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To call Szobe Skum’s office and attached living room sterile would not do it justice. No microorganism could survive in the filtered, sanitized, and sound-proofed world of the Apex CEO of X-TRACT Unlimited.

Steam filled the air as he sighed to let the scented fumes enter and repair his lungs. The spa, meant for him and only him, heated Szobe’s body to the exact temperature he needed for his personal therapeutic treatment. His meteoric rise had come at a steep personal cost. After all, one did not achieve the sort of success he had without stepping on many people. He had outwitted, outmaneuvered, and outclassed them all. That was why he was the head of the most successful corporation in known space, if not the galaxy. He had the resources to take care of whatever ailment he would ever face.

Beeping from the desk interrupted his leisure. He emerged and sauntered stark naked across the white floor from the sauna cordoned off from his office. Sealed and heavy doors gave way to the spacious room while it echoed the slap of his bare feet. His was the tanned and lean physique of a man women wanted, dusty blonde hair accentuating the supermodel face he had spent a fortune to refine. Bleached walls illuminated the room with a low hum from inside each panel. The trail of water in his wake had evaporated on heated tiles by the time he reached his desk.

He scrutinized the report with a practiced eye. He read it again to make sure, since discrepancies cost him more than he was willing to pay. A frown spread across his thin lips. He returned the data pad to the desk, reached over, and input a command on the console.

From behind, a wall pulled apart, exposing the skylight and the star system he claimed as the location of his headquarters. The glass-topped desk and plush leather chair in his office sat in front of a wide window of reinforced transparent graphene. Outside, the security fleet for the AnZera system circled the station, which contained the Legacy Vault, the secret of his success. Countless lights of engines, masquerading as stars, twinkled as part of his display of unquestionable power. 

He folded his arms and stared into the void. To think a single, backwater planet responsible for his fortunes also caused him such hassle. Yes, it became a plentiful source of the irreplaceable compressed-hemoplasma that turned X-TRACT from a small mining firm into the mega-corporation that became the envy of the Corporate Capitalist Alliance. Thoroughfare, the largest independent commercial matrix in known space, named it as one of the most successful corporations two decades running. Yet, when one could retrieve nothing from said planet, profits plummeted.

The door opened with a hiss, interrupting his thoughts. Lorelei Koder, his personal assistant and chief administrator, walked in. She proved to be invaluable during the past ten years. X-TRACT’s recent fortunes had skyrocketed with her sharp wit and ruthless ability to handle any problem with his blessing.

“You called, sir?” Lorelei asked. She stood in sharp contrast, with her blue-threaded suit and mop of deep red hair standing out in a room devoid of color. 

“Inform the Arch Vice-Presidents, High Executives, and Over Managers that we are heading towards Shoar. There has been another incident, and these delays are becoming irksome.”

“Shall we have them assemble the entire fleet, sir?” she asked with a smirk. The last time she had suggested such an action, it reduced an entire star system to rubble. 

“Yes. Inform every member of the Executive Suite to bring everything at their disposal. I want to rectify this situation once and for all. Once we are done with that nuisance, I want all operations on Shoar with Meritopolis to accelerate until that rock is nothing more than an empty husk.”

“At once, sir.” Her eyes scanned the whole of his surgically modified backside once and left. Nothing she had not seen before. The door closed behind her with a hiss and click before it pressurized again. 

He let go of his arm, noticing the dark red blood caked on his skin from where his fingers had dug in. He took a sanitary cloth from the side of the chair, wiped the blood away, then tossed it in a small aperture above where the cloth came from. A loud whirring sound from inside vaporized the cloth to nothing. 

He took up the tablet again. Those creatures in the nebula had wiped the latest shipping fleet from Shoar out. To complicate matters, his client demanded results with a subtle threat to terminate the contract. His frown deepened and his eyes narrowed as his grip on the pad grew tighter. He was one of the most powerful men in the galaxy and these animals hiding in the nebula entertained the notion of his humiliation? He had caught all the of the last group, but to think he might have missed any vexed him. His thumb pierced the glass. With a frustrated roar, he threw it into the wall, shattering it into pieces.

