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      Lulu knew the exact moment when Darius left what she’d heard other ships call her sphere of influence.

      The pikali wasn’t broken. They were still connected. Lulu still felt Darius’s presence thrumming inside her, as much a part of her as the blood that flowed slowly through her veins.

      However, she no longer had access to his feelings. They couldn’t communicate with just a touch. She couldn’t share the ticklish feeling of the solar winds, or how bathing in the bright sunlight of a nearby star fed her, or even the joy of flight.

      Lulu had been bred by the Ship Breeders as a space flying Veeluthian. She would never know what it was like to be planet bound. While Darius was merely Human, he’d spent most of his life in space, and was as natural a flier as Lulu.

      It was one of the things that drew them closer, that made their connection possible.

      No Veelu had ever paired with a Human before. Normally, her kind committed to the pikali bond with one of the Kin, a race who’d come from the same home world. Both races had started out, eons ago in their shared past, as birds. As they’d evolved, only the Veelu had retained their ability to fly. But it made the Kin proper companions, as flying was baked into their genes.

      And now, Lulu was here, completely alone in Human space. No Darius to share her thoughts and feelings with. No other Veelu to talk with across the vast distances of space. She didn’t even have other crewmembers, be they Kin or Human, to talk with.

      Lulu watched Darius and his mechanical ship, Orion, flying toward the human space station Euthalia. The ship grew smaller and smaller until it was barely visible.

      The space station had insisted that Lulu stay outside the range of most of the mechanical sensors Humans employed on their ships. The station had also routed all space traffic away from her.

      No one except a couple of people on the station knew she was there.

      Darius had insisted that was a good thing.

      Lulu’s sensors were better than the mechanical versions that Humans built. Even from this distance, she could identify the “petal” jutting out from the circular top of the space station where Orion landed.

      It was just her imagination that she also felt when Darius disappeared inside the station, placing more metal and mechanics between them.

      Lulu had told Darius that she would wait for him, like one of those ridiculous romantic heroines from the dramas that the Kin liked to watch and perform. However, there was no forever involved. Lulu had put a time limit on it. Darius had exactly one month to return to her, thirty days as both the Kin and the Humans counted these things.

      Then Lulu would leave.

      She couldn’t make it through jump space on her own and return to Veelu space. Not that she would have been welcome there, having been labeled a wild one and deemed unfit for civilized society. If Darius didn’t return, she’d be stuck here in Human-occupied space, forever alone.

      There was a very slim chance that she would be able to find another Human to share the pikali with. But that meant allowing humans into her space.

      Chances were, she’d just fly into a sun when the time was up.
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      Lulu occupied herself while waiting for Darius by improving the cabins she kept for him. She’d originally grown the space for him behind the section that had been occupied by her Kin crew.

      Darius was almost six and a half feet, in part because he hadn’t grown up with strong gravity. The ceilings in his section were higher than those she’d originally built for the Kin, as those had been barely five feet tall. Plus, the mix of oxygen was different for Humans than for the Kin.

      However, the ship breeders had deliberately placed brakes on Lulu’s internal systems. While Lulu could grow rooms and make changes to her internal structure as required, for example, adding more cabins for crew or reconfiguring her storage compartments, she and Darius had discovered that it was practically impossible for Lulu to initiate the changes by herself.

      Someone had to be there with her. It was as if she couldn’t exactly pinpoint the location inside of body cavity on her own.

      While Lulu felt as though she knew every inch of her external body, and could identify each individual scale across the vastness of her skin, her internal systems remained a mystery. She’d only been able to rebuild the kitchen galley with Darius standing there, enabling her to “find” the space.

      Had this been a deliberate attempt by the Kin in order to keep the space flying Veelu under their control? To “enslave” them?

      If there was ever a chance to go back to the Kin-occupied systems, Lulu had some sharp questions for the ship breeders, as well as things to tell the other Veelu.

      So although Darius was gone (one day, three hours), Lulu had a cheat she could use. Darius had helped Lulu grow a Jason of the Argonauts medal on one of her walls. He frequently kissed two fingers of his hand and then touched the icon for luck. He wore a similar icon around his neck.

      Lulu had directed extra nerve endings to be clustered in that medal so she could feel it intimately every time Darius touched it.

      Now, she used those extra nerves to spread through her walls. She knew where the door was to Darius’s cabin. She grew the complex net of nerves in that direction, spreading across the wall like vines growing in the hot sun.

      Would Darius be able to see the change in the wall when he returned? Human eyesight was much better at close up, detail work, than the Kin, who were flying hunters originally.

      Out the door and to the left ran a hallway to the galley where Darius cooked his food. (Lulu had to admit that before he’d shared the taste of cooked meat, she’d been as grossed out about it as the Kin. Searing meat ruined all the delicate flavors. However, he’d shared meals with her through the pikali, showing her that his way of preparing it was quite tasty as well.)

      Lulu grew the nerve network out the door, then tried to push that wall further out. Darius’s quarters were at the rear of Lulu’s body, close to her tail. She willed the wall to extend outward, using her head as a reference point.

      The nerves bunched up across the wall, but she couldn’t feel any movement.

      Damn it! Was she too far away from her starting point?

