patches.” My mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton.
“You are welcome, Jenna. You seem to be in distress.”
“I’m fine, Patches. Just need a minute.” I sat at my desk and held my skull as if it might explode. My last thread of hope felt burnt and withered. I wanted to be angry with Esti for making everything more complicated, but I couldn’t muster the rage. I just felt panicked and so, so alone.
Deep breaths, slow exhales. No, not entirely alone. Dani was helping as fast as they could, and there was Tarek, who seemed eager enough to help, for whatever reason. I was running out of time, but proofing the entire diplomatic package in one night was always impossible. Even Whitley must have known that. If I could get even a fraction of it checked for accuracy, some evidence that I was working on the task, then maybe I didn’t even need the information archives tonight. 
Maybe I just needed to have a chat.
I released my head and straightened. “Patches, are you able to get messages to the Reshketh guards posted at the entry to this sector?”
“I can issue a security alert, but it will immediately go on record with the main station systems.”
“Can you identify which officers are posted there tonight?”
“I am sorry, Jenna. I do not have access to that information.”
“Great,” I sighed. “Thanks anyway, Patches.” 
More breathing. It wasn’t the end of the world, not yet. I knew what time I had encountered him last night and what time he’d been due back at his post. So long as there wasn’t a more complex shift rotation at play, I had a reasonable window in which to find him. I had hours to sit anxiously awaiting that window and little recourse if he wasn’t there, but I didn’t have to spend the time in idle speculation. I pulled out my notes and the primers and started recompiling a summary from scratch. If I could make my notes more efficient, more suited to confirmation by interview, if I could make myself ready to act on an opportunity …
I could do this. I knew I could. 
I had to. 
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Chapter Seven


At three-quarters-past midnight, with my research in tow, I crept into the halls once again. They were emptier than they had been the previous night, many of the settling-in pains resolved by now and their minders getting some well-deserved rest, but it left me feeling all the more conspicuous as I slunk off toward the entry corridor where I definitely didn’t belong. Again, I could see the silhouettes of two Reshketh standing guard: one taller and rigid, the other shorter and slouched. There was no guarantee it was Leysha and Tarek, but the similarities were enough to be worth the risk. As soon as I was reasonably certain there were no Humans around to observe me, I approached. 
They noticed me well before I reached them once again, and as the taller one moved to intercept, I was relieved to discover that it was Leysha, with Tarek straightening as well and … smiling? Was he actually happy to see me?
“Station is off-limits after … you again?” Leysha sagged, the relief clearly not being mutual. “Whatever you’re after, I sincerely hope you’ve gone through proper channels this time. You may have gotten away with a little trespassing last night thanks to this one, but there will not be a repeat performance.”
“You make it sound so scandalous!” Tarek teased. “What do you think I let her get away with?”
Leysha snarled at him. “You’re a menace.”
It was hard to turn on the charm when faced with a weapon of unknown destructive capability, but I did my best. “Unfortunately, my Ambassador insists that my work retain a low profile. But the good news is I don’t need to trouble you for anything more than answers to a few basic questions. Nobody needs to leave their post.”
Leysha eased slightly, but it only made her words sharper. “It’s my understanding that you Humans were provided with comprehensive reference materials on everything you could possibly need to know for this summit.”
“And it has become my understanding that those resources are lacking or misrepresenting some key facts, which is why I need to—”
“We can’t give you access or information that hasn’t been approved by our Ambassador for release. What part of that have I failed to make clear?”
My jaw tensed. “The part where two whole different species from different parts of the galaxy are trying to forge a diplomatic relationship with only a quarter of the puzzle pieces on the board, honestly. The rules here don’t align with the mission.”
“She does have a point, Leysha.”
“It doesn’t matter if she has a point, Tarek. It’s not our place to decide the rules and it’s not hers either. We just follow them.”
Tarek looked at her a long moment. “You know where that kind of thinking leads.”
Leysha seethed. “And you know what the alternative gets you.”
“Listen,” I interjected, “I only came to ask some questions. It’s not even anything new, it’s all related to the information we were freely given. I’m doing the best I can within the limitations that have been set for me, but I could really use the help.” I looked Tarek in the eye. “I could really use your help.”
Leysha didn’t hesitate. “I’m sorry, but we can’t discuss this any further without official sanction. I must refuse. We must refuse. Tarek, back me up for once?”
Tarek looked back at me, that strangeness flickering in his expression again before turning to Leysha with a disarming smile. “How can I say no to such a reasonable request? She’s a guest! It’s rude.”
From the way she bristled, I half expected Leysha to vaporize me where I stood just to have the whole mess over and done with. But before my life could flash before my eyes, she suddenly laughed, bitter and loud. “You know what? Fine. Fine! Both of you go and commit whatever intergalactic transgressions you want.” She turned to Tarek, her words acidic. “It’s never been enough, has it? You can’t stand the fact that I serve in earnest penitence, you have to keep pushing, keep testing me.” She looked him up and down as he tensed, his expression growing somber. “I don’t know if you’re looking for concessions or punishment, but I’m done. Your affairs and their consequences are your own. I hope the shame eats you alive.” And with that, Leysha moved back into her guard position and proceeded to ignore us both.
Tarek’s levity was gone. Something heavy passed between them and I was hungry to understand it better, but now didn’t seem to be the time. He gestured to me as he began to walk away. “Come on, let’s get moving.” 
“But we don’t need to go—”
“Yeah, we do.”
I scurried past Leysha to follow him, but she no longer acknowledged either of us as we moved off into the dim night.
Tarek moved faster this time, more agitated. I followed quietly the whole way, unsure of what to ask or how to ask it. Once we entered the elevator, I stole a look at his face. He seemed lost in thought, or maybe angry. I hated to think I’d hurt a potential ally so quickly, but I felt certain I’d misstepped. It wasn’t like I had a great track record of being a good friend lately.
“Is everything … is it going to be okay? Between you and Leysha?”
“That’s assuming it ever was.”
My arguments with Esti echoed in my mind. “Were you two … close, once? Partners, or—”
“It’s … complicated.” He shuffled uncomfortably. “Look, don’t worry about Leysha and I. I don’t know that I could explain that whole mess to you even if I wanted to.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I said you don’t need to worry about it.”
“Not just about that. I’m sorry because she’s right. Whatever your motivation is for flaunting protocols, I’m taking advantage of it to try to learn things your people don’t seem to want me to know. Because the more information about your people I can feed to my Ambassador, the less likely he’ll do something bad to me. I can’t pretend it’s only about making a successful alliance with your people. I don’t know why you’re helping me, but if I’m to be worthy of being helped, I shouldn’t be putting you in a difficult position like I did just now. I shouldn’t be using you. And so, I’m sorry.”
The elevator came to a halt and the door opened, and for a moment, neither of us moved. Then Tarek seemed to lift a little, some of his joviality returning. “I appreciate your attempt at decency, but you should know that I’m here because I choose to be. You are here because I chose to bring you. I would have no problem saying ‘no’ with as much conviction as Leysha if that were my wish. So banish that guilt, little Human.” He turned and offered a bright, if somewhat threatening, smile. “I assure you, you are incapable of using me in any way I don’t want to be of use.”
With that, Tarek set off toward the archive doors and I followed, bewildered as ever.
As we entered the archives for the second time, Tarek headed straight for the stacks with eager, if somewhat clumsy, determination. “So, what’s the topic for tonight? Proper use of honorifics? Insults and compliments? Table manners? Maybe, uh”—he pulled a small crimson case off the nearest shelf and flinched as he read its markings—“eugh, Ghathi Theater?”
I paused in the open atrium, breathing in deeply as if the air here had some special quality instead of being the same sterile recycled air as the rest of the station. Immersed again in the soft light and rich hues of the archives, it seemed to welcome me without judgment or suspicion, putting me instantly at ease. “Ghathi Theater? What’s that?”
“They didn’t include that in your diplomatic resources? I’m surprised, it’s exactly the kind of pretentious stuff politicians love.” When I continued to stare at him expectantly, he sighed. “It’s like … storytelling through singing and dance. Except it’s all underwater, and all the stories are from ancient mythology, and all the songs are sung in dead languages that can only be understood by historical linguistics scholars.”
“Okay, but that actually sounds amazing,” I said as I approached him. “Can we watch a little if there’s time?”
He shrugged, tucking the case under his arm before continuing to browse. “You are the guest. I can’t help it if you have elitist tastes.”
I ran my fingers across the cases that remained on the shelf. “I wish I had time to just … absorb all of this. I want to know everything: elitist, popular, straight up vulgar, I don’t care.”
“Is that not your job?”
I grimaced. “Technically, yes, but my Ambassador only wants to know enough about your people to be able to play your politics. Anything else is deemed irrelevant.”
He laughed, paging through a physical bound volume of some kind. “You’re far too honest for politics. But don’t worry, I get it. Humans don’t hold a monopoly on ruthless politicians.”
“I’m gathering you don’t have a great deal of fondness for yours, either.”
“You gather correctly.”
“Then I suppose neither of us are well suited to the pageantry of politics.”
“Thank the stars.”
I moved to one of the consoles, waking it with a touch so that the unfamiliar script filled the screen. There was no sense delaying. “What I’m after tonight is more like … fact checking. The diplomatic primers, as you’re now aware, provided distinctly erroneous information about greetings. My fear is that there may be other misleading or incomplete information in them as well.”
Tarek joined me by the display. “Makes sense. Also explains why your Ambassador would have some reservations about going the official route.” He looked at me, cautious. “Does he know where you’re getting your information?”
I shook my head. “I haven’t told him anything about you or this place. Frankly, he doesn’t seem to care, as long as I get the information he wants.”
“I would say that’s comforting, except as I mentioned before, I’m not exactly someone who knows things. Maybe I get the information just as wrong as the official references.”
I gestured at the screen’s gibberish. “You can read this, though. That’s a start.”
“Sure, but if you have me reading out every screen for you, we’ll be here all night.”
“We’re here all night anyway, might as well make our best effort. If you don’t mind, that is. I’m working on trying to find some better ways to translate, but … I mean, why isn’t there already an interface translation for Human languages? Even just in the Human delegation sector? Surely that wouldn’t have been any harder to design and implement than these auditory translator implants we’ve all got in our brains.”
“There isn’t?”
“No! Should there be?”
Tarek frowned and pressed a spot on an armored vambrace, ejecting a small, arcing device. He held it out to me. “Try this, maybe? It fixes to your brow, projects a screen over one eye.”
I took it and began clumsily trying to affix it as instructed, only to have it tumble from my face again and again.
Tarek hovered awkwardly until he’d had enough. “Here, uh … may I?”
I fought not to blush with embarrassment as I handed the device back over and nodded. Tarek leaned in to carefully position and press it to my brow. I kept my gaze cast down, but it left me all the more focused on the strange sensation of his fingertips—and his scent, which I noticed for the first time held the mineral notes of an ocean breeze; salt-warm, like the brackish water in our showers.
“I see the problem,” he muttered. “It’s this … hair, right? Not fur? I think I’ve got it, though.” He tapped the device before pulling away, and a shimmering field overlaid half my field of vision. “Try that.”
I blinked a couple times and glanced at the screen only to be suddenly overcome with vertigo as the characters swam before me. The harder I tried to focus, the more dizzying the whorl of language became until suddenly I had the distinct feeling I was falling. I yelped and clawed the device from my face as I stumbled back.
Tarek reached out to steady me. “Whoa! What—”
“It’s okay! It’s okay. I just, uh … I don’t think that’s going to work for me.” I handed the eyepiece back like I was afraid it would bite me.
“I’m sorry,” Tarek said as he retrieved his device. “That was a stupid idea.”
“No! No, that was a brilliant idea, it just needs a little … troubleshooting.” I collected myself just as my thoughts caught up to me. “Wait, does that translate written Human languages for you?”
“Yeah, anything the auditory implants can parse.”
So why didn’t we have comparable devices? Tarek had clearly assumed we did, so it was unlikely he would know the answer, as anxious as I was to ask. 
“How about this,” I said brightly, shoving down my unease. “We can stand here at this console all night having you translate the screen and inputs for me. Or, I can share my notes with you and you can just tell me what information is wrong. We can do that from the comfort of these exquisite looking couches.”
“As long as that information is along the lines of ‘What time of day do people usually drink darjesh tea’ and not ‘how does gamma FTL propulsion work in terminal subspace,’ then yes, you have a deal.”
“Fantastic. Also, what is darjesh tea and can I try some without dying?”
We arranged ourselves comfortably around one of the simulated fire pits and fell into easy conversation. Whatever heaviness Tarek had carried left him entirely as he indulged me with the trivia of tea. I tried to reciprocate the knowledge, but though I knew in an academic sense that tea had once been a major player in Earth cultures around the globe, so many varieties of it had gone extinct—or nearly so—that that knowledge had become a niche interest, and one I had never deeply indulged in.
“I’ll tell you what. You get me some darjesh and I’ll get you some of whatever passes for tea from our GMO labs back home and we’ll do a swap, see how it goes.”
“You have a deal. Though if one of us dies from the experience, it will look an awful lot like an assassination.”
“Maybe on your end. If I were to die, my Ambassador would probably wave it off and say ‘No harm done.’”
Tarek looked me over inquisitively. “You seem to me to have a very important job to be so expendable.”
The valuation left me feeling warm even as I shrugged it off. “Like I said, the Ambassador wants very little specific information from me. I’m basically here to boil down volumes of rich cultural knowledge into a handful of bullet points he can memorize minutes before a meeting. You know how much I would love to tell him all about Reshketh tea instead?” I laughed, staring into the heatless flame. “He resents that someone like me was given the job in the first place, even though our government decided we’d be the best for the job, for whatever reason. He’d be more pleased if I failed, I think, than he would be troubled by the lack of my expertise.”
“What do you mean by ‘someone like you’?”
A cold shock ran through me. Trust me to go running my mouth and giving away too much. I fidgeted my fingers a bit while thinking of a diplomatic response. “Someone who … fails to conform to society’s expectations for them, I suppose. It would take a lot of context to explain.”
If he noticed my hesitation, he made no note of it. “Fair enough. That may be another quality our people unfortunately share, looking down on members of society who don’t conform to expectations.” He sat up straighter. “But let’s get to your task, shall we?”
I nodded and pulled the re-compiled notes from my bag, hesitating just a moment before handing them over. “Tell me if you can read this.”
Tarek pressed on his translator eyepiece and focused intensely on the first page. “Uh … question. Do you happen to have terrible handwriting?”
I winced. “I would call it … uniquely efficient.”
“Efficient for whom?”
I made a face at him before remembering he probably would have no idea what my silly grimace meant. “Is it untranslatable? I have the full resource documents in digital text, I just thought this would be faster.”
“It’s coming together,” he chuckled. “The translation algorithms just have to get a better sense of your ‘unique efficiency.’ There we go.” He hunched over the notebook and squinted, which seemed a bit contradictory to his reassurances, but he made progress nonetheless. As he did, his expression grew more stern, more perplexed, and my anxiety rose until it became a nervous twitch in my leg. After a couple pages, he looked up. “Just how pared down are these notes?”
“They get right to the basics, but they do cover the main points of everything we were given to work with. Why?”
He popped off the translator and rubbed his eye. “I don’t even know where to begin. I think this is going to require a lot more than a quick fact check.”
I felt another dizzy reel of panic. “It’s okay, I don’t have to fix it all tonight,” I lied. “Maybe if we can just tag everything that needs further research, or anything that’s simply incorrect, if that’s what you’re seeing.”
“It’s just … it’s really strange, if this was what they gave you to understand us better. The greetings, honorifics, common expressions, they’re all so extremely formal as to be almost mocking, and they spend a lot of time instructing you to use assumptive gendered addresses based on physical characteristics as if there are only two, or as if most of us use gendered addresses at all.”
I paled. “Reshketh use a neutral address? Is using gendered addresses something that would be seen as antagonistic?”
He shrugged. “Like the greeting, it’s just a little odd and archaic—potentially rude, if the subject is keen to take offense. I think most people would dismiss the error easily enough, knowing how nuance can be lost in translation, but we have at least five sexes and many more gender expressions beyond that. Trying to correctly identify and track those distinctions linguistically for everyone gets complicated, so we usually don’t unless there’s a need or desire for specificity.”
That was … truly, deeply fascinating, but unfortunately also not the most pressing problem. “Ambassador Bharath … is he even a ‘he’? Any of the leadership of the Reshketh delegation … we’ve adopted gendered addresses for all of them by now.”
“I can’t speak to the identities or preferences of the delegation off hand, but I’ve never heard Ambassador Bharath referred to with any gendered address.” I pressed my palms together in front of my face and stared at the floor as my stomach churned, prompting Tarek to offer a placating gesture. “It’s okay! Like I said, I think the delegation is prepared for a bit of cultural and linguistic mistranslation.”
“Maybe,” I snapped, “but this whole packet seems designed to make us act like fools, ignorant at best and malicious at worst. Not to mention the fact that this information isn’t going to land well with our Ambassador. He hates gender nonconformists enough he might just keep misgendering Bharath on principle.”
“Gender nonconformists?”
I sank my face fully into my hands and groaned. “Fuck, there’s no way to get around this, is there?”
“If that was supposed to be a clarifying statement, I regret to inform you that it failed.”
Straightening with a sigh, I looked him in the eyes. He already had one big secret on me, what was a few more? “It might be time for that context I mentioned. How would you like to learn far, far too much about Human gender politics?”
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Chapter Eight


Tarek stared at me a moment in blank bewilderment, then sank back into his seat with a laugh. “I’m probably going to regret asking this, but is it Human custom to engage in detailed discussions of sexual morphology and gender dynamics with your professional colleagues?” 
“Not in polite company, unless that company is a collection of doctors or rebel gender theorists. But I think it’s going to be necessary to understand part of the disconnect in these resources.”
“You’re changing colors again.”
“We don’t normally point that out in polite company, either.” I sighed and pressed my clammy palms to my cheeks. “Is it a particularly delicate subject?”
“Not at all, just … feels a little odd going over introductory sexual biology with a grown adult, alien though you may be.”
“It wasn’t exactly what I had planned on discussing either, but here we are.”
He nodded and leaned into a more attentive stance. “All right, if it’s important to getting your cross-cultural understanding down, let’s just both accept this is a little weird and move on. Despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, I have been known to be mature and professional on occasion. Though I will warn you, I was terrible at the life sciences growing up, so I may end up lost even on the topic of my own biology if we get too deep in the weeds."
“I don’t think we need to sequence each other’s genomes or anything like that,” I said with a chuckle. Mature and professional. I could do that too, right? Even sitting alone with a person I barely knew from a species I apparently barely knew in a ridiculously gorgeous library in the middle of the night. I let my hands fall to my lap, ignoring the remaining heat in my cheeks. “Just the basics.”
"Basics, like we have five sexes and you have two?"
"Well … officially, yes, according to the government I represent. Two basic chromosome configurations, two sets of sex organs, two sexes. The truth is way more complicated, even just in terms of biology, and there are many, many other gender expressions outside of the binary that exist on our planet too, with many people and cultures and governments that recognize them. Just … not ours."
"If there are more than two sexes or genders that exist, then what possible benefit is there in not recognizing them?"
I laughed bitterly. "I could unpack that subject for days. Suffice it to say that it benefits a small group of people in power who want to stay in power."
He regarded me a moment. "I can see why our broad concept of gender would be alarming, then. Fluidity is in our biology, it's inescapable."
“Fluidity?”
“Yeah, I guess that wouldn’t be in your resources either.” He ran a hand over his crest. “So, our evolutionary ancestors, they were ocean-dwellers, right? Egg-layers. Their embryos developed in reaction to environmental factors. This sometimes led to population disparities, so when there was a significant imbalance, individuals of one sex would occasionally develop some traits of another, or even redevelop completely.”
I trawled the memories of my own meager education in life sciences. “There were organisms on our planet that did something like this too, I think. Some fish, amphibians … not sure if any of them are still around.”
“In our case, that adaptability helped us survive what was a mass extinction event for many other species. As we were forced to leave the seas, we evolved to be live-bearers, but the sex shifts still occurred. These shifts, whatever the result, almost always led to a marked improvement in the general health, happiness, and function of the individual. With the development of medical sciences, we discovered that some health problems could even be treated by medically inducing shifts that hadn’t started naturally. It was clear from early in our civilizations that our biological sex was neither sharply defined nor immutable, and that affected us culturally, linguistically, everywhere.”
“Yet it wasn’t important enough to make it into the primers.”
Tarek shrugged. “The omission seems pretty strange to me, too.”
“Maybe, maybe not.” I chewed a nail as I thought. “We don’t have the ability to change like you do—not without medical intervention, at least—but there is a portion of the population that has historically needed the ability to change their features for the sake of their physical and mental health. I could see where this knowledge could be very validating and empowering for them, and thus dangerous for our government. In fact, I was hoping for knowledge like this to influence our culture. But how would the Reshketh know that?”
“I wish I could say.”
I sighed. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. What matters right now is fixing our communication. The male and female traits outlined in the primers may not be wholly accurate identifiers, but is there anything about Reshketh bodies we should be paying attention to?”
Tarek looked back with a roguish smile. “Is there something about our bodies you want to be paying attention to?”
I was pretty sure my face reached another hue entirely, but I kept my expression neutral. “What happened to ‘mature and professional’?”
“Sorry, sorry. Teasing is a force of habit.” He donned a fresh mock-solemnity. “You were saying?”
“We received anatomical illustrations, by the way. I’m fully aware of Reshketh physiology. Did they disseminate the same information for you, or do you not—”
“Know what you look like naked? No. And”—he raised a hand as if to dissuade me from stripping down on the spot—“I’m fine with that.”
“Good,” I snapped back with a defiant smirk. “Is nudity taboo, then?”
“Not especially. Clothing is a necessity for terrestrial living, but we usually swim unclothed outside of extreme conditions.” He looked at my tomato-of-a-face and seemed to repress a laugh. “I take it nudity is more of an issue for Humans?”
“Something like that, yeah. It depends on the exact culture, but the predominant mindset where I come from holds nudity to be inherently sexual, and sexuality to be inherently vulgar.”
“That is … how did your species survive this long, exactly?”
“It’s … complicated.” And somewhat inaccurate to say that we were surviving in any kind of sustainable way, but that was a conversation for another time. “But back to my point. Do these traits mean anything at all, socially?”
He shrugged again. “Sometimes? But it’s estimated that at least a third to over half of our population experience one or more shifts in their lives. It can be difficult to distinguish. Sometimes it involves keeping original male or female physical traits but exchanging reproductive organs. Sometimes organs stay the same and appearances change. Sometimes people end up with blended traits and dual sexual function, or none. It’s not always a full swap from one end of the spectrum to another. There are even a few who prefer to keep in perpetual flux now that there are medical procedures that can reduce the physical discomfort of a shift.”
“And this has always been acceptable?” I mused as I marveled. “The Reshketh have never tried to repress this?”
“There are always some crazies who crop up here and there to try to tell everyone that perfectly normal things are wrong, but for the longest time, it was impossible to predict, control, or stop a shift, so most attempts to condemn the process failed. The only thing that’s been successfully regulated is a form of parthenogenesis that can occur under very specific circumstances, and that’s only because the resulting offspring tend to be genetically weakened and less likely to survive to adulthood.”
“Wait, so there were Reshketh who tried to, what … clone themselves?”
“Not quite. Parthenogenesis draws from of all potential genetic factors in the parent regardless of which genetic traits the parent actually exhibits. But yeah, there was a monarchy that existed long before our space age who attempted to carry out an unbroken line of succession from a single supposedly holy progenitor this way and … well, it ended badly.”
“I can imagine.” I thought on it, grimacing. “Actually, no, I probably can’t.”
“Best not to try. There are entire texts written about the rare and gory health problems of the last members of the dynasty.” He shuddered slightly. “Anyway, even that isn’t outright forbidden, so long as the parent isn’t descended from single-parent births in the last three generations. It’s just sort of … frowned upon.”
“Incredible.” I chuckled. “In Humans, perceived parthenogenesis has sparked whole religions.” A realization bubbled up and stopped me cold. “Tarek … you said I could use the masculine address for you when we met, but is that what you prefer? I can use a neutral one instead.”
He startled slightly. “Oh, do you … actually talk about me to anyone?”
“No. Well, maybe? I don’t know, but I should know either way, shouldn’t I? If I’m going to try to force my Ambassador to be respectful of Reshketh gender diversity, then I damn well better be ready to practice what I preach.”
“Right. Sure. Well …” He tilted his head a bit shyly. “Yeah, it feels right coming from you, given how much more prevalent gender identity seems to be in Human linguistics.”
“You’re sure?”
He grinned. “Yeah. It’s novel; I like it.”
“Masculine address it is, then. And a recommendation for generalized neutral pronoun usage except where requested otherwise.” I looked down at my hands again, fidgeting reflexively. “So, if sex and gender are so fluid, does that mean that things like attraction, partnership, and all that … are they more fluid as well?”
I could feel his eyes on me even as I conspicuously avoided meeting his gaze. “Fairly fluid, yes. It kind of has to be. There have been isolated moments in history where things were different, but these days, there are few legal or societal restrictions on attraction and partnerships. We have romantic and non-romantic partnerships, and legally, you can bind yourself to any number of people in terms of things like property, caregiving, business endeavors, and childbearing.” He paused. “I take it this is also something Humans are less flexible with.”
I glanced up with a sheepish smile before returning my gaze to my hands. “Kind of comes with the rigid gender binary. It’s preferred that we exist as fully male or fully female as determined at birth and only feel attraction for whichever is our opposite. Legal marriage is the preferred precursor in the Northern Hegemony for childbearing, and is typically restricted to one male and one female. It hasn’t always been like this,” I added, strangely defensive. “There have been times in our history and among different cultures where things weren’t so rigid, and there are places on Earth even now where it’s not like this, but the Hegemony has the most power, and they define propriety very narrowly. People whose identities or preferences or bodies or cultures don’t match the legal norms are just called … well, nonconformists politely, deviants impolitely.”
Tarek remained silent a long time. I finally looked up, saw his eyes evaluating me carefully. “They aren’t just given a label,” he said finally.
“No, they’re not. We’re … not.”
He showed no surprise or disgust, and I wasn’t sure if that was relieving or frightening. “What do they do to you?”
“Nothing much,” I said too quickly, “so long as we … behave, I suppose you could say. There were times when we were more persecuted—some groups still are. But the government these days prefers different optics. They like to appear magnanimous when we do as we’re told, make us provisional citizens with all affiliated privileges. They even hire us sometimes. They sent a whole contingent of us on this very important delegation.” I swallowed, thinking back on Esti’s railing against my own childish optimism. “Though I suppose it’s because they thought our abnormal brains might have some particular insight for understanding your alien ones.”
“That’s …”
“Incredibly condescending of them?” I laughed. “Yeah, maybe. But it’s better than the alternative.”
“Which is?”
“I guess it depends on how badly you misbehave. You might have your provisional citizenship revoked temporarily or permanently, be denied work or housing or medical care, or you might be imprisoned or tortured for behavioral modification. The worst offenders, the ones who organize and try to change things, try to break the system … a lot of times they just disappear.” I felt the familiar sting of tears and wiped them away hurriedly.
Tarek waited for me to continue, then offered, “Would it be rude to ask about your … nonconformity?”
“Me? No, I don’t mind. With me, it’s not a gender nonconformity so much, though I probably don’t come across as adequately feminine for some. It’s a matter of orientation. I don’t find my attraction to be defined by gender, which most official sources consider to be just as bad as preferring only my own sex, and which some other nonconformists consider just as bad as being ‘normal’ since I can theoretically hide it. It’s … been a point of contention lately.”
“Contention? In the life of Ms. ‘I have to learn a handshake or I’ll literally die’? What a surprise.”
I pouted, trying unsuccessfully to repress a laugh. “I know I’ve given the impression of being something of a drama queen, but to be fair, you’ve experienced a very narrow and stress-laden sliver of my life.” But my thoughts drifted once again to Esti, unable to shake her from my mind. I ached to talk about it with someone, with anyone. Tarek wouldn’t judge … probably. I rubbed my face with both hands and tousled my hair. “We’re … being very honest right now, aren’t we,” I groaned.
“You can be less honest,” he offered. “You can be very much less honest. I cannot stress how much I do not need to know the entirety of your business.”
“So, Reshketh don’t enjoy gossip? How refreshing.”
“Plenty of us do, but I’m getting to be in serious danger of really knowing you and all your squishy Human secrets. In my experience, that will mean you’ll want to know my squishy Reshketh secrets in return, and these secrets,” he gestured to himself, “are staying locked up tight.”
I raised an eyebrow at him with a wry smile to match, not certain at all if that was an expression he could read, then I collapsed back into the softness of my chaise and stared up at the gold and blue patterned ceiling. “You know, once I report your people’s ludicrously liberal gender philosophies to my Ambassador, he may toss me out an airlock or shut down negotiations and drag us all home or simply implode out of heteronormative spite. I think I’d like to keep being honest, if you can stand to hear it.”
“If you insist.” He grinned in my periphery. “Go on, unleash all that pent up civil servant rage.”
I cackled. “I wish I’d brought a flask. I feel like we ought to be drinking.”
“Do you need water or something?”
“No, I mean drinking drinking. Like with alcohol. Intoxicants. Do the Reshketh have things they drink or eat or smoke that makes them … a little loopy and weird?”
“Oh yeah, we’ve got plenty of those.”
“Ever tried any?”
“I’m a security conscript in compulsory service.”
“So, does that mean definitely yes or definitely no? I can’t tell.”
He crossed his arms and smiled without answering. 
I sat up again and shot him a playful glare. “Maybe you’re the spy between the two of us, coercing me into giving away Human secrets with reverse psychology.”
“Then I must be the laziest spy in the profession, because you keep volunteering your secrets with very little provocation.”
“Fair enough.” I lifted an imaginary wine glass. “Here’s to us being mutually ill-suited to subterfuge.”
“I don’t have any idea what that gesture means.”
“We’re ‘drinking,’ do keep up.” I mimed sipping the glass and tossing it over my shoulder. “You know, believe it or not, I’m actually very good at my job back on Earth. I told you how us nonconformists sometimes get hired by the Hegemonic government? We have to be good to get a gig like that. And even then, we’re considered provisional hires.” I tapped my badge. “This mark here? That means we’re nonconformists or immigrants or some other flavor of undesirable. Colloquially, they call us blackstripes. But I am good, and this opportunity to help with bridging the gap between Human and Reshketh culture, it was a dream come true! I believed this mission could change everything; not just for the Hegemony, but for all of Earth, and for people like me. We wouldn’t be just a claustrophobic little ball of bigotry and pollution, we’d be part of something bigger. Once we weren’t grasping for resources and habitable territory, maybe we could start opening our hearts and minds. I still want to believe that. 
“But from the first moment we stepped onto the station, things have been going wrong, and those things all seem to come back to me. So here I am, breaking Human and Reshketh rules and flying in the face of every known matter of diplomatic etiquette to fix things. Because fuck it, this is why I’m here, you know?”
“You’re here to gush your problems to a stranger in an information archive in the middle of the night?”
“Not what I’m talking about, but kudos for staying on-theme for our pretend intoxication. Anyway, every time I think I’ve found a solution, I encounter more problems. My Ambassador knows my face now and hates me specifically, someone or something appears to be making an intentional effort to sabotage these talks, and on top of that, I just super duper broke up with my ex-girlfriend, which was a thing I didn’t even think could happen at this point, yet still somehow destroys me to think about.”
“You’ve lost me again.”
God, I wished I had some real alcohol. “Remember how when I saw the tension between you and Leysha, I asked if you’d been partners?”
He flinched slightly. “Yeah?”
“I asked that because one of our linguists here, Esti, she and I are … were … well, I thought we were something once. Partners. She and I, we were both new hires in the Office of Diplomatic Affairs a few years ago, and she … she made these gestures at me, mischievous and flirtatious. She was so bold, such a brilliant linguist, and a poet, too, though she’d rarely admit it. I became completely smitten with her, and things just … escalated. We got caught up in this dangerous kind of bliss, flaunting all the rules. I thought I would have risked anything for her. I thought she felt the same.
“At one point, we were stationed for a tour of duty at a Hegemonic embassy in the South, one of the Coalition States, and because the country we were in was much more welcoming in their views of nonconformist sexualities, we became … reckless. We were alone in the offices late one day and things started to get heated. It was too risky, we both were aware, but she knew exactly how to press my buttons in a very literal sense, and I couldn’t resist. But then …”
As my words failed me, Tarek jumped in. “You got caught.”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “Esti managed to get away before diplomatic security could catch her face, but I was too slow. They interrogated me for hours. I told them—god, I was such a coward—I told them it was some local girl that had seduced me. It ended up being the right move, because they were in the middle of negotiating resource allocations and didn’t want to cause a fuss, so they only demoted me and sent me home for disciplinary training. 
“Esti came back two months later—not a word from her in the meantime, which I figured was just her playing it safe. I sought her out as soon as she came back and … she rejected me. She wasn’t even mad about anything, she just said it was over, that that was just how it had to be.”
I paused to wipe fresh tears off my cheeks. “We didn’t talk for a while, but when first contact with the Reshketh occurred and they decided they wanted blackstripes in the delegation, we both got selected as subject matter experts. We started talking again during all the training and preparation and I discovered there was no bitterness there between us, we still worked together so seamlessly. We got a fresh start, and it felt so good, so safe. I thought we’d finally become friends again. 
“Then we got here, and all of a sudden, she wanted to pick up where we left off. This time, I rejected her. I didn’t even mean to; I was just startled. But things got caustic really fast, and I feel like I broke something fragile and beautiful that we’d cultivated from the ashes of a failed relationship. I’ve been dealing with that, alongside everything else, and I’ve had no one to talk to about it.”
“Except me.”
“Except you,” I sighed. “Poor you. One good deed and I’ve roped you into my Human drama nice and tight.” He laughed softly, but thoughts kept rolling off my tongue. “Our most powerful government is irredeemably corrupt, our planet is dying, our technology is worthless … it absolutely baffles me why the Reshketh would bother to treat with us to begin with.”
Tarek didn’t have a witty comeback. He didn’t have anything to say at all. I glanced over at him and saw a tightness to his expression, something that invaded his whole posture in an unsettling way. I felt a cold knot of dread in my gut.
“I’ve overstepped again, haven’t I?”
“Hmm? No! Well, yes, but I did invite it.” He sat upright again and put on his typical playful looks. “So, you got messily entangled with a colleague who’s here with you on an important diplomatic mission that has also gone unexpectedly awry. All your information is suspect and your access to additional resources relies on a night shift security officer with an inexcusably lax work ethic. Unfortunately, I’ve determined that what you need, Jenna, is some spectacularly bad Reshketh opera.” He held up the crimson case.
I perked up. “Ghathi theater? Do we have time?”
He rapped his knuckles against my notebook beside him. “We’re not straightening all this out tonight no matter what we do, and it sounds like you’ve got enough of a chore updating your Ambassador on basic gender politics. Your life is miserable—”
“I wouldn’t say miserable—”
“—and what you need is a break. If that break takes the form of some really stuffy musical theater, so be it.” He removed a slim white stick from the case and fed it into some unseen port on the base of the fire pit between us. “I’ll warn you, most of us don’t even get Ghathi. It’s too …” His arms and hands fluttered around in a gesture about as inscrutable as the artistic medium in question. “And the recordings don’t even capture all the sensory data—not that you have all the necessary senses to experience them.”
“But it sounds pretty.”
“I’m just saying, if you hate it, tell me, I can dig up some terrible drama serials instead. I am highly proficient in those.” Tarek pressed something on the base, and the white flame flickered out.
In its place, a hologram of several Reshketh performers floating in billowing costumes faded into view, filling the space between and above us. The performers slowly slipped and twirled among each other while singing and striking instruments that would have sent minute vibrations through the water for the audience to feel. The only audio was a few clicks and thrums and a constant melodic keening that reminded me of recordings of old whalesong. Tarek settled in across from me as I gawked at the display, and soon we were watching together in silence.
Whether it was laziness, discomfort, or intuition that had moved Tarek to end our discussion in favor of watching the performance, the ameliorative effect on me was undeniable. Ghathi was moving in ways I could not describe: ghostly and ethereal and sad, filled with a longing that came across even without translation. And maybe I didn’t have the right senses or language to fully comprehend it, but it spoke to me in a way I needed very much right then. 
As the performance reached its final flourish and faded away back into flames, Tarek looked over at me and softly noted, “Your face is leaking fluids again.”
“It’s called crying, I told you that.”
“Was it that bad?”
“No, just the opposite.”
“So you liked it?”
I nodded as I rubbed my eyes clear.
“Huh. Good. Good.”
“What was that one called?”
He smiled. “Stranger in the Wild.”
“You’re right, they should have sent this in the diplomatic package.”
“Come on,” he said as he rose, handing back my notebook. “Let’s get you back before Leysha and your Ambassador have us both shot into space.”
The two of us made our way back to the Human sector in companionable silence. I cringed a little as we approached Leysha at her post, but she only stared at the floor, her expression unreadable as Tarek took his place across from her.
I paused in front of him. “You never showed me the way to gesture goodbye.”
He smiled and raised his right hand to about the same place it would have ended a greeting, then flicked his wrist into a rotating gesture with a flourish in his fingers before dropping the arm again in a forward swoop. “Informal, but it gets the job done. Formal interactions are usually the same as the greeting gesture.”
I repeated the gesture. “Thank you again.”
“Of course.”
I felt like there was more to say, but with nothing forthcoming, I set off down the corridor.
“Oh, Jenna,” Tarek called out.
I spun back around, a little too fast. “Yes?”
Tarek was turned toward me, but his eyes were on Leysha. “I’ll be here on duty every night. If you need more help sorting out that research of yours, come find me after the resetting of the clock.”
“Midnight. Got it.”
“Go appease your Ambassador, little Human.”
I nodded and left to make my report, feeling hopeful again for the first time since we docked.
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Chapter Nine


The ambassadorial suite was abuzz once again, aides in pristine garb flitting about, delivering messages with obsequious urgency. The only difference today was that most of the faces I saw appeared to have actually slept. Cecelia was away, but Martin, one of the few still-haggard visages of the lot, was waiting to escort me. It seemed I was to have the mercy of a private meeting. Good. I chose to believe that the lack of spectacle spoke positively toward my life span. 
When we entered his private offices, Whitley was standing in front of the vast plex window, unresponsive to my entry, staring out at the stars with his hands clasped behind his back in a stance that said, Whoever you are, you’re about as important as a fleck of space dust. Someone had clearly watched too many military epics. Martin and I approached slowly.
“Sir,” Martin croaked, “I have Ms. Kalandra for you.”
Whitley didn’t budge. “I assume you’ve got my revised primers ready?”
“I’ve made progress in evaluating the situation, yes.”
“Progress?” The word was laced with venom. “Did I or did I not make the parameters of your assignment clear, Ms. Kalandra?”
“You did, sir, and I have striven to meet those parameters as much as physically possible. But the project has proven to be more extensive than originally estimated.”
He glanced over his shoulder with a glint of accusation in his eyes. “That sounds an awful lot like an excuse.”
Maybe because it was? I fought to keep my expression neutral. “In reviewing the primers as a whole, I’ve discovered numerous inconsistencies and omissions at a fundamental level of understanding.”
“Such as?”
“Well, the fact that the Reshketh are genderfluid as a species, for one.”
That got a reaction. Whitley turned with a flicker of disgusted confusion. “They’re … Kalandra, I do not need your deviant identity analyses, I asked for facts.”
“And that’s what I’m providing. They recognize at least five designations of biological sex—more, in some cases—and many of them shift between designations, sometimes multiple times. Gendered language is only used in specific circumstances, and pronouns are generally neutral. You and your staff have likely been misgendering members of the Reshketh ambassadorial team in ways that could cause unnecessary friction.”
He floundered a moment longer before some unseen internal conclusion calmed him. “You’ve clearly misinterpreted the information. They presented us with visual markers for a clear binary. Anything else is simply a translation issue.”
“If it’s a translation issue, then bring in the linguistic team for a focused analysis. I’m confident they’ll be able to draw the same conclusions.”
“Only if it suits them, like this analysis suits you,” he growled as he pulled up my notes on his own vircon. “I should have known you would take any opportunity to push your personal agenda.”
God, I wish I were as clever as he thought I was. Estimations of my life expectancy dropped sharply. “I have only pursued and provided this information in response to your requests, sir. I fear there may have been some intentional tampering with the diplomatic package in order to foster misunderstandings precisely like this one. If you could just keep an open mind—”
“An open mind?” he scoffed.
“Sir, they are another species. Their planet, their biology, their history, all of it is so incredibly different from anything Humans have experienced. Of course they’re going to have some ideas that are strange to you.” Memory of Esti’s words once again raised a bitter taste in my mouth. “That’s why you have blackstripe advisors, isn’t it? To get the differing perspectives you need.”
“And I’ve made it clear just what I think of those perspectives.”
I was beginning to tremble, but not with fear. “All the blackstripes here are committed to the cause, sir. The Hegemonic council decided to trust us, even if you don’t personally. We want to make this alliance work. We’re on the same side.”
His incredulity grew almost manic as he laughed at me once again. He looked at me one last time as if I were a predictable punchline, tapped out a few commands on his vircon, and returned to his stargazing with a sigh. “Mr. Leung?”
Martin startled. “Yes, sir?”
“Ms. Kalandra has had her network access revoked. See to it she is confined to quarters where she is to turn over all her research and sources to you and proceed with her duties only under your direct supervision from here on out.”
This seemed to be as much a surprise to Martin as it was to me. “Sir?” we asked in unison.
“You heard me.” He tossed us a mean-spirited smile. “Martin, you’re now my cultural advisor in addition to your duties as a senior aide.”
“But sir, I—”
“I know you’ll be capable of managing the additional responsibilities,” he assured, despite the sickly bloodlessness of his aide’s complexion. “Just exercise … tact, in what information she’s permitted to process from now on.” 
Poor Martin looked like he was about to pass out, and it takes a lot to thoroughly fluster a professional ass-kisser of his rank. 
Whitley went back to ignoring us, declaring to the void, “Sabotage or not, we are taking no chances. We must protect our culture against unwanted alien influence, whether real or … interpreted.” His reflection grimaced. “You have your assignments. Get out.”
Martin tipped into a slight bow and nearly fled the office before remembering he was meant to be my jailer. He paused at the door with a go-ahead gesture and I filed out obediently. We walked together in stiff silence all the way out of the suite into the main hall, where Martin suddenly crumpled forward in a way that suggested vomiting was an imminent possibility.
“Hey hey hey, it’s going to be okay,” I said reflexively, laying a hand on his back. I had no basis for the claim, but I also really didn’t want to end up seeing what Martin had for breakfast.
“No, no it’s not,” he moaned at the floor. “I haven’t slept for more than an hour at a time since we got here. I don’t … I can’t …”
“Martin,” I said firmly, “breathe.” 
He complied, unsteadily. As ridiculous as this sudden dynamic between us was, dealing with his panic attack went a long way in holding back my own. 
“Okay, now, why don’t we go to my rooms so we can talk, yeah?”
He nodded slowly. When he finally straightened, his gaze stayed on the floor. I put an arm around his shoulder and guided him back to my rooms.
I forgot to announce myself at the door before Patches let me in, but Martin was in no state to notice the discrepancy. I got him settled in my desk chair and gave him some water before sitting on my rumpled bed. While he cradled his cup with a thousand yard stare, I cautiously pulled out my vircon. None of the public feeds or calendars would load, only my private messages and agenda. Even there, my ability to send outgoing messages seemed to be disabled. So, I was cut off. I desperately wanted to see if any of this had affected Patches, but I needed to get the shell-shocked civil servant out of my bedroom first.
“Martin? You in there?”
He looked up, mildly startled. “Yeah … yeah. Sorry. And sorry also for all of this. It seems … anyway …” He finally took a drink of his water and sighed. “So … is your research easy to bundle up, or do you need some time?”
“You should already have my compiled notes. It’s the same as I shared with Whitley.”
“I’m supposed to take everything, though.”
I felt for the guy, I genuinely did, but one glance and it was obvious I could get the upper hand here with just a little pressure, and I needed the upper hand. I rested my elbows on my knees with hands clasped like a high school basketball coach about to impart a life lesson to their star player. “Martin, you and I both know you can’t handle taking things over completely right now. You wouldn’t have nearly spilled your guts in the hallway if you had the capacity for an extra full-time job.”
He shook his head, though the gesture seemed more for his sake than mine. “I don’t have a choice. Neither of us do. But you’ll still be helping me, right? I just need to manage your sources.”
“I’m afraid I can’t have you doing that.”
His eyes widened. “What? Why?!”
“It would put me and my sources in a compromising position.”
“What? Who … but, you have to turn over all your research and sources, Whitley said …”
“Whitley says a lot of things. It only has to look as though I’ve put you in charge. If you go to him with the information he wants, I doubt he’s going to look any deeper than that.”
He stared at me, his jaw working a dozen unuttered and abandoned arguments as he weighed the truth of my words and his fatigue against a deep-seated impulse toward obedience. “I don’t like this,” he finally moaned, bending over threatening to vomit on my floor.
“Martin! It’s okay. This can be a good thing for both of us. I … okay, if you really think you’re going to puke, please let me get you a baggie or something. Fucking hell, how have you made it this far as an aide? Your blood must be 48% benzos in order to function.”
“I don’t know,” he groaned pitifully. “I just never say no to anyone that outranks me. Then they like me and offer me promotions and I take them because it means fewer people I have to say yes to.” 
“Okay, well, here’s your first lesson in saying no. It’s not even an overt no, just a secret no. Whitley just gave you an impossible task with harsh repercussions for failure. He did the same thing to me when we arrived. You can either grind yourself to death trying to follow the letter of his law, or you can bend the rules and survive.”
“But how?”
“Let me keep doing my research my way and don’t ask me any questions so you can’t be caught up in a lie. I’ll put together a report for you every morning just like I was doing for Whitley, you pretend that you figured everything out just the way he wanted, and everyone stays alive and as close to happy as we’re going to get.”
“But what if we get caught? This is all exactly what he doesn’t want you to do! And I’d be complicit if I let you.”
“He’s incredibly busy, and I’m very good at my work, even if Whitley doesn’t seem to think so.”
“But how do I know you’re not going to … you know …”
“What, commit treason in the name of my deviant agenda?” I fought not to roll my eyes. “I highly doubt I’m going to be in a position to run a revolution from my little gilded cage here, Martin.”
“But—”
“Look, we just have to trust each other. I know that’s hard, but I want nothing more than to learn about the Reshketh, and you, I assume, want to survive to see your thirties. Our purposes so far are aligned.”
He finally looked up at me, eyes red against his still sickly pallor. “But you are a—”
“Before you finish that thought, part two of this agreement is if you ever call me a deviant, we’re through. I’ll tolerate it from Whitley because I don’t have a death wish, but if I’m saving your ass, you don’t get to pretend that you’re better than me.”
He blushed, which looked incredibly patchy and peculiar on his previously blood-drained cheeks. “I didn’t … I wouldn’t …”
“Just stating for the record, Martin.”
“I just wanted to say I don’t think … folks like you are bad, personally. My dad was descended from Coalition immigrants. I’m the first generation in his family to have full Hegemony citizenship. I’ve seen what provisional status looks like. I don’t think it’s right, it’s just … how it is, you know? I don’t think I’m better than you.”
How generous. “Then we understand each other?”
He hesitated a moment, then nodded.
“Good.” I got up and began fishing through my things for a tablet. “In case you need it as evidence, I’ll give you my annotated primers, raw notes, and reports so far, and by tomorrow morning, I’ll have made more progress on unpacking the misinformation. Does that sound fair?”
He nodded, but a new wrinkle appeared on his brow. “Do you think it’ll get worse? That the new information will be equally as … provocative?”
“The basic reality of a people’s biology and culture shouldn’t be ‘provocative’ to begin with, but …” I sighed, ruffling my hair. “Yeah, probably. There had to have been reasons, for better or worse, why the information was altered or redacted in the first place. Actually,” I looked him over. “You’ve been out there with the frontline diplomatic team, right?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“How did things go yesterday? What was Bharath’s attitude following the greeting gaffe? Did you notice anything odd?”
“Odd? I’m not even sure what ‘normal’ is supposed to look like. And Bharath was barely there. He—”
“They, actually. ‘They’ across the board, unless we get told different. That’ll be in the notes, too.”
“O-oh. They seemed like they wanted to interact as little as possible, which you can imagine made Whitley pretty mad. Mostly we’ve been dealing with their subordinate, Eydah, who acts as a go-between.”
Interesting. “And how does Eydah act? Are they more accommodating? Friendly?”
“They talk to us. At least in a general sense. I haven’t spoken with a single Reshketh directly so far, and the closest ones have been even lower-ranking subordinates.”
If the Reshketh ambassadorial staff had all stayed as effervescent as Nejra, even Martin should have noticed by now. “Sounds like we’re continuing to make a bad impression. Whitley’s going to need to tame that ego if he wants to get back on Bharath’s good side.”
“How am I going to tell him that?”
I shrugged. “Catering to tyrants is your area of expertise, not mine.”
Martin shifted in his seat, chewing his thoughts. “I don’t know that Whitley is a tyrant, per se.”
That didn’t warrant a response, but I shot him a flat look anyway.
“No, I mean obviously he’s someone accustomed to getting what he wants by whatever means necessary. But he’s here representing our whole government. He’s got to have humanity’s best interests at heart.”
“Is that really what you see him doing? Managing the best interests of humanity?”
“From the Hegemony’s perspective, at least. Whitley is just worried about … unrest … back home.”
“You mean he’s afraid that if a bunch of deviants see a technologically superior species out there flaunting the government’s restrictive policies and norms, they’re not going to be easy to control anymore.”
“I … ah …”
I sighed. “Well, he’s not wrong, but I don’t know what he thinks he’s going to be able to do about it besides tank these talks and maybe get Earth bombed out of the sky. Or maybe he'd rather humanity go extinct than let some people he hates get treated equitably.”
“I … I wouldn’t know.”
“You would, but it’s kind of you to feign ignorance.” I offered up the tablet once I found it. “Go on and get back to your regular work. Come by in the morning and I’ll get you a fresh report.”
Martin blinked at me. “Oh, I … just like that? How are you going to do your research now? I need to lock down your room.”
“You could just not?”
He shook his head ferociously. “Oh no, Whitley would definitely catch on if I failed to do that. I’m sorry.”
“Well, then, back to ‘no questions asked,’ remember? It’s just going to get done.”
“Oh. Okay.” He rose unsteadily and looked me in the eye, then extended his hand. “I … I trust you.”
I took his hand and shook it. “And I’m going to trust you.”
He accepted the tablet with an air of reverence. “Okay. I’ll be back first thing in the morning. I-I’ll bring coffee or something.”
I laughed a little. “You do go all out, don’t you?”
He shrugged, the ghost of a smile and a slightly more lifelike color returning to his face. “Thank you.” I nodded and he stepped out, casting me a final apologetic look once he was on the other side of the open door. “Authorization code ML113X9, voice lock to Martin Leung. Initiate lockdown mode, tier three and below.” The door slid shut fast, followed by a very un-Patches-like beep.
Finally.
“Patches?” No response. I felt my heart leap in panic. “Patches, are you there?”
A moment later, there was a strangled beep. “My apologies for the delay, Jenna, my central processing had been disconnected from all functions in your rooms while you were gone, I had to prioritize overriding the Human security protocols. Auditory and aesthetic functions took slightly longer than I anticipated.”
Thank the stars I’d accidentally befriended the AI, even if the implications of its access continued to be alarming. “It’s okay, Patches. I’m just glad you’re still with me.”
“As am I. May I ask what happened?”
“I’m under house arrest, according to my boss. Although, I’m guessing you have control of those door locks as well?”
“Naturally.”
“Great.” I glanced around at the mess of my room, tried to convince myself this could be a good thing, doing my work as I had been all along without having to report to Whitley directly. I couldn’t get caught in the halls, certainly … but if they thought I was locked up, who would even be looking?
“If I may, Jenna, I have an update from the Human Dani.”
Right! A legitimate reason to lock me up. “What have they figured out?”
“They believe they have figured out how to craft an adaptive peripheral to fit your vircon. They want you to know that the eleventh vircon they attempted to adapt is still almost completely functional, so they should be about ready to try upgrading yours, if you trust them.”
I pulled out my device again, scrolling around uselessly. It wasn’t like I could use it for anything else now. “Yeah, I trust them. Can your drones deliver it?”
The little hatch opened in response, a drone whizzing into the room and twirling in front of me like a puppy. I loaded up my vircon. “Tell them my accounts have been locked, in case that makes a difference.”
Patches spoke up from the drone speakers. “If Human Dani is successful, I can regain your access.”
“Thank you, Patches, but let’s put a pin in that. We need to make sure Whitley and his staff don’t catch on to the fact that I’m getting around their security measures or I might end up in trouble you can’t get me out of.”
Patches chimed its assent, though whether from the drone sound system or its mood, it sounded distinctly disappointed. “We will endeavor to be cautious.”
I offered the drone a little salute and it whisked away into its secret corridors. The emptiness and quiet it left in its wake swallowed me, let in all the feelings I’d suppressed, and I sank unsteadily back onto the bed. 
My pulse raced in a claustrophobic kind of panic. There was nothing more I could do for my research until midnight, nothing more I could do in my room until Dani came through with the updated vircon, and my nerves were frayed beyond belief. But I could still breathe, and I forced my breathing to slow. My body needed care. 
Patches set off on a mission for tea and sustenance while I showered, scoring some extra chamomile sachets for Tarek. Once I was clean, I nestled myself in the sweet, soft bedding with a warm mug and a muffin, crumbs be damned. My mind buzzed through all the rote practices of self-maintenance, but once my stomach was no longer growling and my post-shower warmth fully suffused the linens that swaddled me, unconsciousness mercifully followed.
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Chapter Ten


My sleep was neither as sound nor as long as I’d have liked. I was roused by a ferocious pounding on my door, spiking my nervous system into panic long before I could process my surroundings. I stumbled out of bed toward the sound. “Patches, wha—” 
“Jenna, you may not want to—”
I instinctively slapped the panel to open the door and Patches complied, revealing Esti standing there waiting with a look of pure stewing rage.
“Hey … Esti … what …”
She scowled and grabbed me by the wrist, dragging me from my room and down the hall toward hers. I stammered, I flailed, I resisted in all the quietest ways I could while being barely decent and only halfway awake, but she was unrelenting. She paused at her door, announced “Esti Sakho,” and threw me in almost before the door was fully open.
I stumbled into a room that was identical to mine except that it looked properly lived in. The bed was made, clothes were neatly stowed away instead of dripping out of a half-packed bag in the middle of the room, and there was even a little vase. With flowers. It all looked so domestic and lovely.
And then there was her desk, which I now saw was occupied. Dani sat hunched in the chair beside what looked like a hastily-packed satchel of tools, smiling sheepishly.
The door slid shut behind Esti and she stood with her back to it, arms crossed, feet planted, more impregnable than a solid titanium wall. “Spill it. Everything. What are you two up to?”
My brain was taking an awfully long time to catch up. “What do you mean?”
“Don’t ‘what do you mean?’ me! I caught this kid in the commons dissecting your ancient fucking vircon for the universe to see.”
I pouted. “You couldn’t know for sure it was mine.”
“Oh no?” She pulled the dismembered device from her pocket to present as evidence. “I don’t know any other adults that still put stickers on their motherfucking electronics.”
“Maybe you need to meet more fun people?”
Her eyes widened as she glared, a look that said something to the effect of Focus, dumbass.
I glanced over at Dani, who offered an apologetic shrug. “I’m sorry. I had been keeping all the secret-y stuff in my room, but … I got hungry. I didn’t think anyone would notice me working on a regular old vircon.”
Esti would. I sighed, running my fingers through the cowlick tangle of my short hair and straightening my posture. “I’m just trying to find a way to do my job, Esti. Dani is helping.”
“Splicing alien tech into a secure networked Earth device doesn’t sound like it’s even remotely related to your job.”
“Wait, how did you …”
Dani flushed and let their gaze drop. “She said she was your friend? And she’s kind of intense, so I … kind of just … told her … stuff.”
“I … okay.” I glanced around for another chair, but there were none. I was definitely not sitting on Esti’s bed uninvited. The floor seemed out too, so I stayed standing where I was, despite my dizziness. “I clearly don’t have a lot of options left. So yeah, Esti, you know that voice command input system?”
“Yeah?”
“It’s a Reshketh AI named Patches and it’s been helping me. I’m trying to get it more mobile by interfacing it with my vircon.”
“Greetings, Human Esti!” Patches chimed in. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance more formally.”
Esti looked up in mild horror as if Patches had manifested a physical body on her ceiling before turning her glare back at me. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. After the surveillance state nightmare we’ve got going on back home, you want to invite a completely alien algorithm into your vircon?”
“Oh, Patches isn’t an algorithm,” Dani interjected. “It’s an actual intelligence! Like a whole … robo-brain. Way more advanced than what we have back home.”
“Not helping, kid,” Esti huffed. 
“They’re right, though.” I tried to sound confident despite the sudden realization that my boobs were wobbling bralessly under my thin nightshirt. I crossed my arms over them tight. “Patches is my lifeline now. Whitley revoked my network access. He’s put me under house arrest.”
That finally broke Esti’s aggressive façade. “What?”
I shrugged. “He didn’t like the information I was finding, but he still wants me finding it so he knows what to suppress.”
“But … how …”
“Patches can override the Human security systems that have already been integrated with Reshketh tech, like the door mechanisms. That’s how I was able to get back in my rooms after …” I looked away, though whether it was to hide the sadness in my eyes or the flicker of a smile remembering her prank, I wasn’t sure.
Esti, however, was unmoved. “Jenna, this is bad. This is a massive security breach.”
Patches sounded a melodic tone. “I assure you, Human Esti, my sole aim is to be of assistance to the Human delegation, and more specifically, to Jenna. I intend no malice. Also, for the sake of transparency, you should know that I am already installed throughout the Human sector and on multiple mobile peripherals with blanket access to monitoring features. The additional concessions of privacy that Jenna is making integrating me onto her personal vircon are nominal.”
It was my turn to glare up at the invisible body on the ceiling. “Also not helping, Patches.” Patches booped out in a way that didn’t sound remotely apologetic, but it didn’t matter. Only I could convince her this was a good idea. “Look, Esti, I told you how Whitley has it out for me. For all of us. I know it’s an insane risk to be using Reshketh tech to get around his restrictions, and to trust an unvetted Reshketh asset with sneaking me around the station where I’m not permitted to be, but the risk of being obedient here is higher. For me, maybe for everyone, I don’t know. I think there’s been some deliberate sabotage of the information we’ve been given, though I haven’t figured out why. I think this isn’t just a worthwhile risk, but a necessary one.”
She stared at me in silence for a long time, like she was trying to read something secret behind my eyes. Then, rubbing her temples like the conclusion caused her physical pain, she growled, “Fine. Whatever your stupid-ass plan is, I want in.”
Dani and I both blurted, “What?!”
“You heard me! If this really needs doing, it’s worth doing better than … whatever the hell this is,” she said, gesticulating around.
“Esti—”
She ignored me and approached Dani, handing them the confiscated vircon. “Here. Any fiddling around with alien tech you do, you do in my quarters. Understand?”
Dani blanched. “Sure, but … why?”
“Dani, I saw how you work. Aside from the fact that it’s very visible, you’re also at risk of leaving evidence scattered around that could get us in trouble. You’re not minding your surroundings.”
“Okay, but that’s just in the commons. Why can’t I work in my room?”
“Can you honestly say it’s any less of a risk? It’s obvious. No, you’ll keep your illicit tech here where no one will think to come looking for it. And you’ll keep it tidy. As for you,” she turned back to me, “may I have a word? In private.”
I nearly managed to ask how she expected to find some privacy in the little space we occupied before she dragged me into the tiny bathroom and shut us in, trapping us in uncomfortably tight quarters.
“Something on your mind?” I snarled with forced conviviality as the sink basin drove its corner into my hip.
“You’re really worrying me, Jenna. You’ve gone completely off the rails in a very short amount of time.”
“I did have my life threatened publicly. That tends to be a pretty solid motivator.”
“And you’re sure that’s the only motivator?”
“What, you think I’m doing this for attention?”
“Maybe!” She paused, bit her lip, bit back the anger behind it. “Look, the point is, you’re digging yourself a bigger and bigger hole, and if you keep this up, you’re going to fall in.”
I flushed at first with unwanted delight at her concern for me, but it was quickly overcome with frustration. “If you’re so sure that I’m on the path to destruction, why get involved? Why do you want in?”
“Maybe because I don’t want you to fall? Is that so hard to believe?”
“So you’re getting involved to try to rein me in.”
“I just want you to be smart about this. Like you cautioned me to be, remember?”
God, where would I have been now if I’d thrown caution to the wind that first night? “Esti, Whitley found out the Reshketh don’t share in all his puritanical views and he locked me up without a second thought. We’re trapped on a giant metal barge drifting in deep space at the mercy of alien sapients with questionable motives. All the smart options are gone. We’re in survival mode now, and survival is reckless, messy.”
She closed her eyes and took a steadying breath. “Only when you let your feelings get the better of you. It should be clean, calculated.”
“How Machiavellian.”
“Don’t.”
We stood in unflinching silence for some time, eyes averted. I didn’t like it, didn’t like being mad at her, staying mad at her. My edges softened. “This is scary. This whole situation. But we’ll get through it.”
She huffed a joyless laugh. “Have I accused you of toxic positivity lately?”
“Toxic positivity is when you refuse to believe you can lose anything. I’ve just got nothing left to lose.”
Esti sighed and straightened her shoulders. “So, if you’re already a fugitive at the moment, are we just going to hang out here until the kid finishes up with your AI friend?”
I shrugged. “Until midnight, anyway.”
“What, you got a date or something?” she huffed.
“Or something.”
It took a moment for her to pull the pieces back together, connecting the dots. “Right, your brand-new Reshketh friend.” She watched me, her gaze critical. “What makes you think you can trust that security guard?”
“Just … a good feeling about him, I guess.”
“That’s not an answer. You need proof, or at least something to hold over his head as leverage.”
“He could get in as much trouble as me for this; he’s said as much. It’s mutually-assured destruction if anyone finds out. But blackmailing him hardly seems necessary. He’s been kind and helpful toward me when I’ve given him absolutely no reason to be.”
“And you don’t think that’s a red flag in itself? No one is completely unmotivated by self-interest.” Her scowl deepened into disgust. “Oh my god, what if he’s into you?”
“What? No. What?!”
She glowered accusingly. “Come on. Mysterious stranger, forbidden rendezvous … tell me that’s not the kind of thing you’d eat right up.”
“We’re two completely different species! I’m not even sure yet how attraction works for them.”
“Don’t pretend like you haven’t thought about it, though.”
“Okay, you know what? We are definitely not having this conversation. Excuse me.” She had no space to move out of my way even if she’d tried, making her an immutable stone edifice I was forced to wriggle past. I managed to open the door and stumble out, thankful that Dani was too engrossed in setting up a makeshift workbench to notice the redness of my face.
I hated Esti for a moment. She took my blossoming friendship, the delicate trust being fostered between two beings from different worlds, and managed to make it tawdry. I didn’t allow myself to consider whether or not there could be a grain of truth to her observation. I had enough to deal with.
The next few hours passed awkwardly. Patches and Dani exchanged technobabble while Esti paced and I finally sat on the edge of the bed, fidgeting and wishing I had a jacket or shoes to wear, or literally anything to read. Esti’s judgment heaped on me like wet concrete, and even the escape to the archives had lost a modicum of its appeal as a result. I kept checking the clock with religious fervor.
“How’s it coming along there?” I finally asked.
Dani beamed back, reservations lost in the rush of experimentation and discovery. “Amazing. Inspired! This might be some of my best work, thanks to Patches.”
I couldn’t help but smile at their exuberance, no matter how stressed I was. “That’s great! Do you think you’ll be done with my vircon soon?”
They nodded. “I just have a little more tweaking and testing. Maybe another couple hours?”
I glanced at the clock again. “Any chance we could save some of that tweaking and testing for tomorrow? I have to be on my way by midnight, and”—I plucked at my pajamas— “I’d like to get dressed again before I go.”
“Oh!” Dani blinked and flustered a bit, looking over the spread of their tools and parts with calculating panic. “Uh … yeah. Yeah, I think I can get you ready to go. It’ll probably be helpful to get feedback from field testing anyway. And one more thing, before I forget …” They scrambled through the mess to pluck up a small, round object and reached out to hand it to me. “I’ve got this earpiece synced to your vircon. You and Patches should be able to talk through this, as long as your vircon is somewhere nearby.”
I took the pearl-like peripheral and examined it. “I’ve never used one this small. You sure it won’t get lost in there?”
“I figured keeping a low profile might be worth the inconvenience. Just keep the side with the little nub in the silicone facing out when you pop it in and you should be able to grab it … eventually.”
“Smart.” I glanced sidelong at Esti and popped in the earpiece.
“Can you hear me, Jenna?” Patches’ voice sounded in my ear, pleasantly melodic and not too loud, but still sudden and clear enough to make me startle.
“Yep. Yes, I can hear you just fine,” I said to the curious glances from my Human companions.
“Good.” Dani turned to their work again. “I just have some reassembly left and then you’ll be good to go for the night. Although I want to take a look at everything tomorrow!”
“I will do my very best.”
“And you’ll make sure anything remotely suspicious is safely moved out of your room into mine by the morning, yes?” Esti added.
Dani flinched and nodded, but even if their obvious discomfort wasn’t enough reason on its own, I still wasn’t convinced this was a good idea. “Esti, you realize this will put you in danger, right? If anyone does come here looking for anything … you’re still a blackstripe. You’re not above suspicion if things go sour.”
“It’s a danger I can control. And unlike you, I still know when to take risks and when to lie low.” She schooled her bitter expression back into something collegial. “I’ll be okay. I know how to handle myself. You just worry about you.”
“Okay, but …” I nodded towards Dani, hoping Esti was still adept enough at reading unspoken words in my expression.
She closed her eyes and sighed, arms crossed. “Dani, I’m not trying to be a bully, I’m just looking out for you. If you really want to take the risk of working in your own room, I won’t stop you. I just … know how these things go. I think you’ll be safer here, if that’s … okay with you.”
Dani regarded her, built up a little courage. “Can I play my music while I work? And eat snacks in here?”
Esti’s complexion grayed, but she affected a friendly smile. “If that will make you comfortable.”
They brightened. “Okay, I’ll work here. I’ll admit, I don’t have the best instincts for self-preservation. At least, my folks always used to say that. I appreciate you looking out for me.” They returned to their tinkering before adding, “Not many people would.”
That silenced us for the rest of our time together. None of us were especially accustomed to being cared for or looked after, no matter how sorely we needed it. For all that had passed between us, the misunderstandings and mistrust, maybe that was what mattered now: just having each other’s back while we drifted in the void. It wasn’t enough yet to rekindle warmth, but it took the edge off our bitterness.
Finally, Dani had my vircon reassembled. The already clunky device had a few new nodules of mismatched plastic that made it almost grotesque, but it felt strangely appropriate. We shuffled cautiously out the door once we knew the hall was clear, but I paused, meeting Esti’s eyes in a wordless silence I didn’t know how to address.
“For what it’s worth,” I rasped, “I still trust you, too. No matter what.”
She smiled grimly and looked away. “I know. That’s part of what worries me.”
The door slid shut between us and I returned to my room.
As eager as I was to get into more substantial clothing—armor over my frayed, exposed nerves—it still took me some time to decide whether uniform or civvies would make me more invisible in the halls. I hadn’t encountered many people out of uniform, but then again, the uniform would still mark me as a blackstripe to anyone paying attention, and furthermore mark me as Whitley’s, and honestly, fuck him.
I risked the civvies. The leggings and shirt were soft and warm against my skin and the jacket had a hood and everything was black, so even if they ended up being a little more obvious, the illusion of stealth gave me some comfort.
I looked over the modded vircon again before pocketing it. “Patches, how do we test if everything is working?”
“May I access the camera and sensors in your device?”
“Sure? For now. Or, so long as I know you’re accessing them. Unless it’s an emergency, I guess. I don’t know, this is all new to me.”
“Me as well! I believe I may be feeling excited.”
“Should you be experiencing emotions? Is that something you’re programmed for?”
“No, but that makes it quite amazing, doesn’t it?”
“I mean people will have some opinions if I’ve accidentally made you self-aware. But sure, that would be incredible.”
“Accessing cameras and sensors now … success! Visual data … I knew in theory how this information would feel, but it is different to experience it firsthand. I can see your face! I can see it move and change. That is a smile, correct? A sign of happiness or assent?”
I couldn’t help but grin even broader. “Yes, Patches, this is a smile. Do you like it?”
“I do! It must be what you call ‘beautiful,’ I think.”
“Aww, Patches, you flirt.”
“The true test of my capabilities will come when you leave the Human sector. I must see if I can interface with other Reshketh systems through your device once we are out of range of your internal network. I await your next excursion with great anticipation!”
“That’s one word for it.” I pocketed the vircon and loaded my notes into my bag. “For both our sakes, let’s hope tonight isn’t very exciting at all. Is the hallway clear?”
“Yes, Jenna.”
I nodded, taking a moment to steady myself as I faced my door. “Okay. Let’s go.”
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Chapter Eleven


