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	For everyone who has ever been

	the object of someone's full attention

	and didn't know what to do with it.

	And for the ones who gave it.
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CHAPTER ONE

	Registration Day

	The orientation pamphlet has a stock photo on the cover.

	That's the thing that gets me, sitting there at the kitchen table with my oatmeal going cold — some designer at a government contractor sat down and chose a photograph of two hands, one human and one Vyastil, pressed palm to palm like something out of a greeting card. Soft lighting. Pastel tones. As though the whole arrangement could be summed up in a handshake.

	I slide it under my water glass when I hear Kit's door open.

	He comes out the way he always does — hair going four directions, wearing the ancient Michigan State hoodie he's owned since we were sixteen, looking aggressively unbothered by the world until the world gives him reason to be otherwise. He goes straight to the coffee maker. Doesn't look at me.

	I watch him pour.

	He turns around, leans against the counter, takes one long sip, and then his eyes drop to the edge of the pamphlet sticking out from under my glass.

	He looks up. "Is that what I think it is?"

	"Probably."

	He's quiet for a moment, which is worse than if he'd immediately started talking. Kit's silences have weight to them — you can feel him deciding how much energy to spend on something.

	"Shit," he finally says. Not quite disgusted. Not quite anything. "You actually did it."

	"Last night." I stand up, take my bowl to the sink. "Filled out the registration the second the clock hit midnight. Orientation and first session are tomorrow."

	Behind me, the coffee maker drips. Kit doesn't say anything else right away, and I busy myself rinsing my bowl and reaching for my protein shake, giving him the space he's clearly deciding whether to use.

	"You've been planning this since you were seventeen," he finally says.

	"Yeah."

	"And I knew that."

	"Yeah."

	"So why does it feel like you just told me you're moving to another country?"

	I turn around and look at him. He's not angry — not really. He's pale in a way that has nothing to do with the hour, his fingers wrapped tight around his mug, and I've known him long enough to know that what looks like irritation is almost always something closer to fear.

	"It's a weekly appointment," I say. "I go in, it's done, I come home. Same schedule, same life."

	"It's not the same—" He stops. Sets his mug down. "Whatever. You want to go to the gym first?"

	That's Kit's way of dropping something without quite dropping it. I've learned not to push.

	"Give me ten minutes."

	The city looks the way it always looks in mid-October — wet leaves plastered to the sidewalks, the sky a low uniform grey, everyone moving a little faster than usual with their shoulders hunched against the cold. We jog two abreast on the path that runs along the residential stretch of Main, our breath coming out in small clouds, and for a few blocks it feels like any other Thursday morning.

	Then we pass the bus shelter outside the pharmacy and I clock the Vyastil standing inside it, waiting.

	She — or they, more accurately; the gendering was something humans had fumbled early and mostly corrected — is tall in the way all of them are tall, silver hair loose over her shoulders, wearing what seems to be a human coat that fits poorly through the torso because their proportions don't quite map onto ours. She's reading something on a phone with the focused stillness they bring to most human activities, like she's cataloguing data rather than just killing time.

	Kit glances over. Looks away. Says nothing.

	I think about the first time I saw one of them — really saw one, up close and not through a screen. I was eighteen and working a shift at the food court and a Vyastil with bronze hair and gold-ringed fingers walked past the hot dog stand and stopped to look at the menu board with genuine, unperformed curiosity, the way a person looks at a painting they've never seen before. I'd stared. They'd noticed me staring. We'd both looked away.

	That was three years ago. Now there are seven of them living in our apartment complex alone.

	Kit still voted against allowing them in the building.

	"What's your plan if you can't get it up?" he asks, not breaking stride.

	"They give you something."

	"I heard that something will have you walking like a sailor for three days."

	"Pretty sure that's a rumor."

	"Pretty sure you don't know that." He cuts me a sideways look. "Have you told your aunt?"

	"No."

	"She's going to find out."

