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WHEN SHE’S HANDY



Five years ago, an alien saved me from a cruel master. He rescued me and I fell in love instantly, only for him to turn around and dump me on Risda III.

I both love and hate him for that choice.

I've moved on and created a life for myself on this strange alien planet amongst the other refugee humans. I create things for them out of scrap, things from home, things that humans want and aliens don't understand. I'm happy enough.

But then the alien I can't forget...returns.
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CONTENT NOTES



In an effort to be more reader-friendly, here is a list of things some readers might find difficult. Please note that everyone has different levels of tolerance to certain things and if I’ve missed something you feel should be included, write me and let me know so I can update this. Thank you!

SPOILERS AHEAD SPOILERS AHEAD SPOILERS AHEAD SPOILERS AHEAD SPOILERS AHEAD SPOILERS AHEAD

This book contains:

	References to past slavery and abuse

	Body dysmorphia

	Past military wartime service

	Sexual harassment

	An allergic reaction that requires medical intervention



SPOILERS DONE SPOILERS DONE SPOILERS DONE SPOILERS DONE SPOILERS DONE SPOILERS DONE SPOILERS DONE
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CHAPTER
ONE




BRUX

“Brux. Hey, Brux.”

I ignore the voice calling me and continue attaching the load of metal to the crane. It’s been a long day, and the rain on this planet, while balmy, has slowed our job down. I’m in charge of keeping things on schedule and right now we’re two days behind. The rich guy who asked for an extension on his space port won’t mind, but my employer certainly will. He’ll note it in my file, and I’ll have to bid less when it comes to my next job. Doesn’t matter that the crew is untrained or that the weather has held us up or that a shipment was late. I’m supposed to handle the project regardless. I’m supposed to make sure it hits costs.

If it means I work a little harder than the others, or longer hours, so be it. I’m the one in charge.

“Brux. Hey, Brux⁠—”

Kef me.

“Hey Brux⁠—”

“What,” I growl, my voice rumbling across the platform as I turn. “What, Jonnas? What. The. Kef. Is. It.”

The smaller szzt male grins at me, his eyes bright. He bares his teeth in a smile and nods at the edge of the platform. “You see this?”

I glance over. I see several of the crew standing around and watching something in the distance instead of working, all right. Mentally, I’m adding up all the extra hours that I’m going to have to put in if they keep standing around. “I’m not seeing a lot getting done.”

“Meal break,” Jonnas says, unruffled by my sour mood. “You come look, too. You’ll like what you see. It’s a nice show. Real nice.”

I eye the group and notice that even my most hard-working crew members are standing on the edge of the platform, watching whatever is going on over there. One praxiian elbows the other, exchanging grins, and that decides me. I might as well see what’s going on so I can break it up. Hopefully it’s not another animal. A couple of weeks back, one of the meat-stock wandered out of a pasture near the edge of the small town here and managed to make its way to the space port. It was captured safely, but not before shitting all over several platforms. I made two of the crew clean it up, but they bitched about it for days, to the point that I was ready to fire them both just to get them to shut the kef up. 

I loop the cable onto a steel post and make sure it’s secured before abandoning my workstation. “Fine. Show me.”

Jonnas smirks and races back over to the group, and I push my way through them to see what the fuss is about.

There, at the edge of the platform, is the junk pile of scraps left over from the job. It’s full of component bits, broken equipment, and pieces of metal that inevitably have to be cut down to size or re-fitted. It’s normal for every job site. I’ve been with building and repair crews for over ten years now, and there’s always a scrap pile that’s cleaned up at the end of the job.

I’m also not surprised to see someone’s picking through it.

I am surprised to see that it looks female, with a very curvy bottom sticking up in the air.

Jonnas elbows me as my gaze lands on the female. She’s bent over, her ass high as she tugs on a heavy, busted circuit board and mutters to herself. Human, I judge by the size and shape. She’s wearing a floppy straw hat that covers her head and neck from the sun, and it’s impossible to see her face…but there’s no mistaking that backside and the curve of the hips.

Definitely female.

And my crew are loving the sight of this. Most of them are like me—unmated, the dregs of a particular station or another. Males that get jobs based on strength and hard work rather than skill and connections. They love to ogle a pretty female—or a pretty male, really—and as a result, most jobs have rules that ensure that the oversexed crew avoids any females in the vicinity. This job on Risda III is no different. Here, actually, the rules are stricter than most. This planet is owned by the highest of elites, Lord va’Rin, the head of his house. My ancestry doesn’t even come close to the soil beneath his boots. I’m just mesakkah station trash. But this guy is powerful, with a good name, unimaginable wealth, and the right connections.

He’s also got a human fetish. From what I understand, this whole planet is a playland for all the humans he’s collecting. Whatever. Everyone has their kinks. None of my business.

Jonnas nudges me with his elbow. “Nice view, eh?”

My crew doesn’t know that I have a sore spot when it comes to humans, or else they’d be doing their best to ignore this one. “You should be working.”

Someone clucks his tongue next to me, his gaze glued to the scene below. Sure enough, the female is wiggling her backside, trying to pull out a long piece of scrap metal from under the pile. Jonnas rubs his mouth, and another one of the crew peels off to come and watch what the female is up to.

“All right, that’s enough,” I say, projecting my voice. “Back to work.”

At my side, Jonnas groans. “Oh, come on, boss⁠—”

I shoot him a dangerous look and he puts his hands up, backing away. 

“Back to work, you got it.” He jogs away, pretending like he’s always been on task. “Who’s on the crane?”

I stride forward, grabbing each male by his work uniform and shoving him backward, toward the dock we’re supposed to be working on right now. “Show’s over. Back to your stations.” The men break up, but too slowly for my liking. I keep on shoving, making my way to the edge of the platform. “Back to your stations, all of you. And you, human—get out of here. You’re distracting my crew.”

The human finishes jerking on the piece of metal and stumbles backward, falling on her ass. She picks herself up quickly and jumps to her feet, turning to face me. “I got permission to be here! I spoke to…”

Her voice dies as she gazes up at me and a wide smile crosses her face. “Oh my god.”

Oh, kef me. 

I know this female.

“Brux!” she cries out happily. “Oh my god! I thought I’d never see you again!” She takes a step forward and holds her hand out, the tips of her fingers barely reaching the edge of the platform.

Before I can even think about what I’m doing, I reach down and grab her by the arm, lightly hauling her up onto the platform beside me as if she weighs nothing. Because she does weigh nothing. Though Melody has filled out in the five years that have passed since I saw her, she’s still a tiny thing, especially next to my much-larger form.

And she beams up at me with that same brilliant smile she cast on me five years ago.

After seeing that adoring expression on her face, I know in my gut it’s going to take me at least five more years to get over seeing her again today.
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CHAPTER
TWO




MELODY

You find all kinds of incredible things in a scrap pile. I mean, sure, it’s not glamorous work, but I’ve learned that a lot can be made with discarded things, things nobody else finds value in anymore. I’ve also learned that a cheerful smile and a polite ask will get me a lot of places.

I have permission to dig through the scrap piles at the docks. The moment I see a construction crew arrive on Risda, I find the boss, flutter my lashes and ask nicely, and I get to pick through the discards. Those discards help me earn some coin, and at some point I want to have my own repair business, since I’m not cut out to be a farmer. 

Do the crews leer a little when I’m working? Sure. Does that stop me? No. All they can do is look. If I have a problem, the Port custodians will be on things and the work contract will be revoked. I’m not worried. I carry a weapon and I know how to take care of myself.

So when one of the workers starts growling about how I shouldn’t be here, I’m ready to give him a very polite “I talked to your boss” conversation and maybe even a bit of flirting, because you can catch more flies with honey than vinegar.

But when I turn…I see a familiar face. One that I’ve dreamed of seeing again for the last five years. I didn’t think it would be possible, and yet…

“Oh my god. Brux! Oh my god.” I shove my hand into the air, indicating he should bring me up onto the platform, and I’m both surprised and pleased when he takes it and hauls me up, pulling me to his side.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he grumbles, even as he continues to hold my hand, gazing down at me.

I ignore that. I hear it a lot in my line of work. All I can think about is how he hasn’t changed in five years. The broken horns, still capped off with battered metal. The heavy features, covered with tattoos that crawl up the thick neck and across impossibly broad shoulders. The hard look in his eyes and the swishing tail.

It feels like I’m back in time, five years ago, a scrawny, starving, beaten and cowering pet of an old mesakkah, and Brux is here for me again. That same heady elation flares through me, and sheer joy bubbles in my chest.

I don’t care that it’s been five years. He’s come back. I can’t let him escape me again. I put both of my hands on the big one still grasping my wrist and bring it to my lips, kissing his knuckles. God, even his big, work-callused hands make me so happy. “I can’t believe you’re here! This is such a coincidence. What are you doing on Risda?”

He pulls his hand from my grasp, a frown on his face, and my spirits fall.

“Oh, shit, are you married now?” I gasp, hands flying to my mouth. Sharp pain sears through my heart. “I’m so sorry. I just saw you and⁠—”

“Not mated, not married,” Brux grumbles, his voice such a low rumble it should be criminal. “And I’m working. And you’re distracting my crew.”

Brux was always blustery and cold, but I know it’s just a front. I know that underneath that scowling, terrifying demeanor is the kindest heart and the gentlest touch. I try to grab his hand again but he maneuvers it out of my grasp. “What are you doing here on Risda?”

“Job.” His gaze flicks to his crew.

I glance over at them, but they don’t interest me. There’s only one alien in the universe that interests me. I turn back to Brux, my heart pounding with delight. “I can’t believe you’ve been here for a while now and you didn’t look me up. For shame. You know I’d want to see you.”

His eyes narrow, but his gaze never leaves me. I’m going to take that as a good sign, and I continue onward, determined to get my way.

“I’m not trying to distract your crew, by the way. The dock supervisor said I could pick through the scrap piles and as long as it’s a discard, I’m free to take away what I like. I promise I won’t be in the way. You won’t even notice I’m here⁠—”

Brux snorts and crosses his arms as if to say yeah right.

That makes my heart flutter even harder. “How have you been, Brux? Tell me what’s been going on with you for the last few years. I want to hear everything.”

“Melody,” he says my name in a mixture of exasperation and frustration, but it still makes me prickle with excitement. He hasn’t forgotten it. Hasn’t forgotten me. “We’re on a tight deadline. You can’t come by and get in the way while we’re working.”

“Then I’ll come by after hours,” I compromise easily, and then add my most charming smile as I glance up at him from under the brim of my big floppy hat. “As long as you’ll go to dinner with me so we can catch up.”

Please say yes. Please say you miss me. Please say you want me. Please say you think about me as much as I think about you.

Brux’s hard mouth flattens into an unforgiving line. “No.”

I push aside the twinge of hurt that his refusal gives me. He’s like a hard coating over a bit of chocolate. I have to break that shell before I get to the sweetness inside, and I’m not going to give up. “Then I guess we’re done here. You go back to work and I’ll go back to scrapping.”

“You shouldn’t be here,” he says again, even as I ignore him and sit on the edge of the tall platform, then hop back down to the scrap pile.

“See you tomorrow,” I say brightly, grabbing the largest hunk of metal I can and dragging it after me. I’m not giving up. There’s no way I’m letting this opportunity pass me by. Not after five years of missing him.

I’ve broken through his barriers before. I can do so again.
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CHAPTER
THREE




BRUX

Crazy, insane, gorgeous human.

I can’t believe Melody is here. It’s like something out of a dream. She looks amazing, too. The last time I saw her, she was skin and bones, all ribs and bruises. Now she’s filled out and she looks healthy and lovely…all the more reason she doesn’t need to get tangled up with me.

I’m not a good male. She deserves better.

I stalk away from the edge of the platform, my thoughts whirling, all of them focused around curling hair and a cheery smile. The way she lifted my hand to her mouth and kissed my knuckles as if she were paying homage to me…

“Hey, Brux!” Jonnas jogs up to my side as I storm back to the crane I was working on.

“Go away.”

“You know that female?” He lifts his chin at me, a smirk on his face. “You buy a couple nights with her in some cantina or something? You think she’s still taking clients⁠—”

I turn on him so quickly that he stumbles backward. “You do not speak to her,” I snarl. “You do not make eye contact. You do not even look in her direction.”

He puts his hands up. “Okay, so she’s yours. I got it.”

She’s not mine. She deserves better. She deserves a life without someone like me bothering her, weighing her down…

“But we all heard her ask you for dinner. Why’d you turn her down if she’s your female?”

“Go back to work,” I tell him, voice flat.

And I go back to work myself, trying to concentrate on the dock plans and knowing that I’m going to fail miserably at everything today. I’m going to think about Melody, and that night five years ago. I’m going to think about how sweet her mouth was against mine, and how good her body felt, how soft and fragile she was…

And what a mistake it was for us to end up in bed together.

So yeah, I turned her down today. Melody deserves better than an ugly alien with no good family name, no credits to speak of, and a criminal history. She deserves better than someone who’s an outcast amongst his own, whose blood isn’t pure mesakkah but might have a bit of moden in it. She deserves better than a broken-horned laborer.

Which is why I’m going to stay away from her. Five years ago was a mistake. I can’t—won’t—let it happen again. 

It made me want things I can never have. Better to want nothing at all.

MELODY

I’m flustered and distracted as I drop my scrap off in the cellar I’ve staked out at the boarding house for my projects. It’s filled with clutter of all kinds, but the clutter has a purpose. With all these scraps, I can make things we had back on Earth, or repair things that an alien might charge a lot more for. I even made a bicycle for one of the women on a remote farm because driving her air-sled made her nervous, and I’ve had requests for two more. I’ve been picking at them, but without the right metal frame, I haven’t gotten very far.

I’m not thinking about the half-built bicycles today, though.

My thoughts are on Brux. The alien I never thought I’d see again.

My hero. My savior. The alien who won me my freedom.

Five years ago, I worked for an old mesakkah—one of the blue aliens with horns. He was the meanest son of a bitch, and spent all his time pinching and hitting me if I didn’t work fast enough. That old alien was a scrapper, too, and he taught me a lot. His hands didn’t work as well as they did when he was younger, so he used me to do the delicate repair work on things. And he starved me and kicked me and treated me like the worst junkyard dog. I’m told that humans are expensive, so I’m not sure why he wanted one if he was just going to beat the crap out of me and abuse me, but maybe he wanted to make sure that whatever slave he got he could beat up on without fear of reprisal.

That was my life, dodging slaps and trying frantically to work fast enough to avoid the next hit. Trying to “behave” so I’d get fed that day. Brux showed up at the scrapper’s junk hole one day. I’m not even sure what he was looking for. But he watched the old guy beat up on me while I tried to work and then turned around and left. Which made my owner hit me even harder.

Neither of us had counted on Brux returning, though. He did. Threw a bag of credits onto the counter and demanded my price. My owner didn’t even haggle. Just named some astronomically high price and Brux shoved the bag of credits across the counter and unlocked my collar.

He led me to a hotel that night and ordered food. I scarfed everything down and showered, and cried I was so happy. The moment I got out of the shower and in Brux’s oversized tunic, I sat next to my new owner and let him know just how happy I was.

I seduced him.