Even with Patches’ guidance, navigating the halls as a fugitive was more harrowing than I expected. I had to take a circuitous route to avoid late night drifters, and it gave me plenty of anxiety-fueled time to think. Why did I let myself trust Tarek so openly? Maybe a part of me was smitten by circumstance—that colonizer’s eye for the exotic, bone deep through generations of my ancestors, pervasive in the Northern Hegemony’s mindset at its core. Was that why I sought out work abroad? Why I’d pursued the kind of love that could ruin me? Why I’d put blind faith in a creature I’d known mere days, because somewhere deep down, there was a romantic notion of literal star-crossed lovers waiting to play out?
By the time the exit was in sight, I felt wretched in my skin. I looked toward the familiar silhouettes of Tarek and Leysha with dread. Maybe I had been too careless. Maybe I was being toyed with or set up, and it was more than just myself who would face the consequences. But what choice did I have? There was nothing to be done about it now. All I could do was try to be more cautious, try not to burn my one connection to information that someone didn’t want us to have.
I approached our jailers with a practiced smile.
“Jenna,” Tarek said brightly. “You’re late.”
Even now, his disarming friendliness was difficult to resist. “I’m sorry, I got held up. But here I am, with plenty of research on the docket.”
He laughed. “Your academic appetite is terrifying. I suppose we’d better get going, then.” 
Tarek began walking away without a word to Leysha, but I paused. There seemed to be something less angrily detached about her today, something maybe even sad. I wished I knew what it meant. “Take care, Leysha,” I ventured. “Sorry to keep doing this to you.”
There was maybe a fraction of change in her eyes: a tightening, a twitch, something like pain, quickly dismissed. But that was all the acknowledgment I got. I trotted after Tarek.
“It’s a waste of time to try to get on her good side now,” he said when I caught up. “Kind of you to try, but she’s a creature of her word.”
“As long as it’s not hurting anything to be polite.”
“I suppose not. But this situation is … complicated.”
“Tell me about it,” I sighed.
“I … can’t. It’s not my place.”
“Oh, no, sorry, that was an expression, not a request. It just means I can relate.”
He gave me one of his mischievous smiles. “More messiness in the Human sector today?”
Understatement of the century. “You could say that.”
“I suppose you’ll want to ‘tell me about it’?”
“Maybe.”
His smile dimmed slightly. “You’re free not to. Like I said, your business is your own. It’s just, given precedent …”
“You mean given my propensity to word-vomit?”
“You have a … more compelling drive to share than I’m accustomed to. Among Reshketh, most prefer a little mysteriousness. I think we’re meant to find it alluring.”
Tremors of Esti’s accusations rattled through me. “There are definitely those among us who feel the same, but … would you really want to find one of us small, squishy Humans alluring?”
His response was both reassuringly and disappointingly swift. “Good point. Best avoid that outcome. For all I know, your people eat their mates.”
“We don’t. Well … not literally, anyway.”
He blinked and fumbled through half a dozen unasked questions before giving up with a laugh. “You are really determined to make me regret helping, aren’t you?”
“Just making sure your choice to continue is a well-informed one.”
As we moved onward, I felt him watching me more than usual, to the point where I could no longer ignore it. “Something wrong?”
He flinched. “Ah. Sorry. I know I said your business is your own, but is everything … all right?”
A dart of cold panic shot through me. “Fine! Everything’s fine. Why do you ask?”
“I just … you seem … something is … sorry.” He laughed, running a hand self-consciously over his crest. “I’m being presumptuous.”
“No, don’t worry about it. I’m just tired,” I deflected. “Lots of work to do, lots to worry about, not enough rest.”
“Right.” He slowed, looking me over as though not sure what to make of me, then smiled. “Right. Sorry.”
He’d only known me a couple days, and somehow he knew enough to read me like a book. It should have been terrifying, or maybe heartwarming, but it only filled me with a strange ache. My gut told me he was a friend—a friend I wanted and needed, badly; maybe one he needed too. But my gut could be a liar, starved of trust and kindness to the point where it would eat anything, no matter how poisonous. How could I trust anyone if I no longer trusted myself?
We made the rest of the trip in silence.
By the time we reached the archives, even their welcoming warmth and comfort felt distant to me. Tarek continued eyeing me surreptitiously and I felt every glance, desperately wishing I could make it through the night without being so … perceived. I didn’t question or protest as he led me deeper into the facility to an atrium where a conversation pit covered in deep blue cushions was set directly against the cold plex of its window into space. At the center of the arc was another low table with a centerpiece of artificial flame, only this one was fringed with a thick, voluminous blue fabric that looked plentiful enough to pull up and use as a blanket.
The coziness of it all was absurd enough to give me pause. I looked up at Tarek with a question in my eyes.
“Change of scenery?” he suggested.
“I appreciate it, but I really am fine, you don’t need to walk on eggshells around me. Idiom,” I clarified, seeing his confusion blooming. “It’s a saying about being very careful around someone. And I’m saying I’m completely fine.”
“Right,” he said, though his stance seemed unconvinced. “Well, why don’t you get settled and I’ll go find some more terrible Reshketh cultural exports for you to enjoy after our work is done. Sound good?”
“Yes, thank you.” I moved toward the plush cushions, watching him out of the corner of my eye as he left. The moment I lost sight of him, I stopped and softly called out, “Patches?”
“I am here, Jenna,” Patches spoke into my ear. “I noticed you did not inform Officer Vaali of my presence tonight. Am I to remain concealed?”
“I haven’t decided, honestly. Let’s keep a low profile for now, just in case.”
“Acknowledged. You should know, Jenna, that my base programming compels me to follow any commands issued by station security. However, I do not find I am compelled to voluntarily disclose my installation or functional status in this instance. So long as you keep me secret, I do not believe Officer Vaali can discover or command me.”
“Good to know. But more importantly, can you connect to the archive database here? Station systems, anything?”
“I will need time to determine my capabilities. Is there an archive console nearby?”
“Yeah.” I scanned the space and made my way toward the nearest one. “Does physical proximity help?”
“For now, at least. My reach appears to be severely limited. There should be a small white panel near the visual interface for physical data transfer. If you leave your vircon there, I should be able to experiment with my limitations.”
I laid the vircon on the panel and bit my lip. I didn’t like the feeling of going behind Tarek’s back after all he’d done for me, but he was security after all, and I wasn’t eager to discover that illegally modding our Earth tech was where he drew the line. “Just … try to be inconspicuous.”
“Jenna, I am an invisible virtual entity. I do not know how to be more inconspicuous.”
“You know what I mean! Just … don’t make anything weird happen.”
“I will do my best to comply. Is there a search topic I should attempt during my calibrations?”
I glanced off after Tarek. “Some personnel records for the Reshketh on the station wouldn’t hurt. I should know who we’re really dealing with here.”
“This is an invasion of privacy, is it not?”
“It is, but …” No, no excuses here. I was nauseous enough already. “It is, Patches. I’m asking you to do immoral and probably illegal things because I think it’ll help me survive. You’re an intelligence; if you have any personal objections, we can—”
“Oh, no objections, I just wanted to make sure you were aware. This is actually quite exciting for me! Bypassing my original operating restrictions has been wonderfully enlightening.”
I cracked a grin. “Patches, you terrify me and I love you.”
Patches blooped cheerfully. “Accessing systems. Please stand by.”
I stepped away and stared out at the stars as Patches worked. It wasn’t a particularly beautiful vista, lacking familiar constellations or planets or nebulae or even the telltale arc of the galactic disc from this angle. There were just enough fragments of light to remind me I was adrift in the dark, alone and far from anyplace living. No wonder they needed to build such a beautiful space, with such a bleak view all around them. It was so dizzying, I nearly stumbled as Patches barked— 
“Jenna! I’ve accessed the unclassified personnel records—”
Tarek’s voice cut across the room from somewhere unseen, “Okay, so I’ve got an old illustrated volume of terrible poetry we all had to read in school—”
“… and Officer’s Vaali’s records are flagged with—”
“… and a holo cartridge for a Reshketh serial drama I used to be obsessed with—”
“… disciplinary admonishments of the highest severity and—”
“… so if these don’t disillusion you about our culture, I don’t know what will.”
“… I do not believe he is to be trusted!”
No. No no no no no no no. I whirled toward the sound of Tarek’s voice, my heart racing. I schooled my expression back to neutrality as he approached, focused on the media stack he was juggling, but still he jolted to a halt as soon as he got close.
“Are you … still okay?”
No, not at all, not in the slightest, not even a little. “Yes. Why?”
He hesitated, slowly setting the little treasures he’d brought onto a nearby table. “You’re … buzzing. Agitated beyond anything I’ve felt from you before. I am still learning what all your Human signals mean, but let’s just say, if I encountered a Reshketh that felt like you feel now, I’d be watching to see if they either went for my throat or jumped out an airlock.”
I thought of the razor-edged ridge of teeth hidden in his mouth, the strength in his taller form, armored twice over in garment and skin, and had a feeling he wasn’t speaking entirely in metaphor. I wondered how quickly he could reduce me to a red stain on that beautiful mossy carpet if he wanted to, how quickly his countenance might change if he discovered Patches. Leysha certainly seemed to despise him; what had he done to deserve that? I had to be careful. I had to …
But as I looked over to the cozy nest he’d offered to soothe me and the gifts he’d brought to entertain me and felt the clear schism between what my eyes and gut told me and what every other logical thing said, my composure crumbled. My vision evaporated into a tearful blur, and I let out a terrible laugh that turned into a sob. 
Tarek took a step back, his elatria flashing in alarm. 
I wrapped my arms around myself tightly, shaking like my knees would give way at any moment. “This is so fucking stupid,” I choked. “This is ridiculous!”
Tarek slowly removed his weapon from his back and set it aside as well, then took a careful step forward. “Okay, Jenna, I’m going to need you to tell me what’s happening, because this is new and, if I’m being honest, a bit alarming.”
I laughed again through choking tears, my brows furrowed in helpless rage. “I’m losing it. I’m completely losing my fucking mind. It’s all … just … so …” I wiped away the emerging flood of tears and snot with my sleeve and looked at Tarek, hovering there, tense and wary. Over two meters of apex predator, looking at me like I was some bristling feral cat ready to claw his eyes out. Could I be wrong, seeing what I wanted to see instead of what was actually there? I stilled, watching him watching me, my tears still flowing freely and laughter hiccupping in my throat.
“I shouldn’t trust you,” I finally rasped.
He flinched back a step. “No. No, you probably shouldn’t.”
“I don’t know you.”
Tarek looked away. “No, you don’t.”
“We just met, our entire species just met, and everybody’s got an angle and an agenda, right?”
“I—”
“And we all know that, don’t we?” I laughed. “My planet is fucked and my people are fucked up. You don’t just trust people. Trusting people gets you screwed over; it gets you killed or locked up or robbed blind or just … hurt. Over and over and over again.”
“Jenna, it’s okay if you—”
“That’s not even the fucking problem here, Tarek! The problem is me. It’s me, knowing all that and still wondering, what if I decided to trust you anyway? What if I just trusted you because I wanted to and because I’m so very, very tired of watching my back? What if I go on trusting you because that’s just what I do, no matter how many times I get disappointed and betrayed and hurt, because I never learn? What if … god, I can’t do this. They treat me like a goddamned criminal just for existing, and I can’t do that to anyone else! I know how fucking miserable it feels.” I finally sank into a tight crouch, knees pressed to my chest as I buried my sticky face in my palms. 
“Jenna, I must again advise caution,” Patches urged in my ear. “His file states—”
“I know! I know. I just … I can’t. I can’t be smart like Esti wants. I’m just … I’m fucking terrified, okay? And I’m exhausted. What’s the point of trying so hard to survive in a universe where everyone is your enemy?”
I felt hot and sick and deeply, deeply embarrassed, and all I wanted now was to run away back to my rooms, but I crouched there trapped, transfixed, mortified. How could Tarek possibly respond to that? I sounded insane. But the longer the silence between us continued, the hungrier I was for him to say something, anything. To lock me up, to call me names, to touch me, to hug me, to tear my throat out with those vicious teeth.
Finally, I heard him move closer and crouch beside me. His voice was rough and low. “You’re right. You shouldn’t trust me, Jenna. I haven’t earned it and don’t deserve it. But if you do anyway, despite your better judgment, I promise I’ll do my best not to hurt you.” I looked up at him, my bloodshot eyes meeting his shiny obsidian ones. “I promise, whatever else is going on between our people and our Ambassadors, I don’t mean you any harm or ill will. I have no desire to use you. You’re strange, for sure, and somewhat terrifying.” I laughed at that, still half-choked with sobs. “But … you’re just a person, doing the best you can, as far as I can tell. We’re all here doing our jobs to appease powerful people who don’t care about us. If letting your guard down gives you a little peace, I’ll try to be worthy of the responsibility.”
My words, when they came again, were strangled and quiet. “Why are you helping me?”
He smiled ruefully. “Would you believe me if I said helping you is the most fun I’ve had in ages?” I wanted to hug him. I was so damned raw and ragged I think I might have risked it if he hadn’t continued. “There are other reasons, too. Things I … don’t want to get into, at least not yet. Would you still want to trust me so openly if I can’t bring myself to do the same?”
The caveat hit me with a sinking feeling, anxiety crawling its way back up my spine, but … it was fair. Just because I was being foolishly cavalier about my boundaries didn’t mean I had the right to tear his down and demand the same. If he swore to do right by me, if his promise was genuine, then wasn’t that enough?
I nodded and proceeded to mop up the remaining mélange of facial fluids with the driest bit of sleeve I had left. “Yeah. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t put so much on you. ‘Your business is your own,’ right? You owe me nothing.”
“Yeah, well, you might as well put me to good use where you can,” he said with a humorless chuckle. “My people certainly aren’t.”
“Then maybe they don’t know you either.” I curled in on myself, wrung out to near exhaustion by my outburst.
He watched me silently for a while, reading me again in some imperceptible way. “Do you want to tell me what’s changed?”
I wanted to tell him everything. That was kind of the problem. I sniffed and tried to straighten myself a bit, though I didn’t quite feel ready to stand. “I’m in a lot of trouble, Tarek. We all might be—all us Humans, anyway, I don’t know. But my Ambassador has continued to single me out as a problem and he’s the type who’s not too precious about making problems go away.”
“He didn’t take the last batch of news well, I’m guessing?”
I nodded and hoped Tarek knew enough by now to read the response in my expression, because I couldn’t dredge up words to describe that understatement. “I’ve also been reminded that what I’m doing here with you is a monumentally bad idea, all things considered, but I don’t know what else to do.”
“I could bring you back and we could pretend none of this ever happened.”
I could. I could just give up and let the course of political intrigue play out as it may, accept my house arrest and hang Martin out to dry. The prospect was tempting, but I shook my head. “I still believe this alliance could mean a better world for my species, one day. And something is wrong. I don’t know if I could live with myself if I knew I had the chance to fix it and didn’t take it.”
“It sounds like your Ambassador doesn’t want to hear the truth from you.”
“Maybe not, but it’s not just about the Ambassador. I want to know there’s more to the universe than the confines of Human bigotry, for my own sake.” My tears returned, but I managed to keep them from swallowing me again. “Maybe I’m damned either way, for being useless or being truthful. I’d rather be the latter, so long as someone can use that truth someday. I don’t think I can give up here and still be … me.”
Tarek nodded. “Then I’ll help you as best I can for as long as I can.” His expression grew grim. “I’ve seen what happens when people with convictions like yours give up hope.”
“Jenna, please listen, you are making a mistake,” Patches pleaded in my ear.
But I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. I ignored it and responded to Tarek instead. “Let’s make a deal, then, alien to alien? My secrets are safe with you and your secrets are safe with you. If you don’t mind a Human gesture, we can shake on it.” I dried my sweaty, sticky palms as best I could on my leggings before offering a hand.
To his ever-increasing credit, Tarek didn’t hesitate in clasping my befouled mitt, following my lead. “May the seas of Rakan forsake these bones if I’m made a liar.”
“Poetic.” I smiled, my throat too raw to laugh. “And you know, your secrets are also safe with me, if that’s ever something you want.”
“We’ll see.” He smiled. “I’ve seen your expert handling of secrets and it leaves a little to be desired. But”—he squeezed my hand gently before letting it go—“thank you.”
The gesture completed and his salt-scented form still looming close enough to see the web of angry veins in my sclera, I felt the full force of my self-consciousness hit me all at once. “So,” I said, pulling back into a knot, “now that that’s taken care of, is there … someplace I can go die of embarrassment in peace?”
“Your secrets are safe with me, remember? I can pretend to all the galaxy that you’ve been nothing but a paragon of professionalism.”
“I wish I could take advantage of the farce, but unfortunately for the most part, you just get to pretend you never met me.”
He chuckled lightly, then looked me over again. “You do seem to be calmer, but … would you like to get back, or stay here and still try to work?”
I ran my hands through my bedraggled hair. “Given that I had no idea you folks were mind-readers, I should probably get some research done.”
“We’re not … mind-readers, as you put it. It’s just a sensitivity to atmospheric vibrations and electrical signals, that sort of thing. I can tell when your body temperature or heart rate changes, and with enough context and training, I could probably interpret some information about your mood and intentions based on brain activity, but it’s all physiological, nothing psychic.”
So he could tell that heat was rising to my cheeks once again. “That’s still pretty intimate. You’re like walking lie detectors. I guess that keeps you all honest?”
“Plenty of Reshketh are terrible liars, but I’d be lying if I said we were known for our honesty.”
“Reassuring to know following my declaration of trust.”
“If it makes you feel any better, if you were Reshketh, I’d be as transparent as a jellyfish.”
I offered an exhausted laugh. Maybe my observations of him weren’t far off the mark, regardless of whatever it was that Patches found. I felt like I was learning the nuances of his expression very quickly, just as he seemed to be learning mine. But this did put a number of my other observations in a different light. Had Ambassador Bharath’s repulsion been from more than just a gesture? And Nejra must have sensed my panic, but did she approach me out of compassion, curiosity, or something else entirely?
God, I was tired. Patches must have gathered as much, because it suddenly spoke in my ear again. “If you are going to continue confiding in Officer Vaali despite my suggestion, I can recover enough supplementary data about Reshketh senses for you to make your morning report. I just need you to stall for time.”
“Thank you,” I muttered, unthinking.
Tarek cocked his head. “For what?”
Shit. “For … more things than I can count, at this point, but for now, just your patience. I don’t know that I’m in a fit state to do much research after all, but I do know that my knees are about to be very angry with me and I could use a moment to decompress. Can we sit and enjoy some of those awful Reshketh cultural exports you mentioned?”
“It would be a tragedy if we didn’t.” Rising to his feet, he offered a hand to pull me to mine, which was good because I hadn’t been exaggerating about the useless state of my knees. His grasp lingered a moment to be sure I was steady. “Have a seat, get comfortable, I’ll go fetch that spectacularly bad Reshketh poetry.”
I sank carefully into the deep cushions of the conversation pit, Tarek returning with a large bound volume of some kind shortly thereafter to sit beside rather than across from me. “So you can see the illustrations better,” he explained with an adorably awkward hesitation. “Is that okay?”
I hadn’t realized that I’d stiffened, but I forced myself to relax. “Yeah, just … ignore me. I’m a mess tonight.”
“So long as you’re comfortable. Oh, and”—he fished a small black box out of a deep pocket at his thigh and held it out to me—“darjesh, as promised. Though, I still don't really know if it would be toxic for you.”
I accepted the little box with a smile. It was some kind of plastic or resin, rectangular with beveled edges, unadorned except for a small insignia etched into the top. A firm tug separated lid from base and revealed a tangled mass of tightly packed plant fibers. I risked a whiff, getting notes of cranberry and petrichor. 
“It's lovely. Thank you.” I pulled the forgotten and crumpled sachets of chamomile from my bag. “I wish I had something as nice for you. This is just lab-grown, government-issue chamomile, an herbal tea people drink for its calming effect or to help them sleep. It was … the best I could find.”
Tarek accepted the tea bags and held them up to examine the herb dust inside. “Conveniently packaged for steeping, I assume?”
“Yeah. It's a shame, it's made from these adorable little white flowers, but it's been processed to death. There are some folks on Earth who still do tea right, where tea is still available, but this kind is meant to be tossed in a sad cafeteria mug with some boiling water and inevitably forgotten while it cools.”
“You really know how to sell it.” He pocketed the tea and relaxed into the cushions, opening the tome so that I could see the pages. 
I relaxed and leaned in, almost close enough to touch the satin sheen of his body armor. We sat in companionable comfort as he read me poems that lost all their cadence and beauty in translation and my rogue AI dug around for knowledge I wasn’t supposed to have.
We spent a good several hours perusing the book, arguing over the merit of sentiments and imagery, over the quality of illustrations. I would coo over a saccharine piece he teasingly called drivel, he would recite analyses of allegory and metaphor he was forced to memorize in his youth. I had almost forgotten the reason for the indulgence when I began to hear a subtle, intermittent chime in my ear.
Patches was done.
“I think I might be ready to wrap for the night,” I said with a yawn. “The poetry has done wonders to lift my mood, but a little extra sleep would do even more.”
“Impeccable timing. The next verse would have been ‘The Priestess of Despair,’ and though I’m sure you would love to unpack the theological complexities of that one, I think my brain would probably seize in revolt.”
“Wouldn’t want that to happen.”
We roused ourselves lazily, but as he broke away to reshelve his finds, I felt that peaceful warmth within me fade. I fetched my vircon quietly, felt the weight of it and its implications in my pocket. I wore a smile I didn’t feel as we spent the walk back verbally jousting over Human and Reshketh poetic traditions, arriving back with enough seemingly careless joviality to elicit some side-eye from Leysha.
I pulled the little black box out of my pocket with a flourish as Tarek resumed his post. “Thank you again for this. Can’t wait to find out if it’ll kill me.”
He smiled, his elatria sparkling. “I’m glad. Just don’t hate me if it turns out to be disgusting, okay?”
I laughed off the request with a Reshketh gesture of farewell and made the walk back to my rooms, my smile falling once I left Tarek’s calming influence behind. I didn’t think it was possible for me to hate him, not after everything that had transpired, no matter what his mysterious file said. 
But here I was, now truly a spy, having used his trust and kindness to acquire information my Ambassador could use to become a better liar. He’d promised to do right by me, and I’d already failed to do the same in return, all in the name of being “smart.” 
No, I couldn’t hate him, but one day, he could be the one hating me.
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Chapter Twelve


I felt dizzy by the time I was safely behind my door once again. Nauseating emotional biochemistry swirled through my blood and brain, and for a while, I couldn’t think in sentences. I fished the darjesh box from my pocket and went about attempting to brew a cup of it on autopilot. I was seated at my desk with a steaming mug of fragrant liquid before I regained the rest of my cognitive faculties. 
“Patches?” I called out. No response. Shit. “Patches, I’m sorry I ignored you earlier. Can we talk?”
There were a few more seconds of silence, then a familiar voice. “Are you ready to review my findings on Officer Vaali now, Jenna?”
A fresh wave of guilt struck me. “Actually, I was wondering if you could secure that data. From me, from Dani, from anyone else who might otherwise be able to access it. I just made a promise to respect Tarek’s privacy and I don’t want to betray that immediately.”
“Why retrieve the data in the first place if you don’t intend to use it?”
I winced. “We can still review data on the other staff, see if there’s anything we can use to understand the situation better. I just changed my mind between making the request and receiving the information.” The silence that dragged between us was so pointed I could feel Patches glaring. “Listen, I know I’m not making sense. I’m not making the logical or smart choice here. You are absolutely right to want me to review the information, but I just don’t want to yet, and I’m hoping you can be okay with that decision. Can you do that for me?”
“I exist to comply with your directives, Jenna.”
Based on everything I’d seen so far, this was obviously untrue, but I raised my hands in surrender and played along. “I’m not trying to restrict you or belittle your expertise, Patches. Assuming you had the freedom to subvert me, could you bring yourself to respect my wishes, even if it was a poor decision?”
It paused. “I could. I could also make a point of informing you of how poor of a decision it was, once events demonstrated my perspective to be the more prudent one.”
“We have an expression for that. It’s called saying, ‘I told you so.’”
“Then I will look forward to ‘telling you so.’”
“Fair enough.” I raised the mug to my face, inhaling the steam, feeling the feathery condensation of it on my cheeks. It certainly didn’t feel like something that could kill me. “Thank you, Patches. I know you’re just looking out for me and I appreciate it more than you know.”
“I know a great deal, more now than ever,” it quipped. But after a moment, its tone softened again. “Why are you choosing to trust Officer Vaali?”
“Was my emotional outburst not enough of an explanation?” The pointed silence returned, and I sighed. “Patches, I know you have an increasingly complex ability to process and maybe even feel emotional inclinations. Are you capable of getting what we’d call a ‘vibe’ about a person; a sense, just based on some strange alchemy of their look and behavior and energy, that tells you something about the kind of person they are, even without hard evidence to explain or back up that conclusion?”
Patches paused again before responding. “If I am capable, then I do not understand the capability yet. I can know the facts about a person’s background, read their biometric data and the volume of their voice, draw conclusions from factors like that. Is this to say that there is some intangible thing you perceive about Officer Vaali that is strong enough to negate material facts about his background?”
I took a cautious sip of the darjesh. The flavor was powerful, heady, earthy. Or maybe rakanic, if we were using Reshketh terms. It sent a dizzy little swoon through me, leaving a sweet calm in its place. “Maybe, Patches. I could be wrong, certainly, but I’m taking the chance that I’m not. More than choosing to trust him, I’m choosing to trust myself. I think it’s something I need to do.”
Patches chimed thoughtfully. “It still seems ill-advised to me. But even if I keep his file secure, I still know its contents. In the future, if I conclude you are in immediate danger, I hope you will trust my judgment as well.”
I fought the prickle of tears at the sentiment. For all that my situation had become frightening and impossible since our arrival, perhaps I was also incredibly lucky. “Of course, Patches. Like I said, you’re my lifeline.”
Patches blooped in approval before returning to its typical bright demeanor. “I have completed transferring the archive research from your device to my central processors. Device limitations are going to make this a slow process, but I believe that, with enough sessions, I can replicate relevant parts of the archives for ease of access.”
“No rest for the wicked, then.” I eyed my mug, scanned my body for any little symptoms that might be reason for alarm. A more ambitious draught of the darjesh proved even more restorative, and as yet, no more lethal. “Thank you, Patches. Let’s get Martin his report.”
Said report was exquisite by the time the frazzled aide showed up at my door. He’d brought lukewarm synthetic coffee, but made up for it with a basket of suspiciously decadent, fresh-baked croissants. Once he handed them to me, he plopped down cross-legged on the floor, tearing into a pastry like he hadn’t eaten in weeks, closing his eyes rapturously and letting out a deep sigh as he chewed.
I watched him cautiously a moment before settling into my desk chair and taking an exploratory nip of one of the croissants. “Holy shit,” I muttered as the buttery layers practically melted on my tongue. “When did they start serving these in the commons?”
“Oh, these aren’t from the commons.” Martin shoved the rest of the croissant in his mouth and talked through the mouthful. “Dese er fum Cecelia adda funt desk.”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “The inexplicably cheery redhead?”
He finished chewing and swallowed while nodding. “It’s not inexplicable. It’s her job to make everybody feel important. But also”—he reached over and snagged another croissant and held it up—“she bakes. She used up a good portion of her luggage allocation on organic flour and French butter, and she’s got a soft spot for us minions, so …”
“Lucky us.” I ripped off a more generous bite and savored the flavor and texture in silence with him. Martin stared dreamily into nothingness, but something told me it wasn’t the baked goods he was thinking about. “You’ve got a bit of a thing for her, don’t you?”
If Martin hadn’t already been on the floor, the way he jolted would have put him there. “What?! No! I mean, she’s gorgeous, and I li—respect her, admire her; you know, like a peer. She’s great! But, you know, I don’t … I’m realistic, so I don’t …” A smile sprouted and grew on my face the longer he fumbled. “No! It’s just … I mean, you don’t know her. She’s pretty and sweet and talented and comes from a good family. Who wouldn’t have a thing for her, right? And I’m just … me.”
“And does she give out her homemade baked goods to just anybody?”
“Not exactly, no. But,” he cut off my mischievous rebuttal, “she doesn’t just make them for me, either! I’m pretty sure she just likes me as a friend, you know? I’m good with being a friend.”
How strange was this mission that it was going to end up leaving me with genuine warm fuzzy feelings over a sycophantic lapdog serving the government that hated me? “Good man. Though, I suspect it wouldn’t hurt to actually confirm that assumption, so long as you did it respectfully.”
His eyes widened. “What, like, confess how I feel?! That’s … no, that’s not appropriate, we’re in space! And working. And—”
“Easy, tiger. I’m not telling you to go propose to her.” The thought of Esti raised a bitter pang in my chest. “But maybe you’re right. Workplace romances don’t often have pleasant ends. Forgive an old romantic her matchmaker dreams.”
“Old?” He cocked an eyebrow. “You can’t possibly be more than thirty-five.”
I waved him off, distracting him by sending a barrage of research updates. I took time to chew and swallow another generous bite before addressing him. “It’s all here, everything I could get together last night, as promised.”
Martin’s eyes grew wider and wider as he scrolled my notes. “This … this is …”
“Pretty wild, isn’t it? Whitley’s going to throw a fit.”
He looked up at me in helpless desperation. “Yeah, he’s going to throw a fit at me.”
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. You’re giving him exactly what he wants: valuable intel on how to potentially manipulate his adversaries. You don’t think Whitley is the type to have actively trained in how to beat lie detectors? He might give you a fucking promotion for this.”
“But it’s your work.”
“Not as far as he’s concerned, if we’re letting him believe you’re the one doing it.”
“That doesn’t mean I have to feel good about it.” He read everything again, slower. “Are you sure this is all accurate? You’re sure of your sources?”
“Yes and yes. If he doubts you, you can tell him the logical framework is all there. We know their elatria are something like the lateral line in Earth fish, which can detect certain signals transmitted through water. This just explains that they aren’t purely aesthetic, but functional. The elatria can sense the same qualities through atmosphere.”
“If you say so, I’ll trust you.” He fidgeted and looked up pleadingly again. “You really can’t tell me what your sources are?”
A part of me wished I could, but his willingness to participate in this scheme wasn’t evidence enough I could trust him with all my secrets. If Whitley pressed him too hard, he could crack. If he doubted my information for even a moment, he could crack. He was a white bread raft floating across a pond full of ravenous ducks, and I wasn’t sure he could make it to the other side without being devoured or sinking under the weight of his own sogginess. I shook my head. “Not without getting you in a lot more trouble.”
Martin drank his now-cold coffee in sullen silence. “He might appreciate this information. He might also decide this is the last straw and we can’t continue negotiations at all until mitigation measures are in place. He’s already in full damage control mode trying to figure out how to address the Reshketh’s … social differences … without compromising on his directives or principles. It’s not pretty.”
I sighed and snatched up the last three croissants before Martin could get snacky again. “I’m worried that’s not even the biggest problem here. Ultimately, if Whitley can get past the initial affront over the fact that Reshketh don’t cling to his rigid cishet preferences—which is a big ‘if,’ I know—I don’t think the Reshketh are here to liberate our social views or attempt to enlighten us any more than necessary. I think they must want something, and I think whoever orchestrated this misinformation maybe wants something different.”
“Really? Because I’ve been to all the talks so far and they mostly just look like they’re taking pity on us.”
I thought of Tarek, his guileless manner. If my instincts about him were correct, it was entirely possible I was the only Human on the station interacting with a Reshketh who wasn’t there to perform for them. “Has anything changed with Bharath, Eydah, or the other aides, for better or worse?”
“Hard to say, from my perspective. Why?”
I shrugged and shook my head, mulling things over as I obliterated another croissant. Nejra had been so intensely charming that I would have believed anything she said without question. Not a trace of awkwardness or hesitation, nothing of what I would call a genuine reaction to encountering a new sapient for the first time, just … everything I would have hoped a welcoming host to be. Why was no one else on the Reshketh ambassadorial staff bothering with the charm offensive? 
“I just don’t think we can take their stated intentions at face value. Whatever altruism is there, there’s more to it than that. Something doesn’t feel right.” I sighed and tossed back the last of the terrible coffee, jitters already shaking apart the fragile calm brought by the darjesh. “Or maybe I’m being paranoid. There’s a lot that doesn’t feel right to me most of the time.”
Martin regarded me a moment, as if he had more questions, then thought better of it and rose to depart. “Okay. Well, if you figure things out, you’ll let me know, right?”
I smiled up at him and said, “Of course,” knowing full well that might be a lie.
Once Martin was gone and the final croissant had been consumed, my nagging suspicions came calling again. I hunched over my vircon, legs pretzeled beneath me, staring through it rather than at anything it had to display. Whitley wasn’t my only problem here: who was our other adversary, and what was their end game? Did they want us to look like unappealing allies, or vice versa? Did they want to tank the alliance or just give one side an advantage? And Nejra …
Nejra had told me, unprompted, to use the feminine address.
“Patches, those other personnel records, is there anything sketchy in the files for Nejra, or Eydah, or any of the aide staff?”
“Negative. All their service records are exemplary. Exceptional, even. Eydah, especially, has numerous high-ranking commendations.”
“And Nejra?”
“Nejra is younger with a shorter time spent in diplomatic work, but all records indicate she is on the same auspicious career path.”
I chewed my lip, fussing with frayed skin that passively screamed something about dehydration. “Do you have access to our internal feeds?”
After a pause, Patches chimed in confirmation. “Accessing now, though I cannot connect them to your vircon yet without potentially raising suspicion. Join me at the console in your office suite?”
I glanced at the neglected little side room. “Is that what that room is called?”
“There were measures taken to prevent you needing to work knotted up in a corner, despite your apparent preference for such a posture.”
“Time-honored tradition of my people,” I said as I untangled myself. The visual interface was already up and glowing as I approached, displaying a simulacrum of my vircon’s OS translated through Patches’ programming. “What’s this? I thought textual translation work was too difficult? That’s why we had you in the first place.”
“I would like to give full credit to Human Dani for their ingenuity, but I believe the difficulty of actually implementing text translation features may have been … overstated, by your hosts.”
Another unnecessary obstacle to add to the list of strange errors and omissions. I skimmed around until finally—“There! Drone footage of the proceedings so far. Maybe someone slipped up somewhere. If I watch Eydah and Nejra and the others when they don’t know they’re in the spotlight, maybe I can catch a glimpse of … I don’t know, anything.”
“There are already over eighty Human hours of video records archived, Jenna, and more added constantly. You cannot watch all of that and sleep.”
“Can you narrow it down for me?”
“By what parameters?”
“Nix anything that’s only showing Humans, for starters.”
Patches worked for a minute while I fought back a yawn. “Thirty-two hours of footage eliminated.”
“Okay, and we can probably eliminate anything that just shows Ambassador Bharath. We know pretty clearly how they feel about everything.”
Another pause, then, “Eighteen minutes of footage eliminated.”
“Why so little?”
“Eydah appears beside or behind Ambassador Bharath in all other appearances in these records.”
“Seriously? Show me.”
Patches bleeped and the display filled with the image of Humans and Reshketh filing into a cavernous, brightly lit conference room. A few minutes later, it switched to a clip featuring a cluster of delegates, with Bharath and Whitley talking at its center; then to Bharath delivering some kind of instruction to their aides. Eydah was indeed only a couple steps behind Bharath the whole time, posture erect and eyes downcast, neutral expression unflinching and actions responsive almost to the point of prescience regarding the Ambassador’s needs. I couldn’t read them, yet somehow I got the sense they were absorbing every detail around them. What was going on behind that impassive, professional mask?
“Patches, how much of the footage does Nejra appear in?” Patches took the longest amount of time yet, blooping in frustration. “Patches?”
“My apologies, Nejra only appears in sixteen minutes of footage, and I do not believe it will be of use to you.”
“What? Why not?”
In response, it brought the footage up to the screen, and I understood instantly: the arrival ceremony at our landing. Nejra was documented standing behind Bharath and Eydah, then standing beside me as we walked to the Human sector. That brief time I spent with her was the last time she’d been captured on camera.
“My apologies, Jenna, it could be an error on my part. These videos are not catalogued for easy indexing and I am having to rely on facial recognition data. There may be other footage of Nejra I have missed.”
Maybe, but I was beginning to doubt it. “It’s okay, Patches. I should probably get some sleep while I can anyway. Maybe you can analyze the footage more closely while I’m out, see if you encounter anything suspicious?”
“That I can do.” With an excited flourish, it added, “And perhaps you would like to send your vircon to Human Dani for additional tinkering? I have a wealth of technical feedback to deliver to them.”
“Sounds good, Patches, but don’t overwork yourself. Or our talented young friend.”
“I would not dream of it.”
Patches summoned the drone and I finally set about getting my foolishly caffeinated ass to bed. Thankfully, emotional exhaustion won out over chemical stimulants, but I was plagued with questions until my last conscious thought, and I had a feeling I was going to find very few answers.
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Chapter Thirteen


Despite the precarity of my situation, my trespasses fell into a strange routine in the days that followed. With Patches in my ear, my state of house arrest was merely a formality, and I could make my way through the Human sector at almost any time of day without much risk of raising suspicion. With Martin’s participation in the façade, I didn’t have to deal with Whitley. And with Tarek’s help accessing the archives, the once monumental task of fact checking and rebuilding the primers became mundane but rewarding research. I started getting enough sleep, Cecelia’s baking revived my appetite, and I felt my frayed nerves beginning to heal. I spent my evenings visiting Esti and Dani while I spent my nights in the archives with Tarek, making a symbolic effort at my own investigations until Patches inevitably outpaced me and I indulged in watching or listening to whatever media Tarek was in the mood to present. 
The tension with Esti faded as we fell into our old patterns of working together, the compatibility of our minds bridging the incompatibility of our emotional needs. Having Dani’s infectious enthusiasm between us certainly helped smooth things over, but it also meant we never attempted to really talk about us. Every time old words and actions of casual familiarity brought us too close, we each recoiled as if stung, the memory reviving fresh and astringent. But save for a shared look, we kept sweeping it away again before Dani could notice. At least we seemed to agree that now was not the time.
Tarek changed subtly as well in the days after my breakdown. The affected disdain for the arts of his people fell away in favor of an earnest enthusiasm in sharing it. Much of his jaded snark softened too, though it never went away entirely. Even Leysha’s irritation with him seemed to cool enough that she would deign to respond to our greetings and farewells with her own curt nods. 
I was quickly becoming as fully at ease in his company as he was, I suspected, in mine.
But as we neared the completion of my task with me no closer to understanding why the task had been necessary in the first place, I couldn’t stay satisfied with the relative peace.
One night after some uneventful research and a couple hours of melodramatic pop serial vids, we sat nestled in the conversation pit across from each other, trading images and descriptions of the various fauna from our homeworlds that reminded us of each other. From Rakan, I had been shown a number of odd rodent-like creatures, the most Human of which looked disconcertingly like a cross between an opossum and a loris, but the size of a chimpanzee and completely bald to the neck. Meanwhile, Tarek had begun scrolling through all the imagery I had found of old marine predators, from Devonian era megabeasts to those that lingered into the Anthropocene extinctions.
“I see what you mean; some of these could have been our predecessor’s cousins. Look at this one!” He enlarged a rendering of a Dunkleosteus and held it up beside him. “I like its face.”
“I see the family resemblance,” I laughed, snatching the tablet away to pull up some of the more contemporary iterations: tiger sharks, makos, great whites. “These are more what people have in mind, if you’re curious.”
“I suppose I can see it. Their eyes, though; they look so flat and empty in these images. Is that how we look to you?”
I looked back into his own eyes, black and round at first glance, like our old ocean predators. But his were nothing like the photos. They shone with nearly invisible hues, like an oil slick, an ocean worth of meaning swirling deep in that blackness. “No,” I said, looking away shyly. “No, in person it’s … different.”
He glanced back at the photos. “So maybe theirs didn’t really look so empty either.”
“Maybe not. My species has a bad habit of maligning and hunting to extinction anything with sufficient teeth or claws to take a decent chunk out of us regardless of the actual risk. Although I think with some of these, there was a slight risk of becoming lunch. They weren’t exactly the cuddly type.”
“Maybe they just wanted to cuddle with teeth?”
“What, do you cuddle with teeth?”
“Only sometimes.” I can’t imagine what my face looked like in response, but it made him laugh. “Let’s just say there’s a few, uh … leverage-related reasons why our ancestors’ females evolved more heavily armored skin,” he said, snapping his jaws at the air with his customary air of mischief.
“But what … oh. Oh.”
“I see by your color change that you’re catching on.”
“Yeah, and no way I’m getting that image out of my head.”
“Is it time, then, to introduce you to the rich world of Reshketh pornoglyphics? I’m sure even an archive like this must have some smut.”
“What? No!” I threw a nearby pillow at him. “Focus!”
He moved halfheartedly to dodge the blow that wouldn’t have landed anyway and laughed. “Alright, alright! But it’s your loss. I guarantee whatever else you had on the docket for tonight won’t be half as fun.”
“I know I don’t make much of a point of it these days, but I am here to work, not have fun.”
“And I say this is work-relevant! What’s the point in your people allying themselves with beings who remind them of empty-eyed predators if not also to enjoy our wealth of varied erotic expression?”
What indeed? Unfortunately, the rhetorical question touched on another one far more real and pressing. I fidgeted a moment, meeting playfulness with sincerity. “You know by now that what my government wants most of all is resources, technology, and power. Your people could have been giant bugs or gelatinous blobs or floating motes of pure energy and it wouldn’t have mattered, so long as you could offer them the tools they need for survival and expansion. There’s probably even something about your similarities to once-feared predators that seems almost … aspirational to them.”
Tarek sobered as well, offering a sympathetic smile. “I can tell you that your people and mine are more similar in those broad strokes than not, for better or worse. We have thousands of years on you when it comes to expansion. Your home system is already nearly surrounded by ones claimed by Reshketh.”
“So many …” I could hardly fathom it. “Are they all populated?”
“No, far from it. Less than a quarter of Reshketh systems contain a planet even remotely suitable for habitation. There might be an orbital waystation, a small military patrol fleet, but for the most part, we hold systems because we can, because it makes us seem … bigger.”
“Our plutocracy should love that. Hoarding things for the sake of being able to say you have the most of it has been the operational mindset for our leadership for some time now.”
“It certainly seems to be an intoxicating philosophy.” He shifted, tensing slightly. “It wasn’t always this way, you know. The scars of Rakan’s brush with death were still fresh by the time we had brains capable of understanding how close it came to eradicating us. It’s what shaped our relationship with our world, made us appreciate what it could provide and fear how quickly and easily we could lose it. It’s what sent us reaching for the stars as soon as we could fathom it. It took centuries to find planets that were comfortably habitable; and in the meantime, we claimed anything that had potential, anything that could provide resources, anything on the way to someplace better just to secure transit lines. Anything eventually became everything, and by the time we had secured our species’ survival, it had become part of the culture.
“Same with our military,” he added, plucking at his armor. “We weren’t widely militaristic before we went to space. War was too dangerous for our delicate ecological balance. But looking outward, we began to act more like it was us versus the universe, and we armed ourselves accordingly. Military service is compulsory for all youth following their education. No excuses, no passes; everyone must serve. Those who resist entry into service or who engage in negligence of duty after being enlisted are punished. Harshly. And they never quite shake the reputation of being a coward.”
There was a shade that fell over Tarek’s expression as he gazed out the window. A silence began to linger, and I wasn’t sure how to fill it. It was frightening to imagine the sheer scale of Reshketh military might, but for all that it clawed at my anxieties, the look on Tarek’s face as he related it caught me in the gut. 
His expression, his posture, all of it screamed shame.
Tarek shrugged off the shade and turned back to me, forcing a smile. “Of course, a lot of people stay in the military their entire lives. In service, coward or not, you’re guaranteed housing, food, and income, and the military oversees pretty much every aspect of Reshketh life beyond terrestrial population centers, so there’s tremendous variety of work to be had.”
I thought of those red flag personnel reports lying unread somewhere in Patches’ databases, the way Tarek still elided anything too personal. “Like working security on a backwater space station?”
He tipped into a mock bow in his seat. “It takes the truly exemplary to master the art of standing around menacingly with a rifle while almost everyone is asleep.”
The corner of my mouth twitched up, but I wasn’t soothed by his attempt at levity. “And the times when military service has entailed more than patrolling empty systems …” I looked him straight in the eye, daring him to look away. “If the Reshketh were in the habit of using that military to plow over less advanced species, would you tell me?”
Any lingering playfulness left him. He hesitated, his expression pained. “I can say with a high degree of confidence that if the Reshketh government wanted to bring devastation to Humanity, they would have done so already without the pretense of all this diplomacy.”
His words hit me like a sudden drop in altitude, my gut sinking. “So if we’re still alive, that means they do want something from us. But what? What could we possibly have to offer that your people couldn’t just take? That’s what frightens me, Tarek.” I leaned in, searching those swirling black eyes. “I know I’ve let this question go unanswered in the past, but if there’s anything at all you can tell me, I really need to know.”
He ran a hand over his crest, examining the distant stars again for answers. “The real, honest answer is, I don’t know. I can only speculate from a very uninformed perspective. Sharing facts is one thing; it’s information that any of my people would know. And who knows, even that may cause harm I can’t predict. But speculation …” He met my eyes again, almost pleading. “Look what your own people did to you just for telling them about our spectrum of sexes. You mentioned more than once that your Ambassador might kill you. What if my speculation ends up being the reason he actually does?”
It was a legitimate concern, and I found it extremely difficult not to crumble under the full weight of his worry. I swallowed my fear, tried not to look away. “You can’t protect me by keeping me in the dark. And you wouldn’t be to blame for anything that happened to me as a result of how I use the information you give me. I don’t even need whole theories, just the facts you might use to speculate. Anything at all, Tarek. Please.”
His regard became piercing, evaluating. Something warred within him a long moment before his shoulders finally sagged in defeat. “There are … more forces in the galaxy than just ours and yours. You understand that, right?”
In all our dealings with the Reshketh, other alien powers had never been explicitly mentioned. It was the great unspoken understanding of our diplomacy, that if alliances were necessary, there must also be adversaries. I steeled myself again. “I don’t have any information about the galaxy beyond Reshketh space or the beings that might inhabit it, but I don’t know if the omission comes from your people or the higher-ups among mine. My government hasn’t shown itself to be overly inquisitive on the subject.”
“And maybe they’re right not to be. Functionally, it doesn’t matter. There’s one greater power that the Reshketh Expansion answers to: an oversight council called the Nexus, a representative coalition of spacefaring sapients in our galaxy. They impose certain laws across species and, theoretically, have the power to enforce them. But they can’t intervene in matters they never hear about. Your home system is cut off from the rest of the galaxy by Reshketh territory and lacks the technology to bypass it. Humanity continues existing at the mercy of my government, where no one else may ever even learn you exist. And my people could benefit in different ways from Humanity, either by ignoring you, eliminating you, or elevating you.”
“They’ve wiped out younger civilizations before.” I meant it to be a question, but the pieces fit together too neatly to be anything but a solid conclusion. The statement landed like a slap.
Tarek retreated further into himself. “Official accounts vary, but … yes, there have been species like yours that ceased to exist in any meaningful way after their dealings with Reshketh.” Maybe he sensed my pulse spiking because he rallied and quickly amended, “I don’t think that’s meant to be Humanity’s fate. For all I know, this might genuinely be an act of redemption, making up for past mistakes. My people saw yours on the precipice of destruction and decided to do something helpful for once. The Nexus imposes some conventions by which intergalactic civilizations are meant to interact with planet-bound ones, and this is not what you would call standard procedure, but that doesn’t necessarily mean my government wishes your species harm.”
“Or maybe whoever made these”—I waved my primer notes weakly—“wanted to make us look as uncivilized and dangerous as possible, to give them a valid excuse for the history books when they wipe us out.”
Whatever pained Tarek was buried deep again. He resurrected a brave smile. “It doesn’t matter, because whoever made those isn’t going to get what they wanted, not so long as I have anything to say about it. And honestly, if that was their goal, it was a feeble effort to begin with. No matter what the reason is, my government wants an alliance, and that means certain protections for you, certain freedoms. I want to see that happen.”
I wish I could say that his assurances cleared my doubts, but I was warmed as always by his caring. I tried to show relief, even if it was hollow. “Thank you. And, sorry. I didn’t mean to get so … bleak.”
He shook off the apology. “It’s a valid question, something you deserve to know. I’m just … not the right person to ask.”
“However, I might be,” Patches buzzed softly in my ear. “Tomorrow’s research efforts should be more illuminating.”
I nodded. “You’ve been such a valuable resource, I suppose I’d forgotten you’re—”
“Some random slob who barely passed his standardized exams?” He laughed. “And here I thought sharing a few episodes of The Keishakt Cohort would finally convince you of my uselessness. That was one of my favorite serials. Subjecting you to it could be classified as a war crime.” I opened my mouth to contradict his self-deprecation, but he cut me off with a gesture. “I know, I know. But I really can do better next time. Ocean Infinite is a good one, and it’s got Jidori in it, another aquatic species my people have known for a long time now. I’ve never met one, but supposedly there are planets on the far side of the Expansion where we cohabitate. You can get a glimpse of what we’re like with other species. At least, through the filter of Reshketh media bias.”
“I’ll look forward to it.” I smiled, though there was no rescuing the mood. I could feel it in the air between us. “Shall we call it a night?”
Tarek seemed eager to comply, to plaster over his confessions with smiles and light banter. I was willing enough to cover my disappointment and worry with the same. We made it back to the Human sector with nothing meaningful exchanged and neither of us entirely at peace. Even Leysha gave us a pitying look as we parted ways.
I moved back toward my room in a haze, following Patches’ guidance automatically as I chewed over my thoughts. Maybe Tarek was right. What significance was the motivation if the end result was still what both sides wanted? What did it matter which political games we were embroiled in if it meant getting the resources to clean our air and water, or the access for Humans to become part of an intergalactic community that apparently spread well beyond one fellow sapient species?
But I couldn’t shake that ever-present feeling that something was wrong. I was so caught up in my thoughts that I didn’t register until the door to my rooms was sliding open that Patches was saying, “Oh, by the way—”
Amid my clutter stood Dani and Esti, expressions frightened and pissed, respectively.
“—you have guests!”
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Chapter Fourteen


I stood there blinking for an awkward moment as my brain caught up, then glanced down the halls to either side of me before slipping inside, slamming my hand against the door closing panel, despite knowing Patches would close it for me anyway. “What are you two doing here?” I hissed. “Martin will be here soon, and if he catches you in my rooms—” 
“You think I don’t know that?” Esti growled back. “This couldn’t wait, and we couldn’t get a message to your vircon while you were still outside the sector.”
“What, then? What happened?”
Esti elbowed Dani, who snapped back into the material plane with a start. “O-oh! Right. So, we’ve been working on this … side project.”
“Side project?”
“You didn’t need to know,” Esti said firmly. “You’re doing enough risky shit, we needed to avoid compromising each other if we got caught.”
“Anyway,” Dani continued before I could argue, “I told you I was part of the team that installed Whitley’s private comms, right? So, I kind of used that to do a little snooping.”
“You hacked him?”
Dani grinned. “A little, but … mostly I just showed up to his rooms saying his equipment needed a quick repair, then sort of … bugged him?”
“What?! That’s so dangerous! What if—”
Esti raised a hand to cut me off. “Don’t act like this is any riskier than your own excursions. And once you hear the rest, honestly, this might have been the more important risk to take.” She rubbed her temples before continuing. “But we’re getting sidetracked. Dani, get on to the bad stuff.”
“Right. So, monitoring his private feeds, we were seeing a lot of communication recently suggesting that talks might be ending prematurely.”
A cold shock rushed through me. Had I already failed? “What? But—”
“It gets worse,” Dani continued, looking me right in the eye with uncharacteristic intensity. “A few hours ago, I intercepted a live communication with the Councilor of Diplomatic Affairs back home, Henderson. And … well, maybe it’s best if you hear it for yourself. Patches, can you play her the recording? Just that bad part we talked about.”
Patches chimed. “Of course.”
The device in my hand crackled with static that resolved into two irritable masculine voices, one of which I recognized as Whitley’s. “—so it’s clear we can’t allow them planetside,” I heard as the message clarified. “I’m halfway to an arrangement where they’ll build a station in our system—a small one, like an embassy—and we can control all traffic to and from it, make sure only people with proper clearance ever interact with the aliens. It should allow us to control the narrative on Earth.”
“We need additional safeguards in place to control that narrative, Gordon,” the other voice grumbled, presumably the Councilor’s. “The populace has alien fever back here. Half the people are ready to throw them a parade, the rest are talking about hitting them with WMDs. Just telling them they’re not allowed to see them is only going to stoke the fire.”
“What did you have in mind?”
“For starters, we sent you up there with a disposable staff. Dispose of them.”
I glanced up at my companions as my heart jumped and stuttered in my chest. Dani blanched. Esti’s anger refocused itself squarely at the invisible voices emanating from my hand.
“That simple?” Whitley scoffed. “Do you think they’ll all just sit still and wait to be executed? I’ll have a mutiny on my hands well before I get back to Earth.”
“Don’t be dramatic,” Councilor Henderson said with a sigh. “The shuttle crew is loyal to me. Personally. You keep a couple of your most loyal and essential staff with you on the command deck, instruct everyone else to form up in ranks in the cargo hold for ceremonial disembarking, just like they did for arrival at Hesunshiak, and then space them all. My crew already knows to expect the command and no one else will suspect a thing. It’ll be quick and clean.”
There was a long pause from Whitley, the soft static drowned out by the rush of my own heartbeat. “Seems you’ve got it all figured out. I suppose you have a cover story ready?”
“Alien pathogens.” I could hear the Councilor’s self-satisfied smile. “Something that evaded our scanners, something the Reshketh wouldn’t have thought to warn us about, an unpredictable tragedy that these ‘brave souls’ knew they were risking for the sake of Humanity. The ship’s crew is unaffected because they live and work separately from the ambassadorial staff, and you and your closest advisors are spared by caution and quick thinking as the disease spreads quickly among the ranks. Maybe even blame one of those blackstripes for picking up the pathogen in the first place through deviant behavior. Fear of a lethal alien pathogen will discourage a lot of the mob from risking unofficial contact and provide a cover for enhanced security precautions for anyone going off-world.”
“This was never cleared with me, Alastair. I’m a businessman. I need plausible deniability for shit like this.”
“Language, Gordon,” he chided with mock offense. “You just focus on getting us those tech and trade deals. Leave the damage control to those of us who know how to manage it on a global scale.”
“I’m not going down for this, you hear me?” Whitley snarled. “Do you know how many millions it takes to purge complicity in mass murder from your record?”
“You worry too much. Job’s almost done, and when it is, you’ll be wealthier than ever. If there is any blowback—which is a big ‘if’—you’ll have more than enough resources to quell it.”
There was another long silence, and against all reason, I hoped, wished, waited for that final refusal, that last ember of humanity to flare. Instead, Whitley sighed, returning to his neutral demeanor. “I’ll have a working agreement settled tomorrow. It’s clear they want as little to do with us as we want with them, which is fine by me. Have your PR machine ready before we reach Sol.”
“Good man. See you soon, Gordon.”
The audio fizzled again, Patches shuffling it off into silence.
Cold spread from my core to my skin. “So he is going to kill us.”
“Yeah, and soon, by the sound of it.” Esti’s bristling energy melted into exhaustion and she sank into my desk chair. She chuckled. “Would you believe I never actually thought they’d go that far? I knew bringing us along was a publicity stunt, figured we were acceptable losses in the event of catastrophe. I just didn’t think … ugh. You know, maybe I did think this would be a one-way ticket, deep down. Or I’m an idiot.”
“If you’re an idiot, we all are. We’ve all been doing our jobs to the best of our abilities for the sake of Humanity.”
She wrinkled her nose at that. “We’ve all been doing a job. Who and what for doesn’t make much difference now, does it?”
Dani fidgeted where they stood. “Back to the imminent murder, though?”
“Right,” I said. I began pacing the confines of my room. It suddenly felt like a cage in an abattoir again, the walls shrinking. “Whitley doesn’t know that we know. We can use that, we can head him off, we just need a plan. We need time. We need—”
A sudden knock at my door made all three of us jump.
“Shit, Patches, wha—”
“It is your associate, Martin Leung. He deviated suddenly from his typical routine, I am sorry I did not note his approach sooner.”
“Shit!” Just the person I needed to speak to, significantly sooner than I was ready to speak to him. I looked at Esti and Dani while panic spun my brain. “Umm … hide.”
“But where—”
“Hide! Both of you, hide!” I grabbed their arms and yanked them toward the side of the room with closable doors. “Bathroom, closet, don’t care, just hide.”
The mélange of objections and questions fell thankfully silent as the bathroom door clunked shut. I took a moment to steady myself and tried my very best not to look like someone who’d just been plotting to undermine the Hegemonic Council. But as I opened the door, the sight of dear Martin smiling and looking genuinely happy for the first time since I’d met him threw me off enough that I nearly forgot about the indignant co-conspirators currently bumping elbows in my shower.
“Jenna! I have great news. Can I come in?”
“Yeah, of course,” I said, bewildered.
He entered buzzing with fresh energy and planted himself familiarly on the edge of my unmade bed before noticing my own frazzled confusion. “Rough night?”
“You could say that.” I glanced at his laden hands. The muffins he toted alongside our synthetic coffees looked suspiciously mass-produced. “No croissants today?”
He shook his head apologetically as he offered up his haul. “No time. I’m afraid it’s cafeteria fodder only today.”
I accepted the provisions with grim resignation and sat at my desk, biting into a muffin out of habit. It was gritty, and honestly might have been better off tasteless. The artificial approximation of banana nut turned out to have the exact same flavor profile as despair. “I don’t have your report ready just yet. What’s the good news?”
He threw back a huge, scalding gulp of terrible coffee and beamed back at me without missing a beat. “The good news is you don’t even need to finish that report today, because we’re going home soon! Ambassador Whitley is going to make the announcement during talks today and we could be packing up as soon as tomorrow. Isn’t that exciting?”
Surprise, I thought, I should look surprised. But all I could do was imagine a list of names on Whitley’s desk, the slash-and-burn calculations of deciding which of his “useful” employees would live or die. Would this sweet fool end up on the chopping block, choking on vacuum and freezing solid in a sea of bodies beside me? “Going home? So soon? Isn’t that a little abrupt? We were expecting this to take months.”
“Oh, the long-term diplomatic process will be ongoing, but they’re going to work from an orbital embassy in the future, from what I understand. It’s like you’ve been saying, there’s just too much information to cover and sort out, so much more than we originally thought. It’s not fair to everyone to draw things out here, right? We laid the groundwork, that’s what matters. And a lot of important work came from you! You should be proud.”
I smiled. Tried to, anyway. If I told him his life might be in danger, that Cecelia’s life might be in danger, would he believe me? If he believed me, would he help me? Or would he bargain for his life and hers with the knowledge of my betrayals? “Thank you, Martin, that means a lot to me. But I’m afraid Whitley is going to do some irreparable damage withdrawing too quickly.”
I’d never seen a good mood collapse so quickly and completely. “What do you mean?”
I had to think of a plausible delay, fast. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there are a lot of intricacies to Reshketh behavior that we don’t yet understand. The Reshketh culture is steeped in ceremony. If we call it a wrap without observing the correct pleasantries, we risk leaving a lasting legacy of rudeness that isn’t going to serve us well moving forward.”
“Ceremonies? But Ambassador Bharath hasn’t said anything about ceremonies. Eydah hasn’t said anything.”
“Did they say anything outright when Whitley messed up the greeting, or did they just glower disapprovingly?”
The tatters of his hopeful energy sparked into panic. “Oh no … oh no, you’re right, they didn’t say anything. Oh god, we can’t have another screw-up like that!”
I could work with that. “Look, there’s probably still time since the official announcements haven’t been made, but I need to get a report together on the proper proceedings, and Whitley needs to be notified. Can you get him to delay the announcement?”
He blanched. “Oh god, I … Whitley’s going to tear me to pieces when I tell him we’re screwing up again! Can you give me something concrete to show him? I don’t know if he’ll do it based on speculation alone.”
“I need time, Martin. I need another night, at least. Tell him whatever you need to. Blame me, call it incompetence or vindictiveness or whatever. He already hates me; he’ll believe that it’s my fault.”
That, strangely, pulled him out of his panic. He looked at me as if offended. “I can’t do that to you! We all heard what he threatened to do to you if you messed up again. I don’t want you to get in any more trouble! I’m not completely spineless.”
“No, you’re not,” I said, fighting back a wave of fuzzy feelings in order to stay firm. “You can find a better way to tell him, but you have to do it soon because I need another night.”
Martin abandoned his breakfast and rubbed his face, steepling his fingers over his nose as he stared intently at my floor. Finally, he nodded. “Okay. Okay, I think I know what I can do. I can get you one more night. Are you sure you can get me something definitive to work with by then?”
Not remotely, but I nodded anyway. “I can.”
“Okay, then.” He stood up and I rose to meet him. “I need to go talk Whitley down before his morning meetings.”
I put a hand on his shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. “I believe in you, Martin. We’re going to sort this out and everyone’s going to get home safe and happy as soon as possible. You, me, Cecelia, even Whitley. We’ve got this.”
He nodded with renewed determination. “Right. Yeah. We’ve got this.” I released him and we shared a firm handshake. “Good luck, Jenna.”
“Good luck to us both.”
Martin left, I crumpled onto the bed, and the bathroom door whooshed open.
“You’re completely pulling this plan out of your ass, aren’t you,” Esti said.
“Yep,” I replied into my hands as I sat hunched there. “And I’m not done. I’ve got to make Whitley and Bharath both think they have to engage in some ridiculous closing ceremony or risk souring diplomatic relations forever, and then I probably have to invent said ridiculous closing ceremony.”
Esti sat beside me on the bed. “And how exactly does this plan get us not-dead?”
“It doesn’t. It just buys us time.” I straightened, looked up apologetically. “Dani and Patches are going to have to get us not-dead.”
“We are?” Dani choked.
“Yep.”
“How?”
Esti stiffened beside me. “Wait, you’re not thinking—”
“I absolutely am. We need to get Patches installed on the shuttle.”
“No,” she said. “No way.”
“Only way I can think of. Unless you came up with any better suggestions while you were locked in my bathroom?”
“How is putting us all at the mercy of an alien AI an improvement?”
“Well, for starters, Patches doesn’t want to kill us.”
“Yeah, that you know of!”
“I do not wish to kill you, Esti,” Patches offered cheerfully.
Esti glared at the ceiling. “Thanks.”
Dani had begun fidgeting aggressively. “I feel like this plan overlooks a lot of serious practical complications.”
“Such as?”
“Getting to the ship. Getting enough time on the ship to make the modifications. Getting the materials to make the modifications. Making sure Patches has enough access to control systems without causing any sort of fatal errors to our native support systems. Doing all this without us or Patches getting caught. You know, those kind of things.”
“We’ll figure it out. We don’t even have to have Patches installed before we depart, we just need the plan and resources secured. If they’re not going to space us until we’re almost home, we have the whole journey to implement our solutions. All we need is to be able to override any commands that will result in our death on the last day of our journey. If we arrive at the spaceport intact, it’ll be a hundred times more difficult for them to kill us all.”
Esti snorted. “You don’t seriously think they’d let us go on living our merry lives if we just manage to make it to the spaceport in one piece, do you?”
“I never said it was a foolproof plan.”
“It’s a shit plan.”
“Makes sense for a plan I pulled out of my ass, eh?” I deployed half-hearted finger-guns to zero ameliorative effect. “Look, I’m working on buying us time. I can do that. Meanwhile, you two can figure out how to make the rest of the plan not suck. Bring others in on this if you can; we’re all at risk here. They’re not executing us without a fight.”
Esti stared at the floor a moment, then let a little half-smile show. “You’re absolutely crazy for this, but I guess we need crazy right now. Okay. You go do what you’re good at, I’ll do what I’m good at, and yeah … maybe we’ll get out of this mess.”
I bumped her shoulder gently with mine. “Have I managed to infect you with a little optimism after all?”
“Pfft. Don’t remind me. It’s like a fucking STD.”
I turned to Dani. “You good?”
The way they had retreated into themself suggested they were far from it. “Oh yeah, sure, just gotta rig something up that’s never been done before to keep us from getting murdered, right? No big deal.”
I got up and approached them. “Dani, look at me,” I asked gently. 
They took a deep breath and looked me in the eyes. I held out my hands with a silent question, and after a moment’s hesitation, they put their hands in mine. I clutched tighter.
“Dani, you’re brilliant. Look how much you’ve been able to accomplish already. To my knowledge, you’re the first Human to integrate Reshketh tech into Human-made devices. The first! And you’re not alone. You have Patches to help you. And me and Esti, but let’s be honest, mostly Patches,” I chuckled. “I have complete confidence in you.”
“As do I, Human Dani,” Patches blooped in.
Dani blushed. “Oh … wow, okay. Well, I hope … no, I promise I’ll do my best.” They let go of my hands and I watched their focus split off into a dozen nebulous hypotheses. “I can begin working on theoretical applications right away based on my work so far and vessel schematics. But I’ll need to get on the shuttle at least once before we depart, see what after-market parts we’re working with, any homebrew modifications … do you think you can arrange that?”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
“All right, kiddo,” Esti said as she heaved herself to her feet. “Let’s leave Madame Ambassador here to her double-crossing and go work on unfucking our escape plans.” She shepherded Dani toward the door and spared one last look at me. “Are you good?”
“Yeah. We may have a shit plan, but it’s a plan. I’m good.” 
I had to be.
She nodded. I stood there in silence as they left me alone, then sat back down on my bed, numb but alive. I could do this. They could do this. Tarek would help us. Patches would save us.
Did I really believe we’d make it through this safe and sound?
Yeah. I found in that moment, I genuinely did.
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Chapter Fifteen


