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          JENNY

        

      

    

    
      Jenny Chin-Anderson stood on her balcony, staring up at the stars spreading out in an infinite blanket in the night. The wind blew, bringing the chill of autumn through the trees and up to her.

      Cool and refreshing.

      A change of seasons to wash off the summer of, well, it wasn't a summer of love, that was for sure. Not every summer was a happy one, unfortunately.

      This one certainly wasn't.

      Boys were dumb.

      And possessive — something she wasn't about to tolerate.

      She took a sip of her wine and let her gaze drift to the shiny spire in the distance, high in the sky.

      The Bridge. The space station the aliens used to come down to Earth. At the apex it had almost a top-hat-like configuration, with the base like a tall spike from the ground. A landing platform — at least, that's what Jenny understood it to be. A kind of check-in point.

      For what, though, that was the question.

      Everyone on Earth had opinions. Some said it was so they could plan the invasion, take over the world, enslave the people. Others said it was because they were all looking for Earth mates — humans, apparently, were compatible with other species in ways nobody had fully mapped yet. That part kept Jenny up at night in the best possible way. The biology alone. The implications for cellular compatibility, for the microbiome, for things she hadn't even thought to study yet —

      "Rowl," meowed her cat, Mister Fluffikins.

      "You think so, Mr. F?" Jenny said, smiling as he walked the balcony railing with that practiced grace of a five-year-old cat who did it every single night.

      He purred, pausing just long enough to tip his head up for her to pet the underside of his chin. Then his attention shifted. Something must have moved in the distance, because Mr. F was suddenly serious and ready to attack.

      Or hunt.

      Or whatever it was he did at night.

      With a pounce he hit the nearby tree, sending brown leaves down, before he hit the ground and disappeared into the dark.

      "Please don't bring me any birds," she called after him.

      He flicked his tail without looking back, and the white splotches on his otherwise black coat vanished into the shadows.

      "I'm not kidding about the birds. I really can't with those again."

      She turned back to The Bridge, alone again in the way she'd gotten used to — which was its own quiet problem. It was one thing to be alone on purpose. It was another to realize she'd stopped noticing the difference.

      She shook that off and looked up.

      Ever since Polly had shown up with her green alien husband a few years back, everything had changed. It wasn't speculation anymore — they were out there, in all their multi-color-skinned glory. Tails and antennas and scales and horns and everything in between. And when they arrived in any kind of official capacity, they built The Bridge. With the help of several countries, amid all the political noise that came with it.

      It sure changed the skyline of the flat Midwest. The Bridge was visible from all around Tornado country, and Jenny, living close enough to see it every night, still hadn't gotten used to it.

      The lights twinkled off the topmost section.

      "What are they doing up there, really?" she wondered aloud. Curing diseases, maybe. She'd read a theory — admittedly from a source of questionable credibility — that some alien species had vaccines for conditions humans still couldn't crack. Diabetes. Certain cancers. What if it was true? What would that mean, biologically? What did their immune systems look like? What did they have in their biology that we were missing, and vice versa?

      It was a bioengineer's dream and she was standing on a balcony in the Midwest with a glass of wine, watching it from a distance.

      "I don't know if I want to know what they're really doing up there," she said to nobody. She took a sip. "Probably anal probes and everything."

      Her wrist buzzed, the text alert on her watch glowing. She tapped the screen to see, but really, she shouldn't have bothered.

      It was Phil.

      Again.

      Please, my beautiful. Come back to me.

      Phil

      "Boy has to get over this," she muttered, walking back inside.

      She'd told him to go to hell after his offensive comment, clearly enough that it shouldn't have required a follow-up conversation. After all, he was supposed to be so much smarter than her. That was what he liked to remind her of. Funny, then, that he couldn't grasp what no meant.

      No one was calling her a stupid anything.

      Much less the slur.

      He hadn't even understood how he'd offended her, because he never really saw past her Chinese features to consider what words like that cost.

      An Asian doll. That's all she'd ever been to him.