Brux declined my advances, like any decent guy would. But I had a full belly and I was away from that old monster, and at this point, anything would be better. I put my mouth all over him, ignoring his attempts to brush me aside, and sat myself down onto his lap—and his cock.

For all that he’s an enormous alien with tree trunks for arms and legs, his cock was the perfect size. Better than that, he was exceedingly gentle with me and made sure that I wasn’t hurting or scared. He came, I didn’t, but it didn’t matter to me. It was about connection, and gratitude, and just celebrating that my circumstances had changed.

But I think it made Brux feel weird about things. Because in the morning, he took me directly to the doorstep of Lord va’Rin and left me there.

Lord va’Rin took me in, of course. I’m just one of many humans that he’s rescued and we’re starting over here on Risda III. I’ve been here for a while, too. Not farming, because I don’t have the patience for crops and animals. Instead, I scrap and repair things for the humans who don’t like calling an alien to fix their stove, or their comm unit, or whatever. I can figure out most of it just by looking at the guts of the tech, and if it takes a little longer for me to repair something, no one minds.

I’ve tried to move on past Brux, too. I dated one or two men that stopped by this planet. One was a lovely a’ani gentleman named Aithar who made it clear that he was very interested in me. But for me, there’s only one perfect guy in the universe, and he’s got broken horns, an alien face, and the gentlest hands the size of baseball mitts.

For me, it was love at first sight. I don’t care that most people would find him unpleasant to look at, or that his glare can peel paint. I know the real Brux. I know that he saw a slave being abused and dropped everything to help, when so many others had just ignored my situation. He made sure I was somewhere safe, and he never contacted me again.

This is a sign, though. Brux is here, on Risda, and it’s clear he had no idea I was in the vicinity. Fate is bringing us back together, and this time, I’m not going to take no for an answer.

I’m going to shoot my shot, and I don’t care how many times he says no. I know I can get him to say yes.
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CHAPTER
FOUR




MELODY

The next morning, I pull my hair up into a knot atop my head, just like I used to wear it back when I was a slave. Then, it was to keep the filthy mess out of the way, but this time I want it up because I want Brux to remember me from five years ago. I’ve filled out and I’m no longer covered in bruises, but I’m still the same woman. Just a little bolder, a little braver, and someone that gives a lot less fucks.

I wave at the custodians posted at the front of the construction area. They’re used to seeing me around, so my presence isn’t surprising. I’m dressed in my usual scrapping clothing, with a reinforced apron over my tunic and leggings and sturdy boots. I’ve left my sun hat off, though. I want Brux to get a good look at me, to see the excitement in my eyes. To know that I’m not full of shit when I invite him to dinner. It’s not about pity or gratitude.

It’s about me being unable to forget him, even for a day. And I’m going to take advantage of the fact that he’s here.

The scrap pile is just where I left it, and a few of the crew notice me working but don’t come by to watch this time. Someone must have said something to them. Hm. No Brux, either. I know better than to get in the way of the equipment and the workers, so I remain where I am. Instead, I pick up two pieces of metal and clang them both together like a dinner bell. CLANG CLANG CLA-CLANG CLA-CLA-CLANG CLANG CLANG.

I keep right on clanging until one of the men—one of the unfortunate-looking szzt—leans over to look down at me. “What?!”

“I need to talk to Brux,” I call up. “Tell him Melody’s here.”

“Brux doesn’t want to talk to anyone⁠—”

I immediately start banging the metal together again. CLANG CLANG CLA-CLANG CLANG CLANG!

The alien worker gives me a disgusted look and trots off. I keep merrily banging away, knowing that someone’s going to get annoyed by my actions soon enough and it’ll flush out the man I want to see. 

Sure enough, after a few minutes of me making a complete nuisance of myself, a huge shadow falls over me. I drop the metal I’ve been using as the universe’s most annoying percussion instruments, and squint up. Even with the sun behind him, I recognize the thick, heavy form, the massive arms, and the two broken stumps of horns.

“You need to quit bothering my crew,” is all he says to me.

“Hi Brux,” I reply cheerfully, and hold my hand up to him so he can lift me up to his side.

He ignores it.

Obviously I’m going to have to push a little harder. “Sure is a warm day here in the sun. Be a shame if I’d have to strip down and get naked while working. I bet that’d be a huge distraction to your men.” And I give my hand a little shake, indicating that he should grab it.

Brux’s jaw clamps, his mouth setting into a firm, unhappy line. But he reaches down, takes my hand, and then uses his other to brace me as he lifts me up to his side. Just like every other time he’s touched me, he makes sure to be careful, to treat me like I’m made of glass.

Those big hands have so much power, yet he would never bruise me. He’d never even dream of it, even as he’s scowling at me.

“What do you want?”

“You,” I say cheerfully. “Want to go to dinner with me?”

“Stop this,” he says, voice gruff. The expression on his face is utterly unyielding. “And stop coming back here. You’re not safe.”

“I disagree. I’m always safe with you.” I keep smiling, keep my gaze focused on him. He looks a little older than when I last saw him. Maybe a little more tired, as if life is beating him down. It makes me want to pull him against me and stroke that shorn head, to rest him against my breasts and let him know that I’m here with him, and we never have to be parted again. “So…dinner? I’d love to catch up.”

He sighs and puts a hand on his hip, the other on his brow. “For kef’s sake. What do you want?”

“I just told you. I want to take you to dinner.”

“Why.” It should be a question, but he says it more like a statement. An irritated, annoyed, at-the-end-of-his-rope statement.

“Because I want to talk to you? Because I want to see how you’ve been these five years?” When his expression doesn’t change, I get a little bolder. “Because I want to sit on your face and I figured we might want to carb-load before getting to the sex?”

That makes his eyes widen. He blinks at me.

“It’s a joke,” I say gently, reaching out to touch him. “I’m just teasing you.”

He brushes off my attempt to put my fingers on his arm, and I have to admit, that hurts. “You don’t need to thank me. There’s no debt to be paid.”

“I didn’t think there was.”

“Then why are you here?”

This time I’m the one that puts my hands on my hips. “Maybe I’m attracted to you?”

He blinks, clearly not believing me.

Time for stronger tactics. Do I threaten to get naked again? Threaten to date one of his men? Threaten to show up at the barracks that the crew is staying at? But I don’t want to come across as a stalker, either. I just genuinely want to spend time with him. Talk to him. Get to know him. Fuck his brains out. It’s been five years since I’ve had sex and I can’t imagine having it with anyone but him ever again. But I’m sensing that he’s getting skittish. It’s clear that if I keep pushing it’s going to drive him away instead of toward me.

“Look,” I say in a soft voice. “It’s obvious you don’t want me here. And maybe you don’t feel what I feel. But if you go to dinner with me tonight, I promise I won’t bother you ever again, all right?”

It’s a gamble. I don’t want to give up all the scrap here—nor do I want to give him up. If I can get Brux to dinner with me, though, the rules will change. I just know it. I need to get past that hard coating to the candy center underneath.

His tail flicks back and forth as he considers my compromise. He rubs the back of his neck with one large hand—a small movement that makes hot coils of arousal float in my belly—and then gestures at me. “Fine. Dinner. Tonight. Nothing else.”

“Perfect. I’ll meet you in front of the cantina at seven local time.” I wink at him playfully. “Wear something sexy.”

His expression remains utterly deadpan.
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CHAPTER
FIVE




BRUX

There has to be some sort of reason I’m not thinking of as to why Melody wants to see me so desperately. Does she need credits? Could it be blackmail of some kind? Her expression is innocent enough, her face sweet and guileless, but I also know my own limitations.

I’m not charming. I’m not suave. I’m not particularly educated. Compared to the more erudite mesakkah, I’m a crude, overly broad bruiser thanks to my father’s moden blood. I’m not wealthy, and I don’t have a good family name. I don’t even have a big cock. I’m not entirely sure what she wants from me…but whatever it is, it can’t be good.

Is it revenge, possibly?

Strangely enough, that makes the most sense. Revenge for that single night five years ago. I still think about it with shame. Every moment of our time together is burned into my memory. How soft she was, how delicate. How good she felt against me…and then the moment that I realized she was nothing but bruises and protruding ribs. I’d felt like a monster because I’d taken advantage of her when she was weak. I should have known better.

If us getting together is so she can slip a knife into my gut, I can’t say I don’t deserve it.

Even so…I treat it like a real date. Once my shift is over, I return to my apartment and clean up, shaving my head freshly. I put on a clean, form-fitting tunic that shows off the impressive size of my arms, and close-fitting trou that do the same for my legs. No sense in insulting her by dressing as if I just came from work. When I emerge, several of the crew are in the common area of our barracks and they hoot and call at me, teasing. They know I’m going on a date.

They’re probably as baffled by it as I am.

This planet only has one or two streets that one could call “civilized.” After a short walk from the crew barracks, I’m in the midst of the settlement. There are a few human females wandering about, a mesakkah male with impressive horns and a custodian uniform eyeing me warily, and…no sign of Melody.

I check the time, my face heating uncomfortably. Perhaps this is her plan—embarrass me in front of my men, who know I’m going to meet a pretty human that can do so much better than me.

Turning, I look around one last time—and then I see her, standing in front of an empty shop with a “coming soon” sign plastered over the window in three different languages. She has her face pressed to the plas windows, peering inside, which is how I almost missed her. Relieved, I adjust the high tunic collar that feels tight and choking around my neck, and approach her. “Melody?”

She turns, and she’s dressed in a bright orange dress that seems to be nothing but gauzy ruffles held onto her by two straps over her shoulders. “Oh, hey! You made it.” The smile she gives me seems genuine enough, as does the eager little hop she makes as she approaches. “Hello again!”

I glance over at the building plastered with “coming soon” signs. “Business calling to you?”

Melody chuckles, the sound bright and happy. “Am I that obvious? It’s going to be a restaurant of some kind. A cantina, I guess you’d call it. I was wondering if they’d have a lot of scrap.” Her eyes sparkle with enthusiasm. “And I was looking to see if I could tell who was in charge there.”

“I heard it’s a pirate crew. You might want to stay clear.” I fight back the possessive urge that threatens to overwhelm me. The last thing Melody needs is to get in the way of a bunch of corsairs. She thinks she’s safe here on Risda III, but the truth is that there’s nowhere safe for a human alone in the universe. There’s too many unscrupulous types willing to take advantage.

Like I did, five years ago.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” she says breezily, and moves toward me. She moves to my side and puts her hand in the crook of my arm. “They wouldn’t have a permit if Lord va’Rin thought they’d be a threat to the humans here.”

“You put a lot of faith in one male.”

“Why not? I know who can keep me safe and who can’t.” Melody tilts her head back, gazing up at me. The knowing little smile plays on her lips. “I forgot how big you were.”

My ears grow hot, my tail flicking. I was noticing how small her hand was on my arm, and it’s making my thoughts take a rather lascivious turn. I can’t think of what to say, so I blurt out, “I’m a mesakkah.”

“I noticed.”

“Humans are smaller by nature.”

“I know that, too.” Her smile grows wider. “You’re still bigger than most.”

I grunt, because I don’t know what else to say.

Melody puts her cheek against my arm, right on my bicep. “I like how big you are.”

Frozen in place, all I can do is stare down at her. “What do you want?” I finally manage to say.

She lifts her head. “For dinner? There’s only one place here.”

“I mean with me.”

She pulls back to look at me, and I’m disappointed that she no longer has her soft cheek on my arm, even though I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t. This is all probably a trap of some kind, a tease. Maybe she sees me as an easy mark because I’m clearly not good with females. But the eyes that gaze up at me are wide and guileless and the strangest shade of gray-blue. “You haven’t thought about me in the last five years? You haven’t wanted to see me again?”

“No,” I blurt out immediately, because it’s the truth. Most of it, anyhow. I’ve tried not to think about her because I’m still ashamed I took advantage of her when she was weak. I haven’t allowed myself to think about her, because it felt wrong.

The brightness in her eyes fades and a look of hurt comes over her face. She pulls her hand from my arm. “Oh. Well…I thought about you. Constantly.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I should have guessed we wouldn’t be on the same page⁠—”

“No,” I continue, the words rushing out of me. “I’m sorry for what happened five years ago. I touched you when I shouldn’t have.”

Her brows furrow and she gives me an odd look. “What are you talking about?”

I can feel the intense gaze of the custodian down the street. No doubt he’s watching me closely to ensure that I’m not bothering the locals. “You and I,” I murmur. “You and I shouldn’t have happened.”

To my surprise, Melody rolls her eyes. She shakes her head slowly and takes my hand in hers, lifting my big fist toward her face. “Listen carefully, Brux. I was so happy in that moment that I was thrilled to have sex with you. I felt seen. I felt listened to. I felt understood. Someone had seen my misery and fixed it. I wanted to have sex with you. You didn’t force me to do anything.”

“Pity sex—” I begin, frowning.

“Not pity sex,” she corrects. “And for the record, I’ve had sex with men for less than what I felt for you, which was bone-deep gratitude. Happiness and gratitude are perfectly good reasons to have voluntary sex. And let me say again. It was very, very voluntary.” And she presses a kiss to my knuckles, then smiles up at me. “And if—when—we have sex again, it will be voluntary then, too.”

Heat creeps up my neck, and my tail won’t stop flicking about. “You didn’t come,” I point out, keeping my voice low. “Back then.”

“I know.” She shrugs. “I was just happy to touch and be touched. For me it wasn’t about an orgasm. But if it’ll make you feel better, I promise that I won’t rest until you make me come this time.” 

And Melody flutters her lashes at me.

“So…you want sex again? From me?” Maybe this is a fetish. If so, that explains a lot.

“At some point, yeah.” She shrugs and then gives my knuckles another kiss, glancing up at me as she does. “But I’d like to get to know you outside of bed, too. I want us to be friends. More than friends. Is it so weird that I’m attracted to you?”

“Yes,” I admit bluntly.

She laughs, takes my hand, and puts it to her waist. Then she moves in closer. “For me, it’s about who you are inside. These big hands of yours are sexy, but what makes them sexy is that you’re so very gentle with me. You’ve shown me that you have a kind heart, and that even with all this strength, you’re careful with those that are smaller than you. I find that incredibly, irresistibly attractive. You may not have thought about me in the last five years, but I’ve thought about you. A lot.” 

Melody steps close, putting her hand on my back, and then whispers, “Especially when I was touching myself.”

The heat on my neck climbs all the way up to my brow.
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CHAPTER
SIX




MELODY

Brux sweats through dinner. It’s adorable. My forwardness has clearly flustered him, but I don’t regret it. He clearly doesn’t think much of himself or of his appearance, and if it takes me being blatant to show him that I’m sincere, then I’ll be utterly brazen.

I’m not going to let him walk out of my life again. Not when the universe has dropped him into my lap. This is a sign, and I’m going to grab it.

So we walk, hand in hand, into the greasy cantina that’s the only place on Risda to dine out. Since I don’t have a home of my own, I’m rather sick of the food here, but I can choke it down one more time as long as the company is good. Brux takes one look at the only open table left for us, and he seems utterly appalled at how dirty the countertop is. He releases me, and with a napkin, wipes the entire booth down, along with the seats, and growls that I deserve better than to sit in someone else’s mess.