With his hands on the desk, he hung his head to catch his breath, his hair falling mussed over his face. He needed someone, or something, to take his aggression out on. Lorelei, enjoyable as she was, was too fragile for what he had in mind. 

“Sir,” Lorelei’s voice came through the console. “Over Manager Gast from Destiny Manifest is on the line. Shall I put him through?”

His eyebrows rose. Destiny Manifest was one of his needier customers. In fact, Gast had been pressuring X-TRACT to increase its production or else their exclusivity contract would be terminated. Despite its size, Destiny Manifest’s strength was an illusion that could not back up its threats. The only reason the Alliance had not kicked Destiny Manifest been out was because they always netted a surplus, small as it was after related losses. 

“Put him on hold. I’ll be right with him.” Gast was a spineless middle manager clone ordered on threat of termination to make the inquiry. He would try to be intimidating, but Szobe Skum would come out on top like he always did. He was in a foul mood and Gast would be the best constructive outlet for his frustrations.
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Jordan Blue did not know how people survived without transport services or hovercars as she trudged through the deadlands. Stripped of every available resource, most of the continent was a vast expanse of cracked soil, barren rock formations, and dried out riverbeds. At her side, Kuvett, the shape-shifting Cosmari space mermaid, floated through the air with ease as though it was water. Only through Kuvett’s intervention, on two separate occasions, did Jordan escape incarceration. Otherwise, the merciless Enforcers that served X-TRACT would have sent her to a forced labor camp.

The first night was calm, to her relief. An abandoned hut on the edge of the marshlands provided the shelter she needed, though not what she wanted. The quiet was deafening. Sleeping curled up in a ball on the rotted wood floor was less than comfortable compared to the soft bed in her apartment she had to abandon. Yet, it was still better than the alternative. 

Jordan had awoken as the dawn drew near and, with what little light she needed, made her escape. The ground hardened when the swamp could reach no further and turned into a dusty, cracking wasteland. Stale, airy breezes replaced the decayed, pungent stench that insulted her sense of smell. The sun peeked over the edge of the distant mountains before Kuvett broke the silence of their march. 

“Jordan, if you don’t mind my asking; where are we going?”

“The only place we can go, away from the Outskirts.”

Kuvett sighed under her breath. “Of course, but do you have a destination in mind?”

“Kind of?” Jordan kept walking with hesitant steps. “I’ve heard rumors on independent radio signals that talk about a place called Society’s Edge. When X-TRACT almost crushed one of the old unions, the survivors left to make a town secure enough to survive. It’s where a lot of anti-X-TRACT propaganda comes from.”

“That sounds prudent, and I believe I saw the settlement you’re referring to.” Kuvett hovered at Jordan’s side. “Do you know how far it is and if you’ve the proper supplies to make the journey?”

“Sort of.” Jordan’s gait did not falter despite the questions that needed to be asked. “I packed what I could so we might make it if we’re fast.”

Kuvett floated in place, surprised at Jordan’s determination. “I assume you know how large the continent is, right? On foot, it will take you at least a week to get halfway between the borders.”

Jordan whirled around and clenched her fists. “You think I don’t know that? But I have to try. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life wondering when my cancer’ll kill me or an Enforcer will beat me to death for the hell of it.”

Kuvett’s eyes leveled. “You realize there is an alternative, right?”

“Such as?”

Without missing a beat, Kuvett hovered back a pace and increased in size where she towered over Jordan, the size of a house, maybe larger. In addition, more spires and fins, black and navy blue, grew out from her shoulders and forearms with uncanny ease. Her jade and citrine-colored scales shimmered in the dawn. The series of barbed halos adorned in mid-air behind her head intensified the starlight glinting in her royal purple locks. All of which made her five emerald symmetric eyes more alluring. It was the same glorious sight when she saved Jordan from the Enforcers the day before.

Kuvett’s smiled with the same confidence and cunning she always displayed. “Since it would take too long to traverse on foot, we can cover ground much faster in my original size.”