      She upped the number of nerve endings throughout the network. She tried to replicate the feeling that Darius had when he blew across his arm, how sensitive his skin felt.

      Then she pushed again. She got a little further, feeling the wall give slightly, but it was taking too much effort. She didn’t want to have to leave the station and draw closer to the sun to refuel herself.

      She quadrupled the number of nerve endings that ran across the surface of her walls, until just the slightest touch of Darius’s fingers would have caused her to shiver. A hard push of his hand would have been painful.

      There. That was the key. She needed to have that many nerves in an area internally to be able to “find” it without external help, someone standing in the area for her to focus on.

      Again, was this a deliberate attempt on the part of the ship breeders to better control Lulu and the rest of the space flying Veelu? Most of the other space fliers that she knew wouldn’t go to this much effort.

      Plus, the Kin were too careful and organized for Lulu to believe it was accidental.

      Happily humming along, Lulu pushed at the walls, extending them forward, enlarging Darius’s quarters. Now, they didn’t end at the hallway to the galley. Instead, they grew up along Lulu’s torso, extending another four feet.

      Lulu paused for a moment, pleased with her progress. She reinforced the external skin of the area, keeping a solid barrier between her precious passenger and the deadly vacuum of space.

      When she was satisfied with her expansion, she absorbed part of the nerve network back into herself. It wouldn’t do for her to deplete herself.

      Now, came the hard part.

      Lulu wasn’t sure exactly how to create windows. She’d grown them before for the crew. But the ship breeders had always been there, directing her. They’d also helped in the process, by applying chemicals to her skin that she could absorb and then use to change her tough hide into a new substance that was transparent.

      She had no ship breeders. No extra help. She would have to figure this out on her own.

      A wave of sadness washed over Lulu. She was truly all alone here.

      When Darius had been with her, she hadn’t felt lonely, or even sad that she’d left her home. There had been too much to look forward to.

      She would admit now that she’d been infected by Darius’ excitement to return to Human-occupied space.

      There wasn’t anything she could do about that now, though. She’d rejected her Kin captain and crew. Entered into the pikali with a Human. Left Kin-occupied space.

      She could never go home.

      The weight of it caused her to draw her great wings back toward her body. Darius had told her that she resembled a great manta ray, an ocean creature from the Human’s home world that they’d brought into space with them.

      Lulu had more reach with her wings than a manta ray did with its flappers. With effort, she drew them in closer. She couldn’t quite touch her chest with her wings. She still enveloped herself with them.

      Humans called it hugging.

      Lulu hugged herself as best she could.

      She stayed frozen like that for over an hour, processing all that she was feeling.

      When she released herself and flowed back into her normal stretched out position, she felt as though something inside her had shifted. The new room still needed work. And she still had to figure out how to grow windows.

      However, Lulu felt as though she’d gained purpose.

      She would absolutely give Darius the thirty days she’d promised him.

      Then she’d give herself thirty more to explore Human-occupied space, the area around the New Athens system.

      She might still end up throwing herself into a sun, but she was determined to give herself a chance to find a new home, first.
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      “Spaceship Lulu? This is the space station Euthalia. Come in please.”

      An unfamiliar voice was hailing her.

      Lulu drew her attention back from her latest window failure. She just couldn’t find the right combination of chemicals to make the windows work right. The best she’d managed so far was a cloudy view.

      “This is Lulu,” she said, acknowledging.

      Unlike a Human, her heart couldn’t suddenly start beating faster when she grew excited. What she felt instead was a tingling along her outer scales. They lay flat against her skin, but she felt them almost rise up, like the hair on a human would.

      Was Darius coming back? Why wasn’t he talking to her directly?

      “Prepare to receive transmission,” the voice said.

      “Ready,” Lulu said. What did the station want to send her?

      A stream of…something…came toward her. Lulu captured it, but she wasn’t sure what she needed to do with it. It seemed like a bunch of data.

      Lulu had no computer capacity. Both the Kin and the Veelu had an aversion to anything mechanical. Communication between ships primarily occurred through talking.

      The ship breeders had given her a crude ability to record vocal messages. However, her playback of them left out a lot of the nuance that the Kin used in their speech.

      “What is this?” Lulu asked. What was she supposed to do with it?

      “Video clip,” said the station.

      “I have no ability to view it,” Lulu said. While her Kin crewmembers had watched their entertainment videos, they’d done so on their own personal devices. (Nothing mechanical, mostly organically grown in one of the Kin factories.)

      “Please hold,” the station replied.

      Lulu found herself growing anxious. Chills ran down her long spine, making her swish her tail. What was it the clip contained? Was it a video recording of Darius? Why wasn’t he speaking to her himself?

      It had been three days, six hours, since he’d left.

      It took another two hours before someone from the station hailed her again. Lulu couldn’t concentrate on anything, not the windows, not her internal systems, not even trying to follow her own slow steady heartbeat.

      “Space flier Lulu?”

      This was a familiar voice. Norm, the Allied Worlds representative who’d Darius had gone to meet.

      “This is Lulu,” she confirmed. “What happened to Darius? Is he all right?”

      A heavy sigh came across the channel. “Dude. I’m so sorry to have to tell you this. Darius is dead.”

      Lulu
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