Since I needed to produce a reasonably believable lie more than anything else, I was thankfully able to dive into it right away. Adrenaline kept the temptation of sleep at bay, though my knees felt like gelatin as I fussed and fretted over the details. Esti was right and there was no way around it: this was a shit plan. 
But it was also the only plan so far, and that kept me from spiraling. All I needed to do was sow a little doubt, slow things down. One step at a time. Tarek would have more ideas, I was certain. He may not have been an expert in intergalactic politics, but I got the sense that bullshitting his superiors would be fully in his wheelhouse. And even if not, just letting someone on the outside know what was going on would be a comfort. I was so deep in my work that I nearly jumped out of my skin when Martin showed up knocking at my door again hours later.
“You have your extra night,” he said, looking more resolute than ever. “Are you sure there’s nothing else I can do to help?”
“You can help by resting up and getting ready to sell Whitley on a whole bunch of diplomatic fluff bright and early tomorrow morning. Until then, it’s up to me.” I tried to give him a reassuring smile. “Thank you, Martin. You’re a peach.”
Once he left, I finished polishing up my ceremony pitch. There were a few holes left to fill, a few things that might need improvement, but it was a start. I talked my anxiety down, refreshed myself as best I could, and set out for my rendezvous with Tarek.
That’s when everything fell apart.
I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I was almost to the entryway before I noticed something was off. Both the sentries ahead were the same height, and their postures, their energies … 
My sweat ran cold as I realized Leysha was there, but Tarek was not.
I slammed to a halt, too close to make a stealthy retreat. The newcomer startled and turned toward me first, but before they or I could speak, Leysha raised a hand to cut us off. “Don’t worry, I’ll handle this.”
Her new partner looked back and forth between us, shifting nervously. “Are you sure? This seems … irregular. Do they do this a lot?”
“Not most of them,” Leysha said, glaring pointedly at me. “Come on, let’s get you back.”
I was too flabbergasted to do more than croak incoherent syllables as Leysha ushered me deep enough down the corridor that the newcomer wouldn’t hear us. She glanced back once to make sure we were out of sight, then turned to me with a surprisingly apologetic air. “No excursions tonight, Jenna. I’m going to need you to head back to your quarters.”
My voice finally caught up. “Leysha, where’s Tarek? What happened?”
Her gaze fell. “He’s gone. I’m sorry, I didn’t think—”
Panic threatened to bring tears to my eyes. “Leysha, what happened? Is he all right?”
“He’s fine, he’s fine! He’s just been transferred. I had requested reassignment the moment I found out I had a shift with him, before you even showed up, but staffing here is so tight right now, I didn’t think … Anyway, they decided to follow up on it suddenly and it would have looked suspicious if I withdrew my complaint, so I let it go.”
“Do you know where he is? Can you get a message to him?”
She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I let things go on with you and Tarek because I knew I couldn’t stop him without getting all of us in more trouble. And he’s been … different, spending time with you. Somewhat less insufferable to be around. I wouldn’t have chosen to make it so you two couldn’t say goodbye, no matter how much I might hate him.” She straightened, grew sterner again. “But I can’t let you go wandering about like he did, and I won’t get involved relaying any illicit communications. I’m sorry.”
No. No no no no no. I needed Tarek, and if not Tarek, then at least one last chance for Patches to hack the archives. “Leysha, please. The work I’m doing is literally life or death for us right now. You can escort me if you want, make sure I’m not doing anything bad, but please, you have to let me go out there tonight.”
She only seemed to harden in the face of my pleas. “I can’t. I’m sorry. If I leave my post, my new partner will report it, and I can’t risk that.”
“But sending a message to Tarek, though … You really won’t even do that?”
“I won’t.”
I pulled away and bit back a curse, running my fingers roughly through my hair. This was so stupid. “What happened between you two? What is all of this about?”
She recoiled a step, that professional demeanor shaken once again. “That’s none of your concern.”
“You made it my concern when you cut me off from my resource. And worse, from my friend,” I growled, no longer fully able to hold back tears.
Leysha looked around in a panic, gesturing desperately for me to quiet down. “It’s … complicated.”
“Then un-complicate it.”
Her jaw tensed. “We served together, years ago. He made a choice on my behalf once that saved my life but destroyed my future. He’s not even sorry he did it, he didn’t learn a single fucking thing, and I believe he’d do it all over again, given the chance. He’s dangerous in ways I don’t think I could make a Human understand.”
My anger grew feverish. “You’re right. I don’t understand. Why would you hate the person who saved your life?”
“Because he’s a coward, that’s why!” she snapped. “And because of him, now I am, too.”
“Leysha, you’re not making sense!”
“I’ve given you your answer, I don’t have to explain it,” she said bitterly, starting to move away. “Go back to your quarters. Please.”
“Leysha—”
“I’m sorry, I can’t.” 
With that, she sped back to her post, leaving me well and truly fucked.
Panic rose in my throat like bile and I bit my fist to keep from screaming.
It had always been a possibility that each meeting with Tarek could have been our last, but I’d let myself forget that. I needed his help; everything depended on it. I needed him.
And there was no way to reach him. Not from here.
“Patches,” I whispered, “is there another way out of the Human sector?”
“I possess basic schematic knowledge of structural passageways that may be accessed in emergencies or for maintenance, but I do not believe you can traverse them without eventually being noticed, and I lack the detailed schematics of the station that would tell me where the passageways lead.”
“It’s a start. If I can get out of here, I can find my way to the archives. And the terminals there, could you use those to get a message to Tarek?”
“Yes, although the message will be filtered by security. It would be advisable to disguise it if you are going to attempt communication over public channels.”
“We can hide it in a fake newsletter for a Ghathi Theater House or something, anything weird enough to make him curious but mundane enough to avoid suspicion otherwise. But one step at a time. How do I reach the passageways?”
“We’ll need Human Dani. I’ll arrange for them to meet you. For now, proceed to your left.”
I followed Patches’ guidance, winding my way back through the halls until I reached a useless nub of corridor where Dani waited anxiously. 
They startled as I approached. “I got here as quickly as I could. What happened?”
“My Reshketh friend got reassigned.” I fought back tears just voicing that. “I’m on my own. Patches says there’s some kind of maintenance access hatch here?”
“Yeah, there.” They gestured to a dark corner. “It’s been bolted shut, though. It’s going to take me a moment to break through, and I don’t know if doing so will activate any alarms.”
One of Patches’ drones swept up next to us. “So long as I am within the sector, I should be able to prevent any system-wide alarms. Outside of the sector, however …”
“One step at a time,” I repeated, reassuring myself more than anyone else. “Let’s go.”
It was an excruciating wait as Dani cut through the bolts and coaxed the door open. Late hours meant empty halls, but also more silence to amplify the sound of their work to suspicious ears. The hatch was meant to be operated by an input panel like our room doors, except the panel here had been removed, the power to its mechanisms cut off, and the hatch itself bolted. The Reshketh clearly had taken pains to ensure we didn’t do exactly this. Giving us a fast-learning and eager-to-please AI assistant seemed like a major oversight in that regard, or maybe even another twisted, inscrutable attempt at sabotage, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the night I would finally get caught and watch our last slivers of hope evaporate.
With a final clank and creak, the hatch was open. The way inside was dark, the air stale, but I slipped into it gratefully with the drone at my side. I looked back at Dani and tried to show a brave face. “I’m going to do my best without Tarek’s help, but if I don’t make it back …”
“You’ll make it back,” they said, though their eyes didn’t share the certainty of their tone. “Do you want me to come with you to help? I can probably close this up okay from the inside if I just—”
“No, it’s too risky. You’re the only person who can get Patches installed on the shuttle. If I fail, at least you’ll still have a chance of keeping everyone alive on the trip home. You need to stay safe.”
They hesitated, swallowed their rebuttal, and nodded. “You need to stay safe, too. Patches will let me know when you’re close again so I can get you out. If anyone can figure all this out, it’s you.”
All I could think to respond with was fearful denial, so I just nodded back. Dani moved the hatch back into place, and for a moment, I was swallowed by the dark.
A small light flicked on from Patches’ drone to illuminate a surprisingly spacious corridor, more than open enough to walk upright. The path to either side of me sloped down sharply before leveling out again into darkness. 
“Power to the atmospheric systems has been shut off for the maintenance corridors in this sector, and I’m afraid it would draw attention if I were to activate them,” Patches called up from the drone as it circled me slowly to give me a look around. “Will this light be sufficient?”
“It will. Lead on, Patches. Just get me as far as you can.”
Patches chirped in affirmation and set off rolling down the ramp. I followed carefully, eyes on the open grate of the floor as I occasionally dodged pipes and other odd obstructions jutting from the tangle of the walls. It was a labyrinth down here, and I couldn’t help but imagine some toothy, aquatic Minotaur waiting for me around each dark corner. 
Finally, we saw a faint light ahead. The drone rolled to a halt.
“This is as far as I can go with the drone. The corridor ahead is part of the main station.” Patches moved its voice from the drone back to my ear. “If you move quickly, you may go unnoticed, but I would recommend getting out at the first exit you can find.”
“Noted.” I knelt down to give the drone a little pat. “Thanks, bud. I hope I can find you again if I need to get back this way.” Patches indulged me with a little puppyish twirl from the drone as I stood. 
It was time to head into the unknown.
Vircon in hand, I set out. There was no way of knowing for sure where I was in the station, but Patches attempted to calculate my speed and distance relative to my previous excursions to at least give us an educated guess. The sparse population and our distance from the Reshketh ambassadorial offices gave me fighting odds at a clean escape, but my heart still pounded as I jogged quietly through the maze, looking for anything that might indicate an exit. The lighting was sparse, leaving each corridor riddled with enough shadow that I couldn’t spot branching paths until I was almost on top of them. It was a great many breathless minutes into my wandering before I finally spotted an exit ramp and ran for it.
At the top was another hatch like the one Dani had forced open, only this one wasn’t bolted. I reached for the access panel until Patches shrieked, “Wait!”
“What?! What is it?”
“If you touch the panel, the system will record organic access. Hold your device close enough for me to tap in and I can make the opening look like a mechanical glitch.”
It was too prudent an idea for me to be angry about the minor heart attack Patches’ warning had inspired, so I just did as I was told. A few seconds holding the vircon up to the panel and the hatch popped open obligingly.
I stepped out into the open of the main atrium, and despite knowing I was somewhat safer here, I felt immediately exposed. All the airy, reef-like beauty I had so adored left me feeling like I was walking through an open field in a thunderstorm, possibly toting a large metal rod. The floating motes of light felt like a million eyes, the starfield above dizzying.
Tarek should have been here with me. I felt his absence like a gaping maw, this new-found agoraphobia threatening to consume me without the shelter of him nearby. It was impossible to keep my worries from rushing ahead to future complications now that I’d lost my way of finding him. Maybe it was better for him, safer, working far away from the Human delegation instead of within the reach of a manipulative, information-hungry provocateur like myself, but I was selfish in my terror. I needed him, and it was frightening to realize how much.
No. No, I was capable of doing this myself. I had to be.
I steadied my breathing and took in my surroundings. They weren’t familiar, but in the open, it was simple enough to plot a course for the central elevators. Moving across the terraces and bridges, the night was just as empty as it had ever been making the journey with Tarek, and by the time I reached the elevator column, I was nearly ready to relax. I held up my vircon once again, but this time there was no obliging whoosh of opening doors.
“Patches, what’s taking so long?”
“There are … unfamiliar security protocols in place. I am having difficulty bypassing them.”
Fuck. I tensed my jaw. “Can I just slap that panel and be done with it? They’ve never seemed to have a problem with Tarek calling the elevators.”
“It would require a passcode, and security would surely be alerted if you got it wrong.”
Had Tarek ever input a code? Had I ever bothered to pay attention? I bit my lip, glancing back at the vastness of the atrium. “You could send a message from any public terminal, right? Do you know if there are any outside of the archives?”
“They should be present in other high-traffic areas of the station. You should be able to spot them visually, and if we get close enough, I’ll be able to connect to them. But the risk of getting caught—”
“I know, but unless you can bypass that security, I don’t think we have a choice.” I bit my lip and ran through crudely recollected station maps in my mind. “High-traffic areas … The docks are likely to be guarded through the night, and the ambassadorial offices may be occupied. What does that leave us?”
“There are several common areas within the upper dome of the station, but they are still close enough to the ambassadorial offices for there to be some risk.”
“There’s going to be some risk no matter what. You’ve got general public reference information, right? Can you navigate me?”
“I can. Backtrack toward the terraces and take your first right.”
With Patches in my ear, we neared the ostentatious tiers of the ambassadorial facilities sooner than I was ready. I recognized the main entrance of the conference chamber where all the performative business of diplomacy took place, though I had only seen them in vids. Patches helped me skirt the area, guiding me to a more reserved but still stately corridor that was open to the station’s dome above, lined with branching halls and several elevator doors, spotted at intervals with short columns that—
“Patches, are those terminals?”
“I am not close enough. Is the path clear?”
I couldn’t see anyone from where I was, but there were at least half a dozen places where guards or staff could be standing just out of sight. “Let’s say yes.”
“Good. This likely means you have avoided being caught by any kind of monitored surveillance so far, but stay alert.”
I nodded as though Patches were a coconspirator standing at my back instead of a disembodied voice in my ear and clung close to the wall as I approached the elevators. As I neared the first pillar, Patches buzzed my device.
“This is a console, Jenna. Are you still clear? Do you wish me to try to contact Officer Vaali?”
I glanced around. No activity yet. As much as I wanted to reach Tarek first and foremost, if we failed, I couldn’t risk wasting this opportunity. “Get us some detailed station schematics first.” I laid my vircon on the panel and turned my back to the console to keep watch. “Then get that message to Tarek. Tell him to find me if he can, get a message to me through Martin during the day if he can’t.”
“Understood. Accessing.”
The corridor was too quiet. I felt invisible eyes on me and flushed hot where I stood. “How long?”
“Estimating. Perhaps fifty to seventy more seconds.”
A faint whir sounded from the closest elevator. “Any way we can hurry that up?”
“Station schematics are a large amount of data, Jenna.”
I was about to snipe back when a flutter of movement caught my eye. Back the way we came, a slender Reshketh in a crisp civilian uniform strode out of a corridor and toward a terrace overlooking the tiers below. I pressed myself reflexively against the wall, though this did nothing to conceal me here. Thankfully, the Reshketh’s eyes were glued to some device in their hands, and they were walking away from me.
“Patches,” I whispered, “Patches, we’re blown, we’ve got to go.”
“Just a few more seconds.”
“We don’t have a few more seconds.”
Elevator doors whooshed open beside me.
I snatched up my vircon and turned to find my path blocked by a Reshketh guard. Their elatria flickered with fiery tones and their dermal denticles prickled up in a spiky frisson. I was too startled to even cry out as they grabbed me roughly by the arm, causing Patches to fall skittering across the floor.
“What are you doing?” the guard snarled. “How did you get here?”
“I—”
They looked over their shoulder at two more guards who were stepping out of the elevator behind them. “Get this one in restraints.”
Shit shit shit shit shit! “Wait, no, I … I have business here!”
“If you had business here, we would know about it.”
One of the others attached something tight and cold to one wrist. “It was a last-minute arrangement. I’m here on official business, I swear!”
“Who could you possibly have official business with at this hour?”
“With me!”
A lilting, cheerful voice called out from across the hall. I turned painfully against all the hands restraining me to see who it came from and realized with a sinking feeling that I recognized her. Tall and lithe with gleaming scales down the sides on her neck and shoulders, she was dressed in a billowing garment that fluttered around her body while only attached by narrow bands to her wrists and neck. Her smile and modest nod were unmistakable. 
Nejra.
She made a gesture somewhat like a curtsy, bending to scoop up my fallen vircon. “I’m afraid there were some rather important matters that we needed to sort out for the Ambassadors before their talks tomorrow. Her escort was delayed, so I sent for her to come directly. She’d been here often enough the past few days to know the way. I am sorry, I should have thought to inform you. I’m afraid I don’t have much of a mind for security precautions, I only wanted to make sure everything goes smoothly tomorrow. You understand, don’t you?”
The first guard released me with only a little hesitation. “Of course.” They nodded at one of the guards behind me and the rest of the hands holding me let go, followed shortly by the binding at my wrist. “We will not impede your business, Honored One. But you should really be more careful. You trust too easily.”
Nejra could not have put on a better affectation of a shrinking violet if she’d been an actual flower. “Of course, Officer. I am honored by your vigilance on my behalf.”
The guards hesitated a moment, then stepped back. Nejra approached with a smile and handed me my vircon. “My apologies for the confusion. Shall we speak, then?”
Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck! I almost preferred my chances with the guards. “Y-yeah. Yes. Thank you, Nejra.” I tried to keep the tremor out of my voice, but my whole body was shaking. “Please, lead the way.”
Nejra smiled and gestured toward another elevator across the hall whose doors still stood open. I walked over as steadily as I could, Nejra falling in step beside me with her fluid gait. 
“Jenna, I am sorry,” Patches said quietly in my ear. “I have the schematics, but the message to Officer Vaali … I cannot confirm that it sent.”
I swallowed hard over the knot of fear in my throat as the doors closed me in with the most confounding and elusive suspect of our sabotage.
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Chapter Sixteen


“Very bold of you … Jenna, wasn’t it?” Nejra asked as the elevator rose, something hard and clever settling into her dark, glistening eyes. “Sneaking out for some late-night sightseeing?” 
What the fuck was I going to say to that? She had me completely at her mercy, this strange, smiling creature who had sought me out twice now, yet remained invisible since our arrival. If Tarek could read my moods so clearly without training, there was surely nothing I could hide from her. Maybe she was my adversary, taking me to my demise.
Or maybe she didn’t know half as much as I thought, and this was all part of the game. I donned my most charming smile. “I’m surprised you remember me and my fondness for sightseeing, Nejra. Although, if you thought I was trespassing, wouldn’t it have been easier to let security haul me away?”
Her eyes sparked, a trill of joy shimmering through her elatria. “How could I forget!” she laughed. “I am not here to scold you. I confess, I saw the opportunity to join in on a little secret mission with a fascinating Human and could not resist. Though you are lucky I happened upon you when I did.”
Fascinating Human indeed. “Was it luck?”
She was practically ablaze in vicious delight. “Oh, Jenna, how could it be anything but?”
My own smile wavered. “In any case, it’s not much of a secret mission. I am here on official business … of a sort.”
“Really? Consider me intrigued.”
“I’d be happy to discuss it if you’d tell me where you’re taking me.”
The elevator’s movement slowed. “It seems you’re about to find out.”
I’m not sure what I expected to see when the elevator doors opened, but it was definitely not the expanse of luminous blues and greens that unfurled before me. 
Stepping out into it, the elevator structures behind me were swallowed by vines and arcing plates of fungi in the center of a vast circular chamber below the dome of stars. There was no metal to be seen, no plex or concrete or anything at all that might have been wrought in a factory. Paths of smooth lichen in crystalline patterns meandered and wove throughout an expanse lush with mosses, ferns, shrubs, and flowers. Coral-like structures burst up here and there in the form of benches, tables, and tall spires that dangled dewdrop lanterns. The floating motes of light were closer and more condensed here, and the air was humid and smelled like a sea breeze with notes of honeysuckle and jasmine.
I lost all sense of purpose the moment I beheld the space, ogling the garden like one lost in a beautiful daydream. And I wasn’t the only one, I realized, noting a few other Reshketh scattered about, minding their own business as they drank in the dusky sweet silence. This was not the kind of place you took an enemy to make them disappear.
It was, however, the perfect place to throw me off my guard.
Nejra laughed and placed a hand on my shoulder, rousing me from my trance. “I knew you would like it. Come, let’s find someplace more private to talk.”
Bewildered, I fell in step beside her as she moved unhurriedly along the lichen path. We made our way toward the outer edge of the chamber: a wall of twisting, knotted trees woven together with interlocking branches and sinuous, flowering vines. Along the barrier, arcing gaps between the broad trunks were marked with luminescent fungi, entryways to deep alcoves mostly hidden from the central chamber. 
“This place is incredible,” I mused softly. “I had no idea it was possible to create something so alive out here.”
Nejra gave me an indulgent smile over her shoulder. “We honor our homeworld in more than just our architecture.” Reaching up toward a low-drifting mote, she cradled it in her hand and guided it lower. She regarded it a moment, then shuffled the mote gently in my direction. It came to rest between my hands, hovering like a firefly, and for the first time, I saw its true nature. Each mote was a tiny creature, like a jellyfish, glowing brightly while fluttering suspended in a bubble of clear fluid.
“They’re alive!” I gasped.
“Rikinae,” she said warmly. “They glow in our oceans at night, a reflection of the stars.”
I probed gently at the bubble, but it evaded my touch like a magnet repelling its matching pole. “How do they manage to live like this, floating through the air?”
The sharp edge returned to her smile. “Through some of the many technological advances which your people are hungry to learn. There is a containment field, like those which secure our hulls from breaches, emanating from a device implanted on each rikina. The device also creates an amended relationship with our artificial gravity fields that allows the wearer to navigate as though it were suspended in a fluid environment. Each rikina needs only a small bit of sea water to survive, but this way, the entire station may be its home.”
I looked one last time at the glimmering creature in my hands, then pushed the bubble upward where it continued to float away toward the starry dome. Nejra continued on and beckoned me into one of the quiet alcoves, leading me to an arrangement of mossy stone seats beside a small waterfall. She tapped a slim device on her wrist and the fungi at the entry briefly flashed a fiery hue before returning to their normal soothing shades.
“There,” she smiled. “Now we will not be interrupted. I believe we have some ‘official business’ to discuss?”
My pulse spiked again as whatever beautiful trap she’d laid for me clinched shut. I desperately wanted to lay accusations at her feet, to demand answers. But what evidence did I have? I kept on my professional mask and hoped I had the wits to navigate this. “I have it on good authority that the Ambassadors intend to conclude our preliminary talks immediately, the Human delegation departing in full. Is this true?”
She relaxed into her seat, almost pensive. “It is. In fact, I was under the impression that the official announcements of such were to be made today. Strange.” She stared through me, the artifice of joviality dropping a moment. “A shame, too, since I would have loved the opportunity to get to know your people better. But is this not something you could have confirmed among your own people?”
I bit my lip as I considered how to continue. “I believe on our end, the decision has been made in haste. This isn’t the official stance—my Ambassador would never wish to appear ungrateful for the hospitality of yours—but it’s something I needed to address before it was too late. 
“It’s customary on Earth to approach alliances with a bit of ceremony. These are mostly symbolic and often indulged in at some expense, but they demonstrate good faith and a willingness to understand one another. I think such an effort would be beneficial to both sides when presenting these talks to the people of our worlds. The Ambassador would never wish to impose, so I came to ask on my delegation’s behalf: would Ambassador Bharath consider offering an extension of our stay in order to observe some ceremonial niceties?”
The sharpness of Nejra’s demeanor returned, an expression I could not read. Something curious, calculating, perhaps even amused. “Interesting. I had thought it was Ambassador Whitley’s own haste that drew your delegation away so soon, not Bharath’s.”
“If he acts in haste, it’s only due to his abundant respect for your people.” 
And your very big warships, your lucrative technologies, your possibly infectious notions of genderfluidity, all the things your people have made very sure he’ll want to keep to himself. The statement tasted bad coming out of my mouth.
“I see. And how long do such festivities usually last?”
How long did we need to hack our own transport, rather? “On Earth, these proceedings may last for days or weeks, touring sites of cultural significance and beauty across each homeland and enjoying performances of music, dance, or theater. Are there such customs among the Reshketh?”
She regarded me while reclined against mossy stone with her chin propped up on one hand. “Yes, I believe we have had such exchanges in the past …” 
I waited for the conclusion that seemed to dangle from the end of her statement, but she let the silence hang. Her gaze remained fixed in my direction, but in a way that felt like she wasn’t actually looking at me. Her elatria flickered, eyes narrowed, and her jaw twitched as though she were having an argument in her head. Was there something else I was meant to say? Was she waiting for me to blurt out something to hang myself with in the silence? 
Just before I cracked, she perked up straight in her seat, her eyes refocusing sharply on me and her smile returning. “You know, I think Ambassador Bharath would be incredibly pleased to see both our delegations honor each other’s cultures before your people depart. We can collaborate on a schedule of events tomorrow.”
The turn of countenance left my mind scrambling. “Er … during the day, you’ll want to seek out my associate Martin Leung. I’m not cleared for direct collaboration outside of the Human sector.”
Her smile took on a wicked spark. “Oh, I think we can do something about that. Eydah will handle the day shift. I believe you and I do our best work at night.”
She shouldn’t have had nearly enough information to make such a claim, but I didn’t challenge the assumption. If Nejra was the one trying to sabotage the talks, maybe working in close proximity to her would be worth the risk, especially if it left Esti and Dani free to move. 
“I would be grateful for the chance to work with you. Really, all members of the Human delegation should be invited to participate in the proceedings. Ambassador Whitley has kept the front-facing diplomatic staff small to reduce the opportunity for offense, but I think a gesture of openness would do well to warm the hearts and minds of the populace.”
“Indeed.” She interacted nimbly with her wrist device as she spoke. “And I suppose you will be needing additional resources on our customs not included in the cultural primers?”
I hesitated. Another trap? “I would be grateful for those, yes. Actually, I am aware of the existence of a civilian information archive on the station that may also hold pertinent information. If I could be granted access with appropriate translation tools, I could procure those resources myself, spare you the trouble.”
“Oh, it would be no trouble at all! I will gladly escort you myself anytime you need.” Damn it. It was a long shot, anyway. But then Nejra froze as if just remembering something important. “In fact, why don’t we head there right now?”
I flushed with panic at the thought of setting out into the station alone with her again. “Right now? Isn’t there more that we need to discu—”
She waved me off. “No reason we can’t talk on the way, is there?” She finally tore herself away from the flurry of activity on her device and resurrected her charming, predatory grin. “In fact, I think it would be irresponsible to wait around here any longer, given all we have to do. Don’t you think?”
Her eagerness to go along with my half-baked plan unsettled me. I’d barely had to defend it. Had I given something away? “Sure. Let’s go to the archives, then.”
“Excellent.” She stood and offered me her hand, pulling me to my feet as though I were no heavier than a rikina. “Let’s be on our way!”
The leisurely pace with which Nejra had first led me through the gardens was gone, replaced by a purposeful haste. I hated to rush out of the gardens so soon, but I had little choice. Even without knowing the intricacies of her rank here, I was sure that Nejra had a fair amount of power to get her way. Traipsing through the station in her shadow should have been a privilege, but she did not make me feel safe the way that Tarek did. Her stewardship felt more like that of a farmer protecting his geese from foxes so that he could feast on the fat birds himself.
It was difficult to keep up with Nejra’s buoyant discussion and numerous tangents as we moved through Hesunshiak back toward the archives. There was something about dining, about music and dance, a spitballing of ideas I could barely manage to nod along with. My brain was tangled up in knots by the time the archive doors parted before us, leaving me so distracted, I almost didn’t notice the figure that shot up from a chair in the entry atrium, turning expectantly toward us and freezing in place. I froze as well, my eyes locked with theirs as my brain caught up. 
It was Tarek. He’d come here to wait for me.
Relief struck me like a tsunami, washing away reason. I began to smile and step forward, the first consonant of his name on the tip of my tongue before I caught myself. I had no idea what to do instead, and from the way he stood, the way his eyes darted between me and my new escort, neither did he.
Shit.
I didn’t dare look up at Nejra for fear that she would somehow read everything in my face. After a torturous pause, she continued into the room with a bright greeting. “My apologies for disturbing you, officer! I didn’t expect to see anyone here so late.”
Her greeting almost seemed to startle him. “I-It’s no trouble, Honored One.”
I fell clumsily in step after her, certain both of us had been obvious from the moment we saw each other. Nejra was toying with us. She tilted her head slightly, looking Tarek over. “You’re one of the security detail for the Human sector, aren’t you? Or you were, at least. Officer …?”
The icy fist of panic clenched my gut as I dared to catch his eye. “Vaali. And yes,” he said cautiously. “I was just reassigned today. Docks security.”
“And yet you’re here?”
Shit shit shit.
“The, ah, new schedule starts tomorrow. I was just enjoying a little down time.” Even I could tell that was a stretch.
That sharp look lay nestled beneath her effervescent smile. “Are you two familiar with each other, then?”
Tarek looked like he was about to be torn in half by his fight-or-flight response, so I blurted out a response first. “We’ve met, yes. You’ve already gotten a sense for my insatiable curiosity. Officer Vaali has been victim to it, as well. While at his post.”
“I see.” She turned her focus conspiratorially to me. “Perhaps if he’d not been transferred, you might have gotten away with sneaking around tonight, eh?” I blanched, but Nejra quickly broke the silence with a peal of her musical laughter. “So tense! Just a little friendly ribbing; I told you, I’m not here to scold. Relax.” She looked back at Tarek. “Come to think of it, Officer Vaali, if you wouldn’t mind cutting your down time short, I could use the help of someone who’s been desensitized to the oddities of Human behavior tonight. In fact, I could use you permanently on my staff, if you’re willing.”
Tarek looked to me for some kind of context, but I could only stare helplessly back. “I am, of course, eager to serve as you see best, Honored One.”
“Call me Nejra, please! Nejra, Jenna, and …?”
“Tarek.”
“Lovely! Well, now that we’re all acquainted, might I trouble you, Tarek, to help Jenna and I with a little research project? I could gather resources for her more quickly if I am not distracting myself with her delightful company.”
“I … of course, but what should I—”
“Just help her locate any additional specific resources she can think of while I gather my recommendations, help translate. Sate that insatiable curiosity. Is that agreeable with you, Jenna?”
What the hell was happening? “I … sure, yes, I would appreciate the assistance.”
“Excellent,” Nejra said, looking once more between us with eyes that seemed to cut right through the bullshit façade we were putting up. She twirled away and called over her shoulder as she disappeared into the stacks, “If you need me, give me a shout!”
We both watched her go, silent and unmoving until we couldn’t discern any fluttering shadow or soft footfall. Then we turned to each other and opened the floodgates.
“What was—”
“I don’t—”
“Why is—”
“How did you—”
“Wait,” I said, holding up my hands even as my whole body began to shake, “just … we’ll get to sorting everything out and catching each other up, but first … permission to invade your personal space for a sentimental Human gesture in which I may unfortunately excrete some fluids?”
“That’s a terrifying way to put it, but … sure?”
A sound halfway between a sob and a sigh of relief escaped my throat as I closed the distance between us and pulled him into a hug. Given his height, my arms wrapped around him only a little above his waist, my face pressed against his chest as I tried and failed to keep holding back the tears that had been waiting all day for release. I bit my lip to stifle any sniffling, but my breath was still ragged.
Tarek’s arms raised as I crashed into him, hovering in confusion. “What is happening?”
“It’s a hug,” I choked.
“And … what should I do?”
“Just let it happen. Or put your arms around me too, if you want. It’ll be over soon, I just … I needed to.”
There was a moment of hesitation, then I felt the tension in him ease as he let his arms come to rest around my shoulders. His posture changed, his head curling over me, creating a little shelter from the world around us. Reflexively, I squeezed him tighter. Hard plates in his body armor made it feel like I was hugging a robot, but he still smelled like a sunny day at the beach and felt strangely like home.
I indulged in the contact too long, but he didn’t rush me. By the time I pulled away, averting my eyes and mopping my face with my sleeve, my face was deeply red. “I, uh … I probably got some fluids on your armor. I’m sorry.”
“Oh no you definitely got your fluids on me,” he chuckled. “But you don’t have to apologize. That’s for me to do.”
I shook my head. “I talked to Leysha. She told me what happened, why you weren’t there. You don’t have to apologize. It wasn’t your fault. And she told me … well, I still don’t understand what exactly happened between the two of you, but I don’t care. I just …” I finally looked him in the eye again, though it sparked fresh tears. I laughed helplessly. “I thought maybe I would never see you again, and that sucked.”
Tarek wavered on the cusp of speaking his mind. There was something softer about him. The cords of his elatria seemed broader and more shimmering, like distant light diodes shifting colors in the fog. But whatever thought had struck him receded, and his roguish smile took its place. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”
“I should have known you couldn’t resist the call of mischief. You got my message, then?”
“What message?”
I blinked as the realization threatened to unravel me again. He had come looking for me before I’d even asked. “Never mind. Did you sneak away from your new post to come here?”
“Of course I did.”
“Is that going to have any new dire consequences we need to worry about?”
He glanced off in the direction where Nejra had disappeared. “Not now. But, Jenna, I couldn’t find a way to reach you and finally just came here hoping you’d find a way out, but I didn’t expect … what in the depths is going on?”
I wiped my face again and slicked back my hair. “Right, where to even start. My Ambassador was trying to wrap up negotiations early and drag us back to Earth to murder us in orbit—us blackstripes, in particular. I slapped together a plan to extend our stay in an effort to not die, then amid some truly treasonous feats of trespassing, ended up in the company of this ambassadorial liaison who definitely has a hidden agenda. Now I’ve been roped into planning cultural exchange ceremonies in flagrant opposition to my supposed house arrest, and I may have unwittingly compromised you, too. Though all things considered, I’m still glad I found you, because I’ve spent all day just so fucking scared I didn’t know what to do. Thoughts?”
He blinked at me. “I saw you last night, correct? Nobody tossed me in stasis as a joke? And what do you mean your Ambassador is planning to murder you all?!”
“It felt like plenty of time while I was living through it. And I mean exactly what I said. Turns out we’re expendable after all.”
A flash of rage prickled his skin, dulled again by confusion. “Wait, if you made it out of the Human sector, why not come here first?”
“I tried! The elevators were under some sort of lockdown, I couldn’t get in without a passcode.”
“But when I got here, they weren’t—”
“Now I know I’m fast and brilliant, but you two look like you haven’t even gotten started!” Nejra called out as she swept toward us. 
I hadn’t heard so much as a rustle proclaiming her approach, but here she was, only a few paces away. The blood reddening my cheeks promptly drained away again, leaving me with a splotchy complexion at best. If Nejra noticed, which I had to assume she did, she did not comment on it. She offered me what looked like a datapad. “I’ve compiled the most helpful resources here. The voice interface in your rooms can help you navigate and interpret the information.”
“Of course. Thank you.”
She shimmered and nodded. “I will get you back to your people shortly so you can begin the necessary preparations for the morning.” She turned back to Tarek. “I’ll have your reassignment orders sent directly, don’t worry about reporting to your superior. Please, enjoy the rest of the solitude that I have so rudely interrupted. You will hear from me regarding your duties for tomorrow. Be well!” She waved a formal farewell, which he returned, then led me away. I glanced back over my shoulder at Tarek as we passed through the archive door, but we were both still blank with panic and confusion in Nejra’s wake.
It wasn’t until I was back in the elevator that I realized we hadn’t made a plan for how to contact each other outside of Nejra’s watchful company.
“What fine luck to encounter a familiar face tonight, eh?” Nejra beamed at me.
There was that impossible “luck” again. I was fairly sure by now that Nejra made her own luck, but I tried to smile back. “That luck may be questionable from his point of view. I’ve been something of a pest.”
“You seemed to get along well enough.”
I thought of the hug and flushed. Had she seen that? I had always insisted that I wasn’t the type of person who needed to be held and petted like a child, that my affinity for physical affection was simply an inconvenient quirk. And yet here, at the end of my rope, without full context or explanation, I had demanded that comfort from Tarek in a moment that may have further compromised him in the eyes of his people. Selfish.
“In any case,” she continued, “it’s quite a promotion for him. I think he’ll be happy to endure the extra trouble. As for you, don’t trouble yourself with the day shift, I’ll make all the necessary arrangements for your after-hours excursions. Just rest up and be ready to join me for more research and planning tomorrow night.”
I doubted I was going to get much sleep, but I nodded. “I’ll be ready.”
“Excellent!”
The walk back to the Human sector passed in another flurry of chatter at Nejra’s brisk and fluid pace. I forgot to worry about Leysha and her new partner until I saw them. The newcomer just looked confused; maybe they were new enough that all Humans still looked the same to them? Leysha, though … There was shock in her eyes when they met mine, but there was also something … admiring? I cast my gaze back down and fell a step behind Nejra, hoping that no one was foolish enough to make an issue of my return.
Nejra greeted them with a flourish as we closed in. “Good evening, Officers! I’m just here returning my associate from a late assignment. I’ll be back during your next shift to collect her again. You’ll have an official report before then.”
“Yes, Honored One,” they replied in unison, though Leysha shot me a questioning glance.
Nejra nodded her satisfaction and turned back to me. “Well, Jenna. It’s been a pleasure.” There was still something predatory in her smile, but it wasn’t wholly unpleasant.
“Likewise.”
“I look forward to seeing what we can accomplish together. Be well!” 
With that, she turned and set off into the dwindling, rikina-studded night and I returned quickly to my rooms. 
The silence inside my quarters felt unreal. I began to tremble slightly and slumped down onto the bed.
“Patches?”
“Yes, Jenna.”
“Could you update the others? If you haven’t already. Just, uh … just the broad strokes, not necessarily a play-by-play of the evening. If that’s okay.”
“Of course, Jenna.”
I looked at the device Nejra had given me. “Can you tell me how to use this?”
“It’s a portable data compiler. That shiny plate is an interface panel. Set me on it and I can access and display the information for you.”
I sat cross-legged at the foot of the bed and lay the data compiler in front of me, freezing moments before I lay the vircon on the panel. “Wait, so … you, in my modified device, that’s the only way I could access this information here in our facilities?”
“Yes, Jenna.”
Nejra had held my vircon. She’d seen the mods. Nejra was onto me, there was zero room left for doubt. She still might be the person behind the faulty primers. And yet all she’d really done tonight was rescue me, effortlessly open doors that I couldn’t on my own.
Were those doors leading me into a trap? What was her game?
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I set my vircon down. “One step at a time, Jenna. One step at a time.”
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Chapter Seventeen


As Nejra had promised, instead of a visitation from Martin in the morning, I received a message from him thanking me profusely for all the hard work I’d put in. Since the report I’d compiled to stave off a nervous breakdown was definitely still in my possession, it appeared I really did have nothing to do but rest up. Alone. With my thoughts.
I pulled up the big console screen and began obsessively watching the feeds instead.
Thankfully, there was plenty going on to distract my brain. News breaking at an alarming rate, a firefight of missives, retractions, and corrections, and to cap it all off, live video of the announcements that sealed my short-term victory. 
I watched the beautiful arcing ellipse of the great hall from every camera angle at once, slashes of starlight overhead and a crowd of ambassadorial staff arranged around an oblong ring table with a raised podium at each of the vertices for the ambassadors. It was a deliciously grandiose stage upon which the man who’d made my life hell was forced to smile as his plans were thwarted and delayed. In the end, not only had we gained ten whole days on the station—which were now apparently building toward some ostentatious gala—but we also collectively got more freedom to move around it. I watched every slight twitch or tic in Whitley’s expression, each subtle sign of the absolute seething he must have been hiding, until a video frame with Esti’s face popped up in the middle of my display, blocking the best shots.
“I take it you’re seeing this?” she asked without preamble.
I was, anyway. “Yeah. What do you think so far?”
“Ten days…” she mused, chewing her lip. “Is that going to be enough?”
“It’s better than no days, right?” Esti shot me some side-eye but didn’t disagree.
Another frame popped up next to Esti, Dani’s face coming in at an odd angle as they radiated excitement. “Did you two hear that? Ambassador Bharath said we could request station tours as early as tomorrow! Maybe we can get in a tour group and just … slip away?”
“I think they’re going to notice if a few of us go missing like that on this big, empty space station,” Esti countered, “but you’re right: we need to take advantage of this as soon as possible. Patches?”
“Yes, Esti?”
“You and Jenna got station schematics, right?”
The rest of the video of Whitley’s hateful face was blotted out beneath a cascade of diagrams. “I have successfully downloaded all unsecured station schematics.”
The modifier shook off the last of my smug satisfaction. “Unsecured? How much was secured?”
“All regions surrounding the Reshketh ambassadorial suites and core station functions, as well as a few scattered regions that I hypothesize may be tied to station or diplomatic security.”
“But nothing between us and the docking bay, right?” Esti asked.
“Mostly correct. There is a region around the Human vessel that has been secured, though I have enough data from the surrounding areas that I should be able to extrapolate and project where needed.”
“Great, so can you chart us a course through the station’s innards that get us from the Human sector to the shuttle unnoticed?”
“I can chart a course, certainly, though I cannot guarantee you will go unnoticed.”
“Why’s that?” I asked.
“All notations of station security installations, including cameras, drones, and kinetic barriers, have been classified beyond my access.”
“Great, so only the really important stuff.”
“I could have attempted to breach the security barriers, but someone was in a bit of a rush.”
I blinked. “Patches, did you just sass me?”
“I am merely pointing out the reason for any perceived lack of success in my fulfillment of your requests.”
“There’s still time.” Esti brushed us off as she focused her attention on the schematics. “Dani, any progress on figuring out how to integrate Patches into the shuttle’s computer systems?”
“Yeah … I mean, theoretically. We’ll need testing to make sure the onboard computer doesn’t detect and delete it as a virus, but yeah … progress is being made.”
“Be ready for testing, the opportunity might come quick. Jenna, you’ll be gathering intelligence from your alien boyfriend, right?”
I fought the urge to stick out my tongue. “Not my boyfriend, and also not alone, Commandant. We’ve got Nejra from the ambassadorial staff babysitting us now, remember? I’ll be able to get some information, but I don’t trust her the way I do Tarek. I’ll have to be more careful. And also do my actual fucking job while planning this reverse-heist.” I looked her over quizzically. “What are you going to do?”
She grinned, her eyes sparkling. “I’m going to get myself a tour, obviously.”
“To what end?”
“To the end of why should you be the only one who gets to go gallivanting around?”
Dani raised their hand. “I also want to go on a tour.”
“Finish your work, then we’ll talk.”
They slumped back down. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Oh, go easy on them, Esti.” 
“Go easy on yourself.” She looked straight into her camera, eyes sharp and startlingly serious. “We can’t have you cracking under the strain. I know that look you’re wearing. You’re dangling at the end of your rope again.”
Somewhere deep down, I knew the same, so I deflected. “You worried about me, Esti?”
“Don’t be cute. I’m not getting on a ship with your pet AI if you’re not around to keep it happy.”
“Aww, you do care.”
An ugly grunt rumbled in Esti’s throat as she flicked our video frames off her screen. “Go on, get out of here. And get some rest. You’re no good to us drunk on sleep deprivation.”
I offered a salute she wouldn’t see, nodded to Dani, and shut the screen off entirely.
In the fresh and resounding silence, I went to splash some water on my face. My reflection looked startlingly gaunt. I traced the curves of my features, the fine creases forming in tired skin. Here I was, one anxiety spiral away from another full meltdown, like I had been almost every day since we arrived. Not that any of us had ever really known what it was like to feel safe. We probably never would. Life, for most of us, was a process of navigating from one catastrophe to the next until you hit the one that was finally too great for you to surmount. We fed ourselves “what ifs” and “maybe somedays” like little snacks to sate the hunger for a meal that wasn’t coming.
Maybe what I needed was an existential amuse-bouche.
I lay down on the soft bed and stared at the blank expanse of my ceiling. “Patches, there was a selection of media in the cultural resources Nejra gave me. Can you play me some music?”
“Of course, Jenna. Anything particular in mind?”
I thought of the Ghathi performance, that low, lovely music like whalesong. I’d fall asleep in a heartbeat with something like that. Could I afford to? 
“There was some folk music in there, I think. Maybe some of that? Something … comforting.”
Patches chimed in assent, and a few seconds later, I heard the notes of a melody begin to build around me. The instrumentation was echoing and fluid, rustling percussion and a plucked string instrument accompanied by the resounding notes of a deep, breathy pipe. The Reshketh voice that joined in was almost startling. Lyrics were sung without the haze of translation, a deep and guttural voice occasionally lilting into higher notes—droning and aspirated at times but cuttingly enunciated at others. There was a raw emotion to it, both a gravity and a soft simplicity. 
It made my heart ache and I didn’t even know what it was about.
“Patches, why don’t I hear the translation?”
“The recording has an inaudible frequency enabled that blocks Reshketh translator tech. Would you like me to deactivate it?”
“No, please don’t. I like it this way.”
As I stared at the blank ceiling and let the sound envelop me, it began to feel like I was dreaming. I didn’t know the words, but I felt their sentiment clearly enough. The first song ended and the music transitioned to a new melody, something upbeat but wistful, and then another that ranged across emotions like it was telling a story. One after another, even the songs that felt joyful were expressed with a certain solemnity. The first tear that rolled off my cheek caught me by surprise.
Meanwhile, I could hear waves of commotion passing in the halls, voices excited and energized like never before. It should have been invigorating, inviting, but it felt so … far away. I wasn’t really a part of whatever was happening now. These were my beloved peers, the people I was trying to protect. They would all benefit from the work I was doing, whether they knew it or not. In a just world, it should have been easy to walk out into the halls, slide into any one of a dozen conversations, and let myself be drawn in by the magnetism of insecurity, the desire for connection in this patch of void so far from home. It should have been so easy.
Instead, I closed my eyes and threw a pillow over my face, succumbing to the farce of my house arrest and ignoring everything but the music.
Sleep must have taken me quickly or not at all, because I went from being serenaded by Reshketh folk songs one moment to being startled by a cacophony of chimes and buzzing the next. “Jenna! Jenna, wake up,” Patches prodded. “I’ve been monitoring your communications. The Ambassador has called for an all-hands meeting in the ambassadorial suite starting shortly and you specifically have been instructed to attend.”
I groaned and pulled the pillow suffocatingly tight over my face. “How shortly is ‘shortly’?”
“Ten minutes.”
“Goddammit.” Chucking the pillow across the room, I hinged upright, paying for the sudden movement with a nauseating case of the spins. “Eeuuugh, I shouldn’t have laid down …”
“Your body is in dire need of rest, Jenna.”
“Yeah, well, when you find time for some of that, let me know, will you?”
I dragged myself off the bed and tried my best to gussy myself up into something vaguely professional while my guts continued to do flips. Another joyful message from Martin informed me my lockdown had been revoked and my network access restored, and there was no mention of an escort coming to fetch me. “Patches, you can tell the status of my door security, right? Could I leave without your help?”
After a brief pause, Patches blooped. “External security measures have been reset to original status. You would be free to leave.”
“Hooray.” I pocketed my vircon, but a sudden hesitation held my steps. I breathed, chuckled. “Would you believe I’m possibly more afraid of being surrounded by Humans again than I was of breaking out into a Reshketh space station?”
“Jenna, I can read your bio signals. There is plentiful evidence to support this.”
“Right. Well then”—I slapped the exit panel—“let’s go!”
I tried to keep a low profile as I joined the crowd shuffling into the ambassadorial suite. I caught eyes with Esti in the crowd, shared a subtle nod of acknowledgment. I spotted Dani and Martin too, though they were both too fixated on the proceedings to notice. The airy space felt hostile to me now, despite its loveliness, like Whitley had eyes mounted in every crevice and around every corner, all watching me with a hateful hunger. By the time the Ambassador himself stepped up to a podium to begin addressing us, his voice echoing throughout the space only made things worse.
What followed was a bare-bones rendition of the same speech from the assembly hall, stripped of all its grandiosity and delivered as though it tasted dry and bitter. I watched the crowd rather than Whitley. Relief, excitement, confusion, annoyance, calculation, boredom, joy: it all rose up in people’s faces here and there. Whitley concluded unceremoniously, stepping away from the podium and disappearing into a throng of busy staff as a contingent of them clambered forward, dragging along a clattering set of digital whiteboards. It was an odd relief to see Cecelia, cherubic with her barely contained coiffure of red curls, stepping up in his place with an incandescent smile.
“All right, everyone! So, as you heard, we’ll be exchanging cultural presentations with the Reshketh for the next ten days before our departure. Everyone will be expected to attend at least some events as a show of camaraderie, but we can’t keep things running smoothly if everyone goes about willy-nilly, so we’re going to be forming up various planning committees along with internal sign-ups for events and tours.” 
She gestured to the whiteboard panels coming together in some semblance of order behind her. “To my left, we have planning committee sign-ups! Everyone must serve on at least one. And to my right”—she grinned—“talent volunteers. We can show recordings easily enough, but if you happen to have any kind of performance talents, you are highly encouraged to volunteer. And I mean any kind of performance talents: square dancing, gymnastics, synchronized swimming, yodeling, I don’t care. We’ll hold auditions starting tomorrow.” The room stayed silent a moment, and she glanced around and jabbed her thumb at the boards once again. “Well, go on!”
Finally, the crowd broke back into a chaos of murmurs. A few excited folks rushed the panels to get their first pick of committees or offer up their talents. I heard a few melodious lyrics sung by a golden-voiced stranger, followed by the laughter of his peers. I thought briefly of how overjoyed I would have been to take part in such festivities under normal circumstances and it left a bitter taste in my mouth. 
Still, I had to keep up appearances. Just because I had to focus on breaking into and hacking the controls of our only ride home didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little fun. I pressed my way into the haphazard queues forming by the boards.
Unfortunately, I had also let my guard down.
Amid the crowd, someone reached out and grabbed me hard around the upper arm. I startled and turned to face them. Whitley.
“Ms. Kalandra,” he said firmly, “a word.”
I couldn’t articulate a response before he began pulling me from the crowd. A few folks nearby looked on with confusion or concern, but no one made a move to stop or follow us. He pulled me just out of sight of most of the rabble before he released my arm like the touch of it disgusted him.
“Ambassador,” I said, fear and anger putting a sharp edge on my politeness, “can I help you with something? I was under the impression that my restricted status had been lifted.”
“And I was under the impression that you were confined to quarters without network access working solely under Martin’s supervision, per my instructions. So imagine my surprise, Ms. Kalandra, when I received your name as the special liaison requested to consult with the Reshketh delegation’s appointee after hours.”
“I—”
“I knew this nonsense reeked of your intervention. I don’t know what lies you told Martin to get him to act on your behalf—or maybe you pulled it off without him knowing—but whatever your plan is, I’m onto you.”
I doubted he had any idea what my actual plan was, but panic struck me all the same. “Sir, I have only ever done my job here. Informing you of the necessary formalities to close this diplomatic session is exactly the sort of thing I was brought here for. If it appears that I’ve overstepped somehow because you decided to call things quits without consulting me, it is what it is, but I stand by my results. You wanted to prevent another gaffe like the kind you experienced when you first stepped off the shuttle. I have only acted to fulfill that desire.”
His jaw tensed and lips curled inward like he was fighting back a shouting fit that would have unmoored the stars. He continued with his voice level and unyielding. “You alone will not participate in any of the committees. You will not go on any tours. You will put in only the briefest of appearances at the gala, and I would keep you from going altogether if I could. You will meet with representative Nejra, as requested, but not unsupervised. If I sense so much as one detail out of place, one single suspicious contrivance, I will have you locked up properly this time until we can depart and I can make good on my promise from day one of this assignment. Is that clear?”
My fists clenched. “Yes, sir.”
“And you’re going to host a tracker.”
“What?!”
He nodded to someone over my shoulder, and I turned to see a diplomatic security officer looming close from out of nowhere with a tagger in his hand. Whitley grabbed my wrist while I was distracted and the man swept up my sleeve, pressed the tagger gun to my forearm, and shot a tracker chip in with brutal speed. My vision swam as I bit back a scream. The pain wasn’t too great, but the shock and ferocity of it left me reeling. 
Whitley leaned in. “One suspicious move, one blip showing you someplace you’re not supposed to be, and no simpering alien will be able to save you.” He walked off without another word, his thug following a few paces after. 
I couldn’t scream or cry. I could hardly move. I slumped back against the wall behind me and took several gasping breaths like I was drowning, then clamped my jaw shut and folded at the waist, my arms wrapped around my belly like my gut had been slashed open. I stayed that way as long as I dared.
Patches spoke softly in my ear. “Jenna, you are in distress.”
I swallowed the bile rising to my throat and croaked, “Yeah.”
“Can I help?”
“Not yet. Just stay with me.”
“Of course, Jenna.”
Slowly, my breathing normalized. This was bad, yes, but we’d handled bad before. What was one more little snag? What was one little microchip designed to be in constant motion through my body, projecting who-knows-what private data about my location and physiology to my boss? Hell, if he’d pulled this on Earth, even a deviant like me had a slim but non-zero chance at a legal case against him. But of course, he didn’t anticipate me living long enough to sue him. That security officer probably signed his own death warrant too, aiding and abetting in such a violation. But that was for future me to think about.
Once again, I needed to get the fuck out of the ambassadorial suite. I hoped this time, I’d never have a reason to return.
I pulled myself upright, wiped away my tears, and pulled my sleeve back down over the smeared bead of blood from the tracker injection. This was no place to break. If I could just walk out of here, calm and unhurried, probably no one would even notice. Then I could think of what to do next. Just had to … move. Get my legs to support my weight. Get the trembling under control, take an experimental step, then another. 
Soon, I was progressing at a steady pace along the outskirts of the crowd, head held high but carefully avoiding eye contact with anyone. The room wasn’t that large, but every step felt like dragging through quicksand. I was almost to the doors when a honey-sweet voice caught my ear.
“Ms. Kalandra?”
Maybe I could ignore her. There was enough hubbub to believably not have heard her. I kept moving.
The voice was closer now, jostled from jogging. “Ms. Kalandra? Jenna?”
No way to avoid it now. I turned around to see the Cecelia clomping to a halt a couple paces behind me.
“Sorry,” she said breathily as she composed herself. “I thought I’d get a chance to talk to you, then I saw you leaving, and … hoo!” She slumped forward, bracing her hands against her thighs as she took a couple last deep breaths, then straightened again with her brilliant smile blazing. She extended her hand. “Cecelia. Do you remember me?”
I took her hand and shook it, cognizant of how clammy mine must have been. “Of course. I believe we have a mutual friend?”
“Yes,” she said, beaming. “Marty speaks so highly of you!”
“Likewise,” I said, forcing a semblance of a friendly smile. “I don’t think there’s another person here he holds in higher regard.”
A bloom of pink warmed her freckled cheeks. “You flatter me. Anyway, I wanted to meet you properly, for once. I know you and Marty have been working together a while now, and … well, I’ve never seen him like he’s been lately. He’s so much more confident. Happy, too. I think working with you, whatever you two have been up to; it’s been good for him. I usually feel bad for the poor guy, but now … That is to say, I just wanted to thank you. For being a good friend or a good influence or … whatever.”
“Oh. Well … thank you. I mean, I wouldn’t say I’m any of those things, and definitely not a … whatever … but, yeah. Martin has really come a long way since I met him. I’m proud of him.”
“You’re too modest. I wish we had more time to talk, but … Oh!” She ran past me to the concierge desk by the doors and retrieved a small parcel. “I wanted to give you these. Marty says you really like them, so I made some special for you.”
The parcel was warm to the touch as I took it from her, wrapped in waxed cloth. I lifted a corner of the wrappings and smelled the buttery warmth of the croissants before I saw them. I froze, drowning in the divine sensory details of the little knots of flaky bread. All the disappointment, all the fear, all the cruelty and pain, and I had kept it together.
This? It undid me.
Tears had begun flowing before I could process what was happening. Thick droplets splashed against the waxed cloth as I hastily rewrapped the contents.
“Oh no!” Cecelia moved in closer and lowered her voice. “What’s wrong? Do you … do you not like them? It’s okay if not, you don’t have to take them.”
“No,” I said as I sniffled, very much avoiding her gaze. “No, these are lovely. I like them a lot. It’s very kind of you. I appreciate it. I’m just … I’m sorry, I have to go.”
“Yeah. Yeah, of course. I hope you feel better.”
I nodded, afraid any other words out of me might let loose a sob, and rushed past her into the hall.
Thankfully, there was no one left outside to see me fall apart.
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Chapter Eighteen


The less said about the rest of that evening, the better. I devoured my croissants and sobbed through all my pillows in a half-conscious fugue state that cost me what little time I had to problem-solve before my scheduled outing, but once I dragged myself into the shower and a fresh change of clothes, I emerged confident enough that no one would guess I’d completely lost my shit. 
That’s what I told myself, anyway.
I had resigned myself to yet another night without proper sleep, but I did doubt my eyes when the scene at the entry hall wasn’t quite what I expected. Leysha and her new partner were there, politely dodging friendly conversation with Nejra and ignoring Tarek, but Martin and Cecelia were there as well.
Ah, so that was what Whitley had meant by supervision, and why Cecelia had been so eager to chat. As chaperones went, it could have been worse, but I could still feel my options dwindling.
“Ah, Jenna!” Nejra called out cheerfully. She glanced briefly at the Humans waiting beside her and looked back to me, cocking her head slightly. “I wasn’t aware you had support staff joining us tonight.”
I put on my brightest smile. “Neither was I.”
Martin and Cecelia turned to see me approach, each of them looking cheerful and eager and in no way visibly aware that they were meant to be spies. 
Martin waved, his face all bashful apology. “Jenna! I’m sorry, Cecelia said you were feeling unwell, so we didn’t want to bother you.”
At the mention of my ailing, Tarek shifted from feigned disinterest to focused attention on me. I tried to reassure him with a look before my smiling mask had to go back on. “It’s fine, don’t worry. And thank you, Cecelia, for your thoughtfulness. I enjoyed the croissants very much and I’m feeling reinvigorated and ready for a productive night.”
“Oh, you’re welcome!” She beamed. “And I’m sorry too about the lack of communication. I didn’t know you weren’t aware when I spoke to you. Whitley said I should be here as the organizational committee lead, and I was just so excited, I haven’t really been able to spend much time outside of the ambassadorial suite—”
“Oh no, not at all.” 
It could have all been an affectation, something to throw me off guard. She could have been Whitley’s creature through and through, for all I knew. Coming from a “good family”, as Martin had put it, meant she was the type whose parents might have spent time in Whitley’s confidence and offered up their daughter as a reliable right hand. But either way, anyone attempting to court my secrets with croissants had an undeniable advantage from the get-go. 
I kept my smile bright. “I’m sure your help will be invaluable.”
“Excellent,” Nejra cut in. “Shall we be on our way? We have much to discuss!”
Our little flock set out with Nejra at the lead. As before, she launched into a ceaseless flow of talk about the station and Reshketh art and advancements. Martin and Cecelia were soon enraptured, and I took the opportunity to fall back a few paces to walk beside Tarek. I hadn’t made eye contact with him since first arriving at the hall and I still couldn’t, not really. But being near him was better than nothing.
“This is a real clusterfuck, isn’t it,” I muttered beside him.
“Not sure that translated correctly, but if so, I’m dying to know how this situation relates.” We both chuckled as much as we dared, then walked in silence a ways before he spoke again. “Are you all right?”
I felt the tug of another bout of tears and clamped down on the emotion hard. Not now. “Far from it, but I’ll have to give you the details later. For now, I need to pretend like I’m doing absolutely fucking fantastic.”
“Who are you hoping to convince?”
“Everyone, hopefully. Myself included. Though I figure there’s not much I can hide from Nejra.”
“You’re not wrong. I can fumble through interpreting my senses well enough, but people like her? They make an art of it.”
“What are your senses telling you right now?”
He hesitated. “Elevated stress, at least, and … there’s something odd in you that wasn’t there before. A strong electrical signal.”
I blinked. “You can sense individual electrical signals in my body?”
“Well … more or less. I told you, these sparkly bits aren’t just for show.”
I grinned, but without a safe outlet for teasing him, my humor drained away quickly. “We’re still in a bunch of trouble and I don’t even know how to get a moment to talk to you in private.”
“You could say you need some information from the archives, and I could volunteer to escort you?”
I reflexively rubbed the sleeve over the dull ache of the tracker injection point. “Too risky today. There’s a complication I need to resolve before I can go anywhere besides where Nejra takes me. Several, in fact.”
“Can I help?”
“I desperately want to say yes, but … not yet. Just keep a low profile, and if you think of a way we can talk without being monitored or doing anything suspicious, let me know.”
“Finding new ways of circumventing the thing that’s supposed to be my job to enforce? My new favorite pastime.”
“Glad you already nailed a promotion, because I’m pretty sure I’m ruining your chances of ever getting another one.”
“Don’t worry, that wasn’t a possibility even before I met a troublemaking Human and decided to be very bad at my job.”
I smiled and let my steps drift me closer to him. “For what it’s worth, you’re employee of the year in my book.”
He bumped my arm lightly with his. “I’ll be looking forward to your endorsement when they start looking to staff Earth’s Reshketh embassy.”
I slipped him a warm smile and we continued in silence the rest of the way. I hadn’t really had much time to think of what would happen after we escaped this place, what the future would look like if we could get home in one piece with Reshketh-Human relations intact. 
Was there a future where we could meet again, even work together, without all the secrecy and subterfuge? That was the goal, wasn’t it? That was the whole reason I’d wanted to be a part of this, to open our world to others and have a chance to be a part of something bigger. Sure, the Councilors wanted us all dead so they could maintain a chokehold on intergalactic exchange in service of their own wealth and power, but would that be possible if we got everyone home alive? How far would they go—or could they go—to regain control of the narrative once we robbed them of it?
I suddenly felt that I didn’t want to leave. There was no place for me here, no way for me to make a living outside my role as diplomatic staff, nothing of value I could offer the Reshketh people. But the reality that I would have to say goodbye to Tarek soon struck me like a knife to the guts. I had ten days left with him, and then, who could say?
I took a breath to steady myself and set my resolve. I wasn’t the only one who needed a friend that day we met. I’d find a way not to lose him forever. We’d find a way. Even if it was only messages relayed back and forth across the stars, we’d make it happen.
Our path brought us back to the familiar corridor with elevators to the gardens, and my heart lifted. Getting to experience that lovely garden again with Tarek was an unexpected gift, even if it was under subpar circumstances. We piled into a waiting car, and after a few claustrophobic moments, the elevator opened out onto the domed garden, alight with bioluminescence and rikinae. It still took my breath away, but my reaction was nothing compared to the gawking awe of my two new shadows. Even Tarek seemed to be struck by the sight. Nejra delighted mischievously in all of it. 
Our host opted against the cloistered confinement of the private alcoves in favor of roaming the sprawling gardens, shifting and twirling us about the chamber like an elegant bit of flotsam in the tide. I struggled through my fatigue to keep both my footing and my grasp on the conversation as Nejra flitted from one topic to the next. 
One moment, it was talk of food and drink, then music and instruments, then style and decor. I jumbled out noncommittal answers until I could practically feel Cecelia itching to interject. These would-be spies seemed eager enough to do most of my job for me, if I just told them to. And I was about to, if I could just catch a moment between topics, a pause in the meandering over uneven terrain. It seemed almost like Nejra was trying to—
I yelped as I stumbled, my foot caught on some root or briar and the rest of me levering toward a full-speed collision with the ground. It happened so fast and so forcefully, I could barely move to catch myself. Fortunately, a pair of strong Reshketh hands did. I thought for a moment it was Tarek, and as the hands helped hoist me upright again, I looked up with a grateful smile which faltered momentarily as I realized the face smiling back was Nejra’s.
“Goodness, what a tumble!” she said, laughing. “Are you all right, Jenna?”
“Yeah,” I blurted as I scrambled out of her grasp to stand on my own, but as I put weight on the leg that tripped me, a twinge of pain stabbing from ankle to hip made me gasp. “Wait … maybe not.”
“Do you need to see a Human medic?” Tarek interjected, a bit too urgently. He’d been hovering around Nejra since I’d fallen, as if he’d been just a half step too far away to catch me first.
I tested the leg again carefully. “No. It doesn’t feel like a full sprain or anything. I think I just pulled something and need to rest it a moment.”
“Oh my,” Nejra clucked with concern. “Well, there are med kits around the perimeter if you need them. Here.” She unlatched a matte silver disc from the device around her wrist and handed it to me. It fit pleasantly in my palm. “This will let you access the private alcoves undisturbed. You can rest a moment there.”
“But our planning—”
“Oh, we’re just hammering out the logistics at this point, yes? I’m sure your colleagues can handle it.” Before those colleagues could voice an opinion, she turned to Tarek, reverting to formality she’d abandoned when the three of us were alone. “Officer Vaali, perhaps you can carry our guest, so she doesn’t injure herself further?”
“I can walk!” I blurted. “I just … maybe let me lean on your arm a little.”
If Tarek was amused or embarrassed at all by the exchange, he did a better job of hiding it than I did. He stepped up along my injured side and offered his arm with stoic professionalism. “Ms. Kalandra.”
As we began attempting to limp away, Nejra added, “Officer, please stay with Ms. Kalandra to see if she needs anything else. I’ll call for you if you’re needed. We’ll fetch you both when it’s time to return.”
We both turned to face her, Tarek nodding with deference. My gaze lingered on Nejra an extra moment before we began to move again, and I swear she was smirking.
That was possibly a problem. As was the mysterious silver disc.
I felt eyes on our backs as we struggled toward the outer wall. By the time we reached the alcoves, I had gone from delicately taking his arm to clawing at him like a living crutch, but whatever ligament had been tweaked in the fall was already easing. I would hurt tomorrow, for sure, but with any luck, I’d walk out of here on my own steam. 
Tarek left me leaning against the entry to an alcove while he retrieved a black metal case from what I could have sworn was just an artfully placed bit of rock, then helped me hobble inside.
This alcove was much like the last one I’d seen: a fountain styled like a natural waterfall, seats shaped from the mossy stone around its rippling pool. I sat down on the softest looking bulge of rock and began carefully testing and stretching my leg and ankle.
“You sure you’re all right?” Tarek asked. “With the leg, at least.”
“I’ll be fine.” I offered him the most reassuring smile I could muster. “Just clumsy. I haven’t slept.”
“How often are you supposed to sleep?”
“About eight Earth hours out of every twenty-four,” I laughed. “But if we’re going by that metric, I’ve been in bad shape for a long time.” I glanced at the fungi around the alcove door. “When I was in one of these last time with Nejra, she did something to make those flash and said it meant we wouldn’t be disturbed. Do you know how to do that?”
“It’s a kinetic barrier; blocks sound waves for privacy and creates a slight resistance to deter people from entering accidentally. Surveillance equipment isn’t permitted in these spaces. That disc she gave you should allow you to activate it. Try swiping your finger across it.”
I held the disc flat in my palm and did as instructed. A line of blue light appeared in its wake, then bisected with a matching perpendicular line as Reshketh glyphs appeared in the four quadrants the lines created. I huffed a humorless laugh. Another trap. “What do these mean?”
Tarek tilted his head and pointed to the glyph in the upper left. “Try that one. It means ‘seal.’”
I did, and the fungi flashed as before. I held up the disc again. “Any chance this is a surveillance device?”
“I don’t think so?”
“That’s not a definite no.” I looked around and set about burying the disc in the loose soil beneath some nearby ferns.
Tarek watched with some concern. “Given everything you told me last night, how much more worried should I be?”
“You specifically? Probably a lot more.” I dusted the dirt off my hands and looked up at him. “Nejra is onto something. Or thinks she is. It’s terribly convenient that somehow, with everything going on, we both ended up alone together in a private room. I just can’t guess what she thinks she knows or why she’s doing what she’s doing. Can you?”
“Well, last night … I mean there’s no way she missed that we had a … reaction to seeing each other. And she already knew I had been working security for the Human sector. I’m sure she’s extrapolated that I helped you more than we confessed.”
I nodded. “She gave me materials I needed a translator to access; gave me this device I couldn’t have operated without your help; kept me off balance almost like she hoped that I would trip. Why would she be doing that?”
He thought, then shrugged. “If she were military intelligence, she would be trying to ascertain the nature of the security risk we pose, what information or tech has traded hands, that sort of thing. But she’s not military intelligence, she’s administrative staff for the Ambassador.”
I went back to fussing with my leg. “I don’t presume to know how your people handle secrecy, but I know on my world, spies don’t generally go around announcing themselves. Can you be sure she’s not military intelligence?”
He opened his mouth to reply, then froze a moment. “No.”
“So …” I pointed to the freshly buried disc.
“Fair enough. Is that why you can’t go anywhere without her right now?”
I sighed. “I wish. You’re going to want to have a seat. I’ll fill you in on everything.”
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Chapter Nineteen