Jordan would have perked up, but a more pertinent thought interrupted. “Why didn’t you mention this sooner?”

Kuvett’s grin faded. “You never asked. My feelings for you notwithstanding, Jordan, the Cosmari are one of the oldest races in the galaxy, not beasts of burden. This was a last resort.”

Jordan sighed, defeated. “You’re right. I had so much on my mind, I forgot you could do this.”

Their disagreement notwithstanding, she marveled at how majestic the Cosmari looked in her authentic form. Her smaller size seemed less extravagant and intentionally plain in comparison. The iridescent shining of Kuvett’s scales off the morning light, and the sheen of gossamer fins waving in the wind left Jordan speechless.

Kuvett reclined on the ground, her tail languidly swinging. “Will this suffice?”

Jordan took in a deeper breath and exhaled to calm herself. “Yes?”

The Cosmari snickered, shaking the pebbles beneath them both, opened a palm on the ground. allowing Jordan to hop on, and carried her up to the Cosmari’s shoulder. 

Jordan’s hands reached between the royal purple locks, tickled by the specks of starlight, before she paused and pulled back. “Will holding onto your hair hurt at all?” 

“Not in the least. Even if it did, I am very fond of you. Therefore, I’ll allow it.” The light in the Cosmari’s eyes glinted with her amusement. 

“Oh.” Determined, Jordan gathered two large handfuls of Kuvett’s hair, their texture softer but tougher than any textile she ever touched. She settled on the base of Kuvett’s neck and leaned into the harder scales of the shoulders. 

“Are you ready?” Kuvett hovered off the ground. 

Jordan hunkered down as tight as she could, her bags wrapped around her arms, and squeaked. “Yes.”

Prepared, Kuvett took off. A large plume of dust and a sizable crater marred the ground in her wake. The wind pummeled Jordan as she leaned further into Kuvett’s neck and let the Cosmari’s hair whip around and above her. Curious, she leaned to the side and cracked open an eye to see the wasteland speed past them. 

“I could go much faster, but it wouldn’t be safe for you.” Kuvett announced through the wind. “So, it may take us some days to get to this settlement.”

“Still better than walking,” Jordan shouted with her eyes closed tight. 

_-*^*-_

That night was a stark difference from yesterday as they took shelter in a foxhole dug deep enough in an empty riverbed. Jordan shivered through most of the night because of the soil sucking the heat from her lanky frame. and resorted to using her plasma torch to burn some reeds retrieved by Kuvett.

When the sun rose on the next morning, a dust storm developed overnight and she could not see past her arm’s length. Though, that meant that the occasional X-TRACT flier that scanned the deadlands could not see her either. They had no choice but to wait the storm out. Kuvett did not mind keeping watch in the shroud, which kept her invisible since she required less sleep, though Jordan still felt awful about it.

The fifth day brought intense clouds and tainted rain. While the change in temperature was welcome, the reek was not, even with the mask she brought along. They outran a cloud burst followed by flash floods and spent the night in a cave on an outcrop that was just high enough to make sure they did not sweep away Jordan.

If the previous five days were strenuous, the sixth put them all to shame.

Jordan screamed as a feral beast charged at her, maw wide and ready to tear her to shreds. Instead, Kuvett caught it and swung it into the rest of its pack. It skidded through the mud and bowled over another with a yelp. The rest of the pack turned on the pair. They encircled Kuvett just out of her reach, growling at her with rancid fangs, fetid saliva, and snot-spewing snouts. 

Kuvett gnashed two rows of her own razor-sharp teeth and snarled. She drew to her full height of her smaller, more nimble form and brandished the claws on all four of her arms. 

The biggest beast, the one she had tossed, got on its hind legs and howled. All eight of them charged as one. Kuvett met them, batting four of them away and into the surrounding rock formation with a single swipe to leave bloodied indents. Three more of them leaped onto Kuvett, scratching and chomping into her scales, leaving scratches and bruises.  