	"She was going to find out when I turned twenty-one regardless. She knew this was coming."

	"Knowing something's coming and having it arrive are different things, Irv."

	He's not wrong about that. I think about calling her last week, the careful way she'd said you're still planning on doing that, I suppose, like she already knew the answer and was asking only to confirm her disappointment. I'd said yes. She'd changed the subject to the weather.

	We hit the gym parking lot and slow to a walk, both of us steaming slightly in the cold air. Through the glass doors I can see the familiar geometry of the weight floor — the rows of equipment, the mirrors, the people already inside, moving.

	And behind the front desk, Quilliyin.

	I know his name because Kit complained about it for a week the first time Quilliyin was assigned to our check-in counter. Quilliyin, he'd repeated, in the tone of someone cataloguing an offense. What kind of name is that. An alien one, I'd said, which had not helped.

	Quilliyin has blue hair today, pulled up into a loose knot, his pierced ears tracking the conversation he's having with the member ahead of us. He's shirtless in the way the Vyastil often are when they've been here long enough to stop modulating for human comfort — their skin thickens for the cold and they run warm, which means October in Michigan is, to them, pleasantly cool. The C-rings through his nipples catch the overhead light and Kit, beside me, makes a sound that isn't quite a word.

	"Morning," I say when we reach the desk.

	Quilliyin's oil-spill eyes — that galaxy-over-pitch-black that still takes me a second to adjust to — move to mine. "Checking in?"

	"Yeah." I hand him my card.

	He scans it, flicks it back. Turns to Kit, who has been staring at a point roughly six inches to the left of Quilliyin's shoulder.

	"And you?"

	Kit pulls out his card and slaps it on the counter. "Can you see through clothes?"

	There's a brief silence. Quilliyin leans forward slightly, letting the badge around his neck swing toward the counter, and gives Kit a smile that is slow and deliberate and knows exactly what it's doing.

	"Maybe," Quilliyin says.

	Kit snatches his card back and walks through the turnstile without another word. I offer Quilliyin an apologetic look. He waves it off with a long-fingered hand and I follow Kit to the weight floor.

	"Flirtatious little—"

	"Kit."

	"He does it on purpose."

	"Everyone does things on purpose. That's what purpose is." I hand him a set of dumbbells and he takes them without looking, already building up a head of steam. "Stretch first."

	He doesn't stretch. He starts curling immediately, elbows flaring, and I decide not to say anything yet because there's a window with Kit when he's like this — too early and he snaps, just right and he vents, too late and he doubles down purely out of spite.

	I start my own warm-up, methodical. Around us the gym does what it does — the usual Thursday crowd, a few Vyastil integrated among the humans now without anyone visibly registering it, which still feels, some mornings, like a kind of miracle. Two years ago there were members who walked out every time one of them came in. Eighteen months ago a gym three towns over put up a sign. There were lawsuits. The sign came down.

	Now Quilliyin works the front desk and two Vyastil with violet and cerulean hair are bench-pressing what appears to be a structurally irresponsible amount of weight at the far end of the room.

	"I read that the government hasn't done any independent testing on them," Kit says. He's moved from curls to shoulder presses, still with bad form, still accelerating. "No one actually knows what they're capable of. It's all self-reported."

	"Uh-huh."

	"I'm serious, Irv. The podcasters—"

	"Which podcasters."

	"Multiple podcasters. There's a whole—" He gestures with the weight in a way that makes me take a small step back. "There's a community. People who've been asking questions the mainstream isn't asking."

	"The mainstream is asking plenty of questions. There's an entire Senate subcommittee."

	"Yeah, and how's that going."

	It's a bad-faith argument and he knows it, but this is the rhythm we fall into — me making the reasonable point, Kit dismissing the reasonable point, us going nowhere, both of us fully aware we're going nowhere and doing it anyway because it's more comfortable than whatever the conversation underneath this one actually is.