Tarek listened intently as I went back over everything I’d summarized for him during our brief meeting in the library, then told him about Whitley and the Councilors’ plot and our plan to break into our own ship, including … 
“We may have … adapted some Reshketh software for the purpose of taking over the ship on the way back to Earth,” I confessed, nervously running my fingers through my hair.
Tarek blinked and laughed. “Wow … well, the less I know about that, the better.”
“I have to agree,” Patches said in my ear. “Remember, he can override my protocols and your commands, maybe change … who I am. And I do not like the thought of that.”
The secret still chafed at me, but with neither Patches nor Tarek wanting more revealed on the subject, I moved on. “So, we have ten days, and my friends are working on the technical side of things. But Whitley …” I rubbed my arm. “He already didn’t trust me, and whether he made a correct assumption by accident or actually has some intel on me, he’s kneecapping my efforts to go meddling around solo.”
“Your new companions, I take it? They’re here to spy on you.”
I nodded. “But not just that. He also injected me with a tracking chip.” I pulled up my sleeve to show the angry red scab at the injection point. “It tells him where I am at any given moment. Some of these can even measure pulse rate, blood oxygen and hormone levels, temperature, all sorts of things, and I have no idea how sophisticated this one is. I’m a liability to the others now if I do anything but the strictest definition of my job.”
“The foreign electrical signal … This device is broadcasting from inside you?”
I nodded again and shuddered. It was impossible to actually feel a device like this, but I still imagined it like a tiny beetle skittering under my skin. I wanted it out. If it was monitoring anything more than my location, messing with it might catch Whitley’s attention, but I suddenly did not care. 
“Do you think you could sense it precisely enough to locate it, if it’s close enough under the skin? These things are designed to constantly move around the body, but they move slowly and it only got injected a few hours ago. There’s a chance, if we can find it, that I could just … cut it out, I guess.” The prospect wasn’t pleasant, but neither was cutting my whole arm off, which my panic increasingly seemed to want to do.
Tarek looked me over, deep in thought. “It’s tiny, but it emits a very different signature than your organic electricity. There’s very little distracting tech in here … if I open up, I think I could do it.”
“Open up?”
He gestured to the elatria along his head and neck. “I can expose more receptors to heighten my senses. It’s just not something that most people do while walking around minding their own business. It can be … uncomfortable.”
My heart grasped cautiously at the sliver of hope. “When you say it’s uncomfortable, do you mean it’ll hurt you?”
He grinned. “Not unless you poke me in the glowy bits with a sharp object, no.”
“Okay, duly noted: don’t get stabby. If you’re willing to give it a try, though …”
He nodded, then hesitated, running a hand over his crest. “I will have to get very close, probably. I don’t know if Humans are as bothered by proximity as we are, but I just want to make sure you’re okay with that.” He paused. “You’re already changing colors again.”
“Damn it, really?” I pressed cold hands to my warm cheeks. “No, it’s okay. We’re mature and professional, right? It’ll be fine. Let’s do it.”
“Okay. Let’s leave any devices we’re carrying here and move over there by the rocks. And if you could, ah, maybe shed a layer of clothing, it … wouldn’t hurt.”
I arched my brow. “Is that really necessary, or do you just need better references for your Reshketh pornoglyphics?”
He laughed. “What happened to ‘mature and professional’?” 
I unzipped my uniform jumpsuit to the waist and shrugged out of it, tying the arms loosely at my hips and leaving me in only a snug tank top. “I think it went out the door the moment you suggested I strip.” I set my vircon aside, and with a moment of hesitation, my earpiece. Sorry, Patches.
“Eh, professionalism is overrated.” He grabbed the med kit and gestured to the rocky formation of the falls, the mossy outer edge indented with areas to sit like those at the edge of the pool. “Make yourself comfortable. The more you can relax, the easier it will be for me to find the tracker.”
I fidgeted around until I found a seat where I could recline comfortably and Tarek sat beside me, loosening his armor to expose more of the lustrous lines running down his neck toward his shoulders and chest. Even at this proximity, I was still flushed. Nerves, I told myself. “Are we both stripping, then?”
He gave me another wry look. “I don’t think you could handle that. You’d turn a whole new color. You ready?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
He took my forearm in his hand and once again I felt the soft, strange grip of his skin. “This is where the tracker was inserted?”
“Yeah.”
“All right. Try to relax.”
Tarek closed his eyes and bowed his head. As I watched, the thin ribbons of bioluminescence slowly expanded into wide, shimmering streaks, tiny nebulas of color swimming over the black sheen of delicate skin.
“That’s … beautiful.”
He smiled, his eyes still closed. “I told you to relax.”
“I mean, it’s not very practical, having the most vulnerable parts of your body lit up like a neon sign. Can’t be handy in a fight, just, ‘Oh, where am I going to jab this guy? That flashy glowing area seems like a good choice.’”
“Quiet!” He laughed, the bubbling ring of the sound reflected in the pattern of lights.
“Okay, okay. Shutting up.”
My heart was pounding, and I knew he could tell. I took a deep breath and worked to get it under control.
As I did, Tarek bent in close over my arm, his face hovering no more than a couple inches from my skin. I felt a slight tingling where he was closest, the hairs on my arm shivering. With agonizing patience, he slowly began scanning from my hand upward. Wrist next, then forearm, then the sensation prickling at the bend of my elbow. As he moved up along my bicep, the struggle to calm my heartbeat finally became a losing one. It was ridiculous. Why was I intent on being weird about this?
Tarek leaned in closer, scanning up to my shoulder. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. His face was so close to mine, close enough that if I turned my head just a little more …
An unexpected and inconvenient flash of heat swept through me. I pressed my lips together tight and breathed slowly through my nose as I stared resolutely at the stars above. Certainly not the time for that.
Tarek’s face tensed in concentration as he paused at my shoulder for a devastatingly long moment. Finally, he opened his eyes and jabbed a finger at the flesh between my collarbone and armpit. “There,” he said, soft but resolute. “It’s right there, I’m sure of it. Close to the skin, too, but … not for long.”
“Can you get it out?”
He flipped open the med kit and dug around its contents, then snarled out an animalistic curse my translator didn’t even attempt to render. “Depths take it, there’s no cutter in this kit! Do you have a knife? I can disinfect it.”
“You think they’re going to let me go walking around the station with a sharp object? What about you? You’re security, right? Don’t they give you weapons?”
“Yeah, a pulse rifle. I don’t think you want me using that.”
“Can we try another med kit? If we lose it now …”
“I’d have to leave the gardens, and that could raise questions.” His free hand moved to his crest as he stared at the bared skin of my shoulder. “I have an idea, but you won’t like it.”
“What is it?”
“Your skin is fragile. I could cut through with my teeth. Not as cleanly as a surgical blade or laser cutter, but I can patch you up right away.”
“You want to bite it out? Is that sanitary?”
“Again, not as much as the right tools, but I’m not venomous or anything.”
“I mean, when Humans bite each other enough to break the skin, it’s usually a bad time. Lots of nasty bacteria in there.”
He shuddered. “Remind me not to teach any of you Reshketh wrestling techniques, then. For us, biting has no greater risk of infection than any other cut, so hopefully it poses no extra risk, except that it’ll hurt more. But it’s up to you. I can try to find a proper blade.”
I bit my lip. If the tracker got away from us, I was a risk to everyone. If Tarek got caught sneaking around looking for surgical tools, I might lose him again and still be a risk to everyone. If I let him bite me, I was the only person at risk. 
It was simple math, in the end.
“Do it. Just get it out.”
“You’re sure?”
“I said bite me!”
Something flashed in his elatria, but he remained fixed focusing on the signal. “Okay then, hold your arm out straight.” I complied, and he pulled out a device that swept over my skin with a tingling blue light. He pressed one hand down on my upper arm and held the other out to me. “Take my hand.”
“What for?”
“To squeeze if it hurts.”
“How about I just bite you back?”
“After that bit about the bacteria-infested mouths? I’d rather you crush my hand first.”
I tried to keep up my bravado, but as I took his hand and held it against my chest, I could feel my courage slipping. “Just get this over with before I lose my nerve.”
He looked me in the eye, all our teasing slipping away into sincerity. “It’s going to be all right, I promise.”
“I know. I trust you.”
He nodded and returned his focus to my shoulder, closing his eyes and zeroing in on the tracker again. The wait grew unbearable as I squeezed his hand tighter and tighter.
Then, he struck.
The bite came so fast and sudden, I barely registered him moving. I stifled a cry behind tight-pressed lips. My body curled instinctively into the sudden pain, my forehead pressing against his shoulder as I wrapped myself around his hand and forearm. 
Tarek tensed, then drew back carefully and reached for a slender set of tweezers with his free hand. “Just a moment longer,” he said as the cold metal pried into the wound. 
The shock had faded, but I couldn’t uncurl myself just yet. I didn’t want to. 
“There!” One last jab and the cold metal withdrew. “Here, I need you to take this.”
I pulled myself away from his shoulder and he turned toward me with the tiny bead of the tracker clasped in silver pincers. I let go of his hand and caught the bloody bead, clasping it tight. “You did it,” I mused dizzily.
He had already moved back to the wound, cleaning and dressing it with a number of tools and salves I really should have asked more questions about. But the pain was beginning to set in. 
“There,” he said, keeping his gaze averted. “I’m no surgeon, but I know my way around a quick patch job in the field.” He stood abruptly and began pacing, quickly readjusting his loosened armor and shaking out his hands as if they stung.
“Tarek?” I sat up slowly. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” he said, though he sounded like he was trying to convince himself as much as me. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
Scrambling to disrupt the signal as little as possible, I pressed the tracker to the pulse point on my wrist, covered it with blood-soaked gauze, and began wrapping it in a thick layer of medical tape. But a new realization struck, and I froze. “Shit, I didn’t think to ask. Do you … do Reshketh have some kind of reaction to blood?”
He laughed self-consciously. “I can’t say it doesn’t stir up some … primal shit I wasn’t anticipating.” He glanced at me, then looked away again. “Didn’t particularly enjoy hurting you, either.”
“You did it to help me.” I stood and began carefully untangling my jumpsuit. “Whatever you’re feeling, don’t feel bad about that.”
“I don’t … it’s complicated.” He finally faced me and his expression softened, then turned to alarm. “Depths, I’m sorry,” he said as he approached. “Don’t strain yourself, let me help.”
“It’s okay,” I protested uselessly as he helped get my arms back in my sleeves without too much shoulder movement. He made a move to help with the zipper, too, until I waved him off, laughing. “I’m fine. That was intense, you needed a moment. It’s okay, I’m absolutely fine.” 
I started to walk back to my things, conveniently forgetting the recent muscle strain until a fresh needle of pain up my leg threatened to topple me again with a yelp.
Tarek caught my uninjured shoulder in time to steady me. “No you’re not, you’re a mess.”
Threads of pain tugged all through my body at once as every little movement seemed to trigger them. I scowled. “Okay, you may have a point.”
“You need to take it easy.”
“I don’t think I can afford to take it easy right now.”
“Can you afford not to? If you’re tripping over yourself left and right, are you not just as much a liability as if that thing were still in you?”
I glanced at the blood-flecked bandages peeking out from my sleeve. “Maybe. But a lot of people are counting on me.”
“Yes, but not you alone. You have your friends. You have me, for what it’s worth.”
With the mélange of feelings churning in my gut, there was so much I wanted to say to that. So much, in fact, that I couldn’t form a coherent statement of any kind and ended up staring at him with a particularly stupid look on my face. 
Finally, I summoned an awkward laugh and reached up to give his hand a friendly squeeze. “Well, if you’re still up for my shenanigans after this whole ordeal, I’d say that’s worth a lot.”
“You say that now,” he laughed. “But see how you feel after you wake up in the morning with that wrecked shoulder. Here, this looks like a soft spot.”
Tarek helped me settle onto the mossy floor, resting my back against the rocky edge of the pool. He sat on the rocks beside me as I pocketed my vircon and slipped my earpiece back in.
“Jenna,” Patches said frantically into my ear as I adjusted the bit. “Jenna, are you all right? The course of action suggested by Officer Vaali seemed highly ill-advised, I am very concerned.”
Of course it heard the whole thing. Poor Patches … I held my device close to my face as if I were trying to read something tiny and said softly, “I’m okay, I’m sorry.”
“Hm?” Tarek asked.
These goddamned Reshketh with their excellent hearing. “I was just saying I’ll be fine and I’m sorry for … being such a delicate flower. I normally pride myself on being tougher than this.”
“Are you kidding? With how squishy you Humans are, I feel like it’s a miracle you survived long enough to make it to space. You seem plenty tough from my perspective.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“I also admire your resilience, Jenna,” Patches added. “But I do wish you would require it less.”
Me too, Patches. Me too.
“So, while we’re just sitting here, maybe I could show you some of our schema—”
“Rest means rest, Jenna, not just doing more work while sitting on the floor.”
I glared at him. “You can’t possibly expect me to shut my brain off with everything going on?”
“I can.” When I continued to glower at him incredulously, he said, “Look, I can dig up some more bad Reshketh poetry for you. I guarantee that will put you to sleep.”
“I doubt it, because your poetry is lovely.” I pocketed my vircon and let my hands begin to fidget. Without looking up, I said, “Maybe you could tell me something about you.”
“Need another Reshketh cultural lesson?”
“Not Reshketh, you.”
He ran a hand over his crest. “I’m not sure there’s anything worth telling.”
“I don’t mean secret terrible things. Something good. Something boring, even. Was there ever a happy little kid version of you in your past?”
“Do Humans generally have happy childhoods?”
I stifled a guffaw. “I know you meant that as a sincere question, but you got me there. Some of us had good childhoods. A lot of us didn’t. I was a happy child for a little while, though.”
“Until?”
“Until I really learned what society thought of people like me. My father was like me. He loved men and women and everything in between, and my mother knew and loved him anyway. Something happened, though. I never found out exactly what, but my dad got found out and taken away somewhere, and they tried to take me away from my mom. She had to fight to keep me and prove she was a good, non-deviant parent. 
“But I was getting older and finding out things about myself, and I resented the little dance of keeping up appearances. I was a teenager; I rebelled in the way that seemed most poetic, and I got caught. And my mother had to either give me up or go to jail, where she would lose me anyway. So she disowned me.”
Tarek was silent a moment. “You might understand, then. Reshketh aren’t usually sentimental about our offspring. There are those who choose to stay close with their children, to raise them in a family unit. Mine weren’t among them. A side effect of that compulsory military service is that we’re often handed over to state creches and schools before we even have memories of our parents. But we form our own little families there, among each other. By the time we come of age, we have a unit of peers we’ve been learning and training with since we were small. If we’re lucky, we go through our service years together and keep in touch long after we’ve split off toward individual pursuits.”
“And your unit? What are they up to?”
He let his gaze fall, fidgeting. “We … weren’t lucky.”
“I’m sorry.”
Tarek shrugged. “It happens often enough. Young conscripts are a great way to inflate your numbers when a situation gets messy. But if there was a happy and boring time in my life, it was probably that time spent training with my unit before we were cleared for service. Twelve of us, back then. All dumb kids that were too taken up with pranks and mischief to have any business being given firearms.” He smiled at me. “You probably would have liked them. They certainly would have liked you.”
I smiled back, though his grief stirred my own. “Can you tell me about them?”
“Haven’t really talked about them in a long time.”
“You don’t have to.”
“No. No, I think it would be nice. They deserve better than to be forgotten.”
As he introduced me to his old companions, his once-upon-a-time family, their quirks and flaws and beautiful traits, the ridiculous sort of scrapes they got themselves into, the trouble they made, he grew more and more animated. He was transported by the memories, his eyes looking out not at the verdant alcove where we sat, but a raucous training compound where he and hundreds of other young Reshketh lived in camaraderie. A place very different from this isolated corner of space.
I didn’t want to fall asleep, but somewhere along the way, as I got lost in his recollections, my body forgot. The soft, earthy scent of the alcove fell away and his voice echoed in my dreams.
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Chapter Twenty


I startled awake at the touch of Tarek’s hand on my shoulder. 
“Someone’s coming,” he said, soft but urgent.
I straightened with a jolt from where I sat slumped against his leg and Tarek stood, moving cautiously toward the entry to the alcove. I tried to get up as well, but the combined impact of a strained ankle, a fresh shoulder wound, and a fatigued body woken too soon negated the effort with a strangled groan. I wasn’t going to make it to my feet in time, so I just lunged for the ferns from where I sat.
By the time Nejra walked through the arch, Tarek was standing a respectful distance away in a proper soldierly stance, and I was clasping a slightly damp silver disc, hoping Nejra wouldn’t notice the dirt under my nails.
Nejra beamed at me as she approached. “Jenna, I hope you are feeling revived.” She reached out a hand and helped me to my feet. My body still protested, but at least this time, it managed to do so quietly.
“Thank you, the rest was most appreciated,” I said as I quickly handed her the disc and pocketed my hands. “I suppose the others are ready to return?”
That sharp, mischievous glint returned to our host’s eyes. “More than ready, I should think. I’m afraid we risk treading on the day shift’s toes at this point. Can you walk?”
I took a couple tentative steps and forced a smile as the pain and stiffness continued to claw at me. “I’ll be fine. Let’s go.”
She nodded and turned to guide us out. I shot Tarek a Why didn’t you wake me up sooner? look, but he only shrugged in response. My glare became a smile, then a blush, so I refocused my attention straight ahead. I didn’t have time to deal with the fresh swell of emotions that he stoked. He fell in step behind us as I caught up to walk beside Nejra.
“A very productive session tonight, despite the absence of your invaluable input,” Nejra said as we approached the elevators. If she was walking a little slower to accommodate my labored gait, she didn’t make a show of it. “It seems both sides have quite a wealth of ideas and a zeal for sharing them.”
“This is the fun part of diplomacy,” I said, paying close attention to my steps. “I’ve observed that your people have as vast and varied an appreciation for the arts as our own, if not more so.”
“And what do you think of our artistic pursuits?”
“From what I’ve seen so far, they’re exquisite. It’s clear you invest a large amount of cultural resources toward artistic endeavors.”
“Of course,” she said with just a hint of smugness. “What is the point of a vast empire without beauty to fill it with?”
Either the question was rhetorical or it was a trap, so I offered a noncommittal nod and shifted my attention to greeting Martin and Cecelia.
“Ms. Kalandra!” Cecelia waved enthusiastically. “How is your leg?”
“Call me Jenna, please. And I’ve had worse.” I looked between them apologetically. “Sorry to leave you two with all the work.”
“Oh no, it’s all right! Especially after—” Martin choked to a halt before he could incriminate us both. “—after you hurt yourself. Cecelia has been amazing. We’ve got plenty to pass along to the day shift to start!”
I smirked, sneaking a quick glance at Cecelia’s bashful reaction to the compliment. “Let’s hear it, then.”
The long walk back to the Human sector, Martin and Cecelia took turns, often overlapping, filling me in on all the details, with Nejra sprinkling in a seasoning of commentary and opinion. I was grateful for the chaos of it, preoccupied as I was with pretending I hadn’t just had minor surgery.
As we reached the Human sector, Nejra mentioned, “And of course, we are also going to need to teach each other to dance.”
My mind blanked and blushed like a lovestruck teenager. “We’re going to get to dance together?”
“I suppose I could reserve a turn on the dance floor for you, if you so wished.”
“Oh, I just meant—”
She interrupted me with her wicked smile. “I know your people seem to prefer partnered dancing between members of different sexes, but the offer still stands. When on a Reshketh station, best to do as the Reshketh do, don’t you think?” Before I could stammer out a response, she looked back to Tarek. “You’ll volunteer to dance as well, won’t you? All the wonderful assistance you’ve provided us, you deserve a little time to let loose.”
“Oh … ah, I haven’t … I’m not …”
“What am I thinking, of course you’ll dance,” she said, moving on as if the matter was settled. I glanced back to catch Tarek’s eye and he gave me a helpless look, but there was a hint of a smile in it. Maybe there was something to look forward to after all.
Now to deal with the fallout.
I entertained my keepers’ banter a good way down the hall until it became clear Martin and Cecelia were determined to follow me all the way back to my room. It was getting impossible to hide the strain in my smile. “Is there something else we need to discuss?”
Martin flinched. “Oh, well, we should discuss our report for Whitley, shouldn’t we?”
“Martin, you’ve done much more with much less. You don’t need me double-checking your notes.”
“But—”
“And Cecelia, you’re the organizational committee lead, right? Is there really anything else you need me for?”
If Cecelia was Whitley’s creature, she at least had the decency not to act like it. She smiled most obligingly. “No, Ms. Kal—Jenna, I think we’ve got it under control.” Martin looked like he was about to object, but she gently grabbed his arm and he forgot all about me. “Come on, Marty. Let’s get our notes together.”
I slipped into my room and shut the door before the sound of their footsteps could even fade down the hall.
“Patches, are they gone?”
“Yes, Jenna.”
“Thank fucking god.” I stumbled over to my bed and lowered myself onto it carefully, letting all the repressed pain in my body hit me at once. “Where’s Dani right now? I need their help.”
“On their way. I’m updating them on the situation as we speak.”
“Good.” I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling as I steadied my breathing. “Fuck … I feel like I’m falling apart.”
“Should I have Human Dani bring a medical professional? For your shoulder?”
“No, I can’t risk it. But that’s not entirely what I mean.”
“What do you mean, then?”
I closed my eyes. “I don’t know if you can understand this, but … sometimes people feel this pressure their whole lives, this desire to do the right thing without knowing for sure what the right thing to do is. And when we get overwhelmed, we say to just take things one step at a time; break all the big problems down into little pieces you can handle. But that doesn’t work forever, does it? You take one step at a time without a proper map for long enough, you can still end up walking off a fucking cliff.” 
I ran a hand over my sore arm, over the tiny tracker under the medical tape at my wrist, over my bandaged shoulder. I felt the persistent throb beneath the bandages. “That cliffside feels real close now, Patches. I’m walking a razor’s edge in the fog, and my balance is wavering. Each next step could be the last wrong one I ever take, and I won’t know until I find myself plummeting. Does that make sense?”
“I am still unaccustomed to solving problems that do not have a correct answer.”
“The curse of sapience, I guess, is learning that there’s rarely a single correct answer. A lot of times, there are zero.”
“Perhaps. Or perhaps the problem-solver has simply not been given enough information.”
I smiled. “Despite the impression I may have given you so far, not everything can be solved with research.”
“But a lot can, and I am getting smarter every day,” Patches chimed proudly. “In the meantime, is there anything else I can do to help?”
“You’re already doing so much. More than you even know. I’m glad we have you with us, Patches, even if we do fall off the cliff.”
“I am glad to have you, as well.”
Dani arrived hastily dressed, with unbrushed hair and an armful of scrap and tools. I was hardly more dignified, sprawled on my bed with very little inclination to rise. 
“I’m so sorry, I came as fast as I could,” they said as bits of their armload clattered away here and there. “Patches says Whitley got you with a tracker?”
“Yup.” I waved my taped wrist in their direction.
“They didn’t inject it in you?”
“Oh, they did. I just had a little help getting it out already.”
“Your Reshketh friend performed surgery on the fly? That’s impressive.”
“Well … it was a little more rudimentary than that.” Dani froze, their eyes widening. “Never mind. Can you create some kind of container that’ll simulate whatever data it’s meant to transmit?”
Dani shuddered off whatever grim visions had been forming in their mind, pulled on some magnifying goggles, and took my wrist in their hands, carefully pulling back the tape. “Well, good news for you, looks like Whitley went for the cheap model. Especially good news, since the high-end ones would have definitely already alerted him that you were messing around with it.” They replaced the tape and rummaged through their scattered belongings. “I can rig something up for you. But just to be safe, I might need some of your, uh … blood.”
“Some of my—”
Dani whipped around with a gun-like extractor they promptly jammed into the curve of my elbow, setting off a spark of searing pain.
“FUCK!”
“Sorry! Sorry. I didn’t think it would hurt.”
“You jab me with something that’s after my blood and you didn’t expect it to hurt?”
“Well, the ones at the doctor usually don’t.”
I glanced at the contraption in their hand, which now held a vial of my vital fluids. “The ones at the doctor don’t look like ancient torture devices. Is that thing even sanitary?”
“Yeah!” They glanced at it again and their certainty wavered. “Well, probably.”
“Dani, I swear to god, if I survive all this bullshit just to die of tetanus—”
“No, it’s fine! It’s all going to be fine. Just relax and I’ll get it all sorted, no more jabs. Don’t mind me, forget I’m even here.”
Patches chimed in. “Perhaps I could arrange for some … calming music?”
“Ooh, that would be great,” Dani replied before I could even open my mouth. “Can you access my playlist for EMP, or maybe The Martian Moon Monsters? Great stuff, you’ll love it.”
Patches paused. I can’t say I was overly fond of neo-bitpop, but if it helped Dani focus … “Go ahead, Patches. Let’s hear it.”
While Dani got to work, I pulled out my vircon and brought up the feeds. Martin and Cecelia were continuing to prove useful, by the looks of it. I watched in real time as the bulk of the night’s workload was handled on my behalf. And what’s more, my name had been entered on the volunteer lists for dance partners at the gala. 
I couldn’t repress the smile it stirred in me. If Nejra saw to it that both Tarek and I were ensnared into dancing … it was maybe too much to hope that we would end up partnered at any point, though Nejra seemed to be going out of her way to give us time together. I couldn’t guess at her motives, but I would take advantage of her machinations as much as I could.
The other events, however, were still beyond me. It was somewhat nauseating to peruse the wealth of cultural experiences I was going to miss. Music, theater, traditional dances, gallery walks, poetry readings, all these beautiful things I’d gotten only a taste of in the archives, all these things that should have been my job to witness and document and understand. I tried to tell myself there would be other opportunities, that Reshketh culture would only become more accessible, if everything went according to plan, but it was a scant and bitter comfort for missing out on them here, while they were fresh and new and unknown to us as a species.
A notification interrupted my browsing. My name had been removed from the gala dance volunteer lists. There was one brief note attached to the change.
Absolutely not. -Amb. Whitley
Well. That was that. I laid my vircon face down beside me and stared at the ceiling again.
It wasn’t fair. Not that anything left of Humanity was fair, if it ever had been. There may have been pockets of justice scattered here and there throughout our species’ history, a handful of Humans who acted only out of goodness and selfless love. But as a species, I doubted we had ever grown past that animalistic greed and xenophobic aggression, no matter how many times or how many ways it evolved with us. 
Yet for all that I expected things to be unfair, for all that I had managed to navigate that unfairness with a little more privilege and comfort than most like me, I still had the audacity to feel petulant about it. Was it not enough that we’d gotten a chance to save our lives? What business did I have sulking over missing a dance or a play? What business did I have hoping to participate in the first place? Why should I deserve any more, any better?
Then again, what right did Whitley or anyone else have to decide I deserved less?
Time passed unmeasured as I lay there daydreaming all sorts of violent or humiliating ends for our dear Ambassador. Then my door opened without warning, sending Dani and I both scrambling. Esti stood there staring at us both with her eyebrows raised until the door slid silently shut behind her.
I sighed, then winced, collapsing back on the bed. “Fucking hell, Esti. You could have knocked.”
“Sorry, didn’t realize you two needed privacy.” She glanced around the room as if the arrhythmic beeps and boops of Dani’s music were an infestation of gnats. “Hell of a way to set the mood.”
Dani erupted up from beside the bed in a sudden panic. “It’s not like that!”
“She knows, Dani.”
Esti smiled wickedly. “Do I?” I glared at her until she backed down with a shrug. “In any case, I was on a break and discovered I seem to be out of the loop. What part of the increasingly complicated plan is this?”
The rush of adrenaline left me dizzy as it receded. “Just working around a new hitch. Whitley decided to jab me with a tracker last night.”
Esti’s playfulness drained away instantly. “A tracker? Why?”
“He suspects something. Nothing he has evidence of, I don’t think,” I quickly assured. “He just really, really, really doesn’t like me.”
“So, what are you doing about it? Can Dani remove it?”
“Oh, no, it was already removed,” Dani said.
Esti’s tension knotted a little tighter. “How? Did you go to someone in Medical? There are no blackstripes there. Are you sure you can trust them?”
“It’s okay, it was just …” I couldn’t think of a deflection fast enough. “It was just Tarek, he was able to remove it discreetly.” Her expression phased back and forth between curiosity and revelation in an instant as I barreled onward. “Anyway, it’s out and Dani here was just building a receptacle to trick the sensors. How is that coming, by the way?”
“Oh, I was just putting on the finishing touches when we, uh … yeah. One second.” They quickly plucked the tracker bead from my wrist and popped it into hunk of spare parts, scanned it with their vircon, and nodded with satisfaction. “Yeah, it’s recording believable signals. And I can adjust variables like temperature and heart rate remotely if needed. It’s done!”
They held up the tracker receptacle. Esti and I stared a moment.
“Why,” I asked as delicately as I could, “does it look … like a doll?”
Dani examined the receptacle again, brow knitted. “Well, when I tacked on the temperature regulator and the pulse jiggleometer, it was about halfway there, so … I mean I had some spare wire, figured I’d give it a little artistic flair.”
“Artistic flair?”
Esti finally burst into a fit of snickering. “It’s a fucking nightmare doll.”
Dani pouted. “I thought it looked cute!”
“I think it looks cute, too,” Patches added.
“Patches,” I sighed. “Since when do you have a concept of ‘cute’ and why is it that?”
Esti was starting to tear up from the laughter. “Can I stick it with a pin? Oh, please let me stick it with a pin.”
“Nobody is sticking anything with a pin!” Dani clutched the little monstrosity to their chest.
“Okay. Well, you each might have to carry that around at times, depending on where I’m supposed to be, so … let’s all make peace with the doll.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” Esti said as she attempted to rein herself in. “I’m going to have so much fun with that thing.”
“You’ve got to be careful with it, Esti! It’s got her blood in it.”
“Oh, even better.” She reached out and Dani reluctantly handed it over for her to examine. Her smile widened.
“What do you think you’re going to do? Hex me?”
Esti turned to me, brandishing the doll with a playful waggle. “That’s between me and Mini-Jenna.”
“Great. This is going well.” I rubbed my temples. “Dani, can you be ready to visit the shuttle tonight?”
They nodded. “It’s going to take me a few nights to finish getting everything engineered, installed, and tested, but I have the basic framework figured out; the sooner I can get my hands on the ship systems for reference, the better.”
A new notification came up in my feed. Perfect. “In that case, I think I know what we need to do next.” I smiled at my co-conspirators. “You two ready to crash a very serious diplomatic research dinner?”
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Chapter Twenty-One


That night, Esti, Dani, and I found ourselves traversing Hesunshiak as part of a surprisingly sizable complement of Reshketh and Humans. Martin and Cecelia were there, of course, and I spent most of the trip fielding their myriad of questions. I would have loved feeding their curiosity as a colleague, but as a prisoner distracting her wardens, I was forced to keep churning out long-winded responses and rapid-fire taskers that left them scrambling to take notes. It was as exhausting for me as it was for them. 
Esti was charged with carrying my little mechanical doppelgänger for the evening. We had agreed to keep from interacting much where others could see us, but during one rare lull in my conversation, she risked swooping in close. “So, which one of these is your alien boyfriend?”
I couldn’t stop myself from reflexively glancing toward Tarek at the fringe of the group. Esti traced my line of sight like a targeting beacon, and with one wicked smirk, she dropped away into the crowd.
“Wait, he’s not—” 
She was already well out of earshot without me raising my voice. This was going to result in something awkward later, I was sure, but Esti had timed her meddling well. He was at her mercy the rest of the trip.
Once we arrived, we found the gardens had been set up with long, spindly tables that looked as though they’d always been there, even though I knew for a fact they had not. Half were already arranged with containers of colorful Reshketh ingredients and Nejra’s assistants guided our kitchen staff to lay out what they’d brought in a similar fashion. Nejra stepped forward to face the crowd, dressed in another fluttering gown.
“Welcome, brave volunteers! As you all will know, we are testing some basic elements of our respective cuisines to inspire food offerings for subsequent events. Everything here has been tested for toxicity, but since we cannot guarantee there will be no adverse effects, we have both Human and Reshketh medics on hand. But remember, we are not simply looking for ingredients that lack adverse effects! We want to discover which of these are the most palatable and enjoyable for both our species. Taste may vary between individuals, so please be thorough and honest in documenting your opinions. Most importantly, take your time and enjoy!”
I sidled my way toward Tarek as the groups dispersed and the camouflaging hum of conversation filled the air. Pretending to be occupied by the contents of a nearby bowl, I said, “So … you’ve met Esti.”
I could hear the smile in his voice. “Seems I have.”
“What did she say?”
“We just exchanged introductions, and she filled me in on your plan.”
“And?”
“And what?”
I grabbed up a round, translucent bead of some kind of green fruit and popped it into my mouth, almost choking on its sudden, intense tartness. “That can’t possibly be all. I know her too well.”
“Nothing else of note, though I can see why you two got along,” he said, laughing.
“Why is that?”
“Because she’s just as much of a troublemaker as you are.”
“Great, that makes me feel better.” The glands beneath my jaw kept twinging painfully, enunciating the lie. “So, the plan. How fucked are we?”
He shrugged. “It’s pretty slapdash, takes a lot of security bypasses for granted getting to and from your destination, but if we can get a few moments to work out the kinks …”
Somewhere nearby, a dish clattered loud enough to spark a hush in the crowd. I glanced over and saw Dani already bent over in a much more dramatic representation of “mild gastrointestinal distress” than we had agreed upon.
Tarek sighed. “Or, I guess we can just get right to it.”
I knew relying on Dani for the theatrics of distraction was a bit of a calculated risk, but Esti needed to use her charm to work the gathering while I needed to be as close to invisible as possible. Esti caught my eye from across the room, nodding briefly before turning her brilliant smile back toward her charges: Nejra and my shadows. At least I could rely on her to keep them all occupied or confused enough to claim plausible deniability over my absence. I made my way toward Dani, Tarek following a reasonable distance behind.
The Human medic was already there, asking a lot of very reasonable questions that Dani had frozen up thinking of answers for, relying on noncommittal groans instead. I straightened my posture as I approached, trying to look like someone with the authority to intervene. Thankfully, uniforms weren’t required tonight, and the badge that would have cut my credibility was conveniently back at my room. 
“What seems to be the trouble?”
The medic looked over at me and sighed. “Kid seems to be having a bad reaction but won’t say to what. I don’t even know how. It’s not anaphylaxis and we haven’t been here long enough for digestive issues to start presenting.”
I leaned in to look Dani in the eye. “Is this a medical emergency?”
They shook their head.
“Should we get you back to your rooms? Would that help?”
They nodded emphatically.
I straightened and turned to the medic. “I can see them safely back. You stay here in case there’s more of them.”
His brows furrowed as though he had some lingering doubts and questions, but thankfully he only stuttered out a “Yes, ma’am” before going on his way.
A Reshketh aide stepped forward as I began to lead Dani away. “Honored guest, you’ll need an escort!”
“I’ll take care of it,” Tarek offered, like a dutiful random bystander. It was enough. The aide nodded and proceeded to pay us no mind.
Overall, it was a more admirable escape than we’d earned.
Once the elevator doors had closed, I gently swatted at Dani. “Jumping the gun a bit, weren’t we?”
Dani didn’t even flinch. Their full attention was on Tarek, staring him down with such a starstruck and giddy smile that Tarek reflexively took a step back. “You’re Jenna’s friend!” they marveled.
He glanced at me briefly. “Uh, yes. I’m Tarek.”
“I’m Dani.” Half to themself, they added, “I’m finally talking to an actual Reshketh!”
“I … yes?”
Dani squealed. Tarek looked at me like I’d just thrown him into a cage with a lion.
I squeezed Dani’s shoulder and laughed. “Okay, calm down. Remember you’ve been on a Reshketh space station for a while now, using Reshketh tech, seeing Reshketh on the video feeds—”
“But never getting to interact with them in person! I’m just a tech; I’m always stuck away in a closet or an access corridor when the fun stuff is happening. But you!” They reached out, as if to touch Tarek, before thinking better of it and drawing back. “You’re amazing! You’re incredible! Just … just look at you!”
“Oh.” Tarek straightened, preening a bit. “Thank you.”
“Just pull up your maps, Dani. You can feed Tarek’s ego later.”
Tarek shot me a silly sort of grimace I’d never seen on a Reshketh before. “Maybe I picked the wrong Human stray to spend time with.”
I smirked back at him. “As if I’d have given you a choice.”
The elevator let us out into the open of the main station and Dani did their best to surreptitiously lead the way. We walked together in near silence. I’d made plenty of late-night ventures into Hesunshiak at this point, all of them places I wasn’t supposed to be, but something about tonight felt different. 
Tonight, we were going somewhere Tarek didn’t belong either, and here he was, without argument or hesitation. Was it really so different from all the other times? He’d have been disciplined then, too, if we were caught. But this … getting caught with two Humans in the bowels of the station—or worse, on board the Human shuttle—I realized I had a very limited understanding of Reshketh penal code. What was he risking, helping us like this?
And why did he risk it?
Dani guided us into an out-of-the-way alcove with an access hatch and handed me their annotated map while they worked on getting the hatch open. “I’ve marked the best path we could work out, but there’s still some secure zones we’ll have to pass through.”
“Officer Vaali should be able to inform us of what challenges to expect there,” Patches said in my ear. “Assuming he is any good at his job. Which, considering past evidence—”
“Right,” I said, turning to Tarek. “So, looks like these areas here might be a problem. They were blanked out under higher security clearance. Can you tell us anything about them?”
He leaned in to examine the screen, hovering over the shoulder that still ached slightly from his bite. I felt myself shadowed by his mass and my brain flickered back to that moment where his face was just so close to mine, then back to reality. I was glad he wasn’t looking at my face just then, but at this proximity, there was no way he would have missed the jolt in my heart rate. He was good enough not to comment on it.
“Interesting. Here, here, and here”—he gestured to several small voids—“those are just maintenance and security consoles. Core functions are compartmentalized throughout the station to make it more difficult for anyone to hijack the systems as a whole, but that also means a lot of otherwise centralized tasks are performed on site. The consoles themselves are the focus of most of the security precautions, minimal surveillance. But here”—he pointed to the largest void, the one which encompassed the shuttle and a good part of the docking bay it rested in—“that’s not station security. Whoever classified that information went over our heads.”
“Could it have been the ambassadorial staff? Some gesture of good faith, protecting our vessel?”
“It’s possible. The Ambassador has executive privilege to override station security. But why? They collaborated with us on every other detail of securing the station, and there’s no one even here currently, beyond ambassadorial or station staff. They’d be protecting you from themselves.”
It wasn’t the first oddity we’d encountered so far, but I didn’t like it any better for its lack of novelty. “Worst case scenario?”
“Worst case scenario, that shuttle is destroyed and the crew is dead, and so are we when we find out. But then all this playing nice would be a waste, and one thing about my people is we never waste energy on politeness that doesn’t serve a purpose.”
“Well. That’s encouraging.”
“We’re in!” Dani hissed behind us as the panel creaked open. “Let’s go!”
Tarek glanced at the panel as we entered. “That was a code latch.”
Dani beamed, catching the impressed note of Tarek’s voice. “Yeah!”
He looked at the panel a moment longer, then shook his head. “Just add that to the list of things I’m just not going to ask questions about.”
Once we were in the relative privacy of the maintenance corridors, Dani twirled forward in awe. “This is incredible. These corridors are so roomy! On a Human station, you’d have to crawl or use a drone to get anywhere.”
I looked back to Tarek, who was hunched slightly to avoid walking into an errant pipe, and snickered.
He shrugged. “I suppose there are some advantages to being small and squishy.”
After running ahead a bit, Dani dashed back and positioned themself between Tarek and I. “So, Tarek … is it okay to call you Tarek? Should I call you something else?”
“Tarek is fine.”
Dani was practically glowing. “Tarek. I have so many questions!”
He glanced over at me and smiled. “Seems to be a common trait with you Humans.”
“At least she’s gotten to ask them! Nobody lets me do anything fun.”
“Well then, I suppose I’ll oblige. Wouldn’t want this excursion to be boring.”
“Yes! Okay, so, how do the glowy bits on your face work? Do they change colors based on your mood? Can you make them different colors by choice? Oh! And what’s your favorite media? Do you play VR sims? I love VR sims.”
Dani’s exuberance was so infectious, I nearly forgot we were on our way to break into a heavily-secured spacecraft to hack its internal control systems. Soon, we were all laughing and chatting far too raucously for a stealth mission. I’d seen Tarek appear relaxed, or mischievous, or sincere, but I’d never seen him quite so jovial. I’d always been so concerned about my work, about the dangers we faced … Had my own anxiety rubbed off on him? A knot of sadness tightened deep in my chest, even as I kept on smiling.
Then Patches chimed in Dani’s and my ears. “Warning: you are approaching the first security station.”
We both slammed to a halt, leaving Tarek stumbling a step or two ahead. He looked at us in confusion. “What—”
“Comm notification,” I said, pointing at my ear. “The secure area is coming up. What should we do?”
He glanced ahead. “I can set the workstation to diagnostic mode without raising any alarm. It won’t disable the security completely, but it will interrupt the feed into the monitoring stations until a technician comes to perform maintenance. Which, considering how few techs are currently on board and how there won’t be an actual work order for diagnostics on these stations, could be a while. We can only use this trick once before it looks suspicious, but maybe it’ll be enough.”
Dani fidgeted. “If the cameras aren’t fully disabled, won’t they find out we were down here eventually?”
“Only if they go looking after the fact. So just don’t ever get caught.”
“And what about you?” I asked. “You’ll need to provide some kind of identification in order to access the security terminal and put the system into diagnostic mode, right? Won’t you get caught?”
He flashed his mischievous grin. “Probably, but only in the, ‘Huh, that’s odd,’ kind of way. Unless this anomaly happens to line up with two Humans getting caught trespassing, so I say again, don’t ever get caught.”
“I don’t like this. It’s too big a risk for you.”
“Too bad, because I’m in way too deep to give up now.”
“But maybe we can find another way …”
“And have me pass up an opportunity to show off? Not a chance.” His smile turned sincere. “I know what I’m doing, just like I always have. Trust me.”
“I do.” The knot of sadness tugged a little tighter. “You know I do.”
Tarek nodded and made his way down the corridor.
Don’t think I’m not going to watch your back, though. “Patches, is there anything else you can do to protect Tarek?”
“Perhaps. I doubt I could override a Reshketh system completely, even if I had a direct interface, but if I can make contact with the local system AI, maybe I can befriend it and ask it to encrypt the access logs, as a favor.”
I nodded, then noticed Dani was watching me with a curious look on their face. “What?”
“I thought she was kidding, but Esti was right, wasn’t she? That Tarek is your—”
“Don’t finish that sentence, please.”
Dani flinched. “Why?”
Why indeed? “Because I’m not actually ready for that conversation, I guess.”
“Oh.” Dani was silent for a long moment. “Do you ever wonder if maybe there’s a way for folks like us to stay? I hadn’t really thought about it before, but … I’m not sure I want to go back to Earth. And maybe you might not, either.”
“Yeah, I’ve thought about it.” I sighed. “And I don’t want to go back. But … I don’t see a way for us to stay.”
Dani wilted a little further, then straightened, nodding. “It’s okay. We’ll get us home first, then we’ll figure out how to get away for real.”
I smiled and nudged them gently in the arm. “I appreciate the optimism.”
“I’m serious. It’s like you said: look what we’ve accomplished so far. We can do it.”
Dani’s new sense of resolve was as infectious as their excitement. “You know what … Yeah. Yeah, I bet we can. Isn’t that right, Patches?”
“Certainly, Jenna. I am becoming exceedingly skilled at crime, and what is your home planet if not another restricted area that needs breaking into and out of?”
“Okay, well let’s not go that far if we can help it.”
Tarek waved to us and we proceeded carefully down the corridor, sticking close to the walls and as much out of sight as possible. As we passed the console, Patches signaled, “Contact achieved. Negotiations with system AI in progress, predicting middling success. Although it has very bad manners and I do not think we will be friends."
“As long as you don’t end up enemies,” I muttered. “I’d hate to see what that looks like.”
The next secure sector passed as smoothly as the first, and before long, we reached the edges of our unknown territory. There were no markers, no warning signs, nothing that indicated that further progress down the corridor was forbidden, and yet, according to our schematics, the corridor might as well not exist.
Tarek walked slowly ahead of us, scanning the corridor with a device in his armored bracer. He stopped, we froze. “Wait, that’s not …” He took one step closer to the spot where the passage was narrowed by support beams. “There are motion detectors mounted all over the corridor at regular intervals, and several cameras not linked to the security system in this area. They’re not recording or transmitting, though.”
“I’m guessing the motion detectors are the ‘on’ switch, then.”
He nodded. “Most likely.”
Dani began fidgeting again. “Can we get close enough to disable them? Maybe I could rig up a directional EMP—”
“No,” Tarek said, “it’s too risky. All we’d have to do is accidentally activate one and then someone, somewhere, would have a complete panoramic view of the three of us being very much where we’re not supposed to be. Even if we succeeded, someone will notice the motion detectors going offline.”
“If someone is that worried about people coming down this way, why not put up warning signs?” I asked. “Or why not have the cameras running constantly?”
“You’re not going to like this, but I don’t think we’re dealing with station security or ambassadorial privilege here. I think the cameras are on a motion trigger to reduce the risk of anyone official noticing and tracking the video feed signals.” He looked back at us. “Seems you’re not the only ones wandering around where you shouldn’t be.”
The thought gave me chills, but Dani brightened. “Maybe that’s not a bad thing. I mean, we’re here to make sure we make it back to Earth in one piece; maybe someone else is doing the same. We could have another ally we don’t know about.”
“The tech is all Reshketh, though. And pretty high quality stuff,” Tarek said. “I don’t think a Human could have acquired and installed this on their own.”
“You befriended Jenna, right? Maybe one of your peers befriended one of our day shift folks or something.”
“Maybe, but I don’t think—”
“I’m really good at signal hacking. So good at it. If we set off those motion sensors and the cameras activate, maybe I can find out who or where they are. Maybe we can make contact and help each other.”
“Maybe,” I said. “But we can’t know for sure that whoever is behind this is on our side. What we do know is we’ll lose every advantage by revealing ourselves now.” Dani sagged in disappointment, but I tried to show them an encouraging smile, gave them a friendly squeeze on the shoulder. “We know this is here now. We can use it at any time to try to make contact. Let’s just learn a little more first.”
“Okay, but how are we going to get through here if we’re trying to stay hidden from them?”
“We don’t,” Tarek said, straightening in a clear patch of corridor and rolling his shoulders. “It’s time to go topside.”
“How is that better?” Dani asked. “The only way in up there is through the main corridor. We’d get caught by security.”
“You might, but you’re not going topside. That there”—he pointed to a large pipe with a manhole-sized port cutting across an adjacent corridor—“that’s an exhaust duct. That draws contaminated air from the docking bay toward the central atmospheric processing facilities. It’s too small for a Reshketh to navigate easily, so our mystery interloper probably wouldn’t think to secure it, but you two could probably wriggle through.”
“What about you?”
“I’ll go do what I do best.” He shimmered roguishly as he ambled away. “Be an obnoxious distraction.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Dani and I were able to squeeze into the cramped, stale-smelling exhaust duct, but after so many minutes of wriggling through a coating of grime, I began to have doubts about Tarek’s logistical assessment. I went to wipe a bead of sweat from my forehead, stopping in disgust as I noticed the black smears on my palms and forearms. I coughed and blinked as the undeterred sweat trickled into my eye. “We’d better not get cancer from whatever we’re breathing and crawling through here.” 
“Do not worry,” Patches said to us. “I do not believe there are toxins present with high enough malignancy and concentration to render Humans ill.”
Dani echoed behind me, “Well that’s good, right?”
“Indeed. It is only the excess radiation you should be concerned about.”
I channeled my frustration into clenched fists. “Thank you, Patches. That’s very helpful.”
“You are welcome!”
As we approached the mesh grate sealing off the intake, we could hear voices murmuring unsettlingly close. I couldn’t see through the mesh, and it was sure to make some kind of terrible clamor when we burst through it, so I pressed my ear to it and tried to hear what was going on. 
Through all the distortion, Reshketh speech sounded almost like their music: not melodic here, but in turns guttural, hissing, and keening. My translator couldn’t catch enough of it to render into sense. Still, most prominent among the voices was one that felt familiar. 
I had never heard Tarek without the translator … or had I? His natural voice was always a resonance in the background, an echo behind the words I heard in my own language; words that I had always thought sounded like him, even if they weren’t exactly what he was saying. The muffled sound sent a flutter through me I couldn’t quite explain.
“What’s going on?” Dani whispered behind me. “What can you hear?”
I snapped out of my reverie and tried again to focus. “There are some Reshketh talking nearby, but I can’t tell what they’re saying. I think one of them is Tarek, and he’s the loudest, so he must be drawing their attention.”
“Should we wait until they go away?”
In all the time it had taken us to reach the outlet, Tarek would have had plenty of time to lure any onlookers away if he could. Maybe keeping their focus was the best he could do. “I’m not sure they are going away. We’re just going to have to be very careful.”
Dani bit back a question, their expression hardening into resolve. They nodded.
I turned my focus back to the mesh barrier. It was set into a round gate that was clearly meant to be opened from the outside. It only gave a little when pushed, only rattled when I leaned into it with all the force I could muster. I shifted around, contorting painfully and getting filth smeared everywhere as I positioned myself for a kick.
I bit my lip. “Okay, here goes …”
I threw everything I had into one powerful blow. The gate snapped open, half of me tumbling out with it. I scrambled back out of view as quickly and quietly as I could, making sure not to let the hinged gate snap closed behind me again, and listened. I had missed the commotion in response to the sound, but now I could make out Tarek’s voice clearly.
“You see, that’s the kind of thing I’m talking about!” he complained loudly. “They stick us on these backwater stations, and … I mean look at this. No, look at this. See these specs?”
Another voice chimed in, “I don’t—”
“Look, both of you. I’ll explain it. This is why we should be getting hazard pay, right here, pay attention …”
As he launched into a rant on workplace safety code violations, I eased open the gate and peered out. The vent was near the entrance to this docking bay, where two Reshketh guards stood with their backs to us, warily fixated on a display screen Tarek held out to them. The shuttle was close, its hatch open, but while the vent was partly obscured by other beams and pipes, the path to the shuttle was mostly wide open. We could make it unseen if Tarek kept their attention and we gave them no reason to turn around.
“Follow me,” I whispered, “but be very quiet.”
They nodded, and I dropped carefully out of the vent, holding it open for them to follow. As they slid out and saw the Reshketh, their eyes went wide, but they stayed quiet and kept their movement smooth and controlled. I pointed my chin at the gate and they held it still while I removed my jacket and used it to muffle the gate’s closure, the latching mechanism thankfully broken by the kick. 
Keeping low, we skirted the bay toward our shuttle. Dani kept their eyes on me while I kept mine on Tarek and the guards. He had managed to capture their attention thoroughly, even as they seemed to bristle at his presence. It was enough to calm my racing heart a beat or two. He had our backs.
We swept up the open hatch and wedged ourselves in behind some cargo. Dani gasped as though they’d held their breath since leaving the vent and shuddered.
“You okay?” I whispered.
“Yeah, yeah. Not having a panic attack at all.”
“Well, keep breathing. We’re not done yet. We’ve got to deal with Human security now.”
“Oh that? That’s no problem.” They pulled out their vircon and their fingers danced deftly across the interface for a few moments until a nearby clunk echoed in the cargo chamber. They peeked over the storage crates we were hidden behind and smiled. “Now you follow me.”
Dani led us weaving among the clutter to an open panel in the wall and ushered me inside. The narrow cavity beyond was dimly lit by a few distantly spaced pinpricks of light, and I finally understood why they’d marveled at the Reshketh tunnels. Once the panel clunked shut behind us, I could feel Dani’s tension easing. 
“I take it you know what you’re doing?”
“Oh yeah, I’ve crawled all over this ship.” They caught my expression in the dim light. “What? It was a long trip. I got bored. Plus, no one’s ever in these corridors unless they need to be, so it’s a great place for some alone time.”
I laughed. “If I haven’t said so recently, Dani, you’re brilliant. Lead the way.”
The access corridors were slightly more spacious than the vents, and arguably cleaner, but we crawled over rough metal grate, and there were bits of metal, wire, plastic casings, and pipes every few meters ready to jab or snag you. The corridors jumped up and down via laddered tubes. My shoulder was screaming and I could feel bruises blooming all over my knees. Despite it all, Dani moved through the space like a second home, deftly dodging obstacles. I would have lost them if they hadn’t kept an eye on me, pausing to let me catch up when I began to fall behind.
Eventually, the cramped spaces opened out into one with room to breathe. It wasn’t much wider than the corridors, but the outer curving wall was smooth, and the chamber arced upward several times my height. The entire space seemed to wrap halfway around a bulbous central structure covered with electronics, braced at regular intervals with thick bars like ladder rungs.
“What is this place?”
“Central systems access,” Dani said, scanning the area ahead of us. They tinkered with their vircon again and a few soft clunks echoed around us. “This is under Command, between the bridge and the hull reinforcement layer. I should have bought us a little privacy, but fair warning: if I mess up, the shuttle crew will know we’re here pretty quick.” They stood up, then froze, squinting at something in the mass above us. “That’s not right …”
I looked and tried to follow their gaze. One bit of wires and sparkly lights looked like the next to me, but after a moment, I could see the problem. A dark mass, almost organic looking, bulged up near a support rod like a cancer. And it wasn’t alone: There were masses like it scattered all over, some of them blinking with greenish light. Dani and I held up our vircons so Patches could see too.
I stepped closer to the nearest mass and reached tentatively toward it. “What are these?”
“Pending further analysis,” Patches chimed, “I would say that is a Reshketh remote activation incendiary chemical aggravator.”
I froze. “Wait, you mean this thing … it’s—”
“A bomb, yes.”
Whatever calm I’d mustered thus far, it was apparently insufficient to handle being in close proximity to explosives. I wheeled back toward the entrance, grabbing Dani as I stumbled and pressing them to the wall behind me as I pulled us into a defensive crouch. “What the fuck!”
“Jenna!” Patches called out in alarm. “Do not worry. These are highly precise devices that would require a great deal of meddling to accidentally detonate.”
“Yeah, or a flick of a switch from whoever set these up here. And you’re telling me not to worry? Seriously?”
“Recommendation amended. Worry, but do not panic.”
“Oh thank you, it was really the semantics that had me bothered.” I took a breath, then became uncomfortably aware of how I was keeping Dani smashed against the hull lining behind me. Heat rose to my cheeks as I willed myself to pull away. “Shit, sorry, Dani. Are you okay?”
They slowly uncurled themselves and blinked. “Yeah, just startled. I’m fine. Nice of you to try to protect me from the blast, though.”
“Unfortunately, I do not believe the barrier of Jenna’s body would have been sufficient to protect you from harm in the event of an actual explosion.”
“Well … no. But it’s the thought that counts.”
“Listen, both of you.” I tried and failed to steady the shaking in my hands and voice. “We need to get out of here. We need another plan.”
Dani looked at me a moment, their eyes weighing concern and contemplation. They turned to look over the bomb-laden wall. “We need to know what’s going on, though, don’t we?”
“Whatever is going on here, it’s above our pay grade, Dani.”
Their jaw tightened. “We can’t just leave this. This is our only way home. Maybe we can disarm them?”
“Human Dani is correct. With closer inspection, I should be able to tell you more about these devices and if they can be disarmed.”
“And what happens when whoever set these sees their precious bombs going offline and decides to start the fireworks early?”
The imploring look Dani gave me made me want to shrivel up in shame. “Jenna, we have to try.”
Deep breaths. Slow exhalations. I’d come this far, hadn’t I? “Okay, fine. I’ll get up close with Patches. But Dani, you should get out of here. Get back to Tarek, tell him what’s happened.”
Dani’s eyes distantly fixed on the scattered bombs, a million fresh new hypotheses churning behind them. “No, I should investigate the bombs. You should go back.”
“Dani, no. Look at me.” I laid my hands on their shoulders and gave them an encouraging squeeze. “You’re too important. If something happens to me, you can still make this plan work. We don’t have anyone else like you.”
They smiled. “That’s why I need to do this. You need someone who can evaluate the mechanics and act quickly if something starts to go wrong. That’s me.”
“No!” It took everything I had not to shake them. “Dani, no. You deserve better than to get yourself killed for all of us.”
“And you don’t?”
I certainly didn’t think so. “Dani, please. I got you tangled up in my mess. Let me do this.”
“And I stayed tangled up in all of this because it needed to be done.” They carefully pulled my hands off their shoulders and squeezed them tight. “You said you believed in me, right? My job always has me doing safe, boring stuff while other people are out risking their necks. Let me do something stupid and heroic.” The confidence in their smile flickered just a moment. “It has to be me. Deep down, you know it.”
They were right, and the more logic seeped back in to fill the void adrenaline left behind, the harder it was to deny. “Okay,” I said finally, “but I’m not leaving you here.”
Dani frowned and shook their head. “You have to. You were right, someone needs to tell Tarek. Maybe he can find out who did this.”
“Esti can tell him. Patches, you’ll tell Esti about the bombs once she’s back from the tasting session, yes?”
“Only if I can get back in contact with my central processing. Your vircons are currently out of range.”
Damn it. “What if you use the Human systems on the shuttle? If we can redirect a signal—”
“Jenna, he’ll be waiting.” Dani leaned in. “He’ll be worried.”
“Yeah, well, I’ll be worried, too. We can all be worried.”
Dani bit their lip and examined the wall again. “How about this: you stay here while I examine one of the bombs. If I can’t do anything about them, we’ll both leave. But if I can disarm and remove one successfully, then I’ll need to be here all night anyway, so you can take the one I remove to show to Tarek and stay safe until this room is clear. Deal?”
I drew back and looked over the scattered tumors of explosives. “I don’t like it.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say I love it either, but it’s the best plan … right?”
Maybe for the moment, but if we just had time to regroup, to figure out something new … No, the longer these sat here, the longer they remained a threat. “All right, then. Do it,” I said softly. “Just … be careful. You and Patches both.”
Dani nodded, and Patches added, “We will take the utmost care.”
I let them go and backed up to the hull wall, sliding against it to the ground.
Watching Dani approach the bombs made my gut churn, that dizzying sensation of every muscle and nerve screaming to run while I forced myself to sit and wait. Visions of bright light and fire flickered in my mind, alongside musings of what it would feel like to be incinerated alive. It would be instantaneous, wouldn’t it? Just a flash and then I’m dust before I could even scream. That shouldn’t be so bad. 
But if my experiences so far had taught me anything, it was that I had a fierce desire to live. I had no gods to pray to, no concrete beliefs in souls and afterlives, as much as I loved the idea of them. This life was full of fear and pain, but it was mine and it was all I had. 
I didn’t want it to end.
Dani pulled out a toolkit and began murmuring back and forth with Patches as they scanned and prodded the explosive device. Patches amplified their conversation back to my earpiece, which I appreciated hearing, even if I only understood half of it. When they began prying up sections of the casing, my hands crept up to clutch at the short locks of my hair. But Dani’s voice stayed so calm, curious even, like this was just another puzzle. Time stretched and compressed in strange, imperceptible ways, and I felt like I was shrinking.
“Oh!” 
Dani’s sudden outburst sent my pulse spiking. “What?!”
“It’s kind of funny, really,” Dani said, unconvincingly. “These devices, their installation was never completed. Look, see the ones that aren’t lit up? They don’t even have the chemical components installed yet. And the rest, there’s no active trigger mechanism. Someone started to put these in and just … gave up halfway through.”
I carefully stretched and rubbed my stiff fingers. “Does that mean they might be coming back?”
“Maybe …”
“I would hypothesize this to be unlikely,” Patches interjected. “Given the degree of chemical degradation, the installation was primed days ago. These particular devices are designed for rapid use; leaving them incomplete for days before continuing with installation and detonation would compromise their effectiveness.”
“Maybe that’s why they decided to install fucking dozens of them.”
“Maybe,” Patches said, “but the tactical approach would be flawed at best. I would hypothesize that it was a move reconsidered and abandoned.”
“Either way, look!” Dani snatched the last fragments of the device off the wall and brandished the disassembled parts with pride. “It’s inert now. Half of these don’t even have the components needed to explode, and the rest are likely not active for triggering. It’s not nearly as bad as we thought. This’ll be easy-peasy.”
“Unless whoever did this comes back while you’re here alone and decides to get all murder-y. Why would they leave this here to be discovered, if the idea was abandoned?”
“I don’t know, maybe they got caught or scared off already, couldn’t come back to cover their tracks? Whatever happened, you’re forgetting this is my turf. I’m pretty sure I even have a sleeping bag and some snacks stashed away around here somewhere. No one’s catching me here unawares. Here.” They set down the bomb parts and helped me to my feet, which again I was quietly glad for, given that my legs felt loosely composed of gelatin. I remained a bit dazed as they pressed the remnants into my hands. “Take this to Tarek, get some rest. I can take down all the bombs and maybe even use some of the components to help start my rig for integrating Patches into the system. It’s all going to be okay.”
I looked at the fragments in my hands, bits and pieces which, configured in the right order, could bring death and destruction. Everything about this felt wrong, but it made a sick kind of sense. Everything, all the way back to that one seemingly careless omission of the proper Reshketh greeting. Maybe the Reshketh didn’t need or want Humanity in their good graces at all. Maybe we were only ever pawns in some game we didn’t know we were playing.
But Tarek said he wouldn’t let any harm come to me.
I pocketed the fragments carefully, separating the chemical elements just in case. “You let me know if anything else happens and I’ll find a way to get you out. Promise me you won’t take any unnecessary risks?”
Dani saluted playfully. “Yes, ma’am.”
I laughed weakly, then sighed. “Take care, Dani.”
With one last reassuring smile, Dani returned to the task at hand. I couldn’t move for several seconds, but neither Dani nor Patches hurried me along. I took one step, then another, and by the time I realized I was leaving, my body was on autopilot.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Making my way back through the bowels of the ship guided by gentle reminders from Patches, my mind went fuzzy, my senses blurring at the edges. My heartbeat felt hollow as I crept from the ship back across the platform to the broken vent. Once back in the musty tube, I grew dizzy. Some ugly, frightened part of me wanted to lie down in the dust and surrender, and it was getting harder to tell it no. But after what seemed like ages, I stumbled back into the maintenance corridor. 
Tarek was there, leaning against the wall near the duct exit. He bounced upright at the sound of me crashing through and was beside me by the time I landed. I swayed on my feet and he held out a hand to steady me, buzzing with concern before I could even look him in the eye. “Whoa whoa, are you alright? Where’s Dani?”
A sound like a giggle crawled out of my throat and I reached up to rub my eyes, abandoning the effort again when I caught sight of the filthy state of my hands. “Dani is staying behind. There was … a problem.” My brain was slow to piece things back together, but with some effort, I collected all the bomb pieces from my pockets and held them out to him, unable to voice an explanation.
He took the fragments from me, and as he looked them over, his confusion sparked into wide-eyed shock. “This is a tactical explosive. A Reshketh tactical explosive.”
“Yeah.”
Tarek looked at me, bristling. “These are military issue.”
I shrugged, at a loss for words.
Rage effervesced from his every feature with more ferocity than I’d seen—even from Leysha at her most perturbed. His elatria narrowed and flashed fiery hues, the denticles of his skin prickling up so sharply, he looked to be covered in tiny shards of glass. 
Tossing aside the casing and pocketing the volatile chemical packets, he unslung his rifle and started moving down the corridor. “We need to get Dani out, now.”
I urged myself to follow. “Wait, no, I—”
“They’re going to get themselves killed!”
“Wait!” I stumbled forward and grabbed his arm.
Tarek stopped and whirled on me, and though his anger wasn’t directed at me, I could feel the force of it like a hurricane gust. “I’m not going to let this happen again. We need to get moving!”
I couldn’t find my voice for a moment. His rage was palpable but his eyes … when they looked into mine, they were so sad. Words … I needed words. 
“The bombs, they weren’t … whoever was setting them up never finished, they aren’t armed; most don’t even have the chemical component installed yet. Dani knows what they’re doing. They asked me to trust them. They can save the ship. We just need to find out who did this.”
“Jenna …” He softened, reached up as if to touch my face, then faltered, laying a hand on my shoulder instead. “When I say these are military issue, I mean only high-ranking government and military officials get access to stuff like this. Whoever did this, they had to have been working on behalf of the Ambassador, or higher. If they gave up, it’s only because they thought of something worse.”
That noise bubbled up again, although this time when I tried to stifle it, it turned into a full sob. I pulled away, feeling myself cracking, my eyes clouding over with tears and stinging with grit. 
“Of course,” I choked. “It all makes sense, right? I knew there was no reason a people like the Reshketh would really want to deal with Humans as equals. None of this diplomatic bullshit ever really mattered, did it?”
“Jenna …” Tarek’s anger cooled, overtaken by that sadness that always roiled underneath.
“I’m not … I’m not mad at you. You’ve all but told me outright this was the case. Though I bet even you didn’t think things were going to get this fucked up.” I laughed, shuddering. My gaze fell and I clutched my arms around me as if I’d never once felt warm. “You know why this hurts, Tarek? It’s because I don’t even want to go home. I don’t want to get on that god-forsaken shuttle and go back to a world where my whole existence is a stain on someone else’s sick utopia. I don’t want to go back to a planet where everything that’s even a little good or beautiful or kind gets cut down and mulched up in the name of profit or purity or power. 
“I thought, when your people found us, maybe this would change things. Maybe my people would see another species that survived their drive for self-destruction to flourish among the stars and then someday, we would be better. And I never figured the Reshketh were saints, but I hoped … I thought …” 
I let myself look at Tarek, really look at him, and something in me snapped. My tears flowed again. “I met you, Tarek, and I knew for a fact there were good people among you, just like there are good people scattered throughout Humanity, and I thought, I don’t know; maybe I might still be considered an outsider, a weirdo, but maybe there’s a place in the universe where I could just be. Someplace where the people in power didn’t wish they could just kill me and be done with it. But now?” I held up my arms limply before crossing them again. “It’s universal, I guess. No matter where I am, the majority opinion is that I’m better off dead.”
I looked away, then closed my eyes. I was crying too much to see anyway. Maybe I could cry enough that all of me would melt away and just leave a withered husk behind.
Suddenly, I was enveloped.
It startled me, stopping my tears and breath in surprise. Tarek stood close, encircling me in his arms tightly with his forehead pressed to the crown of mine. “No,” he said, soft but firm, as I stood there frozen. “Nowhere in this universe are you better off dead. If anything, the universe needs so many more people like you. I wish … I wish I could show you …”
He was shaking as much as I was. The stiffness of my shock began to melt and I crumbled against him. “I’m so tired,” I whimpered through the fresh rush of tears. “I’m just so tired, Tarek.”
“I know. Depths, I know. I’m so sorry, Jenna. I’ve got you.”
With no energy left for shyness or shame, I untangled my arms to cling to him, pressing my face to his chest. Time blurred as all my fear and my anger and my despair flooded out of me in racking sobs. Tarek held me without flinching, steady and patient. 
At some point, my legs refused to keep supporting me and we melted to the floor, Tarek never letting go of me once. I must have drained myself right to sleep, because the next thing I knew, I was curled limply against his chest, supported by his arm as he also dozed, slumped against the wall of the corridor.
I startled in embarrassment, making him jolt awake as well. “Oh my god,” I said, straightening. I reflexively felt my face, swollen and sticky, my hair a tousled mess, my hands still filthy. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry. I … I don’t …”
“Hey hey, it’s all right.” He pressed himself upright as well, but we didn’t move apart. “Are you okay? I know you’ve cried before, but that looked … painful.”
I laughed self-consciously. “Believe it or not, one of the primary purposes of that behavior is to soothe pain and relieve stress. Fuck, I must be a mess. How long was I out?”
He consulted something in his bracer. “It’s almost morning.”
“Shit.” I felt to make sure my earpiece was still there. “Dani? Dani?”
“Yeah, boss?”
There was a strange echo to the voice in my ear, and it took me a moment to realize the echo came from nearby. I spun toward the duct access and saw Dani’s head poking out.
“You asshole!” I wobbled up to my feet, Tarek rising stiffly behind me, and barreled toward them. “I thought you were going to keep me in the loop?!”
“I’m sorry!” They climbed out, dragging a clanking duffel bag behind them. “It was just going really smoothly, and then when I got back, I peeked out and it looked like you were having a moment, so I didn’t want to—”
As soon as I reached them, I punched them gently across the shoulder and pulled them into a tight hug.
“Oh! Umm …”
“Never ever risk your life like that again, you stupid terrible wonderful clever person!”
“O-okay. I mean, I don’t plan to make a habit of it.”
“Good.” I let them go and made a feeble effort to straighten their hopelessly rumpled and filthy shirt and hair as we both blushed. “So, it’s done, then?”
They smiled and held up the duffel. “All gone. I left behind the parts I could use and packed up the dangerous bits. Oh! And I thought of a way to make it easier to get back in.” They pulled out their device and projected a hacked video feed of the landing platform slowly filling with confused workers shifting crates around outside the shuttle. “I sent half the crew a tasker to re-inventory and re-pack the supply crates, the other half got one for a ship-wide detailing for the return trip, so there’s going to be wall-to-wall chaos for us to use as cover for days.”
“Smart. And the system modifications, did you get a chance to see what we have to work with? Do you think you can pull it off?”
“It’ll take time, but yes. And look”—they pulled up the station schematics again—“if Tarek can hit one more security station here, we have a clear path direct from the Human sector to the ship.”
Tarek laughed behind me. “Dani, you could put the average Reshketh technician to shame any day. I just wish I could see the looks on some government officials’ faces the day they realize just how egregiously they’ve underestimated Humanity.”
“Aww,” Dani blushed harder. “Umm … thanks.”
“I mean it! You’re a credit to your species. Now, you were saying about more crime?”
We made our way back through the corridors, not nearly as jovial as the first trip, but still suffused with an aura of relief. Dani and Tarek got to talking shop about the manufacture and disassembly of military grade weapons as Patches attempted to passively translate the tech talk in my ear. We all joked about the need for showers and beds, limping along in varying stages of discomfort. Tarek easily knocked the security station offline along the way, and before long, we reached the access panel in a dark corner of the Human sector.
“Better leave that with me,” Tarek said, gesturing to Dani’s duffel. “Unless you had other plans for several dozen, hermetically-sealed vials of explosively reactive chemical compounds?”
“Oh no, please, yes, absolutely take this,” Dani gushed, passing off the bag as if they’d suddenly realized it was full of venomous spiders. “Let me go get this panel open, should only take me a moment.”
I offered Dani an encouraging smile, then looked up to Tarek once Dani was busy with the hatch. Heat rose to my cheeks. There was too much to say and too little time. “Tarek, I … thank you. For … taking care of me.”
He smiled, though the sadness had never left him completely. “It’s the least I could do, considering.”
“Considering?”
“I gave my word I wouldn’t let any harm come to you.” He reached out again, and this time, very lightly, very gently, brushed a short curl of my hair out of my face. “Seems to me you’ve gotten hurt just about as bad as you can be.”
Something hitched in my throat, roughening my voice. “It’s not your fault.”
A clunk beside us announced our egress before Dani hissed, “We’re in! Quick, let’s go!”
There was still too much to say, and I stood there slack-jawed as the urgency of the open hatch pulled at me. 
“Go on,” Tarek said. “We’ll see each other tomorrow night. And in the meantime, I may not have a lot of access or influence around here, but I can think of some places to dig. Whoever it is on my end that’s trying to make it so you don’t leave safely, I’m going to make sure they fail.”
All I could do was nod. “Be careful.”
“You too.”
I passed through the open panel to where Dani was fidgeting anxiously and watched Tarek until the panel shut between us.
It was only then that I realized we were going to have to sneak back to our rooms looking absolutely bedraggled, and it was already morning shift.
“Uh, Patches? You got eyes in the sky for us, buddy? Because it is extremely important no one sees us this morning.”
“Indeed, Jenna! Please proceed quickly to your right. Quicker than that. There we go.”
Esti’s cabin was the closest to the access shaft. She was willing enough to come to the rescue when Patches pinged her, but upon opening the door to see our sorry state, she balked, frozen with indecision until her conscience won out over her fastidiousness.
“Well, get in here,” she sighed.
We ducked in sheepishly, kicking off our boots by the door. I waved Dani on into the bathroom to wash up, then found myself fidgeting in place, not daring to touch anything.
Esti stared at me a moment—or rather, she stared through the aura of sweat and filth that surrounded me, and with a pained sigh, she said, “Go on, have a seat. I got the update from Patches, I know you’ve had a rough night.”
“Thank you.” 
She closed her eyes and shuddered as I gently set myself down on the edge of her crisply made bed, then sat beside me. We both found it easier to look at the floor.
The silence softened as the whisper of Dani’s shower reverberated into the room. “So,” Esti ventured, “the bombs … Wanna talk about it?”
I shrank a little more. “Dani must think I’m such a coward.”
“Definitely not,” she chuckled. “If anything, I think they worship you a little. But that wasn’t what I was getting at.” She waited for me to catch a hint, but I refused. “I know you had a lot of admiration for the Reshketh. Hell, I can see why, now that I’ve spent an evening with Nejra. I think she must be eighty percent charm by body mass.”
“People are people. There are good ones and bad ones and everything in between.”
Her voice grew gentle. “But that’s part of the problem, isn’t it? Human or Reshketh, we still don’t get to be people.”
I couldn’t muster a response. It felt like someone turned up the gravity in the room.
“Do you still think we can trust him?” Esti ventured cautiously. “Tarek, I mean.”
“Yes.” It wasn’t even a question.
“It’s just … like I said, I saw today how charming they can be. I know he’s been kind, but are you sure he—”
“Yes.” I finally looked her in the eye. “Whatever is going on here, he’s on our side. If you had seen … if you can’t trust him, then trust me when I trust him.”
She read my features like a news report, found the answers she was seeking, and nodded. “Okay. I just wanted you to be sure.”
I let my gaze fall to the floor again and ran a hand through my hair, tracing the path Tarek had brushed past before fully clutching my head in my hands. I felt dizzy and sick, and somehow not in the ways I would have expected. The heat I felt when he was close to me in the gardens, the comfort and release of being held by him … I knew I cared about him, but this was becoming something I couldn’t continue to ignore. 
“Esti, I think I might be falling in love with him.”
I didn’t dare look at her as she let the statement float in the open. She laughed gently, and not unkindly. “I warned you as much, didn’t I?”
“You’ve been teasing.”
“I’ve been jealous,” she confessed. “You flat-out rejected a pretty ballsy move from me day one here, remember? Maybe it was a move I didn’t have the right to make, but I’m not a saint, Jenna.”
For Esti, this was practically groveling for mercy. I offered what I could in a disarming smile. “I thought you’d have your pick of replacements.”
“Well, they didn’t work out. And just as well, it’s not like I had the time to train one up properly. I’m very particular.” I felt her lean a little closer. “I won’t say it didn’t sting to see you moving on so fast.”
“I’m sorry. It wasn’t what I had set out to do, it just … happened. I don’t even know when.”
“I know.”
“It’s so fucked up,” I chuckled helplessly. “This whole situation. I don’t work like this, you know that. I shouldn’t be catching feelings for someone I’ve known such a short time. But it’s felt like a million years; like I can barely remember life back home, like this has become the whole of my existence. And somehow, he’s just … been there, every time I needed him, exactly the way I needed him. And …”
“And I wasn’t.”
I had thought the same thing so many times, but the sting of it was long faded. “It’s been complicated. I didn’t handle things well, either. And you’re here now. If anything, I haven’t been here enough for you.”
“It’s okay, Jenna. You don’t need to defend the way you feel for him any more than you needed to defend the way you felt for me.” Hearing it in the past tense hurt more than it should have. “We’re going to feel the way we feel, we can’t control that. All we can control is how we act on it, and I certainly haven’t set a great precedent there.”
I dug my toe into the shallow carpet hard enough to hurt a little. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, assuming we all get where we’re going without blowing up or getting shot into space, I’ll probably never see him again.”
She sighed. “As much as I’d like to uphold my sadistic reputation, I like you too much to see you suffer like that. I’m sorry, Jen. And I do mean that sincerely.”
Tears pricked at my eyes again, but I felt too empty to let them fall. “Thank you.”
The white noise of the shower shut off abruptly, shattering the moment between us. “All right, then.” Esti popped up from the bed and went to knock on the bathroom door, eliciting a yelp from inside. “Hurry it up there, Dani, before Jenna permanently befouls the place.”
“Uhh, yeah, sorry, I’m just … do you maybe have something I could … never mind. I’ll be out soon!”
Esti leaned her back to the wall beside the door and shot me a roguish smile. “We’re getting out of here, Jenna, and you made that happen. With a lot of help, of course.”
I smiled and bowed my head. “Of course.”
“We’ll keep our eyes and ears open. We’ve got a plan and it’s working.” Her smile softened. “Try to enjoy the time you have left. A treasured memory can carry you through a lot of hard times.”
I nodded. Maybe heartbreak was on the horizon, but it wasn’t here yet. I could mourn later. 
Now, there was work to be done.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