And he wonders how I can be attracted to him? He should be wondering how he’s going to fight me off at this rate.

I sit down and he goes to get our food from the bar, along with a couple of brews. When he returns, I beam at him, my heart light and full of joy. “Tell me what you’ve been up to these last few years,” I say. “Or what brings you to Risda. Whatever you want to talk about.”

He takes a sip of his brew and shrugs his big, broad shoulders. “Work.”

“What kind of work? Construction, right? Have you worked for the same company long?” I poke at the fried foods in front of me, not really hungry as much as craving to hear more from Brux. I want to know all the details of his life.

The look he gives me is funny. “I work for whatever crew will hire me.”

“I would think with your strength that you’d be in high demand.” I eat a fried tuber and lick my fingertips clean.

Brux gives his head a quick shake. “I’m not a desirable employee.”

“Why not?”

His eyes narrow at me, as if he can’t quite believe that I don’t know these obvious things. “My family name is worthless. I have a prison record. I’m clearly not entirely mesakkah.”

“What did you go to prison for?”

“Robbery. When I was young, I lived in the slums on Homeworld’s moon.” He shrugs. “It wasn’t a good time.”

I want to frown, because isn’t that always the story? The poor stay poor because they can’t break free from the cycle. I should have guessed that sort of thing would happen even in an alien society, but it sucks to think that some shitty things are universal. “How long were you in prison?”

“Five years. It wasn’t a prison planet, at least. I’ve heard those places are nightmares. I was sent to a penal colony planet with a bunch of other younger delinquents, and we did a lot of hard labor. I was offered a construction job when I got out, as long as I kept out of trouble, and I’ve been doing construction jobs ever since then.” He shrugs. “It’s about the best kind of job a male like me can expect.”

“What do you mean, a male like you? You’re one of the big blue guys that run everything, right?” I wave a hand at our surroundings. “This planet, all the space stations, you name it. If anyone has an advantage, it’s you guys.”

His jaw juts, and he looks rather mutinous. “My bloodline isn’t clean. My family name isn’t, either.”

I take a sip of my beer. “So what kind of alien are you if you’re not fully blue dude?” 

Brux is quiet for a moment, as if he’s not sure he wants to admit it. “Moden. My father’s father was a splice. If you know anything about mesakkah, they value good bloodlines.”

“And a splice is bad, I take it.”

“A lab-created monstrosity.” He gestures at his face. “It’s why I look like this.”

“Devilishly handsome?” I tease. “And if you’re trying to scare me off by telling me how terrible your family history is, it won’t work. A lot of humans think breeding to keep bloodlines clean is disgusting…and those that do usually end up with buck teeth. If you don’t bring in fresh blood, you make the entire line weaker.”

I mean, the breeding I’m thinking of is purebred dogs and people with Habsburg jaws, but it’s the same thing, right?

Brux takes a big gulp of his beer and I notice he’s not touching the food. Leaving it for me? Or just going to ditch me quickly for a real meal later?

“You sure do make a lot of excuses for me,” he finally says, setting his beer down.

“I’m a big fan of yours. It means I will absolutely make up a thousand excuses as to why I think you’re awesome.” I take a fried leaf and then push the basket of food toward him. “Are you not hungry?”

He pauses. “Are you sure you want to spend time with me? Someone is bound to notice and say something.”

What, that I’m slumming? He really doesn’t have a high opinion of himself. He’s spent the last few moments going into great detail about how terrible he is, as if he’s going to somehow convince me to change my mind. “If anyone asks, I’ll tell them you have a tongue that could lick out a sonata on a piano. They’ll understand.”

I could swear he blushes under that blue-gray hide of his. It’s perplexing. It’s even more perplexing when he mutters, “I don’t have a particularly skilled tongue.”

I push the leaves toward him again and then study his expression, trying to figure him out. “Do women just not hit on you, Brux? Because every time I compliment you, you get this constipated look on your face and then you tell me about how terrible of a choice you are.”

He scowls, nudging the basket back toward me as if we’re playing tennis and it’s my serve. “I just don’t want you mistaken on anything.”

“On liking you?”

“On what kind of person I am.” Brux stares down at me, his face hard as if he’s preparing for war. “I’m still not entirely sure you’re not pranking me.”

Pranking him? Pranking him? Here I’ve been fighting hard to try and show him my interest at every turn and he still hasn’t caught on? I slip my shoe off under the table and slide my foot up his leg and between his thighs. “Do I need to crawl under this table and give you a blow job to show you how I feel about you? Or is this helping things become clearer?”

His eyes narrow at me but he doesn’t push my foot away. I rub the heel of my foot directly where his cock is, and underneath my sole, he hardens. I give him another sweet smile.

“I like you,” I remind him. “I’ve liked you for five years. If I’m being aggressive, it’s because I like you and I want to make sure you know it. That way if you ditch me again, I’ll know I’ve tried everything I could possibly do to show you my interest.”

“I didn’t ditch you before.”

“Sure felt like it.”

“I took advantage of you in a weak moment. I made sure you were safe and then I got out of your life. It was for the best.”

“Was it? Because you didn’t ask me how I felt.”

He runs a hand down his face, scrubbing it. The cock I’m currently wiggling my toes against is nice and hard. “I bought you from your owner because he was a piece of keffing shit. Didn’t know what to do with you once I had you, and then after….” His throat works and his gaze skims away from my face. “After, I thought it would be best for you to go with Lord va’Rin.”

I run my big toe along the ridges of his shaft. Crazy how I’d forgotten about those. I love touching him, love his soft suede-like skin, his expression of surprise when I caress him. Love everything about this guy, to be honest…except his self-esteem. “Looking back, I can’t say it was a bad choice. Lord and Lady va’Rin have been really nice to me and this planet is great. So much better than being someone’s kicking post. But you’ve been here for a few months, guessing by the size of the project. You never thought of looking me up?”

“Didn’t think you’d want to see me.”

“You’re wrong.” I grind my heel against his balls, and I could swear his eyes flare with excitement. He’s not pushing my foot away. Not stopping me. He might talk like he’s the worst thing to happen to a woman, but I know the truth.

Brux eyes the basket of food between us, mostly untouched. “I just…how do you see this thing between us going, Melody?” 

I pretend to misunderstand. “Dinner? I thought we’d eat some really shitty cantina food, drink a few beers, and then go back to my room. I’d sit on your face until you make me scream, and then you’d fuck the daylights out of me. We’d probably break my bed, because it’s pretty old and creaky, and then pass out for a while before heading into round two. And then eventually, round three. Then we shower—optimally together—eat some breakfast, and then go to work.”

“So this is just about sex?”

“No. But it can be, tonight.” I smile brilliantly at him and give his cock another meaningful nudge with my foot. “If you just want to eat dinner and call it, I’m okay with that too. Well, less okay, but I understand it. But don’t push me away because you think it’s what’s best for me. Let me decide that part.”

He’s silent for a long, long time. Then, he slowly nudges the basket back toward him, eats a leaf, and then sends it back to me. “Let’s start with dinner.”

My smile grows wider. “What about you? Where do you see this heading?”

Brux actually seems pained by my question. He slides that big hand down his face again, then glances around the cantina, as if he’s afraid someone will hear his answer. “I haven’t…I don’t think about it. I haven’t dared to hope…”

He trails off, and my heart aches.

This sweet man deserves to have his soul sucked out through his cock and I aim to be the one to do it. “I think you’re allowed to hope. I’ll fight anyone that says differently.”

The look he gives me is puzzled, but amused. “Thanks, I think.”

He still doesn’t look convinced. That’s all right. Only one of us needs to be fully invested to move things forward, as far as I’m concerned. I’ll prove myself to him soon enough. So I slide my foot out from between his thighs and relax back in the booth. “How about we take this day by day, then? Let’s start with a nice meal and see where things go.”

“A nice meal?” Brux picks up one of the soggy fried leaves. “Are we leaving, then?”

I laugh with delight, because it’s the first sign that he’s loosening up around me. 
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CHAPTER
SEVEN




BRUX

Cantina food is keffing awful, but I don’t mind it. The brew is cold, the company better than anything I could have hoped for. 

Melody tells me all about arriving here, and how she’d been given a farm for all of a month before she had a small nervous breakdown. “I didn’t like feeling so responsible for the animals. I wouldn’t mind working on the farming equipment, but the animals made me anxious. I worried about them constantly. So I’m subletting my farm out to a friend. She runs things and takes care of it all and just sends me a percentage. I live in town and work here, scrapping.”

“Why scrapping still?”

Her smile is bright. “There’s something so satisfying about repurposing discarded things into stuff my people can use. Like a toaster. I made one last month for a friend and I have three more people asking for one because they miss having one in their kitchens.”

“What’s a toaster?”

She puts her hands out, indicating a small box. “It’s a square with a slot on top, and when you drop a piece of bread in, it cooks it quickly. Toasts it, if you will. Every human kitchen has one, but no one seems to have one here.”

I drain the rest of my brew. “That’s because we’re not big on bread.” I’ve seen it here on Risda, and tried it at a snack booth on a space station. It was…not great.

“Right! But there’s lots of small things like a toaster that my people here want, but don’t know how to go about getting. To me, it’s simple. You need a way to turn it off and on, and you need a heating element that gets hot enough quickly to toast the sides of the bread, and for it to turn off as quickly. The box outside of it is to protect you from getting burned. I know I can bend some heat-safe metal into a decent square, and I know there are some components that you guys discard that can be easily wired to conduct heat. It’s not a perfect solution but it works.”

I’m impressed at her cleverness. I’m even more impressed that she would rather collect scrap and make things for her people than live on one of the farms that Lord va’Rin has provided to the humans. I’ve seen some of the homesteads. The dwellings themselves are small, but compared to some of the housing in the slums, they’re a paradise. “You could charge a lot for these things.”

“I could, but I don’t,” she tells me cheerfully. “It’s more important that I make people a little bit happier with their situation, and make a few friends. When I’m not scrapping, I’m usually helping people with repairs. There’s a couple of custodians that are trained in a lot of the tech we’re given, but some of the women don’t like anything to do with aliens. If I come over and poke at their gadgets, they feel better. Sometimes I show up with the guy that’s going to fix it, just so I can reassure the human that the custodian is truly just there to tackle a problem, not hurt them.”

I nod, silent. Melody is smiling and talkative, but I know not all the humans are like her. Some are deeply traumatized.

“Besides,” Melody continues, “I don’t like being alone on a farm. It’s too quiet for me. I need noise around. I need others around.”

And she reaches across the table and brushes her fingers against mine.

I don’t know what to do with that small touch. I stare down at her hand rubbing against mine. Her fingers look so very slender against my larger, gray-blue ones. Her nails are shorn and inelegant, her fingertips callused from her work, but she couldn’t be more enchanting to me. I’m fascinated by the fact that she’s both cheerful and utterly blatant, both fragile and determined. She’s not letting her fate get the best of her. 

She’s taking the scraps of it and making it into something new, just like she does with the discards around her. No wonder she’s so fiercely proud of her work.

Tentatively, I touch her pinky with my smallest finger.

Melody gives me a warm smile and grazes her pinky against mine again. The small touch sends a tingle up my spine and makes my balls tighten. “I’ve had a really nice time,” she says. “Thank you for letting me take you out. It’s been so lovely to see you again after five years. I hadn’t dared hope that we’d run into each other again.”

“What now?” I ask, highly, highly aware that her fingers are still touching mine.

“Wellllllll….” Melody’s gaze drops to our hands, barely touching. “Do you want to go fast or slow? Your choice.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Slow,” she says, then pauses. Her fingertips skim over the back of my hand, caressing lightly. “If we go slow, I kiss your cheek and we part right here. Then you can decide if you want to contact me again or not. I’ve made it clear how I feel. After tonight, I’ll leave it in your hands.”

My breath feels as if it’s escaping my body. “And fast?”

Her eyes are dark with promise. “We go back to my room and I let you make me come, and then I ride you until we’re both sweaty. We collapse after fucking like animals all night, take a quick shower, and then we do it all again.”

Kef me.

Even so, I hesitate. I want this woman…but the power dynamic between us is too flawed. I’ll never not think she’s climbing into bed with me simply out of gratitude. I’m an ugly male. I have no worth. I’m an ex-convict. I’m all the things she should be avoiding now that she’s free and happy.

“I can tell what you’re thinking,” Melody says, her voice relaxed. “And no, you’re not taking advantage of me. Just like last time, I wanted to touch you. Us getting together before was a celebration of my escaping my old master. Even if I didn’t make it back to Earth, I knew whatever was in my future had to be better than my past. So we fucked, and I’m not upset about it. And I would love to do it again. Would love to touch you again.”

The tip of her pinky strokes over mine.

“It’s that easy for you?” I ask her, still incredulous. “You just see me again after five years and decide you want me in your bed? You don’t have any doubts about who I am? Anything?”

This time, she takes my hand. “I’ve had five years to settle into my skin and get comfortable here on Risda. I’ve come to terms that I’m never going back to Earth. I’ve embraced my new life here. And I’ve thought about that night between us over and over again for the last five years.”

“I’ve tried not to think about it at all.” Because every time I do, I’m filled with shame and remorse. Like I touched something—someone—I had no right touching.

She strokes my knuckles, and her fingers look miniscule against my hand. “After you left me here, I tried dating other people. I thought I’d move forward and forget the past, but there are some things I don’t want to forget. One of them is you. No one I dated compared to you. Now that you’re back here, I don’t see the point in wasting time.”

“You’re painting an image of me in your mind that I can’t possibly live up to. I’m not some heroic savior. Anyone would have done what I did.”

Melody just gives me a wry look, her fingertips continuing to trace circles on my hand. “Do you know how many people I saw come through that scrap yard on a regular basis? Day in and day out, people looked at me, looked at how I was being treated, and turned away. I wasn’t a person to them. I didn’t matter. I was someone else’s problem. You were the only one that looked at me and saw a person.”

She’s not listening to me. “You don’t know who I am, what I’ve done⁠—”

“Is the thought of being with me so awful?” she asks suddenly. “Because you’re determined to somehow convince me that you’re a horrible person unworthy of affection.”

“You deserve better⁠—”

Melody thumps my hand, hard, and gives me an annoyed look. “I’ll decide what I deserve, thank you.”

My ears get hot. That was the wrong thing to say. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just⁠—”

“You’ve told me everything before. You’re a former criminal. You work construction jobs. Your family name is shit. Is there anything else I should know? Do you torture small animals in your downtime?”

I scowl. “No.”

“Ever owned or plan on owning another person?”

“Other than you? No.” The image of her as the collar came off of her is seared into my mind. The hope and yearning mixed with the terror on her face, the red marks and grooves on her neck from the painful collar…I remember all of it. I know some mesakkah think nothing of owning a human, but I could never.

“Murdering? Raping? Murdering and raping? Robbing the elderly?”

I scowl. “None of that, and you’ve made your point. Fine then. I would like to go home with you. I’d be crazy not to.”

The smile she flashes at me is brilliant. “You would, and we both know you’re not crazy.”

I should be excited, but something about our interaction isn’t sitting well with me. She’s beautiful, and I’m attracted to her. Why do I have such a problem with this? She’s offering me sex, nothing more. We can fuck and get it out of our systems and then I can go on with my life and she can go on with hers. It means nothing. I’ve had partners for a night in the past. This shouldn’t be any different. I tell myself this over and over as we exit the booth and leave the cantina.