      Not a bioengineer who'd worked her ass off to get her degree. Not a person with Halloween decorations she'd made herself and a cat who brought her dead things as tokens of his devotion. Just a type he'd wanted to collect.

      She set her glass in the kitchen and ran her fingers over the Witch's Brew cauldron on the counter, feeling the texture of the little ornaments she'd shaped to look like bubbles coming out of it. Phil had called it stupid. Said it gathered dust, said the whole seasonal decoration habit was a waste of space. That should have been her first sign.

      The glittery skulls on the wall watched over the living room. The hands she'd mounted on the other wall — twisted sense of humor, yes, but they made excellent hat hangers.

      She loved Halloween. She wasn't ready to take it down yet, even if it was nearly November. She wasn't ready to move toward Christmas, toward the warm and cheerful and all the feelings she'd have to perform to get through it. Maybe she'd just leave the skulls up. Maybe they could all coexist. Halloween, Christmas, Chinese New Year — one long defiant display of every part of her that Phil had ever rolled his eyes at.

      Probably because —

      Her phone alerted her again.

      She opened it without thinking. Force of habit.

      It was a picture. Of her. Taken through the balcony windows.

      She stared at it.

      Just — stared.

      She was right there in the image, wine glass in hand, looking out at The Bridge. Her apartment lit up behind her through the glass, her decorations visible, her couch, her kitchen. Everything. Her whole private space laid bare, and she hadn't even known she was being watched.

      Her mind went very quiet in the way it did right before it started screaming.

      You need to take down the Halloween decorations. That season is over.

      Phil

      She ran to the patio door and yanked the curtains shut. Her hands shook so badly she had to grip the fabric to make herself stop. Her heart hammered against her ribs. She pressed her back to the door, facing the apartment, and tried to breathe.

      Was he outside right now? Was he still out there?

      The walls she'd made cozy and warm suddenly felt like a display case. Every lit lamp, every skull, every corner of the life she'd built for herself — had he been watching all of it? For how long?

      Her stomach turned. She ran to the bathroom, braced over the sink, let the cool water run over her wrists until her hands stopped shaking. She stared at herself in the mirror. She looked scared.

      She hated that she looked scared.

      You can't be doing that! We're done. It's over. What I do is none of your business! Not anymore!

      Jenny

      She stared at the screen, waiting. Her whole body felt electric with that specific terror that lives just underneath rage.

      You don't do anything.

      I know…

      Phil

      "No." She said it out loud, to the bathroom walls, to her own reflection. "No, you're not doing this to me." She hurled her phone across the couch.

      For a moment the apartment was completely silent.

      She stood in the hallway and listened, her pulse loud in her ears, watching the curtains she'd just closed for any sign of movement, any shadow along the bottom edge, any —

      A thud.

      She screamed and grabbed the nearest thing — the TV remote — and spun toward the balcony doors with her arm already raised.

      "You're not —"

      Mmmrrrooowwwlll.

      A soft scraping.

      She exhaled so hard she nearly folded in half. She went to the door and pulled the curtain back just enough. There was Mister Fluffikins on the porch, holding some kind of prize with an expression of tremendous personal pride.

      She unlocked the door and slid it open just enough for him to squeeze through.

      "Already back for the night?"

      He strolled past her, carrying —

      Was that a bird?

      She glanced out into the dark while he pranced toward the kitchen. No sign of Phil. No shape near the tree line, no car she didn't recognize in the lot. But she hadn't seen him before either, so who was to say.

      She shut the door, bolted it, and pulled the drapes all the way closed.

      She leaned against the door as Mr. F inspected his kill in the kitchen, very pleased with himself.

      Not a bird this time. But it had definitely been alive recently. There was blood.

      And it twitched.

      "Shit," she muttered, and darted over to see what mess he'd brought her.

      Of course, Mister Fluffikins took off with the prize.

      "Mr. F, get back here!"

      Great.