	I watch him in the mirror. His shoulders are wrong. His elbows are dropping.

	"Slow down," I say.

	"I'm fine."

	"You're going to—"

	He glances sideways to prove he's fine and his arm comes up too fast and the weight connects solidly with his mouth.

	The sound is unfortunate. Kit freezes, hand going to his lip, and when he pulls it away there's blood.

	"—hurt yourself," I finish.

	"Shut up."

	He drops the weight. It hits the rubber floor with a sound like a gunshot. The weight floor goes briefly quiet and then continues, except for the two Vyastil at the bench press, who have both stood up and are moving toward us with the swift, unhesitating purpose of people for whom hesitation is not instinctive.

	"He's injured," the violet-haired one says. Not alarmed — observational, clinical.

	The one with cerulean hair in a long braid is already moving toward his bag. "I have zitha. Should I—"

	"Yes." The violet-haired one's nose wrinkles almost imperceptibly. "I can't stand the smell of their blood."

	Kit's face, already pale, goes a shade I don't have a name for.

	I'm about to intervene when Quilliyin appears — the Vyastil have a way of materializing when something is happening — and takes Kit's chin in one long-fingered hand and tilts his head back without asking permission, examining the damage with the matter-of-fact authority of someone who has done this before.

	"You're hurt," Quilliyin says.

	Kit glowers. It's remarkable that he can glower this effectively with someone holding his face.

	"Zitha," the Vyastil with the braid says, returning with a small dark jar. Quilliyin takes it, twists the cap, and the smell hits immediately — sharp and green and nothing like anything I can name.

	Kit rears back. Quilliyin holds him in place without appearing to exert any particular effort and uses his thumb to push Kit's lip back, applying the ointment to the cut with swift precise strokes. Kit flails. Quilliyin is immovable. There's something almost funny about it and I keep my face very carefully neutral.

	When he's done Kit spits and wipes at his mouth, which does nothing because the ointment doesn't smear. It's already working — the bleeding has slowed, and as I watch, a cut that should have needed a stitch is knitting itself back to clean skin.

	"Holy shit," I say.

	Quilliyin looks mildly pleased. Then he looks at Kit, who is staring at his own reflection with the expression of a man whose worldview is being structurally undermined against his will.

	"Be careful, human," Quilliyin says, quietly. "You are fragile."

	It's not cruel. If anything it's gentle — the kind of thing you say to something you want to keep intact. Kit's jaw tightens and he steps back and walks to the lockers without a word.

	I turn to the remaining Vyastil. "Thank you. Genuinely."

	He inclines his head. He and Quilliyin exchange something in their own language — that liquid tonal sound that I've never heard a human replicate convincingly — and then they return to the bench press.

	I get back to my reps and give Kit fifteen minutes.

	When he comes out of the lockers he's quieter. Not sulking — something else. He picks up lighter weights and his form is better. He doesn't mention the Vyastil. He doesn't mention Quilliyin.

	He does, twice, reach up and touch his healed lip. Checking it. His expression somewhere I'm not supposed to see.

	I say nothing. I work through my sets. The grey October light comes through the high windows.

	Tomorrow I'll find out what a Vyastil feels like.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Orientation

	The building next door to the New Beginnings Clinic looks like it used to be an insurance office.

	That's the first thing I notice — the ghost of a previous life in the proportions of the place, the frosted glass in the door, the way the signage has been bolted over rather than built in. Inside it smells like new carpet and something faintly herbal, and the receptionist is human, a woman in her forties who hands me a lanyard and tells me I'm in Room C without looking up from her screen.

	Room C has four small desks in it. Three are empty. I sit at the nearest one and wait.

	The Vyastil who enters a moment later is not what I've come to expect from the ones I've encountered in passing. He's older — not visibly, because you can't read age on them the way you can on a human face, but it's in something else. The quality of how he moves. The particular stillness that comes not from discipline but from having been still for a very long time. His sea-green hair is braided neatly over one shoulder. He wears both a shirt and trousers, which I've come to understand as a kind of formality signal.