Melody grabs my hand and leads me across the street, toward the large boarding house. A few humans glance at us as she pulls me along after her, but no one pays any attention.

She pauses at the side door to the boarding house, leaning against it. She gives me a bright, flirty smile that makes my heart ache and tilts her head back to gaze up at me. “Kiss me.”

“What?”

“Kiss me.”

I get flustered, my tail prickling along with the fine hairs on my neck. “Right here in the street?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

We barely know each other, I want to say, but we’ve moved past that, haven’t we? We’re heading to her room to have sex. A kiss is nothing, even if it’s not something my people normally practice. Melody tilts her head further back as I step forward, and I curl my fingers along her jaw, angling her face as I hunch down to press my mouth to hers. It’s awkward but her mouth is warm and sweet and so good. Her arms go around my neck and she kisses me with enthusiasm, her lips parting under mine, and her tongue darts out to touch my lips.

I jerk back in surprise.

She chuckles. “Was that bad?”

“No. I…no. Just surprised me. That’s all.” I press my mouth to hers again just to prove to her that kissing her is not a problem. If I could just relax, I could enjoy the wet slide of her tongue against mine. I could enjoy the soft press of her body to my larger one.

I could ignore the fact that this still feels like gratitude, because we’re still two strangers, and that’s the part I keep getting hung up on.

I pull away from her. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

Melody flinches, her arms retreating back to her sides, only to cross them protectively over her chest. “Oh.”

“This…this doesn’t feel right. You, me, any of this.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not offering myself again,” she says, her tone bitter. “I can only fling myself at a man so many times before it hurts my feelings.”

“I never meant to hurt your feelings,” I tell her. “I should have never let it get this far. I’m sorry.”

“Me, too.” She turns and goes inside, all but slamming the door shut behind her. I stand outside, head down, wondering if I made a mistake. But if I ask her what my favorite food is, she won’t know. If I ask her what I’m allergic to, she won’t know. She doesn’t know anything about me, except that I saved her that one time.

Seems like we need more of a reason to fuck. Maybe I’ll regret this, but for now, I can’t do it. It still feels like I’m taking advantage of her in a vulnerable moment. 

I just…can’t.
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CHAPTER
EIGHT




Weeks Later

MELODY

I stare out at the rain pounding down on the small town of Port. It’s such a cliché, but I’m glad for the rain. It matches my mood.

Not only that, but every day that it rains, it delays the construction on the space port. It’s another day that Brux is here, breathing the same air I am. I shouldn’t be as obsessed with him as I am, but I can’t help it. I’ve thought about him constantly for the last five years, wondering what it would have been like if he’d come to Risda with me. Instead, he abandoned me to someone else and went off to work crummy jobs because he thought I “deserved” better. As if I’m some perfect prize instead of a real human being who just wanted to be held and to feel safe. 

Ugh. Whatever. His loss. I hope it rains all over his head.

“You seem very far away today,” says a voice at my side.

I turn, smiling brightly at Aithar. He’s one of the a’ani clones working on building a new cantina here in Port, and I’ve been talking to him about utilizing whatever scrap they have left over, and to see if they need my help creating anything for their human patrons, as I’ve been getting pretty good with toasters now. It’s business. Just business.

Well, except for the fact that Aithar is one of the few men that I’ve dated here on Risda, and he’s made it very clear to me that he’s still interested. He smiles encouragingly at me and offers me a drink. It’s water with a piece of fruit in it, cool and refreshing. I take it from him with a smile and sip it as he watches me with an avid, intense gaze. I’ve been coming around to their cantina for the last few days, some for conversation, some for eyeballing scrap.

Some because I’m circling around the idea of going out with Aithar again.

I need to move on, right? I need to stop thinking about Brux, because he’s made it very clear to me that he’s not interested in what I have to offer. Aithar is handsome, with bright red skin, a chiseled jaw, and thick black hair. He’s got black tattoos climbing up his arms, but those just add to his attractiveness. He’s tall and lean and eager. So eager.

Nothing like Brux, who looks out at the world with wounded eyes.

Ugh. There I go again, thinking about the wrong person. I beam a bright smile at Aithar. “It’s just the weather. I prefer when it’s sunny. Makes my job easier when I have a big project. I can take it outside instead of hiding in the basement.”

“You can always come here if you need to work,” he volunteers, and one of the a’ani at work behind him whips his head around, frowning in our direction.

“Oh, I’d just be in the way,” I tell him. “But I appreciate the offer. It’s very kind of you.”

“I am not kind. I am just eager to see you every day.” Aithar clutches his own drink to his chest as if it’s the only thing holding him together. “You…would you like to go and eat? Together? Today? Or tomorrow? Or whenever you like?”

“Are you asking me on a date?” I flirt, determined to forget Brux. “If so, I accept.”

Aithar smiles at me so brightly that my heart warms. Just a little. “I will buy you everything you wish to eat. It is as the humans say, your treat.”

The a’ani behind him rolls his eyes and goes back to laser-punching holes in a piece of metal.

I chuckle despite myself, setting down my drink and then plucking his from his grasp. “I think you have that backwards. And I can pay for my own food. You want to go now? I think we’re in the way of your friends that are working.”

He turns and glances behind him. When he sees who it is, he dismisses him with a wave of his hand. “That’s just Sakkar. He likes to frown at everyone. Thinks it makes us work harder. But I would love to have food with you, no matter who is treating who! It will be a joy for me regardless.”

How can I resist such a sweet comment? I beam at him and slip my arm through the crook of his. “As long as you save me any scrap metal you might not need, of course.”

I’m moving on. Moving forward.

We step out into the street, and the muggy, wet weather washes over us, misting my hair and face. The main street of Port normally has a few people walking through, but today it’s deserted except for a lone stranger at the far end of the town. I duck my head as rain drops splatter and Aithar sweetly tries to shield me with his arm over my head. It’s useless, but the gesture makes me laugh.

“I suppose if we didn’t want to get wet, we could have stayed back at your place,” I tell him as we hurry across the street toward the other cantina.

“There’s no food there yet! But if you want to go back, I can get food and bring it to you. I’m happy to do whatever you like.”

We jog down the street. “I’m just teasing. I don’t mind the weather⁠—”

I stop short, because the alien across the street is a familiar one. It’s a big mesakkah with two broken horns, a heavy jaw, and a tight expression on his face as he watches me walk with Aithar. Oh. Brux. Funny how I haven’t run into him for weeks and the day I decide to take Aithar up on his obvious flirting, he shows up. He stands outside the cantina, a heavy cloak wrapped around his shoulders and a dark hood covering his head. That’s why I didn’t notice him at first. Now he’s staring at me with an unreadable expression and for some reason, I feel guilt.

The guilt increases when Aithar puts a hand on my back, even as he opens the door to the cantina to let me in.

It feels like my heart is being torn out of my chest. I should be angry at Brux. I should want to flaunt Aithar in front of him. Instead, I just feel sad and more alone than ever before. We head into the cantina and I don’t look out the window to see if Brux is watching us. I keep my gaze locked ahead, and I somehow manage to order food and listen to Aithar as he chats about their plans for the upcoming cantina.

I eat. I respond. But I’m highly aware that Brux hasn’t come inside after us. He saw me with Aithar. Saw me come in with another man, his hand on my back. He had his chance.

Brux could have just said yes that night instead of making me feel like a fool. Like he wasn’t interested in some trashy human who kept throwing herself at him.

We finish our lunch and it’s nice. Aithar’s good with conversation, even as he shyly shoots me attentive glances. I can tell he doesn’t date a lot. I can tell he’s really interested in me. Still is, despite me letting him down months ago.

When we head back out into the street, I keep my head down, as if the rain is bothering me. Truth is, I don’t want to see Brux still standing in the rain, staring at me like I’m doing something wrong. I’m not the one in the wrong here. I told him how I felt. It’s not my fault he didn’t feel the same. I shouldn’t feel guilty for moving on.

We get back to the cantina under construction and I shake my wet hair out, giving Aithar a bright smile to hide the churning feelings inside me. “It was a nice lunch.”

“Was it? You seem very unhappy.” The look he gives me is gentle. “Perhaps it was not me you wished to be with.”

A protest rises to my lips, and then I stop. There’s no point in lying about it. “I wish I felt more strongly about you. I love being your friend, but I’m afraid my heart is tied up with someone else.”

“The big guy without the horns?” he asks. “The one that followed us?”

“He followed us?” I hadn’t noticed. I’d been so torn up inside that I hadn’t looked up from my shoes.

A hint of a smile touches Aithar’s mouth. “Yeah. He looked as if he wanted to tear my face off for touching you.”

I’m a terrible person, because hearing that thrills me. “Oh.”

His smile becomes a little more forced. “Yeah.”

“I’m sorry, Aithar.”

The a’ani gives a small shake of his head. “Don’t be. My kind always lose out to mesakkah. We’re used to it.”

“It still makes me an asshole.”

The smile he gives me is sad. “You’re just trying to figure yourself out. We all are.”

“I hope you find the woman—or man—that deserves you,” I tell him, and lean in to give him a kiss on the cheek. “Until then, I’d really like to be your friend.”

“And you want our scrap metals,” he teases.

“And that. And I can get you a good deal on a toaster.”

Aithar chuckles. “I’ll talk to the others. In the meantime, perhaps you should go and talk to your friend before he decides I’m a threat and does something I’ll regret.”

I nod and give him a quick hug, then slip out the door of the cantina. Emerging into the rain, I scan the street and there’s no sign of anyone at all. No Brux. I’m disappointed that he’s not waiting on the cantina’s doorstep, but I also don’t want to cause trouble for Aithar and his friends. I head out, deliberately taking the long way home despite the pouring rain. What normally takes two minutes to walk ends up taking twenty, but still no Brux. Soaked and dismayed, I head up to my room.

Maybe Aithar was wrong. Maybe Brux wasn’t following us at all.
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The next day dawns sunny, which depresses me. It’s clear weather, which means the workers at the space port will be hard at work, probably finishing up the job. Fuck. I’m tempted to go over and demand to speak to Brux again, but I chased after him last time. At some point, he’ll have to come after me.

I’ve got to keep some scrap of dignity, right?

After I dress, I shove my feet into my boots without lacing them and head down to the dining room in the boarding house. The owner always provides a breakfast of some kind, even if it’s usually the terrible, cakey version of Risda bread. I make myself some toast with jam and sit down to eat at the same table as Daphne, the seamstress who also lives here full-time. As usual, Daphne is bent over a piece of clothing she’s repairing, her food getting cold next to her.

“You look busy this morning,” I comment between bites of toast.

She nods, picking at another stitch. “You’d think when they send these crews out that they’d send some sort of machine to repair their uniforms, but no. Do you know how much they charge these men to fix a tear?”

“More than you charge?” I guess, mouth full.

She doesn’t even look up, just smiles wryly at her work as she continues. “Exactly. Which is why I need to get this all done as quickly as possible. I got a notice that the job at the dock is done and so of course they all want their uniforms back today, wouldn’t you know.”

I choke on the toast, and struggle down a sip of tea to clear my throat. “T-today?”

“That’s what I heard. Pick up a needle if you want to help me. I need all the hands I can get.”

“I…can’t. Busy.” I shove my toast in my mouth and race out the door, limping as my boots threaten to fall off my feet. I have to go. Have to talk to Brux. Have to talk to him before he just abandons me here again⁠—

I slam into a large body. I stagger backward in surprise, practically crashing into the side of the building as I try to keep my balance. A big hand reaches out and grabs my arm, helping me upright.

It’s Brux, and my toast is now stuck to the front of his dock uniform.

“Oh my god!” Horrified, I reach out and pry my toast off his tunic, but it leaves a smear in the shape of the toast. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

“I noticed.”

Brux doesn’t smile to take the sting out of his words. He shifts uncomfortably on his feet, his tail twitching with agitation…

…and then I notice that he’s got a cart behind him, full of scrap.

Oh. He’s not here because he’s jealous. He’s just bringing me scrap. I’m so crushed I could weep.

“I thought you were gone,” I blurt out. “That you’d left.”

“Not quite yet. I wanted to bring you the rest of the scrap.” He scratches the side of his jaw, tail flicking wildly. “Wanted to tell you that I’m sorry about how things went between us.”

So he’s not madly in love with me? It’s not what I wanted to hear, but it just proves again that he’s a decent guy. I manage a smile. “I appreciate the scrap.”

“And the apology?”

I cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t know how I feel about that part, to be honest. You hurt my feelings. I made myself vulnerable to you and it felt like you slapped me in the face. I don’t know what you think of me, but I don’t throw myself at every alien I see. Just the ones that I haven’t been able to get out of my head for the last five years.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I wanted it to be more. It’s just…” He stares off into the distance. “That last time you and I got together, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was for all the wrong reasons.”

“Sex can’t be just for sex?”

“Maybe I’m a strange sort, but every time I’ve had sex just for sex, I didn’t like it. Left me uncomfortable.” He shrugs, still not looking me in the eye. “I need more. And when I saw you again, well, I guess I wanted something different from you.”

“I…don’t know if I should be offended or not. What do you mean?”

Brux rubs his hard mouth again. “Kef. I’m saying this all wrong. I just…” He turns and walks away, and my heart stops all over again. A moment later, he changes his mind and turns back to me. “Where was I born?”

Now I’m the one confused. “Huh?”

“Where was I born?”

“I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

“Where did I lose my horns?” Brux waves an oversized hand at his large head and the two capped stumps. Then, he gestures at the side of his neck, which is covered in black symbols. “Or this tattoo?”

I shrug.

“What am I allergic to?”

I’m on the verge of being offended, because I feel as if I’m being set up to fail. “I don’t know. Is this a test?”

“No, this is me proving a point.” Brux surges toward me again, his hand out, his expression eager. He stops himself just before he touches me and takes a step back once more, lowering his hand. “When we have sex, I want it to be because we know each other—all the beautiful and all the ugly parts—and want to go further.”

“When?” I ask.

“When,” he agrees. “Because I can’t stop thinking about you, either. But right now, all I know about you is that your name is Melody and I saved you once. All you know about me is that I’m the one that saved you. Shit isn’t squared between us. It’s not even. It’s all fucked up. Do you understand?”

My heart squeezes. I nod. “Because if we just have sex then you feel no better than the ones that used me in the past.”

His shoulders sag. “Exactly. And maybe you can look past it, but I can’t.”

That stupid knot forms in my throat again. “So how do we fix this?”

Brux gives me a sincere look. “I’d like for us to become friends.”

I want to laugh because it’s the silliest, most obvious of solutions and one that didn’t occur to me in the slightest. “I’d like that, too. I’d love to get to know more about you. But…aren’t you leaving?” I gesture in the direction of the space port. “Your work is done, right?”

“For the majority of the crew, yes. Typically after a large job there’s at least one crew member that stays on to ensure everything is running smoothly. No issues with the elevators, or wiring, or any bad circuits. It’s mostly just maintenance. I volunteered for this job, and since I’m the crew lead, I get to pick who stays.”