The Cosmari bit into the matted fur of the neck of one with a loud snap. She yanked the last two off her body with all four hands and crushed their heads. She threw their limp bodies away while the last one went unaccounted for.

“Jordan!”

In a blur, the final beast made a desperate lunge towards the human. 

The mechanic frantically dug through her bag. She pulled out her plasma torch and fumbled with the trigger in a panic. Warm blood splattered over her as the intense blue flame from the barrel tore through the beast’s mouth and poked out of the back of its skull. Singed fur and cooked meat spread a foul aroma. It coughed once before going still, fire spreading to its scraggly fur. 

“Oh, no, no, no!” Jordan yelped and kicked the acrid-smelling animal off her makeshift weapon. She crawled back to her few possessions in the pile she set aside during their travel.  

Kuvett reached over and smothered the corpse of the beast before she threw it away. They would leave the other dead animals to rot. Their meat was just as poisonous as the water they drank.

“I can’t believe this,” Jordan cried. She put the torch away while she trembled.

“You should believe it,” Kuvett answered without humor. “Are you unhurt?”

“I’m fine.” Jordan wiped away the tears staining her face. “Just terrified I’m way in over my head here and the list keeps expanding in ways I’ll probably die.”

“Calm yourself.” Kuvett gathered the rest of Jordan’s things and rubbed her arms with a free pair of hands. “You’ll be fine as long as I am here.”

“I know. I’m glad you are,” Jordan sniffed a moment before she sneezed a pack of mucus on the ground, to her disgust. “How much farther are we?”

Kuvett reared herself upright and expanded her fins. She closed her eyes and focused on the light breeze, carrying scents over and around them. “We are drawing near. We should make it by dusk.”

“Good. I’m not so sure how much further I can go.”

Kuvett lowered herself back to the ground with worry etched on her face. “Your condition?”

“Yeah.” Jordan idly grasped the yellow bag to feel its contents. Only five capsules left. When she had a steady supply, it would have lasted her a week, ten days, if she was lucky. Not to mention her portable lung only had so much extra oxygen in it. She slouched, head hanging low, and her dried-out, deep-bronze hair curtained her face. “I’ve been trying to think of what to do, but I’m just...”

“Let us make our way out of here first,” Kuvett advised. “There are more of those animals that will follow the scent of the melee.”

Jordan’s olive colored skin paled at the idea of more of those creatures that had almost eaten her. “Yes, let’s go.” She scurried away with Kuvett out of the rock formation and into an expanse of barren hills. At least, Jordan hoped they were barren of things that hungered for her bony flesh.

The dried riverbeds, hallowed out tree trunks, and dust covered glades they flew over diminished what fleeting hope she had. Her long-deceased parents often told her of the many and varied plant-life Shoar once had from their own parents. It seemed like a myth considering everything before her.

Hours passed during their flight over one lifeless vale after another. It dipped into late afternoon as they came upon the sound of running water and a familiar reek.

“Wait, that’s not what I think it is,” Jordan whispered to herself. They ascended the side of a hill taller than most, the red and bronze rock formations with jagged edges creating a fence between the vale and the source. When they passed the peak, the foul odor of tainted water struck her to the point she slapped on the mask of her portable lung.

A fetid river stretched as far as Jordan could see. Its waters raged and sped past with all the unrelenting fury of a flash flood. During their descent, she looked for anything still alive, but found nothing over the rapids. 

“Ugh,” Kuvett noted. “How putrid.”

“Wow.” Jordan held Kuvett’s hair tighter. “I knew a lot fell during the rain season, but this much? This shouldn’t be here.”

Kuvett continued over the rapids, staying high enough and out of reach of the foamy currents that would have killed Jordan if she fell in.

“It doesn’t surprise me,” Kuvett muttered, frowning. “The amount of environmental devastation X-TRACT committed against this planet has crafted its own twisted version of an eco-system. I don’t know if it’s capable of sustaining itself, but it doesn’t look like anything native to Shoar can live in it.”

Jordan looked up at Kuvett. A question formed on her lips twice before she had the courage to ask. “So, you must have been around a few other planets during your time away. Why come back to Shoar?”