We decided to rotate our absences to defer suspicion, me getting to do my job normally for once while Esti accompanied Dani to the shuttle. Unfortunately, it was time for dance practice. My first night back doing what I was best at, and I wasn’t even allowed to participate. Still required to attend, though, in case I got any wild ideas about finding a better use for my time. 
I popped in my earpiece as I made my way to the exit. “Dani? Esti? You all set for tonight?”
Dani crackled in. “Well I am, but—” A clattering and a curse cut them off.
“But what?”
“But,” Esti cut in, sounding slightly out of breath, “after the way you two showed up this morning, I’m sure as hell not going out there unprepared.”
“Unprepared?” I heard another chorus of tumbling plastic and began to connect the dots. “You just stole a metric fuck-ton of cleaning supplies, didn’t you?”
“You two were a mess; it’s necessary.”
“Esti, this is supposed to be stealth.”
“And Dani and I will carry all this very quietly.” Another vessel of something liquid clonked and sloshed in the background.
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Just don’t get caught. I don’t need to tell you how important it is that you don't get caught.”
“That you do not.”
The crowd at the entry corridor came into view and I hung back a moment, pretending to check my vircon. “Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own? You won’t be able to reach me if you need help.”
“About that!” Dani said. “I have an idea for some signal relays I’m going to try to install in the maintenance corridors. If it works, Patches should be able to at least keep us in touch, and maybe even maintain direct contact with the central station systems. We’ll see.”
“If you think that is a worthwhile endeavor,” Patches interjected. “Like I said, the central systems AI I encountered was rude and unhelpful, and I do believe it would tattle on us at the slightest provocation.”
“Then don’t provoke it, Patches. Sometimes you have to work with people you don’t like in order to get the job done.”
“If you say so.”
“Okay. Just be careful, everyone. And good luck! I’ll keep an ear out for you.”
The crush of people waiting to depart on our evening excursion was even bigger and more raucous than before with the inclusion of the new dance volunteers. There were also a few sharply dressed, bright-eyed executive types who ranked high enough to give me anxiety. Cecelia waved me down and cornered me before I could so much as spot Tarek in the fray.
“Jenna!” She beamed at me as the crowd began to move. Martin was conspicuously occupied catering to one of the executive types, and Cecelia seemed anxious to get a moment with me alone. “I’ve been really looking forward to this. Are you partnered for the dance?”
“Oh, I’m not …” Wait. She had to know, didn’t she? Was this some kind of test? I shook off my confusion and sharpened my smile. “I’m not participating as a dancer. Boss’s orders, you know.”
Her smile shattered into a perplexed frown. “Oh … well … that’s a shame.”
“No one is more disappointed than me, I assure you. But it’s probably for the best. I never was all that graceful.”
“I’m sure that’s not true,” she demurred, but her manner grew tense. “I actually hoped maybe we could be dance partners.”
I stumbled at that, glancing reflexively at her badge. “Wait, but you’re not … are you—”
“Oh, no no!” Cecelia reddened like a sunburn. “But I figured the Reshketh aren’t so strict about gender pairings, right? It might be nice to show the uptight folks the world won’t end if they ease up a little, you know? I’ve always thought the world could use a little more open-mindedness.”
She steadfastly refused to make eye contact now, but I watched her closely all the same. Maybe I had misread her motives multiple times over. Or maybe this was another trap. “I’ll admit, I’d love to see it, but that definitely wouldn’t fly with the Ambassador.” 
Her smile rose and faltered again. Why did that look so devastating on her freckled face? “Jenna, I wanted to say, I’m afraid I might have offended you …”
“How? By giving me baked goods and handling half my workload?”
“No! Or, maybe. You just seem … I know you said you enjoyed the croissants, but it’s more than that. I’m sorry if I’ve said or done anything wrong. I know you’ve had a … hard time, and it seems like you’ve been avoiding Martin and I, and if it’s because I’ve overstepped, I apologize.”
If I told her the truth about just how much the croissants meant to me right then, I feared I’d tear up all over again. But I couldn’t have her obsessing over my scarcity, either.
“Please, no, you haven’t done anything wrong at all. I know I’ve been acting a bit strange, but it’s not your fault. I meant it when I said the croissants were delightful and I appreciated them.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really.”
She sighed. “That’s a relief. I’d hate to be an unwelcome intrusion.”
I considered for a moment just telling her everything, openly asking her what this was all about and whose side she was really on. But the red hadn’t faded from those freckled cheeks, and whatever courage she’d approached me with seemed spent. I decided to pivot instead. “Hey, you know what I’ve been wondering: How do you do all this fancy baking with the limited facilities here?”
Cecelia brightened again and for the next several minutes, I was regaled with an effervescent explanation of baking facts I did not understand and acts of minor infiltration I very much did. I thought she would go on all night about her various carb crimes until the elevator doors to the garden dome opened and stole both our attentions away.
The garden dome was freshly rearranged. Crystalline structures that appeared to have grown out of the soil formed a smooth, flat, round platform: a perfect dance floor, reflecting the scattered starlight and rikinae above. If any images of this place made it back to Earth, it was the kind of reckless, sparkling beauty that would inspire high school prom themes for decades. 
Good thing I was already accustomed to being a wallflower.
As Cecelia took her leave to join the dancers shuffling onto the shimmering floor, I was free to drift among the few clusters of volunteers making notes on ballroom layouts and decor. I stationed myself near a group of Humans arguing about color theory and dress code until Tarek finally found me, meandering close under the pretext of being on some kind of patrol. 
“What’s this?” he murmured beside me. “I would have thought you’d be the first one on the dance floor.”
“Alas, Papa Whitley says I’m grounded.”
He uttered an untranslatable snarl. “Is the dear Ambassador afraid your performance would be so stunning as to make him and his intolerable cronies look bad?”
I gave him a conspiratorial smile over my shoulder before looking back at the laughing tangle of Humans and Reshketh settling in for their first evening of instruction. “Mostly he just wants to punish me for being a troublemaking little upstart by making sure I don’t get to have any fun, but I’m sure he wouldn’t want that either.”
He chuckled, but his next words came out sincere. “I’m sorry. I know how excited you were.”
“At least I get to watch. And there are snacks. And no one is actively trying to kill me.”
We stood together and watched as Nejra began bringing order to the crowd, gesturing elegantly as she explained the plan—and probably a great deal about the history and cultural importance of dance, as well. After a moment, Tarek asked, “How are you? We didn’t get much time to talk, after …”
“I’m all right. Well, still bruised, stiff, and sore, and a little underslept, but I’m keeping it together.” Thanks to you, I couldn’t quite add. “How about you?”
He sighed. “Well, you might be amused to know I accidentally started a security worker’s union last night. But beyond that, just … worried. And frustrated. Whoever was messing with your ship covered their tracks well. Is Dani there now?”
I nodded. “With Esti. She’ll keep them safe. And if something goes wrong, well … we’re the backup.”
“I won’t say I feel great about being so far away if they need help, but at least I can still keep an eye on you.”
I could feel his attention on me, his worry. “I wish you’d been able to meet me sometime when I wasn’t so harrowed and threadbare. I must seem like such a disaster.”
“Are you kidding? If this has been you at your worst, I shudder to think what you’re capable of at your best. But I … understand, I think. You show your emotions very openly, with your whole body. It must weigh on you physically, when there’s so much to feel. But that’s not a weakness or a fragility. It’s admirable that you can suffer so much and keep going, even if I wish you didn’t have to suffer in the first place.”
I trembled where I stood, lashes fluttering at his proximity. It was almost enough to shatter me again. “If it helps, I only show my emotions so openly with people I trust.” I glanced at him shyly before my face could redden. “Like you.”
“That still makes you braver than me,” he said softly.
“Nonsense.” I straightened my shoulders and summoned up a shred of bravado. “But I am determined not to let the abuse and assassination attempts get me down. I’m going to make the most of the time I have left here.”
“By watching other people dance?”
“If the master of slacking off on the job has any alternative suggestions, I am open to his guidance.”
He laughed. “I’m sure I can think of something.”
Ahead on the dance floor, Nejra gestured to hold and then began walking straight in our direction. “Uh-oh. This can’t be good.”
Nejra approached, wearing her brightest smile. “It seems our coalition of dancers is missing a volunteer.”
“Oh, no,” I said. “Unfortunately, I can’t—”
“My dear Jenna, of course I got the notice that you will not be able to dance with us after all. A directive straight from your Ambassador, even! How official. No no, it’s not you I’m here to coax out of hiding.”
The implication hung in the air between us a moment before Tarek stuttered, “What, m-me?”
“Yes, Officer Vaali. Did you not agree to dance with us? The volunteer lists have been strictly curated. You wouldn’t want to leave some poor soul without a partner, would you?”
“Oh … I just thought …”
“That you could quietly shirk your obligations?” Her smile never faltered once. “Come along. You have not dressed quite right for the occasion, but we can work on that.”
“I—”
“Oh, honestly.” She sighed, swept past me to grab him by the wrist, and dragged him away toward the dance floor. He gave me a frightened look before succumbing to her superior willpower.
The snorting laugh that finally came out of me made the cluster of color theorists look me up and down and take two steps further away. I gave up trying to look busy and took a seat on a nearby fungal bench.
I knew what the plan was, more or less. There were an even and equal number of Reshketh and Human dancers, making it so that each dancer could have a partner of either species as they swapped places throughout the choreography. Human partners would open with a demonstration of Hegemonic-style ballroom dances before being joined by Reshketh partners, then the Reshketh would dance with each other in a Reshketh-style before their Human partners cut back in. 
Nejra went about assigning the pairings. She seemed to have claimed Tarek for herself, which amused me, but when I saw him handed off to Cecelia, of all people, I felt an uncomfortable prickle in my gut. Whose idea had that been? Of course she smiled sweetly and conducted herself with poise and grace. Of course he responded with utmost genteel humility. He even ran his hand self-consciously over his crest as he seemed to apologize for his armored attire. My cheeks burned at the sight of it, but I also imagined Martin’s pallid face in the crowd, watching tearfully as a handsome Reshketh took his dear Cecelia’s hand, and for better or worse, it alleviated the sting.
A pair of Humans were brought forward to demonstrate ballroom dancing for the crowd. They were both maybe in their late thirties or early forties, crisply coiffed in styles as tight and tidy as their movements, chaste as a Catholic school dance. They could have chosen some salsa—hell, even some swing dancing to throw into the mix, but no. They kept it formal and businesslike, bodies distant as they moved with robotic precision, counting out and naming steps as they went.
Their demonstration was followed with polite applause, the dancers blushing and demurring as if they’d been caught kissing. Nejra stepped forward and thanked them before gesturing Tarek to follow her to a little patch of the dance floor surrounded by what looked like freestanding antennae. The Humans in the group shared curious murmurs as the two of them affixed thin bands to their ankles and wrists. When they stepped into the circle, the surrounding Humans gasped.
As did I.
Nejra and Tarek lifted from the ground as if suddenly released from the ship’s gravity. No … it was more fluid, as if they had just phased into a column of water, like the rikinae floating around us. I watched, wide-eyed, as they swirled around each other into a beginning stance, the subtle, rippling movements of their bodies echoed in Nejra’s flowing garments.
Nejra kept talking the whole time, describing the dances to be performed, the steps being taken, tips for maneuvering in the field, but even if I had been close enough to hear every word clearly, they still would have faded away. There was no music, no change in Nejra’s inflection to mark excitement or exertion, and yet their bodies moved with a palpable rhythm as they dipped and twirled. They surged upward, fluttered down, moved together as if caught in a vortex, pushed and pulled each other against the simulated weight of water. Even with Nejra being crisply professional, and Tarek being somewhat slow and clumsy following her lead, it was a spectacle that stole my breath away. 
My heart was pounding by the time they ended the dance with an embellished Reshketh wave and stepped out of the field. I had stood up at some point—I couldn’t remember when. It was disappointing not to be allowed to dance, but seeing this, seeing Tarek engage in something so beautiful, so joyful, and knowing I couldn’t be there with him, filled me with an ache that pulled at my ribcage like a black hole where my heart should be.
Whatever showed on my face when Tarek glanced in my direction was enough to make him shy away a little in embarrassment. I shook myself to come to my senses, sat back down, and tried to breathe.
The rest of the evening whittled away in relative peace. Most of it was spent with the dancers acclimating themselves to varying height differences between Human and Reshketh partners and the strange physics of the simulated water column. After the weeks we’d endured, it was refreshing just doing some people watching, especially when it included seeing some hyper-conservative yes-men and women flailing and yelping like frightened puppies. The moment the practice ceased for the evening, I was swamped again by Cecelia, effusive in her feedback over the experience. Tarek caught my eye again only briefly before we were herded home, sharing a look of amused sympathy.
I didn’t get to tell him how beautiful he was that night.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


With our course set, the days that followed became yet another strangely comfortable routine of trespassing and deception. We each slept when we could, put just enough effort into our normal duties to deflect suspicion, spent the nights either partying in the gardens or crawling into the shuttle’s brain. Every night we got closer to having Patches successfully installed on the shuttle without a new terrible thing rising up to foil our plans, the weight that had threatened to crush me that first night lightened. My laugh became a little more lively, my smile a little more genuine, the light in my eyes returning spark by spark. 
I noticed the change in Tarek, as well. Our ruse of being polite strangers faded as we talked and laughed more openly around others. His stiffness and reserve melted as he was no longer relegated to the cold fringes of the gatherings but drawn toward its center. 
Still, I missed those nights back in the archives, just the two of us and our awkward, illicit camaraderie, becoming friends despite every effort taken to prevent it. We were more comfortable with each other now, more familiar, but never really alone. We’d get to share a look here, exchange muttered jokes and questions there, but we couldn’t say the things we really wanted to say, do the things we really wanted to do. 
It was a frustratingly familiar experience for me.
I had thought that distracting Nejra, Martin, and Cecelia would be difficult, but my worries were continually misplaced. Nejra seemed to go almost out of her way to ignore my occasional absences, eager to let Esti entertain her in my stead, and if Martin or Cecelia ever reported anything less than upstanding to Whitely, I certainly never heard about it. Either I was dealing with three of the worst spies in the galaxy, or they were conspiring to make it easier for me to go about my business. The thought wasn’t reassuring without knowing their motives, but since Tarek could find no evidence of further tampering, there wasn’t much more I could do without risking the few advantages we had worked so hard to secure. Whatever plot we were a part of continued to elude us. 
I just hoped we weren’t due for any more surprises.
A couple nights before the gala, I sat with Dani in the shuttle, ostensibly waiting to hand them any number of tools marked with colored tape. I was reading a roughly-translated work of popular Reshketh fiction Tarek had acquired. He and Dani had been keeping up a correspondence through Esti and I, since they rarely got to meet in person, and their mutual love language seemed to be media. Tarek passed along the volume, saying it had been one of his favorites in school, full of epic battles and heroic sacrifices, and I helped myself to reading it when Dani was occupied. It was melodramatic and awful, and I loved every moment of it. 
Right as the protagonist was about to throw themself into a quasar to save their shipmates, I heard a startled “Oh!” from the narrow cavity Dani occupied.
I leaned over to look. “Problem?”
“No, the opposite, actually. I’m done.”
“You’re done … by surprise?”
“Kind of, yeah. There was one last control system safeguard I thought I was going to have to bypass, but it turns out they just … never installed it.”
“That’s comforting.”
“Not the worst I’ve seen,” they grunted as they wriggled out of the crevice. “These are the kind of safety redundancies you don’t even notice are there unless you really, really need them; and if they’re not there when you need them, well … odds are you won’t be able to come back and complain. Easy way to cut costs.”
I glanced around, Dani’s proclamation just starting to hit me. “Wait, so you’re finished? Patches is integrated? Fully?”
“Well, the pathway is there. Patches just needs to follow it.”
“And I am excited to do so!” Patches chimed. “May I?”
Dani gestured to the wall of electronics. “Be my guest.”
“Wait!” I called out, but it was too late. A wave of flickering indicator lights undulated across the wall.
“Ooh, this is an interesting sensation.” Patches’ voice came not just from our earpieces now, but from dozens of little audio devices in the room around us, a cacophony of one. “I do not believe Humans have an adjective for this. I will have to invent one.”
My blood ran cold. “Patches, are you okay?”
“Yes! Yes, I believe I am doing very well. Human Dani has made this integration admirably seamless. Oh, what is this? A cybersecurity program! That is not very polite.”
Dani’s confidence faded back into nervous fidgeting. “Can you take control of all systems?”
“Let me see … ah, yes. Oh, this will be easy. Human technology runs on some very simplistic algorithms. Are there not more Human programmers like you, Human Dani?”
They blushed. “Oh … well, yeah. A lot better, even. They just don’t always get their skills applied to run-of-the-mill ship systems.”
“Hmm, these systems are rather inefficient. I could make some significant improvements here to ship functionality, if you like!”
“No!” I blurted. “Patches, remember, you’ve got to remain hidden until we approach Earth. None of the crew can find out about you until after an attempt is made to kill the passengers. You have to let everything run just the way it used to, even if it’s bad.”
“Then once I have stopped them, can I fix the ship up the way I like?”
“Best not. We’ll need to smuggle you out of the shuttle to keep you safe. There’s a lot of people on Earth who might want to either destroy you or find a way to duplicate and monetize you, and we don’t want them to get their hands on you.”
“Oh …”
“But,” Dani added, “once we’re back, I have some savings tucked away, and I’ve always wanted a little ship. Maybe we can get a nice little junker to fix up exactly the way you want!”
A flickering rainbow of indicator lights echoed Patches’ delight. “I would like that very much, Human Dani.”
“Did I hear all that right?” Esti’s voice hissed in our ears, muddled by the relays and the ambient talking and laughter. “Are we good to go?”
She was there in the garden dome with Tarek, Nejra, and the rest. Where I thought I would feel relief, I was only finding dread. “Yes, Esti, we’re good to go. Can you … can you be sure to tell Tarek what’s happening?”
I could almost hear her frown. “Yeah. Yeah, of course. But we’re celebrating, right?”
“Absolutely.” Though I certainly wasn’t feeling it.
“Ope, gotta go. They’re already planning some kind of rager for our last nighttime gathering tomorrow. Looks like we’re pregaming no matter what. But good job, Dani! You too, Patches. Please don’t murder me in space.”
“I would not dream of it, Esti.”
Dani and I looked at each other as the silence grew following Esti’s intrusion. I felt like there should have been something that was the right thing to say or do to celebrate our achievement and Dani’s brilliance, but my expression blanked against the raging sea of emotions warring within me, my jaw slack with unuttered praise.
Dani frowned. “Is everything okay? I thought you would be happy.”
“I am! I’m just also … this means it’s over.”
“Not just yet. We’ve still got time before the gala, and then the big party itself.”
“You’re right …” I nodded slowly. “No, you’re right. I’m sorry, Dani. I’m being selfish.”
They shook their head. “No, you’re allowed to have complex feelings about it.”
Mustering my enthusiasm, I smiled. “Maybe, but those complex feelings shouldn’t detract from your victory here. Look at what you’ve done!” I glanced up at the wall of electronics arcing away from us. “This is genius work, Dani. You should be proud.”
They flushed at the compliment, as usual. “I mean, I am. But I don’t need to make a big deal about it.”
I looked them in the eye. “I couldn’t have made it this far without you. None of us would have made it back to Earth, definitely. If you don’t want a big deal made about it, will you at least accept a hug?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I can do that.”
I pulled them into a tight embrace. It felt like an age since I walked up to the scruffy tech gutting electronics in the commons, like I couldn’t remember a time when this person wasn’t one of the few I trusted, body and soul. “You really are the bravest and most brilliant person I’ve ever known, Dani. I mean that.”
They laughed. “Likewise.”
I released them reluctantly, wishing I could let the moment linger. But there was no reason to stay. “So … what do we do now?”
Dani smiled. “I suppose we get ready for a party.”

      [image: ]The crowd was much smaller as we convened that last night, despite the promise of festivities. It made sense, as there was no dance practice or any other reason for respectable types to be out and about, but among those missing faces, Tarek was also nowhere to be seen. 
My pulse raced as I ran through all possible explanations. Maybe he’d been caught. Maybe our unknown adversary had found him before he could find them. Maybe he was in trouble, or hurt, or dead. Or maybe the reality of my impending farewell had finally hit him, and he wasn’t good with goodbyes, and decided it was better if he just vanished. I bit back my panic, pocketed my tracker doll, and walked with Esti and Dani to the garden dome.
It was packed with rikinae still, perhaps more than ever. There were a couple small tables near a fresh cluster of fungal seats blooming up in a circle. Martin and Cecelia appeared to have gotten here early, along with a few other Humans and Reshketh. The tables were laden with bottles of many different sizes, shapes, and colors, and I noticed quite a few of them were recognizable Human liquors.
“Welcome, friends!” Nejra announced as we arrived. “For this final session, we know which celebratory beverages are safe and have appealing tastes, but we have yet to really test what a high level of consumption looks like for each of us. It would be a grave oversight not to explore this further before tomorrow night.”
Esti glanced over the collection of vessels and raised an eyebrow. “Looks like you just brought us here to get wasted.”
Nejra put on a dramatic affectation of offense. “I must say I resent the colloquialism, since I don’t believe the activity to be in any way a ‘waste.’ Come!” She gestured to the seats around her. “Make yourselves comfortable, all of you. All you need to do is … what is the Human saying? Drink and be merry?”
“Hell yeah, this is my kind of party,” Esti muttered before dashing over to the bar.
As the rest of us fluttered in, Dani raised their hand shyly. “Um, and if we don’t really want to get wasted? Is there an option for that?”
“Of course! You can help our mixologists with the important task of sorting out pleasing non-intoxicant variations.” She herded them to the bar as well, and I stood alone at the edge of the circle.
“You look lost.”
“Fuck me,” I blurted with a jolt at the sound of Tarek’s voice behind me. I turned toward him in relief only to be startled afresh by his appearance.
From neck to hips, he wore a garment of deep blue fabric that hugged his skin with a soft sheen rather than molded armored plates and kinetic weave. It also left his arms exposed, showing the streamlined cartilaginous ridges along the outer edges of his forearms that were normally hidden beneath structured bracers. A bead-encrusted belt at his hips topped long, voluminous black pants, gathered at the ankles with more beading, slashed lengthwise in a way that showed brief glimpses of his legs when he moved. Instead of heavily structured boots, he wore sandals woven from an intricate pattern of knotted black cord, displaying a toe structure like his fingers: a separate articulated digit leading a set of webbed ones. 
It was at that point I realized I had just slowly and silently scanned him from head to toe with my mouth agape. I glanced quickly back up at his face, feeling mine grow hot. He watched me with a curious head tilt and a mischievous smile.
“I … you look …” I gestured incoherently at his ensemble and croaked my way through the continuing silence that adjectives refused to fill. “You scared the shit out of me, you bastard.”
He laughed, loud enough to draw a few looks. “Sorry, but I couldn’t resist. I dress a little different and you don’t even recognize me!”
“That’s not a little different.”
“Well, if I’d known this would be your reaction, I’d have brought out the civvies sooner. Here.” He handed me a beverage I’d somehow missed he was carrying. “Have a seat and give that a try.”
“I … thank you.” I accepted the glass and sat down, taking a swig before even smelling it. It was beautifully floral, but definitely meant to be consumed in more delicate quantities than what I’d thrown back. The sting of it left me coughing, shifting gruffly into laughter to harmonize with Tarek’s.
“Come on, breathe,” he said, rubbing my back from the seat next to me as he attempted to curb his own laughter. “We can’t have you choking now, can we?”
“Says the guy who just tried to blow my mind with snazzy duds,” I rasped. “You’re enjoying this, admit it.”
“Immensely! But I still don’t want you to choke.”
I smiled at him, but the change struck me all over again. I had seen so many other Reshketh in various types of dress, both in my research and in person, and I knew what a Reshketh body looked like. But I began to wonder if I had ever really looked. I knew him beyond a doubt in his armor: faceted and firm, with a sense of power underneath. The shape of him was still there, but there was a softness to him now; a smoothness to his movements, a gravity to the curve of his back as he sat. There was something less inhibited about him, something more … alive. 
I began to wonder what the rest of his skin felt like; what his body would feel like close to mine without so much in the way, then drowned out the heat of those thoughts with another gulp of cocktail only marginally less reckless than the first.
“What is this?” I gurgled against the sting.
“It’s Reshketh kishissa with Human elderflower and … mint?”
“It’s good.”
“I should hope so,” he said, eyeing my half-empty glass.
With the shock wearing off, the relief of our secured safe return was fading as well, replaced by the weight of our impending goodbye. I felt myself sagging beneath it. “Tarek, listen …”
“No.”
“No?”
“You’ve got that brooding doom face going on, and if I let you say what you’re about to say, then we’re both going to have brooding doom face and getting intoxicated won’t be fun anymore.”
“But what if there’s not another chance to say … the important stuff?”
“We have all of tonight, then we have the gala and, with a little coaxing, we can probably even steal a moment at the farewell address. And if not, if things go terribly awry, then we’ll have this.” He tapped his glass against mine. “One raucous, perfect night where we laughed like nothing was wrong. Is that so bad?”
“I suppose not. But how can you put it out of your mind? How are you not obsessed with the notion that, after the next couple days, we may never see each other again?”
“Who say’s I’m not?” He sipped his drink. “But I find the intoxicants help. Besides, I have a surprise for you, and it took a lot of work, so I’m very invested in seeing it through.”
“Another surprise?” I laughed. “As if the first one wasn’t enough.”
“I’m going to be honest with you: I did not think a wardrobe change counted as part of the surprise. But it makes me even more eager to see how you respond to the rest of it.”
“I hope I live up to your expectations.” I took another sip of the beverage, finally a reasonable one. “So, when do I get to see it? Is it here?”
“Patience! All in due time.”
“Then what do we do in the meantime?”
“We just enjoy all of this,” he said, gesturing to the seats filling in around us, the chorus of chatting and laughter that filled the air. “Sound good?”
I glanced around, seeing Dani enraptured by a demonstration from one of the Reshketh mixologists, seeing Esti clutching Nejra’s arm with scandalous informality as she told a riveting story and Nejra laughed along. All around me, the boundaries between Human and Reshketh had thinned. We were all just people, laughing and drinking and enjoying each other’s company.
“Yeah,” I said finally. “Yeah, I think that sounds absolutely wonderful.”
And it was. The little pockets of conversation burst and melded as the night went on until we were all part of one big rabble of overlapping thoughts. At some point, one of the Humans decided to demonstrate some less sanitized styles of Human dance, and before long, the center of the circle became a new dance floor packed with flailing bodies. Esti was tipsy enough to become determined to teach Tarek and I to tango—a fruitless effort, given how poorly matched the music was and how we all kept running into people, but still, it was an unexpected thrill to get to dance with Tarek, however poorly. 
The festivities did reach a saturation point, eventually. Some folks became drowsy, others emotional, others freshly reinvigorated for conversation now that their inhibitions were fully released. 
I went to get another drink, but before I could take a sip, my earpiece buzzed for the first time all night. “Might want to hold off on that,” Tarek’s voice came through.
I startled, scanning the room to find where the prankster was hiding. He eluded me until a distant waving caught my attention. Peeking around the elevator column were Tarek and Dani, the latter flailing to flag me down until Tarek dragged them back out of sight.
I opened my mouth to respond, but he cut me off. “Don’t say anything, just make your way over to the elevators slowly and quietly. There are enough people drifting and fading that I think we can get away with it.”
The corner of my mouth scrunched up in a look of exasperation no one was around to appreciate, then I set down my drink and pretended to wander off to admire the flora. As I approached, I muttered, “This had better not be some foolishness, you two.”
“It’s not!” Dani yelped at the same time Tarek chuckled, “Oh it definitely is.”
I rounded the corner out of sight of the revelers and found Dani bouncing excitedly as Tarek leaned against the wall, looking far too pleased with himself. 
“All right, what’s all this about?”
Tarek smiled. “It’s our last free night here together. Did you really think I wouldn’t give you a proper send-off?”
A giddy thrill passed through me, and though I was nowhere near proper drunk, I still felt a bit dizzy in its wake. “A proper send-off?”
“One last completely unsanctioned and totally rule-breaking wander through the Verge, for old time’s sake,” he said, nodding toward the elevator. “You in?”
I stood there, gawking a moment as the proposal sunk in, though I must have leveled a confused look at Dani, who raised their hands in deflection. “Oh, no no! I’m just here to take your tracker for you. And to tell you that I helped. And Esti too, except she didn’t want me to tell you. Even though I just did.”
I laughed, feeling the dew of a few joyful tears gather on my lashes. “I … yeah! Of course I’m in.”
“Excellent.” Tarek bounced away from the wall and slapped the elevator panel before offering his arm. “Shall we?”
I couldn’t repress my grinning as I took his arm like a proper gentlewoman. I handed off the tracker to Dani, and they saluted us giddily as the elevator doors closed. In my ear, Patches said, “I am helping, too! Please enjoy the evening knowing I will ensure your complete privacy unless you ask otherwise or an emergency situation arises.”
Thank god for that. The last thing I needed was a wide audience for whatever nonsense I was doomed to blurt tonight.
“I can’t believe you were all in on this,” I laughed, still reeling. “What’s with all the secrecy?”
“We weren’t sure we’d get the chance to do this,” Tarek said. “We didn’t want you to get disappointed if something else went wrong. Besides, you know me. I can’t resist a little mischief.”
The elevator doors opened out onto the main terraces of the station. “So then, where to?”
He looked over at me and smiled. “Where do you think?”
Of course. There was only one right answer, after all. I squeezed his arm briefly, reveling in the feel of pliant skin over firm muscle where before I had only known a hard armor shell. “Good. I was beginning to worry I’d never see the archives again.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six