I don’t know if I should smile or not. He says it all so seriously, his expression so severe.

“So you’re staying? So we can become friends?”

He nods.

“Well, can I invite you to hang out, then?”

“Hang…out?” He blinks at me.

Oh. “Spend time together. Have dinner maybe. I can show you my scrap projects I’m working on. We can make noodles.”

Brux hesitates again. “What kind of noodles?”

“I honestly have no idea. I can’t read the writing on the container. I just rip it open and hope it doesn’t taste like garbage.”

“Not chski,” he says, and then adds in a low voice. “Moden are allergic. My father’s father was part moden and it affects me.”

“How about you pick the noodles, then?” Happiness bubbles in my chest. “Maybe I’ll be in charge of entertainment.”

Brux smiles, flashing a hint of fang at me. “I would like that very much. Should I help you with your scrap first?”

There’s a warmth inside me that makes even the bright Risda sunlight feel dim in comparison. “I can manage on my own, but I wouldn’t turn down help from a friend.” 
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CHAPTER
NINE




BRUX

I follow Melody down the stairs to the workroom she has in the basement of the boarding house, and I sweat nervously the entire time. I’m flustered at the thought of being alone with her, of us becoming friends. She didn’t laugh at my suggestion, but took it seriously. Like it was something she hadn’t considered, either. I wish I could be more comfortable around her, but every time I relax, I start to think about how she’d kissed me and her smooth human tongue slid against mine.

Perhaps my thoughts aren’t as chaste as I’ve been claiming.

“Just set that stuff down anywhere,” Melody says as she gets to the basement and turns on the lights with a tap on the wall panel. “I’ll go through it this afternoon and see what gets immediate use. Please tell your crew I appreciate the donation.”

I grunt, because the crew had said some crude things about what Melody could do in exchange for the scrap, and I’d nearly lost my temper.

“Your poor tunic,” she says, coming over to me. “There’s a toast-sized jam stain right on your front. Do you want to take that off so I can clean it for you?”

Heat creeps up my ears. “It’s just a stain.”

“I know, but it’s my fault.” She makes a “hand it over” gesture with her fingers. “This isn’t me seducing you, by the way. This is me feeling bad that I got my breakfast all over your front and wanting to help.”

I hesitate again. “It’s one piece. A singular uniform.”

She makes the gesture with her hand again. “I’ve seen you naked already.”

When I hesitate once more, she looks around the workroom and then grabs a length of fabric. “Towel,” she says. “You can put this around your hips.”

Then she waits, staring at me expectantly.

I take my uniform off, my ears pricking with the loud sound of the fastener activating. It falls open, revealing my chest, and then I strip it off, hoping Melody doesn’t notice how nervous I am. I have to pull off my boots, and then I’m standing there naked in her workroom, my tail violently flicking as I try to tuck the towel around my waist. It’s too small, and barely covers my cock.

Which is also too small. Keffing moden ancestry. But that’s a shame I keep to myself most times. I hope she doesn’t point it out. That might destroy me.

I watch as she goes to the sink with my clothing and scrubs at the reddish stain. While she works, I glance around the room, noting that it’s full of metal parts and what looks like nothing more than so much junk. “You still work on scrap, even five years after your freedom?”

“Yeah. I thought I’d do something else when I got here. I have a degree in business management from back home so I thought I could apply that to this world, too. People still have businesses to run, right? But when I got here, I was depressed. It was hard to get out of bed.”

She pauses in her scrubbing but doesn’t look at me.

“Because of what happened between us?” I guess.

Melody glances over at me and smiles. “Yes and no. Yes because I’d felt safe with you and you’d discarded me like an old shoe.”

I wince.

“No, because it was more that I was realizing this place was my future, and I didn’t know what to think of that.” She gestures at her surroundings. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s a gorgeous, quiet planet. Everyone here is lovely and we’re so lucky to be here. But it wasn’t home, and every time I turned around, they were trying to get me to run my own farm. It was…stressful.”

She scrubs a little harder.

“It was difficult for me when I got out of the military,” I offer. “I know how it feels to be at odds with yourself. Like you don’t belong in all the places you did before. I’m glad you didn’t end up like me and steal things. You get sent to a penal colony for ‘light labor’ for those sorts of crimes.”

“No stealing,” Melody says, glancing over at me. She chuckles. “Just a lot of dramatic angst. I was a bit of a mess for a good month or two, and so I’d go for walks. I’d walk up and down the town here, which isn’t exactly a long walk, granted, but it made me feel better to see the progress people were making. That they were settling back into their lives again. There were lots of buildings going up at that time and I started to look around, and I noticed all this scrap being tossed away.”

Her mouth quirks with amusement.

“Let me guess. You took it?”

“Asked for it as sweetly as I could and no one could understand why I wanted it. I shoved it all in my bedroom upstairs at first.” She points with one sudsy hand at the building above us. “It just made me feel better to save that scrap. To me it wasn’t trash, it was potential. It made me angry that no one else saw it. I decided to make some stuff out of the crap I was collecting. At first it was just small stuff. I made a fruit basket out of some wire mesh that I bent. A wind chime out of some tiny bits of metal. And I’d give them away, because it made me feel good to give people things. What I didn’t realize was how much of an effect it’d have on others. I gave a woman named Dory the wind chime and she cried because hearing it was the first thing that had brought her joy in a long time. I made wind chimes for other people, and then I tried to remake things here that we’d used back home that no one bothers with here. Then I made a toaster for a friend, just because she missed her breakfasts back home so much. After that, I started getting all kinds of requests for things that we had back home. Not just toasters, but bicycles. Curling irons. Someone even asked me for a piano, but I haven’t figured that part out yet. Told her the best I could do was a harp, and I’m trying a guitar off and on, but it sounds like crap. So I just…make stuff for people. And they pay me, and I don’t have to farm. It works out for everyone.”

“You’re very clever.”

“No, just have too much time on my hands.” Melody wrings out my uniform and then holds it out to me. “If you don’t want to wear it wet, I can put it out in the sunshine to dry but it might take a few hours.”

I’ve forgotten just how naked I am. How small the towel is. My tail thrashes with embarrassment and I want to cover myself with my hands. “I will wear it wet.”

“Okay, but if you’re feeling weird about things, I’ve seen all the heat you’re packing already.” She twirls a finger at my groin. “Remember?”

I take the wet uniform from her and clutch it in front of me, not sure what to say to that. “I am…sorry if I disappointed you.”

Her eyes go wide. She’s quiet for a long moment. “You’re joking, right?”

“I am not.”

“Your dick is perfect, okay? So let’s just get that out of the way.” She leans a hand on the counter and gives me a baffled look. “Is it big enough to rearrange my digestive tract? No. But I’m human. We’re made smaller than your kind, and your cock is absolutely the perfect size for me. You must be…what. Seven, eight inches?”

My ears get hotter. “I do not know what an inch is.”

“Okay, well, your dick is perfect. Human-sized and perfect and just big enough. I’ve thought about it a lot. So please don’t stress over that.”

Human-sized and perfect. Not something I’d expect to hear about myself, but I appreciate her attempt to make me relax. “Thank you. I think.”

Her hands flutter in the air. “Shit. Here I am going on about your dick and we’re supposed to be friends only. I hope I didn’t make things weird.”

“It is not weird, and I am glad you find my body pleasing.”

“Oh god, so pleasing.” Her hands flutter again, as if she’s chasing away thoughts that buzz like insects. “Okay, officially done talking about this. I’m going to head up the stairs while you dress. Give you some privacy.” 

She sprints to the steps and races away while I clutch the wet uniform that smells of her soap. To think that she wanted to reassure me about my form after how I’ve treated her. She has a kind heart.

I glance down at my cock. Human-sized, indeed.
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CHAPTER
TEN




MELODY

I’m completely flustered as I stand in the hall, trying to compose myself. It’s a miracle that he stayed behind. That he wants to be friends. That he isn’t giving up on the idea of “us”…so why the fuck did I go on and on about how great his cock was and how perfect the size of it was? God, he’s going to think I’m such a weirdo.

It was just…he looked so uncomfortable in his own skin. I wanted to let him know how attractive I find him. How much I enjoy all his parts.

Weirdo. Total weirdo.

I mentally kick myself for a bit longer, pacing at the top of the stairs. The door opens a few minutes later, and then Brux comes out, wearing his soaked uniform. It’s clean now, but the fabric clings to every muscle on his body, and it just reminds me how mouth-watering he is. God, I need to make myself a vibrator so I can use it instead of harassing him about the size of his “perfect cock,” poor guy.

“Thank you,” he says in that solemn way of his. “For cleaning my uniform.”

“Of course. It was my fault.” I offer him a smile and hope he doesn’t run for the hills now.

He hesitates, then looks around at the hallway to the boarding house. I’m tucked away at the back near the area we’re using as an impromptu mud room, since that’s not a thing with most aliens. There’s a lot of boots and rain cloaks on hooks surrounding us, and the hall feels a tiny bit claustrophobic for me, so I can only imagine how it feels for him. “You live here?”

“Not right here, no. I live upstairs.” I point at the ceiling. Then I decide to push a little. “You want to see?”

“I can’t stay long right now.” He gestures at his uniform. “Work. But…I would like to see, yes.”

I try not to get too excited about that, but I can’t help but beam at him. “That’s totally fine! If you want to come back later tonight, you can just show yourself up. Let me show you my rooms.”

I resist the urge to grab his hand as I lead him through the boarding house. Brux has made it clear that he needs things to go slow, so I’m going to go slow even if it kills me. Before slavery beat me down, I was an impulsive person, and five years on Risda hasn’t changed that much. Even now I jump ahead on things too quickly. I’m determined not to mess this up with Brux again, though.

We get upstairs and my door is the first one at the top of the landing. I gesture at it and then open the door, desperate to squeeze every last moment with him that I can and somehow convince him that yes, coming to see me was a great idea after all. “Come on in. There’s not much to see.”

Brux steps inside, glancing around at my messy quarters. I never have anyone come up, and so it’s an absolute disaster. Noodle wrappers are all over the tiny countertop with a sink that acts as my kitchen, and directly across from that is my unmade bed, with some scrap metal stacked at the end of it that I kick to the side when I sleep. The floor is covered in projects that have followed me home, ones that I work on in my downtime. A half-made toaster covers my tiny table and chair (also made from scrap) and there’s a scrap chime hanging from the ceiling despite the fact that there’s no window and no breeze. I just like the symbolism of what it stands for.

He rubs his jaw, staring at my quarters.

I immediately go into overdrive. I straighten my table back into its regular spot by the wall and start picking up shoes I’ve got kicked all over the floor, along with dirty clothes. “I’m sorry. I’m a mess. I know. I wasn’t expecting you to come over or I’d have cleaned up. You must think I’m a disaster.”

“It looks lived in. Nothing wrong with that.” Brux offers me a small smile and heads toward my tiny kitchen. He picks up one noodle wrapper and grimaces. “I’m allergic to this one.”

“Shit. I think that flavor is all I have.” I want to snatch it from his hand in shame. “I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t know.” He carefully wipes his hand on his tunic and takes a step back. “But will you allow me to bring you some other noodles? Tonight?”

I want to squeal like a teenager with heart eyes. “I’d love that.”

He hesitates again. “Perhaps we can play a game of some kind after we eat? Do you enjoy sticks?”

“Never learned it, but I play a mean checkers.” Brux gives his head a little shake, indicating he doesn’t know what that is. “I made a board for someone else that never came to pick it up. It’s around here somewhere.”

“Then we will play that,” he agrees, his expression solemn. “I would not wish to dine and then have no reason to linger.”

I want to tell him that we can just talk, but if he needs a reason to stick around, I will happily give him one. “Game night is perfect.”

“Should I bring anything else?” he inquires, so very serious. As if we’re making plans more detailed than just dinner and a game.

“Just yourself.”

Brux’s expression grows even more solemn. “I would like it if I was the only one for you tonight, as well.”

So he was following us. “I take it you mean Aithar?”

“I do. I did not like you with him. I hated it, actually, and that surprised me.” He says the words slowly, as if he’s just discovering them himself. His gaze doesn’t meet mine. “I acknowledge that I rescinded any claim of interest⁠—”

I put up a hand. “We’re just friends,” I blurt out. “I dated Aithar when I first got here and it never felt right. Dated another guy, too. Didn’t feel right, either.”

He’s silent.

“In case you’re wondering if we feel right, the answer is yes. You’ve always felt right to me. But I understand that it doesn’t feel right for you, and I’m content to wait until it feels right for the both of us.”

He’s silent for a long moment more. Then he nods, ever so slightly. “Thank you. I realize that must seem strange.”

“Not at all. Patience is a virtue.”

Brux smiles a bit wider at that. He eyes me, as if he can sense all the tension I’m brimming with. “Not a virtue you practice much?”

I let out an anxious breath. “Me? God, no. But I’m willing to try.”

He chuckles, the sound low and rusty. “I am trying, too. What time should I be back?”

“Eight? Standard Risda time?”

When he nods, there’s a lightness in his gaze and I feel as if I’ve won some sort of important battle. To think I’ve met the only guy in the universe that doesn’t want me throwing myself at him…but still wants me.

“Tonight, then,” is all Brux says.
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CHAPTER
ELEVEN




BRUX

Funny how quickly you can take care of business when you’ve got somewhere to be. I head back to the space port and finish paying the crew, checking one last time over our work summary to ensure that everything has been completed. I fill out the appropriate forms with the Homeworld office, letting them know that the job is completed, and that I’ll be staying on for an additional month for maintenance checks. I even put in a good word for Jonnas as a possible crew lead for an upcoming job. He’d love the opportunity and even if he’s not the most likeable sort, he shows up every day.

And then the job is done, more or less, and I’m free to spend the rest of my day however I please. It’s just that…I don’t know what to do with myself. I don’t want to seem too eager. I don’t want to show up on Melody’s doorstep right away because waiting seems like the smarter thing to do. There’s nothing but my bed and my clothes in my room at the crew dormitory, so I wander about Port for a bit, watching the humans as they move around. Some are scared at the sight of me, so I get a table at the cantina and people-watch out the window instead. There are so many human women here. Lord va’Rin must have been collecting them for a long time.

One of the custodians comes over to me and I show him my identification and my work credentials. It annoys me to be treated like a criminal, but then I remember the frightened faces of the human women as they scurried to cross the street away from me, and I’m no longer annoyed. I finish my brew, clean my table, and then head over to the store because I’d promised Melody more noodles. As I cross the street to the store, a breeze drifts over my skin. I glance up at the blue skies overhead and a tiny native bird of some kind flies past. In the distance, I can smell grass and greenery. It’s nice here. Quiet. Calming. I like it here.

If I’m being honest with myself, this could be an absolute shithole and I’d like it here because Melody is here.

In the store, I grab all of the noodles that won’t make me puff up like a splice gone wrong. I pick through all the counters of human things, but I don’t know what sorts of stuff Melody likes. Just noodles, I tell myself, as I bring a few dozen bags of noodles to the front counter. I hesitate, and then throw in a couple of bowls and some eating sticks.

The avian shopkeep rings me up. “Humans like mugs, you know.”

“Mugs?” I ask.

He points at the stand of squat drinking vessels in front of a rack of candles. “Those. They love them.”