Kuvett continued to hover over the tainted rapids for a long moment before she answered. “When I was spawned, Shoar was beautiful. Its oceans thrived, and so did its people. I was not born on the planet itself. However, I would often see it from Szurph.” She bobbed her head upward to indicate the heavenly body, circling the planet in a deep, red nebula. “I sometimes wished that the people of Shoar knew their ancestors watched them from Szurph, aware that they were not alone, but waiting for them to reach the stars once more. For a good long while, I traveled from world to world, hoping to find a place that reminded me of Shoar.”

“Did you find anything?”

“Yes, but no matter what they boasted, it still wasn’t the planet I watched while I grew to maturity. I hoped that if I found anything like Shoar, I could see the contrasts to make Shoar better. After all, we came from the same Matriarch.”

Jordan could not help but smile at the recollection. Though something was missing. “What about the rest of the Host? Didn’t any of them want to help you instead of letting your Matriarch glass the planet?”

Kuvett slowed her pace for a moment. “Not that I’m aware. I’d have hoped it would have been more than just me. But, I suppose in the end, it’s best that I operated by myself. Otherwise, a Host of Cosmari attempting to liberate the planet would cause a panic and work against us.”

“I see.” Jordan wanted to say more, but kept it to herself. She got why Oshia wanted to burn everything to ash, but Jordan preferred to live, painful as breathing could be for her. In an idle moment, she glanced to the side to watch the filthy water pass by. 

The shimmering water almost looked inviting, were not for the pollutants in it. 

For an instant, Jordan imagined Kuvett taking to the sky, soaring between the clouds and even the stars. Better yet, diving into the depths of a blue, unspoiled ocean. Jordan wondered if there were parts of the sea that had yet to be tainted as much as they were around the Outskirts. She would have loved to find those pockets of sea water, still as clear as the ocean scapes in the paintings she had made over the years. What she would not give to recreate them, if given the chance. 

Her wonder faded into a quiet sigh; she had left her paints and pictures back at her apartment. She could not retrieve them, even if she wanted to.
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“There it is!” Jordan pointed over the top of Kuvett’s head. Sparse, flickering lights appeared in the distance. “I can’t believe it,” she whooped in triumph as they closed in on potential sanctuary. 

“You should believe it,” Kuvett kept her head still to keep Jordan upright. It had been a long journey since their departure from the Outskirts. The adrenaline of Jordan’s first flight over the desolate wastes kept her lucid enough to see it.

While it was one thing to listen to rumors about life outside the Outskirts, seeing the red rock canyon with clear skies before her was another. In the valley's heart, a dense forest surrounded a town hugging the base of a larger mountain. “I don’t understand how all this can happen and—” 

Her attention turned to a bump at the base of Kuvett’s skull. The discoloration of the surrounding dark and softer iridescent scales made the inflammation more evident the closer she got. A small black tail the size of her fist wriggled at the peak.

“Is this supposed to be here?” Jordan asked, resisting the urge to poke whatever it was. 

“What do—” Kuvett suddenly screeched in pain. She went rigid, and the two tumbled to the ground. Jordan screamed and held on for dear life as the Cosmari crashed into the dried-up dell just outside the canyon’s entrance. Digging through the soil face first, Kuvett came to a halt at the foot of a steep ridge.

Jordan let go of the Cosmari’s hair and tumbled off. She shook her head, clearing her vision, and turned to see Kuvett’s face, a mask of fear. 

“Kuvett, you okay? What happened?” Jordan exclaimed as she got to her unsteady feet and ran to Kuvett’s side.

The Cosmari struggled against a sudden paralysis as her size shifted smaller, only to return to its previous state. “I— I can’t move!” Kuvett’s breathing sped up while she searched for any explanation. “What did you see before we went down?”

“Some kind of lump with something inside it. Can I see?” Jordan put her tools and supplies down. 

“Please,” Kuvett begged as she lay helpless, sprawled on the ground and covered in dirt and gravel. 