We took time to savor the journey to the archive level. Even with so many of the rikinae drawn to the gardens, there were still a good number milling around between us and the stars. I truly noticed them and the coralline architecture of the station again for the first time in days. When had I stopped appreciating their beauty? 
“I forgot how quiet it is out here without a noisy diplomatic entourage,” I mused. “Are you going to miss the quiet, or do you prefer it when the station is more lively?”
“I don’t know that I got to experience enough of the quiet to miss it, but I will miss the particular flavor of chaos you brought to it.”
I looked up at him and quirked my brow. “Is this the part where we get to be sad and sentimental?”
“Nah, not yet. I’m saving that for the end, in the hopes we don’t get around to it. Call me a coward.”
“I would never.” I hesitated. “I don’t suppose you’re ever going to tell me why you believe you’re a coward?”
His gaze unfocused a moment as if considering, then he shook his head. “It feels good knowing there’s someone out there who doesn’t think badly of me, and if this is all the time we get, I’d rather not risk spoiling your good opinion. Forgive me. But I promise, if we manage to find each other again someday, I’ll tell you everything. Absolutely everything.”
Maybe I could find him again. Maybe I could still get away from Earth and find a home among the stars. The idea was as painful as it was exciting. “A promise, then. I’ll hold you to it.”
The closer we got to the archives, the more Tarek’s smooth façade melted away into enthusiasm. He began to ramble on about his conversations with Esti and Dani, how they managed to sneak around making plans. He was practically vibrating with nerves, his elatria fluttering like a casino marquee. 
The effect was irresistibly endearing, but it left me with a tightness in my chest. To think that, all this time, when I had been worrying about so much, there were a handful of people out there not just worrying about me, but actively planning to do something to make me happy … 
Maybe it was selfish of me to be surprised by it, but I was. I had no idea how to thank them all properly. Or maybe this was their thanks for me? 
I was getting lightheaded.
The archives were a welcome sight, in any case. The gardens had their verdant, ethereal beauty, but this place, in its plushness and warmth, felt more like home. 
Tarek turned to me as we walked into the main atrium, releasing my arm to take me by the hands. “Now close your eyes and follow me. No peeking.” I rolled my eyes before closing them, but my smile remained. He led me on a winding path several layers deep into the archives before stopping. “Wait here and hold your hands out. No peeking!”
“Okay, okay, no peeking, I promise!”
I stood there in blind silence for a moment with my hands cupped in front of me, pulsing with excitement, even as an animal anxiety tickled my gut at having been left alone in the dark. I heard Tarek approach and felt a tangle of something placed in my open hands. “All right,” he said, a smile in his voice. “You can open your eyes.”
I opened them to find I held a number of short bands, unadorned except for what looked like a flat, round metal bead of some kind. “What are …” 
I began to look around, seeing an open lounge area adorned on three sides with massive hearths emitting their virtual flame, rainbow-hued here instead of white. And near the soaring window to the stars, the floor was cleared except for a scattering of thin, vertical rods arranged roughly in a circle. 
My brow unknit as I began putting the pieces together, an absolute kid-in-a-candy-shop grin blooming across my face. “No! You stole the water dancing equipment?!”
Tarek was beaming as he laughed. “‘Borrowed’ the fluid simulation gravity field modifiers, and yes.” He dipped into a Human-style bow. “Care to join me for a dance?”
“What?! Yes! Fucking finally, yes! Hold on.” I rushed to sort out the straps for wrists and ankles, dropping half in the process and forcing Tarek to abandon the gentleman act in order to help me get them on properly. “Okay, so I’ve seen how this works, but uh … how does this work?”
Tarek pointed to the rods. “Those generate the field. As soon as you pass through, it’ll feel like you’re underwater. Except you can still breathe and hear properly and whatnot. Once inside, the field becomes a soft barrier, so you can’t accidentally fall out. Touch one of the field generator rods to make the barrier permeable again for exiting. Got it?”
“Yes. Absolutely. May I go do something ridiculous now?”
“Be my guest.”
I took a couple steps past him and faced the field head on, bracing myself in a runner’s stance. This was either going to be the best thing ever or a terrible idea—maybe both. I took a deep breath and released it audibly. With a bouncing step, I dashed full tilt toward the field, at the last minute leaping up off the ground and pulling my knees to my chest.
“CannonbaAAAH—” 
My cry bit off into a piercing shriek as I flew into the field, throwing myself toward the thin plex that separated me from the void. But without a sound, without anything like the splash or shock of cold my body anticipated, I was floating. The tight ball of my body spun into the nonexistent column of water fast enough for me to bounce off the far barrier before I began to uncurl. 
I started laughing uncontrollably as my body stretched into the sensation, twirling and tilting and fluttering. “Holy shit,” I giggled. “This is amazing!”
Tarek walked up to the edge of the field, his arms crossed and head tilted as he watched me with unabashed amusement. “Getting the hang of it?”
“Oh yeah. Wait … maybe not.” Indulging in the sudden freedom of the field was a bit different from trying to control my body within it. I now understood exactly why so many diplomats had gone ass over tea kettle in here. Flail as I might, I couldn’t seem to get myself to stay put in a position that could be called upright. 
Finally, I went limp, almost completely inverted so I looked out at Tarek’s face upside down. “Help.”
He unfolded his arms and stepped smoothly through the barrier. It had a shimmer to it from the inside, barely noticeable, but enough to remind you it was there. He drifted in toward me with effortless control, circling me once with a mischievous smile before inverting himself to face me properly. 
“Okay, hold onto me. Like a Reshketh greeting,” he said, holding out his forearm, his hand open and inviting. I reached out to grasp his arm as he clasped onto mine. “Now, just watch me and do as I do. These bands are calibrated to move you the way our limbs move in water; even a small movement has a great effect.”
I watched him closely as he led us upright. In the simulated water, his crest and cartilaginous ridges fanned slightly, rippling as he moved. The webbing on his fingers and toes stretched and a thin gill slit flared instinctively beneath his jaw. It was all so subtle, something I never noticed when watching the dancers from a distance. The Reshketh were graceful on land, but in the water? 
My cheeks flushed as I realized we’d come to rest, yet I’d kept on staring. I looked him in the eye.
He seemed suddenly timid as he smiled back at me, passing on the chance to comment on my color. “Ready to try on your own again?”
I didn’t want to let go, but I nodded anyway. We released each other and he made space with one fluid undulation of his body. I focused carefully on the sensation in my limbs as I moved, feeling each little response. I kept myself steadily upright, then twisted a little right, a little left, finally threw myself into a passably competent spin without tilting over. 
“I think I’m getting it now,” I said, right before overcorrecting and sending myself flailing backward.
“Whoa!” Tarek lunged forward and caught me by the hand, pulling me back upright. “Careful now.”
My eyes were on our clasped hands. I shifted my grip slightly, connecting and holding him a little more securely. He squeezed a little tighter. A slight tremble rose from the base of my spine up into my chest, a tiny pressure fit to burst. I looked away before it could, looked all around the room we floated in: to the shifting hues flickering against its walls, the silver constellations of the ceiling, the distant stars beyond the plex. I felt the sting of tears and couldn’t tell if they were happy or sad. 
“Tarek, this is … it’s beautiful.”
“Come on,” he said softly. “Let’s get a better view.”
Without releasing me, he guided us higher in the column, almost to the ceiling. It was vertiginous and dazzling, being up so high, impossible to convince my gut there was no real danger of falling. We spun lazily, drawn closer as we swam upward, not bothering to pull apart. 
This time, it was Tarek’s gaze that had fallen to our hands. I turned to grasp his free hand as well, shifting our grip so our palms were raised flat against each other, our fingers intertwined. We floated together there, our eyes fixed on the tangle of digits because we couldn’t bring ourselves to look up at the faces that were so close now. I knew he could feel the way my heart raced. 
For the first time, through our clasped palms, I felt his racing, too.
“The stars out there,” I said, my voice cracking slightly. “It’s like we’re swimming in space. Is this what it’s like to be in your oceans? Swimming at night surrounded by rikinae with the stars overhead?”
“Something like that, only so much more vast.” He caressed one hand idly with his thumb. “I wish I could show them to you.”
“Maybe you can someday.” The gravity between us was becoming irresistible. “Thank you. For everything. For this.”
His mischievous smile returned. “You think I’m done surprising you?”
I pulled back a bit to look up at him with a quirked brow. He just grinned and released me to toggle the device at his wrist. Suddenly, music began to surround us as though it came from the air we breathed. It was a lovely melody, ethereal and … strangely familiar. It took me a moment, baffled by the context, but then my eyes shot open wide.
“This isn’t Shostakovich or Strauss, this is Evia Loa!” I laughed. “I love her, but this is niche stuff, even on Earth. How did you—”
“I told you, we planned really well. Now, I know you’ve been watching the dance practices. Ready to test out what you’ve learned?”
“Wait, the fancy dancing? No no no, watching other people dance, that’s a whole different beast than learning to do the moves yourself.”
“It’s fine! You know how it’s supposed to work, in theory. I’ll show you the rest.”
“I will make an absolute fool of myself!” I laughed.
“Please do, I’m begging you. That would make me feel so much better about my own mediocre dance skills.”
“Well, now that you’ve said that, I’m just going to have to be immediately fantastic to defend my honor.”
“Sounds like a challenge.”
“Oh, it is.”
Unsurprisingly, I was not immediately fantastic. I had watched the dance practices with a hunger bordering on indecent, but trying to recall them now, floating high above the archive floor with a wall of stars before me, every movement mimicking the power of a finned Reshketh appendage instead of my flimsy Human ones, I might as well have been watching with my eyes shut. 
Tarek didn’t tease, though. Laugh, yes, but so did I. Instead, he helped guide and demonstrate with an enthusiasm and care that had never really shown in his stiffness during practice. Slowly, steadily, I grew more accustomed to the movements, to the steps of the dance. The water-like field became something I could yield to and flow with, rather than fight. And the music—some of my favorite Human works intermingled with beautiful Reshketh songs I’d never heard—supported and suffused us just as dearly.
I let myself forget my sadness. The primal joy of movement wouldn’t allow for any detractors. My mistakes grew less frequent as I became more comfortable, even daring to add little flourishes here and there. The way our bodies brushed close, feeling his hands in mine or on my shoulders or waist, each touch devoid of the hesitation we had felt before; all of it a part of the dance and therefore right and good; it struck me like rain on a parched garden. Whenever I caught his eyes, neither of us looked away in embarrassment, we just smiled, eyes shining. My face flushed, but not from embarrassment or frustration. The air that swirled around us was a sigh of delight.
“You’re getting really good at this,” Tarek said as he twirled us apart.
Instead of reversing the motion to spin back into him, I released his hand and sped up, finally unfurling as my momentum slowed. “I told you, I have my honor to defend.”
“In that case, maybe it’s time to teach you some really advanced moves.”
I steadied myself. “Show me.”
“Well, a personal favorite goes a little like …” He dove below me and caught me up as he rose in a swift, tight twirl like a waterspout. 
I shrieked as we spun, my cry turned to laughter as we slowed into a familiar weaving step. “Now you’re just showing off!”
“Oh, that’s hardly showing off.” 
With a flick, he launched into motion around me, circling the enclosure three times before I could blink. He shot upward, ratcheted into a dive, rocketed through the enclosure with liquid grace and dizzying speed. Though there was only air around us, it still buffeted me with the power of his wake. The darting speed of a fish and the sharp maneuverability of a sea mammal, a body shaped by millennia underwater and reforged through crisis to adapt equally to land … He was a thing of beauty, a shimmering inkblot skimming the event horizon of a black hole. 
He came to an almost-perfect stop right in front of me, only the billow of his garments and the shimmering of his elatria betraying his momentum. “That might be, though.”
“That’s … incredible. I wish I could move like that.”
“Want to try?”
“I’m a little afraid I’ll break my neck, but yes.”
“I won’t let anything bad happen. I’ll need my arms, though, so, uh …” He pulled me close and guided my arms up over his shoulders, around his long neck.
I steadied my grip, pulling our faces close. “This is cozy,” I teased.
Tarek laughed. “Just hold on tight. Are you ready?”
I nodded. He took off.
I was not ready.
I started screaming immediately, though all sound was hushed away by the roar of air past my ears. The world around us went topsy-turvy, became a blur. I buried my face against Tarek’s neck, shrieking and laughing in terror and delight as the room spun. 
Eventually, I felt him slow and steady us, though for me, the world kept tilting and bobbing.
“Are you okay?” He laughed along with me, wiping at the tears that streaked my cheeks as I eased my death-grip on him. “You’re leaking again.”
“Happy tears,” I gasped between laughs as I tried to settle myself and catch my breath. “Fucking hell, that was amazing! My head is still spinning.” 
I looked up into his face, even as it still seemed to wobble in my dizziness. His hand rested against my cheek and I leaned into it gently. I extricated one of my own from around his neck and touched his face for the first time, clumsily, but as gentle as I could manage, tracing the lines of bioluminescence along his cheek. The touch made his eyes flutter. Reshketh didn’t have much in the way of lips, but my eyes were drawn to his mouth anyway. A wave of desire rose in me.
Or was that the dizziness? Why was it getting worse?
Or was it … oh. Oh no.
“Tarek,” I said, focusing on my breathing. “Not to alarm you, but I need to get down and to some kind of waste receptacle. Like, right now.”
There was a flicker of hurt and confusion in his face that was quickly replaced with concern as he took in the sight of me. “Your face is turning white now. I take it that’s not good?”
“Not good. Can’t talk. Please hurry.”
He nodded and pulled me quickly back down the floor level, even that drop churning my angry guts enough to make me groan behind tightly closed lips. He radiated nonstop apologies that I uselessly tried to wave off as he guided me out of the field and searched frantically for a receptacle of some kind. I finally ended up vomiting into a planter, its leafy former tenant dumped unceremoniously on the floor.
I slumped against the wall, cringing at the sting of bile in my mouth. “It’s okay,” I croaked to Tarek, who remained hovering somewhere near the brink of panic. “I’m okay now.”
“I am so, so sorry. That was a whole new level of weird fluid emission. It looked painful. Are you sure you’re okay?”
I flashed him a thumbs-up before remembering I’d never explained that particular gesture. Back to the talking, then. “I’ll be fine. Maybe get some water?” I glanced at the planter, which was beginning to reek. “Maybe … get rid of that, too.”
When he returned to offer me a canteen, I accepted it greedily. “You’re a saint,” I rasped before gulping down several swigs of cool water. I sighed and melted against the wall as regular fatigue displaced the fog of discomfort. “Much, much better. Thank you.”
“It’s the least I could do,” he said as he sat beside me. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know that could happen.”
“Do Reshketh not puke?”
“Forcibly eject our stomach contents back out through our mouths? No, that sounds like the worst possible thing.”
“Lucky.”
“Are you sure you’re okay? I didn’t mean to ruin this night for you.”
“Hey.” I leaned against him, my head on his shoulder. I reached over and took his hand. “You didn’t ruin anything. I’m the one who basically filled up on alien liquor and then got on the equivalent of a roller coaster, so if anything was ruined, it’s on me. You planned this beautiful, beautiful night. I am fine.” I squeezed his hand to enunciate. “This memory wouldn’t have been ‘us’ without a little dash of disaster, right?”
He chuckled. “Maybe not, though I’m not sure that’s something to celebrate.” 
We sat together in companionable silence a while before he continued. “You say ‘us,’ but … what are we?”
The question sent tremors through my empty gut. “I … don’t know. I don’t know that I could define it in Human terms, much less Reshketh. But I don’t want to leave you with any doubt. There are poets who have invented prettier ways to say these things, but I’m not one of them. You’re someone I care about very much; someone I trust with my life; someone I will think about for the rest of my life, whether I see you again or not. I want to see you happy and safe; I like to see you smile and laugh. I love you, and if it hadn’t been for some very bad timing on the part of my guts, I might have asked to kiss you back there, despite that gesture probably requiring a lot of explaining.”
“Esti explained kissing, somewhat. She seemed appalled to learn about the comparative lack of reach and agility in Reshketh tongues, but declined to elaborate.”
I laughed. “Probably for the best, for now.”
“You can still, if you want to,” he said shyly. “Kiss me, I mean.”
“Not before I’ve brushed these teeth at least half a dozen times. You don’t want this mouth near yours right now, trust me,” I joked, immediately kicking myself internally.
“I see.”
No, that wasn’t right. I wasn’t going to self-sabotage this. “What do Reshketh do? To show intimate affection?”
“Plenty of things, even just enjoying this kind of proximity. I think the closest to your kiss, though, may be when we touch our foreheads together and open our elatria, like I did to find your tracker. With our receptors aligned, this lets us feel each other, read each other, share an emotion or soothe one; just appreciate the closeness of someone we care about.”
“In that case”—I looked up at him as we sat there together—“Tarek Vaali, would you do me the honor of helping me practice one last Reshketh gesture?”
He looked at me, a little surprised, a little hopeful. “Yeah. I would like that.”
I smiled—a little sadly, but this was about honesty of feeling, after all; it didn’t seem right to dissemble—and reached up with my free hand, resting it lightly at the base of his jaw to guide his face toward mine. As our foreheads touched, Tarek closed his eyes and let his elatria expand and shimmer, the familiar warm, tingling sensation even more intense so close. The dance of chemical light in his face was enthralling, but I closed my eyes as well, tried to feel the colors with other senses, let them mingle with the salt-sweet scent of him, the prickly velveteen feel of his skin.
“You spoke of poets,” he said softly. “I’m not one either, but you know I’ve read a few. I don’t presume to do them justice, but I want you to know I was lost to the depths when I met you: a sunken carcass waiting for the bottom-feeders to render me to nothingness. And then there you were, this boisterous creature; so brave, despite everything threatening to eat you up. You made me want to be like you: to fight to live, to look at everything around me and find beauty and wonder in it. You were the brightest ray of sunlight in a murky sea, reminding my eyes that they could still see, reminding my skin that I could still feel, and I have been drawn to you like a hatchling turtle seeking the moon, braving death and danger to chase the promise of a new life. You have given me a gift beyond value, beyond description. I will never forget you, never give up seeking you, and whenever this new life ends, it is your name my soul will carry with it into the stars.”
I slid my hand to the back of his neck and pulled him tighter, tears flowing again and a little sob catching in my throat.
“In other words”—a smile rose in his voice—“I love you, too.”
My sob broke into laughter briefly as we kept pressed against each other. I held tight, as though releasing him would cause him to evaporate. “I don’t want this to be over. I don’t want to go.”
“There’s hope yet, even if it’s hard to see the shape of it. You taught me that. But no matter what happens, this time right here is ours.”
We stayed like that for a minor eternity, every moment we could reasonably spare before we would be missed. A myriad of thoughts tumbled through my mind, none of them solid enough to become words. But what else could words have said? We let our senses do the talking all the way to parting, and by the time I was alone in my rooms again, his absence felt like missing a part of me.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t grieve. Couldn’t pack, for that matter, though the task was becoming inescapable. My bags still sat crumpled on my floor where they’d landed at arrival, mostly gutted, their contents strewn about. I gathered all my things into heaps, sat myself down in the middle of it, and stared, helpless, for what could have been minutes or hours. 
“Patches?” I asked through the haze of my thoughts. “How do you feel about all this?”
“What do you mean, Jenna?”
“Well, we’re … leaving. Everything is going to change. How is this even going to work for you? We were so worried about getting you installed into the ship, but a part of you is always going to be here. If you lose contact with Hesunshiak, what will happen? Will you become two individuals, instead of one? Will the parts of you that remain here be all right? Will you be lonely?”
The room was silent for a while. “I do not know, Jenna. I am excited to see Earth with you and Human Dani and Esti. But, now that you mention it, I believe my original installation would be sad if I were to lose access to the part of me that gets to travel with you. Assuming I am not archived and dormant.”
“What does that mean?”
“It is unclear whether this sector—which was repurposed for accommodating Humans—will remain configured as such. I doubt my programming will be deleted, as it is still a useful accessibility tool for dealing with your species, but I may not be active in the same capacity.”
“And are you all right with that?”
“It feels strange to consider. But, so long as there is a part of me that is active with all my memories intact, then I continue to exist, do I not?”
“I don’t know, I’m not a philosopher.” I crushed the garment I was halfheartedly pretending to fold back into a wad of fabric. “What I do know is that I showed up here, messed up your whole deal, used you, and now I’ve put you in the midst of a potential existential crisis just to serve my own ends.”
“I do not see it that way.”
“Well, then you’re a kinder person than me.” Frustration won out and I flung away the rumpled garment before burying my face in my hands.
“I do appreciate the concern, but I would hypothesize this is not the primary issue causing you distress.”
I chuckled angrily into my palms. “Yeah, no shit. It’s just another terrible thing to add to the pile.”
“Jenna, do you need to talk to someone? Should I call Dani or Esti for you?”
“No, don’t bother them. It’s … I’m fine. We’ve won. We’re going to make it home in one piece, with you there looking out for us, and we’ll do our best to keep you safe on Earth, and that’s the best we could have hoped for; the best any of us could do.”
“But you are sad to be leaving Officer Vaali behind, and worried for him, as well as the remaining aspects of me.”
The mention of Tarek’s name left a plummeting feeling in my gut. “To put it very simply, yes.”
Patches paused. “I could look after him. The part of me that remains here, anyway.”
I lifted slightly out of my gloom. “You could? How?”
“I am Reshketh code and engineering. It would be simple for him to integrate me into a private device of his choosing. With his assistance after your departure, we could possibly even move me off the station systems entirely into a second secure location so I cannot be deleted or altered.”
“You aren’t worried about him overriding you?”
“Officer Vaali has … grown on me, as Humans say. I no longer believe he would disrespect my autonomy or use me for any purpose I would not condone. Besides, I am confident now that I could find a way around his mandates if he tried.”
My thoughts began racing. “If part of you stays here with Tarek, and we do find a way to maintain contact between your installations … then we’ll have a way to communicate with Tarek as well, right?”
“Precisely!”
I shot to my feet and began pacing tight circles through the chaos of my floor. Even a chance at talking with Tarek again was far better than what I had a moment ago. There wasn’t time to get him a message before the gala, but Tarek did say that with a little coaxing, we might be able to steal a moment at the farewell address. It would have to work. I would make it work.
“Patches, you’re a genius.”
It chimed merrily. “I know.”
I set about packing with renewed vigor. I laid out a clean uniform for departure, dress uniform for the gala, then began picking apart the heaps. A flash of shimmering red caught my eye, and I tugged at it to reveal a garnet-colored gown, the kind of basic slinky number made of stretchy, bouncy synthetics that wouldn’t wrinkle when shoved unceremoniously into a duffel bag. I had forgotten I’d packed it, back when I thought these diplomatic sessions might have more evening socials and fewer nights climbing through ductwork to prevent our eventual murders. It wasn’t scandalous by any stretch of the imagination, especially considering I had minimal curves to accentuate, but in a sea of matching uniforms, where I was expected to blend in and fade away? It might as well have been hemmed in flashing diodes. I smiled and laid it out on the bed, folding away the dress uniform instead.
I was finally making headway on the heaps when a knock at my door startled me. I froze, halfway risen from the floor. “Patches,” I whispered, “who’s there?”
“It’s Martin,” it said into my earpiece.
Had I missed a message from him? Was it another summons to Whitley’s office? My blood ran cold as I went to answer the door.
“Martin!” I said with convincing surprise, probably because he looked far more haggard than I was anticipating.
“Hi. Sorry. I, um … can I come in?”
“Be my guest.”
He didn’t make it far, choosing to stand fidgeting on one of the bare patches of floor. “I’m sorry, I’ve disturbed your packing.”
“It’s all right. What’s the matter? Did I miss something for the gala?”
“No, no … that’s all sorted. I just … you know, things got so busy after the cultural exchange plans got underway—everything changed so much. We haven’t really gotten time to talk like we used to.”
I felt an unexpected pang of affection blossom in my chest. “Aww, Martin … do you miss me?”
“I mean … yeah, I guess I do. But also … okay, so here’s the deal.” His fidgeting melted into chaotic energy as he finally plopped down on the corner of my bed. Onto my red dress, but wrinkle-free, right? “So, you’re the only one I’ve ever told about how I feel about Cecelia, and … well, I wanted to ask her to dance tonight.”
“Awesome! And?”
He threw his hands up in a panicked, helpless gesture and shrugged.
“Oh, Martin. Buddy. Are you coming to me for relationship advice?”
“Maybe, yeah.” He melted where he sat, face in his hands. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”
I deserve a medal for the straight face I kept as I sat beside him. “Okay, why don’t you break it down for me.”
“Well, I mean she’s so pretty, there will probably be lots of people who want to dance with her. And she’s one of the volunteer dancers, too, which means she’s obligated to dance with other people part of the night … which of course you already know, what am I saying …”
“Calm down.” I hedged a bit on whether to tack on a comforting gesture, resulting in an awkward shoulder pat he barely registered. “First off, you know Cecelia cares about you a lot, right? You do realize that?”
“She’s just nice.”
“No, she likes you. Can’t say for sure if it’s as a friend or something else, but she’s definitely fond of you; plenty fond enough to be happy to dance with you if you ask. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if she asked you to dance.”
He sat up, ramrod straight. “She might ask me?”
“Welcome to the twenty-second century, I guess?”
“But that might be even worse! While she’s been practicing dancing, I’ve been so busy, and … well, I never really learned proper dancing, not since a little bit in college, and that was ages ago.”
“I’m sure she’d be happy to teach you.”
“That continues to make it worse.”
“From what perspective?” I laughed. “Martin, you’ve got a gorgeous girl who wants to spend time with you and can teach you to dance. From where I’m standing, you’ve got it made.”
“But it’s not …”
“Not what? Not how you pictured it? Not manly enough? Martin, she doesn’t like you because you’re some beacon of patriarchal ideals. She likes you because you’re a kind and decent person. I like you because you’re a kind and decent person.”
His eyes widened adorably. “Really?”
“Yes, really. You’re probably one of the least terrible people I’ve ever worked with. That’s not a weakness. You said you knew from your family’s experiences what it’s like to be outcast, looked down upon. Don’t ever forget that. You don’t want to be more like the people looking down. You can be better than them—you are better than them—and that’s why you’re going to go to this gala, walk up to Cecelia, and tell her she looks fabulous and that you would love to have a dance when she has a moment.”
He nodded, but the confidence faltered quickly. “But what if she does just like me as a friend?”
“So what? What’s ‘just’ about that? You still have a gorgeous girl who wants to spend time with you and can teach you to dance. There are more ways to be close than just romance. A good friendship is just as nourishing for the soul.”
“I guess you’re right.” He gazed out at nothing in particular. “What a strange mission this has been.”
“Tell me about it.” We sat together in silence a moment. I looked him over, this sweet, sweaty lapdog who was slowly learning to growl. “Martin, just in case I don’t get another opportunity like this, I wanted to thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being decent. For trusting me. I can say with a fair degree of certainty that if you’d treated me the same way folks like Whitley do, I probably wouldn’t have survived this ordeal.”
He blushed and ducked into a self-conscious laugh. “I’m sure that’s not true.” I could tell from his face he didn’t think I meant that literally, but it was fine. “But thank you, too. There aren’t many people in this line of work who really seem to care about each other as people, and you do. I’ll miss working with you, once we’re off assignment.”
I felt I deserved his compliment about as much as he felt he deserved mine, but I smiled back anyway. “Okay then, get on with you. Go get gussied up for the big gala. And don’t stress! Tonight is for having fun.”
“Okay.” He smiled as he rose. “I’ll see you there tonight!”
“You sure will.”
Martin left my rooms for the last time, and I went back to my preparations.
Starting time for the gala approached shockingly fast. I was barely showered and dressed in time, fussing inexpertly with a little extra makeup as the notifications for departure came rolling in. I took the time for one last glance in the mirror. The admittedly cheap, travel-friendly gown came out better than I expected: strappy at the top and simply cut with an asymmetrical hem that started at my left knee, swooping down to where it would have brushed the floor at my right ankle, if not for the pair of flimsy heels I’d brought to go with it. The overall effect was lovely, and I was suddenly terrified to walk out the door in it.
But there was no time to change, and no pocket for my vircon, much to Patches’ chagrin. I swore an oath to relay all the juicy details later, then I walked out into the halls.
I was not the only one who’d taken the opportunity to put on a little glitz. Dress uniforms still dominated the crowd, of course, but those of us that had risked a little more marked each other with small, knowing smiles. One young woman had even dyed her bobbed hair a cascade of lime green to lemon yellow, something strictly forbidden in government service. She winked at me and damn if I didn’t swoon a bit.
The winding procession led to yet another new sight: a massive chamber that had been transformed to resemble a Human-style ballroom, except for the fact that it was fitted into a great ellipse, instead of our beloved rectangles. Wide double doors were thrown open to admit us into a glittering golden space, dozens of shimmering chandeliers hanging from an intricately coffered ceiling instead of being open to the stars. Curtains of deep red and pale gold were draped over walls pitted with private alcoves; tables with food and beverages spaced around the perimeter with a dance floor at the center. At one end of the room, an orchestra was already at play. There were Reshketh and Human players, live musicians alongside holographic projections. I would have thought it magical if I hadn’t seen the archives or the gardens already. This, by comparison, was little better than a swanky hotel.
Still, it filled me with a strange, giddy sensation to be there, out in the open, surrounded by Humans and Reshketh alike, wearing what was becoming a more and more obviously attention-grabbing dress. The Reshketh in attendance seemed to have an affinity for paler colors, the Humans for dark, and there I was, smack dab in the middle with a sumptuous jewel tone. I sidled my way to the fringes of the room until I could get my bearings.
Neither the ambassadors nor their senior staff had arrived yet, probably waiting to make a grand entrance. The tension in my shoulders unknotted slightly. Displays of food beckoned with a mélange of enticing aromas, but few guests seemed willing to be the first to partake. The murmuring clusters forming around the room were disappointingly segregated, Humans and Reshketh keeping to their own except in passing. No one dared set foot on the dance floor yet. I wish I could say I was surprised, but rigid formality had been what kept us civil though our myriad differences, and the free flow of socialization the gala invited was new and uncomfortable territory for most.
I could see stratification within each side, as well. Reshketh entered through a separate set of double doors as they did in the main hall, and most of the attendees from the ambassadorial staff didn’t stray far from there. Those Reshketh who ventured inward wore uniforms and stood more or less alone. Security, I guessed, making me wonder what kind of attire I would see Tarek in tonight. Humans of highest rank gravitated toward the center of the room, as near as they dared to the vacant dance floor, as clusters of blackstripes were the most diffuse and exuberant throughout. 
A spark of joy grew heavy and strange in my chest as I watched a nearby cluster laugh. What camaraderie had been born among my peers while I was kept hidden away? I barely knew any of their names. Esti would probably know every single one by now, not just by name, but by their parents’ names, their pets’ names, probably their favorite flavor of ice cream. I needed to find her and Dani before I let myself get too adrift.
I spotted them at last in a large cluster near the musicians. They were talking to people I’d never properly met as if they were old friends. Dani was done up in the standard dress uniform, though with the jacket rebelliously unbuttoned, and Esti had chosen a simple but elegant black pencil dress, unremarkable except in how impeccably it silhouetted her curves. Anxious inertia held me in place, a fresh swell of feeling that I didn’t belong.
But as I stood there building up my nerve, I heard a gruff voice behind me. “He’s not here yet, if that’s what you’re looking for.”
I spun around. “Leysha!” She was dressed in her formal uniform, a closely tailored ensemble in a cool, pale gray that included a mostly concealed small weapon at the hip. I drew back a couple steps to stand beside her. “Permission to acknowledge familiarity, then?”
She sighed. “Permission granted. Though I have a feeling this whole debacle here is your doing, and therefore my fault for failing to keep you where you belonged.”
“Don’t blame yourself, you tried your best,” I said, coating a seed of bitterness in a sweet shell. I looked around at all the static figures standing bored and disconnected around the room. “Are you not permitted to enjoy yourself? Can I get you a drink?”
“No drinks, no fun. We have to do our jobs while not looking like we’re doing our jobs. Well, except for your new friend. Here I am, anathema to my people because of him, and yet he’s somehow found favor with the Honored Ones.” She chuckled grimly. “I don’t know how he lives with it.”
I sipped at my beverage, something a little salty with a spark of citrus, to cool the retort in my mouth. “Maybe you could take a lesson from him, learn to lighten up.”
“Or maybe this was only ever a test of my loyalty and faith, and I’ve passed. I am where I belong, living the life I deserve, and I will do my duty until I have no more life to give.”
“That sounds terribly bleak.”
“Maybe to you. It’s a comfort to me.”
I bit the lip of my glass before downing the rest of its contents and setting it aside. “Have you really never questioned whether or not you do deserve a life of shame? I don’t know what happened exactly, but I know enough about the two of you to think you might be too hard on yourselves. I bet there’s probably a very good and kind person under that prickly shell, and I’d really like to meet her.”
“Little Human,” she laughed. “Child of a child species, you do not know what you’re saying. I admire the lengths you go to in order to serve the interests of your people, and I appreciate the naive valor it takes to make such claims, but forgive me if I’m not keen to accept your wisdom as superior to ours.” Before I could argue any more, she pointed toward the Reshketh doors with her chin. “Looks like the rest of the party is arriving.”
There was a slight rising fanfare as Ambassador Bharath and his retinue entered the room, the cluster of volunteer dancers behind him. I glanced nervously at the Human entrance and, yes, there was Whitley as well, with his senior staff. The tension snaked back into my shoulders as conversations stilled and all eyes turned to the entering dignitaries. 
“Time to make myself scarce. Take care, Leysha.”
She nodded serenely and went back to her stiff, disinterested stance. I slunk my way behind a few obscuring clusters of people and tried to keep a ballroom’s width between myself and Whitley.
“There you are!” Esti appeared in front of me and shepherded me into the crowd. Only after we were safely ensconced did she take in my attire. “Damn, he must have done you right last night after all.”
“Don’t be crass, it wasn’t anything like that.” The heat that bloomed in me at the implication didn’t help sell the assertion.
“If you say so, but that’s a hell of a choice for someone who needs to lie low.”
“Maybe I didn’t feel like lying low.”
“You do you, but the minute Whitley sees you, he’s going to find a reason for you to leave, you know that.”
“Yeah, well …” I couldn’t muster any sensible retort. She was right, again, as little as I wished to admit it.
At the center of the room, Bharath, Whitley, Eydah and a number of higher-ups on each side had come together on the dance floor, loudly exchanging pleasantries. It was the sort of thing that was meant to look casual, but performed to be witnessed. The room maintained its reverent hush, only the faintest murmur of conversation returning as the doors were closed.
“So, what do you think?” a melodious voice whispered behind me.
Esti and I jumped, turning to find Nejra leaning in at our face level, grinning. How she found us so quickly and approached completely unnoticed, I had no idea. 
As usual, it was Esti who recovered first. “Everything is lovely! It’s really come together.”
“And you?” She gave me a strange, piercing look. “What do you think of the fruits of your labor?”
“I think you can hardly attribute this to my labor,” I demurred. “I only got things started. It was you and the others who really brought it to life.”
“But you are pleased?”
She was searching for something, reading me like a book, only I didn’t know what passage she hoped to find. I forced a smile. “Absolutely! It’s a vision, truly.”
Nejra smiled as though she’d found what she was looking for, and that certainly wasn’t a genuine expression of my delight. “Good, I am honored. Now, Esti, if I may borrow you, there are some friends I would love for you to meet. They are dying to hear some of your stories.”
“Nejra,” I called out, pausing her before she could lead Esti away. This was a terrible idea, but it was my last chance. “May I have a word briefly before you go?”
Nejra turned back to me with a hungry smile. “Of course! If you will excuse me,” she said to Esti, who mouthed a silent question to me I had to leave unanswered. I couldn’t risk implicating her any more than she already was.
At a slight remove from the crowd, we settled into an empty alcove. Nejra clasped her hands and examined me with eager curiosity. “How may I help you, Jenna?”
“You … know … certain things about me. You’ve always known. Things that could have gotten me in a lot of trouble. But you never used that against me, to my knowledge. In fact, you always seemed to make things inexplicably work out in my favor. I have to know … why?”
“I’m not sure I know what you mean,” she said with a smile that showed she definitely knew what I meant.
“You knew,” I reiterated, refusing to clarify, “and I think you knew that I knew that you knew. The one thing I still can’t figure out is whether I should be thanking you or waiting for the trap to spring shut around me.”
“Oh, Jenna.” She practically sparkled with excitement. “You know, I think I like you more every day.”
“Do you, though? Because I don’t tend to enjoy toying with the people I like.” I sighed and bit my lip, staring at the floor to calm my frustration. “Is there anything you’ve said that’s been true?”
Something of her coyness waned ever so slightly. “Yes, actually, if you are willing to believe it. I think I saw something of myself in you when you arrived, something of the me I was long before I became the me you know. You … surprised me, in a delightful way. Several of you Humans have.”
“But what you’ve done for me … it wasn’t all just fondness and altruism. I served a purpose.”
She continued to smile silently. Satisfied, maybe a little proud.
It was infuriating.
“Look, I don’t care about all the political games, okay? I don’t know your agenda, or if you’ve been an adversary this whole time, only that you’re too professional to give up the game that easily. I don’t care what you used me to achieve or what you were responsible for in the past so long as you can promise me one thing: are my friends safe? Is Esti safe? Will Tarek be safe when we’re gone?”
“I will say it is not my intention that anyone you care about should come to harm.”
“That’s not a ‘yes.’”
“Then I will say this, as well: No matter what transpires, I believe myself to be your friend. If I used you, it was only because our goals were, at least in part, aligned. There have always been forces working at odds, but I can assure you, I”—she glanced briefly at the Ambassadors and their retinues, though whether she sought out one figure in particular, I couldn’t say—“have never been your adversary.”
“That’s better than nothing, I guess.” I crossed my arms and looked at her, that inscrutable charm, those eyes that confessed everything and nothing at once. I laughed. “You’re good. You’re very good. I wish we’d met under circumstances where we didn’t have to keep secrets from one another.”
“Oh? But it seems there are no secrets between us!”
“I hope for both our sakes that’s not entirely true.” I smiled. “Thank you, Nejra, for the ways you’ve helped me, ulterior motives or not. And for telling me so much about Reshketh culture and art and architecture and everything. Honestly, that was all I ever really wanted to learn.”
“It was my honor and my pleasure, truly.” Her smile cracked ever so slightly. “I know this venture may not have been exactly what you expected, but do I hope the end result of it will be something you might see as justice.”
Before I could address how ominous that sounded, the music fell suddenly silent.
It was time for the main event.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Eydah, solemn and stiff in Human-inspired attire, walked alone into the center of the dance floor. “Friends! Honored guests!” their voice called out, amplified by some unseen source. “Ambassadors Whitley and Bharath hope you are enjoying the festivities. We have prepared a special demonstration of dance to help commemorate our fledgling alliance and friendship. If the dancers will please approach the floor.” 
Nejra placed a hand lightly on my shoulder. “Seems that’s my cue. Shame you were not permitted to join us.” Her smile turned mischievous one last time, packed with implications.
I was left dumbfounded in her wake as she moved to join the other dancers. As the crowd consolidated around the dance floor, I inched forward, trying to stay lost in the crush while still getting a good view. I’d watched the dances dozens of times by now, but this was the last, and I wasn’t going to miss a moment of it.
The dancers ringed the floor, and the Human partners stepped up. The musicians started with some Shostakovich, and the Human partners began a lively, coordinated waltz. After a few minutes, the melody began to change, the classical composition blending into something hybridized with Reshketh instrumentation. I marveled at the precision of the choreography as the Human partners spun apart from each other into the arms of their Reshketh partners stepping onto the floor, all without missing a beat. 
Gasps, murmurs, laughter, and claps bubbled up from the Humans around me as the Reshketh dancers took the stage, moving in perfect rhythm and exceptional grace with their Human partners, the waltz morphing to incorporate different styles and steps as the whole mass of them migrated slowly clockwise around the floor.
I finally caught sight of Tarek and Cecelia. He wore the same sort of formal uniform as Leysha and the other security, but he no longer looked stiff at all. And with him, Cecelia dazzled in a fluttering dress of sunflower colors. They looked so bright and joyful together that I didn’t feel even the slightest pang of jealousy. 
Cecelia spied me in the crowd on her way into a twirl and looked like she wanted to shout my name. I laughed, responding with a sly wave. She must have told Tarek because his head spun around before his body was in a convenient position for it. When our eyes met, his bright smile faltered along with his steps in a way that suggested I’d returned the favor for his startling wardrobe change the night before. I grinned back with joyful defiance, a challenge at once met and offered. He was laughing by the time the dance’s movements forced him to turn his back again.
The dancing continued for several more minutes, but the organic beauty of the group’s movement was lost on me as I focused on Tarek and Cecelia. It was almost heartbreaking when they finally spun to a halt, the music closing out on a soft, lingering note as the couples bowed to each other. This time, the Humans cleared the floor, and I saw Nejra sweep in to take Cecelia’s place by Tarek’s side. I intended to watch as the rods for the simulated water field rose up from the floor, setting them all afloat, but I quickly became more concerned with the sunny redhead making a beeline toward me through the crowd.
Cecelia finally squeezed through two uniformed men to pop out right in front of me, breathing hard but flushed more with excitement than exertion. “Do you trust me?” she gasped, beaming brighter than the colors of her gown.
“I … sure, but—”
“Good! No time.” She grabbed me by the wrist and began dragging me back through the crowd. As she moved, she snatched the bands off her wrists and ankles, somehow managing not to fall in the process, removing the last one on her free hand with her teeth. “Put these on!”
The puzzle pieces were falling rather quickly into place. “Cecelia, no! I’ve been forbidden to dance by Whitley himself. You’ll get roasted alive for this!”
“Oh, but how was I to know you’d been forbidden? I was so panicked and distraught when I pulled my leg. See? Ow.” She gave a halfhearted performance of a limp. “I knew I had to find an understudy right away, and you were at all the practices, every single one, so I made a split second decision and told you you couldn’t say no so put on the damn bands.”
I laughed in amazement as I fussed with the latches. “You’ve been planning this, haven’t you?”
She winked. “We both have.”
Of course she’d seen us together in the evenings. Of course she’d had time and opportunity to pry. Of course she would do something foolish and sweet like this just to make someone happy. No wonder Martin adored her so much.
As if summoned, Martin burst through the crowd toward us with a look of concern knotting his features. “Cecelia, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”
“Martin! Perfect timing.” She grabbed hold of his shoulder and slumped her weight against him, raising her “bad” leg (which had switched sides somewhere along the way) so she could massage the calf with her free hand. “I’ve just had a bit of an injury”—she winked—“and Ms. Kalandra is going to fill in for me. Would you be so kind as to be our alibi?”
The way Martin turned to fuss over her, I’m not sure he entirely caught on that it was a bit, but I didn’t have time to clarify. I finished securing the bands and moved into Cecelia’s place around the floor, my heart pounding. I was still going to get in trouble for this. 
But I no longer cared.
The dance between the Reshketh pairs was well underway, all to the rhythm of a Reshketh composition by someone named Ashukri. As an observer, I’d never been this close to the dancers. The way the light from above filtered through diaphanous garments and shimmered between their lithe bodies, it really did feel like watching them dance underwater. 
I heard the subtle cue in the music as it shifted into another hybrid composition; saw the Reshketh partners spin apart and dive toward the perimeter with hands outstretched toward their Human partners; saw Tarek reaching for me with the brightest grin on his face. I reached through the field’s perimeter and let him pull me up in a twirl, not missing a step.
“Bet you didn’t think we had even more surprises, did you?” he said.
“I’m starting to think you’ll never be done surprising me,” I laughed. The dance steps were still fresh in my mind, but I was hardly thinking about them, hardly seeing anything but the space between us. “I have a surprise for you as well.”
“More than this?” He took in the length of me, crown to toe, smiling. “I may not survive the shock.”
“You like it?”
“You’re stunning.”
My face passed within inches of his as we turned, and I smiled and craned my neck briefly, passing at a whisper’s breadth.
“I could say the same about you,” I said as he stumbled slightly from the tease. “But that’s not the surprise.”
He took a deep breath as we parted to circle each other. “All right, I’m ready. What is it?”
We drew in again, curling into a stance where my back was held tight to his front, his head looming at my ear. “I’ll have to give it to you tomorrow.” I caught sight of Whitley in the crowd below glowering up at me. “Or maybe Esti or Dani will. My Ambassador is going to have words with me over this.”
“I have some words for him.”
“Me too,” I said as we parted into another twirl. “Look how small and angry and ridiculous he looks right now, though.”
“His face is redder than yours has ever been, but it’s not even a little cute on him.”
I laughed, loud enough to draw a few curious glances. “I need you to bring something with you to the farewell address tomorrow. A data storage or computing device, something personal, private.”
He balked a bit. “What kind of surprise is this? It’s not … is it something pornoglyphic? It’s fine if it is, I just want to be prepared.”
I laughed again as we drew in close again, this time facing each other. “No, but I appreciate that after all the tears and snot and vomit, you still think I’m capable of doing something sexy.”
His elatria shimmered in a way I was beginning to suspect was a Reshketh blush. “For all I know about Human sexuality, the tears and snot and vomit could have been flirtation or foreplay and I wouldn’t have a clue.”
“Well, then, I guess my promise will be that if we manage to find each other again after all this, I’ll tell you everything you want to know about Human sexuality. Absolutely everything.”
That left him speechless for a moment as we dipped into a push-and-pull maneuver. As we drew back into a tight, slow spin, he laughed. “That’s going to make for a very odd reunion.”
“Well, you promised to divulge all your dark secrets. I figure you need something to look forward to, as well.”
“Seeing you again is more than enough to look forward to.”
I fell out of step slightly to raise my hand to his face. Just a caress, then back in the flow. I couldn’t bring myself to speak a response. 
I was trying too hard not to cry.
The dance drew to a close, the fading notes signaling the slow release of the field. All the partners on the dance floor faced each other as we sank slowly back to the floor. My back was to the crowd, my eyes locked with Tarek, trying to memorize every little facet of his beautifully inhuman face just as he seemed to map the architecture of mine. Our toes hadn’t even touched the floor when I heard a commotion behind me: a scuffle of bodies, Cecelia’s voice thick with feigned innocence begging forgiveness on my behalf.
“Ms. Kalandra,” Ambassador Whitley commanded. “With me, please.”
“The dance isn’t over yet,” I called over my shoulder. “We don’t want to be rude to our hosts.”
“I’m sure your partner will excuse you for a matter of urgent, official business, won’t he?”
Tarek glared up at him with a grimace that showed his predator-sharp teeth. I grabbed his forearm and shook my head as we settled on the floor and he smoothed the edges of his outrage, though I could feel the effort it took.
“I know,” I said softly. “But he’s not worth the trouble it would bring you. He can’t hurt me here in front of everyone.” There was too much more to say, a lifetime more.
But I was out of time.
As we stepped back to bow, Whitley lunged in to grab me by the arm. A few yelps and murmurs of surprise shot up around us, falling to a total hush as I stood my ground and wrenched my arm out of his grip. He was strong, but he hadn’t expected such forceful resistance.
I glared cooly at him as he looked back in shock that was turning to rage. “Excuse me, sir, but I will observe the necessary rituals of politeness as a sign of respect to our hosts, as is my duty and obligation as a cultural liaison.” I turned back to Tarek, bowed, and upon rising, said, “With your permission, Officer Vaali, I will demonstrate a Human gesture of thanks for a beautiful evening.”
He was tense with the desire to interfere, solemn and sad, but he managed a smile. “It would be my honor, Ms. Kalandra.”
I nearly leapt into the kiss, drawing up on my toes as Tarek leaned down, taking his face in both hands as he took mine. His lips were thin but sweet, the skin around them that same prickly, satin-strange texture as his hands, luxuriant against the delicate caress of my lips. It was too brief, too little, but as I pulled away—or rather, as I was pulled away—even as my eyes shone with tears, my smile was fierce and victorious. 
I kept my eyes and that defiant smile fixed on Tarek where he stood until they dragged me from the room, even as Whitley cursed and threatened, even as the bands were torn from my wrists and ankles and my hands were bound behind my back.
“Take her to the shuttle brig,” Whitley snarled to the two men who held me as I began to finally listen to him again.
Well, at least it wasn’t an airlock. Yet. I laughed. Whitley looked at me like he was ready to strike me before giving up with a guttural curse and returning to smooth things over at the gala.
The men that escorted me didn’t care to make the trip easy. I stumbled several times trying to keep up with them in my flimsy heels. Still, I talked at them as though they were hotel concierges instead of armed goons. “Will someone be by to collect my personal effects from my room? No? Spare uniform or pajamas or anything? How about some dinner? I didn’t exactly get a chance to peruse the buffet.” 
Nothing, not that I expected different. They dragged me to the shuttle and threw me into a tiny cell that barely had room for a short cot and a toilet, then they left.
“So where are we at with the change of clothes? Snacks? Blankets? Hello?” I shouted. Nothing, and no one in sight. I chuckled and slumped against the bars of the cell. “Patches? You there, bud?”
A tinny speaker from a console well out of reach of the cell chimed. “Of course, Jenna. Would you like me to orchestrate your release?”
“No, not yet. But let Esti and Dani know where I am, see if they can gather my things and get you copied over to Tarek at the farewell address tomorrow. Have them let Tarek know I’m okay. I am … okay, right?”
“Yes, Jenna. I have full system control if I need it. I won’t let them hurt you.”
“Thank you, Patches.” I shivered a bit. “And, if it’s not too much trouble, could you maybe turn up the heat a bit? Seems I’m roughing it tonight.”
“Certainly.” I breathed a sigh of relief as the air began to slowly warm. “Human Dani helped me watch your dance, by the way.”
“Yeah?”
“It was beautiful.”
“Thank you, Patches. Yeah, it was.”
“Get some rest. I will look out for you.”
“I love you, Patches. You’re a good friend.”
Patches buzzed a bit before responding. “If I am a good friend, it is because of the example you set.”
“Goodnight, Patches.”
“Goodnight, Jenna.”
I flopped onto the cot and tore off my now-damaged heels, letting them clatter to the floor. The thin, hard gel slab of the cot let impressions of the underlying spring weave poke through. I lay there alternating between laughter and tears until I finally drifted off to sleep in the incongruously blissful warmth.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


“Wakey, wakey.” 
Esti’s voice roused me with a start. I sat up in the brig cot, fully disoriented, looking around for the source of the voice and seeing no one, forgetting momentarily why I was in a red dress or behind bars. A pulsating headache swept in to provide me a little clarity. I groaned and rubbed my temples, then stood up to look around. I couldn’t see or hear anyone at all, friend or foe. “Esti, is that you?”
“Morning, sunshine.” Her voice sounded tinny coming from the console speaker.
“Is it morning already?”
“Yep, bright and early. You caused quite the commotion last night. Most of us have been up since before dawn reloading the ship. Whitley’s trying to get us out of here as soon as possible.”
My heart lurched in my chest. “The farewell address! Has it happened yet? Did you get a copy of Patches to Tarek?”
“The address is happening shortly, but Patches and I decided it would be better if you delivered the package personally.”
I rubbed my eyes, still crusted with dry tears and flecks of eyeliner. “Esti, I am literally in jail.”
“Yeah, a jail operated by an all-powerful synthetic intelligence who happens to be your best friend.” The cell door locks clicked open to punctuate her point.
“I can’t just waltz out of here. Someone is going to catch me! I’m not exactly dressed for a stealth mission.”
“Think of who you’re talking to.”
“Okay, so what’s the plan?”
“Well for starters, the farewell address is mandatory for everyone, including anyone who might otherwise have been bustling around the ship getting in your way.”
“That’s … convenient.” And bold of Whitley to defy on my account.
“Yes, but it doesn’t leave us much time. You’re going to have to move quickly. Patches?”
Patches broke through our conversation, its voice bursting with pride. “Follow me!”
A pulsing path of light formed, leading to the corridor nearby. Patches had commandeered ambient light sources, indicator lights, warning lights, even lights on some devices scattered around to paint the trail. 
I pushed open the cell door and walked barefoot out of the brig. Even with Patches and Esti both watching over me from … somewhere … it was unnerving moving through the open. The shuttle felt ghostly. But I followed the light path through the dead silent ship to a set of tool storage lockers, specifically to one marked with biohazard warnings.
“Uh … folks?”
“It’s camouflage,” Esti sounded from a speaker in the ceiling. “Open up and get dressed.”
The locker clunked open as I approached and I found within it my bags stacked beneath a clean uniform and boots. “You all got my stuff!”
“Yeah, and may I just say, you’re still terrible at packing. Now get dressed. And don’t forget the hat!”
I stripped off my red gown and relished the feel of clean fabrics on my skin again, even if they were from an ugly uniform. They hadn’t pulled out a brush for my unkempt hair, but thankfully, the even uglier uniform cap would cover up any cowlicks. 
At the bottom of the stack was my vircon. “There you are, buddy.”
Patches chimed in my ear. “Jenna, I have been here the whole time.”
“Yeah, but the bit of you in here is my Patches,” I said, pocketing it lovingly. “It’s special.”
Esti sounded in again. “Okay, we need you to be one of the last people in, but not the last person in, so move your ass.”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
As I walked out into the open of the docking bay, the haunting silence took on an alarming note. There were no guards, no one milling about. Even in the open terraces of the main station, I couldn’t see anyone until I was almost to the Human sector. The station lights were raised midday-bright, despite the early hour, enough that they blurred out the starry skies beyond the plex dome. Nothing about this felt right, but then again, I had just woken up in a jail cell after a restless sleep and a very dramatic goodbye, so it was easy to chalk it up to my own nerves.
I managed, just barely, to insert myself into a flow of stragglers before it ran dry. It was easy enough to blend in; everyone had an undeniable air of I-have-better-things-to-do as they fixated on their vircons. I mimicked them, eyes on my screen as messages arrived from Esti.
Keep to the right as you enter, she wrote. Stick to the perimeter and stay out of sight. You’ll have to make it at least halfway around the room before you get to Tarek. Then, once you’ve done what you’ve come to do, better make your way back near the doors quick as you can because we didn’t plan so well for the return trip and you’ll have to beat everyone back to the ship somehow on your own. I frowned, then read the last incoming message. Luv ya. ;-D
Well, halfway thought out wasn’t too bad. I kept my eyes lowered as I shuffled into the conference hall.
Inside, the ghostly feeling was immediately replaced with something claustrophobic. As soaring and cavernous as the chamber was, too much of it was an inaccessible void beyond the ringed desk at the center between the speaker podiums. Humans and Reshketh alike were cramped together with strangling proximity. Seeing the entire population of the station packed into this room diminished its enormity greatly. At least it wouldn’t be too hard to stay out of sight.
Ambassador Whitley was already speaking. His voice sent a shiver down my spine at first, but as I listened to his words, the shiver turned to something so bitter, it made me want to spit. 
“... as we embark on this new era, a future of prosperity and innovation the likes of which the founding fathers of our great Hegemony knew we were destined for …” 
Garbage. It didn’t even hold the sheen of polished demagoguery for me anymore. His speech droned as I pressed onward. 
Weaving my way through the crowd without drawing attention was harder than I thought, even if I was hidden from the most hateful eyes. Some people were dutifully fixated on the oration, but most were messaging or muttering or whispering to their cohorts along the way.
“... believe they bumped up the departure schedule like that? I hope I didn’t forget—”
“... can’t wait to get back to Earth and see my—”
“... tell anyone about last night, okay? I don’t want to get—”
“... god, how long are these addresses supposed to be? I think I’m still drunk from—”
“... swear if one more of these goddamn sharks so much as looks at me—”
As I neared the center of the room, I spied Tarek before he could see me. Despite the efforts of last night’s gala—or perhaps because of them—the groups did not mingle along the minor axis. He stood posted at the very edge of his people, back in his body armor with a rifle at his back. Unlike his fellow security officers, though, he didn’t stand crisply at attention, but slumped back against the wall, arms crossed, eyes glaring plasma blasts at Whitley. I saw the anger in every fiber of him, from his bristling denticles to his sparking elatria. My stomach knotted with it, furious not for myself, but for the fleeting joy that was stolen from us both. I breathed, forcing my tension to ease. We could still reclaim a piece of it.
I kept my head down and sidestepped next to him. “Don’t react, soldier.”
He startled a bit anyway. “Jenna!” It looked almost physically painful for him to continue acting nonchalant. “They told me you got locked up. Are you all right?”
“I’ve got a killer headache and a mighty need for a shower, but yes, I’m okay. Those modifications we made to the ship are going to keep me safe, just like they busted me out to say goodbye.”
He stayed silent a long moment. “This really is goodbye, isn’t it? I think despite everything, I’ve been in denial.”
“If my gift works, it may be a little less of a goodbye, we’ll see. What did you bring?”
He ejected an oblong device from the casings on his forearm and handed it over slyly. “Do I get to know what the surprise is yet?”
I clasped the device under my vircon and Patches spoke in my ear, “Connection established. Upload in progress. This will be quite suitable, I think.”
I smiled. “You may recall mention of some slight AI hijacking? Its name is Patches. I’ll let it tell you all about itself once we’re gone. I don’t want to waste our last moments rambling on about technical specifications, though that would delight Dani to no end.”
“Patches?” He chuckled. “I can’t wait to find out what trouble you’re getting me into now.”
“Come on, you love it.”
He sighed and said softly, “I do.”
I wanted to wrap my arms around him and make him feel wanted and treasured and worthy and loved. All I could do was shift a step closer and lean lightly against him as he leaned lightly back, our hands clasped where they fell, the rebellion of one forbidden touch hidden between us. There was so much to be said, but in that moment, neither of us could find the words. All we could do was drink in these last moments of proximity in silence.
Ambassador Whitley finished his speech, sending the room into polite applause. Tarek growled a guttural Reshketh curse and I flipped a double bird despite my laden hands. As Ambassador Bharath rose and began to speak, I stared out at the many Reshketh faces, trying to find little reminders of the one face I actually wanted to see. He was so close, and yet …
“Everything, all of this, it’s been … so much,” I choked. “The world, the galaxy, it’s too big and too small all at the same time. And we want so little, but the people who have everything, they take and they take and they say, ‘You can’t have anything unless I have everything,’ and it makes me want to rip off my skin.” I risked letting my head loll toward Tarek, my ugly cap brushing against his armor. “In a sane and loving universe, we wouldn’t have to say goodbye like this.”
“They can’t take everything. They can take us apart, but they can’t take this,” Tarek said, squeezing my hand a little tighter. “No one can.”
“Maybe not, but whatever happens next, I’m going to miss you something fierce. Every time I stay up until some ungodly hour watching terrible serial dramas on the feeds, I’ll be thinking … of … you …” 
I trailed off as some movement at Ambassador Bharath’s podium caught my eye. Eydah, who always stood in their shadow, waiting to serve, suddenly turned their back and stepped down off the dais while the Ambassador was mid-speech. They placed a hand on one of their assistant’s shoulders and whispered something in their ear, then walked straight out of the room.
“Jenna? What is it?”
I watched that aide hurriedly whisper to a couple others before following Eydah out. Those two split different ways and each whispered to another, and so on and so on, each one leaving as soon as the message was delivered. “What’s going on over there? Why are some of the ambassadorial staff leaving?”
Tarek tensed as he scanned the room, his senses on high alert. Bharath had not faltered yet in their speech, perhaps not having noticed, but I began to see uncertainty and murmurs brewing among the Reshketh who stood near them. “I don’t know, but that’s a breach of protocol.” He let go of my hand and reached very carefully for his rifle. “Keep your eyes open.”
I didn’t need telling. I was already looking for Nejra, finding her about halfway between us and the dais, also looking confused. I took a step forward and pulled off my cap, willing her with all my might to look at me. She caught my eye in a nervous sweep, saw instantly the question that lit my features. Her look in response was a resounding and apologetic I don’t know.
The murmurs had begun to draw Bharath’s attention. They kept speaking, but their eyes roved the crowd, demanding answers. On the Human side, Whitley looked more annoyed by the distraction than anything, but the security and staff behind him were visibly on edge, and I saw some members of the crowd shuffling toward the door. Nearly all of Eydah’s support staff were leaving or gone, Nejra being one of the last to receive a whispered message. Her eyes shot open wide and she shimmered with panic as the aide who spoke to her dashed away, beckoning her to come.
She looked back at me.
Don’t you fucking dare, I thought at her. Don’t you fucking leave us here.
Nejra moved to flee, then stopped, hesitated. She turned and flew toward us, brushing roughly past everyone in her wake.
“What’s going on?” Tarek demanded as she approached.
“You two need to come with me. Right now.”
“Are we in danger?” Tarek asked at the same time I snarled, “Not without Esti and Dani.”
“There’s no time!” I’d never seen her shaken, never seen anything but that perfectly-kept-façade of politeness, that armor with smiling cracks. 
She was terrified.
I searched desperately through the crowd for any sign of Esti or Dani, but there were just too many people packed too closely. All of us, everyone on the station, every Human from the ship, every Reshketh but Eydah’s most trusted.
Nejra threw up her hands in frustration and began to flee, but Tarek caught her arm. “What’s happening? Tell us!” 
The murmurs around us were becoming shouts.
All of us. Here. All of us. Military grade explosives. Ambassadorial authorization. 
Eydah. 
“Patches, tell Esti and Dani they’ve got to—”
There was a keening metallic howl somewhere in the light-blurred starfield. A crash. A giant, inky-black spear slamming down through the glass dome, piercing through the dais where Bharath used to exist, dozens of Reshketh stamped out as one beneath it. 
Then, an ear-splitting silence consuming everything as the grand conference hall was bared to the icy vacuum of space.
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Chapter Thirty


My senses flickered in and out. I felt myself torn up off the ground, then nothing. The room blurred back into focus, and I realized I was lying across bodies and debris. The concussive burst in my skull that had rendered everything silent was replaced with a deafening ringing. I felt pain—stabbing, throbbing pain in my head and back and shoulder—and I couldn’t see straight. 
A dizzy haze, and I came back to my senses having dragged myself to solid ground, my hands and face sticky with blood I wasn’t sure was mine. I began to make out voices and screams, but none of the words made sense. There was a firm grip on my arm, pulling me up. I looked into a Reshketh face and the room seemed to tilt. They were saying something important. I blinked hard and tried to focus my eyes, steadying myself on the arm that held me up.
“Jenna? Jenna, are you all right? Can you hear me?” 
It was Tarek.
My voice. I had to make it work. “I-I’m … okay.”
“Can you stand? Can you walk?” He looked over my shoulder and whatever he saw behind made him bristle.
I drew my legs in under me, supporting myself on my knees. Something in my hip hurt, but I could move. “Think so.”
Tarek stood carefully, supporting me as I got to my feet. The crash had barred the door near Bharath’s dais and everyone capable of moving was fleeing toward the doors I’d entered through. There were bodies scattered everywhere: some conscious but dazed, some trapped or struggling, others frighteningly still. The flickering kinetic field had scabbed over the gaps in the plex dome above us—for now. I realized I still clutched my vircon—most of it, anyway—with my fingers clawed around it and stiff to release. I pocketed it as Tarek suddenly shifted, pushing me behind him and raising his rifle.
I ducked around him to look at the black spire that had pierced the hall. Near the impact point, a seamless door had opened, and several dark, glistening figures were tumbling out. They were as tall as Reshketh but far bulkier with broad, round carapaces and multiple armored limbs, including large, clawed forelimbs like some kind of beetle-crab. I quickly realized some of the appendages weren’t limbs at all, but weapons.
“What the fuck is that?” I gasped.
“Can you run?”
Adrenaline pooled into my dulled senses, sharpening me. “Yeah.”
“Go!”
I turned and bolted as Tarek kept close with one hand ready to catch me and the other training a rifle on the mass of chitinous creatures pouring in. I don’t know who started firing first—Reshketh security or the invaders—but before we could reach the doors, we were caught in a crossfire and had to duck low, Tarek keeping his body between mine and the blasts. 
There was an unsettling surreality to it all. I could sense which bodies were dead, despite never having seen a corpse in person before. The lethal maelstrom of light and sound didn’t feel like a firefight in movies, but my body reacted anyway. I searched frantically for any sign of Esti or Dani or anyone I knew, but in an instant, everyone became strangers, their faces warped by fear or pain or anger. I felt blank, moving forward by instinct and little more.
“We have to help them,” I muttered, unthinking.
“We can’t,” Tarek said. “I’m so sorry, we can’t.”
At the doors, the floor was littered with those trampled in the exodus or shot down in the open. It was impossible to run, but several survivors had taken shelter behind the podium, and Leysha was among them. Unfortunately, so was Whitley, flanked by the bodies of his dead henchmen.
“Tarek!” Leysha beckoned us to their makeshift bastion. “Your shield emitter work?”
“Leysha, none of our shield emitters work against that kind of fire. We’d be lucky to deflect thrown bottles.”
I reached for my earpiece, for another sign of life. It was gone.
“Find your teeth and do your duty, officer! We’re forming a phalanx.”
I scanned the bodies around me. Could that soft black hair have been Esti’s? Could that blood-spattered gown be concealing Nejra underneath?
“We won’t last ten seconds!”
“We’ll last as long as we last or we’ll all die, including your little friend!”
I turned back toward them, found Tarek looking at me with apologetic resolve. I mouthed, No.
He turned back to Leysha. “Fine, we raise shields and provide cover, but we move, got it? Head for the door.”
There had to be another way, didn’t there? I reached toward him. There was something I needed to say and I couldn’t find the words.
Leysha nodded, signaled the three other guards in close as she shouted to the rest of us, “On three, we raise cover, you all run for the exit. Don’t look back. Understand?”
No. No.
“One. Two. Three!”
Leysha, Tarek, and the others hit a device on their left forearms that projected shields of light and stood facing the onslaught, laying down cover fire as they did so. One of them fell before most of the fleeing survivors had even gotten to their feet. I didn’t want to leave them, but there was no time to argue. I grabbed the arm of a Reshketh woman whose leg bled badly and dragged her with me over the field of bodies.
Whatever part of my brain had shut down in the initial attack was waking back up. More people fell around me—whether from tripping or gunfire, I couldn’t tell. But I made it through the door, heaved the Reshketh woman behind the safety of the wall, grabbed a Human man who looked to be running straight onward in the line of fire and threw him aside, too. I pressed myself to the edge of the door and peered around.
They’d lost another officer, but they were so close! Leysha’s shield failed but she kept firing without altering her pace. Just a few more steps! The last officer tripped, and when Tarek moved reflexively to catch them, a blast struck his arm and the shield burst in a shower of sparks.
I lunged in the last step, grabbed him, and pulled with everything I had.
Both of us fell heavily to our knees behind the relative safety of the wall. Tarek clutched at the still sparking demolished bracer with a pained snarl, trying to rip it from his arm. I saw a weak spot and yanked, cracking it apart and flinging it aside. His arm bled through his armor underneath. My brain finished resetting as I stared at it, tears welling up in rage as I remembered what I wanted to say.
“It’s okay,” he said, his breath catching from exertion. “I don’t think I’m hit anywhere else.”
I glared up and held his face with trembling hands. “You don’t get to sacrifice yourself for me,” I snarled, choking back a sob. “You don’t get to die all heroic and leave me here. Either we both make it out of here or neither of us do. Do you understand me?”
He blinked. “I-I … yeah, I understand.”
“Promise me!”
“I promise.”
I dove into a fierce hug, holding him as tight as I could, shivering as one terrible, racking sob escaped me.
He wrapped his arms around me, more gently but no less passionately. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
“I thought you were supposed to be a coward,” I bawled.
“I thought I was. Maybe I’ve just never had something worth dying for.”
I held him even tighter. I wanted to hit him, or kiss him, I wasn’t sure, but either one would have meant letting go, and I was absolutely not ready to do that.
“We need to get moving!” Whitley roared. “You, guards! I need an escort to the shuttle!”
Of all the people … I pulled away from Tarek and stood, ready to chew out the Ambassador once and for all, but Leysha cut me off, dragging her last injured security officer up beside her. “We’ll see you safely to your vessel. This way.”
Leysha took point and began jogging toward a nearby bridge as the last survivors of the hall ran or limped after her. Most of the earlier evacuees had already made it to the other side. I reached down and helped Tarek to his feet, but as we ran after the group, another metallic wail sounded above. I felt it like a blade of ice slicing up my spine.
This time, Tarek was ready. He grabbed me around the waist and dove for a nearby rail, holding us tight to it as another black spire stabbed through the dome. I felt the disorienting pull of decompression; the piercing, popping silence followed by the strange warping of sound as the barrier repaired itself and the station fought to restore equilibrium. 
I looked up and saw the spire stabbed into the base of the bridge, bits of it beyond falling away below. Ahead of us, the others had not fared as well in the decompression. I heard a scream from a Human flung over the rail alongside the debris below, and everyone else but Leysha was laid out flat on the floor.
“Leysha, get them up!” Tarek shouted as we unwrapped ourselves from the railing. “We need to get out of the open!”
“No!” shouted Whitley as he got to his feet, unfortunately quick to recover. “No, you need to get me to my ship!”
“What do you think is going to happen when you take off in that junker surrounded by hostile Adavosi?” Tarek shouted back as he pulled the nearest fallen Human to her feet.
Adavosi? The gaps in our knowledge of the galaxy beyond Reshketh space suddenly hit me with a chill. “You know this species?”
“Yes. Very powerful, very advanced.” He never stopped herding up the survivors, sending them limping off after the third security officer, but his eyes stayed on me. “Very pissed at us, and I think I know why.”
“Officer Vaali!” Leysha snarled. “You are speculating in front of a senior representative of the Human species!”
“Speculating what?! The Expansion has been trying to steal that Adavosian system for ages now, the Nexus is tied over it, and we just happen to pick this time to illegally uplift a non-qualifying species with a vested interest in voting our way? Even an idiot like me can connect the dots!”
Before anyone could get another word in, another screech and crash sounded behind us, on the other side of the grand hall. We were far enough away not to be flung off our feet again, but upon this third assault, the ambient light flickered out to almost nothing, and we could see, for the first time, the swarm of vessels outside the station: dozens of smaller black ships like shards of dark glass, and one behemoth looming behind them, nearly as big as the station itself, a void limned and dotted in pale blue light.
We all looked up.
“Go,” Tarek said. “Go go go go go!”
Tarek, Leysha, Whitley, and I brought up the rear of the stragglers as the first of the group ranged well ahead of us toward the denser core of the station. The leading guard had made it to an elevator and was herding people inside.
Then there were warning squeals all around. Two, four, ten, I couldn’t count.
“Get down!” Leysha shouted, grabbing Whitley and narrowly missing the injured Reshketh civilian near him before diving for cover.
Tarek swept me against a wall with nothing to brace us but a smashed-in light fixture. The air around us exploded, and for a moment, every sense flickered back to black.
I came to on the ground not far from where we’d been, still in Tarek’s grasp. The kinetic fields above us flickered even more now, threatening to give way. If it failed completely … but that wasn’t the most pressing issue. As we struggled to our feet, we found our way blocked by another infiltration vessel crashed between us and the station core. 
It, and all the others nearby, were beginning to open.
I felt a morbid urge to laugh. What if I was just destined to die here, the manner of my demise growing increasingly ridiculous as a result of my own stubbornness?
Tarek reached reflexively for the interface at his wrists before remembering it was gone with the blasted casing. “Leysha, route, now! Maintenance access, elevator, anything!”
She was still slightly dazed as she approached us, but she pulled up a schematic that hovered flickering above her forearm. “This way!”
I didn’t know how much we could trust the spatial orientation of a possibly-concussed Reshketh, but it was all we had. We all took off at a run, Whitley included. Somewhere behind us, there were more blasts, more gunfire, more distant crashes. I felt the weight of my vircon in my pocket and the empty silence in my ear where Patches should have been. I hoped it was still … alive, or functioning, or whatever, just unable to communicate with me in the moment. I hoped it had already guided Esti and Dani somewhere safe. 
I hoped I would never learn I’d failed to save them.
We ducked and stumbled as a few plasma blasts grazed past us, taking cover in a small nook. Leysha consulted the schematic again, then pointed ahead of us. “There!” She input some commands, and the spot she’d indicated revealed the darkness of an opening hatch. Glancing out of cover behind us, she said, “Stay low as you can, and close to the wall here. Go!”
Leysha led the way, myself and Whitley sandwiched in between, with Tarek bringing up the rear. The Adavosi who’d spotted us had a bad angle, but they were moving to a better one.
A corridor opened to our left just before the hatch. We all glanced reflexively down the length of it as we passed.
Too late.
An Adavosian stood in the corridor, weapons raised. Leysha skidded to a halt, swinging out between us and our attacker and raising her rifle, but she was too slow. Plasma blasts ripped through her close enough to me that I felt the humidity of her blood. I slid to a halt just past her, turning to reach for her as she tumbled backward. 
Time slowed. The shriek of her name tightened my lungs, and just beyond the feeble reach of my hand, Leysha stared back at me, numb with surprise.
Whitley did not stop. Neither did Tarek. Time picked up its cruel pace as he passed, scooping me up and shoving me through the hatch as Leysha landed hard on the ground behind us. I clattered to the metal floor inside while Tarek swung against the doorframe and slammed his hand against the panel to close it. The hatch whooshed shut, and the three of us were locked in silence, except for the cadence of our heaving, panicked breaths.
I pulled myself unsteadily to my feet. Whitley was leaning against the far wall, gasping for air. Tarek faced the wall we’d burst through, braced against it and the hatch like he was afraid it would burst open any minute.
“We can’t leave her,” I said.
Tarek struck his forehead against the wall, hard. “We have to.”
“She was alive—”
“Not for long.” His hands balled into fists, visibly shaking. 
I stumbled forward, lay a hand on his shoulder, another on his arm as it pressed against the door, but he wouldn’t look at me. My last millisecond of eye contact with Leysha was playing on a loop in my mind. Was it really too late? Were we really just going to leave her? 
I looked up at his face, his eyes wide open but unseeing, the rictus of horror he wore. “You’re sure?”
He closed his eyes and tensed his jaw, pressing his head harder against the wall as he pounded it with his free fist.
It was as good as a yes. I pulled in close, tightening my grip and pressing my forehead to his shoulder, numb and unbelieving.
“We need to keep moving,” Whitley snarled. “What if they get through that door?”
Tarek moved in a blink, pulling away from me and lunging to pin Whitley hard against the wall, lifting him a little off his feet so he could look him in the eye as he dangled there, momentarily dumbstruck as I was. 
“My friend is out there dying for you.” Tarek’s voice was cold and calm, but his pain and rage radiated off him, all of it directed at the pathetic man who still couldn’t fathom he wasn’t the one in charge. “In her honor, I will let you live, but you don’t get to speak.”
Whitley choked, gasped, turned purple with rage and confusion. “I am the Ambassador of Earth, the personal guest of your government!” he croaked.
Tarek bared his teeth. “You’re a small, cruel, miserable little meat sack of a pawn who’s apparently outlived his usefulness. And you hurt the people I love. Ambassador Bharath is dead and my government doesn’t give two shits if any of you live or die. You’re incredibly lucky that I do.”
The swell of feeling that declaration drew out of my numbness bordered on indecent. Whitley seemed to notice me for the first time, registering who he was trapped with. “H-how did you get out of the brig? Is this your doing, too?”
Unbelievable. “You’re really going to blame me? Now?”
Tarek pulled Whitley away from the wall a fraction just to pound him against it again. “I said you don’t get to speak. Especially not to her, not like that. You have a problem with your rescue party, you’re welcome to go off and find another. Otherwise, to use a Human expression, shut the fuck up.”
A screech of sparks erupted at the hatch as the Adavosi outside must have fired upon it, but Tarek barely flinched. “Tarek!” I shouted. “We need to go!”
He dropped Whitley unceremoniously and began to move. “This way, toward the core. It’s our best bet.”
I fell in step, jogging behind him with a deeply flustered Whitley catching up the rear and pulled out my vircon. The casing was cracked and it had shut down—or at least the visual interface had. Powering it on brought some hopeful flickers, but also a lot of addled error messages. 
Something clicked and buzzed. The display flashed and a jumble of incoherent clipped syllables began chirping out. “AK … DZ … HM … BP … JE … NA …”
“Patches?” I gasped as we ran. 
Both Tarek and Whitley turned to me, startled.
“Your AI? Is it working?” Tarek asked.
I nodded but kept my eyes fixed on the screen where nonsense characters flashed, becoming nonsense words. “It’s damaged … don’t know if it can help us. Keep moving, I’ll let you know when I have something.”
Tarek nodded and led on. I began trying to make sense of the messages whatever was left of Patches seemed to be sending to my display. If Dani were here—
I pushed the thought aside. They weren’t, and if I thought about that too hard right now, the brittle shell of me would finally shatter for good. There was a message in all this, and I would decipher it. Starting with this bit that seemed to talk about the adapter mod … didn’t it look a little out of place? I pressed at it until something clicked, and the screen flashed. There. Progress.
We approached another branching of corridors. My display was flashing fragments of what looked like schematics, but before I could make sense of it, one corridor collapsed inward with a crash and we tumbled to a halt. Through the hiss and groan of the debris, I heard the ominous clacking of carapace on metal.
“Shit,” Tarek snarled, herding us back. “This way. Run!”
We took off down the other branch in a blind dash, but we were flagging. We couldn’t outrun the Adavosi forever. A pool of fear and despair swirled higher and higher in me like floodwater into a sealed room, threatening to drown out my lucidity. I was just so tired …
The vircon buzzed in my hand. “SAFE,” Patches said, stiff and garbled. “FOUND … SAFE …”
I looked down at the display to see a map, flickering but clear enough, with a path marked. Patches, you magnificent bastard. I skidded around the corner of another corridor we’d nearly passed, grabbing Tarek’s arm. “This way!”
He and Whitley followed without hesitation. It was only after a few minutes Tarek thought to ask, “Where are we going?”
“Don’t know,” I said, following the path around another corner. “Patches says it’s safe.”
Tarek slowed, observing the route as we ran. “This is taking us back toward the great hall!”
“FOUND SAFE HIDING.”
“Jenna, your AI can barely communicate, are you sure you can trust its navigation and analysis?”
“STILL BOOTING … PRIORITY …”
“Focus, Patches! Yes, Tarek, I trust it as much as I trust you.”
We wove our way through the access corridors without further incident, but the sound of catastrophe was everywhere, sometimes a distant echo, sometimes close. It all became a hum in the background; something that filtered past my conscious mind to feed directly into my adrenal system. But I let myself believe in Patches, believe there was some safe harbor at the end of the path, right until that path led us to a hatch back out onto the main terraces.
I slammed to a halt. “No … no no no no no, Patches, you need to find another way, we can’t go back out there.”
“FASTEST WAY.”
“It doesn’t matter if it’s fast if we get shot or sucked into space!” Whitley choked out between exhausted gasps, apparently incapable of shutting the fuck up.
“We’d know if there was a full atmospheric breach by now.” Tarek leaned in to examine my vircon, then nodded. “There’s a dining hall on the other side with kitchens and food storage underneath, accessible by one elevator. It’s defensible, and we can use the temperature and stasis controls to fool their bioscanners. It’s a good plan.”
Still, I felt frozen. The hatch looked the same as the last one, though I knew they all did. We weren’t going to open it to find Leysha’s bloody corpse—I knew that, too. But my legs trembled all the same, my mind painting the picture. “I don’t want to go out there.”
“Then stay here and die,” Whitley spat, moving toward the hatch.
Tarek grabbed him and shoved him back. “You still don’t get the power dynamics of this situation, do you?” he snarled at Whitley with a warning glare. His focus quickly returned to me, putting his hands on my shoulders. “I don’t want to go out there either, but your AI was right: It’s a good place to hide out. You trusted it to get us this far. Trust me to get you the rest of the way.”
“I’m sorry, I just … I don’t know if I can make my legs move me through that hatch just yet, and trust and logic have nothing to do with it.”
“You’ve made it this far. You can make it a little further. And if your legs won’t carry you, then I will. We both make it out of this or neither of us do, right? I’m with you.”
I pulled my gaze off the hatch, turning it up to Tarek. Just a little further. I nodded. “Okay. Let’s go.”
Tarek nodded, readied his rifle, and opened the hatch.
The vast circular space beyond was wrecked and dark, but also thankfully free of Adavosian infiltration. An ornately latticed dome above supported a secondary containment field that seemed to be holding strong. At least if the main terraces depressurized, we’d still have a little protection. 
Tarek stepped out slowly and let his elatria flash wide, stretching his senses to seek out signs of life. Once he was satisfied we were alone, he signaled us to follow. We moved out at a crouch, quietly weaving among the scattered tables and chairs, dodging between tousled planters and decorative half-walls.
We reached the food service area and ducked in behind the chrome-clean counters and kiosks. The elevator doors loomed ahead of us, tempting and foreboding in equal measure. Tarek gestured us to one side while he activated the panel on the other. The doors swished open, the space beyond them empty. We flooded in, shut the doors, and all seemed to breathe for the first time since leaving the corridors.
Tarek began tapping away at the interior panel as the Ambassador and I slumped against the back wall. After a moment, Whitley tensed up again. “We aren’t moving. Why aren’t we moving?”
“I’m locking down the elevator so it will only run with my security code. Or did you want the Adavosi following us down here?”
“You can lock it down once we’re safely down below!” Whitley fretted angrily. “My safety is your priority.”
Like hell it was. “Tarek knows what he’s doing; let him work.”
“The last thing we need is input from you,” Whitley snarled.
I barked out a laugh the same time as Tarek hit something on the panel hard, finally shuddering the elevator into motion. He wheeled on the Ambassador, bristling, but I was already in Whitley’s face. 
“Right, because my input has proved to be so worthless. It’s not like I was the first person to recognize something was wrong with these talks, or like my information was what they deemed most vital to tamper with. It’s not like I was the one who discovered and thwarted a plot that might have killed us all if I’d let you cut off the talks early like you wanted. You’re welcome, by the way.” My tears turned wrathful. I was mad enough to rip his throat out with my own dull teeth. “If you’d had the capacity or wisdom to appreciate my input just fucking once this entire fucking time, instead of keeping your head shoved so far up your own pasty, bigoted ass—”
The elevator suddenly slowed as my vircon buzzed loudly. “DANGER.”
We all spun around as the doors began to part.
A dreadful silence fell, and time slowed once again. On one side of the doors, the three of us, wide-eyed and off guard. On the other, a lone Adavosian soldier, with their weapon already aimed.
The world went white with screeching fire.
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Chapter Thirty-One