I end up getting two. Just in case she needs them.

As I head out with my purchases, I see a human with a cart full of fresh vegetables. She shrinks back when I pause in front of her, and I take a step back to give her space. “I am having dinner with a friend. Do you have anything that’s good in noodles?”

A short time later, I’ve bought a bag full of fresh veg and even though it’s early, I head back over to Melody’s room in the boarding house. She opens the door, breathless and slightly disheveled. “Hi! Come in. I was just cleaning up.”

I step inside her small quarters and notice that she has indeed been cleaning. The kitchen area is tidy, and all of the scrap in her room has been pushed to one side while the tiny table and chair is set near the bed. A garish red and black board of some kind sits atop it, along with many red and black discs.

“You brought all this for me?” she asks, taking one of the bags from my hands.

“Since we couldn’t eat the noodles you have, I thought replacements would be best. Do you add veg to yours?” When she shakes her head, I smile. “Let me show you how to make the noodles even better, then.”

Melody puts her hands on my back and gives me a gentle shove towards the kitchen. “You’re officially in charge of cooking.”

It’s nice to wash and chop veg and talk with her as I work. I’ve been so solitary all my life that it’s difficult at first, to talk to another person in the midst of preparing food. But when I see how intently she’s listening, and when I elicit a tiny chuckle from her, I’m addicted. I end up rambling about my first experience with fresh veg while on a farming planet, and how it changed me.

Melody puts away the rest of the things I’ve brought and then exclaims over the mugs. “Oh, I love these! Perfect for tea!”

Huh. That shopkeep was right.

Once the noodles and veg are put into two bowls, I hand her one and a pair of eating sticks. She takes the bowl from me with a tiny smile of pleasure and then holds it out. “To friendship.”

I echo her movements. “To friendship.”

We stand in the kitchen and slurp our food, and she makes appreciative sounds as she eats. “So tell me about your horns,” she says between sucking down noodles.

“My horns?”

She waves her sticks at me. “I’m learning about you. Tell me about your horns. How’d you lose them?”

Ah. I grin, feeling warm and pleased at how easy this has been. “It was during the Threshian War…”
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TWELVE




Weeks Later

MELODY

“I am king,” Brux announces, waving his hand at the checker piece he just moved to my end of the board. “Make it so.”

“You can just say ‘king me’ like any other normal person,” I mutter, because I’m a sore loser. “You don’t have to be so pretentious about it.”

“Yes, but when I say it like this, it bothers you more.”

I snort and put a black piece atop his black king, ‘making it so.’ “You’re too good at this game. We need to play something else.”

“I am open to suggestion.”

“Of course you are. It’s because you’re good at everything,” I grumble. I’m not really mad, though. Peeved that I can’t win against him, sure. But Brux is highly competitive and loves every single game we’ve tried, from poker to checkers to Slapjack, to memory matching, where we just flip over cards and pair them. He’s clever and attentive, and that means he’s far too good at everything we’ve tried. It’s fun to try to find something he’s not great at, though. In the last few weeks, I’ve made card decks, game boards, and even a terrible set of jacks. It’s allowing me to stretch my creativity with my scrap metal, and I’ve made a couple of extra game boards for Aithar and his friends at the cantina.

Not that I need extra work. I’ve got someone that’s asked me to make them a rolling refrigerated cart, two more toasters to make, and a woman that runs a couple of stills wants me to help her streamline her business. There’s a woman that lives on a distant farm that sent a request for a human repairman, and as the human repairwoman of the area, I’m going up there tomorrow. As usual, there’s enough to keep me busy for months. Work has never been the problem.

It’s time. It’s always time.

Because every day that passes is another day that I’m aware that Brux might be leaving soon. We talk daily about everything, and he’s mentioned that his job is going to be wrapping up soon.

Okay, maybe we don’t talk about everything, because I haven’t told him just now miserable the thought makes me.

I move a checker piece, not paying attention to where I’m going, really. My thoughts are on the next few days. At some point, one of us is going to have to bring up the fact that he’s leaving. And…then what?

“That was a terrible move,” Brux comments, swiftly jumping my piece with one of his kings and collecting it. “Are you giving up?”

I scoff. “No.”

He gives me a dubious look, leaning back in the rickety metal chair that I’d made from leftover pipe. “You normally play badly, but not this badly.”

I gasp. “You shit! I do not!”

A wide grin curves his mouth and I know he was just saying it to mess with me. “Say what bothers you, then. You know I’ll listen.”

I purse my lips, eye the game board and my lone checker remaining, and move it to a benign space. I jump to my feet and head to my tiny kitchen. “Where are those new snacks I bought?”

“You’re stalling,” he says, almost gleeful. Brux gets to his feet and follows after me, watching as I angrily eat dried, puffed mushrooms that are dusted with some sort of salty powder. “Why will you not just say?”

“Oh my god, quit pushing,” I exclaim, shoving another crunchy mushroom puff into my mouth before pushing the bag aside again. “I swear it’s nothing.”

He grabs me by the waist when I try to move away. “I’m not letting you go until you tell me what it is.” Brux pulls me against him. Not hard, just enough to drag me close enough to press me to his chest.

That small move steals my breath away. I stare at him, lips parted, as he gazes down at me. It’s like we’re both now just realizing that we’ve ended up in each other’s arms.

“I’m not letting go,” he says again, softer this time.

“Promise?” I whisper.

His gaze flicks over my face, and then he cups my cheek. His enormous hand is callused and rough, but I’ve never felt anything better. “I didn’t kiss you five years ago. Feels like I should have.” His expression grows anguished. “Should have done lots of things differently. Instead, I just used you.”

“No, no, hey,” I comfort, putting my hands over the one he has on my cheek. I take it in my grasp and hold it tightly. “You didn’t use me. I don’t regret anything that happened between us. I was overjoyed at my freedom and I wanted to celebrate it. The only thing I had was my body, and so I shared it with you. Shared.”

He shakes his head, that self-loathing written all over his face. “It should have been better.”

“If we’re counting all the things that should have happened along the way, I never should have been taken from Earth.” I shrug. “No sense in dwelling on things that aren’t perfect in our lives. I think of that day and I think of it with great joy. I don’t want you to think of it any differently than I do. It’s my favorite memory, and it has nothing to do with how much or how little we kissed.”

And I kiss his hand gently. I brush my lips over the inside of his palm, watching him as I do.

An expression of intense yearning crosses his face. He reaches out and traces his fingertips over my cheek. “I know I pushed you away before, but⁠—”

“Yes,” I blurt. “Anything you want.”

“Impulsive human,” he chuckles. “You don’t even know what I was going to ask.”

“Okay, fine, what were you going to ask?”

Brux glances at the game board behind us. “I was going to ask if you enjoyed losing to me, because your last move put your piece directly in the path of my king.”

Is he fucking serious? Incredulous, I open my mouth to protest when he cups my face and then he’s kissing me. His lips move over mine clumsily, but then with increasing enthusiasm. I kiss him back, loving the way his tongue hesitantly strokes into my mouth and then grows bolder with each teasing flick. I cling to him, loving this, loving this kiss, loving the way he holds me. I want to live in this moment forever⁠—

He pulls away, a strange expression on his face. “What—what were you eating?”

Uh oh. “Um, mushroom puffs?” I gesture at the bag on the counter. “I don’t know what’s in them. I can’t read the label. You don’t think…”

Brux nods, touching his mouth. Sure enough, his lips are swelling. Is it normal for lips to swell that quickly? His deep blue-gray skin is even darker around his mouth.

“I think we should find a medic,” he says through puffy lips. “Thorry.”
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THIRTEEN




BRUX

I feel like such an idiot.

I sit in the clinic in Port, waiting for my face swelling to go down. The medic on duty gave me a shot of medication but he’s never treated moden-related allergies before and wants me to stay for at least another hour until he’s certain my allergic reaction is improving.

And here I thought our evening was leading to something good. That maybe we’d kiss for a bit and see how we felt about the situation. I’ve been the one insisting we move slowly, but weeks of being around Melody constantly haven’t changed how I feel about her. If anything, I’m more obsessed now than I ever was before. It no longer feels as if I’m taking advantage of her when I hold her hand or sit a little closer at the cantina. It doesn’t feel like I’m pressuring her when I slide my arm over her shoulders. We know each other so much better now.

It’s our friendship that keeps me from ripping off all of the medical monitors stuck to my chest and racing away in humiliation. To think I finally decided to make a move on my human, and I end up making a fool of myself instead. I squint at her from my swollen eyes, watching as she paces in my room. She hasn’t said anything since we got to the medic. She’s been utterly quiet this entire time, but when the medic leaves, she starts pacing.

I decide to break the silence because she’s looking more agitated by the moment. “Is it bad? My face?”

Melody turns and looks at me. “I mean, yeah. Your eyes are almost swollen shut and your lips look like they’re on the verge of exploding. Jesus, Brux. You made it sound like you had a mild allergy. This isn’t mild!”

“It’s nothing⁠—”

“It’s not nothing! I’m freaking terrified right now!” She scowls and then rubs her arms as if she’s cold, despite the balmy temperature. “I don’t like seeing you in pain. Or in danger. Or both.”

“I’m not in pain,” I reassure her. “I just hate that this is how our evening is ending. I wanted…”

She thumps down on the corner of the cot next to me, the plas bedding rustling. Her eyes are wide and focused on me. “You wanted…what? Tell me.”

“I…” The words lodge in my throat, and I want to rub my face, except, well, it’s currently twice the size it should be. “I should probably save it until I look normal again.”

“The fuck you will,” she says, indignant. With another rustle of plas blanket, she leans over me. Her gaze locks onto mine, and the scent of her, bright and clean and with just a hint of metal, fills my senses. “Say it or I’m leaving right now. It might be the last time you ever see me.”

I reach out and grab her hand. “Don’t go. It’s—it’s nothing. I Just wished that we could spend more time together. Alone together. Not…playing games. Doing other things.” Then I gesture at my face. “Clearly not this part, though.”

Melody’s eyes brighten. “You mean that?” Just as quickly her expression dims. “Or is this just one last hurrah before you take off and leave me behind again?”

Leave her behind?! “I took you where you could be safe!”

“Left me behind,” she repeats, emphasizing each word. “Didn’t even ask me what I wanted.”

I lift a hand to rub down my face and stop the moment I touch my swollen eyes. “Melody, I couldn’t keep you with me. I was on leave from my job. I was working on expanding a prison satellite—a long-term job that lasted an entire year. I couldn’t keep you with me. When I was at work, I lived with sixteen other rough brutes in a barracks. It was no place for a traumatized human female, or any female, for that matter. I did what I felt was best for you. I had done some research and I’d heard Lord va’Rin was buying up all the humans he could find and taking them somewhere nice, somewhere safe. I wanted that for you, after everything you’d been through. I’m sorry if I keffed it up.”

She stares at me. “You literally could have told me any of that.”

I…guess I could have. “I didn’t talk to you because I was ashamed that I’d used you.”

“You didn’t. Which, again, you would have known if you’d talked to me.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “I get that you don’t feel like you’re worthwhile. You’re allowed to think that, but you’re not allowed to think for me. Understand?”

Melody is angry at me. I’m both fascinated and pleased. “I won’t tell you how to think, then.”

“Good.” She glances around the room and then back at me. “So are you staying here? Or are you leaving as soon as your job is done? Tell me the truth. I’m not going to beg you to stay if you don’t plan on it. I just want to know what’s going to happen so I can prepare myself. I have a life here, and if you don’t want to be part of it, let me know so I can move on.”

“I don’t want you moving on,” I growl. I reach out and take her hand, as if that will somehow anchor her to me. “That’s what I’ve been trying to say.”

“You haven’t been trying very hard.”

With a huff of frustration, I try again. I keep holding onto her, the softness of her strange human skin like touching silk. “Then let me be very clear. I do not want you moving on. I do not want you going out with the a’ani or any other males, because I want you with me. I want all your nights. I will let you win at checkers every day if it means you will hold my hand and smile at me and tell me all the things that have gone on during your day. And…I want to kiss you.”

Her fingers twitch against mine. “Go on.”

I thought I had said everything that needed saying, but it is obvious that Melody needs more words. Words are unfortunately not something I am good at. I lick my bloated lips and try again. “I want to kiss you several times a day, because I cannot think of anything except the feel of your smooth tongue against mine. I want to hold you close and undress you.”

“Go on.”

The medic comes in the room and checks the screens with my vitals. 

My jaw clenches and I fight the urge to go silent again, because Melody doesn’t want silent. She wants a male that tells her how he feels, and I want to be that male for her. “I want to touch you in all the ways I should have last time. I want to make you come. I want to hear you crying out my name.”

The medic clears his throat. He glances at us, then gestures at the door. “I’ll, ah, just come back.”

“I just want to know if you’re going to stay,” Melody says in a soft voice, ignoring everything but me.

Did I not say? Why do I forget all the important things when I should be telling them to her? “Yes. I want to stay. I applied for a permanent position at the space port here. Ongoing maintenance and security.”

Her smile turns even brighter and she scoots closer to me on the bed, the rustle of the plas sheets loud and obnoxious. “Can I kiss you now?”

I touch my swollen face. “Might want to wait until I can breathe through my nose again.”

Melody jumps to her feet. She tucks the blankets around me and then moves in and kisses my forehead. “I’m going to go talk to the medic and see if there’s some sort of instant relief we can have on hand at all times. We had antihistamine injections back on Earth and I don’t see why you wouldn’t have the same here. Once we get you on your feet, you’re coming to my place and staying overnight, because I’m going to watch over you.”

“It’s just an allergy,” I grumble. “No need to fuss.”

“Tell me not to fuss when your face isn’t twice the size it normally is. Until then, I get to fuss all I want.” She heads out of the room, her backside swaying as she walks, and I allow myself to appreciate it for once. Letting a gorgeous female take care of me all night? Letting her fuss over me? I’d be the universe’s biggest fool not to agree.

And I might be a fool sometimes, but I’m definitely not that big of a fool.
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Two hours later, we have an emergency injection in case I run across something else that I’m allergic to. We’re settled back in Melody’s quarters, and she insists that I sit down while she pulls each item out of her small pantry and holds it up for me to vote on. We end up putting half the food in a box and I feel guilty that she can’t keep it. “That’s a lot of credits to be tossing out.”

“I’m not tossing it out,” she tells me. “I’m going to give it to the woman that runs the boarding house. She’ll probably gift it to the next person that comes in. Someone will put it to use. I don’t want any risk that you’re going to have problems. Next time I buy food, you come with me, all right?”

“Next time,” I agree with a nod, and touch my mouth. My lips are still somewhat swollen but they’ve gone down quite a bit, much to my relief. “Can you read any of the Homeworld language? Or any other alien language?”

“I know a bit,” Melody says as she packs away the groceries. “But most of the words I know are things like ‘flammable’ or ‘cut here’ and not things like ingredients. You’ll have to teach me.”

“Maybe we can make a game of it,” I murmur, imagining nights curled up with Melody, sharing mugs of tea and going over languages.

“I don’t know if I like that idea, because I always lose to you,” she teases, and then sticks her tongue out at me. “Do you know how much you weigh, by any chance?”

“…weigh? Why do you ask?”