With the hair out of the way, Jordan searched around where she found the bump. It remained undisturbed, save for the tail wriggling harder than before. 

“Is this worm like thing supposed to be here?”

“What? No! There’s not supposed to be anything there!” 

“Well, it looks like some kind of leech, I think.”

“Remove it, now,” Kuvett barked.

Jordan reached over and, despite how uncomfortable she felt, grabbed hold of the tip. The parasite squirmed even harder, slipped out of her grip, and dug in deeper. 

“Get it out!” Kuvett fought against the immobility and half-thrashed, sending dirt and gravel everywhere. Jordan squealed and grabbed a tuft of Kuvett’s hair to keep from flying away. Despite the tumult, she reached forward, took the tail once more, and pulled. It writhed harder and escaped her clutches to sink in further. She could not do this with her bare hands, but out of the corner of her eyes, she noticed her tool bag. 

“Hold still!” 

Once Kuvett settled to a shiver, Jordan hopped down, dug through her bag of equipment to find the plasma torch and a pressure jaw. It was not perfect, but it was all she had. 

With tools in hand, she leaped onto Kuvett’s shoulders and knelt in front of the bump. “Ok, I might be able to make an incision into your scales and pull it out. So, hold still, please.”

Kuvett growled but complied. She dug her claws in and flattened herself against the ground. She grit her teeth, holding back the fury of both her pain and helplessness. 

“Okay, here we go.” Jordan put the pressure jaws to the side and activated the plasma torch. The scales around the point she planned to cut looked soft enough. “This might hurt and be hot, so get ready.”

“Don’t be absurd,” Kuvett scoffed between spasms as Jordan brought the tool closer. “The Cosmari are the most resilient and adaptable species in the universe. No offense, Jordan, but the idea your tools could harm me is—“

Schnick

Kuvett’s yowl reverberated for kilometers around. Jordan proceeded with smaller cuts as purple blood and white abscess oozed out between the incisions and cauterized the aftermath. The smell repulsed her as steam rose from the opening. There, the parasite was still digging deeper, but it had hit something harder and continued to twist. Jordan turned off the torch, pulled up the pressure jaws, and rammed it into the body of the parasite. She pulled the trigger, digging the teeth into its sides in a solid grip. It thrashed even harder. Jordan’s hands burned hotter with every shift of the creature. In the struggle, Jordan got to her feet and yanked it out with a grunt. More blood spilled onto her as she tumbled to the ground. Kuvett hollered in agony for a long moment before she slumped with relief. 

Jordan looked over her clothes in disgust and then to the pressure jaw at her side. The parasite, covered by a white segmented shell with the soft gray flesh underneath its blunted tip, caught between the teeth, did not move at all. Viscera pooled around its head and Jordan looked away in disgust. 

Kuvett groaned as the incision closed at an unnatural speed, though the bloodstains remained. She held the back of her neck as she shrunk to her previous size. “By the stars, that was awful.” When her gaze locked onto the worm, she growled at the back of her throat, raised her hand, and crushed it with a clenched fist with an angered grunt. 

“Are you okay? What was that?” Jordan wiped the blood over her coveralls and hoped there would be no questions later. 

“Of course. I’m Cosmari. More than that, I’m the Favored of my Matriarch, blessed with a fraction of her power that will accelerate the healing... nevertheless, thank you.” Kuvett stared down at the parasite’s remains. For a moment, Jordan saw Kuvett’s confidence waver.

“Has something like this ever happened to you before?”

Kuvett shook her head, solemn. “Not in a long... long time,” Kuvett breathed deep again.

Jordan nodded, aware enough not to press the issue. After all, Kuvett knew about the malady in Jordan’s lungs, the wife who disappeared, and her dreams brought to life in her pictures. She would come to learn more about the secretive Cosmari in time. “So, any idea how that latched onto you?”

Kuvett leaned over the remains and narrowed her eyes. “I don’t recall ever seeing such a thing on any of the other worlds I have been to. It must be native to Shoar.”