      Just perfect.
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          KARUK

        

      

    

    
      "Huh," the foreman said. He snorted and glared at Karuk. A thick, round nose that looked wet dominated the foreman's face. Snot dripped from the tip.

      Eyes that judged him. Karuk didn't need to lower his defenses to know what the thoughts behind them looked like. He'd been read this way so many times he could write the script himself. Pretty boy. Soft. Won't last.

      Karuk remained motionless, waiting.

      The foreman looked back at the data card, then back at him. He rested his meaty thumbprint on the seal.

      Karuk didn't exhale, but inside, something loosened.

      "Get fitted for your suits. You'll be doing hull repairs."

      Karuk nodded. Turned and walked away.

      Behind him, the foreman's voice dropped to what he probably thought was a quiet register. "I'll bet you a thousand credits the pretty boy won't last a week."

      "I give him a month," another manager said. "Pretty boys don't do labor jobs. Not with gold like that all over him."

      If they only knew.

      The gold flecks in his skin were marks of achievement in Dalgurian culture — years of service, rank earned through discipline and sacrifice. They meant nothing here. Here they just made him a curiosity. An ornament. Something to be underestimated, which was at least useful, though it had never stopped feeling like a wound that didn't quite close.

      The Dalgurians had a complicated reputation throughout the galaxy. Half the known worlds thought they were vain. The other half thought they were monsters — and that half wasn't entirely wrong, depending on which Dalgurian you met and what they'd been ordered to do.

      The telepathy was the thing that made most species distrust them. No one liked the idea of their thoughts being heard. What they never considered was that the Dalgurians didn't want to hear it either. The noise of other people's inner lives — the fear, the judgment, the wanting — it was relentless. It took years of practice to manage, and even then, it took hardware.

      He reached up and brushed the golden cuff that wrapped around his ear's shell, adjusting it slightly. The ornate detail was by design — his people had learned that anything plain read as medical, and medical meant vulnerable. Better to make it beautiful. Better to let the galaxy think it was vanity while it held the overwhelm at bay.

      Even with it on, the foreman's satisfaction at his bet leaked through. A small, smug warmth, easy to ignore. The team's hostility was harder — it came in waves, already building behind him as he walked away, and he pressed two fingers against the cuff to raise the resistance a notch.

      Better.

      He'd joined a manufacturing company eight months ago. Before that, another. Before that, a salvage crew who asked no questions as long as he did the work. He'd learned quickly in each place — learned the rhythms, the equipment, the unspoken rules — and moved on before anyone started paying too much attention to a Dalgurian working labor jobs who never talked about where he came from.

      This assignment was on a station called The Bridge. Some far-off humanoid world, a place called Earth, where the locals were apparently interested in mating with alien species. Karuk had no opinion about that. It was only a place to hide.

      He wondered, not for the first time, whether they'd noticed he was gone yet. Whether the hunt had already started.

      Don't think about that.

      He pressed the cuff again, out of habit, and went to get fitted for his suit.
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      Karuk released the helmet, and the air hissed — warmer than the recycled air in the suit's reserve. The hum of the pressurizer filled the airlock. He ran his hand over the cuff immediately, resetting it after the hour of suppression the helmet required. The seal wasn't perfect inside the suit, and even in the muffled version, he'd caught enough from his team to know what was coming.

      He had approximately four seconds before someone shoved him.

      It was three.

      Others on his team stripped out of their hull work suits. Aggressively.

      "What were you thinking, Pretty?" Resko, the Paxian, fired at him.

      "That was stupid," Girrick added, gray-purple skin flushed darker with irritation.

      Karuk was still working his way out of the gear. He wasn't as practiced with the zero-g suits as the others. He'd only done atmospheric hull work before. "You didn't listen."

      "I listened! You don't listen!" Bardon shoved him hard.

      The wall of anger hit him a half-second before Bardon did — not enough warning to fully brace. Karuk slammed into the airlock wall, feet still tangled in the magnetized suit, and everything rang with the impact. He jerked free of the gear, took a breath, brought his hands up.