She puts the lid on the box and gives me a pointed look. “So I know how strong to make our bed frame, of course. I’ve got enough metal in the basement that I’m positive I can craft something to extend the frame to a larger size. I’m thinking king size for sure. Unless there’s something bigger than a king, because you’ve got a massive frame and I want you to be comfortable. What size are the beds in your people’s hotels, I wonder? I’m also a bit of a bed hog, so we need extra space for that.”

“A bed,” I echo. “For both of us?”

Melody picks up the box and puts it just outside her door, then closes it again. “No sense in us having two apartments if we spend all our time together. I think one big bed is the best idea, but if you hate it I guess we can get two smaller ones, though it might make sex tricky. But I guess there’s always floors, right?”

She wants us to move in together. My impulsive, wonderful female. Of course she wants to move in together right away. She’s right in that we spend all of our time together. When I’m not working, we have lunch together or I help her pick up scrap (mostly I just listen to her talk because she doesn’t like “assistance”). I’m with her every evening until it’s time for me to leave for the night. The thought of never having to leave her side again is…intoxicating.

“You should have your own space,” I begin, and then stop, because I am deciding for her again. “But I would like to live with you, if it would not be too overwhelming.”

“I have my workspace in the basement, but you’re right.” Melody thinks for a moment, and then moves to where I’m seated at her table, with a mug of tea that she’d insisted I drink. “Let’s give it a few weeks before you let the lease on your apartment go. Just in case I’m too much for you.”

Too much for me? I scoff at the thought. I like that she is decisive. That she firmly knows what she wants and needs. That she doesn’t second-guess herself. I envy that.

She stands over me and cups my face in her hands, studying my features. I remain still, enjoying her touch as it flutters over my skin. “The swelling is going down. That’s a good sign.”

“Mm.”

“Can you breathe through your nose now?”

“Some. Getting better with every breath.” I put a hand on her waist, tugging her forward. I want to wrap her in my arms. I want to touch her all over and show her that she’s mine. I’m just not sure how to start. I stroke her side, thoughtful. “Melody…”

“Yes, you can kiss me. But let’s make them small kisses so you don’t struggle breathing.” Her fingers dance along my ear, then move up to my broken horns, two ugly stumps capped off with metal. “You can strip me naked. You can lick me all over. Think of me as a blank canvas and you’re the artist.”

That’s far more poetic than how I feel. “More like I’m just the lucky bit of scrap that you’ve decided to craft into something new.”

She grabs me by the ears, her expression fierce as she forces me to look her in the eye. “You’re not scrap. You’re just as worthwhile as anyone I’ve ever met. Better, even. You saw me hurting and did something about it instead of walking away like so many others. That shows your true character. I probably cost all of your credits, was a bother and an annoyance because I remember crying like a madwoman, and then you even found me a new place to live where I’d be safe. You didn’t just sell me to another person and hope for the best. You made sure that I was taken care of, even if it was a problem. You’re amazing. Your heart is amazing. I don’t care that you don’t have a good family name or that your father’s father was a splice. I don’t care that you have a criminal record. All the things that you think make you unworthy don’t bother me, because I know how you really are when the chips are down.”

“What are chips⁠—”

“Hush,” Melody says, exasperated. “I’m trying to build you up here.”

“I apologize. I’m listening.” I’m flattered, and it makes me prickle with an uncomfortable sort of pride that she views me so highly. I’m not used to thinking of myself as anything other than just more station trash. It’s humbling to think that she sees me as something different, and always has.

“Earth people have a saying. One person’s trash is another person’s treasure. I don’t think you’re trash, but I do think you should realize that you’re special to me. That your kind heart and your sense of right and wrong means more than whatever name you were born with. That’s the part of you that I fell in love with, understand?”

“You fall in love too easily,” I grumble.

Melody makes another exasperated sound. She starts listing things off. “You’re allergic to chski, whatever that is. Your horns got cut off as a punishment when your unit was nearly destroyed in a Thresh battle and only three people came back. You wear the same color uniform over and over again, which tells me you like the color gray. You’re really good at games and you gloat a little too much when you win. Your tail has a notch cut into the fur near the tip and that was from a work accident. You enjoy noodles for breakfast and green veg, but not the white ones. You get this sad look on your face when the women here cross the street to avoid you. You’re dying to help me out with my scrap but never do because you don’t want to intrude. Those are all the things I’ve learned about you in the last month because you wanted us to get to know each other better. Well, I know you a lot better, and guess what? It hasn’t changed how I feel. I still think you’re amazing. I still want to be with you. I still⁠—”

I tug her down into my lap.

She falls against me with a startled squeak, clearly not expecting that. Her arms go around my neck and she gives me a startled look as she settles onto my thigh.

“Point taken.” I lean in and brush a light kiss over her lips. She tastes like tooth cleanser, because she’d scrubbed her mouth out over and over again at the medic’s clinic, distressed that she’d done this to me. I don’t care. I just want to kiss her. “Am I allowed to say that I think you are amazing and want to be with you?”

“Yes. You’re allowed to say it repeatedly.” She relaxes in my arms, one hand toying with my nape. “As long as you promise you’re not going to leave me behind again. Promise that I get a say in everything.”

“Yes and yes.” I lean in and kiss her again. It’s a light kiss, little more than a brush of lips, because I don’t want her to be repulsed by my swollen features. “I want a future with you.”

Her return smile is brilliant. “Oh, Brux. Do you know how long I’ve waited to hear that?”

“Five years and one month?”

She rolls her eyes at me and tweaks my nose. “Very funny.” Then a panicked look crosses her face as she realizes what she’s done. “Oh no. Your nose⁠—”

“It’s fine. It’s just a reaction. I’m not broken. You can touch me. And I can touch you.”

“Mmm, what did you have in mind?”

A hundred filthy, lascivious thoughts tear through my head, the thoughts I’ve been having ever since I met her and have tried to push from my mind. I embrace them now. “Let me make you come.”

Melody shivers, her fingers flexing against my neck. “I’m open to suggestion.”

“I get you naked.” I stroke a hand down her side, boldly gripping her plump backside. “Lick you everywhere. Finger you. Figure out what you like best. What makes your cunt wet and slippery, and what makes you moan.”

She bites her lip, eyes shining.

“And then I do it again.” I squeeze her ass to emphasize my words.

Melody whimpers, clinging to me.

“And a third time if you want me to, but it might be too stimulating. I don’t want to overdo it. I might just put you on my cock and let you sit there for a while.”

“Maybe you let me decide what’s too stimulating,” she breathes, her gaze flicking to my mouth.

I chuckle. My stubborn human. “Of course. At that point, I’d let you decide. But I get to make you come twice first.”

“I’m okay with this.” Her voice is shaky as her gaze darts back to mine. “When do we start? Or are we just going to talk about it all night?”

“So impatient. Perhaps I want to savor you?” I lean in close, wanting to move my lips over her skin. “Or should we wait until I have recovered⁠—”

Melody groans and leans in, biting my lower lip with her teeth. I’m shocked at her bold movement, and a hot pang of desire races through me even as my skin stings from her bite. It’s not sharp, doesn’t break the skin, and I love the edge of pain that it adds to our heightened senses. I suck in a breath.

Immediately she draws back, worried. “Are you all right? Is your lip sore? I forgot.”

Strangely enough, I love that she bit me. I love that she’s so impulsive because I overthink everything. We’re a good balance when we’re together. “You can nibble on me all you like, but it’s my turn to give you pleasure this time. I don’t want this to be anything like last time.”

“I loved last time⁠—”

I give her a warning look and squeeze her ass again.

Amused, she puts her hands up in the air. “Fine, fine, you tell me what to do and I’ll do it.” She tilts her head back and extends her arms wide. “Use me.”

“Oh no, we’re doing this the right way.” I nudge her off my leg. “Stand up and undress. I want to look at you now that you’re not all ribs.”
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The human sticks her tongue out at me again, ever playful, and flounces off my lap.

Melody takes two steps backward, still facing me, and then pulls off her plain tunic. Underneath it she wears something that looks like a band of material with two straps over her shoulders. She shimmies out of this next, and then she’s wearing nothing but her boots and trou.

Melody is utterly beautiful. She’s not perfect, of course. There are old scars that trace white lines across her skin, but as long as they’re old, I don’t care about them. What I do care about is that her body is filled out, her ribs no longer visible when she moves. Her breasts are small but full, with large pink nipples tipping them. She’s not just as I remember, and I’m so glad. She looks healthy and strong and not nearly as fragile.

She smiles at me, then kicks off her boots. She slides her trou down her legs, removing them and the undergarment she wears underneath. Here, the scars of her captivity are more evident—lines crisscross her legs in ugly stripes, and there are a few puckered scars that dent her skin where there shouldn’t be dents. The cruelty of her old master becomes even more evident. I remember bruises covering her pasty-pale skin, but I don’t think I realized just how awful things had been for her. “Are all those five years old?”

She nods, slapping her flank to make it jiggle. “Some older. Don’t fuss.”

Don’t fuss. As if I can forget what happened to her. I glance up, meet her gaze. “Did he rape you?”

“No. That’s about the only thing I’m grateful for. That old bastard treated me like a dog. Kicked me, hit me, didn’t feed me, made me sleep out in the rain, kept me collared, you name it. Just didn’t rape me. I don’t think he saw me as a person. Shit, I hope he didn’t see me as a person, because I can’t imagine treating anyone that way.”

I grunt. I shouldn’t be glad, but I am. It doesn’t change how I feel in this moment, but I know that scars on the outside heal quicker than scars on the inside.

She moves forward, stepping between my knees, and puts her hands on my face, cupping my heavy jaw again. “You know you can touch me now, right?”

Oh, I know. I tug her into my arms, settling her so she’s so close that the tips of her breasts are within reach. I don’t have to duck much to take the tip of one breast into my mouth. I cup it with my fingers, letting the nipple play against my lips. It immediately hardens and she sucks in a breath, her hands going to my shorn head and moving against my scalp before settling on the stumps of my horns. “Okay to touch you here?”

“Touch me anywhere,” I tell her, then nuzzle her breast again. Kef, she smells sweet. The metal she works with lingers on her skin, adding an edge to her otherwise delicate scent. She also smells human, with the tinge of sweat and soap and femininity that comprise the unique blend of her. I drag my tongue over her skin, wanting to devour that delicious scent of hers. “I could eat you up.”

“Please do.” She sounds breathless, her fingers going to my ears and stroking the outer edge. “You know I could touch you all over, right? Every time I do, it makes me crazy to think about how soft your skin is. Touching you is like petting the softest velvet. I want to just stroke you for hours.”

Her words send a bolt of heat straight to my cock. Biting back a groan, I lavish attention on her breast, tonguing and teasing her nipple until it’s flushed a deep shade and the tip is taut. I move to the other breast, giving it equal affection, my thumb toying with the other to ensure both get the same amount of consideration. As I play with her breasts, her breathing turns rapid, and she makes little sounds in the back of her throat. The scent of her arousal grows thick in the air, and I ignore it, wanting to focus on her breasts until she says otherwise.

Until she whimpers. It’s the sweetest, neediest little sound, and it makes me crazy. I lift my head, tonguing one nipple one last time as our eyes meet. “I want to touch your cunt.”

“I want that, too.”

“Spread your legs for me, then.” I flick her nipple with my thumb once more, then skim my hands down to her hips.

Melody shifts her stance, her legs parting, and then the glorious scent of her fills the room. Ah, kef me. She’s so keffing wet. I’m drowning in her arousal. With a growl of pleasure, I put my hand between her thighs, cupping the vee of her sex against my palm. She’s got a tuft of hair here, a darker shade than the sunlit yellow on her head. The texture is different, too, and when I drag my thumb through the curls there, her scent grows even thicker.

“Gonna finger you,” I tell her thickly. “If I do something you don’t like, tell me.”

She nods, leaning forward and pressing my face to her breasts again. Feels like perfection to nestle my face between those two soft mounds, even as my fingers stroke along the wet seam of her cunt. I part her folds with one finger, dragging back and forth to get her used to my touch. Melody talks a big game, but I want to be careful with her, just in case. We had sex in the past, sure, but neither of us were in the right headspace then. I need this time to be perfect. I need this time to be so mind-blowing, so amazing, that neither of us thinks about that night ever again.

Slowly, I stroke a finger through the folds of her wet cunt and find the entrance to her body. I circle my finger at her opening and then gently nudge it inside her. She’s wet and tight and hot, and that combination does crazy things to my cock. I’m harder than a rock, even as I’m more determined than ever to go slow. So keffing slow.

“My clit,” she breathes, shifting her weight as I push deeper into her. “Need you to touch my clit.”

That could be a human thing. That could also be why she didn’t come last time. Perhaps this is the key to unlocking her pleasure. “Show me.”

Melody squeezes her thighs together around my hand, even as she takes my other one and guides it between her legs. I hold my breath as she guides my fingers to the apex of her folds, to a tiny bump of flesh that is easily missed. “Rub the sides of this. Not directly. Just the sides. It feels like…well, I guess like touching your cockhead does.”

Aha. “May I look?”

She nods, tension vibrating through her. Melody’s fingers slip to my uniform and curl against the fabric, as if she has to hold herself steady.

Fascinated, I use my thumb to pull her cunt apart, spreading the folds so I can more closely examine the flushed center of her. Sure enough, there is a tiny, deeply purple nub buried in her flesh, visible when parted. It protrudes slightly as I pull her skin taut, and Melody shivers in response. No direct touches. All right, then. I stroke the pad of my finger along the side of it, testing.

She whimpers, her entire body quivering in response.

I…can’t tell if she liked that or not. “Was that bad or good?”

“Good. Very good.” Her fingers tighten on my clothing. “Do it again, please.”

I rub her again slowly, watching her face as it contorts. The strange thing about the expression of a person in the throes of pleasure is that it looks exactly the same as someone experiencing a muscle cramp. So I eye her, noting her responses. How the scent of her grows thicker, how she starts to rock her hips against my touch. How she braces her hands on my shoulders and all but shoves her breast into my mouth as I stroke and pet that one spot on her body.

My fingers cramp and I decide that I no longer need to view everything. She makes a sound of protest as I adjust, until my hand slides between her thighs again. I settle my finger into her cunt once more, pushing cautiously into her even as I use my thumb to delicately massage the area she likes best. The clit—except not, because I touch around it and not on it.

Melody’s breath heaves as if she’s picking up something heavy. She wheezes, straining, and leans forward to bury her face against my neck. “Don’t stop,” she moans, voice muffled against my throat. “Please don’t stop. Change nothing. Just keep going.”

Change nothing. Just keep going. I can do that. I continue to tease her, my finger moving inside her alongside my thumb. She’s extremely wet now, her body making the best slurping noises I’ve ever heard, and I’m utterly fascinated at her response. Did she ever get this wet before? I don’t remember these noises, just like I don’t recall the utterly mouth-watering scent of her that’s flooding the room.

She quivers, tensing and clinging to me. Melody bites down on my neck as her cunt clenches around me, rippling and contracting as she lets out a little whine. I don’t stop rubbing, not even when her whines turn to choked gasps and she twitches with every movement of my thumb.