“You know, after you rescued me the first time from falling into the ocean, I had a meditech make sure I didn’t have any on me. Think it might have hooked onto you back then?” Jordan put her tools in the pack and slung it over her shoulder. They were becoming good weapons, and the thought left her uncomfortable. 

“Most likely. I didn’t know the oceans on Shoar had such things in them in the first place.”

“If it wasn’t in the ocean, what about... I don’t know, space parasites?”

Kuvett bristled. “There used to be. Long before I was spawned, a small empire that figured out that parasites such as these could nullify our ability to change size and shape, effectively paralyzing us.” She turned to Jordan and looked at her straight in the eye with the hardest stare she could muster. “They do not exist anymore.”

Jordan held a palm to her forehead. “Again? Kuvett, I get how being a Cosmari can be a kill or be killed thing but—“

“Listen to me for a moment. I helped the Artificial when under most circumstances I wouldn’t. I have helped you take flight from the Shining City and to safety. Murder is not all that I know.” Kuvett looked pensive a moment before she continued. “And you have saved me from something deadly. I understand your objections and the reasoning behind them. Any dead from my meddling is on my hands, not yours. If nothing else, you have given me something to consider next time I engage with a contact.”

The confession silenced Jordan’s protests before she glanced back at the parasite. 

“It’s probably my fault that thing got attached to you. With all the pollution, it’s no wonder you caught something. So, um, thank you.” Jordan looked to the side, uncomfortable in her admission.

Kuvett stared at her a moment before she let her guard down and the warmth in her eyes returned. “That’s why I am taken with you, Jordan. Well, one of several reasons, if I’m honest.”

Despite both being covered in blood and filth, Jordan could say that she felt the same. It was nice. While the apprehension of Kuvett’s capacity for violence was still there, the measure of trust she had earned eased those worries somewhat.

“Now then,” Kuvett turned in the general direction of the town. “If by some miracle the residents didn’t hear me howl in pain, I suggest we introduce ourselves before we create a rather unfortunate misunderstanding.”

“If the town lets us in, then we’ll have all the time in the world to explain, though,” Jordan looked Kuvett up and down. “Maybe change into something less conspicuous?”

“I can,” Kuvett said as her appearance shifted. She appeared as a human with dark brown skin, braided black hair, and a comfortable teal sleeveless shirt and scarf. The eyes were more magenta with white sclera than black. She took in the sight of the bloodstains from her neck, staining the scarf, and reached back to the wound that had yet to close. “It should have healed by now,” she murmured to herself.

“What’s with the outfit?” Jordan asked as she appraised the disguise, also miffed that the kinds of clothes that went into it were nice, maybe a little too nice.

Kuvett looked down at herself, then back to Jordan, pleased. “It’s how I would appear if we met under normal circumstances. I was inspired by a look one of my earlier contacts was really into. Do you like it?”

Jordan looked over the ensemble again, curious which world that style came from. “I do,” she blurted out before she caught herself huffing. “But, I really don’t know who lives at this place and for all we know, someone might try to mug you because of your clothes.”

Kuvett sighed, familiar with Jordan’s concerns. “They won’t succeed. Furthermore, if you’re worried about me revealing myself, I have other means to ensure that it won’t come to that.”

Jordan wanted to know what that meant. She would have to ask later. “Alright.”

Kuvett’s smile did not dim before she stepped up to Jordan. “May I have your hand a moment, please?”

Confused, Jordan adjusted her bags, so she had an arm free. Kuvett accepted the outstretched hand. Her grip was gentle, but firm. Like when Kuvett had comforted her during the month and a half extensive project at her old job. “I trust you, Jordan Blue.”

“Even with all my complaining?” Jordan asked with a wry grin. 

“Yes.” She answered, her smile matching Jordan’s countenance.

Moisture welled up in Jordan’s eyes as she looked at their gripped hands and then at Kuvett. “Ca— can I hug you, please? If it’s okay?” It had been so long since she had been so intimate with anyone. Five years must have been a blink of an eye for the Cosmari, but for the touch-starved Jordan, it was
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