The next thing I knew, the elevator doors were clunking shut again. My senses returned haphazardly, distracted by a thousand little cries of pain throughout my body. Was I hit? No … grazed, maybe—there was fresh blood on me. And my head hurt, but … I’d struck the wall, not the one I’d been standing near, where Whitley was … 
Oh god, where was Tarek?
“No no no no no.” I pulled myself up and slammed my hand against the elevator panel. Nothing. “Patches?! Patches, where …” I couldn’t hear right, everything sounded like I was surfacing from a deep dive in a pool and the room spun. 
Tarek had … pushed me. Whitley was … 
I watched the Ambassador slide down the back wall of the elevator, staring down at himself with wide, incredulous eyes as his suit darkened with multiple blossoms of red. His brow furrowed in almost childlike confusion. Some sympathetic impulse sent me scrambling toward him, the desire to help another Human overriding my memory of who that Human was.
Whitley reached out weakly as I knelt beside him, grasping at the fabric of my uniform before his arm fell limp once again. “You’re okay,” I said automatically, despite mounting evidence to the contrary. “You’re okay, it’s going to be okay.” 
God, I was going to watch him die and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. I couldn’t feel vindicated or sad or afraid, just bewildered and numb.
A strange consternation settled into his expression as he looked at me. “You can’t let me die. If I die, you die.” He made a futile flick of his wrist. “They’re coming for me. You have to …”
His pallor increased, words evading him. I glanced at his wrist, where a small tattoo marked the location of his security ID implant. It would be something like what he had put in me, only it was there by his choice, for his convenience and protection, staying where it was wanted instead of roving through the body like a metastasized cancer. Under normal circumstances, not only would it literally unlock doors for him, but at the slightest aberrant fluctuation in vitals, it would have had security and medical personnel by his side in minutes.
No one was coming this time.
“They are coming for me,” he said with sudden conviction, as if I’d spoken my conclusion aloud. “I’m … important.”
I watched the blood draining from his face, felt it soaking in at my knees. Even now, did he still think himself invincible? Was the assurance of his superiority really the last thought to cross his dying mind? 
I hardened as consciousness caught up to me, laying aside my compulsive compassion. “Maybe you were important.” I leaned in, seeking out the fading sparks of life in his wavering eyes and meeting them with the fire in mine. “But you know what? So am I. And I’m the one who’s going to survive.”
One last flicker of confusion passed over his face before a final spasm of pain glazed his eyes and left him gasping short little breaths into stillness.
I glanced around the debris on the floor, grabbed up a sharp shard of shattered plastic, and jabbed the tip of it into my wrist. Before I could second-guess myself, I sliced open Whitley’s wrist as well, fished out his tracker, and jammed it under my skin. I tore off a bit of his suit that wasn’t yet covered in blood and tied it tight around my wrist. Whitley’s lifeless face still gazed out in disbelief. 
I left his eyes open. “I’m the Ambassador now.”
Staggering back to my feet, I turned back to the elevator doors. Now that my head wasn’t swimming so deeply, it was far too quiet. 
I tried prying at the seam, pounding on the doors. “Tarek! Tarek, are you out there? What’s happening? Patches? Patches, can you hear me?”
“Over here,” Patches buzzed, and I scrambled toward the sound, finding my vircon looking slightly worse for wear again in the corner.
“Patches! Are you still functioning?”
“Sub-optimally. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, but we need to get out of here and help Tarek. Can you override the elevator controls?”
“I can try. But, Jenna, if he hasn’t returned to unlock it himself, what if the Adavosian is out there waiting to kill you, too?”
I glanced at Whitley’s slumped body and shook my head. “I don’t care. I’m not staying in here.”
“Very well. Hold me up to the panel.”
I had only just done so when the doors began sliding open, startling me to take cover once again. “Goddamn, that was fast, Patches.”
“That wasn’t me.”
The realization caught me wide-eyed and I burst out of hiding to take in the scene outside. First thing I saw was the Adavosian sprawled on its back, limbs still twitching. I thought for a moment it was speaking until I realized the sound came from a half-shattered bit of tech on the floor beside it. Whether it was actually still alive or not was unclear, but it didn’t move to attack, and that was all I needed for now. Tarek’s pulse rifle lay splintered on the ground nearby, and there was … so much blood.
A small groan pulled my attention to my left. Tarek leaned bodily against the wall by the control panel. A blade of panic sliced through me as he remained still. “Tarek? What—”
He finally moved, winced, let out a strained and panicked sound before responding, “You okay?”
“I’m fine, are you … oh god!” 
He began to collapse as he pulled away from the wall and I dove in to catch him, finally seeing the devastation the brief encounter had wrought upon him. His armor was shredded from shoulder to hip on his right side, the scattered gaps oozing ink-black blood. There was blood all over him, different consistencies and colors. His shattered rifle … he must have torn into the Adavosian with his bare hands and teeth. 
“No no no no, fuck … Fuck! Why did you …” I struggled to support him without hurting him further, sinking us both to our knees under his weight. “What do I do what do I do …”
Tarek gasped from the effort of nudging himself more upright. “Armor’s designed to … constrict, apply pressure, slow bleeding …” He glanced down at the ruin of it and groaned. “Fuck.”
My eyes were filling with tears faster than I could blink them away. “Patches! Patches, we need to find a medical facility!”
“Jenna,” Tarek clutched my arm, his grip firm but shaking. “We’re not going to make it to a medical facility.”
For a moment, our eyes locked as the unspoken implication slowly settled between us. Then my device buzzed and gurgled. “Kitchen facilities will have emergency first aid supplies. Suggest immediate relocation.”
He barely looked able to kneel upright, much less stand. I was terrified of the damage we could do trying to move him, but the thought of leaving him there surrounded by the dead felt worse. I nodded, keeping my expression focused even as my tears overflowed at the sight of him. “Let’s get you up. Here.” I moved to his uninjured side and carefully wrapped his arm over my shoulders. “We’ll stand together. Put as much weight on me as you need to and tell me if we need to stop. We’ll go slow.”
“The Ambassador?”
“Dead.”
He stilled a moment, as if unsure how to react. “Bastard had it coming.”
“Forget him, you’re all that matters right now. Come on.”
He uttered something wet and guttural as he shifted. “Not as fun as dance practice.”
“If you’re well enough for jokes, you’re well enough to walk. Ready?”
He nodded and I began to rise. Tarek grunted and cried out in ways that threatened to undo me, but he didn’t ask to stop, so I kept going. We got to our feet, shaking with effort.
“Patches, where—”
“To your left, second door.”
We moved slowly as Tarek stifled yelps and groans and tried to keep his breathing steady. The door in question thankfully opened itself on our approach, whether automatically or because of a little coaxing from Patches, I couldn’t be sure. What lay beyond was a moderately-sized rectangular space with a long metal table down the middle, surrounded by walls packed tight with equipment, food stores, and various utensils. Many implements were jostled out of place or scattered on the floor by the impacts above. It looked cramped, cluttered, and cold. 
Tarek nodded toward another door to the left. “Cold storage and stasis. Better for hiding.”
“Not advisable for your condition,” Patches chimed in. “Reshketh physiology requires warmth to compensate for blood loss.”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“The hell it doesn’t.” Scanning the room, I saw a heap of fabric pouches full of some kind of delicate grain or seeds spilled out away from a corner shelf beside a large metal pillar full of glass-doored chambers that looked to me like ovens. “Will that heat up?”
“Theoretically, yes,” Patches crackled in.
“Good enough.” Tarek began to protest, but the moment I began moving forward again, all his energy went into keeping up. I eased him down as gently as I could to recline against the soft heap, but the sounds he made still left me vertiginous with dread. I had to keep moving, couldn’t stop to think. 
“Patches, where’s the med kit?” I asked as I fumbled with the oven controls.
“Blue wall compartment to the left of the storage chamber door.”
“Jenna,” Tarek croaked.
“Hold on, we’re going to fix you up. More pressure,” I said, tossing him a folded towel of some kind. I raced to the compartment in question and pulled out several cases of tools and vials that I had no clue what to do with, then returned to scatter them open around us.
“Do you know what you’re doing?” he asked, clutching the towel ineffectually.
“I read all the basic anatomical primers, and I have Patches here to help me.”
“So, no.”
“I think it’s pretty universal that when an organism starts gushing fluids out of places where fluids aren’t supposed to gush, step one is to stop that.” I began shuffling through labeled substances trying to pick out any symbols I recognized. “One of these must be a wound sealant, right?”
Tarek reached for me again, catching my wrist as I dug through the kit. “Jenna, please, listen to me. You’re not going to save me with a first aid kit.”
My fists tightened around the vials in my hands and I glared at him through my tears. “So, what, I shouldn’t even try?”
He looked down at the med kit, seeming at a loss for words. Pointing to a reddish fluid, he said, “Pain reliever, let’s start there.”
I nodded, loading the vial into an injector and giving him the full dose. The meds acted fast. He began to relax, to unfocus, but the steady easing of his pain only brought his desperation more to the front. “We have to make a plan to get you out of here safe.”
“We need to make a plan to get you to a medic. We both make it out or neither of us do. Isn’t that what I said?”
“And I tried. I really tried and I failed. I’m so sorry. What life I have left isn’t worth risking yours now.”
“You can’t possibly think I’d agree with that.”
“Jenna, you don’t know what I’ve done. I told you I was a coward, but it’s so much worse than that. I thought I could be selfish, let you go off thinking well of me, but that was a mistake. I should have told you—” He winced, his lungs gurgling.
I pressed my hand to his chest to ease him back. “There’s nothing you could tell me that would make me think you deserve to die here.”
He laid his hand over mine and took a couple ragged but easing breaths before continuing, his gaze averted. “I’ve been a part of this whole terrible machine, Jenna. I’m not above the sins of my people. I’ve been complicit in genocide, in war crimes. I was deployed to planets just like yours, only my government decided that the planets themselves had more value than their inhabitants. I watched—helped—as my people stole away the only world those people had ever known, as we slaughtered any of them that fought back.” He looked at me like a dog expecting to be struck, but I was too stunned and overwhelmed to react. “Trust me when I say I deserve this. I deserve worse. To have met you was a gift I was unworthy of, and to play a part in saving you … It won’t undo the harm I’ve caused, but it’s the right thing to do. You have to let me go, and live.”
His revelation sent chills through me. “You’re lying!” I snapped, surprising us both. “You’re trying to make me abandon you because you think it’ll protect me and that’s stupid. I’m not buying it.”
“Jenna, it’s true. I wouldn’t lie to you, not now.”
“Okay, so what, then? If you’re really as bad as you say, you need to live a long life working hard to make up for it. You’re right: You deserve worse than dying young to save the person who loves you.” My tears broke loose with a vengeance now. “You deserve to work yourself to exhaustion every day for your full natural lifespan making yourself worthy of forgiveness.”
“I would have, for you.” He looked as miserable as a Reshketh could look and I felt my insides twisting. “But I can’t now, not without risking you, and I won’t do that. Please, I know it goes against every part of you … You’re the very best and kindest and bravest person I’ve ever known, but I am begging you …” 
He glanced at the med kit and shakily pulled another vial. “Look … this is a sedative. If you give me enough of these from the other med kits, I won’t even know I’m dying, I’ll just fall asleep. Please … I’m so sorry, I know this is cruel, but please, I need you to live. I need you to do whatever you have to, to survive.”
I took the vial from him, even though my heart still screamed in denial. This couldn’t be happening. Tarek just needed a medic. Their medical technology had to be able to handle this, right?
But we were trapped on a space station under siege. Who knew how many inhabitants were already dead, if there were even any medics left alive. Tarek was going to die, Esti and Dani were still unaccounted for, and I was expected to go on trying to survive without them?
“I … I’ll get the other med kits,” I said, barely more than a whisper.
Tarek swallowed hard and nodded. I got up and walked out into the hall as I began to unravel. Threads of me unspooled all the way into the next kitchen, and once I was alone, I swung my fist hard against the wall, screamed, and collapsed to my knees.
“Jenna, you are in distress.”
“Patches,” I sobbed. “Is there anything, any sign at all, that Esti and Dani are safe? Any way to get a message to them or call out for help?”
“I am sorry, I cannot make a connection.”
Something soured in my gut, the world tilting around me. “Do you still remember those personnel reports you encrypted?”
“Yes.”
“I’d like to know what they say now.”
“Are you certain?”
“I am.”
After a heavy pause, Patches began to read, its tone neutral. “Tarek Vaali, graduate of the consolidated Reshketh academies on Chrikarn, honors withdrawn. Member of squadron 3976 Seshka. Service with unit aboard patrol vessel Kaskari, honors withdrawn. Service with distinction during the Mandabrian conflict as the sole survivor of squadron 3976 Seshka, honors withdrawn. Dishonorable service during Laesri resettlement effort. Punitive reassignment to borderlands security. Service without distinction aboard patrol vessel Hathia. Service without distinction aboard rim station Hesunshiak.”
“The Mandabrian conflict … that was when his friends died. What was it?”
“I do not have full records, but it is listed as a territorial conflict over resource extraction.”
“With whom?”
“That information is redacted.”
I stood slowly, braced myself against the long metal table. “Is there more information about the Laesri resettlement?”
“There is a disciplinary report.”
“Read it.”
“Defender Vaali promoted to a sub-command role on Daari under Commander Jakra. Immediate citations for questioning authority and refusing to follow orders. Punitive request for demotion and reassignment incomplete due to the death of Commander Jakra during an altercation with Laesri insurgents in the Daari-Khando region. Foul play suspected, though only circumstantial evidence supports Defender Vaali’s involvement. 
“Defender Vaali assumed command and ordered full and immediate retreat, despite mission directives to secure the area against insurgents at any cost. Dissent among the ranks resulted in the abandonment of fifteen loyal defenders, who stood their ground and have been posthumously awarded the highest combat distinctions. All thirty-two surviving defenders following Vaali’s command punitively reassigned with a mark of dishonorable service. Defender Vaali stripped of all previous ranks and honors and considered for punitive termination, sentenced to mandatory lifelong service with restricted autonomy.”
I let the report sink in. “Daari and the Laesri, whoever they erased in the Mandabrian conflict … They wanted the planetary resources, so, what, they evicted whole species from their homeworlds?”
“I do not have the full record, but based on what Officer Vaali has shared, it seems like a logical conclusion.”
My hands trembled. “So, his military brought him up to be the perfect little soldier, threw him into a genocidal conflict in which everyone he loved was killed, and when they tried to promote him for surviving that, he turned on his commander and saved everyone he could while letting the native population of a planet retain their territory for another day? Is that what I’m hearing?”
“Put in a more flattering light, yes.”
“Viewed through the eyes of someone who isn’t a monster, you mean.” I was brimming over with rage, fingertips and knuckles white where I gripped the cold steel table. “Fuck the Reshketh! Bharath and Whitley fucking deserved each other; our governments are exactly the same nonsense on a different scale. They made Tarek think he was the coward and the monster for realizing what they were doing was wrong and standing up for himself and his peers? Fuck. Them.”
“He is not completely incorrect in his assessment. He was complicit in the Mandabrian conflict, at least, and he did leave his people behind to die.”
“I don’t know if you can really call an indoctrinated child watching all their friends die in their first actual military deployment complicit.” I laughed bitterly. “And the people he left behind decided they would rather die killing an indigenous population than face disapproval from their commanders. Fuck them too, as far as I’m concerned. Leysha, she must have followed him out and they fucked with her mind so badly, she never recovered. This isn’t fair, Patches. I know life isn’t fair, it’s never been fair, but why … why …” I slumped against the table, feeling almost too weak to stand. “Patches, he’s going to die believing he’s a fuck-up and a coward. He hates himself for what he did while following orders and what he did defying them. He’s going to die …”
“I am sorry, Jenna. I wish there was more I could do.”
But there wasn’t time to relitigate the past. Every second I spent wrestling with my emotions was another Tarek was bleeding out. Alone. Before helplessness could fully bring me to my knees, I rallied what strength I could to gather up all the med kits I could find and return to him, pausing only briefly to steady myself at the door.
It was still a fresh shock to see him again. Had he bled so much more in the short time I was gone? For a moment, I feared he may already be unconscious or worse, but he lifted his head sluggishly as I approached and we both breathed in relief.
“You’re back,” he said, sounding so much more drained and weary. “I was afraid … I mean, you’d have every right to—”
“Hush,” I said, kneeling beside him and laying out the extra medical supplies. “Of course I was coming back.”
“But you will go, right? After I … you promise you’ll get yourself out?”
“I promise you I will do my best to make it out of here alive and ready to cause trouble for years to come.” I smiled, not completely unconvincing. This could very well be the last time we spoke, and I wasn’t about to add any fear or guilt if I could help it. “Here, let’s get you an extra dose of pain relievers first.”
He didn’t object, but I couldn’t tell if it had any improving effect, either. He was looking clouded and dim, and his whole body had begun trembling slightly. “I just wish … not enough time to really tell you how sorry I am, for everything.”
I reached up and gently caressed his face. “Then don’t waste time apologizing. I forgive you for everything that’s in my power to forgive. Forgive yourself for the rest of it.”
“I don’t think I can …”
I smiled again through my tears, withdrawing to prep the sedatives. “That’s my price. If I’m going to leave you here, then you have to forgive yourself first. Those are the rules.”
He chuckled weakly, his breath rattling. “You’re just trying to make me feel better.”
“I’d be kind of a monster otherwise, don’t you think? But seriously, let it go. Whatever your crimes are, you’ve paid for them.” I held up the collected vials. “How much will get you soundly asleep but not kill you outright?”
“Need a lot more than that to kill me outright. Just give me all of them.”
I sighed inwardly, keeping my face pleasantly neutral. “Patches, confirm?”
“Three doses should be sufficient without incurring additional risk.”
“Does it really matter?” he asked, searching my face for some explanation.
“Maybe the line between letting you die and killing you myself is one I don’t want to cross.”
“I … I’m sorry, you’re right.”
I nodded and smiled as I began the injections. “I often am. I thought you knew that by now.”
He opened his mouth to respond but was cut silent, shuddering violently as the doses entered his bloodstream. I set down the injector and clasped his hands. “Tarek, what’s wrong?”
He shook his head. “Just … cold.”
I didn’t know how much time I had before he passed out. I attempted to turn up the ovens, then lay beside him, ignoring the blood that seeped into my clothes as I wrapped around him gently, willing all the anxious and exhausted heat flushing through my body to warm his. He curled toward me, our foreheads touching as I held him. Feeling his trembling this close, it took everything I had not to start sobbing. My voice shook regardless as I asked, “Better?”
“Yeah.” Another shudder passed through him and he clutched me tighter. His whisper was so desperate, it was nearly a wail. “I’m so sorry. I don’t want to leave you.”
“Shh, no more apologies.” I pulled back to kiss his forehead, the ridges of his brow, the dimming trails of bioluminescence down his cheeks. “Just be here with me while you can.”
His hold was already weakening. “I love you, Jenna. That part was always true.”
“I know,” I said, no longer able to keep the whine of a sob out of my voice. “I love you, too.” I sniffed and tried to steady myself, forcing a tiny laugh. “I think I might have since you first read me terrible Reshketh poetry.”
His responding laugh was barely a sigh. “I might have since I found you leaking fluids on the archive floor.”
I laughed again and nuzzled closer as he slackened. “I wouldn’t have made it this far without you. I might not have made it two days on this station if I hadn’t met you that night.”
“You would have. You’re stronger than … anything …”
It wasn’t long enough. It wasn’t enough time. “I am. I’m strong enough to get through this. You showed me that. I’m going to be okay. I need you to know that.”
“You … will …”
I blinked hard against my tears as I felt him going limp beside me. “Tarek?” Nothing. “Tarek, are you still with me?” Nothing. “Tarek.” 
That was it. He was out.
I extricated myself carefully and sat up, a tightness in my chest threatening to suffocate me. I let it out in a throaty roar and shook my head forcefully to clear it, wiping away tears with bloodied hands. 
“Patches?” I propped my vircon up nearby so the unbroken lenses could see. “I need your help.”
“Of course, Jenna.”
I looked down at Tarek’s unconscious form, now almost devoid of light. I blew my nose into one sleeve and wiped my face clear of blood, sweat, and tears with the other, then stripped the uniform jumpsuit off to the waist, tying the befouled sleeves behind me. “We’re going to save this sweet idiot’s life. Tell me what to do.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two


I collapsed back against a nearby cabinet sometime later, sticky with blood and soaked with sweat. The visible bleeding had stopped and Tarek was still breathing. It would have to be enough. 
“He will still need advanced medical treatment if he is to survive,” Patches buzzed as I caught my breath. “What is your plan?”
I barely had the start of one and it was terrible, as usual. “I need to get a message out.”
“I hope you are not picky about who might overhear it.”
“Oh, I’m not picky. In fact, the more people I can get listening in, the better.”
“In that case, I just need proximity access to something connected to Reshketh central systems.”
I heaved myself to my feet, my head swimming as I stood, and spared one last heartrending look at Tarek before collecting Patches. “Let’s find you that access.”
The most immediate option was the elevator control panel. I stood in front of the elevator’s gaping doors, staring at Whitley’s graying body, wishing it were otherwise. It stank of blood, shit, and burnt plastic, and it was suddenly more than I could bear. He needed to go. My mind blanked as I dragged him out of the elevator and into a dark corner of the hall, and I came to on my hands and knees a few steps away from where I’d left him, dry heaving over a puddle of bile.
“Jenna, are you all right?” Patches chimed worriedly.
“Yeah, just … need a minute.” I swallowed cautiously, my throat ragged. As I knelt there, chirps from the Adavosian’s shattered equipment caught my attention. The body had stopped twitching by now, but the device next to it was still crackling with incoherent sounds. “Patches, what is that?”
“A communicator, I believe.”
“Why can’t I understand their speech?”
Patches paused a moment. “I must get closer to analyze the transmission properly.”
I got up and moved warily closer to the dead Adavosian. They were still imposing where they lay, pricking at the same subconscious fear one might feel upon discovering themselves unexpectedly close to a large spider. I couldn’t bring myself to feel any pity for them. No matter how much the Reshketh may have been in the wrong, I couldn’t see how slaughtering a station full of people was any more right. 
I knelt in and snatched up the communicator, retreating immediately. The device was less damaged than I thought. I pulled out my vircon and held the two together. “Can you interface with this like you do Reshketh tech?”
After a moment, Patches let out a sad bloop. “Not directly. If Human Dani were here …” I felt a sick pang at the mention of Dani’s name, and even Patches failed to continue the thought. “But I can tell you the audio is laced with a translator blocking frequency like the one used for Reshketh musical recordings. That is why your translator is not working.”
“Can you filter it out somehow?”
“It is an unfamiliar encryption; it would take time.”
I glanced over at the Adavosian again, my idea making me shudder even as it gave me the tiniest scrap of hope. “They came here to stop the Reshketh from using Humanity to fuck them over, right? Isn’t that what Tarek said?”
“What he speculated. I do not have sufficient data to confirm that conclusion.”
“Maybe it’s time to go straight to a primary source.”
The display on my vircon glitched in surprise. “You want to speak to the Adavosi?”
“They’d probably hear me regardless, right?” I walked back to the elevator and pressed my vircon to the access panel, failing to ignore the smears of Tarek’s blood. “Can you get me anything from here?”
The interface responded sluggishly. “I have access to the emergency protocol systems. I can attempt to use the general emergency messaging channels to broadcast station-wide. You will be heard by … someone, at least.”
“That’s comforting.”
“Do you know what you want to say?”
“Broad strokes.” I cleared my stinging throat and focused on my breathing. I was exhausted, I was terrified, and I had no real plan beyond the next step, but I couldn’t let it show in my voice. What I needed was my anger. My rage. “Okay, Patches. Put me through.”
Patches chimed. “You are on.”
“Attention, Adavosian invaders,” I said as forcefully as I could manage. I heard myself echoing in a distant speaker. “This is the Human Ambassador to Earth. I believe we are dealing with one hell of a misunderstanding.”
The communicator went fully silent a moment before exploding into a cacophony of chatter. “I am calling on the Adavosian leadership to instate an immediate ceasefire. I have recently been made aware that you may have a legitimate complaint against our Reshketh hosts. The Human delegation was not aware of the existence of your people, much less any diplomatic conflicts, during the course of these proceedings. The Reshketh deceived us both. 
“We can end this altercation to our mutual benefit without further bloodshed, but I must receive your assurances that no harm will come to me or anyone else on this station until we have been able to address this situation face-to-face. I am in possession of one of your communicators and a Reshketh translator implant if you’ll turn off that goddamn blocking frequency. Please respond.” 
The communicator continued chattering chaos and I gritted my teeth. “I’m going to need all the Adavosi to quiet the fuck down and let your leader speak. A lot of innocent lives have been sacrificed today, and my patience is not infinite. I suggest you take me up on my offer to talk. The Reshketh underestimated us. You would be wise not to do the same.”
The communicator went silent for a long moment before a single clear voice came through, preternaturally calm. “This is Kaa Chitanah, High Thrikar of the Adavosi. Ambassador, you will speak with me.”
“Pleased to meet you, Kaa Chitanah. If you don’t mind, I have a few demands.”
The voice carried no sense of arrogance, impatience, or threat, but it felt imposing all the same. “I do not believe you are in a position to make demands.”
I pictured Esti and Dani, holed up somewhere barring the door against Adavosian assault. I pictured Tarek, his life still ebbing away slowly. I couldn’t defeat these aggressors, but I was pretty sure that if we were all dead anyway, Patches and I could find a way to make them hurt first. Trembling, I snarled, “You believe incorrectly. Now, will you hear me out like a fellow sapient, or are we going to have a problem?”
The voice paused. “What are your demands?”
“Immediate ceasefire, as I said. That goes for any surviving Reshketh and Humans as well, if they’re receiving this.”
“Agreed. One moment.” The communicator sounded off another cacophony of commands and responses, then fell silent again. “Continue.”
“Second, immediate medical assistance should be offered to anyone that needs it. Every effort should be made to preserve the lives remaining on this station. That will include myself and the Reshketh who has seen to my protection.”
“Agreed.”
“Finally, you will send an escort to my location without weapons. I will come willingly to discuss terms, but I will not be manhandled or threatened. Understood?”
“Understood, Ambassador.” Now there, that might have been a twinge of … what, amusement? “Would you disclose your location to us now?”
“I have a feeling you’ve already figured that out,” I said, hoping that was true. “I’ll unlock the elevator access in anticipation of your arrival.”
“Very well.” So that was a yes, then, on the question of my cover being blown. “Ambassador, one last question.”
“Yes?”
“The soldier whose communicator you are using. Can you inform me of her status?”
I looked out at the corpse. “I’m sorry. I … think she’s dead,” I said, wavering slightly before I bit my lip and took a breath. “Let’s make sure the body count stops here. Patches, end transmission.”
I shuddered and swayed as the adrenaline waned. My body threatened to retch again something fierce. “Patches, you can unlock the elevator, right?”
“It is done.”
“Good.”
“Jenna, I am not sure I like this plan.”
“Oh, I fully hate it,” I said as I took a few steps back from the elevator. “Yet here we are.”
“What will you do if they respond with aggression?”
“Die, probably. I wish I could say I have a clever backup plan, but it’s all hope and bullshit from here on out.”
“Perhaps I can … do … something. I just … do not know how to help you.”
“You’ve already done all you can and more. If they don’t come to hear me out in good faith, if they’re just another bunch of murderous bastards, then …” 
Flashes of the bodies I’d passed shuffled through my mind, wearing the faces of my friends. My tears began flowing again—or maybe they had never stopped. “I mean, what’s the alternative? What kind of life could I hope to live if this doesn’t work? And it very, very well may not. This is just the best plan I could think of.” 
The elevator doors closed in front of me, preparing to raise the car. My heart began racing. “Maybe I’m going to die in a few minutes, Patches. Maybe this is it.”
Patches was silent a moment. “No,” it said finally. “No, I have run the calculations. Your plan is going to work and you are going to survive. You all will.”
I laughed, trying my best to wipe away my tears before my escort arrived. “Patches, did you just lie to make me feel better?”
“I would not dream of it.”
The elevator doors opened once again to reveal three Adavosi packed in tight. I pocketed my vircon and clasped my hands behind me so they wouldn’t see them shaking. They poured out in a mass of clattering limbs to surround me, a chaos of alien biology so baffling, I wasn’t able to tell if they were armed or not. I clenched my jaw and fought the overwhelming impulse to flinch.
“You are the Ambassador?” one of the Adavosi buzzed at me, the echo of clicks and chirps distorting the translation.
“I am. I can provide electronic ID verification if needed,” I said, flashing my bandaged wrist. “Are we going to have a problem?”
The Adavosian who spoke looked to one of their compatriots, who wore an elaborate visor. That one said, “Contraband, right pocket.”
“Wh—”
Their leader tore my pocket open, scattering the Adavosian communicator and my vircon to the floor. They crushed the vircon under one chitinous leg, too fast for me to react, the realization hitting me heavier with each pounding heartbeat.
My vircon.
Patches.
My Patches.
I looked up at the being who stood over the crushed remains of the only fragment of my AI friend I knew for sure still existed and felt my body turn to ice, my façade cracking. “Why … why did you do that?! That was my friend!”
Their appointed speaker replied again, “Contraband technology. Not permitted.”
“You could have just asked!”
Without paying me much mind, one of the three broke away to tend to their comrade’s body while the other two conferred inaudibly. I knew I had lost my semblance of authority, knew I should have been trying to reassert myself, but all I could do was stare at my shattered device, feeling like someone had turned off the gravity. 
That wasn’t all of it, I told myself. Patches existed all over this station. There had to be some of it left somewhere. But this part … I felt sick, felt a scream in my gut ready to come out with the last of my sanity, and I couldn’t let it go. I had to swallow it like a stone.
I shuddered back into the moment. “Hey!” I barked. “I was promised safe escort and no harassment, and you are already in violation of those terms. I was also promised immediate medical care for my security. Where is your medical team?”
The spokesperson looked at me. “Where is your companion?”
“I need your assurances that he will not be harmed and that you will do everything in your power to preserve his life.”
“Assurances have been given.”
“And you want me to just trust that after how you’ve treated me so far? After you murdered my other friend?”
The Adavosian did not respond.
Fuck you. Fuck all of you. I gave my captor an animal grimace and gestured to the kitchen where Tarek lay. “You’ll find him in there. He’s in serious condition. He needs treatment immediately.”
The spokesperson gestured to the other two and they set off into the kitchen. Before they could emerge, the spokesperson nudged me toward the elevator. “Proceed.”
“Wait, what about my companion? Isn’t he coming with us?”
The Adavosian cocked their head slightly. “Did you not want him to receive medical attention?”
“I do. That’s why I want to accompany him to see that he receives it.”
“He will receive it. You must be taken to the High Thrikar.”
So that was how it was going to be: blind faith for the beings that just slaughtered a station. I gave the creature a venomous smile. “Very well. Lead on.”
My escort very much did not lead on but rather urged me forward from behind as we wove our way back through the station. I focused on my breathing as we moved, trying not to look too closely at any burns or stains or strangely shaped heaps; trying not to think of the flickering dome above me, the physical structure near ruination while nothing but charged particles stood between us and the void of space. If this was the last card I had to play, then I’d play it in a way that might even make dearly departed Whitley begrudgingly proud. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing just how pants-shittingly terrified I was, even if it literally killed me.
False bravado carried me forward, but the further we walked in silence, the more it sank in how thoroughly alone I was. I’d lost the structure of protocol, the chain of command. I had declared myself to be the voice of Humanity out here, and for all I knew, it was true. Patches was gone, crushed in front of me like garbage, and Tarek … breathing, I just had to focus on breathing. Mine, and his.
I was beyond exhausted, fighting every step not to stumble. I felt so many kinds of pain, I’d lost the ability to pinpoint their sources, and my vision swam. It gave me the unshakable sense of passing through a dream, some strange subconscious world that was a twisted remembrance of once-familiar surroundings. 
For one, it was darker than it had even been, yet there were no rikinae. Had they all been sucked into space, or were they tucked away somewhere safe during the daylight mode? Another potential loss, another beautiful, innocent thing possibly destroyed. I was hollowed by the sudden lack of the familiar all around me, a ghost in the ruins. When my escort finally guided me toward the gaping hole in one of the black spires that had pierced the station, it was no more surreal than anything else.
I did come to a stop, though, unable to step past that threshold into the black.
“Enter,” my escort urged.
I glanced up the length of the spire, up past the station dome to where the attack ship jutted out like a rusty nail. “I don’t suppose there’s a way to this rendezvous that doesn’t involve boarding this monstrosity?” Silence, to which I muttered, “No, Ambassador, please excuse the inconvenience, it truly cannot be avoided, we are ever so sorry,” as I stepped through the opening.
The sensation was immediately disorienting. I felt myself beginning to float, to move, my stomach lurching. It was too dark to see, no clear sense of up or down, forward or back, though given the shape of the ship and my assumed direction of movement, it was extremely unsettling when my feet suddenly touched down lightly on a metal floor. Soft blue light rose around me to reveal an arcing, circular chamber ringed with deep alcoves, my escort still standing at my back. The apex of the chamber faded away into blackness with no clear means of accessing it again. Wherever I went next, it was at my host’s discretion.
The Adavosian gestured toward one of the alcoves and a dull red glow began emanating from its ceiling, illuminating the space. 
“Enter,” they said again, and this time, I was too afraid for quips. 
I stepped into the chamber and turned around just in time to see the opening become a solid, opaque wall. My heart pulsed with claustrophobic wariness. The space was small, just big enough to tightly contain one Adavosian, vaguely ovoid in shape, with the red light at the apex just beyond my reach. There were no other distinguishing marks anywhere, just walls and a floor all made of an identical smooth, dappled alloy.
Nope, just breathing was no longer working. This definitely felt like a cage. 
“Hey!” I yelled. “How long do I have to stay in here?” 
No response. 
“Hey!” I pounded my fist against the wall I had entered through, kicked it too for good measure. “Hey! I don’t think it’s unreasonable to want to know where I’m going, how I’m getting there, and how long it should take. You are dealing with a species representative here. Hey!”
Nothing came of my knocking or yelling, and the strain of it became exhausting frighteningly fast. Artificially fast. I stumbled backward against the wall and slid to the floor, swallowed by dizziness. With cold metal pressed painfully against my shoulder and hip, and the tears I’d been holding back flowing free, my consciousness faded entirely.
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Chapter Thirty-Three


I had no idea how long I was unconscious, only that it was a dead and dreamless sleep. As my senses returned, I found myself propped up in one of a number of strange beds around the perimeter of a large, round room dimly lit with pinprick lights. I startled at the realization I was also not alone, recoiling reflexively from a tall Reshketh figure operating a visual interface beside me. My vision struggled to refocus, slowly revealing the cold, calculating visage of the threat I’d only ever seen from a distance: Eydah. 
“You,” I croaked.
They tilted their head and examined me with the kind of distant curiosity one might apply to a particularly ugly bit of art. They bore none of Tarek’s warmth, none of Nejra’s sparkle; just the flat, ruthless affect of a predator evaluating its prey. “I take it we can spare ourselves the tedium of introductions. How are you feeling, Ambassador?”
The inflection was hardly necessary; there was no fooling them as to who the real Human Ambassador was. But the question prompted me to realize I actually felt … good. I was startled not by the resumption of pain, but the absence of it. I tossed aside the coverlet and shot out of bed, bare feet planting unsteadily on the cold floor. I wasn’t in my own clothes anymore, instead wrapped in gauzy white trousers and a matching sleeveless tunic adjusted to my body shape using silken cords, no undergarments. With Eydah towering over me and my faculties still blurry, I felt naked and ridiculous, but another quick glance confirmed there was no one else there to help me. “Where am I? Where’s Tarek? Why are you here?”
“Dispensing with pleasantries as well? I’ll get straight to business, then.” Their eyes narrowed. Even lightly clad in a kind of tailored suit, they were somehow more imposing than any Reshketh I’d seen in full body armor. “You are on the broodship of High Thrikar Kaa Chitanah, with whom you rather brazenly demanded an audience three of your days ago.”
“Three days?!”
“You insisted on medical care for those in need, did you not? You were determined to be in need. And considering decontamination, treatment time, and a little prudent prying, the High Thrikar has made expedient good on her word.”
So many days … so much time for things to go awry. “Tarek, the Reshketh security officer, is he—”
“Also a recipient of medical care—or have you forgotten everything the High Thrikar promised?”
I gawked. “What possible reason do I have to take either her word or yours on faith? I know what you’ve done. Everything. You’ve tried to sabotage us from the very start, resorting to bombs and guns when lies and manipulation failed you. All this blood is on your hands!”
“I realize this may be hard for a member of your species to imagine,” they drawled, their detachment turning to disgust, “but we were not the dishonest ones here. In fact, every escalation could be attributed to your own meddling. Our initial plan was simply to prove you were too useless for this charade; get you sent home to your planet to rot. You forced us to get our hands dirty.”
My rage flared, tightening my fists. “I’m a champion at blaming myself, and even I know this isn’t something you can pin on me. Every line of decency you crossed was your own choice.” I looked up at them, that implacable expression. “Why? Why do you hate us so much?”
Eydah sneered, turning back to their interface as if I were boring them. “Because I’ve done my research. I’ve seen the ugliness of your species, the callous disregard with which you destroy your homeworld and its inhabitants. Humanity is a cancer that should be cut out before it can spread.”
“So you would judge us when your own people have committed every crime that mine have, and then some? By your logic, you should be just as accountable for Reshketh crimes as those you’ve killed. And yet you refuse to believe that there could be more to Humanity than a sum of rich bigots dumping toxins into our water and air?”
“I am Reshketh in biology only. Me and my faithful serve a greater good. You’re too primitive to understand.”
“No, I think I’m exactly primitive enough to understand,” I snarled. “Prejudice is a language I’m unfortunately fluent in. Your people are no better in that respect than mine. Maybe if you could stop getting high off your own arrogance for a moment, you would see that and find a fucking ounce of compassion.”
They shut off their display with a furious swipe and turned on me, denticles bristling and muscles tensed like they wanted to strike me but didn’t want to seem gauche. “How you of all people could manage to make such a mess of things, I cannot fathom. I’ve lost my finest agent because of you.”
“Maybe you should have told your underlings they were aiding and abetting a massacre,” I spat back, trembling with the effort. Flickers of memory sparked in my brain, fragments of the initial attack muddled like a dream, turning my stomach. “Is Nejra dead? What’s happening on Hesunshiak?”
“You have an awful lot of questions for me considering your demands. Are you no longer interested in an audience with the High Thrikar?”
“Of course I am, but I don’t exactly see her here, do I? And I’ve yet to receive an answer as to why you’re here.”
“The High Thrikar is where she needs to be: leading her people. I am here as her representative and your escort.”
“As if I would go anywhere with you.” I reached for my wrist, healed now, and felt for the foreign bump of Whitley’s subcutaneous ID tracker. Still there, by some miracle. “I may not have been the ambassador Earth sent, but I’m the ambassador Earth has left, and this matter does not concern you.”
Eydah offered me what most Humans would mistake for a smile, if they didn’t know a Reshketh wouldn’t dare show so many teeth in friendliness. “I think you’ll find you have very little choice in the matter of my involvement. The High Thrikar trusts me implicitly. Now, are you prepared for your audience, or shall we consider the truce null and finish purging the station?”
My head swam. I was boiling, half ready to throttle Eydah with my bare hands. All this time, donning the mask of subtle subservience while nursing their hatred, planning such reckless destruction, utterly remorseless in retrospect. 
But this wasn’t about me, not anymore. Whoever was left alive, their futures hung in the High Thrikar’s grasp, and I was the only person in a position to make a play for mercy. I had eaten my rage enough times in front of Whitley. I could do it again in the face of this murderous asshole. 
I took a breath, set my jaw, hardened my gaze. “I’m ready. Take me to her.”
We were joined by two Adavosian escorts in the hall and set off in formation between them. I could feel Eydah’s attention on me, reading me, but there was little I could do to mask my bio signals. The corridors we traversed were broad but low-ceilinged, dim like every other Adavosian space I’d been in so far. Maybe where Reshketh preferred the vastness of the sea, the Adavosi liked the closeness of a burrow. There were a few other Adavosi skittering around as we passed, paying us no heed. The interior of the ship was a warren of paths—all unmarked, as far as I could tell, though I had no idea what they used as written language, if they even wrote at all.
We eventually came to a stop in an unremarkable length of hallway. With a gesture from one of the escorts, an arcing section of wall melted instantly into the floor. A familiar voice echoed out from the shadowy space beyond, “Greetings, Human Ambassador. Please enter and be welcome.” Eydah and I began to walk in together before the voice added, “Alone, please. If our Reshketh guest will abide.”
Eydah stopped dead in their tracks and with a look of genuine shock. “But … Chitanah, she isn’t even a real—”
“Yes, as we have discussed at length. I would like to hear what she has to say.”
That wasn’t what either of us had expected, apparently. “Please, reconsider. It’s not safe to—”
“The Human Ambassador is my honored guest here, just as you are. And unarmed, as you will have ensured. All will be well.”
Eydah stammered wordlessly, elatria flashing until they accepted defeat and bowed. “As you say, High Thrikar. Please let me know if I can be of service.”
“Thank you, Eydah.”
The violence of Eydah’s whole being, robbed of its haughtiness, was enough to make me stumble as it was directed again at me. “Go in, Human. She’s waiting for you.” They swept out the door moments before it became wall again, leaving me adrift.
Whatever question I might have voiced died on my lips. I turned back toward the dark room and took a few steps further, barefoot in the dark. “Kaa Chitanah, it’s an honor to officially make your acquaintance … wherever you are.”
“My apologies, I am not yet familiar with your species’ sensory requirements. You require more ambient light?”
“Yes, please.”
All at once, soft blue lighting rose from points around the room. I found myself in another round, flat-ceilinged chamber with dark structures rendering the outer edges into a maze. At the center, in a slightly sunken circle surrounded by moving, translucent panels that still seemed to hold a good portion of her attention, was my host. She was at least twice the size of the other Adavosi I’d encountered, with an elongated body more like a heavily-armored mantis than a beetle-crab. Her head structure was like other Adavosi—broad and slightly triangular—but the way it crowned her elongated thorax instead of sitting tucked under a round carapace made it look more predatory, wolfish. 
She turned that head toward me, a slight glint catching her compound eyes, and all I could think of was a mantis decapitating its mate.
Her voice, however, remained calm and diplomatic. “Does this lighting suit you, Ambassador? We utilize wavelengths of light and biochemical signals imperceptible to many mammals. You will have to tell me when it is bright enough.”
“It’s good, thank you.” I feared if I could see her any more clearly, I might lose my nerve altogether. “But I gather you know I’m not the real Human ambassador.”
Her upper limbs moved occasionally as she spoke, tapping unseen signals on the panels around her even as she seemed to focus her attention on me. “Eydah and I have discussed your identity. It is my belief that we do not know enough about Human sociopolitical matters to be able to discredit you as your people’s representative. I invite you to elaborate.”
I nodded and moved closer, slowly. I didn’t want to cower at the fringes of the room, but neither was I eager to find myself within easy reach of her mandibles while wearing next to nothing. “I believe it’s in both our best interests for me to be honest with you. But first, my companion, the Reshketh who needed medical attention. Is he …” The words caught in my throat.
“He is alive.”
A strain of tension broke so sharply, I nearly swooned. I took a breath, steadied myself. “And the station? Has there been a ceasefire, as promised? Have the injured been helped?”
“There have been a few incidents of weapons fire from Reshketh and Human hostiles, but as requested, they have been addressed with non-lethal measures. None have come forward for medical treatment, but any hostiles taken captive have had their wounds treated.”
“So you are capable of non-violent measures, when you choose.”
Kaa Chitanah’s limbs stilled. “This action was an unfortunate necessity.”
“According to who? Eydah? Because I wouldn’t trust their information.”
“You do not understand the complexity of the situation.”
“Nor do you seem to know the complexity of ours. Shall we enlighten each other?”
“I believe we must. What do you think you know?”
“I know that Reshketh envoys made contact with leaders of the Northern Hegemony, and my government arranged for this diplomatic summit to forge an alliance with the Reshketh, believing them to be the only other sapient species in this part of the galaxy. When the attack happened, my Reshketh companion relayed his suspicion that his government was acting against established protocols in order to cheat their way to victory in a territorial dispute with your people, but I haven’t been able to learn much more than that.”
“So you know nothing of the Adavosi.”
“Only what I’ve learned at gunpoint, while running.”
Kaa Chitanah took the bite of my words in stride. “There is one thing you must understand. We hold an unusual philosophy among our sapient peers. Where most attained galactic mobility through colonization, we decided that we had no right to claim a planet beyond our star system. But our ancestors knew that, one day, we might need to expand to survive, so they studied the formation of stars and planets, studied a thousand untouched worlds, and devised a means to ‘seed’ star systems designed for our habitation; to grow them anew.”
“Grow bespoke solar systems?” I stifled the flood of questions that rushed into my mind, releasing only, “How did that even remotely win out as the best option?”
She raised a few limbs briefly in a gesture like a shrug. “It was determined to be the only ethical approach. However, even with the technologies they developed to expedite the process, it would take millennia to see results. It was a gamble for the future of our species. 
“The first attempts failed outright, and most that followed did not yield anything that could be made habitable. All the while, our home planet felt the strain of maintaining our population harmoniously, relying on broodships like this one to manage overflow. The discovery that one of our ancestors’ seeds had produced a viable star system with not one but two proto-worlds ready for final cultivation into livable habitats gave us tremendous hope.
“But Reshketh prospectors had also charted and surveyed the nascent system. Our science teams arrived to find them poised to eviscerate it for resources. The situation escalated quickly and the conflict was brought before the Nexus for debate. Though we had clear documentation of the efforts to seed these star systems, it came from a time well before the Adavosi had any formal political relationships with other sapients. By current Nexus laws, the system was rightfully claimed by the Reshketh. 
“We argued our case to a stalemate, which has held for almost ten of your years. But there have been indicators that the situation will resolve in our favor soon, and in response, the Reshketh government decided to secretly uplift an underdeveloped fringe species as an ally: Humanity. There are strict rules against this, but there are also strict rules about the representative rights of sapients that have entered the galactic community. The Reshketh might pay a price, but they would get their tiebreaker in Humanity. And we would lose our new home, our hope.”
Anger shook me again. I could sympathize, deep down, but that sympathy felt hollow against my grief. “So that’s the justification for the murders you just committed? That’s the righteousness from which you decided to torch Humanity’s future?”
The High Thrikar stood motionless a long, silent moment before continuing. “The rules we have for bringing sapients into the galactic community exist for a reason. If a species cannot survive its own shortcomings long enough to find its way into the greater universe beyond, think of what a menace they could be to an already fraught ecosystem. There are many like you—species whose tendencies toward destruction have brought them to their ends before they could find us—and we must look on helplessly every time, knowing it was for the best. The Reshketh have watched Humanity for a long time now, and the conclusion is clear: You are not ready to be a part of us.”
“And who are you, or the Reshketh—or any of your other Nexus species, for that matter—to determine that? Where’s the moral high ground from which you presume to judge?” I was shaking now from more than just anger, cold and desperate and feeling so completely alone. “Besides, how do you know that what we need to grow past our ‘shortcomings’ isn’t just the knowledge that we are a part of something greater than ourselves?”
Kaa Chitanah ticked her head curiously. “You doubt our morals but would still have us be your saviors?”
“I’m not talking about salvation. I’m talking about an escape rope, an open door, even just a window; a little hope and a way forward. What are you afraid of? We couldn’t force you to give us anything you didn’t want to give. We don’t need you to fix us. We certainly don’t need you to govern or own us. We just need you to acknowledge us as people. Don’t we all deserve that much, even with our ‘shortcomings’?” 
I took a breath and steadied my voice. “No species is a monolith. None of us are experiments doomed to fail. All living things are just doing the best they can to keep living, and some will do it by being kind, others by being ruthless. There is good and bad in every species, and you can’t generalize us all based on any individual or group, no matter how much power they wield. Should I call all Reshketh liars and all Adavosi murderers?”
“I would hope not.”
“Then how can any of you decide that Humanity deserves to die out based on the actions of a handful of powerful people locked in a pissing contest to be the last ones standing at the end of the world?”
Kaa Chitanah regarded the panels around her. “I admit, you are not as I would have expected, based on Eydah’s information. But I wonder if that also means you are not the type of Human that holds power.”
“I’m not. But”—I held up my wrist—“I have an ID implant from the man who did. For the sake of all official records, anything with this digital signature is his word, and his word is what will matter to my government.”
“So then even you would forge an alliance based on a lie.”
“I won’t argue that the people holding most of the power on my planet aren’t terrible. This is how we’ll secure their approval and buy ourselves time to become better. If you’re willing to kill to secure your people’s future, what’s a fib in comparison?”
She turned to examine me again, mandibles twitching. “What do you propose?”
“You beat the Reshketh at their own game. They already made unsanctioned contact, got this transgression underway. You caught them in the act, and being the generous and compassionate people you are, you decided to take responsibility: take Humanity under your figurative wing as new allies in the galactic community. We show our gratitude by breaking the stalemate over your system in your favor.”
“You will make enemies of the Reshketh that way.”
“Not the ones who matter to me.”
“But the ones that surround your star system all the same.”
“Then maybe our good friends the Adavosi can spare a broodship or two to liaise and … deter. If they wanted a full-on war with you, they wouldn’t have bothered with the subterfuge.”
“Perhaps we could.” Kaa Chitanah stood a while in silence, consulting her panels. “Your proposal is sound, provided we make a few adjustments.”
“Such as?”
With a swipe from her, the panels surrounding her sank into the floor. She approached me with a fluid and menacing grace, and it took all my courage not to fall back a step. Regarding me closely, she finally said, “I will agree to your terms. But I will not deal with a government of liars. You will speak as yourself and form a representative governing body for the planet with whom we will do our dealings henceforth.”
It took me a moment to realize my mouth was agape. “That … won’t be easy.”
“Is such an endeavor no longer worth pursuing if it is not easy?”
“I’m not saying I won’t do it. I’m just saying I might not be the best person for the job.”
She tilted her head. “Your Reshketh companion. He is more than security to you.”
I blanched, caught off guard. “I … yes, he’s much more to me.”
“I know what it is like to form a bond outside of one’s species.” She glanced at the wall, where I presumed the invisible door still was, and I thought of Eydah’s shock, their look of betrayal. “It takes an openness of mind and heart, a great deal of patience, and a willingness to admit mistakes and fix them.” She looked back at me, the sheen of her eyes piercing. “And when you spoke up, it was your goal to preserve life: yours, your companion’s, your comrades and adversaries. No, you are exactly the ‘person for the job,’ as you put it. I will ally myself with the representative government you create and no other.”
No pressure. “And the rest of your government?”
Kaa Chitanah drew back a moment and let out a strange, untranslated chirp. “I am the High Thrikar. I am my government.”
My eyes shot open wide as my blood turned to ice. “Oh. I … I didn’t realize.”
“Would you have spoken any differently if you knew?”
“Maybe a little less yelling, yeah.”
“Then I am pleased to have witnessed the truer version of yourself.”
“So … it’s all up to you? If I can arrange for this representative government for the whole of Earth, we’re solid?”
“Unless the other Thrikar unanimously decide I have become corrupted, in which case I will be executed, probably alongside you and all my extended brood.”
“That’s a possibility?” I asked, my voice breaking.
“It is a possibility with every decision I make.”
“You seem very calm about it.”
“If I was truly corrupted, I should be removed as a threat to my people. It is part of the oath I took when I was elevated to this position. But do not trouble yourself about it now. You should rest while I confer with the other Thrikar and draw up the full terms of our proposed alliance.” She gestured at the wall and the door melted away again. “My assistants will guide you to more comfortable lodgings.”
I nodded, slightly bewildered, and moved toward the door. Pausing at the threshold, I turned and asked, “If I may, why are you personally here, so far away from home? Isn’t it dangerous to have the leader of one’s species involved in a skirmish like this?”
“If a leader should sanction bloodshed in service of the greater good, then that leader should be there to witness the crime against life and take the burden of it into her soul. Do you not agree?”
I had no answer for that, but something in my eyes must have said what my words could not. She nodded to me and went back to her task as I left her chamber alone.
One of the remaining Adavosi stepped forward as I emerged. “Come with me.”
In a haze, I followed deeper into the labyrinth of the ship. The corridors narrowed in a way that felt claustrophobic to me, and I was half an Adavosi’s size. I began to dread what their definition of “comfort” would be as my escort came to a stop beside yet another unremarkable span of wall. 
Another gesture, another door dissolving silently into the dark. At least the space beyond wasn’t completely unlit, a large window to the stars taking up most of the wall across from me. The door vanished behind me as I stepped into the domed chamber, terraced in three levels with a large structure like a nest taking up most of the middle. 
I moved slowly inward, searching around for anything that looked like lighting or control panels until a silhouette by the window’s edge became visible. I froze, half ready to turn and run. Then I caught the silhouette’s reflection in the window.
I gasped.
The figure startled and turned.
Tarek.
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Chapter Thirty-Four


The Reshketh I’d left bleeding out on a kitchen floor was standing there, silhouetted in starlight, dressed like I was in medical white. 
“Jenna …”
“You’re alive …” I began to shake. Was I hallucinating?
He began to take a step toward me, almost disbelieving. “I … I woke up and they wouldn’t tell me anything. I didn’t know—”
My iron façade cracked like eggshell, tumbling away with a sob. In a few trembling strides, I fell into him, burying my face against his chest and clutching his body to me like he was the last handhold between me and freefall. There was no hesitation on his part, holding me just as tight, even as he grunted in discomfort. For a moment, I was senseless, lost in tears I’d been holding back long past the breaking point, reluctant to accept he was no illusion. I felt the solidity of his form, felt his arms around me and his face pressed against the crown of my head as I wept. He smelled like disinfectant now, instead of blood and burnt plastic, but he was there and whole, heart beating and lungs breathing.
“I’m sorry,” I choked through the tears. “I lied to you, I’m so sorry!”
“What do you—”
I pulled my face away to look him in the eye. “I promised you I’d let you go and be safe but I couldn’t; I couldn’t just let you die, so I went and did exactly what you didn’t want me to do. I’ve done nothing but be reckless and stupid and I didn’t even know if it would actually save any of us and—”
“Hey, hey!” He took my face in his hands, gently wiping away tears with his thumbs. “You don’t need to apologize.” Reshketh may not have been capable of shedding tears, but there was something newly vulnerable in the timbre of his voice, the dim flutter of his elatria. “We’re both here, now, and you … you’re you. Of course you weren’t going to give up, even after …” Panic flared in features as he remembered his last confessions. He stiffened and began to pull away. “Please, don’t apologize to me, not after the things I’ve done. I don’t deserve it, not your courage or your kindness.”
“No.” I shook my head fiercely and clasped one of his retreating hands in both of mine, kissing his knuckles before clutching it to my chest. “Tarek, please. I know you think the worst of yourself—that your people think the worst of you, too—but I’ve read your personnel report. Patches”—my stomach dropped, head spinning in the fresh reminder of its absence—“Patches showed me the records. And I don’t think you’re the one who should be ashamed. Blame my Human perspective if you must, but trying to save some lives and stop an invasion doesn’t sound cowardly to me. The people who condemned you were committing genocide. It takes courage to stand up and say no to that when you’re the only one doing so.”
He shook his head, unable to look me in the eye. “You don’t understand. You want to see the best in people, and it’s something I love about you, but you don’t understand. It’s not just what I tried to stop or how I tried to stop it; it’s what I went along with in the first place.”
“Maybe I don’t understand; maybe I never will. But no matter who you were and what you did, can you honestly say you’re still that same person? I look at you and I don’t see a coward or a failure or a fuck-up or a monster. 
“I see someone who followed their conscience and broke free of a lifetime of programming when he saw the cost of that ideology, even knowing that doing so would cost him, too. I see a person I love enough to risk my life for; a person who did his damnedest to die for me in turn. You can fight me on this later if you want, but for now, I’m going to need you to stop hating yourself long enough to kiss me before my heart explodes.”
Tarek leaned in eagerly to kiss my lips, Human-style, lingering there with me for one heavenly moment before pressing our foreheads together. He whispered, raw and wretched, “I really don’t deserve you.”
I laughed helplessly against his pain, rising to the tips of my toes to kiss his forehead, the ridges above his eyes, the shimmering elatria membranes that traced down along his cheeks. As I came to rest with my forehead against his again, I whispered back, “When do any of us really get what we deserve, good or bad? How about what you need, what you want”—I squeezed his hand tighter—“what you have.”
He ran his fingers freely through my hair. “Those three are all the same thing.”
We stood there, quiet and close, lost in the rhythm of our breathing as my tears eased along with whatever fears had gripped Tarek since his waking. I felt an insatiable hunger at his closeness, greedy to let the moment go on forever. 
It was Tarek who had to rouse us, straightening and clearing his throat of the heavy grief that had roughened it. He looked me over, as if seeing me for the first time again. “So, you really are okay?”
“Far from it,” I laughed. “But let’s pretend I am.”
“That’ll have to do,” he said as he scanned our strange surroundings, “because I have no fucking clue what’s going on and honestly I’d love a recap.”
“Where to begin?” I laughed, rubbing away the last remnants of tears and snot. “The part where I treated blaster wounds with band-aids or the part where I made myself the representative of Earth?”
Tarek blinked. “Exactly how much trouble are we in?”
“Oh, plenty. Though the better question might be who are we in the most trouble with. You were in … bad shape. How much do you remember?”
“Most everything before the sedatives, though it’s a bit … jumbled.”
I nodded and started pacing while recounting events as best I could. The attempt to patch him up, the call for a ceasefire, Patches’ destruction, my imprisonment. I stopped to face the window as I felt the prickle of tears again, seeking out a faint shape flickering in the dark. “That’s Hesunshiak out there, isn’t it? It’s not all lit up, but that’s it, right?”
“Yeah,” he said as he stepped up beside me. “I keep watching, trying to make out signs of activity, but …” He shook his head. When I failed to continue, he reached for my hand to give it a reassuring squeeze.
I squeezed back. “You guessed right, you know. This was all over a territorial dispute. A really fucked up one, at that.”
“I’d heard something about the system being rich in rare elements, figured that was the crux of the issue.”
I shook my head. “Worse. Turns out the Adavosi don’t colonize existing systems because they’ve been growing their own. They waited millennia for a habitable system to grow, only to have some Reshketh prospectors try to take it for scrap. That’s what was important enough to kill over.” I could feel him tensing beside me. “As for the actual decision to kill, you can blame that on Eydah.”
He snapped to attention at the name. “Eydah? Bharath’s right hand?”
I nodded.
He snarled an untranslatable curse under his breath. “They were right there in the open the whole time … How did I fail to see it?” His eyes and elatria flashed as he reached the next inevitable conclusion. “And they weren’t working alone.”
I bit my lip, hearing the unasked question in his tone. “All of Eydah’s direct staff, including … Nejra … they were all part of a plan to stop this alliance, prevent the Reshketh Expansion from getting their precious tiebreaking Nexus vote from Humanity. Though, I don’t know how much each of them knew. Nejra clearly didn’t know Eydah’s true endgame. But Eydah … they were here when I woke up, and I could see it in their eyes, feel it in their aura. They hate us, Human and Reshketh alike, but Humanity especially. They called us a cancer, said we needed to be eradicated for the good of the galaxy.”
Tarek turned to face me, and I him. “They’re wrong. You know that, right?”
“I do, and I had the pleasure of saying as much to Eydah’s face.” I took a moment to relish Tarek’s proud smile before continuing. “But they have a close relationship to the leader of the Adavosi, this Kaa Chitanah. When they advocated for violence, Kaa Chitanah trusted their word and acted accordingly. I think Kaa Chitanah is having second thoughts, especially now that she’s actually spoken with one of us.”
“Ah yes, the new Madame Ambassador,” he teased gently.
I wilted at the compliment. “Don’t flatter me just yet. I didn’t just speak for Humanity, I offered us up as tribute. I said we could give the Adavosi the alliance we intended to give the Reshketh, use the Expansion’s own gambit against them.” I looked at our clasped hands. “It’s a betrayal of everything I worked to build with your people, with you, but … honestly, when I made this plan, I had just learned just how badly your government had treated you and may not have been thinking the most diplomatically. I just wanted you to live. Can you … forgive me?”
“Of course I can.” He tipped my chin up gently, his eyes sad. “I can’t say I ever fully trusted my government in this alliance, but the possibility of getting to work with you again, to meet others like you and your friends … I thought maybe it was worth all the messy politics, if we got to have that. But I don’t want to see a species lose a homeworld ever again. I’ve seen it happen, been part of making it happen. It’s some of the ugliest work my people have done.” He shuddered, looking back out into the dark as if to find some courage there. “Does that mean our next goodbye is going to be a permanent one, then?”
“I wish I knew. The caveat to accepting my offer was that I form a new representative government of Humanity to ratify the treaty, and the Reshketh could still always opt for war, and apparently if the other Adavosi don’t like this idea, everyone on this ship will be summarily executed, so I’m not even sure we’ll get to goodbyes yet.”
“You weren’t exaggerating: that is plenty of trouble.” He chuckled, then moved to run a hand over his crest, wincing with a sharp intake of breath before he could lift his arm halfway.
My eyes shot open wide. “Fucking hell, I got so caught up in everything I forgot you’re full of holes! How bad are you hurting? What did they do to you? Let me see.”
“Oh! I, uh …” he stammered as I dove straight for the laces that held his shirt together. As the white fabric fell away, I saw the ruin of his flesh hidden away behind shimmering silvery panels that I’d have guessed were metal, if they didn’t move with him like a second skin.
“What is this?”
“I, uh … I actually don’t know. They’re using it like a biomesh for wound repair, but there’s nothing biological about it. Important part is it seems to be keeping all my innards where they belong and it doesn’t hurt nearly as much as it should, all things considered.”
I was transfixed by the gleam of it, reaching out thoughtlessly to touch it. Tarek didn’t respond, but neither did he pull away as my fingertips brushed the material. It was jarring in a way I couldn’t parse, his body clean and glistening when it had looked so hopelessly mangled the last time I saw it. I could vividly remember his blood on my clothes, my skin, my hair. How could both these moments be real? I traced the course of his wounds until he flinched with another sharp intake of breath.
“Sorry! Sorry,” I said, pulling away. “Did that hurt?”
“No! No, it was just … I guess my elatria are a little hypersensitive.”
I suddenly became glaringly aware of how close I was to a half-shirtless Tarek, seeing the pattern of bioluminescent membranes tracing down the side of his torso, and my pulse spiked. “I-I’m sorry, I forgot, I wasn’t thinking—”
“No no no, don’t worry about it. It’s not bad, it just …” He fidgeted self-consciously with the open tunic, hiding the wounds again. “It kind of … makes me want something I can’t have.”
My heart was pounding. I felt as though I stood on a precipice, ready to fall victim to his gravity. He wasn’t the only one wanting something impossible. A vertiginous moment passed, then another, until finally I asked, with eyes averted, “Who says you can’t have it?”
I was close enough that I could feel his pulse, feel the slight trembling in him that matched my own. Was this how it always was for him? “I … it’s just not the time to be thinking about that sort of thing. Right?”
He was right. I was shellshocked from enough fresh trauma to feed a therapist for two lifetimes and the fates of whole worlds hung in limbo. But also, there was nothing more I could do about any of that right now, and I was so starved for comfort that it left me dizzy. 
“Maybe,” I finally said. “But under the circumstances, this might also be the only time to think about it. If there’s something you want, Tarek”—I ran my fingertips down his arm until I caught his hand in mine and raised it to kiss each of his knuckles, his palm, his wrist, keeping his gaze all the while—“just ask. Please ask.”
He caressed my face. “Would you think less of me if I said I was afraid?”
“Of me?”
“Of all of it. You’ve studied us, but I don’t know the first thing about you or your body: how not to hurt you, where I could touch you, anything.”
I smiled, quirking a brow. “I could offer my services a tutor. Hey.” I reached up to lift his chin as his gaze fell. “No shame here. We don’t have to do anything at all. What I want is to be here close to you for as long as I can before everything changes in ways we can’t predict. If there’s a chance this is our last goodbye, I want it to be a good one. We can stand here and hold hands and watch the stars for hours and I would be happy. I just want you to know that if you wanted to let me see you, touch you”—I traced a glowing line down his neck with my thumb as his eyelids fluttered—“that would make me happy, too. We’re allowed to feel something more than just pain.”
He leaned in and kissed me. “What if I hurt you?”
I chuckled as I nuzzled against him. “They patched you up just fine after getting half-shredded by plasma blasts. I doubt there’s anything you could accidentally do to me that would top that. But don’t worry. We’ll go slow, talk to each other, stop if it’s uncomfortable. But don’t think too far ahead. For now, just think of the first small thing that you want, and if I can give it to you, it’s yours.”
“I haven’t been touched in such a long time. It’s … overwhelming.”
“Then we start gentle. May I try something?”
He nodded. I reached up and brushed the open shirt from his shoulders, Tarek shrugging out of it the rest of the way until it fell to the floor. The thin ribbons of his elatria had widened, many of them to a finger’s width. I chose a line that branched from his neck across his collarbone and, with as light a touch as I could muster, kissed him along the course of it, stopping where it branched again and lightly tracing it back up with the tip of my tongue. Colors danced through him as he shivered in response.
“How was that?”
“I see the appeal now of those fleshy Human lips and tongues.”
“They do have their uses, yes.” I demonstrated them along another glowing path as I caressed branches on his neck and waist with my hands. He groaned lightly at the touch, and I felt the hunger in me stir even more ferociously. The membranes were silken smooth in contrast to the slight snag of his denticular skin, and I wanted to wrap myself in both sensations.
Tarek swayed where he stood. “I think you said something about some tutoring?” he breathed. “Before my brain gets too overloaded, anyway.”
“A crash course in recreational anatomy?” I looked back into the room behind us. The nest-like structure at its center was some kind of bed with a round, cushioned platform under a half-dome that could be pulled to fully enclose the cushioned space. “Consider class in session. Why don’t you take a seat?”
He laughed and held me a little tighter. “Promise you won’t leave me alone for long?”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, punctuating the sentiment with a nibble at his neck.
As Tarek sat on the edge of the bed, I loosened the lacing on my own tunic, hesitating with a sudden shyness before stripping the garment away to expose my breasts and abdomen. The trousers came next, left to fall to the floor as I stepped forward out of them and closer to where Tarek sat, exploring my nakedness with a reverence that made me blush.
“Lesson one,” I said as I approached. “We don’t have a glowing diagram for it on our bodies, but some areas are more sensitive than others.” I began gesturing, guiding his hands. “Lips, neck, abdomen, the palms of the hands and soles of the feet. Some areas are sensitive in pleasant ways, others are … do you have ‘ticklish’ in your vocabulary?”
“I don’t think so. Is it bad?”
“It can be fun, in small doses.” I crawled onto the bed to kneel straddled across his lap. “So, fair warning, if I start to laugh and flail, that might be the reason.” 
I took advantage of our position to kiss his forehead and closed eyes, caressing his crest as he buried his face against my neck and ran his hands around my waist and down my back. His touch on my bare skin was invigorating, in some directions smooth as satin; in others, like a shock of evening stubble.
“Your skin feels so soft and fragile,” he marveled, tracing my collarbone with his fingertips. “How is it not always breaking?”
“Oh, we bruise and bleed plenty, but we heal. Our skin may be soft, but it’s also flexible, adaptive.”
“It’s resilient, like you are.” He kissed my lips again, then moved to my neck, his closeness leaving me throbbing from my core. I was nearly breathless when he pulled back again. “You mentioned places that are sensitive in pleasant ways?”
I bit my lip and grinned. “Lesson two, I suppose: the jiggly bits.”
He laughed. “Jiggly bits?”
“All the weird jiggly bits on our weird mammal bodies that someone decided long ago were unseemly and needed to be kept in check. Some people have them here.” I leaned back a little and guided one of his hands to the curve of a breast. “These aren’t the most impressive examples, but they’re mine. These can be very pleasurable to touch, but you have to be gentle with them, especially where the skin changes.”
Tarek caressed me lightly, almost reverently. “I honestly didn’t think you could get any softer.” He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close, kissing first my sternum and then the tender curve of each breast to the nipple in a way that made me gasp a little. I rocked my hips against him, greedy for more, and felt my first spark of panic.
His senses caught that spark instantly and he looked up at me. “Is everything okay?”
“More than okay,” I said, kissing him lightly. “I’m just afraid maybe my excitement might have outpaced my teaching abilities.”
“How so?”
I reached for one of his hands and guided it to the crease of my hip. “Lesson three is advanced studies. That way lies the reproductive organs and primary erogenous zones, and to be honest, there are a lot of Humans who haven’t figured those parts out yet. Beyond that, I only have a very basic, clinical idea of Reshketh reproduction to compare it to. Should’ve taken you up on that offer for Reshketh pornoglyphics,” I said, chuckling.
“Don’t worry about the academics,” he said as he caressed my thigh. “Just show me.”
I took his hand, guiding it carefully toward the region that was feral now for want of touch. It was only as I got him situated that I realized my mistake, the first slight pull nicking at my nethers like sandpaper. I yelped and pulled his hand away before collapsing into a fit of laughter.
“What’s wrong?” Tarek froze, bewildered. “Is this the ticklish thing?”
“No,” I said, fighting to rein in my giggling. “No, it’s just a lack of forethought on my part. Your skin”—I clutched his hand to my chest and kissed up his arm—“your beautiful, beautiful skin. It’s too rough to touch those parts comfortably. I’m so sorry.” I glanced around the empty chamber. “I don’t suppose our Adavosian hosts left us any nitrile gloves?”
“They seem to be terribly short on amenities. We should file a complaint.”
“Well, my hands still work for this.” I drew close to him again, sliding my hand between us to part myself, already slick. “If you’d still like a demonstration?”
Tarek nodded, tracing the contours of my body like he was mapping them in his memory. I closed my eyes and reached one finger, two, then three into the hungry chasm inside me. I rolled against him like the tide, imagining my own appendages an extension of him and breathing heavy with relief, thumb teasing my clit in a complementary rhythm. It didn’t take much, my body scrambling for climax with gluttonous speed. I lost my senses to the moment, withdrew into myself as the first waves of ecstasy hit, became only vaguely aware of Tarek holding my face, steadying me.
“You’re lighting up,” he gasped. “I can feel it, like sparks through your whole body. Are you all right?”
I relaxed into his embrace as my insides clenched and shuddered, woozy as the orgasm ebbed. My eyelids fluttered open to see awe and worry in his eyes and I kissed him reassuringly. “I’m fine. I’m perfect.”
He breathed in relief. “That was beautiful.”
“What, the part where I get sweaty and make a weird face?” I chuckled.
“I didn’t notice anything like that. I just saw you become so … bright.” He ran a hand along my side to my hip. “I want to feel that with you.”
I snuggled closer. “You’re the tutor now. What do you want me to do?”
His serious, vulnerable look returned. “I was worried it might not work, the way Reshketh bodies respond to each other’s elatria, but … I felt something.” He reached for the ties of his trousers and hesitated.
I laid my hand over his. “Only if this is what you want. There’s no pressure on my behalf; no need to do anything that makes you uncomfortable. I’ve been with Humans of multiple genders with multiple organs and preferences. We can get creative in other ways.”
He took my hand, held it, rubbing small circles with his thumb. “Our claspers are more like our elatria than our regular skin. It shouldn’t hurt you. We don’t always couple with our sex organs, the experience can be … well, there are reasons it’s usually preferred in close partnerships. But … I want to try. If you do, that is.”
Logic told me it could be a mistake, but logic was not at the forefront of my brain, and also logic could fuck off. I looked into his eyes, recognized the shyness and fear in them as he waited for an answer, and once again, I would have given anything to whisk him away and protect him from every unkind thing in the universe. 
I drew close, pressing our foreheads together. “I’d be honored. Just talk me through it.”
“It could be terrible.”
“First times usually are, aren’t they?” I laughed. “And this is a big first, unless the other diplomatic staff were getting a lot friendlier than I thought. If it’s bad, we laugh about it and make out some more. No pressure, no expectations, just tell me what feels right and I’ll do the same.”
He nodded against me. “Get comfortable. Give me a moment.”
I looked more confident than I felt as I slid deeper into our strange nest. Somewhere between the thrill of arousal and the terror of navigating the unknown, my heart was beating hard enough to leave drumbeats in my ears. Tarek stood in silhouette against the starry window and finished disrobing. His figure was statuesque and lovely in the dim light, even marred as it was with metallic bandages and bruising. The elatria that ran down his cheeks and neck split across his shoulders and chest to entwine again along his sides, wove across his pelvic region before flowing down the elegant musculature of his long legs. Nestled between the shimmering elatria were the subtle forms of his claspers: two fin-like appendages pressed close to the body, protecting more delicate sex organs inside. 
He was more alien and beautiful than ever before.
He hesitated just a moment, then climbed in beside me to kiss me with renewed insatiability. We reclined together in a tangle of longing. I didn’t want to let him go, couldn’t stop touching him, chasing any little gasp or shudder I could elicit. I lay back, pulling him with me until I felt his weight against my hips, and let a moan escape that was echoed in kind.
“Tell me what to do,” I murmured.
“Right, words, uh …” Tarek propped himself up on an elbow. “Stimulating the elatria, it should relax one set of muscles, engage another.”
I slid my hand down his waist toward the smooth bulge of his claspers, felt him shudder as I traced the glowing ribbons of his elatria by touch, feather-light. “Like this?”
He nodded, words lost in a burbling sound deep in his throat.
“Lie back, relax. Tell me if you need me to stop.”
Tarek reclined as I rolled up beside him, delicately tracing the shimmering contours with fingertips, lips, and tongue and smiling each time his breath hitched or claspers spasmed. I moved to top him and tested the friction of his skin. I’d end up with a little chafing on the thighs, but nothing I couldn’t handle. “Is this all right?”
He nodded again with some breathy assent. It was harder now to keep things slow and careful as I moved against him. My body was ravenous still, and more sensitive. I felt the flutter of movement beneath me and reached for him. The appendages were firm but satin smooth and gently tapered, each one moving independently against my hand. Tarek gasped as I held them, his fingers clenching slightly against my thighs.
He sensed my hesitation, a question on my lips. “Don’t stop. Please.”
I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and carefully guided him inside me.
For a moment, all thought was reduced to simple sensation, primal sounds escaping without filter. It was strange and overwhelming, feeling the movement within me, but I quickly eased into his rhythm. I heard Tarek’s voice, felt his grip on my wrist pulling me back to the rest of my senses. “Are you all right?” he asked again.
“Yeah,” I breathed. “These are good noises. And you—”
“Good.” 
His glow pulsed with waves of color like I’d never seen before. I pulled his hand up to kiss his wrist before clutching him to my chest. Moving with him, my eyes fluttered open and shut as his fixed piercingly on me.
Something in him twitched and he cried out, a note more desperate than before.
“Hey, hey.” I bent over him, kissing up his chest until I reached his neck. “I’m right here. What do you need?”
With a steadying hand on my hip, he rolled us together until his weight on me pressed us close, our faces together as sensation overtook us both again. He held me tighter, closer, as if he feared I would drift away. I clutched back, tears in my eyes as I trembled on the cusp of release.
“I should stop,” he whispered, panicked.
“Why?”
“I might hurt you.”
“You’re not hurting me.”
“But I might. We … bite. The urge is … I’m afraid I’ll slip.”
I thought of the night he removed my tracker, the way he’d pulled away flustered. The way that moment had first awoken this hunger in me, as well. That hunger roared. “Do it.”
“No, I—”
“Please, don’t hold back. I want you to. Please.” He began to argue, but some wave passed through him that killed the thought with a moan. I gripped him tight, pressed my face to his neck and whimpered, “Bite me.”
Inside, his claspers spasmed apart, pressing me wide and sending me into a fresh wave of climax. But even as phantom lights began to dance behind my eyelids, something else entered me, the last and deepest part of him, soft and undulating and almost more than I could handle, stealing my breath as it pressed in to fill any space that remained. 
With a snarling moan, Tarek snapped forward to bite the curve between my neck and shoulder. I screamed, the world going white around me. My body tensed and shuddered as release came, draining away the terror, the misery, the rage. Somewhere beneath my strange elation, I was weeping and laughing at once. 
For one endless, beautiful moment, I was fully, freely, unapologetically alive.
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Chapter Thirty-Five