Then she puts a hand over mine between her legs. “Wait,” she tells me, panting and breathless. Her breath is hot against my throat. “Need a moment.”

“You bit me.” I loved it.

“Sorry.” Her tongue brushes over my skin, a licked apology, and I nearly come in my trou.

“Don’t be sorry. It was good?”

“Oh my god,” she moans. “So good.” She nuzzles against my throat and slides forward, and it takes me a moment to realize she’s trying to crawl into my lap. I move my hand out of the warm cradle of her cunt and grip her hip instead, my fingers wet and drenched in her scent.

She cuddles up against me, breathless, and I hold her close. My hands stroke over her naked skin, grazing over scars and soft flesh, over lean thighs and the most ridiculous feet with stubby, strange little toes.

“I only made you come once,” I remind her after a moment. My cock is aching, the throb of my pulse echoed in my shaft. I want to do more to her. Not just pleasure myself, but to give her more. I’m greedy because I need to watch her come over and over again. I need to memorize every response she makes, every sigh she gives. “We talked of at least three earlier.”

“Mmm,” is all she says, and she sounds sated. Like she’s eaten a fine meal.

“I promised you more,” I repeat, my voice gentle even as I slide a hand along the inside of her thigh. With a little sigh, she parts them, welcoming my touch once again. “Should I stop?”

“You can touch me as much as you want. I’m yours and you’re mine. Don’t think I’m not putting my mouth all over you soon. Very soon.” She rubs her nose against my neck, even as she twists in my grip to allow me between her thighs. And twists again, shifting her weight. “You have a bony leg plate right under my ass. It’s kinda killing my vibe.”

I adjust her lower on my leg. “Better?”

She wiggles her bottom and then shakes her head. “Now I’m falling off your knee. Let’s go to bed. Yes?”

Bed is an excellent idea. I lift her up in my arms and take her with me, hauling her across the room and then settling her gently atop the blankets. She reaches for me, trying to pull me down next to her, but I detangle myself with a smile and kneel on the floor between her dangling legs. “I told you three orgasms, remember?”

“You drive a hard bargain,” she jokes, even as she spreads her legs for me. One hooks around my shoulder, and she stretches on the bed as I stroke the insides of her thighs. “Lucky for you, I’m easy-going.”

“You are,” I murmur, fascinated as she opens up for me once more. Her scent washes over me, tangy and haunting. “You don’t mind me tasting you? It won’t make you anxious?”

“It’ll make me come so hard my toes curl.”

This sounds good to me. I lean in, mouth watering.

Her hand goes to my forehead and she stops me before I can put my tongue on her. “I just had a horrible thought. What if you’re allergic to me?”

Then I’ll die happy. “I’ll live on daily injections from the medic. I’ll cover myself in plas-film. I don’t care. I just know that I’m going to taste you right now and I’m going to enjoy the kef out of it.”

She moans, her hand trailing down my face and brushing over my lips. “Be careful.”

Oh, I’ll be careful. I’ll lap at her cunt with the utmost of care. I carefully open her folds with my fingers, spreading her like a flower. A pink, wet, juicy flower. My mouth waters once more, and I lean in and give her a long, slow taste, unable to wait any longer. She tastes just as good as she smells. With a ragged groan, I drag my tongue over her flushed skin, lapping up her taste. “So keffing good.”

Melody squirms against my tongue. “God, I love that you have ridges there, too.”

Ridges? On my tongue? They’ve always been there. It never occurred to me that she might like them, or find them fascinating. I have them on my cock, too, and I wonder what she thinks of that. I can’t wait to see her reaction—but first, I want to taste her for a while.

I tongue her, taking my time to savor the sensation of her softness against my mouth. Of the taste of her, the little cries she makes, of the hands that clutch frantically at me as I leisurely explore her. I head toward her clit when her cries take on a more fevered, frantic edge, and I remember that she said it was sensitive like a cockhead. I lick it experimentally, and when her hips buck, I do so with more enthusiasm. Her responses are incredible, and each burst of her flavor on my tongue makes my sac tighten in response. I don’t have to check myself to know that the head of my cock is covered with pre-cum—my trou are soaked with it.

I lavish attention on her clit, until Melody is whimpering in the way that makes my hips buck in response. She’s so responsive. I remember our first time together, and Melody was silent, all arms and legs as she held me close. I never heard these sounds from her, and I love hearing them now. I want to drink in every cry she makes, every sigh, every moan. Her hands squeeze tight on my horn-stumps, settling there and holding on as I work her with my mouth. She’s close, but she’s not there yet, and I think about what feels good for me when she touches me, and what filthy things I dream of.

So I close my mouth around her clit and suck gently.

Melody nearly comes off the bed with the force of her release. She arches up against me, crying out as the taste of her floods my mouth. Ah, kef, this is incredible. I’m going to park myself between her thighs daily, I decide. I’ll live here, with her legs on my shoulders and my mouth buried in her soft, wet cunt. I continue to lick her through her climax, until she pushes me away, her thighs quaking. “I…need…break…”

“Take all the time you need,” I coo to her, in charge of this moment and loving it. “I know just where you can rest.”

I get to my feet and undress, stripping off my clothing and tossing it aside. It smells like her cunt, which I love. I’m going to put that uniform somewhere safe and use it to jerk my cock, because I want to keep her scent forever. When I’m naked, I take the limp-with-pleasure female into my arms and sit on the side of the bed. She wraps her arms around my neck and I slide her thighs apart.

“Sit on my cock,” I tell her.

Melody moans again.

“You can do it,” I encourage her, stroking her back.

“You absolute deviant,” she says, even as she lifts her hips so I can settle her on my stiff, aching cock. “Where have you been hiding all this time?”

“I’ve always been like this. I just needed to make sure you were wanting me as much as I wanted you.”

She settles down on my length, gasping as she eases onto my cock with little rocking motions of her hips. When she’s fully seated on me, she wriggles in place and then quivers all over. “Wh-what’s the thing above your cock? I meant to ask about it last time.”

“My spur?” Melody keeps squirming, and when I move a hand between us, I realize my spur is rubbing at the apex of her pink folds, right where her clit is. Aha. “Do you not like it?”

She wheezes. “S’great.” Her nails dig into my arms and she clenches around my cock. “So great. Oh, fuck, I can’t think straight like this.”

I stroke her back again, even as she continues to squirm atop me. Kef, I want to just knock her to the mattress and rut her like an animal, but I admit that I like seeing her losing control like this. “I could hold you like this forever,” I tell her. “For hours on end.”

The whine she lets out is beautiful.

“Patience, my sweet scrapper. Good things come to those that wait.”

She gasps, her lungs working like bellows even as her cunt clenches around me again. “Five…years…wasn’t…enough?”

“Mmm. You think you’ve waited long enough? Is that what you’re saying?” I reach out and palm one breast, caressing her nipple with my thumb.

Melody combusts all over again, clenching around me and climaxing with a small cry. She clings to me, gasping and shivering.

I haven’t moved. It’s killing me, but I haven’t moved a single muscle. I’m not the most experienced of mesakkah, but I know that an orgasm tastes best when it’s teased for a while. So I toy with her breast even as she shifts her weight atop me, constantly moving as if she’ll somehow find a position that won’t be making her crazy. “Tell me you want to come again.”

“That…that was three.” She bites her lip, and her cunt ripples around me again.

“Tell me you want this. That you want me to take you and make you feel incredible.” I’m greedy for her words, greedy for her to tell me how this makes her feel.

Melody turns soft, dazed eyes to me, her lips parted. “Tell me you’ll stay with me forever this time.”

Her words gut me. “Forever,” I vow to her, aching. “I promise.”

Her eyes brim with tears and she leans against me, her forehead pressed to my cheek. She strokes my face, even as she rocks her hips over mine.

“My mate,” I tell her reverently. “My sweet, perfect mate.”

“Yours,” she agrees.

She remains in my lap, seated and twitching, as I stroke her soft skin and murmur to her just how much I adore her. How I’m glad we took the time to get to know one another because it’s been the best month of my life, and everything I learn about Melody just makes me love her more. I love her stubbornness. I love her impulsivity. I love that she can look at a pile of garbage and see the potential for a future project. I love that she hates losing in a board game but is determined to win the next time. I love that her eyes shine when she gazes up at me. 

I love that just watching her move around the room is enough to get my cock hard and aching for her, yet she was fine with us taking the time to wait.

No more waiting. She’s mine now. I put my hands on her hips and drag her down, pressing up as she does. She gasps, the movement seating me deep into her. I lift her up and then pull her back down on my cock once more. I take control of her movements, using her body and working her over my cock. She moans, her head falling forward as I shuttle into her. I can feel the tension in her frame, the tremble of her body as she builds toward her next climax. I slide her forward so my spur moves against her clit when I pull her down, and her cries become as frantic as I feel.

This time, when I come inside her, it feels like a claiming.

I hold her tight, my arms locking around her as we both struggle for breath. “Forever, Melody.”
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CHAPTER
SIXTEEN




MELODY

I wake up the next morning and roll over in bed, reaching for Brux.

He’s not there.

I should have known it the moment I awoke, because my bed is narrow and his big body wasn’t taking up the majority of the space. There’s too much room for my limbs here without him. Even so, I touch the far side of the bed and it’s cold, and panic sets in.

He’s gone. He left me again.

A dish clanks in my kitchen, loud. There’s a quiet curse, and I roll over to see Brux moving around at the counter, his tail swaying ever so slightly as he stirs something.

He glances back at me, and his face falls. “Did I wake you? I was trying to make breakfast noodles.”

“It’s okay,” I tell him, and I can breathe again.
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EPILOGUE



Months later

BRUX

“Here, take this with you,” my mate says as she rushes to my side. “I just made it.”

I watch, amused, as she loops a narrow belt over my thicker one that carries my tools. On the belt is a slender canister in a holster, her latest “creation” that she’s made for me. This is in addition to the jacket with the heating elements in it that she made so I don’t “freeze” as I do my rounds of the space port’s many docks.

“What’s this?” I ask, patient as she tinkers with the fit. Melody’s way to show she cares is to make you things. Things that you don’t necessarily need, but she likes to anticipate those needs for “just in case.” “Some sort of weapon?”

She scoffs. “It’s a drink container. It keeps your tea hot all day. I already filled it for you.”

“And why do I need that?” It’s adorable how she fusses.

“Because it’s cold outside and I don’t like that you have to walk around in the chill. And because I wanted to see if I could make one and I did. I also have a toaster that I need you to deliver for me, please. Can you stop by the boarding house and give it to a woman named Janet?”

“Janet,” I repeat, even as my mate races back to the far side of our house to get the toaster she’d worked on just last night. Well, until I’d distracted her with touches. She finished it this morning while I made breakfast.

Our new house is one of the tiny homesteads that dot the surrounding area of Port. Melody had initially declined getting a farm because she didn’t like the thought of taking care of animals and she doesn’t care to farm. Once we got together, however, her room in the boarding house felt too small for longer-term living. Now we’re on a farm with a refurbished air-sled. We’re a brief hop from town on the air sled, but when Melody goes into town, I take one of the bicycles and let her use the sled for hauling scrap. Our fields are nothing but grass, and if I look out the window, I’ll see the neighbor’s meat-stock grazing on our land. The woman who lives nearby pays us a stipend to let her stock use our fields, and it pays for our necessities.

Melody rushes forward with the toaster in hand, wrapped in a square of thick plas. She says it’s like a “present” when you wrap it up, and does so every time. She hands it over to me. “Who are you delivering this to?”

“Janet. Boarding house.”

She beams at me and reaches up to pat my cheek. “Perfect. And if you run into Eliza, tell her I’m still working on her commission. Don’t let her nag you.”

“I’ll be sure and scowl at her.”

“No you won’t. You’re too sweet.”

“Woman, you do not tell a former convict that he’s ‘sweet.’”

She rolls her eyes at me again, hands on her hips as she looks me over. We do this routine every morning, and I pretend like I’m tolerating it, but secretly, I enjoy every moment. I love that I get to wake up next to my mate, in our house. I love that our living room is full of scrap and half-completed projects. I love that the front of our yard is nothing but piles of Melody’s “potential.” I love that she fusses over me every morning, and we kiss before heading off for our jobs. We come back together every night and spend hours just talking and laughing, playing board games or cooking…or making love. Lots and lots of making love.

I’m happier than I’ve ever been. I even like my job. Being outside even in the worst weather is better than spending all my time on some dank space station.

As Melody reaches up and adjusts the collar on my space port uniform, I reach out and tuck a lock of her bright yellow hair back from her face. “Are you working from home today?”

“No, I’m biking out to visit Heidi. Her comm panel is on the fritz and she wants me to look at it.”

“On the what?”

“Fritz. It’s not working.” She smooths her hand down my front and gives me a pat. “You said a freighter was coming in today, right? Remember⁠—”

“—to ask them if they have any scrap. I remember, love.” I lean in and kiss her. “I would never forget.”

“I know you wouldn’t.” She scores her teeth against my lower lip, making me groan. It’s a sultry promise for tonight that’s going to torment me all day, in the most delicious of ways. “You’re the best.”

“Thank you for my canister of tea,” I tell her, and give her another kiss. “I’ll be home tonight.”

Her eyes gleam. “I’ll be wearing nothing but my tool belt.”

I look forward to it.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Hello there!

A few months ago, Taylor Swift released a song called ‘Down Bad’ in which she compares being in love with a guy to being abducted by aliens. I won’t share the lyrics here because Tay Tay has far more lawyers than anyone on the planet, but the idea got me thinking. What if every human ‘rescued’ by an alien and sent to Risda III wasn’t keen on actually being on Risda? What if the guy had just decided what was going to happen and never consulted the woman?

Anyhow, the germ for this story was born. To everyone that’s not a Taylor Swift fan, I’m sorry. Stories happen where they will, and we are just their faithful muses.

Since no story is ever just one idea, these are some of the other questions that occurred to me as I wrote, or other people had asked me about:

	What if the woman was the aggressor instead of the guy? What if she was good to go and he was the one that was ‘hold up’? Melody has no hang-ups on sex but Brux absolutely does. I wanted to write a demisexual hero that needed to get to know someone before he felt like jumping into bed with them.

	What about allergic reactions with all of those alien foods? How is it that no one ever has a bad reaction? I figure on Risda most of the stuff is tailored to humans, and on the ice planet, the khui would handle the most egregious digestion/histamine issues. Hence the hero’s moden blood is the villain here.

	What about an alien hero with a regular dick? I thought I’d write one and how he’d feel in a universe full of men packing absolute hogs.

	Someone said that Brux was absolutely a bundle of issues. Yes, he is, but it was kinda refreshing to write a heroine who knew who she was and what she wanted, and the guy being the mess.

	What about the gal that Aithar dated and mentioned in earlier books? Here you go!



Anyhow, I hope you enjoyed this, too!

- Ruby


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


I have an entire Rubyverse for you to read up on if you’re looking for more alien romance. Many of my books are in Kindle Unlimited, so check out my backlist — I bet I have something to suit your mood!

Make it aliens but a cozier vibe

Risdaverse

Sunrise Cantina

Make it Risdaverse but epic length

When She’s Common

When She Belongs

When She Purrs

Make the hero more monstrous

Bad Guy

Worse Guy

Enjoy!
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