	"Irvin," he says, reading from a tablet. A statement, not a question.

	"Yeah."

	"I'm Eissa. I'll be guiding your orientation today." He sets a second tablet on the desk in front of me and takes the chair opposite rather than standing over me, which I appreciate. "You'll begin with an orientation video, after which there are consent forms to complete and a brief quiz."

	I look up. "A quiz."

	"Yes."

	"What happens if I fail?"

	Something at the corner of his mouth moves — not quite a smile, but in the family. "You'll be given a six-week leave of absence and return to complete orientation again." He pauses. "The quiz is not a test of intelligence. It exists to confirm that you understand the purpose of the arrangement and are consenting with full awareness. Most people pass without difficulty."

	"Most."

	"Most." He gestures at the tablet. "Please let me know if you have questions. It's important to us that this is a comfortable and willing experience."

	He says it the way someone means something rather than the way someone has been trained to say something, which I notice. I nod and tap the screen.

	The video lasts twelve minutes and tells me almost nothing I didn't already know.

	It's well-produced — a human narrator with a warm baritone walks me through the history of the arrangement in language so carefully neutral it could have been generated by a committee, which it probably was. Animated graphics illustrate the biology in broad strokes: something in what human bodies produce contains a compound the Vyastil require to maintain their biological function. The compound doesn't exist in sufficient quantities on Erethar anymore. The arrangement is symbiotic. Both species benefit. There's a brief segment on consent and safety protocols, a segment on session structure. The animated silhouette of a Vyastil kneels in front of the animated silhouette of a human in a chair and then the video cuts tactfully back to the narrator.

	That's it.

	No explanation of why the compound depleted on Erethar. No detail about what happens to them without it. No information about the Vyastil themselves beyond the functional minimum.

	I sit back and look at Eissa.

	"That answered almost nothing."

	"It answered the things you need to know to provide consent."

	"It answered the things I already knew from the government website."

	He folds his hands on the table, unhurried. "There is more information available. When you complete the orientation, your internet access will be expanded — you'll have entry to a monitored database with considerably more detail about our biology and our world. The information-sharing restrictions are significant, but within them you'll find answers to most of your questions." A pause. "Your roommate has not yet registered."

	"He got an extension."

	Eissa nods slowly. Something passes through his expression — not judgment. Something more like recognition. "I understand."

	I look down at the quiz. It takes me four minutes and I get everything right, which triggers a small chime of confirmation that feels absurd under the circumstances but is also, quietly, satisfying.

	"What happens now?" I ask.

	"You walk next door." He stands, straightens his tablet under his arm. "Sign in at the front desk. You'll be shown to a room."

	"And then?"

	"And then someone will come in."

	I stand up too. We're nearly the same height, which surprises me — most of the Vyastil I've encountered are several inches taller than my six feet. He watches me with the calm attention that seems built into them, and I find myself wanting to ask the question I've been carrying since I was seventeen.

	"Do they—" I stop. Start again. "The ones who work here. Do they want to?"

	Eissa is quiet for a moment. "The arrangement is consensual on both sides. We do not compel participation among our own people any more than your government compels it among yours without offering alternatives." He tilts his head slightly. "Is that what you were asking?"

	It is and it isn't. What I was actually asking is harder to put into words — something about whether the thing I'm walking into is as transactional as the video made it sound, whether there's something on the other side of that frosted door that resembles genuine choice in both directions.

	"Yeah," I say. "That's what I was asking."

	He nods. Moves toward the door. Then stops with his hand on the frame and looks back. "For what it's worth," he says, "curiosity is not a liability here, Irvin. We do not dislike being known."

	Then he's gone, and I'm alone in Room C with its four empty desks and its new-carpet smell.

	I pick up my jacket. I think about my parents for a moment — the specific way I always think about
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