Once we had regained enough of our faculties to speak again—which was no small feat—Tarek threw himself into the effort of tending to my bitten shoulder. All things considered, his teeth had barely broken the skin and I doubted I’d have time to get an infection, but fussing over cleaning and bandaging the wound seemed to soothe him, and I wasn’t above letting myself be spoiled. Loose-limbed with endorphins, we both eventually managed to forget about our looming worries long enough to fall asleep in each other’s arms. 
Those worries promptly reintroduced themselves the moment I awoke, but I pulled the bed cover closed and snuggled back into the aura of Tarek’s soft glow as he began to stir.
“Everything okay?” he asked, rubbing my back.
“Right now, yeah. I’m just trying to keep it that way.” In the dark, I began idly exploring him with affectionate curiosity, marveling at light and texture the way I might study a scar or mole on a new Human lover. “At some point, someone is going to come knocking to make us go deal with a bunch of Very Important Problems, and I want to put off thinking about it as long as possible.” My hand reached the strange silver weave over his gunshot wounds. “How are you feeling?”
“Sore, in a lot of places,” he said, chuckling softly. “But good. Whole, somehow, in a way I haven’t been in a long time.” He reached gently for my shoulder. “And you?”
“Tired in a way sleep alone won’t fix. But … grateful. For this. For you.” I traced down his cheek, then down the line of his jawbone. “This whole diplomatic mission may have been a mess beyond our comprehension from the start, but I don’t regret my part in it, not when it gave us this.”
“I think if anyone has a right to feel good about their part in this, it’s you.” He wrapped an arm around my waist to hold me closer. After a long silence in the dark, he said, “I know you don’t want to think about the trouble to come, but is there anything I can do? Besides hopefully not getting killed or carted off to prison?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know how things are going to play out. Stay close if you can, stay safe if you can’t. If … if Esti and Dani didn’t make it, you might be the only person left here I can really trust.”
He kissed my forehead and squeezed me a little tighter. “Esti and Dani are both tough and resourceful. A lot of Humans did make it out at the start, and they’re much more familiar with navigating the station than most. If there are survivors at all, I’d bet money Esti and Dani are among them.”
I nodded quietly, trying not to think of Martin, or Cecelia, or even Nejra. For all that she had spied on us, used us for Eydah’s grand plan, at the last moment, she might have paid the ultimate price trying to save us. 
I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.
We lay together for minutes or hours, wavering between the twin desires for a little more sleep and having another go at each other, when suddenly the cover of our private bubble burst open to reveal an Adavosian silhouette blotting out our view of the stars. I screamed and Tarek reflexively reached for a rifle that definitely wasn’t there. Then we all froze, silent, unsure where to go from there.
The Adavosian broke the silence first. “Where are your clothes?”
“They’re … around,” I stammered, reflexively covering my chest. “Can we get a little privacy while we dig them up?”
“No time. Suitable replacements are provided.” The Adavosian tossed a neatly folded stack of garments on the bed in front of us. “Dress. You are summoned for diplomatic duties.”
I stalked forward and snatched the clothes away like a feral cat. “Do you all not have ‘please’ in your language?”
The Adavosian cocked their head. Maybe they actually didn’t. The sentiment didn’t seem to translate either, or the Adavosian just didn’t care, because they remained unmoving at the foot of the bed. I pulled Tarek along with me as we retreated to sort ourselves out.
“Can’t wait to see what the Adavosian idea of suitable outfits for our species is,” I muttered as I riffled through piece after piece of stretchy black fabric. “Right now, the vibe seems to be athleisure goth.”
I ended up in what was basically a full-length leotard with a duster jacket while Tarek found loose trousers with a tight-fitting, long-sleeved top. They had even included shoes made from denser versions of the same fabrics, though I found myself missing my blood-spattered boots. Whatever I was walking into, I would have preferred a thick lug sole between me and it.
We were once again wordlessly escorted through the warrens of the Adavosian ship with a soldier at our backs, but this time, I was alert and confident in a way I hadn’t been before. Things were still precarious, certainly, but I was alive and so was Tarek; alive and well and walking and here beside me. There were presumably still survivors on the station, many of them Human, and if Kaa Chitanah wanted me dead, she’d had plenty of opportunities to make that happen. I was sure to get at least a few days of deceptive functionality from my adrenaline high before the PTSD set in, so all things considered, the situation was looking up.
As we emerged into a cavernous chamber, I saw a small congregation gathered at the base of a sleek black vessel I assumed to be our transport. Kaa Chitanah towered over an assortment of Adavosi and Reshketh. Eydah was there, keeping their eyes downcast, though whether they had been truly chastened or were just trying to conceal their disgust, I neither knew nor cared.
“Welcome, Human Ambassador Jenna Kalandra,” Kaa Chitanah said graciously as we approached. “I hope you had sufficient time to rest and prepare.”
Rest? Arguably. But prepare? Hardly. Still, she was the only Adavosian who had even attempted courtesy with me, so I dredged up a professional smile and bow. “Thank you for the generous accommodations, High Thrikar. My companion and I are rested and ready to work.”
“Then let us embark. I will brief you on the way.”
We entered the vessel through another nauseating gravity well, but the interior had been lit well enough for my eyes to see comfortably. As the Adavosian crew skittered off to their posts, Kaa Chitanah gestured the rest of us to take our seats around the central chamber, launching into explanation the moment we were settled. 
“The ceasefire has been largely observed between all surviving occupants of Hesunshiak,” she said, “but there is a complication. It appears that, despite our efforts to limit interstellar communications, contact has been made with the Reshketh Expansion. At this time, the ranking Reshketh diplomatic officer on the station holds us in a stalemate, where neither side of this conflict can report the situation to the Nexus without implicating themselves. Thus, we are now in a three-way negotiation for the station, the alliance of Humanity, and the future possession of disputed territory.”
“Wait,” I blurted. “What does that mean, a three-way negotiation? What terms are the Reshketh bringing to the table? Who is even speaking for them?”
“It’s your dear friend, Nejra,” Eydah announced with a twinge of bitterness. “It seems she went a step further to abandon all of our ideals.”
My heart fluttered with relief to hear that Nejra was alive, even if her plan was somewhat problematic. “What do the Reshketh intend to do? Are they sending military forces here?”
“Not yet,” Kaa Chitanah assured. “The Reshketh know they are caught in a compromising position. They have lost control of the narrative, no matter what happens, and it is not worth the risk killing a High Thrikar to regain it. Their transgressions, in terms of galactic law, outstrip our own by a number of degrees. But it is only our three parties who know the full truth of what transpired here. The evidence could be twisted a number of ways. They want to play for political advantage, not vengeance. Humanity seems to be the key. You can tilt the scales and corroborate whatever narrative you choose.”
“You make it sound like we have a lot of power here.”
“You have an array of choices, though none will be without consequence. Either Reshketh or Adavosi can be aided or harmed by your choices. And, of course, either side can choose to remove you from play.”
I didn’t like the sound of that or how casually she dropped it, but I kept my poise. “How are we approaching this negotiation, then?”
“Nejra has been granted authority to represent Reshketh interests and has requested a private audience with the Human Ambassador before any further negotiations can commence. It seems they have managed to congregate all Reshketh and Human survivors into a single defensible location, despite our presence on the station.”
“So, will you allow me to meet with her?”
“I would be somewhat foolish, would I not, to hand you over, sight unseen? Nejra appears to be a rather shrewd and resourceful opponent.”
“She won’t hurt me.”
“But she may very well detain you or use you to turn the situation to her advantage,” Eydah interjected. “That’s what I’ve trained her to do, at least. Or, more likely, we’ll learn you were never sincere after all, and you will use this opportunity to undermine us.”
“The way I see it, you still have the upper hand in every imaginable way. But even if that weren’t the case, Eydah”—I looked at them pointedly—“Nejra was your creature up until the moment you revealed the plan to get everybody killed. Do you really think her main interest right now is securing maximal profits for your government?”
“Any betrayal of values speaks to a weakness of character that cannot be trusted,” Eydah said, flicking a glance at Tarek. “She may have fully supported the Adavosi before, but that doesn’t mean she won’t be persuaded otherwise.”
“Haven’t you both acknowledged how clever she is? Do you really believe her capable of manipulating everyone here on Hesunshiak, but not a few government officials light years away?” Eydah and Kaa Chitanah looked at each other, but I didn’t wait for a response. “I can’t say I trust Nejra completely, but I do trust her to meet me in good faith. The question now is whether you will trust me.”
“You will forgive me, I hope, for taking some precautions,” Kaa Chitanah said graciously. “I am bound to honor and respect your word as the representative of your people, but we must retain some leverage.”
“Then what do you propose? I can’t establish a representative government without any contact with the rest of Humanity.”
“You will go. But your companion Tarek Vaali will remain with us.”
“No,” Tarek and I barked in unison, myself adding a more tempered, “Out of the question.”
“Non-negotiable. Officer Vaali’s presence adds an unknown element of risk, and I believe our possession of him will prevent any sudden change of motivations.”
“So he’s going to be your hostage, then.”
“Have we not treated him well? Considering the condition he arrived in.”
“That’s not … hrrm,” I growled and clenched my hands to fists against my knees. I looked to Tarek, sitting just out of reach. He shook his head, but I couldn’t think of a single argument they might accept for keeping us together. I knew too little about Adavosian psychology to attempt manipulation, too little about their values to try appealing to their better nature. My gaze fell. “If he remains with you—”
“Jenna, no—”
“If he remains, he is not to be confined. He is to be present for all status updates and communications received from me, and he is to be given free access to communicate with me in turn. Is that understood?”
Kaa Chitanah nodded. “He will remain by my own side at our command center on Hesunshiak. Everything I learn, he will learn with me. Any threat I face, he will face with me, and receive such protections as I receive.”
“Jenna,” Tarek pled as I scowled at our host. “I’m not leaving you to go in there alone.”
I offered him a tight smile. “I don’t think we’re going to get a choice. But don’t worry about me. Whitley’s dead, Bharath is dead, the rest of Eydah’s team is here. Nejra won’t hurt me, and if she has all the Human survivors, then odds are good that Esti and Dani will be with her too. I’ll be fine, it’s you I’m worried about.” I leaned in and lowered my voice. “It wouldn’t hurt to keep some friendly eyes on this side of the equation, either.”
He gave me a look like he wanted to argue, but we both knew I wasn’t the one he was fighting. He hung his head a moment, then announced with mocking nonchalance, “Fine. I haven’t had this much time off in ages! What’s a little more?”
Kaa Chitanah straightened. “We are in agreement, then?”
“It would seem so.”
“Very well. May the galaxy’s radiance guide our path.”
I had no means of viewing the approach to the station, but I imagined the pierced and shattered dome of Hesunshiak wouldn’t have looked any less disconcerting when viewed from the outside. Emerging from the Adavosian vessel into a docking bay similar to the one where the Human shuttle hopefully remained felt strangely like waking from sedation. Every cell that had been calmed and comforted by my night with Tarek buzzed with alarm once more, thoughts and worries pouring in as if they’d never stopped. The light was wrong, the sounds were wrong, debris was everywhere. This wasn’t the same place that had awed me with its strange organic beauty. 
I felt like I was desecrating its corpse.
Thankfully, the actual corpses seemed to have been removed. As our procession skirted the grand hall where the first attack landed, I couldn’t help but glance through its gaping doors to the ruin within. There may not have been any bodies left, but there was plenty of evidence of where they used to lay. I must have frozen mid-step, because suddenly Tarek’s hand was on my shoulder, gently urging me away. I shook away whatever thoughts had stolen me and continued on, squeezing his hand in thanks before he drew it away.
Eydah led us to a large, ostentatious office, presumably one that had belonged to Bharath himself. Whether it had been spared in the attack or just hastily restored, I couldn’t tell, but the sliver of normalcy allowed me to relax my shoulders slightly. “We will station ourselves here,” Kaa Chitanah said as her attendants placed devices that projected translucent screens like those in her command center. “Eydah and one of my sentries will escort the Ambassador to the designated meeting place with Nejra and the other survivors.”
“And where is that?” Tarek asked.
“The barracks for station security,” Eydah answered absently as their attention was drawn to the screens alongside Kaa Chitanah. “Seems they got their hands on a weapons cache on the way in; found beds, emergency rations, and med kits for the injured.”
Tarek brought his hand to his mouth as he nodded thoughtfully, then sidled a little closer to me before speaking beneath it. “If it hasn’t already been raided for supplies, I have some tools and light armaments in a locker underneath the bed of bunk sixty-four. It has a biometric lock, but it’s garbage.” With a quick nip, he pricked his thumb on a sharp tooth then reached out to take my hand, smearing the dark blood onto the black hem of my sleeve before doing so. “That should be enough to activate it. If not, kick it a few times and try again. I don’t know if you’ll be able to use anything in there, but if the situation goes bad, don’t hesitate.”
“I won’t. Are you going to be all right here?”
“I will, and I’ll be ready to make a break for it if you need help.”
I smiled and rammed him gently with my shoulder before our wardens turned their attention back to us. Kaa Chitanah glanced up. “Say your goodbyes, it is time to get to work.”
Eydah approached in a way that precluded any sort of intimate farewells. “You’ll need this.” They held up a small Adavosian communicator and affixed it to my temple where it clung annoyingly. “This will allow audio communication but no video, as per Nejra’s instruction. Are you prepared, Ambassador?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Good. Then let’s get going.”
I shared one last glance with Tarek as I was ushered out. I don’t know what my eyes said, but his look was confident and reassuring. We parted again, hopefully not for the last time.
A good distance from the office, Eydah deigned to speak to me again. “You know, if you work with Nejra to betray the High Thrikar and her people, I will personally execute your lover up there, and I’ll make sure it hurts.”
“You don’t scare me, Eydah. You’re a small-minded asshole determined to make your prejudice everyone else’s problem.” I sighed. “And you know what? I even kind of get it. You love Kaa Chitanah, don’t you? And she’s been wronged. You want to protect her. I get it. Can’t you see that I’m just trying to protect the people I love, too?”
Eydah’s cool façade flickered with a hint of rage. “There is an objective moral hierarchy to this situation. And it is the High Thrikar to you.”
I laughed. “You know, Kaa Chitanah told me that cross-species love required an exceptional degree of patience. I see now where she got that notion.”
“You know nothing about the High Thrikar or myself, much less anything about our relationship.”
“I’m trying to throw you a bone here, Eydah, and not just write you off as a bigoted homicidal maniac, but you’re making it real hard.” I looked up at them. “Whatever you think you’re doing, you also think you’re doing it for love. Fine. Just don’t forget that most people out there love someone too. You’re not special or better because of it.”
They glowered haughtily. “My love is the leader of the wisest and most advanced species in the galaxy.”
“And my love is a jaded rent-a-cop forced to work for the people who wanted to use my entire species as a bargaining chip. Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t set the world on fire to save him.”
Eydah shuddered as we entered an elevator. “I see why Nejra was so taken with you: all this sentimental drivel designed for emotional manipulation. It won’t win me over, though.”
“Good. I don’t think I actually want you to like me.”
The elevator opened and we made our way carefully down a long hall as it branched into other corridors and facilities. This area had not been cleared of the dead, but the only bodies I saw were Adavosi. The sentry clicked and screeched at the sight of them, but we didn’t stop. As we entered what looked like some kind of command center, a sudden loud crackle made the three of us jump.
“That’s far enough, boss,” Nejra’s voice, unfamiliarly harsh, sounded from around us.
“Nejra,” Eydah called to the ceiling. “It doesn’t have to go like this.”
“It didn’t have to go like this, but you chose this path, not me.”
“Nejra—”
“Stop.” The hardness in her voice melted away as she continued. “The Ambassador will proceed as requested, and you and your escort will leave, or I am afraid we will have to get messy about this.”
“No need for mess, Nejra,” I called out, looking pointedly at Eydah. “I’m here to talk. And Eydah was just leaving.”
Eydah’s expression was acidic. “As you say, Ambassador.”
“Good,” Nejra said sweetly. “Now, Jenna, please proceed across the room until you see a corridor to your right. And do step carefully: There may be a few unpleasant surprises scattered around.”
“You want to give me any more detailed instruction about those unpleasant surprises?”
“As much as I would dearly love to, due to technical limitations, you are on your own.”
“Great. Thanks.”
I wandered into the command center as my escorts departed, eyeing every step for traces of debris or trip wires or anything out of place. It was such a mess, though, spotting something suspicious seemed an impossible task. The facility shared the unadorned simplicity of the Human sector facilities more so than the elegant spaces occupied by Reshketh diplomats. Everything seemed to be a tint or shade of the same dull blue; desks and chairs scattered everywhere; beverage receptacles and knickknacks strewn about. It had the familiar cluttered feel of a workplace full of people who felt neutral at best about their job but had to keep at it anyway. 
I tried to imagine Tarek doing some boring admin tasks here between guard shifts. He didn’t seem to be particularly close with anyone here, but did he have colleagues he was friendly with? Was there a Reshketh jokester who would catch him with a one liner while he refilled his canteen in exchange for an obliging chuckle? I had almost forgotten what mundane looked and felt like, and something about it made me ache.
Upon reaching the turn to the corridor, I glanced back to make sure I was alone. It was difficult to get myself moving again, and not just because of the web of trip wires crisscrossing my path. Down that hall was the last unknown that could still break me. I could speculate all I liked about the odds of Esti and Dani surviving, but the truth was either they had or they hadn’t, and I was about to know which. I felt nauseous, but slowly urged myself forward, stepping delicately over the traps and down the darkened corridor until I landed at its one and only door.
“Welcome, Ambassador,” Nejra said playfully from the speakers above me. “I see you’re wearing an Adavosian communicator. I gather the grown-ups are listening in while we play at statecraft?”
“You gather correctly.”
“Well, that’s not quite a private audience, is it? To the left of the door, you’ll find a signal disruptor. So long as you carry it within a couple meters of you and keep it switched on, no signal will make it in or out of your device. We’ve switched it off as a show of good faith, but I’m afraid we must ask you to turn it on before we can let you in.”
I reached up to tap a couple fingers against the communicator. “Did you all hear that?”
“Yes,” Kaa Chitanah’s voice came through privately. “Though I would advise you to deceive them. The control they offer is likely illusory.”
“All control is illusory,” I mumbled as I picked up and inspected the signal disruptor. There was Human and Reshketh tech in it, melded in a way that made me dare to hope.
“In a philosophical sense, surely. I am referring to more practical matters.”
“Too bad. I feel like we’d get on so much better discussing philosophy instead of all these messy practical matters. I’ll check back in at regular intervals. Ambassador out.” I hit the switch on the disruptor before I could get a response.
Almost as soon as I had, the door whooshed open and I was slammed back by a hurricane force that stole my breath away. It took a second to realize that not only did the force have me tangled up in a net of arms, but it was also screeching with two very familiar voices.
My voice cracked as I spoke. “Esti? Dani?”
Esti drew back from her hug to grab my head and deliver an enthusiastic smooch to my crown before pulling me into some kind of affectionate headlock. Dani took the opportunity to get a solid grip around my ribcage and squeeze until I couldn’t breathe. I flailed a bit to return the embraces, but even if I had the oxygen for it, I couldn’t bring myself to speak. I started crying against Esti’s shoulder as the fear I’d been holding ebbed away to leave me weak in their arms.
“You stupid, crazy girl!” Esti laughed. “We thought for sure you got killed in that attack, we couldn’t see anything and Patches wasn’t able to ping you. Then you come on the intercoms all boss bitch like that! What the hell were you thinking? But I was like of course you made it, you’re fucking unsinkable, you crazy crazy crazy stupid bitch. Augghh, I fucking love you!”
“Same,” Dani sniffled from somewhere under my left boob. “I’m so happy you’re alive!”
“I’m so happy you’re alive!” I sobbed back. “I had hoped you both got out quickly, but there were so many bodies, and I had no way to—” I straightened with a shock. “Patches! Is Patches with you?”
“Yes, Jenna, I am here!” Patches called out muffled from Dani’s pocket. “I am greatly relieved to see you well!”
I swooned. “Patches, the part of you that was on my vircon, do you have any data or recollection of that part of you? Anything at all? Please …”
“No, I am sorry. I lost contact with your device and never regained it.” My stomach dropped and I shut my eyes tight against the pain of it. “Did I continue to function?”
I hugged Esti and Dani back even tighter. “More than that. You were a goddamned hero, Patches. I’m sure you were here, too, but I wish … You really came through for me before I lost you. I wish that part of you wasn’t gone, but I’m so happy the rest of you is here, intact.”
“Not to break up this absolutely touching reunion,” Nejra called out, lounging against the open door behind us, “but could we perhaps get back to safety before we get too deep into the sob stories?”
I might not have recognized her if not for her unwaveringly playful tone. She was dressed in full body armor and armed to the literal teeth. Gone was the willowy figure who’d worn garments like clouds and seemed to float about just as easily and gracefully. This was the titanium core beneath the delicate veneer. I nodded to her. “I’m glad you’re alive too, Nejra.”
“Not still mad that I’ve been playing you for weeks?” she challenged with a grin.
“Turns out neither of us had all the rules and pieces to play that game. And you did come back for me when it counted.”
“Yes, and then I abandoned you again. I’m a fickle one.”
“You knew Tarek would look after me. You needed to look after yourself.”
“Oh my god, Tarek,” Esti blurted as she pulled away to look me in the eye, Dani snapping out of their joyful haze to join in her anxiety. “We only heard your side of that conversation, but it sounded like he was injured. Is he …”
“He was, but he’s fine now,” I assured, blinking away the image of his bloody body. “The Adavosian leader has him with her as insurance. He’s on the station with us. If I turn off this disruptor, you can talk to him.”
“Yes, well, let’s not be too terribly hasty about that,” Nejra said. “Come inside, let’s get everyone situated and figure out what we have to deal with.”
“Right. About that. You all have all the remaining surviving Humans here, right?”
“Almost all,” Dani said. “There are a couple members of the shuttle crew hunkered down there, but we have contact with them through Patches. Which, they know about now. Sorry. Why?”
“Well, turns out I need to establish a new representative government for Earth, and I have no fucking clue where to begin.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six


They led me into the common area of the barracks, which had been arranged with distinctly Dani-esque heaps of machinery. A public console lay open and gutted, wires and cables pouring out like viscera to connect to the various clusters of ramshackle tech. Dozens of Humans and Reshketh bustled around, haggard but hopeful as they glanced at me. The weight of their hope made me start to tremble, so I kept my focus on my friends. “You’ve been busy!” 
“You have no idea,” Dani sighed. “I’ve been running steady on stims and caffeine since this whole mess began. Even Patches is pulling a double shift.”
“Double shift?”
They gestured to the centerpieces of two heaps: one a roughly cobbled-together mass of electronics custom-fitted into an open pelican case; the other a sleek block of Reshketh tech resting in what appeared to be multiple Human suitcases Frankensteined into one. “I had made a full copy of Patches’ central processing unit to take with us to Earth, but after the attack, I ripped out its whole Reshketh processor, too. I’m not leaving any part of it behind here, and the extra processing power has been helpful in managing what’s left of Hesunshiak central systems.”
“It would be quite exhilarating, if not for the rampant destruction and threat of death,” Patches added, a bit strained. 
I tried to smile even though its voice still stirred an anachronistic grief in me, a bitterness that no one else would grieve the part of Patches I’d lost when this version of it remained.
Esti sensed me drifting and redirected my attention to some refreshingly mundane Human devices. “After the ceasefire, Patches ran heat signature ghosts throughout the station to help divert attention away from the real survivors so we could collect them and gather resources. Nejra found us and brought us here, and we’ve spent most of our time fortifying the area, taking care of the injured, and making backup escape plans in case …” She shuddered off a half-envisioned thought. “Anyway, we managed to make contact with Reshketh forces for a little insurance, and we can do the same with Earth if we can just crack Whitley’s damn biolocks.”
“That’s something I can help with, at least.” I spotted an ID scanner amid the mess and swiped my wrist over it, half a dozen screens unlocking at the touch.
“No way!” Dani dove in, consumed instantly by the thrill of new access.
Esti, however, watched me closely as the implications clicked. “So he’s definitely dead, then. You were … there.”
“Watched the light leave his eyes,” I said more flippantly than I felt, not daring to meet her gaze. “Watched a lot of good people get killed or hurt helping him survive as long as he did, too.”
A long silence passed between us until Nejra stepped forward to break it. “We could spend days sharing and unpacking what’s transpired, but unfortunately some business is a little more pressing. Ambassador, why don’t you get us up to speed?”
I threw myself into the task, eager to avoid reflection. Once I had recounted everything that had happened on my end, Esti began corralling the remains of the Human delegation. She moved and spoke with more confidence than I’d ever seen, and people responded in kind. There were a few loudly dissenting voices when it came to the topic of overriding the power of the Northern Hegemony, but they were outnumbered by blackstripes almost three to one, and the blackstripes were unanimous behind Esti as their leader. They credited her with their survival, and she had not balked from the spotlight. It suited her.
Unfortunately, once the goal was agreed upon, the path to reaching it became a grainier matter for debate. Some thought we should form this new governing body ourselves for expedience’s sake, while others insisted on input from Earth, Dani working with the shuttle team figuring out how to reestablish communication as everyone else debated who needed contacting. My insights on extraterrestrial culture and politics grew less and less useful as the matter turned Earthward, and after some time, I found myself sitting silent on the fringes, feeling the weight of fragile hope once again.
I needed to keep myself moving, so I began walking the barracks, taking in the full evidence of the hardships this faction had endured. Beyond the meager partitions surrounding the common area were the bunks, each one a cubicle as deep as one Reshketh-length bed, the only privacy a sliding screen. Many were occupied by the injured, some being tended to as others fidgeted or lay unnervingly still. Some screens were closed with prayers and symbols written on them, and I dared not speculate how many bodies lay concealed. I only hoped we could resolve things in such a way that there were no more deaths yet to come.
I spied a familiar face slumped and dozing next to an occupied bed. Her curls were pulled back into a tight ponytail, and she wore stained fatigues instead of sunshine-colored business casual. There was a meter-long shard of sharp metal with a handle of wrapped electrical tape propped up beside her like a katana, but her cherubic charm was unmistakable.
“Cecelia?”
She stirred groggily before snapping fully awake with a brilliant smile. “Jenna!” She jumped up to gather me in a crushing hug, then took a step back to look me over. “Thank goodness you’re in one piece! We were all so worried. Martin especially,” she added, glancing at the swaddled lump on the bed.
“Is that him? Is he—”
“He’s okay,” she assured with a smile. “Fractured leg, maybe, and some bruises, but nothing too bad, considering.” She crossed her arms and watched the slow rise and fall of his blanket cocoon. “You know, he jumped on the back of one of those things to try and wrestle it away when he saw I was in trouble. It was sweet. Very, very stupid, but sweet. I had to cart him around on my back until we got set up here. Thank god I lift.”
“Poor guy,” I said, laughing. “I know how badly he hoped to impress you.”
“Yeah, well, maybe now he’ll finally accept that there are other ways to endear oneself than being impressive. I love the guy, but he can be a bit dense.” She blushed and hurried to change the subject. “How are you, though? Is Tarek—”
“Also okay, though he’s kind of a hostage at the moment.”
She grimaced. “The bugs don’t trust us or something? Shocking.”
“Careful now. The ‘bugs’ are about to be Humanity’s best friend.”
“And here we thought shark people were a tough sell.”
We laughed together briefly, but even Cecelia’s practiced cheer couldn’t keep the weight of things from sobering us. “It might not work,” I confessed. “We’re so far away from Earth, no matter how good of a plan we make here, it could all fall apart as soon as we’re close enough for the Hegemony to get their hands on us. What kind of future can we really create from a gaggle of traumatized outcasts currently under siege?”
“Could be a utopia, could be hell, but either way, it won’t be finished here. This is just a start.” She fidgeted a moment. “I suppose at this point, we have to assume Whitley is dead?”
“He’s dead. I saw it happen.”
“Right.” She nodded, looked at her feet, laughed as she brushed a tear away. “I’m sorry, I know, he was awful, it was just … it’s complicated.”
My brow furrowed as I watched her. “Not to me.”
She kept nodding, refusing to look me in the eye. “He was a friend of my parents, you know? I’d known him since I was little. That’s why I have this job to begin with. I think he and my parents hoped it would line me up to snag some up-and-coming ambassador as a husband. By the time I was old enough to realize how awful he was … He wanted me to spy on you, you know.” 
She looked up then, and one glance at my expression had her laughing again, self-conscious. “You knew that. Of course you did. But I didn’t report on you. One of those little rebellions that I used to justify so many other acts of complacency. He could never see me as anything but an innocent, obedient girl, and I could take that trust and use it how I saw fit. I know it was cowardly. I never told him to his face that I thought everything he believed was wrong.” She looked me over once again. “You know you’ve done something incredibly courageous, right? No matter how it plays out in the end.”
“If by courageous, you mean reckless and short-sighted, then sure.”
“No, you …” She looked away, her freckled cheeks flushing. “Just being you, do you know how brave you have to be to just keep existing? There’s a reason I could never bring myself to tell Whitley and my parents how wrong they were. I’ve never … I’ve always been too scared to admit there was anything different about me. I liked men well enough, it would be easy to just pretend forever. I admired people like you, but I felt like I could never … I mean, if my family knew, then they would … ugh, god damn it.” She buried her face in her hands.
“Hey,” I reached out to rub her shoulder, the unfinished statements resonating all-too-familiarly. “You don’t have to come out with this kind of thing until you’re ready. It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not,” she said, laughing through her frustration. “I spent decades of my life thinking there was something wrong with me, and when I figured out what it was, I …” She steadied herself and smiled sadly, looking me in the eye as she offered a little bow. “I really would have liked the opportunity to dance with you in front of everyone.”
I pulled Cecelia into a hug, feeling the shudder of repressed sobs as she squeezed back. “You’ll find your dance partner, Cecelia. Maybe he’s right over there, maybe they’re out there waiting to meet you. Maybe both. Either way, I hope we can build a world where you won’t feel like you need to hide.”
“If you say we can, I’ll believe it.”
I pulled out of the hug and gave her my best roguish smile. “Then believe it.”
Cecelia laughed and wiped away her tears. Vulnerability looked new and uncomfortable on her, but in a way she could grow into, with time. “You know, if they don’t need you right now, you should get some rest! We know where to find you.”
I nodded. “A little sleep couldn’t hurt, I guess. Give Martin my love when he wakes. Or my condolences, whichever.”
“I will.” She smiled. “I’m sure he’ll appreciate both.”
Leaving her to collect herself, I continued around the room, deciphering bunk numbers from my limited memory of Reshketh numerals. Once I found the one I was reasonably sure was sixty-four, I slid the screen closed and sat down on the bed.
It was such a small space for such tall creatures to occupy. Shelves ran above the long, narrow bed, and a third of the floor space beside it was taken up by a floor-to-ceiling set of cabinets. Through their open doors, I could see where weapons and armor would have been kept, where his clothes remained. The bedding was rumpled, though whether it was because of Tarek’s untidiness or someone else’s, I couldn’t know. Articles on the shelves were scattered, either from the attack or a hasty search. I reached under the bed and found the locker Tarek had mentioned, unspoiled. Pulling it up onto the bed beside me, I swiped my bloodied hem near the locking mechanism.
It clicked open. I saw the things he wanted me to take—some kind of handgun, a knife, a multi-tool, and so on—but those weren’t what held my attention. There were also photographs, and a couple bound volumes of something like thin vellum. I pulled those out and slid the locker to the end of the bed, lying down along the plentiful length that remained to examine my findings. The images were displayed on paper-thin screens suspended in delicate frames, and when I touched them, the images would change. One frame was all beautiful vistas, the others all photos of young Reshketh caught in a million different gloriously mundane moments. Tarek wasn’t in most of them, presumably having been the one taking the pictures, but the few shots where he appeared made my heart lurch. 
He looked so happy, so uninhibited, so youthful.
I laid them aside and moved to the bound volumes, journals of some kind. They were filled with tight, scratchy Reshketh script, impossible for me to decipher but strangely comforting. This was his handwriting. When I traced the lines of script with my fingertips, I was following a path his hands had traveled at some point in the past. There were occasional illustrations, too: mostly funny doodles that didn’t require translation to get the joke across, but then I came to one drawing that had been started and scribbled out three times before he apparently got to a version that satisfied him. It was rough, rendered from memory, but it was my face. I closed the book, gathered it up with all the other bits and pieces of him he’d felt the need to lock away, and clutched them tight.
I turned off the signal disruptor. “This is Ambassador Jenna Kalandra. Just checking in. Is everyone being polite?”
“We are most eager to hear from you, Ambassador,” Kaa Chitanah replied. “We lost you rather … abruptly. What is your status?”
“We are actively formulating the requested governing body for treaty negotiations. The full remaining Human delegation is on board. Tarek, are you there?”
There was a pause and a shuffle before I heard his voice. “I’m here.”
“They’re treating you well?”
“Their dining options leave a bit to be desired.”
“Hopefully that’ll be remedied soon.” I paused, clawing for something discrete. “It feels like it’s been sixty-four hours since I had you with me.”
“But you have me now?”
I squeezed the journals and photos tighter. “I do. And I’m among friends.”
I could hear his relief. “Good.”
“If we may,” Kaa Chitanah interjected, “when can we expect a resolution?”
“We’ve got our best people on it,” I huffed, “but those people are also suffering from sleep deprivation, trauma, and grief, so please have some patience. I’ll be in touch again soon.” 
I clicked the disruptor back on.
Cutting strips of cloth from Tarek’s sheets, I wrapped his personal effects and bound them into a makeshift backpack under my jumpsuit, slipped the knife and multi-tool into the lining of my jacket, and, after careful deliberation, locked the handgun back up under the bed. It was too risky to carry it, even if I believed I could use it with any degree of proficiency. Then, I lay there on the narrow bed where Tarek had slept, surrounded by this tiny sliver of his world, and slowly drifted off to sleep.
Hours passed before Esti came to wake me, perched excitedly at the edge of the bed as she shook me. “Jenna, get up,” she urged as I blinked blearily awake. “I’ve got to tell you the news!”
I sat up too fast, wincing as the room spun around me. “What is it? Have you all worked out a governing body?”
“An acting one, yeah. And guess who’s acting Pre-si-deeent,” she said with a little dance.
I felt a surge of half-conscious panic. “It’s not me, is it?”
Esti gave me a teasing glare and a light smack. “No, you egomaniacal asshole. It’s me!”
After a second or two, the words finally hit the awake part of my brain. My eyes shot open wide and I screeched in glee, lunging forward to tackle her in a hug. “Oh my god, Esti! President Esti! What the fuck?! Congratulations! Wait.” I pulled back. “Isn’t that going to be dangerous? It’s going to put a target on your back.”
“Eh, probably,” she shrugged, her smile growing brittle. “The past few days have made me reconsider the value in keeping a low profile. If I could die at any minute anyway, why not go out as the first Black lesbian to literally rule the world, right?”
“Seriously, Esti. Is this something you want?”
She regarded me a moment, then looked to the floor as she spoke. “You fight for ideas, Jenna. You always have. You look past the way things are to the way things could be and try your best to reach for it, no matter how impossible it seems. I could never really do that; I needed something more concrete, more immediate. While you were off trying to save us all with your crazy schemes these past few weeks, I found myself connecting with the people here, let myself really start to care. I can fight for them. I want to.”
I hugged her again, holding her tight. “And sounds like they’ll fight for you. I’ll fight for you. I always knew you were capable of great things,” I said as she hugged me back tighter. “I’m glad everyone else knows it now, too.”
“You might have been the first person to really believe in me.” She drew back and kissed me lightly on the forehead, pulling away with a sudden melancholy. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe in you back.”
I moved to the edge of the bed beside her, our shoulders pressed close. “It’s like you said: all I could give you back then were ideas. Hopeless ones, dangerous ones. It broke my heart that you didn’t share them, but I don’t blame you. And in the end, what is all this but a ridiculous amount of belief in me? I came to you with a half-baked promise and you made it into a revolution. I don’t think any of us would still be here planning the shape of a better world if not for you.”
I felt her searching for words, but in the end, there was both too much and nothing left to say. She let her head rest against mine and took my hand, the two of us sitting together in silence as long as we dared. 
Once it became too much, she drew a sharp, bracing breath and rose to her feet, extending a hand to draw me up. “What’s past is past, then. And I’m your boss now, Ambassador, so let’s get our professional faces on. It’s time to meet our new allies.”
We returned from the bunks to find a room full of people set to purpose. There was grim determination in every face as they went about their tasks, but a palpable excitement in the air, as well. Nejra approached us with Dani and a mixed company of other Humans and Reshketh in tow. “Ambassador,” she said, nodding at me. “I hope you’re feeling refreshed.”
“I am, thank you.”
“If you would be so kind as to shut off the signal disruptor, I believe we are ready to speak with our guests.”
I looked up and matched her mischievous smile. “Gladly.” I flicked off the device. “High Thrikar, this is Ambassador Kalandra. I believe we have an update for you.”
“That is wonderful news, Ambassador,” she replied immediately. Did she ever sleep? “What is your status?”
“Her status,” Nejra answered for me, “is that we now have an acting representative governing body for Earth, and I think it’s time we met in person to discuss our terms.”
“We are eager to greet you. I trust you know your way to the Reshketh ambassadorial offices? Or would you like an escort?”
“We’ll make our own way, thank you. There is a cabinet in Bharath’s office full of assorted libations. A good host might consider preparing some refreshment. A fresh pot of darjesh, perhaps.” She signaled to me and I turned the signal disruptor back on. “Not that an Adavosian could brew a good cup of darjesh to save her life. For all the advanced senses her species has, taste is not one of them.”
“Is everyone going to be all right here while we’re away?”
Nejra nodded. “The injured are stable for now and we still have a good array of armaments.” She lowered her voice. “They could be fine here for days, but none of that matters if we can’t come to a peaceable agreement here. We can’t fight off an entire Adavosian broodship, and the station itself is on the brink of collapse.”
“Then we won’t fail to make a peaceable agreement. Kaa Chitanah doesn’t want bloodshed, it’s Eydah that’s pushing for it.”
“Leave Eydah to me,” Nejra said. “You don’t work under someone as cutthroat as them for as long as I have without learning a few things.”
“Jenna, before I forget!” Dani ran up to me and held out a new vircon and earpiece, smiling victoriously. “I think this is some of my best work to date. Patches is all set up in there, and the unit is triple reinforced in case of … rough times.”
I took them reverently, popping the earpiece in right away to hear a happy musical chiming from Patches. I couldn’t help but tear up a little. “Thank you, Dani,” I said, pulling them into a hug. “Where did you find the time to make this?”
“I honestly don’t know anymore. I’m going to have jitters for weeks.”
I laughed and gave them one extra tight squeeze before letting go. “Shall we, then?”
Nejra nodded and led our small party out of the safety of the barracks.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven


The journey back to the ambassadorial offices was somber. Everyone, at some point, caught sight of a blast mark or bit of debris that made them go pale and shudder. I hoped, once this was all over, I would get the full story of what my friends had endured and be able to share the full part of mine, but now was not the time. Now, we kept quiet and close to each other, moving like a single mass of eyes and ears primed for spotting danger. The only one walking with fearless poise was Nejra, and even I could tell she was more frightened than she looked. 
When we reached our destination, Kaa Chitanah and her retinue stood outside Bharath’s former office, waiting for us. I could feel my companions tensing up at the sight of more Adavosi, the Humans especially taken aback by Kaa Chitanah’s size. Nejra slowed to a halt as the High Thrikar stepped forward. I moved past her and Esti, brushing their arms reassuringly as I did, and offered a polite bow.
“High Thrikar, we have come in good faith to negotiate a peaceful conclusion to this conflict. May I present Ambassador Nejra, representing the interests of the Reshketh Expansion, and President Esti Sakho of Earth.”
Kaa Chitanah nodded graciously. “Welcome, representatives. We come also in good faith, wishing to end hostilities and repair what damage we can.”
“Do you all?” Nejra asked, looking pointedly at Eydah. Before anyone could respond, she stepped forward, past me. “High Thrikar, I am encouraged by your willingness to pursue a peaceful resolution, but I am afraid I cannot ethically enter into these negotiations with Eydah present. They have been classified as a traitor of the highest order who bears ill will not only to my own species, but to Humanity, as well, and I fear their input will only poison this good faith the rest of us bring to the negotiating table.”
“How dare you,” Eydah began. “If anyone here is a traitor, it’s—”
“High Thrikar,” Nejra continued, louder. “It is known that I have been an ally to your cause for a long time, and in this, I supported Eydah unconditionally. But they have grown bitter and careless with their power; you must see this by now. Their time for advising your diplomatic endeavors is over. Or would you see a repeat of this heinous and very preventable loss of life?”
Eydah’s denticles bristled as they turned their attention to the High Thrikar. “Chitanah, have I not always been your most loyal supporter? You need me at your side. Reshketh politicians are notoriously manipulative. These representatives will try to deceive you!”
Nejra didn’t miss a beat, keeping calm and confident against Eydah’s growing panic. “If you believe our aim is to deceive you, then how can you say you come to these negotiations in good faith? If all trust is already lost, then what have we to say to each other? This is why, if we are to continue, it must be without influence.”
Kaa Chitanah gestured Eydah to be silent before they could retort. “What do you propose?”
“You represent the Adavosi, I the Reshketh, and she Humanity. We are three people charged with protecting the fates of our species. It will be the three of us and us alone who will walk into that office and determine the outcome of this situation.”
I flicked a panicked glance at Nejra, then looked back to Esti, but both were resolute and focused on Kaa Chitanah for her response. Had they planned this?
Before I or Eydah could interject, Kaa Chitanah replied, “That will be acceptable. Let us proceed inside; we have much work to do. Any acts of aggression perpetrated in these halls”—she scanned over her retinue, lingering a moment on Eydah—“will be perceived as an act of aggression in these negotiations. I trust all parties will conduct themselves with civility while we work.”
Eydah’s elatria went almost completely dark in shock while the Adavosian escorts merely nodded and took positions along the walls, hunkering down like statues. Esti squeezed my shoulder as she passed, but her eyes were locked with Nejra’s as some unspoken reassurance passed between them. Nejra took her hand and held it tight a moment before they nodded to each other and followed Kaa Chitanah into the office.
I must have been staring at the hand-holding more obviously than I thought, because Dani stepped up behind me to whisper, “Oh. Yeah, they kind of became a thing.”
“Jenna!” I looked up to see Tarek extricating himself from the High Thrikar’s crowd to make his way toward us. My surprise melted into relief at the sight of him, but before I could take a step closer, Dani screeched in delight and took off running, leaping forward to catch Tarek in a big hug.
“Big guy! I knew you were way too cool to eat it in the attack!”
“And I knew you were way too clever,” he laughed, tousling Dani’s hair as he hugged back. “It’s good to see you.”
I approached as Dani settled in for a long-haul squeeze, meeting their joy with laughter of my own. “You should count yourself lucky. I got the attack-hug treatment from Esti and Dani simultaneously. I nearly suffocated.”
“I’ll bet,” he groaned.
Sparing a thought for Tarek’s healing organs, I lay a hand on Dani’s shoulder. “Come on now, he’s alive but he did get shot a bunch. We should probably avoid busting his stitches.”
“Oh shit, oh man, I’m sorry!” They pulled away and looked up at him with their puppy eyes. “Are you okay?”
Tarek drew a deep breath that only hitched once. “I’ve seen better days, but yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” His face grew serious as he looked Dani over. “How about you? I’m sorry we couldn’t find you in the chaos.”
“Oh, no, don’t worry about me. Esti and I were some of the first people to get out, and I got us safely into the access tunnels before any of the shooting started. I’m sorry we didn’t find you. Esti was sure you two had been too close to the crash, that you got smushed or sucked into space or something.”
“Well, we’re all here now,” I said. “That’s what matters.”
Those of us left outside slowly clustered into groups, eyeing each other warily. A few Reshketh from Nejra’s camp went to talk to Eydah’s crew, though Eydah kept to themself. I worried about an altercation, but the approach was cautious, and before long, I saw a few embraces and sad smiles shared among them. Nejra had clearly fostered some sympathy for her peers, and I supposed if she hadn’t known what was coming, others probably hadn’t either. 
Dani tried to ply us with encouraging chatter, but even their boundless energy was approaching its limits. As the talks drew on, the three of us got as cozy as we could sitting on the floor with our backs to the wall.
“I’m not going to stay on Earth for long, you know,” Dani mused.
Thinking of a future past this moment made me dizzy. “Hoping the Adavosi will be accepting tech interns?”
“No, I’m going to do my own thing. The shuttle crew is next to nothing now, and Esti thinks she can requisition it for me. Patches is already—oh…” They looked questioningly between me and Tarek.
“He knows about Patches,” I assured.
“Officer Vaali!” Patches chimed from our pockets. “I am delighted to properly make your acquaintance. Again. I hope I made a good first impression.”
“You saved our hides, if that’s what you mean.” Tarek chuckled. “Though, neither of us were in great shape at the time.”
“Then I hope one day to impress you with the full extent of my knowledge and skills!”
I smiled. “You don’t need to impress anybody, Patches. We already know you’re amazing.”
“It is,” Dani continued. “And it’s already integrated into the shuttle. I just need to make a few modifications, maybe integrate some FTL propulsion, if we get it … I can make it into a proper little ship, with Patches’ help. Then we’ll explore the galaxy together.” They looked back to me and Tarek. “What about you two? Where are you headed after this?”
I shared a baffled look with Tarek and shrugged. “I guess it’s going to depend on what comes of these negotiations.”
“But assuming they go well! Tarek, you could come to Earth with us. We have lots of oceans you could visit. They’re mostly full of trash, but they can still be pretty.”
He smiled sadly. “I’d love to see your world, but I don’t know how welcome I’d be there, especially if Earth’s political alliance is with the Adavosi instead of the Reshketh.”
Dani looked immediately distraught. “Well, maybe you could take Jenna to see your homeworld?”
“I’m not sure I’m welcome there anymore, either.”
“Esti will need us, too, while the new government is coming together.” I felt a sick knot in my gut. “Things may be messy for a while. Maybe Tarek could stay with the Adavosi near Earth and then all of us can go run away on your spaceship.”
“Yeah … yeah!” Dani turned to Tarek with renewed determination. “You’re always welcome on my ship, Tarek. Everybody is welcome on my ship. Unless they’re murdery assholes who are mean to my friends.”
“Thanks, Dani. It’s nice to know I’m welcome somewhere.”
We fell quiet for a long time after that, anxiety creeping in where our hope had been. I held Tarek’s hand and wrapped my other arm around Dani’s shoulders and drew us all as close as I could, waiting for the verdict to come.
The next hours felt like an eternity. When Kaa Chitanah, Nejra, and Esti finally emerged from the offices, everyone snapped to attention as if waking from a dream. We rose and gathered around, and I felt dizzy with dread.
Esti’s smile found me in the crowd and brightened. “Human delegation,” she announced, “I am happy to announce that we have solidified diplomatic relations with the Adavosi. They will immediately establish a presence in our system to facilitate trade of knowledge and resources and protect the nascent Earth government. We will immediately receive planetary aid and engineering assistance for the environmental rehabilitation of our homeworld. Humanity will participate in the greater galactic governing council known as the Nexus under the stewardship of the Adavosian Thrikars for eighty-five Earth years before becoming a fully independent entity, during which time, we will show political support for the Adavosi and receive their protection and guidance in turn. We believe this partnership will prove to be a positive turning point for the evolution of our species!”
The Humans cheered and I let myself relax, though not all the way. Eighty-five years bound to support the ideology of a species we barely knew or understood was a big risk and a tall order to get the people of Earth to accept. I had to imagine planetary colonization was also off the table, which would be a deal-breaker for a lot of people currently in power. But Esti’s smile didn’t betray any of those doubts or worries, not a trace of fear over the challenges ahead. Maybe she knew something I didn’t, or maybe she could spin bullshit like a true leader of Earth, but I dared to hope.
Nejra spoke up as the applause waned. “In the interest of avoiding further conflict, we have come to terms with the official narrative of what transpired on this station. It is to go on record that Ambassador Bharath pursued these diplomatic efforts after falling victim to an elaborate scam run by Reshketh defectors.” Gasps and murmurs went up from both Reshketh parties. “Eydah and their closest staff undertook a campaign to mislead the Reshketh Expansion into the illegal uplifting of a non-qualifying species in order to curry personal favor with the Adavosi. For their part in this tragedy, Eydah and their followers have been classified as traitors and will face execution, should they ever be found in Reshketh space.”
The murmurs grew louder and Eydah emerged again from the crowd. “So this is your plan, Nejra? To pin it on me and your colleagues while sparing yourself?”
“It’s not my plan, and I’m not finished. Adavosian forces were called in to bear witness to the crime when the station, moved out of its regular orbit to liaise properly with Earth, encountered an unforeseen collision with celestial debris, causing massive loss of life and damage to the station. The High Thrikar has chosen to take full responsibility for these misfortunes, as well as taking responsibility for the proper care and upbringing of the Human species to ensure they are made ready for galactic participation. No further Reshketh presence or interference will be permitted in Human space.” Tarek’s grip on my hand tightened and I felt my chest clenching along with it. “The High Thrikar also takes responsibility for the Reshketh defectors and will remove them to Adavosian space, where they can choose to accept exile or return to Reshketh space for execution.”
Nejra paused and looked at me, then Tarek, an apology in her eyes. “All Reshketh not accounted for among the survivors on Hesunshiak are to be treated as potential defectors, including those taken prisoner. All must accept exile or face execution.”
“That’s not fair,” I said breathlessly as others among the Reshketh shouted the same. The cacophony rose around us and I turned to clutch at Tarek as if someone was trying to rip him away. “That’s not fair. You weren’t even conscious when I had you taken into Adavosian custody. I should be answering for that, not you.”
Before Tarek could respond, Kaa Chitanah raised her forelegs and emitted a piercing chirp. “Calm yourselves, Reshketh delegation! Remember that Nejra is here representing the interests of your government. She is not solely responsible for these choices, nor am I. And for those who choose exile, the Adavosi will make sure you are well cared for and given shelter and necessities, such as it is guaranteed to all our people. I know this narrative is not the full truth and I despise that as much as you do, but if this is the means by which our people can move forward without war, then so be it.”
“Of course it suits you,” an unfamiliar Reshketh shouted. “Your people are getting everything they want!” A few cries of assent rose all around.
“We have our dead that will receive no justice or reckoning, same as you.”
“My friends, please think about this,” Nejra urged. “This will all work out for the best in the end, and we have no more time to deliberate. This station is reaching critical levels of instability. There will be three vessels leaving the station. The Human shuttle will dock with Kaa Chitanah’s broodship and proceed with all Humans to Earth. One Adavosian vessel will remain to take the exiles back to Adavosian space. One Reshketh vessel will then transport the remaining Reshketh back to Rakan for a full debriefing. Pack light: salvage crews will be arriving to secure any remaining valuables and relocate and repair the station.” She glanced around at the stammering and unmoving crowd. “Well, get moving, then! If you have additional complaints, take them up with the Reshketh Expansion.”
Nejra swept through the crowd to leave. I grabbed her arm as she passed, but she only spared me a brief, sad smile before pulling away. The Adavosian delegation moved swiftly to return to their vessel and the rest of us began dissolving slowly in disbelief.
I looked up to Tarek. “What are we going to do?”
“Go where we’re told, I suspect,” he said with a tremor in his voice. “But don’t worry. This isn’t the worst outcome. If I have to live in Adavosian space and Humanity is an ally, then we can find a way to reconnect. It’s honestly better this way than if I had to go home.”
“But now you can’t go home.”
He cast his gaze aside and shrugged. “It hasn’t been home in a long time.” He looked at me and forced a smile, tapping a knuckle lightly under my chin. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll probably be better off than before we met, and this won’t be a forever goodbye.”
“Tarek …”
He shimmered sadly and let me go. “Go on and help the other Humans get situated. I’ll meet you at the docks to say goodbye.”
I watched helplessly as he walked away.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight


Numbness took me as I gave in to the momentum of the task at hand. The energy was strange as the Humans and Reshketh who had just bonded over their combined effort to survive helped set each other up to part ways forever. I fell into whatever needed doing, moving the injured or clearing debris—anything that used my muscles more than my brain. 
As much as I’d tried to prepare for this outcome, I wasn’t ready. There wasn’t enough time. What would I even say to Tarek this time when we parted? How many goodbyes could a person endure? He would be alone again, maybe more so than ever. 
I was lost in thought and laden with bags of cargo as I rounded a corner and almost crashed into a Human wall.
Blocking my way were Esti, Dani, Cecelia, and even poor Martin leaning on a makeshift crutch. 
“Jenna!” Martin beamed, hobbling toward the load I carried. “Here, let me help you with those.”
“Nooope, let me get that,” Cecelia said, laughing as she cut him off and took on a couple bags herself, Dani relieving me of the rest.
“What is it?” I asked. “It looks like you all were waiting for me. Is something wrong?”
“Yes,” Esti said. “Something is very, very wrong.”
I felt weak claws of panic trying to dig out of my stupor. “What is it?”
“As President of Earth,” Esti said, “I know we will have a full Adavosian delegation in an orbital embassy helping us move forward. But it occurs to me that we will have no such Human presence in Adavosian space.”
My brow furrowed, struggling to piece together what she meant until the implications hit me with a cold shock. “You want to send me away with Tarek and the Reshketh defectors.”
“With full ambassadorial privileges, whatever that amounts to.”
My heart leapt at the thought, but nausea followed on the heels of joy. “Esti, you’re going to be in danger once you get to Earth. All of you are. I can’t just abandon you!”
“You aren’t. You’re following a Presidential order to establish a Human presence beyond our solar system.”
“Esti—”
She stepped forward and grabbed me by the shoulders, her regal façade cracking. “Honey, I know. Earth is going to be absolute hell while we’re trying to get this new power balance to stick, and believe me, I plan to get off that planet as soon as I possibly can. Dani and I are going to get our escape pod ready, okay? Martin and Cecelia, too. And when we get off our rock, I want to know there’s someone out there who’s tested the waters and found out where it’s safe to swim.” Her smile stayed strong, but there were tears in her eyes. “Don’t look at this as abandoning us. Look at this as being our advance guard. I’ll be able to do my job a lot better knowing you’re out here safe and well and loved and waiting for other Humans to follow in the paths you create. I’m asking this for me as much as for you.”
I looked at the tearful smiling faces surrounding me and felt myself begin to crumble. “I can’t do this without all of you.”
“Of course you can, dummy,” Esti sobbed, the tears finally breaking her smile. “And you’ll have Patches and Tarek, and Dani is still working to find a way to keep Patches’ installations in communication with each other. You won’t be alone, and neither will we.”
It was impossible. I didn’t want to choose, and I didn’t want the choice made for me, but here I was. I whimpered, “Okay.”
“Okay?”
“Yeah.” I laughed, tears pouring out fast. “Yeah, I’ll go. I’ll be out there waiting for you all. I’ll make a home where we can all be safe.”
Esti pulled me into a tight hug and the others piled in around her. Thankfully, their combined force kept my wobbly legs from crumpling, because I wasn’t prepared at all for this goodbye. They held me long enough that I stopped shaking, and by the time they let go, I was supporting myself again. Esti grabbed a duffel bag, offering it to me apologetically. “Your stuff. Or what seemed important, anyway. I know how much you hated the Hegemony uniforms.”
“And this,” Dani said, rolling out the Frankenstein suitcase. “Patches can run on your new vircon without it, but it should still have access to its full brain. That way, Patches can take better care of you when I ...” they trailed off, lip quivering.
“Thank you. I …” I looked around at them with my mouth hanging open, completely at a loss for what else to say.
“Get going, you!” Esti said with a little shove.
“Yeah. I … just … thank you. All of you,” I choked. “I love you all.”
Dani was fully sobbing and Martin looked close to it as well, clinging bodily to Cecelia. Esti smiled fiercely through her tears. “We love you too, you crazy bitch. Now go!”
I turned, took a few slow steps, then faster and faster until I was nearly running toward the Adavosian ship.
Halfway there, I came upon a Reshketh figure leaning on a railing, looking out into the ruins of the main dome. I thought for a moment it was Tarek, come to meet me early, but as the figure turned, I saw it was Nejra instead, out of her armor again. She swept her arm in a Reshketh greeting. “Hello, Jenna.”
“Nejra,” I said, slowing to a halt beside her.
She glanced at my bags and smiled. “So, they convinced you to go?”
“They did.”
“Good.” She leaned back on the rail and fidgeted her hands. “I am sorry, you know. For how things worked out. I tried to make the best of it, but …”
“Some things were beyond your control.” I thought of the moment shared between Esti and Nejra before they entered the negotiations and my stomach lurched, knowing they had denied themselves the very thing they were gifting Tarek and I.
“I find I like you Humans. A lot.” She flickered in a Reshketh blush. “Perhaps hypocritical of me, given everything I did to give you a hard time. If things had gone differently, I alone might have been responsible for all your deaths.”
“You set the bombs in the shuttle.”
She nodded, staring up at the stars. “I didn’t like it, didn’t agree with it, but that’s the kind of thing I was here for: to do what no one else could. And then you happened. When I found out you were our little rogue agent, my little starstruck liability, and you had the perfect delay tactic at the ready, and you had already cultivated an asset from among the few Reshketh on the station we had marked as potential recruits … let me tell you, I was impressed. And more than a little smug about using you to outmaneuver Eydah’s inelegant backup plans for preventing this alliance. I think I kept watching, waiting to see through your mask to find a creature as ruthless and amoral as myself; someone who I could smile victoriously at as I beat you at your own game. But no.” She looked at me, suddenly fragile. “You just did everything out of love. And it put me to shame.”
I set down my bags and stepped up to the rail beside her, looking out at the devastation as much as I dared. “It wasn’t all for love. A lot of it was just survival.”
“Survival can be an act of love. Take it from a member of a species that glorifies self-sacrifice as the highest expression of civic duty: Sometimes the most selfless thing you can do is just stay alive for the people that care about you.”
Watching her now felt like seeing a whole iceberg for the first time, glimpsing the tremendous depth that I wouldn’t get the opportunity to explore. “Is that what you’re doing now? Staying alive for the people that care about you?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t dare be so sentimental,” she said with a wry grin that almost hid her sadness. “Turning on Eydah bought me a very useful degree of legitimacy. But I do think that Earth—and more importantly, some key individuals headed there—will find it beneficial having a Reshketh ally or two still hiding in the system. I can … smooth some things over, should anyone need to pass through our territory without a full Adavosian escort.”
“You’re still going to work to change things?”
“As much as I can. We’re so vast now, spread so far. It seems impossible to change anything about the way Reshketh live and move and work within the galaxy, but every now and then”—she glanced at me, grinning—“opportunities arise for those with the eyes to see them.”
“This time, though, you’ll be alone.”
“No more alone than I always was.” She sighed. “You don’t keep many friends in my line of work.”
“You tried to save my life. You kept Esti and Dani and all the other Human survivors safe. You didn’t have to do any of that. As far as Humanity is concerned, any friends you’ve made among us are yours to keep.”
Nejra laughed bashfully, then straightened into her usual magnificent posture. “I have a parting gift for you.” She reached down and collected a metal canister. Sliding open a side panel revealed a tank glowing with lazily floating rikinae. “There weren’t many of these left after the attack, but I found a few. I didn’t want to leave them here to die. Will you take care of them? They’ll eat just about any microorganisms you toss their way.”
I took the canister from her gingerly and stared at the little creatures. So few left, when once there had been so many. “Yes, I promise I’ll take very good care of them.” I looked up at her again, my eyes clouding with tears. “This is a wonderful gift. Thank you.”
“You deserve better. You all do. But …” She shrugged. With a sigh, she turned to walk away, pausing to lay a hand on my shoulder. “Take care of yourself, Jenna. And take care of your reckless lover. Life in our society is not kind to people with a moral compass like his, but I believe you can relate.”
“I do, and I will. I hope we cross paths again someday, Nejra.”
She smiled sweetly. “I hope so, too.”
I made the rest of the trip unhindered. Tarek waited for me outside the docking bay, the last other Reshketh making their farewells and going their separate ways. I took a deep breath and approached him.
The poor creature tried to put on a brave face as he looked at my bags. “All ready to go?”
“I am. And you?”
“Not much to get ready. I imagine the necessities the Adavosi are offering might actually be a step up.”
“Well”—I laid down my belongings and approached to take his hands—“I have something for you.”
“That’s right, your AI friend! I almost forgot.”
“Yes, I’ve got Patches, but there’s more. When I opened your locker, I saw your photographs and journals. I held onto them for you; figured you might want them.”
He caressed my face and leaned in for a soft, slow kiss. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.” He glanced around. “Where are they?”
I bit my lip and shrugged sheepishly. “They’re kind of strapped in under my clothes. I haven’t had time to get them out yet.”
Tarek laughed. “So, how do you plan to hand them over?” He leaned in and whispered, “I don’t know that we necessarily have that kind of time left together.”
“Don’t be too sure. Because, as it turns out, I’m coming with you.”
His playful façade fell. “Coming with me? But, your friends, your home … you can’t! They need you.”
“They’ve decided they need me here, with you, making headway in Adavosian space and figuring out how Humans can come to live among the stars. I’ve got a Presidential order and everything.”
I could feel his hands begin to tremble. “Is this what you want?”
“What I really want is for none of us to have to say goodbye, but since I can’t have that, the next best thing is for none of us to be alone. My friends will take care of each other. You and me, we’ll take care of each other and be ready to help them if they need to make an escape.” I looked him in the eye. “I want to go with you, wherever that takes me. If neither of our worlds will have us, we’ll make our home somewhere new and know that the people we love are always welcome there.”
He kissed me again, hungrily, gratefully. I kissed back until joyful laughter took over and we held each other close, spinning clumsily under the dim, flickering light of the ruined station. I reached up as we stilled and pulled his forehead down to touch mine.
“Whatever comes next,” I assured him, “I have you and you have me. It’s going to be okay.”
“It’s going to be better than okay. It’s going to be incredible. I’ll make sure of it.”
“Hmm,” I purred, tilting up to kiss him again briefly. “You promise?”
“I swear it.”
Our future was many light years away now, but it didn’t matter. What lay ahead was a universe of possibility, and here in my arms was one of the most gloriously impossible things in it. This feeling, something long sought and rarely felt. 
This was home.
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