      Bardon came at him again.

      Karuk dodged, let the larger male's momentum carry him forward into the wall, and stepped back into a position with the exit in his sightline. The chamber was too small for a real fight. Cher and the others had positioned themselves — not randomly, he noticed, but with Cher slightly behind and to the left, blocking a secondary exit. Whether that was instinct or intention, he couldn't say. He filed it away.

      "You don't belong —"

      "Hey!" The foreman's voice cut through the chamber. He filled the doorway, tusks Karuk hadn't noticed before now visible. "He started it!" Bardon yelled.

      "I don't care who started it. Get out here. Knock this fodder off."

      The team lined up and filed out, each one finding a reason to shoulder into Karuk on the way past.

      Cher was last. She stopped directly in front of him, held the glare an extra beat — long enough to make sure he felt it — then walked out without a word.

      Karuk waited until they were all through before he followed.

      The foreman fell into step beside him. "They're just testing you."

      "Doesn't feel like a test."

      "You'll be fine."

      Karuk glanced at him. "Why are you encouraging me?"

      "We need the help here."

      He didn't believe that either. Not entirely. People didn't encourage strays out of generosity. "Don't."

      "What?" the foreman asked.

      "No one trusts a Dalgurian unless they want something."

      "What makes you think I want something?" the foreman asked, sniffing with his enormous nose.

      "Everyone wants something."
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      Couldn't this meeting have just been an email?

      Jenny wrapped both hands around her coffee cup and stared at the conference room wall, willing the caffeine to work faster. She hadn't slept. Not really. She'd lain in the dark listening to Mr. F complain through the bedroom door, and every time the building settled or a car passed outside she'd been wide awake again, heart going, listening for sounds that weren't there.

      Or might be.

      She'd checked the lock on the balcony door four times before she finally gave up and moved to the couch, where she'd dozed for maybe two hours with Mr. F eventually curled on her chest, radiating warmth and total indifference to her problems.

      The meeting had been going for forty minutes and so far covered updated safety protocols, revised compliance documentation, and a seven-slide deck on proper lab decontamination procedures that everyone in this room had known since orientation. Jenny fluffed her hair around her face and let her eyes drift mostly closed.

      "Seriously, what is this?" the woman beside her — Joy, from the second-floor lab — muttered. "None of this is new information."

      "This would be the perfect time for a hologram," Jenny whispered back. "Aliens have holograms, right? Maybe they'll upgrade us."

      Joy snorted.

      "You ladies have something to add?" Emilio Lopez asked from the front of the room.

      They both straightened. Jenny gestured toward the window where The Bridge was just barely visible through the morning overcast. "Just wondering what new technology we might be bringing into the workflow. Given current developments."

      Mostly true.

      "As a matter of fact," Emilio said, "that's exactly why we're here."

      The room shifted. Jenny sat up.

      "The universe has gotten considerably larger in the last few years." Emilio gestured toward the window, toward the spire cutting the sky. "Oakwood wants to be part of that growth. We're in discussions with government programs about sending representatives to The Bridge — to foster collaboration, share research, facilitate some of the biological compatibility testing the IDA is beginning to undertake."

      "Are we going to work with the aliens?" someone across the table asked.

      "We're working toward it. And we'd be sending people who have excellent performance records with the company."

      The room deflated in real time. The scorecard comments started immediately — a familiar low-grade resentment that lived in every team meeting at Oakwood, the constant reminder that everything here was measured and ranked and sorted.

      Jenny didn't look at her scorecard. She'd learned that lesson the hard way at her last job, where she'd checked it compulsively until the checking itself made her sloppy and anxious and eventually cost her the position. Here, she'd made a quiet agreement with herself: do the work right, let Emilio tell her if something was wrong, don't obsess over the number. It had served her fine.

      She thought about it now, though.

      She thought about biological compatibility testing. About what that might actually mean — two species' cellular biology, their microbiomes, their immune responses, all the
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